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CHAPTER ONE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Sukhetai sat at his father's right side, hands curled on his knees, back straight and shoulders squared, as befitted a warrior. A posture that barely contained the irritation snapping in his chest like the low fire in the center of the circular ger. He measured his breathing as he waited for the door to open and their guests to arrive. To his left, his father, Baavgai, sat relaxed, laughing with Oyuun Kokotseg about something he hadn't bothered hearing. To his right sat his brother, Delgejin, shoulders hunched in and looking like he might fall asleep while the wise women made tea and conversation.


  Sukhetai nudged his brother’s arm. “Sit up straight.”


  Delgejin straightened his back with a shake of his head, as though to set it back on the right way. He glanced at Sukhetai with a little shrug. Sukhetai huffed, and turned his attention back to the wooden door of the oyuuns’ ger, listening to the winter wind flap its wings against the thick layers of felt and wood around them. Any minute now, they’d have company. Sour, bitter, angry company, if he were any judge of the situation.


  “Sukhetai, why the long face?” Baavgai clapped a hand on Sukhetai’s shoulder. “You’re going to scare our guests, glowering like that. We’re supposed to be welcoming them, not scaring them. They’re scared enough already.”


  Sukhetai looked at his father and did his best to cool his expression. From the way Baavgai’s graying beard twitched around his mouth, he assumed it hadn’t worked. In light of that, he frowned harder.


  “Father, we could have prevented this whole thing,” he said. “If you had just—”


  “No, Sukhetai.” Baavgai’s face fell, the shadows casting his face in harsh angles. “There is nothing we could have done.”


  Indignation raked ragged talons across Sukhetai’s chest. He blinked at his father, straightened up even more, and prepared a rebuttal. Baavgai cut him off with a raised hand.


  “There was no way we could have known. Those raiders came down too quickly and caught everyone unprepared.”


  “But we could have fought them back,” Sukhetai said. “I could have led a group out.”


  “Sukhetai...”


  “Father, I’m the First Rider. Is it not my duty to dispose of threats like that?”


  “No.” Baavgai’s eyes went hard. “It is your duty to protect your home, your herd, and your riders.”


  “But—”


  From behind the warchief, Oyuun Kokotseg leaned forward, a small smile nestled in her wrinkled, weathered face. She placed a hand on Baavgai’s sleeve and they both turned their attention to her. Sukhetai noticed the sudden quiet surrounding them. The other oyuuns had taken their seats around the east side of the fire. A few had their eyes closed and their heads tilted as though listening to music nobody else could hear.


  “They’re here, Warchief,” Kokotseg said.


  Someone knocked on the door. Sukhetai and his father both straightened up, as Kokotseg welcomed their guests in. One of their own opened the door and stood back, holding it for the newcomers. A family from out in the hills. They all looked haggard. The oldest woman pulled a toddler along at her side, followed by two men: one perhaps of an age with Baavgai, and one around Delgejin’s. They both wore scowls. The younger woman behind them paused at the door to thank whoever was holding it for them before stepping the rest of the way in. She was the one who had ridden out ahead and waved down Sukhetai and his father while they were out with their eagles. A brave girl.


  “Only five?” Delgejin whispered.


  “This is why I wanted to help them,” Sukhetai said.


  Baavgai shot him a glance but didn’t say anything as Oyuun Kokotseg raised her arms in welcome.


  “Welcome, friends,” she said. “Though your journey was rough and your situation challenging, we offer you peace and shelter. Would you take tea with us?”


  The older woman from the hill family bowed her head and smiled. “We would. Thank you, Oyuun.”


  They took places around the fire, and one of the younger of the wise women made the rounds with a kettle. While the two matriarchs shared tea and pleasantries, Sukhetai’s mind raced in circles like a fenced-in stallion. He kept thinking through how he could have ridden out with a dozen good fighters and either trampled or scared off the raiders before it came to this. The older woman’s sleeve was stained dark with blood in a band along her upper arm. The younger man had a cut across his cheek. The young woman stared at him across the fire like she expected him to jump to his feet and yell at her.


  Movement out of the corner of his eye drew Sukhetai’s attention. Delgejin’s hands fidgeted with the ends of his sleeves. Sukhetai rolled his eyes and tried not to sigh too loudly. If only his brother paid attention more.


  Hospitality served, Kokotseg settled herself and turned to the older woman. “Now then. Tell us what happened, Alaqa.”


  The whole hill family wilted in the face of the request, shrinking inward and looking away. Sukhetai once more paced around his own mind, wishing anyone had listened to him.


  “They must have been outsiders, Oyuun,” the older woman—Alaqa—said. “They flew no banner. About a dozen horsemen rode out from the southern valley and took us all by surprise.”


  “That’s what your daughter told us, too,” Baavgai said. “No banners? Are you sure?”


  “Yes, Warchief.” Alaqa looked up from the fire. “We should have seen them coming, but we didn’t.”


  Kokotseg shook her head. “You were the oldest woman there?”


  “Yes.” Alaqa’s eyes darkened. “And I have no gift, yet. My mother was late coming into her own as well.”


  “Nothing to be ashamed of, dear sister,” Kokotseg said. “The Change will come to you when you are ready and no sooner.”


  Sukhetai recognized the look of begrudging acceptance on Alaqa’s face. She looked like she should be old enough. Cracks around the edges of her eyes and a growing stripe of gray in the front of her hairline spoke of her age.


  Kokotseg looked to the other oyuuns and they nodded, agreeing to some unspoken question Sukhetai wasn’t privy to. She looked to Baavgai, and nodded at him, not so much in agreement as much as handing the room over.


  “If they flew no banner, we have no grounds to seek out justice,” Baavgai said. “All we can offer you now is welcome, food, shelter, and fresh clothes. We offer you hospitality in your time of darkness.”


  “We accept, Warchief,” Alaqa said, without hesitation.


  Baavgai nodded, a deep nod that meant the Law had been spoken. “Then we welcome you, family of the Doud Tahlkheer. We’ll see you settled in to your own ger and your belongings replaced as soon and as best as we can, but for now... is there any who would host Alaqa and her family?”


  One of the oyuuns stood and bowed. Baavgai nodded back, and Alaqa smiled. It looked brittle, from where Sukhetai was sitting.


  “Thank you, Oyuun,” Alaqa said.


  “May the All-Mother bring you some peace,” Kokotseg said.


  With that, the gathering dispersed. The oyuun who stood up ushered Alaqa and her family back outside, an arm around the older woman’s shoulders. A support against the cold and the pain of losing their home, perhaps. Sukhetai sat still and stared at the fire, holding his tongue while the other oyuuns followed them out.


  “You’re glowering again, Sukhetai,” Baavgai said.


  “Yes.” He turned the glower on his father. “What do you mean we have no grounds to seek justice?”


  Baavgai’s face shadowed over in a stoic glare, turning Sukhetai’s rage to ice that settled in the pit of his stomach. He shut his mouth and looked away. Delgejin’s hands fidgeted in the corner of his vision, and he glared at his brother. Delgejin paid no attention; his eyes were focused on the door.


  “We have no grounds because we cannot track riders with no banner,” Baavgai said. “If we go after one group of raiders but it turns out a different one was responsible, what do you think would happen?”


  The suggestion was reasonable, and Baavgai’s voice, calm. Still, Sukhetai fumed.


  “What if it was the Zhoon Uhls not flying a banner to avoid justice?” he asked.


  “They wouldn’t ride this far west in the middle of winter,” Delgejin said.


  Sukhetai glanced at his brother, somewhat surprised he’d spoken. Delgejin shrugged, and went back to slouching. Sukhetai straightened himself, ready to tell him to sit up again, but Baavgai’s hand on his shoulder interrupted him.


  “Someday you’ll be in my place,” the warchief said. “You will have to think about these things. Protection of our tribe doesn’t mean trampling any and all threats. It means deciding when we can seek justice, and when we would do the most good by not inviting more violence.”


  “I know.”


  He hadn’t meant to snap, but the words came rushing out before he could contain them. The ger went silent. Kokotseg leaned around Baavgai’s side to look at Sukhetai, eyebrows pinched and eyes wrinkled with concern. Baavgai sat back, but before he could respond, Sukhetai stood and stormed off around the east side of the ger and out the door.


  The wind blasting his face froze his anger. Sukhetai took a few long strides away from the big central ger, around the Doud Tahlkheer’s winter camp to where the horses milled about, nosing through the frost and picking away at what hardy ground cover remained even marginally green this time of year. He stopped just shy of the rope that marked off their section of land and crossed his arms. For a long while he watched them flick their tails and twitch their ears in silence. He tapped on his own sternum, willing the angry stallion in his chest to stop running off with his mind.


  “You’re not thinking of riding out anyway, are you?”


  Sukhetai turned as the strong, bright voice of his quiver bearer, Qara, cut through the wind. She strode up with a thick bundle of cloth in her arms and a knowing smirk on her face. Sukhetai glanced down at his sleeves and realized he shouldn’t have walked out into the cold in his lighter-weight deel. Qara thrust out her hands, and he recognized the thick hide and fur of a winter coat. He glowered at her, but took up the coat with a snap.


  “No, I’m not,” he said.


  “You’re welcome.” Qara crossed her arms while he shrugged into the coat. “Delgejin sent me out with it.”


  “Why didn’t he come out himself?” Sukhetai asked.


  “He had questions about the Law for your father.” Qara shrugged. “Besides, isn’t it supposed to be my job to carry around the things you forget about?”


  He didn’t bother to answer while he looped his belt around his waist, watching the horses instead of his second-in-command. A long silence drew out between them. Sukhetai had nothing to say, and he suspected she was waiting for him.


  “You were thinking about it,” she said.


  “What?” He glanced at her. “Thinking about what?”


  “Taking out a horse and raining arrows on whoever forced that family to come out here.” Qara raised her eyebrows at him. “Admit it.”


  Sukhetai frowned, but couldn’t find a response that wouldn’t make him sound petulant.


  “Someday that protective streak of yours will either be a great benefit to the tribe, or it’ll get someone killed.” Qara shrugged. “Maybe you.”


  “Qara, you’re my second. You ought to mind yourself.”


  “I’m still right, First Rider.” Qara turned and waved over her shoulder. “You ought to come help while there’s helping to be done, don’t you think?”


  She strode back into the camp, not waiting around for an answer. Sukhetai watched her go, scrambling to come up with something else to say before she was out of earshot. All too quickly his opportunity vanished, leaving him standing alone in the cold with the horses. At least he had his coat, now.


  Sukhetai turned back to watch the mares grazing. That suited him just fine. Distantly, he could hear some of the oyuuns singing, some voices strong, some reedy, all carrying on the wind while they worked. Most likely setting up another ger for the hill family.


  Eventually, the cold got to him. Sukhetai resigned himself to having to help and having to face his father after that outburst. He turned from the horses and stalked into the camp, toward the sounds of music.


CHAPTER TWO


  Tanan

  


  



  Tanan heard the tower bells toll the hour and looked up from the mucky stall. Aliq must have heard them, too. He looked at Tanan, a wide-eyed panic painting his face.


  “Gods, I’m late again,” Tanan said, cursing himself for the pain to come.


  The stablemaster strode down the length of the barn, clouds on his face as he spotted Tanan. “Your highness? You’re still here?”


  “Sorry, Rasah,” Tanan ducked his head and scuttled out of the stall, practically running for the back door of the stable. He broke into the late afternoon sun and tried to brush the loose hay off his tunic. His boots squished unpleasantly against the clean walkway that led into the palace. With a curse he changed direction, heading directly for the laundry. With luck there’d be a fresh tunic and time for a fast bath before he had to sit at the table for dinner.


  He bolted through the laundry room door and started peeling off his tunic. “Arwarh, I need a bath immediately.”


  Arwarh looked up from his tally sheet and scowled at Tanan. “Your Highness, this is most unseemly.” He spread his arms to block Tanan. “Your boots, young prince. They’re leaving a trail.”


  Tanan glanced down and back, seeing the mucky footprints behind him. “Fetch a scullery maid. It’s just stable dirt. It’ll clean up.”


  “Young sir.” The voice snapped Tanan’s head around to the palace entrance.


  “Wazor,” Tanan said.


  “You are tardy again, young sir. I have a bath drawn for you in your rooms and fresh clothing awaits.” His stern visage, head tilted back, gave his teacher and mentor the hard-edged look of a stone outcropping waiting to fall on the road below, crushing the hapless traveler. In this case, Tanan.


  “Yes, Wazor.” He changed direction, skidding slightly on the slimy floor.


  “And stop right there.” Wazor held up his hand, rude palm flat out as if to block the prince. “Take off those boots and leave them here. Arwarh can have them burned. They’re no longer suitable for wearing in the palace, and no amount of cleaning will repair them.” He nodded to Arwarh who returned the nod with what looked like a small smile hidden in his dense beard.


  “You would have me walk barefoot in the palace?” Tanan asked, scandalized by the very notion that a member of the royal family would be seen in such a state.


  “You’ll not be seen,” Wazor said. “Your mother would prefer the relative cleanliness of your feet to the stable muck from your boots invading the small dining room.” He sniffed.


  Tanan tried to toe his boots off but failed. Lifting a leg to tug on the offending footwear, he lost balance and fell on his backside.


  Arwarh’s small smile translated to a wide-eyed horror, but Wazor shot him a curt shake of the head. “If you’d find a damp cloth, Arwarh. His highness will need to wipe his feet as well, I fear.”


  Arwarh nodded. “Of course, Teacher. At once.” He strode into a back room, perhaps as much to escape the scene between teacher and student as to seek the desired solution to a problem.


  “Now, young sir,” Wazor said. “You’ve been warned. Your father will be unhappy. Your mother will be unhappy. Are you unhappy?”


  “Yes, Wazor,” Tanan said, finally pulling his boot off. He put it aside and addressed the second. It took only a moment while safely seated to yank the ruined boot from his foot and place it beside its mate. They made a sad picture, limp and bedraggled and coated in a mixture of mud, manure, and straw. He sighed. They were his favorite boots.


  “Do not even think it, young sir,” Wazor said, planting his staff firmly in front of himself and leaning on it. “They cannot be allowed back in the palace. They offend the senses. You must learn that what you want has little bearing on the tasks you must do.”


  Tanan sighed. “Yes, Wazor. I understand.”


  “Do you, young sir? Do you understand the responsibilities you bear?”


  Tanan looked up at his frowning teacher, but before he could frame an appropriately scathing retort, Arwarh returned with a scullery maid. Tanan bolted to his feet, unwilling to be seen sitting on the floor like a commoner.


  The maid brought a small bowl of water and a cloth. She smiled shyly at him as she knelt at his feet. He lifted each foot in turn to give her access to the soles. Her hands were gentle against his skin. She kept looking up from under demurely lowered brows.


  He smiled back and forgot, for the moment, the peril he faced.


  Wazor sniffed and thumped his staff on the floor.


  The girl jerked as if his staff had struck her and hurried to finish her task, folding the soiled cloth into a ball in the bowl and slipping from the room without a backward glance.


  “If you’re ready, young sir?” Wazor said, and pressed his hard lips together.


  Arwarh picked up the malodorous footwear between thumb and forefinger, frowning at them where Wazor might see but turning toward the prince with a cheeky grin and a wink.


  Tanan smiled and nodded. Perhaps his favorite boots would yet find their path to his feet once more.


  “Come, young sir. The bath cools as it waits and your father will be angry enough at your tardiness.”


  Tanan strode from the laundry, the cold stone almost refreshing on his bare feet.


  Wazor fell into step beside him, chivvying him into the servants’ passage and up the back stairs to Tanan’s rooms without comment or incident. He pointed to the waiting tub and flicked his fingers as if Tanan were some bug—a fly to be dismissed with a wave instead of the second son of His Royal Highness Fayyad ibn al-Khayat, Descended from Heaven and Protector of Land, Sea, and Sky.


  Tanan stripped down, oblivious to Wazor and the waiting servants, deep in the grip of the cause of his problems. Being the second son. The spare son. The one who would never have the same opportunities of his odious older brother, the royal pain-in-the-ass heir to the throne.


  As promised the tub had cooled, but Tanan gritted his teeth and plunged into it, letting the cool water rinse the heat and sweat from this body. He ducked his head and grabbed the soap and cloth from the servant before the man could touch him. “I’ll do it,” he said, and the servant lowered his head, backing away.


  “I’ll get the rinse ready, Your Highness,” he said, apparently addressing the floor.


  With a few brusque swipes of the scented soap and wash cloth, Tanan cleared as much as he could from his body, for once glad of the perfumed concoction. It should mask the scent of manure and horse. At least long enough to finish dinner. It wasn’t the same as a soak in the baths with their hot waters and refreshing wines. Too hurried—too cold—to enjoy. He sighed.


  “Are you still in there?” Wazor asked, thumping his staff on the floor.


  Tanan glared at his teacher. “As if you can’t see yourself. Yes. One moment.” With a final swipe of the cloth, he cleared his face and gave the back of his neck another scrub before standing.


  A waiting servant rinsed the soap from his skin with warm water.


  Tanan felt the muscles in his back start to relax before Wazor broke the moment with another sniff. He stepped out of the tub and let the servants scrub him with dry towels before helping him into fresh clothing. All told, it took perhaps ten ticks of the water clock from entry to exit, but Wazor set a brisk pace out of Tanan’s rooms, down the marbled hall, across the foyer, and into the small dining room where his father glared from the head of a table large enough to host a party of twenty.


  “You finally deign to grace us with your presence?” the king said.


  “Sorry, Father. Sorry, Mother.”


  “No excuse tonight?” the king asked.


  “I lost track of time,” Tanan said, sliding into his place beside the heir, his older brother, Brahim ibn al-Khayat. Across the table his elder sister cast him a pitying glance while his mother, seated on the king’s left hand, simply raised an eyebrow.


  Brahim leaned over and sniffed. “Lovely scent, Brother. Something new?”


  Tanan grimaced and ignored the jibe.


  The king raised his hand and signaled the footman to begin the evening service while glowering at Tanan. He said nothing until the servants had finished their work. “You may go,” he said with a nod.


  The footman gathered his servants with a gesture and swept them from the room, closing the door behind them with a soft click.


  His father took a bite from his plate, releasing the family to their own meals. “Your time in the stables must end,” he said.


  Tanan glanced over at his father and nodded before returning his attention to the food in front of him. “Yes, Father.”


  “That’s what you said the last time. And the time before that.” With a small thump he placed his balled fist on the table beside his plate. “Look at me, Tanan.”


  Tanan swallowed and turned to face his father.


  “Your behavior is a model for the land. What you do reflects on all of us, not just you. You are a symbol as much as a person. As are we all seated here at this table. Do you understand what that means?”


  “I believe so, Father. Yes.”


  “Then why do you persist in behaving like a rowdy commoner? Why do you continue to roll in the muck with that stable boy?”


  Brahim snickered, but at a quelling glance from the queen he schooled his composure.


  “Answer me, Tanan.”


  “I do not roll in the muck with anyone, Father. Aliq has been my friend as long as I can remember. His duties involve helping his father with the horses. I find it restful to be with the horses and rewarding to have something to show for my day, if only a clean stall or two.”


  The queen reached a hand over to rest on the king’s forearm. The look she gave him was opaque to Tanan but apparently spoke to the king. He gave her a small nod.


  “The Chafik boy has been promoted.” The kings words ground out as if being pulled by a rope.


  Tanan puzzled at the news. Aliq hadn’t mentioned anything.


  “He will be put in charge of the stables at Grand Marl. His father should be helping him pack now.”


  “You’re sending him away?” Tanan asked, feeling the ground under his feet crumbing.


  The queen gathered Tanan’s attention with a glance. “Young Chafik is being put in charge of our stables there. It’s a big step up for him and an honor to his family. His father has prepared him well, and this posting will season him against the time when his services will be needed here at Makama Aljana.”


  Her quiet words did little to still the unease rising in Tanan’s chest but he understood the message. “I see,” he said. “When will he leave?”


  “If you rise early, you might catch him in the morning. He’ll be traveling on a wagonload of supplies to Marl at first light,” his mother said. One eyebrow rose in the tiniest of increments.


  He nodded. “Thank you, Mother.” He turned to his father. “Thank you, Father. I’m sure Aliq will fulfill his duties diligently.”


  “To be clear,” the king said. “How he handles the posting and the staff at Grand Marl is a test. His father thinks highly of him, but what father thinks otherwise of his son?”


  Tanan’s jaw clenched, aching to laugh in the king’s face but recognizing the futility of the gesture.


  “My overseer at Marl will keep us informed as to young Chafik’s progress,” the king said.


  Tanan nodded. “I see. Thank you for telling me, Father.”


  The king lifted a glass of wine in a toast to his son. “You’ll have more time to spend on your studies. I’ve informed Wazor that you must be prepared to assist Brahim when the time comes for him to take the throne.”


  The bottom fell out of Tanan’s stomach. “Assist Brahim?” He glanced at his smirking older brother. “Assist how?”


  The king spread his hands in an expansive gesture. “You don’t think I do all the work of the kingdom by myself, do you? Your uncle Shahar handles much of the organization, keeps my calendar, and keeps the privy council in check. I have neither the time nor the inclination to deal with their petty squabbles while managing the business of the kingdom. Did you think Brahim would be able to deal with the defense of the realm while mired in the day-to-day management?” The stern look he sent across the table brooked no denial.


  “No, Father. I guess... I guess I never really thought of it.”


  “You might ask Shahar for some of his time? Perhaps the copious amounts of the day where you have been avoiding Wazor and your studies might be applied to learning what Shahar does—how he manages the business of the realm and makes certain that I have the information I need to make the important decisions for our people.”


  Tanan nodded, a sigh escaping against his will. “I’ll make an appointment to see Uncle tomorrow.”


  The king nodded. “See that you do. I’ll expect a report at dinner tomorrow evening.” He tilted his head to one side in challenge.


  “I’ll have one ready, Father.”


  The king nodded with a glance at his wife.


  She gave a small nod before looking into her plate and raising a glass to her lips. After tossing a quick, encouraging glance at Tanan over the rim, she returned her attention to the meal.


   

  


  Tanan woke at dawn. His sleepy valet, Bakkar, helped him dress. He headed down the back stairs to the kitchen door and slipped out to the marshaling yard, where the wagon would be waiting for the driver and any passengers. The morning scent of tide pools and fresh dew wafted through the open cargo gates. One of the horses stomped its great foot, the shoe clanging on the stone.


  Aliq came out of the stable proper with the driver, a bear of a man named Mahmoud whose arms looked bigger than Tanan’s thighs. He spotted Tanan standing just inside the yard and flashed a smile.


  “You’re moving up in the world, my friend,” Tanan said, offering his arm.


  They clasped arms and Aliq nodded. “So it would seem. Your influence?”


  Tanan chuckled bitterly. “In a manner of speaking. It seems my father objects to me spending time with you and the beasts at the expense of my studies.”


  Aliq frowned. “I’m being sent away?”


  Tanan shook his head. “No. You’ve earned the chance to show what you can do without the benefit of your father’s support. It’s a vote of confidence in you. Don’t you want it?”


  “I never considered it,” Aliq said. “I always thought I’d be here learning from my father until it was time for me to take his place.”


  “Somebody thinks you’re ready to take the reins.”


  Aliq grimaced. “Or wants me out of the way so they can take my place when the time comes.”


  “Your father would never stand for that,” Mahmoud said, coming up behind Aliq. “The horses are ready. We should get rolling before the streets fill up.”


  Aliq nodded and clasped Tanan’s arm once more. “Be well. I want to be able to say I know the son of the king for many long seasons.”


  Tanan grinned. “And you. It’s not every king’s son that counts the son of the stablemaster his friend.”


  “I’ll do my best,” Aliq said. “You have no idea why I’m being sent out?”


  “Seasoning against the time when you’ll be needed here.” Tanan shrugged. “The king’s will is the will of the realm.”


  Aliq laughed and clambered up the side of the cargo wagon, plopping into the seat beside Mahmoud.


  Mahmoud flicked the reins and gave a low whistle to get the horses pulling on their traces before he released the brake lever. The heavy wagon grumbled along the stone-paved courtyard and out into the street beyond. Aliq turned at the corner and gave Tanan a jaunty wave before disappearing, the sound of hooves and tack fading into the distance.


  “That was well done.”


  Tanan turned to find his mother standing in the doorway.


  Already dressed in a day-robe, she smiled at him. “I suggested that Aliq be given this opportunity. It kept him from being punished and gives him the new start that he needs. Being your friend is not a light load to carry.”


  “What do you mean, Mother?”


  She gave him the slightest of shrugs. “Your station will force you on a path that Aliq cannot follow. Even the second son of the king has a role to play in the realm.”


  Tanan grimaced and stared at the open gate, considering whether or not he might make a break for it—if only fleetingly. “Being Brahim’s secretary for the rest of my life?” His words sounded so bitter he could taste them on his tongue.


  When his mother didn’t speak, he looked at her.


  She smiled and shook her head. “Brahim must walk his own path. He’ll find his as difficult as yours will be.” She paused and leaned forward a bit. “Consider that not all kings have two sons, yet all kings back to the beginning have had an advisor—a secretary, as you say.”


  Tanan blinked and digested her words. “Who then?”


  She shrugged, the motion setting the hem of her gown dancing. “Shahar is the right person for your father. They’ve been a team since they were boys. Even I lack the bond that your father shares with Shahar. He’s a good man, your uncle. Wise in the ways of the world and he knows how to speak to your father in ways that he understands and accepts.”


  “Brahim?” Tanan asked.


  She cast her gaze to the brightening sky and shrugged again. “He has time to find the right advisor. The court has no shortage of bright, young people who might be good for Brahim. Good for the realm.”


  “Then why does Father think I should begin training to be that person?”


  She smiled at him, a beatific smile that made Tanan smile in return. “Sometimes it happens that when you get what you wish, you wish you’d made a different one.” She turned and strolled back into the palace, leaving Tanan to ponder and stare at the sky as the sounds of the wakening city rose around him and the guards swung the great gates closed once more.


CHAPTER THREE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Sukhetai shut the door behind him while his father wound his way sunwise around the family ger, pausing in front of the perch on which his eagle usually sat. She had been asleep until they opened the door, and now she flapped excitedly, awaiting a piece of meat, perhaps. Sukhetai grinned at her. Feeding time wouldn’t be for a few hours, yet, when Delgejin got back with the bird that they shared.


  Baavgai settled in front of the fire and fanned it back to life. Sukhetai, long habit kicking in, gathered a few dried cow chips and tossed them on the fire before joining him. They sat quietly for a few moments, Sukhetai waiting to hear about his failure to contain his own anger in front of the oyuuns.


  “It’s almost spring,” Baavgai said.


  “Oh?” Sukhetai glanced up, scrambling in the face of the unexpected statement. “It doesn’t feel like it.”


  His father chuckled, and clapped a hand on his shoulder. “When you get older, Sukhetai, you’ll be able to feel the seasons changing in your knees. Weather, too.”


  “I thought that was the old women’s job,” Sukhetai said.


  “We all have our ways of feeling things.”


  Sukhetai glanced at his father with a raised eyebrow. The warchief nudged the ashes in the fire pit with a stick.


  “For instance,” he said. “I feel it may be good for you to help Maral and Borchu during the move this season.”


  “The herders?” Sukhetai’s shoulders sank. “Father. I’ve gone unchallenged as First Rider this long, and now you’re sending me back to the herds? I realize I should have held my tongue when that family came in out of the hills but—”


  “Is that what you’re fidgeting about?” Baavgai grinned. “No, this doesn’t have anything to do with that. Besides, what do you think I’ll be doing during the move? Someone has to lead the spare camels. And wrangle them, if need be.”


  “Isn’t that supposed to be Orbei’s job?”


  “Her job is to lead the horses now, Sukhetai. She knows just as much as her late mother did, and she’ll have help.” Baavgai nudged his son’s elbow. “Besides. Maral is no ordinary herder. You may learn a thing or two from him.”


  Sukhetai glowered. Maral was their camp’s bowyer and fletcher. He had assistants, most of whom had moved out to join other families in the Doud Tahlkheer territory, but Maral always remained. He was older and graying, and Sukhetai found him to be quite a bore. Always thrashing sinew or scraping horn. Borchu was worse. A grumpy, needlessly blunt man with an odd manner about him. He’d been taken from the Zhoon Uhls back before Baavgai became warchief, and never seemed to warm up to anyone, save Maral.


  “I’m not worried about the fletcher,” Sukhetai said. “I’m worried about Borchu.”


  “You are the First Rider, Sukhetai,” Baavgai said. “Someday warchief, yourself. You need to learn how to work with many different people, whether you like them or not.”


  He sat back on his hands. His father was right, of course. That didn’t make his predicament any less miserable. The only thing he disliked more than Borchu’s attitude was that of the goats.


  “If you’d prefer, you could work with Orbei and the horse keepers.” Baavgai glanced at his son with a raised eyebrow. “Be wary not to invoke Qara’s wrath, mind you.”


  “Qara will be busy,” Sukhetai said. “I assume she’ll be helping the oyuuns take down their ger for the move.”


  Baavgai nodded. 


  Sukhetai sighed and rose to his feet, walking behind his father to leave. He could almost feel Baavgai’s eyes on his back as he came around the far side of the fire.


  “I’d best go see what they need, then, if I’m to help,” he said. “No sense sitting around if there’s work to be done.”


  “You are restless, Sukhetai.”


  He paused, and looked behind him. His father wasn’t watching him, as he expected. Instead, his eyes were firmly fixed on the fire. Sukhetai didn’t respond, except to furrow his brows.


  “Do what you will.” Baavgai poked the fire with the stick again, and nodded to himself. “Perhaps that energy will serve you with the goats.”


  Sukhetai groaned and ducked out through the door. 


  He followed the clanking, bleating goat music to the far side of camp. His skin and pride both bristled as he stepped over the rope fence and approached, watching a younger boy doing his best to drag a goat along by the horns. It wasn’t going so well for the boy. Sukhetai remembered with no fondness whatsoever the many years he had spent with the cantankerous creatures. One of them, an older sheep he recognized from a white patch on her nose, seemed to remember him as well, and trotted away as he approached.


  He found Maral outside his ger, fur-lined hat on his neatly shaved head and graying beard tied in a clean knot, picking away at a strand of sinew, as usual. The older man didn’t look up until Sukhetai cleared his throat. At that, the bowyer raised an eyebrow and nodded.


  “Maral,” Sukhetai said by way of greeting. “The warchief thinks I need to help you prepare for the spring trek.”


  Maral scoffed, and glanced toward the warchief’s ger. Sukhetai bristled, but Maral merely chuckled and shook his head, returning to his separation of fibers.


  “Really?” he asked. “My, that would certainly be a change.”


  “Do you mock me?” Sukhetai frowned.


  “Certainly not, First Rider. I merely ponder the specific reason your father thinks you can or should be of use to us.”


  Sukhetai raised an eyebrow. Maral almost always spoke like that, in a winding lilt that betrayed precious little about his motives.


  At the First Rider’s lack of response, Maral looked up with not quite a scowl, an expression that didn’t interrupt his business of picking at tendon. Sukhetai realized he was wearing a similar expression and tried his best to look anywhere but at the bowyer. Off near the center of the herd of goats, he spotted Borchu talking to a young man perhaps a few years younger than Delgejin, who seemed perfectly eager to leave. Sukhetai knew how he felt.


  “I assure you,” Maral said. “We have everything quite under control.”


  The child who had been trying to wrangle a goat came back past them—the goat seemed to be wrangling him, instead.


  “I can see that,” Sukhetai said.


  “If you’d like to, you could go milk the yaks and save your poor brother from the duty. Feel free.”


  Sukhetai considered the idea. While he did, Borchu glanced up and did a double-take when he realized who was staring at him. His expression was unreadable from such a distance. Sukhetai imagined his normally placid face had turned to a scowl.


  He was about to respond to the offer when a shout drew his ear. Sukhetai and Maral both turned back toward the yaks’ area, and found a small dust cloud rising from somewhere in the midst. Another shout rose out of the din, and the yaks scattered, revealing one charging away from the camp. Doing his best to rein in the beast was a struggling Delgejin, being dragged behind by a rope. Sukhetai sighed.


  “Some days, work finds you,” Maral said.


  Sukhetai sprinted, not for the yaks’ grazing ground, but for his family’s ger, where the handler had tied his horse loosely to a post. His stallion didn’t flinch as he bolted up, unwound the reins from the post, and vaulted into the saddle. A quick snap of his riding crop sent the horse galloping off toward the herd. Sukhetai shouted for a few children standing by to get out of the way, and they scattered. He jumped the rope fence and kicked the horse toward where the single yak was still kicking and dragging Delgejin through the mud.


  He let go of the reins and guided the horse with his legs while he grabbed a rope from the side of the saddle. He didn’t think he’d need it. Sukhetai found a way ahead of the yak and whistled sharply. Delgejin let go of the rope, skidded forward, then scrambled to his feet and away from the yak as fast as he could. Sukhetai turned his horse around and stopped, standing his ground in front of the beast, which still seemed nervous.


  “Delgejin,” he asked. “Where were you going with this one?”


  Delgejin had hopped the rope fence and was watching from the other side, eyes wide and hands held up by his head, as though in surrender. For a moment or two he didn’t respond, just catching his breath and taking stock of the situation. 


  Hesitation would not do. “Delgejin!”


  He started, and glanced at Sukhetai.


  “She was outside the fence,” Delgejin said. “I got her back in and she just... panicked!”


  Sukhetai sat back in the saddle and sighed. The yak was starting to calm down, if gradually. He waited for it to start wandering back toward the rest of the herd before he prodded his horse into a walk toward Delgejin. He still looked a bit shaken, and Sukhetai grinned.


  “What?” he asked. “It’s not like you’ve never been dragged before.”


  “Not by a yak,” Delgejin said.


  “Well, now you have to get the rope off its neck.”


  Delgejin looked up, and his face paled. Sukhetai did his best not to laugh, and nodded at the herd.


