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AQ(JA BELLA

The sun was gentle in the first hour of its rising. It lay lightly
upon the hills of Jerusalem it washed with gold the walls of

Aqua Bella castle, and the village huddl ed beneath them and

the green that was the great wealth of the demesne: the oaks

that were holy, the olives that were nore than holy, and the
glorious tangle that traced the track, of the stream Wnen

were washing in it, singing sweet and high, with here and there

a ripple of laughter.

He cane by the road that led to the sea, riding all alone, al
his armor and his weapons borne on a dove-grey nmule. His
destrier was a fine blood bay, and he a fine high-spirited crea-
ture himself, his grey cloak flung back froma flame of scarlet,
and gold about his brows, and a ruby in the pomel of his

sword. He sang as he rode, setting the charger's pace.

Chevaler, nult estes guari z,
Quant Dieu a vusjkitsa clanw ,
Des Tun e des Anonvi z,

Ks It untjait tels aeshenors,

The wonen's singing faltered and died. Safe in their veils of
greenery, they stared out at the wonder: a knight in gold and
spl endor, unguarded, unattended. He was a mad one, surely,

or one of God's protected.

H s voice was both deep and clear, free and gl ad and fearl ess,
calling the air to arns for a battle thirty years won,

AJ ore wot oa Lew s

}a Mar a' enftm avrat pww,

Char sWfu en urt en pons
Qd Us angl es nostre Segnor

No fear of hell had ever troubled him nor any fear of norta
steel. H's stallion danced, shying fromthe flutter of a veil; he
| aughed and bowed to the eyes scaring wide or shy or brightly
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fascinated fromthe thicket, and never lost the rhythmof his
song.

Al um cnguer e Mi ses,
Ktjffst el munt de Sinai

A Saragins nel |atsum mats,

Ne | a verge dunt U fartid

La Kcge Mer tut ad un fais,
Quant le grant pople le seqguit;
E pharaon revint afsres:

JUeli sum jurent pent.

H s eyes asked no pardon of Saracen wonen, nor ever thought



to need it. Anong the | eaves a snile flashed, or two, or three.
The charger snorted. Its rider bowed again and wheel ed about,
cantering up the road to the castle. The women watched him

go. One by one, slowy, they went back to their washing. In a
little while they were singing again. A new song: of norning
and of sunlight, and of a spirit of fire on a Prankish charger
si ngi ng the conquest of their people.

The road and the song ended together. The knight hail ed

the guard at Aqua Bella's gate, light and glad, offering his |one
and spl endid and nost assuredly Christian self to a stare both
narrow and wary. The wariness was Qutrener, enbattled king-
domthat it was, with the Saracen snapping at its throat; and
peopl e al ways stared at him "Tell your lord," he said, "that his
ki nsman cones to greet him"

The eyes narrowed to slits. The bay charger stanped, tasting
dar kness under the norning' s splendor. The knight shivered in
the sun. H s gl adness was gone, all at once, irretrievably-

"Brychant!" Young, that voice within, but breaking wth
nore than youth, though it tried to be steady. "Brychant, who
cones?"

No one, the guard was going to answer. The kni ght watched

t he t hought take shape. Now was no time for guesring fools,

fresh off" the boat fromthe | ook of this one, white as a lily in
this sun-tornented country, riding alone and all begauded Iike

a lure to every bandit in the east.

The guard's nouth was open, the words com ng quick and

harsh. But the speaker within had come up beside him A boy,

sl ender, dark as a Saracen, with eyes |like a wounded fawn- They
took in the stranger, once, quickly, and again nore slowy,
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goi ng i npossibly wide. "Prince?" the boy whispered. "Prince

Ai dan?" He gathered hinself with an effort that shook his nar-
row body, and bowed, all courtesy. "Your highness, you honor
us- You nust pardon Brychant, we are all am ss, we—=

Prince Al dan was out of the saddle, Brychant still glowering,
suspi ci ous, but bellowing for lads to tend the stallion and the
mul e. The prince spared no thought for anything but the child
who was so perfect a courtier, and who struggled so fiercely
agai nst the flooding tears. "Thibaut," said A dan, taking him
by the shoul ders. "You woul d be Thi baut." He was shaki ng.

Ai dan stroked calminto him "Wat has happened?"

The tears burst free, and knowl edge with them "No," said
Ai dan very sofrly. "Ch, no."

The boy was past hearing. The guard and the servants were
not hi ng and no one. Aidan's arms gathered the child; his mnd
foll owed where the darkness | ed.

They had laid himout in the hall. A priest nuttered over
hi m Peopl e hovered. They were not, Aidan noticed, either
nul ling or keening. Their grief snmote him but their fear was



stronger. It choked him

He thrust through it. Sonmewhere he di sposed of the boy.

Hs arns were enpty as he stood over the bier: a table in truth,
with a silken cloth on it, and another over the one who |ay

there. A man no |onger young but not yet old, sun-dyed as

they all were here, but fair under it, bone-pallid now, black hair
early going grey, long nose carved to match the long chin, the
face that had al ways been so nobil e gone suddenly and hid-

eously still.

"Who killed hinP" Aidan heard hinmself say it; he shivered to
hear it. So soft, and so calm and so very deadly. "W cut him
down?"

"Who are you to ask?"

He spun. O hers flinched. This wonman did not. He hardly

saw t he shape that held the soul. Here was fire to match his
fire, grief torival his owmn, and a will as inplacable as al
heaven. Hi s body thought for him It lowered himto one
knee, bowed his head. "My | ady."

"Who arc you?"

She knew. But she needed to hear himsay it. "He was ny
sistcr*s son." He | ooked up, into dark eyes. "Who has done this
t hi ng?"
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"I'f you are what he said you are," she said, "you do not need
to ask."

She was not afraid of him Even when he stood, tall even for

a westerner, with all the names on himthat Ccreint had told

her of. He went back to the bier, bent over it, laid his hand on
the cold cheek. "Child," he said in the tongue of their own
peopl e, richer and darker than the rattle of the tongue d*odl. He
stroked the silvered hair. "Gereint, child, what was it that
could not wait for me?" H's hand slid fromthe head to the stiff
shoul der to the silenced heart. Ten years. So little a tine. The
boy had gone because he nust. As Aidan had |ingered, because

he must. Cares; a kingdom a little matter of wars and enbas-
sies. Cereint had wanted gl ory, and Jerusal em

He had had both. And a | ady of the kingdom beyond the

sea, and a denmesne scant hours' march fromthe Holy Gty, and
death in the norning when at last his kinsman cane to fulfil!
t he prom se nade before he went away.

Under the pal! they had robed himin eastern silks. But

Ai dan was what he was. He saw the narrow wound, so thin to

be so terrible, through which the blade had pierced the heart.
Cereint had never waked to feel it. Asleep beside his |ady, he
di ed, and she slept on oblivious, and woke to find hi mdead.
And on the pillow between them a cake. Round, savory, warm
yet fromthe baking. Such cakes were not nmade in that house,
nor in any save one.



Hashi shayun. Ai dan had heard of them as a legend, a tale to
frighten children. Assassins. Infidels, madnmen, fanatics out of
Alanmut in the black heart of Persia. They came like spirits in
the night, killed as their masters commanded themto kill, van-
ished into air. If by God's grace a man could catch one, the
nmur derer turned his weapon on hinself and died in a nmadness

of joy, singing the praises of his unholy god.

Ai dan's head canme up. He was sniling. Hands flickered.

Soneone had crossed herself. His smle wdened. A amut was

m ghty, so they all said. Alanut was invincible. But this, he
was willing to wager. It had never had to face the tike of the
Prince Aidan of Rhiyana.

He turned to the wonan. Margaret de Hautecourt, he

naned her in his mnd. CGereint's |lady, with whom he had
confessed hinself quite besotted, |aughing even through the
formal phrases of his letters. No great beauty, she. Alittle
round dunpling of a woman, ol der than her husband and

showing it, and no sign in her of her Prankish father. She
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could have been fall sister to the wonen by the stream Infidel
Saracen. PuUana as they would call her here, half-blood, pow
erful and yet despi sed.

H s head shook once, invisible. Not despised. Not she. She
knew what he was, and she understood what it meant, and she
had no fear of himat all

He spoke to her, neasuring each word. "For what they have
done," he said, "they shall pay. By nmy name | swear it."

She startled him She touched his hand, she said, "No. This
is my doing. I will not drag you in the mre of it."

"He was nmore than kin to me. He was ny sister-son. | was
wi th hi mwhen he was bom"

More signs of the cross. Margaret turned. Her voice never
rose, but the ogters scattered. The castle woke, shaking off its
shock, becom ng again a strong hol di ng.

And all for a few soft words. Aidan let themrule him He
accepted servants, service, a bath of eastern length and | uxury.
The clothing spread for himwas stark, black and white, and
rich in its plainness: Arabian silk, and sonething softer than
linen, finer, mraculously cool. "Cotton," said the man who
waited on him a Saracen hinsel f, bearded and turbaned and

exqui sitely courteous. He offered food, wi ne. He provided es-
cort to the solar, where the lady sat with one | one, drowsing
attendant for propriety's sake, ruling Aqua Bella with a firm
hand.

And ruling herself. For an hour she had forgotten every-

thi ng but death. Now she renmenbered who she was. She

greeted Aidan as a great |ady should greet an outland prince,
veiling grief with courtliness. "I regret that we must neet un-
der such a shadow," she said in that sofr voice which made him



think of silk over steel. "CGereint was |ike a boy, waiting for you
to come. Every norning he would say. Today. Maybe it wll

be today.' And | augh, because he was a man grown and a baron

of the H gh Court of the Kingdom of Jerusalem and he was

eager as a child to see his bel oved ki nsman again."

"And before |I passed your gate, you grew nost heartily sick
of ne."

She | aughed, startling herself. "I did wonder that any nman
could be such a paragon. Greatest knight in the west of the
worl d, and sweetest singer, and fairest and most courtly of
nmen, and—

"Lady, stop! | cry you nercy!" He was | aughing, through
tears, as she did. "Wiere CGereint |oved, he | oved i nmeasur -
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ably- | have sone little fame, and of fortune enough, but | am
a man |ike any other."

"Not quite," said Margaret, soft again and steady.

He | ooked at his hands. Long hands, too slender for their
strength, too white and too snmooth and too young. He raised
his eyes. -Margaret was |ooking for truth. He gave it- She did
not flinch fromit. "My father was nortal ," he said.

"l four nother was not."

"Her daughter was."

"And her daughter's son." There was no bitterness in Marga-
ret's voice. "Gereint was proud of his lineage, though the
magi ¢ had passed himby. He was the kin of white enchanters;

he carried splendor in his blood. And yet, he said, he was gl ad
to be nortal. He was not nade to bear the greater burdens.
The beauty, or the deathl essncss.”

"We can die," said Aidan. "If the bl ade be keen enough. If
the heart be torn, or the spine severed. W can be slain."

"As easily as he was slain?"

H s head cane up. "It was a nortal nman who killed him"
H s throat closed. He was cold, suddenly. Tell me why."

He thought that she would not. Her face had gone stark

She fixed himwith eyes that were beautiful in the round

plain face. There was no softness in them Such eyes had faced
hi m across bared steel, and at the council table, and in the
courts of kings. They were, at |east, human. H s own were not.

"Tell me," he said-

"I't was none of his doing." She did not wing her hands I|ike
a weak woman. They were fists in her |ap; she studied them as



if they fascinated her. "Did he tell you all that | an?
Haut ecourt of Aqua Bella, yes. Baroness bomin Qutrener.
But born also on the other side of the wall. My nother was a
daughter of the House ofl brahim In the west that is nothing;

a nmerchant house, and infidel besides. But in Aleppo it is as
close to nobility as makes no matter. Anong the ki ngdons of
trade, my nmother was a princess, the daughter of a queen. The
House of Ibrahimis known wherever caravans go; it has kin
and allies and servants from London to Samarkand, from

Genoa to Byzantium from Rus to Nubia. The silk roads, the
spi ce roads, the roads of gold and salt and furs—t has power
over themall.

"And power, as you who are a king's son know, begets jeal-
ousy. Children of the House have always traveled far to sea
al liances, and soneti mes have forsaken the Faith of the Prophet
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for the House's sake, as |long ago they forsook the faith of
Moses. So did ny nother do.

"I was her only child. She raised ne in two worlds; and ny

father allowed it. He was an odd nan, ny father. Mich ol der

than his lady, and a rough soldier to |l ook at, a fanous fighter
and yet he had been a nonk. Not even a fighting nonk; a

Cluniac, a cloistered ascetic. He left, none of us ever knew

why; canme Crusadi ng; served the King of Jerusalem won his
denesne, took a wife fromthe House ofl brahim People said

he had gone infidel. | think it was only that, at heart, he was a
civilized man." She | ooked at her guest, new cone fromthe

wi | dest west, and shook her head once, sharply, as if to clear it.
When she began agai n, she seemed to be speaki ng of sone-

thing el se altogether. "Wat do you know of the

Hashi shayun?"

She said the word calmMy, without the hiss of hate and fear
that Ai dan had always heard in it. As if it were only a nane.

It was sublincr than contenpt. Aidan gave it what tribute he
could rmuster. "They arc the Assassins. Madnen, drugged or
possessed, trained to kill in utnost silence and with utnopst
di spatch. They believe that murder is their path to Paradi se.
They obey a mad king, or kings. There is some doubt that they
are human. "

"They are quite human," said Margaret with only the barest

hint of irony. "They are schismatics, heretics as Christians
woul d say, fanatic followers of one whomthey call the Lost
Imam Their heart and center is in Aluh Amut, Al anut, the

Nest of Eagles in Persia; but they are strong through the |ands
of Islam They are very strong in Al eppo, where is the House

of Ibrahim And they are strongest in Masyafin Syria, so that
some are calling that fortress Alamut the | esser, or sinply

Al amut .

"Their faith is sinple enough. They wait for the return of
their I'mam who was | ost |long ago. They live by strictest |aws.
Al other faiths are false, and fal se believers are their prey. They



work their will through terror; nurder is, indeed, their road to
sal vation. They have slain caliphs and sultans, |ords of Islam
and of Christendom priests and nullahs and ascetics: any who
has set hinself against their mission or their |ord.

"The greatest of their chieftains in Syria is the lord of
Masyaf. Sinan is his name. Sinan ibn Sal man i bn Mihanmad,
who calls hinmself Rashid al-Dn; whomothers call Sheikh al-
Jabal, the Add Man of the Mountain. He professes loyalty to
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the lord in Alamut, and yet it is an open secret that he serves
hi nsel f forenost- The Assassins of Syria pay tip service to

Al anut and do the bidding of Masyaf. In Al eppo they do not

even trouble to bow to Al anut.

"You know what power is," said Margaret. "Never too sweet,

and never enough. Sinan bids fair to command all his sect, and
through it to sway nost of Syria and Qutremer to his wll. But
nost is not all. He would have nore. In order to win it, he
needs eyes and ears in every city; he needs allies, servants,
sl aves. He thinks," said, Margarec, "that he needs the House of
| brahim™"

Whi |l e Margaret spoke, Aidan left his chair and began to

prow . It was his way; he could sit still, if he must, but stillness
robbed himof his wits. In the silence he spun on his heel

facing the |ady, waiting.

She smled very faintly at a nmenory. Gereint, warning her:

"He can never sit for long, except in the saddle. He can't help
it. He was born restless. God's nmistake. Hi s brother got all the
quiet; he got all the fire."

"That's not strictly true,"” Aidan said. Suddenly he grinned.
"But true enough." H's head tilted. "Sinan wants a web of

| oyal spies. | can understand that. Wiy precisely your nother's
fam|y?"

"It is the greatest,"”
t hi ng which he wants.'

Mar garet answered. "And it has some-
She net his eyes. Sea-grey, Cereint had

said, like his own: northern seas and northern stone. They put
her in mnd of fine steel- Wen he shifted, the scrangencss
flared at her, cat-green. "I was a w dow when Cereint cane

here," she said, "a ruling lady with two young children, and
men enough to defend ne, and Aqua Bella mine by right. M
husband had been a vassal of the Prince of Anrioch; he left
ot her sons than Thibaut to inherit his lands. It had not mat-
tered to ne. | had Aqua Bella. And | had ny share in the
House of | brahi m

"Sinan asked for me. For me, not for one of ny cousins,

because | was both Frank and Saracen- My Christianity was no

i npediment. | am after all, a woman, and a woman i s what her
man commands her to be. He wanted ny House and ny pl ace

in the Kingdom of Jerusalem Perhaps, a little, he wanted nme. |
was not so ill to look at when | was young.



"I refused him" she said- "He persisted. He could not un-

derstand that | was ny own woman. | had taken one husband
for duty and to please ny father. | chose the other to please
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nmysel f. Then, | thought, Sinan would let nme be; and | wedded
nmy daughter to a baron in Acre, lest he rumhis mnd to her

"But Sinan is of the people of Alanut. He accepts no will

but the will of his naster, and since he reckons hinself master
that will is solely his own. He granted nme some little peace.
Then he commanded nme. | woul d set aside ny Prankish boy; |
woul d accept his suit. My answer had no words. Only | aughter

I was proud of it. | was a very perfect idiot.

"I grew nmore perfect with time's passing. Sinan, having com
manded, turned to threats. He slew luy best hunting hound;

he slewthe marc | had raised froma foal. | gave himonly
defiance. Then he let nme be. | thought that | had won.
| owered ny guard. And when the new nessage cane, | defied

it. TieU it said, or trufy | resort tofwce.

"I defied it," she said, "and for a long while again no bl ow
fell. I was wise, | thought. | took great care to guard nyself. |
t hought that he woul d abduct me; | took every precaution

against it,

"But he is an Assassin. His force is deadly force. He did not
take me. He took ny lord."

Ai dan was still. A quivering stillness, like a flame where there
is no wind.
"So you see," said Margaret, "it is all my doing. | wll not

surrender the House of Ibrahiminto that man's hands."
"I ndeed you shall not."

H s face and his voice between them brought her to her feet.
"You have no part in this."

"Your eneny has made certain that | do."

"Then you had best slay me, for | have been your kinsnman's
deat h. "

Ai dan considered the logic of it. He could do that, even in

the white heat of rage. His teeth bared. It was not neant to be
a smle. "You know what your folly has won you. That is re-
venge enough. No, ny l|ady; your suitor owes me a bl ood debt.

He will pay it in his own person, if | have to pull down Al anut
stone by stone."

"Masyaf," she corrected him cool and ieariess.

"Masyaf, and Al amut, and every hut and hovel which owes
fealty to the Hashi shayun, if need commands it."



"Al'l for a single human |ife?"
"He was ny sister's son."

She couched himas if she thought that he would bum Her
hand was cool and steady. He caught it- It did not try to
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escape, even when his grip woke pain. "So strong," she said.
oserving only, interested. "Do you truly nourn for hin? O
are you glad to have found so mghty a battle?"

He could kill her. Easily. One effortless blow O he could
break her m nd. She was a nortal woman. She was not hi ng

bef ore his power-

She knew it. She cared not at all. She could do naught but
what she did; she would yield for no man, nor ever for a white
he-wi tch whom grief had driven to folly.

He et her go. "I will do what | will do," he said.

She bowed. It was not submission. "WIIl you see your Kkins-

man laid in his tonb?"

"I have tinme," he answered her

"I ndeed," she said, "you do."
worren.

She sat again, called for her

He was di sm ssed. That was novel enough, and he was be-
mused enough, that he let her have her will. Later she would
pay its price. If he chose to ask it.

2

The baby was teething, and fretful with it. Watever he
wanted, it was not what anyone could give. Wen his grand-

nmot her rocked him he wailed for a sugar tit; when the aunts
tempted himwith a sugar tit, he howed for his nother's
breast; when she gave himthe breast he struck it hard enough
to bruise, and screaned in earnest. H's nother was tenpted to
screamwith him if only to drown hi mout.

"A proper little prince, he is," said Laila, who resented him
She had been the nmost junior wife until he was born, but at

| east she had had Sayyida to be superior to: a mere daughter of
t he house, youngest and last to be married, and that to a fa-

t herl ess nobody. But Sayyida had done what Laila had never

been able to do. Gven her husband a son, and so becone a
person of note within the limts of their world.

"A prince," Laila repeated, hands pressed prettily to her ears.
"His whimis our law. Wy, |'ve hardly slept since—=

Sayyi da set her teeth before she said sonething regrettable.
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Her breast throbbed. She ventured to dance Hasan on her
knee. H s screanms nodul ated to a hi ccoughi ng roar

"Here," said soneone new. "Wat is this?" She swept Hasan



into her arns.

The silence was so abrupt that Sayyida reeled. For a long
nmonent she sinply sat and luxuriated in it. Then she opened
her eyes and stared.

Hasan had nmet his match. His fists were tangled in the nost
wonderful hair in the world. He had, inprobably, begun to
| augh.

Laila loosed a little shriek. Stout confortable Fahi mah had

the wits to go in search of food and drink as the | aws of hospi-
tality denmanded, but she would not |look directly at their guest.
Mot her +0 Sayyi da she was al ways and irrevocably that—sat

very erect and very still. She would not go so far as to express
di sli ke, but her disapproval was cold enough to bum

Sayyida did not care for any of them "Mrgianal!" She Hung
hersel f upon her guest, baby and all. Hasan did not even
frown. He was quietly and blissfully fascinated. "Morgiana!"
his nmother cried. "0 mracul ous! Wuld you care to adopt a
son?"

Morgi ana smil ed and shook her head. She was as i ndul gent
wi th Sayyida's exuberance as with Hasan's fierce tugging at her
hair. "Peace be with you," she said, "and with all this house."

That put Sayyida in m nd of her manners. She bowed as
politely as she could when she wanted to dance with delight.
May the peace of Allah be with you, with your com ng and
your going; and may that going be late and bl essed.” She
sucked in her breath. "Mywna! Wen did you cone? \Were
have you been? How | ong can you stay? Did you know about
Hasan? Have you—=

Mor gi ana | aughed. "In order, O inpetuous: | cane Just
now, | have been where | have been, | can stay until the eve-
ning prayer, and yes, | knew both about Mi noun and about

thi s handsome son of his."

Laila made a sign against the evil eye. It was not directed
entirely at Mrgiana' s boldness in trunpeting Hasan's virtues
to every denon that could hear. "This worthless girlchild," she
said, "has been driving us to distraction.”

Morgi ana hardly gl anced at her. Sayyida swallowed a grin.
Laila not only knew that she was pretty; she made sure that no
one el se remnai ned unaware of it. But beside Mrgiana she
shrank to insignificance. Mrgiana was wonderfully, outra-
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geously, exhilararingly beautiful. Her skin was ivory. Her eyes
were the clear green of eneralds; or, Laila had said nore than
once, spitefully, of a cat's. Her hair was rich enough to kill for

beautiful, inprobable, the color of the dark sweet w ne which
no good Muslim should touch, pouring to her knees. She

gl owed as she sat on a cushion in the worn famliar room anid
the clutter of four wonen and a baby; even in plain respectable



cl ot hes, she | ooked as if she belonged in gold and silk.

Pahi mah came back with the maid and a small feast. Mther
di sapproved in silence. Laila sniffed, and frowned. "Zirbajah?
Fahi mah, we were saving it for—=

Mot her | ooked at her. It sufficed. She sul ked, but she was
silent.

Mor gi ana ni bbl ed bread, salt, a little halwah; she dipped a
fingerful fromthe bow of zirbajah, savoring the rice with its
pungency of garlic and spices. Hasan snatched, greedy. She

pl acated himw th hal wah, with which he was well content.

A miracle. No, Sayyida thought. Mbrgiana. The others,

even Laila, were wary of her, alnpst afraid. She was the famly

| egend, and the famly secret. A very solid secret, savoring
zsrhaj ah, sipping thick sweet kafie fromthe silver cup that only
cane out for a guest of high note.

When she had tasted everything and conplinmented it dul y—
gai ning from Fahi mah the name of the new pastry cook in the
bazaar, who had apprenticed in the sultan's own kitchens—she
settled to an age of unconfortable chatter

Sayyi da had trained herself to see the necessity. She had
never been able to train herself to be patient. Mrgiana never
told her best tales in front of the ol der wonen. To them she
was an infanous eccentric, endured because their lord and nas-
ter had bidden them endure her, and accorded hospitality be-
cause the Prophet enjoined it upon them To Sayyida she was
sinmply and nost conpl exly Morgiana. And that was wonder

and spl endor, and tales that had no equal, because they were
the truth.

But she did not tell themto everyone, nor would she cut

short the rites of courtesy. Sayyida sat at her feet and tried to
renenmber a matron's dignity, and struggled not to fidget.

Surely Mt her knew. She foll owed Mrgiana on every step of

every niriong of the pilgrimge to Mecca; questioned her m -
nutely regarding her every conpani on; counted every stone of
every holy place in that holiest of dries.

Laila, ofall people, came to the rescue of Sayyida's sanity.

ALAMUT 15
She yawned delicately, like a kitten, and stretched in the man-
ner best suited to the multiplicity of her curves. "I beg our

guest's gracious pardon," she said, "but nmy lord husband is
coming to ne tonight, and | nust rest, or | shall hardly be fit
to please him™"

Sayyida bit her lip. Mdther was above jeal ousy. Eahi mah was
oblivious to it. But they were rem nded of duties that could
not wait. Mrgiana woul d not have t hem abandon necessity

for her sake; no nore would she spoil it by nam ng Sayyida's
nane. "I amquite content," she said, "to wait upon the little
prince. If his nmother should wi sh for an hour's respite . "



"OfF course she should not," Mther said tartly. "Go on,

girl. Take the lady to the garden. And m nd you bridle your
chatter. She has no need to hear the foolishness that passes in
you for conversation."

Sayyi da hugged hersel f and danced round the rose arbor that
was Fahi mah's greatest pride. "0 brilliant! 0 wonderful'" She
pl ucked a bl ossom and buried her nose in it until she sneezed.
Mor gi ana wat ched with glinting eyes. Sayyida cl ai mred Hasan,
who was hungry, and sat on the grass to feed him Her grin
was anything but matronly. "You planned the whole of it,
didn't you? Even Laila."

"Laila needs no plotting but her own." Mrgi ana shook rose
petal s upon Sayyida's head. Hasan | aughed at the breast. Mor-
gi ana brushed a hand through his curls', light and quick and
oddly tender. (Odd, because Mrgi ana was not a gentle crea-
ture. She tossed aside her veils and her dark vol unmi nous robe,
uncoveri ng what Mther woul d have been appalled and Lail a
much interested to sec: the dress of a young nman of Damascus.

"Is it safe?" Sayyida asked. Foolishly, but she could not help
hersel f.

Morgi ana fol ded her lithe slimess on the grass and plaited

her hair with flying fingers, binding it with a bit of green silk,
tossing it over her shoulder. Her smle was a white fierce thing.
It was not womanly at all, and yet it was utterly female. Very
much like the rest of her. "It," she said, "is quite safe. Ask
rather, am1?

Sayyi da thought about it, carefully, with Hasan tugging | ust-
ily where she was nost tender. She bent her head over him "I
would die for him" she said alnost to herself. She | ooked up
"And so," she said, "would you."

Morgi ana's smile vani shed. She | eaped up. Sayyida, startled,
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rai sed her armto shield her son. She lowered it wthout apol-
ogy. Morgi ana expected none. She spun into a sudden wild
dance, sun to Sayyida's awkward shadow, graceful as the pan-

ther's spring, and as passionate, and as deadly.

But not to Hasan. Morgiana dropped down in front of them
both. "You trust ne too nmuch," she said.

Sayyi da shook her head.
"Cbstinate. "
Sayyi da smil ed.

Mor gi ana sighed. "Chit of a child. Do you know what your

husband knows of nme? A rich man of this city, |; rather too
fanatic in ny piety; and rather too fond of good Damascus
bl ades, for blade of flesh, alas, | have none. He would pity ne,

if he despised nme less.™



"Ah," said Sayyida, undismayed. "He's a man, and newy
cone to proof of it. OF course he's insufferable."

"Does he make you happy?"

It was not an idle question, however idle its asking. Sayyida
shivered slightly. For Hasan she had no fear at all. For his
f at her

She gave Mdrgiana the truth. "I amtwenty-one years ol d.

Al nmy sisters were given to husbands as soon as they began

their wormen's courses. | was the youngest, the last bitter disap-
poi nt nent before Allah took pity on our family and granted it

a son, the daughter whom against all duty and propriety ny

father condescended to love. He let ne grow as you' ve seen ne
grow, happier than | had any right to be. But the truth is the
truth. Iw a wonman there u but marriage or the tonb. He asked

nme. He never commanded ne. He offered Minmoun, and

took him"

"But are you happy?"
"You' ve seen Mainoun." Mrgiana's eyes were narrow ng
whi ch was dangerous. Sayyida nmet themsteadily. "He has
made ne happy."

Mor gi ana cl osed her eyes. Sayyida swayed, freed fromthe

force of them It was true, her heart said, beating hard beneath
Hasan's cheek. Mai nmoun was nothing |like perfection. He was

too young to be wise, he was brilliant and he knew it, he was
mal e. But he was Mai nmoun. Set on his weddi ng night before

his wife, looking for the first time at her unveil ed face, he had
not been appalled. H s face had not even fallen. "Not pretty,"”

he said to her later, judicious, a little drunk. "Not ugly, cither
Just exactly right for ne."
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"Tell me," Sayyida said to her guest, "where you've been
jance | saw you last. Aside from Mecca," she added dryly.

"What! Have you no piety?"

Sayyi da bowed as best she could with Hasan to think of.
"Verily, 0 HajJin, this Sunni heretic pretends to a nodi cum of
devotion. But not to the turning of every stone between Da-
mascus and the Qaabah."

Mor gi ana | aughed: a rarity, and glorious. Hasan left the
breast to stare at her, laughing with her; nor would he rest
until he had regai ned possession of her |ap. Sayyida covered
hersel f denurely and | eaned forward. "Now, " she comuanded,
“tell."

"I hear and | obey," said Morgiana.

Mor gi ana had been everywhere. Had done, Sayyida was cer-
tain, everything. Things chat no worman woul d dream of do-

i ng, and some that even a man could not enconpass. Wen
Sayyi da was small she had taken every word of every tale for



purest truth. Wen she was ol der she had dismissed it all as
tales and folly. Now she believed it again. Mrgiana was Mor-
gi ana. She did not need to spin lies.

She had a gift; a fruit of surpassing strangeness, brown-
furred without, green and glistening and tart-sweet within. It
cane froma country even stranger than itself, farther away

t han Sayyida could conceive of. "As far as stars?" she asked.
"Not quite so far," said Mrgiana, “nor as far as | have gone.
There are worlds within the world, away over the seas. And

people ..." She rocked Hasan, eyes vivid with wonders.
Men the col or of earth, who worship the sun. Black men who
dwell in deserts that would slay the grimrest Bedouin; and

they dwell there naked, clothed only in their pride, and all the

world to themis but a shadow in the dreantine. They were

not afraid of me. They found ne gentle, for a spirit of the air."

Sayyi da ni bbled the last of the fruit. She had Mrgiana's

knife to cut it with, a beautiful thing, and new. She turned it

her fingers. "Another of Father's?"
"Mai noun' s. "
Sayyida's brows went up. "Not, | hope, for my sake.™

"His work is good," Mdrgiana said, "whatever he may think
of ne."

"He doesn't know the truth."”

"Do you not trust hinP"

"Father hasn't seen fit to tell him How can |?"

"Your father never saw fit to tell you."
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"He didn't need to," Sayyida said. "He still w shes |I'd never
learned it for nyself. But he's wi se enough, letting Minoun
have his peace. Miinoun is nmuch too insistent that | be shel -
tered fromall the ills of the world."

"Even chil dbirth?"

Their eyes met in perfect understandi ng. Sayyida sighed,
shrugged. "It gave me Hasan, didn't it? He is worth anything.

Even teething."

Mor gi ana consi dered himas he drowsed in her arms. "I
killed a Christian this norning," she said.

Sayyida stilled. She was not thinking of Hasan, or even of
Mai noun. Her eyes were | evel on Morgiana.

"It was very sinple," said Mrgiana. "One thrust, precisely
where it mattered nost. His wife never stirred. He forges a
good bl ade, does your father."

in



"I hope you told himso."

Mor gi ana went back to her rocking of Hasan. She | ooked
like a girl, a child, hardly yet a wonman. Then she fumed her
head, and her face had no humanity in it.

Sayyi da shivered. It was hard sonetimes to renenber what

Morgi ana was. Not a wonan. Not even hunman. She feigned

humanity so very well; and then it would strike, all at once, in a
word or a gesture, or a flare of light in those great cat-eyes.
"Iftitah." Sayyida barely said it aloud. "Spirit of fire."

Morgi ana blurred into notion, swifter than a nortal could

nove; laid Hasan with all gentleness in his nother's arms; and
stilled, utterly, as nothing human coul d. She sat on her heels as
a servant night, but she had never done nore than play at
servility. As she played at being a woman.

"I do not play at killing," she said.

Sayyida started. "I wish you wouldn't do that!" She bit her
t ongue.
"Do you know," said Mrgiana, "I can say to no one else

what | say to you. Not in all ny years. No one el se has ever
known what | truly am What is it, do you think? Do | grow
soft in nmy dotage?"

"You*re not old."

"Not to | ook at." Mrgiana's hands went to her cheeks, as if

she searched for signs of the age that woul d never beset her

Sayyi da did not know how old she was. But Sayyida's father

had inherited her, like his old and honored nane, lifcc the trade
whi ch had begotten it, |ike the house in which he had been

bom Her bl ades had al ways cone fromthat one forge. Her
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nane and her gui se had changed with each appearance, but the
smths had al ways known the truth other. None, Sayyida was
assured, had thought of her for nore than a nmonment as a
worman. She was a denon in woman's shape, a servant of the
Angel of Death, the Slave of Al anut.

"Masyaf, now, " said Mrrgiana. "Alanut is no |onger what it
was." She | aughed, soft and bitter. "When ny putative naster
reveal ed the resurrection of the Lost |Imam+that being his
unwort hy and quite unbal anced sel f—and declared the M1 en-
nium | left him There was no place in his new world for the
Slave of Alanut. But Sinan the crafty had carved hinself a

ki ngdomin Syria. He could nmake good use of an immorta

nmur derer, who cannot be seen, who cannot be caught, who
cannot count the |egions of souls whomshe has sent to Iblis in
the nane of the Faith." She towered her hands from her face,
turned them examning them "Strange. The bl ood never
shows." Her eyes flashed up. "Is that why you let nme touch
your son?"

"You woul d never hurt him"



Mor gi ana snat ched Hasan from his nother's arns. Sayyida

could not even tighten her grip before he was gone. He woke
at the novenent, screwed up his face to protest, saw Mrgi ana
and crowed. She buried her face in his swaddlings.

When she raised it, her cheeks were only slightly danp. She

| ooked angry. Hasan's brows knit; he patted her chin, which

was as high as he could reach. She fixed himwith a hard stare.
He ventured a smile. She bit her lips until they bled. "I feast on
children,” she said to him "I build castles of their bones. M
own naster calls nme the deadliest weapon in the world. He
conmands me with nmy name and with the Nane of Allah and

with the Seal of Suleiman, and with an oath I swore when |

was young and mad; but if | do not obey, he dares not punish
me. He thinks that he desires nme. He docs not know how very
much he fears nme. He whomall men fear: Sinan the w se, the
Shei kh al -Jabal, die A d Man of the Mountain.

"And you," she said, "0 innocent, find me enchanting."
"You arc,** said Sayyida.

Mor gi ana snarl ed horribly. Hasan whooped wi th delight,

and snatched. He won her plait; it found its way pronptly to
his mouth. She did not try to rob himof it. "I could harm

him 1* she said. "Never doubt that. But whether | would .

there lies the linit of Sinan's power over nme. He has learned it.
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He bade ne slay a man whom perhaps you know. SaJah al - Din,
he calls hinmself."

"Sal adi n?" Sayyi da was proud that she knew t he Prankish
corruption of his title. "He's our sultan now. Father nade a
sword for himonce, when he was still only Yusuf the Kurd,
Ayyub's son. You haven't killed himyet, have you? He's war-
ting near here sonewhere. Father and Mai nmoun and the rest
have been run ragged, keeping the enmirs in weapons."

"I ndeed he has been waiting round about," said Mrgiana.
"Making hinself sultan of Egypt and Syria. | have not killed
him | will not. I amdone with nurder."

"And yet you killed a Christian."
Morgi ana's face darkened. "I swore an oath. My folly;

Si nan's desperation. That far and no further he may bind ne.
At least," she said, "he was not a Muslim Even a Sunni here-
tic."

"I ama Sunni heretic," said Sayyida.

"You are a woman, and therefore possessed of neither faith
nor reason." Mrgiana's |ightness was the |ightness of the
sword in battle. "And | amless than a woman: an ifritah, of
those children of Iblis who have enbraced the Tnt Faith.
Three orders of beings are set above nme: men, wonen, and



mal es of ny kind. | ama slave of staves of the slaves of Allah

"Or so it is said," said Mrgiana. "I know that there is no
one like nme in this wrld. If there are afarit, they shun ne. |
am stronger than any man, and swifter; | have magi cs beyond
human conception. | begin to suspect that | amno one's sl ave.
Except, of course, Allah's."

"CGod is great," said Sayyida, bowing to the Name. "If you
grow so weary of killing, why do you stay? Go away from
Masyaf . Leave the Assassins to their knives and their terror
You' ve done their bidding for years out of count. Haven't you
done enough?"

"Perhaps," said Morgiana. "Perhaps not. Suppose that |

could elude ny oath; suppose that | left. Were would | go?"

"Anywhere. You have the whole world to be free in; and

even the terrible Assassins won't find you who were the nost
terrible of themall. Wy," Sayyida said, "you could even stay
here. Father wouldn't say anything. Mainmoun can think that
we've a cousin visiting. Hasan would be delighted. And I," she
said, "would have sone peace while he teethes."

Morgi ana smil ed and shook her head. "The tigress cannot
hi de hersel f anmong gazel |l es, however fond of them she may be.
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And to leave Sinan ... it has been too long. O not long
enough. | amnot his tane dagger; | will take no nore Mislim

soul s. But there are Franks enough to cleanse the world of, and
a nest of themin particular, with which | have hardly begun
Apostates; children of one who repudiated the Faith. They

have nocked our Mssion. | nust see to it that they pay."

"I"'mnot sure | |like you when you talk like that."

Morgi ana set a newy drowsy Hasan in Sayyida' s |ap and

ki ssed her lightly on the forehead, startling her speechl ess.
"Honesty," said the ifritah. "That is what it is. My | darken
your door agai n?"

"Do you have to go?"

Mor gi ana nodded.

"Come back quickly," said Sayyida. "And when you've had

your fill of Christian blood, renmenber. You have a place to go.
If you need one. We—'ve always thought that | could use

anot her sister."

"Such a sister," Mrgiana said wyly. "I will come back. I
give you ny word."

"Go with God," said Sayyida. As always, Morgiana was not
there to hear her. She had wi nked out like a candle's flane. As
swift as that, and as silent, and as absol ute.

3



Aqua Bella had two towers. One, newer and by far the nore

massi ve, was a straightforward affair, square and solid; fromits
battl ements one could see Jerusalem The other was far ol der

and narrower, like a minaret, anchoring a comer of the wall

but serving no purpose beyond that. Its |ower |evels housed

the oxen that drove the olive press, and, now, a horse or two

bel onging to the crowmd of nmourners who had gathered to see
Cereint to his tomb. The upper reaches were enpty of aught

but spiders, and long forbidden to the castle's children, for its
stair was treacherous.

They, of course, had found ways round | ock and bar; but

dust and spiders soon palled, and the stair was nerely crum
bling stone, easy enough to clinb if one were careful. There
had been ows in the tower, to swop and hoot and be deli -
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ciously terrifying, but the last had fl own away years since and
not come back. The children had found other diversions, and
left the old tower in peace.

Thi baut needed to be al one. He had been doing his best to

be a man, to honor Gereint's nenory, but a day and a ni ght of
it had worn himdown. The keep was full of people come to
pay their respects and, no doubt, to eye the new and weal t hy
wi dow. Their voices grated on Thibaut's ears; their |ooks of
pity made himwant to hit them What did they know of grief?
What did they know of anything but greed and lies and vul gar
curiosity?

He had heard themtal ki ng when they thought hi mout of

earshot. "Convenient for the young one, this. He'd not like to
share his inheritance with his stepfather's get, however fond
they all pretended to be."

Rermenbering that, even on the dimcrunbling stair Thibaut

had to stop and drive his fist against the wall. It nmade himfee
no better. He was wept dry. H s father had di ed when he was
too young to remenber. Gereint had been |less a father than an
el der brother: at first in Jerusal emwhere a young kni ght from
the west found tine to spare for a very young puUam wth an
enornous stock of questions, and later in Aqua Bella when the
kni ght had becone the | ady's husband. Peopl e had al ways

acted as if Thi baut should mind seeing his nother happy. As if
he coul d have done anything but |oved Gereint, who al ways
seened to be laughing or singing, who treated his lady's chil-
dren as his own, who even in a tenper had al ways been carefu
to be just.

Thi baut's throat would not stop aching. He picked his way
up the last few lengths, grimy, trying not to think at all

There was soneone up there.

For a nonent Thibaut's mnd was enpty indeed. Then it
filled, with rage. This was his place. No man in the world had a



right to be there, and only one woman; and she was in Acre,
bei ng a baroness and nmaybe not even yet aware that GCereint
was dead.

Then Thi baut saw who it was, and his rage died.

He seened unaware of Thibaut's coming. He had fol ded his

| ong body into the curve of the parapet, cheek against the
stone, eyes staring away not eastward to Jerusal em as Thi baut
m ght have expected, but north. The sun was full on him and
yet it had not even warmed that inpossibly white skin. He
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shoul d have been flayed alive. He | ooked as inpervious as nar-
bl e, and as still.

Thi baut's heart was beating hard. This was |egend, sitting
there in Thibaut's place, as Thibaut hinself so often had sat,
| ooki ng barely ol der than Thi baut. But much taller. Thibaut,
as his peers of the pure blood were never loth to rem nd him
was a perfect little Saracen

Cereint had never nminded. "Youll never win a battle by

wei ght or length of arm" he had said on the training field.
"But you have grace and speed, and a good seat on a horse.
Ifoull hold your own."

The prince | ooked like Gereint as a marble inage | ooks like a
man. The same long |inbs. The sane fierce arch of nose. The
same bl ack hair, thick and not quite straight. Even the sane
| ong poi nted chin, though Gereint had been no beauty, and
this was beauty to stop the heart.

He never seenmed so alien when he was with people. He
pret ended. Maybe he cast a gl amour, a senbl ance of human
solidity. Alone, he was hinself, and that was not a man.

Then he noved, and he blurred a little. The keenness

bl unted. The beauty shrank to handsoneness. The |ight on

hi mwas only sunlight, though powerless still to stain his pal-
| or.

Thi baut tensed to bolt, found hinself picking his way across

t he narrow space. Aidan had |eft him Joanna's place, the crene
that framed the winding of the eastward road. He settled in it.
Ri ders were coning, nmore vultures at the feast.

"Tenpl ars," said Aidan, "and a Hospitaller riding with them
Is that a prodigy?"

It was not inpossibly hard to match that |ight, easy tone.
"I't's unusual. The MIlitary Orders nmust be speaking to one
anot her this week."

"They honor our kinsman."

Thi baut al nost choked. Qur. He had said that. But no, it
was a manner of speaking. He was royalty, after all



Ai dan was wat ching the riders. Thibaut had not seen him

nove, and yet he was very close. C ose enough to sec the veins
gli mering blue under the noon-white skin; close enough to

see what the sun did to his eyes.

Thi baut coul d not even be afraid. They had grown up with
the tal es, he and Joanna. This was real, that was all

It retreated slightly. It laid a hand on Thi baut's shoul der
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warm and solid. "Vcs," said Aidan. "I'mflesh and bl ood. Wre
you expecting living fire?"

Thi baut did not like to be nocked. "I was expecting dig-
nity."

Ai dan | aughed. "From me? Ch, cone! Dignhity is ny royal
brother. Dignity is a synod of bishops, each nore consti pated
than the last. I'ma hellion fromny cradle.”

"You want — Thi baut was having trouble getting it out.

"You want to seem. . . not ordinary. But—+tess than you arc.
Somrehow. "

The grey eyes rolled like any ordinary man's. But there was a
stillness behind them "OCh, to be a legend! Youngling, I'm
quite as solid as the next man. If only half as human."

Thi baut' s head shook. He did not know where his words
were coming from but they would not stop coning. "You
have to shrink and hide, to be safe. But then you hide it again:

you dress it in gold and scarlet and act outrageous, and every-
one is afraid ofyou, but it's a useful fear. It keeps them from
t hi nki ng. That you arc—what you really are.™

"And what, 0 sage, is that?"

Mockery again. Thibaut's fault, for being so small for his

age, and his voice just broken, his cheeks still as snpboth as a
girl's. He glared at the prince, but he answered coolly enough

"I think you nmust be an ifrit. Not a jinni, they are of earth, and
you are air and fire."

"Enpty wind," said Aidan, |eaning back against the parapet
and grinning. His teeth were white and sharp. "I'Il tell you
what | am | amKking' s son and king's brother of a kingdomin
the west of the world. Half an hour sooner from the wonb,

and | woul d have been king, for which blessing |I thank God at
every day's rising. My father was good solid nortal stock, clear
back to Anmbrosius- My mother was . . . what she was. She

rai sed ny brother to be king. She raised nme to be whatever |
wanted to be. Both of us were neant to live in our father's
worl d. There was no other for us, she said. Though even then
we knew that we were |ike her, as our sister was |ike our fa-
ther."

He did not sound sad, or angry, or afraid. This was an old



tale he was telling, and all its grief was worn away.
"You never asked her why?" asked Thi baut.

"She woul d never tell us. She was very old, chough she
| ooked |i ke a young mai d. She had been al one for years beyond
count. She was a little road, | think. She |loved our father quite
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beyond reason. Enough to refuse to be his wife, and to bear

and raise us apart fromhimand his people and his Church that

hat es our kind. But when he was crowned king and it was

noted that he had neither wife nor doxy, and never a bastard to
prove his virility, her sclflessness found its limts. She could not
bear to lose himto any nortal woman. She came to himin his

court, and she brought us with him a pair of yearling whel ps

with his face. These arc yours,' she said, 'as aml. |If you will
have us.'"

"And he said he did," said Thi baut, enthrall ed.

"It was a great scandal," Aidan said. "But it was also a mar-
vclous tale, and she was suprenely beautiful, and she was

prompt to give hima daughter with human eyes. And, to the
priests' disgust, she was quite unnoved by cither holy things or
cold iron. She would never let them baptize her, but us she

sent coolly to the font, and it was no worse than water ought

to be in March after a long winter. Even when they sent us to a

cloister to be educated, she ventured never a protest. 'A king's
sons should have | earning,' she said, 'in all that they may.' M
brother took to it. I," said Aidan, "was |ess tractable."

"I'n what? The cloister or the |earning?"

"The cloister," Aidan admitted after a pause. "The | earning
was interesting, if sonetimes nore edifying than | |iked. But
the walls | was locked in ... | thought I would go nmed."

Even yet the nmenory could danmpen his brow He tried to
laugh it away. "You see. I'mno |legend” |I'mmerely very odd."

"Wonderful ," said Thi baut. He woul d never dare to touch

but he could hug his knees and stare with all his heart. "You
cane here alone,"” he said. "Did you | ose your servants?"

"l had none."

Thi baut was i ncredul ous.

Ai dan | ooked down, shrugging. "Well. | had a few when

began. Some | sent back. Sone | set free. | wanted to see this

country bare, with no crowds tugging at ne."

"But now you're here," said Thibaut, "and it's not fitting.
You are a prince. You should have an entourage."

The prince's eyes glittered. "I should? And who are you to
say so?"



"Your station says it," Thibaut said with barely a trenor,
"and the dignity you won't adnmit. You can't demean yourself
i ke a hedge-knight froma Prankish byre. You have a nane to
uphol d. "

For a noment Thi baut knew he woul d be smtten where he
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sat- But Aidan's glare turned to |aughter. "God' s bonest What
a priest you would nake."

°l can't," said Thibaut. "I"'mheir to Aqua Bella."

There was no regret in that, but no horror at the prospect of
priesthood, either. Thibaut had thought once that he m ght

tike to be a Tenplar, and ride about with a red cross on his
breast, and be | ooked on with holy awe. But he was three parts
a Frank and one a Saracen, and that one was enough. He was

no |l onger bitter about it. He did not fancy sleeping in a stone
barn with a hundred other nmen, and never bathing, and grow

ing his beard to his knees. Wen he had a beard to grow,

whi ch did not ook to be soon.

prie

tike

Ai dan, like Gereint, seenmed to know by nature what a bath

was for. And he did not seemto care that Thibaut's nother

was half a Saracen. H's own was all an ifritah; or whatever they
called her in her own country.

"I want to be your squire," said Thibaut.

Ai dan's brows went up

"I"'mold enough,” Thibaut said. "I'mtrained. | was Cer-
eint's, before—= He swallowed, steadied. "I have to be sone-
one's. It's expected. | need it. And since you are a prince, and

al one, and the best knight in the world-—=

"No, " said A dan.

Thi baut had not heard it. Wuld not hear it. "You need ne.
Your rank demands ne. | need you. How will | ever nake a
knight, with ny face and my puni ness, unless you teach nme?"

"You did well enough before | cane."

"That was before," said Thi baut. "Now 111 never be satisfied
wth |ess."

"Has it ever occurred to you that that is inpudence?"

- Thi baut bl ushed, but faintly. "It's true." After a noment he
added, "My lord."

Aidan snmiled. For him that was restraint. He laid his hands
on Thi baut's shoul ders and | ooked himin the eyes. Thibaut
stared, fascinated. Aidan shook himw th a whisper of his true



strength; even that was enough to rattle Thibaut's bones. "lis-
ten to me, Thibaut. Listen well. |I am honored that you think
me worthy of your service. | would be honored to accept it.

But | cannot."

n W]y?"

Ai dan's breath hissed. He seenmed as nmuch amused as angry.
But through it he was sonber, and that sonbeness quelled
Thi baut utterly. "Because, Thibaut. Yesterday | swore an oath,
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and that oath binds ne. | cannot—dare not—all ow another to
share it." He paused, as if he waited for Thibaut to ask, but
Thi baut could not. "I swore to exact payment for Ccreint's
death. | swore to exact it fromthe Lord of the Assassins him
self, in his own person, and to stop at nothing until | should
have done it."

H s hands tightened on Thi baut's shoul ders. Thi baut

gasped, but he was strong. He did not cry out. "Now do you
under st and?" Ai dan denanded of him "Now do you conpre-
hend why | nust be al one?"

"No," said Thibaut.

Aidan I et himgo so suddenly that he fell against the parapet.

He righted hinsel f, shaking, but trying to hide it. H s voice

cane out as a squeak, until it steadi ed sonewhere between alto

and high tenor. "He was never of ny blood, but he was ny

kin. He was all the father | ever knew. It is ny right to share in
taking his bl ood-price."

Al dan | ooked at him Thi baut knew what he saw.

The prince's face twisted. "Youll make a man," he said, as if
to hinmsel f. But then: "No, Thibaut. |I have defenses agai nst
Assassins. You have none. And they will strike you. Believe ne,
Thi baut. They will."

"That's so whether | stay with you or no. Mdther won't tel

me, but | know. |'m marked. Theyll cone agai nst ne next. At
least, with you, I'll have a little hope. O defending nyself. O
t aki ng revenge for CGereint."

"You shoul d have been a scholar," said Aidan. "You argue
like one." He rose abruptly. "Your nother will have my hide."

And Thi baut's. But Thi baut was too rapt in bliss to care. He
had what he had wanted since he was ol d enough to under-
stand Cereint's stories.

He did not want to be al one any longer. He sniled at the
prince's black scowl, and knelt there in the sun on the broken
tower. He laid his hands on Aidan's knees; he said the words
chat made himthe [iege man of the Prince of Caer Gaent. The
Prince of Caer Gmvent accepted them He did it roughly, wth-

out pleasure, but he did it. "And on your head be it," he said.



It was true, Thibaut saw to his own satisfaction. A dan

| ooked different when he was by hinself, or with people who
knew what he was. In hall, anong strangers, he seened re-

mar kabl e still, but humanly remarkable: a tall young nman wth
N a strikingly handsone face. Even his pallor was di nmed,
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t hough that woul d never be anything but startling in a country
where every man was burned either black or scarlet by the sun

"He's as white as a maid," soneone said in Thi baur's hear-
i ng.

"God knows, he doesn't fight Iike one," said soneone else
"Why, have you seen hin®"

"Seen hin? He's knocked nme cl ean over the crupper." The

man sounded anyt hi ng but ashaned to confess it. "Here, |

forget —youVe been mewed up in court. W had a bit of tour-

ney in Acre, a sennight back. Nothing of consequence, nerely

a handful of challengers and a few wagers nade. There'd been

t he usual crop of tyros on the boat from Saint Mark, cocky as
t hey al ways are, and stinking to high heaven. But that one was
as fresh as a girl, and soneone renarked on it as you did, and
someone el se took it up, and one way and another we were al

hot to nmuss his pretty curls for him

"We had pity on his innocence. W nmatched the weakest of
us with him You can imagi ne what happened. "

The ot her apparently could not. H s eyes were on the slen-

der figure in black, bending over a |ady's hand, dwarfed beside
her great bl ond-bearded consort.

"It was," said the knight fromAcre, "surprising, if not in-
contestable. Yet. It could have been blind luck. He was hol di ng
back, we found out soon enough. And he kept on doing it. |
dared to think I had him till I found nyself flat on my back
staring at the sky.

"Then he lost his tenper. | don't know precisely what set
himoff: | was still taking inventory of my bones. | think sone-
one accused hi m of nocking us, and challenged himto show

us what he could do.

"Now, mnd, we were |inping and groaning and sweari ng
fromthe heat, but he was as fresh and cool as a flower in a
| ady' s garden. He'd changed horses tw ce, taking offers of
mounts nore used to the climate than the one he'd brought
fromthe west. They were good horses, not nags or rogues: we
were fools, but we were honest fools. |I renenber, he had
Riquier's big grey, and Riquier rides himon a bit-shank a span
I ong, but our lad had the reins on the beast's neck and was
guiding himwi th his shins. He rode down the lists with his
I ance in rest, and though he had his hel mon we knew he was
glaring at us. Then he |owered his |lance at the one who'd



armed to keep us conpany, but who'd never neant to fight,
and no one was m nded to challenge him"
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"Balian, of course," said the other

"Balian," the knight agreed. "Of course. WVe all done our

share of listening to troubadours. So, obviously, had the boy
fromthe west. OF course we tried to talk the young fool out of

it. Balian is a man in his full strength, Balian is seasoned, Balian
i s the unconquerod chanpi on of Qutrcncr.

Therefore,' said the westerner, 'I will fight with him'

"He neant it. Lances first, then if neither would yield,

swords, until one either yielded or was hurt too badly to go on
Balian was hardly willing. He's a gentle enough soul, when he's
not breaking | ances. But a challenge is a challenge, and Balian
under stands a young man's hunger for honor. He could give

that even with defeat.

"You know how it goes in any touney. The knights take

their places at the ends of the lists. The destriers chanmp and
snort and shake the ground with their pawi ng. The world

holds its breath. Then the lord raises his hand. The | ances
cone down. The shields come up. The horses |unber into

morion. It's dreamslow, then it's blurringly fast.

"Even before the |ances met, we knew what we were seeing.
God knows, there are no knights in the world to conpare with
ours in Qutrencr; and often weVe seen it proven, with every
ship that conmes out of the west, and every sunstruck cockere
who fancies hinself a chanpion.

"This one was cockerel enough”™ but he could ride a joust.

He broke his lance on Balian's shield, and Balian broke his on
the westerner's, and neither even swayed in the saddle. They'd
been testing, we could see. Neither said a word that we could
hear, but they stopped in the sane instant, disnmounted, and
set to with swords

"Now, Balian can ride, but it's with the sword that he excels,

and it's with the sword that he's held his title so long. H's arm
is made of iron and his wind is unbreakabl e, and he has an eye
like a Cairene cutpursc. There arc nen who'd swear that he sees

a stroke conming before his opponent has even thought of it.

"And here he'd net his match. Soon enough they had their

hel ms of f, and they were grinning |like boys on a |lark, but going
at it with all they had. O Balian was. The other was still—srill!
—hol ding back. Till Balian saw, and his grin went wild, and he
struck in grimearnest. Struck, if the other slipped the nerest
degree, to kill

"And the other saw, and his smle never wavered, but | saw
the glitter in his eye. He turned that stroke, and he sent the
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sword spinning out of Balian's hands, and he laid his point
against Balian's throat, gentle as a mother's kiss. 'You'll nake a
swordsnan,' he said."

There was a | ong pause, with breaths drawn sharply init.
Then: "By the Cross! Did Balian kill himfor it?"

"Balian? Balian cursed himin three | anguages, and then
asked himif he'd mnd taking on a pupil."

Thi baut grinned to hinself. The tale had won an audi ence,

and they were all trying not to goggle. No one was suggesting,
Thi baut noticed, that the young cockerel was not as young as
he seemed. Rhiyana was snall and very far away, and pl ayed
little part in western wars and none in those of the east. No
one here knew what its king was. As for his brother

Peopl e woul d believe what they wanted to believe. That had

al ways been Gereint's wi sdom and his safety. Hi s |lineage was
not a thing to speak of where a stranger could hear it. He had
been a little afraid, sonetines, when he talked of his uncle's

com ng, though he laughed at hinself. "He's older, than I, and
wi ser, and he's long learned to seem if not ordinary, at |east
human. And yet . . . he is what he is. He never lies about it.

I f sonmeone asks himdirect

So far, no one had. Thibaut intended to keep it so. Though

it meant comng within reach of his nother's eye, he stationed
himsel f in Aidan's shadow, arned with a bland stare and an air
of squirely watchful ncss.

They laid Gereint in his tonmb under the chapel of Aqua

Bel l a, and al t hough he m ght have had a bishop to sing himto
his rest, his |l ady woul d have none but her own hunbl e chap-

lain. Ad and all but blind, he still had a sweet voice, and his
wits did not wander overnmuch, although he forgot once and

called Gereint by the name of Margaret's father

It was as Gereint would have wi shed it.

"He was blessed in the end," said Margaret when it was over.
"He died without pain, in the prinme of his life. He had noth-
ing to regret.”

Hal | and sol ar were foil of people who woul d need, soon, to
think that their presence conforted her. But for this little
while, in the cool dimess of the crypt, they let her be. Thi-
baut did not want to be there, but he could not nake hinself
go el sewhere. Under dust and incense and old stone, he

t hought he snelled death. Foolish. H's grandfather's tonb
hel d naught by now but ol d bones, dry and cl ean under the
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effigy. Gereint was sealed tight in the niche that woul d have

been Margaret's, enbalnmed in spices and wapped in | ead and
| aid under a slab that had needed four strong ntn-at-arnms to



shift it. Later his effigy would lie there, all in arnmor, with the
cross of Crusade on its breast.

Ai dan knelt by the niche. If he prayed, it was a warrior's
prayer, a fierce intensity. A saint mght |look like that as he
| abored to raise the dead.

Thi baut shivered. That, he already knew, was beyond
Ai dan's power.

Margaret nmoved slowy through the crypt. Her shadow was

huge in the light of the lanp over her father's tonb. She
paused by Cereint's, and laid her hand on its lid. A trenor
rocked her. Thibaut |ooked at her in something very like hor-
ror. Margaret was the strongest person in the world. Mrgaret
never | ost her tenper, or her conposure, or her wits. Margaret
never wept.

It was as if the castle itself had begun to crumble and fall.

Thi baut was frozen in shock, helpless. Aidan nmoved as if he

had never been rapt in prayer, rising, touching her. And she |et
him She came to himas to a haven. He sank down, cradling

her as if she had been a child, rocking her, saying nothing. Hs
face was deathly still. H s cheeks were wet.

Thi baut did not know what he did until he had done it. He
crept close to them and huddled fcy them There was room for
him and warnmth and strength to spare. They held at bay the
cold of death. They began, slowy, to heal him

4

For Ai dan there would be no healing while Gereint's assassin
lived unpuni shed. He worked, ate, spoke, even |aughed, but
die nenory never left him nor the grief. Even an hour, his
heart nourned. Even an hour sooner

But beneath that, infinitely darker, infinitely nore terrible: /
never knew. | in aUW power, in ny pride, in ny certainty that the
world was mine to do with as | chose+ was as blind as any norta

VWA

Cereint had died, and Ai dan had had not the slightest suspi-
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cion. He had been all joy, |ooking to the road's end, know ng

how Ccreint woul d be when Aidan cane: trying to be a man

to remenber his dignity, but damming it all and whooping |ike
a boy. He was dead before he knew it, gone, taken away where
nortal men went; where Aidan coul d never go.

The hall of Agua Bella saw a prince at the lady's table, eating
little, but calm conposed. Behind the mask, he wept and

raged.



The Assassin had left no trace, no nmenory of presence. The
cake was gone, cast away in fear. Gereint was in his tonb.

But Ai dan knew where to hunt. Masyaf had sent the nur-
derer out; to Masyaf, inevitably, the nmurderer nust return.
Ai dan woul d be waiting for him

Ai dan stopped pretending to eat. His kind needed little sus-
tenance, and even that, now, was nore than he could stonach.
The guests were quiet as befit a funeral, but they seenmed hun-
gry enough, and thirsty for the wine that came out of Bethle-
hem At the high table, Margaret ate and drank sparingly but

cal My. Thibaut, who was young enough to find healing in

tears and a strong enbrace, was eating as if he had had not hi ng
for days. Maybe he had not. He did not often glance at Aidan
bur his awareness was pal pable, Iike a hand on Al dan's shoul -
der.

Cereint had been like that. It was not adoration; nothing so
foolish. It was kinship, deeper even than bl ood.

It was a gift. Aidan did not want it; it did not fill the place
that was enpty. Ifet he could no nore refuse it than he had
refused Cereint.

The air was stifling- So many human bodi es, so nany human

m nds, pressing on him He rose, not too ungracefully, nmur-
muri ng somet hing. The Lady Margaret inclined her head. Her

eyes saw too clearly by far. She endured this because she nust.
So rmust he, if he would be courteous, but courtesy was beyond
him He bowed |ow to her and fl ed.

The gardcrobc was a brief refuge, but its air was too thick for
his senses- He found a courtyard to pace in, not caring what it
was, or where, or who saw. Only the thinnest veneer of sanity
kept himfrom |l aunching hinmself into the sky.

Wat chers did not linger long. Perhaps he frightened them

But one stood in shade, as still as he was restless, and slowy
that stillness touched him A nonk, he thought: a Benedic-

tine, swathed in black. But under the habit was mail, on the
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breast was a cross, not |arge, of sinple shape, stark white
agai nst the robe.

The Hospitaller. Glles, his nane was. He was not what

Ai dan had been led to expect. He was fastidiously clean, his
hair cropped short round the tonsure, his beard | ong but well
kept. It aged him as perhaps he intended: under it he could
not have been nmuch past thirty.

H s eyes widened a little as Aidan halted in front of him The
gl amour had lost itself, baring the truth of what Ai dan was; he
cared neither to restore it nor to befuddle the man's nind
churchman or no. Glles had Saracens enough to hunt. This

one | one witch-man was no prey of his.

"So," said the Hospitaller wthout greeting or pretense. "It's



true, the tale |'ve heard."

Ai dan bared teeth | onger and sharper than a man's. "\Wat
tale mght that be. Brother?"

"I think you need not ask, my prince," said the Hospitaller

He | eaned against the wall and folded his arms, at case, half
smling. "They say the king your brother is your very inage, as
like as man and mirror."

"How not? We're twinbom That's a power in itself, the old
wi ves say."

"Are you both |eft-handed?"

Ai dan | aughed, startled, beginning to tike this soldier-nonk.
"Both of us. How did you know?"

The blue eyes glinted. "No magic, my lord. | watched you in
hall. You should leamto eat with your right hand if you intend
to go among the infidels. They take very unkindly to a nman

who does not."

"Why is that?"
"A teaching of their Prophet. He ordai ned every small est
action. The right hand, he decreed, shall be for eating and for

cleanly things. The left is for w ping oneself, and for giving the
devil his due."”

"Do they all fight |eft-handed, then?"

"Ch, no," said the Hospitaller. "War is holy, as holy as
prayer. The blood of infidels is their Eucharist."

"What makes you think that | should care for an infidel's
munmery? | cane to kill them not to dine with them™

The Hospitaller's eye rested on the cross that Aidan wore,

bl ood-red on bl ack: the Crusader's sign and seal. "A nost de-
vout sentinment. You' d nake a fine Tenplar."

"Wul d they take me?"
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"The Poor Knights of the Tenple of Solonon will take any
who hungers after Saracen bl ood."

He did not, Aidan noticed, say any man. "You of the Hospi-
tal, no doubt, are nore discrimnating."

"Less zeal ous, perhaps. Qur concern is not only with war
but with its aftermath. We tend the sick and the wounded; we
do what we may to bring the infidels to the light of the true

faith."”



Ai dan began to pace again. The Hospitaller foll owed,
shorter by a little but |ong-1egged enough, though he wal ked
| are.

"A wound?" Al dan asked him

He shrugged, deprecating it. "A small one, inconveniently
pl aced. | nend."

"There's been fighting, then?"

There's always fighting. Syria has a new sultan. W pacred
with himfor a truce, but—=

"You pacted with a Saracen sultan?"

G lles laughed, not quite in nockery. "So shocked, prince?

Did you think it was all holy war w thout respite? The kings of
Jerusal em t hensel ves have done nore than swear truce with

their enem es; they' ve been known to enter into active alli-
ances, pitting Saracen agai nst Saracen and taking the side of the
stronger."

Ai dan shook it off, enormity though it should have seened

to an innocent fromthe farthest west. "Kings, yes. Kings do
what ever they nust. But the Church is the Church, and
Saracens are unbelievers."

"They are also nen, and they surround us. Vfc do as we

must. V/c hold the Holy Scpul cher. W will do anything—
anything at all, short of nortal sin—+to continue to hold it."

Ai dan nodded slowly. That, he coul d understand.

"And you," said the Hospitaller. "Have you cone for the
hol i ness, or for the fighting?"

"Both," Aidan said. "And for ny kinsman who went before
ne."

"You loved him"
That was presunptuous, froma stranger. "He was my kin."

There was a silence. Aidan paced in it, but slower now,
cal ner.

"Masyaf,** said Glles, "abuts, and sonme would say is part of,
a fief of the Hospitallers.**

Ai dan whi pped about .
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71 G lles backed a step, but he went on steadily enough. "It

stands near the denesne of our fortress of Krak. Its naster has,
on occasi on, been persuaded to acknow edge our domi nion."



"What arc you telling nme?"

The Hospitaller had paled, as well he might. "The Shei kh al -

Jabal is not a vassal of our Order. He pays us no tribute, as the
Tenpl ars have forced himto do, and thereby won his enmty.

Tfet there may be sonewhat that we may do, to win reparation

for this nurder."

"Why? Are you responsible for it?"

"God knows," said Glles, "that we are not. Qur way is the
dean way, in battle, against proven enem es. And Lord Ccroint
was in all ways a friend of the Knights of the Hospital of St
John of Jerusalem™

Ai dan eased by an cfibrt of will: not the feat sonme m ght
have taken it for, who knew himonly by reputation. He could
under stand goodwi I |, however nuch it m ght owe to expedi-
ence. He could not smile, but he could nod, bow ng his head
to courtesy. "I shall remenber," he said.

Glles |ooked like a man granted reprieve from hangi ng. He
knew it; he laughed at hinself, though his words were sonber.
*Tfes; renenber us." He paused. H s tone changed. "And you,
sir? What will you be doing here in our country beyond the
sea?"

Avengi ng Gerdnt. Aidan did not say it. He answered as he
had answered every other inquirer, though nore warmy to

this one than to sone. "I cane to fight the infidel. It has been
inm mndto journey to Jerusalem to look on its king, and if
he will have ne"—aw if | will have him=to be his |iege man.

What higher lord can there be, than the hol der of the throne
of Davi d?"

"A wrthy anbition," said the Hospitaller. "You' ve never
consi dered any other of our princes?"

Ai dan knew a test when he scented one. He shook it from

his shoul ders. "Raynond of Tripoli, perhaps: there is a great

tottt and gentleman. But he is a count, and | amroyal bom |
Aoul d look first to a king."

"' "Such a king," said Glles, sighing. There was no irony in it.
Ne*| foung, little nmore than a child, and yet a great warrior, a
/lifted general, a scholar of no small acconplishnent, a para-
Jffpst of grace and courtesy. And for all of that—= H's voice
""e""ght. "For all of that. God has exacted a price of surpassing
city. He has seen fit to make our lord a |eper."
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"Yet he is king," said Aidan. "No one has ever contested his
right to the crown."

"No one is so great a fool. He is king. He was nmeant for it
fromhis birth. Even when he was grown to boyhood and his



mal ady was known, he was our king who would be."
"He inspires remarkabl e devotion."

G lles shook his head and smiled wyly. "Am | so transpar-
ent? So, then: you will go to Jerusalem | think you will find
our lord worthy of your service. He will be nost glad of you.
Every knight is precious here on the sword' s edge between

Chri stendom and the House of Islam A knight of your proven
skill is thrice and four rines welcone."

Ai dan shrugged. He was not nodest; he had never seen the
use in it. But he had other purposes that this man coul d not
see. They cane clear as he stood there: a bitter clarity.

Its enbodi ment cane toward hi macross the sunstruck

courtyard, slight and dark and fixed on himas a noth on a
candl e's flane. Thibaut had proper reverence for the soldier of
God, but for the Prince of Caer Gmaent he had his whol e heart

and soul .

It was not in Aidan to refuse such a gift. The pain was its
price. He held out his hand to the boy and smiled, and that
smle was the beginning of acceptance.

Il
JERUSALEM
5

No city had ever been nore holy. Holiness breathed through

the very stones; quivered in rhe air; dizzied Aidan's senses that
were keener than a nman's. The hand of God was on this place,

this loomof walls and towers by the mount of Sion, this Gty

of Peace.

It did not matter what the eyes saw. Bare stony plain rolling
into the hills of Judea; bleak dun rock, dust and thorns, the
fierce light of the desert. On the hill, a grey wall, and towers in
it, and their king above themall, David' s great square Tower
frowni ng westward. Grey-green to the north: outriders of the
Mount of O ives. Deeper green to the south: terraces planted,
said the Lady Margaret's sergeant, with figs. Nowhere a glim
mer of water, and never a noat toward the city, only rhe great
enpty fosse and the steepncss of its walls. Water here was a
precious thing, rich and secret, hoarded in cisterns and in
caverns, or held in guarded wells. Stone was |ord; and sun; and
sanctity.

They rode to David's Gate in sonber splendor: the I ady un-

der her banner of black ramon silver, her wonen in black, her
servants, her nen-at-arns, her son in black and silver beside the
knight all in black. H's scarlet and gold lay in the arnory of
Aqua Bella, forsaken until his vow was fulfilled. Hs mail was

bl ack, his stallion's trappings black with no adornnent but the
silver of bit and buckle, his helmat his saddl ebow all black, his
| ances on the sunpter mule, his shield without device save the
pal mw de, blood-red cross of Crusade. In one respect only he

had yielded to eastern sense, and that was in the surcoat over



his mail, long and | oose and belted with bl ack, but the heavy
silk was white, with the cross on its shoul der

He was grow ng accustoned to it; schooling hinself not to
yearn, shamefully, toward scarlet and blue and gold. Gereint's
life deserved no | esser sacrifice.

He resisted the urge to rub his chin, where the new beard
was grow ng, thicker and faster than he m ght have expected,
and fully as fierce in its itching. Vanity, it was not, nor heedl ess-

40
Judith Tttfr

ness of it, cither. If he would ride into Saracen |ands, it m ght
be wi se to seem a Saracen

He had told no one why he did it. They thought it a tribute

to grief, and it was that, also. The ntn-at-arnms had a wager on
how soon he woul d exchange his red cross for a white one, and
turn Hospitaller; or else let the red cross grow to span his
breast in the fashion of the Tenpl ars.

Mar garet wat ched hi m and sai d not hi ng- She was w se

enough to take issue with nothing that he did. Thibaut stil

wal ked softly round her, but she had not taken himto task for
affixing hinself to Aidan's side. Wile the prince was content
to remain near her, she could see as well as know that her son
was safe from harm

What it cost her to keep fromclinging to the boy, A dan
wel | knew. He did not know that there was |iking between
them but of respect there was nuch, and a certain wary accep-
tance of what was. Gercint, and now Thi baut, bound them

made t hem ki n.

H's stallion canme up beside her grey gel ding. She glanced at
him unsniling, yet the air about her was alnpst light. "Does it
di sappoi nt you?" she asked, tilting her head toward Jerusal em

Here, so close to the gate, the road was choked with people,
their progress slowed to a crawl. Other parties rose out of it,
armed and nounted, escorting lords, ladies riding in litters, a
merchant with his veiled and jewel ed wife. Lesser lumnaries
rode in smaller conpanies: poor knights fresh from Francia by
the raw | ook of them their mail worn bare, wi thout the sur-
coat to keep the sun at bay; squires who | acked the nmeans or
the will to win their spurs; mounted sergeants with their nen
mar chi ng behind them A great press of people on foot jostled
and babbl ed under the horses' hoofs, pilgrims in sackcloth with
mantl e and scrip and staff, hats jangling with tokens from every
shrine in Christendom but seeking now the pal mof Jericho

that was nost sacred of all; |aborers bent double under the

wei ght of their burdens; slaves and captives in chains with the
overseers' whips cracking over them The lame and the halt and
the sick dragging their slow way into the Holy Cty. Beggars
wai I ing for al nms, pi-dogs yapping, |epers crouched on the
dunghills in their rags and their hideousness, or cutting a



swat h through the cromd with bell and cl apper. Caravans com

ing to Jerusalem caravans going out of it, in a roaring of cam
el s and a shouting of drivers and a clashing of the arns of their
escorts.
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Over the gate flew a white banner, the gol den crosses gl eam
ing onit, sigil of the Kingdom of Jerusal em Ai dan breathed
deep of sun and dust and humanity, dung, herbs, horses and
heated steel, and shook his head. "Disappoint me, |ady? Never.
This is Jerusalem™

A snmile flickered, astonishing, for it nmade her young agai n.

Then it was gone. The gate was before them dark after the

glare of the plain. Guards idled in its shade, paying little heed
to all who passed.

No nore did the city care. Holy, high Jerusalem it em

braced any who canme to it. Even his kind; even his power,

whi ch was the nerest feeble glimer before its great flanme of
sanctity. Yet it did not dimnish him He burned the brighter
here for that he was so small a thing. He drew a breath, half
gl ad, halfdeliciously afraid, and plunged into the heart of it.

There was no reasoning with stone. Joanna coul d weep,

rage, storm Ranulf would sit imovable, ignoring her, seeing
not hi ng but what he had set his m nd on. Wen on rare occa-
sions he was inclined to speak, it was to disnmss her with a
word. "Women," he woul d say, heaving hinmself up and | eaving
her to her raving.

He had taken her son away from her. Ainery would be fos-

tered where it would best serve his father's advantage, and that
was not at his nother's breast. Ranulf- did not see why she
shoul d object. She had mai ds and pages of her own to train,

and he expected her to produce another heir to his house in as
short order as God would allow. Was that not what she was

born for? Was that not why he had taken a wife at all?

He had come to do his duty. She was aching in body fromso
long in the saddle, all the way from Acre to Jerusalemafter a
hard and housebound pregnancy and a difficult birthing, and
aching in soul for Ainery and for the news that had greeted
her when she cane to the city. CGereint dead at an Assassin's
hand, dead and buried: shock enough to fell her when she
heard. It stunned her; she could not even weep

\ And Ranulf was there, driving out her maid and her page,

not even troubling to take off his shirt. He had not bathed in a
;' - month; even across the roomshe could snell him He dropped

AAis hose and his braies, sparing her not even a gl ance. She had
"N fcancd how little good it did to clutch the coverlet and pro-

"ttst.
When they were married, she had thought hi ma handsone
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man. Hs features were heavy but well-formed; his hair was
thinning a little, but it curled still, and it was the rare, true
Pranki sh gold. H's body was thick with muscle, kept strong at

the hunt and on the field. And he had an honored nane and a
substantial property won with his valor in the wars, and no

heirs but those which she would give him It had been consid-
ered an excellent match

H s wei ght rocked the bed. He still had not | ooked at her
He had nmade it clear long since that he did not find her beauti -
ful. Wth her belly still slack from beating and her breasts stil

swollen with mlk after an unconsci onable while, she woul d be
even less to his taste.

He was not brutal. That much, she could say for him "If
this one is a daughter," he said as he parted her legs, "I'Il let
you keep her."

She struck hi mbackhanded, with all her strength. "Get out
of nmy bed!" she screanmed at him "Get out!"

He did not even give her the satisfaction of rape. Hs shrug
was perfectly indifferent. "Tonorrow, then," he said.

When he had taken hinself away, she wept a little, and bat-

tered her pillow, and felt no better for it. Her servants had not
cone back. She lay and stared at the whitewashed ceiling. The
snell of himlingered. She gagged on it.

If he would argue with her, reprimand her, even strike her—
but no. He left her to her noods, and cane back when she was
calm and wore her down by sheer force of indifference. He did
not care what she did, if only she kept out of sight and pro-
vided himwith the offspring he wanted.

VWhi ch then he took from her and gave to strangers, and |eft
her enpty, wonb and heart.

She staggered up. Wth shaki ng hands she drew out the first
garnments that came to her, and put them on. She had to rest
between the shift and the gown- Her hair was too much for

her. She let it hang. In a voice that, if not loud, at |east was
steady, she called for her maid.

No one tried to stop her. She took very little: only a single
bundl e and her chestnut nmare, and nmute Dura who never ques-
tioned her mstress' wll. Ranul fwas gone. He had wonen in
the city, Joanna knew that. No doubt one of them was ac-
cepting with pleasure what Joanna had spuned.

Joanna wi shed her joy of it.

For Joanna there would be no nore of it. Her refuge was
waiting, and it wel comed her with unfeigned gl adness, even in
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nmour ni ng. Her chanber was as she had left it. Cook had dai n-



ties for her, Godefroi the house-steward gave her the word she
hoped for. "Tonmorrow," he said, "they cone."

She did not try to think beyond the nonment. She prayed for
Cereint's soul, and then she wept for him cleanly, in her own
narrow bed. Then, cleansed, she slept.

She was ready when they cane- She could do little for |ank
hair or shadowed eyes, but what she could do, she had done.

Her gown was flesh; its sonmber blue suited her not too badly.
She had found that she could eat, and drink a little w ne. She

was still sipping it as she sat on the roof, leaning on its | edge,
shaded by the lenon tree that grewin a great basin in the angle
of the wall. The street below was its narrow, quiet self. Wen

she | ooked up she could see the great grey dome of the Church
of the Holy Scpul cher.

They came fromthe other way, fromthe Tower of David.

Her eyes leaped to their head: the small round figure on the
grey horse. There was a young man just behind her: Thibaut, it
had to be. He had grown. He had not |ost his habit of riding
with a hand on his hip, which he thought elegant. It suited

hi m better now that he was al nbst old enough to carry it off.

There they all were, the servants, the soldiers, dour Brychant
in his old scale arnor that he had taken froma Saracen. And
there was—

There was a knight in black on a bl ood-bay horse, and he was
not Cereint. He could not be. That long | ean body, so light in
the saddl e; that sharp hawk-face; that turn of the head as Thi -
baut said sonething—+t was not a dead man riding.

And if it was not, there was only one thing it could be.

Her fingers clanped on the balustrade. Gimy she pried
them free. Her heart was beating hard.

He was not so like his kinsman as he canme closer. A famly
resenbl ance, that was all. He was certainly rmuch prettier; and
yet she was di sappoi nted. Handsome, yes. But where was the
beauty that cut |ike a sword?

He | ooked up, and she gasped. Ch, indeed, a sword: straight
to the heart.

Her mot her asked no questions. Thibaut did, but only with
A his eyes. Prince Aidan, who could not have known that there
"; was anything to ask, was courtesy purely. Wi-mfingers lifting
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her cold ones; the brush of a courtly kiss. She did not think
t hat anyone saw how she trenbl ed.

H s voice was deeper than she had expected, yet clearer, its
western lilt stronger even than CGcreint's had been. It made her
think of far green places, and of water falling.

It was witchery. She knew it, and she did not care. Thibaut



was far gone in it, she could see. Margaret seemed i npervious,
but Margaret was Margaret. She wore her w dowhood as she
did all else, with quiet competence.

Wth greetings disposed of, Thibaut took the guest in hand.
Joanna stayed with Margaret, which nmeant a detail ed inspec-
tion of house and servants, and the overseeing of the baggage,

and the disposal of a caller or two. Joanna fell into her old
pl ace a step or two behind her nother, |ike a young wol f hound
in the wake of a small, rotund, and very busy | apdog.

But she was not the child she had been. She had to sit down,
rather abruptly, in the niddl e other nother's srillroom

Margaret did not seemto hurry, but she was there very

qui ckly, kneeling on the floor beside Joanna. Her hand was
cool on Joanna's brow, her armwas firm She took no notice
of the flutter of servants, except to dismiss them "Tell ne,
she said.

Joanna shook her head hard. "You have grief enough."
"Let me judge that," said Margaret.

Joanna's teeth set. The dizziness was passing. She al nost

wi shed that it would not. To run away—that was as sinple as
taki ng her horse and riding to her nother's house. To tell her
mot her why . . . that was harder. Margaret would not have
done it. She would have found a way to rise above it.

It came out tail first. "He took Ainery," Joanna said- She
surprised herself with how quietly she said it. "He never asked
nmy leave. In the night, while | slept, they took himaway.

When | woke he was gone." Her hands were fists. She could

not nmake them unclench. Her heart had been cl enched since

t hat bl eak waki ng. "Wen | asked why— tried to be calm oh

God, | tried—Ranulf said, 'Does it matter?* And when | asked

why he had never consulted ne, he said, 'Wy should | have
consulted you? He's ny son.' As if | had never carried himin

nmy body; as if | had never nursed himat my breast. As if | were
nothing at all."

"I't m ght have been better," said Margaret coolly, "if you
had not insisted on nursing himyourself."

Joanna gasped as if she had been struck
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"But," her nother went on, "to take himw thout your
know edge—that was ill done."

"I't was unspeakable."
Margaret frowned slightly. "Perhaps he neant to spare you
pain. A clean cut, all at once—a man would think so, if he were

young and rough- mannered and unaccustoned to wonen."

"He doesn't care enough to spare me anything. |I'mno nore
to himthan the marc in his stable. He doesn't consult her



ei ther, when he takes her foal away from her."

"He comes from Francia," said Margaret, "and not froma
weal t hy house. He knows no better."

"I hate him" gritted Joanna.

Her mot her's frown deepened. "\Wat has he done to you,
apart fromthis one m sjudgment? Has he beaten you? Di shon-
ored you?"

"He has wonen."

"Men do," Margaret said. "lslamat |east admits the truth,
and all ows concubi nes: a great wi sdom But beyond that? Has
he m streated you? Has he shaned you before court or pco-
pkl?ll

"He hardly knows | exist."

"I doubt that," said Margaret. She held Joanna's eyes with
her | evel dark ones. "Wat do you want of nme? | have no
power to make you a child again."

Joanna flushed. That was exactly what she had wanted. To
unmake it all. To take refuge behind her nother's skirts, and
forget that she had ever been a wonan.

"I won't go back," she said- "I've given himwhat he wanted
A1 owe him nothing."
' "Except honor."

"What has he given me? He took ny baby."

Margaret sighed. "See how God has tested ne. That child of

ront who seens a very son of Islam is as perfect in forgiveness
as any Christian could wish to be. But that one who seens all a
Bank ... she neither forgets nor, ever, forgives."

Joanna's chin came up; her back stiffened. "Are you telling
me to go?"

"No," said Margaret. She rose, smoothing her skins. "I am
idling you to go to bed. You insisted, | suppose, on riding
from Acre?"

Ji "You know what a litter does to ne."
?n "l know what the saddl e docs to a wonman new ri sen from
Achi | dbed. Now, go."
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Joanna had wanted to be a child again, and to forget that she

was a nother. It was not as blissful as she had thought, to

have what she had wi shed for. But Margaret was not to be

gai nsai d. Joanna went where she was bidden, and did as she

was told. There was an odd, rebellious pleasure in it. She was
safe here. No one would lie to her, or betray her, or be indiffer-
ent to her. She had come hone.



"Joanna is al ways angry at sonething," said Thibaut.

Ai dan opened an eye. The eastern habit of drowsing through

the heat of nidday had struck himat first as sheerest sloth, but
he was learning to sec the use init. Here, in a cool riled room
with a servant snoring softly as he swayed a great water-danp-
ened fan, and a scent of roses drifting fromthe w ndow on the
courtyard, it was utter luxury. He who seldomslept had slid
into a doze, until Thibaut's voice startled hi mawake.

The boy perched at the end of the couch, clasping his knees.
Hs brows were knit. "She's run away from Ranulf, | can tell.
|"msurprised she didn't do it sooner."

"Your sister doesn't look to ne |like a coward,"” A dan said.

"Did I say she was? She doesn't run away because she's
afraid. She runs away because she's angry. She'd kill, else."

Al dan rai sed a brow.

"She woul d," said Thi baut. "She shoul d have been a man.
She has too nuch tenper for a wonman."

"Or too much spirit?"

Thi baut nodded. "Mt her says she's the purest Norman in
Qutremer. She shoul d have been born a hundred years ago;

she'd have conme on Crusade and carved herself a ki ngdom™"

Ai dan could imagine it. She was nothing like her nother or

her brother: head and shoul ders taller than Thibaut, and ro-
bust with it, her brown hair doing its best to curl out of its
brai ds, her eyes nore grey than blue, a color that nade him
thi nk of thunder. O perhaps that was only their expression
Angry, yes, and hurt. The world was not going as she woul d
have it; and she was not one to forgive.

"What is her husband Iike?" Aidan asked, giving up sleep for
lost, and rising to prow. He was aware of Thi baut's anuse-
ment; he flashed teeth, at which the boy | aughed.

But Thi baut's answer was sober enough. "His nane is
Ranul f; he comes from Nornmandy. He's a younger son, as
nost of themare, but he's done well here. He holds a fief near
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Acre; he's rich in spoils fromthe wars. He's not bad to | ook at,
either. Wnen like him"

"Your sister doesn't."

"She was happy enough when she married him He's not

much for airs and graces, but he's never mnded that her bl ood
isn't pure. She's strong, he says, and shell give him strong

sons; and her property is quite enough to satisfy him"

"I see," said Aidan. It was all very good sense. He doubted



that that would matter to the sullen child who had greeted
themw th such a nmingling of joy and defiance. Wo was, he
realized, ill in body as in mnd. He was no heal er; that was his
brother's gift. But he could see a body gone awry. She had

given her lord a son, it seened, but she was not as strong as he
had hoped. O as she had expected to be. She would not for-

gi ve herself that, either

"I think," said Thibaut, not easily, but as if he could not
keep fromsaying it, "I think it wasn't good for her—what
Mot her and Gereint had. That, and listening to songs, and
dream ng about |ove. Love isn't sonething a woman shoul d be
t hi nki ng of when she marries.”

"Maybe not the first rinme," A dan said.

"That's what Mot her always told her. She said she believed
it. But Joanna always wants to have everything all at once.”

Ai dan paused by the window. In the courtyard below, a

fountain played, cooling the air. He breathed in roses, water
sunlight. If he willed it, he could stretch out nore than hands,
sec with nore than eyes, hear with nore than ears.

They were all here, the three whom Gereint had taken for
wi fe and children. Whomthe Master of the Assassins had
mar ked, and whom he neant to have, whether in life or in
deat h.

Theref ore Ai dan was hero, and not on the road to Masyaf.
Sinan woul d surely strike again, and surely it would be soon

too soon for Aidan to dare to | eave the house unguarded. The

H gh Court was gathering for the Feast of the Conquest, that
hi gh and holy day on which Jerusalemhad fallen to the arm es

of Crusade. Margaret nust conme before it to proclaimfornmally
the death of the lord of Aqua Bella, and to beg the king's favor
in namng a new lord. It would, inevitably, be Thibaut, but he

| acked a year and nore of his majority. She would stand regent
again as she had in his infancy. "And," she had said, "it may
keep himsafer than if | named himlord. Sinan would kill him
surely then."
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Ai dan stretched his nore-than-scnses. The city beat upon
them He nmade of them a shield, and raised them and set
t hem on guard. They nmarked who should be in that house,
who meant well and who nmeant ill, who passed and who tar-
ried.

It was awkward at first, that warding, |ike new arnor: stiff,
unwi el dy, flexing strangely against his skin. But slowy, with
use, it fitted itself to him Not even arnmor now, but another
skin, a body that enconpassed all w thin that house.

He | eaned agai nst the wi ndowfrant, battling the weakness
t hat al ways struck in the wake of power. It passed slowy; he
st rai ght ened.



Thi baut had neither noticed nor understood. He was intent

on his own troubles. Yet those ran disconcertingly close to the
currents of Aidan's own. "It's as well she's come, isn't it? Then
if she's attacked, we'll be here to defend her."

Aidan liked that we. He grinned at the boy and went in
search of his cotte. "Well, sir. Shall we see if anyone else is
anwake?"

6

Ranul f did not even care enough to send a man to fetch his
wayward wi fe. Nor, at first, could she care that he did not.

Wth her nother's presence, sonething in her gave way. Her

body, drawn taut for so long in resistance, said of its owmn wll,
Enough.

She sl ept as she had not slept even when she was a child, and
ate as she had not eaten since Ainmery was concei ved. She was

let be, and let nend, as much as she might in the grief that was
on that house. Even grief was part of her healing. It let her
forget what she could not escape: that no word had come from

her husband. No pursuit. Not even a runor of his anger

She had gi ven himwhat he wanted. It seenmed that he
want ed no nore of her.

For once, it seened, they had agreed on sonething. She
told herself that she was gl ad. She forced her mnd away from
him He had refused her right to her own child. So would she
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refuse to be wife as well as nother. She was Hautecourt again,
and Hautecourt only. She had forgotten his nane.

She swore it to herself, alone, sitting on the fountain's rimin
the inner court. It was early yet, barely past dawn; the air was
cool, the spray cold on her cheek. The bright fish swirled un-
der her hand, seeking the crunbs she cast for them

Qdd how one could feel a presence, even w thout sun to cast

a shadow, even wi thout sound of step on stone. She stiffened,
but she would not turn. In the three days since he cane,

she had not seen him He had been el sewhere, riding out in

the city; she had been in her bed or noving slowy about the
house, taking her neals alone or, once, with her brother. Wo
had been full of him and worthless for tal ki ng about anyt hing
el se.

She willed himto go away. She did not want himto see her

as she was now pallid, |ank-haired, shapeless with childbcar-

i ng; used and di scarded, and swom not to care. \Wen she was
young and full of CGereint's tales, she had dreamed it all other-
wi se: she high and proud, a great lady |ike her nother, and he
princely as westerners al nost never were, bow ng over her

hand. He had bowed when he net her, but she had bl ushed

and stanmered and been a perfect idiot.

Great |ady, indeed. She had acknow edged | ong since that



she had no beauty. She had no greatness, either. Only obsti -
nacy. Wth that, she was nost richly gifted.

It fixed her eyes on the fish. Even when a hand filled itself
fromher bow, and cast as she had cast, rousing themto a new
dance. For himthey | eaped high, even into the air, as if they
would fill his hands with their living gold. Even they knew
what he was.

Still she would not |ook at him except in glances. He wore
all black now, for Gercint- But he was clever: he kept a little
scarlet still, in the cross sewn on the shoulder of his cotte. No

doubt he knew what the starkness did to his pallor. He | ooked
no nmore canny than the cat that purred and wove about his
ankl es.

He gathered it up, neeting its steady, predator's stare. They
had the sane eyes.

"Your famliar?" she asked. It was easy, if she did not |ook at
hi m

"My distant kin," he answered, lightly, taking no offcnse
t hat she coul d perceive

"She wants you to bewitch a fish into her claws."
50 Judith Tarr

"So she does,"
a trust."”

he said. "But not these. I'mnot one to betray

The cat yawned its opinion of honor anong rwo-|egged folk,

but it went on purring, content to be held and stroked and

prom sed other, nore licit prey. Joanna watched the | ong

white fingers trace that sleek, striped | ength. She had never
seen fingers so long, so delicate and yet so strong. They | ooked
cold. How warm they were, she well renenbered.

"Joannal! "

She | ooked up, startled; and angry. It was an old trick. And
she a fool, for falling to it.

She had known what woul d happen. Once she | ooked, she
lost all power to | ook away.

Sonetimes a man was too beautiful. It was absurd; it was
faintly repellent. It made the eye dart, hunting for flaws.

This went beyond it. There was nothing pretty in it. Noth-
ing conforting, to sneer at. Nothing human.

He had been smiling. He was no | onger

"You shoul dn't have done that," she said, |light now and
heedl ess, because she had | ost her battle.

H s |ips thinned. She needed no magic to know what he was
thinking. Mortals were always easy prey for his kind. Too easy.



It was the beauty and the strangeness, and the spark of fear

She | ooked straight into his eyes, not caring if she drowned
there. They were clear grey, with no blue in them level, alittle
blank, like a cat's, and a green flare in the back of them They
woul d hunt best by night, his kind. |ike Assassins.

"The sun is no friend to you," she said.