  “Come on, she’s calm now. Might as well.” He turned the horse back toward the herd. “I’ll stay here in case you get tangled up again.”


  “Then why don’t you get her?”


  Sukhetai patted his horse’s neck in answer and nudged him into a walk. Delgejin sputtered for a moment, but ducked under the rope and followed. He took it slow, all but creeping up to the problematic beast. Sukhetai watched, rope still in hand. To his amazement, Delgejin managed to approach the yak and loosen the lead. He seemed a little leery about sliding it off the beast’s head, but he managed. As he backed up, Sukhetai smiled.


  “Well done.”


  Delgejin jolted and nearly dropped the rope. Sukhetai snickered, and took up his reins again, flicking them to get the horse walking. He spun his rope in the air three times, sunwise, and winked. Delgejin shook his head and followed, eyeing the yak. They headed back toward the camp, and when they reached the fence Sukhetai dismounted. Delgejin held it up as first Sukhetai, then his horse, ducked underneath it.


  “How’d it get out in the first place?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Beats me.” Delgejin ducked under the rope and followed. “I just found her lumbering around over by our ger and grabbed her.”


  “Good.”


  Sukhetai eyed his brother, but said nothing. Delgejin’s cheeks were slightly flushed, though whether from the cold or embarrassment, the First Rider couldn’t tell. They took a few more strides back toward the family ger in silence before he glanced at Delgejin again. He still looked somewhat flushed.


  “You made it angry trying to milk it, didn’t you?” Sukhetai asked.


  “... Yes.”


  He snickered, and reached over to ruffle his brother’s short-cropped hair. Delgejin batted Sukhetai’s hand out of the way. Sukhetai let go of his horse’s reins and grabbed him in a headlock, digging his knuckles into the top of his head. Delgejin laughed and tapped, and Sukhetai let him go again.


  “Well, thank you,” he said. “You saved me from having to deal with Maral’s and Borchu’s chores.”


  “Did they have any for you?” Delgejin asked.


  “Milking the yaks.” Sukhetai gave a beleaguered side-eye. “Looks like I would have been dealing with them anyway.”


  Delgejin cackled, and smacked his brother’s arm. They came to the ger and Sukhetai looped his horse’s reins around the pole again, patting the stallion’s nose.


  “You’re a much better rider than I am,” Delgejin said. “I’m glad you saw that. Although... I’m not glad you saw my flailing.”


  “Kind words will get you everywhere.” The First Rider stretched his arms up over his head. “Your strength certainly isn’t in the saddle, Delgejin. Never has been.”


  He started meandering, and Delgejin jolted to keep up. Sukhetai strode deliberately, head held high as befitted First Rider of the Doud Tahlkheer, hands clasped behind his back. Delgejin trudged along at his side, scratching the back of his neck.


  Sukhetai glanced over with a grin. “You’re much nimbler than most, though.”


  Delgejin held out his hand and grimaced at his own spindly wrist. He sighed, and shrugged. Sukhetai nudged his arm with his elbow.


  “Come on, some day that will come in handy,” he said. “If we ever need someone to climb up a roof, for instance.”


  “I’d be afraid of falling through the beams.” Delgejin shook his head. “I never will understand why you and Father wanted me to be a rider.”


  Sukhetai stopped and clapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder with a wide grin. “Because when I become warchief, I’ll need a First Rider of my own. I’d much rather back you than some challenger I don’t know enough about, assuming I don’t have a son by then.”


  “That’s ages away.” Delgejin gave him a once-over. “You’ll need a wife, first.”


  Sukhetai snorted, and cuffed the back of Delgejin’s head. They both laughed, though it was mostly on Delgejin’s part. Sukhetai shook his head, and cast his gaze around the village. Preparations were already being made. Between the gers, he caught a glimpse of the stern and inexplicably smiling face of Qara, talking to the woman in charge of the camels. They were both looking around at the stock, and at the camp. Deciding how many were fit to carry what, no doubt. Sukhetai’s laughter trickled away almost instantly, and he turned to his brother, who was still grinning.


  “Could you do me a favor, speaking of women?” he asked.


  “Depends on the favor,” Delgejin said. “I’m not about to appeal to Oyuun Kokotseg for you, if that’s what you’re asking.”


  His grin broadened as Sukhetai rolled his eyes. Loyalty, certainly. A great, misused wit was another thing Delgejin had in abundance, but he wasn’t about to tell him that.


  “No,” he said. “I’d like you to keep an eye on Qara. Don’t be obvious. Work on things nearby, listen to what she’s saying. If you hear anything of note, come find me.”


  Delgejin raised an eyebrow.


  “You want to know if she’s interested in you?” he asked.


  “No.” Sukhetai made a face and shuddered. “No, I just want to know how she and that boy from the hills are doing. They seem to have hit it off, but I don’t want my quiver bearer getting distracted.”


  “I see how it is.” Delgejin smirked. “Distracted, huh?”


  “That’s not what I mean,” Sukhetai said.


  His brother glanced through the gers. Qara hadn’t moved, though her face had gone a bit cold. She must have seen them. Sukhetai sighed, and patted Delgejin’s shoulders, leaving the responsibility squarely on them as he stepped away.


  “Meanwhile, I have to see a woman about a horse,” he said. “Or perhaps a few horses.”


  “Good luck,” Delgejin muttered.


  “Same to you.”


  Sukhetai stepped away, sidling around the curved side of a ger until he was out of sight. He broke into a small grin, and rolled his shoulders once, settling firmly into the knowledge that he had someone on his side. He passed the herder’s ger and caught Borchu’s ever-surly glare out of the corner of his eye. Sukhetai made no motion that he might have seen the affront. Instead, he circled back to where he had left his horse and untied him from the post once again. He really did have to go see the Handler, if his father wasn’t doing so already. Sukhetai figured having his stallion with him would be a good idea.


  “By the Beard of the Sky, let me not have to chase after a yak again.”


  He sent the prayer through gritted teeth and led his mount away.


CHAPTER FOUR


  Tanan

  


  



  Tanan strolled into the palace kitchen, helping himself to a pastry and a mug of tea before the head cook scowled at him.


  “Get out, scamp. You can eat with the family or not at all, as far as I’m concerned.” A ruddy-cheeked grin and shaking finger belied her rough words.


  Tanan swung around the end of the table where she worked and planted a loud kiss on her cheek. “You’re too good to me, Cook. Without you, I’d have perished a dozen times over. A skeleton from undernourishment before my tenth naming day.”


  She laughed, snatching a piece of toweling from her shoulder and snapping it at him. “Scoot. Wazor’s been down here lookin’ for you already.”


  Tanan sighed.


  “Don’t give me that, young man,” she said. “Wazor’s just lookin’ out for you. You pay attention to him.”


  Tanan stuck the end of the pastry in his mouth and grabbed a second, dodging her slap, and heading for the passage to the upper floors.


  “I’ll send tea and cakes for midmornin’,” Cook said. “You mind your studies.”


  He waved his tea and gave her a courtly bow in return before heading for the school room. He trailed crumbs the whole way but managed not to spill tea on the carpets. Thus fortified he felt ready to face the indomitable Wazor al-Salem in his lair.


  What he found was a frowning old man staring out the school room’s window.


  “What is it?” Tanan asked, joining the teacher.


  Wazor started, as if surprised by his student’s sudden appearance. “Oh, young sir. Nothing. I was merely contemplating the turning of the seasons. The way each day leads to the next, the same yet subtly different until the warmth of summer is beset by the cold rains of fall.” He blinked several times and shook his head. “Nothing really. An old man’s maundering on the nature of life.”


  Tanan nodded. “What tortures have you for me today?”


  Wazor shook his head. “I’m quite put out with your father for not giving me more time to prepare.”


  “Prepare for what?”


  “I’ve been instructed to prepare you to take Shahar’s position,” Wazor said, reaching up to fiddle with the scraggly hairs festooning his chin.


  Tanan shrugged and took his seat at the only desk in the room. “Isn’t that what you’ve been doing all this time?”


  Wazor frowned at him. “No, young sir. I’ve been preparing you for an enlightened life. A life of appreciation of the finer things. Art. Letters. Science. Mathematics.”


  “Ah.” He schooled his features. “And all this time I thought you merely wanted me to read the books you gave me and then tell you what is in them. You mean to say I was supposed to remember it all?”


  The depth of Wazor’s distress became apparent when he failed to rise to the barb. “Yes, well,” he said, drawing the word out. “All that’s out with the tide. We should be giving some attention to some more practical matters.” His focus was elsewhere and his voice sounded far away, as if he spoke to himself in an empty room.


  “Practical is bad?” Tanan asked, sipping his rapidly cooling tea.


  Wazor shook his head, then nodded, then shrugged. “No. Not bad. Having a foundation is necessary to understanding the practical, I suppose.”


  “What kinds of practical things are we talking about, Teacher?”


  Wazor’s left hand came up, fingers flexing as he grasped for some concept that must have appeared in the thin air in front of him. “The king’s advisor needs to know the state of the realm.”


  Tanan nodded. “That seems like a logical situation. Are we not aware here in the palace?”


  “No, you don’t understand, young sir. I’m saying it badly.” He sighed a rough sigh and turned to Tanan. “You, young sir. Tell me, do you know the state of the kitchen?”


  “I do. Cook prepares the luncheon and dinner. The bread is rising and should be in the ovens in time to serve for dinner. Lunch will be a light repast of soup and a cake.”


  “How do you know this?” Wazor asked, not appearing to be surprised by Tanan’s answer, merely curious.


  “I passed through on the way up here.”


  Wazor nodded. “And the state of the laundry?”


  Tanan shrugged. “No idea.”


  Wazor pounced. “Why not?”


  “Because I didn’t see it this morning. I can make an assumption—”


  Wazor cut him off with a literal hand-chop in the air. “No. No assumptions. Only the facts matter. Not what you think. Only what you know. How do you know what’s happening in the kitchen?” He paused, eyebrows raised and his head turned slightly off-center, some black-robed bird of prey staring at a fat rabbit and thinking of lunch.


  “Because I saw it,” Tanan said, unsure where the line of questioning might be going.


  “Exactly,” Wazor said, his wrinkles changing their pattern on his face a few times. “And why not the laundry?”


  Tanan shrugged. “Because I didn’t.”


  “Yes,” Wazor said, a short, sharp word like a dagger in the night.


  “What has this to do with Shahar?”


  “Your uncle cannot say to your father, ‘I’m sorry, sire, I haven’t seen far Hortham. I don’t know what’s causing the shortfall in revenues to our coffers.’” Wazor paused leaning over Tanan. “Do you see?”


  Tanan nodded then shook his head. “No. How could he be expected to see that far?”


  Wazor nodded and pulled his left earlobe between thumb and first knuckle. “Exactly. How?”


  Tanan shook his head. “I suppose he must have somebody there who can tell him.”


  “Why do you suppose that? What import is Hortham to the realm?”


  “It seems logical. If my uncle cannot see Hortham himself but he needs to know, then somebody must be there to report to him.”


  Wazor grinned. “Now you see.”


  Tanan sat back in his seat, not sure that he saw anything beyond the logic. “But why Hortham?”


  “Indeed. Why far Hortham and not Millicuddy to the west or Otranga to the east? And what of the nomadic tribes that roam the steppes to the north?”


  Tanan shook his head. “I don’t know.”


  Wazor beckoned and crossed to the window, pausing to release the latch and step out onto the small balcony beyond. “Come, my boy. Come.”


  Tanan followed the old man outside and looked to the branches of a tree that grew in the palace garden below.


  “Observe,” Wazor said, pointing to a branch that neared the balcony. “What do you see?”


  “Leaves?” Tanon asked. “A branch?”


  Wazor flapped a hand to banish the trivial answer. “Look closer.”


  Tanan peered at the branch. The morning light glinted off a silken web strung between the smaller limbs. “A spider’s web?”


  “Exactly, Tanan. Exactly.” Wazor hunched over to stand close and whispered. “Watch.”


  In a few moments, the web jiggled as a small fly found himself tangled in its mesh. A tiny spider scurried along the web and quickly secured his meal before retreating, leaving the web quiet once more.


  “Now, young sir. Tell me the lesson.” Wazor’s usually glum face fairly danced with excitement.


  “The spider will dine well tonight?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Don’t toy with me. Answer the question. What’s the lesson?”


  Tanon turned to study the branch once more, looking for something he must have missed. He tilted his head and shifted his weight back and forth. With each new perspective he found more and more strands of silk stretching between and among the branches. Webbed lumps hung from some, while others lay bare.


  “What is far Hortham?” Wazor prompted.


  “The fly?” Tanan asked.


  “Close,” Wazor said. “Why isn’t it the fly?”


  Tanan stared at the branch, neatly snared in the nearly invisible threads. The branches forming a map in his mind. “Far Hortham is a place.”


  Wazor all but cackled in his excitement. “Just so, just so.”


  Another fly buzzed past Tanan’s nose and ran into a different strand. Again, the hapless insect became entangled as the little spider climbed along the thread and entombed it.


  “There,” Wazor said. “What happened?”


  “He caught another fly,” Tanan said, losing himself in the tangle of webs among the branches.


  “Yes, but how?” Wazor asked. “It was not near the other. How did the spider know to follow that thread instead of any of the others?”


  Tanan watched the tiny arachnid scoot back to his lair and the light shifted so he saw that the spider went back to the same place. The arrows of silk all pointed to the small spider. “The silk must have vibrated,” he said.


  “It did. So then what?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan straightened up and shrugged. “Well, he felt the vibration in that thread and moved to take the fly.”


  Wazor nodded several times, the hairs on his chin waving with the movement. “So how does this apply to our lesson?” He nodded at the classroom. “Do you remember the question?”


  “Why far Hortham?” Tanan asked.


  “Yes. Why far Hortham?”


  Tanan stared at the webwork again. “Is it because the spider caught a fly on that strand before?”


  Wazor paused and leaned down to join Tanan in staring at the branch. “An interesting conjecture,” he said. “Not the lesson I had in mind, but interesting insight.” He paused and pointed at a different branch. “Why did the spider pick far Hortham there instead of this other branch here?”


  “That branch is almost in the middle. All the webs go out some distance,” Tanan said.


  “So what does that tell you about the spider’s action?”


  Tanan frowned for a moment. “Wider web. Better chance for catching a fly?”


  Wazor beamed. “Now, how does that apply to your uncle Shahar and Hortham?”


  “He’s not catching flies,” Tanan said.


  Wazor shrugged the answer off but straightened. “What is he catching? What’s your uncle’s goal? Where did we start the lesson?”


  “The kitchen,” Tanan said.


  Wazor beckoned and reentered the schoolroom. From one of the flat drawers, he pulled a large map of Sudenlan and slapped it onto the table. “Where are we?”


  Tanan pointed to Makama Aljana on the southern coast of the continent.


  “And Hortham?”


  Tanan leaned over the map scanning the various locations in the northwest. He ran his hand along the coast to focus his attention on the details found there. It took him a few moments to find it. “There,” he said, pointing to the marking. “But that’s not one of our cities.”


  “Correct,” Wazor said. “It’s the Maritani capital.” He waved his hand across the map. “Why there? It’s so far away. The barren steppes run from our northern borders to the southern edge of Maritan. Surely nothing happens there that might be significant to us.”


  Tanan squinted his eyes, scanning the map, trying to see what Wazor saw. He shook his head. “It’s not the steppes. He’d need to know what happened in the other realms.”


  “Where else?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan pointed to the four remaining capitals. “Each of them, at least. The king needs to be informed of what our neighbors do.”


  “Each court stays in constant contact,” Wazor said. “King to king. Queen to queen.” He paused, tilted his head and raising his eyebrows in a wordless question.


  “Shahar to the other secretaries?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor shook his head. “Why not?”


  Tanan shrugged.


  “Tell me,” Wazor said. “Did the spider ask the fly where he might be flying before he spun his web?”


  “Of course not,” Tanan said.


  “Why?”


  “Do they even speak the same language?” Tanan asked. “Where would they have met to discuss it?” He paused. “Why would the fly tell the spider?”


  Wazor nodded. “Exactly.”


  Tanan examined the map more closely, his gaze jumping across the continent to pick out the capitals again. “Are they threats?” he asked.


  Wazor shrugged. “Potentially. Also opportunities. We all want what’s best for our people. From the tiniest garden spider to the largest hunting cat. From the smallest family to the largest realm.”


  The map became something more in Tanan’s mind. “So we need to know what’s happening there.”


  “Exactly.” Wazor beamed.


  “My uncle is the spider?”


  “Among other things.” Wazor pursed his lips and fondled his beard. “I believe he’s the spider’s master in this. He has people who report from the docks and from the tax collectors. A whole hierarchy of people whose jobs are to keep track of the business of the realm.”


  “Like the stablemaster,” Tanan said.


  “And the major domo for the palace, the army, and every other aspect of the realm’s business.”


  “So what does Father do?” Tanan asked. “If Uncle Shahar keeps track of the realm, what does that leave?”


  Wazor smiled. “Your father decides.”


  “Decides? Decides what?”


  “Whatever needs a decision. Your uncle is but one source of information. Official word from various capitals blended with history and the unofficial channels provide the information, but your father has to decide what to do with it. Do we direct the salt mines to increase production? Do we tell the fishermen to increase their landings? Or suggest they decrease them? It’s your father’s job to take all this information and act on it.”


  “Like go to war?” Tanan’s thoughts turned to Brahim’s training with the army.


  “Or how he might avoid it,” Wazor said.


  “Brahim trains for war all the time,” Tanan said.


  Wazor frowned and chewed his words a moment before spitting them out. “Brahim is yet unblooded. He sees the glory in war. The winning.” He sighed. “He has not yet tasted the dregs.”


  “Well, surely we wouldn’t lose, would we?”


  Wazor’s shrug barely shifted his robes. “There are no winners in war, my boy. Only those who lose less.”


  “That makes no sense,” Tanan said. “Why fight if you can’t win?”


  “A question for the ages,” Wazor said. “Some situations require it.”


  Tanan shook his head. “I don’t see.”


  “Consider Maritan,” Wazor said, pointing to the map. “What if the king of Maritan decided that he wanted control of the rich fishing grounds here in Makan al-Sayd?”


  “But that’s our land,” Tanan said.


  “Yes,” Wazor said. “Also our best source of fish. Fully half our annual catch comes from that region.”


  Tanan leaned over the map. “But we have fishing ports all along this coast. Why there?”


  “That’s a different lesson. One for another day, perhaps.” Wazor grinned. “But what if they wanted to take those lands? To control those fish?”


  “We’d fight them,” Tanan said.


  “We would,” Wazor said. “Would we win?”


  Tanan felt pulled in two different directions. “I don’t know,” he said. “You just told me nobody wins.”


  Wazor nodded. “You’re on the right path. What would Brahim consider winning to look like?”


  Tanan snorted. “Returning from battle with his bravery confirmed and his prowess recognized.”


  Wazor covered his mouth with one hand but his eyes danced in merriment. “Perhaps, but what would winning mean to Maritan?”


  “Gaining control of the fishing grounds,” Tanan said.


  “Exactly, but would it be worth the price?”


  Tanan frowned. “Assuming they brought an army to battle our army?”


  “Yes,” Wazor said. “We wouldn’t give up our land and people without a fight, would we?”


  Tanan pondered. “So they battle us and we lose more fighters than they do, but also lose control of the fishing grounds.”


  “Continue,” Wazor said. “What do they get?”


  “Well, they lose fighters but they gain the grounds that we lost.”


  “So who won?” Wazor asked.


  “If the grounds are worth more than the cost of fighting, then Maritan did.”


  “How much would they have won by not fighting?”


  Tanan shook his head, hoping to rattle some new idea loose. “Nothing.”


  “So consider this. On the day the war is won. That whole region now belongs to Maritan. How much have they gained?”


  “Control of the fishery.”


  “What’s that worth on that day?”


  “I don’t understand.”


  “How many fish? How much gold?” Wazor asked. “On the day the war ends.”


  “Whatever the fishermen earn that day, I suppose.”


  “So, nothing,” Wazor said.


  “Nothing?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor shrugged. “If your country is at war, what does that do to business?”


  “It would be hard to fish, I suppose,” Tanan said.


  “Exactly.” Wazor waved a hand over map. “Not only in that region but in the surrounding territories. Wars cost everyone. They cost the extra gold. They cost the lives of fighters who die and the business lost when business is disrupted. Fishers would stay in port. Cargo vessels would avoid that area. Merchants there would shutter their businesses.”


  “So why do it?” Tanan asked.


  “Why did the spider spin his web?” Wazor asked.


  “To catch a fly.”


  “But the spider spun many webs. Not all caught flies.” Wazor paused, lifting one shaggy eyebrow.


  Tanan nodded. “I see. So Maritan would look for future value from the cost of the war. It would take time.”


  “It would,” Wazor said. “It’s a gamble. With something like fishing, the gamble is greater than going to war over—say—fertile lands or natural resources like iron or salt.”


  “What if the people won’t fish?” Tanan asked.


  “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Wazor asked. “For some time the conquered may resent the presence of invaders. They may decide not to fish.”


  “But that costs them their livelihoods.”


  “They might pack up and sail to another one of our ports,” Wazor said.


  “That would mean leaving their homes, their friends,” Tanan said. “Would people do that?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Some might. Some others from Maritan might see the advantage of fishing in richer waters and move there.”


  “What has this all to do with Shahar?” Tanan asked.


  “What does Shahar need to tell your father about the area around Makan al-Sayd?”


  Tanan frowned at the map, his gaze going from the fishing village to Hortham and back. “Everything,” Tanan said.


  “Explain, please, young sir?”


  Tanan sighed. “The state of the fisheries. Are they growing? Shrinking? Is there some seasonal effect? And does Maritan have eyes on the region? Do they need them because the Maritani fisheries are dying out, or to make up for a lack in their farming, maybe?”


  “Good points,” Wazor said. “What else?”


  “Is the Maritani population growing? Does it need the extra food?”


  “They could buy it,” Wazor said.


  “True but the Maritani court wouldn’t see the taxes from it,” Tanan said.


  “Think about that again, young sir.”


  “Shahar would need to know what Maritan taxes,” Tanan said, the realization breaking through. “They’d still get the merchant taxes, regardless of where the fish came from.”


  “Indeed. There might be import or export duties in play. One government or the other.” Wazor paused for a moment. “Back to the lesson. What does your father need to know to make a decision?”


  Tanan stared at the map and shook his head. “It’s overwhelming.”


  “Exactly,” Wazor said. “Your uncle’s job is to make sure your father has the information he needs to decide whether or not to beef up the defenses around Makan al-Sayd, or perhaps Mahlcry to the north, or the eastern holdings. The people need food. They need water. Drought in one area places stress on others. Do you remember when Santona burned?”


  Tanan nodded. “I remember hearing about it.”


  Wazor touched the map along the southern coast east of the capital. “Here. The village is no more.”


  “Really? What happened to the people?”


  “Many of them perished in the fire or from their injuries. Their propensity for building with wood over the ages left them vulnerable to the hungry flames. A spilled brazier ignited a hovel near the docks and the onshore winds fanned the small fire into an inferno that spread from rooftop to rooftop until the entire town was turned to ash in a single night.” Wazor paused. “When the morning came, the injured began dying for lack of care. The fires collapsed many of the town’s wells, the ash poisoning the waters.”


  Tanan could picture the scene in his mind. “Without water they couldn’t survive.”


  Wazor nodded. “Your father sent a relief column as soon as the word reached the capital but by the time they got to Santona, only a few people remained, huddled in makeshift shelters. Families had been wiped out. Businesses gone. Without an economy, without a way to earn a living, the survivors had no reason to stay.”


  “What happened to them?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Some moved to nearby towns. Others sought out family members around the realm. What do you think happened to the economy?”


  Tanan frowned, examining the map around the region. “I guess it would depend on what Santona produced and bought.”


  “Exactly.”


  “Do you know what happened?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Not much, to be honest. Santona imported only small amounts of salt and some metals for tools. For the most part they had always been largely self-sufficient. That was good for the region, but bad for the Santonians who survived.” He glanced at Tanan. “Do you know why?”


  Tanan pondered the question but shook his head. “I would think it would work in their favor.”


  “How does a self-sufficient village work?” Wazor asked. “What does that mean?”


  “It means they make whatever it is they need to survive,” Tanan said.


  “Yes, but does everyone in town make everything they need? Do children grow their own food and sew their own clothing?”


  “Oh. No. I suppose that the farmers farm. The fishermen fish.”


  “Correct, young sir. The people trade with each other but not with outsiders. Without the trade relationships, they had no outside sources.” Wazor shrugged. “They could have rebuilt, but lacking the structures necessary, enough individuals decided to leave until too few remained to make it a viable option.”


  “You’re saying that when Santona failed, it didn’t matter?”


  Wazor shook his head. “No, young sir. It mattered to them, but in the wider scale of the realm? The ripples made little difference to the realm as a whole.” He pointed to Mahlcry at the head of the Mahl Nahr. “Consider what might happen should something happen to Mahlcry.”


  “Loss of the salt?” Tanan said.


  Wazor nodded. “Salt is our primary product. Everything in the realm is built on salt.”


  “How can that be?” Tanan asked. “We use a little on the table. Even if everyone uses salt, that’s not very much salt, is it?”


  Wazor grinned. “Your assignment, young sir, is to find out.”


  “Find out what? How many people use salt?”


  Wazor shrugged a shoulder and his lips twitched a little. “Find out what salt is used for and how much of it we need to supply the realm.”


  Tanan blinked, the magnitude of the assignment suddenly overwhelming. “You’re suggesting that it’s not just table use?”


  “Exactly.” Wazor waited a moment. “What do they use salt for at Makan al-Sayd?”


  “Fish?” Tanan guessed. “Salting fish,” he said, kicking himself for not making the connection.


  “What other industries might use salt? How does the Royal Treasury fill with gold because of salt?”


  Tanan landed in his chair with an audible thump. “How would I even find out?”


  “You could ask your uncle, but that would be cheating.”


  “Cheating? Isn’t he the best source?”


  “He’s certainly one source but his knowledge is interpreted, distilled from others. Find the primary sources and see for yourself. Go to the sources that your uncle would use if he needed to tell your father the state of salt production in the realm.”


  “I have no idea what that might be,” Tanan said, casting about for some clue.


  “Think, my boy. Think. Where are there records?”


  “The library?”


  “That’s a source, to be sure,” Wazor said. “It might provide you with clues to follow. Perhaps a good place to start, but a poor place to stop.”


  “Does Uncle Shahar use the library?”


  Wazor shrugged. “I suspect your esteemed uncle has helpers and clerks who can use the library and report back to him.” He tilted his head, almost birdlike. “Why is that a good thing?”


  “Because the clerk could take the time to go to the library, find the information, and return.”


  “And why is that a bad thing?” Wazor asked, tilting his head the other way.


  Tanan’s mind whistled around, coming up with nothing. Wazor’s chuckle pulled him back to the schoolroom.


  “What if that person was you?” Wazor asked.


  “Me? I’m going to have to figure it out, aren’t I?”


  Wazor nodded. “Indeed you will, young sir.”


  “What if I don’t find everything?”


  “A danger to be sure,” Wazor said.


  “Or I make a mistake in gathering the information?”


  “See? You understand the problem. This is why you check the source whenever possible. Every step between the source and your decision-making introduces the opportunity for error.”


  Tanan stared at the surface of his desk. “How can he trust them?”


  “Shahar?” Wazor asked. “Most of them are experts in their various fields. They are not young sirs but respected members of the court.” His smile took any sting out of the comment. “But they all started out as you at some point.”


  Tanan shook his head. “It would only take a few coins in the right purse...” The thought petered out on its own.


  Wazor frowned. “Yes. Perhaps more than a few but for something of great value, like a royal decision?” He shrugged.


  One of Cook’s helpers appeared at the schoolroom door. “Cakes and tea,” she said with a small curtsy.


  Wazor waved her in and pointed to a table to the side. “Thank you, Darla.”


  The girl smiled and cast a shy glance at Tanan on her way out.


  Wazor cleared his throat. “Just in time.” He crossed to the table and poured a cup of tea, helping himself to a cake. Glancing over his shoulder, he said, “You’re still here?”


  Tanan looked at the tray.


  “Come back when you learn something, young sir. Perhaps the promise of tea and cakes will speed your learning process.” He took a large bite, washing it down with the tea. His satisfied smile made Tanan roll his eyes.


  He left the schoolroom, certain that his efforts in the Royal Library would take much longer than the expected lifespan of that pot of tea.


CHAPTER FIVE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  The older women and half of the riders—including Qara—had left before dawn. They took with them most of the camels, heading for the first of many stops on the road to the summer grazing grounds. They left five camels behind, four of which carried nothing; the last carried spares of any supplies the herders might need while traveling. Warchief Baavgai led all of those remaining from his horse, eagle perched on his hand, which lay in the crook of an antler arm rest. Around him the other half of the riders and all of the herders stood arrayed in an arc with their goats, yaks, horses, sheep, and families. Baavgai assessed the state of the tribe with a steady gaze, even as the wind whipped down from the mountains.


  Sukhetai waited, arm also taken up by an eagle, though his was younger and still wore a leather cap to cover his eyes and keep him calm. He sat at the front of the herd, or what would be the front, with the lead goat on a long tether fastened to his saddle. Other riders surrounded the group: Maral and Borchu together on one side, Delgejin just behind Sukhetai, most of the younger riders near the back where they could keep the yaks from panicking. Orbei the breeder led the horses, surrounded by the young women who had been learning from her mother.


  The last rider, clad from headdress to boots in what had once been a brilliant sky blue but was now somewhat faded by mud, rain, and sun, walked her horse around to Sukhetai’s side of the procession. It felt like it had taken a year. She carried a skin full of yak-milk tea, and in a holster on her saddle rested a white horsehair banner with an eagle symbol at the top. She walked sunwise around the herd, dipping her fingers in the tea and flicking drops of it over the animals and riders. The tassels of her headdress were pulled back out of her face, though the bells sewed onto them and at the shoulders of her deel still tinkled merrily, chasing away any evils that might follow them on the journey. Earlier in the day she’d spoken words of swift and steady travel to the first group. This time, she skipped the swift part—it was no use trying to move livestock any faster than they wanted to go.


  Oyuun Kokotseg finished her procession in front of Sukhetai, and looked up at him with a stern pull to her weathered face. She wasn’t the oldest woman in the village, but she was certainly the most powerful. Sukhetai didn’t flinch as she flicked tea over his knee. His eagle fluffed his feathers.


  “... And may our leaders, young and old, show the way with honor and mercy,” she said.


  Sukhetai caught the barb, but didn’t react to it. Instead he nodded, and Oyuun Kokotseg capped the skin of yak milk. She walked her horse to the front and hoisted herself up into the saddle, positioned halfway between Sukhetai and his father. The wind lifted her thin, silver hair and played in the bells on her deel. She sat silently for a few moments, hand resting gently on the white banner. A hush fell over not just the riders but the herd as well. The animals all stilled, some looking to each other and others turning their ears forward, attention fixed on the oyuun. Even the lead goat stopped her grazing and looked up.


  The wind stilled, and the subtle sound of flapping caught Sukhetai’s ears. He glanced up, as a solitary goose winged overhead, feathers whistling. It gave a single honk as it passed, and continued on toward the summer lands. Sukhetai raised an eyebrow at it. He’d since stopped questioning why this particular oyuun chose to wind-ride on geese, when some of the others had much more imposing familiars. The Oyuun Beki of the Khoid Talood was rumored to ride the wind itself, though Sukhetai didn’t believe it.


  Oyuun Kokotseg raised the banner and spun it three times sunwise.


  “The way is clear!” Her voice rang sharp and strong in the frigid morning air. “As I will it, so it is!”


  A call of “And so it is” rose up from the riders, Sukhetai included. It pierced through the air like a hundred arrows, and chills tickled down Sukhetai’s arms. He was never sure what magic or spirits the old women called upon, nor would he ever know. All he was certain of was that the call to the spirits always changed the air. And they had never once gotten into trouble on this trek. In either direction.


  Oyuun Kokotseg replaced the banner in its holster and nudged her horse to a walk. Sukhetai looked to his father, who waved him ahead. The warchief would stay in the middle of the herd, in case anyone—livestock included—fell ill and needed to be carried on one of the camels. Sukhetai nodded and flicked the reins, guiding his stallion to follow the old woman. He felt the line tug at the saddle once before the lead goat figured out what she was supposed to be doing, and before long the sounds of many goats and people talking and walking followed. The migration was officially underway.


  A few relatively quiet minutes down the trail, and the spell wore down. Sukhetai hadn’t really been aware that anything was different until it did, and then he remembered all the other times he’d done this, following his father. When he was younger he’d always been aware that the air seemed clearer, charged somehow. Like the sound of the oyuun’s voice somehow made any smoke or mist flee in terror. He didn’t blame it, she was a woman to be respected, as were all old women. Now, even though he wasn’t much older, he still felt the charge, but wasn’t actively aware of it. Not until he found his mind stuck firmly in the state of peaceful meandering that usually accompanied these long slogs from one point to another.


  He heard Borchu whistle sharply and turned to see a few goats meandering off toward the camels. Sukhetai snorted, and focused his mind and gaze back on the road ahead. With a small jolt, he realized he needed to keep an eye on the oyuun, since he was First Rider. Every few hours, around key landmarks, she would wind-ride and scout the path ahead. It was an important role, and making sure she didn’t fall off the horse while she was away on a goose’s wings was a responsibility Sukhetai hadn’t remembered he had until that moment. Her earlier prayer made more sense, in that light.


  Oyuun Kokotseg slowed her horse and fell in beside Sukhetai, who kept his eyes on the road and acknowledged her with a sheepish pull of his lips. She didn’t attempt to meet his gaze.


  “You’ve realized, haven’t you?” she asked. “You have more responsibility as First Rider than you believed.”


  “I believe I’ve just realized which horse’s reins I’m holding,” he said. “And that my father has been going easy on me.”


  She nodded. They rode along in relative silence for a while, listening to the goats, the yaks, the horses, and the camels. Sukhetai heard some of the horse women giggle and glanced back. They were talking among themselves. At first, Sukhetai thought it might be about him, until they pointed at one of the yaks.


  “I will not!” The youngest girl of the four turned bright red.


  Sukhetai turned back to the road and shook his head. He knew, somewhat, how she felt, being jibed as the youngest. All of his friends save for Delgejin had been older than him, and they had all moved away and started families of their own by now. 


  “I remember when I was her age.” Oyuun Kokotseg let go of the reins, leading her horse with her legs as she sat back, relaxing her spine. “All of the girls my age thought I was too quiet and withdrawn to be anything but a rabbit.”


  “You ended up with a goose, instead,” Sukhetai said. “Was that better, or worse?”


  Oyuun Kokotseg laughed, and shrugged. She held a twinkle in her eyes that spoke of knowledge beyond Sukhetai’s understanding.


  “It was not what I expected, certainly. But I admit, it is nice to be able to fly,” she said. “I wind-rode a horse once. I much prefer birds. The grass talks too much.”


  Sukhetai glanced down at his eagle. The bird was perfectly comfortable, most likely asleep standing up. He wondered, not for the first time, what it would be like to see through his eyes, the way an old woman could. Knowing he never would wasn’t a terrible thing. That’s just how it was. The oyuun women told enough stories about their flights that he could almost imagine.


  “Something troubles you, Sukhetai.” Oyuun Kokotseg reached up to remove her headdress and placed it on the saddle in front of her. “Would you trust an old woman to keep your secrets?”


  The First Rider sighed through his nose and glanced behind him under the guise of checking on the goats. Nobody was within earshot, especially not over the sound of hooves and the occasional bleat. They did rather resemble a flock of geese. He turned back around with a little grin.


  “Why a goose?” he asked. “Why did you stay with it, anyway?”


  “That’s not an answer,” the oyuun said. “But I’ll let you think on it. Geese always know which way home is. They are very much like us.”


  “But they’re so...” Sukhetai made a face.


  He reeled in any number of things he could have said, as the old woman raised an eyebrow in his general direction.


  She nodded. “All things have their place, Sukhetai. Even geese.”


  The thought settled somewhere in the back of his mind and drew up a lingering grief that he hadn’t been entirely aware of. He felt the brief urge to kick his horse a bit faster, but knew it was fruitless. There was nowhere he could go except forward, and he doubted the goat attached to his saddle could keep up.


  “I will one day take my father’s place,” he said.


  “Is that what worries you?” Kokotseg asked.


  “In a way.” Sukhetai stared out at the distant blue peaks on the horizon. “Not because it means I’ll be in charge, but because it means he won’t be.”


  He didn’t want to say any more than that, but the oyuun persisted.


  “Your father could easily retire,” she said. “You becoming warchief is quite some years away, young man, and isn’t dependent on Baavgai’s death.”


  Her words struck true and buried themselves in Sukhetai’s heart. Not because he was preemptively mourning his father’s death, but because she was right. He had to admit to himself he was a bit terrified that he would make a mistake when it came time for him to lead the tribe. The oyuun seemed to read his mind, and turned with a smile.


  “You’re nervous because you’re still new to your station, aren’t you?” she asked.


  Sukhetai knew that wasn’t supposed to be a question. She knew his state of mind full well. He suspected she wasn’t the only one who could read it all over his face, in his bearing, and probably in the pale-knuckled grip he had on the reins. He relaxed his hand and kept his eyes on the path ahead. She waited him out while he thought. He didn’t want to make himself seem weak, even to the oyuun. Even though it was her job to understand.


  “I want to be the best leader I can be, and I know that I have more responsibility to do that now than I did this time last year,” Sukhetai said. “I suppose I hadn’t really realized before now just how much is on the horizon for me.”


  “You’re getting ahead of yourself, Sukhetai,” the oyuun said. “One day at a time. One thing at a time. It’s a long road from here to there. Plenty of time for things to change.”


  “That thought doesn’t comfort me greatly, Oyuun.”


  “Good. It wasn’t meant to.”


  She rode away from Sukhetai, putting a clear end to the conversation. He huffed and relaxed his hand again when he realized his nervous grasp had returned.


  The next few hours passed without incident, the main body of the Doud Tahlkheer talking merrily with each other, Sukhetai at the front of the herd keeping an eye out for raiders, wolves, or anything else that might pose a threat to their progress or health. At one point, Orbei started a round of song, and he half-heartedly joined in.


  Oyuun Kokotseg’s words still rattled around in his skull. He could never understand her. Some would say she had a wisdom that could only be gained by those who went through the Change and came into their gift. Those who lived long enough. Sukhetai wondered idly if men had a Change but never lived long enough. He’d always felt it a bit unfair that women had so many gifts, while men had nothing but duties. Duties to protect, to provide, to be good herders, all things that Sukhetai thought he was doing, though it seemed people questioned him at every turn.


  He felt a tug on the saddle and glanced down as the lead goat tried to follow Kokotseg instead. He reached down and tugged the rope back. The goat fell back in line with a disgruntled bleat, but didn’t try to wander off again.


  He glowered. “How can I lead the whole Doud Tahlkheer if the damn goats won’t even listen to me?”


  They came to the first of many landmarks, a river that wound in shallow channels through the wide valley and down into the plains. It was slow to cross, everyone getting just far enough into and around the water to make sure the livestock had enough to drink. Oyuun Kokotseg rode off a fair distance from the general noise and replaced her headdress. With a sigh, Sukhetai cast about for someone to take over goat duty. Eventually, he settled on the only one with whom he could actually make eye contact.


  “Borchu!” he called. “Come take this goat!”


  “Why?” Borchu snapped.


  Sukhetai straightened up and huffed. He thrust out the lead line, scowling. 


  “Someone needs to go watch the oyuun,” he said. “That someone would be me.”


  Borchu grudgingly turned his horse and trotted up. His eyes were an oddity, bright blue and piercing as the ice water that flowed through the river. For a moment, Sukhetai considered sending him to go watch the old woman. Borchu snatched the lead line and jerked his chin toward Kokotseg.


  “Go. Do your job,” he said.


  Sukhetai stared at Borchu, a warning in his eyes. One that the older man didn’t heed, even as he stared back. Slowly, Sukhetai turned his horse, not letting his gaze falter until he made it deliberately clear that he was having none of the herder’s disrespect. He still wasn’t sure he had, even as he trotted up just shy of the oyuun. The tassels of her headdress covered her face, and Sukhetai looked at her horse instead of at her. He didn’t try to speak, not knowing if she’d be able to hear him wherever she was. He looked around, watching the rest of the clan smile and laugh with each other, for the most part. He felt at that moment like an outsider, and decided almost without having to think that if he was going to be outside everyone else’s groups, it was probably for the best. He was the one making sure everyone was safe and protected, after all.


  He turned back just as the oyuun parted the tassels on her headdress again, tucking them behind her ears. Sukhetai still didn’t watch her face—even Borchu wouldn’t be that rude—as she whispered a little prayer of thanks to her companion.


  “The way is clear,” she said. “Though a storm gathers in the east. We may get snow.”


  “More snow,” Sukhetai said before he realized who he was talking to. “Not that that’s a bad thing.”


  “It is unusual.” Kokotseg nodded. “Things stir far afield that even my geese can’t see. It will be a good year for the mountains, though. So much snow will become water for our horses.”


  “Even hail melts.”


  Sukhetai said the old proverb without really thinking about it, but Oyuun Kokotseg turned with a raised eyebrow. There was a lesson in that for him. He didn’t know what or where it was, though. She watched him grapple with it for a few moments, before turning her horse and heading back to regroup the now spread-out herds. Sukhetai followed, returning to where he’d left Borchu, only to find Delgejin holding the line of the lead goat instead. He grinned when the First Rider approached, and held the line out to him.


  “Where’s Borchu?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Over there.” Delgejin pointed over his shoulder. “With Maral, as usual. I figured I’d hold onto this for you. Save you having to deal with him.”


  Borchu was indeed with Maral, gathering the goats with the help of some of the younger herders. Maral kept his head up, watching the horizon for wolves.


  Sukhetai took the lead with a quiet huff, and Delgejin backed his horse away. They both waited for Kokotseg to ride ahead again before following. Delgejin rode at Sukhetai’s side, opposite the head goat.


  “I was hoping to catch up to you at some point,” he said. “You looked uncomfortable talking to the oyuun on your own like that.”


  “She makes everyone uncomfortable,” Sukhetai said. “All of the men, anyway.”


  “She doesn’t make me uncomfortable,” Delgejin said.


  The First Rider glanced at his little brother with a raised eyebrow and a smirk. Delgejin didn’t notice, so Sukhetai snorted.


  “I bow to your superior wisdom,” he said. “Seeing as you will one day go through the Change, it seems.”


  Delgejin sputtered, then chuckled. Sukhetai grinned along with him but didn’t laugh. His eagle seemed all the more peaceful for it, staying still and wobbling every so often as they found particularly rough terrain. 


  “If only it were so.” Delgejin sighed. “I’d have a strange and wonderful fate to look forward to, if that were the case.”


  “What?” Sukhetai asked. “Being the second son of a warchief isn’t enough for you?”


  They shared a glance, and another snicker. Both were of the same mind as far as their respective destinies went. Sukhetai always wanted to fill his father’s shoes. Delgejin always wanted... well, Sukhetai never knew what Delgejin wanted.


  “Oh, here’s an idea.” Delgejin stuck his arm out, waving his hand in a broad sweep across the horizon. “One day, when you become warchief and I your First Rider, we’ll ride across all of the lands of the Morin Khuun, and unite the tribes. We’d be a massive force, nobody would have to worry about raids again, and you would be known as the Great Warchief Sukhetai! What do you think?”


  He settled back in the saddle while Sukhetai blinked at him. Delgejin’s mare snorted, as though even she couldn’t believe what he was saying. Sukhetai tried to picture it, however, and he had to admit it was an image he could entertain. He looked out to the horizon, east toward the Zhoon Uhls, and straightened up a little.


  “I don’t know how I’d do that if nobody but you actually listens to me outside of battle,” he said. “What if peace isn’t an option? I would have to become even stronger, make people listen to me. I’m not sure either clan would bend willingly.”


  “It was just a thought, Sukhetai,” Delgejin said, then scoffed. “Wait, don’t tell me you’ve thought about this before.”


  Sukhetai shrugged.


  “Maybe I have,” he said.


  “Oh, All-Father but you are always the ambitious one, aren’t you?” Delgejin sighed. “Leave some for the rest of us.”


  Delgejin laughed, softening his words, but Sukhetai didn’t smile. He still watched the eastern horizon, wondering what it would take. Strength, he decided. More strength than he had, and more control of his tribe. He could begin that now, if he wanted to. He thought of Borchu, and Qara, and Maral, and sighed.


  “I could do it, perhaps,” Sukhetai said. “But I think it’s more likely that one of Oyuun Kokotseg’s geese will shit gold nuggets.”


  “What makes you say that?” Delgejin asked. “Either of those things?”


  “I’m ambitious, a strong rider, and a stronger warrior,” Sukhetai said. “All things that Borchu and Qara will never respect, and therefore never see me as their leader.”


  The lead tugged, and Sukhetai glanced back at the head goat. It was trying to wander off again. Sukhetai rolled his eyes and yanked the line back.


  Delgejin snickered. “Neither will that goat, apparently,” he said.


  “So you see my point then?” Sukhetai asked.


  “I do.” Delgejin sighed. “One step at a time. First we have to get these goats to the summer camp.”


  They both sighed, Sukhetai somewhat amused by the fact that leading goats from the front wasn’t altogether different from herding goats on the sides. Except up here he didn’t have to worry about them getting distracted and wandering off. He mulled over the last few minutes of conversation and glanced at Delgejin.


  “Speaking of Qara,” he asked, “any news?”


  “None.” Delgejin shook his head. “She spends a lot of time talking to Orbei about how callous and rude you are, though.”


  “Me?” Sukhetai scoffed. “I’m the First Rider. I’m not rude, I’m supposed to give orders.”


  Delgejin didn’t say anything for a few moments, and Sukhetai narrowed his eyes.


  “I’m not rude,” he said. “Nor callous.”


  “I dunno.” Delgejin grinned. “You have your moments.”


  Sukhetai shook his head and sat up straighter in his saddle. He glanced over to where Orbei led the horses. She was a small and wispy young woman, hair perpetually in a braid over her shoulder. She was, if any of the girls were, rather pretty. Sukhetai looked back to the road. She was also just as stubborn as one of the horses.


  “Qara will learn,” he said. “The fact that she’s a woman doesn’t mean she doesn’t have to listen to me when she’s under my command.”


  They rode along in silence for a while, and Sukhetai could almost feel Delgejin’s wary gaze on his shoulder. He hoped it was wary, anyway. Respectful. When he turned, though, he found that Delgejin was staring off into the middle-sky and yawning.


  From the front of the procession, Oyuun Kokotseg started singing. Her weathered, reedy voice rang sharply in the cold air, and Sukhetai’s eagle stirred. The horse women finished the first line, and they all began a call-and-response. A slow, meandering tune, it wove and ducked along with the horses’ hooves and the tinkling of both the oyuun’s bells and those on the collars of the lead animals. Sukhetai and Delgejin glanced at each other, and with a shrug each, joined in. It would be a long and boring road otherwise.


CHAPTER SIX


  Tanan

  


  



  The late summer sun promised a pleasant day ahead. An onshore breeze from the south brought cooling drafts from the ocean water, keeping the midmorning sun from pressing too hard. It also brought the scent of bayberry, a spicy and refreshing counterpoint to the smell of warming stone and the occasional whiff from the direction of the stables. He felt a momentary pang at the reminder of the stables, but Wazor’s sudden shift from pedantic bore to assigner of interesting tasks boded well.


  He strode north from the Palace, across the Grand Square, and up the twelve steps to the Royal Library’s massive entrance where he came face to face with a pair of palace guards, their pikes crossed in front of him. “Sorry, official business only.”


  Tanan stood for a moment, nonplussed by the obstruction. “Excuse me?”


  The guard on the left, who seemed to be the spokesman for the pair, said, “Only official business today.”


  “I was under the impression that the Royal Library was open to all citizens of the realm.”


  The guards shared a glance. “Normally, yes.”


  Tanan noted none of the usual scuttling of scribes that a fine summer morning might call forth. “Can I ask why?”


  “Order of the emir.”


  “Oh? Is my uncle in there?”


  The guards froze. The one on the left swallowed audibly. “Your uncle?” After a moment he added, “Your highness?”


  Tanan pulled an amulet from under his tunic, holding it so the guards could see the crest. “Yes. Uncle Shahar. The emir.”


  The guard swallowed again and exchanged wide-eyed glances with his partner. The kind of look that horses get when faced with a wolf. “Do you have official business in the library, Your Highness?”


  Tanan settled back on his heels and considered the question. “No. Do you know when the library will reopen?”


  The guard shook his head. “Sorry, Your Highness. We just go where we’re told.”


  “You’re new here, aren’t you?” Tanan asked, looking back and forth between the two.


  “Yes, Your Highness. Just rotated in from the barracks at Ohran.”


  “Well, I’m the younger prince. You probably met my brother Brahim already?”


  The two shared another scared glance, which made Tanan bite back a smile. Clearly they had met Brahim.


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  “Do you know how long your unit will be in the city?”


  “No, Your Highness.”


  “I can recommend the Hammered Arms,” Tanan said. “Good beer, decent wine, and a fine meat pie when you’re tired of the mess.”


  The guard blinked. “Your highness?”


  “Just outside the back gate. Stone’s throw down the lane. Tavern on the corner. The Hammered Arms.” He pulled a tael from his belt purse. With a nod he flipped it to the guard, who caught it in his free hand. “First round’s on me.” He turned and started back down the stairs.


  “Thank you, Your Highness.” Both guards spoke at once.


  He waved without turning around.


  Curious. With what Wazor had said, the fact that his uncle, the emir, had closed the library for his personal use seemed off. With the new guards, no less.


  At the foot of the stairs he turned left, heading for the barracks in question. He expected to find Brahim browbeating the new troops but Tanan knew he’d find some familiar faces in and around the barracks. He’d spent most of his free time at the stable, but some of the armsmen were happy to offer the royal brat some tips on the finer points of using swords and daggers. His father would never support him pursuing a position in the guards. He’d bitten back disappointment at the repeated denials often enough.


  That didn’t mean that Wazor took up so much of his time that he couldn’t sneak out to train occasionally—or buy a round for his trainers.


  The facade of the barracks faced the army’s headquarters building, and a pair of guards in full regalia stood their posts at the doors. The clang of weapons floated from behind the walls of the training yard, but the only way into that yard lay through the building.


  Tanan walked up to the door, between the two statue-still guardsmen. “Good morning, Driss, Faisal,” he said, keeping his voice low.


  Neither responded. It would have been a serious breach of protocol for them since they knew him as a member of the royal family. Had he been a stranger, his reception would have been more pointed.


  He strolled into the barracks, down the central hallway toward the back. The scent of leather and oil seemed to be everywhere. Occasionally he caught a whiff of musky sweat. The sound of training came from the yard outside, more clearly heard inside the barracks than in the front. With the side doors open to the yard, the walls provided no obstacle to the free flow of sound and soldiers. He often thought the stables and the barracks must have been built with the same ideas in mind. Care and feeding of a number of highly trained individuals—or in the case of the guards, groups of individuals.


  At least they didn’t shit on the floor or piss in the straw here.


  That thought made him grin as he made his way down the length of the building. The wide doors at the far end stood open to let in the air, the morning sun beating down on the small yard there. He stepped through the doors and a pair of guards snapped to their feet starting to scuff out the dice ring they’d scratched in the dirt.


  “Your highness,” one said, looking up. “Didn’t expect you this time of day.”


  “Jamil. Good to see you.” Tanan didn’t recognize the other guard. “Who’s your friend?”


  “Your Highness, Prince Tanan ibn al-Kayat, may I make known to you Armsman Soubhi el-Moras of the Second Army?”


  Tanan nodded. “Armsman. Am I correct in assuming that you’ve just rotated in from Ohran?”


  Soubhi stood at rigid attention, staring straight ahead. “You are correct, Your Highness.”


  “Welcome to Makama Aljana,” Tanan said.


  “How did you know, Your Highness?” Jamil asked.


  “I ran into a couple of his unit mates at the library.” He looked at Soubhi. “Relax, Soubhi. Nobody here you need to impress.”


  “Your highness?” Soubhi asked, glancing at Jamil.


  Jamil nodded. “The prince is a regular guy. It’s his brother you need to look out for.” He glanced at Tanan. “No offense, Your Highness.”


  “None taken. I agree with you.”


  “What brings you to visit us today, Your Highness? Looking for some practice?”


  “Information,” Tanan said. “What’s going on in the library?”


  Jamil shrugged. “One of the emir’s runners blew in here just after dawn and spoke to the commander. The new guys got the shit duty of keeping clerks out of the library so the emir could use it by himself, apparently.” He rolled his eyes and screwed his lips into a grimace.


  “That happen a lot?”


  “Naw. Hardly ever. Might be the third time in the last year. We never know when or why.”


  “Last long?”


  “Not usually. A few glasses at most.” He glanced up at the sun. “He got an early start. I’d be surprised if he stayed past lunch.”


  “Anything happen last night?” Tanan asked.


  Jamil snorted. “Nobody tells us nothing.” He gave Tanan a considering look. “You in a hurry to read a book?”


  “Wazor,” he said.


  Jamil nodded. “You doin’ any better with him?”


  Tanan shrugged. “He’s just doing his job.”


  “You hate being in school,” Jamil said. “Why else would you come down here?”


  “Yes, well. I’m back on my father’s list of disfavored sons. We’ll see how long that lasts.”


  Jamil laughed. “Have you ever been off that list, Your Highness?”


  “Now that you mention it,” Tanan said. “Not that I remember.” He grinned. “Hey, since I’m here, can you show me that disarm again?”


  Jamil nodded and picked up a stick from the ground, holding it like a dagger. “Ready?”


  “You can use a real blade, you know,” Tanan said.


  Jamil laughed. “You can use a real blade, Your Highness. I’ll use a stick.”


  Tanan laughed and waved Jamil forward.


  The soldier moved in slow motion, emphasizing each point in the move and obediently dropping the stick at the end.


  “Faster,” Tanan said.


  They ran through the move several times, Soubhi looking on, his eyes wide.


  The clanging in the training yard stopped and Jamil stepped back. “They’re done.” Jamil offered an arm and Tanan clasped it.


  Tanan nodded and dusted his robes with a hand. “My cue to leave. Thanks, Jamil. Nice to meet you, Soubhi.”


  The two soldiers nodded, Jamil with a grin and Soubhi with a wide-eyed stare.


  Tanan headed back through the barracks, moving quickly to make his escape before Brahim caught him.


  “Was that really a prince?” Soubhi said in a loud whisper.


  “He’s all right, Soubhi,” Jamil said. “It’s his brother that’s a bastard.”


  Tanan fought the snicker and walked a little faster. With luck the library would be open. He’d have to swing by the kitchen for lunch because he knew perfectly well that Wazor would have eaten all the cakes in the schoolroom.


   

  


  Traffic in and out of the library seemed normal when Tanan finally arrived. Nobody seemed stressed over the morning’s closure or even commented on the emir’s presence. He stepped into the marble building, cool after the midday sun in the square. He stepped out of the traffic lane and blinked to let his eyes adjust. While the building boasted plenty of light, the reduced levels required some adjustment. He headed off to the left. The research librarians should be able to tell him how to find the records of salt. At least they might give him some idea about what salt might be used for, besides the table.


  The robed scholars behind the desk had a short conference before one approached him. “Your highness? Can we help you?”


  “Yes, my tutor has sent me to do some research, and I need to know how to go about it.”


  “Of course, Your Highness,” the librarian smiled. “You just tell us what you want to know and we’ll look it up for you.”


  Tanan shook his head. “As appealing as that sounds, I need to know how to do it so I can look up the answer myself.”


  Her eyes widened. “Yourself?”


  “I can read, you know,” He grinned at her.


  “It’s most unusual, Your Highness.”


  “That I can read?” he asked.


  She lowered her eyes. “No, Your Highness. Having you look up the answers yourself.”


  “I suspect so, but my tutor. You understand?”


  She nodded. “I can help you, Your Highness. What is it you need to research?”


  “Salt,” he said.


  She settled back on her heels. “Salt, Your Highness?”


  He nodded.


  “What about salt, Your Highness?” she asked. “Knowing where you’re going with this can help me direct you.”


  “My tutor has tasked me to find out where and how salt is used in the realm. Also about how much salt we use.”


  She cleared her throat and glanced back at the gaggle of robed scholars behind her. “I see.”


  “Can you help me with that?”


  She nodded. “Yes, certainly, Your Highness. If you’d step this way, I can show you some reference materials that will answer all the questions you might have about salt and its uses in the realm.” She led him to a table piled high with books and even a few scrolls. She waved a hand at it. “I believe these materials should give you the answers.”


  “You just happened to have a pile of books about salt?” Tanan asked, looking around at the shelves.


  “Usually, no.” The librarian looked around at her fellows staring at them from behind the desk. “We had a patron who wanted to know earlier.”


  An officious fellow in librarian robes oozed up to the table and folded his hands. “Your highness.” He bowed his head slightly. “I am Waheed al-Rayad, the chief archivist. Is there a problem?”


  Tanan nodded in return. “None, as far as I know.” He nodded to the first librarian. “This young lady has provided exemplary guidance.”


  Waheed nodded again, a slow acknowledgment, but continued to hover in the background.


  Tanan looked to the young lady. “If you could point out a few works that list the various uses of salt in the realm?” He raised his eyebrows, doing his best to ignore the glowering Waheed in the background.


  She stiffened her spine and offered a small smile. “Of course, Your Highness.” She crossed to the table and began resorting the books. After a few moments she had cleared a space near one end and began stacking tomes on it. “These books list and describe the various uses of salt in a variety of industries, Your Highness.”


  He nodded and pulled the top book from the pile, a thickly bound work as heavy as half a case of wine. He looked around for a table or desk to work on.


  “You seek something, Your Highness?” she asked.


  “This will likely take some time. Is there a place where I might work?”


  She blinked. “You, Your Highness?”


  “My tutor.” He shrugged.


  “Your tutor will be here shortly?” she asked.


  “No, my tutor has set me this task.” He glanced around again. “In my schoolroom I have a desk and chair to work on?”


  Her eyes grew slightly rounder but she nodded. “Of course.” She went behind the counter and returned with a stool, placing it beside the table.


  Waheed glowered but Tanan smiled. “Perfect, thank you. May I have the honor of knowing your name?”


  “Diti al-Fahiri, Your Highness.” She dropped her eyes and bowed her head.


  “Thank you, Diti,” he said, seating himself on the stool and making room on the table for the book. He opened the cover and read the title page—A Thousand and One Uses for the Saline Mineral. Judging from the size and weight of the book, he suspected that the task might be larger than he thought. The author’s name, thick with honorifics and degrees, festooned the second page. He sighed and glanced at the hovering librarians. Diti smiled and gave him an encouraging nod. Waheed’s smile greased his face in obsequious humors.


  Shrugging, Tanan addressed the volume again. A table of contents ran for two long pages followed by a flowery introduction for three more. Eventually Tanan found the first page of relevant text and began decanting the contents. A few minutes saw him through the first turgid paragraphs of academese and he sighed, straightening from his task. He stood and offered Waheed a nod. “Moulay  al-Rayad, thank you for your attention, but please don’t let me interfere with your duties.”


  Waheed’s lips flattened but he nodded in return. “Of course. Thank you, Your Highness.” He turned on his heel, the hem of his robe swirling around his knees as he strode off, returning to the librarians gathered behind the counter and scattering them like a dog among chickens.


  “If I am of no further assistance, Your Highness?” Diti asked.


  Tanan smiled at her. She seemed young, perhaps younger than he. Certainly younger than his sister Ghina. “If you have the time, I could use your help,” he said.


  She bowed her head. “It’s my honor to help you, Your Highness.”


  Tanan waved at the pile. “My uncle had this pile assembled this morning and yet he has gone. Surely he didn’t read all these.”


  Her eyes widened. “Of course not, Your Highness. His scribes—” She clapped her teeth shut.


  He flicked his fingers as if to a bothersome fly. “I know he was here this morning and researching the salt trade,” he said. “You reveal no secrets, whatever they might have told you.”


  She looked down but nodded. “Of course, Your Highness.”


  “He found what he sought,” Tanan said, ignoring her sharp glance. “My task is much simpler.” Eyeing the piles of books on the table, he hoped he spoke the truth. Without a small army of scribes to find the pieces, he’d be in the library until the snow came in winter and melted again in the spring. “I only need to know the ten biggest uses of salt. Where does all that salt come from? Where does it go?”


  “Biggest by volume, by weight, or by importance, Your Highness?” she asked.


  Tanan stared up at the shelves on the upper stories. Robed librarians and scholars roamed the stacks, occasionally looking down at him. They all turned away when he caught their eyes. He smiled and shook his head. “Weight and volume are related, aren’t they? The more weight, the greater the volume?”


  She frowned. “I’m far from an expert on salt, Your Majesty, but some salt is heavier by volume.”


  “Intriguing. Can you explain?”


  “Salt comes in a variety of forms, Your Highness. Everybody knows about table salt,” she paused, glancing up at him.


  “Even royal offspring,” he said with a grin.


  “Depending on the grade of salt, it can have larger or smaller flakes,” she said. “Larger flakes take more volume per weight because they don’t fit as closely together as smaller ones. The difference is small but measurable.”


  Tanan nodded, not sure of her logic but willing to listen to her explain.


  “Then there’s rock salt. It’s salt in its native crystaline form.”


  “Hence the name?” Tanan asked, trying to get her to smile again.


  She colored a little, but nodded. “When you extract the salt from rock salt, you get less volume but also less weight.”


  He nodded. “Because you’ve separated out the salt from any impurities. I understand.”


  “Some industrial uses of salt use brine, not just salt.”


  “Brine?” Tanan asked.


  “Yes, Your Highness. The sea is a brine. Salted water mixed with other things. It’s most common use is pickles.”


  “We make pickles from sea water?” The thought both intrigued and repulsed him.


  Her smile bloomed for a moment but faded as she shook her head. “No, Your Highness. Cooks make a mixture of water, salt, and spices to give each pickle its unique flavor. Some sweet. Some sour. Some herb-flavored.”


  “But we could make pickles from sea water?” he asked.


  She appeared to look to the marble floor for the answer. “Possibly. I’m not sure, Your Highness.” She looked up, an apology in her eyes. “As I said, I’m not an expert in salt.”


  “You’re more of an expert than I am,” he said. “What other industries use salt?”


  “Fishermen use it.” She glanced at him.


  He nodded. “Do they use the most?”


  “Probably,” she said. “Some gets used in tanning and the preparation of hides for the same reason fishermen salt their catch.”


  “So salted fish really is fish leather?” Tanan asked.


  She bit her lips together but her eyes danced. “In a manner of speaking, I suppose, Your Highness.”


  “What else?”


  “Some soap makers use it,” she said. “I’m not sure beyond that.”


  Tanan glanced at the tome on the table. “Yet, this scholar of salt has filled countless pages?”


  She shrugged. “I’m not an expert.”


  Tanan grinned and flipped open the book again, stopping at the table of contents. He ran a finger down the listings. “I suspect he got paid by the page,” he said. “Look here.”


  She leaned over, keeping a safe distance from his royal presence. “That’s a lot of uses, Your Highness.”


  Tanan shook his head. “Not really. He goes into great detail for each major use. Look.” His fingers spanned several entries in a row. “These explain the various kinds of salt along with where to obtain them.” He spanned another section. “These discuss the use of salt in cooking. Again. Many pages. I’m surprised he didn’t include recipes.”


  “He did,” she said. “They’re in the appendix in the back.”


  Tanan laughed. “I’m telling you, this fellow got paid by the page.”


  She gave a quiet giggle and looked around, perhaps to see if anybody noticed in the hush of scholarship around her.


  He scanned the rest of the table. “The only thing here that you didn’t mention is herding.”


  She frowned, leaning closer. “Herding?”


  He pointed out the entries. “Here. Cattle, sheep, goats, horses.” He straightened. “Of course. I knew that already.”


  “You did?” she asked, staring at him.


  He grinned at her. “I get in trouble for spending too much time in the royal stables.” He pondered. “I knew about horses but didn’t consider other large animals.”


  She pointed out an entry further down the page. “Here’s one for deer and another for rabbits.”


  “Who raises rabbits?” he asked, leaning in to read for himself.


  “Anybody who wants a ready supply of rabbit fur,” she said, her voice distant as she stared at the book. “And rabbit stew.”


  Tanan flipped the page and worked down the list. “I think we have the biggest uses.”


  “Well, at least some key industries,” she said. “Accuracy is the soul of scholarship, Your Highness.”


  He blinked at her.


  She blushed. “My teachers at the academy always said that. Sorry, Your Highness.”


  He grinned. “Accuracy is the soul of scholarship,” he said. “I like it.” He replayed his own words in his head. “So, we need to know how much salt each of these uses.” He looked at her. “And do we know of any other uses that might not be in this book?”


  She bit the corner of her lip as she gazed at the table. “This pile of books is all about the uses of salt,” she said, placing a hand on the stack she isolated. “Most of those detail the uses in various areas. I think there’s a geology book or two that describe what salt rocks look like in there.”


  “None of those answers the question of how much we use,” Tanan said.


  She nodded. “These are all published works. They won’t tell us anything about how much salt the tanners use, or how much salt the fishermen use.”


  “Somebody knows that,” Tanan said. “We just need to ask them.”


  She turned and focused on him. “Really?”


  Tanan nodded. “Taxes. We collect taxes on almost everything. Somebody at the treasury must know how much tax we collected on salt.”


  She nodded. “Logical, Your Highness. If you know how much tax, you’ll know how much salt.”


  He straightened and glared at the pile of books. “Have we missed any uses?”


  “That’s the difficult question, Your Highness. It’s almost impossible to learn what we aren’t aware that we don’t know.”


  He shook his head. “Say that again?”


  “If we don’t know something exists, Your Highness, how can we learn about it? We don’t even know enough to look for it.”


  He folded his arms and thought that through. “It’s why we have teachers,” he said, thinking of Wazor. He looked at her. “You went to school?”


  She nodded. “The academy here at the Royal Library. It’s the biggest school for librarians in Sudenlan.”


  He looked around. “I didn’t know there was a school here.”


  She smiled. “Not actually in this building, Your Highness, no. The classrooms and dormitories and other facilities are on the outskirts of the city. Students aren’t allowed in here until they have been properly trained.”


  “I thought the library was open to everyone,” the prince said.


  “Well, everyone who can read, I suppose,” she said, glancing at the librarian’s desk. “It’s not of much use to those who can’t.”


  Tanan looked around at the books—those piled on the table and on the shelves upon shelves around the cavernous room. “I see your point.”


  “Is there anything else, Your Highness?”


  Tanan shook his head. “I think I’ve learned more than I need.” He nodded. “My thanks, Diti al-Fahiri. I am in your debt.”


  She lowered her eyes and bowed her head. “I am honored to help you, Your Highness.”


  He closed the open book and placed it on the pile. “Fishing, tanning, livestock, and cooking. Did I forget any?”


  “Table use, Your Highness. While a single person uses a small amount, every person in the realm uses some,” she said. “It all adds up.”


  “Accuracy is the soul of scholarship?” he asked, feeling a smile widening his lips.


  “Just so, Your Highness.”


  “Thank you again, Lalla Diti al-Fahiri. I’ll remember.” He turned and, casting a nod at the still glaring Waheed, strode from the library into the early afternoon glare. Her words haunted him as he crossed the square. “We cannot learn what we do not know we do not know,” he said, his voice a mere breath on the breeze. He looked around at the scuttling scribes and clerks. How much did he not know? A glance at the library and the memory of the thousands of volumes within made him quail in his heart. Too much, it seemed. Altogether too much.