H s head shook, a flicker, barely to be seen. "W have an

acconmmodation. It lets ne be. | accord it due respect."
"That could be your downfall, here. You should cast a deeper
gl amour . "

He was not surprised that she knew. She wondered if he was
ever truly surprised at anything. "I choose not to," he an-
swered her.

n W]y?ll

"Because | choose. "

St ubbor nness. She coul d understand that. And vanity. There
was anot her gl anour he could cast, that would spare himinsult
and suspicion and deadly certainty; but that would raddle his
beauty and grey his hair, and give himthe proper count of his
years.

"TOM d you like that?" he asked, reading her w thout shane.
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"What would you do if | said | woul d?"

She gasped. He | aughed al oud, out of the face he should

have worn. Even nortal, even |lined and greyed, he would

never have |ost his w ckedness.

O his beauty.

"Wel | ?" He had changed even his voice. It was thicker; it had
lost its edge of clarity. "Shall | stay so?"

"Whul d you?"

He turned his hands, knotted as they were, gnarled, seaned
with old scars. There was another on his check, under the iron-
grey beard. "Goddess. | had forgotten those." He did not seem
to notice what he had sworn by, he with the cross on his

shoul der. He flexed it; w nced.

"It's as conmplete as that?"

"To convince, | must convince myself."

"Then, if it went on |ong enough, would you . . . die?"

The word was as hard to hear as to say, but he seenmed un-
nmoved, preoccupied. "I don't know. Perhaps. Wich would



nmean, when | go beyond the nortal span— He shivered. "Do
you renenber Tithonus?"

Joanna nodded, shivering herself. "The pagan. He had im
nortality, but forgot to ask that it be immortal youth. He
wi t hered. He never stopped withering. And he woul d never
die."

Ai dan was on his feet. The nagic dropped fromhimlike

dust and darkness. H s hand was strong and snooth and

young, pulling her up. She was tall enough to neet himeye to
eye. That startled hima little; then he |laughed. "See how we
maunder! Cone, show nme your city."

As if Thibaut had not shown himevery inch of it already.
But his eagerness was irresistible; even when she knew what he
was running from Not death, but deathl essness,

She | ooked at her rag of a dress; touched her hair. "like
thi s?" she had asked before she thought.

No mere man, he. He understood. "CGo on, then. But be
qui ck. "

As qui ck as she and Dura between them coul d be. She put

on the blue dress again; a light mantle over it; a veil for her
hair. No jewels but her silver cross, since she was in nourning.
Severity did not suit her, but it suited propriety.

She did not stoop to ask how she could wal k far, who had
been ill so long. He had not troubled to. Her mare was saddl ed
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for her, and the tall gelding that had been CGereint's, and a

mul e for Dura. Hi s manner declared that he, a knight and a
prince, did not intend to wal k where he could ride. He set her
lightly in her saddle, his touch as cool as CGereint's had been
like a brother's, or a father's. O course it would be. They were
kin. And she was a married wonan.

She gathered the reins. Her mare was restive, in season. Wse

of himto choose the gelding over his stallion. Dura shied away
fromhim clanbering onto the nule by herself, watching him

with great wary eyes. It was fear, but clean, as of a stormin the
desert: sonething to be feared and evaded, but never hated.

Hatred was beneath it.

No doubt he was as accustomed to that as to a silly girl's
vaporings. He nounted with that grace of his that was nore
beast than human, and rode ahead of theminto the street.

Ai dan had not thought, before he dragged Joanna out with

him It was inpulse, which he was given to, and not w sely,

either. She had been ill and was still not as strong as she should
have been. But her pleasure was warn her anger had sunk

down deep. There was col or in her cheeks. She was—not

pretty, no. God's whimhad kept that for her brother. But

handsome, certainly, and when she sniled, which she al npst

never did, she blazed into beauty.



He was blinking in the light of it, barely noticing where they
were, until his nose told him The street nanmed, wittily
enough, the Street of the Bad Cooks. Pilgrims found their
sustenance here, at ruinous prices, and saints al one knew what
cost to their stomachs. H's own heaved gently, once, and sub-
si ded.

They had left the horses at the crossing, and paid a boy to

| ook after them Joanna's choice. The boy woul d not abscond
wi th the merchandi se: Aidan's doing. He did not need to be
told howit was, here. The Tenple was a den of thieves still,
after a thousand years.

Joanna, who knew this city as he knew his own sea-scented

Cacr Gnent, led himwith the silent maid down a passage that

m ght have been a cavern for all the light there was in it. Cties
were like this in the east: covered over against the sun, often
vaulted as was this into which they entered, lit |ike churches

t hrough | ouvers above and with | anps below, airy and aston-

i shingly cool. Here the stink of human habitati on was overl aid
with sweetness, herbs and ftuits and flowers; and cl anor
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enough to set himreeling. Fiercely he danped his senses. How
the cats in the gutters bore it, he would never know.

"Bomto it," said Joanna. He had spoken al oud wi t hout

i ntending to: sure sign of his confusion. She eyed him "You
haven't been out before.”

He gl ared. She did not have the grace to be abashed. "Only

to the gate and the plain,” he adm tted, snapping it, because
she woul d stare until he did. "To get out. To ride where the

wind is free. | don't ... do well incities. This . . ." H's

brow was danp. Damm it.

"Do you want to go hone?"
"No!

She barely flinched. H s weakness seened to make her
ttronger. She did not presurme to take his hand, but she said,
*Tf ou nust have found Acre appalling."

"And Saint Mark. And Rone. And Marseilles. And Paris.”

Nam ng them exorcised them a little. "Acre was worse. After

the sea; and so large. Jaffa | could alnost bear. This is nerely
unconfortable." If she reckoned that a lie, she did not say so.
"Are you hungry?"

He had caught her off guard. She recovered quickly, which

he could admre. He had di scovered a passion for the fruits of
the east: oranges, |enons, yellow apples of paradise. Wth

t hese, and cheese fromthe market beyond, and wine froma
tavern in the shadow of Holy Sepul cher, they made a feast.
Joanna forgot, or at |least chose not to remenber, that her

| egend was a coward within the walls of a city.

Sone of his acquai ntance m ght have confined that to this



dry: to the holiness that lay on it like its mantle of dust. He
m ght al nost have been fool enough to credit it, restive as he
was, trapped in the center of so nuch humanity.

He | ooked up at the done as they approached it. It had no

such bl azing beauty as that other in the Tenple's heart, the
Dome of the Rock that rose like a sun out of the east of Jerusa-
lem This was a blunter grandeur; the center of every vow of
every man who had taken the cross. Fromit the King of Jerusa-
lemtook his title, and every knight who rode under his banner

Def ender of the Holy Sepul cher
Her e.

Mortal stone, first. A sinple tonb, bare and unadorned,
enpty. Three days only had it held a body, and then that body
was gone

Piety had built the shrine over it. Zeal had raised up the
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basilica in all its splendor, with its satellites about it: the |esser
churches, the palace of the Patriarch, the cloister, the priory,

t he houses of nonks and pilgrinms and defenders. Chanting

echoed out of it, and prayer, and the cries of the vendors who

even here could ply their trade without heed to the holiness of

t he pl ace.

They ascended the steep hill and passed the gate with its
colums from Byzantium all three pressed together in the

flood of pilgrims. Aidan perceived anew Joanna's height, a bare
hand-wi dth I ess than his own, and a solidity that astonished
him Her linbs were long, but her shoul ders were w de, and

her hips; her breast was deep and fall.

She was not aware of him except as a presence at her side.
Wth an inpatient mutter she broke free of the press, pausing
in the court. Her veil had slipped. Even severely bound, her
hair had a fancy to curl, to neet the sun with red Iights and
gold, and the rich red brown of cherrywood.

The maid covered it with | audabl e, and annoying, alacrity.
Joanna hardly noticed. "See," she said. "There."

Two portals; and a third, rightward, that led to the chapel of
Calvary. Leftward, high and square, the bell tower, silent now,
doned as everything seened to be where Islam or Byzantium

had been. Behind it, the high strange roof of the Sepul cher

and the done that was new and holy, and a little farther from
themall, the lantern and the little dome of St. Helena' s chapel
There was a glitter on it all, and not all of it was holiness. They
had made it rich, all they who worshi pped hero at the Navel of

the Worl d.

For all the crush of people, the weight of sun and sanctity,
the city-sickness that had beset himsince he entered David's
Gate, he was steadier here than anywhere but under open sky.

He woul d have liked to shout it aloud. See' Is there any holier



pl ace than this? See haw it wel conmes mnet

Joanna did not ask hi mwhat he wanted. She took a place in

the Iine of pilgrims, and he took his own behind her. She was
barely tiring, seeing all this famliarity with eyes made new be-
cause he was new to it. The pavenment under their feet. The
colums that held up the roof- The circle of pillars that

rounded t he Sepul cher, and over themthe rotunda open to the

sky. And all about that splendor of God, the splendor of man

in mosai cwork: the Virgin; the Angel of the Annunciation; the
apostl es; the Enperor of the Romans, Constanrinc in his

glory; Saint Mchael of the sword; the prophets; Saint Hel ena
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bearing the True Cross; and focus of themall, the child Jesus
for whomit had all been made.

But the tonmb was hidden. In all that loftiness, it |lay beneath
a stone, alowlintel over it, and a priest on guard, directing
each pilgrimdownward to his heart's desire. King or com

nmoner, knight or nonk, slave or free, hero it was all the sane.
Even human, or not.

He could have fled. If the priest had known what descended
under his brusque and tireless hand ... a flicker of thought

as it touched: Half an hour nore, and Marhod to rvUeve ne, and,
God' s bones, if he stands a nonment | onger between ne and the
privy—He did not even see the unmasked face, the eyes

opened wi de to dimess, the green cat-flare of the lanplight in
them Ai dan bent them down and crossed hinself, and de-

scended into stone-cool darkness. Enpty; and for that, they
worshipped it. He laid his brow agai nst the stone. Enpty.

Even prayer was silent here. It sinmply was.

He spoke his vow in silence, as he was bound to do. To
defend this place with sword, tongue, life. But first, the other
One word escaped him a whisper in the gloom "Alanut."

"Cone," said the priest, sharp, shattering vow and sanctity-
crime's up. Qut."

And if he rose up in a tower of flane, what would this earth-
bound i di ot do?

He canme quietly, head bowed, nmeek as any proper pilgrim

Joanna was waiting. Her smile flickered.'Her hand slid into his,
sinmple as a child's. She was thinking of wine lately drunk, and
of a privy.

She woul d never understand why he | aughed. Softly; but
heads turned. He net glares with a cloying show of humility
and a devout sign of the cross.

Thi baut was farious. "You went out without me. You went
into the city, and you didn't tell nme. I went half mad, |ooking
for you."

Ai dan refused to be contrite. Joanna was disgustingly snug.
"So," she said. "Next time, don't lie abed so late. It's your own



fault for being so lazy."

I f Aidan had not been there, Thibaut woul d have | eaped at
her. Not that he could ever have won a fistfight—damm her
she was still stronger than he was, and had the reach of him
besi des—but he was nore than half mad, and she was smling.
Sinpering. Daring himto do it.
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Therefore, by God's bones, he would not. He folded his

arms till they hurt, and lifted his chin, "I may be |lazy, but Vm
ready to go to court. You won't even have time for a bach. You
snell,"” he said, "like a horse. On a dunghill- In a garlic field."

She had no scrupl es about audi ences. She screeched and
sprang.

Ai dan pulled themapart with appalling ease. He did not
even try to stifle his |aughter. Thi baut was enbarrassed.
Joanna, he was delighted to see, was nortified. She beat a
rapi d, and seething, retreat.

There was in fact time for a bath, and Aidan took it. It was
shocki ng decadence, good westerners declared, to bathe in hot
water, all over, every week. He could happily have done it every
day; and did, here where he found indul gence in his madness.
like his cousin the cat, he was fastidious.

Court dress was at |east as conplicated here as in Francia,

and in the latest fashion besides. But even a prince there m ght
not boast garnents of silk so costly as these. Margaret's gift,
and she woul d not be gainsaid. Black, he was swomto, and

bl ack it was, but black on black in brocade that woul d not have
shanmed an enperor. And under a cotte cut brief as all the
dandies were wearing it in Paris, a shirt as fine as a spider's
weavi ng, as white as his own skin; and hose cut exactly to his
neasure; and shoes of —doeski n?

"Gazell e," said Thibaut.

The cl oak was the best of all: watered silk, black and gl ossy as
his hair, but its lining was his own bel oved scarlet, and its
brooch was ruby and gold. "I can't—= he began, with tearing

rel uct ance.

"You shall," said Margaret.

He turned to face her. She granted herself no such di spensa-
tion as her will forced upon him She was all severity, swathed
and coifed as relentlessly as a nun. She had tramrel ed all that
was | eft of her beauty. But for a noment, as she | ooked at him
it glimrered in her eyes.

It was that to which he yielded, and not her soft conmand.

It gave her joy to see him a pure joy, as in a fine horse or a rare
jewel . And yet to her he was neither beast nor oddity, but

simply hinsel f.

He bowed | ow and ki ssed her hand. "As ny | ady w shes."
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Joanna did not, after all, come with them She pleaded wca-

- rincss after her nmorning in the city. True enough; but A dan
knew that it was nore than that. She was no nore heal ed of

her wounds than he, and | ess practiced in ignoring them

later, he told his nmenory of her, hardly know ng what he

prom sed.

It was a very little distance to the palace, but they rode it,
because they were what they were. A lady of the Hi gh Court
must show her pride, even in nourning. She |ed her nen-at-
anns, her |adies, her son and her guest, as she had |led them
from Aqua Bella. Under the stark grey wall, in the shadow of
Ac carven gate, Aidan lifted her down fromthe saddle. She
was calm unruffled by the clanor of the courtyard, where ev-
ery lord's retainer in Qutrener seened to jostle for precedence.
On Aidan's arm wth Thibaut a respectful step behind, she
found her path cleared, the clanmor nmuted. Peopl e whispered,

as they must. A widow in this kingdom ruler by right other
own dermesne, was a valuable comodity. A wi dow on the arm

of a handsonme young stranger was fascinating, and nore than
fai ntly scandal ous.

Ai dan was not precisely born to courts: he had not even

known what a city was until he was old enough to be a page.

let it was in his blood, and in a lifetine of being son and
brother to kings. As he entered tfee wide glittering halls,
strange with their eastern carpets and thejr scents of nusk and
sandal wood, he felt as if he had cone—not hone. But to a

worl d which was, at its center, his own. These sun-stained peo-
ple shimmering in silk, these dark-eyed wonen, these nen wth
their air of mingled |languor and ferocity, were courtiers; and
courtiers, he knew. The dart of eyes, the whispers, the eddy-

i ngs about power that was or power that w shed to be, woke
senses which the nonths of pilgrimge had lulled to sleep. It
was |ike battle, but subtle. And, though his reputation would
have died the death had he admtted it, inits way it exhilarated
hi m

Lady Margaret drew an eddy other own, of a size to raise his
brows. She was not, in strength of arns or in size of holding,

by any nmeans one of the great ones of the kingdom Yet she

had power: the power of her presence, and the power of her

enpire of trade. The Constable of the Kingdom hinself bowed

over her hand, and the Marshal had condol ences which seened
sincere. More to the point, the |adies accorded her respect,

% wi thout open sneers at her breeding. Others were not so fortu-
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nate. They kept to thensel ves; veiled, some of them in Sara-
cen fashion, with dark eyes and plunp ivory fingers fretting
jewels as rich as any there.

Thi baut was as tense as a hound in a new kennel, and carried

hi nsel f the haughtier for it. There was, Aidan noticed, a cer-

tain division anmong the young as anong their elders: tall and

fair by tall and fair, and dark and small |ingering side by |anguid



sil ken si de.

The pullani were hardly infidels. Most were Syrian-bred, or
Armeni an: Christian on both sides. Thibaut was the odd one.

H s bl ood was true Saracen, and they all knewit. H s nother
they did not touch. But in quiet places away fromelders, in the
courtyards anong the oranges and the ponegranates, he was

fair prey.

Ai dan laid a hand on his shoul der, saying something, it did
not matter what, and bared a gl eam of teeth. Let themtouch
himnow. It would be a pleasure to teach themtol erance.

Thi baut's wits were quick: he knew what Ai dan was up to.
He scowmed. "Here, ny lord. Don't. It's not fair."

"Are they?"

"They' re beneath you. Look, you've better quarry waiting,
i ke those knights in Acre."

That was true, and the boy wanted to fly on his own w ngs.
Ai dan was a falconer: he pulled himbriefly close, and let him

go-

Names and faces blurred past. Later, when Ai dan needed

them they would cone clear. Today he was the | ady's shadow.

That was accepted. They had had his nane and his titles at his
entrance, in the herald s strong voice; they could see in his face
that he had been kin to the lord who was gone. It was a little

di sappoi nting that he was not, after all, a scandal; but worse
that though he was a royal prince and thus a rarity, he was a
prince without an army. He could at |east, he heard soneone
nmutter, have brought a man-at-arns or two.

Thi baut's sentinents, alnmost to a word. Aidan smiled and

gl anced about. The boy had wandered, freed, and found a
conpani on or three who seened disinclined to tan his infide
hide for him The eddies had altered again. Margaret seened
quite content to discuss needlewrk with a duster of | adies,
matrons all and not remarkably interested in her pretty
shadow.

He was not unduly di smayed. The gl anour was its own de-
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fense. He | eaned back against a wall hung with a carpet like a
field of jeweled flowers, and watched the currents of the court.

There were, he took note, a goodly nunmber of wonen both
handsonme and nore than handsone. These had their atten-
dants: young, nost of those, and rmuch given to the fashion
for silken indolence. And, his nose told him for perfuned
curls. Henna seenmed nuch the rage for the darker gentlenen;

the fairer, perhaps, assisted nature in their quest for perfect
gol d.

He was a fine peacock for Rhiyana, but scent was past his



l[imt. Curls ... He shook a not-quite-straight, nost un-
abashedl y bl ack | ock out of his eyes, and snmpothed his new
beard. Very new, alas, and grievously out of fashion

H s eye crossed another. Dark, that one, and buried deep in
admrers. The lady well deserved them she was young, slender
and tall, and very beautiful. And, fromthe set other full and
| ovely mouth, very discontented. Sonething about her made

hi m t hi nk of Joanna.

Joanna woul d not have | ooked well in the cloth of gold that

so splendidly adorned this |ady, but the cut of the gown woul d
suit her. Aidan sniled, thinking of it. The lady returned his
smile.

That had not been wi se. Aidan shrugged under his mantle.
What was wi sdom in a court? He sketched a bow. The |ady's
eyes began to dance. Wthout her edge of discontent, she was
br eat ht aki ng.

And bold. Her lips pursed, mimng a kiss. Her finger
crooked, which was brazen. If no one yet had seen what
passed, and with whom he soon woul d.

Aidan left the wall, wandering with apparent ain essness,
keeping his quarry at the edge of his eye. She knew what he
did, and was anused. It gave her time to watch him

An el egant personage in an archdeacon's gown gave hi m her

nane. "Sybilla," the man said. "Princess Sybilla. The king's
sister." The el egant personage had a di sconcertingly keen eye
and a ready tongue. "Poor child, it's not an easy |life she has,
with her brother so grievously afflicted, and no heir possible
but through her. She nust many, and marry suprenely well,

for the kingdoms sake- But the first man chosen for her proved
a fool and a libertine, and shaned her beyond swi ft healing.
Now t he envoys quest through Francia, seeking another fit, if
God ordains, to be our king."

"But your king lives," Aidan said.
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"And for how | ong?" Gief shadowed the archdeacon's eyes,

deep and lasting. "He has been a | eper since he was nine years
old. It worsens as he grows out of boyhood. If he lives to he a
man, hell not live much |onger than that. And our ki ngdom

needs a king to foll ow himw thout delay, a strong one, or
surely it wilffau"

"It's fragile, this realmof yours."

The archdeacon nodded. "This is the sword's edge. Al Islam

wai ts beyond us, crouched to spring. Saladin has sworn to

drive us into the sea; to hound us to our lairs in the west, and
scour us fromthe earth. Let himsettle his differences with his
own kind, and let us | ose the strength of our crown, and surely
he will keep his vow "

Ai dan drew a breath. It was sweet, that rang of danger, that



bright edge of fear. He smiled. "I think he may have to wait a
while. It's not so weak, this blade you've forged."

"God willing," said the archdeacon. "I come from Tyre,

whi ch hel d even agai nst Al exander. Qur king is not remarkably

| ess than he. Maybe hell live as long."

"You know himwell," said A dan

The archdeacon shrugged. "l1've been his tutor. |I was the

first to know that he was ill, and how. He played, you see, with
t he boys of his age, and you know how they are. They'll test

one another. One day they tested courage, pinching to see who
woul d how first with the pain. Qur Baldwi n had his arm

pi nched till the blood sprang, and he never made a sound, nor
even flinched. That was rare fortitude, | thought, and fittingly
royal .

"But," the archdeacon said, his eyes filling though he nust

have told this tale a thousand times in the years since it began
"he denied that it was courage. 'l don't feel anything,' he said

with perfect innocence. 'Truly, | don't.' And truly he did not.
H s arm and hand were dead to any tornment | dared inflict.

"OfF course | knew. We all knew. We tried to prove it false.
W sumoned every doctor east of the sea. W subjected him
to tortures, to make hi mwhol e. Usel ess, all of them God has
made hi mwhat he is; God has no intention of letting himgo."

And Sybilla, sulking amid her sycophants for that her new
admrer had let hinself be waylaid by her brother's tutor, was
God' s instrunent for the continuance of the dynasty. "God's
ways are a nystery," Aidan said. "l understand you've found a
candi date for the |lady."

The archdeacon was taken aback; then he eased. "Ah. O
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course. You're new fromthe west. Was he on your ship, our
messenger ?"

"On one that cane in just after it: and joyous he was, too.
Not that he breathed a word," Aidan said, but runors flew, as
they will. He didn't deny them"

The archdeacon shrugged slightly. "What can a nmessenger
do?"

"Lie," said A dan

The ot her | aughed. Suddenly he | ooked rmuch younger
"No, there's no doubting it: you are a prince."

"You weren't convinced?"

"There are princes," said that nost worldly churchman, "and

there are princes. You'll do well here."

Ai dan bowed an ironic degree. "You flatter ne.



"I give you your due." The archdeacon paused. H s voice

changed subtly. "Since your know edge is so conpl ete and

your wi sdom so evident, | forbear to ask your indul gence in the
matter of the lady. She is young; she has been raised, if | dare
say it, somewhat |ess than w sely- She—*

"She is headstrong, and willful, and not excessively inclined
to reflection.” Aidan smled at the archdeacon, who coul d not
in propriety do other than | ook affronted- "I had a mare |ike
that. She'd been let run wild, except when she was bred. Her

foal s were splendid, but they needed a strong hand. Vfe were

al ways nost careful which stallion' we chose for her."

It was hard for the poor man, to hear the truth so, and to be
unabl e to rebuke the one who uttered it. Aidan was al nost
abashed. It was his tongue: it ran on if he let it, and its edge
was cruel. He spoke a little softer, with rather nore care.

"There, | overstep nmy bounds. She's a fair lady; | pray her new
lord is good to her. Under a wi se hand, she'll growinto w s-
dom "

The archdeacon accepted the apology for what it was. For
that, Aidan not only liked him he admred him

They understood one anot her- Aidan noved a little, away

fromthe | ady. The archdeacon cast eyes on a man with whom

he needed to speak. But paused, first, as if at |ast he had nade
up his mind toit, and said, "I heard you sing in Carcassonne,
twenty years agone. | saw your tenper then. | see it now"

"Headstrong, and willful, and not excessively inclined to re-
flection."”

"So you woul d have us think. Be gentle with the child,
prince. She's no match for you."
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"May | sing for her?"

"At her wedding," said the archdeacon, "with ny bl essing.v
"Then, if | can, | shall."

The archdeacon bowed and sketched a sign of the cross.
Ai dan bent his head. Their eyes nmet briefly, before the archdea-
con turned away.

Aidan shivered a little. It was not so terrible, to be known

here. This one neither hated nor, unduly, feared him And in

that |ast gl ance had been a bargain. For the princess' safety, the
archdeacon's silence. Not from Archdeacon WIIliam of Tyre

woul d Qutrener discover that the prince had been a trouba-

dour in Carcassonne, sonewhat before he could, fromthe evi-

dence of his face, have been ol d enough to sing.

A thread of melody wound through his head. Doma, pawns
neneno- us chat. . . "Lady, since you care not for ne, and
cast me away . " H's own, that one. Soneone el se was



claimng it of late; he was welconme to it, Aidan did not cling to
his mnd s children, once they had grown and gone away.

The | ady was unhappy, now that he seened to have forgot-

ten her. The faithful would suffer for her pique. But A dan had
struck a bargain. He let hinself be drawn toward the safer
harbor of a circle of young knights. One had been at Acre, and
one or two were new in Qutremer. Those | ooked rough and

raw and sun-scorched, and slightly stunned by the wonder of it
all. "Here," they greeted him eyeing his el egance. "How do

you do it? You |l ook Iike a pullani born."

If it was an insult, he did not intend to notice. "First," he
replied, "a bath." They | ooked appalled. "Do you know what

t hey have here? Soap! Scented, by Qur Lady's sweet white
breast, and soft as her kiss. Wth a dusky maiden to adm ni ster
it, and another to wield the sponge, and . "

"His Majesty, Baldwin, fourth of that exalted nanme, King of
Jerusalem Heir to the Throne of David, Defender of the Holy
Sepul cher!"

The heral d's voice had gone rough with crying the nane of
every lord and lady and lordly scion of the H gh Court. But
now it rang forth with its fullest vigor, in spreading silence.

Ai dan, taller than nany and sonewhat nearer the door than

nost, saw clearly the one who stood framed there- He did not

like it, to be singled out so: that was as clear to Aidan's senses
as if he had uttered it aloud. To human senses

He was a little older than Thi baut, just at his majority. He
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was tall already, but slender, reed-frail in his richness of silk,
robes that seened | ess Pranki sh than Saracen. He wore the

long cotte of the ol der fashion, and jewel ed gl oves such as a
king m ght choose to wear; but it was the headdress which

gave himthat air of foreignness. Aidan had seen it on

tribesnmen in the desert east of Jaffa: the kaffiyah, the headcloth
with the coronet binding it about the brows, drawn |like a vei

over the face, baring only a glitter of eyes. This one was silk,
and royal purple; its circlet was gold. The eyes were dark within
it, yet clear, with a shadow on them of weariness, of |ong

suf fering.

Only the rawest newconers stared. The rest went down in
obei sance.

The king gestured w thout speaking. They straightened;

t hey began again, slowy, their dance of power and favor. He
paused, scanning their faces. Aidan felt the touch of his eyes as
if a flanme had passed, too swifr to bum

The king stirred, descending. H s wal k was stow, not |ane,

not quite, but careful, as if he did not trust his feet. The sick-
ness was in them as in his hands: the left that seemed strong
enough in its glove, the right that was withered, held or bound



cl ose against his side. And his face, veiled, that no one had seen
in a year and nore. It had been handsone, the whispers said,

like his father's, with a fine arch of nose, and a strong clean |ine
of brow and cheek and chin. What it was now, only runor

knew.

And yet he did not invite pity. He held hinself erect, his

head at a high and kingly angle. H's voice was soft and | ow,
with a hint of a stammer; he did not use it overnuch as he
circled the hall, but listened to those who approached him his
clear eyes fixed on their faces. Mst of them Aidan noticed,
found ways to avoid kissing his hand. Some were rather inge-

ni ous. The king was aware of it: Aidan sawit in the flicker of
his gl ance. The wound was an old one. He had taught hinself

to be amused by it, and to admire the nore cl ever expedients,
ranking themlike knights in a joust.

Mar garet neither shrank nor evaded. The king's eyes sniled

at her, but saddened quickly, filling with tears. "I ... re-
gret . . ."he said, his stamer deepening for a little, until he
mastered it. "lI'msony. He was a good nman."

"Yes, highness," said Margaret steadily. "My thanks to you."

The ki ng shook his head, a quick gesture, alnost sharp. "If
there is anythi ng—+f you need aid, confort—
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"I shall remenber, mmjesty,"” Margaret said.

"Do that," said the king. "I order it. Now, or later, after the
court has net on the matter—ask, and you shall have whatever
you need."

She bowed | ow.

There was a silence. She was not inclined to fiUit. The king
was reluctant to go, although others waited with veiled inpa-
tience: in that rmuch, he betrayed his youth. H's glance found
Ai dan, who had cone up while they spoke, cat-quiet as he
could be when he wanted to be. The fair brows went up under

t he kaffiyah. "Why—why, sir! You |l ook just like him"

Ai dan bowed over the gloved hand: the |eather dyed crim

son, the jewels sewn with gold wire, the foul -sweet scent of

si ckness beneath. He was being ranked high, for setting lips to
it, for neither trenbling nor radiating saintliness. But it was
nothing to be proud of He was not a nortal nman. He could

not fall prey to nortal sickness.

"My lord's kinsman," Margaret was saying. "Aidan, Prince
Royal of Rhi yana, new come fromthe west."

Bal dwi n knew him as Thi baut knew, as Cereint had known:

in wonder and in high delight. H s eyes shone. "My lord! Wl
met. Ch, well net!"

"Even without an army?" Aidan asked himwyly.



"Ch," said Baldwin, dismssing it. "Have they been at you,
then, for coning al one? Mdre fools they. You are quite enough
in yourself." He held up his hand. A ring glowed there, gold

set with a great enmerald. "I had your king's gifts, when I was
crowned—+sn't it a wonder that he knew, all the way fromthe
west of Francia? Sec, | wear the ring, and | read the book

whenever | may, and it conforts ne. Is he a kinsman of yours,
that great scholar who wote it and called it the Aoria Dei?"

"Not that | know, sire," said Aidan, taking note that the boy
spoke readily enough, once he was into it. "Mst likely not.
He's a nonk in Anglia, very saintly they say, and quite shut
away fromthe world. But it's a remarkabl e book, isn't it?"

"Wonderful ," Baldwin said. "W'll read it together soon, you
and |." He paused. "You are here for that? To be ny kni ght?"

Such surety: only a king could know it, and only a young
one could carry it off. Aidan smled into the wi de brown eyes.
"To serve you, ny lord, as best | my. Only . "

"Only?" Bal dwi n asked, when Aidan did not go on

Ai dan dropped to one knee, taking the king's hand in his. It
was bone-thin beneath the silk. "My lord, | will pledge to you,
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but first there is a thing which | nust do. Wen it is done,
will come, and if you will have ne, | will be your |iege nman
until death shall part us."

Li steners were awed, or fascinated, or shocked at his temer-
ity. The king met his eyes, and nodded slowy. No child, this,
however brief his count of years. "Wat will you do, prince?"

"My sister's son is dead," Aidan said. "I have sworn to take
revenge on hi mwho ordered that death.”

Bal dwi n nodded agai n: bowed his head, raised it. "I
see. "

He did. For that, A dan would never regret what he had

said, or the inpulse that had made himsay it. "I'Il cone back
my lord. Even if ny body falls. I'lIl serve you with all ny
power . "

Bal dwi n's hand trenbl ed. That was no snall prom se, and

no little gift. But Aidan sensed no fear in him no horror of
what had conme to serve him "Cone back whol e," he said,

"and cone back strong. W need you, we of Jerusalem"

7

Joanna woul d not, adamantly would not, ask. And for a mad-
dening while, no one would tell her. They were all full of what
the king had said to the prince, and what the prince had said to
the king. It was burgeoning into a | egend al ready.

"Al'l they did was put off swearing the oath of fealty!"



Thi baut blinked at her vehenence. "But that's not what nat-
ters. It's howthey did it. Like something out of a song. They
| ooked at one another, and we could all see: they bel onged

t oget her . "

"You make them sound like a pair of lovers."

Her voice caught on that- Thibaut did not notice. "Of
course they're not. They're a king and a man whom God neant
to stand beside him"

"Why not? Wtchkind can't get sick."

Thi baut went away in disgust, and there was no one el se
whom Joanna coul d ask. Except, of course, that she would
not. It was nothing to her whether Ranulf had been in the
H gh Court, or whether he had spoken to anyone of his wife.
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"He didn't."

She junped. Aidan sat beside her on the roof. He had a
frosted cup, which he gave her. She took it blindly, sipped.
Sher bet

He sat back at his ease, stretching out his long |l egs. "He
wasn't there," he said. "No one seened perturbed. It wasn't a
formal session, after all."

Her cheeks burned. She gul ped col d sour-sweetness, |enon
and sugar iced with snow from Mount Her non.

When she choked, he pounded her back, forbearing mghtily

to laugh at her. She cursed him but silently, glaring under her
brows. He went back to his panther-spraw. He was out of his
finery, in a shirt as plain as a comoner's, and plain rough
hose. The shin was unl aced. She refused to | ook

"I don't think he's going to denounce you," said that damma-

ble, lilting voice, "or repudiate you in public. As far as anyone
knows, you've cone to be with your nother in her grief, and

he is allowing it."

"How magnani mous of him"
“lsn't it?"

Her eyes blazed on him He smled, lazy, yawning |ike a cat
in the sun. "Your face," he observed, "is a remarkabl e shade of
crinson.”

She hit him

He was not there; and then, unstruck, he was. H s hand had
caught her wist. She barely felt it, bur all her strength did not
suffice to break her free

She swung | eft-handed. Again she struck only air. Again he
caught her, and held her with effortl ess case. She kicked him
hard. H s eyes wi dened. He was still |aughing, but she had
made a mark. Her knee cane up, threatening. "Let nme go," she
sai d.



He obeyed. He did not nove off to a prudent distance, or
try to protect his Jewels.

Her flare of rage had faded. She sank down in a huddl e of
skins. Al at once, she began to cry.

He fol ded his arnms about her and held her. At first she

shrank within herself. He neither noved nor spoke. Little by
little she uncoiled. Her arnms crept up, circling his neck. She
buried her face in his shoul der and wept herself dry.

She | ay against himat |ast, spent. Somewhere in the |ong
si ege, he had begun to stroke her hair, slowy, steadily. Now
hi s hand noved down her back, seeking the knots, |oosening
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t hem one by one. H s heart beat slow and strong, slower than
a man's. It was—she stiffened- It was on the wong side. His
fingers kneaded the stiflhess, softening it, smoothing it away.

It was no worse than the rest of him H's scent, or the |ack

of it. Even the cleanest man still sntlled of man. He snell ed of
not hi ng but the salt of her tears and the linen of his shirt and
the faint rose-sweetness of the bath. But he was solid agai nst
her, beast-warm a flow and slide of nuscles under her hands,
the surprising softness of his hair. Even his beard—t barely
pricked, soft and downy-thick agai nst her palm

Wth sudden viol ence she pulled away. He did not try to

hold her. H s eyes had gone dark, the color of rain- He was old
enough to be her grandfather. He was her kin in forbidden
degree. He was not even hunan.

If he nobcked her, she knew that she would die.

He touched her, the barest whisper of a touch, tracing the
Unc of her check

She recoiled. His hand fell. He half turned, half shrugged. It
was her salvation, that shrug. She hated himfor it.

She scrambl ed herself up. "I have to go," she said.
If he heard her, he gave no sign
la, she said in her head. Be Uke that. See tfl care.

He did not hear that, cither. She spun on her heel and
stal ked away from him

\.

He drew up his knees, laid his head on them sighed from
the bottom of his lungs. Dear Gai, he thought. Dear unmerci -
ful Cod.

The first woman in twenty years whom he had even want ed
to l ook at, and of course it nust be this one. Achild. Wth a



tenmper. And a husband. And an Assassin on her track

She wanted him They usually did. Sonetines they hardly
knew it. She knew, but she had not naned it, yet. She had not
seen its echo in his eyes.

God willing, she would not. She had pain enough. Her idiot

of a husband, her son, the shadow of death over this house.

She was wi se when her youth and her spirit would |let her be.
She woul d see that she was only falling to his accursed, alien
seduction, and she would resist it. He would be as cold as he
could ever be, oblivious, neither man nor nortal to care that a
nortal woman yearned for him

He | aughed, sharp and bitter. He would pretend that she
was the Princess Sybilla. That one, he could stalk for plain cat-
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pl easure, if he had not nade his bargain with her brother's
tut or—hancell or as the man was, in truth, and a power in the
real m She was nothing to him She was prey.

H s nmot her had warned himlong ago. "Never |et a human
touch your heart. That way lies only grief."

Truly. Even Gereint, who had been bl ood ki n—he had di ed,
and dealt a wound which would not heal. They were all so. It
was their nature.

And what was his? He should be cold; he should be soull ess.

He should be the cat, the beast that wal ks al one, the hunter in
the night. But he was half human, and al though perhaps he

had no soul, he had a heart; and he had never learned to

harden it.

He raised his head. The sun had sunk | ow. Jerusal em was al
gold, a city washed in light.

He watched the light spread wi de and fade, and the stars

bl oom one by one. The others came up in the cool of the dusk,
and servants with them bringing the dayneal. Aidan felt the
wards draw in about them Joanna sat as far from himas she
could. It seemed to be her best defense, to pretend that he did
not exist. He had rather less strength of will; but the eyes of
the mnd were not so easily averted as the eyes of the body.

She ate quickly; she fled. He did not linger I|ong.

Thi baut followed himdown to his chanber. It was, of

course, the boy's place, to attend himas he retired, to ease him
out of his clothes, to ready his bed for him He did not want to
be followed. O waited on. O, by God, touched. Touch

pi erced every shield, laid the mind bare in all its aimess, shape-
| ess, maddeni ng humanity.

It did no good to evade him He pursued, innocently persis-

tent. To Thi baut, even tenper was adnmirable: the fanmous fire,

the flame out of the west. When Ai dan snapped at him he

took no ofiense at all. His lord, he would tell the squires in the



H gh Court, was a hot-tenpered man. But bold and hi gh-
hearted, and generous with his favor. Altogether a perfect
prince.

Ai dan thrust himreeling back. "WIIl you stop that? WII you
just stop?"

Thi baut stared, surprised. It had never gone this far before.

"Stop thinking at nme!"

The boy stood still where Aldan's arm had cast him back to
the wall, all eyes and astonishnent. Ai dan made a sound, half
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grow, half noan. He flung hinself down upon the bed. Al
bis shields reared up and | ocked.

Qui et. Bl essed peace. Hinself, alone.

H s skin knew how Thi baut crept about, doing all his duties,
shirking not one. The |last was the | anp-cluster, dimnished to
a single flane. He lay on his pallet across the door. To al
appear ances, he went directly to sleep

Muscl e by rmuscl e Aidan unknottcd. Shame pricked. Al this
child had ever given himwas devotion; and he repaid it with
hard words and the back of his hand.

Thi baut was a huddl e of sheet, a tousle of black curls, a soft
sighing of breath. No weeping there; no hurt that would | ast
t he ni ght.

None that passed the walls. Aidan left them high as they
were, and inpregnable. This one night, by God' s bright blood,
he woul d have peace.

Silence; stillness. They slept, all of them even the dog in its
kennel. The lady curicd like a cat in half of the great curtained
bed, and her nmid snored besi de her where once her husband

had been. The daughter slept alone, her tossing stilled, her
check streaked salt with the track of a tear. The son .

That was not he in the chamber of the crinson tiles, flung
naked across the coverlet. He was a brown child, slight and
small. This was tall and pale, and a*tnan grown—that, nost
certainly. He had no blem sh on him save, to Mislim eyes,
one: he was not circuntised.

Mor gi ana shaped hersel f out of air, standing over him en-
chanted. There was no noon tonight, and yet he glowed with
its cool pale light. No whiter skin had ever been. Except-her
breat h caught —-her own. Shadow hid his face. Hair, night-

bl ack, thick and I ong.

He stirred, tossing a little. She caught at darkness, to con-
ceal herself, but paused. His hair had fallen back

Oh, no Frank, not this. Eagle's face, keen as the dagger's



bl ade, without softness, wthout flaw. He had not even marred
it with that ghastly Pranki sh fashion, the shaving of the beard
that was a man's beauty and his pride.

Her hand reached of its own accord, but did not, dared not,
touch. Joy welled up in her, and sudden, piercing terror. He
was |ike her. Now that she knew what to sec, she saw the |ight,
the sheen of his nagic, the power that was of air and fire.

But after joy, after terror, crushing certainty. This house had
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been barred to her, walled and guarded beyond the world as in
it. Tonight, the walls had fallen. He had raised them He, for
what reason she coul d not know, had cast them down. He was
the enemy. He was the | ady's denon, as she was her master's.

"No," she said behind her gritted teeth. He was ifrit, spirit
of air. Her kind. Hers.

If one could profess Islam why not that other faith?

Al most, in pain, she |aughed. She had cone to kill. She had
found—Aot a brother. No. Mst certainly not a brother, if
Al'l ah i ndeed was nerciful

Their eyes net. His were blurred, ml| of sleep. Gey eyes,

like rain. Green flare where the light struck. He frowned a very
little; yet, at the same rinme, marveling, he snmled. The word he
spoke was none she knew, and yet she knew it. "Beautiful," he
said. "So beautiful."

The terror rose up and drowned her. It raised the power; it
snote himall unwitting, deep into sleep-

She had cone to kill. There by the door, laid across it as if
any nortal child could guard against this horror that she was,
sl ept the one to whom she had been sent. Small, slight, dark. A

child, but al nbst a man.

Her hand struck of its own will, swift and clean. The heart
t hr obbed agai nst the bl ade: struggling, protesting. She thrust
t he dagger hone.

He was dead before he knew that he had died. The last of his
dream fl ed past her. Light, a snatch of song, a keen eagl e-face.
Love that touched the edge of worship; joy; pride, lamhis. He
is my lard. A flicker of shadow. Even when he thinks he does not
want ne.

It drove her to her knees. Qut, her mnd clanored at her
Qut, got

Al ways before, inplacable as the Angel of Death, she had

cone, killed, vanished. Renorse canme after, and the dark

t houghts, and the horror of her bl oodi ed hands. Not now.

Not in the house of the eneny. Wth power behind her, work-

ing free of its bonds; the dead before her, cooling slowy, |ying
as if he slept. A boy. A child. An innocent. And she had nur-
dered him



A great cry swelled in her, filling her, rill surely she nust
burst asunder. It swept her up. It cast her into the night.
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Ai dan started awake. He had been dreaming. A wailing |like
1" 'wind in enpty places; terrible, heart-searing grief, grief
madness, sweepi ng himdown into the dark

It was quiet. Menory swamthrough the darkness. Behind

the dream another. Faint, indefinable sweetness. A shimer of
light. A face. A white, wild beauty; hair that could only be a
dream rivers of it, red as wine. Eyes—

Eyes like his own, fixed on himas if they would devour him

H s manhood was heavy on his belly, stiff and aching. Wse
fool, he nocked hinmself. Run cowering froma human woman,
dream one of his own kind. And not even the one he knew, his
brother's slender ivory queen. Ah, no. He nmust dream one

who did not even exist, a fierce cat-woman all in white, whose
beauty touched the edge of pain.

H s own ache, unappeased, began to subside. He sat up

runni ng his hands through his hair, worrying out the tangles.
H's mind stretched, struck walls. Reckless with sleep and the
dream and the last rags of the darkness, he cast them down.
Silence. Uter stillness. No sound, no breath, no scent of
alien presence. Thibaut lay in his blanket, unmoving. Hs

m nd—

Si |l ence

"Thi baut,"” said Aidan. Louder: "Thibaut!"

Not hi ng

Al dan knew. He refused it. It could not be.

The dark head rolled as A dan shook'the boy's shoul der. The
eyes were open, w de and bl ack and enpty even of surprise.
Thi baut was gone. Enpti ed.

Dead.
In the snooth brown flesh above his heart, silver glimered:

the hilt of a Saracen dagger. And beside his body, still warm
fromthe fire, the cake which was baked upon no hearth but

one.
Ai dan flung back his head and how ed.

He had not, for all of that, gone nmad. God had no such
mercy. He had fretted over a woman. Fretting, he had brought

down the wards. And the Assassin had come into his very
chanber, while he dreaned and tossed and | usted after shad-



ows, and taken Thibaut's life, and vani shed away.

Uterly. No nmenory renai ned. The dagger was a lifeless

thing, cold steel wthout scent or sense of its wclder. The cake
was flour and water and honey, and no nore in it of its maker
than if it had nade itself.
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TKi baut's bl ood had stained it. So Udc bl ood, to nean so
nmuch. Aidan took a norsel in his nouth. He did not think
why, only that he must. It was sweet.

He raised his eyes to a blur of faces. Miute, all of them

dazed; horrified- His mnd, opened wide, reeled with grief, and
grief, and grief resounding down every hall of nenory. And

fear. "nicy were afraid of the hunter in the night. O the white
beast with its mad cat-eyes, crouched over Thi baut's body, his
mout h full of honey and of bl ood.

Sone of them knew t hen, and shrank from what they knew

the stranger in their house, the tale that was half open to the
sun, half whispered in the dark. He had come singing on the

wi ngs of death. Now he held it in his hands. He had wr ought

it, he and no other.

"No," said Margaret. She held out her hand. It was frightcn-
i ngly steady.

Mutely Aidan set the dagger in it. She barely flinched from

t he bl ood. "Damascus work," she said, soft and cool. "Sec,

how the hut is ornanented, and the blade. But the steel is too
good for western forgi ng—+ndian, surely, and that of the best.
It seens new. "

"For each new nurder," Aidan said, "a new blade." He rose
with Thibaut in his arns. The boy's head | olled against his
shoul der. He was as light as a leaf, as heavy as a worid.

They stared. Joanna above all, nute with honor; she could
not take her eyes fromher brother's face.

"Maybe he's not dead," she said. "Maybe he's only stunned.
Maybe hel | wake. Maybe—-

"He is dead." Aidan's voice was fiat.

Her hand went to her mouth, stemming the tide of words.
One of the serving wonen began to wail, Joanna whi pped
about. "Qut, all of you. Qut!"

They wavered. Margaret seemed oblivious. She turned the
dagger in her fingers, staring at it, spellbound. Joanna | urched
forward a step. The servants broke and fl ed.

She fumed ungracefully back. Margaret had not noved-
Ai dan could not nuster the will. The servants would let it our
in keening and in rousing this whole quarter of the city. They



three had only silence. Gereint was grief. This was grief on
grief. It went beyond words and al nost beyond pain. It
nunbed the soul

"God is great," said Margaret in a |low and dream ng voi ce
in Arabic.
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The ot hers scared, speechl ess.

She had not broken. Not quite yet. "It says so," she said,
"here, on the blade. Mst devout, our Assassin, and nost |ike
to his God. He fattens on the blood of innocents."

Her hate was di anond-pure, dianond-hard. "Joanna," she
said. "Fetch Godcfroi, if he has had his fill of wailing and
gnashing his teeth. Bid himbring ny witing-case."

Joanna did not even begin to argue. She went.

Leavi ng Aidan and Margaret alone. Wth all the gentl eness

in the world, Aidan laid Thibaut in the high curtai ned bed,

cl osed the wide and staring eyes, covered the lifel ess body. He
strai ghtened slowy, funed. Margaret regarded himw th inter-
est, and with a certain anmount of pleasure.

This was her defense, this bitter calm He spoke in it. "The
blame is mine. My vigilance failed. Hi s blood is on nmy head."

Her head shook infinitesimally. "I knew that he would be
the next to fall, and I held fast to nmy resistance. V/c share this,
you and I. But | the nore. He was bl ood of ny blood."

Ai dan's heart spasmed. Thi baut, gentle Thibaut who had
never spoken ill of any man. "Leave nme ny guilt," he said, |ow
and raw.

"There is enough for us all."

Briefly he wanted to scream al oud, seize her, shake her, beat

her into acting as a nother shoul d*act who has | ost her only

son. She stood where she had stood since she canme, a small

round woman in a | oose dark robe. Her face was grey and ol d.

She let the dagger fall. It pierced the Assassin's cake, breaking
it. "I bore five sons," she said. "One only lived past his birth.
Daughters | had none, except Joanna. |f she dies," said Marga-

- ret, "l shall not want to live."

"WIl you surrender, then?"

Her eyes lifted, black and wi de. She smled. He had never
seen any face so terrible. "Surrender? Only," she said, "if |
m ght be certain that, the night he bedded with ne, he would
di e of yon dagger in his back."

So she wote when Codefroi came, in Arabic but in the bare
unvar ni shed phrases of the Frank. "Let him see for hinself,"
she said, "that in taking fromme my husband and ny son, he
has taken all that mght persuade ne to yield." She fol ded and



sealed the letter, and gave it to her seneschal. "There w |
doubt be a bird on the roof, with the mark of Masyaf on its
leg. Gve it what it waits for."
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Codefroi's eyes were red with weeping, but he held hinself
stiffly erect. He bowed and went to do her bidding.

For her now there would be no tears, and no sl eep. She set
hersel f beside the bed. "Look after ny daughter," she said to
Al dan. Sinmply that. Even as she spoke, she turned her eyes an
mnd fromhim toward her son

Ai dan noved w t hout thinking, gathering up what garnment
cane to hand: his cloak. He flung it over hinmself Joanna had
turned already. He foll owed her

*Just within the door of her chanber, she spun on her heel

no

d

Ai dan stood just without. She spoke abruptly. "I can | ook after

nmysel f."
"l don't doubt it," he said.

Joanna's lip curled. "You haven't been nuch good so far
have you?"

It was pain, that was all. She needed to lash out. He was

there, the best of targets, and the closest. He set hinmself to

endure it. It was no nore than he deserved.

She shook her head once, hard, tossing away tears. "What
could you have done? That man is the devil hinself. You're
scarcely even a | esser angel."

H s head snapped up. That was not what he was braced for

H s expression nmade her |augh, even as she wept. "Ch, yes:

how dare | inply that you're not invincible? Gubby nortal I,
who shoul d be bow ng at your feet."

"Not . . . grubby," he said thickly. Hs grief rose, choking
him "Ch, God! It was | who let himdie."

"Hush," she said. "Hush."

This was not proper. That he should be on his knees in her
chanmber, weeping. That she should hold him and rock him
and murnur words of confort. She was the child, the slave of
her temper, headstrong and sullen

Her breasts were heavy still, aching with mlk, that but for
her stubborn will would have dried | ong since. She was a

not her. She was not altogether a child or a lackwit or a fool

Whereas he ...

"Stop it," she said, sharp as cold water in the face. But her
hand was gentle, stroking his hair, noving down his back



She knew what she was doi ng. She saw that he knew. She

barely bl ushed. She drew back, not easily, but firmy enough
"I think," she said, "that we should try to get what sleep we
can. Wen norning cones. Mther is going to need us both."

He rai sed his brows. His bed was occupied. Hers
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She could follow his thoughts with alarm ng case, for a
worman wi t hout nmagi c. Her cheeks buned scarlet. "Not here!"
It was too |oud. "The roof—+f any of the servants wll—-bural™

He rose, retreated past the door. The servant canme from

God knew where, red-eyed and stiff-backed as they all seened
to be. "Lay a pallet for ny lord," said Joanna, "on the roof,
where we used to sleep when we were children."” The woman
ducked her head and scuttl ed past Aidan: a scent of nusk, a
tang of fear, a heavy mist of grief.

Ai dan lingered, unable to make hinself go- "You, too"" he
said. "Sleep. W' re safe enough tonight. They won't strike
again until they have your nother's nmessage."

She understood. The bl ood drained fromher face, but she

did not trenble. She kissed him quickly, and chastely enough
on the forehead. Al nost he reached, clutched; knowi ng that if
he did, she would not |et him go.

H s hand fisted at his side. Wthout a word, he left her.
8

Masyafwas a fortress, a stronghold. The village that served it,
huddl i ng round the knees of its nountain, hoarded every pre-
cious scrap of green, cherished every drop of water. But in the
castle's heart, as in Alamut its master and its begetter, lay a
garden like a many-colored jewel. It was snaller by far than the
Garden of Allah in the Nest of Eagles, but perfect of its kind,
and nore than sufficient for its purpose. Fromthe center of it,
so cunningly was it nade, one could not see its boundaries.

There, in summer's warnth, the Master of the Assassins of
Syria raised his tent. No silken pavilion, that, but a sinple
dwel l i ng of the desert, woven of goat's hair, black and un-
adorned. Naught lay within but his worn prayer rug and a
single carpet, and the slave who attended his needs.

He had slept briefly after the prayer of the night, and risen
again to pray, bowi ng southward to thrice-holy Mecca. H s
prayer as always was only that what Allah had willed to be,

m ght be. IfRashid al-Din Sinan willed it al so, then praise be
to God.

He straightened, raising his face to the stars. Sweetness
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wafted over him roses, jasm ne, the bl ossom of orange and



citron. The nightingale sang in her secret place.

H's heart sang with it, ineffably sweet. "Thanks be to Cod,"
he said, "that He has set me in such a world as this."

"Thanks be to God," said a voice out of the night, "that you
may take such Joy init."

That joy withered and died. Such had been her intent, he

was certain. He would not admt to fear of the strangest of the
sl aves of Alanmut, the ol dest and the strongest and the nost

i nextricably bound to the cause, but it was granted to any nan

to be wary of such a creature as entered the circle of his lanp's
light. The form she wore now was that which she had worn

before the first of the Masters of the Assassins, Hasan-i-Sabbah
hi nsel f, on whose nane be peace; and that was nigh a hundred
years agone. A woman, it seenmed to be, a naiden of sone

sevent een sunmers, too slender and cat-faced for beauty as it

was reckoned in Persia, but beautiful for all of that, a beauty as
fierce as it was strange. A man woul d want her, inevitably, but
he m ght not be so swift to take her. The houris of Sinan's
garden, like those of Alamut, were cast in a gentler nold.

She was nore beautiful than ever, nore wild and nore

strange. Sonetinmes she wore the turban; |ess often, as now,

she let her hair fall as it would, staining her white garnents I|ike
dark bl ood.

She bowed as was proper, kissing the earth between her
hands. "It is done," she said.

H's breath left himin a long sigh- "So. Is it well done?"

She raised her eyes. He met them know ng that he was

strong, that she could not match his will. Such eyes, green as
eneral ds, clear as glass, drawing himin, down and down and
down. And at the bottomof them a light: a face, a body, a

boy of rather exceptional beauty. But to those eyes, nothing at
all, save only prey. A heart, beating. Alife for the taking. He
took it, he who for this eternal instant was she; and he tasted
its sweetness, and its gagging bitterness.

"He was," said Mrgiana, voice w thout substance, clear as

water, and as cold, and as still, "thirteen years old. Yesterday he
confessed to his priest a terrible sin: he had exchanged sharp
words with his sister. Such a tender lanmb; it was alnpbst a pity
torid the world of him"

Sinan reeled. He was free, in his own self, in his own garden
where he and no other was lord. H s slave knelt at his feet, and
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again her eyes were |owered, their power bound and hi dden, as
if it had never been.

Per haps, after all, he had dreamed it. She was ifritah and
undying, spirit of air and fire, but above all, she was his. His
slave, utterly, without will save what was his, w thout self save

what he granted her.



O so she had been. She had risen up not |ong ago, as shock-

ing as if Masyaf itself had stirred and stood and begun to speak
and announced that she would shed no nore Mislim bl ood.

She had not spoken as if she expected to be refused. Sinan

t aken aback, had set her on Christians instead, and she had
seemed content.

Yet now he might al nost have thought that she was bitter
that the glitter in her eyes was tears. Could an ifritah weep?

Her eyes lifted once nore- He flinched; but there was no

power in them They were hard and flat, green-gleaming like a
cat's. "That is the last of ny nurders,” she said. "Now you will
set me free."

For a nonent Sinan could not conprehend plain Arabic.
"WIl? 1? Set you free?"

"Rel ease me fromny oath. Let me go."

Yes. She had said it. "But," he said, "this is not the |ast of
them A daughter remains, and the nother herself."

"This is the last life |l will take. | amdone with killing. Set
me free."

Si nan stood wordless in the face of such insolence. She did

not even bow her head, still |ess address him as she al ways had,
wi th deep and hunbl e respect. She held herself as straight as a
man,, and spoke in a clear voice, not loud, sinply telling him

what she woul d have.

He had her nanme, and his own nane witten on the sea

about her neck, the Seal of Sul ei ran which bound all races of
the )inn. He had no fear other. So he told hinself, as he faced
her and said, "No. You arc not done."

She went whiter than he woul d have believed possible. He
tensed. Seal or no Seal, she was deadly, always; and never nore
than now. But she did not nmove. She was utterly still.

"When this game is over," he said, "I will consider your plea
You have | abored |l ong on our behalf; | shall renmenber."

"Menory sets no slave free."

Si nan rose. He was growi ng angry. "Go, in the nane of
Sul ei man, on whom be peace; by whomthy race was bound.

Cone not back until | sunmon thee."

78

Judith Tarr

In that much still he could conmand her obedi ence. She did

not bow, but she obeyed.

Si nan shivered. Death was no stranger to his presence, and



for his Faith he was ruthless; it was, after all, his Faith. But this
was nore than he had bargained for. The ifritah was gone. Not

so the face with which she had branded his soul. The boy

whom she had sl ai n—ahose death Sinan had will ed.

Sinan faced himsteadily, refusing fear, refusing regret; nas-
tering himwith strength of wilt. He was younger than Sinan
had t hought. He had been reported as a well-grown stripling,

al beit small for a Frank; he had shown promise in the arts of
war. The | eper king had been crowned at his age, and rul ed
under the lightest of regencies, soon to be dissolved. Margaret
de Hautecourt woul d have contrived the same for her son

A strong wonan, though her beauty was |ong and sadly

gone. |If she would but see the sense in what Sinan proposed
but no. She nust resist. Her nother's apostasy fromls-

| am had becone, in her, crusading zeal

What an Assassin she woul d nmake, who could sacrifice her

only son for her faith. Pray Allah that now she woul d see sense,
whil e she still had a daughter to be her confort- And a grand-
son, it was said. A first grandson would be nbst precious to a
wi dow wi t hout a son.

The dead face stared levelly back into Sinan's own, nam ng
fidelity obsession, and just execution nurder, and faith nere
selfish greed. Sinan flung truth against it. The Faith demanded
this, that any who opposed it be reconpensed with death. The

M ssion was hindered while this child' s nmother held to her

obsti nacy.

What have | ever done but be, and be my nother's son?
Hs words, but the ifritah's voice, clear and hard.

Tbu can nothing for our M ssion. Thu wanted a woman; she
refused you. Thereforeyou take revenge as your powerallows. There is
no holiness init. Only avarice.

Si nan Bung up his hand, letting the wath bumwhite and
fierce. "Be silent, by the Seal that binds theel"

She was, within and without. The boy's face faded. Sinan
shivered in the cold of the nmountains before dawn; but his
heart was colder yet. Cold and inplacable. He had done what
he had done. No denon's spawn would trick himinto regret-
ring it.
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Morgi ana was all strange to herself. She had a chamber in

the castle, high and apart, with the wonen's quarters between
itself and the press of nmale humanity. But even that, now, was
no refuge. Its walls closed in upon her. Its slit of w ndow
nocked her with the specter of freedom

She stripped off her garments with their reek of death, not

caring what tore, or what could not be nended. The bl ood on

her soul was not so easily disposed of. She clawed at herself in a
passi on of revul sion



A last glimer of sanity set in her mind the inage of a bath

in Al eppo, where the service was both silent and inpeccabl e,
and where the attendants were all faithful to the cause. It was
al ways they who cl eansed her of the blood of execution; they
knew her, and they knew what she was.

And they feared her, and hated her in silence, as they all did,
all the nmortal nen to whom her oath had bound her. Only

Hasan, Hasan-i-Sabbah the wise in the white light of his faith
—enly he had had no fear of her. Had, in his way, |oved her

He had asked no oath or binding, only her fidelity to the

M ssion which his God had set so clearly in his soul. It was she,
blind fool, who had insisted on an oath; who, in the flanme of
zeal, had begged himto make her his servant. The slave's bond
had come | ater, when he was dead and she prostrate with grief.
She had laid her freedomon his tonb, her last gifr to him and

| et herself be bound in body as in> spirit- There was a fierce
purity init, a perfection of selflessness, a blessed certainty. She
was not hing, no thing, no creature of her own, but utterly the

Sl ave of Al anut .

She stood on the bare stone of the floor, in the cell that had
al ways sufficed for her few hours of sleep, and sawit as a
stranger would see it. Bare stone, plain box for what bel ong-

i ngs she had, sleeping mat rolled and laid in a comer. It |acked
even the beauty of sinplicity. It was as enpty as her soul

She fled it as she al one knew how to do: that eerie, inward
twi st of mind and power, threading the world |like a needle

t hrough silk, stepping frombreath in Masyaf to breath other-
where. Here, her own place, her secret.

Once, long ago, it had been a hermit's cell. Hi s bones had
been there when she found it, bare and clean and sonehow

wel com ng. Though he had been a Christian and therefore an
enemny, she had buried himw th honor on the hill above the
cave and its spring and its gnarled and ancient fig tree. From
there his enptied eyes coul d gaze across the bl eak and barren
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waste, the desert without life or water, save only here. Mracles
must have fed him apart fromthe fig tree and a bl ade or two of
grass, there was nothing green or growing; and surely the |iz-
ards and the odd desert npuse coul d not have sustained him

But the narrow nouth of his cave had hidden spl endor. The

way to it was dark and uninviting, a tunnel in the crag, but
opening on a high vaulted space like the hall of a king. A
smal | er cavem abutted it; beyond it lay its secret: a chanber of
flowering stone, and like a jewel in it, a pool of warm and ever-
flowi ng water.

She, who needed but to step fromthe cave into the heart of
any bazaar in the world, had nmade a refuge. Carpets covered
the stone of the floor and hung fromthe rough walls. Chests,
richly carved and inlaid with silver, held treasures from her
wanderings. A divan stood against the wall, heaped with silken
cushions; a table stood beside it, and on that a gl eam of cop-



per, all the proper instrunents for the naking and the serving
of kaffc. The box beside themheld within its ornanented pro-
tection her nost precious possession, her copy of the Koran

She entered warily, like a beast, as strange to it as it was to
her. Years had passed since |ast she canme here. A lizard scuttled
under her foot. A nouse had nested in the cushions. But the

rest had not changed, save to gather a veiling of dust, an air of
enpti ness.

It fit her soul. She scorned the hidden pool to scour herself
in the hiring cold of the spring, welcomng the pain, the out-
rage of skin accustonmed to warmwater and scented oils. She let
the wind dry her, the cold wind of dawn. \What matter how

deep it cut? She was dcnon-bom She could not fall ill and die.

She prayed so, bowi ng before her God. Her prayers were
enpty. Somewhere she had | ost her faith. She could not even
renmenber where, to hunt it down and bring it back

When the prayer was done, she renmined, kneeling on the
stones beside the spring. Her eyes, wandering, found her body.
She had forgotten to cover it. Appalling; contrary to the
Prophet' s teachi ngs.

He had been a nman. Holy; possessed of God. But still, a
man- Men found her beautiful. She could not nake herself
care. She was she, but not woman, not of kind to warmto a
man' s enbrace.

She spanned the wi dth of hips, weighed breasts in her hands.
No, no male, she. Tall enough to pass if she rmust in the con-
ceal nent of robes and turban, slender enough, quick enough
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on her feet; and strong enough nost certainly, stronger than
any man. But still, incontestably, fenale.

As that one had been nale. She trenbled in the w nd of
menory, seeing himas he had lain, all unguarded in sleep. He
was young, shc”iew that surely. H s power was growing still;

strong, honed well for one so young, but sofr with ease and
arrogance. He would not think to use it, she suspected, where
he thought his body's senses would suflfcc" As if, living anong
nortals, he tried to nake hinself one of them

It was a strange kind of innocence. And he so beautiful, al
nmoonl i ght and dar kness, waking to the wonder of her face.

Her hand rose to it. He had smiled at her. H s body had
wanned to her, nost visibly, as nen's bodies did. He had had
no shame of it, no shrinking. Only clean desire.

"I will have him" she said to the wind and the stones and
t he eagl e wheeling high against rhe norning. "He is mne. He
was set on earth for ne."

An eneny. A Christian



"Ifrit tony ifritah. He will see. He will love nme. And I
Her voice caught. "I, him™"

9

Cereint's death, beside this, had been a quiet thing, a lord laid
torest in the heart of his demesne. Thi baut had died in Jerusa-
lem the night before the opening of the H gh Court, when

the king was to send out the arrHre-han: the calling of his
vassal s to arns against the infidel. The nurder of one of their
own, in their very mdst, was no matter for quiet or for neek
endur ance.

But under the high voices and the cries for revenge ran a
current of fear. Sinple murder, a man could face. The Assassins
wer e uncanny. They stank of sorcery.

He would Iie in Aqua Bella, in the crypt under the chapel

besi de CGereint who had been all the father he had ever known.

It was nearer evening than noon when they set out, a great
riding, all who could or would | eave the court for a night and a
day: a startling nunber, the flower of the kingdom and about
die bier a guard of the knights of God.

82 Judith Tarr
"He woul d have loved this," said Joanna.

They rode behind the bier, nother and daughter, and Ai dan
besi de them They were, sonewhat unfortunately, downw nd

of the Tenplars. He could blane his tears on that, if he had
any pride to salve.

Joanna's eyes were bumed dry. He did not like the glitter in
them She had been too calm too conposed, too imovably
strong.

Her hand took in the whol e conpany, a force |like an arny,
even to the baggage train: for Aqua Bella could not begin to

feed or house themall. They were renarkably quiet in honor of
t he dead, (he nonks chanting soft and deep, the only other
sounds the thud of hoofs, the chink of mail, the neigh of a war

stallion and, now and then, a nurnur of speech. "Sec," she
said, "a royal escort; a riding out of a song. He woul d have
been so proud, to know that it was for him"

"He knows," said Margaret.

Per haps he did. Aidan could not know Death and he were
not on speaking terns.

He set heels to his stallion's sides. The beast was gl ad

enough to break out of his strained and tramrel ed wal k and

pl unge through the Iine. Tenplars' faces flashed past: sun-dark-
ened, war-roughened, |ong-bearded. None noved to follow

He passed the vanguard of knights of the kinngdom One or

two yearned after him but duty bound them and fear. And

not only of Assassins, or of reivers on the roads. O Aidan's
white wild face.



Freed fromthe constraint of the march, Aidan gave his

mount its head. The bay was a warhorse, built to be strong, to
endure; he had no speed. But he could nmove well enough

when he wi shed to, and he could run the day | ong w thout

tiring. After the first mad gall op, he found his pace and settled
into it. The road wound away before him The cortege craw ed

behi nd.

Tomorrow they would bury Thibaut, a rite worn to custom

so soon after they had celebrated it for Gereint- The day after
they would return to Jerusalem to duty that would not wait

for nmourning. And after that, Aidan nust consider what he

woul d do. The Assassin would come again, he knew that

surely, to take Joanna. He could lay a trap there, and chance its
failing as it had before. O he could track the nmurder to its
source, knowi ng that while he did it, Joanna woul d very proba-
bly die. He could not ward her fromas far away as Masyaf
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He had not been able to ward Thi baut from across the width
,ofa room

He tossed his head and cursed both tears and self-pity. The
bay stunbled. He eased it with |l egs and seat and hands. G een
scent touched his nostrils through dust and sweating horse:

outriders of Aqua Bella's groves. The castle was waiting, stil
and sonmber. Death had sunk into its stones and | odged there.
No force but time would scour them clean again.

Ai dan had a chanber to hinself: the privilege of rank, and

one which he did not try to refuse. It was a tiny cell at the top
of a tower, barely larger than a closet. It happened, as he was
too keenly aware, to stand directly above the one which Joanna
shared with her maid and a pair of ladies fromthe court. He
had to pass their door in going up, and again in seeking out

t he gardcrobe. Their scents were manifold, their voices soft
and high as they settled to sleep. He did not hear Joanna's.
Sone remmant of sense restrained himfrom seeking her with

his power. She was guarded. He need know, and do, no nore

than that.

There was just roomin the chanber to pace, if he heaped his
bel ongi ngs on the bed. The wi ndow was hi gh but w der than

the usual slit, w de enough to | ean out of, breathing the night
air. He folded his arns on the | edge and laid his chin on them
and let his eyelids fall of their own*weight.

He may have drowsed. He was aware, in his skin, that the

stars had shifted. Thoughts of Thi baut, of Joanna, of grief and
enptiness and sudden, inexplicable lightness, flickered through
his mind. Inalittle while he would go down and keep vi gi

with the faithful few, watching over Thibaut*s body.

He did not know what made himturn. There was no sound.

No sense of mind or body, human or other than human,

sparked with presence. Yet she was there. As he had dreaned
her the night Thibaut died, so she was now, slender cat-eyed
worman in glimrering white, her w ne-dark hair pouring over



her shoul ders. She watched himwith fierce intensity, a kind of
hunger .

Hunger like his own. My kind. M ne.
A dream

Her head shook, the barest flicker, nbre sensed than seen
Her beauty pierced his heart.

"Ah God," he whispered, "that you were real, and not the
shape of ny desire.™
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Her eyes burned. Haifa step, and he could touch her. Haifa
step nore, and she would be in his arns.

H s foot shifted a fraction. Hi s hand began to rise. She

waited, chin lifted. She was small beside him fine-boned, |ight
and strong as an Indian blade. H's nose began to catch a scent
other, vanishingly faint, like rare spices. He knew how her skin

woul d be. Cream and silk, and warnth to burning.

Her breath caught, a gasp, soft and very distinct. Her hand
half lifted. In protest. In |longing. And she was gone-
Not hi ng remrai ned, not even the suggestion of her scent. He
had dreaned her, again, because she was not Joanna.

Swiftly, half angrily, he pulled on his cotte over shirt and
hose, and descended to the chapel and the vigil. He did not,
woul d not pause by Joanna's door.

There were nmourners in plenty still about Thibaut's bier
Margaret was like a stone in the mdst of them dark, silent,
nmoti onl ess. Tenplars and Hospitallers, white robes and bl ack
red cross and white, guarded both body and soul

Ai dan prayed for a little while, a prayer w thout words. He

was stared at; his back felt it. At hone they thought of the
denon count ess of Anj ou, and Mel usi ne of the Lusignans, and
devils in nonks' habits tenpting saints to perdition. Here, they
t hought nore often of the tales of the infidels: jinn and afarit,
spirits of earth and air, and denons of the desert, and darker

ol der things, gods and denons |long forgotten save in Scrip-

ture. '

Soneone had been tal king. He had not been stared at yester-

day; he had been a stranger knight like any other, if closer to
royal than nmost. Now they all knew. That he was ol der than he

| ooked. That he was brother to the King of Rhiyana, whom

men had begun to call the El venking.

A gust of homesi ckness shook him a dart of |oneliness so

pi ercing that he swayed. Gwydion was there at the bottom of
his being, a core of quiet, a presence fromwhich no force of
hel | or heaven could sunder him but in body inmeasurably
far, who had slept twined with'*himin the wonb. He ached

wi th wanting that face which was the inage of his own, that
warm strong presence, that cal mwhich no stormcould shake.



Ai dan stiffened his back. He would be his own nan. He

woul d stand on his own feet, and teach hinsel f somewhat of
Gwdion's calm Truly; not the counterfeit which he had worn
when each took the other's name and place, and Ai dan served a
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time as king, and his brother cleansed his spirit with this or
that bright errantry. The troubadour in Carcassonne had been
Ai dan, true enough. The trouvcre in Poitou had been his royal
br ot her.

This the greatest of Aidan's errantries had no time or place in
it for Gwdion. It had not been easy for cither of them A dan
m ght have del ayed a decade | onger, but Gwdi on nade him

go. Gwdion, of the pair of them was the nore foresighted,
and the stronger in the face of his own pain.

He woul d not have let down the wards for fretting over a
worman, if for no other reason than that he had his queen

Maura of the white wol ves, who | oved them both, whom both
had | oved, but who had chosen water over fire- Wsely, A dan
coul d acknow edge now that it was |ong past and done. She
needed a place that was her own, and a mate who was not
eternally yearning to fly free

Ai dan crossed hinself and rose. The candles glimrered on

Thi baut's pal). The illusion of sleep had faded fromhis face,
Death was in it now, stark as bone beneath the waxen skin. He
had never | ooked nore nortal, or nore terrible. For all their
beauty and their magic and their undying youth, none of

Ai dan's kind would ever hold the power of a single human

soul .

He set a kiss on the cold brow, and turned blindly. The
ni ght beckoned. He took refuge init.

In the shadow beyond the chapel's door, he stunbled

agai nst soneone who |lingered there, plainly too shy to join the
gat hering about the bier. A worman by the dress, one of the
veil ed | adies who had come with their husbands; remarkably

tall and slender, this one, and strong in tensing agai nst him as
he steadied her.

H s apol ogy died. Hi s senses opened. Veil and vol uni nous

cl oak of a Syrian lady, yes, and eyes dark enough wi thin; but
bright with defiance and a spark—an i ncontestabl e spar k—ef

m schi ef.

Ai dan got a grip on one thin strong arm and led his captive
forcibly to the nearest place of safety: as it happened, his own
chanber. O course Danme Fortune woul d choose that nonent

to send one of Joanna's bedmates to the garderobe. She saw

the prince |leading, as it appeared, a worman to his bed; she
bolted with a little shriek

Ai dan shut the door with rather nore force than necessary,
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and confronted his prisoner. "Just exactly what do you think
you are doing," he demanded, "your majesty?"

Bal dwi n had been angry when he began, but his tenper had

cool ed considerably. He sat on the bed in his preposterous

di sgui se and let hinself give way to laughter. "Did you see her
face? Moral outrage, and jeal ousy—-by our Lady, what she

woul dn't give to be where I am now "

Ai dan stood over him restraining with difficulty the urge to
shake him "My lord," he said with great care.

"Master WIIliam sounds exactly like that," Bal dwi n observed,
"when he thinks | need cutting down to size." He tucked up

his feet; under the veil, all too evidently, he grinned. H's eyes
were dancing. "Don't fret, sir. The right people know where

am The wrong ones need not. You nust admit, it saves fuss."

It did indeed. Aidan drew a deep breath. It steadied him a
little, "fou' re not here alone."

"Hardly. |'ve a lady's proper conplement of guards. No
mai d, al as- There wasn't one | could trust on short notice; and
Sybilla never did know how to play ganes properly.”

"Except the game of man and woman."
"TO=11," said Baldwin. "That's what she was raised for."
"Do you envy her?"

The thin shoulders lifted under the cloak. "Wuld it do ne
any good if | did?"

"No," A dan sai d.

"It hasn't gone that far," said Baldwin, "yet. But it wll.

Soon, | expect." His tone was cool. He did not pity hinself. "I

go to Saint Lazarus* hospital sonetimes, to see what 111 have

to face. That's how | slipped ny leash this time: | went out as if
| were going there, and doubl ed round, and fell in wth your
conpany as it passed David's Gate."

"In woman' s dress?"

"This time. Sonmetimes | dress as what | am The shroud and

t he cl apper are wonderful for cleaving paths through crowds.
Better than being king." Baldwin's head tilted as if in reflec-
tion; his eyes narrowed. "It's remarkable. Saint Lazarus- Sone
of the brothers there arc knights, do you know? Tenpl ars or
Hospitall ers, once. Now they have an order of their own.

When they ride in battle, they hardly need arnmor. They bare
their faces, and the eneny runs away."

"Is it as bad as that?"

Bal dwi n's breath caught. Aidan trod a line as thin as a bl ade;
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he stood steady on it, nmeeting the king's dark stare. "You aren't
nmerci ful, are you?" Baldwin said. But then: "Judge for your-
sel f."

It had barely begun, yet. The lines of his face were still per-
ceptible: the strong curved nose, the firmjaw, the nmouth well
nodel ed for both |laughter and sternness. He woul d have been

a handsone man

Hs mouth twisted slightly. He swept the rest of the vei
fromhair still thick though the sickness had crept toward it,
and held his gloved hands in front of him considering them
Afrer a noment he let themfall. "No; you don't want to see
these.” He lifted his chin. "Wel|?"

"Youll not put armies of infidels to flight quite yet."

"So," said Baldwin. "But I'mhardly a sight for a lady's
bower. It's the idea of it, you see. Best they see a veil, and
i magi ne a faceless horror. 1'll be that soon enough.™

"Never to ne, nmy lord," Aidan said.

Bal dwi n regarded himfor a long nonent in silence. "No. It
woul dn't matter to you, would it? It can't mar you. Body or
spirit.”

"Nor you, in spirit.”

Bal dwi n shrugged. "I'mno saint. |'ve done ny share of curs-

i ng heaven. | can feel uncomonly sony for nyself, when
there's no one about to slap me down. But it doesn't do any
good, you see. | have to get up and go on. The ki ngdomi nsists
on wanting nme. The wars won't stop for any silliness of nine."
He touched his brow. "The crown is there, no matter what |

do."

Ai dan bowed his head, half nod, half obei sance. Bal dw n
yawned, childlike, as if he could not help it. He | ooked sone-
what enbarrassed, and sonewhat angry, as any youth who is

rem nded that he is not quite yet a nman.

"You," Aidan said to him "will sleep. Here, lie down."
"I have a place in the canp," Bal dwi n began

"You had one. Now, you have one here. |'Il guard you better
than | guarded the last of my charges."

Bal dwin did not touch: that was trained in himfromchild-
hood and frombitter experience. But his eyes were |ike hands,
warm and strong. "It's done, prince. Mourn him swear ven-
geance for him but let himgo."

Ai dan stopped, at gaze- "As you wll?"

"As we all nust."
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"No," Aidan said. "No. This can't be your fight. Tfou have
the whole of Islamto face. Leave this one to ne."

"Al one?"

"God will help nme."
"Prince," Baldwin said. "I have knights, men-at-arns, ser-
vants of all descriptions. If you need them. "

"I need only your pronise that when | am done, there wll
be a place in your arny for ne."

"Al ways. But, prince—=

Ai dan shook his head. "No. In all gratitude, in all honor and
respect and. God be ny witness, love: no. Tfou aid nme best by
remai ni ng where you are, you and your armes, a bul wark

agai nst the infidel."

"fcu are going to do sonething rash," Bal dwi n said.

Ai dan grinned, w de and wicked. "Not tonight. Not for a
while yet, | think. Though if we're to speak of rashness, 0 ny
king ..."

"I"'msafe now, aren't 1? And the lady didn't have to contend
with a royal visitation on top of all the rest. Ill reveal nyself
tomorrow if you like. Wien it's too late for anyone to fret."

He paused. "Thibaut wouldn't mind, |I don't think. He was

al ways a good one for mschief."

"I know who put himup to it," said Aidan with a hint of a

grow .

Bal dwi n | aughed, and yawned till his jaw cracked, and | et
hi nsel f be put to bed.

The king was present at Thibaut's burial, plainly and som
beriy dressed, with his veil drawn over his face- No one quite
dared to ask how or when he had cone. A short night's sleep
and an early rising had quenched nost of the firebrands; his
presence silenced the rest, if it failed quite to quell them

Ai dan's presence at his back set their eyes to glittering. The
tale was growing still, and not slowy. Fear, much of it, and
false logic. Two nen dead; a stranger in their house. Sorcery,
and sorcerers, and Assassins.

Wt hout the wonen to think of, he would not have cared.

He woul d prove that he was no Assassin. The rest of it would
cone to nothing soon enough, once they had need of his

swor d.

The wonen had to face it now a burden atop the burden of
their sorrow. And there was nothing that he could do to make
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it tighter. He could not deny what was true. He could not alter
what he was.

They were stoic in their endurance. But when the castle had
enptied of nourners, courtiers riding away behind their silent
and facel ess young king, the walls thensel ves seened to sigh
with relief.

Margaret did not weep for her son as she had wept for her

husband. She had no rears left. She sat in her solar, the night

of his funeral, and stared blindly at the bit of needl ework in her
| ap. Joanna had given up trying to nake her go to bed, and

dozed agai nst her knee.

Ai dan prowl ed, nore restless even than he usually was.

When he had picked up the sane casket for the third time, and
fidgeted it open, and found it exactly as full of sweets as it had
been tw ce before, Margaret said, "There is a moon tonight, if

you take a fancy to fly about the castle.”

He stopped short, flushing. Her snmile did not console him
He began to bow and di sm ss hinsel f.

"Don't go," she said. "Stay. | meant no rebuke."

He sat where he had been before the restlessness took him

and willed hinmself to be still. She perceived it; her eyes thanked
him alittle wyly. He could, he admtted, see the hunor init.
After a fashion

When he thought that he would burst, or erupt into flight as
Margaret had jested, she said, "Tonorrow we return to Jerusa-
lem The next day, or the day after, one of our caravans departs
for Damascus, and then for Al eppo. Joanna goes with it."

Ai dan sat bolt upright. "Al eppo! Wy in God' s name—

Joanna had fallen asleep, frowming a little as she dreaned.
Gently Margaret stroked her hair. The frown snoot hed;

Joanna si ghed. "The House of Ibrahim" Margaret said, "has
its center in Aleppo. As ofren as | can, | send a nmessenger
there, with word of what passes in the kingdom and such news
as | can gather."

"That's treason."

She was unofiended. "How? | tell no secrets that will harm
nmy king or his kingdom Some, passed to the proper persons,
can be of great aid to both."

"But first and forenost, to the House of Ibrahim"

"It is ny House; its people arc ny kin."

Ai dan raked his fingers through his beard. "But to send
Joanna—to send her now—
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"Now nmore than ever. She needs escape from her sorrows.

Qur House needs to know what has happened here. And," said
Margaret, "Assassins are nen. In the harem of the House,

under my grandnmother's rule, even they mght hesitate to tres-
pass. "

"They' ve done nmurder in front of the Qaaba itself, in their

holy of holies in Mecca. They won't care whether your daugh-
ter is in a haremor in the Church of the Holy Sepul cher at

hi gh noon. ™"

"So, then. |If she is not safe wherever she is, what does it
matter where she goes?"

"It should matter to you!" The echoes rang into silence.

Joanna had not wakened. Margaret had not noved. Aidan

made hi nsel f speak quietly, reasonably. "But, my |ady. Al eppo,

of all cities ... it crawms with Assassins; it's their nost |oyal
city. It's been under siege fromthe new sultan in Danascus,

the one they call Saladin. It's rife with rebels and conspiracies.
She' |l have to pass through infidel lands to get there, and shel
be in infidel hands when she conmes to it. Wiy not hand her

over to Sinan and have done?"

Margaret |left off stroking her daughter's hair and fol ded her
hands in her |ap. He could see Joanna in her then, in the
careful precision with which she noved, and in the | owering of
her eyes that was not neekness but altogether its opposite-

"Do you think," she asked himsoftly, "that | intend to suffer
this persecution in silence? That if | endure, he will go away,
and I will have peace? No, nmy lord. He will know every no-

ment of this suffering which he has caused ne. He hoped for

an enpire; he will see how that hope is rewarded, now that he
has killed in its nane."

"And Joanna is your |ure?"

"Joanna is ny falcon." She paused. "I have no right or
power to command it; but I wmask. WII you go with her?
W1l you guard her?"

He comd not find words to speak. He was going to demand;

toinsist; to threaten if need be. And she asked. She trusted
himso nuch. "And ... if | fail?"

"Don't fail."

He blinked |ike a fool. She was always out of his reckoning;
he did not know why he shoul d be surprised.

"Quard her," said Margaret. "Watch over her. Keep her

alive. Begin our revenge on Sinan, by proving that he is not
i nvincible."
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He pondered that. It was not enough; not enough by far



But for a beginning .

He nodded, sharp and swift and irrevocable. "I shall do it. |
swear to you, ny |lady."

1
DAMASCUS
10

The caravan was a world of its own, a noving, swaying, nan

l egged city, a great slow dragon of a creature winding its w
fromoasis to oasis. Even in cities it kept its unity, growing <
shrinking as it gathered new goods and sold the old, but ce
tering itself on a single inn or caravanserai, arriving and depa
ing together with its guards and its outriders and its master c
his white canel at its head.

Joanna was a princess here, a scion of the House ofl brah

and its hidden queen; as Aidan was no nore than her guan

He took it well, she thought, for as proud a man as he wa

Bl ank astoni shment, at first, that these merchants should kno
hi s rank, conprehend his purpose anong them and concl u<

that he had not, yet, earned their respect. Anger, then, but
pause for which she could admire him and in th? end, albt
with clenched teeth, anmusenent.

He at |east did not take issue with her refusal to ride in
litter like a proper princess. She rode astride as she al ways ha
in Arab dress certainly, and veiled, but that was only sensible
the glare of the desert. It interested her how quickly Aid;

shed Prankish garb for that of this country through which 1
rode- Two days out of Jerusalem beyond holy Jordan on tl

mar ches of Islam he appeared in the courtyard of the carava
serai in the light of dawn, in the swathings of Bedu robes. F
seened perfectly at ease in them for all the whiteness of F
skin, his narrow hawk-face with its new beard seened no

Arab than Frank-

But it was certainly a Frank who veered away fromthe canf
and sought the horse which Margaret had given him the t;

grey gelding, half Prankish, half of the Arab breed, that h

been Gcroint's. Franks and canels did not understand one a
ot her.

She, on her own red mare, could hardly preach the virtues
canel kind. As she took her place in the line, he fell in besi
her. Hs greeting was civil but brief- She wondered if he h

slept badly. It had been eating at him his failure to gua
Thi baut - She had not been supposed to notice, bur in tl
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ni ght, each night, he had left his place anong the nen and

spread his mat outside the roomshe shared with her maid. She
had heard himcone, light as his step was, and known when he



I ay down. Hi s nearness was |ike a hand on her skin.

Dayl i ght dissipated it. She was al nost sorry. Yesterday and
the day before, she had been too glad to be on the road away
fromJerusalem to feel the heat or the dust or the flies. And
there had been Aidan to watch: for a little while again, a pil-
grim rapt as any nortal man in the wonder of the road to
Jericho, and the thronging pilgrinms, and the chanting and

the jostling and the waving of palns as they went down to the
river. The caravan had not paused, and he had not asked. He
had sinmply separated hinmself fromit, and she had foll owed
him hardly knowi ng why, perhaps with sone di m sense of

wat ching over him Little as he needed it. He had his pal m
branch now, his badge of the greatest of pilgrimges; and when
he took it, for once he was al nbst serene. A potent serenity.
Wthin an hour, he was anong the caravan again, no nore or

| ess quiet than he ever was, and the palmwas laid carcfuly in
hi s baggage.

And now even the cross was hidden, and he seened all an
infidel; and she was tired. She ached fromtwo days in the
saddl e; her breasts, drying at last, throbbed dully in their
bonds; sweat trickled down her back, itching abom nably
where she could not reach. But worse than any of it was mem
ory.

They had been | ate | eaving Jerusal em Someone's brother

had got hinself |ost anmong the taverns; the man bei ng one of
the richer merchants in the caravan, the master had suffered an
hour's delay to hunt himdown. He had cone in a good hour

afrer prime, still mildly drunk, and nuch bermused by the hue
and cry.

Joanna owed hima nmonth or two in purgatory. For if he
had not got himself lost, they would have |left at dawn, and
Ranul f woul d not have found her

He had bathed, for a miracle. His hair was cut; his chin was
new y shaved, with a nick to prove it. He did not burst in as
she mi ght have expected, but asked admittance of the porter
and let hinself be set in the receiving roomto wait for her

Wien Codefroi told her who had conme, she said, "I won't

see him Tell himto go away." But, as the seneschal began to
bow, his face as carefully neutral as any man's could be, she
stopped himwith a word. "No. Wait." She was shaking. I|diot.
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What was there to be afraid of? Ranulf was no Assassin. "Tel
him 111 cone."

Codefroi went. She lingered. Her roomwas enpty, her bag-

gage gone, taken to the caravan. She finished puffing on her
traveling clothes. Dura plaited her hair and wound it round her
head. Her shaking came and went. Her stonmach was a cold

knot .

She swal | owed hard. "Face it," she told herself. "Get it over
with." She wi ped sweating palms on her skirt and went down.



She was in the room before she saw who was there. Ranulf

did not even | ook up. He was deep in colloquy with Aidan, the
two of themlooking as if they had sworn fast friendship.

" G uny, yes," Aidan was saying. "Have you hunted the
deep coverts of the Schwarzwal d, in AUenmnania? | took a boar
there once—od's bones, |'d never seen the like. | tell you
pl ainly, he was—

He broke off al nost quickly enough to be convincing, rising
and bowi ng and sweeping her into the orbit of her husband's
eyes. Ranulf did not rise. He had no airs or graces; he was
proud of it. A plain rough soldier from Nornmandy, he. Pl ainer
and rougher than ever beside the Rhiyanan prince, glowering
at her under his knotted brows. Sone small part of her had
begun to waver; to dream of surrender. That gl ower hardened
her all anew.

He did not even greet her. He said, "lI've come to take you
hore. "

"This is hone," she said.

He shook his head, ponderous as an ox, and as stubborn
"You belong with nme."

Her eyes darted to Aidan. Say sonething, she willed him Do
sormet hi ng.

Did his browlift the nerest fraction? He bowed agai n. Hope
bl ooned.

Di ed. He was turning. Leaving. Abandoni ng her

She hated him She | ashed himwth it. He did not even
pause.

Ranul f never saw. "You are ny wife," he said- "You're com

ing with ne."
She barely conprehended the words. They were noi se;

enpty wind. She was all alone on the other side of hate.
"Where," she asked himw th perfect calm "were you when ny
br ot her di ed?"

The sun had burned Ranulfs face the color of Roman brick
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Per haps, now, it reddened. His jaw jutted. "Away," he an-

swered her, biting off the word.

"And you think in go back to you." Her lips drew back from
her teeth. It was by no neans a smle. "I will not."

H s eyes were on his fists, clenched on his knees. Coarse
fists, rough-haired, nottled with an ancient ailnment of the
skin. Her mind, ever wayward, recalled | ong white hands, a
touch as light and soft as wind, warmas a hearthfire. She had



to struggle to hear what Ranulfsaid. "I was away." He said it
roughly, as if with anger. "Breaking conpacts. |If you cone
back, you can have the baby."

She froze in spite of herself. "The—Ai nmery?"
"Aimery." It half choked him

Laughter burst out of her, high and wild. "Bribery! How

long will | keep himthis dme? A day? A week? A fortnight?
Then when |'m secured, off he goes, back to feed his father's
lust for power." Ranulf said nothing. H's shoul ders had
hunched; he | ooked nore than ever |ike an ox; great, slow,

t ow col ored beast of burden, blind and deaf to human pain.
"No," she said. "No, nmy lord. | will not go back."

He stood abruptly; so abruptly that his chair overset itself.

She started like a hare. He nade no nove to touch her. His

face showed nothing, not even anger. Wth deliberate care he
righted the chair. Wen it was settled, he stood with his hands
on its back, the broad scarred fingers flexing and | oosing, flex-
ing and |l oosing. The nails were bitten to the quick. Had they

al ways been so? "You don't want the baby back?"

Her heart stopped. Part of her wanted to shriek aloud. Part,
the cold pan, the clear part, said, "Not at that price."

"What do you want, then?"
"Not hi ng you can give."
Hs jaw tightened. "I see. It's not fairy gold."

It was too subtle for her, at first, comng fromRanulf. "You
t hi nk—you—

They seduce, that kind. They don't nmean to, nost rinmes.
They just are. But then they go their ways, and what's Icfr?"

"More than you*ve |efr ne.

He straightened, flexing his heavy shoul ders. For an instant
she thought that he woul d seize her. But there was not even
that much passion in him He merely stood, staring. H s eyes
were ox's eyes, sheer brute endurance. |If there had been anger
in them or any enotion at all, it was gone before she could be
sure of it. He opened his mouth. She curled her lip. H's head
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shook, once, as if against the weight of a yoke. "And what do
do if you die?"

For a nonent she had no words at alt. "Do? What have you
ever done?"

He stood unnoving. He seened to ponder what she had
said. Or nmaybe he was only waiting for her to burst into rage
or tears, or to crunble into submi ssion



She woul d not give himthe satisfaction. "Your pardon,"” she

said with icy courtesy, "but | have duties waiting. Godefroi wll

show you out."

H s eyes burned. Now he would do it; now he would act |ike
a human man, and shout at her, and force her to yield. She
al nost —al nost —«wanted it. Aifuefy, her heart yearned. Aiwery.

Ranul f shuddered. His teeth cl acked together, sharp and
sudden. "Come back alive," he said. That was all.

"He | oves you, you know "

She started; her horse shied. A dan watched her as she recov-
ered reins and dignity. More Arab than Frank in those robes,

yes, and nore alien than either. "You were trespassing," she
said with vicious softness.

"You were shouting for the deaf to hear."

She nade a rude noise. "You only hear what you want to
hear."

"Or what is neant for ne.

Her cheeks burned with nmore than the sun's heat. He was
maddeni ng, but not as Ranulf was. He gave as good as he got.
He woul d quarrel if she wanted it, with a high keen pleasure.

"He docs love you," Aidan said. "It's great pain in him that
he can never showit."

"Love? Is that love, that rips a child fromits nother's
br east ?"

"Love, and jeal ousy, and a deep need to matter in the worid.
He's twi nbom you know. Like me. But mny el der-by-a-noment

had the will and the wealth to give nme a share in our inheri-
tance. Ranulf conmes of a house with little nore to its nane

t han honor, and he's Norman, and bound by Norman | aws.

H's brother had it all. For him always, there were only the

| eavings. He'd not even be a knight, now, if he hadn't won his
spurs on the field."

She knew all that. She did not want to know what it neant.
"He's kinder to his dog than he is to ne."
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"Of course. Hi s dog doesn't demand that he love it. It sim
ply knows. And," said Aidan, "it |oves him back."

"He says |'mugly."

"He told you once, under rich provocation, that you are not
pretty. You aren't. On occasion, you are very beautiful."

"As when?"

"Not," he said, "when you're in a tenper."



She spat at him not accurately. And was quickly sorry. The

hot air seared her mouth; and she would not, for tenper's sake,
soothe it with water while he watched with that infuriating
expression, "fbu, " she said nastily, "are excruciatingly pretty.