CHAPTER SEVEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  The summer camp already bustled with activity by the time the herding party arrived. Many of the gers already stood in their places, smoke from fires inside rising from the openings in their roofs. A team on each side of the oyuuns’ tent—the largest structure in the camp—measured out wall distances and adjusted the flexible willow lattices to the correct size. A third team was in the midst of trying to balance a circular crown onto the cardinal beams that would hold up the roof. All of the camels had been unloaded, and the contents of their saddles and saddle bags, sorted by household.


  Oyuun Kokotseg raised the white banner and spun it three times sunwise, marking their arrival. The teams working on the walls of their respective gers stopped for a moment to cheer. The herders cheered back, happy to be home. It would be their job to mark out the new pastures closer to the camp. Sukhetai smiled when he realized that that responsibility no longer fell to him.


  The oyuun flicked her horse’s reins and broke into a gallop around the side of the herd, moving sunwise as she did with all rituals. She held the banner high, and the riders she passed whooped with joy, though it was somewhat tempered by the long road behind them. Several days of cramped quarters in the smaller gers while the women alternated setup and teardown hadn’t been kind on anyone. They’d muddled through, though, and all told, the ride was one of the more boring ones Sukhetai had ever witnessed.


  The sound of trotting drew the First Rider's attention backward, and he found Borchu riding up. They didn’t speak. Sukhetai handed over the lead goat’s rope and the herder took it. The goat had changed hands like this many times on the road, but this time Sukhetai straightened in his saddle.


  “Go,” he said. “Do your job, Borchu.”


  Borchu’s eyes narrowed. Sukhetai held fast, not breaking his gaze.


  “Or what, Sukhetai?”


  That he hadn’t used Sukhetai’s title irked him to the point of perhaps wanting to kick the man’s knee. He didn’t, though.


  “Careful, herder,” he said. “I am the warchief’s son and I know the Law as well as he does. I—”


  “Sukhetai!”


  The jovial voice broke the conversation and the staring contest as Borchu looked over his shoulder. Warchief Baavgai waved, smiled, and beckoned him over with an enthusiastic wave. Sukhetai held back a scoff and did his best not to glower as he rode around in front of Borchu. The herder’s horse paused in its stride as he did.


  “You will learn respect one day, Borchu,” he said.


  “I already know it, Son of the Warchief.” Borchu glared. “Your father earned it. You haven’t, yet.”


  Sukhetai’s face heated as the blood rushed to his face and hands. He turned quickly, and tried to shake off the building anger while he walked his horse over to meet his father’s path. His eagle woke, and slapped his arm with his wings a few times before settling back in again. Baavgai laughed as he and his train of camels approached.


  “It looks like your friend there is eager to stretch his wings,” he said. “What say you, Sukhetai?”


  They fell in next to each other, though Sukhetai wouldn’t meet his father’s eyes. Instead, he feigned paying attention to the rest of the herd as everyone broke off in different directions. He watched Borchu and Maral closely, as the two steered the goats around the camp. To their left, Folded Rock jutted out of the plains and cut the prevailing wind from reaching them. It was capped with snow this time of year, but that would melt soon.


  “Why not,” Sukhetai said. “Aren’t you tired from riding, though?”


  He finally looked over, and his father made a face. They both grinned.


  “When you’ve been in the saddle as long as I have, you don’t feel it anymore,” he said. “I get more tired walking, these days.”


  “You worry me with this talk of your age, Father,” Sukhetai said.


  “You sound like your mother.”


  Baavgai chuckled quietly and shook his head, though Sukhetai went quiet. They rode in silence for a few moments, before one of the oyuuns—not Kokotseg—rode up with a smile. She was sprier than the chief oyuun, and spindly. Her hair remained mostly dark, even though she’d gone through the Change a few years back. Baavgai smiled back at her.


  “Warchief,” she cooed. “Welcome home.”


  “Thank you, and you have my deepest gratitude for your swift work here as well,” Baavgai said. “Does anyone need some extra muscle?’


  The woman smiled, and looked around the camp. With a little shake of her head, she pointed at the camels.


  “No, we have plenty, now,” she said. “Although I will take those lovely camels off your hands.”


  Sukhetai made way for the woman to ride up and untie the ropes from Baavgai’s saddle. The warchief was all praise the whole time, joking with her like they were old friends. Perhaps they were. It seemed common among the older generation. Sukhetai smoothed the feathers on his eagle’s back and thought of all the people his age in the main body of the Doud Tahlkheer. The outlying families, he didn’t know well enough to judge, even the ones his older former cohorts had joined. He decided that, aside from Delgejin and perhaps Orbei, most of the folks his age just didn’t interest him.


  The woman gave both Baavgai and Sukhetai a little wave as she led the camels away, singing quietly to them as she did. The two men waited for the procession to pass before turning to each other again. Baavgai’s smile never left his face, and he nodded up at Folded Rock.


  “Come,” he said. “It’s been a long road. Let’s let our birds stretch their wings.”


  Sukhetai nodded, and the two trotted off to the path over the rise.


  Out of the protection of Folded Rock, the wind was bitter and cold, and stung Sukhetai’s cheeks and nose. They slowed as they approached Baavgai’s favorite hunting ground, and removed the caps from their eagles’ heads. While the birds adjusted themselves to the light and wind, mantling and flapping their wings impatiently, the two kept riding.


  “I don’t know how you can be so friendly with everyone, Father,” Sukhetai said. “Everyone my age is a bore.”


  “So are many people, at first,” Baavgai said. “The trick is finding what is interesting about them. That woman that took the camels was the only woman who ever beat me in a tug of war.”


  He considered that, trying to figure out what was interesting about Qara, or Orbei, or even Delgejin outside of being family. It was difficult for him to come up with anything that he admired, other than Delgejin’s loyalty. Sukhetai settled himself in the saddle again, and yawned. His father gave a reedy chuckle.


  “A beautiful day, is it not?” Baavgai rode his horse a little closer and grinned at his son. “Why are you not awake to enjoy it?”


  “We’ve been riding for four days and I had to keep the goats from wandering the whole time,” Sukhetai said. “I’m tired. Being First Rider requires more focus than I thought.”


  “Not as easy now that I’m not teaching you, is it?” Baavgai chuckled. “You’ve picked up your reins faster than I did, but you’ve got a ways to go yet.”


  “You taught me well.” Sukhetai huffed. “I remember poorly.”


  His father gave a knowing snort, and his eagle stretched her wings. He whispered to her for a moment, and Sukhetai tilted his head.


  “Is the oyuun in your bird?” he asked.


  “No, my bird is in my bird,” Baavgai said. “She just wants to stretch her wings.”


  Sukhetai nodded and glanced at the young one on his own arm. His had completed his training only a few months prior. Sukhetai trusted him not to fly off, despite the bird’s lack of experience and nature as a wild creature of the Endless Sky.


  Baavgai reined his horse in and stopped just on the edge of a hill. Sukhetai followed suit, though his stallion snorted, restless at the interruption of his steady pace. Sukhetai patted the horse’s neck and scanned the horizon. The snow from the storm Kokotseg had predicted on the first day was melting somewhat. The exposed rocky and grassy patches only made it more difficult to spy movement. He squinted and turned to watch his eagle, who seemed more concerned with preening. 


  “Some hunter you are,” Sukhetai scoffed.


  “There.” Baavgai pointed off between two hills in the distance. “See it?”


  Sukhetai turned back to where his father indicated, but didn’t see anything. He shook his head.


  “Ah, look harder,” Baavgai said. “You’re young, yet. Your eyes should be sharp as your bird’s.”


  “I don’t see—”


  In the distance a shape darted between boulders. It was too far away to make out the details, but given the color Sukhetai suspected it was a fox. He glanced at his eagle, but he still preened, shaking his feathers out and adjusting them with his very sharp beak. Sukhetai sighed.


  “I saw it,” he said. “I don’t think he did.”


  Baavgai chuckled, and waited for his own eagle to catch on. His was older, and she saw the target much quicker. She spread her wings and shifted her weight on Baavgai’s glove, talons wrapping around his father’s hand almost completely. Sukhetai glanced at his own eagle again.


  “Look, you,” he said. “There’s a fox over there. Don’t you want to get the fox?”


  In answer, his bird shook out his neck and settled in, content to sun himself from his perch on Sukhetai’s arm. The First Rider rolled his eyes, as Baavgai launched his eagle into the wind. Golden-brown wings beat the air and carried her off. Father and son both watched her fly for a few seconds, before Sukhetai turned to his father with a grimace.


  “Mine doesn’t even see it.” Sukhetai sighed. “He just wants to sit and be lazy.”


  “Ah, but he’s a smart one, you see.” Baavgai pointed at where his eagle had become a thin stripe of darkness, blending in with the sky. “He lets the elder hunt first and learns from her mistakes.”


  Baavgai’s eagle plummeted out of the sky, wings swept back, a flash of darkness that broke the vast, brilliant blue. Sukhetai almost lost track of her again, until he saw the sun glint off the bend in her wing as she flapped to a stop on top of a darker shape in the snow. He couldn’t help but grin.


  “She got it!”


  His father snapped the reins and his horse took off down the hill. Sukhetai followed, the wind rushing past his face and stinging it anew. His eagle flapped his wings, not taking off but balancing on his arm where it lay in the crook of the antler rest.


  Sukhetai and his father rode to a stop before the eagle’s kill, and Baavgai dismounted in a graceful swing of his leg. Sukhetai’s eagle chirped sharply when he saw his sister picking at the fox carcass. The First Rider glared at the bird.


  “You could have gone after a hare or something,” he said. “But no. Here you sit. Preening.”


  Baavgai chuckled and smoothed his eagle’s feathers. She fluffed them proudly and let her human deal with the mess she’d made. Sukhetai looked around, searching for anything the fox might have been chasing, but to not avail.


  “So eager to prove yourself, my son,” Baavgai said. “Relax. You won’t see anything if you’re tied up like a ger on a camel.”


  “I am not.” Sukhetai glanced down at his father while his eagle flapped at the outburst.


  His father raised an eyebrow so high it nearly disappeared under the fur of his hat. Sukhetai sat back in the saddle and sighed. His horse snorted.


  “Father, you were First Rider once,” he said. “You know how much is expected of me, now.”


  “I do,” Baavgai said. “And I know that you expect much more of yourself than anyone else does.”


  Sukhetai frowned into the wind. His father rocked back to his feet, fox dressed and covered for the journey back, eagle on his glove happily picking at the bits of viscera still clinging to her talons, knowing she’d get her share in the evening. Baavgai settled first the carcass, then himself back into the saddle, and replaced the antler armrest.


  “What is a horse’s job, Sukhetai?” he asked.


  “To... run?” Sukhetai blinked at his father. “Eat?”


  Baavgai nodded and urged his horse back around the hill from which they’d spotted the fox. Sukhetai followed, utterly confused.


  “And what about a camel?” his father asked.


  “Camels carry things. And people.” He squinted at the back of his father’s hat. “Why are you asking me this?”


  “Eagle?” Baavgai asked.


  “Eagles hunt,” Sukhetai said. “Sheep make wool. Yaks make milk. Is there anything else?”


  The warchief turned in his saddle and fixed his son with a warning stare. Sukhetai backed down again, and watched the horizon for foxes. He heard his father sigh and shrugged farther into his coat.


  “Sukhetai, my boy, you are very strong,” Baavgai said. “You’re a good rider. A good fighter. Someday, I hope you make a good leader.”


  “But?”


  Sukhetai’s hand curled tighter around his horse’s reins. Oyuun Kokotseg would tell him he was being an idiot. That he needed to learn something. She would never tell him what though, and that aggravated him to no end.


  “No buts,” Baavgai said. “All of these are true. It is not all you are, but it is a great deal.”


  “Thank you, Father, but I still feel like there’s a but coming,” Sukhetai said.


  Baavgai looked over his shoulder and raised his eyebrows.


  “What is a First Rider’s job?” he asked.


  Sukhetai sighed, and looked at his horse, rather than his father. The plain stretched out behind them as they rode, and he thought. It didn’t take as long as he felt it did to come up with a suitable answer.


  “Lead the herds when we move for the summer and winter,” he said. “Defend from invaders and animals, help keep things in order, hunt, and one day become warchief.”


  “Hmm.” Baavgai nodded. “And what is a warchief’s job?”


  “Keep the people safe, keep the oyuun and the other wise women safe, train the riders and herders, speak the Law when needed...” Sukhetai shook his head. “Many things, not as many as a chief oyuun, thank the Spirits. I worry I’ll forget all of them when I take your place.”


  Baavgai reined in his horse and fell in alongside his son. Sukhetai looked up, somewhat abashed, afraid he’d said something wrong. His father smoothed the feathers down his eagle’s back and grinned at her, whilst speaking to Sukhetai.


  “And being warchief is also not your job, yet,” he said. “Nor is it the eagle’s job to carry gers, or the camel’s job to hunt foxes.”


  Baavgai settled himself back in his own saddle and kicked his horse a bit faster again. Sukhetai glowered at the back of his father’s hat. One day, he would have to know all of those things. He hoped that day was far off and many years over the horizon, but he knew, one day, he’d be in charge.


  Then, perhaps, people would listen to him.


CHAPTER EIGHT


  Tanan

  


  



  The Royal Treasury vied for position with the library and the guard headquarters on the main square. The portico at the front, with its bas-relief pediment arching across the top, gave the otherwise squat building a feeling of height. Tanan left the hammering heat of the midday sun behind as he stepped into the cool, vaulted interior of the treasury.


  A marble counter ran the width of the entry with wrought iron grillwork above. Metal shutters blocked much of the grillwork, painted in a long pastoral scene starting with mountains on the left and working toward the open sea on the right. Gaps in the mural showed where clerks waited to do the treasury’s business. Tanan could have used the private entrance in the basement, but that would have required a detour through the palace.


  He stepped up to an open window and the clerk behind the counter looked up with a gasp. “Your—Your Highness.”


  “Good afternoon,” Tanan said. “I hope you can help me.”


  “It would be my honor, Your Highness. How may I serve the crown?”


  “I need access to the tax records.”


  The clerk blinked—once, twice, three times in slow sequence. “Tax records?”


  “Yes.” Tanan looked into the vast room beyond. Rows upon rows of scribes bent over desks, each intent on the documents in front of them. “They are here, aren’t they?”


  The clerk’s head bobbed a few times before he found the handle on his tongue. “Yes, Your Highness. Of course, but—” He swallowed. “I need to fetch my supervisor. That information is privy, as I’m sure you know.”


  “I suspected it might be.” Tanan smiled. “If you’d fetch your supervisor? It’s of some importance to me.”


  The clerk nodded and closed the shutter on his window. A sharp, metallic snick signaled the lock being set.


  Tanan watched as other clerks up and down the long counter peered through their grills. He could almost track the progress of the news of his arrival by the startled faces turning in his direction.


  At the far end of the counter, a piece of the wall appeared to fold in on itself, revealing a doorway framing a tall, slender figure. The clerk approached and nodded to Tanan. “If you’d follow me, Your Highness. I can help you.”


  Tanan followed the man through the small door and down a short corridor. A guard behind them closed and latched the door, two sturdy pegs in iron brackets preventing it from being opened from the outside. At the end of the corridor, a quiet room held a low table between two chairs. The clerk closed the door behind them and invited the prince to sit, although he himself remained standing.


  “Your highness. May I offer you refreshment?”


  Tanan shook his head and remained standing as well. “No, thank you. My luncheon awaits but I had hoped to see some tax records, if it isn’t too much trouble?”


  The clerk held his hands open wide. “Could you be more specific, Your Highness? We have—as you might imagine—many tax records.”


  “Salt,” he said.


  The clerk turned his head to the side as if he hadn’t heard correctly. “Salt, Your Highness?”


  “Yes. I’m trying to find out how much salt the realm uses in a year. It occurs to me that we tax salt. Knowing how much tax we take in should tell me how much salt we use.”


  “A logical assumption, Your Highness.” He paused, tilting his head forward and looking up at the prince. “You realize the realm produces salt.”


  “I’ve heard of Mahlcry, yes. The royal salt mine there produces the majority of the kingdom’s salt, as I understand it.”


  The clerk nodded. “Indeed, Your Highness. There are smaller salt operations around the realm as well, but they represent only grains against barrels compared to the great Mahlcry salt works.”


  “Do you have a record of how much salt Mahlcry produces each year?” Tanan asked.


  “No, Your Highness. Those records are maintained by the salt works locally.”


  “Do you have a record of how much they sell?” Tanan asked.


  “Again, I’m sorry, Your Highness.” The clerk looked crestfallen.


  “Recorded locally?” Tanan asked.


  “Indeed, Your Highness.”


  “Can you tell me how much tax is paid on salt, then?” Tanan asked. “You do record those figures, yes?”


  “Of course, Your Highness. We record all taxes and reconcile the figures against the treasury regularly.”


  “Then can you tell me how much tax has been collected over the last year?”


  “Of course, Your Highness. Just shy of four million taels.”


  Tanan blinked at the number. “How shy?” he asked.


  “Three million, nine-hundred thousand and change, Your Highness.”


  Tanan stared at the man for several long moments before he spoke. “You know that because it’s the question my uncle, the emir, asked earlier today?”


  “Indeed, Your Highness.”


  “Did you also calculate the amount of salt that represents?”


  “No, Your Highness.”


  Tanan raise an eyebrow. “He didn’t ask, or you don’t have those numbers?”


  The clerk sighed. “Your highness. That’s the total amount of taxes raised on all sales of salt and salt products within the realm. It took forty clerks most of yesterday to calculate it.”


  Tanan frowned. “So, if a salt merchant from the city purchased a hundredweight of salt from Mahlcry, how much would the tax be?”


  The clerk frowned back. “Your highness, a salt merchant buys salt from the crown. All of Mahlcry’s salt belongs to—well—you and your family, I suppose.”


  “All of it?” Tanan asked, surprise jolting through his mind.


  “Indeed, Your Highness. Along with marble and other stones from the various royal quarries, lumber from your forests and mills, and many of the ships built.”


  “Do we own the shipping lines?” he asked.


  The clerk failed to bite back a smile. “Of course not, Your Highness. Private factors own the ships. The crown owns only a few of the shipyards along the coast. Merchant houses have been part of the realm since—well—I don’t know. Always.”


  “Where are the records for what the crown owns?” Tanan asked.


  The clerk stared for a moment. “You might ask your uncle, the emir? He holds the keys to the privy purse and all the holdings retained by the crown.”


  Tanan shook his head. “My apologies. Of course he does. I knew that.”


  “Is there anything else I can help you with, Your Highness?”


  Tanan pondered, staring into space above the man’s head. “The records of the taxes?”


  “What about them, Your Highness?”


  “May I see them?”


  The clerk’s eyes went wide. “See them?”


  “Yes. I presume they’re stored here? Forty clerks used them yesterday.”


  “Of course, Your Highness.” A fine sheen of sweat formed on the man’s balding pate. “Perhaps Your Highness would care to have a seat and some refreshment?”


  “Is there a problem?”


  “Not at all, Your Highness.” The clerk started speaking much faster than before. “I just need to—that is—your request requires the approval—”


  “You need to involve your supervisor?” Tanan said as a guess.


  “Actually, the Royal Treasurer himself,” the clerk said. “I’m very sorry, Your Highness. It’s procedure. You understand.”


  Tanan took a seat and nodded. “I’m surprised it doesn’t require the permission of the emir.”


  “The emir employs the Royal Treasurer, Your Highness.” The clerk shrugged.


  “Of course. I should have realized.”


  “I’ll have someone bring you some refreshments while you wait. It should not take long.”


  “Thank you,” Tanan said, settling in to consider the situation.


  The clerk bowed himself out of a different door, presumably one that led into the treasury proper.


  Tanan stared into middle distance, not seeing but pondering. A great deal of salt moved through the realm. Four million taels’ worth. He shook his head. More like ten times that amount in value, but he had no indication of how much salt that weight of coin might represent. Perhaps as much as ten times again that in weight, but he grimaced as he realized he knew how much a bottle of wine cost but had no inkling of how much a pound of salt might go for.


  A servant entered with a tray of juice and sliced fruits, interrupting Tanan’s brooding. The man bowed and placed the tray on the low table. “Does Your Highness require a taster?” he asked. “I would be happy to serve.”


  Tanan shook his head. “That won’t be necessary, thank you. Nobody gains by killing the second son.” He smiled.


  “As Your Highness says.” The servant nodded. “May I pour?”


  Tanan shook his head. “Thank you, no. I’m sure you have more pressing demands on your time than waiting on a wandering royal.”


  “Of course, Your Highness. Thank you.” He nodded again and bowed himself out.


  The prince took the crystal pitcher and poured a goblet of the amber liquid, apple by the smell. The first sip cooled his tongue and throat but did little to assuage his unease. He had learned a great deal but he couldn’t forget the words from Diti al-Fahiri. We can’t learn what we don’t know we don’t know. Something in what the clerk had told him kept bumping up against the idea that he had been told the answer to the question he’d asked, yet had not been given the information he needed.


   

  


  The prince had time to finish most of the melon and start on the berries before the door opened again and the clerk returned, followed by a harried-looking official.


  “I’m sorry for the delay, Your Highness,” the clerk said, wringing his hands. “Prince Tanan ibn al-Kayat, may I make known to you Moulay Yousri ibn al-Tami, Royal Treasurer.” The clerk bowed and the moulay inclined his head.


  The prince finished the berry and nodded. “Greetings, Moulay. I trust you’ve been informed of my errand?” he asked, without standing.


  The moulay nodded. “Of course, Your Highness. Please forgive the wait. I was not aware of a royal visit—”


  The prince cut him off with a flick of his fingers. “It was hardly your fault. I didn’t know until this morning that I would be visiting today.” He shrugged, inwardly peeved but willing to let the treasurer off the hook with a minor pique instead of a royal snit.


  “You wish to see the tax records for the salt?” Yousri asked.


  “I do,” he said. “I trust that is possible?”


  “Your uncle had those records opened just yesterday,” Yousri said. “Surely he found what he was looking for?”


  “My errand is unconnected with my uncle’s visit. I have no idea what he might have been seeking or what answer he may have gotten.”


  The treasurer looked sideways at the clerk, who simply shrugged in the way that said “Don’t look at me. I’m just the messenger.”


  “May I ask, Your Highness? What is your errand?”


  “I’ve been instructed to find out how much salt the realm uses in the course of a year and which industries use it.”


  Yousri’s eyebrows shot up as his eyes widened to an alarming extent. “You believe the tax records will show that?”


  “Do you have any better suggestions, Moulay al-Tami?”


  Yousri’s focus went to the ceiling and his gaze seemed to seek the answer in the stamped metal tiles above. “It will only be an approximate number, Your Highness,” he said after several long moments of introspection. “Variations in rates over time, differences in markets, and a variety of qualities of salt.” He shrugged.


  “Of course. I simply wish to see the records for myself.”


  Yousri tilted his head just a fraction to the side. “Even your uncle didn’t ask to see the records.”


  “Yet, I’m informed that forty clerks spend much of yesterday coming up with the astonishing number of nearly four million taels,” Tanan said.


  The moulay shot the clerk a dirty look before sighing. “The records are in the vaults, Your Highness.”


  Tanan drained the goblet and rose from the chair. “I think I can handle a few stairs. If you’d care to lead the way?”


  Yousri swallowed several times and seemed about to object before coming to his senses. He turned to the clerk. “Please notify Lalla Aziza that we will be inspecting the tax records for salt. Have her prepare them.”


  Tanan held up his hand. “If you wouldn’t mind, Moulay al-Tami. I should like to see them where they live, if possible.” Something in Yousri’s manner made Tanan uneasy, although he couldn’t identify the cause.


  Yousri swallowed again. “As you command, Your Highness.”


  Tanan addressed the clerk. “Attend me, if you would be so kind?”


  The clerk glanced at the moulay and nodded. “Of course, Your Highness.”


  “Very well, then,” Tanan said, looking to Yousri. “Lead the way, Moulay al-Tami.”


  Yousri’s lips twitched but he said nothing, simply opened the door and led the way out of the small office and into the vaulted barn of stone and metal that housed the Royal Treasury.


  Tanan looked at the clerk. “Tell me, what do you know of this building? Any of its history?”


  The clerk blanched a bit but nodded. “Over four centuries old, Your Highness. It replaced the older treasury house.”


  “That’s the one that was sacked by pirates?” Tanan asked.


  “No, Your Highness. That was the one before that. This replaced the one that burned down in the Second Great Fire.”


  “Ah, I see. Do go on...”


  While the clerk pointed out the features of the ancient pile, an obviously simmering Royal Treasurer led the way through surprised clerks and officials, many of them freezing in place to stare with open mouths and wide eyes at the unlikely procession.


  The way took them through a guarded gate that looked big enough for an oxcart to pass unhindered, the heavy-barred gate itself swung fully against its stops. Down a sloping ramp, they came to a much more cramped room, the ceilings barely more than two men high. The ornate decoration of the public floors disappeared in a utilitarian maze of paths and shelves and desks. Here and there pools of light gleamed in a smoky dimness that seemed to extend for miles.


  “Who works here?” Tanan asked, looking directly at the clerk.


  “This is where the scribes and bookkeepers make copies of the official records,” the clerk said. “We house extra copies for safekeeping in another building.”


  “A lesson from the Great Fire?” Tanan asked.


  The clerk shrugged. “I assume so, Your Highness. I have no direct knowledge.”


  Yousri turned, glaring at the clerk before turning an obsequious smile to the prince. “Your supposition is correct, Your Highness. The records were almost completely destroyed when the building collapsed into the basement and vaults below. Only some of the records survived. The Royal Treasurer established procedures to make certain such a catastrophe would never occur again.”


  “Where is this other building?” Tanan asked.


  The clerk looked at the moulay, his eyes wide.


  “You would have to ask the emir,” Yousri said, smoothly. “We provide two additional copies of all records to your uncle for disposition. Since we don’t know, we can’t tell anybody where the valuable records might be stored.” He placed a certain emphasis on “valuable records” that made Tanan uneasy about what else his uncle, the emir, might be storing.


  “So he could have simply looked up the tax records in his own copies?” Tanan asked.


  The moulay’s expression washed off his face for a moment before returning as his professional smile. “I am unable to comment on what the emir can or cannot do, Your Highness. Logic would dictate that such a course would be open to him, but since I do not know where the other copies might be...?” He shrugged. “Perhaps ours were the closest to hand.”


  The clerk said, “We certainly had enough clerks to scour the records.” He clamped his mouth shut as the moulay shot him a quelling glance.


  “I see,” Tanan said. “Are we there?”


  “Not just yet, Your Highness.” The moulay turned and continued along a wide alley between the shelves and desks. Quiet murmurings filtered through and between, but Tanan only saw shadows and shapes in the dimness. The moulay came to another guard post, the soldiers at attention and staring straight ahead.


  Tanan recognized the one the left as his friend Salah and nodded but refrained from speaking to him. The man was on duty, after all.


  Salah barely twitched, returning the nod with a short, quick wink.


  Yousri waved a hand and the other guard used his key to open the lock on the bottom of the door while Yousri himself used a key from his belt to unlock the upper. The two guards muscled the door open so their party could pass.


  They stood on the landing and the door swung closed behind them.


  The clerk’s eyes shone white around the iris as he looked at the door.


  “Don’t worry,” Yousri said, with a smirk aimed at the clerk but clearly intended for Tanan as well. “They’ll open it for us when we return.”


  Tanan shrugged and waved the man forward. The theatrics did little for his peace of mind but his concern rested not on his safety but on the need for such extreme measures. “Tell me,” he said to the clerk. “Is this the path our coin takes?”


  The clerk, eyes still wide and shining in the dimness that lamps did little to dispel, shook his head. “There’s a—” He clamped his mouth shut as Yousri whirled on them.


  “Your highness. I must ask you to refrain from being overly curious about how we safeguard the coin of the realm. Only a few know the procedures and places. The fewer who know, the less likely one of them will take it into their minds to misplace coins into their own pockets.”


  “Or hire somebody to misplace it for them?” Tanan asked.


  Yousri nodded. The frown on his brow relaxed not one iota but he turned and continued down the lantern-lit stairway. “The next floor.”


  Tanan followed, the clerk at his side. In spite of their being underground and near to the sea, the air felt relatively dry, free of even the humidity coming from nearness to the ocean. He set that information aside for the moment and paid more attention to the freshness of the air. Without windows or doors, the air felt fresh, even cool against his face. Another puzzle, but one he declined to entertain for the amusement of Moulay Yousri al-Tami.


  Eventually they came to a landing. The stairs continued down, but a door at the landing’s edge stood open. Inside, brilliant lanterns hung from the beams that stretched across the cavernous room that appeared to be not so much constructed as hewn from the native stone. They stepped through the door only to be greeted by a woman in a white robe. She looked up from her desk and nodded to the moulay before turning to the prince. Her brow furrowed for a moment before her eyes widened. “Your highness?”


  Tanan nodded and looked to Yousri.


  “Your highness Prince Tanan ibn al-Kayat, may I make known to you, Lalla Aziza al-Makri, our keeper of records.”


  Aziza offered a much deeper bow than necessary but rose with a light in her eyes and a smile on her lips. “Your highness, I’m honored to find you at our door. How may I be of service?”


  “He wishes to see the records that we looked up for the emir yesterday,” Yousri said.


  Aziza nodded. “Of course, Your Highness. If you’d follow me, I can show you. We’ve not had time to replace them all yet, but I can show them to you.”


  Aziza led a zig-zag course through shelves and tables. Eventually she came to a table stacked with volumes bound in leather; a pair of clerks grabbed a few of the volumes off the table, took them to a nearby shelf, and stacked them carefully. Aziza motioned to the table still nearly groaning under the load. “This is about the end of it,” she said.


  “Are these the tax records for salt?” Tanan asked.


  She smiled. “In a manner of speaking, Your Highness. These are the tax ledgers for the realm. They record the taxes accrued on everything we collect.”


  “In detail?” he asked.


  “In detail, Your Highness.”


  “So if I wanted to know how much tax we collected on salt, you’d need to find all the individual records for salt in these ledgers?”


  “Precisely so, Your Highness. Honestly, the job seemed daunting when your uncle asked the same question just yesterday.”


  Daunting? The task beggared his mind. He reached for one of the ledgers before looking to Aziza. “May I examine it?”


  She nodded. “Of course, Your Highness.”


  He flipped open the oiled leather cover to reveal page after page of scribbled lines. Numbers ran in columns down the sides.


  “The notations indicate who paid the tax and for what,” Aziza said. “They’re aggregates from various regions and periods, of course. We don’t have the detail on every household that bought a pound of salt.”


  Tanan turned a few pages, running his finger down the lists on each page, looking for salt but not finding it. “Am I missing something?”


  Aziza shook her head with a small smile. “There may be one per page or one per volume. They’re recorded in the order they arrive.”


  One of the clerks came to the table and picked up several more of the journals, taking them to the shelves.


  Tanan scanned a few more pages but found no salt entries. He closed the book and stepped back out of the way. Several thoughts fought for prominence but he bit back any comments. The process seemed complex and difficult to manage. “What’s the point of all this?” he asked, waving his hand over the remaining volumes and looking at the shelves of ledgers.


  Aziza covered her mouth with one hand and looked at Yousri.


  The look on Yousri’s face might have tumbled the walls. “The point, Your Highness, is to track all the tax monies coming into the treasury.” He held out his hands, waving at the shelves. “These are the records of who paid taxes and how much.”


  “I understand that, Moulay.” Tanan sighed. “Where are the records of people who haven’t paid? The people who should have but didn’t?”


  Yousri looked at him like he might have suddenly grown a second head, but schooled his expression almost immediately. “That’s not our concern at the Royal Treasury, Your Highness. The tax collectors deal with the people. We only deal with the money.”


  Tanan looked at Aziza, who shrugged. “So you don’t keep records of—say—how much we pay the guards? How much of the money pays for upkeep of the treasury, or repairs to the roads?”


  “Of course we do, Your Highness.” Yousri waved at the shelves again. “It’s all around you.”


  “You’re looking for something like a monthly accounting, Your Highness?” Aziza asked.


  “Monthly, annual. Something. How do we know if the realm is living within its means?”


  Yousri shook his head. “That’s a question you need to ask your uncle, Your Highness.”


  “Do you know how much is in the vaults?” he asked.


  “You mean have we counted it, Your Highness?” Yousri asked.


  “Yes,” Tanan said. “I see ledgers and ledgers. I see entries and amounts listed. Are they real?”


  “Of course, they’re real, Your Highness.” Yousri’s composure slipped and his words carried his exasperation so clearly that the clerks working to store the ledgers flinched. Even Aziza looked sideways at him. “My apologies, Your Highness. You seem to lack the fundamental understanding necessary to know what you are asking.”


  Tanan looked at Aziza who looked anywhere but at him. “I see. My apologies, Moulay. Lalla. Clearly I’ve taken up too much of your time and leaned too heavily on my family name.”


  Yousri’s lips pressed together and his brows lowered, but Aziza spoke with a glance at Yousri. “You’re welcome anytime, Your Highness. We only wish to serve to the best of our abilities.”


  Tanan placed his hand to his heart and gave her a small bow. “Thank you, Lalla al-Makri.” He turned to Yousri, repeating the gesture. “Thank you, Moulay al-Tami. I believe I’ve learned all I can learn here and it’s time for me to report back to the palace.”


  Yousri turned on his heel and stormed out, leaving Aziza to usher Tanan through the maze of shelving. “Your uncle might have the resources you desire, Your Highness,” she said, her voice low. “As emir, his resources reach corners of the realm that we at the Royal Treasury cannot.”


  “You’ve been most gracious, Lalla. I thank you again for your courtesy.”


  They met Yousri at the door to the landing where he stood nose to nose with the unfortunate clerk from above. As Tanan approached, Yousri’s somewhat heated but very quiet diatribe cut off. “If you’re quite through, Your Highness?” he asked through tightened lips.


  “Yes, thank you, Moulay.”


  Yousri waved the clerk and Tanan ahead, following behind with barely concealed anger. In much less time than it seemed to have taken coming down, Tanan found himself back in the light of day and firmly escorted through the hidden door back into the lobby. The latches snicked into place, leaving him standing alone, the few patrons wide-eyed at his presence. With a smile and a nod, he strode from the building and out into the heat of the midday sun. A lunch and some tea would restore him, but he wanted to confront Wazor.


  He’d learned a great deal, but he still wasn’t sure what the lessons might have been. Perhaps the wily old teacher would provide him with some insights.


CHAPTER NINE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Usually, when someone was called into a ger with the entire assembly of oyuuns and the warchief, it meant they were in trouble. Deep trouble. Sukhetai knew this from experience, and as such had to keep wiping his palms on the sleeves of his terleg as he approached the door. He kept a brave enough face to pass muster with onlookers, though.


  He stood outside the door, staring at the organic patterns painted in bright blues and reds on the wood, trying to think of what he’d done. As far as he knew, the migration had gone well, aside from his few moments with Borchu. Mere pissing contests, as far as he was concerned. Nothing he’d done warranted such a summons, aside from perhaps his coldness toward Oyuun Kokotseg. Had he forgotten something?


  Gathering his courage and still wracking his brain, Sukhetai opened the door. Unexpectedly, the ger wasn’t filled with scowling old women. Oyuun Kokotseg and Warchief Baavgai sat on the chief side of the fire, leaving the rest of the carpets in the ring unoccupied. 


  Sukhetai looked around whilst still half-through the doorway. The inside looked forlorn without people in it. Beds lined a few of the walls and a small altar sat framed by the far wall tapestry, which in turn framed the oyuun and his father. Both of them smiled, watching the confusion on his face.


  “Where is everyone?” Sukhetai asked.


  It wasn’t as though it was unheard of for the older women to wander around the camp; in fact it was rather expected. Someone needed to keep the emotional well-being of the clan in order. Sukhetai had heard some of them calling it “herding the inner sheep,” because of how hearts tended to wander.


  “Come in.” Baavgai waved his son in, and didn’t answer the question. “It’s cold out there.”


  Sukhetai stepped in, shut the door, and stepped up to the fire, still utterly baffled by the whole situation.


  “Sit,” Kokotseg said. “We have much to discuss.”


  “We do?” Sukhetai lowered himself to his knees slowly, observing proper warrior posture. “This isn’t about Borchu, is it?”


  “No.” Baavgai made a face. “Why? Did he do something?”


  “Besides throw a few ill-mannered words around, no.” Sukhetai sighed. “He is a sour one.”


  “He still grieves the separation from his home clan.” Oyuun Kokotseg flicked a few drops of her yak-milk tea into the fire. “May he heal as soon as he needs to.”


  Sukhetai slouched a little. Borchu had been taken from the Zhoon Uhls in a raid back when Baavgai’s uncle had been warchief. They all expected him to settle in a bit slowly, but he’d been attached to Maral at the hip ever since.


  “This is about the Salt Tribute,” Baavgai said. “And about your confidence as First Rider.”


  All thoughts of Borchu and Maral’s odd predicament stumbled to a halt and Sukhetai perked up. Kokotseg laughed, and patted Baavgai’s knee.


  “He is just like you,” she said. “A bit more stern, perhaps.”


  “I had forgotten about that,” Sukhetai said. “The Salt Tribute, I mean. This would be my first year riding with you as First Rider, wouldn’t it?”


  Baavgai nodded slowly, but stroked his beard as he stared across the fire. In the warm light their shadows danced across the bright wall tapestries that lined the inside of the ger. Sukhetai watched his father’s face turn from jovial family man to stoic warchief by the mere pull of his brows.


  “You seem quite confident in your abilities as First Rider, Sukhetai,” he said. “Though I worry about your focus.”


  Rather than question his father, Sukhetai clasped his hands in his lap and listened. These were the two people in the whole tribe that he knew not to cross or doubt. Especially not when Baavgai was being the warchief, rather than his father.


  “Oyuun Kokotseg notes that you spent a great deal of time during the move talking to Delgejin,” he said.


  “Oh.” Sukhetai looked down at his hands. “Yes. I’m sorry about that, I’ll—”


  “No, no. This is good!” Baavgai nodded. “But perhaps you should also turn your attention to the rest of the tribe, as well. I’m sure your brother isn’t the only one who would benefit from your personality.”


  The oyuun and Sukhetai both scoffed. Sukhetai waited in case she was going to say something, but she just shook her head, smiled, and kept her secrets.


  “I don’t know about that, Father,” Sukhetai said. “It seems most people think I’m rude. If I am, it’s only because they question me when they shouldn’t, and I’m not afraid to speak up about it.”


  Baavgai looked up from the fire, and Sukhetai shut his mouth with a snap. Silence descended on the ger. The dancing shadows gave Sukhetai the sense that within them lurked warriors with swords. That was the intensity of his father’s gaze, though he knew those shadow warriors were only in his own mind.


  “Sukhetai.” Oyuun Kokotseg leaned forward. “Sometimes you need to let people have their questions.”


  Sukhetai held back the searing thought that he wasn’t a child anymore. He sat, still silenced by his father’s unblinking stare. When he finally did look away, Baavgai looked into the fire instead. After a long moment, he waved at Sukhetai to leave.


  “Give us a moment or two,” Baavgai said. “I must discuss this with Kokotseg alone.”


  It was a strange feeling, being dismissed from his own father’s company like one of the other riders. Still, Sukhetai nodded, rose to his feet, and placed a fist on his chest with a curt bow. He stepped out into the cold and shut the door behind him, remaining just outside and watching the camp buzz with life. He caught sight of a toddler running after a sheep that was outpacing her at a walk, and chuckled.


  A familiar and unwelcome face shifted through the camp in front of him. Qara. He did his best to straighten up and not look like he’d just been told his presence wasn’t necessary. It didn’t seem to work. Qara caught his gaze just before she disappeared behind a ger, and she took a step backward, eyebrows furrowed. Sukhetai looked away as though he had been looking at the girl with the sheep instead of at her. Qara, to his chagrin, started moving through the general bustle toward him.


  “Sukhetai!”


  He pretended not to hear her. She kept coming though, and Sukhetai still hadn’t been called back into the meeting with his father. He finally turned, and pretended to startle on seeing her.


  “What are you doing standing out here?” Qara asked. “You look a little pale.”


  “I’m waiting,” Sukhetai said. “My father and Oyuun Kokotseg are discussing the Salt Tribute.”


  She beamed, and crossed her arms. Sukhetai sniffed. Sometimes he wondered if Qara was actually a woman; other times he was sure of it. She was a confusing one for certain.


  “I’d forgotten about that,” she said. “Third year as First Rider. Are you excited?”


  “You seem in high spirits,” Sukhetai said. “Surely being my second isn’t that worthy of a good attitude.”


  The creak of the door’s hinges interrupted before Qara could respond. Baavgai stuck his head out, face still stern. He opened his mouth to speak, but Qara’s presence caught his attention. He blinked at her, turned to look over his shoulder at the oyuun, then shrugged.


  “Come in,” he said. “Both of you.”


  Sukhetai gaped. “Both of us?”


  “Yes.” Baavgai held his son with a stare, this one only carrying a hint of the venom from earlier. “Your quiver bearer will be useful to us in this venture.”


  Qara shrugged. While she seemed confused, she didn’t share Sukhetai’s outright astonishment. Not that that was terribly unusual, but Sukhetai began to wonder if she’d planned this whole thing somehow.


  They followed Baavgai back into the ger, the two men moving sunwise to their proper places, and Qara taking an easy step in the opposite direction to sit at Sukhetai’s right. Oyuun Kokotseg’s silver eyebrows rose at the addition to the gathering, and she looked to the warchief for an explanation as he sat and scrubbed a hand through his beard.


  “Qara will be a good woman to have along in case my confidence in my son is misplaced,” Baavgai said. “She is already his second.”


  “What exactly is going on?” Sukhetai asked. “This is still about the Salt Tribute, is it not?’


  Baavgai straightened up. “Yes.”


  Sukhetai and Qara shared an uneasy glance.


  “Since you appear to be confident in your abilities as a leader, Sukhetai, you will be the one leading the caravan south in my stead.”


  Sukhetai boggled. A chill settled on his shoulders at the brief flash of doubt in his own capacity, followed by the warm glow of pride. His father didn’t look so pleased with this decision.


  “Don’t let that assignment go to your head,” Baavgai said. “You are still First Rider, and you still have a First Rider’s responsibilities.”


  “However,” Oyuun Kokotseg said. “This caravan will function as though you are the warchief. In that sense, Qara will be your First Rider. An unusual posting for a woman, but a necessity in this case.”


  “And not an official title.” Warchief Baavgai wore his serious face, and watched the two young riders carefully. “Sukhetai, you will be in charge of the caravan’s safety, the navigation to and from Mahlcry, and the negotiation of the trade. You will carry the Sword of Honor and the Robes of the Lord, and you will observe the proper custom of the ceremony.”


  Sukhetai’s confidence floundered as soon as his father said “negotiation.” He’d been on the trail south with the caravan a dozen times, just like the migration route to and from the summer and winter camps. But he’d never been around to hear the actual exchange or participate in the ritual. It always seemed to go so well when his father rode in, clad in black and white and head held high. It was a simple exchange—the people of Mahlcry handed over the summer’s supply of salt, and in exchange the Doud Tahlkheer didn’t sack the city. A centuries-old tradition. The city always had the salt. Sukhetai had always spent more time with the traders that came out before the actual exchange took place. It all seemed to be a rather jovial, if subtly tense, event.


  “Wait,” Qara said. “Who are you sending along as the seer, then?”


  “We don’t take seers to Mahlcry,” Sukhetai said.


  “That’s... dangerous.” Qara’s hands curled up in her lap. “How will we know if the path ahead is safe?”


  Sukhetai looked up and shrugged. “We won’t,” he said. “That’s why we take so many riders, usually. Those coming along to trade can defend themselves well, but it’s also training for the new blood.”


  Qara raised an eyebrow. Sukhetai shrugged, and looked back into the flames. How was he supposed to negotiate a trade of such magnitude?


  “The most dangerous part about that journey is the Spirits’ Ire,” Oyuun Kokotseg said. “It is a place where nothing grows and the water is tainted. It makes horses and people sick. However, the route goes along the outside in two directions. It isn’t often that we lose a horse to the Ire anymore.”


  Sukhetai had forgotten about that. They’d skirt around the outside of the long patch of what would have looked like marshland if anything green had called the place home, and be on their way. They’d come the same way on the path back. He closed his eyes, imagining the whole stretch of grassland laid out before him. He knew the path as well as he knew his own horse. He even knew the shortcut around the eastern side of the Ire.


  “Are you all right with this, Sukhetai?” Qara asked.


  “I don’t appear to have much say in it.” Sukhetai opened his eyes. “But yes, I’m ready. I was just trying to see if I could remember where the road is.”


  Baavgai wasn’t watching his son. Instead he squinted at Qara.


  “You’ve never ridden with us to Mahlcry, have you?” he asked.


  “No,” Qara said. “I usually stay here and help with the shearing if any needs to be done.”


  Warchief Baavgai and Oyuun Kokotseg shared a long, silent look. Sukhetai couldn’t read either of their faces, nor did he want to. He still chewed the particular cud of how he’d be able to negotiate the exchange. What exactly did his father say? Was it simply a case of riding up, making a scene, and demanding tribute? Would he have to play court politics, as he heard the city dwellers sometimes did? Would they even listen to him, or was he better off sending in Qara to do the talking?


  “Send Maral and Borchu,” Kokotseg said.


  It was an odd interruption to his thought stream and Sukhetai looked up, confused.


  “We’ll send the usual riders.” Baavgai nodded. “Borchu can keep everyone on the right path and take over if something happens. I trust him.”


  “What?” Sukhetai and Qara both asked.


  “Borchu? Take over?” Sukhetai tried to keep himself relatively composed. “I assure you, that will not happen.”


  “If anyone’s going to take over it will be me,” Qara said. “I am Sukhetai’s second and I know the Doud Tahlkheer better than Borchu does.”


  Sukhetai glanced over sharply, and felt the heat rise in his chest. She didn’t acknowledge his presence. He took a deep breath, intent on responding to that comment, but his father beat him to it.


  “Sukhetai,” he said. “If you are so confident in your ability as the First Rider, as a leader in the Doud Tahlkheer... prove it.”


  A murky slew of disparaging comments roiled in the back of Sukhetai’s mind, and nearly spilled across his tongue. He stared for a few moments in silence, before making a half-bow, rising to his feet, and leaving without further comment.


  Outside, he took a few breaths to regain his composure. The phrase “prove it” rattled around between his ears like a rock in his boot. With a huff, he set out, scouting about for Delgejin, striding as though he meant to go to war with the next person who spoke slander in his general direction. He found his brother chatting with Maral the bowyer, whittling on a piece of scrap horn while the older man glued sinew around a bow already in progress.


  “Delgejin!”


  Maral and Delgejin both looked up, startled by the interruption. Sukhetai motioned for his brother to follow him and stormed past, heading for the family ger. After a few steps he heard Delgejin jogging to catch up. He didn’t stop. Delgejin huffed to a walk at his side.


  “What?” his brother asked.


  “Who do you trust?” Sukhetai asked.


  “What?” Delgejin asked again.


  “You heard me.” Sukhetai stopped and whirled on his brother. “Who in this camp do you trust? Anybody?”


  Delgejin looked around to make sure nobody was around to hear that outburst. Sukhetai did as well, but found nobody within earshot, even if he was to raise his voice.


  “Well, you obviously,” Delgejin said. “All of the oyuun women. Father. Maral, I think.”


  “You trust Maral?”


  “I... think so?”


  “What about Borchu?”


  “I... don’t know.” Delgejin straightened up and squinted at Sukhetai. “Why? What’s going on?”


  Sukhetai huffed, and started walking again, keeping his voice down. Delgejin trotted along at his side, still concerned but loyal as ever.


  “Father has put me in charge of the journey to Mahlcry,” he said. “I want to know who you trust.”


  “I trust pretty much whoever you do, Sukhetai.” Delgejin stopped him with a hand on his shoulder. “What do you mean, Father—”


  Sukhetai slapped his hand away, though not with a great deal of force. Delgejin still looked a bit taken aback.


  “I mean this trip will have no warchief. I’m going to be in charge. I need to know who I can trust here, and I need to find a way to take them with me,” Sukhetai said. “Qara already wants to take over from me, and Borchu is coming along on my father’s wishes.”


  “Oh.” Delgejin frowned. “Well, we can’t have that, can we?”


  “No.” Sukhetai glowered. “I am First Rider, and one way or another, they will listen to me.”


  Delgejin’s face fell in confusion. Sukhetai took a step back, physically and mentally, and tapped his fingers against his chest. After a long pause, he sighed, and started walking again, slower this time, and not toward their ger. Instead, he went to skirt around and weave through the rest of the camp. Delgejin followed, still seeming not entirely confident.


  “I lead with my heart,” Sukhetai said. “Which is a good thing, sometimes, but not when it runs out ahead like an angry horse. I need to lead with my head.”


  “What was that about?” Delgejin asked.


  “I was... insulted,” Sukhetai said. “I spoke and acted without thinking. However, I think my heart has good plans.”


  He stopped when he came into sight of the camels’ designated grazing ground. A few older boys and young men milled about making sure they were all fed and watered properly, that nothing was wrong with the great, shaggy beasts. Sukhetai nodded in that direction.


  “Do you trust any of them?” he asked.


  “I would need time to see,” Delgejin said. “Maybe.”


  “Could you convince them to listen to me instead of, say, Borchu?” Sukhetai asked. “Or Qara?”


  Delgejin took a moment to consider, but nodded. “Why is Qara trying to take over your command? The First Rider has to be a man, right?”


  “Yes,” Sukhetai said.


  A frown crossed his face, and he glanced back over his shoulder. He didn’t see any sign of his quiver bearer anywhere.


  “Yes, he does,” he said. “Because the First Rider is the one who becomes warchief.”


  “And a girl can’t be warchief because...?” Delgejin asked.


  “Because she’ll go through the Change, and become one of the oyuun.”


  Sukhetai repeated it from memory, but the question gave him pause. Why weren’t there any woman warchiefs? There hadn’t been any, ever, as far as he knew. Perhaps Qara was trying to change that, or at least do her best.


  “So then why would Qara demean herself by taking the lesser post?” Delgejin asked. “That doesn’t make any sense.”


  “I’m not sure,” Sukhetai mused.


  He glanced at his brother, who was now staring back the way they’d come as well. Sukhetai raised an eyebrow.


  “What do you say?” he asked. “Care to be my eyes and ears? Find out what you can about her?”


  “I’ll do my best,” Delgejin said. “No promises.”


CHAPTER TEN


  Tanan

  


  



  Wazor looked up from his desk when Tanan finally made it back to the classroom. “Young sir, how did it go?”


  Tanan took his seat and shook his head. “I learned much, but I’m not sure what it is I learned.”


  Wazor’s eyebrows crept up his forehead as his eyes widened. “Intriguing report, my boy. Can you elucidate?”


  Tanan had organized his thinking over a bowl of stew in the kitchens. He held up a hand, extending his thumb. “The library was closed for much of the morning because my uncle was researching—of all things—salt.”


  “Was he?” Wazor came around to the front of his desk, leaning his narrow butt against the front edge and bending forward as if getting closer would help his comprehension. “What about salt?”


  “The library staff were rather tight-lipped about it but they had a table full of books pulled on the subject.”


  Wazor nodded. “What else?”


  He held up his index finger. “I learned that salt comes in many forms from solid rocks to brines.”


  Wazor grinned at this. “Just so. Each has its own use and utility.”


  “Also price, I suspect although that remains in the realm of conjecture,” Tanan said.


  “Does it?” Wazor leaned a few degrees closer. “Why do you say that?”


  “The library lacked the information, but the implications of processing and distribution imply that somebody must be adding costs to the value of the salt. Starting at the mine.” Tanan shrugged. “It will require some more research.”


  Wazor folded his arms and straightened up. “Explain your inference, young sir.”


  Tanan shrugged. “Who mines for free? Slaves, but we don’t allow slaves. Even the meanest laborer earns some wage, don’t they? If not, how do they eat? Where do they sleep?”


  “Excellent questions,” Wazor said. “While you’re considering this, remember that wages are not always money.”


  “Yours are,” Tanan said, an imp making his tongue into a barb.


  Wazor grinned. “Yes, and I appreciate every tael, but consider the fishwife. Who pays her and how?”


  Tanan paused. “I don’t know much about fishwives.”


  Wazor’s grin widened. “You’ve learned a great deal today, it seems. This morning you seemed to think you knew everything.”


  Tanan thought of a certain young librarian whose smile lit the room. “Yes, well. Perhaps.”


  “What else did you learn, young sir?” Wazor tilted his head. “About salt.”


  Tanan lifted his middle finger. “Five main uses in the realm.”


  “They are?” Wazor asked.


  “Fisheries, tanning, livestock, table, and cooking.”


  Wazor frowned and stroked his whiskers. “How are table and cooking different?”


  “People use salt at table to add seasoning to their individual taste,” Tanan said. “Cooking. It might be the wrong word. The example we found was pickles. Brines are used in a variety of places but pickles stood out.”


  “Many people make their own, you know,” Wazor said.


  “Yes, but they’re also produced commercially and sold to pubs and taverns,” Tanan said. “If I can buy a pickle to go with my beer, somebody must be selling them to the tavern keeper.”


  Wazor shook his head. “An assumption without foundation, my boy. The tavern keeper likely makes his own beer, which means he also has the ability to make his own pickles.”


  Tanan frowned and nodded. “Thank you, Teacher. I hadn’t considered that.”


  “There are, in fact, pickle factories,” Wazor said with a grin. “Just none here in the capital that I know of. They’re quite pungent.”


  “Did I miss any?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor stroked his beard again and shrugged. “Salt fish, yes. You missed salted meat, unless that’s what you meant by livestock.”


  “I was led to believe that the salt was to keep the animals healthy,” Tanan said. “The references talked about feeding it to a wide variety of animals large and small.”


  “Small, Your Highness?” Wazor asked. “How small?”


  “Rabbits.”


  Wazor nodded. “That’s small. Well done, Your Highness. That was one I didn’t know.”


  Tanan felt an inexplicable pleasure from his teacher’s rare words of praise.


  “Now, the harder question.” Wazor rose from his place and stretched gently, a bit stiff from so much sitting.


  “How much salt?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor nodded.


  Tanan sighed. “That’s a story in itself.”


  Wazor perched on the edge of his desk again and waved a hand. “Tell me.”


  Tanan spent the better part of the remainder of the afternoon walking Wazor through the journey to the Royal Treasury. The sun’s rays had shifted to the other side of the building, and before he finished the schoolroom had grown dim in the late afternoon light.


  “You’ve had a busy day, Your Highness,” Wazor said, stroking his beard and staring off into space.


  “I don’t understand how this works,” Tanan said. “Am I the only person who asks ‘How much salt?’ or ‘How much fish?’ The treasury people seemed only to care for the deposits to the treasury, and perhaps withdrawals, but they keep no records beyond ‘this person paid so much tax on leather and that person drew some amount to pay the guards.’”


  “That is curious,” Wazor said, shaking his head. “I’d hoped to avoid it but perhaps we need to visit your uncle.”


  The dinner gong rang within the palace and Wazor snapped to his feet with a clap of his hands. “Something for tomorrow,” he said. “Off you go. I believe you’ll be dining with your esteemed sister this evening, Your Highness.”


  Tanan blinked. “Ghina? At the table with me?”


  “The same, unless you’ve suddenly sprouted a sibling, Your Highness.”


  “Do you know the occasion?” Tanan asked.


  “State dinner, according to the fetching young lady who collected the tea tray earlier. Big to-do in the kitchens. I suspect you’ll learn more than I with your close connections with Cook.” He grinned and made shooing motions with his hands. “Scoot, Your Highness. A sumptuous repast free of the tedium of court awaits.”


  Tanan stood and, in a rare gesture, pressed his hand to his heart and nodded to Wazor. “Thank you for a most instructive day, Teacher.”


  Wazor colored a bit around the ears but smiled his pleasure. “Off with you, my boy. You’re just happy to have been freed from the schoolroom for the day.”


   

  


  Morning brought more surprises when Tanan reported to the schoolroom. Wazor stood in the corner by the window, his brow furrowed, with the emir seated behind Wazor’s desk.


  “Uncle Shahar.” He gave his uncle the proper obeisance, hand over heart and a formal bow.


  Shahar shook his head, not quite glowering at Tanan. “Nephew,” he said. “I trust you slept well?”


  “I did, Uncle. Thank you. How are things in the north?”


  He scowled. “The north? Why do you ask? What have you heard?”


  Tanan brushed a bit of lint from the sleeve of his robe, tugging on the cuff to straighten the fabric. “Some small comments about the dinner. A delegation from my aunt?”


  Shahar chewed his bottom lip and cast a glance at Wazor. “Yes. Well. That’s not my concern this morning, Your Highness.”


  Tanan tamped down the rising unease in his gut. “Is there something I’ve done, Uncle?”


  “You went to the library yesterday.”


  “I did, Uncle. An assignment from my mentor.”


  Wazor’s eyes flashed wide for a moment but returned to normal before Shahar could see. “It’s true, emir. We had a discussion about the realm’s economy.”


  “And salt,” Shahar said, grinding the word as if to season it with its namesake.


  “The salt trade is the backbone of the realm’s economy,” Wazor said, seeming to shrink into his robes.


  Shahar sighed and turned his fulminous gaze back to Tanan. “You then insulted the Royal Treasurer, used your position as prince to force your way into the vaults, and then implied that the Royal Treasury does not know its own business.” He paused, giving Tanan a long stare. “Would you care to explain?”


  Tanan took a deep breath and returned his uncle’s gaze. “My assignment was to learn how salt is used in the realm. Knowing where it comes from and how it’s traded was supposed to enlighten me as to why our treasury is filled with gold when our chief product appears to be one of the most common elements in the world. The library staff seemed very helpful. At first glance I believe I have identified the main sources and uses of salt. I went to the treasury to find out how much salt each of the primary uses consumed. What I learned was that, while we tax salt, there are no summary records to indicate how much salt is used in each area—only a collection of ledgers that show the details by date and use.”


  Shahar sighed and nodded. “That was my experience as well.” He lowered his gaze to the desktop in front of him and tapped the surface with his fingertips, one after the other in a wave from right to left and left to right. “What did they tell you?” he asked without looking up.


  “Four million taels.” Tanan shrugged. “Three million and some that was almost four.”


  “That’s what they told me, too,” Shahar said. “You saw the ledgers?”


  Tanan started to speak but closed his mouth again, thinking about what he’d seen. “I never saw a ledger that had a salt tally record.” He shrugged. “I only looked in one and scanned a couple of pages. I didn’t understand anything I saw.”


  “But a pile of them?” Shahar said.


  Tanan nodded. “They were still putting them away yesterday afternoon.”


  Shahar frowned and stared at the desk again.


  “They said to ask you,” Tanan said.


  Shahar looked up. “Ask me what?”


  “How much salt? What the guards get paid? How much of the Royal Treasury goes for palace maintenance?” Tanan shrugged. “Honestly, Uncle, I don’t remember what else I asked. By the time I got down into the vaults my day had been a full one.”


  Shahar nodded and looked at Wazor. “Just a coincidence?”


  Wazor shrugged. “I might have heard some rumblings, but when His Majesty instructed me to prepare the prince to assume the role of emir, I thought it prudent to start with the economy and work out.”


  Shahar’s eyes narrowed. “When was this?”


  “I received word yesterday morning, emir. A note from the king’s secretary.”


  “Do you still have it?” Shahar asked.


  “Of course.” He pointed to his desk. “Top drawer. Left. Should be right on top.”


  Shahar pulled the drawer open and peered inside. He plucked a slip of paper out and smoothed it on the desk. “Yesterday, you say?” he asked without looking up from the note.


  “Delivered to my quarters before I even arose.”


  Shahar nodded and looked up at Tanan. “You know anything about this?”


  Tanan cleared his throat. “I was not surprised, but I did not expect it, Uncle.”


  Shahar’s eyes narrowed again. “Nothing to do with your friend being promoted to Grand Marl Stables?”


  “Perhaps something,” Tanan said.


  “Spill it out on the table, Nephew.” Shahar settled back on Wazor’s stool. “I’d like to see what’s in this purse you’re holding to closely.”


  “I was late to dinner. Again.” Tanan glanced at Wazor who nodded. “Father was angry and suggested that I was not sufficiently engaged with my studies because I spent so much time in the stables.”


  “He’s not aware of the time you spend with the guardsmen, I take it?” Shahar asked, a twinkle in his eye.


  “He hasn’t mentioned it, Uncle.”


  Shahar waved a hand. “Continue.”


  “He arranged to have Aliq sent to Grand Marl, and I was to begin studying for when the time comes for Brahim to assume the throne.”


  “I see,” Shahar said. “Anything else?”


  “Not that I remember, Uncle.”


  Shahar looked at the scrap on the desk and then at Wazor. “What about the economy?”


  “Emir?”


  “Why did you think to start with the economy?”


  Wazor shrugged. “The economy touches everything. It’s how the realm survives. It’s how we manage our wealth. It’s how we feed and protect the people.” He shrugged again. “What better framework to begin teaching the young prince about the work of an emir?”


  Shahar grunted but nodded. “Reasonable.” He looked at Tanan. “What do you think so far?”


  “I don’t know what I don’t know,” Tanan said, the words bubbling out before he could think of what else to say.


  Shahar snorted. “Obviously. Nobody does. Even I don’t know what I don’t know. What kind of foolishness is this?”


  “It’s a problem, Uncle. I can’t learn what I don’t know if I don’t know I need to know it.”


  Shahar frowned and looked at Wazor. “Is this your foolishness?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Not exactly, Emir. The boy is right, though. I found it shocking myself when he came back with it yesterday.”


  Shahar’s frown turned into a scowl. “You mock me at your peril, teacher.”


  Wazor paled and held up his hand, but Tanan spoke first.


  “Uncle, it’s not foolishness and Wazor is not mocking you. Consider,” he said. “If I—or you or Wazor—doesn’t know a thing exists. If we have no awareness of the thing, how can we learn about it?”


  Shahar snorted. “You’d go find out, of course.”


  “That’s the problem, Uncle. If we don’t know the thing exists, what incentive do we have to investigate it?”


  Shahar leaned on the desk, his scowl fading to frown once more. “Explain this.”


  Tanan sighed and tried to think of another way to say what he’d already said twice. “What if there was a pink horse, but nobody knew there were pink horses. Why would we send out people to find out how pink horses live? We’d have to discover them first.”


  Shahar shook his head. “There are no pink horses.”


  “How do you know?” Tanan asked. “Have you seen every horse in the world, Uncle? Do you know if there are horses in places you haven’t seen? Do you know that none of them are pink?”


  Shahar shook his head. “Horses are not pink. It’s a silly example.”


  Tanan sighed and looked out the window for inspiration. The branch on the tree outside waved in the morning breeze. “I have not seen Far Hortham, Uncle. Have you?”


  “No,” Shahar said. “What has that to do with anything?”


  Tanan shrugged. “There is a witch woman in Far Hortham who converses with the barbarians who roam the steppes.”


  Shahar straightened in his seat. “Are you sure?”


  “I just made it up, Uncle.” He shrugged. “I don’t know what I don’t know, but I suspect that you have sources in Hortham that might be able to help you find out.”


  Shahar slumped back. “What else don’t you know?”


  Tanan laughed. “I have no idea. That’s my point, Uncle. I know I saw some books that appeared to be ledgers in the vaults yesterday. I have to take them at their word about what those books are. And that that the total they gave you was correct. And that the taels they claim are in the vault are actually in the vault. I don’t know how that process works, how it’s kept safe.”


  “You’ve gotten stupid suddenly?” Shahar asked, raising an eyebrow.


  Tanan shrugged and looked at Wazor, feeling his lips stretching in a smile. “No, Uncle. I think I was always stupid. Yesterday just made me aware of it.”


  Shahar nodded and patted the surface of the desk with the pads of his fingers. “Don’t confuse stupidity with ignorance, Nephew.” He glanced at Wazor. “This man can help you overcome ignorance. Only one man can keep you from being stupid.”


  The words took Tanan by surprise. “Who’s that?”


  “You,” Shahar said and heaved himself to his feet. “If you need numbers, see my secretary. I’ll let him know you have my permission to see anything.”


  Tanan blinked in surprise but Wazor gasped.


  “Really, Uncle?”


  Shahar nodded and walked around the desk, heading for the door. He patted Tanan on the shoulder. “Don’t abuse it. Some of those numbers could be distressing to the public at large. Somebody always complains. Too much. Too little. Wrong priorities. Wrong vendors.” He shrugged. “Keep looking at salt. It’s an interesting market.”


  Tanan watched his uncle stride from the room and disappear down the hall. He felt like he’d been whipped and rewarded. He wasn’t sure which was better, or worse. “He’s the spider,” Tanan said.


  Wazor nodded. “You didn’t tell him about that, did you?”


  Tanan shook his head and dropped into the seat at his desk. “This is the first I’ve seen him in years.”


  “You had a full day yesterday,” Wazor said. “I’m impressed.”


  Tanan sighed. “I wish I had done more.”


  “What would you have done?” Wazor asked, crossing to stand in front of the desk, his customary post when teaching.


  “I don’t know,” Tanan said, grinning. “What does salt cost? How is it taxed? Is four million taels a lot? Or too little?”


  Wazor’s eyebrows shot up. “Those are good questions, Your Highness. What prompted you to ask them?”


  “I realized that I don’t know how these decisions get made. Who sets the tax? How do they decide on what should be taxed?”


  Wazor nodded and leaned back on his desk, staring at the ceiling. “The crown taxes. In theory that means your father’s name, or the name of the king that imposes the tax.”


  “It’s really the emir who does the work, though, right?” Tanan asked.


  “Correct. It’s a touchy subject, taxes. Wise kings tax wisely. Foolish kings tax too much or too little.”


  “How can too little tax be a problem?”


  Wazor smiled the smile that Tanan had begun to fear. “What an interesting question, Your Highness.”


  “You’re not going to answer, are you?”


  Wazor shook his head. “No. I’ll leave it for now. Perhaps an answer may suggest itself to you later. For now, let’s focus on wine.”


  “Wine? What has that to do with salt?”


  “Ah,” Wazor said. “In order to understand salt, you need to understand how wine is sold.”


  Tanan blinked and shook his head. “I do?”


  “Do you know how much salt costs?” Wazor asked.


  “No, I just told you that.”


  “Indeed you did, and you have run into something that you don’t know you don’t know.” Wazor grinned. “I quite like that phrase. Did you make it up?”


  “No. I heard it from one of the librarians.”


  “A pretty one, no doubt,” Wazor said, his lips twitching and his eyebrows dancing.


  Tanan cleared his throat and shifted in his seat. “What don’t I know?”


  “You don’t know how prices are set,” Wazor said.


  “Another boring lecture, Teacher? If we’re to talk about wine, can we take the lesson to the tavern?”


  Wazor chuckled and shook his head. “Journey in your mind’s eye, my boy. The tavern’s a familiar place, so it should be easy for you.”


  Tanan shrugged and settled in. “We’re at the tavern,” he said. “What now?”


  “How much is a bottle of wine?” Wazor asked, peering at him. “Quickly.”


  “Which tavern?” Tanan asked.


  “Why does it matter? A bottle of wine is a bottle of wine?”