"Alas for ny virility."
"What does that have to do with it?"
"Not hi ng," he said.

Suddenly she was tired. Tired of remenbering, and regret-
ting, and know ng that she could have had her son, now, but
for her own poi sonous tenper; tired of quarreling; tired of
bei ng hersel f- She wanted Thi baut alive, and CGereint, and
Ai mery warm and heavy in her arnms, and Ranul f

Not that menory. Astonishnment, when he saw his newbom

son; disappointnment, a little, at the wi zened red nonkey-
creature in its mother's arms; sudden, wondrous softening, big
hands moving with utterly unexpected conpetence to cradle

the small wriggling body, cold eyes warning into somnething

al nost |ike tenderness. And he had | ooked at her and snil ed,
and yes, that was tenderness; for her; for what she had given
hi m

The nonent ended. He was Ranul f again, rough as old
stone, and never a thought in himfor her as Joanna and not as
a mare in his stable.

"That is fear," said Aidan, shaneless in his neddling. "O
baring the truth. O being hurt."

She closed himout. It was bitterly hard, when he was there,
under her skin, but she did it. In the end his own nature aided
her: it sent himspurring away, whooping |ike a nadman, hot

on the track of a gazelle that had burst out of a hollow She
had not even known that he had a bow, until the arrow flew, a
cl ean shot, unerring on the mark.

They dined on gazelle that night, in a caravanserai which

they had to thensel ves, gathering in its court under the stars.
Joanna's cookfire was a little apart fromthe others, in part for
her rank, in part for her sex. She was glad enough of it. The
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choi cest bits had found their way into Dura's pot; Joanna
found that she could swallow a bite, then another, and an-
other. Before she knew it she had enptied her half of the pot.

Ai dan sat on his haunches beside her. H s teeth gl eaned
white as he smled. He was in a fine good hunmor: he had been
anong the guards, trading practice strokes with one of the
swor dsnen. She had watched as nuch as she coul d wi t hout

seem ng to watch. The guard had been teaching hi m Saracen
strokes with a weapon lighter and nore supple than his own.

He had it now, easy in his hand, turning the blade to catch



the Iight. Wave-patterns upon it rippled and fl owed.
"He sold it to you?" she asked.

"Lent it," he said. "G eat honor that that is. | wsh . "
"You want one like it."

It was alive in his hand. Wth |loving regret he quenched it in
its sheath. "I should give it back." But he did not nove. His
eyes were on the fire, full of it.

She shifted until she was cl ose enough to touch, but not

quite touching. She was aware of Dura in the shadows, a

shadow hersel f, dark-eyed and silent. Voices washed over her

| aughter; a soft, wailing song.

She bunked. "You," she said, "yonder. You spoke Arabic."
He gl anced at her. "Did | ?"

"You didn't even know?"

He shrugged. "It's ny gift. It's not sonmething | think of.

As sinple as that. "Any | anguage?" she asked him "Any at
al | ?"

"Any that a man speaks in ny presence.”
She whistled softly. "Gereint never told us about that."

"l doubt he knew. It was never obvious. Till | cane here."

He hardly seenmed to care that he had it, still less to be proud
of it: a wonder and a marvel, to be free of Babel's curse.

"It's nothing," he said. "Atrick."

Modesty. Truly. She | aughed, astonished. He could not
have been | ess hunan than he was now, or nore.

She did it before she thought. Bent toward him Set her
pal m agai nst his cheek

He tensed the nerest fraction

Her hand snapped back. She knotted it with the other, hat-
ing it, herself, everything but him H m she could not hate.
Hm she—

Hm she. , . alnost . . . |oved.

This was what the priests thundered against. Lust. Unholy
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desire. This ache in her body. This fire when she | ooked at
him or thought of him or was sinmply near him She wanted
to touch himagain. And again.

She wrapped her arns about herself and rocked. Wy did he
sit there? How could he not know? And pity her, and despise
her. He would know no such weakness. He was mal e, and
royat; he could have any woman he wanted. Princess Sybilla
had cast her eye on him people said. He woul d never want
such a poor creature as Joanna was, wedded as she was, to a
man—who—

Who had no earthly use for her, except to breed sons. She
scranbl ed herself up. He said sonmething. She did not try to
under st and.

She cried herself to sleep. For all of it. Ainery, Gereint,
Thi baut. Even Ranul f. But nost of all, herself. She should
have taken the baby, whatever the cost. Once she had him she
could have kept him But anger had betrayed her. Had cast
Ranui f out. Had brought her here.

Into, if the priests told truth, nortal sin. Sinmply to desire
hi m who was not her wedded lord; and to have no power to
stop, or even to wish to stop. Maybe she had gone a little mad.

She woke in the night, and knew that he was there, beyond

her door, guarding her. The ache of weeping, the heaviness in
her body, mattered nothing. She could rise, if she would. Go
out. Touch him

And be cast off. Rightly, properly; gently, even. It was in
himto be gentle, when he wi shed to, though he would have
died before he admtted it.

She lay on her face, though her breasts ached. She wel coned
the pain. Dear God, what was this that she was wanting? Hot
breath, hard hands, cruel weight atop her; the old pagan
dance, great pleasure for a man, but for a wonan only weary
endurance. And yet she wanted it. Her body wanted it. Was
going to drive her mad with wanting it.

She slid into a restl ess, shadow haunted sl eep. She dreaned,
she knew that, but what her dreams were, she did not after-
ward remenber. Mrning was a bl essing and a rel ease.

And yec, for all the hideousness of the night, in some strange
way it had cl eansed her. She rose both cal mand sane. Saner
than she had been since before Ainery was bom She knew
herself again. Gief was no less, guilt, shame, even anger, but
she was Joanna; she could bear it.
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Even Aidan in his Bedu robes that might have been made for

his wild beauty: even him she could bear. Flushing, she could

not help it, but offering a smle. Wich he accepted, and re-
turned in good neasure. "It gladdens nme to see you glad," he



sai d.

Such a pretty way with words, he had. She played the | ady
for him all gracious condescension, which made hi m| augh

He | aughed wonderfully, with all of him It infected her- it
filled her with a crazy delight. "Wat!" she cried. "Mck ne
will you? Is that a knightly deed?"

"No," he admitted, "my |ady."

"So, then. You shall pay for it. You call ne your |ady. Be ny
knight. Serve ne in all humlity."

H s eyes glinted, catching a little on the humlity. "Shall |
sing for you, too, and be your troubadour?"

She cl apped her hands, forgetting to be the lady. "Ch, will
you?"

But he did not forget to be the knight. "Afa |l am, your
every wish is my conmand. "

She checked for the nerest breath of an instant. This was
dangerous. He knew it, she could see it clearly. He thrived on
it. And she?

It was norning, her spirit was scoured clean, and his eyes

wer e dancing on her. She offered, himher hand in her nost
gueenly fashion, not even a giggle to betray her. He took it as a
true kni ght nmust, and set a kiss in the palm and fol ded her
fingers over it. He seenmed a little surprised at what he did. For
a nonent, as his eyes met hers, he seened al nost—fri ghtened?

Not he. He had been a troubadour since the world was
young. She held his kiss to her heart and lifted her chin. "Now
then, ny knight. Ride with ne."

He knew where it was goi ng, and he made no slightest nove
to stop it. She thought that she had mastered it. Brave child.
There had been fairer |adies than she, but never one so valiant.

He could admt it, in the dark that was the center of hinself.
He had fallen in love with her

No matter the catal ogue of her many inperfections. She had
no beauty as humans saw it. She was too young, too un-
school ed in graces, too dammably nortal - She had a husband,
whom Ai dan coul d not, even for his life's sake, dislike; who
was cursed to be nobst inept where he |loved nost. She had a
not her of whom even Aidan could stand in awe. She had been

104 IJwUth Tarr

a daughter to Cercint, of whom even these nute thoughts
were a betrayal

No matter. He | ooked at her strong-boned. stubborn-
chi nned, inarguably ftankish face, and lost all will and wt.

"I't's her spirit,” he told his horse as he tended it in the



eveni ng. "Her high heart. Her adamant refusal to either bend

or break. Gief only nmakes her stronger. And yet," he said,
"that's not all of it. Her nmother is the same; but the Lady
Margaret is sufficient unto herself. One can admire her; respect
her; serve her. But love her . . . no. Not |I. Her circle is com
plete. There's no place in it for nme."

The gel ding was nercifully removed fromsuch follies. He
lipped up the | ast sweet grain of baricy, and cocked an ear
Wul d there, perhaps, be nore?

"duttony is a cardinal sin," said A dan severely. He |eaned
agai nst the accommodati ng shoul der, working a tangle out of

the pale nane. "Yes, ny friend, it's a fool I am and too well |
know it. She sees this damabl e face and this dammabl e reputa-
tion of mine, and of course she thinks that she |loves nme. | who
amthrice her age, | who have years and rank and power

enough to grant me wi sdom nine tinmes "Jvcr, | should know
better. Dear God, |'ve oaths enough on ny head, vengeance to
take, a king to come back to or be forsworn; and | pine for a
fair young body. Is it senility, do you think? Am1, after all
about to fall into my dotage?"

The gel ding was hardly the one to answer that. He rubbed

an itch out of his cheek and sighed. Aidan laid his own cheek
agai nst the warm satin neck, sighing his own deep sigh. They
canped tonight on a stony level, having found the caravansera
full but no runor of robbers near about. No one el se hung
about the horselines. They had all gone to feed thensel ves, as
he should do soon, for his body's sake.

He felt the eyes upon him He knew what they were. d ear

green cat-eyes, his soul's shape cast in flesh. He bore it as |ong
as he mght, until he rmust turn or run wild. Running seened,

for a noment, the w ser course

He turned.

She was beautiful in the dusk, nore real than real itself, nore
solidly there than the horse at his side. Her head came Just to
hi s chin.

She saw that he had changed his manner of dress. He felt her
surprise as his own, and her pleasure- How not? She was his
dr eam
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Her Ups curved in the beginning of a smle. It could not be
somet hing she did often; she seened to pause, searching out
the way of it. It touched her eyes and sparked in them

It smote himwith such force that he staggered. "Ifou are,”
he said- "Tfou are.tf He darted. She was solid in his hands,

suppl e, inhumanly strong.

Al'l at once, she ceased her struggle. She was rigid, her eyes
wide and wild- He laid his hand on her cheek. She trenbl ed



deep within. Her scent flooded him Sweet, inmpossibly sweet:

scent of his own people, that was |ike nothing el se under the
noon.

Her arns | ocked about his neck. Ch, she was strong; won-
derfully, splendidly strong- Hi s head bent down and down.
Her eyes were all his world. A nmonent nore, and he woul d
drown in them

They cl osed against him She let himgo, thrusting him
away. "God," she said. Her voice was hauntingly sweet, and
heavy with despair. "God, God, Cod."

Al l ah, Allah, Al ah
Ar abi c.

He fitted mind and tongue to the way of it, aware of his gift
as he al nost never was. "Tell ne, |ady. Wo are you?"

Step by step she backed away. He caught her hands. She
tensed but did not resist.

"Lady." The words cane faster now "Lady, stay. Tell ne
your name. How did you conme here? Wiere do you go? How
did you find ne?"

Her 1ips set- Her head shook, tossing.

"Pl ease, ny lady. Your nanme. Only rhat."

She twisted free, spun. The word escaped, flung over her
shoul der. "Morgiana."

The air was enpty. His heart cried its abandonment.

Mor gi ana.

She was a living creature. She was no dream nor ever a
m dni ght fancy. And yet, that power others, to be there, and
then to be gone

Ai dan spoke her nanme in the night's silence. "Mrgiana."

Saracen nane, Saracen face beneath the cast of his people. He
yearned for her, and yet, deep in his soul, he feared her. There
was a wildness in her, a power both old and strong. He was

hal f a nmortal man. She was nothing that had ever been human.

H s not her had been mad, but even she had not been as
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mad as this. Was this the old true blood? Half nmad, half de-
mon: spirit of air and fire.

Al the questing of his power found no trace other. She was
gone as if she had never been. Power, that, and stronger far
than his own.

He shivered on his mat before Joanna's tent, and not al one
with the cold of night in the desert. He had thought hinself as
fine a witch as ever raised the power. Beside this he was the



nmerest child, a feeble halfling thing who only played at magery.

As she played with him feigning shyness, letting himthink
her a dream Surely she | aughed at hi mnow. They were cold,
the afarit, and treacherous. Their honor was denons' honor

But ah, she was beautiful.

He starred. A shape stood over him For an instant he
hoped, feared—

No. Its scent was human, sharp and pungent. Al ways, be-

neath it, lay a hint of corruption, the prom se of nortality; but
sel dom strong enough to be sure of. Tonight it caught at his

t hr oat .

Joanna squatted beside him her face a blur w thout beauty,

her hair straggling out of her hood. She was utterly human,
utterly nortal. "I couldn't sleep," she said. Rough, barely nusi-
cal, blessedly human voice. "Did | wake you?"

"No. "
"Cood." She rocked on her heels. Her bones creaked, she
| aughed, little nore than a cough, and sat nore sturdily on the
edge of his mat. "Do | | ook appallingly clunmsy to you?"

"No," he said. Truth. It was not appalling; it was endearing.
Li ke a foal, or a wol fhound pup.

"I"'mnot a delicate lady. |I'ma great Frankish cow. "

He rai sed hinmself on his el bow "Wo says that?"

"I do." She pushed her hair out other face. "It's true. Thi-
baut got all the pretty. | got the Norman reiver. | should have
been a man."

"I for one amglad you're not."

"Ifou don't have to be polite tonight. |I can bear the truth."

"That is the truth." He paused. "My inclination is not to-
ward men. O even pretty boys."

"l shoul d hope not."

She could not have read his face in the darkness, but hers
was as clear to his eyes as in the first fading of dusk. \Wat he
saw there nade hi mreach for her. There was no volition in it.
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No nore in her, who cane as if to haven. She was warm and
solid, an anple arnful, nigh as tall as he and fully as broad. A
fine figure of a woman, they woul d say in Rhiyana.

They lay together like children, content with sinple pres-
ence, with the warnth of body and body. She stroked his
beard, playing with it, taking pleasure in the feel of it against



her palm It shivered in him that pleasure, even nore than the
touch of her hand upon his cheek-

She | aughed into his shoulder. "You're purring!"

"I am" He was surprised. "I didn't know | could."

Nor could he, once he was aware of it. She settled again, the

l ong lush curve of her fitted to his curvclessncss. It was a won-
der, how they were nmade, male and femal e wought perfectly

for one anot her.

But not he for she. He knew it very well. She was RanulFs in
the eyes of God and nman.

It was hard to care, here in the mantling night. She would
have been astoni shed to know how cl ose he was to innocent;

how sel dom he had wanted a wonan enough to do what nen
and worren did. They kindled slowy, his kind. But once they
had begun .

"W should,"” he tried to say. "W should not—=

Her eyes, wi de blue-grey nortal eyes, drank his words and
left himdry. They were on their feet. He had no nenory of
rising.

She set a kiss on his check where her hand had been, chaste
as a sister's. He watched, nute, as she turned and left him
W se | ady.

W ser than he. He could not stand erect in her tent. She
could, just barely.

Her maid was not there. Design? Accident?
He doubted that Joanna knew, either. "This is nad," he
sai d.

She nodded. She let her cloak fall, stood in her shift.

A fine figure of a woman. Not a maid, not any |onger. Her

body had ripened; what it lost in firmess, it gained in sweet-
ness. None of his kind could ever be as she was, full norta
sumer, with spring in it still, and the shadow of a shadow of

W nter.

She shivered. He brought his warnth to her. Her heart was
beati ng hard. She pulled away; she clung. "Here," she said,
"dam it. WeVe got to-stop—Hold ne!"

He was her knight. He could do no other than obey her
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"I don't care," she whispered fiercely. "I don't am" She
t hrew her head back, glaring into his face. "Do you despi se
ne?" *

He swal |l owed painfully. "I think I |ove you."

She froze. Al but her tongue. "Don't nock me. At | east
spare me thai."



"l don't lie. Ever. Or npbck. Not where | |ove."
"But you can't—'mnot even pretty!"
"That should matter?"

"You," she said with trenmbling control, "are beautiful be-
yond any neasure of nortal kind. Wereas |—=

"I amsinmply as | was made. You are yourself and no ot her

and | have loved you since first | saw you, ruffled and scow ing
li ke a wounded eagle. Your spirit is a white light, ny |lady, and
m ne beside it is a dimand faltering thing."

"You could charmthe birds out of the trees." Her voice both
nocked hi m and caressed him Her hands had found the fas-
tenings of his robes. She wanted to sec. Just to see. Truly.

It was worth seeing. He knew chat; he had never been able
to be ashamed of it. Humlity was a nonk's vice. He was royal
bom and no nortal man.

He was nore alien when there was all of himto see, and

nore beautiful. His pallor glowed in the |anplight, whiteness
less like living flesh than stone enchanted to |ife: noonstone,
al abaster, marble. As white as that, and as snooth, no rough
human pelt to mar it. Flesh like satin over steel, snoother than
a man's, yet never like a child's. Oh, no. No child, this.

He was not a man, but he was mal e enough. Not appallingly

so, for all the legends of the afarit. He was cut to human
neasure; he warmed in human wi se. She watched in fascina-
tion. Ranulf had never given her time to see. To | ook, and
wonder, and try to understand this nystery that was the other
hal f of what she was.

Her eyes squeezed shut. Her checks were afire. Dear God,
what was she doi ng? And he was letting her

"Not letting," he said, soft and beautifully deep. "Wanting."

Bitterness fl ooded her. "Wanting. Anything fermale, yes?
Anything at all."

"No. "
Her eyes snapped open

"No," he said again. "I haven't wanted a woman since before
you were born."
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He was not Ranulf. He did not wither before her contenpt.
"Believe me, or not. It changes nothing."

She tossed her head. Half of her was pain. Half of her was
cold white anger. "Ch, come. | don't need to be lied to. Wo



was she, that night in Aqua Bella? Was she pretty under the
veil s? Did she give you pl easure?"

He | aughed, shocking her into stillness. He was a long tine
about it. Wen he could speak, it came in gusts. "You-she—
Joanna, | adylove, that was not she but he."

Her heart chilled and shrank. He saw. Damm him he saw

what her mnd had | eaped to- He seized her shoul ders and
shook them not gently. "Joanna! Is that what you think |ove
is?"

"How can | know what it isn't?"

"The heart knows." He set his finger under her chin, tilting

it up. "My dear sweet |ady, what your so-faithful friend saw was
a bit of youthful nmischief. That was no | over of mine or any
nortal's. That was the king."

She gasped, and flushed. Hi s hand was |ight, but she could
no nmore have escaped it than if it had been iron

He ki ssed her, light and swift. And, for all his protestations,
with effortless skill.

She regarded himin something close to despair. She had no
nore grace in this than in anything el se she ever did. She
wanted him all of him but there was too rmuch of him She

was like a child. Wanting every sweetneat in the bow, gorging
on them sickening with them how ing because they were so
much and she so little.

Measure, she thought. Restraint. He was here. God knew

why. God knew how, but he had chosen her; or been chosen

for her. He did not |ook ancient or august or w se. He | ooked
like a very young man who . . . sweet saints, who thought he
| oved her.

Her heart was a cold clenched thing, a knot of ice beneath
her breastbone. All at once, as she stood staring at him it
nelted. Flowed. Opened. Swelled and bl ooned and sang. She
could not breathe. She could hardly see.

Joy. This was )oy. She laughed; it was |ike water bubbling, a
spring bursting forth in the desert.

He knew. That was the beauty of him He would al ways
know.

They tunbl ed down into her bl ankets. He was |aughing wth
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her, quite as wild as she, and quite as deliciously mad. It was
the greatest jest in all the world. He, and she, and sin and
sanctity, and sanity, and how little, how very little, it mattered.

Joanna had not fallen into nortal sin. 'She had |leaped into it



with both eyes open, welcoming it with all her heart. And she
could not make herself repent it. \Wen she tried, a snall
denon-voi ce observed. Men never do. Ranulf never has. And:

How can it be evil? It's all joy.

The world woul d destroy her if it knew. She was discreet; or

he was. In daylight they were the |ady and her knight, the
princess and her guardsman. At dusk, in canp or in the cara-
vanserai, she ate in her royal solitude and he anong the guards.
But in the deep hours between fall dark and dawn, the nasks
fell. He had no nore will than she, to end what they had

begun.

Dura could not help but know. She was nute but not deaf,

and she was far fromblind. But she gave no sign. Her manner
toward Joanna changed not at all; no nore did her fear of

Ai dan. Sometimes Joanna wondered what she was thinking.

There was a way to |earn, but Joanna would not resort to it. It
was too nuch |ike betrayal. OF Dura; of Aidan who could

know her m nd.

No one el se suspected. Joanna was sure of that. She knew
better than to court discovery with glances and sniles and
brushi ng", of hand on hand. There was no need. She could
think love at him and know that he knew. Though soneti nes
she woul d smile behind her veil, sinply because she was happy;

because she had been sick unto death, and he had heal ed her

"l never believed it could be like this," she said to hi mthe
ni ght before they cane to Damascus.

It was late and they were short of sleep, but she was wide
awake. He had been singing anong the nen; they had been
slowto let himgo- He was |l earning the eastern songs, high
and wailing as they were, too subtle for western cars. It was
their secret that he had sung for her

He sm | ed now and stroked her hair where a curi of it circled
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her breast. Sometines she could forget how inperfect her

body was, how sl ack and heavy it had become; though, to be
honest, it was thinning and hardening again with |ong riding.
He made her feel beautiful. Wen he | ooked at her, she was al
that she needed to be: herself, and bel oved,

"Why?" she asked. "Wy ne?"

"Why anyone in the world? Maybe . " He pondered, or
pretended to. "Maybe it's the way you sit a horse. O the way
you turn your head when you're startled, light and quick, like a
well -bred mare. O your tenper. Yes, | think it nust be your
tenmper. It fascinates ne. How you can be so gentle, then in a
monent, like a stormin the desert, so fiercely angry. W can
understand that, mnmy tenmper and |. It nakes us want to tane it.
O," he added, "to match it."



"I shouldn't think you'd find that hard."
He | aughed in his throat- "See how the cl ouds gather!"

She thrust herself up, out of his enbrace. "Is that all | amto
you? A pet? Afilly to be ridden until she submts?"

"You know you're not."
anusenent had di ed.

He was perfectly calm but his

A demon had found its way to her tongue. "l can't ever be

your equal, can I? I"'monly human. I'ma diversion, a trick to
while away the tinme until the Assassin cones. It's convenient,
isn'"t it? You can pleasure ne while you guard ne."

"Convenient," he said, "yes." He sat up, shaking back his
hair. He noved like a cat, always; a little nore now, the only
visible sign that she had pricked him Like a cat, when he was
up, he tended his vanity: conbed his hair with his fingers,
snoot hed hi s beard.

Laughter welled up, putting the denon to flight. She fell on
him bore hi mback and down, held himprisoner beneath her

H s eyes strayed from her face to the heavy sway other breasts.
"Dam you," she said. "I can never stay angry with you. Is it a
spel | ?"

"I'f it is, it's none of mne."

She swooped down for a kiss. He was nore than willing. She

let it go on for a delightful while. He arched his back, warmn ng
bel ow as above. But she paused. "Tell me the truth. What am|

to you? Am| only human?"

It was hard for a man to tal k sense when he held a woman
so, but he was somewhat npre than a man. He shook hi s head.
"You are Joanna. No nortal woman has ever been what you are
to ne."
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She was satisfied with that. When he had given her all that
he knew how to give, she fell asleep, her long legs tangled with
hi s own.

He should rise soon and find his own place, before dawn

nelted the i mage that seemed to sleep there. But he could not,
yet, gather the will to nove-

He had told her the truth. It was not supposed to be possi -
bl e, what they had. Not wi th humanki nd. She had a gift; she
could open herself as few nortals could, and give himfully of
hersel f, without stinting. And the nore she gave, the nore
there was to give. Her joy sang in himlike the note of a harp

And yet she could doubt. She could ask what she had asked.
She never forgot, no nore than he, that they were not of the
sane ki nd.

What his nother had had with his father ... it was differ-
ent. They had not cared that he was nortal and she was not.



Even at the end, he had kept his pride, his certainty that they
were not | ady and servant but mate and nate.

As for Aidan and Joanna—were they? He thought of her as a
child, nore often than not. And she knew it. She had seen
how he i ndul ged her tenper.

Well then. She was a wonman.

He grimaced. He knew perfectly well what his nother would
have said to that. She had not been sane, but she had been
strong, and firmin what she taught.

Hurman, then. Waker than he. Under his guardianship, and
sorely in need of it. But bel oved—before God, she was that. It
was not nere bodily |ust which brought himto her in the

ni ght, and kept himthere perilously close to the edge of pru-
dence. He had tested hinself. He had cast his eye on wonen at
the well in a village through which they had passed, a day or
two ago. Robes and veils were no obstacle to his eyes. He had
tried to nake hinsel f desire the bodies beneath; and very fair
one or two of them had been. He could as easily have raised his
staff for one of the marcs. They were not his kind. They were
not, above all, Joanna.

She stirred in his arnms and nurnured. Her dream brushed
past him Ainmery was in it, warm agai nst her breast. And
Ranul f. Ranulf saying, with as nmuch courage as if he faced an
arnmy of infidels, "I love you- God be my witness, | do."

Wth utnmost care Aidan slid away from her. She groped,
bereft, but did not wake. He dressed swiftly but w thout haste.
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He paused, half bending over her, as if to kiss her, but straight-
ened abruptly and shook his head. That was a human revenge,
t hat cl ai m ng.

Hs fetch lay on the mat outside her door, dimm ng already
though it was not yet cockcrow. It flayed and nelted as he sat
where it had been. He clasped his knees and rocked, and
frowned into the dark. He needed to relieve hinself, but some-
thing kept himthere, some sense that touched the edge of his
war ds.

He greeted Morgiana with hardly nmore than a wi dening of

the eyes. He was not aware until he had done it, that he had set
his back firmy against the door. It was not guilt that noved in
him No, not guilt. Even though, |ooking at her, he knew that

if helet it, his body would kindle for her. "Good norning," he
said. "lIs it light enough yet for your prayer?"

She shook her head. She was in white as always; he could see

that it was a man's garb. Even, now, to the turban. Her hair

hung below it in three long braids. It was hardly a disguise. She
| ooked no less fermale, and no less feral. He could not help
noticing that she wore a belt, and a dagger in a danascened
sheat h.



"WIl you sit?" he asked her, being gracious- "I regret that |
have neither food nor drink to offer you."

Her eyes were briefly wild, but she sat as he bade her, as far
out of his reach as the width of the passage would all ow.

"My nanme is Aidan," he said.
"Aidan." It rolled strangely off her tongue. "So easily you
give it ne?"

"You gave me yours."

Her shoul der lifted, an odd half-shrug. "It pleased ny
fancy. "

"I come from Rhiyana, far in the west, between Francia and
the sea. You?"

Her eyes had | owered under the long lids, but he felt them
on him "Desert," she said, "and enpty places. It was Persepo-
lis, once. Sikandar burned it."

"Si kandar ? Al exander ?"
"Si kandar . "

H's mouth had fallen open, he realized dimy. He willed it
shut. "You remenber Al exander?"

"I think . . ." She frowned at her knotted fingers: in that,
so |like, so dammably tike Joanna. "I think . . . not. | am not
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so old. No. The land renenbers. And the mins, |ike ancient
bones thrusting out of the earth.”

"Persepolis,” he said. "Persia." Was that the shape of her

face, beneath the strangeness that was w tchki nd? Sharp, yes,
narr ow chi nned, eyes too large for human confort under the

sl ant of brows; but snmoother than his own, a gentler oval, skin
closer to ivory than to al abaster. Though perhaps a human eye
woul d barely see it.

She raised her eyes to stare at himas frankly as he stared at
her. Amusenent sparked them unw lling, he m ght have
t hought. "You could al nost be an Arab," she said.

"So I'mtold." He was rubbing his eagle's beak of a nose; he

| owered his hand. She bit down on a smile. She was no dainty
snubnosed | ass herself; that was a fine high arch, and all Persia
init. "Why are you dressed like a Turk?" he asked her

"I amnot— She fixed himw th a hard bright stare. "How

should | dress?"

"Any way you like."

That pleased her. "I like you in the djellaba. It's nore fitting.



Even if you are a Frank."
"Rhi yanan," he said.

"Frank." It was beyond argument. "Al -Khalid," she said,
"out | ander, what do you do in our country? Are you a spy?"

"What would you do if | were?"

"Kill you." There was no hesitation in that at all. He shiv-
ered lightly. Add and cold and wild: oh, yes. She was peril ous.

He | eaned back agai nst the door and fol ded his arns and

smled his whitest snmile. "I'"mnot a spy. |I'mguarding a cara-
van. May | ask what you were doing in Jerusafenf"

"Admiring your fine white body."

Bol der words he had never heard, and she seenmed to know

it. The faintest of flushes stained her cheek. It was, in spite of

everyt hi ng, enchanti ng.

H s blush was fiercer than hers. It took all the strength he

had not to leap at her; to say coolly, "I trust you found it to

your liking."

Her teeth flashed, white and sharp as his own. "It serves its

purpose. How is it that you grow your beard? Franks of your
prctrincss . . . nost often do not."

H s hand went to it. "You don't like it?"

"AUah!" She was | aughing. "Franks! We of the civilized
world maintain chat a man's beauty is only ftufillcd when he
grants it its fiuiest expression.”
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He had not known that. He rubbed his chin. Sonmehow, at
the nonent, it did not feel quite so roughly unkenpt.

"You are vain," said the Saracen, npre anused than not, "for

a hired soldier.”

He stiffened. "Madam in nmy own country I amthe son of a
king."

"I don't doubt it." Nor did she sound as if she cared. "Here,
you arc a foreigner who tries unskillfully to ape Mislim nan-
ners. WIIl you be advised, al-Khalid? Tell the truth where you
can. Where you cannot, do as you see Miuslins do. And

never," she said, "never let them see what |ies between your
navel and your knees."

He stared, unconprehendi ng.
She hissed with inpatience. She sounded |ike an angry cat.

"Mbdesty," she snapped. And when he did not respond quickly
enough: "You arc not circuntised!"



That, he could understand. Hi s cheeks were flam ng. She

had seen altogether too nuch. Unless she was guessing.

She nust be. She woul d know the tales. Saracens call ed Franks
t he Unci r cuncti sed.

Her cat-eyes were bright with nalice. "And, if | nmay advise
you further, you mght do well to consider your accent. You

| ook like a prince of the desert. You speak Arabic |ike a camnel
driver from Al cppo.”

He shifted it to that of a she-denon from PcrsepoHs. "Wuld
this better please nmy |ady?"

She | aughed, not at all dismayed. "Better, yes." Her head
lifted. He heard it as clearly as she. The wailing cry of the
nmuezzin, calling the faithful to prayer. But, much cl oser, the
mur mur of waki ng voi ces. Wthout so much as a gl ance of
farewel I, she vani shed

He had felt it. Perhaps. A nicker of power. But how, or why,
or where it had taken her, he could not begin to tell

It naddened him I|ike a name not quite renenbered. For al
his trying, he gained nothing but an achi ng head.

And a swelling certainty. The next rime, he would follow
her. He woul d | eam who she was, and where she went, and
why she came. Though perhaps the last was not so hard. She
cane for him Because she knew what he was.

Once he had cracked her to her lair, what then? She was as
dangerous as a lioness with cubs. Wat if she had cubs indeed?
And with them a nmate?

He did not |like that thought at all. No; not in the |east.
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The door opened at his back, nearly casting himinto the
room Joanna frowned down at him but with a smle sone-
where under it, and warnmth as strong as an enbrace. "Wat is
it? Were you tal king to someone?"

"No," his tongue said for him "No. No one at all."

He was beginning to see the virtue in the Muslinms' phil oso-

phy of |ove; and the di anobnd edge of irony. A score of years
wi t hout so nuch as a spark of desire, and suddenly his body

yearned not for one wonan, but for two.

No; not exactly. Joanna, he loved for all that she was. Wth
Morgiana, it was sinpler. It was the plain call of beast to beast.
Not | ove, there. Mating.

And yet it was Joanna whose body he knew in its every de-
tail; fromwhose bed he had cone, and to whose bed, Cod
willing, he would go. She woul d never understand why he

sei zed her then and there, where anyone m ght see, and kissed
her thoroughly, and left her gasping and tousl ed and begi n-

ni ng, astonished, to |augh.
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Damascus grew | i ke a mrage across the northern horizon
Mountains walled it, desert besieged it, yet initself it was a
vision of the Mislinms* Paradi se. The caravan had been | ost for
an age, it seenmed, in the bleak bare desert, taking refuge in the
rare patch of grudging green, prey to wind and sun and hordes

of stinging flies. Here was peace. A city of orchards and gar-
dens, alive with the song of water; walls and minarets, dones
and towers mantled in greenery, pale gold stone seenming to

grow out of the earth. No city in the world was ol der, no place
nore bl essed. The roads of gold and silk and spices cane to-

get her here; kings had nade it their dwelling place, and princes
taken their ease anong its gardens. Here, blinded by the |ight
on Kaukab that | ooked upon the city, Paul had begun his
preachi ng; here Abel died at his brother's hand; here, if |egend
were true, had been the Garden of Eden.

It was human enough as one rode close to it, a babel of
cl amor and stenches. But beautiful still; and the green snell
was all about it, the scent of living things. It was utterly for-
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cign. Yet, for a nmonment, to Aidan it recalled nothing so nuch
as the deep places of his own forest of Broccliande.

I n Damascus the House ofl brahimhad its own caravanserai

a great space like a palace, half of it just beyond the walls, half
just within, so that the wall itself was part of it. It had its own
wells, its owm gardens, even its own finger of the river. A king

m ght have claimed less; in the west, certainly, many had.

Det erm ned though he was to cling to his pride, A dan was

hard put not to gawp |ike a yokel at the splendor of the inner
house. Not the King of Jerusalem hinself had carpets half so
fine, or furnishings so exquisite in their perfection.

Here at least, it seemed, he had his proper rank. He was

dammably slow to understand what it neant. The silent, perfect
servants, the long |uxurious bath, the delicacies |aid before him
to assuage his hunger, all conspired to make himforget what

he shoul d never have pernitted: that fromthe nonent he

passed the door, he had not seen Joanna.

This, truly, was Islam He was a nman; here was his place. She
was a wonan and a great |ady. The harem had her. And there,
quietly but nost firmy, he was forbidden to go. He was not

her close kin, or her master, or—as CGod and the world well
knew—her husband, to be granted the honor of her face. No
matter that he had seen it every day.sincc he cane to Jerusal em
The customwas different here, and eyen a prince m ght not
easily stand against it.

The nmaster of the caravanserai was no nenial; he was a

prince of nerchants hinself, brother to Margaret's nother. He
apol ogi zed with eastern profuseness, and agreed that it was

i nsufferabl e, but he would not revoke the prohibition. "Yes,'
he said over the dinner which Aidan could hardly touch for



fretting. "Yes, O prince, truly | understand. But | pray you
hunbly to consi der where we are, and what runmor will nake of

your insistence. You are young, and she, and her husband far

fromhere, and honor is nmuch nore delicate a thing anong

our people than in the | and of the Franks- Wuld you di shonor
her for no good cause?"

"What use will honor be to her when she is dead?"

Hajji Mustafa raised his plump ringed hands in protest. "Al-

lah forbid'" he said. "And we, as He will allow. Be at rest, O
prince. She is safe here. Her guards are of the best; ny w ves
and concubines will watch over her and nmke her wel cone. W
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arc all her kinsmen- W will defend her, if need be, with our
lives."

And so they might. Aidan chose not to say it. This soft-
seem ng man had Margaret's core of steel; and this was not, as
he had so courteously pointed out, Aidan's world. He had no

pl ace here except on the sufferance of the House, nor would he
be wise to begin by testing it to its limts.

Joanna was not suffering. She was not even thinking of him
she was exchangi ng gossip with her uncle's senior wfe.

Hajji Mustafa was excell ent conpany, even for a sullen and
snarling prince. It was little enough credit to Aidan that he
muted his snarls and nustered a snmile, albeit with clenched
teeth. That was nmerely prudence, the instinct of the courtier
waki ng al most too late. It would ill serve Joanna to have her
uncl e wonderi ng why her guardsman was half nmad at being
parted from her.

Ai dan escaped as soon as he mght, with as nuch courtesy as

he could nuster. It seemed to be enough. Parigue excused it,

and the strangeness of a new place to senses trained in the west.
He was aware that he was being studied. Some of the servants
seened di sappointed that he | ooked so ordinary, except for his
hei ght. They had been hoping for red hair, or yellow at |east,
and a shaven j aw.

They woul d have been interested to see himin his chanber,

pacing like a leopard in a cage, weighing his chances of slipping
into the harem Not so difficult for his powers, that. But if she
was heavily attended, as she nmust be, his entry al one would do

no good at all.

Soneone scratched at his door. He opened his nouth to cal
out a dism ssal, but snapped it shut. He sprang to | oose the
bar .

Dura stood outside in her veils and her fear and her tongue-
| ess silence, her eyes like a rabbit's when the hawk flies over it.
Her reluctance was as clear as a cry, but with it an odd, twi sted
approbation. She |l oved her mstress; she took a perverse pride



in her mstress' choice of lover. A denon prince, it seened, was
preferable to a Nornman baron

She pointed to Aidan's cloak that hung by the door, and
beckoned. Her mind bore an inmage of water and of greenery;

of a place well hidden from unwel come eyes: a grotto in the
garden, patently designed for such trysts as these.

Joanna was there, sitting on the grass in a glinmer of |anp-
[ight. She was no Joanna that he knew. Not the Prankish | ady
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in the black that so ill becane her; not the trousered rider of
the caravan, sitting her horse with the light free carriage of a
boy. This was a princess of the House of I|brahnmi, her hair
washed with henna and conbed into curls and scented with
rosewat er, her eyes painted with kohl, her body clothed in silks
that did its richness justice.

Her swift blinding smite was Joanna's, her arms about him

her quick darting kisses. So too the way she pushed him

back, searching himwi th her eyes. She |aughed her |ight clear
| augh, which always startled him husky as her voice was when
she spoke. "They've nade an Arab prince of you!"

He had not even noticed what they dressed himin, except

that there was a great deal of it. Her enbrace had disl odged the
jewel ed cap. He nade no nove to regain it. "And you," he

sai d. "You've becone an odalisque."

She paused and sobered wholly. "You don't—-

He pulled her to him "You | ook splendid. You snell Iike
heaven. You feel . . ."Hi s hands |ost thenselves in silk. "You
feel like a queen in Araby."

"I ama queen in Araby."

They had done sonething to her skin. Scented oils; powders
of inprobable richness. Sonething in himwanted to hate it.
Hi s hands reveled in it.

She had to show himhow it all canme off, his own as nuch as
hers. Naked in the nest of it, her'hair tunbled out of its bind-
i ngs, she was as splendid as this land they lay in.

"You're smooth," he said, startled. "All of you."

He had not known all of the places a woman coul d bl ush

"It's the custom here. For cleanliness. Wen they started, |1+
didn't think to argue." She | ooked angry. "You hate it. | can
tell."

"It's different. |I've never imagined ..." He knew where a
man coul d blush. He was doing it. So: that was what they had
been offering, in the bath. He had been indignant in refusal



Shaggy barbarian, they would have been thinking him

He nust have said it aloud. She was shaki ng her head. "Not

you. You're as clean-skinned as a boy. Except . . ." Her hand
was in the thicket, teasing himinto pleasure. "Don't |let them
shave your head, ny |love. You have beautiful hair."

That was not where her hand was. "How strange. Every-
thing but the beard. Wereas the Ranks—

"Not hi ng but the beard." Her free hand tugged at his.

"This, too. | think I like it. It gives your face a certain air.

120 IJwWlt b Tarr

"Age. "
"That, yes. You look all of twenty-three."

"I was hoping for twenty-five."
"Maybe in an inch or four," she said. She was doi ng wanton
and wi cked things. Sonme of themwere as new to himas the
kohl on her eyelids; and much nore distracting.

"Did you leamall that in an afternoon?"

She was drowsily sated, but she had strength left for a grin.
"Wuldn't you like to know?"

Sonmewhat bel atedly his nood i npressed itself on her. She
peered at him near blind as always in the di mess. Her fingers
found his knotted brows. He would not snooth themfor that.

"I's somet hing wong?" she asked him "Is it something |'ve
done?"
"You," he said, "no."

It took her alarmingly little time to understand. Wich, he
rem nded hinself, was why he | oved her. "Aidan," she said,

hal f | aughing, half tender. "Aidan, love, | should have warned
you. | thought you'd know. It was evident enough in the cara-
van. "

"Not to me." Hi s body was knotting dangerously. Gimy he
quelled it. No; no rage here. Not with her honor as its price.
Though she dared-she dared—+to speak to himin that tone.

Warm Indulgent. As if he had been a child.

She tried to soothe himwith kisses. His |lips were set against

her. "Do you think I like it, either?" she demanded. "It's a
nui sance. But you see how easy it is to evade. Easier than the
caravan. Here, no one will trouble us, and no one will suspect

that either of us is in any bed but the proper one."
"How can you be sure?"
"I can. | have a roomwith a bolt on its door, and Dura is

guarding it- And this isn't a haremw th intrigues. Not of that
kind."



"So," he said, "here. And what, when we cone to Al eppo?
WIl it be as easy there? O wilt | ride out with my ballocks for a
neckl ace?"

She gasped. It was trying not to be |aughter. "Believe ne,
nmy dear |ord, whatever comes of this, that will not be how you
pay for it."

"You haven't answered the rest."

Nor did she, for a long noment. "I . . . don't know. Can't
we leave it for when we face it? W have a fortnight here, or
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nore, if the caravan's business warrants. Then the road agai n.
Maybe by then well be at each other's throats.”

“Not |."

She stroked his check. "Nor I," she confessed softly. "Please,
love. | was so miserable, and suddenly |I'm so happy. It can't

last, | knowthat. But while it does, | want to savor it. WIIl you
give me that? | Ve never asked for a gift fromyou. Ill never ask
anot her."

She was too wi se. Too wonderfully, dammably wise. He laid
hi s hand over her heart. It beat |like a bird s beside his own,
nortal -hard, nortal-swift. "Have | told you that | |ove you?"

He never had. She had al ways known without telling. But

words were strong; they had power. Wth a cry al nost of pain,
she flung herself upon him Hot tears scal ded his shoul der
They were not tears of grief. Not entirely.

"For this little while," he prom sed her, holding her, "I shal
be joyful. For you."

She raised a tear-stained face. "Wth nme?"
"Wth you," he said.
She sm | ed, danp and | um nous and i mreasurably happy.

Poor prince, Joanna reflected. He was not only wild with

fear for her safety. He was jeal ous; and, however briefly, out of
his element. He would settle to it..,This was a fine wi de world
for a man of rank, and a high adventure.

For a wonman it was different. Stranger, nore secret. Yet not,
as the ignorant might think, altogether |ike a cage. The bars
were gilded, and the key was in her hand, if she took care to
wield it wsely.

Men had their world under the sun, their bright swords,

their wars and their conquests. Mst of them never knew, or
chose to forget, that there was another world, an inner world,
a world of veils and lattices and curtained litters. No swords
glittered (here; the sun was shaded, or trapped in walls. Yet a



ki ngdom coul d rise and fall on words spoken wi thin those hid-
den pl aces.

Joanna was no nmistress of the inner realm For that, one
needed to be born and raised to it; and she was distressingly
prone to fits of rebellion. Still, her nother had taught her ai
that she could | eam and she had spent two years in the harem
in Al eppo. She knew how t he game was played, if not the
fullness of its conplexities.

Pranki sh bl ood and breedi ng woul d cam pardon for sone of
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what she | acked. Her standing in the House ofl brahi mwoul d
serve for the rest- Trade, at |east, she knew, and some of the
ways of courts.

She had al ways got on well with Uncle Miustafa's wi ves;

Umm Jafar in particular, who was ol der than he and em nently
sensible. It was she as much as he who managed t he House of
| brahim s affairs in Damascus.

It was she who took Joanna to call on the |adies of her

acquai ntance. Not all were merchants' w ves. Nor were all Arab
or Syrian- Scljuk | adies were not, |ike Franks, overproud of the
di vi si on between war and commerce. To these, of late, had

been added a Kurdi sh khatun or two, the new sultan being of

that nation, and as given as any other man to filling high of-
fices with his Kkin-

As was only logical. Womelse could one trust, if not one's
fam|y?

They were all intrigued by the Frank who spoke Arabic |ike

an Al eppan nobl ewonan. Damascenes, however, had grace.

They did their best not to make her feel |ike a hul king for-

ei gner. They did not, out of delicacy, ask her why she travel ed
wi t hout her husband. They were quite willing, even eager, to
hear other escort, the Prankish knight of whomtheir husbands
were speaking with no little interest.

She shoul d have been better prepared. She kept wanting to

bl ush and stanmer: and these eyes, trained to intrigue, would
reckon up every slip and stunble, and know exactly what it
signi fied.

And what if they did? Wat could they prove? Wiy shoul d
they want to? She woul d have wagered that she was not the
only woman in Damascus who found contentnent el sewhere
than in the nmarri age bed.

She did not stop blushing for that, but her voice steadied

adm rably. "Handsone?" she would repeat when they asked.

"I'f you like the Persian beauty, plunp and toothsone, no, not

at all. But if you like themlong and {can |ike hunting cats, oh
yes, he is a handsone nman. |ike the young nmoon i n Ranadan

Li ke a hawk in the desert." Then she would smile, white and

wi cked. "No, not like a Frank at all. He actually |ooks civi-



lized."

Then they would all |augh, and the sweets would go round

agai n, and sonetimes she would have to go on and tell one or
two of Gereint's less perilous tales, but nore often they would
tell their own tales of beautiful men whomthey had seen or
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heard or dreaned of. Sone of the tales would have buntd a
man's ears, could he have heard them Wnen in the harem
saved their prudery for their menfolKk.

Thi s nmorning Umm Jafar was particularly insistent that

Joanna pay proper attention to her toilet. Joanna was never at
her best in the norning, even when she was allowed to |ie abed
until the sun was high; and last night had been rather nore
strenuous than usual. She wanted to |ie about the garden and
dream not play politics in the guise of harem gossip.

She submitted with poor grace to prinking and preeni ng and

pai nting. There was a new wardrobe for her, fromdrawers to

cl oak, even finer than the one she had been wearing. This had

gold thread all about its edges; the overgown and the cl oak

were the sane cloudy blue as her eyes- Alia insisted that Joanna
—Jahana, they said here—borrow her |apis necklace, and of

course the eardrops nust go with them and the fillet co hold

the veil. Wen all of them were done, she was hung with jewels
like a sultana, and her nobod was, in spite of itself, beginning to
i ghten.

If he could sec her now -
Toni ght .

Umm Jaf ar was waiting. There was the ordeal of the litter to

face, the rocking and swaying in stifling confinenment, each of

t hem doi ng her best not to fall-into the other's |lap. Unm

Jafar, even at her age, had a dancer's bal ance. She never lost it,
not once.

Joanna was learning to treat it like a horse or a canel. Ride
with it, yes. Distract herself with chatter. Resist strenuously the
urge to rip the curtains aside and | eap out into the street.

"Where are we goi ng today?" she asked when they were well
on their way, the porters settled into their jouncing stride, the
eunuch clearing a path with a voice like a war trunpet.

Umm Jaf ar was a stout confortable woman, her figure |ong

since gone in bearing her brood of sons, but there was spirit in
her yet. It made her black eyes sparkle. "To the palace," she
answer ed.

Joanna gave that the pause it deserved. "You have friends
t here?"

"Kin," said Um Jafar w thout excessive smugness. "You
woul dn't know ny cousin Rashida who married an emr from
Baal bek. Her daughter nmarried an emr from Damascus, who



happened to be related to Miuin al-Din, who was ruler of the
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city before the old sultan seized it. Miin al-Din, of course, is
father to the Emr Masud, and to Ismat al-Din Khatun."

Joanna had been keeping track of the spate of names. It was
easier than it m ght have been a week ago: she was | earning
rapidly. "lIsmat al-Din? The old sultan's wi dow?"

"And the new sultan's wife. They were married just before
you cane."

Joanna sat back anong the cushions. Here, indeed, was a
coup.

Umm Jafar sniled at her expression. "The nen might wait a

year for a private audience with the sultan. W—why, we make

a social caD on connections of the fanmly, share our gossip, tel
atale or two, while away an afternoon. Wat could be sim

pl er?"

Joanna | aughed and appl auded her. "As sinple as sunrise.
You shoul d have been an enpress.”

"What, and | eave Mustafa to manage by hinself? He'd be
selling gold at barley prices, and then where woul d the House
be?"

It was possible, with practice, to see the city with one's ears,
and with one's runmp on the litter's cushions. Joanna knew
enough not to peer out. She would likely see nothing but the
sweat i ng shoul ders of the porter in front. She was aware that
the crush of the city had changed, muted, cleared sonewhat.
That woul d be the gate of the citadel after the knot of the
mar ket about it. Somewhere a canel roared. Hoofs clattered: a
horse; a donkey woul d never meke that sw ft arrogant sound.
They did not pass any of the inner gates open to the men.
There was another for them snaller and nore secret, and its
guards called the challenge in eunuchs' voices.

Here, abruptly, was quiet. The litter lowered to the ground.
Joanna blinked in the dazzle of a courtyard, sneezing in sur-
prise at the scent of sun and danci ng water and, heavy and
sweet, roses. A servant was waiting, a black eunuch of inpecca-
ble dignity, who greeted them and offered themthe ritual ba-
sin to wash their hands and faces. Uwm Jafar, Joanna could

see, was pleased. He was a servant of some standing; that im
plied that the guests were reckoned worthy of him

Joanna nmoved carefully, with an eye on Urfm Jafar. A sul -
tan's haremwas different even fromthat of a great emr.

Ri cher, imreasurably, and larger, though this one seened to
boast nore space than occupants. Saladin was new still to his
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pl ace; he had been sultan of Egypt before he took Syria. The
bul k of his famly would be in Cairo; here was only what was



necessary for the dignity of his Syrian wife-

Fromthat |ady's perspective, such mght not be an ill bar-
gai n. She was spoils of war, but she had been a queen. She had
val ue; she had her husband to herself, without the interference
of her fellow w ves.

Joanna shivered lightly in the cool of the passage. Wen she
was feeling sony for herself, she needed but reflect that she
coul d have been born in Islam

The austerity for which the Sultan Nur al-Din had been fa-

nmous, and which Sal adin was said to iro :, was hardly appar-
ent here. Muslimplaces al ways seened bare to Prankish eyes,
because they were so sparsely furni shed—a cushion or two, a
tabl e, sonetinmes a divan—but that bareness was nmade | umi -

nous by the adornment of walls and floor. Carpets that w d-
ened her trade-wi se eyes; riles of gold and green and white and
the pure, piercing blue of Isfahan; and everywhere, the words
of the Koran transnuted into flowi ng art.

The queen entertained guests in a chanber |ike a pavilion

open on the garden and anot her of the dancing fountains that

were peculiar to Danmascus. Today there were but one or two

other callers, and those known to Umm Jafar, who was net

with every expression of delight. She nade obei sance, with

Joanna a bream behind; Ismat al-Din accepted it as her due,

but dism ssed further servility with the- flick of a tiny hennacd
hand.

She was small, even for a Syrian: hardly larger than a child.
Joanna could not decide if she was beautiful. Suprenmely artful
yes, in her dress and in her enhancenent of what Allah had

gi ven her, and she had the shape so bel oved of the poets: ful
breasts, tiny waist, extravagant swell of hips and haunches, ful
round thighs tapering to dainty feet. A Frank night have
found her grotesque. A Muslimwould have |usted after her
body, but wondered if her chin were perhaps a little too

poi nted, her nouth too wi de, her eyes large and dark enough
but never the great languid calf-eyes of perfect beauty. Her
gaze was bold and direct and nost disconcertingly intelligent,
with a light init that bespoke anything but meek docility.

She seened not too taken aback by her hul ki ng Pranki sh
guest. "Here," she commanded. Her voice was clear and rather
sharp. "Sit by nme. It's ages since | saw a new face."

"Not even your husband' s?"
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Joanna woul d happily have bitten her tongue in half. |snat

| aughed, full and free. "Except his! Not that he was new. His
sister married my brother years ago. He used to come and visit
when his wars would allow "

There were sighs around the circle. Ah yes, the gl ances said.
A long romance, a love tragically sundered by her marriage of
state to the old sultan



"He was," said Ismat, "a remarkably call ow boy."

"I hope he grew up," Joanna said.

The queen smiled. She had excellent teeth: not an easy ac-
conplishment in the sugared idleness of the harem "He

grew," she said, "indeed." For an instant her eyes softened. "A
mai den has no choice. A wi dow does. Even a wi dow who is

spoils of war. | accepted himfor nmy fanily's sake. | remain for
my own."

That was remarkabl e candor before a stranger, but it seened
to be her way: no one was unduly shocked. Joanna had to

rem nd herself that she was not talking to a Frank. "M noth-
er's second marriage was like that. The first husband for the
fam ly, she says. The second for herself."

"And she is content."
Joanna's throat tightened. "She was."

Umm Jaf ar was maki ng troubl ed noi ses. One of the others
bent toward Ismat al-Din. Joanna forestalled themboth. "He's
dead. He was killed. By an Assassin."

Suddenly the pavilion was very still. Even here, that nane
was not uttered lightly. Muslins did not cross thensel ves.
They murrmured words of prayer and guard.

"Tell me," said Ismat al-Din.

If she had been a man, she would been a form dable warrior
Joanna, in answering, could be surprised at how swiftly they
had come to the point. It was far nore |like the easterners to
talk in circles round it for days on end, then to edge toward it
by excruci ati ng degrees.

Ismat al-Din had decided to be direct. |ike a Frank. Perhaps
it amused her, so to indul ge the barbarian

No, Joanna thought, watching her face as the tal e unfol ded.

It was nothing so petty. It was courtesy; courtliness as a west-
erner woul d perceive it. And—yes—sone snmall degree of plea-

sure in playing at foreign ways. To a Syrian, it would be Iike
gal | opi ng headl ong down a nount ai nsi de, and Al |l ah al one

knew what was at the bottom

The others, even Urm Jafar, seened giddy with the speed
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of it, Ismat was intent. \When she asked questions, they were to
t he point.

It was not as hard to tell as Joanna had expected. She could

set herself apart fromit; tell it like a story, |like something |ong
ago and far away. She had to put in Aidan, and Ranul f, and

because of Ranulf, Ainery.

That is barbaric," said one of the wonen. Later, Joanna



prom sed herself, she would trouble to remenber her nane.
They take our darlings away, yes, it is witten that they nust.
But not fromthe breast, la AUah! The man is mad."

Ismat silenced her with a long | evel |ook. To Joanna she said,
"I't was bold of you to leave him Is it true, Christians have no
di vorce?"

"None for a woman. A man can put his wife aside, if she

gives himno sons, if he can afibrd to buy a di spensation. If
she's bont himsons, there's no recourse in | aw. Though

maybe, if he's strong enough to get a bishop in his pocket, and
to cozen Rone . "

| smat shook her head. The jewels on her fillet glinted, bright
as the fountain's fall in the sunlight. "It would be enough to
make a woman profess Islam”

"Or a man," Joanna said. "One wife at atine is a grievous
bur den. "

"Even for the wfe?"

"At | east your husband won't lifr and hi de when he takes a
fancy for sonmeone el se. He goes, satisfies hinmself, and if you' ve
done your work well, cones back to you."

"And if he docs not, why then. God has willed it, and God

will judge." As would Ismat, fromthe glitter of her eyes. "I
grieve for you, Jahana. | nmarvel at your courage. My husband

is no stranger to the death that cones from Masyaf. Twice he

has been assaulted in the mdst of his armes, this past nonth
and nore, he laid siege to the fortress itself. Alas, God wlled
that he fail. The O d Man of the Muwuntain is no easy oppo-
nent."

"Nor am1," said Joanna. "Nor is the prince who rides with
me. W& have sworn vengeance on Sinan. God will see that we
winit."

She nust have | ooked nore deadly than she knew. The

worren seened shocked and rather frightened. |smat regarded
her with a degree of respect, "I w sh you good fortune," she
sai d.

"You honor ne," said Joanna.
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Again Ismat dismissed the courtesy with a gesture. "W are
friends. | give you your due. Cone; would you sec mny gar-
den?"

13

Whi | e Joanna nmade her way through the harenms of Damascus,

Ai dan had been establishing his presence in the outer cham
bers. He, like her, was a curiosity; unlike her, on Mistafa's
advi ce he went about w thout disguise, as Frank and kni ght
and, when it mattered, prince.



He went nore than once to the pal ace. He was not granted
audi ence, but he did not seek it. He wanted to see what this
man was who was Sultan of Syria, what kind of nen he kept
about him how he went about ruling his domains.

To the eyes of a prince from Rhiyana, Salah al-Din Yusufibn

Ayyub was an upstart, an adventurer, a hired sol dier who had
risen out of nothing to seize a throne. He was neither Arab nor
royal Seljuk but a Kurd, a nercenary's son, pupil of the irasci-
ble old warrior who was his uncle. The old nan had gone into
Egypt with his nephew unwilling behind him to wnit for the
Seljuk sultan; and win it he had, and well. Too well. Nur al-Din
didill to entrust that venture to a hireling while he tarried in
Damascus. He who had | ooked to becone |ord of Egypt as of

Syria, saw the hireling' s young ki nsman nmade sultan in Cairo:

t he servant becone, all unlocked for, a master and an equal
Then when the sultan died, Saladin came out of Egypt, to
secure Syria, he attested with linpid sincerity, for the old
sultan's heir. Now the young heir was mewed up in the walls
of Al eppo, and Sal adin was sultan in Damascus, |ord by force
of arms of both Syria and Egypt.

He was still young for such an em nence: two years short of
forty. He followed Nur al-Din's exanple of austerity, in that he
affected no richness of dress, nor any ostentation but what his
of fice could not escape. He favored bl ack, know ng perhaps

that he looked well in it: a slender man of mddle height, with
a fair olive skin beneath the weathering of war, his dark beard
cut cl ose about his narrow jaw, and a healing scar running into
it: swordcut, perhaps, or dagger-slash. Wen Aidan first saw
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himsitting on the dais in his diwan, the rime of public audi-
ence, he had little enough presence, except what people gave
hi m by making hi mtheir center. \Wen the di scussi on wan-
dered, he shrank into obscurity.

Then, it seened, he had had enough. He did not nove, nor

for a noment did he speak, but suddenly he loomed in his

pl ace. When he spoke, although he hardly raised his voice, he
spoke in silence. It mattered little what he said. He had nas-
tered his diwan.

That was ki ngshi p. Not inborn, perhaps, and certainly not
in the blood, but |ong studied and nost well nastered.

Ai dan was discovering that he |iked these Saracens. Their art

of graceful indirection was not one for which he would ever

have nuch patience, but as a gane it was entertaining, and it
was conducted in an atnosphere of unfailing civility. That was
not to say that they were gentle people. They were as cruel as
cats, predators to a man, but graceful predators. Fire of spirit
was much admired anmong them particularly if it went hand in
hand wi th sweet ness of speech; their tongues, |like their dag-
gers, were subtle and w ckedly sharp

He, eneny and infidel though he was, was nade nost wel -



cone. Hospitality was as holy as war, and as long as he did not
wage the latter, the forner was his for the asking. Anmong the
emrs it was the fashion to vie in generosity; there was always a
tale of a man who had beggared hinself between the giving of

al ms and the entertai nment of guests. Oten he won it all back
agai n, by the sinple expedient of accepting alnms and being a
guest where before he had been the bestower ofl argesse.

"I think you could teach the Christians a thing or two,"
Ai dan sai d.

He was in the pal ace yet again, acconpanying Miustafa on an
errand to one of the mnisters in the House of Justice: a matter
of trade, in which he would adnmit no interest. As often hap-
pened, there was a conpany drilling in one of the courts, and a
gat hering of hangers-on to watch and | ay wagers. Some of

t hese had found a stranger nore engrossing than exercises with
spear and sword, and wandered over to make his acquai ntance.

In his own country he was no nore than respectably rail.
Here he towered over al! but the tallest. That and his Prankish
cotte, and the cross on his breast, made hi mremarkabl e.

It was something, to be stared at as a Frank and not as a
witch's get. There was no one here to spread rumors of his
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lineage. He settled in to be what they took himfor, a young
i nfidel knight with a taste for travel and a kin-tie with the
House of | brahi m

They happened to be tal king as young men will, not of hos-
pitality but of war. Before he came to Qutremer, Aidan had
been proud of his handsone | ongsword; it was a good bl ade, as
good as the west could offer, but here it was only mniddling.

"Your armor, now," said one of his new acquai ntances,

"that's as good as any there is. Your horses are slow, but their
wei ght overwhel ns our slender-I|egged beauties. But when it

cones to bl ades, you could, indeed, learn fromus in Islam"

The ot hers nodded, agreeing. He was the youngest, a bright-

eyed youngling just beginning his first beard, and he was sone-

what given to the pomposity of youth; but the rest seened to

think that he was entitled to it. He raised a finger like a naster
in a Mtdrasa, and went on with his instruction. "The best

bl ades conme fromlndia, or fromCh'in. They have arts there,

secrets passed down through | ong ages from master to appren-

tice. Some say there's magic init. Certainly there is a power in
the forging of fine steel, that comes to reside in the steel itself,
and gives the blade a life of its own."

"I's there truly magic in the working?" A dan asked.

The boy's mask of solemity slipped; he grinned. "Didn't |
say it was a secret?"

"I"ve heard tell," said a slightly older man, "that part of the
nmystery is (he quenching of the blade in blood. Fresh bl ood,



for choice. So every blade, as its first act in the world, pierces
the heart of a captive."

"Maybe, " said the boy. "Maybe not. Maybe only for the very
best of all."

"Therefore," said Aidan, "magic. A great blade is like a living
creature. It has its pride and its tenper; it becones a part of the
armthat wields it."

The boy regarded himw th dawni ng respect. "You know
steel . "

"W have a noddi ng acquai ntance. |'ve worked a bl ade or
two nysel f: enough to know how exacting a nystery it is."

The boy's respect deepened, but |eavened with a heal thy
skepticism "I've never heard that a Prankish baron woul d set
his hand to a trade."”

"To an art," said Aidan, "even a prince mght condescend."

"Did you make that?" the boy asked, indicating Aidan's
swor d.
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Ai dan | aughed and shook his head. "You flatter me beyond

nmy deserts. A sword is nore than | shall ever aspire to; even a
dagger taxes ny poor skill." He drew the one he carried and
held it up. "You see," he said.

The boy examined it with every evidence of an expert's eye,
fromfine-honed point to plain and rather worn silver hilt. "It's
not bad. Well bal anced; a decent edge. No nonsense about it."

Ai dan wel coned it back, sheathing it. It was not displeased
to be judged as it was. "You know steel," he said, returning the
boy's own words.

The boy shrugged. "I know what | was taught."

"I shak," someone expl ai ned, "was taught in the best schoo

of all. He's a swordsmith's son."

| shak shrugged again. "That's nothing wonderful. Il never

make a snmith nyself. Allah's jest on our famly. 1've no gift at

all for the making of steel, but | seemto have the glimer of a
talent for wielding it. | can judge it, a little, but as a swordsnman

does, not as a smth."

H's friends snorted. "Don't listen to him He's the best
swordsman in the conpany, and the best judge of a blade. His
father is the best smth in Danascus."”

That last, at |east, |Ishak could agree to. "He has the art from
his father and his father's father, back to the first of us, who
cane fromlIndia. H s blades are as good as any in the world."

Ai dan tensed |like a hound on a hot scent. He kept his voice



cool, his expression nmldly interested. "He rmust offer his wares
only to kings."

El egant young lordling though he seened to be, |shak had

an artisan's scorn for pretty fancies. "Were's the sense in that?
Kings aren't thick on the ground here. He's not cheap, it's

true, but if a man can pay, ny father will give himwhat he's

paid for."

"Surely he's nuch in demand. "
"He has as nmuch work as he wants to do."

Ai dan nodded, smiling. "Someday |'d like to sec a bl ade
fromhis forge."

"That's easy," said Ishak. "Come and visit it."
"Ah," Aidan said. "Surely-his valuable time—his secrets—=

"He's always glad to talk to a nman who knows steel. Even—
He caught hinsel f.

Even a Frank. Aidan's smle did not waver- "Maybe | will
cone," he said, "one day. To tal k about steel."

| shak was delighted. "Then let it be soon! Come— He
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paused, struck with a thought. "Cone tonmorrow. |'ve a day's
| eave then. I'mwth the Emr Masud; everyone knows where
his house is. Meet ne there after the norning prayer."

As easily as that. Aidan presented hinmsel f when and where he
was bi dden, and found that he was expected. He had chosen

not to be a Frank today; |shak grinned at the Arab nobl eman
who seened to be calling on him and enbraced himas if they
had been brothers. "Sir Frank! You make a fine soldier of the
Faith."

I shak, it seemed, reserved his solemity for strangers. He
linked arms with Aidan and bore himout of the enmir's house,
calling farewells to his poor inprisoned conrades.

He was ol der than Thi baut had been, and there was not a

grain of shyness in him Yet, slight and dark and sl ender as he
was, delighting in his possession of such a prize as Aidan, he
was painrully Iike the boy who was gone. Even his standing in
the world. He was like a squire, a youth in training for war
under a knight, the Emr Masud who was the sultan*s ftiend

and chanpion. It had been a gift, he said, a favor to a ki nsman;

the emr did not seemto be regretting the bargain. "My lord
got a sword out of it, and my father got rid of an enbarrass-
ment. N ne generations of smiths like no others in the world,
and | had to be worthless even for shoeing horses.”

"You're the only son?"



"As Allah willed," said Ishak, not too nournfully. "By God's
good fortune, blessed be He, ny father found an apprentice

with every bit of the talent | |ack, and he was of an age and an
inclination to marry ny youngest sister and get her a son. The
house and the art arc safe, and |'mfree to be what God or-
dained ne to be. God," he said as one who knew, "is very

great."

"Amen," said Aidan, catching hinself before he signed the
Cross.

| shak ski pped round a beggar, and flashed his teeth at a
whore who was either excessively late to bed or unwontedly

early to rise. "lI'mnot expected home till after the noonday
sernmon. There are places where a nman can go, if a man be a
Muslim. . ." His eyes danced sidelong. "Arc you a hellion

sir Frank?"
Ai dan | aughed al oud. "In.nn the cradle.™

| shak cl apped his hand- "Wbnderful!" He tilted his head.
"You need a nane. In case, ;imknow ... | can't be calling
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you Sir Frank, or Aidan." He said it as oddly as Mrgi ana had.
"So, then. Wat shall we call you?"

"Khalid," said Aidan promptly, barely checking even after he
had said it.

"Khalid," said Ishak, approving. "Friend Khalid, | do believe
I like you."

It was inpossible to dislike this young inp with no talent for
sm thing. Aidan had cone for the father's sake. He was anply
pl eased, now, for the son's. Even if he gained no blade from
this, he had gained a friend.

It was Friday, the Miuslim sabbath. Therefore every true be-
liever was enjoined to purify hinself in the bath, the hamrmam
that was one of the wonders of the eastern world.

Under the nanme Morgi ana had given him Aidan was re-
m nded of her as he stripped to bathe. Mislinms were nodest:

they covered their bodies, always, fromnavel to knee. It served
wel | for the conceal ment of an uncircunti sed Frank.

They took |Ishak away for the nore arcane rites of the bath.

Ai dan | acked the courage for them He lingered in the outer
room watching the nen who cane and went, listening to their
talk. He attracted hardly a glance. They were plain folk here,
no princes, no beggars; solid, respectable citizens, their sons,
occasionally their servants. Here he .heard pure the grace of
speech that was Damascus—ri nci ng, an Al eppan woul d say,

with resort to the proverb: Al eppans have the tongues of nen;

Damascenes, of wonen. To which a Damascene would reply with
reference to the boorishness of Aleppo.



There was a lute-player in a corner, and a player on a drum

and a blind singer with a voice of that mngling of strength and
purity which only eunuchs can attain. There seenmed to be no
words to his song, only the stream of pure notes.

"You arc civilized," said |Ishak, appearing beside Aidan

snooth as an egg but for his brows and his long | ashes and the
tentative foray of his beard. Aidan had to | abor not to starc- He
was not, mercifully, the only long-haired man in the hamram

Here and there was a Turk with his braids hangi ng down his

back, or a curly-headed boy, or, once, an Arab with the | ook of
the desert, tense as a wolf in a cage.

A tension which Aidan could well conprehend. He foll owed

I shak through the stages of the bath, strange as they were, but
a wonder to his skin. He could learn very quickly to find this
[ uxury a necessity.
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"You have none at hone?" |shak was appalled. "Wat do you
do?"

"Littl e enough," Aidan admitted. "Rivers in sumer, or the

sea. Water in tubs in the winter, if we insist on it; though it's
said to court one's death of cold. In ny city there's still a
Roman bath, but we've long since lost the full rite of it. W
swimin the pools. Sonmetines we fire the furnace and have a
festival."

| shak shook his head, incredulous. "No hanmam | can't
conceive of it."

He was still shaking his head when they came out, purified
to their fingers' ends. Aidan had deci ded what he woul d do
when he came hone again: revive the Ronman rite, or as close
to it as he could manage. The priests would how. He could
hardly wait to hear them

They woul d how |ouder yet if they could sec himnow Ful

of Saracen nmeat and bread, beside a Saracen whelp, in a Saracen
nosque. Not the Mosque of the Urayyads that was the great-

est in the world, in which the sultan woul d pronounce the
sernmon, |shak was a nan of |esser pretensions. There were hal f

a thousand snal |l er nosques in Damascus: many, |ike this one,

the gift of arich man's piety. A court, a fountain in which the
fai thful cleansed thenselves for prayer, a mnaret from which
the nmuezzin called themto it, and within, the w de, enpty,
carpeted expanse with its nmany hanging | anps, its carven pul -
pit, and its m hrab, the niche of prayer racing south toward
Mecca. No inmge, no icon, no shape of living thing in paint or

gl ass or stone; not even an altar. An elder led the prayer, but he
was no priest as a Christian would understand it; he merely

gui ded where any could foll ow

Ai dan's back stiffened in revolt. Wiat was he doing here?
What madness was this, this dance of standing, kneeling, grov-
eling before an alien god?



And he had been shocked that the Knights Hospitaller could
enter a pact with the Saracen sultan. They at |east kept their
faith unsullied. They did not bow before Allah, even in show.

"Al'l one has to do," Ishak had told him "to profess Islam is
to utter with a pure heart the words of faith."

There is no god but God, and Muhammad is the Prophet of Cod.

No. Aidan did as Muslins did, here in their place of worship
where no infidel should come, but the prayers he nurnured
were not the prayers of Islam H's Church had no | ove for such
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a creature as he was, but it was his Church. He woul d not
forsake it for the preachings of a madman out of Arabia.

To be sure, it was a splendid gane. |Ishak's youth was infec-
tious. He was, Aidan realized, a season or two ol der than

Joanna; yet, for all of that, years younger. He was a child still,
with a child' s lively sense of m schief.

And he did not know what Aidan was. A Frank was alien

enough; he was anply content, and quite w ckedly eager to
present his father with it. Hs father, Aidan could hope, would
survive the shock.

14
"Are you ripe for mschief?"

Sayyi da al nost dropped the jar of oil which she was fetching
fromthe storeroom Hasan, who had followed her ably on al
fours, rolled to his fat runmp and crowed. Morgi ana swept him
up, to his high delight, but her eyes were on Sayyida. "WlIl?"

That was utterly |like her. Gone without a word for however

| ong she pl eased, then back w thout a word of greeting, pro-
posi ng some new deviltry- Sayyida, for-whomthe nonth be-
tween had not been of the best, was sorely tenpted. But

"I can't," she said. "What will | do w th Hasan?"

"Bring himw th us."
"Wher e?"

It had slipped out, past a stronger refusal. Morgiana' s eyes
sparkled. "Qut. To the bazaar. To the nosque. When did you

| ast hear a Friday sernon?"

"I can't," said Sayyida, taking a firner grip on the jar and
setting off for the kitchen

Morgi ana | et her deliver the oil to Fahi mah and di scover that
she woul d not be needed again for yet a while. "CGo," said her
father's wife, who always spoiled Sayyi da when Mt her and

Laila were not there to restrain her. "Take the baby and have a
little rest in the garden.™



Sayyi da strode out of the kitchen with fire in her eye, to
nmeet Morgiana's wide and wicked smle. "You put a spell on
her!"
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"I did not," said Morgiana. "Fetch your wap, and a shaw

for the baby."

There was no doubt of what Hasan woul d choose, if anyone
happened to ask. Sayyida paid one | ast desperate tribute to duty

and respectability. "ITl mss |shak when he cones."

"Ishak is not expected until after the sernon. Well be back
wel | before him"

"You," said Sayyida, "arc a linb of Shaitan."
| aughed. Sayyida went to find her mantle.

Mor gi ana only

Wl | and nodestly swathed and veiled, a pair of wonen
made their way to the bazaar. One carried a basket, the other a
bri ght <yed baby in a shaw .

Mot her and Laila were very thoroughly occupi ed. Mther in

resting for her son's arrival, Laila in calling on a friend or two.
father, unlike Miinmoun, did not object to his wi ves' passing

the front gate, if only they were circunspect about it, and did
not hi ng scandal ous.

Sayyida put themfirmy out of mnd. She had not passed the
gate of the house since before she married Mai nmoun. Then

with the servants, she had seen to the marketing. But a married
worman of good family, nother of a son, with servants at her
call, did not need to set foot outside her own door. Her honor
and her duty were to remain in seclusion. Minoun had been

nost el oquent on the subject, when once she had asked if she
could go out. "Just to take the air," she had said.

"You have the air of our garden," he replied, "which is surely
sweeter than the effluviumof the streets.”

Mai nroun, for all his lack of famly, was an educated man,

and he was nost conscious of the honor of this house which he
had made his own. He had overridden Laila, who would hap-

pily have seen Sayyida continue to be little nore than a maid-
servant. Mther had taken his side, which had settled the
matter. Sayyida was not to go out. Shahin and Rafiq could do
all that was needed of tranping about the city.

Safe in her volum nous w apper, Sayyida did a little dance in
the street. Hasan grinned at her over Morgiana's shoul der. She
grinned back and ruffled his curls.

It hardly mattered to Sayyi da where they went- The walls
were not the walls of her house. The sun was hi dden nore
often than not, slanting through louvers in the roofs of the



streets or making its tentative way between high walls, but it
was sun that cane at a different angle than that in the house.

ALAMUT 137

The dark, twi sting, tortuous streets were a wonder and a de-
light, the bazaar a dizzying marvel. She was |ike Hasan, discov-
ering it all over again, as if it were wholly new

They bought a sugar tit for the baby, and bathed in a ham
mam t hat was open for that hour to wonen—by great good

fortune, seeing no one Sayyi da knew-and dawdl ed al ong the

street of the cloth nerchants. One could dream | ong and joy-
ously anong the silk and sendal, damask, brocade, cotton fine

as spidersilk, sheer fabric of Msul, cloth of gold and silver,
turquoi se, sea green, scarlet and vermlion and rose, saffron

bl ue, violet and royal crinson. There was silk exactly the col or
of Morgiana's eyes, and Danietta brocade as pure as the snow

on Mount Hernon, enbroidered with gold, and wool as soft

and deep as sleep. Mrgiana had a long and lively chaffer over a
| ength of silk which the merchant swore had cone from Ch'in,

the color of flanme, enbroidered with dragons. When at |ast she
consented to a price, she paid it in gold. Sayyida |aughed to see
the seller so visibly torn between wailing that he had been

- beggared by her bargaining, and singing praises to the quality
of the coin.

Sayyida folded the silk in her basket and covered it with a bit
of rag. Hasan, having nursed in the hammam was asl eep on

Morgi ana' s back. "He's never this placid for anyone el se,”
Sayyi da sai d.

"Sorcery," said Morgiana, taking the basket over Sayyida's
obj ections and herdi ng her past a | aden donkey.

One of the greater pleasures of facing Damascus from behi nd
a veil was that of observing the nmen who passed, and not being
observed in turn. The slave with bent and often shaven head,
but sometines a handsonme face; the | aborer under his burden

the man of substance strutting inportantly about his business.
Oten he woul d neet another who coul d have been his

brother, stout with good feeding and well content with hinself
and his world.

"Peace be with you," one of themwould say.

"And with you, also,” the other would reply.

"And on your day prosperity,” the first would continue.

"And on yours, blessing and prosperity."

Then, the ritual fulfilled, they would go their stately ways.
They were anusing, but the young nen were fascinating.
Tradesnen's sons with the sweat of their |abors on their fine

snooth brows. Soldiers strutting as if they owned the city.
Merchant princes in the best of their fathers' wares. Nobl enen
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mount ed or afoot, with swords at their sides and bright nail

on their breasts, turbans wound about the sharp points of their
hel mets, fierce and haughty as eagl es. Dark sknder Syri ans,
hawk- nosed Arabs, sleek full-checked Persians, al nond-eyed
Turks with their hair braided down their backs; even curly-
bearded Jews, and fair Circassians, and a gol den gi ant who was,
Mor gi ana said, from sonewhere called the Rus. No Franks,

today. Sayyida had seen a Frank once. He had been as big as
the Rus, but snooth-shaven, and his hair had been the col or of
a new copper pot. Urchins and beggars had foll owed him
marveling loudly at his strangeness.

The wonen paused to slake their thirst at a fountain which
danced where two streets met. Sayyida sat on its rimto rub an
aching foot. She was grievously out of training, but her w nd
seened likely to hold. She slanted a gl ance at Mrgi ana, who
pl ayed beast of burden wi thout the | east evidence of strain.

The ifritah had gone very still. Sayyida followed the direc-
tion of her stare. At first there was nothing worth staring at,
unless it were the yadi in his robes and his dignity, nmaking his
way on an errand of significance, nost |likely the partaking of
his dinner. Then, behind him a pair of young nen armin arm
fresh and shining as if fromthe bath. One was extraordinarily
tall. The other was |shak

Sayyida's instinct gibbered at her to flee. Sense, as well as
shock, held her where she was. She was a facel ess shape in
bl ack, a pair of shadowed eyes, invisible.

Once the terror was in hand, it was w ckedly pleasant to sit
there in full sight and not be seen at all. They paused to drink
as she had, keeping to the other side of the fountain, which

was their only concession to the wonen's exi stence, |shak was

in high good hurmor. His friend was

Striking. That, first. H's height; his carriage, light and

proud; his nmoon-pale skin. H's eyes were grey. She had not

known that eyes could be that color, like fine steel

Mor gi ana ni ght have been carved in stone.

The stranger bent to drink, cupping water in a |ong narrow

hand. Ishak flicked a handful at him he |aughed and gave it

back fourfold. Still |aughing, skirnmishing Iike young lions, they

went on their way.

"I think," said Sayyida after a very long silence, "that we are
goi ng to have a guest."

Mor gi ana seemed not to hear- Sayyida had never seen her
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tike this. All at once she stirred, eased, shook herself. "Yes? D d
you say sonet hi ng?"



Sayyi da swal |l owed a sigh. "Nothing." Her eyes sharpened.
"Morgi ana. Are you in |ove?"

The ifritah whirled on her in such passion that she recoil ed.
«\M?/ "

Sayyida let the echoes die. Carefully, she said, "I think we
shoul d go hore. "

Mor gi ana di d not even argue.
He was, Sayyi da conceded, a very handsome man.

As far as anyone in the house knew, Morgiana had conme in
shortly before noon in her guise of the |ady of Damascus, and
gone to keep Sayyi da conpany in the garden. They prayed

toget her there, the only words Morgi ana spoke until the other
worren cane and required greetings and some senbl ance of
conversation. The announcenent of guests was a wel conme re-

| ease.

When it was only Ishak, Father and Mai moun had their
greetings, but then he went straight within to pay court to
Mot her and be fussed over by Fahimah and be polite to Laila,
and thereafter, if there was tine, Sayyida would get himto
hersel f. Wen there were guests, the wonen had to wait, ex-
cept for Sayyida who put on her veil and served the nmen their
dinner. O so it had been undl Minoun put a stop to it. Now
Shahin and Rafiq did it as they did everything el se.

Mot her and the aunts had to suffer in patience. Sayyida was

| ess hi gh-m nded. Behind the roomwhere the nmen di ned was a
passage for the servants, with a door that had an inclination to
hang ajar. Rafiq stayed in the room serving as he was needed,

or pretending to; nostly, he napped agai nst the wall. Shahin,
havi ng brought the bow s and platters fromthe kitchen, never
cane back until they were ready to be cleared away. Neither of

t hem need know t hat the passage was in use while they were

out of it. Wth the ease of long practice, Sayyida set her eye to
the crack of the door. She felt rather than saw Morgi ana

crouch in front of her and do the sane.

Farouk the swordsmich was an ol der, stouter, sterner version
of his son. The solemity which Ishak only played at seened to
be his natural condition. If there was any |ightness in him at
all, he did not display it to strangers.

Mai noun hi s apprentice seenmed intent on being the master's
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i mge: a solid young man with a faint and perpetual frown,

very full of his own dignity. But again, perhaps that was the
face he put on for strangers. It slipped alarm ngly when |shak
brought Aidan in with all the proper formalities, saw him

served with the best of the table's offerings, and then, and only
then, said with utnost casual ness, "Khalid is a Frank. He's

cone up fromJerusalemin search of good Indian steel."



Mai noun | ooked as if he had opened a bottle of rosewarcr
and breathed in a noseful of asafoetida. Earouk nerely
frowned. "I don't suppose you call yourself Khalid at hone."

Al dan bowed. "Ai dan of Caer Gnent."

"Khalid, then," said Farouk, "if you don't mnd. Your Arabic
is excellent."

Ai dan smiled, shrugged. "I do ny poor best. | have kin in
the House of |brahim™

Whi ch m ght have been nmeant to follow logically, or which

m ght not. Mainmoun's expression had not altered, unless it had
grown nore sour still. He had stopped eating. Clearly it ap-
pall ed himto have broken bread with a dog of a Frank. Even a
dog with pretensions to respectability. "That's your accent,
then," he said. "Al eppan."”

"No doubt," said Aidan. "I've been told | sound |i ke a camnel
driver."

| shak choked on a bit of spiced nutton. Farouk pounded his
back with no slightest sign of enotion. Aidan's eyes sharpened.
He knew a word for that. Deadpan

Farouk, he was beginning to suspect, was no one's fool

He et hinmself settle slowy. The food was pl ainer than he

was used to in Miustafa's house, but plentiful, and well pre-
pared. So too was the house less rich than the nmerchant's, yet
still prosperous, nmore so than many a western lord's: clean and
wel | | ooked after, with a good carpet, and dishes of silver, sone
rather fine. The manservant—sl ave, no doubt—did not exert

hinmself a whit nore than he nust, but he was attentive

enough. He and the woman seened to be the only servants,

unl ess there was a gardener, or sonmeone hidden in the harem

That, Aidan could not accustom hinself to: the utter ab-

sence of wonen. One saw themin the street, veiled to the eyes
or, if they were slaves, unveiled but returning no glances. He
had not known how much he val ued the presence and the

voi ces of women in court or at table, until he was deprived of
t Hem

They were not spoken of. A gentleman mght, after suffi-
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dent preparation, speak in general and poetic terns of fem -

ni ne beauty, but to his wi ves he never referred, save indirectly.
A woman who was tal ked of was a wonman without honor. A

| ady was a secret kept anobng ki nsnen.

Ai dan's secret was sweeter and deeper than nost. He drank
water flavored with | enon and that essence of sweetness called
sugar, and tried not to yeamfor wi ne as for wonen. Good
Muslims did not drink wine: as good a reason as any, to cling
to his own faith.



When |Ishak let drop that his friend was a Frank, Sayyi da had
all she could do not to gasp. A Frank. Here. In their house.
Baring their food, at their table, in her father's conpany.
Looki ng and soundi ng and acting |like a human bei ng.

She choked down a giggle. Wiy should she be startled? Her
famly had inherited an ifritah. They should know all there was
to know of entertaining devils.

Morgi ana did not nove, and barely breathed, until he spoke
of camel drivers. Then her shoul ders shook agai nst Sayyida's
side. Laughing, surely. It was not a canel driver he sounded
[ike. Not in the |east.

Mai noun woul d not cat, would barely sit srill, now that he

knew what he ate with. Her father seened to have accepted the

i nevitable; she wondered if he would tan Ishak's hide later, for
tricking himw th such utter disregard, for |aw and custom and
sacred purity.

The Frank had pl easi ng manners, although he did occasion-

ally forget and take his cup in his left hand. That seened to be
the hand he favored: his dagger was on the left- side. Sayyida
noti ced such things. It went with being a swordsnmth's daugh-
ter-

Her father had taken to this man, Frank or no. \When the
talk turned to steel, the dull air began to glitter. Even
Mai noun came out of his sulk to answer a question, and in
answering it forgot to be rude,

| shak was | ooking nost pleased with hinmself.

When the di scussion adjourned to the forge, |Ishak excused
hinself to pay his respects to the harem The others did not
|l ook as if they expected to mss him

Sayyi da | ooked about, startled. Morgi ana was gone. She had
not even felt her go-
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"Vfcll, little sister? What do you think of hin®"

Ever since he grew taller than she, Ishak had called her that.
She stuck out her tongue at him "Wat do | think of whon®?
Mai moun?"

I shak rolled his eyes. "Don't be stupid. | know you were
spyi ng. You always are." He poked a finger in Hasan's belly to
make hi m | augh, glancing up bright-eyed. "Well?"

He was unconsci onably proud of this one. Sayyida al nost

lied and pretended to be uninpressed, sinply to sec himlose
his temper. But there was sonething about this Khalid which
did not wel come deception. "He's . . . different. Were did
you find hinP"

"I'n the House of Justice, watching the mam uks at their
exercises. He's with the House ofl brahim He knows steel ."



"I gathered that," she said dryly.
"I thought father would like him™"

"Or be appalled by him"
"That was Mai nmoun." |shak nade a face. "Sonetinmes that
boy can be a perfect ass.”

That boy was a good four years ol der than |Ishak. Sayyida
rai sed her brows and let it dawn on him

| shak flushed under his few proud wi sps of beard. He stil

had a girl's soft skin, which showed a blush to splendid effect.
"Well, he is. He's brilliant with steel, but with people he's
hopel ess. "

"Not conpletely,"” said Sayyida. "Once your friend seened
to know steel, he cane round marvel ously."

"He did, at that." Ishak wi ggled Hasan's toes for him neet-
ing grin with grin. "I suppose it was a bit of a shock. Sitting
down to dinner with a perfectly presentable person, and find-
ing out that he's not only a Christian, he's a Frank. Franks
don't eat babies, you know "

"Did your Frank tell you that?"

"He didn't need to- He's remarkable, isn't he? |'ve never net
anyone |ike him"

"How many Franks have you net?"

"One," said Ishak. "He didn't speak a word of Arabic, and
fromthe | ook on his face he didn't want to. He shoveled in his
di nner with both hands. He stank like a goat." He spread his
hands. "I think this one is as unusual for a Frank as he is for
one of us."

"I think you're babbling." Sayyida bundl ed Hasan into her
| ap. "Morgiana was here this nmorning."
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She did not know why she said that. Ishak did not |ike Mor-

gi ana. He knew what she was: as the heir of the house, he had
recei ved that secret as his due- He spat. That one. Wat did
she want ?"

"Conpany. W& went out." Ishak's brows went up. He knew

about Manmoun's prohibition. He also thought it ridicul ous.

"W saw you in the bazaar. | think . " Sayyida let it dangle
for a while. "I think she Iiked the | ook of your Frank."

"Ya Allah!" Ishak had gone white- "Were is she now?"
"Gone- You know how she is."

"I know . I shak gul ped air. "Uked the | ook of him you



sai d? Uked the scent ofhis blood. Shell eat himalive."

Sayyida refused to |l et himshake her. "She doesn't kill for
pl easure. You know that. | think she's in |love."

"That's all you wonen ever think."
"You didn't see her," said Sayyida. "Wy shouldn't she be in
love with hinfP You are.”

"I don't cat nen's livers for breakfast."
"She's al ways been good to ne."
"W." said | &ak- "You're you."

Sayyi da thanked himfor the conplinent, which made him
scowl . "Hasan |ikes her better than anyone else in the worid.
Even ne. Who's to say she wouldn't be as gentle with a | over?"

"I't's not that, that frightens ne- What if she tires of hinP"

In spire of herself, Sayyida shivered. "If he's what you say he
is, he can take care of hinself. Maybe shell never go near him
at all. She's shy."

"Ch, yes," nmuttered Ishak. "Like a tigress, she's shy."

"I'f you say anything, you'll break your word."

"Dam nmy word." But Ishak was very quiet after that- In a
little while, he kissed Sayyida, favored Hasan with one | ast,
hal fhearted smle, and left them

Aidan was in a state of bliss. He had seen the forge. He had

| ooked on bl ades of excell ence beyond the dreans of western
smths. Even the toys were as deadly as they were beautiful: the
Utle Jewel ed poni ards whi ch had been Miinmoun's inspiration

to catch the eye of the buyer with gold to spare- Pretty though
they were, they were living bl ades, keen enough to draw bl ood
fromair.

But the swords were the smiths' pride and the proof of their
mast ery- Farouk had but three which he would | et Aidan
touch, and all three bespoken: one for the caliph in Baghdad,
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one for the lord of Msul, and one for an emr of Damascus.
Each had its hilt and its fittings in accordance with the man
who would own it, on each, with consummate skill, was graven

a verse fromthe Koran. "To hallowit," he said, "and to aid in
the growth of its soul."

"What," Aidan asked, "if it were for an infidel?"
Earouk's eyes glinted, as if he had been expecting the ques-

tion. "Then the infidel would have to endure a blade with a
Muslimsoul. | have no power to inpart any other."



"May a Muslimsoul shed Muslim bl ood?"
"It's been done often enough.”

"Ah," said Aidan, trying the bal ance of the enmir's bl ade.
"This would be a tall man, as nmen go here, but narrow, no?
Li ke me. And not overfond of opul ence; though he likes a bit
of gold in the inlay of his scabbard.”

"Yes." Farouk | ooked himup and down. "You'd take a | onger

bl ade. Heavier, to go with your arnor and your way of fight-

ing, but feather-light in the balance. Silver, | think, on the hilt,
and a ruby in the pomel, for you to carve a cross in if you're

m nded to profane a good Mislim blade. And in the bl ade,
flame-patterns; a soul of fire."

Ai dan's neck prickled. This was power, this soft, measured
voi ce, nam ng himtrue. "Wat would you take, nmaster snith,
inreturn for such a bl ade?"

"Did | say that | would do it?"

"I say that you can."”

"Wuld you want a sword with a Mislim soul ?"

"If the sword could endure a Christian hand on its hilt."
"Does that hand belong to a swordsnman?"

"Wuld you test it?"

Far ouk nodded once. Aidan could taste his pleasure in the
gane. Hi s own was rising, heady as w ne.

There was a post in the yard, a lopped tree-trunk as tall as a
man—a short man, as Aidan saw it. The sword which Earouk

gave himwas a practice blade, blunted, as heavy as a cudgel

but strangely alive in his hands. Hi s nose twitched at the tang
of iron. There was no truth in the tale that his kind could not
abide cold iron, but he was aware of it as he would not be of
any other netal, even steel: dark and strong, its fire buried
deep but burning the hotter for that.

He raised the sword, trying its balance. It was a sullen beast.
He gentled it slowy through the novenents of the swords-
man's drill in Rhiyana, that done properly was |like a dance. He
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did it properly. Faster, then, in the cadence that was indeed a
dance, though it needed the skirling of the pipes to nmake it
whol e. The bl ade had found its balance. It would never wake

to joy, but willingness, it could know. It bit stoutly into the
hacked and notionl ess wood, caring not at all that it was not

fl esh and bonc-

"A longer blade," said Farouk in his cool dry voice, "yes. But
not, after all, as heavy as |I'd thought. Wuld you have a use for
a sword that can thrust as well as cut?"



"Wuld it stand agai nst a Pranki sh broadsword?"
"Stand, and thrust hone."

Al dan bowed over the hilt of the iron sword. "I defer to the
master's judgnent." He paused-for a breath, two. "WIIl you
make ne a sword?"

"I will make you a sword," said Farouk
15

The nessage was brief and to the point. The prince from
Rhiyana, if it pleased his highness, would accompany the Lord
of Syria on a hunt.

"I like the way he puts it," said Aidan. "From Rhiyana. Is
there no way in Arabic to say 'the Prince of Caer Gaent'?"
"Not easily." Joanna ran her fingers through his hair. She
coul d never get enough of its thickness or its fineness or its
ravenwi ng sheen. "H s messengers know sonet hi ng of your

proper title, at least. They do try to be courteous."

He turned his head in her lap, to neet her smle with a hard
stare. "You had a hand in this."

"Do you object?"

H's brows knit. "No." He did not say it quite as if he be-
lieved it. "Mustafa is beside hinself. An invitation fromthe
sultan, all at once, and never a bribe sent or a chanberlain
bought. What is the world com ng to?"

"Worren's rule." She traced the line of his cheek from brow
torigid jaw "All | did was make friends with the Lady Ismat."

"And tell her about ne."

"I hardly needed to. Al the wonen know about you. If you
were a woman and we men, you'd be a cel ebrated beauty."
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H's blush in the Ianplight was as vivid as a banner. She | et
her finger continue its wandering way. He caught it. "Wy do
you |l et us even pretend to rule you?"

"Somet hi ng has to occupy you while we contend with mat -
ters of consequence."

He | aughed unwillingly. "I wish | could scoff at you as any
proper man woul d. That's a curse, you know to perceive the
truth.”
"Poor love." She slid down into his enbrace. There was no
urgency in it, though he would be ready if she wanted himto
be. As, now, she did not. Hi s warnth was enough. "I w sh |
could go on the hunt," she said wistfully.



"You coul d wear boy's clothes."

"Who' d be deceived?" she said. "No; nows no tinme to shock

the proprieties of Islam 1'll be good and wear my veil and keep
the Lady |Ismat conpany. She listens in on councils, you know.
There are roons made for that, with roons behind them and

hangi ngs over the lattices between."

"And the sul tan knows?"

"OfF course. He asks his wife's advice. She's Syrian bom and
she's been in the palace since she was a child. There's little she
doesn't know of how this kingdomis ruled."”

He nodded slowy. "Logical. But strange. So strange

It took hima long while to understand why she | aughed at
hi m

It was strange, Aidan insisted to hinself as he joined the
gathering at the westward gate of Damascus. No matter that he
was not even a human man. He was half a Frank and all a
foreigner, and dressed for it in this clear dawn, in the hunting
gear of a knight in Qutremer. The falcon that had come with

the sultan's invitation rode hooded on his fist, calmin the
tumult. Its fal coner was an easygoi ng man, God and the sultan

be thanked: he indulged a foreigner's eccentricity, and troubl ed
neither bird nor prince with the intrusion of his presence.

"Sir Frank!"

| shak' s voi ce was unmi stakable. After a jostling nonent, its
owner followed it, halting his desert pony beside Aidan's tal
grey. He grinned up at the prince.

Ai dan could not help but grin back. Since Earouk pronised
hima sword, Earouk's son had managed to spend as nuch tine
in Aidan's conpany as duty would allow. If not nore, Aidan
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t hought, replacing the grin with a frown. "Aren't you sup-
posed to be waiting on your |ord?"

"I am" said Ishak. "He sent ne to | ook after you. It's not
proper you should ride unattended."

Aidan's throat closed. The grey gelding ]ibbed; the fal con
bated wildly, struggling against jesses and hood. Gimy A dan
set hinself to calmthem both. For |ong hours he could al nost
forget; then it would smte himto the heart. Gereint; Thibaut.
Hs own cruel folly.

The boy was begi nning to be al arnmed. Ai dan made hinsel f
ease, though he could not smile. "I don't suppose you had
anything to do with it," he said with creditable |ightness.

"Well," Ishak admitted, "it was supposed to be Ali. | bought
himoff." He paused. "You never told ne you were a prince."



"You never asked."

"I suppose | should be nore respectful ."
"\Why 2"

"Your father was a king. M ne—=

"Yours is a king of smths."

"I do," said Ishak carefully, "know the proper courtesies. For
one of us. | want to be sure you know that. If | had known
before ..."

"I"'mglad you didn't." Aidan could smle again, rap |shak
lightly on the shoul der, startle a grin out of him "There, now
Shall we be equal s?"

It was interesting to watch the boy's thoughts play across his
face. Artisan's son and the son of a king. True believer and

i nfidel Frank. "Equals," |Ishak agreed w thout excessive reluc-
t ance.

There was nore than a single boy in that conpany, and
rather nore than one greeting to acknow edge: a remnarkabl e
nunber, in truth, once Aidan was di sposed to notice. No one
seened unduly angered by his presence or his very visible
Franki shness. He was a guest; what he had been or what he
woul d be, they did not for this nmonment choose to consider

Saracens did not know how to ride in ordered ranks. There

were circles of precedence, centered on the emrs, that shifted
and m ngled apparently at will. A flurry marked the com ng of

the sultan. He rode with | ess attendance than any of his cap-
tains: a kinsman or three, his huntsmen and his falconers with
their charges, a handful of his guard in their sun-col ored coats.
He hinmself was in black without mark of rank, his only disrinc-
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tion the golden inlay of his bridle, and the mare that wore it, a
gueen of queens of the line of Arabia.

H s conming roused a cheer; the flash of his snmile and the
wave of his hand sent them all thundering through the gate.

The life's blood of Damascus was its river, the cool stream of
the Barada that flowed down out of the nountains, and part-

ing manifold fed the nyriad wells and cisterns of the city. The
hunt rode up its course, through the orchards heavy with fruit,
past the pleasure houses of princes, round gardens awash in the
fragrance of roses. The horses danced, fresh and eager in the

ri sing norning; one of the riders burst into song, and others
took it up. Even Aidan, once he was sure of it. He had been
proud of his endurance in the city, that he could dwell there so
| ong and never once break and run for the open sky; but now

that he was set free, he was half mad with it. It was all he could



do not to set heels to the gelding' s sides and outrun them all

| shak anchored him |shak, whose every movenent sparked
menory of Thi baut. |shak, who was no prey for an Assassin's
dagger, nor ever—before God—woul d be.

So anchored, Aidan rode well back in the company, singing

when he was noved to sing, being princely pleasant to any who
woul d speak to him Most of the emirs, he knew. A Kurd of

the sultan's nation; a Turk keeping well away fromhim a Syr-
ian or three. Two of them were al nost princes: Msud, the

Lady Ismat's brother, who looked little like his sister as Joanna
had descri bed her, a heavysct, ungraceful man afoot, but pure
beauty ahorse; and Murhaf of Shaizar, the sultan's table com

pani on, nigh as tall and nigh as narrow as Aidan, riding with a
very old man to whom he offered a degree of respect astonish-

ing in one so haughty. The old man rode well and easily, wth

the air of one who has spent his life in the saddle; his back was
erect, his hand steady on the rein of his nare. Not only

Mur haf treated himw th deference: even the sultan, falling

back once, greeted himas sheikh and father, and he seened to
accept both as his due.

They hunted rather differently here than in the west: with

hawk and hound, yes, but also with cats, |ean spotted cheetahs
that rode to the hunt on the backs of iron-nerved horses.
Drunmers rode before the hunters to flush the prey, whatever

it mght be—birds, rabbits and smaller beasts, a herd of gazelle
that burst |ike wi nged things out of a thicket. Aidan barely
renenbered to fly his own falcon at first, for watching the
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cheetahs. Delicate as they were, somol ent al nbst to insensi-
bility, when they were let off their nounts they transforned
into the swiftest and nost deadly of hunters. \Watever they
were | oosed at, they brought down. Sonetines they had aid:

t he saker hawks that would fly at anything that drew breath.
The saker would strike the prey in the thickets; the prey would
flee into the open; the cheetah would bring it down. O the
cheetah would spring upon it in the open spaces, and it would
escape, and the saker would pursue it into the reeds. Then the
hawk woul d cone back to the lure, the cheetah to its pillion

the hawk would wait in blood-red patience to be | oosed again,
the cheetah would return to the sleep which seened to be its
natural state.

Ai dan's fal con, unhooded, screanmed and struck at his gaunt-
let. Hunt! it raged at him Hunt!

He | aughed and flung it into the air.

Chance and the pattern of the hunt divided the conpany,

some cleaving to the river and its coverts, others venturing into
the hills. Aidan found hinself with Murhaf and the old nman

who nmust be his father, and Ishak, and their attendants and



their falconers, and a hound or two. The drunmmers were al

down by the river, likewi se the cheetahs. It was quieter wthout
them The hounds | ed them away fromthe Barada, up the path

of a streanmlet that fed it: hardly nore than a trickle in a stony
bed, but the thickets about it were full of birds.

Aidan's bag filled quickly. His falcon was hardly tired; ap-
peased but not sated by a nouthful of its last kill, it circled
lazily, not hunting, sinmply riding the air. It was aware of

Ai dan, but not as it would be of a human man: as a power |ike

wi nd and sun and the joy of the kill, riding with it, part of it.

Human speech cane di m and strange. Wirds of stopping,
resting, sharing water, apples fromthe orchards, a nouthful of
br ead.

Ai dan wandered a little away fromthem follow ng his horse

as it grazed. He drank fromthe stream slaking the thirst that
was his own, but the blunted edge of hunger was the falcon's.
He filled his eyes with sun and sky, his nind with the freedom
of the air.

The falcon was tiring. Its temper, never sweet, had grown
uncertain. It bethought itself of the w dcncss of the world and
the narrowness of its captivity, and renenbered that no bond

or creancc bound it, only the will of the one who flewit-
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A dove burst out of cover belowit, flaring fear. The fal con
stooped upon it, drank its tenor with wi cked delight, veered
aside in the last hurtling instant. The idiot bird darted back
into its tree, startling the whole flock into flight. The fal con
chose at its royal leisure, sighted, plunged to the kill.

Aidan let it reed, bound lightly with it still, demandi ng not h-
ing. The falcon quieted as it gorged; it yielded before it knew
what it had done, raised its head to his approach, sprang to his
fist. He gave it the gift of his pleasure, swifr and falcon-fierce.

The others had eaten and drunk and settled to rest. That it
was for the old man's sake, they very well knew, and the old
man as well as any. He did not, Aidan noticed, betray that he
understood. That was wi sdom It was al so ki ndness: Mirhaf,

no youth hinmself and contending with a wound gone bad and
still barely healed, was in hardly better case than his father

They greeted Aidan in their various ways, |Ishak with guilt

and a word about bread. Aidan shrugged it off. He sat in the

space they left for him between Ishak and the old man. Hi s

fal con regarded themwi th a bal eful eye. Their own birds

wai ted in bound and hooded sil ence near the horses, with the

fal coners watching over them Aidan stroked his falcon's back

with a feather, gentling it. It settled; its eyes blinked shut.
Softly he shifted it to the perch that its fal coner had set beside
hi m Unhoodcd, lightly jessed, content with its hunt and its

full belly and his presence, it slid into a drowse.

"You are a falconer," the old man sai d.



Ai dan bowed his head. Miurhaf, belated, a little irascible with
hi s wound and his oversight, named themto one another. The
old man was, indeed, his father: Usanah of the house of
Mungi dh in Shai zar. Usamah was hardly awed to greet a king's
son of a country he had never heard of, although his courtesy
al l owed a nodi cum of respect. It mattered rather nore to him

t hat Ai dan knew how to hunt with fal cons. "They know t he

art, then, in your country."

Whi ch, his tone said, was as far away as the noon. Ai dan
swal  owed a snmile. "Vk have sone small pretense to know -
edge. "

"Do you fly eagl es?"

That was a test. Aidan's snmite escaped its bonds. "Once.

When | was young and nmad. 1'd rather fly a good goshawk, or

a gyrfalcon- The hunting's better, and the weight's |ess burden-
sone on the fist."
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"l used to hunt lions," said Usamah.

The ot hers exchanged gl ances. The old man's m nd was wan-
dering, surety. Aidan, who knew better, said, "I went against a
boar barehanded once."

"How | ong were you recovering?"

"A whole winter. The boar," said Aidan, "lived to a ripe
age."

Usamah | aughed. Age had thinned his voice, but it was stil
rich and deep. "No doubt you took revenge on the tribe of his
sons. "

"I tried," Aidan said. "Sonetinmes | succeeded."”

"Ah," said Usamah: "we're all reckless in youth. | went after
a serpent once, when it chose to make its nest in our house. In
the inner court, mnd you, anm d the carvings of the portico:

hardly a pl easure for anyone who wal ked beneath. It would
sleep with its head hanging over the arch, |ooking like part of
the carvings. Wien | had had enough of it, | went for a |adder
and set it under the nest, with the snake watching every nove |
made, for though it was asleep its eyes were open, as serpents'
al ways are. Then, while my father watched and did his best not
to upbraid me for a fool and so startle the beast, | went at its
head with a little dagger. No roomup there for a sword, you
see, and | never thought of trying nmy archery. Its face was a
bare el bow s length fromm own, and as hi deous as you may

i magi ne. | sawed at the neck. The body whi pped out and

wr apped about ny arm And there we' were, swaying on the

| adder, | sawing for ny life, it coiling for its life, and just when
| was sure that | would topple, head and body parted, and it
was the snake who went down, and not |. It would have been

fair justice had the | adder gone down with it and left me cling-
ing to the carving, till the stone let go or ny fingers did, and



fell. But Allah was nerciful. My father," said Usamah, "fl ayed
me handsonely thereafter, for risking nmy neck in front of
him"

"Wul d he have preferred that you do it out of his sight?"
Ai dan i nqui r ed.

Usamah's eyes glinted. "I think he regretted that he had not
t hought of it first. | was a wild youth, but my father, given
cause, could be wilder than I."

"M ne had trained hinself out of it before | knew him since
he had to be king; but there were many who renmenbered what
he had been before he was crowned. Wen | drove ny tutors
to distraction, they would consol e thensel ves with renmenber-
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ing. 'Lathan was worse,' they would say. Until they |earned not
to do it in nmy hearing. | could never abide a rival in deviltry,
even if it were ny father."

"I should be stem" the old man said, "and speak of honor-
ing one's elders.”

"So you should, sir," said Aidan; "and |I shall consider nyself
chasti sed. "

"You are well-spoken," said Usanah.
"For a Frank," said Aidan

"For a Frank," the old nman conceded, "and for many a Mis-

lim | have had friends anong your people. The best are as

good as any man living. The worst are no worse than we, and
sometines | ess msguided. Wien | was in Jerusal emon an er-
rand for ny lords, | was suffered to do ny devotions in the
little nosque, the Father Misque that lies in the shadow of the
Dome of the Rock. A Frank who was new come fromthe west

saw nme praying south toward Mecca, and could not abide it; he
lifted me bodily and flung ne down with ny face to the cast.
'"7% is howto pray,' he said to me, not at all with hostility but
as if he wished to teach me the error of nmy ways- Nor would he
hear aught in opposition, until ny friends of the Tenple cane
to escort himout. They were nost apol ogetic, and nost cour-
teous. "

"Tenpl ars?" Ai dan was startl ed.

"Tenpl ars," said Usamah, nuch anused.

Ai dan shook his head. "No one in ny country woul d ever

believe it. It's so very sinple there. Enmty pure, wthout taint

of expedience. O of plain courtesy."

"So is it often here. | had occasion to | eam ot herwi se. Men
are nen, in the end, whatever their iaith."

"Do you regret your battles, then?"



Usamah's eyes were clouded with age, but the fire behind
themwas as fierce as a boy's. "I do not. War is the one great
test of a man. Wthout it he is but a woman, or a wonan's toy-
And you, king's son? Are you a child of peace?"

Ai dan | aughed, full and free. He had to pause to breathe, to

muster words. "Your pardon, sir. It is only . . . ny people say
that | amtoo well named. I'mthe fire in the dry wood, the
hawk of battle. For that there was no war at home, | canme here

seeki ng one."
"Have you found it?"
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Ai dan lowered his lids over his eyes, lest the glamour fail and
bare the wild green light. "I have found it."

"May CGod give you good fortune," said Usamah.

Wil e they spoke, Aidan had been aware of hoofs on the

stones of the watercourse, the ring of bit and bridle bell, the
approach of a small party riding wthout haste. He | ooked up
unsurprised as two nen in golden coats canme up side by side,
and behind themone in black, with one |one fal coner. The
hounds | eaped up bayi ng; the huntsman whi pped t hem down.

The sultan swung lightly fromthe saddl e, returning

Usamah's cal m greeting, Mirhafs sketched bow |shak was al
eyes and awe. Aidan sat unnoving, and let this lord of the
Saracens choose how he woul d greet a Pranki sh prince. That
this had been intended, he could well see. It was |ike these
peopl e's subtlety.

Sal adin regarded himwith eyes as clear as a child's, taking in
t he whol e exotic length of him fascinated, and delighted with
that fascination

"There was once a king in the west," Aidan said, "who
woul d not dine of a festival, until he had seen a marvel. Has ny
lord dined yet today?"

The sultan laughed. "Now I think | may. W are well net,
sir prince. How fares your hunt?"

"Well, ny lord, and well conpani oned."

"I had thought you m ght take pleasure in their conpany."

Sal adin sat by Aidan with the ease of all these easterners, to
whom a chair was a usel ess inconveni ence. He was snaller than
Ai dan had expected, and slighter even in mail, and although
sun and war and the livid new scar had aged his face, he stil
seened younger than his years. It was his manner. He had no
haut eur; he saw no need of it.

Wth a small cold shock, Aidan realized that this was a rarity
i ndeed: a man whom the gl amour could not touch. He saw

Ai dan as he was. All the strangeness, but for the eyes, which
Ai dan woul d not give him And nore than that. He did not

see youth in the white snmooth face. He saw no age at all



It was nost strange, not to be | ooked on as a raw boy; to be
granted fromthe first the respect due a man's years. Aidan
knew a nmonment's enptiness; even a flicker of resentnent.
Where was the pleasure here, in indulging nortals' folly?

Joanna woul d have had a word or two to say to that. Aidan
settled against a tree-bole, because he nust nove, however lit-
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dc, and it was no courtesy to leap up and stride away froma
ki ng. Even Ishak had nore native quiet; the sultan's presence
had frozen hi mwhere he sat.

Sal adi n beckoned to the nearer of his guards. The man—

yout h, nore nearly, blue-eyed and ruddy-fair, which was star-
tling under the turban of a Mislimbrought forth a flask and

a pair of silver cups, which he filled. The sultan took one with
simplicity that was al nost cerenony, and held it out to Aidan
"Drink," he said.

That was nore, far nore, than courtesy. A Miuslim should
not share nourishment with an unbeliever, lest his purity be
pol l uted. Ishak had sinned in setting Aidan at his father's table;

yout h and reckl essness and the witchery of Aidan's presence
barely excused him But the sultan, the king and defender, the
rectifier of the Faith, could never do so lightly what a sword-
smth's son had done.

A certain formwas observed. Saladin waited until A dan had
drained his cup of water freshened with | enpon, before he set
lips to his own. The cup, he bade Aidan keep. It was m ned,
certainly, for further use by a Muslim but it was a beautifu
cup, and a generous gift.

It always took these people an age to cone to any point, and
Sal adi n, though Kurdi sh bom was rai sed a Damascene. He

coul d discourse, it seened, for hours on the weather, the vir-
tues and vices of falcons, the quality of the hunting; anything
but what a Prankish prince was doing in Damascus. He hon-

estly did not seemto care. It would be a release for him this
| ong drowsi ng noon away fromthe cares of his ki ngdom

Usamah had actually gone to sl eep; Miurhafs beard was on his
breast, his awareness half in a dream Guards and servants had
sunk into quiet watchful ness. Even |shak was noddi ng.

The sultan paused. Aidan had already forgotten what they

were speaking of. He was on his feet, prowling anong the

sl eepers, hardly aware that he had noved at all. Saladin

wat ched hi m as people always did, as they would watch a | eop-

ard pace its cage. As a |leopard would, he net the sultan's stare.

Too |l ate he renenbered what this man of all nen could see

Sal adin's eyes widened as if of their own accord, the mnd
hardly aware yet that it had perceived anything am ss. He
peered closer, but Aidan had |lowered his lids, half turning to
sit where he had been before, and would not | ook up. After a
nmonent Sal adi n si ghed, shook his head, decided that he had



seen but a trick of the light.
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"What do you think of our city?" he asked.

"It's very beautiful," A dan answered. "Like a city froma
| egend: ol d beyond neasure, richer than kings. There's strong
magic init."

"Do you think so?" The sultan was pl eased, but his eyes were
intent. "Was it for the nagic that you canme?"

Aidan smiled a sword' s-edge smile. Still he would not raise

his eyes. "I cane because the road led me here- | stay while ny
caravan stays. The beauty of it, the excellence of its wel coneg,
cone as a surprise and a delight. | could wish that | had cone
in a happier time, to do the city justice."

"I'f any of ny people has done aught to offend you, | would
know, that we may offer recompense.”

"I four people," said Aidan, "have been the unfailing soul of
courtesy."

"I fet we have not eased your heart."

"Only one man may do that, mnmy lord, and that with his
bl ood. "

The sultan sat for a while in silence, snoothing his beard
along his jaw

No; not his beard. The scar that ran into it, a thin livid line.
"I have heard," he said, "that that man is one whom| know. "
And when Aidan said nothing: "TCbu nust forgive me that | do

not name him H's terror is not easily forgotten."

"Vet you laid siege to his castle," A dan said.

The sultan sniled, right and small. "You know how panic is.
Sone, it causes to flee. Others, it drives full upon what they
fear."

"And the first are called cowards, but the rest are reckoned
valiant."

"Or mad." The sultan was a little pale beneath the sun-stain
of his skin. He touched the glint of mail at his throat. "This
never left me, even when | bathed, from Ranadan to Rana-

dan, and half a year about it. For | had taken arns agai nst

Al eppo that is a Sh”a stronghold, and they are Shi'a, those of
the Mountain and the dagger; and their naster paid well to
renove ny upstart presence. First before all nmy arny, at the
meal we shared in the canp, the servers turned on nme and

woul d have killed me, but that one of ny enmirs knew t hem and
cried the warning. He died for it. They died, twelve and one of
them but | lived, and lived in terror. Every shadow nust
surely be nmy nurderer; every man about ne must owe fealty to
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the Master of the Knives. Asleep and awake | was on ny guard.

| trusted no one. | nearly died for nothing nore than fear
"And so | lived for a year and half a year, casing a little with
time, until 1 had al nost renmenbered the taste of peace; and he

struck again." His fingers trenbled on the scar. "One of his
sl aves gave ne this. Another pierced nmy mail but drew no

bl ood. They died, all four, but one of nmy own nen was dead,
and they tdl me that | had gone mad. | built a wall about ny
tent. | suffered none in ny presence whom | did not know, nor
spoke to any save those who had been with me fromny youth.
Then when | could bear it no |l onger, when | nust act or
break, | laid siege to Masyaf."

Ai dan | eaned forward, rapt. The sultan sat with fists

cl enched on his knees, a sheen of sweat on his brow, eyes wide
with nmenory. "I laid ny siege. My nen were starting at shad-
ows, but they followed ne. Maybe they | oved me. Maybe they
feared me a fraction nore than they feared ny eneny.

"But when | had established ny canp, set up ny engines

and settled for the long game of waiting and testing, a man
cane to me. He passed all ny guards and sentries but those
about nmy tent, and of those he asked | eave to approach ne.
They gave it to him He was one man, al one, not young, and
they ascertained that he carried no weapon; and I was within
t he conpany of ny captains and ny servants and ny nost
trusted sl aves.

"He cane before us, and nanmed hinself with cal mthat was

not even insol ence, as the very eneny we had come to destroy.
My guards closed in on him but I did not bid them seize him
He smiled at me and said, 'W have sonewhat to say to one
another, | think. WII it please you to speak with me al one?
" "There is nothing you can say which my captai ns cannot
hear,' | answered him

"His smile never faltered. 'Are you, perhaps, afraid?

"If he had sneered, | could have defied him But he was
gentle; he was conpassionate. He maddened ne. | disni ssed
my emrs, ill though it pleased them But ny servants, | kept.

" "Alone,* said the dd Man of the Muntain, gentle and
i nexor abl e.

"I sent away ny servants, all but two manl uks. These are as

my right hand and ny left," | said. 'They have been at ny side
since they were children. They are part of me; they do not

| eave ne.’

"My eneny inclined his head. He addressed ny naml uks,
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gentle as ever, wthout heat, w thout nockery. 'lsa; Buri. If |
said the word, would you slay hin®



"And their daggers were in their hands, one at ny throat,
i one at ny heart, and they wore no expression at all. They were
his- My very hands were not nmy own; | was all betrayed.

" 'Let be,' bade ny eneny, gently, gently. And they obeyed

him but he took no notice of them Tfour power is great, O
sultan, and shall grow greater still. | confess that | erred in
seeking to put an end to it. | shall not serve you who woul d

rai se the banner of the Sunni heresy over the House of |slam

but while you make our world one, while you pursue the Holy

War as it is witten that you should pursue it, let there be truce
between us. | shall not again send ny faithful against you, if

you will undertake to withdraw frommy |lands, and to restore

what your arm es have pillaged and burned.'

"I gaped like a fool. One word only came to nmy m nd.
' Why?1

4 " 'l read what Allah has witten. | sec what you will do in our
country. You are better for it than any who m ght take your
pl ace.'

"Bl unt words enough, but | sensed the truth in them or the

truth as he chose to see it. | was not swift to yield, but in the
end | accepted what he offered. He went away, and took ny

mam uks with him In the nmonming-1 broke canp. Since then

have Jet himbe, and he has nmade no nove against nme. | begin
to believe that he will keep his word."
"Sinan is a man of his word," Aidan said. "As am|. | have

sworn to exact payment for a pair of nmurders; with his own
hand he shall pay it."

Sal adi n shook his head slowmy. "You are as mad as | was."

"He killed ny sister's son. He cut down a child whose only
crinme was that he was born of a woman whom Si nan desired.

He t hreatens her daughter, whose guard | am insofar as | may
be where nmen and wonen live so endlessly apart."

"Has he threatened you?"

"Way woul d he? His feud is only agai nst one certain woman
and her bl ood. But one of that blood was kin to nme in the
degree which is sacred among ny people; the other had nmade
hi nsel f ny own. Therefore he is ny eneny."

"I think," said Saladin, "that you are an ill man to cross." He
did not smle as he said it. "Has your |ady considered vyi el ding,
for her famly's sake?"
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"It is for her Housed sake that she refuses. Wuld you have
Si nan at the head of the House of | brahinP"

Sal adi n shivered in the heavy heat. "Allah have nercy on us
all! Small wonder then that he withdrew his hand fromthe
lord of Egypt and Syria. He had his eye on larger prey."



"A Frank woul d never do that," said Aidan: "pass by a king-
dom for an enmpire of trade."

"Assassination is hardly a Pranki sh weapon, cither. When
you kill your kings, you prefer to do so openly, in battle if you
can. Sonetimes | could envy you."

"You woul dn't want to," Aidan said. "You haven't lived in a
Pr anki sh castle."

"I"'ve . . . heard of them" said Saladin. He grimced-"No
bat hs?"

"None. And only one wife at a tinme. Even the wine," said
Aidan, "is nostly horrible. As for the climte . "

"Ah," said the sultan: "cold, endlessly. And wet. But green
Do you yearn for green, here where it is as rare as eneral ds?"

"Not exactly here," Aidan said in the whisper of |eaves and
the ripple of water; but over it the hanmer of the sun. He rose

again, stretching rill it seenmed that he could pluck the sun out
of the sky. He faced the sultan. "I understand what you've been
telling me. | never asked or expected that you hel p ne agai nst
my enemy. | didn't ask it of ny king in Jerusalem either. He
set me free to do as | nmust. WII it please your majesty to do

t he sanme?"

"What will you do?" asked Sal adin, peering up at him blink-
ing, for he stood against the |ight.

"Whatever | nust. Nothing that will harmyou or your Kking-
dom unl ess need drives ne."

"Let me see your face," said Sal adin.

Ai dan was slow to nove. At |ast he sank to one knee, bring-
ing themeye to eye as the ground bent. The sultan's breath
caught. "You are—-not—

Aidan smiled with terrible gentleness. "My father was a king
in the west of the world. My nother was—+s—a daughter of

sea and stone. My brother is the sea. | amflint that, struck
with steel, breeds fire- Are you afraid of ne?"

The sultan stiffened, stung to pride. "I amneither child nor
fool, to be utterly wi thout fear. You—+ had not expected you.
What are you?"

Ai dan was suddenly very tired. "Haifa man," he said. "All a
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fool. But what | have sworn, | intend to fulfill. However |
may. However | nust."

Now it was the sultan who stood, and Ai dan who | ooked up
at him enptied of either pride or defiance. He could not even
care that he was unmasked. "I rnust ponder this," said Sal adin.



"And you." He stretched out his hand. Aidan did not flinch
fromit, even when it gripped, sparking pain. "I shall sumon
you," the sultan said.

16

Ai dan, who knew kings, did not wear hinself out in waiting to
be sunmoned either soon or urgently. Which was as well: it
seened that Sal adin had forgotten, or elected to forget, his
prom se. |If the caravan left before he remenbered, Aidan in-
tended ro go with it.

It was close co | eaving. Three days at nost, Misrafa said. He
seenmed honestly regretful

Ai dan did not know what he felt. Relief, that he coul d ad-

vance at |l ast out of this stalemate. Regret that he must |eave a
city so beautiful, and people in it who had becone friends.

And fear, certainly, |eavened with eagerness. Sinan had not
nmoved agai nst Joanna in Saladin's city. The road would be a
different matter. And Al eppo, that was in |arge part Sinan's.

Wrd came to himas he waited, with Ishak to bear it, both
eager and proud. "Your sword is ready," he said.

So soon; so mracul ous. Aidan was hal fway to the gate be-
fore Ishak caught him

This rime he was not offered the hospitality of Farouk's ta-
ble. He did not care. Food and drink were comon t hings,
di stractions. He had conme to claimhis sword.

Even the rite of washing feet and hands and face, of greeting

and being greeted, of being courteous and receiving courtesy,
tried his patience sorely. It was a neasure of his acceptance into
this world, that he could bear it at all

He felt Ishak's anmused understandi ng, Minoun's sour dis-
i ke, Farouk's eagerness that was hardly |l ess than his own
though infinitely better hidden. They were like libertine nonks
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gabbling the mass, all their mnds fixed on the ale that waited
in the refectory.

At last civilization was satisfied. A dan was allowed past the
outer courtyard; he was led to a room he had barely noticed

bef ore, except as an adjunct to the forge. There he was bi dden
to wait. Ishak stayed with him silent for once, |ooking dama-
bly pleased with hinself. Aidan would have liked to hit him
Wul d have done it, if he had trusted hinmself not to break the
boy' s neck.

The sil ence | engthened. Al dan's back was taut. Soon now,
God and the smith willing. Hs fingers itched for the feel of the
hilt.

After an eternal while, Farouk came back, with his apprentice
dour and silent behind. The master smith carried sonething



wrapped in a cloth. Mainmoun spread a carpet hardly w der than
his body, hardly |longer than a sword, woven of plain dark
colors in a pattern as subtle as a hillside in wi nter. Farouk
kneeling, laid his burden down upon it. Wth |loving care he
fol ded back the cloth.

Aidan did not nove, still less reach to touch. The sheath was

a beautiful thing, black damascened with gold in the endl ess
curving patterns which the Saracens |oved. The hilt was

plainer, a hilt nmade for use, of silver unadorned, but the guard
was inlaid with gold, and the pomel was a ruby as Earouk had
prom sed, a great glowing eye in the nest of cloth and carpet.

Ai dan gl anced at Farouk. The snmith inclined his head. Qui-
etly, without haste, Aidan took up the sheathed sword. Its
wei ght was sword-weight, lighter than sone, |onger than the
bl ade he had brought from Rhiyana. He closed his right hand
about the sheath, his left about the hilt. The silver was coo
and quiet in his fingers. Slowy he drew the sword.

It shinmered as it drank the light. Its patterns were subtle,
wave-patterns, flanme-patterns, flowing fromthe hilt to the dia-
mond-glitter of the point. Al nost, as he turned it, they van-

i shed; then they glimered into clarity. Wrds fl owed together
with them

Verily Vk created man of potter's clay of black nmud altered,
And the Jinn did Wcreate aforetine of essential fire.

Ai dan's fingers convul sed upon the hilt. The sword | eaped in
his hand like a living thing. It knew him It tasted his essence.
It was his.
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He gave it tribute of his own blood, a drop to sate its thirst
when it had danced for him Minoun, unnoticed, had

brought two things to test it: a billet of wood and a sil ken
cushion. Aidan curled his Iip at the wood. Wth the gentl est of
strokes, he clove the cushion in two. The down within barely
scattered. One feather rose, nmet the bl ade, paned-

The air woul d weep when he wi el ded that blade. A man
m ght ride against him be cloven, and never know it until his
head slipped free of his body.

Ai dan sheathed it reluctantly. Later, he said to it. Wyr for
we.

The others watched it all in the silence of perfect understand-
ing. Aidan bowed low to the smth. "You have outdone your-
self," he said.

Earouk nodded to plain truth. "I've never wought a better

bl ade. | may never do as well again. God was with me; He

gui ded ny hand. "

"And . - . your choice of verses for the bl ade?"

"The steel chose," said Earouk. "That is its soul."



He spoke the truth as he saw it. Aidan was nute. This was

power, a magi c deeper and stronger than his own. The forging

of steel; the waking of its soul; the binding of them both, each
to each. Earth and fire. Mdrtal and imortal. As the bearer, so
t he Dbl ade.

Al dan bowed over it, |ower cven-than before. "Master," he
sai d.

Wth the sword in its proper place at his side and both gold

and tribute well paid to its maker, Aidan eased in body and

m nd. The city through which he passed seenmed all made new

He rode it like a river in flood; he could blunt his senses to it,
but not quell themwholly, so that he was not left: blind and
deaf. So bal anced, so poised, he found strength not only to
endure the press of humanity but to nove as part of it.

It was a kind of freedom Not as sinple nor as sweet as the
silence of the greenwood, but keen-edged tike the hunt's end,
when the boar waits, and the hounds have drawn back, and the
hunt er knows that now he will be master, or he will fall.

He found that he was striding lightly, hardly hindered by the
narrowness of the streets or the jostle of people. Now and
agai n he touched the cool smpothness of the swordhilt, for the
simple joy of its presence.

He paused once for a napkinful of sonething deliriously
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sweet, and once again for a di pper of cool water ofBarada. He
heard a street singer with a voice like a mating cat; he nearly fel
into a brawl of uncertain beginnings and i npressive extent, the
center of which appeared to be a Turk and a Kurd.

He was mildly startled to come out of the clanoring di mess

of the bazaar and find the sun still high in the sky. He had
cone out face to face with the eastern gate of the G eat
Mosque, just as the brazen fal con bent down under its twelve
narrow arches to drop the ball of the hour into its basin, and
the arch of the second hour past noon vani shed behind its
shutter. Aidan stood staring at it, though he was cursed for
barring the way, and al though he had seen it before. Even at
night it was a marvel: the falcons continued their sleepless
round, and | anterns marked the passing of each hour through a
circle of blood-red glass. It nmade tine seemreal, a graspable
thing, a matter for man's mastery. But he could only neasure
it; he could not stop it, nor make it run backward.

"Your stars, ny lord-shall | read your stars for you?"

Ai dan gl anced down. A man peered up, crouching on the

step, clutching charts and pens and abacus: the tools of the
astrologer's trade. He was marginally preferable, A dan sup-
posed, to the sellers of relics who infested Christian churches.
Though there would be a few of those within, keeping their

heads | ow for fear of Sunni wath, but offering the odd, bold
Shi'a pilgrima glinpse of the casket in which reposed a strand



of the Prophet's hair, and beside it one which held the head of
the great Shiite martyr Husain. The Sunni did not bow to
relics, which they reckoned—ike nearly everything el se—a

ki nd of idolatry.

They were not fond of astrol ogers, either; which did not

keep the creatures fromflocking to the steps of the Gate of the
C ock.

This one sighed in Aidan's silence. "Business," he said, "is
bad, though | ask barely enough reconpense to keep flesh on
t hese worthl ess bones. Wuld not ny lord be pleased to know
what days are propitious for his undertakings?"

"I's that all you can tell ne?" Aidan asked him

"I hardly pretend to foretell the future,’
"Sinply to surmise by nmy science what it is likeliest to hold.

t he astrol oger said.

Ai dan dropped to the step beside him caught in spite of
hi nsel f. "An honest soothsayer! No wonder your business is
bad. You shoul d be prom sing mracles of prophecy."
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The man drew his skinny body erect, all offended dignity. "I
amnot, great lord, a charlatan. | ama student of the stars.”

And young under the straggling beard, and painfully earnest.
He clutched his charts to his chest and glared at Aidan's snmile
"You may nock me, O sultan, but my science is ny science."

"Certainly," said Aidan. "I was merely surprised. Wat is a
true phil osopher doing, selling horoscopes on the steps of the
G eat Msque?"

"Allah's will," the astrologer replied with humlity as striking
as all the rest of him "and necessity. My famly is inpover-

i shed; ny father is newWy dead. God grant himpeace; there is

no money to spare for the conpletion of ny studies. Therefore

| make what use of them | can, for what little it will bring. Very
little," he said, "but anything is better than nothing. And | wll
not—+ wll not—-beg."

"A man has his pride," Aidan agreed. He paused. "I don't
know when | was born according to your cal endar."”

"Ah," said the astrologer, coning to attention, |like a hound
on a scent. He peered. "G eek?"

"Frank," Ai dan said,

"Ah," the astrol oger said again, not a whit disnmayed. He

rimed through his charts. "I think ... yes ... close
enough, if | add here, and subtract ..." He trailed off. "The
day?"

"May Eve," Aidan said, "nigh mdnight."

It neant nothing to a Muslim except as a nunber on a



chart, that Aidan's first sight had been the Beltane fires. "The
year ?"

Al dan told him

He scribbled. Stopped. Looked up. "My lord will pardon
me, but | think ny lord has erred by a decade or four."

"I think not," Aidan said, smling.

The astrol oger blinked. "My lord, you cannot be—=

"I can."

He shivered. He considered, visibly, a nunber of responses.

Wth feline delicacy, Aidan set a coin on the step between
the astrologer's feet. It glittered gold.

"Nunbers," the astrologer said in a dying fall, "arc nunbers.
Even ... for a ..."

Anot her bright bezant appeared beside the first. Ai dan had
not nmoved, in body, to put it there.

The astrol oger stared at it. He was remarkably calm An
error in mathematics was a shudder in the heart of him Magic
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. that was different. He inclined his head, not at all ridicu-
lous in his dignity. "My lord," he said. He bent again and
peacefully to his cal cul ati ons.

Aidan waited in rather nore patience than sone woul d have
bel i eved hi m capabl e of. Peopl e cane and went. The ot her

astrol ogers were well occupied; their colleagues in the gate, the
notaries, plied a lively trade. Sone went fromone to the other
First the stars, then the contracts; and if the stars were bad,

t hey passed the notaries by and went within, probably to pray

for a nore auspicious day.

The second fal con dropped its ball with a clinking of metal

on netal, like the ringing of a bell. The astrol oger nuttered
over his charts, and gnawed his beard, and scored through a
whol e I'ine of calcul ations. He | ooked up, runpled and al nost
fierce. "I have never," he said by way of explanation, "cast a
horoscope for a prince of the jinn. You are a prince. | read that
properly. No?"

"Yes," Aidan said

The astrol oger was too preoccupied to bow. "It's all npst
interesting. Incredible, I would say, but you are what you are.
Bet ween Venus and Mars; but Mercury has power in your

house. You are as nuch | oved as hated; one who woul d possess
you, woul d possess you uttcriy- Death rides close to you, but
has no domi nion over you." His finger, ink-stained, traced the



line of the chart. "Sec, there is danger, and there. And great
joy, but a great loss. A journey—ourneys. Look to your w ves.
One is jealous, and will harmthe other, unless you take care."

"But | don't have—- Aidan began

The astrol oger did not hear him "You were born under a
singularly brilliant star. You fly with kings; kings |ook to you—
not for guidance- For strength, yes. And the fire of your pres-
ence. Where you are, stability seldomis. You nmove in power,

you are power, but you rein it in; you clip its wings. That's not
Wi se, in what you have to face. Learn to w eld what you bear,
prince, or you will fall. How low, ny science is insufficient to
foretell. Wiether you will rise again ..." He underscored a
figure, glared at it. "Venus in the Virgin. Fire in a cold heart.
Death. Even a jinni may die, prince. Renenber that."

"I never forget," Aidan said.

The astrologer fretted with his beard. "It's bad. | don't pre-
tend to deny it. But there's hope. There's al ways hope. Wat
can kill you, can save you. It's a matter of proportion."

"It's all dark before ne, then?"
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"I didn't say that." The astrologer held to his patience with
difficulty. "You' ve been blessed with a royal share of good for-
tune. Now you're asked to pay for it. If you are wi se, and nove
o« carefully, and forbear to tenpt heaven, you will end nore

, blessed than before. Look, here, you can see it. Al the paths
cone together; they seem dark, because of their density. Either
they end here, in an inextricable knot, or they unravel again
under fortunate stars. The choice is yours to make, in the sum
of your choices."

"Thereby," said Aidan, "enconpassing both destiny and free
will."

"Exactly," the astrol oger said, oblivious to irony. He | ooked
like a very young bird, hunched bright-eyed in his nest of
charts. "IVe never done a nore interesting horoscope. So

many choi ces—take nortality out of it, and you touch infinity.
It's a fascinating way to go ned."

"CGod be thanked, then, that you did not."

The astrol oger flushed slightly. "I confess, | kept nyself

t- within very linmted bounds. | used the quickest cal cul ations

} wherever | could. It's not a wonderful horoscope, ny lord. It's
N barely even adequate. There are a few paths ... if 1'd fol-

| owed them instead of

"Enough!" cried Aidan, "or you really will go mad, and it
will all be on ny head."

"You shoul d have thought of that," the astrol oger said se-
verely, "before you let ne cast the horoscope.”



Hs illogic was sublime; it touched the edge of perfect |ogic.
Dark as his foreseeings had been, Aidan could not, for the
nmonent, be cast down. He had a |l over and not the warring

wives of his stars, and in a little while he would see her; and in
a day or two they would | eave the city. He had grief enough, as
t he astrol oger had seen, but there was joy init. He filled the
man's hands with gold, all he had in his purse—all, maybe, that
he had in the world, but he did not care. There was too nuch

joy init, in seeing the eyes go round in the thin face, and the
narrow brilliant mnd open w de in astoni shnent, protest,

guilty delight. "But," the astrol oger said, "but this is an un-

| ucky day for ne."

"Certainly it is," Aidan said: "for your career as a street-
coner astrologer. You, ny fine philosopher, are going to go
back to your schooling, and prosper at it, and end the master
of your own school. Prom se nme youll do that."

"But," the astrol oger said. "But—
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"Prom se!"

"I promise- |- He swallowed audibly. "My lord, | foretold
di saster!"

"You gave ne fair warning. Wiich | shall remenber." Aidan
rose, smling. "May God prosper you."

As Ai dan turned away, the astrologer still babbling but be-

gi nning, incredulously, to praise his God and his benefactor

he nearly collided with a figure in a scarlet coat. A youth, a
Turk with his long braids and his neckl aces and the heavy rings
in his cars, wearing an expression half of triunmph and half of
patience taxed to its linmt. Wen Ai dan stopped, begi nning an
apol ogy, the Turk's face snoothed itself flat, though his nar-
row bl ack eyes were glittering still. "Sir Irank," he said, "the
sul tan asks you to attend him™

And the hunt, it was readily apparent, had taken nobst of the
day. Aidan forbore to blush, but he moved quickly where the
nmessenger | ed. There was a horse waiting, with a very small
page hol ding her bridle, and a pony which, on sight of the
Turk, lifted its bl ocky head and nei ghed. The mare, tall for an
Arab and nmost well aware of her beauty, regarded Aidan with
wary respect. Beasts always knew hiny beasts of nettle were
sometines slowto trust him because they saw his power, and
knew what it could do to them

Thi s one had courage. She barely flinched fromhis hand on

her neck. Her great nostrils flared; her |ean ears quivered. "By
your |eave," he said to her, setting foot to stirrup. She jibbed,
stilled. He stroked her sleek bay neck. It arched; she pawed the
ground. The page cl anbered ninbly up behind, quick as a

nmonkey and no nore inclined to ask whet her he was wel cone.

Once the child was settled, the sultan's messenger kicked his
pony into a trot. The mare, insulted, sprang into a dancing
canter.



Ai dan was sorry to part with the mare whose gaits were fire

and silk. But the sultan was waiting, and the nmessenger was not
m nded to linger. They left horses and page in the outer court
of the citadel and passed wi thin, going deeper than A dan had
ever gone before: past the public portions into regions |ess
nmeticul ously splendid. Qpulent still, certainly, but rime had
been allowed to tread here. Paint and gilding grew worn and
faded, riles cracked, staircases hollow with use. But the garden
into which they enmerged was nost well tended, heavy like all of
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Damascus with the scent of roses, sweet with the sound of
falling water.

Beyond the fountain was a pavilion nigh as large as a king's
hall, its colums twined with roses, its doors all open to the
garden, so that one could scarcely tell where inside began and
out si de ended. Cool airs played through it; a fingcrling of
Barada filled the pool in its center and bubbl ed away beneath
the riles of the floor.

By the pool in a circle of attendants sat the sultan. He had
been at work: a pair of secretaries scribbled amd a tottering
heap of charters and registers and di spatches. The nman nearest
him young to bear as great a weight of dignity as he patently
did, wore the robes of a qgadi, a judge, and scribbled as assidu-
ously as either of the secretaries. The emrs beyond him by
contrast, |ooked as fiercely out of place as falcons in a dove-
cote. Aidan knew Murhaf ibn Usanmah, and Ishak's lord

Masud; the third was a stranger, a haughty personage who,
beneat h robes of dazzling extravagance, bore a marked resem

bl ance to the sultan. It was he who seened nost ill at ease in
the scratching of pens and the rimng of pages; even the peace
of the garden seened to give himno pleasure. Left to hinself,
he woul d have di sposed of the busy scribblers and called for
dancing girls.

Sal adin, thin and dark and clerkly in-spite of the sword at his
side, seened in his element. He caught Aidan in the midst of a
| ow and careful obeisance, enbraced him Kkissed himon both
cheeks. "My lord prince! Wll nmet, and welconme. |1'd begun to
fear that you had left the city."

"Not quite yet, sire," Aidan said, recovering hinself quickly
enough once he had recalled the eastern propensity for effu-

sion. "I fear | gave your man a hard chase. | was dallying about
the city, and taking little enough notice of where | went. It's a
mracle he found ne."

"Arslan is a better hunter than nost," said Saladin, smling.
The young Turk, catching his eye, bowed | ow and took hinself
el sewhere

The sultan's snile broadened to take in Aidan. "Cone, sit,
be at case. You cane in a good hour; I'd all but finished here. A
nmonent | onger, of your charity . . .w

Ai dan inclined his head. A servant appeared w th sherbet,
fruit, a plateful of bread sprinkled with salt. A dan understood



the significance of that; and if he was not hungry, he had a
respectable thirst. He nibbled a bit of the flat unl eavened
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bread, finding it good; drank deep of the sherbet that was
cooled with snow from Mount Hennon. The sultan bent to-

ward his yeuii, intent on the wording of a letter. His emrs
waited in varying degrees of patience. Mirhafs head was

bowed; his Iips noved: reciting the Koran as a Christian would
tell his beads. Masud observed the pattern of rose-|eaves agai nst
the tw ning arabesques of the riles. The third emr, who was

Sal adi n' s brot her Turan-Shah, watched A dan

Not with hostility, Aidan took note. Not quite- Measuring.
Pondering his useful ness.

This man had not his brother's sinplicity. Saladin was no
nore and no | ess than what he was. Turan-Shah was the el der
born to rul e anong the sons of Ayyub, condemmed by the
fortune that had left himbehind while his brother forayed into
Egypt, to sec one younger and, in his nmind, |esser, made king
twi ce over, while he remained but the servant of a king. He
who coveted splendor saw his brother spurn it as if it were
dust; he who woul d have ruled like a proper enperor, nuse
bow to a man who could not even keep order in his council.
Who-his eyes began to glitter—entertai ned Franks as if they
had been decent Muslins, and never gave a thought to the
propriety of his station.

Ai dan struggled free of that small cold mind, clinging to his
cup as to an anchor, fighting a fit of trenbling. Dear Cod,
who had this Ayyub been,, that his sons should cone so cl ose
to power? Sal adin, who could see through any veil of glanour.
Tur an- Shah, whose mi nd was nore than open; who drew the

power in and all but drowned it.

They were nortal enough. There was grey in Turan-Shah's

beard; his face bore the marks of rinme and war and sel f-indul -
gence. H s scent was man-scent, heavy with eastern nusk.

Ai dan breathed deep of it, little conforted by it. He traced the
cross on the hilt of his dagger, for strength, and for remem
brance. O what he was; of what he was sworn to

The gadi withdrew at |ast, taking the secretaries with him

Sal adi n sighed and stretched and rubbed his eyes. "Allah be ny
wi tness, | could never be a scholar." He captured an apple from
the bowl which Aidan had not touched, and bit into it with
every expression of pleasure. H s eyes on Aidan were bright and
appallingly clear, but his mnd laid no traps for unwary power.
"You | eave the city soon, then, prince?"

Ai dan nodded. "The day after tonorrow, sire."
ALAMJT
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"So soon." Saladin sounded as if he regretted it. "WI you
still do as you swore to do?"

"l must," Aidan said.

The sultan nodded. His fingers sought the scar of the Assas-
sin's dagger, rubbing it as if it pained him "You cannot in
honor do otherwi se. As | cannot, by ny given word, grant you
aid."

"You know | ask for none.

"I know," said Saladin. "But what | know and what | coul d
wish ..." He sighed, gestured as if to thrust the thought
away. "You who are royal know what choices royalty can force

upon us. You who are ... nore than that . . . know why |
do what | do. |'ve pondered you, prince, and all that we spoke
of. This is what | shall do." He snote his hands toget her

A pair of servants came, burdened with what | ooked like a
bolt of silk. They shook it our. It was a coat, a robe of honor
bl ack but for the bands enbroi dered high on the sleeves: the

1. tiraz, the graceful flow of Arabic in letters the color of blood.

» Aidan's nane, and the sultan's, and the greatness of God

? woven through the word for honor
" And it was nore than a coat. Its weight was steel weight,
mai | wei ght +he Syrian fashion, to conceal nere naked arnor

in the beauty and subtlety of silk. It was |ike the scabbard of
Ai dan's sword, damascened. Gold shimered through its

bl ackness.

The others | ooked away for their nodesty's sake while the

?, servants clothed himin it. It was lighter than his Prankish mail,
and nore supple, yet he suspected that it m ght be stronger

They bound it with a silken belt, and hung his sword froma

bal dric worked with gold. He | ooked barbarically splendid:

quite properly civilized, to the eyes which saw hi m now.

The sultan sniled, and cl apped again. Swift feet sounded. A
? conpany of mam uks entered at speed, in cadence. They al
wore scarlet coats which, Aidan was certain, conceal ed the
C wei ght of arnor. One of themwas the Turk who had brought
; him here. They dropped down in the grovel of Mislim obei-
sance, but not to Sal adin. They kissed the floor at Aidan's feer

"These," the sultan said, and his expression was frankly

wi cked, "are yours. What you choose to do with themis your
affair. They are," he added, "nost well trained. And they have
reason not to | ove our comon eneny."

Ai dan could not say that he had ever in his life been truly
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dunbf ounded. He had al ways been able to find sonething to
say.

He contenpl ated the row of scarlet runps and ab)ect tur-
bans. Each coat bore the tiros which narked his own. The

bodi es within suffered none of the prized oriental plunpness.
They were all youths—the el dest could not have been past
twent y—t+ean and awkwar d-graceful as young wol f hounds. One

or two might be as tall as he. Several were certainly broader
One long braid beneath its turban was the col or of wheat in
the sun.

"But," Aidan said at last, "what in the worid would I do with
a conpany of mam uks?"

"\What ever you pl ease," said Sal adi n.

"Then | give them back to you." Aidan raised his hands,
pressing on before anyone could stop him "Sire, this is a gift
worthy of a king, and | cherish it for the splendor that it is-
But these are soldiers of Alah. How can you so endanger their
souls as to give themto ne?"

"I trust you," said Saladin, "not to forbid themtheir salva-
tion."

Aidan flung up his head. Hi s eyes were wild. "You know

what | am”

The sultan nodded once-

Even hal f-mad, Aidan could not seize a king and shake him

till he came to his senses. Nor would it do any good at all to
bl ast the pavilion to its foundations. He clutched the rags of
his temper and made hinself speak quietly. "My lord. If | speak
to them—+f | give themthe truth—ill you allow themto
choose?"

"It is not ny part to allow or disallow They arc yours."

Ai dan bit his tongue. He clapped his hands. Sparks flew. He ~*
started; cursed. Only the sultan seened to see, and he was \
nore amused than not. "Up!" Ai dan commanded this arny

whi ch had been thrust upon him

They obeyed with | audabl e alacrity. Boys, yes. Sonme were

still beardless, or too fair for the down to show. He scanned

their faces. Tallest to snallest. Clear blue eyes in a face that was
pure northern snow. Grey eyes; green, bel ow ruddy brows.

Bl ue again, like ice, but startling in a face as olive-snooth as

any Syrian's. Brown, thereafter, and eastern certainly, Turkish

brai ds, Turkish ornanents, round Turkish faces. And on the

end, as like as two reins on a bridle, a pair of broad-cheeked,
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yel | ow ski nned, slant-eyed inps of hell who dared hi moutri ght
to remark on their manifold oddities-

In spite of hinself, he smled. "I, too," he said, "amtwi n-

bom And 111 wager |'m odder than you."

"How much?" one demanded pronptly. He would be the



fire-twin. He was, perhaps, a shade the stockier, a whisper the
shorter.

"Your freedom" Aidan answered him "&u |ose, you
choose. Wiether to follow ne or go your ways."

"That if odd," said the other, the water-twin, with interest.

"Where's your brother?" the first asked: always one for the
essentials, he.

"Horme in the west, being a king, poor victim"
"Odder and odder," said the water-tw n.

The others did not nove, but the air about themrippl ed

with inpatience. Aidan addressed themall. "Your sultan has
told you that you arc a gift. Now you know that you are given
to a Christian and a Frank. \Wat you arc given to do, you may
wel | guess. Do you fear the Assassins?"

They pal ed. None of them to do themcredit, either noved
or spoke-

Aidan smiled a cold white smle. "Good- | sec that you are
sane. | see also that you arc brave. Are you brave enough to
serve ne?"

He gave it to themwhole, w thout Jnercy. The truth of his
face. The truth of his power, piercing their mnds, reading
their souls. None of themwas secret slave to the nmaster of
Masyaf. None of themwas such a fool as to be unafraid of the
creature who faced them Ijrit, they agreed, inmplicitly. The
twi ns had anot her name, but it neant much the sane.

None of themhad the wits to mmand bolt. The young

Northman wore a berserker's smile. "This is better than a
song," he said in a voice both light and startlingly sweet, a
singer's voi ce.

The i nps—Ki pchaks, they called thensel ves—aere grinni ng

like mad things. "I like this,"” said the fire-twin with w cked
relish.

Ai dan had all their nanes. H s finger stabbed at each

"Conrad."Thc fair singer, who for all his size was one of the
youngest .

"Andr oni kos." The grey-eyed Macedoni an with the Byzan-
tine smle

"Nanck." The Circassian, ruddy as a Frank
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The Turks: "Shadhi; Tuman; Zangi; Bahram Dildirim Ar-
slan. ™



And the inps last of all, wacer-twin, fire-twin, elder and
younger: "Il khan. Tinur."

They went down one by one as he nanmed them abject at his
feet. But not in their mnds; ah, no. In their mnds they were
giddy with the joy that is the heart of terror

The nore he strove to drive them away, the tighter they
cl ung.

He spun away fromthem upon the sultan. "They are al
nmad! "

"But nmost well trained,"” said Saladin, "and utterly |oyal.
They' Il serve you well."

Dam him He had known what he was doing. He had
chosen the best fighters and the worst hellions, and the ones
least likely to balk at serving a denon. They were all pagans;

even the ones who were born Christian. Even under the yoke
of Islam

They were, Aidan had perforce to adnmit, perfectly natched
to their nmaster. Their entirely unwilling, utterly nonpl ussed
nast er.

As he woul d be whether he kept them slaves or set them
free. Once his own, always his own. He was obligated to them
as they to him while their lives should |ast.

It was dammably |ike being a king. "What am| to do with
t hen®?"

"Use us," Arslan ventured to say. He was the el dest but one,
and stood as their captain. "W all hate the one you hare. Qur
mast er before you—+t was he who di ed when our sultan took

hi s wound. He had no son; we passed into the hands of our
sultan. W asked himfor the right to vengeance. He pronised
it. WIl you break his prom se for hinP"

"You could die for it."
"Then we will go to Paradise, and Allah will reward us."
Ai dan threw up his hands in despair. "Do you know who

woul d be glad to see this? Half the H gh Court of the King-
dom of Jerusalem They wanted ne with an army at ny back

And now, by God, | have one. But 1'll not conmand an arny
of slaves, even if your |law would allow a Christian to master
Muslimsouls. You'll be free, or you'll not follow ne."

"I't has been witnessed," the sultan said.
He was inordinately pleased with hinself. Hs emrs were
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nore than slightly puzzled. H s brother did not know what



there was to fail to conprehend, except that a Frank had been
given a gift as far beyond his deserts as if a dog had been
granted entry into Paradise.

Sal adi n rose; he managed, by sheer force of will, to stand eye
to eye with the tall Rhiyanan. He said, "Now you go as well
attended as any man may- | pray God that He may grant you

H s good fortune, and sonewhat of Hi s providence. Wl k

warily, ny friend. Look always to your back. |Ifou may know
better than | what weapons of magi c your enemy rmay w el d,

but that he has them you may be certain. There nmay even—t

i s whispered—there may be sonme anong his servants who are

not nerely human.”

Col d wal ked down Aidan's spine. But he held up his head;

he smiled. "Whatever his servants may be, he himscffis beyond
all doubt a nortal man. | go well forewarned, and nost well
armed. "

Saladin's smle was as brittle as Aidan's own- He enbraced
the prince, as if with his strength alone he could will it all to
end as he would have it. "Allah defend you," he said.

Ai dan bowed to the floor. The mam uks—his manm uks—
followed himin a body. That made himlaugh. Still |aughing,
with the sultan's wi de and sudden grin to bear hi m conpany,
he I ed them away.
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Joanna did not, as Aidan had half feared, react with horror to
his new arny. She was not even surprised. "lsmat told nme," she
said. "It was partly her idea. She thought you ought to have
foll owers you can trust."

Ai dan barely raised a brow. He was begi nning to understand

how t hese worren ruled while letting their nen believe that the
world was in their own hands. No doubt Joanna was a traitor

to her sex, for leering himknow what she knew, or she would
have been, if he had been a human man. Sonetines he won-

dered, a little bitterly, if that was why she accepted so easily
what was between them He was |ike a dream|lover, not human

and therefore not quite so nortal a sin.
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Then he woul d | ook at her and upbraid hinmself for a fool

She had begun in fascination with a creature out of Cecreint's
stories. She was seeing himentirely and sinply, now, as him
self; as no one not of his own kind had ever seen him even his
f at her.

On this last day in Damascus, she had damed the propri-

eties and cone out of the wonen's quarters. She wanted to see
the city plain, for once, before she left it. She saw it from
hor seback, wearing a veil to keep from being spat on, but she
was a Frank and that was obvious. Aidan had his doubts of her
wi sdom but in the circle of his mam uks-his; God's bones; he
was sritt not used to it—and with himat her side, she was as



safe as she could ever be. Hi s hellions were unsure of her, as
yet. Raised in Islamas they had been, and drunk with their
young bl ood, they did not like the thought of a woman riding
like a man- Even if she was as tall as one, and a Frank

She had enough Saracen in her, and enough Nornman nobl e-

worman, not to care in the | east what a pack of freed sl aves

t hought of her. She was nore interested in seeing this jewel of
earthly cities. Sonetimes she was even nore interested in sec-

i ng how cl ose she could ride to Aidan w thout either being

seen or rousing her mare's dislike of being too close to a mal e,
even a nmal e who was a gel di ng-

Ai dan, who was hardly that, encouraged his horse to snake
his head and sidle. O herwi se he woul d sei ze her then and
t here and overwhel m her with kisses, and that woul d not be
w se at all.

The astrol oger was gone fromthe Gate of the C ock. Aidan
smiled to hinself.

Joanna wanted to go inside. It was not forbidden to a
worman, but a Pranki sh woman was hardly wel cone. But she
was stubborn. She caught his eyes and held them "Wy docs
anyone have to know? Do they all know what you are?"

H s breath hissed between his teeth. That was bol dness be-
yond belief. No nortal had ever asked—ever dared—

She said none of the things she could have said, that would
have presuned on what was between them "lI'd like to see,”
she said.

After a |long monment he spoke. "We are,"” he said, "emrs
cone to pray for success in our enterprise. It would help if you
tried to wal k accordingly."

Her grin was too wicked to stay angry at, her swagger too
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perfectly like that of a Seljuk princeling with a fine sense of his
own i nmportance. One of Aldan's nmam uks—aot a Turk—sni ck-

ered. He left that one, and five nore, on guard over the

horses. The others fell in about the two tall figures who m ght
have been good Muslim captains come to pray in the holy

pl ace. Aidan at |east had no need to pretend to nore than his

usual senbl ance of humanity. He was still full of Joanna's reac-
tion to himin his splendid new coat.

The npbsque was as much a city as a place of worship. Its
galleries were full of nerchants: perfuners and sellers of bread
wagi ng a war of scents, and bookbi nders and jewel ers and

crafters of glass like jewels sending forth a manifold dazzl e of
light, and all of themraising their chants to beckon the pilgrim
in. The western nminaret was full of holy nmen, and the higher

they were, the holier they grew, until the highest seenmed to sit
directly under heaven. In the regions below, circles of boys
chanted the Koran round their teachers, and men stood guard

over the first Koran that ever was made, and a veil conceal ed



the cell fromwhich Aisha, bel oved of the Prophet, had kept

his word alive when he was dead. About themall, the nosque

was |ike a garden of stone: many-colored nmarble to tw ce nan-
high, then the jewel ed gutter of the greatest npsai cwork that
was ever made or conceived of, every city of the dawn of Islam
set living on those walls to endure, it was said, beyond the end
of the world.

The center was peace, and the ornate sinplicity that was

Islam It was vast, the hall of prayer, and enpty, its | anps of
gold unlit but glinrering in the gloom its massed carpets

gl owi ng between the pillars, and the gol den vine w nding

round its m hrab. There were people here in nunbers enough

but the space was wi der than they, and quiet. Sonewhere,
soneone chanted the Koran

It seened nost |ogical, and nmost natural, to sit on the carpet

by a pillar, face toward the niche of prayer, and sinply be.
Joanna sat close. Wth no one to see but the manl uks, whom

he trusted, Aidan wound his fingers with hers. She sniled at

him a quick smle, with promises init for later. "This is holy,"
she said softly, "even if it is not our holiness."

He nodded. It was like her, to understand w t hout needi ng

to be told. They needed it, this peace. He had no great gift of
presci ence, but because he was what he was, he could know

that they woul d not have such qui et again.

Al nost he clutched at her, to hold her, and this hour, and
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all that they nust |ose. She had turned fromhim she was
taking in the purity of the space. It was Roman once; then it
was Christian, full of the chants and incense of the Greek rite.
Now it was Allah's.

He ki ssed her fingers one by one. She smled, although she
did not |1 ook at him Her hand curved to fit his cheek

| shak saw t hem down the |l ength of the nbsque. At first he

t hought that his eyes were failing him The nmam uks were cl ear
enough in their scarlet livery, but the two in the nmiddle

bl urred and wavered |ike heat-shinmer in the desert.

It was only that they were in black and the hall was dim and
he was wi nded with tracking them down. Aidan, he could see
wel | enough once he set his mind to it. He wondered vaguely
who the other was. Another Frank, maybe; or soneone from

t he House of | brahi m

He could not spare breath to care. He had tried hard, so

hi deously hard, to forget what he knew, and he had succeeded.
He had never even been tenpted to tell the Frank his famly's
secret.

Tomorrow t he Frank was goi ng. Probably he woul d never

cone back. |shak was not noved, except as a child is, wanting
what it knows it cannot have, to beg the Frank to take himon
the caravan. There was the famly to think of, and Masud, and



t he sul tan.

But the Frank had been |shak's guest, and |shak thought

that they might be friends. The Frank was exotic and spl endid
and nore apt for mschief than anyone el se |Ishak had ever
known. |shak was going to mss himsorely.

If he died because |shak had not warned him.

That was not a man with him though she was as big as a
man, and ugly in an inescapably Prankish fashion. And shame-
| ess. Stroking him here, in the very house of Cod.

Franks had no decency at all

He shivered. His stomach clenched tighter even than his

fists. People said that Franks were too pallid to have any pas-
sion, all their fiery hunors chilled and quenched by their cold
northern climate and their taste for unclean nmeats. Not these
two, he could well see. They were unseemy.

But, like animals, oddly beautiful. They knew no better
Ai dan knew steel. Ishak's father would say that that was
enough.

He was avoi di ng thi nking of what he ought to be thinking
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of . He should escape, now, while they were occupi ed; before
t hey saw him

He swal | oned hard. He had not tone so far, to turn coward
and slink away.

He drew hinsel f up, tugged his coat into order, snoothed
what beard he had. Wth his best face forward, he went to
break his given word

The woman was not so ugly, close up. Merely plain. She was
nodest enough to snatch for her veil when she saw himcom

i ng, Frank enough to shrug and give it up since he had al ready
seen what there was to see. She had bold eyes. He bl ushed
under them and could not even begin to pretend that he had
cone here by chance.

He could at | east pretend to ignore her. He greeted Aidan

wi th none of his usual |ightness, squatting within the circle of
mam uks, who knew himand did not try to stop him But once

he was there, he could not say what he had cone to say. He
could not even circle round to it. He scow ed at his boots

i nstead, and | et them chink himinpossibly rude.

Ai dan touched his shoulder, lightly, as if to bolster him
"Come, sir. Yew knew |I'd be |leaving as soon as | could."

| shak nodded, swallowing. "It's not—+— He gathered him
sel f under those eyes like his father's steel, rippling like it, daz-
zling him and said as levelly as his body's trenbling would | et



him "Sir Prank, it's not that you must go. | understand; it's no
pl easure, but | accept it. It's what you go to. | don't think you
under stand what the sons of knives are.”

"I "think I may," said Aidan, but not as if he had taken of-
fense. "They're very subtle, and very deadly. They al nost never

fail to kill where they are commanded. Except with your sul -
tan."
"Al'lah's hand was on him" Ishak said.

"And it can't be on ne, because | ama Christian?"

I shak shook his head until his turban rocked on its noor-
ings. "No, no, no! Allah defended him kept the A d Man
fromusing his strongest weapons. Nothing but human force
went agai nst the sultan.”

Ai dan, for a wonder, seened to be listening to Ishak, and
heedi ng what he heard. "He said sonething to ne of that,
That not all the Hashi shayun are human nen."

"Ya Allah! Don't name them " |shak caught his voice before
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it spiraled into hysteria.
their magi c?"

what do you know of

"Little," said Aidan. "They're nasters of stealth. They're
mad—bew t ched, sonme say, or drugged. They live to die and
pass to Paradise."

"Not hi ng nore?"

"Is there nore?"

Those eyes were too damably keen. |shak fixed his own on

his feet. "They have nagic, prince. Devil-magic. And they are
mad. \What | aw or reason or sanity can any man conpel, on

folk who care only to kill and then to die?"

"Then," said Aidan with such lightness that |shak groaned in
despair, "I'll have to be nadder than they."

"Can you be stronger, too? And deadlier?"

"I can try."
"Youll still die," Ishak said. "Unless you have magic, too."
Aidan smiled. "I have magic."

I shak' s chin snapped up. "Are you first cousin to Iblis?"



"1"ve been accused of it," said the Frank

I shak ground his teeth in frustration. He wanted to burst

out with it, all together, all bare. And he could not. Hi s throat
cl enched when he tried to speak; to name her. To warn this

i nnocent of the Ad Man's devii-bitch

Magi c. What coul d Franks know of true and high and deadly
magi c? They were hardly nore than savages.

Even this one, who | ooked like an eastern lord. He sniled at

I shak, thinking no doubt to calma child' s fears. Child that he
was hinsel f. What power did he have, to face what laired in the
Mount ai n?

I shak coul d not—oul d not—speak of her. The spell's shape
was as distinct as bit and bridle, as a shackle on his tongue. He
cursed her to blackest hell, but he was sil enced.

He rose without grace, choking on tears as nuch of rage as

of grief for a friend. "Prince," he said. "Prince, if you will not
be wise, at |east be warned. Trust no one. No one, do you
under st and?"

"Not even nysel f?"

I shak tossed his head. "Allah! You would drive a saint to
nmurder." He thrust the words out one by one, with all his
strength of will and wit. "You are hunted. Your life is worth no
nore than a pebble in the desert. Pray your God to watch over
you. No | esser power can defend you."

"I understand," said Aidan. The light mad nockery, at |east,
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had left him "I do, Ishak. How nuch have you risked, to tel
me this?"

I shak's blood ran hot, and then cold. H s shoul ders

hunched. "It doesn't matter. M father—sakes kni ves—for—=
H's voice died. H s throat throbbed and burned. He was dizzy,
si ck.

The Frank caught him before he toppled. He | eaned agai nst

that slender strength; but only briefly. He willed hinself erect.
"I have to go," he said. "Go—go with God. May God defend

you. "

The boy all but fled, head down, stunbling as if he had gone
blind. Aidan started afrer him stopped. There was power on
him To break it, or to pierce it, nmight break his nind

The cold that had struck when the sultan spoke of nagic,

had sunk to the bone. It was real; it was true. And A dan had
never seen. He had held in his hand a bl ade of Farouk's forg-
ing, stained with Thibaut's bl ood, and he had never under-
stood, nor renenbered.

There was a power in Masyaf. Stronger than he, perhaps;



ol der; |l ess human than he coul d ever be.

He had never had to contenplate such a thing. They had

al ways been human, all his enemies. His own kind were his
own kind. They did not nmon one another. That was a nor-
tal madness.

Mermory qui vered. The Saracen, the cat-eyed beauty, MNorgi-
ana. If he could find her—+f she knew what was in Masyaf —
per haps—

Wul d she aid a Frank? Gt hers had, |shak not |east of all; but
Ai dan woul d never presume on Saracen charity. Perhaps she
woul d not even know what denon answered the call of the

Mast er of the Assassins.

If he ever saw her again, he could but ask

He turned back to Joanna. She reined in her fear, but it was
rising, draining the blood fromher face, the Iight from her
eyes. He drew her up and kissed her. "I'll defend you," he said.

She clung as briefly as Ishak had. But she knew nore of him
than the boy had been allowed to see. She let herself believe
hi m

vV
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Al cppo was white. White as chalk, white as bone, white as the

bl i ndness of sun on snow. The rock of its citadel |oomed up to
heaven, dazzling in the glare of noon; the green of poplar and
cypress blurred to a shadow beneath it.

This was a starker beauty than Danmascus. Its people were | ess

| anguidly graceful, its orchards less inviting. The flow of its
speech was deeper, harsher, closer to the stone on which it

st ood.

Even its lordship was different. Sal adin was not sultan here.
The child al-Salih Ismail, whose father had been sultan in Da-
mascus before his death brought the upstart out of Egypt,

ruled with his regent, Gumushtekin. That he ruled by Saladin's
sufferance, mattered little to a city which had weat hered years
of siege against the interloper. Wich had, above all, set the
Assassins on him until he nade his own peace with them

The House of Ibrahimwas a city within the city. Here at |ast
even a western nobl eman coul d see what power was in a king-
dom of trade: in its hand upon the'caravanserais, and its hol d-
ings inthe city, and its strength to rule as it chose w t hout
regard to the one who held the citadel. \Were the caravan
passed, no one presuned to hinder

Yet the house itself, though | arge enough, did not ape a
pal ace. It had begun as a sinple dwelling, a house of a single
court with a garden at its back. Years and need and the swelling



of its dependents had stretched its boundaries, until its wall
encl osed a fair half-dozen | esser houses and their gardens. But
its heart was still the house of Ibrahimthe seller of spices,
Abraham t he Jew as he had been then, before the dawn of

I sl am

For Joanna it was another face of honme. Haki mthe porter

was at his post as he had al ways been, a shade greyer, perhaps, a
shade nore dry and sinewy, but still the guardi an of the gate.
The gap in the arch where one of the cousins had proven his
prowess with a sling had never managed to get itself mended.

The br oken-backed ponegranate tree still shaded the first

court, laden nowwith fruit, with a boy to drive away the birds.
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There was, as always, a cat on the fountain's rimand a servant
or three trotting fromsun to shade, and a gathering of cousins
escaped fromduties to see who had cone.

They had an eyeful: twelve mam uks in scarlet with hands to
weapons, and a lrankish prince in the robe of a Damascene
emr, and Joanna with her maid as drab as peahens in the m dst
of them

This time, she knew wi t hout asking, A dan was going to be
difficult. On the road he had been no nore restive than he ever
was; he had seened as glad as she, to be free to ride together by
day and to lie in one another's arns at night. But since Aieppo
cane in sight, he had been as twitchy as a cat.

Even in the few nonents between surrendering his horse to

a groom and facing the uncle who had come to give them

formal greeting, he could not stand still. He prowed to the
ponegranate tree and back, pausing to exchange stares with

one of the youngest cousins, gathering up the cat that had
cone to weave about his ankles. He was a | odestone for cats,

al ways. He came to stand at Joanna's back, as the cousins scat-
tered and their elder advanced like a ship in full sail: Uncle
Karim no |less. They were bei ng honored.

Though Ai dan might not think so. She willed himto keep

quiet, co stand still, to let her do the tal king. Uncle Karim was
not an easy sight for Prankish eyes, nobly rotund as he was,
attired as always in the extremest height of fashion, with a
beard dyed bl acker than any natural beard could be and curied
extravagantly, and a turban of truly astonishing di mensions.
One's first inpul se was al ways to goggle, and then to |augh

al oud.

Peopl e who | aughed at Uncle Karimusually lived to regret
it. He had a mind |i ke a Damascus bl ade, and a propensity for
repaying slights in the purest unadulterated gold coin.

Ai dan was not | aughing, that she could hear. She could not

in courtesy twi st about to see if he was grinning. Those of his
mam uks whom she coul d see, seened to have frozen in md-
goggl e. She could not, unfortunately, see the two she was

nmost afraid of. The Kipchak inps were behind their naster

doi ng God al one knew what .



She was free at |least to accept her uncle's greeting, all of it,
inall its intricacy. But it was heartfelt; his enbrace had a quiver
init, and while his tongue ran on, his eyes took in every travel -
weary inch of her. And her escort. And, narrowy, her prince.

Then at last she could turn. Aidan was not grinning. Hs
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face was marble-still, his voice soft and careful in acknow edg-
ing his host. The cat was on his shoul der, purring thunder-
ously. It made himno less alarming to | ook at.

She hardly heard what they said to one another. WII had
met strong will, and found its match. G ey eyes and dark
crossed, clashed, disengaged.

Uncle Karimsnmiled. The slight inclination of his head had

nore respect in it than all the bowi ngs and effusions before it.
"Come," he said, "if you will, and rest, and take refreshment.
Al that is here, is yours. May your sojourn with us be |long and
bl essed. "

Ai dan did not want to go where the plunp hand beckoned.
She could not touch him not under all these eyes, but she
said, "Go. It's safe. | prom se you."

He shook his head tightly, lips set. Her heart constricted.
Not a battle; dear God, not here.

He seened to catch her thought. He went stiffly where he
was | ed, but he went w thout argunent.

Her breath left her in a long sigh. She |oved him she ached
with wanting him But he was not a confortabl e conpanion.

If he ever took it into his head to run wild, nothing in the
worl d would stop him

He was close to it now She al nbst broke away fromthe
worren who were | eading her to the haremand its bath, and
ran back to him But she mastered herself. She would only
make it worse

Even with all her troubles, the bath was heaven. The aunts

and the cousins were all there to spoil her, to hover about her
to make her feel |oved and panpered and protected. They had

all the gossip ready for her: who was married and who was
pregnant and who was at odds with whom both within the

harem and out of it. It was all a warm and steady stream |ike
the water, the soap scented with roses, the oil rubbed into her
ski n.

Langui d, at peace, with fear driven deep into the shadows of
her consci ousness, Joanna could | ook at herself and see what
she had been blind to for so | ong. She was surprised. She had a
shape again. Her waist would never win back its maiden small -
ness, but it was less thick than it had been. Her breasts were
tender still, but their mlk had dried; though their high round
firmess was gone, this new full ness was not unpl easant to see.



Her hair had darkened, gone from oak-gold to bronze, but it
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had won back its luster; it tumbled about her face, softening
the long strong lines of check and jaw, w dening her eyes and
deepening their cloudy blue to msted violet. She stared at
herself in the silver mnor, astonished. She | ooked like a
woman with a | over.

She hid her flush behind the curtain of hair, attacking it with
a brush until sonmeone interfered. She | ooked into the withered
face of the oldest aunt, and eyes that saw all there had ever
been to sec. A gnarled finger prodded her breast. Wen she
flinched. Aunt Adah grinned, baring her toothless guns. "So,
little one. Is it another baby well be raising for the House?"

Joanna's teeth clicked together. No. Ch, no. "No! | had
one. He was taken away fromne. I'mstill—not—entirel y—=

Aunt Adah nodded al together too willingly. "Yes. Yes, of
course. Poor little one. Franks are barbarians, to take babies
away from new nothers and | eave themall alone."

Slow y Joanna's heart stopped trying to | eap out of her

breast. She was not del uding hersel f. She was being sensi bl e.
Her courses had not begun yet: her body was still off" its bal-
ance after Ainctry. She was not carrying another child. Which
could not possibly be Ranulfs- VWhich would not |ikely be

human at all.

And if she were ... if she were

No. She turned her back on the thought and sl anmed the

door- She set herself to be welcone and wel coned, bat hed,

fed, laid to rest in a high cool roomfull of the song of w nd
and falling water.

Ai dan did not want to be quiet. He did not want to eat. He

did not want to rest. Hi s manml uks were taken away from him

led away to some inner fastness of servants and of |esser guests.
H's | over was | ocked in the harem He had wal ked open-eyed

into a city of Assassins, and he knew that he had been mad to
dare it.

He lay on the mat in the room which he had been given, not
because he wanted to lie there, but because the patchwork cat,
coiled on his mddle, was content. Its purring runbled
through him its peace stilled the worst of his conpulsion to
| eap up and bolt.

And why, except for the cat, did he not do just that? Wy
did he not fly, if he was m nded to? He could. It was there in
him the power.
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The cat butted his hand. He rubbed its ears, aware of its
bliss, as a murmur on the edges of his rebellion



He had done nothing that a nortal man could not do, ex-

cept blur the truth of his face, and walk in a mnd or two, and
sustain the wards agai nst the Assassin—+I| as that had served
Thi baut —si nce he left Rhiyana. In all else, he had w el ded no
power. He had made hinmsel f human

It had seenmed prudent enough when he began. This was a

nmortal world, and nortal fear could kill. He had seen the

threat of it in Jerusalem in the whispers that he was the Assas-
sin, that he was worse, that he was the devil's own.

But he was not nortal. He was not human. Here in |slam

whi ch not only accepted the possibility of his kind but granted

it the hope of salvation, he was perhaps not safe fromfear, but
he was less likely to be burned at the stake for it- And his power
chafed in its confinenent.

He uncurled a tendril of it, delicately. Nothing so comon

to his kind as wards or mndsight; those had had use enough
But the deeper power, the fire that was his nane and his es-
sence, woke with Joy. A flicker, only, for a beginning. A wash
of flame over his body.

The cat regarded himw de-eyed. He was clothed in fire. He
rai sed his hand, each finger like a candle, crowned with a flane.
He | aughed for the freedomof it.

The edge of his awareness rippled. |I”~resence, and hunan. He
danped the fire. The cat sneezed. He sat up to face the man
with the ridiculous turban and the bl ade-keen wts.

If Karimhad seen or sensed the wildfire, he had chosen to
reckon it a delusion. He bowed with grace astonishing in a
man of his girth, in the exact degree due the second son of a
ki ng. Ai dan acknow edged it with a raise of the brow and an
inclination ofrhc head. It was nore than he woul d have gi ven
a nerchant at hone.

But, having acceded to the proprieties, this merchant re-

called that he was Aidan's equal in the kingdom of trade, sec-
ond heir after his sister. And that was strangest of all, that a
worman coul d inherit, and rule, in her own right, when there

was a man of years and strength to do it for her

Karim established hinself in confort where the breeze was

-~ cool est, near the door that |ooked on the garden. H s robe was
Nof sky-blue silk. His slippers were scarlet, enbroidered with
Acrystal and gold; their toes turned up with el egant cxtrava-

| »ance.
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Ai dan, barefoot in cotton drawers, sighed for his dignity and
kept to his mat. The cat drowsed in his |ap

Karimspared it a glance. "You have a friend in the house,
see," he said.

"But not. God willing, the only one."



The nerchant smiled in his curled beard. "You are wel cone
here, 11 he said, "as the kinsman of our ki nswoman, and as a lord
of Rhiyana. That is pearls, no? And a little tin. And a beautifu
fine woolen cloth that sells for a princely price in the proper
pl aces. "

"And a very little mecal work, though naybe that is not well
t hought of here, where the snmiths are the best in the world."

Kari mwas not in the least disconfited. "And, as you say, a
craft in gold and silver and sonewhat in iron, and a rare art in
the cutting and setting of gems. The King of Jerusalem s ener-
ald is known even here.”

"Is it?" Aidan smiled. "And so it nmight be. The stone cane
fromyour caravans, though it was cut and carved in Caer
Gnent . "

"Such is the kingdom of conmerce,"” said Karim

"I begin to see the extent of it," Aidan said. "That you
shoul d know our little country . . . have you kin who trade
t here?"

"A distant cousin, and an ally or two. They speak of a coun-
try well ruled, prosperous and at peace: a haven for the gentler
arcs."

"But not fair prey for any barbarian with an axe and the will
to use it."”

"Certainly not," said Karim "Even, | trust, w thout the mar-
shal of its armies."

"My royal brother is at least the soldier I am and tw ce the
general . "

"Then he nust be remarkabl e i ndeed. "

"His failing," Aidan said, "is that he |l et the nonks corrupt

him He lets everyone el se claimthe praise, and takes the blane
on himself. There is such a thing as an excess of Christian
charity."

Kari mcould not in courtesy answer that.

Ai dan nudged the cat fromhis |lap and drew up his knees,

cl asping them The cat contenplated sinking claws into his
ankl e, but reconsidered. It turned haughtily and stal ked out.
"I amnot," he said to the final fillip of its tail, "the Christian
that my brother is. Nor have | his patience- Tell the lady of this
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house that | shall do my utnpbst to wait upon her pleasure, but
my tenper is uncertain at its best. Wich, now, it nost cer-

tainly is not."

Kari mregarded himin grave astonishnent. "Sir! Have we



failed of our hospitality?"

"I have been at the nercy of the caravan since it left Jerusa-
lem Now the caravan is ended. The one whomthe Lady Mar-
garet charged nme to guard is |ocked away fromme in the

harem | have nothing to do but wait, and | ook for death that
cones out of the air. As it will. Master Karim As it nost
assuredly will."

Kari m | ooked long at him wth no fear that he could dis-
cern. After an endl ess nonment the nerchant rose. "Rest," he
said, "if you can. | shall see what | may do."

It was better than nothing, A dan supposed. He had tram

pl ed on every rule of eastern courtesy; but he was, truly, out of
pati ence. He did not intend to cool his heels in this city of
Assassins, until Joanna died for Mislimpropriety.

If they did not let himin to guard her, he would find his
own way there. Soon. Tonight. The air was linmpidly clear, the
air of Al eppo on the threshold of autumm, but beneath it was a
tension like the gathering of thunder. It was going to break
And when it broke, it would break tn bl ood.

He put on the garnent that had been laid out for him a

light silken robe, and went out to the gallery. The garden |ay
bel ow, green and enpty. The roons beside his own were |ike-

wi se untenanred, their inhabitants gone now about the busi -
ness of the House of |brahim

He swung over the rail, dropped lightly down. Beyond the

wal | he heard children's voices, and a woman's raised in renon-
strance. He wal ked along it, hand resting lightly onit, as if to
prom se that he would conquer it.

In the comer of the wall, an alnond tree shaded a space |ike
a bower. He bent beneath the branches, and started, recoiling.

Mor gi ana tossed himan al nond. He caught it, by instinct.

as he dropped down under the arching green. She cracked a
pal e-brown shell and freed the neat, but did not eat it. Her
expression was alnmost frightening in its stillness.

She wore woman's dress, drab and vol um nous bl ack, with a
veil over her hair. She woul d have been beautiful in sackcloth,
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which this very nearly was; its perfect propriety was nore all ur-
ing than the nman's garb in which he had seen her before.

The al nond broke in the clenching of his fist. A jagged edge
sank deep, drawi ng blood. He stared at it in surprise.

She took his hand in warm steady fingers and drew out the
shard. The bl ood well ed, dark and thick. She set her lips to it.

He could not nove. She was only cleansing the wound by
what neans she could. Only that. She rai sed her head; she was
as calmas ever. "You should take care,"” she said. "You have



nore strength than a man."

Tenmper burned away his astonishnent. "Am | so nmuch a
child beside you?"

"Al'l ah knows, you are not."
"I'"ve been waiting for you."

She was still hol ding his hand.

He gl anced about. "Here? Do you live here?"

She shook her head. "I saw you riding in. You were beautifu
in your robe of honor. Alnobst civilized."

" Al nost ?"

She | aughed and kissed his palm swiftly, as if there were
not hi ng el se one ought to do with a man's hand in one's own.
"I should not like you to | ose your wildness. It makes you
fascinating."

"You ..." he said. "You could quickly drive me nad."

He was half jesting. But even the half that was in earnest had
not | ooked to drive her back against the tree-bole, green eyes
wi de, white face stricken

H s hand, that had known no pain of its wound, began to
throb. He flexed it, staring at her. She | ooked ready, inpossi-
bly, to weep.

He gathered her to him "Hush," he said, though she had
made no sound. "Hush. | neant no hurt."

Her head shook, hard, against his shoul der. She was small er

than Joanna, tighter, slender-boned as a bird, but wonderfully,
uncannily strong. Her fists knotted in his robe. Her voice cane
muf fl ed but distinct- "I have no art; no skill. I know nothing of
gentle things. | can only say what is in me to say. And that—
and that—+s all amss."

He drew a breath, two. "Arc you telling me ... that

you . "

She thrust herself back. "Ch, you beautiful, innocent fool! I

| ove you. | have loved you since | saw you in Jerusalem | have

foll owed you, watched you, waited for you, wanted you. If |
shall drive you mad, what is it that you have done to ne?"
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He opened his nouth, closed it again. He could think of
nothing to do, except to touch her. She was burning cold. "I

don'r," he said, "I don't yet— He swallowed. "Yet. But when
| see you, touch you . . ." He had her hands in his. He held
themto his heart. He could not help the sudden smile. "If you

woul d seduce a man, ny |ady, you had best begin by letting
him see you as often as you see him"

She stiffened, offended; but listening with fierce intensity.



He rai sed her hands and kissed them "Wen |I first saw you,
| thought that | had dreanmed you. You were all that | had ever
yearned for in a woman."

"And now?"
He net her eyes. "And now, you make ny heart sing."

Her arns | ocked about his neck. "WII you love me? WIl you
| ove ne now?"

He checked, startled. She was shaking, and not w th passion

As if she were going to die before the sun set, and once again,
just once, she craved the body's pleasure. "Lady, why in the
wor | d—=

She spun away fromhim "No- O course not." Her voice
was bitter. "You are Christian. | forget. You nake a virtue of
deni al . "

Ai dan | aughed with his own fair share of bitterness. "That
may be, but | was not born a Christian. No, lady. It's only
are you sure you want it? | hardly know you."

"That is why," she said. "That is why I want you now "

He reached for her, but she had gone too far, alnost out of
the tree's shade. "Lady," he said, "have nercy. |'ve seen you
thrice before this; | know no nore of you than your nanme. If
you have a husband, children, kin—=

Her |aughter was iike a cry of pain. "None! | have none.
There is only I. Only—enly—=

He | eaped. He was surprised that she was there, that she had

not vani shed. But no nore, it seemed, than she. She had to tilt
her head back to sec his face; to reach high, to snmooth the hair
back fromhis brow. Her hand trenbled. "I |ove vou," she said.

She was gone.

He dropped down, boneless. "God," he said. As she had
once. "Cod, God, God."

Two wives, the astrologer had said. Had he nmeant this im
possi bl e tangle? Fretting into madness over one; driven truly
mad by the other. And if one was jeal ous - -
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That woul d be Joanna. Misli mwonen knew how to share
their nen.

He tossed his aching head. What was he thinking? Joanna

had no cause for jealousy. This was a madwonan, a denon-
creature gone wild with age and | oneliness. That he found her
beautiful was proof only that he had eyes. The rest was pity and
fascination and a little—nore than a little—desire. Their bod-
ies fit well together. Alnost too well. The menory ot her was
strong on his skin, her absence an ache that mounted to pain.



He dragged hinself to his feet. He had cone to the garden
for healing; it had dealt hima wound worse stiii.

God had not done with nocking him He could rest now

He could fall without effort into a sleep |like death. Therefore
he was not allowed it. A servant was waiting in his chanber
with fresh clothing, a cup of sherbet, a cloying obsequi ousness.
Now t hat he had rested, he was infornmed, he would dine, then
the masters of the house would rejoice in his conpany.

He contenplated a feast for a prince and a | ong evening's

di scourse on nothing in particular, and cane deathly close to
defying it all. But training held, and bone-weariness. He bowed
to the inevitable-

19

Joanna was well guarded. Too well by half. She and Dura
shared a chanber with two of the cousins, light sleepers both,
and one heavy with pregnancy and given to rising every hour at
least to go to the privy. Samin the eunuch, who was well-nigh
as vast as the Done of the Rock and arnmed with a sword, slept
across the door. An Assassin would have been hard put to enter
the room which had only one latticed wi ndow, and if he had
found a way to wal k through walls or the nountain of Sanin,

he woul d have had to unravel Joanna fromthe knot of her

mai d and her cousins.

A lover, even a |lover who was Aidan, could not begin to
appr oach her.

It was not as if she had been taken unawares. The House
knew t he danger she was in, for its sake; and the harem was
crowded. The unmarri ed wonen, the women with child, the
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wonen whose husbands were el sewhere on the business of the
House, had perforce to sleep in twos and threes.

She had not spent a night w thout Aidan since he first cane

to her tent. In that warmand airless room filled to bursting
with humanity, still she was cold. Alia's back agai nst her side,
Nahar's exuberant flesh crowdi ng her, Sam n's thunderous

snores, all made her ache for one | ong | ean body, and | ove

made in silence for fear of discovery, and the scent of himthat
was |i ke an oak copse in sumer.

She tried, once, to slip away. Sam n heaved hinself up and
foll owed her. He waited outside the privy, to which she had to
go or be betrayed, and foll owed her back to the room He had
not followed Alia on any of her nmany excursions. He was,
beyond any hope of doubt, set to guard Joanna.

It woul d have been easier if she could trust Aidan not to do
somet hing mad. Not tonight, maybe. He had that nuch sense.

But if he was kept away from her every night, sooner or later he
woul d break, and then there was no telling what he woul d do.



When this was over, she would go back to Qutrener. Ranulf

would try to claimher. She was his wife; there was no escape
fromthat. She did not—6God help her, she did not know if she
wanted to escape fromit. She did not want to be Aidan's wife,
even if he woufd ask it, or expect it. Awife was too much like a
servant. She had a duty to her husband's bed. Duty was no part

of what was between her and the witch's son of Caer Gwent.

He could be all utterly like a man, warm flesh, swifr desire,
tears when he grieved, |aughter when he was glad. He was as
devout a Christian as any other nobl enan, though sonetinmes
he forgot and swore by the goddess of his nother. He was no
devil, or nonster, or creature beyond human ken

But he was not human. He did not, when he let hinself be

hinself, think like a man. Wich was why she was knotted wth

nore than wanting him She feared him For him He was as
dangerous as a beast of prey, and as unchancy. And nen

hunt ed beasts of prey; killed them and called it justice, because
their world all owed no predator but man.

Be human, she willed hi mprayed him Think. Renenber the
danger to ne. Since he would never care for his own.

Maybe he heard. He did not cone.
He was wi se; and she. But ah, she wanted him

He had heard her. He saw what safeguards hedged her
about. None of them could be proof against sorcery. And yet,
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was he? He did not even know what it was chat he faced:

whet her dermon or nortal nmagus, or nothing at all but fear in
t he ni ght.

Nor could he know, unless he sawit. But to see it, he nust
lure it; and he woul d not—oul d not—4se Joanna as the bait.

He sat bolt upright. Perhaps he would not need to. He had
his own magic. It was by no nmeans without its limts. But
per haps—per haps—for this it would be enough

He sank back with a groan. It needed time for the doing-

Time he mght not be given. He had dallied overlong as it was,
letting the caravan carry himin Joanna's wake. This ciry that
had opened like the jaws of a trap, this would be the place
where the Assassin nade his move; and it night be soon. Half
Al eppo knew that the House of |brahinm s southern caravan

had come in. The word woul d reach Masyafat w nged speed.

And then, out of the night, the stroke.

H s senses | eaped outward in fear. No danger met them
Joanna was guarded; nothing crept in upon her. In the city
round about, no nalice turned agai nst her

He did not linger to read what else was there to read. al-
t hough sone of it pricked at his awareness. It was not in him



toni ght to wander the m nd-w nds, [ong though it had been
since he had ventured them He set his strength in the wards
and his will on sleep, and settled to endure the night.

After all his sleepless fretting, he slept well past sunrise. It
was Arslan who roused him |ooking well and grimy content,

and saying as soon as Aidan had opened his eyes, "My lord

woul d do well to rise quickly. He is sumoned where he had

best deign to go."

Ai dan sat up scowling, raking his hair out of his face.
"Wwul d ny servant deign to explain hinself in plain Arabic?"

Arslan grinned, unrepentant. "You're blessed, ny lord. The
Lady Khadi Jah wants to speak with you. | don't think," he said,
"that she often grants audience this soon."

Ai dan knew that she did not. As |ady of the House, she

stood somewhat hi gher than a queen, and she knew it. He was
up in an instant, into Arsian's capable hands. As the nmanm uk
washed him he said, "The last | knew, the whole pack of you
had been herded into exile."