  Tanan shook his head. “That’s—” He bit off the rest of that sentence as Wazor’s eyebrows started up his head. “Different bottles cost different amounts. Some vintages are preferred.”


  “Very well. How much for a bottle of common red at the Hammered Arms? You spend enough time there.” Wazor tilted his head to the side. “How much?”


  “The guardsman’s tavern? You know of that?”


  Wazor made a rude noise with his lips. “Don’t quibble. How much?”


  “You can’t buy a bottle of wine there,” Tanan said, pleased to have given Wazor something to think about.


  “Correct,” Wazor said. “Why?”


  “They only sell it by the cup.”


  “Correct,” he said again. “Why?”


  “Because the guardsmen only buy it by the cup.”


  “Really?” Wazor asked. “Is this common wisdom around the barracks? If I were to ask your brother why his guardsmen only buy wine by the cup, what would he say?”


  Tanan clamped his jaw shut and stared. “I don’t know.”


  “I know.” Wazor grinned. “You want me to tell you?”


  Tanan pondered the question for a few moments before nodding. “Yes.”


  “They buy it by the cup because that’s the only way the proprietor will sell it.”


  “That goes around in a circle,” Tanan said, following the logic in his head. “They only buy it by the cup because the tavern only sells it by the cup. They only sell it by the cup because the guardsmen only buy it that way?”


  Wazor’s face lit up, and he raised a finger to the ceiling. “Therein lies the thing you don’t know you don’t know.” He leaned forward, jutting his head out. “Can you spot it? The clue is there.”


  Tanan rolled the loop around in his head without finding the flaw. He shook his head. “I don’t.”


  “You believe it is there?” Wazor asked. “You’re not thinking I’m a fool for asking?”


  Tanan nodded. “I believe you, yes.”


  “Who has the choice?” Wazor asked.


  “Choice?” Tanan shook his head. “Who has what choice?”


  “Any choice, my boy. Who—between the two, guardsman or merchant—who can make a choice?”


  “Well, if the guardsmen can only buy a cup, there’s no choice there,” Tanan said. “The merchant? Because he could offer the bottle but doesn’t?”


  Wazor clapped his hands in a short round of applause. “Exactly, young sir. Exactly.”


  “So why?” Tanan asked.


  “Back to pricing. How much is a bottle of wine at the wine merchant at the market? That same bottle of common red?” Wazor asked.


  “I don’t buy common red at the merchant,” Tanan said.


  “Every horse’s ass spouts horse shit. Can you do better than that?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan shrugged, vaguely amused by his tutor’s antics. “Three taels.”


  “Probably two, but I’ll work with you on it,” Wazor said. “I suspect the wine merchant won’t try to sell the swill that Habib pushes at the Hammered Arms.” He shrugged and shook his head, waving his hand in front of his face to banish the pesky thought. “How much for a cup of common red at the Arms?”


  “One tael,” Tanan said.


  “You’re sure. Not half a tael? Not two?”


  “I’m sure,” Tanan said.


  “Good. How many cups in a bottle of wine?”


  Tanan tried to shift his mind fast enough to keep up with Wazor. “I don’t know. Five? Six?”


  “Come now, my boy. You’ve never taken a bottle back to your rooms and regaled a maid?”


  “Regaled?” Tanan said. “I’ve been accused of many things, Teacher. Regaling isn’t one of them.”


  Wazor frowned at him.


  “Five or six cups.” Tanan shrugged. “Depends on the cups and how full I pour.”


  “An honest answer, at least,” Wazor said. “Now. A bottle of wine holds seven honest cups.”


  “Seven?”


  “Honest cups,” Wazor said, repeating the phrase. “Your cups are slightly larger than the standard so you pour a few less. If you poured them sparsely, you’d get seven. Eight if you’re stingy.”


  Tanan considered the reason he poured them to begin with and shrugged. It seemed a fair trade. Maids tended to drain their cups before tossing caution to the wind. “So. A fair cup,” Tanan said.


  “An honest cup,” Wazor said. “There’s nothing fair about it.”


  “All right. An honest cup.”


  “How much wine does the cup at the Arms hold?”


  Tanan laughed. “A cup’s worth. I don’t know.”


  “Exactly,” Wazor said. “You don’t know. They look like honest cups, but have you ever compared them to one from—say the barracks?”


  “Half the cups in the barracks probably came from the Arms,” Tanan said.


  Wazor laughed at that. “Granted. Next time you’re there, look at them. Fill one to the rim with water and try to pour it into a guardsman’s issued cup.”


  “I’d likely spill it.”


  “Then go the other way, see how much water is left in the issued cup when the other is full.”


  “You’re going somewhere with this, I hope.”


  Wazor nodded. “I haven’t tested it, but my suspicion is that Habib gets ten cups per bottle.” He raised his eyebrows and looked down his nose at Tanan. “Does that suggest anything?”


  “He’s cheating?” Tanan asked.


  “Do you feel cheated?” Wazor asked. “You agree to pay a tael for a cup of wine. You paid the tael, you got the wine. Where’s the cheat?”


  “It’s not an honest cup?” Tanan asked. “He’s charging too much for the wine?”


  “Ah, that’s the point. No. He’s not charging too much for the wine because if he charged too much, nobody would buy it.” He peered down at Tanan. “The guardsmen do still buy the wine, yes?”


  “Oh, yes.” Tanan nodded. “Every night.”


  “And you still go with them? You still buy wine there? Yes?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan shrugged and offered a sheepish nod. “Even recommend the place to the new guardsmen.”


  Wazor paused mid-thought. “New guardsmen?”


  Tanan nodded. “Rotation just in from Ohran. I met a couple of the new people yesterday.”


  Wazor nodded and pursed his lips. “Interesting timing,” he said, almost to himself, before giving himself a shake. “Pricing. What does that say about the pricing of wine at the Hammered Arms?”


  “The guardsmen pay it?” Tanan asked. A straight-up guess, but he had no other thoughts.


  “Exactly,” Wazor said. “Pricing is not as logical and rational as you think, my boy. A bottle of wine is not a bottle of wine.” He shook himself again. “No, it is a bottle of wine, but not all wine is the same. Each bottle holds the same amount, but the quality of the wine inside matters.”


  “Of course,” Tanan said. “Why else would I pay five taels for one bottle and three for another?”


  “Five taels,” Wazor said. “My, my. Free with the taels?”


  “She was worth it.”


  Wazor sighed. “Not what I was thinking, but no matter. The other aspects are where it’s sold and under what circumstances. So a bottle of common red at the market might cost three taels, but a guardsman at the Hammered Arms might pay ten for the same amount of wine.”


  Tanan blinked. “Habib makes a lot of taels.”


  Wazor shrugged. “He has a good profit margin on wine but how much does he pay in other expenses? I don’t know and it’s beside the point. We’re talking about prices and we’re not quite done.”


  “Will we get back to salt?”


  “Eventually, yes, Your Highness. I want you to consider where the wine comes from.”


  Tanan pondered for a moment. It felt like a trick question but he bit on it anyway. “Grapes?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Well, yes. But more specifically a vineyard, correct?”


  Tanan nodded.


  “So the grower puts the grapes in a vat, squashes the juice out, puts the juice in a barrel, and lets nature take its course for a few weeks. He pulls the fermented juice out of the barrel, filling an appropriate number of bottles, crates up the bottles and sells the crates to the market or even to taverns like the Arms directly.” Wazor looked at Tanan, his eyebrows raised in question.


  “Yes. I’m still with you,” Tanan said.


  “How much does a bottle of wine cost?” Wazor asked.


  “Whatever the vintner charges,” Tanan said. “How should I know?”


  Wazor sighed and nodded. “Fair question. You can’t know exactly, but consider the market stall. The vendor has to make a profit on every bottle, or he could no longer stock that bottle of wine.”


  “Makes sense,” Tanan said. “How much profit?”


  “Assume he has to make at least half the cost of the wine that he purchases by the case.” Wazor waited for Tanan to nod. “Now, that bottle of wine you purchased for three taels cost the vintner how much?”


  “Is this a mathematics test, Teacher?”


  “Yes,” Wazor said, snapping the word off and raising his eyebrows even higher.


  “Two taels,” Tanan said.


  “Exactly,” Wazor said. “The vintner sets the price based on what the market vendor will pay for it. So how much must Habib pay the vintner for that same bottle when he buys it by the case?”


  Tanan frowned. “The vintner sets the price based on what the market stall will pay. So, two taels?”


  Wazor beamed as if Tanan had just become king. “Add trade discounts for quantity and perhaps even less. The market stall can only hold so many bottles of wine. They can’t stack up ten cases of common red and still have room for a case of five-tael wine or anything else.”


  “Habib has a basement,” Tanan said.


  “He does. He brews his ale there, which takes up some room, but it also leaves him with a secure location to store ten cases of wine. Maybe twenty. If he buys a number of cases at a time—say, ten—the vintner may give him a special rate. If the single-crate price is twenty-four taels, perhaps he only gets twenty taels per case if Habib buys ten at once.”


  Tanan nodded, rolling the ideas around in his head. “So, the long and short answer to the question is ‘it depends.’”


  “Exactly,” Wazor said. “Now apply it to salt.”


  Tanan took a deep breath and blew it out. “Where do I start?”


  “Where does it come from?” Wazor asked.


  “The mines.”


  “Who buys it?”


  Tanan frowned. “The crown?” He shook his head. “That can’t be correct. The mines belong to the crown.”


  Wazor beamed. “Keep going, my boy.”


  “The crown sells it to somebody who sells it to somebody else,” Tanan said. “I don’t know who the middlemen are but eventually it gets to a herdsman or a fisherman or a tanner.” He paused and shook his head. “Who did I leave out?”


  “Cooks and households for table use,” Wazor said. “I’m impressed you’ve made those connections, but you understand why I started with wine?”


  Tanan nodded. “The links in the chain are a bit clearer.”


  Wazor shrugged. “At least conceptually. Some wine gets purchased by trading houses for shipment around the world, but the concept is the same. Also happens with salt, although salt is common enough, at least near the sea that anybody who wants salt just needs the patience and equipment to take it from the water.”


  “But every different use needs its own processing, correct?” Tanan asked.


  “Exactly, young sir.”


  Tanan frowned. “Something doesn’t make sense.”


  “Just because you don’t understand it doesn’t mean it doesn’t make sense, my boy. What are you thinking?”


  “The crown owns most of the mines?”


  Wazor gave a shrug. “The largest of them. There are others but not many and they are small operations.”


  “You’ve done a lot of research, Teacher. How did you learn all this?”


  Wazor grinned. “I’m old, young sir, and I traveled extensively before I became a sedentary scholar. Is that what you don’t understand?”


  “No. I’m thinking about the taxes. The crown taxes salt.”


  “Correct.”


  “So, the salt we sell, somebody pays for it and the taels go to the crown.”


  “Essentially. The taels pay for the production costs that the crown incurs in operating the mine.” Wazor shrugged. “I suspect that we would find a modest profit margin on those transactions, yes.”


  “Then the crown taxes every merchant down the line again, each time the salt changes hands?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor paused, stroking his chin hairs. “That is my understanding, young sir.”


  “So the amount of tax we collect is on top of the amount we earn from production.”


  Wazor nodded. “Logical.”


  “I think I see why you claim the salt trade is the backbone of the economy,” Tanan said.


  “What part doesn’t make sense, Your Highness?”


  “Four million taels,” Tanan said. “It’s a useless number.”


  Wazor’s eyebrows ratcheted up his forehead in increments. “Because?” he asked.


  “Because it’s not telling us how much salt we use. It’s layering taxes on the same salt over and over.”


  Wazor’s eyebrows dropped into a frown. He nodded slowly. “Indeed.”


  “We need to know how much end products get produced from the salt in order to find out how much salt we use.”


  “Logical, but what about this doesn’t make sense?”


  “If my uncle was trying to find out how much salt we produce and where it’s used, wouldn’t he have noticed none of the numbers include the amount of the salt we started with?”


  Wazor froze as still as a marble statue, even his eyebrows stilled and his fingers hovered motionless at his chin.


  “Wouldn’t he?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor nodded, the spell broken. “People who are experts generally do not behave irrationally.”


  “We don’t know what we don’t know,” Tanan said.


  Wazor looked at him, a faint grin stretching his lips. “Exactly.”


  “How do we find out?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor turned to pace the schoolroom, left to the window then back to the wall. He stared at the floor and grimaced, seeming to have a silent conversation with himself, complete with facial expressions and hand gestures but completely silent. Eventually he stopped. “The question is how can we learn something. There are two ways.” he stared at the stone tiles on the floor. “We can test, or we can ask somebody who knows.”


  “Test?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor nodded, still not looking at Tanan, still distracted by whatever process occupied his mind. “We think of what might be the missing factor and start looking for it.”


  “Where do we look if we don’t know what we don’t know?” Tanan asked.


  “That’s the problem. We need to break it down. Why would your uncle be looking at salt in the first place?”


  “The delegation from Mahlcry?” Tanan asked.


  “By itself, that’s not particularly relevant, but the timing suggests some connection.” Wazor shook his head. “It could be anything. Some change in condition in the mines. Something happened in the city.” He shrugged. “There are too many factors in play.”


  “What if the Royal Treasury is lying?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor’s head snapped around and his eyes seemed to blaze. “Explain.”


  “What if the taxes are being collected but not actually being deposited in the treasury?”


  “That seems unlikely,” Wazor said. “The Treasury holds virtually all the money in the realm. Even if it were being diverted, where would you keep it?”


  Tanan shrugged. “I have a purse in my rooms. Father has a safe in his office. Don’t other people keep funds for ready use?”


  Wazor tilted his head to the side. “That would require a very large safe.”


  “Four million taels?” Tanan asked. “I’m sure it would, but what if they’re only taking one in ten? It’s a lot of taels, but melted into bars...?”


  “You can’t buy wine with bars, young sir.”


  “No, but you can sell bars of gold,” he said. “Even the royal mint buys gold.”


  “So you’re suggesting that maybe somebody is skimming the tax revenues, secreting the excess?”


  Tanan shrugged. “You asked for ideas about what this might be about. Maybe it’s not just salt. Maybe it’s something to do with the taxes because the accounts don’t add up. I assume some smart bookkeepers work with my Aunt Waheeda and my Uncle Shahar.”


  Wazor’s eyes narrowed and he pinched his lower lip between thumb and forefinger. “What did you see in the vaults?”


  “I saw a lot of people scurrying around shuffling ledgers. The vault keeper seemed to find no problem with it, but the Royal Treasurer seemed particularly put out that I insisted on seeing the ledgers for myself.”


  “And you say the ledgers in question had no listings for salt?”


  “I said I saw no listings, but I only looked in one ledger. And only a few pages of that. They claimed it took forty clerks a whole day to glean the information from their records.”


  “What are you suggesting, young sir?” Wazor asked.


  “Maybe they didn’t find all the records. Maybe the clerks got tired of scanning line after line, page after page, book after book. I don’t know that I could have scanned all the entries in a single ledger in a day,” Tanan said. “They were big books.”


  “Why would they hide it?” Wazor asked.


  “If they had something to hide, it would be logical to hide it.” Tanan shrugged. “I think it’s time we took the second path.”


  “Ask somebody?” Wazor smiled. “Your uncle did say we could look at anything.”


CHAPTER ELEVEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  A hurried and forceful knock on the door jolted Sukhetai from a nap. He hadn’t meant to fall asleep, but the fire was warm and the constant pacing whilst trying to figure out how he was going to do any of the speaking in Mahlcry weighed on him. He rolled off his bed with a groan and half-shuffled, half-jogged to the door, swinging it open as though he hadn’t been asleep a few seconds prior.


  Outside, he found a scowling Qara with one hand looped firmly in the flap of Delgejin’s coat. Sukhetai blinked at them both.


  “What is this?” Qara asked.


  For a moment he couldn’t respond, brain hazed by both sleep and possibly needless worry. When he caught up with the likely trajectory of the impending conversation, he had a pang of gratitude to the Spirits and the All-Father that his own father wasn’t anywhere near the ger.


  “That appears to be my little brother,” Sukhetai said.


  Qara rolled her eyes, groaned, and shoved Delgejin into the ger. He stumbled past Sukhetai, who stared his quiver bearer down, doing his best impression of his father’s warchief face. She didn’t seem fazed.


  “In,” she said. “We’re talking. No questions.”


  “This is my ger, Qara. We are doing no such thing,” Sukhetai said.


  “It’s your father’s ger and I’m one of the ones who set it up while you two were out hunting foxes.” Qara crossed her arms. “Now move, or be moved.”


  Sukhetai didn’t move. A tense silence stretched out between them before Delgejin broke it.


  “She has a point, Sukhetai,” he said. “Besides, you two are going on a trip together. Might as well talk it out now while you have the chance.”


  Qara raised her eyebrows and nodded in agreement. Sukhetai finally gave in, holding the door open for her. She stepped inside, but stayed on a straight line between the door and the fireplace. It was burning low, now, though the heat still radiated.


  Sukhetai shut the door and walked back around the side of the fire, bumping Qara’s arm with his elbow as he passed her. It wasn’t a kind or friendly gesture, and she winced away from it. Delgejin stood on what would usually be the women’s side of the ger, between them. Qara opened her mouth to speak, but didn’t get far.


  “Delgejin?” Sukhetai asked. “Why did Qara bring you to me?”


  “He was following me,” Qara said. “And I know you’re the one who sent him. That’s just what you do, isn’t it?”


  “What do you mean?” Sukhetai asked. “I’m hardly my brother’s master.”


  Qara crossed her arms. None of them sat, as would usually be custom, though Delgejin looked like he wanted to. Sukhetai was having none of it.


  “You say that now,” Qara said. “Yet whenever we’re out riding or raiding, you insist that people listen to you simply because you’re the First Rider. How do you mark that as any different?”


  Sukhetai raised an eyebrow. So she did listen, just not to what he wanted her to listen to. Clever girl.


  “What exactly do you think I did?” Sukhetai asked. “Tell poor Delgejin over here to abandon his other duties just to follow you?”


  “I know that’s exactly what you did,” Qara said. “It’s what you always do. Send out one of your friends to make sure your presence is known, even if you’re not visible. Now that the rest of your little gaggle have moved out to join other families, you send your brother. It’s dishonorable, it’s cruel, and it is behavior unbecoming of a First Rider.”


  “And what do you intend to do about it?”


  Qara froze. Sukhetai tilted his head and smiled his best, warmest smile. He had her, there. He suspected she didn’t have any plan beyond acting on impulse. That wasn’t going to stop him from making a few guesses, though.


  “Was your plan to take my place as First Rider?” he asked. “You know that’s impossible.”


  “No,” Qara said. “But at this point I’m willing to let you botch the negotiation on your own and see who your father picks as your replacement.”


  Delgejin winced.


  Sukhetai’s face heated. Nobody spoke for a few seconds while the fire wheezed and popped, like the slow burn of resentment glowing in Sukhetai’s chest. He looked down at the embers and tried to think of what he could do to get this woman back in line. Potential to become an oyuun or not, Qara was still his second. Still just his quiver bearer. He wanted her to remember her place, and that he was much stronger than she was.


  “Any replacements would still have to fight you for the title but … you did win once already,” Delgejin said.


  Without saying anything, Sukhetai turned away, searching the shrine at the back of the ger with his eyes. There wasn’t much on it, but hanging from the perch where one of the eagles usually sat was a small skinning knife. He meandered slowly in that direction.


  “What do you mean, Qara?” he asked. “My replacement as First Rider, or my replacement for the return trip from Mahlcry?”


  “First Rider,” Qara said. “Were it me, I’d choose Maral, or Delgejin, or perhaps one of the camel boys. All of them have more respect for the station than you do.”


  Sukhetai plucked the sheath off the perch, letting the leather band it was hanging from fall to the ground. He looked back over, watching Delgejin shrinking away. Qara remained resolute. He smiled, and examined the polished antler of the knife’s handle as he walked back toward the fire.


  “I have a great deal of respect for the station,” he said. “My father held it before I did, and his uncle before him. Who knows how far back that line goes?”


  “Is that really respect?” Qara asked. “Are you not going to count the people who held it between your father becoming warchief and you coming of age?”


  “Does it matter?” Sukhetai asked back. “I am the First Rider now. I hold more sway with my father than any other man in the Doud Tahlkheer. I know the Law as well as he does.”


  “Any other man.” Qara shook her head. “But the women all have a higher position than you do. They have more power than you. Is that what this is about?”


  He shook his head, and drew the knife. Delgejin flinched, but Qara remained entirely unmoved. Sukhetai stood before the fire, double-edged blade practically glowing in the light. He held it up.


  “We all have a place, here. Men protect and provide. The warchief is one edge of the blade. The high oyuun is the other, and women keep the wisdom and the horses. There is some overlap of course...” He held the knife in his hands and ran his thumb along the fuller. “That’s how it’s been since the beginning. I suspect that’s how it will be until the end of the Morin Khuun, if there is one.”


  Qara’s brows furrowed as though she wasn’t following where Sukhetai was going. Not a terribly uncommon occurrence, in conversation or on the field. Sukhetai held the knife up by the blade.


  “We all have a place,” he repeated. “If the high oyuun and the warchief make up the point of the sword, that makes the First Rider the cutting edge.”


  He flicked the knife. Qara didn’t so much as flinch as it sailed past her ear and sank into the wood of the door with a thunk. Delgejin yelped.


  “You are my second,” Sukhetai said. “I would expect you to act as such.”


  Qara blinked slowly, and against all patterns that Sukhetai expected from anyone, smiled. His own frown deepened in response as she shook her head.


  “Well then, I’m the quiver bearer for a child,” Qara said. “But this is no pasture for my herd, so I’ll move along.”


  She turned and walked back to the door, leaving Sukhetai utterly confounded. On the one hand, he thought he had just won the argument. On the other, she didn’t seem scared of him at all. Especially as she jerked the knife back out of the door and examined the blade’s tip.


  “A shame,” she said. “Such a beautiful tool shouldn’t be treated with such disrespect. If I am a woman, and thereby must be a keeper of wisdom, I would fear that this is an ill metaphor for the future of the Doud Tahlkheer. Or at least its leadership.”


  Sukhetai expected her to leave it somewhere, but instead she brought it back. She didn’t seem fazed at all by his precision, nor by his words. She handed the knife back, handle facing the First Rider. Tamping his desire to cut her fingers with it, he took it from her. The tip was somewhat dulled by the impact and would need to be sharpened and oiled again, but it could be done. She still didn’t leave, and Sukhetai glanced up to find her glowering.


  “The fact that you may one day be warchief isn’t set in stone,” Qara said. “But I will one day go through the Change. I never asked for it, I’m still not sure if I want it or the duties that come with this body, but I will do my best to learn what I need to in order to be a good oyuun to the people who need me in the future. If you could see past the end of your own knife, you might consider doing the same.”


  “That is exactly what I want.” Sukhetai sheathed the knife with a snap. “You may have an inevitable future, but I have an inevitable loss. My father will die, whether I am here to replace him as warchief or not. I will still have a duty to protect and provide for this clan.”


  “That already is your duty,” Qara said. “Maybe you should take it more seriously.”


  “Qara!”


  He didn’t really mean to shout, but it came out that way anyway. Delgejin flinched again, but the object of Sukhetai’s wrath remained once more unshaken. Qara stared at him for a few seconds, then shrugged.


  “Fine. Ultimately, I respect your station and realize it is up to you whether or not I join you to Mahlcry,” she said. “Truth be told, if we’re to have someone to represent the women’s half of the blade, that woman should be Orbei, not me.”


  She did have a point. The Keeper of Bloodlines was to the women what First Rider was to the men—the second to the chief. Sukhetai shook his head and paced back over to the eagle’s perch to replace the knife. He’d deal with its sharpness later. His mind spun while he considered. Eventually, he decided that making this work would be a bit like herding goats—and he’d need to have the leader on a rope.


  “I see your point,” Sukhetai said. “I want you both to come with the caravan.”


  He turned around, not expecting to see that the stoic quiver bearer seemed genuinely surprised by the idea. She blinked at him, then looked at Delgejin, who seemed to be trying to disappear into the wall tapestries and avoid the whole thing. Sukhetai stepped back over to the fire, hands behind his back.


  “You want both of us?” Qara asked. “Me and Orbei?”


  “Well, one of you will need to be able to provide suitable proof of our horses’ bloodlines, and the other will need to actually carry the spare weapons and whatnot,” Sukhetai said. “Take your pick.”


  “I am the quiver bearer...” Her face took on a suspicious cast, amplified by the fire lighting up the bottom of her face. “What made you decide this?”


  “Practicality.” Sukhetai shrugged. “I simply took a step back to assess the situation. The likelihood is that Maral and Borchu will also be coming with us. I would like the other half of the blade to be balanced.”


  Qara nodded, and appeared to relax somewhat. Sukhetai watched her carefully. There was something about her reaction that seemed odd, but he wasn’t sure what, yet. He kept note of it for later.


  “That will be good for Maral,” she said. “He can get more books for his collection.”


  Sukhetai blinked. “Maral has books?” 


  Qara shrugged, and turned to leave. She waved over her shoulder by way of dismissing herself and swung the door open.


  “Yeah. Funny what you learn when you take the time to get to know people, huh?”


  She shut the door, leaving the comment hanging in the ger as a final slap in the face. Sukhetai fumed, and chewed on the inside of his lip.


  “You scare me, you know that?” Delgejin whistled and gave a nervous laugh. “That thing with the knife might have been a step too far.”


  “Maybe,” Sukhetai said. “But Qara is the most stubborn bitch I’ve ever met. I knew she wouldn’t move.”


  Delgejin nodded slowly, while Sukhetai reined himself back in. He closed his eyes, and tapped his fingers against his chest. That had worked, if only just. Her brief moment of relaxation, when she let her guard down, proved it. The problem was, Sukhetai didn’t yet know why.


  “So what did make you change your mind?” Delgejin asked. “You seemed pretty intent on keeping Qara out of this caravan.”


  “A possible strategy for down the line,” Sukhetai said. “You may have noticed, but diplomacy isn’t exactly my strongest skill.”


  “So?”


  Sukhetai finally opened his eyes and sat, gesturing for Delgejin to do the same. The ger felt just the slightest bit more comfortable when they were observing proper custom. Not that it mattered much.


  “So I will have to talk the salt-master in Mahlcry into handing over however many oxcarts of it as I can,” he said. “I think the number is six, if I remember correctly.”


  “Six?” Delgejin boggled. “You know, that seems high to me, but I haven’t ever paid much attention to it.”


  “Neither have I.” Sukhetai blew out a breath. “I’m kicking myself now. I certainly should have. Qara was right about a few things.”


  “Like what?”


  “I need to pay attention to people and take my job more seriously.”


  He sat back on his hands, staring into the fire. He couldn’t let her win that argument, but she was right. How much more seriously could he take the position of First Rider, though? He could barely remember when his father had been First Rider because he’d been too immersed in his duties as a regular rider and herder. His focus had been on getting as strong and good with a bow and sword as he could. Perhaps that’s where he’d gone wrong.


  “All this time I’ve been trying to get stronger,” he said. “Now I need to prove it.”


  Delgejin’s eyebrows furrowed, as though the idea either merited consideration, or was the exact opposite of what he expected.


  “You’re coming with us, obviously.” Sukhetai grinned. “I wouldn’t leave my own brother behind.”


  “Good,” Delgejin said. “Though... how exactly do you intend to prove your strength? You’re not about to pick fights with everyone in the caravan, are you?”


  “Only if we bring a goat skin.” Sukhetai shrugged. “No... I think I’ll prove my place the same way one proves their place to a herd of goats: walk tall and with a purpose.”


  “Is that it?” Delgejin laughed. “Stars and ancestors, I’ve been trying to wrestle them all into one place by force this whole time!”


  They both snickered, though Sukhetai went quiet again before his brother did. That wasn’t all there was to it. One had to make sure the lead goat knew who was in charge. Which meant that first, one needed to learn who the lead goat was.


  He suspected it would be Qara. Which meant Sukhetai needed to know where her reins were.


  “Delgejin, I have another mission for you,” he said.


  “What would that be?”


  Sukhetai thought about it for a moment, planning. He stared at the door, and managed to spot the small nick where he’d stuck the knife in it earlier.


  “I need you to find both Orbei and Qara, preferably at the same time,” he said. “If you would, I’d like you to ask Orbei for an inventory of the horses she plans to bring. Nothing official yet, we still have some time and our other traders are still sorting through what they made over the winter.”


  “Seems reasonable,” Delgejin said. “What’s the catch?”


  “I want you to watch how they act around each other. I have a hunch but want to be sure of it.” Sukhetai sighed. “Not like I’m sure of anything, these days.”


  “You should talk to Kokotseg about that. She is the Oyuun Beki for a reason.”


  Delgejin seemed truly concerned. Sukhetai waved him off, but with a smile. He stood again, and shooed his brother out the door. Delgejin stood with a scoff.


  “What?” he asked. “Not even a goodbye?”


  “I need to resharpen this knife,” Sukhetai said. “See you around.”


  Delgejin laughed, and closed the door behind him with a quiet click. Sukhetai shook his head, and cast about for the whetstone.


CHAPTER TWELVE


  Tanan

  


  



  Shahar’s secretary, Namir al-Masoud, stood from his desk and scowled up at them. A short man, his white beard and bald pate both gleamed in the light streaming in from the north-facing windows. He blinked his eyes rapidly. “You want to know what, Your Highness?” The pique in his voice belied the honorific, which sounded more like an afterthought than a proper mode of address.


  “What news from the north has my uncle looking into salt taxes?” Tanan asked.


  “You’d have to ask the emir, Your Highness. I am not privy to the emir’s thoughts and certainly not to the communications that he has with the king or the delegates from Mahlcry.”


  “Yet you are his secretary,” Tanan said. “Any communications in writing must come through you.”


  Namir sighed. “A thousand pardons. The emir’s confidential correspondence is not open to you, Your Highness. Your father, perhaps, but you have no standing in court.” He placed a hand to his heart as if in apology while his eyes gave another message.


  “The emir told me I can have access to anything in his office as part of my training to succeed him when my brother Brahim takes the throne.”


  Namir shook his head. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. He told me you were to have access to any of the numbers. Not the writings.”


  Tanan glanced at Wazor who stood behind, leaning on his staff but following the exchange closely.


  “Household accounts?” Wazor said, his voice barely audible to Tanan.


  Tanan didn’t understand why, but followed his teacher’s prompt. “In that case, I’d like to see the household accounts for the last year.”


  Namir’s eyes widened. “Household accounts, Your Highness? Which household?”


  “My own,” the prince said. “The royal household.”


  Namir looked down at his desk, a forlorn expression emphasized by droopy eyes. Even his moustache seemed to wilt a little. “If Your Highness could tell me what he seeks, perhaps I could find that for you?”


  “I’d like to know how much salt we sold last year.”


  The clerk looked up, his eyebrows raised. “Does Your Highness mean purchased?”


  “No, Moulay. I mean sold.”


  “This is the palace, Your Highness. We buy salt.”


  “Ah, but much of the salt in the realm comes from the royal mines in Mahlcry, doesn’t it?” Tanan asked.


  Namir nodded. “Well, yes, Your Highness, but they keep those records in Mahlcry. Records for the royal household only involve what we use here in the capital. Each of our facilities has its own accounting.”


  “So the salt mine keeps their own record?” Tanan asked.


  Namir nodded his head several times. “Yes, Your Highness.”


  “The shipyards? Same?”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  “Yet each of those feeds the Royal Treasury, making deposits in the name of the crown, don’t they?”


  “Of course, Your Highness. If not, the palace would be unable to buy the goods we need to maintain the household.”


  “That’s good enough. I’d like to see the annual income for the royal household for the last year,” Tanan said.


  Namir’s piggy eyes narrowed. “If Your Highness seeks to impugn my integrity or honest in this matter, I must protest. The emir has never found fault—”


  Tanan held up a hand to cut off the old man. “I merely want to see how the information is recorded, roughly how much it is. At some point I may need to balance the royal budget, and knowing how it’s calculated is part of my training.” He nudged Wazor.


  “Yes, that’s it, of course,” Wazor said. “It’s part of his training.”


  “You are Wazor al-Salem?” Namir asked. “His highness’s mentor?”


  Wazor nodded, hand to heart. “I have that honor.”


  “You’re going to teach him bookkeeping?” The scorn fairly dripped from Namir’s tongue.


  Wazor gave an airy wave. “Among other things. This morning I’d like him to see how it’s done correctly. What better example could we find than the impeccable royal accounts?”


  Tanan struggled to keep a straight face.


  Namir seemed not to notice. He looked back and forth between them. “Very well.” He motioned them to a side door. “This way.” He led them through a series of corridors deeper into the palace basement. Finally he opened a solidly built wooden door bound with iron and waved them in. “The clerks here can help you.” He glanced at Wazor. “They might even be able to tell you how bookkeeping works.”


  A reedy man wearing a simple tunic stained with ink along one sleeve stepped up to the door from his desk just inside. “Moulay Namir, an honor to see you.” He glanced at Tanan and his eyes widened. “Your highness.” He bowed quite low, hand to heart “I am not worthy to be in your royal presence.”


  “Your highness, Prince Tanan ibn al-Kayat, may I make known to you the head bookkeeper for the palace, Kahlil ibn Saif,” Namir said, rattling the words out almost faster than Tanan could understand them. “His highness would like to see the royal income for the last year, Kahlil. He has been granted permission to see how we maintain the royal accounts. It is part of his training.” He cast a side-eyed glance at Wazor.


  “Of course, Moulay.” Kahlil extended a hand to indicate the way. “If you’d come with me, Your Highness, I’d be happy to show you.”


  Namir waved them off and scuttled back the way they’d come.


  Kahlil led them through an organized and regimented room. Each desk was equipped with its own lamp to augment the hanging chandeliers. The desks stood in perfect rows and columns across the huge hall, aligned side by side and front to back. The floors of sandstone showed the wear of thousands of feet. At each desk they passed sat a clerk, working, head down and seeming to pay no attention to the short parade through their midst. The air felt full of the tangy aromas of lamp smoke and ink.