"So we were." Arslan wung the cloth into the basin, laid
both aside, began to dress his master. "W chose not to accept
our banishnent. It never came fromyou, after all. | shalf be
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your body servant, at which | am sonewhat nore accom

plished than the fool who claimed the office. The rest will
guard you, taking turn and turn. May | grant them | eave, when
they are not guarding you, to go about the ciry?"

"Only if they—and you—prom se the utnost of discretion
And | eave your livery at hone."

Arsl an di pped his head. "Yes, ny lord."

"Mark you," said Aidan. "No spying; and no rabbl erousing.
If you see an Assassin, you let himbe."

"Even if he is nurdering a citizen, ny |lord?"

Aidan's teeth clicked together. Arslan's politeness was be-

yond reproach, but his mnd was rather too patently his own.
"There will be no heroics white we are guests in this city. W
woul d be worse than fools to betray our hand in assaults

agai nst slaves, while the naster keeps to his own place, free and
strong and al! too well aware of us."

"Yes, ny lord," said Arslan.
He was a master of the opacity of servants, was that one. Bur
Ai dan had better eyes than nost. "On your honor," he said,

"and on your soul, swear to it."

So compel l ed, Arslan could not but obey. He was not
happy, but his respect for his lord had gone up a notch or two.



Ai dan was ready: washed, conbed, royally if sonberly clad.

He did not go arned, although his tide was sadly naked with-
out his sword. Arslan followed him Raihan and Conrad fell in
behi nd -

None of themwas admitted to the harem That was |aw, and

i mut abl e. Ai dan went in under the guardi anship of a nmoun-

tai nous, soot-black eunuch, hideous as a devil out of an abbot's
ni ghtmare, arned with what could only be a captured Prankish
sword. His lowering glances pronised application of that blade
to a salient portion of Aidan's anatony, if Aidan ventured the
slightest step out of the way ordained for him

Ai dan did not intend to stray; nor indeed could he have

wandered far. He was taken only to the first court, to a cham

ber just within it, a dimcupboard of a roomdivided in half by

an intricately carven screen. Foreign though it was with its tiles
and its carpets and its shelf of silver vessels rinmng the white-
washed ceiling, it rem nded Aidan of nothing so nuch as the
recepti on room of a nunnery. There was even a chapcrone in

bl ack, heavily veiled, with gnarled and age-spotted fingers |aced
quietly in her |ap.

And with her, near but not behind the screen, a figure
196 Judith Tarr

whose veil m ght have been snmoke for all it conceal ed of
Joanna.

Ai dan was trained in courts and anong kings. He did not
falter. He did not cry out, or leap forward, or seize her and
crush the breath out of her. He entered quietly. Half of the
way between the door and the |adies, he bowed a | ow and
courtly bow "M dama. You are wel | ?"

Her eyes were | owered, as al ways when she did not want to
betray herself; her voice was muted. "I amwell, my iord. And
you? Have you rested?"

"Well enough, ny lady," he said.

He knew in his skin why she veil ed herself against him Her
cheeks were burning. Her breath cane quicker than it was used
to; he could hear her heart beating.

If he was calner, it was only because he had a witch's mas-

tery of his body. There were eyes all about, staring, judging,
alert for the snmallest betrayal. And nost intent of all, the an-
cient woman in her swathing of veils, no nore than a shape of
shadow with yel |l ow bird-tal on hands and eyes as fiercely steady
as a falcon's. No servant, this; and no fool

He woul d not bl anch beneath her stare, though it dared him
to defend his discourtesy in greeting Joanna first before her
Let her nmake of it what she would. He was Joanna's first, any
other nortal's after.

He bowed as to a queen, a prince's bow, with no subm ssion
init. "Lady," he said.



The fal con-eyes glinted. The veils inclined a fraction. "Sir
Frank, " she said.

Her voice was younger by far than her hands. It rmade him
thi nk of Margaret: of velvet over steel. "You honor ne wth
your presence," he said to her, "ny | ady Khadijah."

Per haps she smiled. "I do, yes. My granddaughter namnes
you ki nsman; the daughter of mnmy granddaughter speaks well of
you. And," she said, "I had a fancy to see your face."

"Does it please you?"

She | aughed, no crone's cackle but the rich deep | aughter of
a wonan in her prine. "Of course it pleases nme! The young
nmoon in Ramadan, indeed. | think | shall not let my daughters
see you. They might be tenpted fromthe path of virtue."

'eSurely the ladies of your line are not so easily led astray."

"Perhaps not; but they m ght be induced to | ook on the nen
whom Al l ah has given them and be sadly disappointed.”

"There is nore to a man than beauty," Aidan said.
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"But never so evident to the eye." She beckoned. "Cone
here.”

He cane; he sank to one knee before her, to spare her the

effort of craning up at him for she was very small. Tiny; aston-
i shing, for she towered in the mnd s eye. He could have lifted
her with one hand.

She | eaned toward him "Wre | even twenty years younger,"
she said, "I would cast prudence to the winds and take you to
ny bed."

"Twenty years, |ady? Wiy need you be younger at alt?"
She | aughed again that wonderful, earthy l|laughter. "Wy
i ndeed, young stallion? Surely you woul d not be pleased to

enbrace such a shriveled husk as | am"”

"My first lover was past her third score of years, and though
time had had its will other, it only made her sweeter."

"Ah, sir," said Khadijah, "you tenpt ne. To know again the
sweet ness of young flesh . . ." She sighed. "No; | submt;

Allah wilts it. My eyes take pleasure enough. Thanks be to Him
Who is ever nercifal, that | have themyet. And ny thanks to
you, O beautiful, that you offer me such a gift. Your God may
not reward you, but mne understands a generous heart."

"I's He not all one?"

"Some woul d say so," she said. She straightened; she net



himstare for stare. "Tell me why you have cone."

She knew it as well as he, but she wanted to hear it as he
perceived it. He told her. Tine and retelling had snoot hed the
raw edges of his grief. He could speak quietly, levelly, w thout
tremor or evasion. Even what nost condemmed him that he

had had no foreknowi ng of either death, nor sensed aught

am ss, until the lives were long since fled. He had been blind
and deaf and dunb, and foolish beyond belief.

"A fool ," said the Lady Khadijah, "is one who never knows
when he has failed. You fail ed; you have paid."

"And | continue to pay, and shall, until this war is ended."

"One mght contend that your enemy is not the nurderer in
Masyaf but nmy granddaughter in Jerusalem”

"Or that it is not even she, but the House for which slie
sacrifices all that she | oves."

"Truly then, | am here, and defenseless, and ripe for your
taking."

"I think not," said A dan

"Truly."

She was serene, |ooking death in the face, too | ong accus-
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tomed to its presence to know any fear of it. He bowed to that

serenity. "Pride, | can comprehend; and honor, and the de-
fense of what is larger than oneself. But sheer, raw greed
that, I will not forgive. And | fear what ny world would be, if

Sinan had sunk his claws into its ki ngdom of trade."

"I extend nore charity. | think chat he sees a fair road to the
triunph of his mssion and his faith. It is our msfortune that
he pursues his ends by secret murder. |Is he any better, or

wor se, than the captain who puts every soul of a city to the
sword because their lord has resisted his wll?"

"That captain has not rmurdered ny sister's son." Aidan drew
breath in her silence. "Yes, lady. As sinple as that. | loved him

he was a son to ne, and nore than a son. Among our peopl e,

the sister's child is sacred; he is the closest of kin, the heart's
son—the nore if one has no son of one's body. For his sake

alone | would level Al anut."

"Perhaps," nmused Khadijah, "that is what it is to be a Frank
To | ove one man nore than nation or tribe or clan. To see that
man's death as the fault of one nman, and one man only. To cut
straight to the heart."

"Better that than to lop off |inbs one by one, as he has done
to us. | have been called cruel, ny lady. But when | can, | seek
a clean kill."



"There is wisdomin that," she said.

He paused, gl anced at Joanna. She was nure, |listening, clear
as water to his sight. She had been anused, if nore than
slightly scandalized, by her grandnmother's frank appreciation
of Aidan's beauty; even his confession that he took no account
of years in reckoning desire, had al nost conforted her. Now
she waited for himto say what he nust say.

He said it with care, but not with diffidence. "Ladv. Wuld
you advi se your granddaughter to surrender to Sinan before he
rai ses his vendetta agai nst the whol e of your House?"

"I would not," said Khadijah.

He nodded once. "Have you considered taking the war to
him before he brings it to you?"

"W are not a house of war."
"'"'"Even when conpel | ed?"

"When compel |l ed, we avail ourselves of the weapons that
cone to hand."

He sat back on his heels. "Are you telling ne that | amthat
weapon?"

"Did I bid you swear your oath against Sinan?"
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"Ah," he said. "I understand- | shall weak nmy revenge, and
you will reap the profits. And, since | ama western nobl eman
and therefore no merchant at all, | cannot trouble you by de-

mandi ng even a sellsword' s pay."
"OfF course you will not." She was anused, and not at al
cowed. "We are nerchants, prince, but we are honest ner-
chants. We pay our debts."

"I's there a debt, then?"

"I'f you succeed," she said, "yes. And you arc due at least a
guardsman's hire, for bringing our kinsworman safe to us.
think that we can give you reconpense beyond your guesting
here.”

"Such as?"

"What do you ask? Gol d? Jewel s? Spices? Silks to adorn your
beaut y?"

"A part interest in certain of your caravans." They both

fumed to stare at Joanna. She had dropped her veil; her chin

was up, her face stubborn. She went on in the sane hard cl ear
voi ce. "Ten years' worth of shares in trade, including the trade
wi th Rhiyana, at famly rates of exchange."



Ai dan opened his mouth to protest. Khadijah herself pre-

vented him turning to her great-granddaughter w th what

could only be relish. "Ten years' shares, for the averting of a
danger that m ght never be nore than indirect?"

"Wwul d you rather Sinan had ny nother's share, and all that
goes with it?" demanded Joanna.

"But—= sai d Aidan
Neither paid himthe |least attention. They were merchants;

haggling was their life's blood. And they were bent on maki ng
a tradesman of him if only by proxy.

"You need never touch coin with your clean white hands,"
Joanna said when it was ended. She was not unduly dissatisfied,
although it was evident even to Aidan that she had been out-
mat ched. Two years' share in five caravans and tradi ng ven-
tures, aside fromany that went to Rhiyana; of those he was to
have five years' share. And with that, full guesting in Al eppo,
and provisioning for his venture agai nst Sinan, and nounts and
renounts for hinmself and any who went with him Al to be
overseen by the House of Ibrahim through a steward of

Khadi Jah' s choosi ng and Joanna's approving. He need do no

nore than accept what was given him and use it as he saw fit.

It was no nore than royalty ever did- He did not know why
he should feel as if he had been led on like a child. He who had
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done what he might with what his lands in Rhiyana could spare
and his hosts in Qutrenmer bestow, now had wealth in his own
right: nmore than he could conceive of.

"If," said Khadijah, "you rum Sinan aside fromthe House of

I brahim without setting his servants and his sect against us.
Aleppo is an Ismaili city; we live in Aleppo. W would prefer to
continue in peace."

"That was not what | swore to do," Aidan said.

"You swore to exact paynent for your kinsman's nurder. You
did not specify the nature of the paynent."

“I'l'l kill himif I have to. What will you do to nme then?"

"What can we do, except revoke the bargain? You will do as
you must. So too shall we."

He could not quarrel with that- But there was still his pride

to think of. "I won't fulfill ny vow for your gold. If | hesitate

to do nurder, it will be for honor's sake."

"OfF course," she said. "You are honorabl e above all. The

gold, if you fulfill the bargain, will be our gift of thanks. Surely

you can accept a gift in return for a mghty service."

He | ooked hard at her. He could discern no | aughter, no



nockery of knightly scruples.

After a long nonent he said, "As a gift, yes, | can accept it.
If | amable to do all as you would wi sh. That, | cannot prom
i se you."

"I understand," said Khadijah. "It is a bargain; it is wit-

nessed. Allah's bl essing be upon it."
20

Sayyida stifled a yawn. Hasan was asleep at |ast on his bl anket
besi de the fountain, flushed with the fever that had kept him
awake and fractious through the night; but norning and quiet
and the song of falling water had lulled him She rubbed the
breast that he had bitten in his tenper, not wanting to touch
hi m and chance waki ng hi m agai n.

She was refusing to listen to fear. How fragile his life was;

how many children died in infancy; how easily, how hideously
easily, a fever could rise to bumthe soul away. Eahi nah had
wound himwi th her own blue necklace and its anul ets agai nst
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evil. Mther had prayed. Laila had promised to pray, later
when she was properly purified after her night wth Farouk

None of them had shared the flight's vigil. Fahi mah had
tried, but she was not as young as she had been, and Sayyi da
had not had the heart to wake her when she fell asleep

Sayyi da's yawn escaped at |ast, w de enough to crack her Jaw,
deep enough to feign for a blessed nmonent the relief of sleep
She opened her eyes ftomit, to neet Mrgiana's.

The ifritah sat cross-1egged next to Hasan, |looking like a
young man of Damascus; sl ender and beardl ess, a eunuch, and
not one who accepted neekly his condition. The illusion was
startling. Maybe there was magic in it; maybe it was only Mor-

giana in man's clothing, being Mrgiana. "He has a fever," she
said of Hasan.

Sayyi da nodded wearily. "I was up all night with him He's a
little better now, | think."

Morgi ana ran a |ight hand down his back. Sayyida swal | owed

the swift protest. He neither noved nor woke. Maybe his

frown eased a little.

"I can't heal sickness," said Mrgiana. "lIt's too subtle. Al

the nyriad tiny denmons . She paused; she seenmed to sense
Sayyi da' s i nconprehensi on. She shrugged. "No nmatter. He was
sicker, earlier; I felt it. He's nending now. "

Sayyida alnost fell over. It was one thing to hope. To know
—+t was too nuch, all at once

Morgi ana's strong hand held her up. She | eaned against it,



glad of it. After alittle while she straightened, took a breath.
"It's silly. But | was so scared. | love himso nmuch; he's so close
still to not being at all."

"Not silly," said Morgiana. "Never silly, Sayyida."

Sonething in her tone made Sayyi da stop and stare. She was
different. Not gentler, exactly. She was fiercer, if anything.
Wnman-fi er ceness.

She did not |look |like a eunuch any | onger, even in the tur-

ban, wi th daggers. She propped her chin on her fists and gl ared

at the fountain's fall. "Wy is it," she demanded, "just why is it
that Al ah makes us | ove what we can only | ose?"

Sayyi da blinked. She was too tired to be profound. She
could only say, "W love it because we know we'll lose it; and
we see Allah init.”

"That is not an answer. That is a circle."

"I"'msorry," said Sayyida. "I can't think. | keep wanting to
fall asleep.”
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"Sleep, then. Ill watch the baby."

"No," Sayyida said, though she yearned to accept the gift.
"Keep talking to me. What's troubling you? Is it the Frank?"

Mor gi ana bared her sharp white teeth. "Am | that obvious?"

"I don't know. Maybe not. | noticed how you | ooked at
him the day |Ishak brought himto dinner. Minoun warned
to throw out every dish we had, and buy new ones. Mot her
tal ked himout of it."

Morgi ana snorted. It was al nost |aughter. "Wat woul d
Mai noun have said if he had known all of what the Frank
was?"

"What, a king's son? Ishak told nme that. |'m not surprised.
He | ooked noble, for an infidel."

"He's a little nore than that," Morgiana said. "Did you no-
tice how white he is, here where the sun stains every man
bl ack?"

Sayyi da was puzzl ed, but she could answer, "Yes. | noticed. |
wonder ed how he does it. To stay so perfectly pale. Like—=

Morgi ana's face was still, waiting for Sayyida to see what a
blind man could see. How white it was. At |long |last, conpre-
hensi on pierced the fogs other brain. "Then—he' s—=

"Hi s nane neans fire," Mrgiana said, dry and deceptively
calm "He is one of two. Two such faces in the world; imagine
it. The other is mage and king. He is mage and kni ght—emir,
we would say. He is, for one of our kind, very young. He



thinks hinself quite old, and w se enough. He knows that he is
beautiful. He thinks—+—

Al most, she broke. She caught herself. "He thinks that | am
good to look at. He will not love ne carnally. He doesn't

know ne, he says. And if he knew me— Her eyes squeezed

shut; her fists came up. "0 Allah! If he knew me he would hate
me beyond any hope of healing.”

"Not if he's like you," Sayyida said, "and knows you as |
know you. He can't be innocent of blood hinmself, if he's the
warrior he | ooks to be."

Mor gi ana | aughed. It was horrible, because it was so |ight

and sweet, and so enpty of hope. "But you see, it's what bl ood
I"mguilty of. Do you renenber the Frank | killed? That was
his sister's son. He has sworn to destroy me and the master
who sent me. And he thinks ... he thinks | may help him

find the nurderer. He thinks that none of us can harm his own
kind."

"You didn't know," said Sayyi da.
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"Do you think that can matter to a vow sworn? When he

knows what | am and what | have done, he will raise all his
power against me. He will blast ne with his hate.™

Sayyi da was silent, hunting for words- Al the Franks that
infested the world, and this should be the one whose kin Mor--
giana's master had forced her to kill. An ifrit—a Christian ifrit.

She spoke carefully, trying not to be too unkind. He could

not help it that he was an infidel. "He'd be a fool to hate you.
You only did as you were commanded, under your oath. Surely
he's capabl e of understanding that."

"Does it matter? | did it. The first— could talk ny way out

of that. The second was a child. The third, whom ny master

has this norning conmanded ne to take, is a woman. | re-

fused. Bur ny oath is strong, and it tears at nme. | don't know
how long | can hold against it." She held out her hands.
Steady as they had al ways been, unerring with a dagger, now
they shook. "He will ask again. And again. Until | do it, or
break. "

Sayyi da cl asped those trenbling hands and hel d them as
tightly as she could. "You won't. You'll be strong. Hell learn to
see it, your Prankish ifrit. Doesn't his god teach forgiveness?"

"Hi s mother was a pagan. Sonetines it pleases himto re-
menber it."

"Morgi ana, " said Sayyida. "Mrgiana, stop it. You' ve tal ked
to him haven't you? What has he said to you?"

"Nothing. Air and wind. |," she said, "have shaned nysel f
utterly. I told himthat | loved him"



Sayyi da sucked in a breath. "That was . . . very brave."
Forward, she al nost said

Morgi ana heard it. "Yes, | was presunptuous. | coul dn't
hel p nyself. He was there, and | ooking at me, and begi nni ng—
begi nning—+to incline toward nme. 1 fell like a pigeon with an

arrow through its heart."

Sayyida tried to understand. It was all like a story, or a song.
She had thought that real people were |ess passionate than

song- peopl e; nore sensi ble. There was al ways di nner to think

of , or the chance of a baby. Though in the middle of it, babies
and di nner tended rather to get thenselves forgotten

Morgi ana did not ook like a princess in a poem Those were
al | dark-eyed |l anguid beauties with queenly haunches. But her
passi on and her despair—those were larger than any life
Sayyi da had known.
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"Does it always strike you so?" Sayyida's tongue asked before
she could stop it.

"No!" Morgiana | ooked |l ess angry than sinmply wild. "I've

never— She was blushing like any fool of a girl. "I never
wanted a man before.”

"Never? Never at all?"

The turbaned head shook, short and sharp. "OfF course you
don't believe me. Who woul d? | always bel onged to the Master

of Alamut; since he is always male, and | female . . ." She

| aughed again, raw and unlovely, like a raven's cry. "Wat nan
can touch such a creature as | am unless | will it? And | never
have. | was al ways—+ was cold. Yes. Cold fire, one of themsaid
of me. | was a dagger and a m ssion, and when the m ssion
failed me, an oath. | was never anything that a man could
touch. "

"Until you saw the Frank."

"Until | saw one who was |ike nme. \Wo nmoved in magic.
Who was beauty bare. Then | knew what all the singing nmeant.

"And he was born to be ny eneny."

Sayyida was still holding Mrgiana's hands. She kissed them

to stop their bitter, bone-deep trenbling. "Sister," she said.
"Sister, trust in God. If He brought himto you, surely He wll
show himthe truth. Are you any |ess oat hbound than he?"

Morgi ana pulled free. "Oh, to be so wise! | who amas old as
hills, I who walk armin armw th the Angel of Death, | know
not hi ng of | ove, except that it is pain."

"Not al ways," said Sayyida. "Even for you."

"Then pray for ne, child. |I have no prayer left."



She was never one to linger for farewells. Sayyida stared at
the enptied air, and sighed.

As if Morgiana's going had broken a spell, Hasan woke and

began to fret. Sayyida gathered himup. For a mracle, he qui-
eted, sucking his fist with an angry ferocity that was |ike noth-
ing so much as Mdrgiana's own. Sayyida kissed his hair. It was
danp, but his brow beneath them was cool

Her heart | eaped. He was cool. She clasped himclose, unti
he squawked in protest. "Ch, love!" she sang to him "Ch.
light of nmy eyes! Thanks be to Allah!"

It seened all a part of her joy that she should |l ook up to see

Mai noun standing by the wall, staring at her. She scranbled
up with Hasan in her arms. "Muinmoun! He had a fever, it was
so fierce, | was so scared, but now, |ook, it's gone."

Mai noun sai d nothing. Something in his face nade her
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stop. Hasan's weight dragged at her. She shifted himto her
hip. "What is it? Is there trouble? Is it—+s it Father? O 1shak?
o-"

"No." He said it coldly, nore to silence her, it seened, than
to case her fears.

Mai noun was never cold. Sullen, yes, sonetimes. Dour

when he encount ered soneone, or sonething, whom he did

not approve of; because he had been trained, rigorously, to be
polite, and politeness was not his native condition. Minoun
al ways wanted to say exactly what he thought.

It was frightening to see himso still, not even frowning;

| ooking at her as if she had no honest place in his world. "I
t hought." he said, "that she was |ying. Because of Hasan."

"What — Sayyi da was baffled. And, nore than ever, afraid.
- Who-"

"She envies you," said Mainoun reflectively. "I think she
hates you, at least a little. You have a son. She has none."

Hasan began to struggle on Sayyida's hip. She held him

nmore rightly, hardly aware of him intent on his father. "Are
you tal ki ng about Lail a?"

"Or maybe," he went on as if she were not there, "it honestly

is concern for me, and for the famly's honor. Even she m ght

be moved to think of such things, under sufficient provoca-

tion- Such as"—and now he was nor so cold; his breath cane
faster, his cheeks flushed in hectic patches, as in a fever—such
as that my wife disports herself in our own garden wth—

wi t h—=

Sayyi da heard himin growing horror. But nore than that,



in anger. Neither was sonething she was used to. She was—

yes, on the whole, she was a placid person, happy with the gifts
that Al ah gave her, not inclined to rebel against the life He
ordai ned for her, except once in a great while, when Mrgi-
ana—

She heard herself say with perfect calm "Disporting nyself,
Mai moun? Wth whon? O what ?"

Mai noun choked on it. "Wth what, indeed. A man, Sayyida
—a man, | could al nost endure. But that—=

"Are you telling me," she asked carefully, "that | amnot to
entertain friends in ny father's garden?”

He laughed. It tried to be light and wild. It sounded nerely
strangl ed. "Friends. Onh, friends, indeed. Did they |eave him
anyt hi ng when they cut hin? Is he better at it than |?"

She drew hersel f up, heedl ess of Hasan who had begun to
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wail . "He?" she asked. "Hi n? No man but you or Father or
| shak has ever entered our garden; at least, to talk to ne."

"No man, no.
"Ah," she said, letting herself understand at last. "You

t hought —yes, it would look like that, wouldn't it? Especially if
your mnd was prepared."” She shook her head. "You know

Laila. You shouldn't let her chaff you."

"Was it charring that set you here, |ocked in passionate em
brace wi th Bahramthe eunuch?"

The wi |l der he was, the col der she becane. "So; that's what
she calls herself. | never thought to ask."

"Then you don't deny it?"

"What's to deny? Except the enbrace. | was only hol ding
her up; and even at that, Hasan was between us."

"You brought ny son—nto—

"My son," she said with pointed enphasis, "and ny friend,
whose nane is Morgiana, and who is admittedly rather eccen-

tric, are on the best of terns. | see no objection init. A
woman, after all, should understand babies, for when she has
her own."

"A woman? That ?" Mai noun fol ded his arnms tightly across

his chest, as if to keep hinself fromhitting her. "Wat do you
take me for? That is Bahramthe eunuch, who cane this nmom

ing for a dagger with a silver hilt. He has a predilection for
them As, it would seem for nmen's wves."

Between frustration and plain tiredness, Sayyida al nost burst



into tears. "She docs not! She is ny friend. She has been ny
friend since | was a child."

He went white, and then scarlet. "You are lying."

Maybe he | acked somewhat of conviction. She was too far

gone to care. "I do not lie. That is Mrgiana. Mrgiana is ny
friend. I will not be held guilty of a sin which I have never
comm tted, nor wanted to conmit."

Mai noun swal | owed visibly, and pulled at his beard as he

al ways di d when he was caught in the wong: as if to assure
himsel f that he was still the man; he was still her lord and
nast er.

As he was, as Allah had willed it. She was finding it very hard
to be a good Muslim She kept wanting to dam all boys and
their idiocies.

"Morgiana is ny friend," Sayyida's tenper said for her
"Laila is corroded with envy. What kind of man are you, that
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you believe a known and notorious twi ster of the truth, over
your own wife?"

Mai noun snapped erect- She had gone too far. Soon, she

was even going to care. "Hereafter," he said, "hereafter, you
will keep to the house; you will attend to your duties; you wll
not idle your days away in the garden with creatures of dubious
gender and still nore dubious reputation. Do you hear ne,

worman? | forbid you to see her. | forbid you to speak with her

| forbid you to hold converse with any but your nost inmedi-
ate kin. Do you understand ne?"

"I understand you," she said- Hasan began to how in car-

nest. She jogged himon her hip, to snmall effect. "WII ny lord
permt his hunble slave to depart for the duties to which he
has confi ned her?"

He had to know that he was bei ng nocked; but he was nal e,
and glorious in his lordship over the lowy female. He raised
his chin. "Co," he conmanded her.

Maybe Iblis had a hand in it. Sayyida could not make herself
regret what she had said. Any of it.

Mai noun did not know how right he was, to forbid her
Mor gi ana' s conpany. Morgi ana made her think at angl es;

made her forget that she was worman and wi fe. She had never
di sobeyed Mai noun, however strangling-close he kept her, ex-
cept for Morgiana' s sake.

Sone things, even her husband was not w se to touch.
He had called her a liar. She had sins in plenty to her ac-

count, but lying had never been one of them Even he should
have been able to see that.



"Arrogant," she muttered to Hasan in the stifling roomthat
woul d, if Mainmoun had his way, be her prison. "Ponpous.
Self-righteous. Child. Everything nust be his way and no

ot her. The Prophet—+ay Allah bless himsaid that ny hus-
band nusr be ny protector. He never said anything of ny
bei ng nmy husband's sl ave."

Hasan, nursing with vigor, took no nonce of his nother's,
troubl es.

"No, and what should it mafter to you? You' re bl essed of

Al l ah. You can do and be whate\er your soul conceives of. And
if it suits your whimto rule your wife's every utterance

She wound her fingers in his hair, tugging very lightly. "Youl
not do that, at least. Not if | can help it. Tou will trust your
wife; you will let her bear the weight of her own honor. She
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can, you know. She's a worman, and naybe she has neither faith
nor reason, but she does understand plain good sense. If," she
said, "she is allowed."

And if she was not, then she would do as she pleased. It was
no more than a man did; or a worman whose man had any sense
of his own.

It was possible, w thout being overly conspicuous, to avoid
goi ng near Mainoun at all. Since Sayyida grew big with Hasan
and then while she nursed him Minoun had slept apart from
her, except when he sinmply wanted to be with her. She did not
want to remenber how pl eased she had been, to see how often
he cane and | ay beside her and did not try to do what nmen did
with their wives: holding her, only, and Hasan warm y content
bet ween them Now, she kept the door shut, and if he

knocked, she did not hear. And since Shahin and Rafiqg were
sufficient to wait on guests, Sayyida did not see need to wait on
her father and her husband when they were al one. She had

duti es enough el sewhere.

She told herself that she hardly mssed him Wat had he
ever done but bind her with caprice, and call it duty and
honor ?

Toni ght he did not knock. He came in as if he had a right to
trespass, and not as if he tried to be circunspect about it.
Sayyi da had her back to the door; she stiffened it. Hasan had
been slow to fall asleep. Now that he was quiet, she had no
desire at all to wake himfor his father's sake.

She felt Mai noun cone to stand over her. He snell ed of
rosewater. She throttl ed a sneeze.

"I know you're awake," he said.
He knew al toget her too rmuch for anyone's confort. She

t hought of defying him but it was late, and she was tired, and
her hol d on her grudge was slipping. She turned to face him



He | ooked al nost as contrite as she would have |iked, with
sriffness over it, for after all he had his pride. He chewed his
lip, not quite looking at her. It was too dimto be sure, but
maybe he flushed. "How is the baby?" he asked, after a |ong
pause.

"Asl eep,"” she answered. It was not precisely friendly, but
neither was it hostile.

He knelt beside her. He knew better than to touch Hasan

he was not ready, yet, to touch Sayyida. Her hand, which had
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no pride, wanted to wind itself with his, and kiss the square
clever fingers, and snoboth the scar on the back where, in the
folly of his apprenticeship, he had caught a spatter of nolten

st eel .

She kept her hand where it bel onged, knotted by her hip.
He woul d never apol ogize. She did not intend to.

It felt strange, that obstinacy. Light and hollow, and yet
i movabl e- She had never refused to give in before. Nor on
anyt hing that mattered.

Maybe he woul d not ask her to- He ventured a snmile, a
brush of fingers over her hair. "You | ook pretty tonight."

She could be that, with a little effort- Not now, runpled and
scowl i ng and hol |l ow-eyed with too nmuch Hasan and not
enough sl eep

Men had no sense. "You're flattering me," she said. "Do you
want somet hi ng?"

This was certainly a flush. "Maybe | want nmy wife. |Is that
too nmuch to ask?"

"It depends on what you're asking for."

"You' ve been avoiding ne."

"I"ve been obeying you. Keep to the house, you said. Attend
to ny duties. Talk to no one but ny closest kin. None of that
| eaves much space for |esser things."

"I ama | esser thing?"

"You are ny husband. You command, and | obey."

"But | never— He stopped. "Now see here. If your con-
duct had been honorable to begin wth—=

She rose in a white heat. Because of Hasan, she did not
scream or spit in his face. "Wen have | ever been anyt hi ng
but honor abl e? Wien?"

"You are defying me now "



She gul ped air. "There. There it is. Honor is whatever vou
choose to call it. | have none; | can have none: no matter what
| do, you tell nme that | do it wongly, and w thout honor. You
don't want a wi fe, M noun- You want a slave."

"At least a slave would pretend to be obedient."
"Ch?" she asked with vicious sweetness. "It's not the truth
you want, but pretense? Is it as sinple as that?"

Hi s voice rose with his hands. "You know it's not!"

"Hush!" she hissed at him "You'll wake the baby."

He was remarkably in control of hinself: he shut his nouth.
*er a noment, nuch nore softly, he began, "Sayyida." He
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swal lowed as if it hurt him "Sayyida, this is ridiculous. W've
al ways got on so well. Wy have you taken so agai nst ne?"

She stared at him incredulous. "I, against you? Wio was it
who started it all?"

Clearly he was trying to be wi se, and prudent, and magnani -
nmous. He nust have spent days working up to it. "You mnust
admt that that . . . woman ... is hardly fit company for a
young not her of good fanmily."

"She was good enough for me when | was only a child of
m ddl i ng good famly."

"That was when you were a child." He reached for her

"Sayyi da." Her name sounded rather pleasant, the way he said
it. Even when she was ready to hit him "A nan and his w fe
shoul d l'ive in harnony. No?"

"Yes." H s hands were on her, not doing much, sinply being

warm and solid and inescapably there. She did not know why

she shoul d think of shackles. He smiled at her, and she had no
power over herself; she felt her lips twitch in response. It was
not even that he was a handsone nan. He was not. Pl easing,

that was all, in youth and snpboth skin and cl ear brown eyes,

and in that he was hers.

She sighed a little. Her arms had found their way about him

Hs solidity was faniliar, the way his bones fit beneath the skin,
the scent of himunder the sweetness of new bath and rosewa-

ter. Her heart swelled just so when she held Hasan. O, no,

not quite so. Her body knew very well the difference between

her son and her son's father

They lay down. She did not know which of them thought of
it first. Wien he set hand to the cord of her drawers, she did
not stop him Perhaps she shoul d have. She spared a gl ance for



Hasan, who sl ept oblivious. Miinmoun's face came between; he
had the | ook he always had in these nonments, a tittle strained,
alittle abstracted, as if he had forgotten that she was there.

If he had nmeant to extract a promi se from her, he never
cane to it. In fact he never finished what he had been | eading
up to at all; and she was not inclined to rem nd him

When he slept as nen did when they had satisfied them

selves, cradled on her breast as heedl ess-heavy as Hasan, she
held himand played a little with the curls of his beard, and
stared into the dark. Her body was at peace with itself, aching a
little, perhaps, bur a pleasurable ache. Her m nd had shifted

not a hair's width. "I love you," she said very softly to the

wei ght on her breast, and she neant it, though she had just
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begun to know it. "I'll obey you in everything you ask, if only
it stays within the bounds of reason. I'll be your wife and your

servant, and be glad. But sone things, even you can't touch
Sone things go too deep.”

Sone things were too sinple. That was all there was to it; al
there needed to be.

"Someday you'll understand. You'll see that | can be nyself,
and guard ny own honor, and still belong to you." She
paused. "Allah willing," she said.

21

Merchants, thought Aidan sourly. Aleppo was crawling with
them Mst seened to have a hand in Sinan's pocket, or to
owe himloyalty of one sort or another. Though every one
owed his first loyalty to his own house.

It was hard to be a Frank here, and a nobl eman, and a witch

Damascus was alien but enchanting, |like the music of the east.
There was no enchantnent in Aleppo. Its walls closed in |like

prison walls. The need to wait on provisioning, on the finding
of mounts and pack-canels, on the propensity of easterners for
taking their |eisure about anything that did not seemto them
to be deathly urgent, wound himabout in coils of frustration

Only Joanna kept himfromriding out al one and beardi ng

Sinan in his lair. He was allowed to see her every day, for as
long as either of themcould stand it. There were al ways atten-
dants. The bl ack eunuch, inevitably. Oten her maid. Once or
twice a veiled and swaddl ed aunt of inpeccable probity. None

of them ever said anything. They were sinply there, watching,
listening with bl and pati ence.

At night she was guarded like a sultan's treasury. He dared
not even cone to her in dreans.

He prow ed instead. About the house; in the gardens. Even
inthe city, though his old horror of walls and crowdi ng hu-
mani ty had cone back fullfold. It was still better than waiting,
endl essly, for the House of Ibrahimto | oose hi mon Masyaf.



O for his owmn will to nmuster itself to | eave Joanna-
\. There was the truth. He could not bear to | eave her. Even
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the maddening little he could have of her, here, where her kin
stood so strongly on guard over her |ife and honor

One nore day, he told hinmself, nore than once. One nore
day, he would tarry. Then he would go, and be dammed to
themall.

He was thinking of it as he cane back to his chanber after a

wr et ched few nonments with Joanna. She had been unwel |, pale

and tired, atittle green about the edges; and unwontedly sharp
wi th himwhen he asked if she were ill- Her denial was nothing
short of fierce. But worse than that was her visible and pal pabl e
rejection of him of the touch he ventured, guards be dammed;

of the touch that was nore than touch, of which none but she
could know. Al she wanted of himwas his absence

He was too shocked to do aught but give her what she
want ed. Too shocked at first even to be angry; still less to wield
hi s power, and discover what had turned her so against him

The anger was beginning to rise now. He turned in the

room swirling the Bedu robes she was so fond of. Arslan was
nowhere about. This norning' s guardhounds, Tuman and

Zangi, had prudently drawn off to the bal cony. A noment

nmore and he woul d throw of f sparks.

Soneone was at the door. A servant, with a sunmmons. He
was wanted. He rust cone. And yet, the man said with eyes
and tone and face, he should not.

Because it was not anyone in the House who desired his
presence. It was the atabeg, the regent of Al eppo. The one
who had set the Assassins on Saladin- The ally of Sinan

H s messenger had anple escort. Nubi ans, huge and denon-
bl ack, bristling with steel. No |l ess a force than Kari m endeav-
ored to hold them off.

Al dan greeted themw th his sweetest smle. "I am wanted?"
he inqui red.

H s mood had |ightened marvel ously. Even when it was

made clear that he was to cone unarnmed and unattended. Even
when they searched himto be certain, and were neither gentle
nor respectful. They could not object to his |eaving his weap-
ons with his mam uks, although they would have liked to. It
was the mam uks who raised the protest, which he quelled with
a single level glance.

He was not bound. But, they made it very clear, they would
do what they nust, to keep himfrom escapi ng.

He had no such intention. Here was danger; it worked in
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himlike wine. Karimthought himbereft of his senses. So he
was. He al ways had been

H s guards knew only that he was wanted; it was not their

of fice to wonder why. But he could guess. He had made no
effort to proclai mabroad who he was, and where he had cone
ftom and why he was here, but neither had he made a secret of
it. Any spy worth his wages could have discovered that the
House of |brahimharbored a Frank sworn to bitter ennity

agai nst the Master of Masyaf.

They set himon a mule, which was not a conplinment: it was

a small mule, and headstrong even for its kind- He could do
little to |l essen the length of his legs, but he could cone to an
acconmmodation with the beast. It carried himwith only the
essential mni mum of disgruntlcnent. He hooked his knee

over the pommel and took his ease, and |let the atabeg s ser-
vants conduct himto the citadel. Hi s insouciance, he was

pl eased to see, was fraying their tenmpers alarm ngly.

"Franks," one of them muttered.
Anot her spat, just aft of the nule's tail.

He showed them his fine white teeth. He let it dawn on
themthat it was not a human smile. There were too many
teeth, too white and too |long and too sharp

If the citadel had been a few furlongs farther than it was, he

m ght have had the atabeg's dogs in a truly splendid state. For
once they had counted teeth, they "would take note of the cast

of a face, the pallor of its skin, the gleamof its eyes. And what
t hose eyes were .

As it was, their own eyes were rolling white, and they were

begi nning to remenber ol der gods than Allah. They came up

the I ast of the steep wi nding way, breathing hard with nore

than exertion, and surrendered himwi th heartfelt gladness to

the guard of the citadel. Turks, all of those, in black livery. He
went as quietly as a tiger on a chain. Fear m ght have been

wi se, or apprehension at the least. But he was not a w se crea-
ture.

He was nmade to wait, and wait long. He suffered it in pa-
tience. This was battle, and in battle he knew how ro stand
fast. He amused hinself in watching people come and go

t hrough the anteroomin which he was set. Most, seeing the
robes, took himfor a desert tribesman. Sonme wondered at the
guard about him A bandit, they concluded; a crimna

brought to justice. He took them aback with a smle, |ounging
where he had been bidden to sit, conposing a satire on the
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Master of the Assassins. That nost deadly of bardic arts fitted
itself surprisingly well to the eastern nodes; and Arabic was



God's own gift to the connoi sseur of curses.

He had not been so |ight of heart since the tournament in
Acre. A battle, that was what he had needed. The prospect of
an open adversary; the sweet savor of danger. It was all about
hi m here. He alnost regretted that he had not worn his robe

of honor. Saiadin's name was not spoken with love in this

pl ace. A man who wore it on his sleeve mght find all the
fighting he could wi sh for

"\What are you singing?" soneone asked.

Ai dan turned his head. One bold soul had pierced his wall of
guards. A very young one. Baldw n's age; Thibaut's. He

| ooked, nercifully, like neither of them He was a Turk, hand-
some as they would reckon it, plunp and soft to Aidan's eyes,
dressed as plainly as a servant. But no servant would carry his
head at that arrogant angle.

"\What are you singing?" he repeated, clear and inperious.

"Scurrilities,'
to hear."

Ai dan answered him "hardly fit for young ears

"And who are you, to be the judge of that?"

"Who are you, to question ne?"

The boy's narrow eyes went wide. No one, it was readily
apparent, had ever dared to address himso. He tossed his oiled
braids. "I amthe Prince Ismail. Wo are you?"

"Ah; so you're a king's son, too? That makes two of us."

"How can you be the son of a king?"

"As easily as you," said Aidan

"You are insolent,'
order to believe it.

Prince Ismail said, as if he nmust say it in

"I only give back what | amgiven. It's a failing, if you tike.
suppose | was badly brought up."

"I think you were," said the boy. "Wy won't you tell ne
your name?"

"You haven't given nme the chance. My nane," said Aidan
"is Aidan."

"What kind of nanme is that?"

Ai dan | aughed. "What kind of name is Ismail? | cone from

Rhi yana, where everyone has a nane |like mne. | have others

that may suit you better. |I'm Lathan, for ny father, and GCer-
eint, for ny father's brother, and M chael, because | have to be
cal l ed sonething that sounds Christian, and—=

ALAMUT 215



"You are a Christian?" A homed devil, he might have said, in
that tone.

"I""'mworse than that. I'ma Frank."

Ai dan had not thought those eyes could wi den any further

They were al nost round, black and shiny as olives, and com
pletely unafraid. "A Frank." Ismail let his breath out slowy.
"So that is what a Frank | ooks like. Your hair is the wong
color. It ought to be yellow"

"Rhi yanans are dark. We're black Celts, you see. It's true
Franks you're thinking of, and Northmen. We're the old peo-
ple, the folk they tried to drive into the sea."

That meant nothing to a Sel Juk prince whose cousins stil

rode wild in the outlands of the east: the drivers, and never the
driven. He | ooked at Aidan as one | ooks at an exotic beast in a
cage, and sighed in pleasure. Cearly he had not been so well
diverted in tinme out of mnd. "Now | see why you have no

manners. You know no better. You should learn, if you want to

| eave here with a whole skin. My atabeg is very strict."

"Maybe he nakes exceptions for princes."

"But you see, you aren't a real prince. Real princes are civi-
lized."

"Trul y?" Aidan asked. "Is that what it is to be civilized? To
be rude to strangers?"

"You're mad, | think," said Ismwil, as if it explained every-
t hi ng.

"My thanks," Ai dan said.

"Mad, " Ismail repeated. He | eaned closer. "Wy are your
eyes |ike that?"

Ai dan veiled them wunthinking; but his will opened them
wide. He smled. "I was born so."

"Are you hunman?"

"No. "

I smail nodded as if he had expected it. Aidan was sure of it
then. The boy was sinple. No idiot, certainly, nor by any
means dull-witted, but something in himhad not grown as it
shoul d. He knew, fromtraining, when to be wary, but it mnmade
no mark on him He regarded Aidan in open and fearless fasci-
nati on. "Franks are very strange," he said.

"I'"mstrange for a Frank."

"You nust see well in the dark."

"Quite well," said Aidan

"l should like to be able to see like that," Ismail said. "Can



you do magic, too? My nurse used to tell nme that Franks are
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sorcerers, and that they take their powers fromlblis. Are you a
sl ave of Iblis?"

"Certainly not," Aidan said, but wthout heat. The | ast of
nmy nanes is for the archangel who defeated him I'mnot |ikely
to bow down before him"

I smail was di sappoi nted. "Peopl e always tal k about magic,
but nobody ever does any. Sonetines they pretend, but | can
see. It's all a trick."

"Not all of it," said Aidan. "I didn't say | couldn't do any.
Only that | have no pact with the devil."

"But that's where it cones from"
"Not m ne."

Ismail eyed him wanting to be convinced, unwilling to be
gul l ed yet again. Aidan gave hima handful of fire.

"Ismai | !'"

The voice was high, but it was not a woman's. Ismail | ooked
round sullenly but with trained obedi ence. The creature who
swept down upon himwas as attenuated as a Byzantine angel
sweet -scented as a woman, bearing the remmants of what m ght
have been remarkabl e beauty. But it was all stunted and soured,
like a frosthitten fruit.

It was not the atabeg. After the first shock, Aidan saw that
clearly enough. He quenched a sudden surge of pity. For Is-
mail; for the people whomIsmail had been bred to rule.

The eunuch snatched his charge away, sparing Aidan only a

single, outraged glance. Ismail seemed to lack the will for resis-
tance. All his self was bent upon the fist which he pressed to his
heart, and to the cool strange fire that quivered init. It would
fade, but not for a while. And he woul d al ways renmenber that

he had had it; that he had held nmagic in his hand.

As the boy disappeared through an inner door, Aidan's own
sunmons cane at last. He did not think that the coincidence
was intentional. The child had escaped his wardens and wan-
dered out of his accustomed bounds. Aidan hoped that his
puni shment woul d not be too cruel

For his own, he cared little. He rose as the chanberlain
beckoned, his guards rising with him their glances as darting-
wild as the Nubians' had been. They had heard his coll oquy
with Ismail; sone had the wits to understand it. He smled at
them and followed in the chanberlain's wake.

The regent of Al cppo was, like Ismail, a Turk: amply and
i npressively fleshed, but solid for all of that, and strong. There
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was a sword across his knees as he sat in his hall of audience;

the hand that rested on its hilt bore the calluses of a swords-

man.

And yet the weapon itself was alnost too rich for the w eld-
ing, crusted with gens and gold. Likew se the atabeg. H s

spl endor put even Joanna's Uncle Karimto shame; Aidan's eyes
were dazzled. One jewel alone, the ruby that burned in his
turban, could have purchased a respectable fief in Francia.

It said something for the man, that Aidan had seen his splen-

dor second, after his face and his warrior's hands. And only
after all of that, did Aidan recall the significance of a Mislim
wi thout a beard. Gunushtekin, like Ismail's nursemaid, was a
eunuch.

H s voice mght have been a light tenor: nale enough, and

deep enough, for the purpose. H s eyes held none of the nute
endur ance whi ch Ai dan had begun to regard as the mark of his
kind. They were clear, hard, and subtly bitter, facing this world
whi ch had robbed hi mof his manhood, and daring it to naster

him |ndeed, he had nastered it. He who coul d have no sons

of his own, was father in all but fact to the rightful Sultan of
Syria. And if that sultan | acked aught of will or wit, then
@Qunusht ekin would supply it, and rule as he chose in the

child's nane. Higher than that, no eunuch m ght hope to rise.

Ai dan shivered. There were no eunuchs in Rhiyana. He was
too keenly aware, now, of how delicate a creature a nan was,
how easily he coul d be unnmanned.

Per haps Gurusht eki n conprehended Al dan's di sconfiture.
Havi ng di sm ssed all but two of the phal anx of guards, he
seened to forget that he had summoned the Frank, and turned
back to the attendants who waited upon his pleasure.

That, Ai dan coul d understand, and easily contend with. He

sat unbi dden, at his ease, letting his eyes take in the beauties of
the chamber. Its tiles were gold and blue and sea green; its
pillars were |like young trees wound with vines; high on its walls
flowed a surah of the Koran, wought in black and gold on

silver tiles. He puzzled it out, word by word.

The atabeg was well versed in cal cul ated insol ence, but

Ai dan was ol der than he, and wilder. It was Gunmushtekin who
s, spoke first; it was Aidan who took his tine in replying, who in
J fact did not hear or heed himuntil one of the guards raised a
& hand to strike. He flexed like a cat before the blow, eluding it
,; Wth fluid ease, lowering his eyes and his nind to the norta
*H' man who had brought himhere. The guard let his hand fall.
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flinching, though Aidan had not even glanced at him Aidan's
eyes were on the atabeg. He raised a brow, and waited.



@Qunushtekin smled thinly: a tribute to a naster of his own
art. "You are, | presune, the Frank with the outlandi sh nane,
who sutlers hinself to be called Khalid."

"1 am Al dan of Caer Gment."

"Just so," said Gunushtekin. "You are also, therefore, the
servant of the | eper king, and the spy of the usurper in Damas
cus."

Aidan smiled very slightly. "I allow you your interpretation
of Sal adin's position, but pray allowmnme a little of the truth.
no spy."

"You woul d be a fool to admt it," said the atabeg. He
cl apped hi s hands.

A new conpany of guards conducted new prisoners into the
regent's presence. Three of them Even beneath bruises and
battering and one gloriously swollen eye, Aidan knew them
Arslan was the | east sorely wounded and the nmpbst nearly con-
trite as he net his naster's stare. The Ki pchaks gri nned
broadly; Timur reveal ed a gap where a tooth had been

Ai dan rose slowy. The grins |ost sonmewhat of their luster
Arslan had the grace to pale under his bruises. "WlIl?" Aidan
asked them

They gi anced at one anot her. Even Arslan seened disin-

clined to begin. It was the arabeg who said, "These gentl enen
have waxed sonewhat heated in their defense of your honor

and that of your master in Damascus."

"And why not?" cried Tinur. "People were spitting on our
sultan's name, ny lord, and calling hima liar and a thief. W
sat still for it, my lord. But then they called you a skul ki ng
Pranki sh dog. Were we to endure that, ny lord?"

"He forgot," said Ilkhan by way of explanation, "and | et out
our old battle cry." He glanced at Gunushtekin. "The one that
refers to his lordship's . . . attributes."

O lack thereof. Aidan drew his brows together.

"That brought the watch," Timur said. "Il khan lost his tem
per. He started singing the song we used to sing when we were
riding herd on the siege engines outside Al eppo. They recog-

nized it, of course."

"And hauled us in,'"' said Ilkhan. "They think we're spies.
Now, | ask you. Whuld any spy be as obvious as that?"

"They were," said GQunushtekin, "in a shop which is known
to sell wne."
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Timur grinmaced. "It's horrible," he said. "Vforse than Egyp-
tian beer."



Ai dan regarded themall. H's eye fixed on Arslan, who al one
had sai d nothing. "And you, sir? Wiere do you cone into
this?"

"Late," answered Arslan, "and unavailing. | found the battle
in full fly; I was netted with the rest.” He bowed his head,

which had lost its turban. "My fault, ny lord. | should never
have | et these two off the |eash."

Aidan did not try to deny it. Nor did he voice a rebuke.
Arstan did not need it; the inps would not heed it. And
@Qunusht ekin was waiting, silent, clear-eyed, and dangerous.

"Spying," said Aidan, "is not our purpose here."
"Perhaps not," the regent said. "But sedition may be. You
arc a Frank; you conme from Jerusalem vyou tarried in Damas-
cus. These mant uks who procl ai mthensel ves to be yours,

have ri dden under the upstart's banner. Wy should you not
undertake at your |leisure to search out our secrets? Both Da-
mascus and Jerusal em woul d pay you handsonely."

Ti mur | aughed. Hi s voice was barely broken, and soneti mes

it slipped; he sounded like a child- "Ch, sir! You don't know
my lord at all. He's a Frank. He'd die before he'd dirty his
fingers with noney."

"He'd die before he thought of-jt," Ilkhan put in. "He's
horribly inpractical. It would never occur to himto sell any-
body anything."

"Spying is for comobners,” said Arslan. "Qur lord is a

prince."

Ai dan broke in on their chorus. "My lord," he said to the
atabeg, "would you trust these young idiots with anything that
smacked of a secret?"

@Qunushtekin's lips twitched. Very nuch in spite of hinself,
he was anused. "I mght nor. But you are not I|."

"Nor am | that magnitude of a fool."
The ruby flamed as the arabeg inclined his head. "Perhaps
you are not. But the reputation of your race, and the inebria-

tion of your servants, would argue against it."

Ti mur squawked in outrage. "Vfc never got as far as the
wi ne!"

Arslan was quieter. "Arc you calling our lord a skul king dog
of a Frank?"

"That m ght not be w se,"” said Gurmushtekin, "even if it
were true." He turned his gaze on Aidan, the laughter in it Iike
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light on deep water; and dark things noving beneath. "I speak



no word of dogs or of fools. But of skulkers . . . Do you
deny that you serve the upstart in Danascus?"

Ai dan sat agai n where he had been, cross-legged on the car-
pet, and let themall wait. Wen every eye was on him every

mnd | eaping with inpatience, he said, "I serve nyself, and ny
given word. That | have been known to the Lord Sal adi n,
wi Il not deny; nor that he has | ooked on ne with favor. But

have never been his servant."
"Yet you canme fromhimto us; you nade no secret of it."

"Shoul d that not prove that | tel! the truth? I amkin to the
House ofl brahim | came here with its caravan, as guard to ny
ki nsworman, who has cone to sojourn anong her nother's
peopl e. "

"It is said,"” said Gunmushtekin, "that you are nore than kin
to her."

Ai dan cl enched deep within, but his face was calm "In strict
fact, | amrather less. Her nother was wife to ny sisters son."
He smiled his sweet deadly snmile. "Are you going to condem

her too as a spy?"

"I condemm no one," said Gurmushtekin. "I merely seek the

truth. It is not comon for a Frank to enter our city; still less
for himto enter it conpanioned by a troop of our eneny's

mam uks. Surely | can be forgiven a nodi cum of suspicion."

"That depends on what you suspect."

The atabeg shifted his bulk. A servant sprang to aid hiny he
accepted a cushion, frowning, his nmnd fixed on the prisoner
before him "I suspect danger to my city and ill-will toward the
lord in whose nane | hold this office. Al that you are, pro-
clains you eneny."

"So | am" Aidan said. "But not to you, unless you hinder
ne."

The bl ack eyes narrowed. "You dare to threaten us?"

"I tell you truth. I ama hunter, lord atabeg. My quarry is
none of yours, nor shall | linger long in your domain."

"What do you hunt?"
Ai dan showed a gl eam of teeth. "Assassins."

The air chilled and tautened. Qunushtekin was still; and
Aidan, in the center of it.

Aidan let his eyes wander, as if idly, in the silence. There was
nore than fear here, or even hate. There was a sharpeni ng of
awareness; a fixing of will upon him a taste on the tongue |ike
cold steel
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H s body eased, secure in its elenent. He smiled with | azy
pl easure. "There are," he said, "three of them here."

@Qunushtekin's jaw fl exed. He had been aware of one.

Aidan smiled wider. H s eye found each. The one who was

obvious: the youth in white that here was the col or of death,
with the eyes of a dreamer or a madman. The two who had

been hi dden: the chanberlain in his silks and his servility, and
di e guard who was cl osest to the atabeg's person, nost cher-

i shed and nost trusted of his servants. Aidan inclined his head
to the last- "Tell your master," he said, "that | shall cone to
demand an accounting. For ny kinsman; for the child who

died untimely.""

The guard stood unmovi ng, but his fist clenched on the hilt
of his sword. In his eyes was death. He had been betrayed; he
had failed of his duty. He would die.

"No," Aidan said, purring it. "Not until you have been ny
nmessenger." He gathered power in his hand and held it,

lightly, straining against the bonds of his will. The guard could
sec it. His fear was sweet. Aidan set a single word deep in him
where no power of his could cast it out: "Go."

He went. The others watched, nute.

The atabeg was sorely shaken. He was like all the rest: he
never truly conprehended the power of Alanut, until he saw it
bare. H s guard, his mam uk, his cherished possession, whom

he had raised froma child, had never been his at all. So dose,
t he Assassin could cone. So easily.

He woul d not have been nortal if he had | oved the one who
stripped himof his conplacency. He was | ord enough, and

ki ng enough, not to call in the executioners. He said, "You are
no friend to ne or nmne."

"No eneny, either," Aidan said.

"There is nothing between."

"My lord is entitled to his judgnent."

@Qunushtekin's lips were thin for a man so richly fl eshed.

They thinned to vani shing; he drew hinmself up. "I night best
serve ny city and nmy lord, by handing you over to our ally in

Masyaf . "

"'"You mght. You mght also win the open enmty of Jerusa-
lem and bring Damascus down anew upon you."

"Do you matter so nuch in the high places of the world?"
"Let us say," said Aidan, "that |I'man excellent excuse."

The atabeg did not believe him Not quite. But the seed of
doubt was | arge enough to give himpause. "Shut up in ny
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prison and held for ransom you would bring down no arny
upon us. Dead, you would cease to trouble us at all."

"I doubt that you can hold me. | doubt very much that you
can kill ne."

It was the sinplicity of it that caught QGurmushtckin and held
hi m speechl ess. It was not even arrogance. It was nerely the
truth.

"Let me go," said Aidan, gently, quietly. "Gve nme nmy ser-
vants and | eave their punishment to nme. | can promise that it
will be just, and that it will not be light. And that | shal
execute it well beyond the bounds of your city."

@Qunusht eki n had no words even yet. He barely understood

what Ai dan offered. Aidan said it again. "You have no need of

me here, whether alive in your dungeons or dead on your scaf-
fold. Let me go, give ne ny mam uks, and | will |eave your

city. | give you ny oath that | will betray none of your secrets;

for truly I amno eneny of yours, but only of the spider in his
web in Masyaf."

"You were better dead," said the atabeg. But slowy. As if he
had begun to doubt it.

He was thinking, clear as a shout, of his alliance with Snan.
O promi ses given and received. O two trusted servants who
were not his own; and one who was openly Sinan's, who

seemed now no nore than a feint.

Aidan let himthink. He gnawed his |lip. He | ooked w t hout
| ove at the dog of a Frank who so troubl ed his peace.

He said, "Very well. You live; you go free. | banish you from
my city. If after tomorrow s sunset you are found within these
wall's, your life is forfeit."

"And nmy manm uks?" Ai dan asked
"They share the ban."

They were not remarkably cast down. Ai dan brought them

to heel with a glance and a toss of the head; they came will -
ingly, the Kipchaks with a hint of a swagger that drew grow s
fromthe guards and a hiss fromArslan. The latter had the
greater effect.

Ai dan, oblivious as a prince should be to his servants' infelici-
ties, bowed to the atabeg in Prankish fashion. He voiced no

t hanks. When he turned to go, there was outrage, that he

should turn his back on the lord of the city. He stared it down.

Coolly, with his mam uks in his wake, he left the regent's pres-

ence.

After Aidan had gone, Joanna sat unnoving, hardly thinking
Not daring to think. The roiling in her mddle threatened to



become all of her; bile seared her throat. She choked it down.

It was easier for him He could go out. She was not all owed.
Her every novenent was wat ched and guarded. Hi s presence

every day was a tornment: to have himso close, within her arns'
| each; to knot her hands in her skirt, to keep from cl utching
him She might have touched him Easily. But she dared not.

lor if she did, she knew that she could not |et go.

O that she would claw his eyes out.

She knew where he slept: he had told her. He had not been

fool enough or mad enough, yet, to enter the harem and

snatch her away- That he had thought of it, she knew very
well. It was in his eyes when he | ooked at her. It was in his
persi stence in com ng back, day after day, although he took no
nmore joy in it than she did.

It was flattering, somewhat. He was not tired of her
Yet .
When she told himwhat she had to cell him.

She rose slowy- Her maid and her guard rose with her

wat chi ng her. She wanted to screamat them to thrust them
away from her. She set her teeth and advanced, at a dignified
pace, toward the privy.

The day dragged itself through what had becone its pattern
She renmenbered little of it. She had duties, which she did.
None |ingered beyond the doing.

She knew t hat Ai dan had been taken away to the atabeg. She
could not make it nean anything. He would cone back un-
harmed, and scarcely inconveni enced. No nere nortal |ord
could be a match for him

And, damm him he knew it.

In the House of Ibrahim they took the nightnctal after the
sunset prayer: the men first, the wonen after, when the nen
had eaten their fill. Toni ght Joanna had no appetite; as she had
taken to doing, she retreated to the garden, to feel the cool of
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the evening, to breathe sweet air. She never lingered |long: only
until the flies had found her. Even so, it was al nost enough

It was a |l ong, scented, fly-stung noment before she realized
that she was al one. The women all lingered over their dinner
Sam n the eunuch, for what reason God knew and she hardly
cared, had not followed her

She had waited, hoped, prayed for this. She gl anced about.
Not hi ng hurman stirred. She darted toward the wall, and the
gat e which she knew was there, deep hidden in greenery. There
were thorns, which she had not expected; she cursed as they
sank claws into her. But the gate was as it had al ways been



smal |, weathered, its latch | ong broken and never nended. She

slid through it, not easily for all the vines that wove about it,
but the other side was clear, facing the back of a little pavilion
No one lingered there or anywhere that she could see, or that

she coul d hear through the poundi ng other heart.

She went slowly, pausing nore than once to renenber

where she was. Dusk made it all different. There was jasm ne
where she remenbered roses, and the ponegranate tree that
had shaded t he path was gone.

She found its stunp by stunbling against it. She stopped
This was idiocy. She should go back where she bel onged. She
was not sure that she wanted him What if he did not want her?

Then be dammed to him She knew the way surely, now.

Round the rose arbor, past the fountain, and there was the

| oom of the house, the glimer of white that was the rail of its
gallery. Painted iron. They said that w tches and ni ghtfol k
could not abide it: it seared themlike fire.

They knew not hing of this one, with his predator's eyes and
his affinity for fine steel

She was not the hoyden she had been, but she coul d sdi

climb a trellis, particularly in eastern trousers. |t groaned under
her wei ght, but held. She grasped the rail and hung there, and
paused to breathe. The muezzin's wail nearly nade her | ose her

grip-

It was safety. They would still be away fromtheir sleeping

pl aces, all the younger uncles and cousi ns who were housed
here: lingering over their dinner, praying together there or in

t he nosque, many of themready to go out afterward in search
of the night's pleasures.

She pull ed herself up and over the rail, and ncariy fell. One
of Aidan's hellions grinned at her: Raihan the hal f-Rank
whose dour face was only for strangers. He ofiered his hand.
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She took it, and let himsteady her on the tiles- He let go
qui ckly.

He knew. They all did. And she was in no nood for pretend-
ing at secrets. "lIs he there?" she asked.

Rai han shook his head. "Not yet, l|ady."
Her heart chilled. "He's—still—=

"Ch, no, lady!" he said with swift solicitude. "He cane back
hours ago. He's at dinner."

O course. Were el se woul d he be?
It was only Rai han on guard, alone and glad of the com

pany. Joanna left himat his post by the door, and went in
slowy. There was a lanp lit, illum ning a roomthat m ght



have been anyone's, snall and bare. The nmat was spread, the
coverlet arrayed on it, a robe laid out. A dan was the wonder
and the despair of the harem tall as he was, needing garnents
new and not nade over fromthe conmon stock. The cousins

liked to giggle over the length of them and wonder aloud if al
of himwas |ikew se endowed.

She settled on the mat. Wen sirring wearied her, she |ay

down. The flutter in her mddle | essened. The edge of fear
receded: fear of the Assassin, fear of being discovered here, fear
of the hunt that would, inevitably, catch her. Aidan would find
her first; he would defend her. If she did not tell himyet- If-
She nust have slept. She cl osed her eyes for a nonment, and

when she opened nem he was there, sitting on his heels,

wat ching her. His face wore no expression at all

Then he snmiled, and she had no will left. She was on him
clinging to him drinking himin until surely she would drown.

Even he had to cone up for air on occasion; and she was
nmortal . When she pull ed back, she was in his lap, and he was

l aughing in delight. She was grinning herself, even though she
wanted to hit him Because—

r No. She nust not think of that. Think of him of the |ight

in his eyes, naking them strange; of the warnmth of his body,
the strength of his hands, the joy in himthat she was there,
escaped, free. How great it was, she could well see: his robe
was light, its belt |ost sonewhere in their greeting, his shirt
and drawers of silk, concealing nothing of consequence.

tt! was going to conme to you,"
tome first."

he said, "if you hadn't cone
She hardly heard him "I should go back. They'll be | ooking
for me."

"Not now. "
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She stared at him

He smiled. "Yes," he said as if she had spoken. "I've added a
touch or two of my own. You' ve decided to sleep in the garden

where it's cool and quiet. Yow maid is watching over you."

Dura, who was terrified of Aidan, who endured himfor |ove

other m stress. Joanna frowned. "WII| it work?"
"Until dawn, it should. 1'll go back with you. W won't be
seen. "

She wi shed that she could be as sure of it as he sounded. She
had been mad to venture this. She had been worse than nad.

Wth alittle nore rime, she m ght have cured herself of him
Now t he sickness was worse than ever. The thought of dawn,

of leaving him of going back to her cage and her fears and her
wr et ched few nonments of his presence, tightened her fingers

on his arms and wung from her a gasp of protest.



"I wish," she said fiercely. "I wish we could run away and
never come back."

"We can," he said. "When |'ve fulfilled ny oath."
She stiffened. "Yes. There's always that. Isn't there?"

"Only a little while longer,"” he said. "That's all. Then, if you

want it, we'll go. The world is wide. I'd joyfully span it with
you. "
Her tension eased not at all. "Wat if | asked you to forget

your oath? To take ne now and carry nme far away, and thwart
the Assassin as he'd never expect. Wuld you do it?"

He barely hesitated- "I can't." It was gentle, but there was
no yielding init. "lI've made too many prom ses, set too nuch
intrain."

Under st andi ng fl ooded, blinding her. She thrust herself
away from himand stunbled to her feet. "The atabeg. He
called you to him You nade a bargain."

Ai dan nodded. "He bani shed ne from Al eppo. He thinks
I"'ma spy; | may have di ssuaded him but ny presence does
nothing for his peace.”

She drew a breath. Suddenly she coul d have | aughed, or
wept, or shouted al oud. She asked with barely a trenor,
"When do we | eave?"

"I ," he said, "nust be gone by tonmorrow s sunset."

"We're going to have to be quick, then, or we'll never be
ready. |If we begi n now—& andnot her shoul d know, and

Kari m—=

"They know," he said. H s voice gentled. "I am going,
Joanna. You will stay here.™
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"And be killed the monent you | eave?"

He checked for the fraction of a breath. "Ill lure the Assas-
sin away, as | deceived your kin tonight. Wien we're far from
here, 1'll face himand cast himdown. He'll never cone near
you. "

"How do you know?" she demanded. "How do you know?"
"Joanna," he said with mghty patience. "Think. If you are

riding with me, on such a ride as this will be, what can you do
but chance being killed if my vigilance fails again? Here at | east
you are with kin; you have duties; you are safe, and |oved, and
needed. "

"And you need not fret your mind over ne.



"111 always do that, no matter where you are. But if you're
here, 1'lIl fret less."

"I don't want to stay," she said. "I won't. |I've had enough of
being | ocked in cages while you fly free."

"Even to save your |ife?"

"My life is no nore or |ess safe whether | go or stay. My
sanity is another matter."

He was, when it canme down to it, male. He refused to un-
derstand. "lIfou can't go."

"I will. Lock me up if you like. I'Il break free. 111 foll ow you
on foot if | have to. I'mnot staying in this city wthout you."

He sucked in his breath. She flung herself at him bore him
down. He did not try to fight her. She sat on him searing him
with her tenper. He wi nced. "Lady—

"I"'mgoing. If you want to lure the Assassin, what better bait
than nmy living self? And no need to wear yourself out in work-
ing your magic fromso far away."

H s face was set, stubborn, but his eyes betrayed him Oh,
yes, he wanted her. He might not find it as easy as he pre-
tended, to | eave her behind.

She kissed him Lightly at first, defiantly. He stiffened

agai nst her; then, all at once, he kindled. Even in her anger she
| aughed, for he was splendid, and terrifying, and he bel onged

to her. She conmanded himto | ove her. He was her servant:

he obeyed.

Afrer the storm the calm The jangling tension that had
awakened Aidan to Joanna's presence even in the garden, had
eased. She was as beautiful as she had ever been, |ying beside
him warmand richly pleasured. Her face in the | anplight had
lost its hard edge of discontent, her eyes dark and soft, her
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mourh | oosed fromits taut Iine. He kissed it. She tangl ed her
fingers in his hair and smled. "Tfou are beautiful,"” she said.

"I was thinking the same of you."

She shivered slightly, with pleasure. Hi s voice could do that
to her, even when she would not believe what it said. "Do you
really find me bearable to | ook at?"

He shook his head between her hands. "Madam you are not
even nmodest. You are blind, and obstinate, and—yes—beauti -
ful."

She untangl ed one hand to run it down fromhis tenple to
his jaw. "I see," she said. "You' re behind your face. You don't
care how unlovely we all arc beside you,"



He silenced her with yet another kiss. "Then it's only ny
face you love. If | were ugly, you' d never deign to | ook at ne."

"That's not true!"

He | aughed at her indignation. "That's no nore than you're
saying of me. I'mnot nere mndless beauty, na danma."

"Of course you're not." She glared at him He smled back
She yielded slowy. "You know what you | ook |ike."

"I can hardly help it." Nor was he minded to dwell on it. He
snoot hed the frown fromher browwth a Ilight finger, and
followed it with kisses, down the taut |ines other face, past her
chin to the sweep of neck; and shoul der, round the ruuncss of

her breasts. Her heart beat |light and swift beneath the warm
soft woman-skin. H s awareness sank beneath it, spreading

slowy through her as he noved downward agai n, over the

curve of her belly to her navel, that poets here would call the
jewel in the goblet. He | aughed at the thought, a small explo-
sion of breath: a shiver of pleasure for her at the warm brush of
it. Her hips flared wi de and deep between his hands. Her but-
tocks filled themto overfl owi ng. He descended to the secret

pl aces, dizzy with the scent of them his power flow ng in and
through them filling them But not his body, not yet. The
waiting would make it sweeter. Hs kisses circled their snooth-
ness—alien even yet, that eastern art of razor and of stripping-
paste, but exciting in its strangeness. His mind traced the paths
wi thin- They were all famliar, all perfectly a woman's.

He paused. Familiar. Surely. But—

It was nothing. A nmoment's distraction. The call of a night-
bird in the garden.

It was there still. Familiarity grown unfamliar

Grown, and grow ng.

He lay utterly still. The fool in him which was a very | arge
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part of his self, denied it; called it delusion. That fleck of aware-
ness which saw only truth, called it what it was.

Joanna stirred, sensing the wongness in his silence. "\Wat
is it? Do you hear something?"

H s head shook. He laid it on her belly. Now that he was

awake to it, it burned in his mnd s eye: not nmere soft skin and
sparking pleasure, not a path to his own delight, not sinply the
center of this creature who was Joanna, but woman, and

wonb.

And in it

He coul d have sung for Joy. He could have killed them bot h.



No. Not both. Al three.

There was no doubt of it. None at all. Wat grew in her had
been growing for perhaps a pair of nonths. They had left Jeru-
sal em al nrost a season ago. She had had no other |over, nor
want ed one. And she had not had congress wi th her husband

si nce before her son was born

He rai sed his head. She net his eyes. She saw that he knew.
Her fear rose; it snmote himto the heart. That she could be
afraid of him because she had conceived. And had he not had
as much to do with it as she?

She read his anger at her folly, as anger at her condition. She
struck out at himw th hands and voice. "Yes. Yes, |'m preg-
nant. Yes, it's all nmy fault. Yes, | didn't want to tell you!"

He evaded her hands; he pulled her to him hol ding her

t hough she struggl ed, stroking her until she surrendered,
breat hi ng hard, hating himfor being so nuch stronger than

she. For being male, and desirable. For getting her with child.

"Why were you afraid to tell me?" he asked her, as gently as
he could. "It's mine, too."

"That's why."

He puzzled out the logic of that. Understanding appalled

him "You thought I'd stop |oving you? You thought 1'd aban-
don you?" He shook her hard. "Wat do you take me for?"

“Mal e."

He et her go. He rose; for if he stayed, he would do sone-
thing regrettable. In his swift pacing he cane up against the

wal . He | eaned against it, letting its coolness sink into him
He was shaki ng.

He spun. She was sitting up, watching himw th eyes w de

and burning dry. Her hair tunbled over her shoul ders and her
breasts. One hid in the nmass of it; one peered coyly out, white
breast, pink nipple, lovely and naddeni ng. Now that he knew,
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he saw what bl oom was on her, not of a woman with a | over
but a woman with chil d.

"l suppose,"” she said, "that you arc land co all your wonen.
And your bastards."

He flinched fromthe venomin her voice. "I have none."

"That you know of ."

His fists clenched. "I have none. Nor ever have had. | had
t hought that | could not. There are ways to tell, if one is like
me, or like nmy brother; and | was never . . . potent ... in

that way."



"Pot ent enough," she said.

"But | shouldn'tW" He reined hinmself in before he ran wild.
"I'f I had known thai | could—f | had thought that I

woul d—

"You woul d have resisted nme?"

lt! woul d have been nore careful .”

She shook her head. "Then you're wiser than I. | never even

t hought . "

"I can't understand,"” he said, "why, all at once, | should be
| should be able ..." He stopped. "Maybe—naybe

was only—as boys arc. Sonetimes. If they kindle early. Able to
| ove, but not to beget. But now . "

"You hardly look like a boy to ne."
"I"'mnot a man, either." He said it again, slowy. "I'mnot a
man. |'mnot human. | don't even know how different | may
be. "

Her hands went to her belly. Her eyes were wild. "Then—
t hi s—too0—=

It was not fear that leaped in her. It was a white, nmad joy. It
brought himby no will of his own, drew himdown before her

but his hands would not reach, to touch her. "It is." He had

not willed that, either. But it was true. Now his hand woul d

yield to his will. It laid itself over hers, where the spark was, the
seed of life that woul d be anot her of his kind-

She drew a long slow breath. Suddenly, as if his touch had

had power in it, she was calm she was herself. "This is going to

be very conplicated."

He | aughed, half in pain. "Wiat's conplicated? Il be done
in Masyaf before you begin to swell. Then well go away. W'l
have our child together, sonewhere where we'll be safe and
protected. 11l never take it fromyou."

"WIl you swear to that?"
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O course she did not trust him She had reason. It did not
hurt the less for that. "I swear."

She eyed him steadily, under her brows. "Ranulfsaid it, too.
The next one, | could keep. He may even have nmeant it."

"No doubt he did."

Her lips twitched: less snmile than grinace. Her hands turned
to clasp his. "I want this baby, A dan. Never doubt that. For
all that it may do to me, for all that it may cost ... | want
it."



"And you wonder why | |ove you."
"I know that. You l|like a challenge."

Her heart was lighter now free, glad, alnobst antic, now that
fear was proven folly. She pulled himup and spun them both
about, laughing. "Ch, ny lord! Ch, my |ovel™

He bent his head to her kiss, laughing with her, soft and
deep. "Ma damm,)) he said.
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The bl ack eunuch was dead. He had | unged upon MNbrgi ana,

and she had struck harder than she nmeant, and his neck had
snapped. It was of a piece with all the rest of this accursed day.
If he had stood still for her ensorcel nent, he would be deep

asl eep but very much alive, hidden in the space beneath the

bl ue pavilion, and she woul d bear one | ess burden of guilt.

Her oath was burden enough, and nore than enough. Sman
had i nvoked it yet again, conpelled her with it, even dared to
threaten her. "Do as | bid," he had said to her, "and renenber

wel | . There are oaths nore potent than that which you have
taken on yoursel f, and bindings stronger than this near-free-
dom of yours. | have your nanme set within the Sea! of Sulei-

man. Do not tenmpt me to invoke it."

She told herself that she did not care; that she was stronger
than his nere human magic. But the twisting in her vitals was
fear. He held her name, her oath, even her self if he were so
m nded. He woul d not spare her for pity or for mercy-

He had tried to feign both. "Take this last sacrifice," he said
wi th what he dreamed was gentleness. "It is only a Christian, a
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Frank. And when it is taken, come back to nme. Perhaps then I
may | oose your bonds."

Perhaps. Her lip curied. She knew the royal perhaps. It was
tantanount to never.

The eunuch's body was hi dden beneath the pavilion. Tine
and nen's noses woul d uncover him but not until she was
| ong gone.

The Frank had been in the garden when Morgi ana cane. No

| onger. Her scent |led not toward the house but away fromit,
toward the wall. Mrgiana raised her brows. So: she would
escape? Wse wonan. It was a pity that her hunter was not
human, to be foiled by human sleights. And that that hunter
under the chains of her oath, could not |et her go.

The scent was growing cold. It had taken an unconsci onabl e
whil e to subdue the eunuch, and then to di spose of the car-
rion. Iblis had beset her with a gaggle of chattering wonen,
and a dog that barked and how ed until she silenced it with
power, and a child playing with a ball and a stick. She had not
been under bond to kul any of them therefore she would not.



Now t he garden was enpty and she was free to hunt, but her
quarry was gone.

Morgi ana found the gate, and the thorns. She could adnire
the Frank. For such a | arge woman, she lefr a remarkably sl en-
der trail

And an interestingly direct one; and not toward the outer
wal | as Mrgi ana ni ght have expected. Had she a |over, then?
One of her kinsnen; or nmaybe one of her ifrit's mam uks who
were so notorious in the city. One of themwas born a Frank
and not ill to |look at.

It was not he on guard where the woman's scent |ed, but one

fairer by far to eastern eyes, a slender dark beauty |ike an Arab
stallion, with a stare as startling as it was startled: water-blue,
gem bl ue, sky-blue. He heard nothing of Morgiana s passage

up the trellis, nor felt aught other presence, until he crunpled
into her arns.

The door was shut, but she heard them clearly enough

Voi ces: a wonman's and a man's. They spoke Pranki sh, which

she did not trouble to nake sense of. She knew the sound of

| overs at war. She set hand to the door. Confident, they were:

it was unbarred. She eased it open

The I anplight nickered, dazzling her eyes after the dark of
the night. They were shadows, two tall dark shapes twi ned
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about one another. They had, it seemed, declared a truce. The
worman | aughed, half mrthful, half reluctant.

Mor gi ana' s dagger was in her hand, new and keen and eager
for bl ood. Maybe—nmybe, after all, she would not use it.

It was revel ation, that opening of her mnd, that awakening

of subtlety. Nothing in her given word had stipul ated that she
nmust slay the woman tonight, |least of all with her lover as

Wi t ness. Perhaps it would be enough to frighten her, and to
betray her transgression to her kin. Sinan had demanded a sac-
rifice. He had not specified that it be in blood, although he
had certainly meant as much. This woman's honor m ght be
enough, and the honor of her house.

Si nan m ght even accept it. He was a subtle serpent hinself,
and he was no fool. What might it do to the woman he

want ed, that her daughter disported herself with a man not her
husband?

The air was heavy with the scents of passion, nmusk and sweat
and the rank sweetness of a woman in heat. Morgiana's nostrils
flared. There was an ache between her own thighs, a trenbling
in her body. She had spied on | overs enough, and killed when
weari ness cast theminto sleep, but none had aroused her as did
these two. Perhaps it was that she had never been conmanded

to slay the woman and not the man; and that she had no desire
to kill at all.



They spoke, |aughing. The wonan's arns were about her
| over's neck. His head bent to the kiss. '"Ma dama, " he said.

Mor gi ana froze. She knew that voice. She had been refusing
to know it. And the face that lifted, all besotted, all rank with
the stink of nmortal flesh.

She noved wi thout knowi ng that she noved, as a cat wll,
flowi ng from shadow to shadow.

The wonman | ocked | egs about her |over's mddle and

mounted him there, with abandon that woul d have put a

whore to shame. His breath caught in startled pleasure. He

| aughed low in his throat. H's arnms were fall of her. H's mnd
hel d not hi ng that was not she.

Morgi ana's |ips drew back from her teeth. She had never
hat ed. She had never had cause. The deaths she dealt were
justice only; execution.

Ai dan sensed the strangcness in the air, even in the surging

of pleasure that was Joanna's as nmuch as his. Her weight bore

hi m back and down in a sidew se tangle; but light, light, for his
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power made the air a bed for them She never knew, nor cared.
She buried her face in his shoul der, drunk on his scent, riding
himw th nmounting urgency. It carried him even as he | ooked

t hrough the tousle other hair, into eyes that burned green

He could not, in the noment's shock, renenber shane.

Hal f of himwas Joanna's. Half knew the lure of his own kind,

t he beauty of that pointed cat-face, that fall of wine-red hair.

H s eyes knew the gl eam of steel. Knife, in her hand. But
why .

He saw the nadness in her eyes. He knew.

Warse than fear was grief, and desperate denial. No, he tried
to say. No. Not you

I. Her voice, cold and cl ear
No, he said again.

Tes. She was in the air: death, winged, with steel. Hate rode
her .

He thrust against too-yielding air, struggled to turn, to
shi el d Joanna. The utnost edge of bitter blade seared his side.

Joanna gasped, stiffened- Her agony resounded in his nind
She convul sed in his arns.

She was deathly heavy. He gasped for breath that woul d not
cone, trapped as beneath a wei ght of stone.



She shifted; but it was no nmovenent of her own. Mrgiana
bent over him Her face was a nockery. Stark with fear for
him Reaching to touch, to be certain that he |ived.

Assassin. Murderer of children

Her throat in his hands was a wonderful thing, as delicate as

a flower's stem and hardly nore difficult to break-

She was still, unresisting. She would let himkill her. It was

the way other faith. To kill for the Mssion; to die for it. It was
just, that he should be her executioner. He who was of her

own ki nd. He whom she | oved.

He flung her away in a passion of disgust. She |ay where she
had fallen, eyes wide, fixed on him as devoid of humanity as a
cat's. No nore than a cat did she know renorse for what she

had done. Regret, yes, that she had not killed with the first

bl ow, wi t hout pain.

He turned his back on her and knelt by Joanna. The Assassin

had cast her aside like a broken doll. The dagger lay hilt-deep in
her side. The point of it just pricked the heart itself; blood
wel | ed about it where bl ood should never be. He knew. He

could see. He had no power to stop it-

Her breast heaved. The hilt pul sed, swifter, swifter. Her
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hands clawed at it. He caught them They fought him She did
not know hi m She knew not hi ng but agony.

He turned his head- The Assassin had not npved. "lfou," he
said, though it choked him "Have you healing?"

She did not answer. He could sec howit tore at her, the
tenderness with which he regarded Joanna. And he was gl ad.

She had destroyed all that he |l oved. Now |l et her know the pain
he knew. Now | et her suffer as he suffered.

Her face tw sted. He |aughed, cold and bitter. Wth a sound
like a hawk's cry, she fled into the night.

No matter. He would find her. And her master. And nake
t hem pay.

He was perfectly cal m Joanna was dying. Wat he would

do, nust do, would kill her truly; or it would free her to hea
hersel f, since he could not heal her with power. He grasped the
hilt. If he prayed, there were no words in it. Only the dagger
and the heart fluttering bird-swift, and blood that for her now
was both life and death. Wth utnost care he cased the dagger
out of her breast.

The dam burst. A trickle, at first, runneling down the

grooved bl ade; then a sudden flood. Human instinct cried to
himto stop it. Instinct that was not human held himfast, the
bl ade hal f-drawn, half-sheathed in living flesh; sight that was
never of human eye, saw the enptying, of places that should
never have been filled. The great fist of the heart uncl enched,



freed again to beat.

He could not heal, but he could hold: draw the bl ade at | ast
and bi nd the wound, and w pe away sonewhat of the bl ood,

and all the while hold back the tide that would fill her anew
unl ess, until, healing grew stronger than woundi ng. He

wr apped her in his own robe against the cold of shock. He
renenbered to find his drawers and don them Then he raised
her.

The harem s gate opened before himw th no hand upon it.
There was resistance. He took no notice of it. He had no
slightest care for their laws or their proprieties. A chanber
enptied for him He laid her init. He said, "A physician
Fetch one."

Peopl e hovered, expostulating. He should not be here. He
was not al | owed.

He sat on his heels and let the stormdie of its owm futility.
The doctor canme: a woman, and, beyond a single swft
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gl ance, undi smayed by his presence. She cleared the roomwth
a word. Her apprentice, a young eunuch with a face as Byzan-

tine as her own, laid down her box of nedi canents and waited

for her to command him

It was swift, for Joanna's life's sake, and yet it seened sl ow,
i ke a dance: no nove wasted, none enfeebled with haste.

Ai dan found the dagger in his hand. He did not renenber

taking it up, or bringing it here. He knew Farouk's forging, *
Mai noun's artistry in the hilt. O Mrgiana' s presence there
was not hing. O Joanna's blood there was far too nuch.

Soneone was speaking, tracing the path of the bl ade

t hrough her body, nam ng what he had done to draw it, and

how, and why. It was a man's voice. H s own. The physician's
incredulity stung like salt on a raw wound. But she had eyes,
and fingers nigh as gifted in seeing, and she could see what was
clearly evident: that here, where should have been death, was
life beating strong. She did not pause to question. She bent to
the task which he had left her

Ai dan | ooked up fromit into a stranger's face, but eyes

whi ch he knew, dark and clear and young am d the w ack of

age. The Lady Khadijah had |aid aside her veil; she | eaned on a
stick, but lightly, with no trenor of hand or body.

She beckoned. Aidan did not choose to di sobey. He woul d

not | eave the room but she was content to pause by its inner
door, through which breathed the cool ness of water, the fall of
a fountain in its own courtyard.

She sat there on the threshold, on a mat from which he
dimy remenbered startling its occupant. A sharp gesture
brought hi m down beside her. "Now," she said. "Tell ne."



There was little that she did not know, or suspect. And there
was no softness in her. He gave her the truth. "My | ady was
with ne. The Assassin found her there, and struck."

"So | can see," said Khadijah. Her eyes were not on Joanna,
but on A dan.

He gl anced down at hinsel f. He was clean enough, except

for the hand that had held the dagger. Wth sonme small sur-

prise, he remenbered the burning kiss of the blade. A long cut,
hair-thin, seamed his side. It barely bled. It stung a little; he
quelled it, and forgot it anew. "Did you know, ny |ady, that

the slave of Masyaf is a woman?"

Khadi j ah nodded slowy. "Ah," she said. "The ifritah. | had
feared it; | had prayed that it m ght not be so."

"You knew?" he cried. "You knew, and you never told ne?"
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"I was not certain," she said. "But yes, | knew of her. She is
old and she is strong, and she has never failed of her kill."

"Until now. "

"Pray Allah," said Khadijah. "It is a nmeasure of Sinan's de-
sire, that he has unsheathed this nost deadly of his weapons."

"I'f I had known," Aidan said. A cry was rising up in him he

battled it down. "I saw her. She followed us. She spoke to ne.
She named ne for what | was: Khalid, Foreigner. | took her for
one of ny own people. | never dreaned that it would be she—
who—

"You are not the first man whose fatal weakness was a
woman. O two."

Hs face flamed. "If there is any dishonor, it is nmine alone."
"And the child, too: that is yours?"

The bl ood drained fromhis face. "How did you know?"

"Wren do, " she said. She sighed. "I had been fool enough

to hope . . . No matter. | amnot a man of this House, to
defend its honor with steel. My own defenses all too evidently
failed. Do not trouble to lie to ne. | know which of you

sought the other."
"An hour later, and it would have been I who sought her."

"Doubt| ess. An hour l|ater, and she woul d have been dead
when you found her."

It was not approval. But it was .absolution, of a son. He
bowed to it. "Then you will not punish her."

"Has she not been puni shed enough?"



H s hands ached. They were fists, the nails digging deep into
the palms. "It is | who should be punished, and I who will
exact her bl ood-price."

"You take nuch upon yoursel f."

He smiled al nost gently. "But you see, no one el se can
Now at last | know what | face. Now | can hunt in earnest."

It was not in her to shiver, but she nodded once. "You wll
go soon."

" Now, "
"Nothing is ready," said Khadijah.

"There are horses," Aidan said, "no? There is food, water
the wherewithal to carry them™

"Yow gui des—your caravan—

"I can guide nyself. A caravan would only slow nme." He

paused, drew a breath. "Lady. | lingered not for prudence nor

for any bargain, but for ny lady. A weakness, yes, and fatal. If |
fail again as | have failed in all ny vigilance since | came over
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sea, then perhaps God will have nmercy and slay ne for ny
folly."

She | ooked long at him and deep. She saw what he knew
very well. He was quiet. H's mind was cl ear. He knew precisely
what he did. And he was quite nad.

He rose and bowed low, as |low as a Frank and a prince m ght
ever bow He did not speak. \What prom ses he m ght have

made, she knew as well as he: which of them he had a hope of
fulfilling, and which were hope only, well beyond the edge of
sanity.

The G eek physician had conme to the end of her mnistra-

tions, for the nmonent. Joanna lay on the mat, |ess unconsci ous
now t han deep asleep. The thin deep wound was bandaged, a

reed init still, and a bow to catch what night yet flow forth;

all the blood that there had been was washed away. He bent to
ki ss her, not caring who saw, and turned from her

Agai n he passed through the house. Again no one stopped

him This rime no one tried. H s roomwas enpty, except for
menory. No guard, no mam uk, not even a servant. He

dressed hinself carefully in the alien garb that had becone

fam liar: Bedu robes, fresh-cleaned but bearing the ineradicable
stanp of dust and sun and desert spaces. He would bring them
hone again, and with themhis sword, and two knives. One of

his own forging. One christened with Joanna's bl ood.

He was a fine fierce sight, returning the way he had cone,
| ooki ng the desert bandit for whomthe idlers in the atabeg's



chanbers had taken him He would give them sonething to
tal k of.

Little had changed in the harem save that it was quieter, |ess
like a henhouse with a hawk in it. The hawk's return net with
greater calmand fewer faces. He did not care. There was only
one face he wanted to see, and hers woul d never be veiled for
hi m

She was awake, which he had not dared to hope for. The

heal er' s eunuch | ooked up from coaxing a potion into her—

wi ne, heavy with spices and sonething dark, sweet, redol ent of
sl eep—but did not pause. Hi s eyes were enornous, like the
eyes of a saint on a nosaicked wall, and utterly quiet. One
could drown in that quiet.

Aidan flung hinself free, sparking fire-gold. The flare of it

was still on himas he knelt by Joanna's side. She frowned up at
him "lI'ma coward," she said.

She could still startle him even into |aughter: laughter with
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tears in it, for she was alive and scow ing and bei ng unpredict-
abl e.

"I am" she insisted. "One little bit of pain and I ran away,
right into the dark."

"So would any w se creature," he said.
" She shook her head, slightly, for it hurt to nove at all. "I

made nyself come back. It was a long way. | saw you like a
flame in the night. You guided ne. | was never lost while | had
you. "

The tears were running down his face. He could not even
curse them.

She saw. She tensed, tried to rise. He caught her before she
tore herself anew. She did not feel it. The drug was working in
her; she fought it with desperate ferocity. "The baby! Have |

| ost the baby? Wiy are you crying? Have | -4ost—=

A cold, clear, Geek-accented voice cut across her outcry,
"You have not. But you will, if you go on with this foolishness.
Li e down and sl eep."

It was not in Joanna to obey anyone wi thout a struggle. She
[ ay down, but the hand under her cheek was a fist, and her
eyes, chough cl ouding, were fixed on Aidan's face. "Wy are
you crying?"

"Because | |ove you."

She took that with her into sleep. The snile broke free when

all her defenses had fallen; she never knew it, or needed to
know. He kissed it, and her brow, and her nape beneath a

tidier braid than she herself would ever weave. Hi s hands
stretched over her, edged with fire still. He made it his gift to



her. He poured it forth without heed to the cost. It would not
heal her, not of itself. But it would nmake her strong, be light
and warnth to her when the dark crowded cl ose, guard her

and defend her against the denons of sickness.

H's hands fell slowy to his sides. The roomwas dim the fire
gone fromhim Joanna had it now, all that he could give. He
had never given so much. He was dizzy, as if it had been bl ood
and not power that he shed. He smled. She would not die,

now. She or the child they had made,

The G eek woman wat ched himw th know edge, with un-
derstanding, but with only a flicker of fear. "You could have
tilled her," she said.

"But | did not."

"No credit to your wi sdom | know what you are, spirit of
fire. Have all your years never sufficed to teach you sense?"
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"I"'ma very young dainon." And he felt it, now, here, before
this nortal woman and her apprentice who woul d never be a

man. fcuth was no strangeness to himwho woul d never grow

ol d, but he had forgotten what it was to be a raw boy, untried,
untested, with an eneny before himwho was none of those.

And he had enptied his power to give Joanna life.

He straightened. He nmustered a smle. Child in power he
m ght be, but his body was a man's, and it knew war.

Joanna slept in her arnor of light. He left her and her dark-
eyed guardians, and went to claimher blood-price.
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There were torches lit in the outer courtyard, horses stanping
and fretting, even a roar of disgust fromamnmd a huddl e of |aden
canels. Aidan took it all in with mld surprise. That his

mam uks woul d follow him he had expected. He had not

t hought to find an expedition fitted out as if for a raid in the
desert.

Kari mcane toward him as fussily elegant as ever, with his

curled and perfumed beard and his towering turban. He | ooked
unhappy, but that would be for appearance' sake, and in re-
menbrance of Joanna. Under it, where Aidan's blunted power

could just perceive, he was richly content. He had had an im
possi bl e task, he had fulfilled it, he was well rid of this distur-
bance in his househol d; and he had paid less for it than he had
expect ed.

He regarded Aidan without hostility, if with no great IiKking.

"I regret," he said, "that we were unable to provide you with al
that we had agreed upon. Cuides, the full conplement of bag-
gage canel s, doubled renmounts . "

"No matter," said Aidan. "I see two horses for every nan,



and canel s enough. Cuidance | do not need. | know where we

go.

"And do you know where it is safe, and where the tnbes have
f or bi dden passage?"

"God will guide ne," Aidan said.

No good Muslimcould express doubt at such a sentinent.

Karim trapped in piety, escaped to duty. "I have told the chief
of your manm uks what | know of the road and its dangers. You
would do well to ride warily, even where the | and seens nost

qui et. He whom you hunt is not above using the tribes as his
weapons; and they are nmuch given to raiding for the | ove of

it."

"Then I'1l have to oblige themwith a battle, won't |?"

"Youth," said Karim "is a wonderful thing." A man could

die in battle, his eyes said. And this one had di shonored his
ki nswoman and hi s House; and Allah was just as well as
merciful. If it was a prayer, it was a very subtle one.
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Aidan smiled at him "It's hardly youth, sir. | was bred to
oblige ny enenies as ny friends."

"God hel p your friends."