  “I don’t know if the guard barracks is this tidy, Kahlil,” Tanan said.


  Kahlil smiled and bowed his head slightly. “Thank you, Your Highness. We try to be organized in everything we do. From our working habits, to the work room, to the books we maintain for the honor of the house of al-Kayat.” He stopped at a heavy table with two chairs on either side. “Order protects us from sloppy mistakes,” he said. “Sloppy mistakes cost taels.”


  “I would expect no less,” Tanan said, honestly not sure what he agreed to but it seemed more polite to nod and agree for the moment.


  “If you’d have a seat, I’ll fetch the ledgers. You wanted royal house income for the last twelve months, Your Highness?”


  “Yes, please, Kahlil. All revenues, please.”


  He bowed, again, hand to heart. “My honor, Your Highness.” He strode off to another heavy door, heaving it open with his weight.


  “He seems willing enough,” Wazor said.


  “Yes. What do you think we’ll learn?” Tanan asked.


  “I think we’ll learn that the royal bookkeeper does a better job of keeping the books than the Royal Treasurer does,” Wazor said.


  Kahlil emerged from the open doorway, a single ledger tucked under his arm. He pushed the heavy door closed with an audible thump. He presented the book by laying it on the table in front of the prince.


  Tanan eyed the thickness of the volume. “This seems like it might take us some time.”


  Kahlil grinned. “Do not despair, Your Highness. This is the current ledger of royal income.” He indicated the volume with his hands. “If I may open to the correct location, Your Highness?”


  Tanan stepped back and waved the man forward. “By all means.”


  The clerk flipped open the ledger, opening it at about a third of the way through. The pages showed orderly rows of notations and numbers. He flipped forward a few pages and then a few more. “Ah, here we go, Your Highness. He waved a hand over a pair of facing pages. “These are the accounts for last month.” He flipped one page back. “Last month. You keep flipping backward, and you’ll go back in time to the beginning of this ledger.”


  Tanan leaned forward to read through the list. “Contributions from the mines in Mahlcry?” he asked.


  “Production facilities are here, Your Highness.” He indicated the bottom quarter of the right-hand leaf. “Mahlcry should be...” He ran a fingertip down the list, stopping at the correct place. “Yes. Here it is, Mahlcry Salt Works.” His finger followed the line across. “Twenty-five thousand and change.”


  Tanan scanned the list noting the numbers and locations of the various enterprises that operated in the name of the crown.


  “Will there be anything else, Your Highness?” Kahlil asked. “If I knew what you were looking for, I might be able to help.”


  Wazor leaned down and spoke in the prince’s ear. “You might ask about transfers to and from the Royal Treasury.”


  Tanan nodded and looked up from the tome. “Taels come in and go to the Royal Treasury for safekeeping?”


  “The palace keeps a store of coin available for minor expenses. All others are handled on account, Your Highness.” He shrugged. “We take in and spend so much every day that having to clear each transaction as it occurred would take all of our time. The merchants all grant us the honor of submitting a bill at the end of the month for the goods we purchased over the period.”


  “Itemized, of course,” Wazor said.


  Kahlil smiled. “You know something of our work. Yes. Each shipment carries a tally slip. The various offices collect them, and they eventually get checked against the bill.”


  “How would you cheat this system?” Tanan asked.


  Kahlil blanched. “Cheat, Your Highness?”


  Tanan sat back from the ledger and looked up at the man. “If someone unscrupulous wanted to take advantage. How would they do it?”


  Kahlil’s eyes widened. “You suspect someone of cheating the crown?”


  “No, nothing of the kind,” Tanan said. “I’m in training for when my brother Brahim takes the throne. When I become his advisor, I’d like to know all I can about protecting the palace and the realm against—shall we say—injury?”


  Kahlil nodded, his eyes narrowing. He tugged the ink-stained sleeve down and pursed his lips. “It’s possible but requires a conspiracy to make it work.”


  “Interesting. How much of a conspiracy?” Tanan asked. “Three or four people?”


  “At least three, Your Highness.”


  “The unscrupulous seller, of course,” Tanan said.


  “Indeed. If the seller submitted a bill for which there existed no corresponding shipping tally, the person reviewing the month must allow the bill to be paid.” Kahlil pondered that. “Providing a shipping tally without a shipment would require both the receiver and the supervisor to look the other way, accepting that the office took delivery of goods that never arrived.”


  “What of empty crates?” Wazor asked.


  Kahlil shook his head. “The palace keeps inventory records. If we ordered a thousand candles, we’d know if a hundred went missing.”


  Wazor looked down through the list, peering over Tanan’s shoulder. “What if the crown is the seller? Like the shipyard. The crown yards in Arlo construct merchant vessels, am I right?” He pointed to the entry in the ledger.


  Kahlil shrugged. “I will accept your word that it is so. Are you suggesting that some member of the royal house could steal a ship and sell it on their own?”


  Wazor pursed his lips and shook his head. “Something as simple as collecting a small fee to facilitate the sale of a vessel at a slightly reduced cost to the buyer.”


  “We have a word for that, Teacher. Baksheesh.” Kahlil frowned and shook his head. “That is not something we can guard against on the books. It leaves no footprints in the sand for us to follow.”


  “Is it allowed?” Wazor asked.


  Kahlil shrugged. “It is hard to prohibit that which is invisible, Moulay.”


  “What if somebody were to sell an extra hundredweight of salt?” Tanan asked. “In return for this baksheesh, of course. A tip for the deal and a gratuity for taking the extra salt that might otherwise go to waste?”


  Kahlil’s eyes grew wider. “I only know what I see, Your Highness.”


  “And you don’t see those transactions in the numbers,” Tanan said.


  Kahlil placed hand to heart and bowed his head. “As you say, Your Highness.”


  “Where are the tax revenues shown, Moulay?” Tanan asked.


  “Tax revenues?” Kahlil asked.


  “The crown’s taxes. I assume they accumulate here?”


  Kahlil nodded. “Of course, Your Highness. They accumulate to the crown, not the royal house. This ledger contains only those revenues that accrue to—well—to your family, Your Highness.”


  “May I see the crown’s ledger?” Tanan asked. “For the last few months at least.”


  “Of course, Your Highness. I shall be but a moment.” Kahlil went back into the vault.


  “Are you taking note of this, Your Highness?” Wazor asked, his voice pitched low.


  “I think I may have asked the wrong people yesterday.” He cast a look at Wazor. “You forbade me from asking my uncle.”


  Wazor shrugged, leaning on his staff. “In fairness, Your Highness, I didn’t expect you’d beard the tax lions in their dens.”


  “It seemed a logical choice at the time.”


  “I see the logic, Your Highness.”


  Tanan leaned over the ledger before him, scanning down to the Mahlcry entry again. “Twenty-five thousand taels per month.” On a whim he flipped back one page. “Only twenty thousand the month before.”


  “Two points define a line, Your Highness. Not a trend.” Wazor nodded for him to flip another page.


  Tanan turned the next page back. “Fifty-eight thousand taels.” He leaned forward to make sure he had not misread the number. Flipping another, his finger found the number more quickly. “Sixty-two.” The next. “Sixty.” He sat back in his chair and frowned at Wazor. “Is this a normal variation?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Go back to the same month last year. It may be a seasonal variance. Rains or winds.”


  Tanan flipped another half dozen pages before he found the corresponding month. His finger found the number. “The same month last year delivered eighty thousand taels.”


  Wazor’s frown deepened slightly but he still shrugged. “We may be observing the evidence of something we don’t know we don’t know,” he said. “I begin to admire this phrase even more. Do you remember the librarian who shared it with you?”


  “Lalla Diti al-Fahiri,” Tanan said, flipping back more pages and seeing many larger numbers and a few smaller.


  “A cute librarian,” Wazor said. “Young?”


  Tanan looked at him. “Probably no older than Ghina. Why do you say that?”


  “You remembered her name, Your Highness.” Wazor offered a wry smile as Kahlil returned with another tome.


  “Sorry for the delay, Your Highness. The tax records for the crown are kept in a different area of the vaults,” he said.


  “Do you find it confusing to keep them so?” Tanan asked.


  Kahlil shook his head. “Not at all. Some of the younger clerks are not pleased that they must make the longer journey, but such is the way of the world, isn’t it, Your Highness?’


  “It certainly seems that way,” Tanan said. He scanned the room. “So different clerks have different responsibilities?”


  Kahlil straightened and looked around. “Yes, Your Highness.” He held his arms at shoulder-level out to the sides and pointed to the straight line of desks that stretched widthwise across the room. “Everybody closer to the vault handles taxes in one way or another.” He shrugged. “They have farther to go, so we let them sit closer to the vault.”


  “Magnanimous,” Wazor said.


  Kahlil shrugged. “As it has always been, so shall it always be.”


  “Always?” Tanan asked.


  “Well, as long as I have been here, Your Highness.”


  “And the younger clerks all work on tax accounting?” Wazor asked.


  “Indeed,” Kahlil said. “Once they’ve proved themselves, they move up to the royal house.”


  “The taxes?” Tanan asked, turning to the new book.


  Once again, Kahlil opened the book and paged until he found the proper notations. “Here, Your Highness. Last month’s tax revenues by source. These four pages.” He flipped a leaf back and forward, showing the lists of names and numbers.


  Tanan scanned down the list and frowned. “Who does this list?”


  “These are the various guilds and merchant houses that collect the tax as reported by the royal tax collectors in each region,” Kahlil said.


  The names meant nothing to Tanan. “So if I wanted to know what tax revenue is generated by the salt trade?”


  Kahlil shook his head. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. The aggregated amounts blend all the revenues from the various collectors. Tanners, fishermen, bakers.” He shrugged and pointed to a line. “This bakers guild covers all the bakeries in the city. It doesn’t matter what they bake. Pies, bread, cakes. It’s all in that one line. Salt?” He shook his head, scanning down the list. He stopped at one. “This is a mercantile house that trades across the entire continent. I’m sure these are only part of the taxes levied upon them. They represent only the taxes earned within the realm, and those could be on anything. Including salt.”


  Tanan nodded and looked at the columns of numbers. A number sat at the bottom of the column by itself. “What is this?”


  “That’s the total revenue generated by those factors for that month, Your Highness.” He pointed to the preceding page. The number was nearly hidden in the ledger’s binding. “These are for the collections on this page. The total for the month should be on the next page.” He flipped the leaf and found it. “Yes. The royal house collected two hundred thousand taels in taxes last month.”


  “Is that even enough to pay the guards?” Tanan asked.


  Kahlil shrugged. “The expenses are in a different volume, Your Highness. I can get it for you if you like.”


  Tanan shook his head and stood. “I think I’ve learned enough for one day. I believe I must rest now.”


  Wazor gave him a glance.


  Tanan shrugged. “If you could show us the way out, Moulay?”


  Kahlil bowed, hand to heart. “Of course, Your Highness. This way.”


  Wazor stumped along behind as Kahlil led the way back to the emir’s office in the king’s wing. Tanan watched him chew on something, his face reflecting the various moods—sometimes scowling, sometimes surprised. By turns odd looking, pensive, and angry.


  Kahlil left them at the door. “It has been my pleasure, Your Highness. Please come back any time you have more questions about the work we do for the good of the realm.” He bowed in full obeisance.


  “Thank you, Kahlil ibn Saif. I leave enlightened where I entered in darkness,” Tanan said, hand over heart with a princely nod. “I think we can find our way back to the schoolroom from here.”


  Kahlil backed away a few steps before turning and striding off.


  Tanan watched him go before turning to Wazor. “I learned more today than yesterday, Teacher.”


  “Moulay Kahlil seemed to be honest and straightforward,” Wazor said. He glanced around the corridor at the passing scribes and diplomats. “Should we adjourn to our studies, Your Highness?”


  Tanan nodded. “I have much to think about. Perhaps Cook will have sent tea and cakes for us.”


  They said nothing as they strode through the palace. Tanan studied the floor in front of his feet, hands clasped behind his back. Half a step behind him, Wazor’s walking stick thumped loudly with each stride.


  Tanan entered the school room and threw himself into the chair while Wazor closed the door behind them and crossed to take his perch on the front edge of his desk.


  “Tell me, Your Highness. What did you learn?”


  “First, I learned that my uncle, the emir, either has a very good assistant who runs the royal offices, or Moulay Namir is better at the job than he appears.”


  Wazor pursed his lips and rocked his head from side to side. “I could be persuaded to believe that Kahlil ibn Saif has more to do with the regimentation in that group than Namir.”


  “He struck me as very young,” Tanan said.


  Wazor raised an eyebrow at him.


  “For the post,” Tanan said. “He must have started as a boy.”


  Wazor nodded. “Undoubtedly one of his parents worked there and got him in the door. What else, Your Highness?”


  “Something is not right in Mahlcry. Production is down.”


  “I think we don’t have all the information we need on that. Is production down, or are sales off?”


  Tanan leaned back and looked at the ceiling. “True. If the salt production remains at previous levels, but demand has fallen...” He nodded.


  “That’s not the most glaring issue, is it?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan shook his head. “No. It’s not.” He looked at Wazor. “Am I missing something, or is that four million taels the Royal Treasury reported for salt taxes completely out of line?”


  “It does not seem to be supported by the numbers in the emir’s records,” Wazor said. “At two hundred thousand a month, taxes on everything for the entire realm would be slightly more than half that amount.”


  Tanan nodded. “That was my thought.”


  Wazor pursed his lips. “We didn’t look at every month. Last month might be the low ebb in a yearly cycle.”


  “I wonder if my uncle knows.”


  “Your uncle is a wise man who has many seasons working in this orchard.”


  “You think he knows that some of the trees bear wormy fruit?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor nodded. “Given that he came down here himself just this morning to ask what you found at the treasury and to give you permission to look at his books? Yes. I believe he knows that at least a few of his apples have worms.”


  Tanan pondered that for several long moments.


  “Did you learn anything else today, Your Highness?”


  “I’ll never look at one of Habib’s cups the same way again.”


  Wazor chuckled. “Remember that every tradesman, every person, has the right to earn a living. If we take that away, we make them slaves. Habib operates within acceptable norms. The Hammered Arms fulfills a need in his neighborhood, as do the night palaces and gambling dens.”


  “A need?” Tanan shook his head. “Cheating guardsmen?”


  “Tell me, young sir. If the Hammered Arms were not a stone’s throw from the back gate, where would the off-duty guardsmen find their beer? How far would they travel for a cup of wine in their off time?”


  “The next nearest tavern is...” He shook his head. “I don’t know. Several blocks at least.”


  “At least,” Wazor said, nodding. “That neighborhood exists to serve the barracks. Everything a guardsman needs can be found within a few paces of the gate.”


  “I thought the guard provided for them,” Tanan said.


  “The guard provides for their armor and weapons. For a place to sleep and regular meals. Even in the field. They take their own bedrolls and equipment, but the baggage train keeps pace with them.” Wazor paused, his eyebrows raised. “Is that all the men need?”


  “What else?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor leaned back against his desk and folded his arms, staring down at Tanan. “So you’d be happy with a place to eat, a place to sleep, and a uniform and sword?”


  “I’m not a guardsman,” Tanan said.


  “You’re not an idiot either, my prince, but you can act like one.”


  Tanan scowled. “You asked if that’s all they needed. To fulfill their function, yes.”


  “Really?” Wazor asked, frowning down his nose at him. “Tell me, in your wisdom, would you want a man next to you—a guardsman at your side—who wanted to live? Or would you be satisfied—feel safe even—with one who merely existed?”


  Tanan’s brain seemed to spin in his head. “I seem to have lost the point here.”


  “Are you happy with your lot, Your Highness?” Wazor tilted his head to the side.


  “Do I have a choice?” Tanan asked. “The spare heir? The second for everything?” The words erupted out of him like Wazor had lanced a boil.


  “You always have a choice, Your Highness.”


  “Not in my parents. They weighted the dice at my birth. Everything flows from that.”


  Wazor shrugged. “Your mind is your own, Your Highness.” He offered a smile. “You’ve been treating it poorly your whole life. Wishing to be something you’re not.”


  “I’m not allowed to train with the guards like my brother. I’m not privy to the business of the court like my brother. I’m not even seen as a marriageable asset like Ghina.” Tanan gave in to the pique and let it roll from his tongue like acid spit. “I’m always second. Second best. Second son. Never first. Never important. Somebody to be kept busy, but never anybody important enough to do something useful.” As his anger ran its course, he folded his arms and scowled at his desk top.


  A lark trilling outside the window drew his attention, the soft light through the branches in which it sat offering a false solace.


  “You’d rather be out there?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan shrugged. “At least the lark knows its purpose. What’s mine? Up until recently it was to be the insurance policy against Brahim falling down and being trampled. Or tripping on the staircase and breaking his neck. He gets everything. Training. Access to the court.”


  “Attention,” Wazor said, his voice barely louder than the lark’s.


  Tanan stuck out his jaw and glared at his teacher. “Yes. Attention. All right? Is it wrong to want to be something other than second hammer in the box? The spare sword that barely gets out of the scabbard long enough to get a taste of the sharpening stone before being thrust back into the dark against a day that may never come?”


  “How do you think your sister feels about being a bargaining chip?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan stared at him. “A bargaining chip?”


  “You said it yourself, my boy. A marriageable asset. What is that other than a chip to be traded for some advantage to the kingdom?”


  Tanan felt a flush at the back of his neck and looked down, biting his lip. “At least she has a future. She’ll grow into her power, the same way Mother will.”


  “Assuming she lives that long,” Wazor said. “You think it’s easy having a half-century to wait for a gift that will last the rest of your days but knowing that number is so small?”


  Tanan sighed.


  “You see only what you don’t have, my boy. You’re overlooking the gifts you already possess, the potential that you could become.”


  “Secretary to that bully Brahim?” Tanan asked. “Do you think he’d listen to anything I had to say?”


  “What would you do in the meantime?” Wazor asked.


  “In the meantime?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Your father is a relatively young man. He’ll still be king when your mother comes into her own as queen. That’s a decade or more away. Your father could be king for twice that, Lord and Lady willing.” He paused, catching Tanan’s gaze with his own. “What are your plans for the next twenty winters?”


  Tanan sat, stunned by the idea—so simple. So obvious.


  “You’re trying so hard to be either inconsequential or important that you’re overlooking the one thing that would serve you best,” Wazor said.


  “Which is?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor smiled. “Why, to be yourself, my boy. To be the best you that you can be.”


  “What if that doesn’t include playing second fiddle to my brother for the rest of my life?” Tanan asked.


  “Perhaps you might take up the drum.” Wazor smiled and glanced out at the afternoon sun filtering through the leaves. “Your uncle is the spider. Maybe you can be the next spider. Maybe you can be part of the web.” He shrugged and looked at Tanan again. “You’ve made some interesting discoveries—largely on your own—just by asking your own questions and finding the answers.”


  Tanan considered the old man’s words but felt unwilling to give up his sulk. “You asked those questions. You gave me the answers.”


  Wazor’s smile stretched across his face. “If you believe that, Your Highness, you haven’t been paying attention.”


  “You asked me about the salt,” Tanan said.


  “No, I told you that the salt trade was the center of our economy. You asked me about it, if my memory serves.”


  Tanan bit back a retort.


  “You asked me why salt was more important than gold, Your Highness. I merely set you on the path of enlightenment.” He paused for a moment. “You pursued the tax question. You determined where the salt comes from and where it goes.”


  “We still don’t know that,” Tanan said.


  “Explain yourself, Your Highness.”


  “Most of the salt comes from Mahlcry. Yet we’ve seen that for at least two months, less salt comes from there. Have you seen any shortages of salt? Heard of any problems from fishermen?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor’s lips tightened. “These are not questions you got from me, Your Highness.”


  “Do you think them trivial?” Tanan asked, bracing himself for the critique.


  “On the contrary, Your Highness.” Wazor’s voice carried a hint of steel, forcing Tanan to look up. “I think they’re probably the two most important questions in the realm right now.”


  “Fishermen?” Tanan asked.


  “Salt and you know it,” Wazor said, snapping his words like a whip. “You didn’t know what you didn’t know yesterday. Today you know a little more, and what you’ve found merely hints at what you might need to learn tomorrow.”


  “I’ve learned that the Royal Treasury might be lying about—or at least obfuscating—what’s coming in. It makes me wonder what’s going out.”


  Wazor nodded. “You’ve also learned that you are not completely without support.”


  Tanan puzzled on that statement for a moment.


  “Your uncle came to you,” Wazor said.


  “He came to upbraid me for roiling up the Royal Treasury.”


  Wazor’s eyebrows rose just slightly as he smiled a tight-lipped smile. “You think so, Your Highness?”


  “What else?”


  Wazor pretended to pluck a piece of lint off his sleeve. “Oh, perhaps he came to ask if you might have gotten different information than he got. Or to see if you observed anything from the actual vaults that he did not get to see.”


  Tanan straightened up in his seat again. “What? Where did that come from?”


  “Think about it. Could you see them taking the emir into the darkness below?”


  Tanan replayed the journey in his head. “No. Not really. That would have been seen as beneath him.”


  “But not the spare heir?” Wazor asked, his eyes practically dancing in their sockets. “Not the pushy brat son of the king that they couldn’t refuse but didn’t need to cosset?”


  Tanan bit back a laugh but snorted. “You think I’m bratty?”


  Wazor offered a small shrug. “You have your moments, Your Highness.” He paused. “Your uncle did not get into the vaults. He did not see the sources. You did.”


  Tanan let that idea roll around in his mind for a few moments. “I didn’t see anything useful.”


  “That in itself is significant,” Wazor said. “Your uncle recognized that. It’s why he gave you permission to see the emir’s books.”


  “You don’t think that was just to help my training to take his place someday?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Your uncle will be in that post for a very long time. The realm will be better for it. He has a gift for organization and insight. It shows.”


  “Even Namir?”


  “Namir’s function is what, young sir?”


  Tanan clamped his jaw against his first impulse. “Protect the emir’s time,” he said after a few moments.


  Wazor nodded, a satisfied smile on his lips and in his eyes. “Exactly.”


  “Does he have to be such a disagreeable lout to do it?” Tanan asked.


  “Who can say?” Wazor asked. “Perhaps a decade or more ago he entered the service of the crown with dewy-eyed innocence, ready to trust each person who entered the office with an open mind and the earnest desire to help them in any way he could.”


  Tanan did laugh at that. “I doubt it.”


  “Why?” Wazor asked.


  “That’s a serious question?”


  Wazor nodded.


  “I would guess my uncle knows he needs a dragon at his door to fend off those who’d want to use him.”


  “And you don’t think Namir as a dewy-eyed youth would satisfy?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan shook his head. “No. I don’t think my uncle would have hired someone without the correct qualifications.”


  Wazor smile broadened. “Then why do you distrust his offer of support to you?”


  A page bustled into the schoolroom and bowed deeply, hand to heart. “My apologies, Your Highness. Your father sends word.” She handed a sealed envelope to Tanan.


  Tanan accepted the paper and the girl ran off before he could thank her. He broke the seal and pulled out a card. “I’m to attend the state dinner tonight in honor of the delegation from Mahlcry.”


  “At least he gave you some warning,” Wazor said. “You should probably get ready.”


  “I don’t usually get invited,” Tanan said. “Not exactly my preferred way to spend an entire evening.”


  “The invitation didn’t come from your father,” Wazor said.


  “No?” Tanan asked.


  “Look at the seal.”


  Tanan pressed the pieces back together enough to read the sigil. “Uncle Shahar.”


  “Still think your uncle sees you as just the spare heir?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan considered the evidence in his hands and shrugged. “As long as he doesn’t see me as a fly.”


  Wazor laughed and waved him off. “Time enough for today. Prepare yourself. You can tell me all about it tomorrow.”


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Sukhetai sat on a folding stool on the edge of the camels’ grazing area, watching the ponderous creatures loaf about and groan at each other while he filed away the blunted edge of the skinning knife. One of the younger riders had busied himself shaving designs into their hair. His artistry and steady hand were impressive, though it seemed a bit much for the journey to Mahlcry. By the time they headed north for the midsummer trade moot, the boy would have to do it again since all the camels’ hair would have grown back. Sukhetai wondered if perhaps those steady hands would find better use with one of Maral’s bows.


  He heard his father coming—Baavgai had a specific gait about him, and one that he recognized immediately—but didn’t turn to acknowledge his presence. Yes, he was pouting, and he knew it, but he was also thinking. Too much rode on his ability to deal with the ceremony at Mahlcry; he didn’t want to muck it up.


  “Sukhetai.”


  He still didn’t turn around or look up from the knife, but he did nod. 


  Baavgai sighed, and stood next to him, hands on his hips. 


  Sukhetai snorted.


  “You wouldn’t happen to know where my skinning knife is, would you?” Baavgai asked.


  Sukhetai held up the knife, stowed the whetstone in its sheath, and dipped a rag in a jar of oil to shine the blade.


  Baavgai chuckled. “Well, thank you.”


  “Mhm.”


  They stood in silence while Sukhetai finished oiling the blade. At one point the boy shaving the camels looked back and did a double-take when he realized the warchief stood there observing the proceedings. 


  Baavgai waited until Sukhetai had finished with the skinning knife and stuck it back in its sheath before asking, “Have you been thinking about Mahlcry?”


  “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about Mahlcry,” Sukhetai said. “I only barely know what to do once I’m there. I’ve never paid attention to what you do or say after you ride up and bang on the gates.”


  Baavgai nodded, and clapped a hand on his son’s shoulder. He turned, and started walking away, beckoning for Sukhetai to follow. 


  Sukhetai stood, and took his time gathering up the whetstone and oil. He left the stool—it would end up getting back one way or another, and tended to travel all on its own.


  “Come, come.” Baavgai waited for Sukhetai to catch up and wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “I have something important for you.”


  “More important than me being in charge of our salt supply for the year?” Sukhetai asked.


  His father tsked. They made their way around the collection of gers and into their own. Baavgai held the door open, and Sukhetai went before him. He trudged over to the eagle’s perch, upon which Baavgai’s bird sat, preening her feathers. Delgejin had Sukhetai’s out somewhere, either training him or hunting. Sukhetai replaced the skinning knife and patted her head while Baavgai rummaged around in a chest by the altar.


  Sukhetai turned to watch. It was an old chest, one his father only dug around in before they went to Mahlcry or to the northern trade moot. It looked ancient, by his reckoning, and he never really understood the purpose of it. He’d never paid attention much as to what came out of it—until now.


  Baavgai pulled out first a saber, much like the ones the Doud Tahlkheer normally wielded, but this one slightly longer and carrying a sharper curve. The hilt swirled backward, wrapped in a dark hide that Sukhetai couldn’t place and inset at the pommel with a black stone that shone in ephemeral, orange bands in the right light. It was polished well; the scabbard was wooden, not leather, and carved in patterns that had more in common with the wall tapestries than with any sword sheath. Baavgai placed the sword on top of the altar with the reverence one might give a sacred relic.


  Next came the deel. It was crisp, white as snow, and embroidered on the edges in the darkest black thread Sukhetai had ever seen. It carried no hint of fading or weathering. Yet, the age of the chest it came out of made Sukhetai regard it as one might regard an oyuun’s drum. He was almost afraid to take it, having just been shearing the dull edges off a blade, and wiped his hands on his terleg before reaching out for it.


  “What is this?” he asked.


  “Unfold it and see,” Baavgai said.


  Sukhetai blinked but did as he was asked. Holding it at arm’s length, he finally recognized the garment. It was the ceremonial deel that his father wore whenever he had to appear elsewhere in his functions as warchief. The band connecting the bell-shaped cuffs with the straight part of the sleeves was the same horse-black as the embroidery. He stared at it for a moment, then looked at his father, eyes wide. Baavgai smiled his ever bright smile.


  “The Robes of the Lord,” he said. “You’ll need them when you go knock on the door at Mahlcry.”


  “Oh.”


  It was pretty much all he could dredge up at that moment. Baavgai nodded, and took the deel back, refolding it in a gentle, respectful fashion. He placed it on the altar, over the sword, and opened the chest again. Out came a black sash and a fur-lined hat that matched the deel. He placed both on top before fishing a waxed bag from the bottom of the chest. While he puttered, he spoke.


  “When you wear this, you wear the black sash over it,” he said. “And a black war-coat underneath. The white is for the west, where we live, and for the salt under the grasses. It’s for peace, same as the horsehair banners.”


  “Black for war,” Sukhetai said. “So... you would take it off if they didn’t give you the salt?”


  “Exactly,” Baavgai said. “But I’ve never had to take it off, and neither did my uncle, my father, or his father before him.”


  Baavgai carefully placed the articles in the bag and cinched the top closed. He handed it to Sukhetai, who began to wonder where in his saddle bags it could go where it wouldn’t run the risk of getting wrinkled, muddy, sweaty, or all of the above. While he pondered, Baavgai held up the sword.


  “The Sword of Honor,” Baavgai said. “The other thing you’ll need. It is ceremonial to knock on the door with the pommel of this sword, rather than, for instance, burning it down.”


  Sukhetai snorted, but nodded. Baavgai made to hand it over, and Sukhetai held out his hands. Baavgai placed the sword on top of the bag with the robes in it. It was lighter than Sukhetai expected it to be, but he still handled it with care. He looked at the handle again, squinting.


  “What is that leather?” he asked. “It doesn’t look like most of the hides we use.”


  “My father told me it was bear,” Baavgai said. “I don’t know if I believe him.”


  He smiled, and Sukhetai mustered a smile in return. Baavgai reached out to place his hands on his son’s shoulders. To Sukhetai’s surprise, his father’s eyes started to well up.


  “I didn’t expect to give those to you until you became warchief,” he said. “Some part of me thought I’d never get to.”


  Sukhetai’s throat squeezed with emotion and he straightened his spine. His father shook his head.


  “Always so proud, my son,” he said. “Now don’t forget, I’m only loaning them. If you get anything on that deel, I’ll have to skin you with that knife you just sharpened.”


  They both laughed, but Sukhetai looked down at the bundle and the sword, and nodded.


  “I won’t,” he said. “Though... I still don’t know what to say when I get to Mahlcry. I’ve always been outside the gates.”


  Baavgai nodded and turned to coax life back into the fire. Sukhetai walked around it to place the robes and sword where he could find them easily again, before joining his father. His gaze wandered around the ger, reliving memories. He remembered his mother working around the east side of the ger with a toddling Delgejin at her heels, and sighed. She’d gone east before he was really old enough to understand why. Sukhetai still didn’t know where she’d ended up. He tried to convince himself that he didn’t care.


  “So. When you ride up to the gates, what is the first thing I usually do?” Baavgai asked.


  “Bang on the door?” Sukhetai blinked back to the present. “And then announce yourself, right?”


  “Yes.” His father nodded. “When they let you in, demand tribute. The Lady of the city will greet you in the Lady’s Robes and will be carrying the Staff of Justice.”


  Sukhetai squinted at the names. He’d never paid attention to that kind of thing before.


  “Stars and ancestors! Your face.” Baavgai chortled. “It is tradition. The Lord and the Lady meet, trade, and peace is maintained. Generally the First Rider bears a torch, but in your case I would have Qara do it.”


  “Right. And what is it the torch of? Peace? Humility?” Sukhetai scoffed at both.


  “Have some respect. These are ancient traditions that go back to the early days of the Salt Tribute, if not all the way back to the early days of the Morin Khuun. Perhaps to the founding of Mahlcry.” Baavgai’s face went serious, but a grin cracked through. “The torch is a threat. Not a very big one, but a threat.”


  “In case they don’t come through with their end?” Sukhetai asked.


  Baavgai nodded. Sukhetai looked into the fire and sighed, watching the flames dance and flutter. He pictured it in his mind, watching his father walk through the gates and declaring to the gathered city people that he was there for tribute. Sukhetai pictured himself in that role, though he had no idea what the inside of the city looked like. Normally, the traders came to them, not the other way around.


  “Why Justice and Honor?” Sukhetai asked. “Is there no... I don’t know, Targe of Might or something?”


  “Because that is what we represent, as warchief and First Rider.” Baavgai looked at his son seriously. “We uphold the honor and the law of our people. The oyuuns uphold the justice of the spirits, and decide how that law is carried out. The Lady of Mahlcry upholds the justice of her people just as our Oyuun Beki does.”


  “Oh.” Sukhetai slouched a little. “I never thought of it that way.”


  “There is more to it than that,” Baavgai said. “Without truth, justice cannot be satisfied. Without mercy, honor becomes hubris. It is an old saying. The people of Mahlcry tell it differently, but the parts are the same. I want you to remember that on your journey, Sukhetai.”


  He rolled the words around in his head once or twice, committing them to memory as best he could. It was an odd saying. Of course an oyuun couldn’t speak justice if she didn’t know the truth, and it would become unbearable to live in the lands of the Morin Khuun without some mercy in their laws. He didn’t know what hubris had to do with any of it, but he remembered it anyway.


  “And what am I to do when they give us the ox carts?” Sukhetai asked. “It is six, right?”


  “It is,” Baavgai nodded. “After they send out the carts, you thank the Lady and head back home.”


  Baavgai broke into a chuckle and grinned as though remembering a bad joke. Sukhetai squinted at him. 


  “Sometimes, it’s not a lady wearing the Lady’s Robes,” his father said. “I was a bit off my stride that year.”


  Sukhetai barked a laugh, and shook his head. It was going to be a long road to Mahlcry, and he would miss his father’s joyful banter the whole way. At least he would have Delgejin with him.


  “What happens if something goes wrong?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Then you take tea with the Lady and figure something out,” Baavgai said.


  Sukhetai sighed, and shook his head. “Well then, I hope nothing goes wrong.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  Tanan

  


  



  Tanan left his rooms clad in one of the several ceremonial robes in his closet. The deep blue fabric fell just shy of royal purple, bordering on black. Fanciful embroidery in silver adorned the fabric up and down his arms and around the front and back. Silver frogs on woven ropes of silk held the front closed over a white tunic and matching pants. He wore matching court shoes of deep blue with silver embroidery. Completely unsuitable footwear for any significant use beyond the pageantry and show of court.