An unguarded utterance. Aidan saluted it, even as he turned

to find his grey gelding waiting, Arslan at its head, sonmewhat
ow - eyed but hol di ng back hard on a grin. Gthers had not so

much self-restraint. Under his eye the grins vanished, but there
was no quelling the high fierce joy.

He knew it hinself. It was black and scarlet, like fire in the
dark. He swung lightly into the saddle. "I shall come back," he
said, "to see the end of our bargain."

It did nor cost Karimexcessively much to murmur, "Allah
grant." Then, because he was an honorabl e nman, and because
he saw no profit in vindictiveness: "My God prosper your
venture."

Ai dan bowed in the saddle. H s hellions were waiting. He
flung theminto flight.

The city was closed up until dawn, but the House ofl brahim
had i nfl uence at a postern gate. Once that was past, none of

t hem | ooked back at the bul k of shadow and stargti nmer that
was Al cppo. Pan of Aidan's heart was in it, and nost of his
power, and sone of his soul if he had any. But all of that, he
bore with himin menory. H s eyes were on die road ahead.

It was five days' journey to Hama on the Orontcs, riding at a
confortabl e pace; three days then at |esser speed and with an
eye toward anbush, to Masyaf. To Aidan on this first night, as
the stars paled into dawn, it seened as distant as the noon. He



had come so far, for so long; he had |ost the power to see an
end to it.

The mam uks were Muslimto a man, and orthodox. Even

Conrad with his fair Viking face bowed five tinmes toward

Mecca between each dawn and night: at first light, at sunrise,
at noon, at sunset, before steep. They were as regul ar as nonks,
and as persistent.

They were al so expeditious. Aidan had to admt that. And
sensi bl e: they always took advantage of the opportunity to rest
t he horses.

After the sunrise prayer, the first day, they ate and rested. It
was not properly a canp: they pitched no tents, but settled in a
stony hollow not far fromthe road, where there was a little
rough grazing for the canels. Most slept. Strong they m ght

ALAMUT 245

be, and hellions they certainly were, but they were young crea-
tures, and they had had no sleep in the night.

Ai dan, for whom sl eep was nore habit than necessity, wan-

dered anong the beasts. H s gel ding came unsunmoned, to

bl ow sweet breath in his hands and coax fromhimthe bit of
dried apple he carried in his sleeve. He laid his cheek agai nst
t he warm smoot h neck, rubbing the nape where horses al ways

| oved to be rubbed, enpty for a little while of thought, sense,
sel f.

A light step brought them flooding back. He funed, slowy
enough as he thought, but the other started. It was Rai han
grey and haggard, wild-eyed as if he had renmenbered, all at
once, what his master was.

Aidan tried ro calmhimwth a snmile. He never sawit. He
was down in the dust, groveling as easterners were given to
doi ng, babbling in no | anguage Ai dan coul d make sense of.

Slowy it cane clear. "I saw your |ady come, | greeted her,
stood guard until you canme. Wen you were there, | watched
by the rail. And when | renenbered again, | lay there as if |

had been asl eep, and your chanber was enpty, and all the
word was that the Assassin had cone and struck and gone. My
fault, my lord, nmy grievous fault. | failed in ny vigilance.
should die for it."

Ai dan dragged hi mup and shook himuntil he stopped bab-
bling. "7ou should die? She was in ny arns when she was
struck. How woul d you have nme pay for that?"

Rai han swal | owed audi bly. H s hands worked, clenching and
uncl enching. "But, nmy lord- You were distracted."

A bark of laughter escaped, for all that Aidan could do.
"And why was | distracted? No, Raihan. | won't punish you.
You were bcspcllcd by a denon of great power and cunning.
was merely and unforgivably a fool ."



"My lord!" Rai han protested, outraged
"Go and sleep," Aidan said. "WcVe a long ride before us."

Rai han drew a breath as if to object, but Aidan's eye was

steady. He went away slowy, found his place, lay in it. H's sigh
was | oud and much oppressed; but he seemed a very little |less

wr et ched than he had been

Hs guilt would pass, if not swiftly. Aidan did not know that
his own ever woul d.

When the day's heat had begun to abate, they took the road
again. There were few travel ers upon it. A shepherd crossing
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with his flock; a caravan wending its way to Al cppo. The | and
was qui et, bare brown desert with here and there a glinmrer of
green. \Were green was, people were, villages huddl ed about a
spring or a trickle of river.

They camped wel |l after dark, under a waxi ng noon. Even

the tirel ess Ki pchaks were all but asleep in the saddle. Aidan
saw them settled and a guard mounted. He took the first watch
hinsel f. They did not fike it, but he had no use for sleep. Hs
power was still an enptied cup, although the first trickle of its
renewal brightened ne edges of his nind. He watched with

eyes and ears and nose, as any earthly beast could do. He

prow ed the edges of their circle. He waited for the slow hours
to pass.

He could | eave themall and ftp on alone. But they would
follow, while he had no power for aught but gleaning the

t hought s of one who stood within his arnms* reach, he could
neither fly beyond their conpass nor defend them agai nst the
denon from Masyaf .

He snarled as he paced. That one. Morgiana. Mnster of his

own kind. Blind groping beast w thout heart or soul, only

hate, and lust that she called |l ove. Was that the essence of what
he was? Wthout human raising, human tamng, to be no nore

than a wolf or a panther. An animal. A killer without measure
and without rmercy.

And he had thought her beautiful. He had wanted her

dreaned of her. Wiile she lied and laid traps for him and
lured himto destruction

He spoke to the air. "Mrgiana. Mrgiana, hunter in the
night. | know you now. | cone to you."

I f she heard, he had no power to know. She did not answer.

There would be tine and to spare for that. In Masyaf; or, if
her steel was swifter than his wath, in hell.

Ai dan did not know when it dawned on himthat he was off
his reckoning. Hi s mam uks seenmed to find nothing am ss. The



cup of his power, filling slowy, tried to persuade himthat this
road was the proper one, the road to Hama from whi ch he

must seek that to Masyaf. It was |eading them south and west

by sun and noon.

Yet beneath that surety was deep uneasiness. H's nother's
haunt ed Brocel i ande was just so, subtly treacherous, with a
taste on the tongue and a quiver in the skin that spoke of
magi c. They were being led, and | ed astray.
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He knew it surely on the day when, swiftly as they had trav-
el ed, they should have come to Hama. \Were before themthe
wi de barren plain should have opened to the w nding of the
Orontes, was naught but dust and sand and stones. The road
stretched away into it, enpty and nocking, with a dance of
heat -shimer on it.

They were not in difficulty, yet. They had avoi ded the | arger
towns, but in the last of many nanel ess villages they had filled
their warerskins and watered their canmels well. Aidan's pru-
dence. The others had thought hima fool, close as they were

to river and city, to prepare as if for the deep desert.

He bade his gelding halt. It ran the reins through his fin-
gers, lowering its head to rub an itch inits foreleg.

Arslan rode up beside him "Do you see sonething, ny
[ ord?"

"Not hi ng," Ai dan answered. "Nothing at all."
Arslan raised a brow He had taken to doing that of |ate.
Aidan felt his own go up as he realized where the boy had

learned it. "My lord?" Arslan inquired.

"I see nothing," Aidan said. "l ought to see Hama, or at
least its river."

The others canme up, drawing in as close as their horses

would allow. Timur's mare, as always, squeal ed and ki cked at
his brother's beast, which, as always, had taken advant age of
the halt to make overtures. That it was a gel ding seenmed never
to have dawned on it.

Ukhan sl apped its neck. "ldiot," he said to it. And to Aidan
"W can't see Hama. It's down in the river's furrow "

"So, then: where is the river?"

None of them could answer that. Mst seened not to want
to. "We've been slower than we thought," said Dildirim

"Or taken a wong turning,"” Conrad said.

Andr oni kos frowned. "Do these look to you like the hills
near Hama?"



"What shoul d they ook |ike?" Arslan denmanded. Hi s voice
was sharp.

He frowned down the road. H s frown darkened to a scow .
He cursed in Turkish, short and foul. "Allah!" he answered
hinsel f. "Not |ike these. Were in God's nane are we?"

"South of Al eppo,"” said Tinur.

Even he could quail before their nassed gl ares.

"I would rather know why than where," said Andronikos.
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And when the glares shifted to him "If we know why we went
astray, we can guess where we are."

Greek logic. It made no sense at all to a Saracen. To a Prank-
ish he-witch, it was em nently sensible. "As to why," Aidan
said, "I can tell you easily enough. W were bespelled." He net
their stares. "Yes, even |. I'mnot invincible."

They protested, loudly. He waited until they tired of out-
shouting one another. Then he said, "We'd best search out a
canpi ng place. Well need rest, and quiet, to think our way out
of this."

They found a place that would do well enough, a | ow hil

topped with the ruins of a very old fortress. One wall rose stil
al nost canel - hi gh; the paving there was solid enough, and

there was browse about the hill for the canels, although the
wel | had | ong since gone dry. As always, Aidan's presence was
proof agai nst snakes and scorpions, and even the flies hesitated
to come too close. He was not supposed to know, but his

mam uks drew lots for the place closest to hinm every night
there was a different drowsing warnth at his back

Toni ght, it seened, Androni kos had won the toss. As the

| ast bl aze of sunset faded fromthe sky, he sat on his heels
besi de Aidan, sniffing the savory scents that rose fromthe
cookpot, prodding the camel-dung fire with his scabbarded
sword. Arslan, whose rank entitled himto a nightly place at
Aidan's right hand, stirred the pot abstractedly. It was a deep
trouble in him that they—even they—had fallen prey to a

spell. Aidan's arm about his shoul ders hardly conforted him

They ate in near-silence, with none of their wonted boister-
ousness. Their eyes kept coming back to Aidan. Cearly, if
t hi nki ng was needed, it was his place to do it.

H s appetite, never renarkable, died altogether. He choked
down a last nouthful, and |icked the grease fromhis fingers.
He knew what he had to do. He did not know that his power
was enough for it.

They aff slowed to a halt, staring. He grow ed at them They
flinched, bur they did not stop staring. "God's bones'" he burst
out. "WAs there ever such a pack of goggling idiots?"



"No," soneone mnuttcred-

He | aughed, sharp and short. "Come, then- It's not thinking
that we need to do. Not quite yet."

As he spoke, he drew back somewhat fromthe fire, snooth-
i ng dust and scattered stones fromthe pavenent. Were the
fire was, it sank into a hollow, but that before himwas |evel
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and unbroken. He drew a | ong slow breath, contenplating it.

The fire in himburned low, but it bumed. H s mam uks' in-
tenrness fed it. Wth great care he gathered it, cupping it in his
palms. It flickered; he breathed on it. It steadied. He set it on
the paverment. It shone like a Jewel nade of light, ruby inits
heart, noonstone about it. He spread his hands above it. It

nelted and flowed. His will shaped it and gave it substance;

made it an image of the world. The east of it swelled and grew
and filled the circle between hinmself and the fire.

There was Al eppo, bone-white city with the lofty jut of its
citadel . There, Damascus, green jewel in the desert. And there,
Jerusalem heart of the world, the Dome of the Rock a mnute
gol den spark. Lesser cities came clear one by one as he naned
them Shai zar, Hama, Horns, down the neander of the Oron-

tes. Antioch, Tortosa, Tripoli, westward and seaward. And be-
tween themin the mountains of Syria, Msyaf.

He swayed; his eyes di nmed. The i nage wavered as beneath

aripple of water. Its edges were clear. Slowy he traced the line
bet ween: the shape of the power which flowed out of Masyaf.

Its limt followed roads where it could, feigned themwhere it
nmust, leading his eye as it had led his body. South and west,

yes, but wide of the mark, into the desert. Hama was a | ong

day's journey west. The Oronres, they would come to, but

south of Horns, on the shores of its |lake. Then, if they woul d,
into the nountains, but never to 'Msyaf; road and power

woul d cast themup in Tripoli, anmong the Franks.

It was a gentle enough magic, subtle and marvel ously skill ed.
It revealed himfor what he was, a heedl ess child, wasteful of
the power that was his; prodigal of it when he should be spar-
ing, shutting it in walls when he should let it fly free.

He knew no better. H's wars had al ways been hunman wars;

power had been a gane, a gift to use because he had it, never
because he had deep need of it. He had never trained it as he
woul d a horse or a hound. He had let it train itself, as he
needed it, or for his own pleasure.

It was very late to lanent his folly. He was walled off from
Masyaf; he had neither the strength nor the skill to break down
the wal |

But he was oat hswom He nust go. He nust break the wall.

O skirt it.



O burrow beneath it.

He blinked in surprise. He was lying on his side; he did not
renmenber falling. The image was gone. But it was burned in
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his menmory. He knew where they were, and where they could

go. He tried to say it; he could not find the words in Arabic.
Al his senses were blunted as they had been when he poured
his power into Joanna. He was enpty, again. He should | eam

to be w ser.

Later.

Sl eep, now. Hi s manm uks w apped himin bl ankets—their

own, too; he could not speak to upbraid themfor it. They
heaped about himlike puppies. Warm h spread through all of
them and sleep, and blissful certainty. He was their |ord.
What ever he set out to do, he could not fail

He coul d happily have throttled the ot of them
25

It was possible, Aidan discovered, to skirt the edges of the ban
pressing as close to it as its limts would allow It was like a
bl ankness on the right hand, an inborn incapacity to turn co-
ward Masyaf. Sonetines he tried. He always found hinsel f
wandering far out of his way, waking slowy fromthe convic-
tion that he was on the right road.

They rounded the Lake of Horns and forded the Orontes,

and began to angle northward. Aidan's power was waxing, as if
the I ong days of feeling out the borders of the ban had honed
and tenpered it; he could not rumfully toward Masyaf, but he
coul d edge closer to it.

They were in Prankish | ands now, in the County of Tripoli

To Aidan it mattered little. Half of himcentered on the grief
and wath that drove him half, on wal king the narrow |ine

bet ween the Assassins' ban and the free earth. There was noth-
ing left to care whether he ate or slept, rode or rested, trod
 and under Muslim sway or under the shield of Christendom

Hi s mam uks were nore in awe of himthan ever; that, he

could sense. They al so thought himquite |l ost to reason

As, truly, he was. Oten his sight of the world faded, and he
saw Joanna where the Assassin had cast her, and the land as his
power had limed it, and the ban as a ring of fire. But he who
hi nsel f was fire, had begun, by inches, to bend it.

On a day without number or nane, under a sky as grey as his
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perception of all that was not the ring and the ban, he snapped

erect in the saddle. H' s nmount bucked to a halt. Hi s escort
t angl ed about him



There was no living will behind the ban. It was wought by
living power, to be sure, but once wought, it sustained itself:

like the wards which he knew how to raise, but far greater. It
was a pity, he could reflect, that such a master of power should
be so vicious a beast.

But there was sonething he knew, which she well mi ght

not. Wards wi thout constant |iving guard could be passed. Not
easily, not sinply, but it could be done. Once he had passed
through, if he was skillftil, and strong enough in power, the
wal | would rise again, but he would be within it, and perhaps
beyond the ken of the power that had raised it.

He smiled slowy. He was terrifying his poor lads; but it was
not hi ng that they would understand. He touched his nervous
horse to a wal k, soothing it with hand and voi ce.

They were going al nrost due north on a road that had been

ol d when Ronme was young; but Rone had | evel ed and paved

it, and it had endured a thousand years- The ban wanted to
nudge them westward; Ai dan clenched his m nd against it,
turned his thoughts fromthe end of the hunt, focused them
only on what was directly before him The cautness eased. He
cased with it, alnmost into a drowse-""

Hoofs clattered on stone- Aidan tensed anew. Tinur, who

had ranged ahead, careened over the hill and skiddcd to a stop
He was all but dancing in the saddle. "Riders' A whole arny of
them In arnor. Wth | ances.”

"Pranks?" Ai dan asked, although he knew

"Franks," said Tinur.

The mam uks drew together. One or two drew swords. The
Turks reached for their bows.

Ai dan stopped themall. "No," he said. "No fighting."

It was slow, for sone of them They had forgotten what
their nmaster was.

He took the lead, with Arslan in the rear to ensure that
swords stayed sheat hed and bows unstrung. Not hastily, not
slowy, they mounted the hill.

Riders, indeed. Riders in black, with white crosses on shields
and shoul ders. A pair of Knights Hospitaller with novice-
squires and a conpany of nen-at-arms. They had seen Tinur:
they were in marching order, the knights helncd for battle. At
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si ght of Aidan, the knight who | ed raised a hand. The Franks
hal ted, barring the road.

Ai dan brought his own conpany to a halt, mldly startled



and begi nni ng, dangerously, to be amused. If his mam uks had
forgotten that he was a Frank, so had he forgotten how he

woul d seemto a knight of Qutrenmer: a Saracen in a pack of

Saracens, he in Bedu robes, they in their scarlet livery, as exotic
as a flock of cock pheasants; and arrogant with it, to ride arnmed
on the open road where the Frank was | ord.

The Hospitaller called out in appalling Arabic, his voice
booming in the still air. "Wo are you? Wy are you riding
her e?"

Ai dan rode forward, waving his manl uks back. They obeyed,

ready to leap at the slightest hint of threat. The Franks tensed.
He kept his hands well away from his weapons, his face quiet,

his laughter tight bound behind his eyes. He spoke in his nost
exqui site langue d' oc, as sweetly as ever he had wooed his lady in
Car cassonne. "A good day to you, reverend brother, and to al

your comnpany."

If the Hospitaller was shocked to find knightly courtesy in a
wol f of the desert, he did not pause to indulge it. He shifted to
his native tongue with evident relief. Hi s accent was no purer
than Aidan's own. "A day is only as good as the man who lives

it. Who are you, and what business have you in our |ands?"

"I am" said Aidan, "a mddling fair Christian and a kni ght
of the west who hopes to becone one of Jerusalem and if |
trespass, | pray you forgive me. | had thought this road open
to any who has need of it."

"That depends on the nature of the need.”

Ai dan smiled. "Have no fear, reverend brother. It's nothing
to do with you or yours."

"You can hardly expect ne to believe that."

They were all, spokesman and silent conpany, glaring at
Ai dan's escort, which glared back with fine fierceness.

He smiled wider. "Ah," he said. "I see. Your pardon, sir.
These will do you no harm They are nmine; they'll do as | bid
them™

"Since when," the Hospitaller asked acidly, "has a pack of
Saracens done the bidding of a Christian knight?"

"Since the sultan in Danascus gave themto me," Aidan an-
swer ed.

A mutter ran through the ranks-
Ai dan stiffened at the inport of it. "Recreant, you think ne?
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And have you yoursel ves never entered alliance with the House
of Islan®"

"You woul d," said the Hospitaller, "do well to come with



me. If you are indeed all that you say, then you may offer proof
to those better fit to judge than I."

And if not, it was clear, he would be dealt with as he de-
served.

He gl anced back. Hi s mam uks wat ched, beast-taut, beast-

wary. Only one or two of them could understand what had

been said, but they all knew tones and faces, and they knew
hostility when they felt it. The Hospitallers waited in patience
that bade fair to break, and soon- Behind, where they would

take him was their castle.

It lay within the ban, near a road that ran nigh straight to
Masyaf . Ai dan considered the wei ght and nunmber of hunman

m nds about him and the power that was in themto veil his
strangeness. It mght, just possibly, be enough

He sent a prayer of thanks to the good angel who had set the
Hospitallers on his path, and said, "I would be pleased to ac-
cept your hospitality."”

They took it for irony. He lacked the will to enlighten them
He let themfall in about his smaller conpany, holding his
hel i ons back fromthe edge of violence, ruling themw th word
and gl ance. Timur was bold enough to say what they al

t hought, fiercely, just above a whisper: "But we're prisoners!*

"CQuests," said Aidan, princely certain, "and allies."

None of thembelieved it. But they held their peace. They
had not been di sarned, which they should have noticed- They
were sinply prevented from goi ng anywhere but where the
Hospital lers | ed.

And that was frill upon the ban, blind to it, unnoved by it.
Ai dan, trapped in their mdst, could not escape it. He was a
strawin a mllrace; and no matter that he willed to pass the
wall. All the force of his power was not enough, even quell ed,
even buried deep in human m nds, even danped al nost to
oblivion. He was not strong enough. He was not skilled

enough. He would break. He would bolt. He woul d—

Just precisely when he knew that he could not endure it,

when it seened that his brain would boil in his skull and his
blood rumnmolten in his veins, the wall stretched and wavered
and, for the flicker of a nonent, broke.

He was past it. He swayed heavily against the pormel of his
Saddl e, and clung there for a long nonent, dizzy and sick
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Hs warriors were staring, beginning to be afraid. He drew
hinself up with an effort, conposed his face. Behind themall
the ban had restored itself. Nothing cane hunting; no sign in
earth or sky betrayed that the wi el der of the wards had narked
t hei r breaki ng.

He | aughed as nuch for defiance as for joy, and touched his



gelding to a canter.

He woul d happily have shed his escort and taken the straight

road to Masyaf, but some |ast remmant of circunspection kept

hi m where he was. Night was conming; his horse was tired. As,

for a very surety, was he. What matter if he rested in canp or in
a Hospitaller stronghol d?

To Arslan and his conpanions it was Hi sn al - Akrad, Castle

of the Kurds; but to the Franks who surrounded him Krak des
Chevaliers, Krak of the Knights, that warded the marches of

Tripoli. It loomed on its crag, wall and tower, ranmpart and

keep, vast and inpregnable. Nothing in the west could natch

it; in the east, none that A dan knew.

It was beautiful against the pitiless sky, beautiful and terrible.
But Ai dan could have no fear of it. It was not Masyaf.

H's mam uks tried to inmtate his calm Even through the

vast echoing gate. Even in the courtyard which coul d have
swal | owed a whol e castle in Francia, where they nust |eave
their horses and, at last, surrender their weapons. Aidan let a
grimfaced sergeant disarmhimand search him saying with
hard-won |ightness, "M nd where you put these. |I'Il be want-

i ng them back."

"That's for the castellan to say," the sergeant said. He
handed Ai dan's daggers and his sword to a lay brother, and
turned toward his commander. "He's clean, sir."

The kni ght nodded. His heimwas off, his coif on his shoul -
ders, baring a weathered, ageless face, greying hair cropped
short round the tonsure, beard grown |ong after the custom of
the warrior nonks. Here in his own place, anong his own

peopl e, he could ease a little, allow hinself to wonder if per-
haps, after all, this oddity of the road spoke the truth. "You'l
cone with ne," he said, still giving no honor and no title, but
of fering no enmty, either

Ai dan did not nove. "Al one?"
The knight frowned slightly. "One other, then."

"And the rest?"

The frown deepened. "They'll be |ooked after.™
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Ai dan wal ked a thin and dangerous line, and he knew it. But
it seemed that the Hospitaller saw no profit in anger- "As
guests," he said. "Until you are proven otherw se."

Ai dan inclined his head to courtesy. In Arabic, to his
mam uks, he said, "I'"'mgoing with this man. You are guests;

conduct yoursel ves as such, or youll answer to ne. Rai han
you cone. "



He was aware, as they were, that his words and their obedi -
ence were watched and wei ghed. For that, they bowed all to-
gether, with grace and pride and no little defiance, and went
where Hospitaller servants | ed them Raihan stayed, wanting to
cry his unworthiness, but too proud to do it before so many
pranki sh faces. Aidan |laid an arm about his shoul ders and
grinned at him "Well, younger brother. Shall we show these
peopl e what we're made of ?"

That stiffened his back for him He would never forget that

he had failed of his guard when he was nost needed, but he

was learning to forgive hinmself. Aidan smled, satisfied. He |et
the boy fall back to the guardsman's place, a pace or two be-
hind, and followed their guide into the inner places of the
castle.

Eastern custom hel d even here, where God's knights stood

guard agai nst the Saracen. Although ihe austerity of bare stone
and dimlit passages was all of the nonastery and the west,
there were signs of a gentler world: a carpet, a hanging, a
chapel with an altar cloth of Byzantine silk. Aidan was offered a
bath, food and drink, fresh garments. That they were a test, he
wel | knew. He greeted the wine with heartfelt joy, warned

Rai han fromthe pork roasted in spices, left himto choose
bread and nutton and clean water. But Rai han had |et the
servant dress himas a Frank, taking a w cked pleasure init,
whi ch he shared with his master. Aidan had seen young | ords

in Jerusal em who wore cone and hose | ess convincingly than
this, and with | ess grace.

When they had eaten, they began to test the limts of their
freedom They were not, it would seem either prisoners or
guarded, unless the silent and ubi quitous servant counted as
such. Raihan tried the door; the servant watched himcarefully,
but made no nove. Boldly then he strode into the passage. His
steps receded, light but firm and no hesitation in them

He canme back with escort. A Hospitaller knight, again, but
not the one who had brought themto Krak. At first Aidan did
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not know him It was a long black while since a knight of the
Hospital had come to see Gereint laid in his tonb.

He paused just within the door, with Rai han ahead of him
bl ack- browed and forbidding. Carefully, in Arabic, he said,
"Lord prince. | thought it mght be you."

"Brother Glles," Aidan said, smling in spite of hinself.
"You were expecting nme?"

The Hospitaller eased visibly, and nmet smle with snile
"Not, perhaps, in such company."

Ai dan | aughed al oud. "I1'B wager not! | was shocked t hat
your order would treat with Saracens. And here am |, master of
a pack of them™



"That's a story |1'd be pleased to hear," said Glles, "if you
were minded to tell it."
"It's sinmple enough,” Aidan said- "I learned the virtue of

necessity. The Assassin has been ny teacher; the sultan, ny
fell ow schol ar. He gave nme what his own necessity forbade him
to use. | was," said Aidan, "taken aback, to say the least."

"No more than |, when | heard that one had cone who

could only be yourself, but in the guise of a Saracen emr.
That's a long sumer's journey, even for the Prince of Caer
Grent . "

"It has been . . . very long." Aidan had not neant to
sound so deathly weary. "Thibaut is dead. Did you know t hat ?"

G Il es nodded sonberly.

"Alittle while ago, in Al eppo, his sister was struck and nearly
killed. That she lives is no credit to nmy guardi anship. But |
have seen the face of the Assassin. | may even, however feebly,
have |l eft nmy mark on her."

"Her?" G lles wondered, visibly, if Arabic had fail ed one or
both of them

Ai dan bared his teeth and spoke in the | anyw d' oc. "Yes,
Brother. A wonman. A fenale, at least; a she-denon with a
silver dagger. Haven't you heard of the Sl ave of Al anut?"

"Alegend," said Glles: "a terror of the night."

"A very real one. | hold two lives to her account; the third,
God willing, will be the death of her."

G lles said nothing.

"Yes," said Aidan. "Yes, she is like me. My fotly, that | would
not believe; that | saw her, and knew her, and never dreaned

that she would be the death that stal ked ne." He was breath-

ing hard; his hands were fists. Ginly he mastered hinsel f.

"She is older than |, and stronger. She guards her lair well; for
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| ong and | ong she has kept ne fromit. And yet, perhaps. God
has remenbered me. He sent your brother in the cross to find
me, even as | contenplated battering down the walls of magic
wi th which she barred the road to Masyaf Alone | was never
strong enough. In the conpany of your brothers, warded by
their humanity, | passed the wall. Now |l amw thin it, and the
way is clear. | owe you and yours a nmighty debt for that."

Glles took rinme to conprehend all of that: rime which

Ai dan was glad to give, for it freed himto sink down, weary
beyond desperation. At length the Hospitaller said, "There is

no debt but what is God's. | offered you what aid the order

may give; it was offered freely, without price. Even, in the test,
wi t hout our know ng that we gave it."



"And yet it was given. | shall renmenber." So he had said
before, in the courtyard in Aqua Bella, ages ago in the soul's
tine.

"You expect us to let you go," said Glles.

Ai dan rai sed his head. The Hospitaller flinched fromthe
tight in his eyes. "Can you hold ne?"

"Mostly likely not," Glles said. "Yet for your life's sake, we

mght try."
"No," said Aidan. "You fear that, after all, |I may kindle a
spark that will scar even you in your castles on the marches of

I slam What surety can | give you, that in this | hazard nyself
al one?"

"Yoursel f, and twelve mam uks of the Syrian sultan.™
"They arc part of ne. | guard them as myself."

Glles drew a slow breath. "I amnot the ranking officer here.
Sinply a brother of the order, who thought that he m ght

know an answer to the riddle of the Frank who seened a Sara-

cen. The castellan is mnded to keep you here under guard

until you should prove yourself no threat to us or to our castle.
| can speak for you, but | nust tell the truth. | think that you
go to your death."

"That will be as God wills. | have no great desire to die, you
may believe that. The death which | desire is another's alto-
get her. "

A kni ght of the Hospital could indeed believe that, and un-
derstand it. But Glles, who was nonk as well as warrior, said
slowy, "Revenge is hardly a Christian sentinment."

"Then ny confessor shall hear of it when | am done.™

G lles shook his head in wy surrender. "A very perfect
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prince, and Christian enough for the purpose. Have you quire
corrupted your Saracens?"

"Not noticeably," A dan said.

They wat ched Rai han, who, forgotten, had begun his sunset
prayer. After a nonent Glles said, "WII| you hear vespers with
us?"

Ai dan bowed acqui escence.

He had not heard an office of his own faith since he crossed
t he Jordan, nor stood and knelt and prayed in the conpany of
monks in rime out of mnd. They were all men here, all deep
voices in the chanting. No wonen, ever; no boys. Those had
no place on the sword's edge.



This was an arny in the mdst of war. And yet the words
were the sane as they had ever been, words of rest and of
peace.

Ai dan took no confort in them He had gone too far; he
had suffered too much. For himthere woul d be no peace unti
the Assassin was dead.

The Hospitallers ended their worship and withdrew from

the chapel. Aidan remained in the stall to which Glles had
guided him G lles had gone out with the rest. A young

br ot her extingui shed the candl es one by one, all but the vigi
| anp over the altar. Aidan, in the shadows, he seenmed not to
see. He bowed low to the altar, straightened, yawned audibly,
and depart ed.

Inalittle while a shadow crept by inches through the door

A sneeze betrayed it: the shock of incense to unaccustoned
senses. It slid along the wall, desperately uneasy in this alien
hol i ness, but needing its master's presence. On the edge of the
stalls it hesitated. A dan nade no nove. It darted, silent and
sudden, and dropped panting at his feet. Raihan's eyes stared

up at him startlingly pale in the dark face, and all but blind
where Aidan's eyes saw but di med daylight. He trenbl ed

agai nst Ai dan's knees, hating this place, but determined to stay
init. "l went," he whispered. "I went to see where the others
are."

"Are they well ?" Aidan asked, not |oudly but not particularly
softly.

"They would be, if they could be with you. But they're obe-
dient. They wait for you to comrand them "

"Soon," Aidan said- He | eaned back in the stall and cl osed
his eyes. Wen he opened them G lles was there, and the
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kni ght of the road, and a third who was ol der than either: a

| ean, weat hered whi pcord of a man, whose bl ack Hospitaller
habit sat on himlike well-womnmail. Al soldier, this one, and
yet all God's; no gentle cloistered nmonk, but a warrior of the
faith, as fixed and firmin it as any Mislim

Ai dan rose to accept the blessing of the castellan ofKrak. He
staggered a little, rising. The ban had taken greater toll of body
and power than he wanted to know.

None but Rai han seemed to see: his shoul der was there,

unobtrusive, bracing where it was needed. Aidan rested very
lightly on it before he knelt for the blessing.

As the castellan gave it, he said, "You are wel cone to Krak
lord prince."

Al dan inclined his head. "Reverend father."

"Gaut hicr de Toummi," said Glles.



Ai dan's head bent agai n.

The castellan | ooked up at him nmeasuring hi magai nst what

had been said of him "I see you haven't gone conpletely infi-
del . "

"I"'mnot likely to," Aidan said, "reverend father."

The castell an nodded. "The king will be glad of you, if you
live to serve him You won't reconsider?"

"Not until my vowis kept."

"BEven if it kills you?"

"Wuld you do any | ess?"

"No," said the castellan. He drew hinmsel f up. "I have no
authority to prevent you. If you were to ask ny counsel,
woul d see you returned to Jerusalemand sworn to the king's
service. Since nmy brother here gives me to know how little |
can hope for that, then | can do no nore and no | ess than set
you on your way."

"My thanks," Aidan said, meaning it: nore than the castel-

| an knew. But G Iles understood. He smiled behind his superi-
or”™ back, wi dely enough to enconpass a battle hard fought but

wel | won.

"You may stay," said the castellan, "as long as it pl eases you,
and | eave when you will. You are the guest of the Hospital

what aid we can give, you may have."

"I ask only a night's lodging for nyself and ny foll ow ng,
and your prayers."

"Tfou have both," said the castell an

Ai dan swayed. It cane on |like that, sonetinmes: power taxed
toits limt and then beyond it, turning his body traitor
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This time Rai han was not sw ft enough, or invisible enough

G lles caught himthrough the mam uk's glare. "You're ill," he
sai d.
Ai dan shook his head, too hard: he nearly fell. "Only need

sleep,” he said. It sounded odd. He tried to say it again. "Sleep
—heed to—=

They carried himto bed. He had no strength to fight them

Most of them went away, but Glles lingered, frowning down

at him "If she is too strong for you al ready, how do you hope
to face her in open battle?"

Ai dan's tongue at |least was his own again, now that his body
was at ease. "Do | have a choice?"



"Probably not.'
bef ore you go?"

Glles sighed. "WII you be shriven, at |east,

"Have you the authority to do it?"

"I, no. IVe taken only nmonk's vows."

Ai dan cl osed his eyes. "Then 111 live in sin for yet a while."
"l should be scandalized,"” Glles said.

Aidan smiled in the dark behind his eyelids. "Brother, I ama
scandal . Waul d you have me confess to a stranger, how very
much of one | an®"

"Under the seal of the confessional, what harmcan it do?"

"Enough, " Aidan said, "and litdc enough good. Let be,
Brother. | amwhat | am | do as | nust. Well fight the infide
yet, you and I."

"God willing," said Glles.

Ai dan | aughed, though he was fast falling into sleep. "You
sound |i ke a Saracen."

"Sonetines even an infidel may perceive a little of the
truth.”

"As God wills," Aidan said, smling still. "He will. Brother.
Only wait, and see.”

26

Al of Sayyida's men were fed and settled into the day: Father
and Mainobun in the smthy, Hasan with Fahi nah who was
m nded to spoil himfor an hour. Sayyida, freed and oddly
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i ncompl ete, went to tidy the room she shared with Mi nmoun.

She smled alittle as she went. He had prom sed to conme again
toni ght, and he had all but pronmised to let her go out to the
bazaar in a day or two. Subtlety, that was what he needed.
Al l ah knew, it had taken her |ong enough to discover it.

The tiny cell of a roomwas blind dark. She made her way
defrly through it to fling open its w ndow, and paused, savor-
ing the warnth of sun on her cheeks.

A whi sper of sound brought her about. Sonmeone huddl ed

on the mat: white and scarlet and sudden, astonishing crimson.
Sayyida naned it in surprise and pleasure. "Mrgiana!" Then
less joyfully: "Mrgiana. What in the world—=

She was wound in a knot, trenbling. Sayyida touched her
shoul der. She knotted tighter. She was weeping. Sayyi da gat h-
ered her in and held her

She stilled; in shock, it mght have been. Had she ever wept?



Had anyone ever given her plain love, with no price on it?

Her body | oosened fromits knot. She raised a face that, even
blurred with tears, was beautiful. It was a | ong nmonent before
Sayyi da conprehended what was beneath it. Her throat was
livid, swelling al nost as Sayyida stared. Her voice was a raw
whi sper. "l wasn't supposed to cone here."

"Who told you that?"

Her head shook, tossing. She struggled upright. Her hair
tangled in her face; she raked it back.' Stopped. Stared at her
hands. There was bl ood on them not much, but enough; dry-

i ng, beginning to crack. She shuddered. "C ean. Mist be—

cl ean—=

There was water near, for washing in the norning, before

the prayer. Sayyida brought the jar to the mat, and gently,
persistently for Morgiana kept trying to recoil, sponged away
the blood. It had a scent, faint yet potent, like earth and iron

"Heart's blood," said the battered remmant of Morgi ana's

voice- "But not . . . not lifeblood. |I failed. I, who have never
failed of a kill." She tried to laugh; it was hideous to hear. "For
once it was clean hate and not cold murder. For once, | truly

wanted a life. And Allah took it fromne."

"I't looks," said Sayyida, "as if He had help." Wth a cl ean
cloth and the last of the water, she began to bathe the tortured
throat. Those were brands on it: finger-wide, a little narrower
than her own, but nuch | onger

Morgi ana's fists struck cloth and hand aside. "Let nme be!"
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Cal My Sayyida came back. "Don't shout," she said. "Youl
ruin your voice."

Mor gi ana hi ssed, but when she spoke, it was in a whisper.
"Al'lah had nothing to do with it. It was not even Iblis. It was a
Rrank of my blood, and | taught himto hate ne."

"A Frank?" Sayyi da paused. "Your Frank?"

The ifritah's lip curled. "Never mne. He belongs to a great
cow of a giaour. A nortal woman, a Christian's wife; but no
wife of his."”

Sayyi da needed a nmonment to make sense of that. "You found
himin bed with sonmeone el se's wfe?"

"I found ny master's quarry dancing the old w cked dance

wi th her guardsman, who is no nore a nortal man than | am
nortal woman. | struck as | have never struck, in hot hate, and
it blinded me. | snote awry. And now he knows nme, and he

hates me, and he has flung all his heart and power into the
saving of his doxy's life."

"He tried to kill you."



She | aughed again, choking on it. "Not—aot kill. Nothing

so nerciful. He cast nme out," Tears streaned from her eyes,

t hrough the horrible, strangled laughter. "He hates ne. But |
—but I+ want himnore than ever."

"Sonme wonmen are |like that,"
who can master them"

sai d Sayyida. "They need a man

Morgi ana stiffened. "I am not—=

"Don't shout."

She drew a shaking breath. Her eyes were cat-wild. "l—-do—
not —eed a master. | need him Do you think I'mglad of it?

He wants ny bl ood. He fancies hinmself man and prince. In-
fant. Child. This"—her fingers brushed her throat—=this is a
youngling's trick. If he were a man, he would have finished it."

"Thank Allah he didn't, then." Sayyida frowned. "You're go-
ing to need nore than water on this."

"I need nothing."

Not all grown infants, Sayyida reflected, were male. "You
stay here, and stay quiet. |I'Il be back directly."

For a miracle, Mrgiana was still there when Sayyi da cane

back, curled on the mat, white-faced and silent and exquisitely
m serabl e. She submitted quietly to salves and conpresses, and
to the sofr wrappings with which Sayyi da bound them She had
enptied of rage. "He's hunting ne now," she said. "He thinks

IVe laired in Masyaf. Wse fool. Shall | indulge hinP Shall | go
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think. An oath is a wonderful, terrible thing."

"You'll stay here," said Sayyida, "and try not to think about
killing. Here, |'ve brought you something cool to drink, and
inalittle while, when you want it, you can eat."

Morgi ana did not want the sherbet, but Sayyida coaxed it

into her. She lay back after, a little less wetched, and begin-
ning to nod. "I can't stay," she said in her rough whisper. "M
master—+ haven't told him=

"Your master can wait. Sleep. You're safe here."

She | aughed: a brief gust of breath. "Safe. Yes, |I'msafe. Wo
can touch ne? Wio can slay the Angel of Death?"

"Hush," said Sayyida, alarned.

Mor gi ana shook her head and yawned, delicately, as a cat

will; startling herself with it. "Don't be afraid. W know one
another well, he and I. Aren't | the nost faithful of his ser-
vant s?"



"Not hero," Sayyida said.

"No. Pray Allah, never here." Morgiana' s eyes squeezed
shut. Tears welled frombeneath the lids; she turned her face
away, angrily.

She cried herself to sleep. Sayyida stayed with her, saying
not hi ng, stroking her hair with a gentle hand.

When her breathing sl owed and steadi ed at |ast, Sayyida
drew back. She would sleep for a while; there had been a
draught in the sherbet. It was a mark of Morgiana' s trouble
that she had not tasted it.

Sayyi da snmoot hed the coverlet over her and rose, sighing a
little. She would never think of questioning Allah's will, but
this was a burden. She did not know that she would be able to
bear it. Minmoun would be furious: )ust when she had begun

to work himround to seeing sense.

Al'l ah woul d provide. He would have to.

To be sure. He began it well. Fahimah was al one, at an hour
when all the wonen usually gathered to ply their needl es.
Hasan sl ept, flushed and deeply content.

"Ah, the darling," said Fahi mah as Sayyi da cane to stand by
them "He played as hard as he could play, and then, out he
went, as sweet as you pl ease.™

"Someday |'Ill understand how you do it," Sayyida said. She
reached toward the basket of nending, hesitated. "Were are
the ot hers?"
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"Your nother has a headache," said Fahinah. "Laila took
Shahin to the bazaar. There's a new caravan cone in."

Lai |l a al ways knew when the caravans cane. She sel domre-
menbered to tell anyone el se.

For once, Sayyida was glad. She dropped down in front of

Fahi mah and took the plunp hands in hers, thread and needl e
and all. Fahimah sniled, startled and pleased. "Little nother,"
Sayyi da sai d. "Fahimh, can you help ne?"

"You know | always try, child."

Sayyi da swal | owed hard. This might not be a wise secret to
share. But she could not keep it alone. It was too heavy.
"Fahi mah, Morgiana is here. Minoun has forbidden ne to

see her- But how can | turn her away? She's hurt; she needs
ne. | can't cast her out."

Fahi mah wasted no rime in trivialities. "Hurt? How?"
Sayyida bit her lip. "Someone tried to kill her. But-it's not

that," she said hastily. "That's easy enough to nmend. It's
she I oves him and he wants her dead."



"Did she try to kill soneone he | oves?"
Sayyi da gaped |like an idiot.

Fahi mmh shook her head- She | ooked no nore clever than

she ever did: a round, confortable, faintly silly wonman, whom
one went to when one wanted ease or confort or unquestion-

i ng acceptance. She said, "Allah gives every worman the man
she deserves. Even the Slave of Alanut."

"You know?"

"Little one," she said, "nmy wits aren't the quickest in the
worl d, but sonetinmes they don't need to be. Wen | married
your father, he gave me sone of his secrets to keep. This was
one of them"

"Then you can hel p?"
"Let me see," said Fahi mah.

"Ah, the poor child," she said, bending over the sleeping
Assassin. Between themthey had carried her to the roomt hat
was Fahi mah's, washed her and clothed her in Laila's castoffs,
and taken her bloodied garnents to be burned. Asleep, with

her astonishing hair tamed in a braid, she seenmed all harmn ess,
too young and sl ender by far to bear such a burden of death.
"Not so poor," said Sayyida, "and not such a child." Hasan
yearned out of her arms; she yielded abruptly, and let himcurl
in the hollow of Mrgiana's body. He seened to know what

was expected of him he was quiet, and although he coul d not
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resist the wine-red braid, he contented hinself w th nibbling
on the end of it. " '"Gana," he said distinctly. " 'Gana."
Sayyi da cl apped hands to her nouth. Fahimh was | ess re-

strai ned. She swept himup. "Hs first word, Sayyidal H s very
first! Ch, the lime princel™

The little prince showed clear signs of his displeasure. " 'G -
ana!" he demanded perenptorily.

"G ana," Sayyida sighed, as Fahimah returned himto the
pl ace he wanted. "His first word, and | can't even tell his fa-
ther."

"There will be others," Eahi mah conforted her. "Cone
now, stay with him and I'll see to everything."

"But — Sayyi da began.
A frown was so rare a sight on that gentle face, that it

quel | ed Sayyida utterly. She bent her head; Fahi mah nodded,
satisfied, and went to do Sayyida's duties as well as her own.



At | east Sayyida could keep herself busy; she had brought the
basket with her, and enough needlework in it to last out the
nmont h. She settled to it with the patience that every wonan

| earned, if she was wi se, |long before she put on the veil

Mor gi ana sl ept through the day and into the night. Sayyida
worried, for she had not neant to give so large a dose, but it
seened a natural sleep. She breathed easily; her face was no
paler than it ever was. Sonetimes she stirred, to lie on her side
or to shift a cranped linb. When Fahi mah came to change the
guard, she was calmabout it. "She'll wake when she's ready to
wake. Go to your husband, child."

It seened that Sayyida was al ways going or staying at sone-
one's bidding. She left Hasan, fed and drowsy, where he so
obviously preferred to be, and arranged her expression for
Mai moun.

He suspected nothing. He wanted to tal k about an idea he

had had, a new way to work a pattern in a dagger's hilt. It was
i nteresting, she granted that; she did her best to listen and
make t he proper noi ses. She even saw a way round a probl em

he was lavish in his praises. She was glad when the flood of talk
began to ebb. He was eager for her tonight, but he was trying:

he went a little slower, the way she liked it, and a little gentler
than his young mal e urgency m ght have called for

For alittle while, she let himcarry her out of her troubles.
But he was sated too soon, as he often was, and then he was
asl eep. And she was al one beside him her body like a note half-
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sounded, her mind cravenly glad that it was over. She found
hersel f wondering what it would be Iike to share a bed with an
ifrit. He would know everything she felt, everything she
wanted. Whuld he fall asleep as soon as he was satisfied, and
| eave her to lie awake?

She shook her head, annoyed at herself. There was anot her

side to that coin: no solitude when one wanted it, and no

secrets. She could never have hi dden Morgiana froma denon
| over.

The second day was harder. Laila was hone, and needed art

to elude. Mdther, recovered from her headache, wanted to be
catered to. Hasan was fretful; Sayyida went in inmnent dread
that he would try his new word on soneone i njudicious.

Al l ah offered one small nercy, if nmercy it was: when Norgi-

ana regai ned her senses, Sayyida was there. She woke cursing

the I'ight and her poundi ng head; her voice was a croak. It

nmust have been agony to swallow, |et alone to speak. Sonehow

Sayyi da got a cupful of coolness into her: plain water, this

rinme, and after she spat the first nouthful in Sayyida' s face, she
seened to recognize it. She drank thirstily; when the cup was
enpty, she |eaned back on Sayyida's arm glaring. "Never," she



whi spered. "Never dose nme again without telling me. |I'm not
i ke a human worman. You coul d have poi soned ne."

"But | didn't," Sayyida said.

"No thanks to your |eechcraft. How | ong have | been
asl eep?"

"A day and a night," Sayyida admitted.

Mor gi ana staggered up. She pronptly fell down again, drag-

ging Sayyida with her. The second time, she noved nore

slowy, and settled for sitting up, holding her head in her

hands. Wth great care she let it go. It seemed to stay where

she bade it; she drew a long breath. "Beard of the Prophet!

Grl, if I loved you even a little less, | would have your hide for
this."

"Go ahead and take it. Minoun can have the |eavings."

Mor gi ana sei zed her. Even weakened with sleep and the
drug, her hands were cruelly strong. "Has he nade you suffer
for me? Tell me!"

"He doesn't even know you're here. Nor will he, until we're
nost properly ready. Can you play an indigent cousin whose
husband has set her aside? Ifouu have to wear a veil when he's
likely to be near, and cover your hair."
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"They'll get enough of the truth to keep them quiet.
Eahi mah al ready knows everything."

Mor gi ana shook her head. "I have to go. My master is wait-
ing. The hunt is up. It won't touch Masyaf, |'ve long since
made sure of that, but the Frank may be stronger than | think
|'"ve dallied here nore than | ong enough."

"Can't you do what you need to do from here? You told ne

about guard-magic. It's nothing that calls on you to be in your
master's clutches.” Mdrgiana's grip |oosened; Sayyida took her
hands. "Stay at least until your throat stops hurting."

"l can't."

"A day, then. O two. Hasan said a word yesterday. It was
your name. Don't you want to hear it for yourself?"

Mor gi ana knew bl acknmail when she heard it. She scow ed,
but she said, "A day. No nmore. To get over the poison you
dosed me with."

That woul d do, for a begi nning.

"For an ending," said Mrgiana, snatching the thought
fromher head. "Now. Wiere is this eloquent son of yours?"
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Aidan left Krak in the early norning, rested if not entirely hale,
and fixed on his course- Glles rode with himas far as the

border of the Hospitallers' |lands, as much for a surety should
they nmeet with Hospitaller scouts, as for the conpany. The

bl ack robe and the white cross stood out oddly am d the

mam uks' scarlet, but he rode easily, trying his Arabic on
Aidan's hellions and wi nning themover with skill that even the
prince could admre

At the border between the Hospitallers' |ands and those of

Masyaf, stood an ancient nilestone, the name of a forgotten
procurator carved on it, too dimand agewom now to road.

Glles drewrein beside it. The others paused, spreading a little,
wat chful . "Lord prince," said the Hospitaller. "Wn't you re-
consi der even yet? Yonder nadman has done the Lady Marga-

ret all the harmthat he can do."
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"No, Brother," Aidan said. "That, he has not. Her daughter
has a son in fosterage near Acre."

"But surely, an infant—=

"He didn't stop at a child or a wonan. Wy woul d he hesi -
tate to kill a baby? O worse. Take him keep him Raise him an
Assassin. "

Gllcs smote his thigh with an arnored fist. "Devil take you,
man! The Sultan of Syria with all his arm es couldn't even
begin to break the power of Masyaf. And here are you, with a
dozen hal f-grown boys and a string of skinny canels. He'll eat
you alive."

"He mght not," Aidan said. "He might let ne in, to see
how anusing | can be."

"And t hen?"

Ai dan shrugged. "And then God will guide nme. O the devil
if you will. You forget what | am"

"l remenber what he has of his own."

"She is flesh and bl ood, even as am|." He flexed his fingers
before the Hospitaller's face. "These have left their brand on
her already. Who's to say that | won't finish what | began?”

Glles was silent for a | ong nonent, eyes steady on Aidan's
face. At last he raised his hand and signed the cross. "God go
with you, ny friend, and bring you honme again."

Ai dan bowed beneath the bl essing. "God keep you," he said,

"nmy friend."

He | ooked back once before the road bent, raising a spur of



rock between. Glles sat his patient horse by the mlestone. Hs
hel m was on; he was a shape without a face, a knight of stone
and steel. Aidan lifted his hand. The mailed armwent up in
answer. Aidan fumed away fromit, toward the Assassins' coun-
try-

It was not so very far from Krak to Masyaf. A horsenman

could ride it in a day, if the need were great enough. Aidan did
not choose to. It was not wholly cowardice. He was | ess strong
than he wanted to be, and nore prudent than a good madman

ought to be. The way grew steep as they advanced, a narrow
mount ai n track, now passing between high walls, now careen-

ing on the edge of the cliff. He kept a careful pace, his power
stretched as nmuch as it would allow, to warn of amnbush.

Wth the approach of evening, he called a halt. The track
wi dened briefly, and | evel ed enough for a canp; there was little
forage, but the camels could make do with what there was.
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They pitched a rough and fireless canp, with a guard posted

on the summit above them Dildirim who had drawn the

short straw. He took it in good part, and he had the spare

bl anket, for the wind was bl owi ng cold. "But m nd you don't
get too confortable,” Arslan warned him "If you sleep and we
cone to grief for it. 111 dine on as nuch of your liver as the
Assassin | eaves behind."

Ai dan, out of human earshot, swallowed a smile. It ended in

a grimace. He should have tarried |onger in Krak. He could
admt it here, to no one but hinself. A day, only, would have
restored his strength.

Anot her night's sleep would do well enough. He rolled him

self in cloak and bl anket. The warnth agai nst his back was
Timur, the warnth at his feet Ilkhan. In a little while, Arslan
cane to warmthe rest of him

They were anply wary, for innocents. Mrgiana, a shadow

in the shadow of a stone, reckoned their disposition. He was in
their center where a prudent conmander shoul d be, burning
brighter in her eyes than the fire which they had been too w se
to kindl e, but dimer than she renmenbered. So, then: the

ban's crossing had had its price.

It had brought her from Damascus at |ast, out of too |ong

an idl eness. Sayyida and fahi mah between them had hi dden

her from Sayyi da's ponpous fool of a.husband, whose only
virtue was that Sayyida |loved him But for that, Mrgiana
woul d I ong since have taught him proper respect for his wife.

When this was done, she would begin his |lessoning. Gently,
if her tenper held. There was, after all, Hasan. A boy should
have a father, however sadly fl awed.

A second shadow swelled her own. "All are ready," it
breathed in her ear.

She stayed it with her hand- Lean wol f-bones fl exed under
her fingers, stiff with fear of her. She smiled mirthlessly into



the dark. Yes, let himbe afraid. Only I et himserve her, and do
as she bade.

Her fingers tightened, sprang free. "Now," she said.

Ai dan started awake. It was deep dark: the dark before dawn.
Even the wind was still, the stars burning cold in the vault of
the sky. And yet, there was something .

Arslan stirred against him He laid a hand over the boy's
mout h; they lay still, eyes w de, ears straining.

270 Judith Tarr

It was too quiet.

The horses; the canets.

Cone.

Ai dan eased his sword fromits scabbard.
The ni ght went nad.

They were not Assassins. Aidan did not know why, but he

needed to be sure of that. They were Bedouin, wolves of the
desert, abandoning stealth to shrill their wild war-cry. It flung
t he mam uks out of sleep and onto their weapons; it roused the
canp to battle. No tinme to gather for defense, no space. Arslan
struggled to set hinmself at Aidan's back; the tide, relentless,
swept hi m away.

They wal l ed Aidan in spears. He hewed at them they only

grew the thicker. They pressed himclose. They pricked him
hanpering his sword-arm He thrust the blade into its sheath

and seized a spear, hurling its astonished w el der over his head.

Anot her kept his wits about him Aidan froze. A spearpoint
rested on the nost tender of places. A white wolf-grin gl eaned
beyond it.

Ai dan shattered that grin with the haft of the spear

But the spearman had a dozen brothers, and each of them
seened to have a dozen nore. None of whom woul d give

Ai dan a proper battle. Only prick, and prick, and prick, and
circle, and sunder himfrom his mam uks.

Whom he could not find. Not one. Not with eye, not with
m nd.

M nd-

He forgot the spear in his hand and the spears that hemed
himin. He cast wide with voice and power. "Bitch! Mirderer
Coward! Cone out and face nme!"

Hs tormentors fell back- He hardly saw. "Assassin! | know
your stink. Cone out of your lair!"

Not hi ng. No sight, no sign of her. He how ed until the



nmount ai ns rang. "Morgi ana! Mrgianal"
The nount ai ns canme down, and the night wi th them

The circle of Bedouin drew back, blinking in the grey dawn.
Sone of them were down. At |east one was dead.

Mor gi ana spurned the dead man with her foot, and knelt by

the one who had killed him Very nuch alive, that one, but
stunned: the butt of a spear had felled himeven as he woke the
echoes with her nane. She spelled himdeeper into darkness,
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only then daring to touch him to lay her pal magainst his
cheek. He was thinner than she renmenbered, the skin

stretched tighter over the fine strong bones. "I shall teach you
not to hate nme," she said to him

Her wol ves watched wi th edged fascination. She wheel ed
upon them "Take himup. Bind himas | tell you." And when
they did not |eap to obey: “ow"

They nmoved qui ckly enough, once they had begun. Even

their kind could be wary of trespassing in the Assassins' do-
mai n; and they were deep in it. They bound the Frank with
cords both soft and strong, and set himon the best of their
canel s. She rode behind him steadying him He was warmin
her arns.

The Banu Ni dal gathered the wounded and the dead, and

swept the field clean. The greater part of them gathered their
beasts and their booty and departed where Mbrgi ana bade

them naking all the speed that they might. A small conpany
remai ned under her eye, but those were the best of them their
shei kh hinself and the pack of his sons. Their way was the
swifter and the nore secret. They took it at racing pace, under
a glamour that nade of them a shadow and a shi mmer.

The tribe canped on an oasis which was their secret, a green
haven in circling nountains. The roads of trade and war ran
closer to it than travelers knew, but the entry was narrow and
hi dden and nost wel | guarded.

They rode down it in the last tight of evening, stretching
their weary nounts into a gallop, shrilling their victory. The
guard of the pass let themthrough with a shout. In the field
bel ow, the tents enptied: wonen, children, a few sullen boys

| eft behind to guard the canp. A d nen, there were none.

Men of the Banu Nidal lived only as |Iong as they could fight.

Mor gi ana saw her prisoner laid in a tent beside the sheikh's

own, on the tribe's best rugs and bl ankets. "This is nine," she
said, "and | will drink the blood of the tribe, if I conme for him
and he is gone."

The shei kh nodded. "We can nake sure of that," he said. He

knelt and thrust up the dusty robe, and drew his knife. "Ham
strung, hell do no running, but he'll be sturdy enough for

aught el se you wish. O a quick thrust, here, in the heel, and a



cord through it—=

She knocked himsprawling. "You shall answer to ne with
your own body for every drop of his blood you shed. That"—
i hc sl ashed his bony chest with his own blade—is for the word
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of his maining. Keep himclose and keep himsafe, and cherish
himas you cherish yourself, for his life shall be as yours." She
held up a vial. "He will sleep for yet a while. Wen he wakes,
dose himwith this. But gently! If he sleeps too deep, or dies of
it, I will sec that you pay."

The shei kh took the vial in a hand that would not stoop to
trenble. He feared her: he was no fool. But it was a clean fear
the fear of the wolf for the rival who bests him He bowed to
her will, but he did not |ower his eyes. "I will guard him as

nmysel f."

She nodded, once, and turned her back on him She paused
to draw down Aidan's robe, and to brush his cheek with her
fingers. In the space between breath and breath, she was gone.

Ai dan wandered in a dimstrange dream He saw the canp

on the nountain, and it was all broken and scattered. Hi s

mam uks were gone out of his knowi ng; the horses, the canels,
his beautiful sword, all gone. Beyond grief was rage and | oss
and bitter hel pl essness.

The dream blurred. He lay in a wonan's arms on a | ofty,
swayi ng bed. Her touch was gentle, her body warm and suppl e
agai nst him her scent was wondrous sweet. Sonewhere in the
light, he knew that there should be hate. Here was only peace.

He clawed his way out of that peace, through a | ong dark

and a longer twilight. H's body was a shape limed in ache.
Twi | i ght shaped itself into nortal dimess: dark walls that
shifted with the wind's song, air heavy with manifold stinks,
man and goat and canel and ancient snoke all mngled. He
gagged on it, and gaggi ng, knew that he was awake.

He lay on nusty carpet in a tent woven of goat's hair, bound
hand and foot, with the throbbing of a blowin his head. O
t he stroke he knew nothing. He had gone to sl eep anong his
mam uks. He had—waked? Fought ?

Yes. Fought. Now, too clearly, he was captive. But not in
Masyaf. The wi nd's song was a song of open places, with voices
init, and the blatring of goats, the clatter of hoofs on stone,
the roar of a canel

H s power stretched stiffly, but it stretched. He knew a no-
ment's bitter amusenent. So, then. He had had his night's

sl eep, however ill his body had taken it. He touched minds; a
m nd, nore open than others, because it was younger and
somewhat sinple. Desert, oasis, canp. Banu N dal: Bedoui n,



deep-desert tribesfolk, bound in service to Allah and to a de-
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nmon of the air. The men were out raidi ng—+esentnent, at
that; one should go, one was ol d enough, one could string
one's father's bowbut the strongest had come back with the
denon, and a norsel for the denmon's dinner

The norsel lay on his side in the tent, ascertaining that his
bonds were cleverly tied. He could nove with fair freedom
even sit up, but the knots were all out of his reach

Sitting up was a mstake. H's stomach, enpty, did its best to
heave itself out on the carpet-

The spasnms passed too slowy, leaving himin a knot, shak-
ing, running with cold sweat. For a long while he could do
l[ittle nore than breathe

And, in spite of hinself, think. Wo the denon was, he

could well guess. Tinme enough yet to wonder why she had
brought himhere and not to her naster in Masyaf. Maybe they
had had a falling-out. O maybe she wanted to carve himinto
coll ops for her own, sole pleasure.

She was not here. That, he was reasonably sure of. He was
bei ng kept until she deigned to claimhim

The guard in front of his tent had heard his convul sions; but

it was a bold man who nmeddl ed with the demon's prey, and

this one was no pal adin. Soon enough, someone el se cane to

the guard's call, no bol der perhaps, but nore mndful of the
denon's will. Unharmed, the newconer's m nd jabbered. Un-

turMedf or she dines on ny liver. Beneath it: If he dies while we
| eave hi m unnol ested, how can she blane us? And, to that: Easily.
Oh, eusity.

light stabbed him A shadow blunted it. The reek of hunman

and of goat nigh overwhel med him The m nd babbl ed on

Awake. |bUs take him Food-water—the vial, as she comanded—
Inspiration struck; relief |ooned huge. Wnn's work, that. Let
.a worman pay, if he takes ill.

"Yes," Aidan said sweetly. "Let her."
J!' The man fl ed.

He was not so timd in ruling his wonen. But the one who
cane, came of her own will, brandishing her bruises like a
banner. She was a strong man's woman; she wal ked with pride,
gueenly erect even in the confines of the tent.

She wore no veil: strange after so long in Islam to see a
worman' s naked face. She was hardly a beauty, and the desert
had aged her well before her time. No doubt her husband had
t hought of that in allowing her to play nursemaid to the de-
nmon' s prey.
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He shoul d have recalled that even unbeautifol wonen had

eyes. Aidan was hardly a feast for them bound and battered as
he was, but she was accustonmed to worse. He nmade her a gift

of his nost linpid snile.

She set down what she carried: a round of flat bread bearing

a handful of dates and a bit of cheese, and a skin of what nust
surety be water, and a wooden cup. She was keenly aware of his
beauty, but she was a dammably sensi bl e woman. He was beau-
tiful; Morgiana was terrible. It was a sinple enough choi ce.

She hel ped himto sit up, this time with no worse conse-
guence than a noment's dizziness. He was not, it was clear, to
be unbound, even to eat. She fed himwi th visible enjoynment,
bite by bite until he would take no nore, and held the cup to
his 1ips.

H s nose wrinkled. Ancient goatskin, salt and suliur—water
of the desert as it too often was. But beneath it, sonething
el se. Darkness, and sl eep

H s throat burned, crying for water. His will hardened
against it- He fell forward. The cup flew from her hand, scatter-
ing its burden of sleep. He |lunged upon the waterskin.

She snatched it away. "Ah," she said | aughing, "a clever one!
What woul d you give for it?"

"Asmle," he said.

Her head tilted. "I already have that."

"If you already had a gold bezant, would you refuse an-
ot her ?"

"I'f I knew |l could get sonething better."
"What woul d that be?"

Her eyes danced upon him She was not so ol d; nor mnust

she have been so unl ovely, when she was young. "M/ husband

is aterrible man, but She is nore terrible than he. If you kiss
me, what can he do but rage?"

"He can beat you."

She shrugged. "He hits ne. | hit him back. Sonetines I
win. Sonmetines | let himw n." She dangl ed the waterskin,
enticing. "Are you thirsty, 0 my gazelle?"

"For your Kkisses, 0 nmy fawn."

She gave himboth, with rich pleasure, and left himthe
waterskin: a gift nore precious than gold. "Pretend," she ad-
vised as she left him "Sleep. Hm | doubt you can buy with
ki sses; and She is not to be bought at all."

What she thought of Mrgiana, he hardly needed power to
see. She would reckon it a fair exchange, if she paid in pain to
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thwart the denon. But even she would not go so far as to set
himfree.

He |ay where she had left him flexing his wists in their
bonds. They were nmpst well knotted.

No one, he noticed, had considered the nmbst human conse-
guence. Perhaps they expected himto soil hinself. He was not
ready to do that, yet.

Submi ssi on, he never thought of. The |onger he lay, the
surer he was, that he was not watched by other than norta
means. He was supposed to be deep in drugged sl eep, mndless
and hel pl ess until she came for him

He had an oath to keep, and a debt to pay: greater now by
the worth of a dozen mam uks. This captivity was no part of it.

H s captors did not know what he was. She had not seen fit
totell them

He began to snile.
28

Sayyi da burrowed in the depths of the clothes press, w n-

nowi ng outright rags fromclothes that .could be nmended from
what needed no nending at all. Laila always relegated to rags
what she was tired of, no matter its condition; Sayyida had

al ready found a veil of peacock silk with gold thread in it, that
woul d do very well for when she wanted to | ook pretty for

Mai noun, She w apped it about her neck and dug deeper

"This would suit you," someone said.

Sayyi da erupted fromthe press. Morgiana held up a plum
colored gown. It clashed hideously with her hair.

By sl ow degrees Sayyida's heart stopped hamering. She

took the gown in fingers that srill shook a little, and drew a
| ong, steadying breath. "I wi sh you wouldn't do that," she
sai d.

The ifritah | aughed. Her throat was a patchwork of greening
brui ses, but her voice was her own again, only a little huskiness
left. She | ooked as if she would have Iiked to dance.

No sooner thought than done. She swept Hasan out of the
tangl e of castoffs and whirled himabout, to his manifest de-
light.
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"You're in good spirits," Sayyida observed, a little sourly.



Morgiana's grin was all mschief. "Ch, | am | am" She
hugged Hasan to her and ki ssed hi mresoundi ngly on both
cheeks. "Do you know what |'ve done?"

"Somet hing appal ling," said Sayyida.

"Ch, yes. It is that. | haven't even killed anybody." That

sobered her a little. But her secret was too much for her. She

held it yet a while, as if she could not bear to let it go. Then: "I
have hi m now. "

"H nP"

"Him" She bounced; there was no other word for it. "MW
Irank. | caught him before anyone knew what | did, and took
himaway. He's safe now, till I"'mready to claimhim"

Morgi ana acting like a silly chit of a girl was a revel ation.
Sayyida tried to bring a little reason into the proceedi ngs.
"Does he have an opinion? O aren't you letting himhave
one?"

"He will. When I'mready." She |aughed again, al nbst—

Al'l ah help themall—-a giggle. "Do you remenber how you

al nost poi soned me? | borrowed the bottle. Hell sleep dll |
want himto wake."

Wrse and worse. "And then?"
"He wakes." She waited; Sayyida failed to extol her bril-
[iance. "You don't see. He wakes, in the place |Ve readied for
him Hell be wild, | know that. But 111 tane him ftom hate

to love is no distance at all; and we belong together. He's a
child, but he has the begi nnings of sense. Hell see what has to
be. "

"You," said Sayyida, "arc stark raving nmad."

Even that could not touch Mrgiana. "You arc nortal," she
said- "You think in nortal ways. He and | —-we are of the sane
kind. He will renenber that. He will come to see as | see.”

"May Allah will it," Sayyida said.

Sayyida wore the veil and the gown that night. Mbrgiana

was delighted to help her: to wash her hair with a little of
Laila's henna and put it up with a clasp that Minoun had

made hinsel f, silver set with turquoises; and paint for her eyes,
and even a whi sper of scent. She had not felt so close to beauti -
ful since her wedding.

Mai noun was late in coming. That was nothing to fret over

he was dining with a friend or twd, and they liked to pass the

ALAMUT 277

ni ght in playing backgammon. Minoun would stay a while,
for decency: a man should not seemtoo eager for his wfe.



She waited al one. Fahi mah and Morgi ana had Hasan. She

t hought of going to fetch him for the conpany, but it would
hardly do for Mainmoun to cone back while she did it. She
wriggled in her unaccustoned spl endor, and tried not to rub

the kohl from her eyelids. If he did not come soon, she was
going to stop feeling splendid and start feeling silly. Wat was
she doing in paint and scent and hennacd curls? She was plain
gawky Sayyida, no nore a beauty than she was a sultan's bride.

She knew his step: solid, like him and a little self-inportant.
It shook her out of her half-drowse, drew her up at the angle
Morgi ana had told her was her best, tensed her as it always did
t hese days, since she had secrets to keep

Qutsi de the door, he hesitated. She held srill. Sometimes his
friends had wi ne, which she was not supposed to know about.
But she al ways knew, because he nmoved nore carefully and

tal ked more freely, and his breath sntlled of mnt.

He came in slowy. H's brows were knit. Her nose caught

neither wine nor mnt, but sonething sweeter. It rem nded her
of ...

She was wearing it. Laila' s perfuneg,

No. He woul d never do that. Not with his master's wfe.

H s eyes fixed on her face. He never saw the veil at all, or the
gown, or even the kohl that made her eyes al nost beautiful -

He said, "You' ve been hiding sonmething fromne."

She opened her nouth, closed it again.

"I told you," he said. "I told you not to see her."

She could lie. She could deny. She could screamat him She
said calmy, "Wio told you she was here?"

"Laila."

It was out before he thought. He fl ushed.

"That," she said, "was treachery."

H s flush deepened to crinson. "You admit it?"

°l won't lie." Her hands shook; she knotted them "I didn't
have any choi ce, Mi nmoun. She was hurt; she was sick. She

had nowhere else to go."

He advanced on her. "I forbade you. You defied ne. How
dared you? How dared you?"

Her back struck the wall. She did not even renmenber nov-

i ng. She had never seen Mainoun |ike this- "Minmoun! Wn't
you listen? She's a friend. She canme to me; she needed ne.
How coul d | cast her out?"
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"I cold you not to see her."

He bul ked over her. She tried to get up; he pushed her
down. She woul d not cry-she would not. "Wy? Wiy do you
hate her so nuch?"

"She is a horror- She has killed nore rinmes than anyone can
count."

"Who told you that?"

He woul d not answer.

"It was Laila, wasn't it? \ou know how little she | oves ne."
"Sonetinmes she tells the truth."

"Tfou don't even know t he wonan'"

"Wman? Wman, is it? | know whose slave she is. | know
how she has cursed your family. | know it all, Sayyida. You
t hought you could keep it fromme, didn't you? Al of you."
He sneered. "Bahrain the eunuch. Bahram the unnanned,

with a passion for silver-hiked daggers. You made a fool of
me. "

She clutched his coat. "Minmoun! Stop. Please, stop."

He tore her hands free. "No, | won't stop. You woul dn't
stop harboring her, even when | expressly forbade you."

Sonet hi ng snapped. She did not want it to. She tried to
hold it together, to keep her voice from shaking. "She needed
me. |'ve known her since | was a baby. | couldn't cum her
away. "

"She needs not hing and no one. You chose. You chose her

and you defied ne. Wiat el se have you done? Where have you
gone? Whom have you seen? Spoken to? Slept with? Is even ny
son ny own?"

"Mai moun, " she said. "Don't."

He haul ed her up. His spittle sprayed her face. "Don't! You
conmand me, worman? You | augh in ny face? Go on. Tell ne

the truth. Tell me how you scorn ne."

"I don't."

"Liar."

Her breath caught: a sob. "Don't call ne that."

"I'l'l call you anything | please."

She could not hold it in any |onger. She was sony. She did
not want it. But it was too big; it was too strong. It was rage.

It came softly, softly. "You will not,"” it said to him



He shook her, rocking her head on her neck, "I will. liar."
Shake. "Liar." Shake. "Liar!"
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Her hand tore free and smote himwith all the force of rage
and grief and betrayal .
He cl ubbed her down.

"That," said a voice as soft as the voice of Sayyida' s rage,
"was not w se."

At first he seenmed not to hear it. He gaped down at Sayyida.'
as if he could not understand how she had got there, spraw ed
at his feet. She stared up. \What opened in her, she knew wth
cold certainty, was hate.

Mor gi ana stepped between them She was in white. She
| ooked like a flanme before Mainmoun's dark solidity; there was
not hi ng human in her. Hasan clung huge-eyed to her neck

Mai moun' s face had been crinson. It went as white as Mor-
gi ana' s coat.

She took no notice of himat all. "Shall | kill hin?" she
asked.

Sayyi da swal | owed painfully. Her lip was split; she tasted
bl ood. "No," she said. "No, he's not worth killing." She
paused. "You haven't done anything to Laila, have you?"

The ifritah smled with terrible contentrment. "No. Not hing.
Except ..." Her voice trailed off.

"What did you do?"

Her apprehensi on nmade Morgi »na | augh. "Nothing crim -

nal, | trust. | sinply laid a wishing on her. To her husband, she
nmust speak the truth, and only the truth, as she thinks it,

wi t hout enbellishment. It was," she said, "illum nating for al
concerned. "

Sayyi da could not laugh. She did not think that she woul d
ever | augh again. But she nustered a smile. "I can imagine."

Morgi ana' s eyes sharpened; she | eaned toward Sayyi da. Her
finger brushed the throbbing lip. She hissed. "He struck you."

It was nothing, Sayyida was going to say. Not for |ove of
Mai noun. Sinply because she did not want any human crea-
ture to die on her account.

But he spoke first, blustering, blind to any good sense, see-

ing only that he was nale and this, even this, was female. "Yes,

| struck her. She is nmy wife. She is mne to do with as | please.”
"She is?" Gentle, that. Miden-soft, maiden-sweet. Deadly

danger ous.

He heard only the softness. His chest swelled. "She is." He



hel d out his hands. "G ve ne ny son, and get out."
Hasan's face was buried in Mrgiana's shoul der. She | ooked
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fromhimto his father. Her nostrils flared. "What will you do if
| refuse? Ht nme?"

"A bearing would do you good."

"You think so?" She was all w de eyes and numi denly astonish-
ment. "You really think so?"

Even he could hardly be as great a fool as to be taken in by
that. He paused, eyes narrow ng. She |aid her cheek against

Hasan's curls. One armcradled the child. The other settled

about Sayyi da's shoul ders.

H s hands came up. One, a fist, wavered between the
worren. The ot her snatched at Hasan

Mor gi ana recoil ed. Sayyi da | eaped. Which of them she
meant to defend, she never knew. H's blow, too well begun
caught the side of her head and flung her against the ifritah

Morgi ana cried out. Sayyida tried to. "No! Don't kill. Don't
kill—=
Si |l ence

Sayyi da sat down hard. Her runp protested: it knew stone.
Her head reeled, not only with the MOW

This was no room she knew.

She clutched. Yes, stone. A carper over it, rich and jewel -
beautiful. Lanps in a cluster; hangings of silk, flame-red, flame-
bl ue, nane-gol d.

Morgi ana, white and crinmson and fierce cat-green, with
Hasan staring about in grave astoni shnment.

Sayyida held out her arns. He filled them she held him

right and tried noc to shake. Very, very soon, she was going to
break into screanming hysterics. "Were," she managed to ask.
"Where arc we?"

"Away." Morgiana knelt in front of her. "This is ny place,
nmy secret."

"I's it where you go, when you go away?"
"Sonetinmes. "

Sayyi da clung to Hasan and rocked. She was col d; she was al

bl eak i nside. More had broken toni ght than her patience. "You
didn't—you didn't kill him D d you?"

"You told nme not to." Morgiana hesitated. She | ooked—ef

all things, she | ooked uncertain. "I left himgoggling and yell -



ing for you to cone back."
Sayyi da's heart clenched.

"I can take you," said Mrgiana. "If you want it.

"No." Sayyida had not meant to say it. But her tongue had a
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will of its own. "No. He called ne a liar. He grants me no trust
and no honor. He cages ne. | won't go back to that."

"I won't make you."

Sayyi da thrust words past the knot in her throat. "WII you
l et me stay here?"

"As |l ong as you need," Mbrgiana said.

Forever! Sayyida alnpbst cried. But she was not as far gone as
that, even yet. "For . . . for a while," she said. "Until | know
what | want. |If you don't—=

"How can | mind? | brought you here."

Sayyi da | aughed, because if she did not, she would burst into
tears. "It's like a story. The princess in distress, swept away to
the enchanter's castle. Do afl stories come down to as little as
this?"

Mor gi ana touched the mark of Maimoun's fist. "Not so lit-
tle," she said.

The tears cane then, for all that Sayyida could do. Mbrgiana
cased the whi npering Hasan out of her arms. She lay on her
face and wept herself dry.

When Sayyida set her mind on sonething, she held to it,

though it tore her to the heart. She would not hear of her

fam ly; she would not speak of what had happened. She settled

in Morgiana's lair, with the baby toJteep her busy, and a thou-
sand small tasks such as Mrgi ana woul d never think of, stil

less find worth doing. They did, Mrgiana adnmitted, nmeke a

di fference, albeit a subtle one. Sayyida clained a coner of the
hall for herself and Hasan, heaped rugs and cushions there, and
tried to keep in it the toys and baubl es that Mrgi ana brought
for the baby. In the | esser cavern, where was an anci ent and

bl ackened hearthstone and where the roof nade itself a chim

ney to the distant sky, she established her kitchen. The rest she
kept clean and tidy; she exiled the lizards and the spiders to a
guarter near the cavenmputh, and the mice with them since
Mor gi ana woul d not hear of their expul sion.

Mor gi ana had no del usi ons about her prowess as a house-

wi fe, but before a naster of the art, she felt keenly all that she
| acked. It dismayed her a little. It amused her considerably. She
was—yes, nore than anything, she was pleased to have these
interlopers here, living in her secret place, changing it to suit
their pl easure.



She had, she realized, been lonely. She lay on her mounded
cushions, with the wind blowi ng cold wi thout and the | anps
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flickering warmy wthin, and watched Hasan play on the floor
Hi s nother sat near him her snooth dark head bent over the
coat which she was making for him There was al ways a dar k-
ness in her now, a hard cold knot ofobsdnacy, but her surface
was pl acid, even content.

She | ooked up and smiled. Mrgiana smled back. Neither
sai d anything. They did not need to. That was friendship, that
si | ence.

Mich | ater, Morgi ana woke. Hasan sl ept peacefully. Sayyida
seened to, but beneath the stillness, the tears fl owed soft and
sl ow.

It was time, Mrgiana knew, to wake again frombeing to

doi ng. Sayyida was in as much confort as she could be. When

Morgi ana | eft, she was in the innernost cave with Hasan, avail -
ing herself of its great treasure: the hot spring that welled into
a pool side by side with one both cold and pure.

Morgi ana smil ed and stepped round and through, into an-
ot her air altogether.

The Banu Nidal were in ferment. Half of them seened to be
trying to break canp; half, to be mlling about aimn essly,
wringing their hands. The shei kh stood in their mdst, holding
the rein of a spent and trenbling canel.

He did not even start when Mrgiana stepped out of the air,
al t hough his face went a little greyer. He nearly fell as he went
down i n obei sance.

She pulled himto his feet with rough nmercy. There was, she
noticed, a wide and silent circle around them w dening as the
nmonent s passed. Peopl e seened unusually intent on maki ng

t hemsel ves scarce.

"I amto blane," the sheikh said. "Mghty spirit, daughter of
fire, the fault is entirely nmne. Take nme and wel come, but spare

nmy people.”

She was sl ower than she shoul d have been: she had only
begun to understand. Her power darted, proving it. She seized
himby the throat. "Were is he?"

He gasped, gagged. She | oosened her fingers a fraction
"Great |ady, we do not know. W have been hunting him But
nowher e—aowher e—

Soneone thrust in between them his senior wife, fiercely
defiant. "Ifou never told us that he was a son oflblis!"

Mor gi ana drew back a step. It was not a retreat.



Nor did the woman read it as such; but it fed her courage.
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"You shoul d have told us," she said. "W guarded himexactly
as you commanded, as the nortal man he seened to be. How
were we to know that he was no nortal at all?"

It was new, -and strange: to be put to shame by a hunman
woman. Morgi ana was, for the noment, beyond anger. "Tel
me, " she said.

She gained it in nmore than words. Evening; the sunset

prayer past, the wonen bent over the fires, scents of the

ni ght neal hangi ng heavy in the air. The guard was vigilant by
the prisoner's tent, and prudence had tethered the bull canel
behi nd where a clever captive nmight think to escape.

He strolled out past the stunned and hel pl ess guard, dan-

gling the cords in his hand. One of the sheikh's sons |eaped to
seize him he spoke a word, and the boy stood rooted, staring.
He went straight to the shei kh and bowed, and thanked him
graciously for his hospitality.

"And then," said the sheikh's wife, "he spread wi ngs and fl ew
away. "

Morgi ana saw it as they had seen it. He was never so tall as
they imagined, his face never so white a splendor, but the man-
tle of fire was power for a surety; and the wi ngs that he spread,
part shadow and part glanpbur, with a shinmer of red-gold fire.

The Banu Nidal wasted little time in gaping after him They

took to their camels and set out in pursuit; but he was too
swift, and he left no earthly trail. SHe, who could have tracked
himw th power, did battle in Danascus on Sayyida's behal f,

and dallied thereafter, conplacent in her lair.

The Banu Nidal waited in dread of her silence. They could

not know how she fl ogged herself. He was young; he was a

fool; he was certainly mad. But he was iftit to her ifritah, and
she had conmitted the worst of sins. She had underesti mated

hi m

She whirled in a stormof wath. The tribesfolk fell away
fromher. Their ten-or did not confort her. She spread w ngs
of bl ood and darkness, and hurtled into the sky.

29

The warden of the gate of Masyaf | ooked out upon the nmom

i ng. The nountai ns marched away before him bl eak and bare.
Below lay the fields that fed the castle, fallow now with the
harvest's ending but bearing a nmenory and a prom se of green
They had suffered in the sultan's war; wi nd and the autumm
rains had begun to blur the remmants of the siegeworks.

He woul d not conme back. Allah, and Sinan, had seen to
that. The warden nurnured a prayer of thanks, secure in his



faith and his righteousness. Was he not the guardian of the
Gate of Allah? Was he not assured of Paradise?

A black bird flapped down am d the stubble of a field. It was
very | arge and nost ungainly, staggering and struggling as if it
bore a wound. And yet there was no archer in the fields, nor

had any shot fromthe walls; and the bird flew al one,

It blurred and shifted in the watcher's sight. Large, indeed.
Man-high, and a tall man at that. Its wings shrank to tattered
robes. It raised a white face, eyes enornous in it, black-shad-
owed; black hair in a wild tangle, black beard, nose curved
fiercely and keenly enough but patently no bird's.

Even yet, the warden hesitated to call it human. Human-
shaped, certainly, and mal e beyond a doubt. But as it struggled
toward the castle, it grew nore strange and not |ess.

It—he—was quite evidently and quite starkly nad. The
sreepness of the slope drove himto his knees. As often as he
fell, he dragged hinmsel f erect again, inching toward the gate.
H s robe was torn; blood glistened on it. H s face was serene,
even exal t ed.

The gace was shut. He swayed on the edge of the ditch,
smling. For an instant his eyes seened to neet the warden's,
t hough that could not be: the warden was hidden in the
shadow of the battlenent. He raised his long white hands, stil
smling, and snote themtogether. The gate rocked; stilled.

The faintest of frowns marred his brow. Had he expected the
gate to fall? His eyes rolled up. Gently, with dreamike slow
ness, he crunpl ed.
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The warden woul d have left himto die, if he was capabl e of
it, but the Master would not have it. They brought himin and
tended him He was filthy, battered, worn to a shadow, he
desperately needed water and sl eep. But he was in no inmm nent
danger of death. They saw that he was no Muslim They sur-

m sed that he was no nort al

Sinan contenplated himw th great interest and no little

wonder. The physician offered himthe proof: the eyelid lifted,
the eye rolling senseless but, when the light struck it, perform
ing its office. A grey-eyed man who was no human nan-

Thc Master of the Assassins could not wait by a stranger's
bedsi de, however intriguing that stranger m ght be. He posted
guards and bound themw th his commuands, and returned to
duties nore pressing, if never so intriguing.

Ai dan woke in rare and perfect clarity. He knew where he
was. He knew, and guessed, how he had conme there. He knew
t hat he was not hi ng approachi ng sane.

The bed was hard but the coverlets warmand soft. He was
clean; his bruises ached, his cuts srung, but gently. Wrse was
the ache of his sore-taxed power. He had demanded all that it



could give, and then as much again. And it had obeyed him
It throbbed like a wound. Even to shield it was pain.
He did not care. He was in Masyaf.

He sat up gingerly. Mislimnodesty had clothed himin
shin and drawers; they were plain but well sewn, and they fit
not badly.

The chanmber was snall but not ascetic: walls of stone soft-
ened with silk, a good carpet, even a wi ndow. The door was
barred, with a seal like a star set in the lintel. The w ndow
| ooked out upon a precipice.

There was a low table, and a jar, and in it clean water; beside
it a plate of cakes, a cheese, a ponegranate. He renenbered an
ol d | esson anong the nonks, and sml ed.

Under the wi ndow stood a chest of ccdarwood, beautifully
carved. There were garnents in it: white and, like his shirt,
plain but of excellent quality. Assassins' garb- He put them on
The roomwas cold and he was nmad, but he was no fool, to

refuse warnth when it was offered

He ate, drank. The cakes were Assassins' cakes; they were
good to the taste, without blood to taint them The pomne-
granate spilled its jewels, staining his fingers scarlet.

He raised his eyes to the man who stood in the door. He did
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not know what he had expected. An old man, yes. Add and

strong, worn chin with years of austerity. H's beard was |ong
and silver, his eyes dark and deep. Perhaps it was not beauty
that he had, but it was a strong face, cleanly carved, a face out
of old Persia. H's kind had waged war agai nst the west for

twi ce a thousand years.

There was no softness in him Mercy and conpassion, his

face said, were for Allah. He, nere nortal man, could not
aspire to them

He cane unarned and al one. Wse nman. Guards, bl ades,

vi ol ence, Aidan could have net in kind. This fierce harnl ess-
ness hel d hi mrooted.

"I have had your message," said the Master of Masyaf.

Ai dan had to pause to renenber it. "And the messenger?"
he asked.

"Dead," said Sinan. O course, his tone said.
Ai dan could not prevent hinmself fromregretting that. Alit-
tle. His quarrel was with Sinan, and with Sinan's tane denon.

"Apity," he said. "He was useful ."

"Not," said Sinan, "once he was unnasked." He regarded



Al dan with the shadow of a smle. "Cone," he said. "WIk with
ne.

He was not w thout fear. Aidan scented it, faint and acrid.

But Si nan woul d be one who reveled in terror; whose greatest

pl easure lay in defying it. He wal ked as a nman wal ks who t hi nks
to tame a |l eopard, not touching A dan, not venturing so far

but wal king well within his reach. He was a middling man for a
Saracen, which was small for a Frank, and thin; Aidan could
have snapped his neck w th one hand.

They wal ked seem ngly without destination, wandering

through the castle. It was small after Krak, but the feel of it was
much the same: a house of war, consecrated to God. Its people

nmoved in the silence of those whose purpose is known, and

firm They greeted Sinan with deep reverence and his conpan-

ion with brief incurious stares. One did not ask questions here,

or think them not before the Master. Wat they knew or

guessed, they kept to themsel ves.

Sinan said little, and that to the purpose: the use of a cham
ber, the choice of a turning. W have no secrets, his nmanner
said. See, it is all open, no hidden places, no shanme kept
chai ned in shadow.

Yes, Aidan thought. Sinan needed no secrets here. Those

were all in the world without, anmong his spies and his servants.
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The garden was fading coward winter, but inits sheltered

pl aces the roses blooned still. Under a canopy of white and
scarlet, Sinan sat to rest. "lIs it true," Aidan asked him "that in

Al amut the roses never fade?"
"Wauld you like it to be true?"

Ai dan bared his teeth. "In ny city there is such a garden. But
she who tends it is no nortal's slave."

Did the Assassin tense? His face wore no expression. "No
slave in Al anut has such a power."

"And in Masyaf ?"

The thin hand rose, plucked petals froma bl own bl ossom

fct themfall- "In Masyaf, death and life pass as Allah has or-
dai ned. "

"Or as you choose to command. "

"I bur serve the will of Allah."

"You believe that," Aidan said. He was not surprised. A
cynic, or a hypocrite, would have been | ess peril ous.

"And you? \What do you believe?"

"That Allah is a goodly nane for one nman's avarice."



Si nan was unof fended. "So? What do you call your own?"

"I have none. My sins are pride and wath. | call them by
their names."

"Proud," said Sinan, "indeed." He cupped a single blood-red
petal in his palm regarding it gravely. Hs eyes lifted. "Wat
woul d you have of nme?"

Directness was an artifice, in a Saracen. Ai dan showed hi m
di rectness bare. "Surrender."

A lesser man woul d have burst into |aughter. Sinan said, "Is

t here perhaps sonme doubt as to who is in whose power?" He
gestured: a flick of the fingers. Qut of the coverts and shadows
of the garden and round its comers stepped men in white.

Every one bore a strung bow, every arrow fixed unwaveringly

on its target -

Aidan snmiled. "Oh, no," he said. "No doubt at all. You asked
what | would have. My heart's desire would be your life, but
that woul d not bring back my kin. | would rest content with

your surrender; with your solemm oath that you will cease to
tornment the Lady Margaret, and the paynent of reparation for
the lives which you have taken."

The Master of Masyaf | ooked at himw th the begi nning of
respect. "Ah, sir. | see that you are a civilized man."

"Hardly," Aidan said. "The price | set will not be I ow And
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you must abandon forever any hope of gaining power in the
House of |brahim™

"There are ot her houses."

"Merchant houses. And nerchants have no | ove for woul d-
bc ki nsmen who resort to the crudity of nurder. No," said
Aidan. "Wth your tactics in this battle, you have |ost the war."

"That supposes that | intend to surrender. Wat if | should
simply seize the | ady and conpel her?"

"She'd die first," Aidan said. "And you nmight find that | am
a larger obstacle than | |ook."

"Large enough," said Sinan, measuring his inches, "and
strong, certainly. Yet Allah has made your kind subject to cer-
tain compul sions." He took fromhis coat a small thing: a circle
of iron on a chain, engraved with a star of six points*, witten
about in Arabic and in what nmust surely be Hebrew Wth a

smal | shock of recognition, Aidan recalled the carving in the
lintel of his cell.

"The Seal of Suleinman." said Sinan, "with which he bound
the races of the jinn. | have set your name init."



"But," Aidan said, "I amnot a Muslim"
"Nor was Sul ei man."

Ai dan plucked the Seal out of Sinan's hand. The archers

tensed, but none | oosed an arrow. He funed the thing in his
fingers. There was no power in it but the cold stillness of iron
and the heat of hunman w shing.

He weighed it in his hand. Weighing pretense; weighing the
useful ness of the truth. Sinan did not know that he had, for

t he nonent, no nore power than any nortal. Until it had
restored itself, Aidan had nothing but his wits and his bodily
strength to sustain him That, and the fear his kind roused in
human nen.

To let Sinan think that this bauble and not Al dan's own
weakness bound him.

Ai dan dropped the Seal in Sinan's |lap and sighed. "So. You
have ne. Are you going to bargain with nme?"

"Perhaps. A slave is useful, but a free man who works for his
wages has greater will to do well. Suppose that you, in yourself,
could turn ny mind away fromthe House of |brahim Wuld

you do it?"

"I won't kill for you.

Sinan smled faintly. "Do you think that that is all | could
wi sh of you?"

"What nore is there?"
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"How can | know that, until | know nore of you?"

"What is there to know, save that | amwhat | an®"

"But that," said Sinan, "is hardly sinple; and, open secret

though it may be, it remmins a secret. Al that is known of you
is runor and whi sper only, save what any nortal nan may

claim rank, wealth, prowess in the field. I need none of those.
Frompride and wath | mght profit, if they were turned to ny
purposes."” He stroked his beard slowy, reflectively. "It is early

yet for bargains, or for the trust which nust seal them Yet |
tell you this. If you would give yourself to me wholly, for a
termwhich | shall set, then | would consider the granting of
your demands. "

"Only consider then"
"I should have to know that | may trust you."
Ai dan stiffened.

"W know Prankish faith," said the Assassin. "An oath sworn
to an infidel is no oath."



Ai dan did not spring. Nor was it the archers who restrained

him Pride, indeed; and wath. But if he was a young denon,

he was old in the ways of humanki nd; he knew baiting when he
suffered it. He bared his teeth in a tanged smle. "That nmay be.
But the oath | swore to win reconpense, | swore to ny suffi-
ciently Christian self."

"You will be given anple space for proof." Sinan raised a
hand. Two of the archers |owered their bows and cane for-
ward. Big men, those; giants anong the Saracens. One was
taller than Aidan, and easily thrice as broad.

"You will wish to rest,” their nmaster said, "and to reflect on
what we have spoken of." He nodded to the guards; they took
station by the prince, one on either side.

Ai dan | ooked fromone to the other. Neither would neet his

gl ance. He raised one shoulder in a shrug, turned on his heel
They wavered transparently between draggi ng hi m back and
letting himgo.

He wal ked calmMy toward the gate. Sinan did not nmove to
call himback. The guards hastened in his wake.

The choi ce shoul d have been easier than it was. Either Aidan
woul d surrender hinmself for his oath, or he would defy Sinan

and win his vengeance by another path. He could kill if he

must, and though he die for it. Certainly he would have the life
of Sinan *s instrunent, the liar, the traitor to her kind.

It should have been sinple. Better defiance and death than
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servitude. Tfet he could not nmake the certain and inevitable
choice. H's mnd kept wanting to be subtle. To enter the Assas-
sin's service; to make hinself indispensable; to displace the she-
devil. And then, when she was wefl out of favor and he deep in

it, but with his termof service drawing to its end, to destroy

t hem bot h.

He knew that it was not in himto be so subtle for so |ong.

He was no intriguer, and he was no nan's slave. But the voice

behi nd his eyes refused to be silenced. Defy him and perhaps he
strikes again at Joanna. Certainly he wJ nove on her son. The | ady
wi | I surrender then: even she cannotresist such persuasion. Butt/you
seemto yield, if you win/row hima pronise to nake no nove while
you prove your good faith, what have you | ost but your inpatience”.
"My self-respect," he snapped, stalking the length of his
prison and back again. "My life, when | break. As | nust. Then
he will be all the nore inplacable in persecuting nmy kin."

Ton may be stronger than you think

He snarled, flinging hinmself down on the mat. He was
trapped. He could adnmit it. He had thought of nothing but
reachi ng Masyaf. Now that he was here, he had no plan and no
sensi bl e purpose.



He was captive, enptied of magic, robbed of his mam uks,

stripped of his sword, all in the Assassin's power. He was not
even certain that he could play for time until his power cane
back. And if he could, what then? There would still be Sinan

and Sinan's denon, and their debt of death.

Per haps he should kill themboth, and | et the consequences
settle thenmselves. Killing was sinple; it was final. It put an end
to all one's waverings.

He cast off the garnents that reeked of Assassins, and |ay
naked in cold that could not touch himas it touched a norta
man. He shivered once, in nenory of his father's bl ood. But
the fire burned strong in him He wanted Joanna, suddenly:

not for lust, not so nuch, but to fill his arns; to be warm
against him and to love him and to be wonan to his nan. He
had left her in a nmadness of grief, abandoned her in her pain.
What nust she be thinking of himnow?

If she was wi se, she would be hating him

He lay on his face. H s eyes wept, independent of the rest of
him Only a little; only briefly. He sighed and lay still,

H s back prickled. There were sounds enough without, from
the keen of the wind to the distant echoes of human presence.
Wthin, the silence was absol ute.
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He was not al one.

Wth great care he turned on his side. She was there: the
Assassin. Staring- He gave her an anple eyeful. She bl ushed;

her eyes flicked away. He sprang.

For a blackly joyous instant he had her. But she was air and
wat er; she flowed out of his hands. And she | aughed. Soft,
light, infinitely nmocking. It drove himmad.

30

Sayyi da added a pinch of cardanomto the pot and stirred it,
frowning slightly. It needed something still, but she could not
t hi nk what. She reached with absent conpetence to pluck

Hasan out of the rice bin. He came up screeching, abruptly cut
of f as he caught sight of something over her shoul der.

Mor gi ana was gone again, as she often was—fetching some-
thing new, no doubt. Now, it seenmed, she had cone back
Sayyida turned to see what she had brought.

New. I ndeed. And a great deal of him too: that was clear to
see. Morgiana was ruffled, and there was a brui se com ng out

on her cheekbone, but she was snuing. He was deeply and

linply unconscious, cradled in her arns Tike a vastly overgrown
i nfant.



Part of Sayyi da stood back appalled. Part—the part that
rul ed her body—set Hasan down and ran to help the ifritah

Between themthey laid himin the nmound of cushi ons and
coverlets that served Morgiana for her bed, the divan being too
small to hold him Sayyida could not help noticing how well -
formed all those inches were, and how surprisingly light. She
was al nbost sorry to cover himdecently with drawers from Mor-
giana's store, and a thick soft bl anket.

He seened to be fighting the spell—for it was that, Sayyida

was sure. He stirred; his brows knit; he tried to speak. Mrgi-
ana touched his forehead. He stilled.

She sat on her heels, watching him Sayyida sat and wat ched
her. Yes, she had a new bruise, and her hair was tangl ed, and
there was a rent in her coat. "Did he do all that?" Sayyida
asked.

Mor gi ana shook hersel f. "He? Do?" She seened to cone to

292 Judith Talrr

her senses, a little, but she did not take her eyes fromhis face.
"Yes- Yes, he fought. So sinple, so cleanly ned."

Sayyi da caught her breath. "Mad? And you brought him
her e?"

"Where el se?"
"But," Sayyida said. "He's dangerous."
"I can control him"

Sayyi da | ooked at the last fading nmarks on her throat; at the
new one on her face.

Morgi ana flushed faintly. "My nmisjudgnments, both. He's a
surprisingly gentle creature when he's not pricked to madness.
And he has reason, as he sees it, to hate ne. I'Il tame him
slowy."

"If he doesn't tear you apart first."

"He is not a wild beast."

Sayyi da shut her mouth tight. The Rank | ay between them
oblivious. Hs face in sleep was no nore human than Norgi -
ana's. She could not imagi ne why she had thought himpretty,
or even handsone. He was too starkly alien to be either
"Magic," Mrgiana said. "When he is with humans, he pre-
tends to be Iike them he puts on a nmask, a glanour. But he
squandered his power. He has none, now, but what nakes him
i nescapably hinsel f."

"None? No nmagic ar all?"

"It will come back. If he lets it. It's like a spring that flows



into a pool. He drank the pool dry; it needs rime to fill again.'

This was al toget her out of Sayyida's reckoning. She took

refuge in Hasan, who advanced on the Frank with cl ear and

present purpose. She caught himand held him over his objec-
tions; but he agreed, on reflection, to sit in her lap and stare.

Mor gi ana stood over them Her hand rested lightly, briefly,
on Sayyida's hair. "Don't be afraid," she said. "He'd never
harm you. Way do you think he hates nme? |I killed a human
child, and tried to kill a human worman, and sundered him
fromhis servants."”

Her voice was frightening, because it was so calm telling the
truth without adornment. It was a very little bitter, a very little
sad. But it refused to despair-

"111 teach himthe truth of nme," she said. "Watch and see."

Ai dan swam up t hrough deep water to a dream of renarkabl e
simplicity. A savor of cooking; a wonan's voice singing, clear
and light and tuneful. For a piercing instant he was a child
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again, a small half-wild thing in the house of a forest wtch,
wi th no knowl edge or understanding of courts and pal aces; nor
even that he had a father, still less a father who was a king.
Al nost he reached for the other half of him the brother who
had slept twined with himin the wonb.

H s hand knew that it would find only enptiness. H s body
renenbered itself. It was warm in confort. Except for the
lively weight on its chest.

He opened his eyes. Brown eyes stared down, set in a very
young face. "Kha," said their owner. "Lid." The child
bounced, grinning. "Khalid!"

Ai dan struggled to reclaimthe breath that had been pum

ncled out of him It was a real weight, and a very real infant—
manchil d, he could see: it wire a string of blue beads about its
neck, and nothing else. "Khalid!" it cried jubilantly. "Khalid!"

It swooped upward. Hs lungs, freed, gulped air. A young
woman stared down at him She had the child' s round brown
eyes, though not his round brown face. Hers was thinner, al-
nost sharp. She blushed suddenly and covered it with a coner
ot her headcl ot h.

He had al ready deduced that she was a Saracen. He could sec

-» that he was not in his cell in Masyaf. Not at all. That Mrgiana
had something to do with it, he could guess. "Did she kidnap

you, too?" he inquired.

Veiled, the girl was bolder. She shifted the baby to her hip,
whence he regarded Aidan with joyful intentness. "She's ny
friend," the girl said.

Ai dan was speechl ess.



The girl scowed. "It is possible, you know. That she could
have a friend. What do you know ot her ?"

"That she kills," he said.
"Are your hands cl ean of blood, then?"

He sat up. H's cheeks were hot. It seened to be his curse, to
be put in his place by veiled and proper Mislim wonen.

This one recoiled a little as he noved, setting her body be-
tween hi msel f and her baby. She was afraid of him Md, she
was thinki ng. Dangerous. And a Frank

H s power was comni ng back

He sat srill. She cased slowy. "I'msorry Hasan woke you
up, " she said.

"I can think of worse things to wake to."

Her eyes warmed into a smle-slow, at first; unwilling; but
irresistible. "My nane is Sayyida."
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He inclined his head. "Aidan," he said.
"Arc you hungry?"

He was. It surprised him

She did not trust him not yet: she took; Hasan with her, and
cane back bal ancing himon her hip and a platter on her head.

He barely paused to adnire the feat. Her veil was secure now,

but he saw the blush beneath it as he rose to take the platter
He could not help smling, which nade her blush the fiercer

She woul d not cat with him A wonan should not, and he

was an infidel. But Hasan knew no such conpunction. She had
tolet himgo to wait on Aidan, and he dove straight for
Aidan's | ap. She dove after him but halted.

"I won't hurt him" Aidan said gently.

She | ooked down. She was angry, a little, but not at him
"She said you wouldn't."

Hs teeth clenched. "And youll take her word for it.

"I"ve known her since | was as young as Hasan."

"And me, you don't know at all." He made hinsel f rel ax,
reach for a loaf of the flat eastern bread, dip it in the pot.
Hasan eyed it hungrily. He divided it, fed half to the child,
who took it as no nore than his due. He nibbled his own half.
This is good."

She | aughed as if she could not help herself. Tcs, | can



cook! But don't tell my husband. He thinks that's beneath a
worman of good family." She stopped; she seened to realize
what she had said. She rose abruptly and strode through the
vaul ted hall that was, he saw now, a cavern

He did not follow her. Hasan wanted nore bread. Aidan

gave it to him wanting to |laugh, not quite sure he dared. Here
he sat in a cave decked like a sultan's harem brought hence by
magic, with a baby in his lap, and its nother suffering the nost
common of woman's afflictions: a husband with whom she was

at odds. He wondered if he was expected to consol e her

That was unworthy of either of them He ate to quiet his
hunger, sharing with Hasan. By the tine they had finished, she
was back, daring himto ask why she had been crying. He

asked, "Am 1 allowed to explore?"

She was tensed to cast his curiosity in his teeth. She had to
stop, breathe deep, shift her mind in this unexpected direction
"I don't think I can stop you." She paused. "Are you up to it
yet ?"

"I don't think |I've ever felt better." And it was true. He was
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fresh; he was strong. H s power was the barest trickle yet, but
was swel ling.

She did not believe him but she was sensible: she did not try
to quarrel with him She did insist that he dress—eover him
self, as she put it. The cl othes she brought were robes of the
desert.

H s own, cleaned and skillfully mended. But not his weap-
ons. O course: he would not be allowed those.

There were three |inked caverns: the great hall; the small
chi meyed chanber which served as a kitchen; the wonder of
Jeweled walls and flowering stone, with its gently steaning
pool. He barely lingered even there. H's mnd turned outward.

It was norning; his bones knewit. Night's bitter cold was al
but gone; the heat of the day had barely begun. Al about was
desert: sand and stones and sky.

And power- He traced with his owm the circle of the ban. It

was smal |l er than that about Masyaf, and stronger to neasure.
Its meaning was perfectly distinct. Tfes, he mght explore: for
fair distance, in human paces. But escape, he could not. Not
even upward. A nore perfect prison for one of his kind, he
coul d not have i nagi ned.

He scal ed the crag above the narrow mouth of the cave,

wel coming the effort, the toll it took on hands still torn from
Ac crawl to Masyaf. At the summit he dropped down, arnmns

about his knees. The sky was inpossibly w de. Away bel ow
stretched a ruin of tunbled stones. Earth-had covered it, tine
beat it down, but it was still visibly a work of men's hands.



"That was a city once," the Assassin said behind him

He did not |eap. He did not even nm "Persepolis?"

"No. This, Sikandar never burned; he built. They say he
made it for his hound, because it died here."

"Al exander was mad."
"Surely." Her shadow touched him he shuddered away from
it. "You are hardly being reasonable, ny lord Khalid."

"I's there any reason in nurder?"

That drove her away. He waited a | ong while; she did not
cone back. He descended slowy.

The caves were enpty of her. Sayyida did something peacefu
and wormanly in a corner. Hasan wanted to be entertai ned.
Ai dan obliged him

For all her courage and her forthright tongue, Sayyida was
Ay. Maybe if he had been a worman she woul d have opened to
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hi m sooner. As it was, she went veiled, and she slept in the

ki tchen, which she had not been doing before he came. He

could not persuade her to share the hall with him even with its
| ength between them "It's not decent." she said.

But she did not shun himin daylight, and she talked to him
freely enough.

"You're the swordsnith's daughter?" he cried when it cane
together into sense. "lIshak's sister?"

She nodded. She was anused.

It was logical, inits ow fashion. Mrgiana' s friend would
bear sonme relation to cold steel

"Then it was you who watched us, that day when |I was your
father's guest."

She nodded again. "I saw you on the street, too.
"I thought your husband didn't let you go out."
"He didn't."

Ai dan said nothing to that. It was delicacy, and prudence.

She did not carry it on then, but later she did: talking of the
young smith with no fanmly, whom her father had made his
apprentice, and to whom he had given his youngest daughter

"Not," she said, "that he left me out of it. | could have refused.
But | |iked Mainmoun well enough, and | adnmired his artistry. |

t hought he'd nmake a good father for ny children.”



There was nore to it than that; or there had cone to be.
"He should trust nme," she said. "He should |l et ne nake ny
own choi ces."

"That's hard for a young man," Ai dan said.

She eyed him sidelong. He grinned at her. He | ooked
younger than Mainoun, and he knew it. She unbent into a
nod. "Ties: you would know, wouldn't you?"

"It's arrogance, you sec. To be a nman at last, with all a nman's
power and pride. Wiat's a woman's will, to that?"

"I npl acable.” And she sounded it,

"So he has to leam It's no easy lesson: that he's a nan, and
strong, but he's not invincible. That sometines he has to
yield."

"He can learn it without nme. I'll not be beaten for his edifica-
tion."

"I'l'l wager he's sorry now. "
"I hope he is." There was rare venomin her voice. She held
grudges, did Sayyi da.
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A beast could go mad in a cage, even one as wide as this. A
wi tch's whel p, on the other hand, could go sane.

He did not want to. Sanity was perilous when one had a hate

to nurse. It kept finding reasons for abom nations, and excuses
for the inexcusable. It made himforget grief and renenber the
warnth of a body against his own; a body that was made for

hi m

And it |ooked at Sayyida, and at her son, and coul d not
reconcil e the Morgiana they loved with the Mrgiana he
hat ed.

Sayyi da was hardly blind to what Mbrgi ana was. Better even

t han Ai dan, she knew it. Yet she called the denon friend, and
t hought of her as a sister. Hasan adored her. In his mnd she
was a wonder and a narvel, a great shining creature with the
nost wonderful hair in the world. He thought of Aidan as a
part other. One as tall as the sky, who could sing by the hour
and who taught hi mnew words to make his nother |augh and
clap her hands and call himher little king. Wo took hi mout
in the wide world, and showed him birds and beasts and rooted
things that grew valiantly in the waste; who, one glorious
morning, flewwth himup to the very sunmt of the ban

Ai dan cane down to find Sayyida in a white fury. "Don't,"
she said, shaking with the effort of saying it quietly. "Don't you
ever —ever agai n—

"I didn't nean to frighten you."



She snatched her son out of his arns.'"No. You didn't. D d
you?"

"Sayyida. | didn't think—=

"Men never do." Her scorn was absolute. She turned her
back on him He stood abandoned, in renpbrse and in grow ng
i ndi gnati on.

"Wonen never understand!" he shouted after her-

She stopped, spun. "Wwnen understand too much!™”

"Maybe they do!"

There was no door to slam but she managed very well with-

out. He flewto the top of the rock, to spite her, and crouched
t here, brooding on the unreasonabl eness of women. She was

down bel ow, brooding on the idiocy of males. They were carry-

i ng on, one of themthought-he was not even sure which—

exactly like Kin.

It did not appall her. He ... he wanted to |augh, which
was deadly to his dudgeon

He turned his face to the sky. "Now | see,"” he said. "You'l
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soften me with this girlchild; you'll seduce me with her baby.
Then youll find me tamed and gentle, and ripe for your taking.
"But I won't," he said. "I won't give in to you. You nur-
dered nmy kin. God may forgive you- |," he said, "will not."

31

When Morgi ana cane back from wherever she had been, she

found a scene of striking donesticity. Sayyida sat on a cushion
pl yi ng her inevitable needle. A dan was on the floor with
Hasan. The baby wanted to wal k, but he could not quite find

hi s bal ance. And there were greater fascinations in his conpan-
i on, whose hair, |ong uncut, hung down enricingly, and whose
beard begged fingers to tangle in it. H's nother rebuked him
but she was trying not to laugh. Aidan did not even try. He
unravel ed the i nmpudent fingers and pretended to gnaw on

t hem Hasan whooped with mrth.

Sayyi da saw her first. Mrgiana set a finger to her lips. Even
wi th the warning, Sayyida could not keep her laughter from
fadi ng i nto apprehension.

Ai dan was engrossed in the ganme. It was Hasan who be-
trayed themwith a cry of gladness. " 'Ganal"

Very slowy Aidan | owered Hasan's hands from his cheeks,
and drew hinself up. No nore than he had on the cliffcop
woul d he turn to face Morgiana.

Hasan, freed, pulled hinmself to his feet and plunged toward
her. She caught himbefore he fell. He wound his fingers in her



hair and grinned, deliriously happy. "G ana," he said. "Mana.

Khal i d. Rug, pot, couch, water, sky!"

She heard himin amazenment. "He's learning to talk!" And
when hi s nmot her nodded, proud even through her tension

"He has an Al eppan accent.

Ai dan's back was rigid. The | anp caught blue lights in his
hair. She wanted to stroke it, to smooth the tangles out of it,
to slip her hand beneath and ease the tautness from his shoul -
ders.

/ would rather die, he said within, ow and bitter cold.

She was, when it cane to it, a coward. O why had she left it
to Sayyida for so long, to begin his tani ng? She shrank from
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the inplacability of his hate. She flickered fromthe cavern
ot her where.

And flickered back. No nmore hiding; no nore running away.

This was her place. Let himsee that she did not intend to | eave
it, or him until she had won him

"Then we will be here until the stars fall,"
t hr ough cl enched teeth.

he said, tightly,

"Not so long, | think." She canme round to face him He

refused to play the child: he held still. H s eyes were burning
pal e- Yet for all of that, he did not have the | ook of one who

gnaws himself in captivity. Waile she had himto toy with, his

kin were safe from her.

She nodded, unsnmiling. "Your eye is clear enough- \Wat
would it take to convince you that |I never willingly worked
harmto you or yours?"

"Don't lie to me. You were glad to murder Gereint. You took
Thi baut without a qualm M warriors of Allah are all gone.
Joanna—Joanna you woul d happily have rent linb fromlinb."

Her breath caught in her throat. "That great cow. Wat in
Al l ah's nanme do you see in her?"

He uncoiled. It was splendid, how tall he was, how panther-
suppl e; how oblivious he was to it. H s anger rocked her. He
woul d have struck her, but for Hasan; or so it pleased himto
think. "What do | see in her? What can you know, you denon,
you murderer of children? What do you sec in me but what any
bitch sees when she is in heat?"

It was brutal, that directness, and so he neant it to be. She

told herself that. She said, "Very well- So it is jeal ousy, and the
fire of the body. That was hardly a nonk's cell in which I

found you, or a nmonk's abstinence."

H s skin was whiter even than her own; a blush was all the



brighter for it. "And you think that |I can possibly want you,
after that? O forgive you?"

"I didn't kill her."

"Not for lack of trying."

"But for you, | would never have tried at all." That stopped
his tongue. Sayyida came quietly, relieved her of Hasan, crept
away. Neither paused to notice. Morrgiana lifted her chin, glar-

ing up at him The blood drained fromhis face. "I was com
manded on ny sacred oath and bound wi th words of great
power to take her life. | had deternmined to break that oath; to

find her, only, to see her face, perhaps to wound her lightly for
my master's sake, then to go away. And how did | find her?
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That she took pleasure where she coul d+ could hardly fault
her for that. Until | saw with whomshe did it."

He knew nmadness, and jeal ousy. He had to acknow edge the
truth of it. But he would not soften for that. "You regret that
you did it; but not for her sake. Because by it you |l ost ne."

"She is human," said Mrgiana.

H s body snapped erect; his eyes glittered. "Then you'l
never grieve if | break yon cubling s neck."

"You woul d not dare."
"He is human," Aidan said. The exact tone; the exact, subtle
air of contenpt.

Her fists clenched. He had her there; too well he knewit.
There were humans, and there were one's own humans. But
that that great |unmbering creature should be his ... it was
unbear abl e.

"You think that you would stop at nurdering infants," he
said. "And yet that is what you nearly did. She carries ny
child." '

The words refused to nmake sense. O course a nortal wonman
would not . . . how could he ..

He advanced on her, striking again, deeper, tw sting the

bl ade in the wound. "She was afraid to tell me; she feared that |
woul d cast her off. And when she knew that | would not, that
after the shock of it | was glad, that | welcomed her, and the
child, and anything that mght conme of it, she was so happy,

the air itself seenmed to sing.

"Then," he said. "Then you cane. You saw, and you struck
You killed any hope of wi nning ne."

She woul d not weep or rage or cry denial. She was too
proud. "Mrtal wonmen grow old," she said. "They die."



Hs face twisted. "Ch, you are cruel, and you are cold. You
arc not hing that human warnth can touch.”

"No nore than you," she said.
That struck hone. He flinched; his lips set tight.

"I cannot hel p what the years have nmade nme," she said. "I

was al one; | made nyself a slave, to |l end some purpose to the
| ong days. My folly, and my grief. How could |I know what

Al ah had witten for ne and for you?"

He had heard all that he could bear to hear. He turned away
ftomher without a word, and strode out of the cave.

She let himgo. He could not escape, he knewit as well as
she. He did not know, perhaps, that he did not want to. Mich
of his resistance was rebellion against its opposite.
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How well you Ue to yourself. His voice in her mind, bitter with
scorn. She sent it back to himw thout the scom Hs nind
closed like a gate shutting.

The three of them had nade a world for thensel ves, snall
but complete. This nobst unwel come fourth had burst it asun-
der.

The girl and the child never mnded. He was the interl oper
after all, the grown nmale, the stranger. He had to see how
Hasan delighted in Mrgiana's sinple presence, and how
Sayyi da opened to her, close and warm as kin. Wat he had not
chosen to see, was now pai nfully obvious. He had been ac-
cepted not as hinself, but as Morgiana's.

He took to going out and staying there until hunger drove

himin; and sonetinmes not even then. There was a little hunt-

ing, if he was patient. He began to test the edges of the ban, as
he had in noving on Masyaf; but this would not yield at all. Its
maker was within it, to sustain it, and she knew hi m now.

Better by far, he suspected, than he knew her

She was al ways aware of him as he was of her. Oten she
followed him She never tried to catch him He was being

hunt ed, but the hunter was patient. She seened content sinply
to watch him to know that she had himin her power.

Her mind was open to him It was trust, inplicit and com
plete. It drove himw ld. But not mad, not that. That refuge
was |ost to him He had to know how she | oved himand

want ed him how deep the wound was, that he woul d not

return the [ ove and the wanting.

Coul d not.

Wul d not. She was certain. Dam that certainty. Damm her
years and her strength and her obstinacy.

St ubborn, she said to him Fool



Mur derer, he thought at her.

She showed himthe first man he had ever kilted, when he

was twel ve years old. She showed himthe second, the third,
the fourth. She showed himyears of errantry, battles fought,
dries sacked, foermen cut down w thout nmercy in the bl ood-red
exul tation of war. The city—the nane he had forgotten, had
willed to forget—+the city hamrered down in siege, the gaunt
starved wormen with weapons cobbl ed out of anything that

woul d strike and kill, the one who charged shrieking upon
him he in his arnor, she in filthy rags, and the baby on her
back, but he never saw it until he had cloven her, and it, in
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two. And for a nmonent he was appall ed, but then he shrugged
and wi ped his bl ade and went back to what was, after all, war.

She showed hi m hi msel f crouched over the gazelle which he

had hunted and killed as the cheetah does, by running it down,
breaking its neck. G eat graceful beast of prey with the taste of
bl ood in his nouth, pale cat-eyes narrowed agai nst the light.

"So has God nmade us," she said, cross-legged on a jut of

stone, gazing down at him "You no less than |I. If you will hate
me, then you nust hate yourself. W are of the same bl ood and
kind."

Bile burned his throat. "Wauld to God that you had never
been bom "

"Why? Because | teach you to see the truth?"

"Clever lies. Twisting of what is so, to what you would w sh

to be so. I'mnot your dog. Assassin. Let ne go!"

Her head shook. "I am no Assassin now. | have forsaken it. |
have no faith left to kill for."

It sickened him that one would kill at all, for such a cause.

Sonething fluttered out of the air. A bit of cloth with a
cross sewn on it, scarlet on black

The silence stretched. She seened to have turned her nind
fromhimto ponder the ground of his hunt: the city which

Al exander had built to the nenory of a hound. He left the

cloth where the wind had dropped it, and though his gorge

rose, set to gutting and cleaning his kill. He had a knife for it, a
rough conmon bl ade with a mddling fair edge- Her presence

was a fire on his skin, her inattention a rankling in his mddle.

She had an answer for everything. She would not, could not
sec the difference between cold nurder and cl ean war.

d ean?

He saw Thi baut's body, serene as if in sleep; and the after-
mat h of bl oody battle.



Not hers, that. Hs mnd was | ocked shut. She had tw sted
himw thin as w t hout.

"I make no apology for what | am" she said. "I only ask that
you see it clear, and not as your whimwould have it."

"I see clear enough. | sec that it is your tinme for mating, and
I am here, and nale, and of the proper kind- There is no nore
toit than that." |

"In® the beginning," she said, "it was so."

Sh< was before/mmin cold and envel oping white, like the
Angel ~(Dcat h"No mai den saint could have been | ess alluring.
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There was no seduction in her. She had never known what it
was.

She reached. He shied, caught hinmself. He saw the swift

wi nce of pain, the swifter Dicker of a smle. Her hand was warm
on his cheek. For defiance, for bitter nockery, he matched the
gesture. Snooth; wondrous soft. Flesh of his own kind, subtly
yet deeply different fromthe human. Wth one breath-1ight
finger he traced the shape of her face. Not cold, her beauty,
behi nd the mask she wore. Ch, no. Not cold at all.

He recoil ed. She betrayed no hint of triunph. She turned
and went away. Wl king, as any creature would. Any fenale
creature. No male had that grace, that suggestion of a sway,
even scranbling over stones.

Hi s face burned where she had touched it. He bent back to

his fresh-bl ooded kill, shouldered it. The best way back was the
way she took. He was not, he told hinmself, taking it because

she had.

For all her bol dness and her wild ways, Morgiana shared
Sayyida's prudery in the matter of sleeping places. The wonen
spread mats in the kitchen; nor would they hear of an ex-
change. More often than not, Aidan had Hasan for a conpan-
ion. Even so young, he seened to recognize that they were

mal es together; and he loved all the cushions and coverlets.
"He's turning into a little prince," his nother said.

"Then he is in proper conpany," said Morgiana.

Ai dan, picking without appetite at a bit of roast gazelle,

| ooked up in time to catch Sayyida's | ook of comic dismay. "Ya
Al lah! 1'd conmpletely forgotten."

Hs smle was wy. "Don't bow. Youll fall in the pot."

"I had no intention of+ mean—3—= Sayyi da stopped in
conf usi on.



"It's not as if | were real royalty," he said. She opened her
nmout h, indignant. He | aughed. "I know I'mnot. |'ve been
told it on excellent authority. How can | be insulted by the
trut h?"

"That's nonsense," said Sayyida. "Royal is royal. And | never
even thought. Ishak told me once—he was full of it. | didn't

trouble to remenber. What was a prince to nme? |'d never cone
any closer to one than |I already had."

"Strange things, your Allah wites, when he has a mnd."
Ai dan gave up the nmeat and settled for cheese. Morgiana's
gl ance was keen. He refused to see it.
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He set down the hal f-ni bbled cheese. "Go on, eat. |'mfin-
i shed. "

They tried to argue with that, but he had no appetite, and
they did. Wiile they ate, he withdrew to the bath. It was a
wonder to him to have it there, always, for the taking. And
wi de enough to swimin.

He dropped his clothes, but he did not go into the pool

Where the stone poured down in a curtain like ice, blue and

pal est green, he settled on his stomach, chin on folded arns,
wat ching the play of water in the light of the lanp. Idly he
made a light that was his own, and shattered it into enbers,

setting themto dance atop the water.

He yawned, rubbed his cheek against his arm He was forget-
ting howit felt to be clean-shaven. Maybe he would go back to
it. It would shock the wonmen; it would prove that he was a
Prank and a barbarian. And, in body, nonstrously young.

Tinme left no mark on him Even scars faded and vani shed.

He had taken a blow to the nouth once, |ong after he was
grown. The stunps of teeth had | oosened and fallen; he

| earned to smile close-muthed, and contenpl ated | ong ages of
beauty marred. It was illum nating, and hunbling, to know
how much it mattered. But a day came when he ran his tongue

al ong the broad ugly gap, and felt a strangeness. In a few
mont hs' rinme they had all grown back, all the shattered teeth,
sharper and whiter than ever. Sonetines in his wlder noods
he was tenpted to sacrifice a finger, to see if it would grow
again wthout a scar.

He woul d never do it. He was too tender of his vanity. He
troubled little with mrrors, but he liked to know what he
woul d see there. He liked the way people, neeting him drew
back a little and stared, and doubted their eyes. Even the way
they judged him nere enpty beauty, with no need to be

nmore. It was always anusing to prove them w ong.

He al ways knew, now, where Mrgjana was, as he knew t he
wher eabouts of his own hand. He said to (he water, but in part
to her, "I"'ma very shallow creature, when it conmes to the



crux."

She dropped sonet hing over him a robe of heavy silk, glow
ingly scariet. "But very good to | ook at," she said, "and no
nore nodest than an animal."

"Way not? |'ve nothing to hide."

"The Prophet, on his nane be bl essing and peace, was a
nodest man. We follow his exanple."
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Ai dan sat up, wrapping the robe about him It was |ined
with lighter silk, pale gold; it was enbroidered with dragons. It
was perfectly suited to his taste. "Was he ugly, then?"

"Ch, no!" She seenmed shocked at the thought. "He was very
handsome. He | ooked a little |like you: being noble, and Arab
and slow to show his age."

"You knew him"
"I was never so blessed." She was in green tonight. She
| ooked nuch better in it than in white. Mich warner; nuch

| ess i nhuman.

She had not denied that she was ol d enough to have known
Muhanmrad-

"I may be," she said. "I don't remenber. | was little nore
than a wind in the desert, until ny nmaster found ne and nade
me his own. | renenber nothing of being a child. Wo

knows? Maybe | never was one."

"My nother was like that," said Aidan. "Awild thing, nearly
enpty of self, until a nortal man gave her a reason to live in
nortal rime."

"Did she die with hinP"

"No. She . . . faded. She went back into the wood. Us—

nmy brother and me—she left. W were half nortal, and raised
nortal, though we knew early enough that we were not. As
our sister is."

"You have a sister?"

It twisted in him with pain. "Gaenllian. Yes. Ten years
younger than I, and growi ng old. You killed her son."

"I was oat hbound," she said. "Surely you know what t hat

is.

He drew up his knees and laid his forehead on them He was
tired. O fighting. O hating. O grieving for human dead.

"It is what humans are. They give us pain."



"And joy," he said. "That, too. Surely that is what it is to be
alive?"

"I don't know. | don't think |I've ever lived. Enpty of self-
yes, that is I. | was a dagger and a vow. Now | am | ess even
than that."

H s head flew up. His anger flared, sudden and searing. "You
are not!"

He had astoni shed her. It soured quickly; her nmouth
twisted. "No. | amsonmething, still. Athing to hare."

"I don't— He broke off. He could not say it. It would be a
lie.
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Except

He shook hinself. "You are nore than that! Look about

you- Look at your friend; |ook at Hasan. Aren't they worth
sormet hi ng?"

"One friend," she said, "in a hundred years."

"A hundred years of what? Being a dagger and a vow. Serv-

i ng masters who never saw you as anything el se. But you are
nore; your heart knows it. It found Sayyida, and she had the
wits, and the quality, to know you for what you are."

"A nurderer of children."

It hurt, to have those words cast back in his face. It was not
supposed to hurt. It was supposed to be a triunmph. "Yes, damm
you- And nmore than that. None of us is sinple, nmy |ady."

"You can say that?"

""bu wanted me to see you clearly."

She stood. She shook; it had the heat of rage- "I wanted you
to love ne."

He cut his beard short, but he did not get rid of it. It was
not worth a battle; and his vow was not kept. Not vyet.

He decided that he rather liked it, once it was short enough

to show the shape of his face. It added years and dignity, both
of which he could well use. Besides, as the wonen said, he was
a man, and a man's beauty could not be perfect without it.

Soneti mes Muslim custons nmade surprising sense.

Morgi ana | eft them on occasi on, wal king her paths that no
one else could follow, to fetch food, and drink other than
wat er of the spring, and the odd treasure. Once she brought

back a jar of wine, and a lute.

Ai dan regarded the lute when she laid it in his lap, and



gently, nost gently, caressed the inlay of its sounding board.
"Where did you get this?" he asked her.

Steal, he neant. She refused to be baited. "I went to a place
where such things are known, and asked where | mght find the
best nmaker of lutes. | went where | was shown. | paid," she

said, "in gold. My own. Fairly and honestly gai ned."

He | ooked down. He had the grace to be ashaned. Lightly,
al nrost diffidently, he plucked a string. The lute was in tune.

"I can't accept this," he said.
"Did | say it was a gift?"

He fl ushed.

"Play for ne," she conmanded hi m
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He was angry enough to obey her, defiant enough to choose

a tune fromhis own country. But she had travel ed far; she had
learned to find pleasure in nodes which were alien to those of
the cast. This was properly harp-nusic, bard-music, but he fit-
ted it well to the supple tones of the lute.

She watched himin silence. He was out of practice: he

slipped nore than once. But he played very well, with the
concentration of the bom nusician, head bending further as

t he nmusic possessed him nouth setting in a line, fingers grow
i ng supple, remenbering the way of it.

When he began to sing, she was alnost startled. She did not
know why she had expected a clear tenor: his voice in speech
was | ow enough, with the nmerest suggestion of a purr. In song

t he roughness vani shed, but that new clarity resounded in a
tinmbre just short of the bass. A man's voi ce beyond doubt, dark
and sweet.

It took all her strength to keep fromtouching him He

resi sted her aboninably easily; he had only to remenber his
Pranki sh woman, and what she carried. He was not |ike a hu-
man man, to be | ed about by his privates.

But he watched her. She knew that. He found her good to

| ook at. He was beginning, not at all willingly, to forget how
to hate her, if never to |love her. And he wanted the power she
had, to walk in an eyeblink fromthe wastes of Persia to the
mar ket s of Danascus.

She was pl eased to teach himlesser arts, to hone the power
he had never thought of as nmore than a child' s toy, but that
single great art, she would not give him She knew what he
would do with it.

Just this nmorning, he had tried to trick her out of it. Then
when she vani shed, she felt the dart of his will, seeking her



secret. It was not as easy to elude himas it had been. He was a
cl ever youngling, and he was grow ng strong.

The lutestrings stilled. He raised his head. H s eyes were
dark, the color of his northern sea. "Wiy?" he asked her. "Wy
teach ne at all?"

"Why not ?"

"What if | grow stronger than you?"

She | aughed, which pricked his pride terribly. "I don't think
| need to fear that. But that we may be equals . . . that,
think very possible. I would welcone it,"

"Even knowi ng what | would do then?"
"Ah, but would you do it?"
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He was mute, furious.

"My sweet friend," she said, "if you were half as w se as you
like to i magi ne, you would know what it neans, that we nove
so easily in one another's thoughts."

"It neans that you will it, and I have no skill to keep you
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She shook her head and smiled. "You know better than |
what it is. Renenber your brother and his queen."

He surged to his feet. "W are not so mated!"

He took care to lay the lute where it would be safe, before he
flung hinmself away from her. She saw that; she saw quite
enough apart fromit. She allowed herself a long, slowsnile
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He had to get out. He had been holding up well; he had
learned to live in his cage. But four of themwere too many.
And she—she pressed on himfromall sides. \Werever he
turned, she was there, not even watching, sinply and inescap-
ably present.

The worst of it was that he could not |oathe the sight other.
Flatty, utterly, could not. Wien she was gone about her mar-

keti ng—nprobabl e donmesticity, flitting about the world in

search of a dainty or a baubl e-he was restless; he could sit

even less still than he usually did. And he was like that until she
cane back, when the knot in himloosened, and the world was

inits proper place again.



He was like a man enslaved to a drug. He hated it, and he
could not live without it.

She had done it to him She, the witch, the spirit of air.
Mur derer, he could no longer call her. The word filled his
hands with blood and his mind with nenories it had | ong
since buri ed.

He tried to turn her against him He honed the nmenories;

he gave themto her in hideous derail, heedl ess of what they
did to his sanity. He taunted her with his body- He used her
teaching, transparently, to seek out paths of escape,

Sonetimes, to be sure, he nade her angry, but never angry
enough. Mostly, she only sml ed-
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He did not know what that smile cost her. She knew as well

as he, that she could not keep himso. He was not to be taned
in acage. It was a hard lesson to learn, and bitter to face.
Sayyi da understood. "lshak told me about fal cons,” she said.
"The taming is never conplete until the falconer flies his bird
free, and it comes back. You've caught this one, you've taught
himto endure the jesses and the hood. You' ve been letting him
fly alittle, on the line."

"The creance," said Mrgiana, but abstractedly, listening
hard. "How can | let himfly? | know he won't cone back."
"Then you'll have to find a lure for him won't you? \Wat
will win himfor you?"

"I don't know " Morgiana cried.

Sayyi da's eyes narrowed. "Do you renmenber when you told
me about him and we tal ked about how a worman wi ns a
man?"

"What good is that? I'mnot a wonman."

"But you are! Isn't that the whole of your trouble? What
have you done to show himthat you're worth desiring?"

Mor gi ana shrugged angrily. "Wat can | do? He can see ne.
He can hear nme. He knows what | want of him"

"OfF course he does. Do you think he likes to feel like a stud
bul I ?"

Mor gi ana gasped at the coarseness of it. Sayyida went on
unruffled. "If that's all you want, there are other and easier
people to get it from If you want nore—f you want hi m—
you're going to have to |let himknow that you' re a woman."

Mor gi ana | ooked down at herself. "It isn't obvious?"



Sayyi da | aughed, but she was a little annoyed. "Morgiana,
you are so dense! Cone with ne."

They went into the bath, drawing the curtain that would

warn Aidan not to intrude if he came back from prowing the
limts of his cage. Sayyida was ruthless. She made Mrgi ana
strip, to the skin, and no pauses for nodesty. No one had ever
seen Morgi ana naked, except the attendants in the baths, who
were trained to see only what needed cleaning or stripping.

Sayyi da examined her with a hard clear eye. "You're not as

shapely as Laila," she said, "but you'll do. Yes, the way Franks
are made, and the way they adnire thinness, youll definitely
do. Laila would kill for your skin- And your hair. Do you have

any idea how beautiful you are?"

"I look Iike a starved cat."
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"Docs he think so?"

Her teeth clicked together. "He never even | ooks."

"I think he does." Sayyida plunped Hasan at her feet.
"Wtch him 111 be back directly."

It was rather longer than that. Mrgi ana rubbed her ams
not for the chill—+he cavern was richly warm-but for the fed
of air on her bare skin.

Smal|l arms circled her | eg. Hasan grinned up at her. He
i ked her this way.

"You are certainly male," she said to him sweeping himup

He did not want to be held; he wanted to try this new art of
wal ki ng. She nmounted guard over the pool, lest he fall in, and
let himtry his | egs anmong the shimering pillars.

She sat by the pool and, for sonething to do, conbed out

her hair. Once in a great while she cut it, to get it out of the
way, but it seemed npbst confortable when it was knee-I|ong.

Its color always made people stare. She woul d have been hap-
pier if it were black. like his, thick and glossy, with blue lights.
But she |iked her skin well enough, purest ivory to his noon-
pallor. Her lips were redder than his, her nipples a tender pink
like l'ight through a shell. Wre her breasts small? They were

| arge enough to fill her hands. And shapely. Not |ike the

Rank's heavy swayi ng udders, with the blue veins thick in

them and their broad dark nipples, and the weight of mlk

dr aggi ng t hem down.

"Cow, " she said-
"Cow, " said Hasan, obligingly.
She | aughed in spite of herself There was little merrinment in

her, and a great burden of jeal ousy. That he could I ove that,
and not this. That it should carry his child.



She coul d not bind himso. She knew it starkly, beyond hope
of denial. They had not the human fragility, her kind, but
neit her had they human fecundity.

And could she wait until the wonman di ed ot her own hunan-
ity?

O kill her,
No. That would | ose himsurely and eternally.

Sayyi da cane back [ aden with brightness: the sheerest of al
the sil ks which Mrgiana' s fancy had gat hered.

"No," said Mrgiana, growing alarmed. "I won't."

"Do you want himor don't you?"

Morgi ana bit her tongue. "But this—=

"This is howto let himknowthat you re a wonan. Men
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don't take to telling, haven't you noticed? You have to show
them™

"I'f he cares enough to notice," she muttered.
"When |'m done with you, he will. Now stand still."

The wonen were up to sonething. Wien Aidan came back

froma |l ong day's prow anong the ruins, Mrgiana was no-

where to be seen or sensed, and Sayyida | abored in the kitchen
over what snelled and, fromwhat he was allowed to sec,

| ooked li ke a feast. She cane out only to thrust Hasan into his
arms and command, "Play with him™"

He was gl ad enough to obey her. He went to wash, recon-.

adored, bathed all over, and Hasan too. Somewhere in the”

m ddl e, his power twitched, too quick to catch, too light to be
sure of . But he came out to find his Bedu rags gone, and in
their place the silks and linen and fine nuslin of a Saracen
prince, with the dragon robe folded and I aid under them all

He coul d have demanded his own cl ot hes back, but he chose

to play their game. He put on what he was expected to put on
with Hasan for a small but highly appreciative audience. It was
all white and gold but the long | oose coat; there were rubies
sewn with gold thread in the slippers and the cap

A box appeared next to his hand as he reached for the cap

He stifled a start. Cautiously, chough he sensed no danger, he
lifted the Iid. Jewels—a prince's ransom, at least, in rubies and
pcaris, gold and di anond.

"This is too nuch," he said to the air.



It did not answer.

He hesitated, but the gl ow of the stones was nore than he
could resist. He chose a ring, ruby set in gold, and an arn et
with a pattern of horses and trousered riders. The rest, he |et
be. He was gaudy enough as he was.

He canme out warily. The lanps were lit in the hall, a cloth

spread, dishes of silver laid out onit. Still there was no sign of
Mor gi ana. Sayyi da cl ai ned Hasan and bore hi m away; not

wi thout a noment's pause to admire Aidan's splendor. It

warnmed him the halt, the half-turn, the w dening of the round

br own eyes.

He sat on the cushion that had been set for him He did not
know what he was supposed to think, or do.

Except eat. He did that willingly, if not entirely happily.
Sayyida waited on him her mnd was silent. Veiled from him

as was, always, her face.
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"You woul d think," he said to her, "that by now I'd count as
famly.'

She continued calmy to fill his cup with honeyed wi ne.
When she | aid down the pitcher, she seened to cone to a
decision. She let her veil fall.

She | ooked like Ishak. She had his profile, his slightly curved
nose; even, suddenly, his smile. Aidan supposed that a Saracen
woul d call her plain. He found her quite handsone.

He said so; she blushed furiously.

He never ate enough to make a human happy, although
tonight he tried. He helped her afterward to clear it all away:

she disliked it when he did that, especially now that she renem
bered his rank, but she had learned to put up with it. She al
but dragged himout of the kitchen before he could begin the
washi ng—=1n those clothes!" She was horrified. She was al so
determned to stay with him to keep himsensible.

Even through the veils about her nmind, he could sense the
swel ling of excitement. She filled his cup again.

"You can't get ne drunk, you know," he said.

"I didn't think I could,"” she said calny

It was true that wine could not intoxicate him but it could
warm him and ease the knots out of his nuscles. He drained
t he cup, began another. It was good wi ne.

The | anps di nmed. Sayyi da produced a pi pe from sone-

where in her swathings of garments. She set it to her lips and
began to play. After a measure or two, a drumjoined it. beat-



ing light and swift.

He knew no fear, not even apprehension, only a kind of |azy
anticipation. The wine's doing. He stretched out, propped

hi nsel f on his el bow, settled to enjoy whatever the conspira-
tors had prepared for him

Only the nusic, at first, in a very old node. Persian, per-
haps, and ol der than Islam The [ anps had all gone out, but
for the cluster nearest where he |ay. The shadows were bl ack
i npenetrabl e even to such eyes as his.

She came out of the blackest of them not dancing, not

quite: setting her feet down with delicate precision. They were
bare, touched with henna over their whiteness. There were
jewel s above them and the chimng of tiny bells. Her trousers
were of silk as green as her eyes, as sheer as gossamer. Her
broad girdl e dangled a hundred bells, each hung on a thread of
gol d. Her bodice was green and gold. Her arms were bare, and
jewel ed. Her hair was hidden in a veil of sea-green silk. Her
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brows were bound with gold and silk, and coins of gold set in
t he bands. Eneralds swung glittering fromher ears, but her
eyes were nore brilliant than they. A dagger hung from her
girdle.

If he nust die now, he would be glad. He sniled. She
seened not to see himat all. She poised; her head fell back
The nusi ¢ qui ckened. She began to dance.

"There is a tale," a soft voice said. Sayyida's; and yet the

pi pi ng went on without pausing. "They tell it in the souks of
Cairo and of Danmscus; they sing it in the courts of Baghdad.
How once there was a man who | earned a great secret, a cavern

of treasure in the hands of forty thieves; and he tricked them
and won their wealth, and one of their nunber died for it. And
that is a fine tale and a true one, as Allah may witness it, but
shall not hear it here.

"No; my tale is the tale of the poor nman, grown now into a
prince, and the nost deadly of the thieves, who was their cap-
tain. By sleights and slyness and magic, in the heat of his
vengeful hate, he learned the nane of the man who had robbed
himand slain his fellow, and swore to destroy himin return

"Thus, upon a day, one cane to the house of the pauper
who was become a prince: a nerchant fromfar away, a stranger

we

to the city, a trader in olives and fine oils; and he had with him

a caravan of mules bearing great |aden jars. Qur prince was

pl eased to give himlodging, for is it hot witten that every man

shoul d extend charity to his brother? And being a generous
host, he offered his guest all that his house could offer. The
nmer chant was graci ous in acceptance, but that he declined a
single thing: the mngling of bread and salt. He had taken a
vow, he said; he begged pardon, but he dared not break it. His
host was nore than pleased to indulge him for he was a pl eas-
ant conpanion, both witty and w se.



"Now, our prince had a slave whomhe trusted well, a G rcas-
sian whom he had raised froma child and whom he regarded

al nrost as a daughter. She was as wi se as she was beautiful, and
she was | earned, because even as a pauper, our prince had be-
lieved devoutly in the power of the Book. It was her duty to
prepare the feast; in the mdst of her preparations, she discov-
ered that she had omitted to provide oil for the dish which she
was maki ng—the delicacy which they call the i mam swooned”
because when his wife made it for him it consumed in a night
the oil which he had meant to suffice for a year

"The sl ave was, not unnaturally, distraught, until she be-
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t hought herself of the nerchant's wares. Surely he woul d not
begrudge a di pper of oil out of so many. She took her dipper
and crept out into the courtyard."

Sayyi da paused. Morgi ana's dance had nmatched her words.

For the prince, a lordly gait, weighty with good feeding; for his
guest, a nerchant's self-inportant stride; with a gesture, a
curve of the body, she envisioned the whole of the feast. And
then she was the slave, the clever, the | earned, the beautiful

but young, and quite human enough in her predi canent, bat-

tling her conscience to a standstill. Boldly but softly, with dip-
per in hand, she passed fromthe lights and steans of the

kitchen into the di mess of evening in Baghdad, |ast night or a

t housand ni ghts ago.

The tale went on, but the words seened now but shadows,

the cavern a dream Reality was the slender gliding figure, the
lanp in her hand, the dipper, the jars standi ng woman- hi gh

agai nst the wall.

"She lifted the Iid of the first, and lol there was no oil in it at
all, but under a mat of pal mleaves, a nan, and the glitter of
weapons deep within. Wien he saw that the jar was opened, he
hissed up, '"Is it rime? Shall we rise and kill the thief?

"But the slave was quick of wit, and she had not liked the
| ook of her master's guest. She hissed back swiftly, 'Not yet.
"Wait, and have patience.’

"And so she found in each jar, and so she spoke, until the

| ast, and that, indeed, was full of oil. She drew not a di pper but
a whol e great pot, and set it to simering over the kitchen fire.
And when it was bubbling handsomel y—t was excellent oil,

and the i mam swooned had won nuch praise fromthe nen at

t heir di nner—she brought it back into the courtyard, and fill-

i ng her dipper, poured the boiling oil down upon the head of

each man in his jar. And so they died, and their master never
knew, dining at his ease with the man whom he intended to

sl ay.

"But the slave, whose name was Mrgiana, contrived an am

bush of her own. It was her custom when her master enter-

tai ned guests, to dance for themafter they had eaten. One
dance in particular was a favorite of her nmaster's, a dance of



edged bl ades, with a dagger in her hand.
"This is the dance which she danced."

Now there was only the rnusic, and the dancer in the Iight
and the shadow. He had seen that dance before in the narkets
of the east, in the courtyards of the caravanserais, in the after-
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mat h of banquets in Damascus and Aleppo. In its way it was

like the sword-dance of his own people, but that was a man's
dance, swift and thrusting-fierce, with a harsh, angul ar grace-
This was nade for wonman's strength: curving, sinuous, the she-
cat hunting, the serpent closing on its prey. The nusic wound
about her; or was it she who was the nusic? The dagger fl ashed
as she whirled, a w cked, living brightness. The bells sang high
and sweet; the coins chimed in her headdress. Her body was an
arc of ivory in a mst of green and gold.

H s heart beat to the nusic, swifter, swifter. She spun closer
He coul d see the sheen of sweat on her cheek, her throat, her
breast beneath the bodice. Her scent dizzied him Her hair

whi pped free of its bindings, wound with silk and gold, |ashing
like a panther's tail

The nusic swell ed. She swooped over him He lay still, head
back to neet her eyes. His throat |lay bare to her bl ade.

Si | ence

Her dagger rested, lightly, lightly, where the great vein
pul sed with his life's bl ood.

"And thus," said the voice of the tale, "was the fal se guest
sl ain, who was neither nerchant nor stranger, but the captain
of the thieves."

There shoul d have been nore of it. Perhaps there was. He

saw only the face above him and the death in it, inexpressibly
beautiful. It canme down and down. Her |ips were burning

sweet .

H s arnms wound t hensel ves about her neck. She gasped and
stiffened.

She was afraid of him

He dared not |augh. She? Afraid of hinf? She was infinitely

ol der than he, infinitely nore powerful. She held himinescap-
ably prisoner. She was as beautiful as she was deadly. She could
dance the stars out of the sky.

"Or a witch-prince out of his col dness?"
H's hand had a will of its owm. It stroked the Iength of her

back, gently. Her skin was child-soft. "God and ny dead for-
give nme, | can't hare you."



Her face was buried in his shoulder. Tautly; as if she wanted
it to desperation, but she had to think about it, hard, as a
| esson | earned but never practiced-

"Never ?"

She struck himhard enough to snap his head back. Hi s arns

dropped; he sat still. Hi s jaw throbbed.
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"Never!" she spat at him

She wanted himto | augh, doubt, call her liar and whore.
Then she could hit himagain, and drive himaway; and he
could not touch her where she wanted, and dreaded, to be

t ouched.

He nodded, sonber. "It's hard, when one is what we are.

The wanting cones so seldom and when it does, so all-encom
passi ng. And when the other is of our blood . "

She tore off her headdress, flung it jangling into the dark
"It's easy for you. You have |overs."

"Not so many. Not so often.”
Her lip curled. "Only once in a season.”

"Twice in a score of years, and by God's nockery, tw ce at
once."

She started, stilled. "I've seen the fi-ank. Wo is the other?"
"You. "

Her head shook hard enough to rock her on her feet. "Don't

lie. | can't stand it. | promise |l won't kill her. 1'"mdone with

killing."

He laid his pal magai nst her cheek. It was wet.

She did not pull away. "I wanted to make you want ne," she
said. "Wen you did ... 0 Allah, | ama coward!"
"Not that, | think. After all. Only newto it."

"And not hing proper or maidenly in nme at all."

<t! doubt | would find you so fascinating if you were either."
She scowl ed. "Fascinating? |?"

"Uterly."

That," she said. "That is coquetry."

"Gallantry, | beg you. But truth, too. You madden ne. |'ve



hat ed you beyond reason. But |'ve never found you dull."

She was |i ke Al dan when he cane to Masyaf. She stood
wi thin reach of what she had wanted for so |long, and she could
not inmagine what to do with it.

Her eyes were wide, a little wild. He bent; he kissed her. She
shi ver ed.

No | ess than he. He retreated a step, two. He bowed with
careful correctness. "For the dance, ny thanks."

He was half afraid that she would follow himto his bed; half
eager for it. But she did not.

33

Ai dan woke to the scent of spices steeped in wine. He drew a
deep breath, and sneezed violently.

Morgi ana thrust the cup back under his nose. "I have a bar-
gain for you," she said.

He drank, because if he did not, the hot wi ne would pour
itself down his front. Menmory cane back, hard-edged yet
dream i ke.

There was nothing in her now of the dancer or the naiden
She was all Assassin again, her hair tightly and repressively
brai ded under the turban

"Not Assassin," she said, sharp with inpatience. "Assassins
do not wear green."

He snatched the cup out of her hand and drained it. "You
drag me out of a sound sleep, and you expect ne to nake
sense?"

"The sun rose an hour ago. | grewtired of waiting." She
fol ded her arnms. "I wish to bargain with you."

“"May | —=

"No. "

He rose in spite of her. He pulled on a garment or two, ran
his fingers through his hair. He considered going in search of
br eakfast, but Mrgiana's mood was dangerous. He sat on a
cushion, tucked up his feet, and raised a brow "Well?"

"A bargain," she said. "I will free you fromthis place, inter-
cede for you with Sinan, set you thereafter on any path you
may choose."

The breath rushed out of him "Wat—-why—

"Sayyi da rem nded ne of a tenet of falconry."

She had gone mad. O—"This is a trick."



"I do not play tricks."

"Neither do you give up. Just like that. And offer to win ne
t he whol e of my revenge."

"Why not ?"

He cl asped his arns tight about his niddle. The w ne

churned there. He could not catch fever, his kind did not, but
his head was light; his face burned. "There is a price. Isn't
t her e?"
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"Yes."

H s arns | oosened a fraction. At last; a glinmer of sense.
"What is it?"

- You. "
He stared at her.
"eYou," she said again. "In ny bed. Undl you satisfy ne."

He | aughed. She did not. The silence | engthened. He | eaned
forward. "Until | satisfy you? That's all?"

"It is enough.”

"What ... if ... | won't?"

"Do you nean that you cannot ?"

He stiffened, outraged.

"Is it so high a price?" she asked him "I give you what you
nost desire. In return, you give me what | have wanted since
saw you in Jerusalem"”

"And if | don't want it? If I'mnot to be bought and sol d?"

"Then you are a fool ."

He struck the floor with his fists. "Damm it, woman! Do you
want me to court you or kill you?"

"I know not hing of courting," she said. "I can only be what
| am WII you bargain?"

"What will a refusal cost nme?"

"I'nprisonment until you yield. And Sinan goes on with his
persecution of your kin."

He rubbed his jaw. She watched him He | owered his hand.
"Waul d you give ne tine to think?"

"Until the sunset prayer."



She did not grant it gladly, but she granted it, and gener-

ously. He could not bring hinself to thank her. He finished
dressing while she sat there, and left her sitting, eyes fixed on
nothing at all.

He went only as far as the clifltop. She was w se enough not

to follow, in body or in mnd. He set his chin on his knees. He
was awar e of Sayyi da goi ng about her tasks bel ow, Hasan teach-
ing himself to run- Mbrgiana was gone. Her absence was an

ache behind his eyes.

What in God's nanme had driven her to oner this bargain?
One night of him in return for so much: his freedom his
vengeance.

Last night she had set out to seduce him She had gone
about it admirably well, until she succeeded. And now, in the
nor ni ng, this.
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She woul d have been a scandal in Carcassonne.

He was smiling. He bit his lip. He ought to be raging. VB
he a Damascus whore, to sell his body for any price?

Even this.

The Church would call it nortal sin.

The Church called hima witch and a child of the devil
In Islam even the devil's brood could cone to Paradise.

He clutched his head in his hands. Thinking was an art
whi ch he had never mastered. He was too nuch better at do-

i ng.

H s head tossed. No. He nust think. Joanna—Joanna
whom he | oved, who bore his chil d—

Joanna who was another man's w fe

Was there nothing in this world that was either clean or
anmpl e?

He summoned up her face, the feel of her flesh under his

hands, the scent of her as she took himto her bed; the bright-
ness other blood that sprang beneath Mrgi ana's bl ade. Hu-

man, all of it. Beloved, and human.

As he was not. Not even half of him Here in this desert

pl ace, in his enchanted captivity, he knew that beyond hope or
hel p. A human man woul d t ake what was offered, and turn it

to his own ends, and never trouble that he had betrayed his

| over. Had she not already betrayed her husband?

She woul d understand. Not forgive, maybe; she was not as
much a saint as that. But she would see the logic in this bargain
t hat Morgi ana proposed. Wmen were appal lingly |ogical crea-



tures; even wonen who were hunman
And he—what he want ed—
He want ed t hem bot h.

Tfes. Even Morgi ana- Beautiful, deadly, inplacable Mrgi-
ana, whom he had forgotten how to hate.

But to take her as she commanded; to |l et her take him.
He flung hinself into the sky.

As the sun sank, he cane wal ki ng back to the cave. There

were a few nore tatters in his robe; the wind had nade el fl ocks

of his hair. He linped a little. He paused to drink at the spring,
mat ching glares with a desert hawk that rested in the fig tree.

There was food waiting for himas always, but Sayyida laired
in the kitchen with Hasan and woul d not cone out. \What she

t hought of matters, he did not want to know. He bathed as

al ways, tugged and cursed the tangles out of his hair, dcliber-
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ately put the torn and dusty robes back on again. He had no
desire to eat, but he drank a cup of wine. He filled it again, and
once agai n.

Just when the sunset prayer should have been finished, he
| ooked up, and she was there.

He had resolved to make her wait; to let her suffer for the
suffering she had cost him Then, sharp and final, the bl ow
No, he would say. No, | will not. | amnot your what.

"Yes," he said.
Her expression did not change.

"For my freedom" he said. He was dizzy, but not with
wi ne. "For Sinan's ceasing his assaults against the House of
| brahim And one thing nore."

She wai t ed.

"You will not again or in any way harmthe Lady Joanna or
the child she carries.”

Her eyes glittered. For an instant he knew. She would do it
for him She would refuse.

She bowed her head. "As you will," she said.

There was a silence. He raised the cup to his lips, hesitated,
set it down. Her head was bowed still. He could, if he peered
cl osely, see that she trenbl ed.

She was weeping, and not with joy. Her desol ati on bl ew
cold in him She had wanted it so nuch, and now she woul d



have it, but it was an enpty thing, a merchant's bargain, bleak
and | ovel ess.

She raised her head. "But | will have it! If this is the only
way, then so be it. Allah has witten it."

He swal | owed painfully. Her face was stark. He | eaned for-

ward, took it in his hands. She shivered at his touch. "Lady,"

he said. "Mdrgiana. | don't hate you." Her lips tightened; she

tried to pull away. He held her. "I don't know. . . I'mafraid
| think that | could | ove you."

She did escape himthen; she seared himw th her anger. "I
told you not to lie. Even to confort nme. Especially to confort

ne.
He shook his aching head. "I"'mnot lying. | wish | were."
He caught her again, by the hands. They were cold. "Don't
you think it would be better for us all if I could come to this

coldly, as a man to a marriage of state? Dear God* You are
i nfidel and Assassin, and | have taken the cross. Qur faiths and
our people are at war. Even Joanna with her husband and her
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kin and her inescapable nortality, is a better match for nme than
you. "

"W do," she said, "agree on very little."

If there was irony in that, it was too subtle for his senses.
She drew a deep, shaking breath. "But it doesn't matter

does it? V/e*ve begun to live in one another's skin. I, and an
i nfidel. A Frank. Eneny of enem es. You eat of unclean neats;
you drink wine. You pray to three gods when there is only the
One, You know not hing of holy Koran." She reached up to

trace the sweep of the brow over his eye. "Barbarian. Unbe-

liever. Wbrshipper of devils."

Her voice was tender. Her hand was |ight, unwontedly awk-

ward. He sat still, barely breathing. Her beauty caught at his
t hr oat .
But she could have had none, and still been Mrgiana. The

feel of her hand on his brow was perfectly, ineffably right.
Those bones, that flesh against his bones and flesh; the fire of
life and power within, nmeeting his own, matching it.

She | owered her hand, knotted it with the other in her |ap
"I don't know. . . how..."

"May | reach you?"

The shivering came and went in her. She tried to | augh. "Do
you think I can | ean"

"I think you hardly need to be taught."



Her head shook hard. "You don''t understand. Wen | —

when a feeling is too strong, ny power masters me. | think—+
t hi nk when | was born, the shock cast me fromny nother's
body, and sent me ot herwhere. \Wat if-—=

That gave hi m pause. But he said, "If it happens, then you
can sinmply come back. I'Il be here. See, I'Il open ny mnd, so,
like a hand, to hold you."

Her own was |ike a hand, creeping out slowy, a bare touch

at first, then clasping tight. It was as if he had been all his life
wi t hout one of his senses, and he had never known it, unti

suddenly, wondrously, it was there.

They reel ed. They caught at one another. Was his face as
whitcly shocked as hers?

"You didn't know?"

Her voice, her incredulity. They were still separate enough
for that. "It's nothing one can know," he said, "until it cones.
My brother said that. | thought that he was taunting nme, be-

cause he was chosen and | was not."
"Did you hit hinP"
322 JwWUhth Tarr

"OfF course | did. He, the nooncalf, only smled wth nause-
ating sweetness and drifted back to his bed."

"I can't imagine you drifting anywhere, for anything.'*

He | aughed. "No. I'mnot the sort of lover who drifts. O
smles. O warbles by moonlight."

"Good. | don't want to be warbled to. Though a song or
two, a real song, with sparks in it "

"Shall | sing for you?"

She paused, tenpted, but shook her head. "Later. Maybe. |
t hi nk—+ want to begin ny | essons now. "

He knew how much courage she needed to say that. Slowy,
carefully, he took her hand and ki ssed the palm and cl osed her
fingers over it. She looked fromit to him "To keep," he said,
"for renmenbrance, and for a promse. It's not easy, the first
time. There will be pain. There may not be overnuch pl easure.
But I will give you as much as | know to give."

"You' ve done this before."
"No," he said. "Not with a maiden."

She flushed. "I wish | had sonething of my own to give you.
Instead of this—this course of study in a madrasa. "

"Hardly there," he said, biting down on |aughter. There was



a sweet, headlong joy in this, now that he had embarked on it;

now that he could not, for pride, put a stop to it. "As for
giving, you will see what you can give ne. Cone, now, your
turban; and your hair—you should never hide it. It's too beau-
tiful."

She stood frozen as he stroked it out of its plait, braced
agai nst the blind ani mal pleasure of his touch

"Don't," he said softly. "Don't fight. Think of the dance.
how one gives oneself to it. This is the ol dest of all dances, and
by far the best of them"

She neither noved nor spoke. He kept on speaking, it little
mattered what, letting the rhythm of his words now touch the
edge of song, now pass over into it. He began, one by one and
slowy, to |l oosen the garnents that swathed her. So nany of
them |ike arnor. She suffered him but she had no pleasure in
it, no warmng to his touch. She was stiff with terror

When he came to her chemi se and drawers, he paused. "It is
usual ," he said, "for the woman to undress the man."

She started, snatched. For a nonent her fingers convul sed
in the fabric of his djeUaha. He felt the coiling of her power.

She thrust it down. Stiffly, as if by rote, she did as he had
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done. At shirt and drawers she stopped, hands falling to her
si des.

"The rest of it," he said.
She shook her head once, tightly.

He said it again, gentle but firm "The rest of it." And when
she would not: "It's not as if you haven't seen it before.™

Her power |ashed, fierce with tenper. He was, quite
abruptly and quire w thout her hands' touching him naked.
Her eyes slid over and round and about, and | ocked on her
feet.

"You stared hard enough,"” he said, "when | wasn't awake to
know it."

Her glare | eaped fromher feet to his face. He smled.

o' Lightly, quickly, he slipped off her chem se. Her hands sprang
to cover her breasts. He let them While they were so occu-

pi ed, he | oosened the cord that held up her drawers. She

clutched, too | ate.

She kept the custom of her people. She was all whitely



snoot h, tike an inage carved in ivory. He had been cool, cen-
tered on his teaching; but his body renmenbered, all at once,

«f why it was here.

The catch other breath was loud in the silence. She had, of
course, seen it before. But not truly seen it, as anything that
had to do with her.

She was perilously close to flignt. He took her hand,
touched the palm "Renmenber," he said.'

"I can't." She was not answering him "I can't!"

"Bel oved, you can."

She shuddered, and | eaped. Not away. Full upon him
pressed as close as body could press, gripping himwth bone-
brui sing strength. Her skin was cold to burning.

He struggled to breathe, to speak. "Gently, love. Gently."

She | oosened her grip. Her hand nmoved, up his back to the

flex of his shoulders, down to his buttocks. She was just as tal
as his shoulder. He was keenly, alnost painfully aware of her
breasts against his ribs.

She ri pped her head back. She had no power to smile, but

that was triunph, that light in her face. "Your skin is soft," she
aid. "And your hair"—tangling her fingers init. "I thought a

man woul d be all rough."

"Some are."

"Not you." She found the pleasure-places in his back; she
started at his shiver of delight, and canme back slowy, halffasci-
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natcd, half afraid. "You are all beautiful, every bit of you.** She
was determned to prove it with her hands: bold now with
desperation, growi ng bol der as she | earned the shape and the

size of him Were he flexed and purred; where he flinched.

How the skin fit over nuscle and bone. Wat sparked in him

when she cl osed her hands about his center, gentle with it as

with a captive bird.

She |l et go abruptly, stepped back. Her checks were scarlet.

He brushed themwi th a finger, "Ladylove, there's no shane
here.”

"Not shame,"” she muttered. "Not—Allah! Al that to carry,
and you can wal k, too?"

He nodded stiffly, determ ned to be amused, struggling not
to be indignant.

"By the Hundredth Name, how?"



"l manage."
She shook her head. "lIncal cul able are the ways of God."

"But wonderful. And in you, beautiful." He had her in his

arnms before she knew what he did, and laid her anmpong the

cushions of the bed. She gl owed against the silk. He traced the
shape other with Ups and hands. She was all new, each spark of

pl easure as fresh to her as to him each secret a revelation to
them both. He nmade her a gift of his wonder. Every |over was
different, every night a new pleasure, but the rarest of rarities
was this, to be the first who ever woke a mai den's body to the
spl endor that was in it.

She was | osing her fear, warm ng and easi ng under his

hands. There was fire in her. It kindled his own, alnost too
wel | . When she was fully a woman, her fears all put to flight,
she woul d be a | over to nmake songs of.

Al the nore cause to go gently with her, although it cost
hi m most of his strength to do it. Wat was desire with and for
a human woman, was ni gh a nadness now.

Now, she willed him Now

There was pain, echoing and reechoing in himas in her, but
through it, the fierce and utter rightness of it. He, and she, so.
Mnd to m nd and body to body; hearts beating to one nea-

sure. For a long noment he wore a different flesh, knew a
different turning of the dance. A deeper, inward pleasure; a
subt | er urgency.

She rode with him borne at first on his strength, but find-
ing strength of her own. The end was—nprobabl y—+aughter,
a great, exultant shout of it.
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He dropped down besi de her, |aughing hinself, helplessly.

She swept himonto his back and sat on him covering his
face with kisses. "My lord. Ch, ny lord! Love ne again."

He groaned. "lLady, have mercy! My flesh is inmortal, but
hardly infinite."

She ascertained as nmuch for herself, to her great disappoint-
ment. "That is not howit is in tales."

"Tales lie."

She nade a nost indelicate noise. But there was no denyi ng
the truth. She lay beside him raised on her el bow, and
snoot hed the danp hair back fromhis face. He kissed her
hand as it passed. She snmiled and laid it against his cheek
snoot hing his beard. "The talcs al so have nmen falling asleep
directly, and leaving their poor |overs alone."

"Human nen," he said.



"Ah." She arched her back, stretching like a cat. Desire
stirred in him faint as yet, but prom sing a resurrection

Her own eagerness was fading. She ached, if pleasurably.

Her body, left to itself, eased into |anguor. He opened his
arms- She cane with only a nmonent's hesitation, and laid her
head on his shoul der. She tensed as he fol ded his arnms about
her, but again, only for a nonent. She shifted cl oser and
sighed. "So," she said. "This is what it is."

"Yes."

She ran her hand idly down his side to his hip. Her pleasure
was sharp in him So different, so wonderful, no curve in it at
all. But not so wonderful as what flowered where his | egs net.

He shivered lightly under her touch, and gave her back what

she had given. The marvel that was woman, and the marvel

that was she, alone, of all the wonen in the world. The silk of
her hair, royal crinmson; the |ong subtle curve of her back; the
swel | of hip and thigh. The scent of her working in himlike
strong wine. The swift, flaring heat of desire returning fullfold.
She net it with startlenent that swelled into pleasure.
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Morni ng found themtangled in the heaped cushi ons. He had

slid into a warm hal f-drowse; he woke as she moved, slipping
out of his arms, rising for the dawn prayer. Although they had
bathed all over only a little while before, she washed as her
Prophet prescribed, and dressed fully, before she began her
devoti ons.

He wat ched under lowered lids, as if he spied on a secret.

Both warnth and sl eep Hed. She who all that night had been

the half of his heart, was separate again, alien and infidel, with
t he dagger of an Assassin at her side. Only her hair was stiU her
own, tunbling over the shoul ders of her coat, rippling down

her back as she stood and knelt and bowed toward Mecca.

He coul d never be to her what her Allah was. It was pain,

t hat know edge. He had his God, but never so close to his

center. That was full of what he loved. H's brother; his kin; his
| over in Aleppo; his far green country. And Morgi ana.

He had given her what she wanted of him and she was

content. The edge of her obsession was blunted, the heat of

her passion cool ed. But he who had been the lesser in desire,
nore the bel oved than the |lover, now paid for what was, after
all, his sin. He | ooked at her and knew that hereafter, no nor-
tal woman woul d be enough

She rose fromher prayer and snmiled at him w de and

wi cked, alnost a grin. He had never thought before this night,
that there could be nischief in her. She dived into the cushions
and ki ssed himuntil he was |like to drown.

She pul | ed back abruptly. He lay and tried to breathe. Her
bri ght nood di med. She laid her hand over his heart as if to
convince herself that it was there, bearing strongly where a



human man's coul d not be. Her eyes took in his body, slowy,
flinching fromno pan of it. "So beautiful,"” she rurnured

She tugged himto his feet, thrust a bundle into his arns.

H s clothes. While he dressed, she fetched food in which she
forced himto take interest: the eternal bread and dates and
cheese of the desert, and for himwatered wine, for herself plain
water fromthe spring. "You need your strength," she said, "to
face Sinan.**
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He choked on a nouthful of wi ne. She did not notice. She
ate like a soldier before a battle, grimy, scowing at the air.

"But," he said. "So soon—we've hardly-—we can't do it
now "

"W can."

It should have struck himlong before it did- She was the

Sl ave of Al amut. For the keeping of a Frank's oath, she would
break the vows which she had sworn to a hundred years of
masters. No matter that she had gone willingly into servitude,
and freed herself nore than willingly fromit. Wat this was to
himafter nonths of striving, to her was infinitely nore

"Never del ude yourself," she said. "Long before | saw you, |
weari ed of ny enslavenment. You see nerely the end of it, a
rebellion to which | have been coming since | left Alanut."

"But," he said, "to do it for nme, an infidel—

"For a creature of my own kind, with whom| have nmade a
bargain."

Cold, all of her, and hard. He set aside the enptied bow,
and stood.

She set sonething in his hands. A belt which he knew wel I,

and a sword hung on it, and a pair of daggers. He donned
themslowy- H's finger brushed the hilt of the sword that,
returned, was like a part of his body; and, |less Joyfully, the
dagger which he had taken out of Joanna's heart. "This is
yours," he said.

Her head shook once. "No. You won'it. Let himsee it and
know that even | amnot infallible."

Aidan's fist clenched about the dagger's hilt. He willed his
fingers to unlock. Mrgiana waited. He drew a deep breath

and stepped to her side. Her hand caught his, not for tender-

ness; but as his fingers laced with hers, for an instant her clasp
ti ght ened.

Her power unfolded. There was a flicker of will, a pause at
the center; a step, a turn, a shift of flesh and spirit, round and
i nabout .

Al most before it was begun, it ended. He gasped and nearly



fell. Mrgiana caught him held himwith effortless strength.

The O d Man of the Mouuntain sat in his barren garden

serene as if he had been waiting for them Hi s julass stood
guard about him an arc of youths in white with eyes thac saw
onty Paradise; and the gate to it was death.

She granted hi mno obei sance, no mark of honor or respect.
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He | ooked at her and, alnobst, smled. "You did well," he said,
"to keep ny captive for ne."

Al dan started forward, but her hand stopped him He stood
in ctenched-fist stillness. "He was mine," she said, "before he
was yours."

"What is the servant's, is the naster's property."

"I am not your servant."

"My slave, then. As you have long seen fit to call yourself."
"I abjure it. A Muslimmy not enslave a Muslim"

"As | remenber," he said, "you all bur conpelled ne to
accept you."

"Such compul sion: | set all my power in your hands, and
called you master, if you would wield me for the M ssion as
those in Alamut no | onger knew how to do. They," she said,
harsh with scorn, "were nuch too deeply engrossed in hailing

t he advent of the MIlennium In w ne and coupling and nad-
ness they did it, in nockery of all that our order should be."

"And have | so nocked what we hold sacred?"

"No," she said. "Not so openly. Not until you | oosed ne

agai nst the Pranki sh wonan. That she had an ifrit of her own,
you di scovered soon enough; and he was so obliging as to

cone to you. | see your mind, Sinan ibn Salman. If | escape
you, the other rnmust remain, infidel to be sure, but male, and
anenabl e to your persuasion.”

"He has kin," said Sinan.

She cl apped her hands. "Spoken like a true bandit! Wat will
hi s ransom be?"

"Hislifein ny service."

"OfF course." She slanted a gl ance at Aidan. "You may not
find himas useful a slave as |I. H s kind serve badly, if they wll

serve at all."
"As to the matter of his will, that has been seen to."

Ai dan coul d keep silent no |longer. "Wth words and iron?
ad nman, that was never nore than numery."



Sinan did not believe him The Seal of Sol omon gl eamed in
hi s hand. Ai dan | aughed and woke the fire in it.

Si nan cursed shockingly and cast away the smnol dering thing.
It nelted as it fell, spattering the earth with nolten iron
But he was never so easily defeated. "You have kin," he said
agai n, through teeth clenched with pain. "WII you consi der
t hen®?"

Al dan went col d.
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Mor gi ana spoke beside him "lIndeed, he has kin. Wat have
you?"

"Your name in the Seal of power. This one is protected by
his unfaith. You are not."

A second Seal lay in Sinan's |lap. Aidan's power, tensed to
destroy it, froze. She was in it, entwined with it: her oath her
| ong years of slavery, the core of her belief. Mrgianal had
given it power. Now none but Mrgiana could take it away.

And if it burned, so too would she.

Her brow was danp. Her eyes were too wide, too pale. He

willed her to see what he saw. That the bonds were none but

her own. That she could break them that she had the will, and
the strength. If only she would see. If only she woul d believe.

But to believe that, she nmust deny all that she had done and
sworn and held to. She must sunder herself from herself. She
must be other than Morgiana.

No, he thought at her. Morgwna is always Mrgiana. |Is the
serpent |less the serpent, because he sheds his outworn sfan?

She cl enched agai nst hinm but she could not be free of him
Not any longer. He stood in the heart of her and showed her
hersel f. Morgiana. Free and strong and glad. No slave to any
nortal man, never again.

She wanted to see it. And yet she wanted to cling to what
she knew, whatever its pain, whatever its cost to life and sanity.

Si nan spoke in their silence, softly, each word the link of a
chain. "You are mine. Your will is nmy will, your life ny life,
unless | choose to let themgo. Serve ne, and | may set you
free. Defy me, and | bind you for all eternity.”

"Are you Allah Hinsel f," she denmanded of him gasping it,
struggli ng agai nst bonds and oat hs and geas, "that you shoul d
so compel ne?"

"I amAlah's servant; | wield the power of Suleimn."



Her body shook; her fists clenched convul sively. "l—-do—

defy you. | can." She sucked in her breath, battling. "I can. |
can!"

Freer, each word; stronger. He sawit. "Can you," he asked
her, "defend all that is dear to you, for every noment of every
day, until you yield or they are all lost?"

She smled. Not triunphant, not yet. But she had seen the
chai ns about her, and they were chains of air. She was begin-
ning to conprehend it; to believe it- "Can you," she asked her
master, "hope to rule a real munder such persecution as | will
visit upon it, if you touch anything that is mne?"
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"You are powerless. You can only threaten.”

She faltered. He was her master. Hi s words tangl ed about
her, dulled her wits, sapped her strength.

"No!" Aidan cried, not caring who heard. "It's he who is
powerl ess; it's he who has nothing left but threats. Open your
m nd and your senses. Look at him"

She | ooked. She saw power, terror

Mortality.

Fear .

Fear ?

"Fear!" Aidan said, loud in Sinan's silence. "He's afraid of
you. He knows what you can do—what we can both do, if he
presses us too far."

She was whiter than he had ever seen her, white as death.

She woul d die; she could die, if she willed it, if she clenched
her power about her heart, like a fist, just so. Just—

W1l and body convul sed together. A sound escaped her, raw

ani mal noi se; but strength in it, and will, and—at |ast—under-
standi ng. Her hand swept up, out.

Si nan sat unconprehendi ng; but slowly he saw what he nust

see. More slowy still, he began to understand it. H s""& s

were gone. All but one, who stood bew | dered and al one. And
Morgi ana was sniling, a white wild smle, the joy of the fal con
that flings itself free into the sky.

She turned that smle on the Ione fidai; she beckoned. He

cane, eyes locked in hers. "Child," she purred, "are you a faith-
ful foll ower of our way?"

He nodded vi gorously.

"Do you see that man?" Her finger stabbed at Sinan

The boy nodded agai n.



"He has betrayed our Mssion. He lusts after a worman of the
infidels; he takes an infidel for his servant. Wio is to say that
he will not command us all to worship the three fal se gods of

t he Franks?"

The boy's lips drew back fromhis teeth.

"Just so," she said, all but crooning it. "Take hi mnow‘jidai
warrior of the Faith. Hold himuntil | bid you slay him"

Sinan struggled in a grip too strong to break. H s captor

wore an expression of perfect and inplacable determ nation. It
woul d not yield for any word of his, any threat or command or
pl eadi ng.

"Now, " said Mdrgiana, and her voice was deadly gentle.
"Are you prepared to hear us?"
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Si nan woul d not bend; he did not seeminclined to break
He eased in the./&M's hands. "I will hear you," he said

She nodded, eyes steady on him She was hal f-drunk with
freedom with the first sweet taste of victory. That drunkcnness
could be deadly; could |lose themall that they had gai ned.

But her voice was as steady as her eyes, no hint in it of
weakness. "I recall that you have wought well for the M ssion
| expect that you will continue to do so. But that must be
acconpl i shed without the aid of either a Prankish baroness or
an Al eppan mnerchant house. They gain nothing for the M s-

sion; they only feed your avarice."

"And nmy pride," he said calmy. "Be so kind as to renmenber
that. But even | am w se enough to know when | have failed."

"Whi ch wi sdom did not wake in you until you saw a greater
profit in yon captive Frank."

"That is no |l ess than you have done yoursel f."
"I make no pretense of sanctity.”

The bl ack eyes glanced from Morgi ana to Ai dan and back
agai n. They understood nuch too much. "He is of your race,"”
said Sinan, as if he had only begun to perceive its neaning.
"Yet for himyou would turn against us? For an infidel you
woul d betray the M ssion?"

Morgi ana' s eyes began to glitter. "I turn you back to the way
of Hasan-i-Sabbah, on his name be peace, and renove the
tenptation to stray. In earnest of it, | ask nore than your bare

word. The bl ood-price of a baron and an heir to a barony, and
the price for the wounding of a baroness—

Si nan went pale. Now at |ast she had struck him and struck
deep.



"You will pay," said Mrgiana, "as we decree."

He coul d not speak: the dagger pricked too close. She sum
moned his servants. They cane to her biddi ng. They heaped

gold into the great chest which she bade them set at Aidan's
feet; atop the gold they poured a glittering streamof jewels. It
was pl easure, that warnth under his breastbone, under even

the anger. It was honey-sweet to watch the Master of Masyaf

bl eed wealth that was nore precious to himthan bl ood, and to
know that he knew all that he lost with it: his slave who was,
his sl ave who mi ght have been, his certainty that no man in the
worl d was feared as greatly as he. He was master of Syria, nore
truly than the man who rul ed in Damascus, but he coul d not
master the Slave of Alamut. He sat in his own garden, with the
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dagger of his o-wnjUai at his throat, and paid as he was bidden
to pay.

She knew to the | ast dirham how much he coul d spare, and
how much woul d cause himpain. He had to see Aidan claimit,
and their bargain witten and signed and sealed with imorta
fire.

When it was done, the dagger lowered fromhis throat. "So,
then, sir Frank," he said. His voice was calnm his eyes were
terrible. "Are you content?"

"No," A dan sai d.

Sinan smled. That was the power of the man: even defeated,

even hunmiliated, to |l ose none of his faith in hinmself. "Slay ne,
then," he said. "Shed ny bl ood as your heart longs to do. R d
the world of nme."

It was nockery, and it was not. Sinan had no fear of death.

Life to himwas sweet, with the savor of power in it, the web of
spi es and servants through whom he worked his will in the

cast. But he would die content, knowi ng that his death had

made hi s peopl e stronger

"Therefore," said Aidan, "I let you live."

"Cruel ," said Sinan. "Just, in its fashion. You would have
made a passable fidai." He paused. "Wuld you, perhaps, con-
sider . . . ?"

"No!" Too loud, too quick. Aidan struggled to recover him
self. "I amno nman's tane nurderer."

"A pity. You would be wel come here, your talents known
and used to their fullest. Were you go, you may find that
neither is so."

"I have prom ses to keep."
"I ndeed? And what wilf you receive in return? | amtold,"

said Sinan, "that Jerusal em stops just short of denouncing you
for the deaths of your kin; and that runor credits you with



wor se. "

"Then the sooner | keep my prom ses, the sooner | clear ny
name. "

"O bumfor it."

"I ama spirit of fire. What harmcan | take in ny el ement?"
"Even in the fires of hell?"

"I'f I can know them then | have a soul and can hope al so

for Paradise. If |I have no soul, then death for me is only obliv-
ion; and nortal fire cannot touch ne."

"Ah," said Sinan, °A theol ogian."

"A madman, " said Mrgiana. "He will not serve you, Sinan
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i bn Sal man, nor can you lure himinto your trap. Let him go;
surrender him"

"As | amto surrender you?"

"Even so," she said.

He | ooked long at her. She stood still, enduring it. "What is
there for you wi thout us?" he asked her. "WII| you turn infide
and run at this one's heel? Can you forsake all that you have
been and done, and betray your faith and your given word, and
rum agai nst those whom you have served for so long? WIt you

not reconsider? WIlIl you not come back to ne? Free, now,

freed fromthe order of the dagger, set above it as its com
mander, with no other above you, save only nyself."

They were not enpty words. He neant them He was sub-
tler than any serpent. Even truth was his to wield, to twist to
hi s own ends.

"I didill to keep you so |ong ensl aved," he said. "Now
woul d armend it. WIIl you accept what | offer?"

She was silent. Her face was still. So quenched, it lost its
vivid beauty; it was only alien

When she spoke, she spoke slowy, as if to weigh each word

before she let it go. "I who have been a slave in defiance of ny
will, do not trust easily any man's promises, still |ess those of
t he one who enslaved nme. Yet that you are a man of honor, as
you see it, | cannot deny. Is there a price on this freedom

whi ch you of fer?"
"None but what you have already paid."

She drew a careful breath. "And this that we have settled
here—the bl ood-price, the freeing of the Frank—+s it to hold



firnP"
"Before Allah | swear it."

"So." She straightened, as if a great weight had fallen from
her; the breath which she drew now was deep. Free. "No. No,

I will not serve you. Even free; even in a place of power. I am
done with servitude."

Even yet Sinan would not concede defeat. "Are you there-
fore done with Islan? For what is that but perfect subm ssion
to God?"

"CGod," she said very gently, "is not Sinan ibn Salman." And

as he stiffened, enraged: "There is no god but God. It is time |
| earned to serve H malone, and not at the whimof a nortal
man." She bowed, low and low, as a slave might; but it was
never submi ssion. "May God keep you, O ny master who was,

and may He grant you wi sdom "
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"I shoul d have taken what he offered," Mbrgiana said.

Ai dan did not know where they were. The wealth of Masyaf

was with them the |light was di mabout them wan and grey.

The air snelled strange. He saw sand and stone, the bulk of a
tree, a glint of water. For all he knew, they were in the | and of
the jinn.

Suddenly he knew it. They were by the spring in Persia; the
cave was behind them C ouds |owered above them The
strangeness in the air was the scent of rain.

Mor gi ana swayed. He caught her. She was conscious, but
grievously weak, and furious with it- "Too much," she said. "I
stretched too far. | was no belter than you."

Hs lips twitched at that. "Wat did you do with thc/iatois?"

"I sent themall away. To a place | know, in a city far from
any that they would have heard of. The wonen there are beau-
tiful and wanton, and each has many husbands. My naster's
servants may decide for thensel ves whether to call it hell or
Par adi se. "

Ai dan | aughed. "And the old man never asked for them
back. "

"He, like them believes themdead. He will not find it easy
to fill their places.”

"O yours."

"O mne." Her head rolled on his shoulder. "Allah! Wat a
fool I am™

"A splendid fool." He fumed toward the cavcmouth. She |ay
linp in his arms, fighting the dark, but |osing the battle.



Sayyi da sprang out of the cave's shadow, wild with fear as she

saw what Aidan carried. "She's alive," he said, little confort as
that was. "She pushed too hard, that's all, to win everything
for both of us. She'll be well, once she's slept."

Sayyi da wanted transparently to believe it. She watched

Ai dan | ay Morgiana on the divan, was there in an instant with a
bl anket and a scow . "How could you let her do this to her-
sel f 2"

"How could | stop her?"
"You should have tried," Sayyida said.

There was no sensi ble answer to that. Ai dan hovered, but he
was not wanted. He withdrew to the cavcnout h.

It had begun to rain. He had not felt rain on his face since
he cane to this sun-blasted country. Cold though it was, wth
an edge of sleet, he welconed it.
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Mor gi ana was deep in sleep, Sayyida engrossed in fretting

over her. He was free. Truly, finally free. Sinan had paid with
his own hand for all that he had taken; and he had | ost the
nmost useful of his slaves. He would not recover quickly from
that bl ow. Nor would he turn again upon the House of

| br ahi m

Ai dan knew what taste was in his nmouth. It was ashes. So

long a hunt, so bitter a battle, and all that it cane to was this.
A chest bound with iron, a grey rain falling, and a rending in
the heart of him To stay and be this woman's lover. To go and
keep his promi ses: to Al eppo, to conclude his bargain with the
Lady Khadijah; to find Joanna.

He did not even know how | ong he had been away. A

nmont h? He had never gone a day wi thout thinking of her, and
bei ng soul -gl ad that she had not cone with him She would
surely have died, and the baby with her

Maybe she woul d forgive himfor |eaving her. Maybe she

woul d even forgive what he had done to win his war with the
Assassins. They would find a way out of their coil. Hs child
woul d not be branded a bastard; his |ady woul d have the honor
she descrvcd-

And Morgi ana?

She had what she wanted. He had ol der ties, and stronger
Coward. The voice of his deep self.

He thrust it deeper and set his foot'bn it. Wat nore could
there be between a knight of the cross and a devout Mislim
but what there had been? It was over. They had their own

worlds to live in, their own and separate destinies.

Still, the small, needling voice. Craven. HonwUssf ool



"What woul d you have nme do?" he cried to the rain. "Turn
apostate? Marry her?" He stopped. "Yes, why don't | go Mis-
[in? Then | can have both of them"

The voice was silent.

He tossed his rain-wet head. "My way is chosen. My nother
chose it the day she brought us to Caer Gnent and told our
father that we were his."

Silence, still; silence that was reproach

He went back into the cave that was nore splendid than

many a lord's hall in the west, and found nothi ng changed.
Morgi ana | ooked |ike a child, asleep. He wanted to bend and
ki ss her. He wanted her, starkly and sinply.

He firmed his will. It took nmore strength than he had ex-
pect ed; al nmost nore than he had-
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Sayyi da took no notice of him except to rebuke himfor
dri pping on the carpet. Hasan was asl eep

Si gns enough, and farewel | enough. He renenbered the

way of Morgi ana's magi c, that she had given himafter all, as if
she wanted himto know it, to do what he did now, the fixing

of the m nd, the gathering of power, the indescribable inward
turn and flex. He paused on the very edge of it, not quite
afrai d. No one noved. No one called him back. He I et hinself

go-
35

Whi | e Morgi ana pursued her Frank, and after she had caught

him Sayyida had rinme to think. Watching them was peculiarly

pai nful : a dance of advance and retreat; a glitter on the edges of
their neetings, like the flash of honed steel. They seened

barely to know how t heir bodi es yearned toward one anot her—

even Morgi ana, who knew t hat she wanted him but went

about winning himwith the deadly sinplicity of a child. Wen
they were together, even quarreling as they nostly were, some-
thing in the way they sat or stood or noved, was |like the notes

of the lute that underlie the song.

Sayyi da had that with M nmoun. Not as these two did, al
fire and passion, but in their quiet, ordinary way, they went
wel | together.

If only Mainoun could leama little sense. A man who kept
his wife in a cage, had only hinself to blane if she tried to fly
fromit.

"A woman shoul d al ways be hunble,"” she said to Hasan

when Mbrgi ana had gone with Aidan to face the dd Man of

the Mountain. Sayyida did not want to wear herself to rags in
fretting over them therefore she fretted over herself. "A
worman shoul d be conciliatory. A woman shoul d never oppose



the will of her man, whom All ah has set over her."

She was maki ng bread, kneading it on the hearthstone. She

set her teeth and attacked it until her arms cried protest.
"Never," she said, "except when she can be subtle, and suborn
him and play himinto her hands. Which is al nost al ways.
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Unl ess she is caught in the act. As | was." Wth each pause, she
pummcl ed the yi el di ng dough, bearing tenderness into it.

She | ooked at her thickly floured fists. Tears pricked her eyes,
| aught er bubbled in her throat. "Oh, Hasan! | niss your fa-
ther."

Mor gi ana cane back hal f-dead, in Aldan's arns. He seened

unworred; Sayyi da supposed that he woul d know, being what

he was. But he was a nan, when it canme down to it: a very

large and very willful child, who, having dropped his burden in
Sayyida's lap, went off and lefr her to it. She suspected that he
m ght be sul king. Men hated it when wonen ignored themfor

ot her wonen.

She shook her head and sighed. It was not anger that stirred
in her, not anynore: only a kind of fond exasperation. That
was the way nmen were. The way Minoun was.

Woul d he take her back?

She stopped. She could not go back. He had struck her; he
had called her a liar. She could not forgive him

Coul d not, or would not?

So, then. If she would go back, if she would have sense, and
stop being a burden on her friend—would he take her?

He woul d have to. She would not let himdo anything el se.

Morgi ana was a long tine waking. Well before she did,

Sayyi da knew t hat the Frank was gone. 'He al ways came back

for the sunset nmeal, and he always slept in the hall. Tonight, he
di d neither.

He had found a way out of his cage. She could hardly bl ane
himfor taking it. O, she supposed, for abandoni ng Mr gi ana-
That was what canme of turning love into nmerchant's bargain.

Still, she was sorry. She had thought better of himthan that.

She was ready when Morgi ana woke, and braced for the
storm Wen it did not break at once, she was by no neans
conforted. "When did he go?" Morgiana asked quite calny

"Last night," Sayyida said. "As soon as he brought you
back. "

Mor gi ana cl osed her eyes. Her face wore no expression. For



a nonent she seenmed not to be there at all

Her eyes opened. She was snmiling. "So he did," she said.
And, nore slowy, alnpst tenderly: "So he did."

"Morgi ana," said Sayyida. "Don't do something youll re-
gret."
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"I already have." Mrgiana sat up, frowning. "I didn*C win
himat all. | bought him"

"You're not going to drag hi mback, arc you?"

"No," said Mirgiana. "No, |I'mnot going to drag hi m back
He gave ne what | paid for." She paused. "As he sees it, |
m ght have begged to differ."

Sayyi da wondered at the power of a night's loving, to reduce
Morgi ana to nmere and acqui escent wormanhood.

Mor gi ana | aughed, fierce and high. "Do you think so? WII |
make a proper fenale after all?"

"Do you want to?"

"I don't know." Morgiana stood, took a nmoment to steady
herself, walked in a slow circle. There were signs of Ai dan here
and there: a cushion he had liked, in the comer he had often
retreated to; the cup he had used, beside the flagon of w ne;

the robe he | ooked so well in, folded at the foot of his bed.
The lute in its wappings, silent now, bereft. She paused by
none of these, barely glanced at them

She came back to Sayyida. Sonething |lay on the divan where

she had been sl eeping; as her shadow shifted, for an instant it
caught the light. Sayyida reached for it, curious. It was a knife,
sinmply but rather elegantly nade, with a plain silver hilt.

"He nade it," said Mdrgiana. "lIt's not bad, for 'prentice
wor k. "

She was a little too calm Sayyida let her take the knife; saw
the way her fingers tightened on it. "He left it for you."

"Idiot," said Mrgiana. She did not say which of them she
meant. The bl ade had cut her fingers lightly; she stared at the
thin line of scarlet as if she had never seen bl ood before.

She drew herself up, thrust the dagger in her sash. "Did you
save any breakfast for ne?"

Her eyes warned Sayyi da not to press. Sayyi da made herself
nod. "Ill fetch it."

Morgi ana foll owed her to the kitchen. They ate there, squat-
ting like servants by the hearth, since neither of them was
m nded to spread a cloth in the hall.



Hasan woke in the mddle, and needed bathing and feedi ng.
"He'll be wanting weani ng soon," said Sayyida, w ncing as he
brought his teeth to bear. "Ah! Cruel. Have a bit of bread, if
it's chewing you're after.™

He transferred his affections quite happily to a crust dipped
in honey. H s nother began to tidy the kitchen, while Morgi-
ana watched, silent. Morgiana woul d never nake a plain nman's
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"wife. She knewtoo little of the womanly arts, and she did not
seeminclined to I camnore

"They're dull," she said.

"Necessities often are." Sayyida tested the washwater in its
caul dron over the hearth, dipped out enough to fill the basin.
"It's pride that makes them shine: doing themwell, and know
ing it."

"You |ike thenP"

"They're what | do. Kahimah says |I'm good at them"
"So does he."

"Khal i d?"

"Ai dan." Mbrgi ana sounded al nost angry. "As if he could
know. "

"He notices things. Ifs his way. | suppose because he's a
Frank. They're odd when it conmes to wonen's natters."”

"He is purely odd." She set herself in front of Sayyida, bl ock-
ing her path to the basin. "Show ne how "

"Why on earth woul d you want to— Sayyi da broke off.
"Well, then. Watch, and see."

By the time they were done, they had turned out the kitchen

and the hall, and scoured themfromend to end. Mrgiana

flung herself into it with rare passion; what she | acked in skill
she nore than made up for in enthusiasm

When every inch was scrubbed and spotlessly tidy, Sayyida

| eaned agai nst the wall and nopped her brow. Mbrgi ana

handed her a cup. Sherbet bubbled in it, rich and sour-sweet,
exactly as she liked it. She stared at it. "W could have used
magi ¢, " she said.
"Miuscl es are better." Morgiana propped Hasan on her hip.
She | ooked fl ushed, dishevel ed, and al nost happy. "You want
to go home, don't you?"

O course she woul d know. Sayyida was a little disappointed:

she had been working hard to find a way to say it. It was |ike



Morgi ana to go straight to it, as soon as it came into her head.
"Yes," Sayyida said. "I want to go hone." Now it was out.
She felt oddly enpty; oddly excited.

Mor gi ana reached for her; she pulled away. They stared at
one another. "You should go now," Mrgiana said, "if you're
going to go at all."

Sayyi da shook her head. "I can't." She brushed at her gown;

at her hair. "l can't go like this."
"A bath, then," said the ifritah. "Then we go."
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Sayyi da swal |l owed. This was nore than she had bargai ned
for. Though she shoul d have known. She knew. Morgi ana.
"WIl you come with nme?"

"Do you want me?"

She nodded. Her hands were cold, but her face was burning.
"He has to know how it was. So—so that he can decide."

"To divorce you?"
"Or to take nme back."

"It seens to nme," said Mrgiana, "that the taking should be
on your side."

Sayyida smiled, not too shakily after all; now that there was
no escaping it. "I knowthat. He needn't."

"That's not honest.
"No," said Sayyida. "Bur it's love."

Mor gi ana shook her head. She did not understand. Maybe it
was a human thing. That a man could give, while seeming to
take; that a woman coul d choose, by letting himchoose.

"Not my way," said Morgiana. "Or ours." But she was wi se

enough not to argue with it.

Whi | e Sayyi da bat hed and nade herself presentable, she
scraped toget her her courage. She was going to need all of it.
Mor gi ana had put on wonen's cl othes, she noticed.

Then there was no nore delaying it. Hasan was in his new
coat. Morgiana was gowned and veil ed. Sayyida was ready in
every way that she could think of, except one.

That woul d never come while she waited. She drew a deep
breath, and got a good grip on Hasan. "Now," she said.

Home was smml |l er and darker than she renenbered: a little
shabby, a little worn about the edges, but confortable. Her



nose tw tched. Fahi mah had been nmaking zirbajah with its pun-
gency of garlic, as only Fahimh could nake it. It hurt to snell
it again. To be hone.

Mor gi ana' s sudden novenent brought Sayyi da back to her-

self. They were in a small roomon the edge of the wonen's
quarters, where no one ever went except, now and then, a

guest for whomthere was no room el sewhere. It was cl ose and
musry, as if it had not been opened in a long while. The ifritah
opened the door, paused.

"Troubl e?" Sayyi da asked. She could hardly nmanage a
whi sper, her throat was so dry, her heart hamrering so hard.

"No," said Mrgiana. She beckoned. Sayyida stunbled after
her .

ALAMUT 341

They were all at dinner. Mrgiana's doing, maybe. Once in a
great while Laila would wait on her husband, and Fahi mah

liked to assure herself that her men were eating well, but

Mot her never stooped to it. Except that, tonight, she had.
Maybe it was that |shak was there. If she had pretended to play
t he servant, she had been di ssuaded qui ckly enough and set on
the best cushions, next to her son

It was no joyful gathering, even with Ishak in it. Farouk

| ooked al nost old. Mother was grim Laila was nuted,

guenched. Mai nmoun are methodically, but not as if his mnd

was on it. The line between his brows was etched deep; there
wer e shadows under his eyes.

Sayyi da started forward, but Mrgiana' s armbarred her

| shak set down his cup with a thud. The noi se was | oud, and
abrupt. "Ya Allah! A nonth, you' ve been at this, and for what?
wn't you even begin to | ook for thenP"

"What use?" his father said. "W know who took them"

"And why." It was a grow in Ishak's throat.

Mai noun did not respond to either grow or glare. He
chewed the last of his broad, swallowed, reached for his cup.

| shak caught his wist. "Iblis take your bones!"
He freed hinself, easily, and drank
"I'f they've been killed because of you—=

The cup jerked in Miinmoun's hand. He set it down. He
rose, bowed first to Mdther and then to Farouk

"No, you won't," said Ishak. "You' ve wal ked out enough
Now you'l | face what you did."

"l know what | did," said Minoun.



"You tried to keep your wife in chains. Wat had she ever
done to deserve then®"

"She kept conpany with a denon," Minmoun said.
"And you angered the denon. Which of you was the greater
i di ot ?"

"I did what | thought | had to do."

"fnt thought." Ishak started to spit, caught his nother's

eye, grimaced instead. "All you were thinking was that it was a
heady thing to be sonmeone's lord and naster. Emirs who treat
their troops like that, don't go far."

"I didn't say | was right," said Minoun.
Sayyida could not stand it any longer. "You were as right as
you knew how to be," she said.

In stories, the return of the long-lost child was perfectly
si mpl e. She—er nore often he—eane back, her aged nother
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fell into her arms, her aged father wept on her neck, and every-
one lived happily ever after

Sayyida's father was not one to weep on anyone's neck, and

Mot her only swooned when she had sonething to gain from

it. There was a very long silence. No one | ooked particularly
surprised; nmerely nonplussed, and a little disappointed. It was
difficult to shift one's mnd fromthe prospect of a kinswonan
| ost and maybe dead, to one alive and alf too evidently thriv-

i ng. She could not even nmanage to |look as if she had suffered
for the lack of them

I shak was the first to scranble his wits together, and | eap
regardl ess of Morgi ana who stood at Sayyi da's back, and hug
her and Hasan until they gasped for breath. He pulled them
into the room pelting Sayyida with questions. "Were were
you? What did you do? You | ook marvel ous—and Hasan, he's
grown. \VWo took care of you? It wasn't—

"G ana," said Hasan clearly. "Mama. Hasan." He waited.

"Ishak," his mother said, trying not to | augh. Her brother's
expression was comically shocked.

"Ishak." Hasan grinned at themall.

No one could ever resist a baby; and this one had been

taking | essons with Morgiana's Frank, who could charma star
out of the sky. Eahi mah greeted Sayyi da gl adly enough, but she
fell on Hasan, laughing and crying at once.

Wthout himto fill her arms, Sayyida felt naked. She could
feel Morgiana behind her, a shadow in a veil- No one seened
to have noticed her, except |Ishak, who was not choosing to
speak of it.



The fuss over Hasan gave Sayyida time to bol ster her cour-

age. Ishak still had his armaround her, a little too heavy, a
little too tight, but blessedly wel cone. Everyone el se was coo-
i ng over Hasan.

Al'l but Minoun. He watched his son hungrily, but he
could not seemto nmake hinself nove. He woul d not | ook at
Sayyi da

Hasan deci ded his own share of it by wiggling out of Mt h-
er's clasp and onto his very capable feet, and clanbering into
his father's lap. "Papa," he said.

Mai noun fit like a lamp. "Did you hear that? Did you hear
what he sai d?"

They nodded. Even Mot her was smling.

"He's wal ki ng, too,
And tal king."

sai d Mai moun. "My son is wal ki ng.
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"Tal ki ng." said Hasan. "Wiking."

After that, no one was much mnded to flay Sayyida with
guestions, though Ishak | ooked near to death ot curiosity,
Sayyi da was back, sale and whol e. Earouk seemed content; the
woren fol |l owed where he | ed.

They trusted her. She al nost broke down, realizing it. Her
father at |east, Fahimah certainly, naybe even Mt her—they
were not afraid that she had di shonored the house.

Nor was |shak, but he would die if he had to wait nuch

longer. "I was in a place Mrgiana knows," Sayyida said: "a
secret place, far away fromany city. | haven't seen a human
being since | left here."

"That's horrible," he said.

"I't was peaceful." Most of the rime. "I took care of Hasan.

| ooked after the house. | cooked. | did woman-things- Somne-

rinmes I went out. The sky was very wide. | could scrctch ny

mnd so far, there was hardly any me left at all."

"Don't tell ne it turned you into a nystic."

"When there were dishes to wash? Don't be silly."

"You were really ... all alone?"

Mai moun said that. He still would not |ook at her. H's voice
was rough.

"Mbrgi ana was there,’
was proud of herself.

Sayyi da said. light, cool, steady. She

They saw the iftitah then: she noved out of Sayyida's



shadow, into the'light. She did not |ower her veil.

"I asked her to cone," said Sayyida, not so steadily now. "I
owe her a debt, for giving me a place to go, and | ooking after
me while | was there. I want her to stay for a while. She's not
an Assassin anynore. She wants to |leamto be a woman."

They greeted that with varying degrees of incredulity. None
of themwent so far as to say it. Even Mi noun.

"I will not presume on your hospitality,” Mrgiana said. She
did not sound as haughty as she night have.

"No," said Earouk, thickly. He cleared his throat. "No, you
don't presune. You're welcome in ny house."

Laila nmight have had something to say; Mther certainly

woul d. But Parouk had taken it out of their hands. Sayyida
could not tell if he regretted it. He did not seemto have done
it for fear of what Morgiana could do; he had certainly not
done it for Iiking.

Mor gi ana bowed as a wonan of rank to a benefactor. "You
arc nost generous," she said.
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"My daughter owes you a debt. Should | be niggardly in
repaying it?"

"Some might," said Mrgiana.

Not hi ng about her singled out Minoun, but he srifl ened-

He did not say anything. He did, finally, dart a glance at his
wi fe. She could not read it, except that it was not altogether
furious. Maybe, after all, he would forgive her

Suddenly she was tired of all these crowding kin, their fuss

and flutter that never quite settled, their desperate efforts to
make it all seemordinary. Harmess- As if Sayyida's nonth

anong the afarit had never happened.

But she knew why she had gone; and Mai noun remem
bered. She drew herself up. Thank you. Father," she said.

"Mt her, Fahimah, Laila: nmy respects. Ishak, I'mglad to see
you agai n. Mai noun— She had to stop, take a breath, go on
agai n. "Mai nmoun, husband, if | may still call you that—=
"You may."

He was having no easier a time of it than she. It hel ped her
alittle, to know that. "Husband," she said- "lI'msorry | went
away. "

He swal | owed visibly. He was blinking too much. "Yes," he
said- "l'msorry, too." He glared at his feet. "I'm. . . sorry
| did what | did."

"I, too." She let it dangle for a bit. "Can you forgive ne?"



"I ..." He blinked hard. "Yes. If you'll forgive ne."
She nodded.

He had to look up to see it. He was trying not to break
down and cry.

That al nost broke her. But this was no place for it, for either
of them She lifted her chin. "If everyone will pardon ne, it's
been a I ong while since the dawn prayer, and |'ve been m ssing
my own bed. May | have permission to go to it?"

They did not want her to; fahimh protested that she could

not go to bed without eating first. But she was firm She felt
like a coward, |eaving Mdrrgiana to their tender nercies, but
their fear of the ifritah would keep them honest. Sayyi da
needed to talk to M noun. And maybe not only talk.

But, once Fahi mah and the servant had seen at exhausting

length to Sayyida's confort, Sayyida began to be afraid that she
had been too subtle. That he would not cone. O that he

refused to, because he could not forgive her so far

She was ready to go back, at least to retrieve Hasan. She had
even started to get up, when Mii nmoun opened the door
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He did not | ook as he had the last rine he cane to her. He
was quieter this tinme; nore subdued.

She sank down on the mat. He stood with his back to the
door, and | ooked everywhere but at her

"Mai noun, " she said, suddenly shy.

" Sayyi da, '
ally wel | ?"

he said. He chewed his lip, fidgeting. "You're re-

"Real ly."
"You were—real |l y-where you sai d?"

"Really. W were somewhere in Persia, | think. In the desert.
There was a fig tree, but the birds ate all the fruit."

"You liked it there."

She could not deny it.

"I wasn't trying to shane you," he said. "I wanted to do you
honor. Like a lady."

"l know, " she said.

"It was Just—that—that creature—

"She's not easy to like," said Sayyida. "At all. | think you

have to start when you're a baby."



"She took good care of you."

He was trying to talk hinself round. Sayyida gave hi m what
hel p she could. "She did. She's loyal to her friends. And she
| oves Hasan."

"I ... could see that. She al nbst | ooks human, when she
| ooks at him"

"She's trying very hard. It's not been easy for her, being an
Assassin. She had a bitter rime to win her freedom"

He was not ready to tal k about that. He pulled at his beard,
shy again, wavering as if he wanted to bolt.

Sayyi da gave up her thoughts of subtlety. She was on him
bef ore he could nove, holding himright. "I missed you
Mai moun. "

He munbl ed something. At first he was rigid, but she held
on. Hs arnms crept stiffly around her. He patted her back

She was crying. She had not even noticed. Once she did, she
could not stop. She did try. Miinmoun hated tears; they nmade
hi m desperat el y unconfortabl e.

"I"'msorry," she tried to say. "I didn't nmean to—=

"I mssed you, too.

She tilted her head back. Hi s beard was danp. She brushed
at it. "Docs that nean you won't divorce nme?"

"Should I ?"

"I haven't done anything dishonorable."
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"So. Wiy would I want to put you aside?"

She shrugged. "You mght not trust ne."

Tou know what came of that."

"I do want to be a good wife," she said. "I try to obey you."
"I should try to give you orders you can obey."

"You could," she said slowy, "order ne to kiss you."

He bl ushed crinmson. But he | aughed, which startled her
"Well, then, I will. Kiss nme."

She was delighted to obey. He was delighted to command it
agai n.

And he had not even drunk any wi ne. She drew back in the
mddle of it, to catch her breath. "Ill have to run away nore
often," she said, "just for the honecom ngs."



Her hair was down, and his fingers were tangled in it. They
tightened briefly, painfully. "Wat if | order you not to?"

"I'l'l try to be obedient."

"But you might not be able to." He was learning. It was
hard; he did not like it. Still, he tried. She adm red—o, nore

than that; she loved himfor it.

She ki ssed himyet again, with fervor that left himreeling.

"You are ny husband. Even when | was nobst angry, | never
wanted to belong to anyone else. I'mglad ny father gave ne
to you. I'mglad you gave me Hasan. I'mglad to be here, with

you, being your wfe."

He did not answer that, except to hold her a little nore
rightly, but she could feel the happiness grow. He was only
stolid to | ook at, was Mainoun.

Tormorrow m ght not be so joyful. They both had nuch to
forgive, and Morgiana was there to rem nd them Mi noun,
bei ng human, and male, was not going to find it easy to
change his ways. Sayyida, being Sayyida, was sure co do sone-
thing to aggravate him

For once, she could not care. They had the night. Tonor-
row woul d | ook after itself.
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Ai dan fell out of nothingness, dizzy and reeling. Morgiana had
made it seemso sinple: as if one stepped through a veil of air.
But in that veil was limtless void, and passing it was to chance
one's utter dissolution. It sapped the will; it robbed the m nd
of its vision, the doubl ed awareness of the place one left and

t he pl ace one sought, without which one could not master the

dar k.

For a long while he could not even renenber where he had
wanted to go. Fear swelled. Had the void taken himafter alt?
Had he gone astray, lost hinself with no hope of returning?

The Iight cane back all at once. He crouched in the room

t hat had been his in the House ofl brahim and beside himthe
chest of his kinsfolk's ransom Both of them seened intact,
except for the bruises where he had fallen

He drew a sharp breath, levered hinself to his feet. God be
t hanked that no one had seen him He did not need to be told
that he was a fool to have tried it, alone, w thout teaching.

Not again, by God and all the saints. Henceforward he
woul d travel by plain human nmeans, and sl owness be dammed.

He | eft the box where his power had dropped it, and went
out into the last light of the sun. It startled him He had gone
so far since norning; surely by nowit should be deep night.

The murmur of Muslimprayer ran with him less in the ear



than in the nmind. They were |like nonks in their offices, al
these easterners. Tine and the desert had changed hinm he felt
strange, wal ki ng upright and unsancdfied in the hour of
prayer, when everyone around him at |east pretended to cum
toward heaven. Nor was he minded to cross hinself, and so
defy themall.

The harem s guards were not Miuslins, and not at prayer
They admitted Aidan without question. "As the |ady wb,"
one of them said.

She received himal nost directly. The woman with her was

not Joanna; with them as if to guard them sat Karim A dan
bowed to them They greeted himw thout surprise; even with
pl easure. Even Karim although his pleasure was not so rnuch
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for Aidan's sake as for what Aidan nust inevitably be told. The
honor of the House was well on its way to bei ng nended.
Joanna was gone.

Per haps Ai dan spoke words of greeting. Perhaps he said
nothing at all, but stood notionless, speechless. How coul d
she be gone? She was here, mending, waiting for himto cone
back.

He nust have said it aloud. Khadijah said. "Is she your wife.
that she should wait for you?"

"You sent her away," he said.

"Al'l ah bear witness," said Khadijah, "I did not. Nor would I
have considered it. Indeed | sought to di ssuade her, but she
was set on it."

Riding to Acre. Going back to her husband. Cozening him
i nto accepting her chil d-Ai dan's chil d—-as his own.

"She was set on it," Khadijah repeated. "She was wise, if not
preci sely prudent. | hope that you share sonewhat of her w s-
dom "

Al dan sank down. Hi s knees throbbed; he sat on his heels.
So much fear, he had had: for her, for the child. So little
t hought for what they would do, past Masyaf. She had

t hought -he had given her time for that. Time al one. And she
had taken it.

She had not left even a word of farewell. No nessage at all
except her absence.

"She was well |ooked after,"” said Khadijah, as if that could
confort him "A troop of guards acconpani ed her. The physi-
cian rode with her, to see that she did not harm herself nore
than she nust. Although she scarcely seenmed to need so nuch:

she was nost miracul ously recovered."

M racul ously. Yes. He began to | augh. For her he had aban-



doned Morgi ana. For her child' s sake she had abandoned hi m
One woman was not of his faith. One was not of his kind. Now
he was al one again. Al one, and victorious.

Despair was perfect, and being perfect, gave himpower to

do what sanity m ght never have permitted. Silver and gold

rai ned down out of the air, filling the [ aps of the queen of
nmerchants and her heir. Their wonder was bittersweet. "Sinan's
gold," Aidan said. "Assassin silver. Your share of his bl ood-
paynment to the House of Ibrahim"

They were astoni shed. He | aughed again, light and joyl ess.
He laid the scroll of the agreement in Khadijah's hands. "As

you sec," he said. "Signed, and seal ed."
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She took her tine in reading it- "It is well negotiated," she

said, "and not too badly conceived."

He did not see the need to tell her how that could be. But
some glimer of compunction nade himsay, "I had an ally
anong the Assassins. That one bargained in my nane."

"Not at too great a cost to hinself, one can hope."

"No," he said. "Not too great." He could not stop seeing
Morgi ana as he had | eft her, unconscious, with her friend for
nurse and guard. He seermed to make a habit of |eaving wonen
so.

Maybe Morgi ana woul d wake as Joanna had, and find herself
al one, and choose anew. go back to Sinan, become his captain,
rul e anmong t he Assassins.

He rai sed his eyes to Khadifah. "Have you a horse which |
may purchase, against nmy share in the House?"

"What will you do with it?"

"Does it matter?"

"No," she said. And waited

"Ride," he answered her. "To Jerusalem to enter the king's
service."

A "To Acre, to confront your kinswoman?"

H s mout h opened; cl osed.

"You may do as your heart bids you. | only ask that you
all ow your mind a nonent's grace, and consider. Wat can
you do but hurt her? Bitter enough Tor her that she was forced
to choose as she has, and with such a burden as she bears.

Need she endure the grief which your com ng would bring?"

He gritted his teeth. "I would not betray her. O make her
betray herself."

"No?"



Joanna was a wetched liar. Aidan knew it as well as
Khadi j ah. He unknotted his fists one by one. "But if she fails to
wi n her husband over—f she needs ne—

"I'f she needs you, then surely you will know "

He had not even known that she was gone. He raked his
fingers through his hair, clawed them against his skull. How
could she be gone? How dared she?

The pain brought himto his senses. He wondered if he
could ever be truly or sinmply a wild thing again. Sonmething in
hi m had changed. G own, naybe. Been tenpered with fire.

It woul d have been easy to run mad. G ve hinself up to his
pain. Kill sonething. Or soneone.
A Too easy. And rmuch too inprudent.
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"I will not go to Acre," he said. "I give you nmy word."
But if she was in Jerusalem.

Khadijah, nmercifully, did not say it. Could it be that she was
not ommi sci ent? She only bowed her head, accepting his prom
i se.

He left in the norning. It would not be fair to a horse to

ride nightlong as he would have liked to ride; and he surprised
hinself with sleep, and w th waking hungry. There was food

for him his clothes were nended, even nade new where the
tatters were nost hopel ess.

When he came out at last into the courtyard, a caravan

wai ted. Mounts; mules and canels; a handful of the cousins

who, they said, were being sent to Jerusal emon the business of
t he House.

And guards. Anonynous in plain arnor, like hired soldiers;
faces dermurely or discreetly |owered, eyes fixed on anything
but the one they were to guard. He did not know what it was
that woke in him whether joy or rage or sheer, blank astonish-
nent .

"But," he said. "They were dead."

"Hardly," said Karim behind him

He did not rum Hi s eyes, he knew, were wild- "She did it.
Didn't she? And never told me. Damm her. Damm her to her

own hell."

"Indeed,"” said Karimdryly. "Did you think that you could
be free of thenP"

"They should be free of me. I'"'mno master for good Mis-
linms."



Ai dan barely had tine to brace for it before it was upon him

a ride of arnored bodies, a clanor of voices, a flood of joy and
tears and sudden, righteous anger. "No master for us, are you?
Abandon us, would you? Freedom do you call this? Wat do

you take us for?"

"Idiots," Aidan answered them not gently. He rocked like a
stone in a torrent, but he kept his feet.

They were all present and accounted for, and quite exuber-
antly defiant. Having destroyed dignity and discipline by over-
whel ming him they remenbered both, to drop down in

obei sance. Timur spoke out of turn, and Arstan kicked him
soundly for it, but he spoke for themall. "W belong to you.
W don't want to belong to anyone else.”

"Even yoursel ves?"
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Their heads cane up. "But," said Conrad in his sweet, baf-
fled, singer's voice, "we have to belong to sonebody."

"You can belong to— Aidan broke off. They woul d never
understand. Karim s nouth was hi dden behind his hand, but
his eyes betrayed him He was | aughi ng.

Ai dan turned on him "You hired them You keep them™

"Not |," said Karim "l but kept themfor your return, as
honor bade ne." And he was nore than glad, Aidan could see,
to be relieved of them and honor both.

"She told us,"” Tinmur said. "Wien she sent us away. You
woul dn't want us, and we shouldn't want you. She expected us
to listen to her. What does she think she is?"

"A daughter of Iblis,"” Aidan said.

Il khan made a face. "She's a woman. W belong to you. She
left us in Damascus; we knew better than to stay there, and
she woul dn't let us follow you to Masyaf. So we came here,
where we knew you woul d corme. You have to take us back; you
have to punish us. W let the Bedouin take you."

They were as perfectly unreasonabl e as any creatures he had
ever seen.

"I'f you |l eave us behind," said Arslan, "we will follow you."
Ai dan reared up, half in anger, half in perilous mrth. "I"lI
make you put off your turbans. Shave your beards, if you have

any. Bow down to the Church of Rone."

One or two bl anched. The rest never wavered. "You won't,"
Timur said. "lIt's”iot in you."

"How do you know what is in nme?"



One or two nore began to quail. But not Tinur. He had
never enough wits for that. "I know you want us. Your con-
science is in the way. Can't you )ust accept what is?"

"I know what is. There's the little matter of the Ki ngdom of
Jerusalem and the Crusade against the infidel."

"Oh," said Timur. "Crusade. That's jihad, no? Jihad is holy.
W're enjoined it in holy Koran."

Ai dan threw up his hands. "Master Karim Can't you beat
sense into these thick skulls?"

"l doubt that anyone can," Karim said.

"You won't take then®"

Kanm was adamant. "I will not. If you care nothing for ne,
take thought at |east for the House; renenber whose maml uks
t hese have been, and what city this is.”

Ai dan bit his tongue.

"You want us," Ilkhan said. "You need us. Didn't you say you
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were thought ill of in Jerusalem for com ng wthout an arny?
Now you have one,"

"Such an arny," Aidan said. "Sweet saints have nercy, | had
little enough wel cone before. But the king . . ."He paused
"The king will be anused.™

"The | eper?" asked Dildirim

"The king."

That was fierce enough to cow even the Kipchaks. Snall
victory: they had still won the war.

"God will judge you for this," Aidan said, growing | ow

They kept their heads down, but he saw the white flashes of
smil es.

Kari m spoke before the silence could stretch. "You will find
that they are all in order, and their bel ongings with them
And," he added, "a thing or two of your own, which you

m ght be glad of."

One of which was his robe of honor, packed as it had been in

t he baggage, and therefore lost. Aidan held it for a nmonent in
his arms, aware of its weight as of its beauty. Like the manm uks
who had come with it, it was both a joy and a burden

It was what he was bomto, who was the son of a king. He

set it back carefully in its wappings, and fumed to what nat-
tered even nore, because it had been Gereint's: his own | ost
gelding. It waited patiently, but its nostrils flickered, welcom



ing him

For all that had befallen him-even with his hellions all safe
and restored to him for whom he had grieved so | ong—he had
not come close to weeping. Now, for this mute beast, he did.
He set his teeth against the flood, and swung astride.

As he settled in the saddle, Karims inprobable turban ap-
peared at his knee. "Keep your head down," the merchant said,
"until you are well out of the city; and see that your inps do
i kewi se. You are renenbered here, and not kindly."

"Your regent can't harmme," Aidan said, "
with ne."

or any who rides

"You, no." Karimshook his head. "W are well rid of you, sir
Frank."

"Truly, this rine," Aidan said. "I'Il not be troubling your
peace again."

"Thanks be to Allah.” Karimsaid it devoutly, but wi thout
rancor. "You have been of great service to us—that, even | can
confess. W owe you a profound debt; we shall repay it as we
have agreed."
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"And not one dirham nore."

Karimsniled. "W are nerchants, after all."

"After all," Aidan conceded. He gnnned suddenly. "G ve ny
respects to your lady. She's nore worthy of the nane of queen
t han nost who have clained the title."

Kari m bowed slightly. "You are the proper image of a

prince," he said.
"Aren't 1?" Aidan gathered the reins. "CGod keep you."
"And you," said Karimwi th unfailing courtesy. But his

gl ance, for an instant, was as w cked as a boy's.
37

Joanna did not | eave Al eppo for anger at Aidan, or for any-
thing that touched on courage. GCh, no. She was thoroughly
and spinelessly terrified.

But under it her mind was clear. She saw what she had been
refusing to see. Wiat she had with Aidan was a true thing, and
deep. But it could not go on. She was nortal. He was not. She
had a fanmly, which she loved; a world in which she bel onged.
He was part of it, but not, past these few stol en nmonents, as
her lover. Their- dream of going away to have their child in
peace, was only that. Wrds and wi shes, and a bitter exile.



He knew it, she thought, perhaps better than she. Neither

of them had ever spoken of marriage: of what a royal prince
could do, even in the face of holy Church. They had a bond as
strong as any in |aw or sacrament, but it was not a part of

ei ther.

The Assassin's blow rent away her self-deceptions. Aidan's
absence only gave her rime to conprehend them

It was very sinple, when Joanna reduced it to its essence.

She did not want her child to be called a bastard. No nore did
she want Ai dan to abandon his rank and his pride and his
renown in the world, to becone a nanel ess exile.

Once she had accepted that, she knew what she had to do. It

was anyt hi ng but easy. She heal ed miracul ously, with Aidan's
magi ¢ burning in her like a steady fire, but the pain was slowto
pass: a stitch in her side, a deep ache. And worse than that, the
soul "s pain. To make her choice. To end it, so, without a word
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to him For if she waited, if she saw him again before she
began, she knew surely and conpletely that she could not do
it.

She cried at first, in the lonely nights, biting down hard on
her pillow. Her throat always seemed to ache, her eyes to sting.
But it was a long way to Acre, and she was stubborn. The tears
dried. Her heart set hard. Her body, with its new and wonder -

ful strength, took joyfully to the long hours in the saddle, the
nights in caravanserais, the danger of storns and bri gands.

What ever canme of this, she would not again confine herself in
the harem s walls.

Ranul f was not in Acre. He was gone, his people said, to
Jerusalem for the Princess Sybilla' s wedding.

After a how of rage, Joanna began to | augh, because she had
no tears left. Then she gave her orders. They were obeyed,

whi ch surprised her sonewhat. She was still his wedded | ady.
Her sojourn in Al eppo, it seemed, was ascribed to grief for her
brother and for her nother's husband, and the necessities of
her infidel kin. Ranulfs peopl e—her peopl e—seened actually
gl ad of her return. She surprised herself with gladness at the
sight of them Honecom ng, where she had never thought to

find hone.

Cowar di ce begged her to linger in Acre, to wait for himto
cone back. bstinacy, and tinme that would not wait nor di-

m ni sh the child in her wonb, set her in the saddl e again and
turned her toward Jerusal em

There where it had begun, now it would end. One way or
anot her.

God was merciful, perhaps. Ranulf had taken up residence in
t he sane house as al ways, but he was not in it when she cane
toit. She had time to bathe, eat, shed her travel -stained



clothes, even rest if she was nminded. She did all but the last.
Her body was as confortable as it would allowitself to be,
settled in the solar with a book and a flagon of w ne, but her
m nd bated Iike a hawk in a cage. She filled a cup. The scent of
the wine nade her ill; she set it down. Her eyes woul d not

focus on the page- Her hands were icy.

She had rehearsed, over and over, what she had to do.
Grovel at Ranulf's feet. Beseech his forgiveness. Seduce him
G ve himreason to believe that he was the father of her child.

She did not have to like herself for it. She would never call it
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folly, what had been between herself and Ai dan, but neither

did she intend to make their child pay for it. Wat she did, she
did for her baby; and for Aidan'g honor and her own. And

Ranulfs . . . yes, even his.

It would seem at best, a six nonths' baby. But there were

ways to hide it, old ways, wonen's ways. A retreat to a con-
vent, to mourn the deaths other kin. A pilgrimge on the sane
pretext, and care taken that her husband did not take it into his
head to acconpany her. Even return to Al eppo where he could

not follow Ranulf would never know how brief a tine had

passed between his reunion with his wife and the birth of their
son or daughter. And she would pray that it did not take after
its father.

As thin a line as she wal ked, thin as the sword's edge, it was
no wonder that she nigh went nmad waiting for Ranulf to cone
back. She refused to think of what woul d happen if he did not;

if he was drowning his sorrows with one of his whores. He
need do no nore than deny his paternity, to escape acknow -
edgi ng a bastard.

She coul d not indul ge her anger at the unfainmess of the

worl d. For her baby's sake, she nust not. She nade herself
bend to her book. Natural philosophy seened a dry and sapl ess
t hi ng besi de what she was suffering, but it offered an escape.
She set her teeth and took it.

Ranul f found her so, deeply engrossed in Pliny the Elder. It
was a | ong nonment before she knew that he was there. She
| ooked up, blinking, nore than half out of the worid.

He was thinner. She noticed that first. There were shadows

under his eyes. He was clean, shaven, his hair newWy and neatly
cut, but all of that had the | ook of a servant's care, not of his
own. He had a new scar on his cheek, sonewhat swollen stilt,

but beginning to heal. It did not disfigure himtoo badly. Zoe
shoul d I ook at it, Joanna thought. The Greek was a belter

doctor than any of the butchers in Jerusal em

He stood in the door, holding fast to the sides of it, as if to
keep hinself fromfalling. He was not drunk, she did not
think. His face was perfectly bl ank



She | owered the book to her lap. "Good even, ny lord," she
sai d.

He noved forward. She had forgotten how big he was; she
had never noticed that there was grace in his bulk.

He scared down at her. Very likely he was angry. She could
not read himat all.
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"I came back this norning," she said. She was trying not to

babbl e, but her tongue had its own opinion in the matter. "It
was a good journey, all things considered. | went to Acre, but
you were gone. | hoped 1'd find you here."

"I didn't think you were com ng back," he said.

She | aughed shrilly; caught herself. "OF course | came back
You said you'd |l et me have Ainery."

"You wouldn't take him"

"I've had tine to think."

"He turned you away?"

She went hot, and then cold. She had begun to shake. By a
mracle, her voice was steady. "If you mean the Prince of Caer
Gnent, he left ne in Aleppo as he was sworn to do, and rode
agai nst the Assassin.”

"Did he succeed?"

"I don't know." She knew how t hat sounded; she hastened
to cover it. "I couldn't stay. |I was going mad in the harem"”

"You were mad to leave it, with an Assassin hunting you."

"Not any longer. | was caught."

The col or drained fromhis face.

"I wasn't hurt badly," she said, praying that he was too dis-
traught to scent the lie. "The Assassin was driven off. That was

how—that was why his highness left. To hunt the Assassin."

"So he sent you back here. What made hi mthink you
woul dn't be bait?"

"l wasn't," she said.

Ranul f gl owered at nothing and everything. "Wy did you
cone back?"

"I told you," she said- "I want Ainery."
"What if you can't have hin?"

Her shaki ng was harder now, alnobst too hard for speech



"Then you've lost ne. I'II—4+'Il go into a convent. 1'll demand
sanctuary. |I'Il never let you near me again."

He stood and stared at her. Al her plans and all her strate-
gies, and the noment she saw him she forgot every one of
t hem

She struggled to remenber what it had been Iike before
Aimery. A hard pregnancy; nonths of swollen, burdened nis-
ery. Before that, not bliss, but something better than this.
After her hoyden girl hood, she had decided to becone a per-
fect lady, chatelaine of her own manor, baroness to Ranulfs
baron. She had not been very good at it, but trying had kept
her anply occupi ed. She had liked Ranulf then. They had been
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able to laugh together, sonetinmes. He was hardly what she
woul d call a good lover, but he gave her pleasure nore often
than not, and when she tried to give it back, he seened to be
pl eased.

He was happy when she told himthat she was going to have

a baby. He gave her a necklace of blue stones from Persia, and
smled to see her init. "You re beautiful,” he said then. The
only tine he ever said it.

Then when their son was bom Ranulf took himaway from
her .

He faced her now, on the other side of that wall, and his
scow was black. "You don't ever forgive anything, do you?"

"Do you ever think of what anyone wants but yoursel f?"

She wondered if he would hit her. He never had. Even un-
{kr richest provocation.

He did not now He raked his hand through his hair, ruf-
fling it into disarray, like a child' s. Suddenly he seized her

She

was too startled to fight, too startled even to dig in her heels.

He dragged her out of the room

By the rime she gathered her wits to do battle, she was nov-
.ing too fast for anything but keeping her feet. H's grip was
Strong but hardly painful, sinply inescapable. He swept her

*yast the servants' regions, through an angle of garden, into the

 one place she had sworn not to approach. It would have been
Ac nursery.

He | et her go so abruptly that she stunbled and fell. She
clutched, caught the first prop that presented itself: Ranulfs
body.

She was hardly aware of what she clung to. She was being
stared at, hard. By a worman sonewhat ol der than she, a dark
found, placid creature. And by what sat in the woman's | ap



He | ooked like his father. He had Ranul fs wheat-gold hair.
But the jaw, even so young, had a stubborn set to it which
Joanna knew too wel |

She could not nove. This was not her baby, this stranger,
this solid youngling of half a year's growth. She did not know
himat all.

Nor could he know her. He | ooked her over and debat ed,
visibly, the wisdomof a howing fit.

"Aimery?" It was barely audible.

He frowned. Hi s face began to redden

"Aimery," she said. "Ainery."

He et her hold him He stiffened only a little. He seenmed to
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renmenber sonething: he nuzzled, seeking. She buried her face
in his hair. Hs scent was warmand mlky, a rich, sweet baby-
scent, that brought the tears springing,

She shook them away. Ranul f was gl owering again. He
| ooked exactly like Ainery.

Sonet hi ng huge that had been in her, swelling, choking her
suddenly burst its bonds and shattered in the air- It left her
light and hol | ow. Except for what burned steadily, down bel ow
her heart, where Ainery had begun

He shifted in her grip, protesting its sudden tightness. She
eased as much as she coul d.

She had dreaned of this, and it was not the way it should
have been at all. Ainmery had grown while he was kept away
fromher. And she—she had done things that could never be
undone. Only lied about. Only hidden

"I give you ny word," said Ranulf. "If | ever take another
baby fromyou, it will be because you ask it."

Her breath caught on somet hi ng—taughter, sob. If he knew
—+f he only knew—

He was trying so hard. To please her. To keep her. To be
what she wanted himto be. Poor, clumsy, nortal man.

Wy, she thought, | ooking into his wide blue eyes. He's terri-
fied of ne.

Because she was a wonman. Because he coul d never know
what she woul d do next. Because—&od hel p hi m-he | oved
her.

He did. Maybe it was Aidan's magic, |odged deep in her, or
Ai dan's |oving, that had given her eyes to see.



Ai dan was fire. This was earth, plain and solid, no words in
it, no grace and no lightness. It would never know what to say;

sel dom what to do. Except persist.

She gave Ainmery back to his nurse. He protested: a stab of
grief in her, and a flare of joy, both at once. He renenbered

her- After all, he renmenbered his nother
"Hush," she told him "Hush, love. |IIl come back soon.
prom se."

Prom ses nmeant nothing to a baby deprived of his nother.
H s nurse stopped his how s with her breast.

Joanna's heart tw sted. She had no m |k now, nor woul d
again, for Ainery.

She turned away fromthe sight of another worman doi ng
what she could not, and faced her husband. Her arnms circled
his neck. He was only a little taller than she, but ruch |arger
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broad and thickset, with none of Aidan's panther-suppl eness.
H s skin was human skin, his scent human scent: strange now,

alien. He was rigid. Terrified.

So woul d she have been, if she had had tine to think. He
foll owed her docilely, as if she had bew tched him Maybe
she had. There was a denpn in her now, in nmore ways than she
coul d count.

She brought him past servants and stares and questions, into

t he bedchamber. She di sposed of his squire, and even of his
favorite hound. She got himout of his clean new clothes, not
wi thout difficulty: he could be as nbdest as a girl. Though
what he had to be ashaned of, she could not see. Under the
knots and scars and the mat of wheat-gold hair, he was a well -
made nan.

She surprised herself. She wanted him H s humanity; his
strength and his nortal fragility. He was hers; he bel onged to
her. Only God coul d take himaway from her

It was outrageously wanton: to lust after one's own husband.
The priests woul d be shocked.

She | aughed, which shocked Ranul f. He had never seen her

like this. She tried to explain. "I'mhone, don't you see? |'ve
cone hone. "
He could call it hysteria, if he liked. H's scom was not an-

ger, she realized. He was struggling to understand. How nuch
of himhad she ever understood?

She dropped her own garnents, shocking himfurther, and
led himto the bed. A glint had wakened in his eye. He |iked
what he saw. A good solid arnful of wonan, he had called her



nore than once. Now, again, he made sure of it. She kissed
hi m deep, to his astoni shment and sudden pl easure. She felt it
all through her skin, like a breath, or the brush of a hand.

He hurt her a little, with his weight, with his ardor. He had
no power to know when she was ready, or where; or howto

pl easure her. She tried to show him It was awkward. They
were beginning all new, as if they were strangers. He needed
nore than showi ng. He needed telling; a nudge, a word, a

gui ding hand. It made her think of training horses.

This time she buried her |aughter in his shoul der. He was
too preoccupied to notice. Men seened to need nore of them
selves for this. Maybe because this was all they gave. Wnen
had the consequences to face.

He stayed awake | ong enough to ask her if she was happy-
She gave himthe answer he wanted to hear. The whore's an-
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swer; though it might have been the truth. He went to sleep
sm ling.

She wept, at first hardly aware of it, then painfully so. Sone
of it was relief. She was safe now. She had Aimery; she had her
husband.

What she had | ost
She shoul d hate herself. That was part of why she cried:

because she could not. She had sinned nortally, and she re-
pented not a nonment of it. A nman could go without shane
fromwoman to worman. She had gone to one man. She could

not go back to him Nor would she regret him He had found

her broken, and nade her whole. That she had still a few scars,
that they ached when the wind blew cold, that was but norta
reality.

Ai dan woul d understand. He lived his own lies, for his

safety's sake. Ranulf never l|ied; he never needed to. She could
never tell himthe truth. He would see it all awmy. He would
hat e her.

And that, she knew surely, she could not bear.

She prayed. Maybe she shoul d not; maybe she only dammed
herself nore blackly. Yet she shut her eyes tight and made of
her whol e self a prayer. For the child that woul d be; for
Aimery; for Ranulf; for Aidan. And for herself. To keep them
all safe; to protect them from one anot her

VI |
38
Al dan stood on the Mount of Odives, Just where Tancred had

stood, a hundred years ago, with his arny of soldiers and saints
and outrageous sinners, under the banner of the first Crusade.



Tancred had wept to see Jerusalem to know that it |lay under

the sway of the infidel. He had won it, he and his brother-
princes: Raynond, Robert, Bohenond, CGodfrey of Lorraine.

The nanes rang in the silence of Aidan's skull, tike the song of
steel on steel

He fumed slowy about. On the sumit where he stood was

the ruined chapel, the shrine where Christ had |l eft the mark of
his foot. Eastward shone the | ake of Sodom beyond the narch

of blue-hazed hills, and the long ridge of Mdab |ike a dragon's
back above the silver ribbon of the Jordan. Westward was the
deep vall ey of Kidron, and the walls of Jerusal em

H s manl uks, for once, were both nute and still. One or
two of them seened cl ose to weeping.

He did not know what he fek. Joy, yes; awe of the high and

holy city; eagerness to enter it, to pay fealty to its king. But
sadness, too, and sonething very like regret. He had no | over

to share this noment with him Joanna was gone. Morgi ana

had not cone to claimhim though over and over on the |ong
road he caught hinmself riding with his chin on his shoul der
starting at every sound or shadow, calling her nane. She never
answered. The air, like his heart, was enpty.

H s gel di ng stanped, and snapped at a fly. He gathered the
reins. He had paid no heed to the pilgrins who fl ocked upon

t he Mount; now they burst upon his consci ousness: a babbl e of
voi ces, a mutter of prayer, a glitter of eyes at the outrage of
Saracens in this nmost Christian of places. He crossed hinself
wi t h conspi cuous devotion, and vaulted into the saddle. The
shocked stares lightened his nood miracul ously. He wheel ed

his gelding on its haunches and sent the whole troop of them

t hunderi ng down the hill.

Jerusal em spread wi de before him He found that he was
singing as he had on that first norning on the road to Aqua
Bel l a; but without that giddy |ightness which should have
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war ned him of disaster. H s victory was won, whatever its
price. He had cone hone.

The cousins and the caravan had gone their own ways even
before Aidan turned off to clinmb the Mount of Oives, prom s-
ing to deliver his baggage to Lady Margaret's house. The

mam uks had not et himsend them away then, and woul d not

now. They crowded about Ai dan, jostled together in the nar-
row streets, bristling like hounds in a strange kennel. He wel -
coned the | abor of keeping themin hand. It kept the city from
overwhel m ng him

Near the crossing of the roads, where they should turn off
toward David' s Tower, they came to a halt. A baron was pass-
ing with retinue enough for a king and cl anmor enough for an
enperor. Aidan's hellions would have pressed on regardl ess,

for their prince's honor; the baron's guardsnen were not in-
clined to indulge them Aidan extricated Timur by the scruff of
hi s neck and haul ed Conrad back by the belt, before they could



begin a war. Timur was frothing with rage. "Did you hear what
he said? Did you hear? Filthy Saracen, he called you. Tou, ny
lord!"

"So he did," said Aidan. "In atroci ous Arabic, too.
"And you'll aUow it?" cried Il khan

Ai dan grinned at him "Wy not? He thinks he's telling the
truth.”

By now they were used to his outrageousness. The Ki pchaks
subsi ded. Conrad stopped cursing and blinked at him The
others settled in to watch the procession, since their |ord
seened mnded to do the same. It did not go on nmuch | onger
although it seened to, as crowded as the street was, and grow
ing nore crowded as the side ways added their streans of peo-
ple to it. Even when the stream began to nmove again, it
advanced sluggishly, with nmany halts and entangl ements.

Ai dan, seeking a clearer path, got down and | ed his horse.

Hs mam uks followed in file, with Arslan last, riding herd on
the twins. The horses were uneasy, unused to the press and the
tumult. Timur's mare squeal ed; Aidan heard the boy's curse,
and a child's sudden, full-throated how .

He flung the reins into Conrad's hands and bol ted back

down the line. It was like swimmng upstreamin a flood. He
thrust through it w thout mercy. He night have bow ed some-
one over; he hoped that it was one of his own.

Timur's mare had gone quite gleefully berserk, spinning
about the center that was her white-faced naster, |ashing out
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wi th her heels. She had caught Il khan's gel ding, who had since
had the sense to stand still, out of her reach, ears flat to his
head- The crowd eddied, with an occasi onal foray past her

Beyond her, flattened against a wall, was the trenbling, wailing
figure of a woman, clinging desperately to the baby, which had
begun to screamin earnest.

The mare had cleared a goodly circle. Aidan wal ked through

it, taking no particular care to elude the restless heels, and set
hand to the bridle. The marc jibbed; her eye rolled; her hee
trenbl ed, paused, settled to the ground. "Wse," Aidan said to
her. "Modst wise." He ran a hand down her streanm ng neck. She
settled slowy. He coaxed her toward the wall, into the illusion
of safety. The crowd began to nove again, tentatively at first,
then nore strongly.

The baby's how s subsided into hiccoughs. It seemed none

Ac worse for its ordeal, a robust, fair-haired Prankish child in
the arns of a nurse who was, all too evidently, indulging in a

bout of hysterics. As it caught sight of Aidan, it stopped how -
ing to stare. Its eyes were wi de and thunder-col ored, dark not

with terror but with rage; though that was giving way to curi -
osity. It wanted to touch the wonderful, terrible aninmal with

the flying heels. Its nurse had all but strangled it, and driven it



wild with her crying and carrying on

A woman thrust past Aidan to snatch the baby out of

die nurse's arms. Her eyes were the sane thunderous bl ue

as the child's; her face had the same furious scow. She shifted
t he baby to her hip and struck the nurse backhanded across the
face.

It was brutal, but it was effective. The woman's bl ubbering
stopped abruptly. The newcomrer, having dealt wth her
turned her glare on Aidan. "Can't you ever do anything qui-
etly?"

He opened his nmouth, closed it. It was never the greeting he
woul d have expected. If he had expected one at all

Joanna set her fist on her hip. The baby on the other hip had

to be Aimery. It hurt to see him to know what he neant. And

yet it was sweet to bear even his nother's tenper, to see her, to
know t hat she was here, and whole, and utterly herself. "If that
one"—her chin stabbed toward Arslan, who | ooked both

brui sed and cowed—had not manhandled nme into a corner, |

could have stopped this silly nit's hysterics, got the baby out of
t he way, and saved you no end of explanation. Now. Arc you
prepared to expl ai n?"
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Ai dan drew hinmsel f up. "Madam | regret that ny servant

failed so signally to control his horse, and thereby caused you
grief. If you require further satisfacti on—=

"You mght," snapped Joanna, "explain why it took you so
dammably long to cone back."

H's teeth clicked together. He had forgotten how utterly,
maddeni ngly unreasonabl e she could be. "Wy in God' s nane
should | have to—=

"The king has been waiting for you. They found a husband

for Sybilla; she likes him and he's not displeased with her, or
with what comes with her: the counties of Jaffa and Ascal on,

and maybe the throne of Jerusal em Bal dwi n was hopi ng that

you could be here for the weddi ng. He was di sappoi nted when

you weren't. Do you realize it's past Martinmas? What kept

you so | ong?"

"Assassi ns. "

That silenced her. She went red, and then white. Wen she
spoke agai n, she spoke much nore softly. "You won. W heard.
Great - grandnot her sent a message. "

"You' ve been living with your nother?"

Her eyes dropped. "No.
"What el se could | do?"

They canme up, suddenly fierce.

Ai dan coul d not answer. Dared not. He had expected to
grieve that he had | ost her. He had not expected to hate Ranulf



for wi nning her back.

She saw. God hel p her. The color drained from her cheeks.
She stood as still as a bird before a snake; she said nothing at
all.

Ai mery, neglected, began to fret. The nurse reached for him
Joanna clutched himto her

Ai dan al nost cried aloud. She was afraid of him That was
why she had babbl ed so; that was why she held so tightly to her
son, shielding with himthe Iife that swelled in her wonb.

AYou never knew me at all," he said.
She gasped.
"I'f you can think that |I would touch a child ..." He

choked on it. Suddenly he could not bear it, not for one no-
ment nore. He spun away from her

H s manm uks had nmade thensel ves a wall agai nst the throng-
ing city. She caught himas he reached them Aintry stared,
bi g- eyed, from her hip.

Her hand was white-knuckled on his arm She eyed it as if it
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did not belong to her; opened it, let himgo. "I . . ." Her
voi ce was a croak. "Don't go."

"Why? So that you can flay me further? So that | can | eam
in detail, exactly how you have taught yourself to despise ne?"

"Why should |I bother? You know it all already."

"I can hardly help it, with you shouting it in ny face."
She flung up her head. "I never said a word!"

"You thought it."

"l did not."

"You did."

She hit him

There was a long, stunned silence. He did not even think to
hit her back. He raised his hand, slowy, to his stinging cheek

She burst out |aughing. "You | ook— she gasped. "You | ook
—so—pol eaxcd! "

He could not nmove for outrage. He could barely speak. "If
you are quite done, ny lady," he said, "may | have your |eave
to go?"

"No." Her laughter was gone- "WII| you—pl ease—€one



with me, to sonewhere | ess public? And start agai n?"

He tensed to resist, but her eyes held him He inclined his
head the nerest fraction of a degree.

There was a church a little distance down the street, small

and dimand forgotten by the crowds of pilgrins, with a star-
tling bit of garden, and a trickle of fountain. The water was
cool and sweet. Aidan drank a deep draught and | aved his face.

Joanna sat on a bit of fallen colum. The others had not

followed them so far. Even the nurse was occupi ed w thout,

, giving suck to Ainery and telling her troubles shrilly ro Aidan's
\ mam uks. It was a fitting punishnment, he reckoned, for the
troubl e they had caused.

Joanna spoke abruptly, rapidly, without prelimnary. "I had
to do it. For Ainmery. For the one who will be horn. | don't
; expect you to understand, or to forgive. |I only ask, if there's

; any nercy in you, that you let us be."

; He | aughed then, but in pain. "lIs that what youve been

; telling yourself, to make it easier to bear? That after all you've
known of me, I'ma nmere and soull ess nonster? That | could

ever harm anyt hing that you | ove?"

"You can't be that perfect a knight."

"Why not ?"
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"Because," she said, "if you are, |1'mgoing to break down
and how ."

He rose and stal ked the length of the garden and back. He
stood over her; he knotted his fists behind his back, to keep
fromshaking her. "No. I'mnot perfect. 1'd like to throttle
your husband. 1'd like to thrash you until you how for mercy.
But I won't," he said. "I won't stoop to it."

"You hate me," she said.

"Don't | wish | coul d?" He dropped beside the fountain
again, laid his head in his hands. "Joanna, give it up. You won't
make anyt hing sinpler by quarreling.”

He felt her battle to keep fromtouching him to stand so

cl ose, and come no closer, nor take refuge in flight. Her voice
cane |l ow and hard. "No. It doesn't work, does it? It will never
wor k. "

"I't never did. W pretended—sonetines, well enough to
decei ve oursel ves."

Her hand brushed his hair, light as a breath. He sat still. She
backed out of his reach, arns cl asped about herself, shivering.
"I thought | could do it. Wen | saw you in the street, and
that she-denmon of Timur's started raising her particular kind of
devilment, and Ainery was in the mddle of it, and there was

no escaping it, or you. Confront you. Catch you off guard.
Drive you away. Put an end to it." Her face twisted. "As if it



could ever be that easy. Someone will guess. Soneone will be
able to count."

"I was nigh a year in the wonb."

She opened her nouth, closed it. "That's not possible."
"I'"'mnot human."”

"Then—=

"Then. "

He coul d forgive her the sudden, incredul ous joy. She had

been so terribly afraid, |ocked in her net of deception, know ng
it necessary, hating it; and not even the certainty that it wou\d
cone to anything. She might still have to explain a black-haired
child; it would be of his kind. But humans—and Ranul f nost

of all—aould count to nine and be, perforce, content.

"I can help you," he said. "If you will let nme."

"Do | dare?"

"You don't dare not to. Wtch-children are different. They
need the touch of power to guide them |est they guide them
sel ves. "
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She searched his face, as if she could see through to the m nd
behind it. "You want this baby, too."

"I won't take it away fromyou."

Her eyes filled. She rubbed them angrily. "You are so dam
nably noble."

"I"'mnot. |I'mdevious. | can cast a glanour, if you need one.
| can reinin the little one's magic. | can hel p you where no one
el se can. | can be everything that a proper royal uncle should

be. Al to have ny share in the only child I"'mlikely to get in
this age of the world."

"How do you know t hat ?"
"I feel it in my bones."

She nade an indelicate noise. "W'll see what you feel when
you | ay eyes on anot her woman."

He stiffened as if she had struck him

It was only the fraction of an instant, but she was a woman,
and she had a share of his magic. She | ooked at himand knew.
"Tfou have. Haven't you?"

He saw the utter absurdity of it. They could not be lovers
agai n. She had her husband, her son, her whole world. He had
one night, little nore than a whore's bargain. And he could



not say a word.

She | eaped into his silence. "Wio is she? Couldn't you even
wait for—-how coul d you—who is she?"

"Mor gi ana. "

That stopped her cold. She could not have expected the
truth, even fromhim Not so soon. "Mrgi ana?"

"The Assassin."

She | aughed. "You're joking."

"No. "
"How in the world . . ." She trailed off. "She's like you
She's ... like ... you."

"Yes."

"CGod," said Joanna. "That hurts." She pressed her hand to
her side, below the heart. "That hurts like fire."

"It does, doesn't it?"

She did not flinch. She even tried to | augh. "No wonder
you' ve been so mmgnani nous."

"I mght have managed that by mysel f."

"You know what | nean," she said. And, after a little: "It's
true, then. Wat people are saying. She turned on her master
She did it for you, didn't she?"

"She said not."
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Joanna shook her head. "OF course she woul d. She'd have

her pride. 1'd have said the sanme; and done the sant.”Again,
she paused. "lIs she as beautiful as they say?"

"More."

Joanna smiled painfully: alnmost a grinmace. "I never saw her

She was jeal ous, wasn't she? O she'd never have m ssed.”
"One woul d think you knew her."
"I know nysel f."

"It doesn't change anything," he said.
"No. No, it doesn't, does it? WIIl you marry her?"
"I left her."

Joanna's teeth clicked together. "You did what?"



"She is a devout Muslim She |oathes everything I srand
for."

"]l doubt that," Joanna sai d.

"I can't forgive her for what she did to Gereint and Thi baut.
And to you."

"There is that," she said. "If you'd done the killing, it m ght
have been easier. Wmnen learn to live with such things."

He | ooked narrowy at her. She did not seemto be nocking

him Certainly she had no | ove for the Assassin; and her heart
still stung, that he could have turned to anyone el se, so soon
bef ore he could have known that she was | eaving him

He wondered how Muslims did it. Mrgiana, who was one,

was as fiercely jealous as any creature he had ever heard of.
Joanna was | ess nurderous, but she was not inclined to share
hi m

Maybe the nmen did not know, and took care not to ask

Keepi ng their wonen in harens would be useful for that; and
rai sing themto be subnissive

What woul d Sayyida do if Minoun took another w fe?

Questions, again. Maybe he shoul d become a Hospitaller
and forswear wonen altoget her

He had said ir aloud. Joanna | eaped to protest. "Don't do
that! You know how you are about your given word."

He shivered. She had too nuch sense; she knew himtoo
welt. To bind hinself to monk's vows, for as long as he had to
live—he could not do it. He could hardly endure to think of it.

She touched himagain, but differently, as a sister woul d:

cl aspi ng his shoul der, shaking himlightly. He knew what it
cost her. "It won't stay as hard as this. W won't let it."

"Bot h of us?"
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"Al'l of us," she said. "CGod, too. I've given H ma talking-
to."

"It's tine that soneone did."

For a nonent she wavered. She | ooked ready to cry. "Oh,
God! | wish we didn't have to lie."

"We could tell the truth and take what cones."
She fol ded her arns about her middle. "No. | won't chance

it. What | would pay—+ don't care. But not ny baby. Cod
witness it: not mny baby."



He bent his head. He could not judge it a sin, either, to
protect his own child. But—

"We're going to have to be seen together," he said. "Oten, if
I*mto do the little one any good. Well never be able to tell the
truth; we'll never dare to hint at it. Well have to pretend,
perfectly, that we are no nore to one another than kin and,
betimes, friends. Have you stopped to think how hard that will
be?"

"Constantly," she said. She drew a deep breath, as if to

gat her her forces, and clasped himin an enbrace as chaste as it

' was defiant. "You see? It's possible. Gve us tine, and it will be
"\ easy."

He slipped out of her arns before either of them could
\ break, and made hinself smle. "Possible," he said,
, . . . Cod grant it."

yes. Easy

"He doesn't have a choice," Joanna sai d.
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Joanna did not want an escort to her husband's house, but she
had one, and a nount into the bargain: Aidan's own grey gel d-
ing. It was revenge, of a sort, for the choices which she had
forced upon them both- It was the sign of how they nmeant to
go on.

Ai dan left her standing in the gate, the hand which he had

kissed in farewel |l clenched at her side, and Aimery raising a new
wai |l . He wanted the horses back again, and the men with their
scarict coats, and the jangle and clatter of their passage
through the city. He was his nother's son, that onc-

Fbr all that it had done to Aidan's peace of mind, the diver-
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aon had cost hima scarce hour. It was still sonewhat short of
noon. He was hardly farther fromhis destination than when he
began, and by rather less difficult a way. It could al nost have
been good fortune which sent Joanna in flight from her noth-
er's house at the news of his return, and cast her full in his
pat h.

Al nost .

He turned his face away fromthe gate and the worman in it,
toward the Tower of David.

The High Court of the Kingdom of Jerusal em had barely

begun to disperse after the princess® weddi ng. The barons
lingered still, pondering new intrigues now that there was a
new lord in the realm watching their king narrowy for signs

of either enmty or excessive amry toward his sister's husband.
There was little enough to see, as yet: the wedded couple were
gone to their new denesne of Jaffa and Ascal on, and Bal dwi n

kept his place in Jerusalem ruling his real min what quiet the
court woul d all ow.



Ai dan gave them sonething newto talk of: riding in at the

head of his troop of Saracens, in his Saracen robe, with his
Saracen sword, naking truth of all the tales and runors that

had run before him Even as a lad cane to take his horse, the

ri de broke upon him H's manml uks bristled; he called themto
heel, meeting the flurry of questions with a grin and a flourish.
"Come now, won't you let me pass the door before | sing for

my supper?"

"Pass it, then," soneone cried, "and be swift, before we die
of curiosity!"

He | aughed and strode forward. A way opened for him his
hellions fell into step behind him He would not, for dignity,
gl ance back, but he knew how t hey swaggered, hands on hilts,
heads hel d hi gh under their turbans.

The hall was splendid with the new hangi ngs whi ch had

graced Sybilta's wedding, thronged with the great ones of the

ki ngdom They paused for his coming. The nmurmur of voices

qui eted. The thud of his feet was distinct, and the clink of his
mam uksl finery, and the breath that ran with them drawn

| ong and sl ow.

The High Court had seen such a spectacle before, in enbas-
sies fromthe infidel. But never with one of their own at its
head. Ai dan was that, visibly enough. H's robe was Saracen
but he wore it as a Prankish cottc, with the air of one who
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deigns to set a fashion. His hair was cut in the western manner
but he had kept his beard. He wore no turban, but a cap that
coul d have been of either west or east.

He knew how he | ooked. He nade the nost of it as he

crossed the field of many battles that was the Hi gh Court.

They were all here, all who mattered in the kingdom not only
Bal dwi n' s vassals but the great |ords of Anrioch and Tripoli,
and enbassies fromboth east and west, and the papal |egate
with his train, and a gathering of knights fromover the sea: a
portion of those who had sailed with the new count of Jaffa

sod Ascal on.

- He took little notice of them beyond the nost essenti al
courtesies. Lady Margaret was there, with her daughter's hus-
band for escort. Ranulf greeted Aidan w th honest pleasure.
There was | ess pain in the sight of himthan A dan had ex-
fiected, and after all, no hate. He was a good enough man, no
great marvel of intellect, but wi se enough in his way. He knew
Ahat his wife was worth; he loved her. He had the took of a
Ittppyman.

N Margaret, beside him was no nore beautiful than A dan

| | eni enbered, and no | ess. Perhaps he could see a little nore
yearly through her serenity to the woman within. He had seen
| (i e Lady Khadijah: he knew what she endeavored to be. Wuld
'fee, he was certain. She was of that quality.



She was glad to see him That warnmed him Wen he woul d
fiave bowed to her, she turned it into an enbrace and the kiss
NS close kin. "Wl cone," she said. "Wl cone hone."

He brushed a tear from her cheek. "As glad as that, ny
sf ady?"

..> She sml|ed and shook her head. "You were a part of us before
"'we ever saw you. How could | not be glad to see you safe and
Jrfiole?"

" "And | look like him"

"And you look like him" she said. "And | find that | can
forgive you. How many nen will endure in living nmenmory, for
as long as Gereint will?"

Ai dan coul d not answer her

She gathered herself, firmy, and regarded himw th a clear
cold eye. "Tell me," she said.

He told her all of it, except what was not wholly his to tell

Joanna; chat last night with Mrgiana. That he had had a bar-
gain with the ifritah, he did not conceal- He did not judge it
proper, in this place, to explain how he had paid it. Nor did

376 Judith Tarr

Margaret judge it proper to ask. Perhaps she guessed. Perhaps
she reckoned that renorse, and atonenent for nurder, and
escape from sl avery, had been enough

When he was finished, there was a long sigh. The great circle
of courtiers drew back, as if he had not known very well that
they were listening, and pretended interest in one another

Margaret was silent for a long while. As she pondered, she
paced slowy. Aidan and his mam uks foll owed. Ranul fdid not.

Her pacing led themw th apparent ainl essness, yet it ended

where surely she must have neant: in a broad bay behind a pair

of pillars, where they could converse in privacy. "You did well, k"
she said at last. She said it slowy, with her eyes on her clasped
hands, where the nng of her betrothal to Geroint glittered still.
"You did nost well. Not to kill Sinan, after all; to demand a
price which would win his respect but not, beyond reasonable
nmeasure, his enmty. And that his slave is free—+ amglad for

her. Such servitude can never have been |ess than cruel."

It was |like Margaret, to forgive even the one who had
wi el ded the dagger. "She is free now, " Aidan said, "but no
danger to you or yours."

"I never feared that she would be." Margaret |ooked up
"What will you do now?"

"Keep the last of ny promses,"” Aidan said. "Ofer the king
nmy fealty."

"I had thought that you mght be weary of us all, and eager



to return to your own country."
"Not quite yet," said Aidan

She smled faintly. "And | have insulted your fortitude by
inmplying it. Please, pardon ne."

"There's nothing to pardon."” Aidan forgot for a nonent

where he was, started to prow, stopped. Margaret's amnuse-
ment won fromhimthe flicker of a smle. "I've been too |ong
in desert places. |'ve forgotten how to be a prince."

"You can never be other than what you are.”

He stilled. She was calm nmeaning no nore than she said,
and no | ess.

"The Hospital speaks for you," she said after a pause.
"Do they?" He did not know why he shoul d be surprised.

Maybe she did. She was anused. "They know the difference
between a fortune hunter and an honest sol dier of CGod."

"Ah, but am| God's? Mcthinks |'d be the devil's mnion."

"I would hardly call you a saint- But a devil, no. You are too
wretchedly poor a liar."

ALAMUT 377
"Have | lied to you?"

"Never- Nor conceal ed yourself well fromany bur the blind
and the foolish. There is no doubt that you are what you are.
Jerusal em can endure it, |I think. It needs you badly."

"For nmy sword-arn? O for that else | can bring?"

"There is a parable of |anps and bushels. Though your |anp
may be too rare a splendor for common eyes to see."

tt! do tenpt fate, don't |?"

"I call it dicing with death. Since you are not his by right,
you ganbl e. Wuld you have offered yourself in Gereint's
pl ace, if you coul d?"

H s heart was cold, but he smled. "Yes. | would."

"So," she said, "would I." She lifted her chin. "W nmaster it
:ss we may. | shall not marry again, | think. A woman tw ce
Wdowed is all owed somewhat of the freedom of a man. The
\Jpower that goes with it, | have the wherewithal to claim"”

N His glance took in the court beyond the bay, the eddy and
spviri of great powers about no certain center. "You'll be sought
rafter,” he said. "You're still young; you have both wealth and
"M ds."



A, "And | could still bear an heir or three." There was steel in
“her voice. "No, ny lord. | amdone with the burdens of ny

At 9cx. CGod be thanked, | need not bear those of yours; except as
H deem t hem necessary."

|| ? Al dan bowed | ow, conceding the stroke. He knew what he

'"Blas doing; as did she. She regarded himw th pleasure which
"Newas not entirely devoid of desire. He smiled back. "Your grand-
A mot her woul d approve of you," he said.

-1- Margaret |aughed. It was a startlingly beautiful sound. "I
Arther that she approved of you."

N "I nsofar as she could, of anything both young and nale."

A. And so indiscreet as to get Joanna with child.

A Margaret did not know of that. He kept his smile and his air

,» of lightness as she said, "You are an ally worth having. I, in
A return, can aid you in quelling the whispers against you."

'? "Bargains, madan?"

| "Bargains." She matched his wy face. "Let us say that |

"o, prefer to settle now all that should be between us hereafter. |
» consider us to be kin. | know that you intend to be a power in

N this realm | believe that we can profit one another."

"I would rather regard it as friendship."

"The folk of Islam" she said, "nmust have found you refresh-
C g
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"Shocking, nore like," he said. He offered his hand.
"Fri endshi p?"

She took it. Her clasp was firm "Friendship," she said,

The barons, deprived of a spectacle, had | ong since returned
to their own concerns. Aidan's return roused barely a ripple. It
was the delicacy of courts; and the fickleness of courtiers.

The king canme in quietly while Aidan exchanged courtesies
with a baron fromTripoli, and sat wi thout fanfare. For a |ong
whil e no one noticed him

Ai dan knew hi mthe noment he passed the door. The sick-

ness was stronger in him but he had grown as if to fit it. He
was an image of a king, though a king without a face, veiled in
the kaffiyah. His eyes were all but hidden in it, yet they fol-
| owed Aidan, bridling inmpatience, glinting as they reckoned

the nood of the court.

Ai dan net them across the hall. The gl adness in themwas al
the nore splendid for that it did not dimnish itself with
wor ds.

Atilt of Aidan's head brought his mam uks to order behind
him They were goggl e-eyed at all the brazen, veillcss wonen.
The king at | east distracted them a |leper, and a king, and no
one shrank from himor thought the |l ess of himfor what God



had inflicted upon him

Ai dan took the straight path to the king. In front of the

t hrone, he halted. The court had stilled anew. The king waited
in thrumng silence. As Aidan bowed, his Saracens went

down, offering their own reverence to this one whomtheir
master woul d call master

The king rose. Aidan straightened. Bal dwin had grown in-
deed: they were al nost eye to eye. The king neither asked nor
of fered, except with his eyes.

Ai dan ki ssed the Jewel ed gl ove. The hand wi thin, the good

hand, was thinner even than it had been, the fingers drawn
into claws with the sickness; but it was steady. The voice was
soft, neither deep nor light, sinply itself. "My lord. Well net
again."

"Wil met indeed, sire," Aidan said. "l've come to serve you,
if you will have ne."

"Have you?" Baldwi n's voice went up an octave. "You do
wish it, then?"

"Wth all ny heart."
The king's eyes shone. They | eaped past Aidan to the row of
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rusws and turbans, and began to dance. "Wuld this be your
kni ght's fee?"

"I'f your majesty will accept it."
"Does it agree to be paid?"
"I't will hear of nothing else."

It nost certainly would not, fromthe flash of eyes under the
turbans. Aidan's hellions had judged this king, and found him
worthy of their notice.

Bal dwi n sat, not weary, not quite, but careful of his

Strength. There was a smle in him a glint of w ckedness. "This
, U scandal ous."

- "lsn't it?"

Bal dwi n | aughed. "It's been dull w thout you, ny lord."
"Arather lively tedium | should think," Aidan said, with a
s glance at the court.

4- "Lively," said Baldwi n, "but never outrageous."

"Ah. A definite lack. | do like to know I'museful."
AN "Always, ny lord." The king was grinning, A dan suspected.
Il He was transparently delighted. "I'mglad you cane today.

J: Therc's nothing interesting happening, now that my sister is
"\W\dded and bedded. Shall we turn dinner into a cel ebration of
Ajfour victory?"

AN "My lord is generous,” Aidan said.
N "You really do nean it, then. You'll enter service in Jerusa-



AMem ™

,"* "Wth you, nmy lord, and no other."
A Bal dwi n was king; he did not protest his unworthincss. But
4 fac was glad, and proud, and a little afraid, as one is when one

K docs sonething irrevocabl e.

> Aidan knew. It was the sane with him He knelt suddenly,

|"and held up his hands palmto palm offering his homage.

I, Baldwi n | ooked at them Ai dan gave hi m gl adness, and

|r pride, the free surrender of a vassal to his chosen lord. "You are
ANy king," Aidan said, "ny lord and ny liege. | serve you of ny

i. own will. I grant you the reverence of liege nman to liege lord."

d "That is high honor," Baldwin said, "and a royal gift." H's

N gl oved hands settled lightly over Aidan's bare ones; he drew

|- breath to begin the oath of fealty -

Ai dan was aware of little beyond the king; but his senses kept

* a watch of their own. He knew that the hall had stilled in a
long ripple fromthe center to the walls. The last of his collo-
quy with the king had fallen in silence.

As Bal dwi n's hands came together over Aidan's, the quality
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of the silence changed. Sonething had conme into it; some-
t hi ng unwonted. As the king noved to speak, a clear cold voice
forestalled him

40

"Lord king, if you would take yon knight into your service, wll
you take al so his debts?"

The echoes ran up to the roof and faded. No one said a
wor d.

Ai dan knelt immobile. H's heart had done an appal ling
thing: it had | eaped up and begun to sing.

He marked her passage in nmurmurs, and in the gl eam of the
king's eyes. In a noment he woul d break, and turn, even know
i ng what he would see. No escort at all, no mark of station
only the lone slender figure bomout of air, swathed in veils
and speaking, defiantly, in the |l angue d' ool. Her accent was
enchant i ng.

Morgi ana halted cl ose behind him Her presence throbbed

i ke pain; her shape was drawn in fire on his skin. To human
eyes she was a human wonan, a Saracen of rank in gold and
sil k, wapped and shrouded in veils.

She bowed to the king: a swelling nurnur, as she went

down anong the nmam uks and showed themall both her grace
and her foreignness. The murrmur foll owed her back to her
feet, but died as she spoke. "My lord of Jerusalem this man
will tell you that he cones unencunbered, freed of all debts
and prom ses. | submt that he does not."



Ai dan's hands dropped fromthe king's clasp. He turned, but
slow y.

Her veils were green. They envel oped all of her but one
whi t e hand.

"Did you plot this fromthe begi nning?" he asked her

She took no notice of him "He owes ne a debt, |ord king,

whi ch he may do well to discharge before you accept his fe-
alty.”

"I paidit," Aidan said, "in every particular." Dam you, he
cursed her where only she could hear. Damm you for doing this to

ne.
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He mi ght not have been there at all. She sank to her knees
and bcsecched the king. "Lord, will you hear ne?"

Bal dwi n gl anced at Ai dan. Ai dan kept his eyes on Mrgiana.
"I will hear you," the king said.

She bent her head. "You are gracious, lord, to one who was a
slave. | amcalled Mrgiana; | served the masters of Al anut,
and after themthe | ord of Masyaf."

The court had been diverted by her presence. Now it was
fiercely intent. Aidan tensed. Not, God help him for hinself.
Coul d even Morgi ana escape, if the H gh Court rose up

agai nst her?

She was not aware of themat all. "I was the Slave of

Al anut," she said. "Now | amfree, and in part | owe it to this
kni ght. We struck a bargain. | brought himbefore ny master

and protected him and won for himall that he sought, and ny
freedomwith it."

"And the prince?" the king asked. "Dare | ask what he gave
in return?”

"No, " A dan said.
"Yes," said Mrgiana, "lord king. | ambut an ignorant Sara-

cen, yet | know sonewhat of your knights. Their honor; their
loyalty; their prowess in the field. Their nastery of the arts of
| ove."

Ai dan's cheeks flamed. God be thanked that he had kept his
beard; it hid the worst of it.

She could see. He felt her nockery.

"I thought," she said, "that | would find nyself a knight, for
surely he would honor ne, and serve ne in all humlity. And
ol Allah sent me not any knight, but a flower of chivalry, a
truebom prince, a nmoon anong the stars of his firmanment.



laid ny nets for him | confess it. | took himcaptive, not in
master's nane, but in ny own."

"Yet serving your nmaster, surely,” Baldw n said.

It was a little uncanny to be caught between them veiled
ifritah and veiled king, voices wthout faces, masks about the
glitter of eyes. Morgiana answered strongly, with a toss other
shrouded head. "By then | had no nmaster, except in nane.

What | had done for the one who held my oath, | now re-

pented. But ny kni ght woul d not believe ne, nor forgive ne,

on nmny sinmple word. | undertook to prove it to him | offered
to give himhis vengeance on nmy master, but for a price."

"Was that honorable, to ask for paynent?"
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"It was necessary," she said. "I loved him you sec. | had
| oved himsince first | saw him He would not permit hinself
to love ne. | saw that he never would, unless | bound himto

it."

"Therefore you bargai ned," said the king.

"Therefore | bargai ned. He would have his revenge. | would
have him"
"Until | satisfied you," said Aidan. "No |onger."

"And no shorter," she said.
No one | aughed, or even sniled. No one dared.

"I gave you what | had to give," Aidan said. "I took the
freedom whi ch I had won. There is no debt ow ng."

"You never asked if that were so."

He swal | owed, dry-throated. Hi s voice came hard and harsh
"I had reason to believe that it was."

She shook her head. "You never listened, did you? O
thought. O did anything but run, and pray that | woul d not
fol low "

"Are you calling me a coward?"

"No," she said. Sinply, as she always did. She had no artifice
at all. "I call you thoughtless. Cbstinate. Cruel, perhaps. A
man can be cruel, when his selfishness is threatened."

He drew a deep, steadying breath, and nade hinsel f speak
calmy. "My lady, part of our bargain was ny freedom From
you, as fromyour master. Have you forgotten?"

"Cruel," she said, as if to herself.

"Are you any less? To come to nme now, to shanme ne before
the chivalry of Qutremer—are you content? WIIl you let ne

ny



go?"

She swayed a little under the force of his tenper. She said, "I
am not content."”

He flung up his hands. "Then what will satisfy you?"
"You."
H s hands cl enched into fists.

He was not di smayed. He was not angry—ot any nore

than he should be, in such a tinme and such a place as she had
chosen to call himto account. VWhat was welling up in himwas
shockingly close to joy. The hawk, netted at |ast, found hinself
I onging for the Jesses.

But he was a wild thing still. He would not submt, even to
Mor gi ana. "You have had nme," he said, and no matter what
their avid audi ence nade of chat. "Did | fail to please you?"
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**You pl eased ne," she said. "Too well. Did you truly believe
that fire could quench fire?"

**| was a greater fool than that. | thought that a wonman
could be satisfied."

She | aughed, light and piercingly sweet. "Ch, my lord! You
arc growi ng w se."

H s tenper snapped. He sprang. He nmeant to rend her veil,

to do to her precious nodesty what she had done to his pride,
but his hand woul d not obey him The silk was cool; her eyes
were burning. Veil and headdress slipped free and fell. He
heard the |l ong sigh as her hair tunbled down; and, behind

him the catch of the king's breath. Aidan was not breathing at
Aall. H's only thought was a dimsurprise. She was eerily, im
A probably beauti ful

'l Hs hand knew where it belonged: fitted to the curve other
"''* check. He stared at it, wlled it to fall. "W don't even believe
in the same God," he said.

"There is no god but God." Soft, pure, and absol ute.

He sucked in a breath, filling his enptied lungs. "There is
bl ood between us."

"Does not your faith preach forgiveness of one's enem es?"

She tossed her hair out of her face, and turned the fire of her
eyes on Baldwin. "Lord, you are king here. | bid you judge.

, This man promi sed hinmself to ne. He fulfilled only the barest
begi nning of that prom se. Shall he then go free? Miust | sur-
"render nmy claimto hin®"

Ai dan wheeled to face the king. "Miust | surrender ny free-
dom agai n? Must | pay a price which | have | ong since paid?"



The king | ooked fromone to the other. Wthout even know
ing it, Aidan had stopped shoul der to shoul der with Morgiana,
as if they were together in this battle, and not bitterly opposed.

Bal dwi n' s gl ance acknowl edged the irony. After a noment

he said, "A bargain is a weighty thing; the nmore so when the
principals cannot agree on its conpletion. Tell ne honestly,
nmy |lady. Do you desire this man? WIl you do anything to win
hi nP"

"Wthin the bonds of faith and reason,"” she said, "yes.

The ki ng nodded slightly. "And you, ny lord. Does this
worman revolt you? Do you despi se her?"

"No." Aidan bit off the word.

"Then your objections are entirely religious?"

"No. "

Bal dwin waited. Wuld wait, it was clear, until Aidan spoke
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agai n. Ai dan gave hi mwhat he wanted. "Do you think | have
no pride?"

"Quite the opposite,” said the king. He was enjoying him
self, Aidan could see. Damm the boy. Had he and the Assassin
plotted it between then?

Al dan reined hinself in. He needed his wits about him

nore, maybe, than he ever had in his life. "I have ny pride,"
he said, "and, yes, ny faith. And ny certainty that | owe this
| ady not hing, except ny forgiveness. | give it. |I absolve her of

all that she has done to me and m ne."

"And what you have done to me?" she asked. "WII you
absol ve yourself of that, too?"

"Do | need to be forgiven for |oving you?"
"No," she said. "Only for |eaving ne."
"You m ght also," said Baldw n, "consider the sin."

Morgi ana's stare was bl ank. Aidan could not nake hinsel f

do as the king bade, although he knew well enough why Bal d-
win didit. The Church was |istening, and its own judgnent
was never in doubt. Aidan should have been nore sangui ne

than he was. A proper confession, a fitting penance, and he
could be free. He had only to call on the prelates who were
there. They woul d even exorcise the demon for him if he gave
them | eave.

Bal dwi n was a devout Christian, but he was al so king, and he
was young. How young, Aidan tended to forget. This that he
must judge was nothing that he could know for hinself, or



with his sickness would ever know. It set himapart; it gave him
di stance, such as even a priest could not truly understand. A
priest was a nman beneath his tonsure, and bound by vows to

one path and no ot her.

"Is it a sin,” Mrgiana asked, "to enbrace one's husband?"

Her bl ankness had not been shock. It was the pause before
the kill.

Bal dwi n sat bolt upright. "He married you?"
"No!" cried Aidan.

"No," Morgiana said. "Not strictly in law. But the deed is
enough, if one can prove the intent."

"I intended nothing but the execution of our bargain.”

"Exactly," she said-
Bal dwi n propped his chin on his hand. "It would," he
nmused, "be remarkably ridy."

Ai dan hardly heard him "lIs that what you want?" he de-
manded of Mbrgiana. "To nmany nme?**
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She bl ushed not at all. She did not even | ower her eyes.
*Tfcs," she said.

"That was what you bargai ned for?"

She nodded.

He | aughed. It was half a how. "You never told ne."
**You didn't listen."

"Where are the go-betweens? Where is the dowy, the |and,
the prom se of alliance? What can you offer ne, my |ady?"

"Mysel f."

He had heard a song once; or maybe it was he who had
nude it. Her eyes were her dowy. Her eyes, and the wtchery
behi nd t hem

i She took his hands. Her fingers were thin and cold and
Ainhumanly strong. "Is it knightly, ny lord, to spuma |ady?"
I And he had been thinking that she had no artifice. She was
|'as devi ous as any woman born

| The king spoke in their silence. "Answer ne this, ny |lord.
| Tell me truly. Wuld you find it unbearable, to take this |ady as
| your wife?"

A Al dan's mouth opened. No words came. He closed it. Hi s

i hands were still in hers, the fingers woven al nost beyond un-
|[tangling. H's mnd beat against its walls, yearning for her. Al
Ithat stood between was a small, cold core of resistance. O fear

| What humans called | ove was a feeble thing; a word, a gesture,
|could end it. This was stronger by far. And if he took it, he
"could never let it go.



"You don't take it," Morgiana said, reading himas she al ways

| did, with perfect clarity. "It takes you. Look about you. Is that
"free air? O don't you recogni ze the dragon's maw?"

\ "I don't," he said, struggling. "I don't hate you. | don't—

want —How can | many you?"

"Easily," she said. "You say the words. You nmean them™
"But which words?"

"Qurs," said the king. And as they spun to face him "I am
t he Defender of the Holy Scpul cher. | have nmy own vows, and
my own obligations. You ask nme to judge you, lady. So | do.
grant the nerit of your petition. | acknow edge that there is a

debt, and that it has yet to be discharged. Are you willing to
give up your faith for it?"

"No!" Aidan said it before she could nove. "That's not part

of any bargain, for her or for me. | amthe stake in this game. |
say that | will yield—+f ny lady will wed ne by the Christian
rite.”
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H s heart was hamering. The dragon's maw, was this? It

was sheer, stark terror. And nmad joy. And Morgi ana, hand-

| ocked with him astonished that he shoul d have defended her
faith. As if he did not know what it was to her. As if he could
not care if he destroyed her

She searched his face and his mind, fiercely, not daring even
yet to trust him "You |love nme as nmuch as that?"

"Yes," he said.

Her joy was al nost nore than he could bear. "I will nmarry

you," she said. "I will say the Christian words." They were only
words. It was the spirit that nattered.

He heard the whole of it. Hi s heart was singing; all its walls
were fallen. She was in his mind, filling its enpty pl aces, heal -
ing its scars. Yet she was no sweet, placid presence. She woul d
defy himnore often than she yielded to him she would match
himtenmper for tenper. And when the war canme at |ast, when

jihad met Crusade, and God chose between them—

"Then God will choose,"” she said, "as He has witten, and
we will do as we must."

"So says the infidel."
"Only a Frank woul d make a nock of fate."

They gl ared at one another. "1'Il serve nmy king in spite of
you," he said.

"Way woul d | object? He's worthy of it."

"Ah, but am|?"



"You," she said with a lift other chin, "are the best knight in
the world."

The best knight in the world | ooked at the fairest lady in the
wor |l d, and considered the wi sdomof a reply. The court waited

breathl essly for himto choose. The |lady dared himto contra-

dict her, or to agree with her.

A kni ght knew when to speak. He al so knew when to be
silent. Aidan bowed | ow and offered her a snile

She considered it with care. She weighed it, neasured it,
assayed it. She riltcd a brow

He broadened the smile by a little.
The ot her brow went up

Merchants all, these easterners. He would have to watch her
when it came to the marriage vows, that she did not try to
haggle with the priest.

She sparked at that. He caught her before she could burst
i nto speech, and ki ssed her soundly.
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pranki sh directness, he reflected, could be useful in tamng
Sar acens.

She | aughed. Cruel, she; no nercy in her for his poor bat-
tered pride. But he forgave her. He was, after all, the best
kni ght in the world.

AUTHOR S NOTE

The events of Alanut are fairly equally divided between history
and fantasy. Prince Aidan and his Assassin are, of course, imagi-
nary, as is the kingdom of Rhiyana; |ikew se the House of

| brahimand its dependents, and the fanily of the swordsmith

i n Damascus. The rest of the dramatis personae, however, are
quite solidly historical, including the emr Usanah ibn

Mungi dh and his son Murhaf. The tales which Usamah tells

are authentic, taken fromhis nmenoirs; these are available in
English, in An Arab-Syrian Gentleman and V*vnor in the Period
of the Crusades, tr. P. K Hitti (New York, 1929). Likew se the
tale told by King Baldwin's tutor. Archdeacon (later Arch-

bi shop) WIIliamof Tyre, of his discovery of Baldwi n's |eprosy,
is Wlliams own; it can be found in volune two of his A His-
tory of Deeds Done Beyond the Sea, tr. Emily Babcock and A. C
Krey (New York, 1943).

I have built a castle in place of the ruined manor house at

Aqua Bella, and given it to the fictitious famly of the

Haut ecourts. The original manor, it may be noted, was a hol d-

ing of the Knights Hospitaller, who also held the great castle

of Krak des Chevaliers. Krak was restored earlier in this century
by the French, and has served, nost recently and nost ironi-
cally, as one of the chief strongholds of the Pal estinian Libera-
tion Organization.



King Baldwin |V of Jerusal emwas indeed a | eper, and his
si ckness was i ndeed accepted by those whom he rul ed as ki ng;

there was never any question of his right to the throne of his
uncle, Baldwin Il1l, and of his father, Amaury |I. At the tinme of

t he novel (sumer and autum, A.D. 1176) he was about six-

teen years old, and had been king since the age of thirteen. He
was a military strategist of no small ability, and while his hea
allowed, he ruled firmy and well. The next year, at seventeen

he woul d deal Saladin his single worst defeat, at the battle of
Mont gi sard. He died in 1185, blind, faceless, his hands and

feet eaten away by his sickness, but even in the |ast year of his
life he led his arm es against the Saracen sultan, bone to the
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field inalitter. He died in his bed, of a fever, and was buri ed
Aierusaicmin the Church of the Holy Sepul cher

Baldwi n's sister, the Princess Sybilla, had neither his intelli-
gence nor his sense of proportion. The husband who had been
found for her, WIIiam Longsword, Marquis of Montferrat,

' was an admnirabl e choice: young, attractive, a good sol dier and
;. askillrul politician. Tragically, he fell ill of a fever and
N follow ng year; his son and heir, naned Baldwi n after the king
~and cal | ed Baudouinct, "Little Baldw n," was bom sone
j|,aionths after Wlliams death. Sybilla seens to have nourned
Ahun sincerely, but she soon found consolation: a French kni ght

| | of no particular distinction, but strikingly handsome and adept
Itwith me | adies. GQuy de Lusignhan, whom she married in 1179
Aovcr the objections of the nagnates of the ki ngdom Her

| brother, enfeebled with his illness, pernitted the marriage; he
| soon regretted it, however. GQuy was nore weak than truly
treacherous, but Bal dwi n knew that the throne of the enbat-

tl ed ki ngdom should never be allowed to pass into the hands of

a man who was constitutionally incapable of nmaking a deci sion.
When the | eper king died, his nephew, the child Baldwin V,

Svas crowned in his place, under the regency of Count Ray-

"mond of Tripoli. This was a direct slight to Guy, and CQuy
treated it as such; he rebelled against the regency and, when
Baldwin V died after a year of kingship, seized the throne for
hinsel f. A year later, on 4 July 1187, Cuy lost the greater part
of his kingdomto Saladin in the battle of the Hons of Hatrin.

By the autumm of 1187, Saladin ruled as lord in Jerusalem The
Crusader Kingdom of Jerusalem founded in 1099 after the

capture of Jerusalem by a western arny under the comrand of,
anong ot hers. Count Godfrey of Bouillon, had fallen; it

woul d never recover. Nor woul d any subsequent Crusade suc-

ceed in w nning back Jerusalemfromthe infidel

The Sultan Saladin (Sal ah al -Din Yusuf ibn Ayyub) was in-

deed in Danmascus in the [ate summer of 1176, after his abor-
tive attack on Masyaf; he married the Lady |smat, w dow of the
Scijuk sultan Nur al-Din, sonewhat later than | have indicated,
in the autum before returning to his second sultanate in

Cairo. H s elder brother, Turan-Shah, remained as regent in

H Damascus. He would return sone years later, to strengthen his
H power in Syria and ro extend it to Al cppo. The Prince al-Salih
., tsmail, son of Nur al-Din by another wife than Ismat, died in

th

in

di ed the



|- 1181, at the age of nineteen; in 1182, the city fell to Sal adin.
It For an excellent and highly detail ed biography of the sultan
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see M C Lyons and D. E. P. Jackson, Saladin: The Politics of
the Holy Hér (Canbridge, 1982).

The Islamc sect of the Assassins (nore accurately, the Is-
mailis), founded in the late el eventh century by the warrior and
nmystic Hasan-i- Sabbah, was an extrenmist formof Shiite Islam
devoted to the principle of dom nation by neans of assassi na-
tion. Its central stronghold was in Al anut, the Nest of Eagl es,
in the Elburz Mountains in what is now lran; Al cppo was a

strong supporter of its policies. Sinan ibn Salman, the Ad

Man of the Mountain, was the greatest of the Assassins in

Syria; born the son (he said) of a nobleman in Basra, he nade
his way to Alamut and swore fidelity to its master, Kiya
Muhammad, and was rai sed and educated with the nmaster's

heirs. In 1162 Sinan was sent to propagate the faith in Syria. In
1164 Kiya Muhammad's son and heir, Hasan, declared the Res-
urrection of the Lost Imam and the advent of the MIIennium

Sinan all egedly supported the violence done to the ascetic | aw

of the sect, but then repudiated it. For the next thirty years he
ruled all but absolutely in Syria; his final acconplishnment was
the nurder of the would-be claimant to the throne of Jerusa-

lem Conrad of Montferrat—perhaps with the coll usion of

King Richard the Lionheart oF England. Bernard Lew s pro-

vides a brief but thorough history of the sect in The Assassins: A
Radi cal Sect in Islam (New York, 1967).

Al t hough Al amut was destroyed by the Mongols in the thir-

teenth century and the Assassins thensel ves reduced to a m nor
sect of Islam the Iine of the |ast Master has survived into the
twentieth century. His direct lineal descendant is the Aga

Khan.

The writing of a historical novel can, and does, involve as
much sheer slog through the library as a doctoral dissertation

it is a considerable challenge to distill the nmountain of research
into a seanm ess story. My story could not have been what it is
wi t hout the help of the books |listed above. In addition, | am

i ndebted for drama and for local color to Robert Payne, The
Dream and the Tonb: A History of the Crusades (New York,

1984) —+t was his section heading, "The Young King's Val or

and the Pall of Jerusalem" which brought ne first to the |eper
king; to C. R Condcr, The Latin Kingdom of Jerusalem 1099-
1291 A.D. (London, 1897), despite sone errors of fact; and to
Colin Thubron, whose Mrror to Damascus (Boston, 1967)

gui ded ne through the ol dest continuously inhabited city in

ALAMUT 391

the world, and gave ne the setting for the Damascene portion
of the novel.

The song which Prince Aidan sings at the beginning of
' Chapter 1 is an authentic song of the Crusades, a rallying cry



for the Second Crusade of 1147. The A d French text and

musi ¢ are taken from Joseph Bedier and Pierre Aubry, Les
Chansons de Croisade (Paris, 1909); the English translation is
my own. A good nodem recording of the song as sung by
baritone solo and chorus is that of David Munrow and the
Early Music Consort of London in Songs of Love and H6r; M-
sic of the Crusades (Argo).

Chevalier, mult estes jfuariz

Kni ght, you are nost fortunate,

For CGod has set before you Hi s conplaint
Agai nst the Turks and the Al noravids,

Who have done Hi m such great dishonor.

For by deception have they seized H s faithful;
Vll may we grieve for this,

For in that |and was God first worshipped,
And known as Lord.

He who will go with Louis

Need have no fear of hell,

For his soul will go to Paradise

Wth the angels of our Lord.

Let us go and conquer Mbses,
Who sl eeps on Mount Sinai;

Let us leave himno | onger anpbng the Saracens,
Nor the rod with which with a single blow

He parted the Red Sea,

And the great throng followed him

And Pharaoh cane after them

He and all his people perished.
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