  He laughed at himself in the full-length silvered glass in his rooms. 


  His valet looked up. “Something wrong, Your Highness?”


  “No, Bakkar. Have you ever wondered who decided what we should wear at court?”


  Bakkar, an older man who’d served Tanan’s grandfather in his youth, shook his head. “No, Your Highness. Some of it is tradition that goes back to the beginning times, while it seems that some portion of fashion requires regular updating to avoid appearing out of touch.” His wrinkled face peered over Tanan’s shoulder, reflected in the mirror. “Wiser heads than mine have pondered this. Your late grandfather not least among them.”


  “Did he enjoy state dinners, Bakkar?”


  The old man shrugged. “When I knew him, he seemed made of stone. Nothing seemed to bother him. He understood his role in serving the realm.”


  “And my grandmother?”


  “He served her as well. An amazing woman, as I’m sure you’re aware.”


  “But did he like state dinners?”


  Bakkar shrugged again. “Probably no more than any other. He didn’t confide in me, Your Highness. He seemed untouched by them in either direction.”


  Tanan ran a finger around the collar of the robe where it rode up on the sides and back of his neck. “This thing is going to chafe all evening.”


  Bakkar leaned close to examine the fabric. “One moment, Your Highness. I may have a solution.” He turned to a cabinet and pulled out a scarf that gleamed like spun silver in his hands. “Let me see, Your Highness.”


  Tanan nodded and stood still so Bakkar could work.


  The valet wrapped the scarf around the back of Tanan’s neck and brought the ends together in front, tucking them into the neckline of his tunic with a twist. “Don’t move, Your Highness. I need to fasten it.” He opened one of the jewel boxes and plucked a brooch from it—a black onyx the size of a duck’s egg and set in a black sunburst frame. With deft fingers he secured the ends of the scarf, leaving the brooch just above Tanan’s collarbone.


  When Bakkar stepped back, Tanan saw the effect in his glass. He touched the brooch. “What is this? I’ve never seen this before.”


  Bakkar nodded. “You have, Your Highness. You just never noticed it before. It belonged to your grandfather.”


  “What is this metal?” He ran a fingertip over one of the sun’s rays.


  “Wrought iron, I believe,” Bakkar said.


  Tanan stared at Bakkar. “Iron? My grandfather wore iron? As jewelry?”


  Bakkar nodded. “That piece many times, in fact. I believe one of his portraits shows it.”


  Tanan looked back at the image in the glass. The effect of the black sun above the silver and dark blue made him stand a little straighter. “It’s certainly different.”


  “Gold and silver abound, Your Highness. Your grandfather always said iron is the metal of the people.”


  Tanan smiled at that. “What did Grandmother say about it?”


  Bakkar’s lips twitched and he colored slightly.


  “Bakkar?” Tanan asked, staring at his valet.


  “She found the iron to be suited to your grandfather, Your Highness.”


  Tanan shook his head, squinting at the valet. “What aren’t you saying, Bakkar?”


  Bakkar bowed his head slightly. “She liked that the iron was a hard metal and that your grandfather wore it well. She always said that she admired a hard man, Your Highness.”


  Tanan threw back his head and laughed, the sound echoing off the ceiling.


  “Will there be anything else, Your Highness?” Bakkar asked, bowing.


  Tanan took a moment to check the drape of his robes. “Am I ready for the public, Bakkar?”


  “Yes, Your Highness.”


  “Thank you, Bakkar. Take the rest of the evening off. I’ll see myself to bed tonight.”


  “As you wish, Your Highness.”


  The man padded silently to the door.


  “And Bakkar?”


  He stopped at the doorway. “Yes, Your Highness.”


  Tanan turned to face him and gave the old man a shallow nod, hand to heart. “My thanks, Bakkar.”


  “My honor, Your Highness. Enjoy your evening.”


   

  


  While his father, the king, held the throne, his mother, Her Royal Highness Waliyah al-Harradi, presided over state dinners in the grand dining room. Tanan secretly believed she lived for the opportunity to convene the lavish gatherings because it gave her the opportunity to stand in front for a few moments. He could identify with the impulse, but also suspected that once she came into her own power, the king would find himself eclipsed by her. Perhaps it was just her way of breaking the news to her husband slowly.


  Tanan presented himself to the door wallah at the appropriate hour. The wide entry doors stood open in silent invitation, and the early arrivals had already nearly filled the hall. The sounds of a flute accompanied by some strings and a drum wafted on the evening air, seeming to float above the murmur of voices, the tune almost mesmerizing. With a final deep breath, Tanan stepped forward to be introduced.


  The door wallah’s finger cymbals tinged four times, the bell-like tones cutting across the room. “His royal highness, Prince Tanan ibn al-Kayat.”


  A few heads turned in his direction and Tanan made the appropriate hand-to-heart bow to the room. A servant approached with refreshments. Tanan took a goblet, stepped into the room, and started a slow circuit to the right. As the youngest member, he arrived first. His father the king would arrive last, but Ghina would undoubtedly keep everyone waiting so that she could make an entrance with the maximum effect. He sighed. Sometimes he wished she’d be married and taken away.


  He only made a few steps from the door before the onslaught began. Unaccompanied and unmarried as he was, mothers found him irresistible and the perfect match for their unwed daughters—most of whom Tanan found completely resistible. The mothers he tended to find contemptible, but he also realized that his station required him to be—at the very least—polite. He remembered the spider on the branch outside the school room. Perhaps he wouldn’t be the spider his uncle the emir was, but taking the time to learn seemed much less onerous when the subject held his interest. After the last few days of salt, he couldn’t help but wonder what other common ingredient might keep boredom at bay.


  The first mother approached, flanked by aunts, with a well-dressed daughter in her train. Tanan smiled and offered hand-to-heart greetings.


  “A thousand pardons, Your Majesty,” the woman said.


  “Ah, you’ve mistaken me for my father, Lalla. I’m told the family resemblance is unmistakable. Alas, I am but highness. Majesty is reserved for the king.” He smiled.


  The woman blinked, apparently in some confusion but the daughter covered her mouth with a hand, appreciating the jest. “Of course, Your Highness.” She glanced around as if looking for support before plowing forward on a stolid march to her objective. “I simply wanted to allow Your—” A split-second pause intruded, as she checked her word choice before continuing. “—Highness to know my daughter, Hallal al-Jaban. She has recently come to the city from our estate outside Ohran.”


  Tanan smiled at the young lady in question. “Charmed, I’m sure.”


  She stepped forward and gave a small bow, apparently forgetting whatever coaching she’d received beforehand. “Your highness,” she said, looking down and blushing.


  The aunts cast her disapproving looks, which only made her more appealing to the prince. “How do you find Makama Aljana?”


  “It’s so large, Your Highness. So much to see. So many things to do.” She kept her eyes downcast, offering only flickering glances from under lowered brows.


  “What have you seen that you have been most impressed by?” he asked.


  She looked up and then around at the banquet room. “Compared to this? Being in the palace, Your Highness?” She looked at him, an incredulous smile brightening her face. “This is undoubtedly the best thing I’ve ever seen.” Remembering her place, she dropped her chin, apparently staring at his boots. “Your highness.”


  Taking pity on the girl, he offered a hand-to-heart bow that might have been just a few degrees too deep for the circumstance. “Your smile becomes you. Thank you for gifting me with it.” He looked at the mother and aunts, gathering them in his glance. “If you’ll excuse me? I must circulate. The rest of the family will be along shortly.” He turned and sauntered along, nodding and smiling and wondering how long Ghina would take to make an appearance.


  Periodically, a ting floated above the murmur and the door wallah’s voice resounded with the name of some personage or other. Tanan tuned them out, listening only for the four tings that would mark one of his siblings.


  He finished his wine, definitely not from a three-tael bottle or even a five. He traded his empty goblet for a full one thanks to a passing server and continued his circuit of the room. Several other groups of women approached him, taking advantage of his solitary royal presence to make this woman or that girl known to him. His royal presence, while not often pressed into service, stood him in good stead as he worked the edges of the room, going through the motions and saying the right things. None of them could hold a candle to Diti al-Fahiri.


  That thought stopped him in his tracks so suddenly that a server had to swerve to keep from plowing into him with a tray of filled goblets. Tanan gave the poor boy a rueful smile of apology and stepped out of the traffic pattern to stand beside a potted palm.


  He stared into his goblet, unable to fathom why he kept seeing the librarian’s brown eyes in his mind. A chance encounter while pursuing the mundane subject of salt. What magic had she wielded? Perhaps her words that still echoed in his mind. You can’t learn what you don’t know you don’t know. How often some variation on that almost nonsensical statement had come back to him since first he’d heard it.


  A looming presence to his left drew his attention. “Uncle. I didn’t hear you come in.”


  “Nephew.” Shahar nodded and smiled. “I arrived before you. Slipped in the back while the honored guests retired to their rooms to prepare.” He grabbed a goblet from a passing footman and raised it in toast to Tanan. “To salt.”


  Tanan tapped the rim of his goblet to his uncle’s. “To salt.”


  They each sipped and surveyed the crowd for several moments before Shahar spoke, his voice barely louder than the oud playing in the musicians alcove. “Did you find anything interesting today?” He continued scanning the crowd.


  Tanan followed suit, shrugging as he scanned. “Somebody is perhaps being less than truthful.”


  “Politics, Nephew. Few people say what they mean or mean what they say.”


  Tanan chuckled, having heard the same from his father on occasion. “I learned something I didn’t know,” he said.


  “Oh?” Shahar asked. “And will you now study to perhaps learn more?”


  “Possibly. I believe it depends on how my teacher directs me.”


  Shahar looked at Tanan then. “Wazor? You know he wasn’t our first choice?”


  Tanan stared. “First choice?”


  “Yes,” Shahar resumed watching the crowd percolating around the tables. “We invited one Malachior ibn al-Martouf from Quez. He had quite the reputation as a scholar and teacher. Spent some time as a teacher at the academy there. We sent a royal courier to Quez with an invitation to Malachior, in fact.”


  Tanan felt the frown forming. “And yet, Wazor is my tutor?”


  Shahar’s eyebrows waggled a bit. “Indeed.”


  “Is there a story you wish to share, Uncle?” Tanan asked, intrigued even as he felt the sting of another example of being second at everything. Even his tutor was the second choice. He didn’t know if he should be amused or insulted.


  “It seems Wazor met with the courier in Tabat el-Shirah. The courier had stopped and purchased some potion or other from Wazor’s stall in the local souk.” Shahar glanced at Tanan. “When he learned that the royal family needed a tutor, he came in person to apply.”


  Tanan looked at his uncle, jaw nearly unhinged. “Wazor  al-Salem. A potion seller? You hired him to be my teacher?”


  Shahar nodded, sipping from his goblet. “We did. It caused some ripples when Malachior ibn al-Martouf appeared some two weeks later.”


  “Did he try to pass himself off as this Malachior?” Tanan asked, still focused on the key element. Wazor had been a potion seller in a three-boat fishing village.


  Shahar shook his head, nodding at a passing noble from one of the merchant houses. “He presented himself as himself.”


  “A potion seller from a village in the east,” Tanan said.


  “At the time, yes.” Shahar gave Tanan a solemn look. “He made a living selling potions at the time. He also had a solid record from the academy at El Jalili and, after graduating with honors, spent five winters following his nose up and down the coast. Even took a trip across the ocean to Korlay before returning to sell potions.”


  Tanan shook his head as his view of Wazor shifted several times over the course of his uncle’s recitation. “Was that why you hired him instead of Malachior?”


  “In part,” Shahar said, sipping his wine and smoothing his beard with a forefinger.


  “What decided you?” Tanan asked.


  “After hearing of his credentials—and sending an inquiry to El Jalili to confirm his story there—I focused on one key fact.”


  Tanan waited for a moment but when Shahar didn’t continue, he grinned at him. “You’re going to make me ask, Uncle?”


  Shahar smacked his lips and took another sip of his wine. “I’m going to see if you can guess.” He glanced at Tanan, a tiny smile playing with the corner of his mouth. “You have all the facts.”


  Tanan sipped his wine, intrigued by the puzzle. He discarded Wazor’s record. Perhaps the travel tipped the scale. The answer crashed on him like a storm front off the sea. “The courier,” he said.


  Shahar nodded. “To my mind, he had much in his favor. A learned man, a scholar. Beyond that, a curious one. A man who saw questions as having more value than answers.”


  “That explains a lot,” Tanan said, more to himself than his uncle.


  Shahar laughed. “I suspect it does.”


  “That wasn’t enough, though,” Tanan said.


  “It would have been sufficient, I think. To my mind it put him over a cloistered academic. A man with little experience of the world beyond the walls of a school. Your father wasn’t convinced at first.” He glanced at Tanan. “I convinced him that any man who could get a royal courier to reveal his mission should be a man we had on our payroll.”


  “What happened to him?” Tanan asked.


  “The courier? He retired a few seasons ago. He served his time. Earned his pension.”


  Tanan thought about that for a moment. “You didn’t cashier him?”


  “No. He’d been bested at his own game by a better man,” Shahar said. “He did deliver his message to Malachior. He did his duty.”


  “But he revealed the message to Wazor.”


  “A courier with ten winters’ service. An experienced and trusted guardsman who knew his job and had performed it well.” Shahar smiled at Tanan. “You’ve sat across from Wazor. What do you think?”


  Tanan laughed. “The courier never had a chance.”


  “My thinking as well,” Shahar said. “I won’t stand for punishing somebody for doing their best and failing against a more skilled opponent.”


  “I’ll never look at Wazor in the same light again,” Tanan said, draining his goblet.


  Shahar shrugged. “Your father wanted to boot him out when Malachior showed up to claim the job.”


  “Why didn’t he?” Tanan asked before he had a chance to think about it. “Wazor was cheaper?”


  Shahar snorted. “He was, but Malachior smelled.”


  “Smelled?”


  “Like he hadn’t bathed in a year. Or something had died in one of his pockets.”


  Tanan handed his empty goblet off to the next footman and shook his head. “Thank you, Uncle.”


  Shahar grinned. “Wazor was an excellent choice. One of those serendipitous chains of events that, no matter how much you plan, you couldn’t possibly engineer.” He paused and looked at Tanan. “There’s a lesson in that for you, too.”


  Tanan pondered for a moment. “Are you going to make me figure out what it is?”


  “No, I’ll give you this one for free.” Shahar tossed back the rest of his wine. “When something happens that you didn’t expect, don’t assume it’s a mistake.” He caught the eye of a footman and traded his empty goblet for a full one. “Your sister will be here shortly, unless I miss my guess.” He started to walk away but stopped. “Pay attention tonight, but keep your mouth shut.” He gave a nod and disappeared into the swirling crowd in a way that should have been impossible for a man of his stature.


  Tanan felt a little thump of foreboding with his uncle’s words but the insight into Wazor overwhelmed much of it. He looked around for a footman, but a series of tings from the door wallah’s cymbals signaled the arrival of Ghina and Brahim. They must have arrived together. He frowned. What were they up to? He made his way toward the raised dais at the front of the room only to be intercepted by the major domo.


  “If Your Highness would follow me?” The man smiled, his expression giving Tanan pause.


  Tanan nodded, allowing himself to be escorted to the head of one of the lower tables.


  The man offered a hand-to-heart bow. “Orders of the queen, Your Highness.”


  “I see,” Tanan said, although he didn’t. “My thanks.”


  “Your understanding is appreciated, Your Highness.” The major domo’s face relaxed, leaving only a worried tension around his eyes.


  Tanan stood near to his seat, grabbing a fresh goblet as three groups of mothers with daughters approached. He amused himself by privately wagering which of them would arrive first. His money was on the tall woman plowing through the crowd, her phalanx of escorts rolling any obstacles out of their way like a laden dhow breaking through calm seas. The daughter in question, protected by the V of aunts, gazed anywhere but at him—eyes wide and rolling like those of a high-strung horse on the way to the farrier and unsure about the outcome. A diminutive lady blind-sided him, approaching from a different angle and surprising him by beating the entire armada.


  “Your highness,” she said, bowing in full obeisance.


  “Lalla Hadifa,” he said, hand to heart and a properly royal nod. He congratulated himself on restraining a sigh. “How fares this year’s crop?”


  Hadifa al-Zaid, long-familiar denizen of the court’s mercantile contingent, gifted him with a nod and smile. “Prosperity rewards hard work and good preparation, Your Highness. With the Lord and Lady’s continued blessing, the cotton and groundnut crops should break records this season. Thank you for your interest, Your Highness.”


  “Excellent news,” he said. “Your family? They’re well?”


  Her lips took a downward turn. “Alas, my Sediki has chosen this time to make a journey to El Jalili and has missed this wonderful opportunity.” She glanced around the room, her hand making a graceful flourish. “But we enjoy our health.” Her smile, false as any salesman’s welcome, crinkled her entire face. It served to remind Tanan that she would soon be coming into her own power and wondered if her Sediki might be in El Jalili to investigate an appropriately distant escape as much as to seek out new markets for their extensive cotton production.


  Another flurry of tings floated above the noise, silencing the general hubbub with their extended rings. The door wallah’s voice overwhelmed the few remaining conversations with his announcement. “His Royal Majesty Fayyad ibn al-Khayat, Descended from Heaven and Protector of Land, Sea, and Sky.” He had more titles, but protocol usually reserved those for more formal court proceedings. A second flurry preceded the announcement of his mother. “Her Royal Majesty Waliyah bint al-Harradi, Favored of the Lady, Light of the Land, and Beacon of the Sky.”


  Women had the best titles.


  His mother held out her arm to be supported by his father, and they formed a formal procession of two along the middle aisle. The attendees parted in their path, hands to hearts and deeply bowing—some with flourishes and others appearing more self-conscious about being so near the royal couple. He noted a few of the matchmakers—those more familiar with state dinners, no doubt—jostling to maintain their positions near the middle to place them in the front ranks as their majesties passed. Father, as was his habit, stared ahead, his face blank, acknowledging none of those around him—or even the possibility he might be on display. Mother nodded and smiled, first to one side, then the other. Her beatific mien seemed to brighten the already dazzling hall, resplendently dressed as it was in shining crystal chandeliers.


  Once they had ascended the three shallow steps to the head table, they turned and faced the doors. All eyes in the room turned to watch as the visiting dignitaries entered.


  First, a slender man of later years sporting a full head of silvered hair and a narrow beard groomed to a point below a fulsome mustache. His robe of desert tan sparkled with the glint of tiny sequins arranged to form the constellations. The door wallah tinged five times in regular succession, a slow walking pace compared to the seven syncopated tings for the king and queen. As the bell-like tones faded over the crowd, he took a deep breath and filled the room with his voice. “Moulay Rahid ibn al-Najar, consort to Lalla Jasmin bint al-Harradi, Graced by the Lady, Vazir of Mahlcry.” Tanan recognized the man in spite of not having seen him for a decade. Uncle on his mother’s side, husband to his aunt Jasmin and overseer of the city and the mines there. Uncle Rahid sailed into the room, stopping at the foot of the dais and presenting himself to king and queen with a formal courtier’s bow, hand to heart followed by fingers to brow and lips.


  The king and queen nodded in unison as Rahid straightened and turned sideways to the royal couple to look back at the door.


  Next, a woman wrapped in layers of brightly colored robes, her hands and face darkened by the sun and her forehead draped with a loop of jewels that glimmered green, blue, and white. The door wallah repeated the slow march of tings. “Lalla Dina al-Batoul, Supervisor of Salt, Keeper of Keys, and Graced by the Lady.” While Rahid held an honored position in the city of Mahlcry, Lalla Dina out-ranked him by virtue of having control of the salt that came from the mines as well, being the mine’s treasurer. A younger woman than his mother, the steel in her spine was clear to Tanan as she followed Rahid’s path down the gauntlet of onlookers to offer a formal obeisance to the royal couple.


  Again the king and queen nodded in unison, and Lalla Dina stepped to the other side to look back at the door.


  The last guest shuffled to the door with the help of a walking stick and a footman. Perhaps the oldest man Tanan had ever seen. He walked bowed over, his bald head only partly upright, but his eyes glittered in the light, alive and curious. A faint smile curved his white mustache upwards at the ends. His beard, cut square at the bottom, fell nearly to his chest. He peered around the room in short, jerky movements, his head turning this way and that, like a chicken released from the coop at dawn to scratch for breakfast. He had that same kind of hungry eagerness that made Tanan smile.


  Again the slow march of tings before the door wallah spoke. “Moulay Yassir ibn al-Harradi, Keeper of the Coin.” Yassir ranked higher because of his position. While Dina kept the keys, Yassir paid the workers, arranged for the logistics, and kept the books balanced in the northern region of the realm. Tanan leaned forward a little to get a good look at the man. If anybody knew why salt revenues were down, he would. He glanced at Lalla Dina. As supervisor, she should as well. He felt his eyebrows stretching toward the sky as he realized what the group before him represented.


  The old man made his way down the central aisle, staff making small thumps on the stone as he shuffled along, smiling and nodding to those on either side while the footman hovered at his free elbow. At the foot of the dais, he stopped and made a credible bow, hand to heart after waving off the footman and swapping his staff to the other hand.


  The king and queen nodded as he straightened and the queen made the amazing gesture of stepping down to him and giving him her arm to help him up the steps, flanked by Rahid and Dina. She leaned in to speak to him but Tanan couldn’t hear. She smiled and patted his arm where it linked to hers.


  At the top of the stairs, the group turned to face the audience and offered small bows.


  The queen raised her arm and gestured. “We bid you welcome to our home, our hearth. We offer salt and bread, water and wine. You do us honor by sharing with us.” She swept the room with her gaze. “Please, be welcome.” A smattering of applause riffled through the room as she completed the ritual greeting and formal start of the dinner.


  People shuffled around looking for seats, in some cases jockeying for position, as the royals and honored guests took their seats on the stage. In their positions as royal heir and honored of the Lady, respectively, Brahim and Ghina bracketed the guests on the outer ends of the table while the king and queen sat in the middle. Brahim shot Tanan a supercilious glance from his position above. Tanan gave him a gracious nod in return. “Better you than me, Brother,” he said, more to himself than to Brahim, who couldn’t possibly have heard over the noise.


  Footmen and serving staff flooded the room as people seated themselves, and the attendees got down to the serious business of eating and drinking.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Things began to turn sour as soon as the caravan made ready to leave. First they’d been held up waiting for Borchu to finish inspecting the goats he intended to trade; then they had to sort out which of the younger riders would accompany them and which would stay with the main tribe to continue training and to help with the everyday chores and duties. Then they had to wait for a family of carders to meet them, a small flock of sheep in tow. It turned out one of those sheep had a limp, and it ended up staying with the horse women. And that was only in the first few hours. To say that none of it boded well for the journey ahead would be an understatement.


  Still, Sukhetai suffered through the blessing ceremony from Oyuun Kokotseg, keeping his face as neutral as possible while the old woman sprinkled yak-milk tea around the riders and traders. His horse shifted restlessly underneath him, and Sukhetai reached out to pat his neck. It seemed to help a bit. When Kokotseg reached the front of the line again, she turned toward the road ahead and flung the tea in the bowl out toward the horizon. An offering to the spirits of travel.


  “May the road ahead be swift and free of danger,” Kokotseg said.


  She tossed the bowl in the air, and they all watched it flip end over end before landing in the grass. Sukhetai’s stomach sank. The bottom faced up. The oyuun’s wish for swift travel hadn’t been heard.


  Kokotseg reached down to pick up the bowl, then turned to look at Sukhetai. Her eyes blazed, and he looked away. Still, she strode up to him, next to his horse, and waved the bowl at him three times, sunwise. Final protection in place, she stepped back, and sighed.


  “I’ve done what I can, but the spirits have much they wish to teach you,” she said. “Be careful out there, Sukhetai.”


  He nodded and raised the white banner, topped with a metal eagle. As he spun it, he had a brief pang; he wished he could bring his own eagle with him. Instead, he’d have to rely on his own bow if they needed to hunt along the way, though between various saddle bags and the pack camels their provisions were well-stocked.


  Sukhetai nudged his horse forward and glanced at Kokotseg. He had to admit to himself that he was nervous, even though he sat straight in the saddle and kept a brave face on. Behind her a few wagon-lengths, he saw his father, eagle in hand. No doubt to keep track of them as they made their exit. Sukhetai wondered, as he looked away, how far the old women could see with their wind-sight. Would Kokotseg be able to follow them all the way to Mahlcry?


  Rather than dwell on such thoughts, Sukhetai started singing. It always calmed him somewhat, even if it tended to spook his eagle. The words bounced along with the beats of his horse’s hooves, and response from behind him made him feel like he was, in fact, in charge. It gave him a bit more confidence as they rode along, away from Folded Rock and the summer camp. It would be a long road to Mahlcry one way or another.


  Sometime after the song was through, and the caravaners started to chat with each other, Qara rode up on Sukhetai’s right. He made a face at her being of even stride with his horse, but didn’t say anything about it.


  “Would you like me to take a party ahead?” she asked. “We can find a good place to camp and start setting up for the night.”


  Sukhetai considered it. They didn’t usually scout ahead for good campsites on the run south to Mahlcry, even despite heading toward the colder climes. The weather usually held steady this time of year, barring the occasional spit of rain or snow. Thus far it was just windy, and that was normal.


  “No, we’ll have plenty of time and camp sites along the way,” Sukhetai said. “I’d rather you stay here.”


  “Why?” Qara asked. “So you can keep an eye on me?”


  He would have bristled, except that he was aware of how long the road was without bickering with his second to add to it. Instead, he rolled his eyes.


  “No. You’re my quiver bearer. I need you here to watch for what I can’t see. I’d rather not have to deal with, say, the Zhoon Uhls sneaking up on us.”


  “Oh.” Qara looked away, and ducked her head. “Apologies.”


  “Although, I wouldn’t be opposed to sending out, say, Delgejin with a company of riders and camels,” he said. “We’ve never done that before, but perhaps it would shave a bit of time off this journey.”


  Qara nodded, and looked back at the caravan in progress. Sukhetai heard Maral laughing his wheezing laugh, and Orbei talking quietly to the horses. He fought to keep his glower contained. Delgejin hadn’t come back with anything yet despite the ample stretch of preparation between their chat and the caravan’s departure. He supposed, of course, that the best way to observe Qara and Orbei would be to see how they acted when they did set up camp. Perhaps he still had a chance to figure that out. He admitted to himself that she hadn’t been entirely wrong in her accusation.


  “Is there anything else I need to look out for?” Qara asked.


  Sukhetai glanced over, confused. She gestured out at the horizon.


  “I’ve never been on this journey,” she said. “If I’m going to be a good quiver bearer, I need to know what you won’t be watching for.”


  “That’s a very good point,” Sukhetai said.


  He sat back in his saddle and thought about it.


  “To be honest, the most that I’ve ever seen happen was trying to keep the goats away from the Ire,” he said. “The waters were high that year and it was a bog much farther west than we were expecting. We ended up just... riding through as fast as we could.”


  “Ew.” Qara’s nose wrinkled and she grimaced. “Does anything live in the Ire?”


  “Nothing. Not one damn thing.” Sukhetai shrugged. “Which is why it’s called the Ire and why we avoid it. That place is cursed.”


  A shadow passed overhead, and Sukhetai looked up, shielding his eyes against the sun with his hand. An eagle circled overhead, rotating sunwise in the rising air. Sukhetai grinned, and waved at it. Qara laughed.


  “Is that your father’s eagle?” she asked.


  “Yes! See the straps on its ankles?”


  “Not from here.”


  Sukhetai shrugged, as the eagle winged back in the direction they’d come. A final send-off.


  “I think one of the old women was wind-riding her,” Sukhetai said. “They all seemed rather worried, didn’t they?”


  “That is their job, Sukhetai.” Qara sighed. “It’ll be mine too, if I live long enough.”


  “You will.” Sukhetai glanced at her. “What? You don’t like the idea of being able to fly?”


  Qara shrugged. “Maybe. If I had a choice in the matter I’d rather trade out for my gift now, rather than when I’m old and nothing surprises me.”


  “Well then you’d be stuck with gray hair and no children,” Sukhetai said. “That seems awful.”


  “I think I’d prefer that, actually.” Qara’s face screwed up. “But that’s not a choice I can make.”


  They both went quiet, listening to the caravan behind them again. The family from the hills were getting along well with Maral and Borchu. It seemed the father was good friends with one of them from a previous journey. Sukhetai couldn’t remember, though. He hadn’t paid enough attention. With that thought, he gave Qara a side-eye and sighed.


  “Sorry for throwing a knife at you.”


  “At this point? After the number of times we’ve had to go out and deal with raiders? I’m used to it.” Qara shrugged. “I think Delgejin was more scared than I was.”


  He barked a laugh at that, and shook his head. They said nothing more for a few more strides, before Sukhetai spoke up again.


  “Also, I’ve realized that you made a good point about paying attention to people,” he said. “I hardly remember where that family comes from besides down the river somewhere, but I know we met them before those raiders forced them out. I’m going to be mortified if any of them speak to me.”


  “Why not get Delgejin to ask them?” Qara asked.


  Sukhetai looked over to see her watching the horizon with a supposedly-innocent smile. He narrowed his eyes at her. “You pay too much attention to people, I think,” he said. “Are you still on about that?”


  “Yes,” Qara said. “Delgejin is the perfect example of why you should have at least some social awareness.”


  “Why are you telling me this if you don’t trust me?”


  “I never said that.” Qara raised an eyebrow at him. “I’m telling you because you’re First Rider, you’re in charge of this whole thing right now, and I’d like to get back home safely.”


  Her horse snorted, as if in agreement. 


  Sukhetai tilted his head back and forth and looked out at the horizon, scanning across as much of it as he could see for wolves, raiders, or anything else hazardous—foul weather being one of those things. For the moment, solid blue sky surrounded them. Sukhetai was more than willing to keep riding in it.


  “We’ll get to the first stopping point and then check in with the rest of the caravan,” he said. “If we need to cross the river down there and set up camp where it isn’t likely to flood, that’s what we’ll do.”


  “Sounds good,” Qara said. “Hurai.”


  Sukhetai snorted.


  The hills rolled out behind them as they sang, and the wind carried their voices to the east. They rode nearly straight into it, and the chill burned Sukhetai’s face with every gust. He thought about getting the bear-skin hat out of the bag with the robes in it, but decided against it. He didn’t want to jostle the contents any more than necessary.


  A glimmering band in the grasses marked out the river, one that cut across eastward until it disappeared in the territory of the Zhoon Uhls. It, like most waterways on the plains, wasn’t very deep. Sukhetai waded his horse through the crossing point and found the water only came halfway up the stallion’s cannon at the deepest point. He turned on the other side and shouted back across that it was safe. With that, the caravan plodded along after him, Qara in the lead. He didn’t move on though, giving the herders, riders, and traders a chance to fill up skins and water their animals. Qara rode up next to him, watching it all.


  “So much for flooding, huh?” she asked.


  “Normally, this river is much wider,” Sukhetai said. “It could still flood, depending on the weather in the hills.”


  Qara made a big show of squinting off at the cloudless blue sky over the western mountains, their peaks just visible in the distance. Sukhetai shook his head, and Qara settled back in her saddle, grinning.


  “Considering the territory we have to go through, I can’t imagine why you don’t take an oyuun on this trip,” she said. “Not doing seems like asking for trouble.”


  “We’ve never needed one, before,” Sukhetai said.


  “You’ve never led this caravan with only a First Rider as warchief and his quiver bearer as first, either,” Qara said.


  She had a point. Sukhetai’s lips pulled in a thin line, not wanting to grant her that point. Instead, he watched the caravan, banner in hand. Once they were all headed in his direction, he spun it around sunwise, and started riding again. Qara scoffed after him but offered no follow-up.


  They followed the river southeast until the sun reached two hands above the horizon. Sukhetai discussed a campsite with Maral and Borchu, a brief and unanimous affair. Given the weather and the height of the river, nobody worried about flooding. As the riders unpacked their two travel gers from the camels, Sukhetai watched the southern horizon. So far, nothing major had broken. None of the animals were sick or had strained their ankles. All seemed to be going well.


  He remembered the way the bowl landed, and tried to temper his hopes that the rest of the journey would be so smooth.


CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  Tanan

  


  



  A troupe of dancers and acrobats rounded out the dinner’s formal proceedings. At the completion of the performance, the king and queen rose and led the procession out of the banquet hall, followed by their honored guests, and royal offspring. Tanan nodded his goodbyes to his tablemates and was not surprised when the emir joined the parade, stepping into line beside him.


  Tanan inclined his head. “Uncle.”


  Shahar returned the nod. “Nephew. Stay by me.”


  “Yes, Uncle.”


  The king and queen turned left on exiting the banquet hall, slipping into a side hall that led back to the royal residence wing. The procession followed until they reached the foyer beyond and a pair of footmen closed the doors, preventing the dinner guests from following. The gabble of the exiting crowd sounded far away at the end of the corridor. Tanan could picture the smiling footmen and solemn guards showing each guest the door and encouraging them to move along.


  He didn’t notice when Ghina slipped out, but a pointed throat-clearing from the front of the room drew his attention. Brahim, as usual, took a puffed-up stance behind the king’s right shoulder while his mother stood on the king’s left.


  “Thank you all for coming,” she said, nodding to each of the representatives from Mahlcry. “Your reports and insights, while troubling, give us confidence in your abilities and we support your plans for moving forward.”


  Tanan shot a glance at Shahar. His uncle gave his head the tiniest of shakes.


  The old man, Yassir, stepped forward and clasped her hand in both of his, bringing it to his forehead. “Thank you, Granddaughter. Seeing you here and hearing your wisdom over the last few days warms an old man’s heart beyond measure.”


  Tanan felt the realization like a shock through his body and mentally kicked himself for not realizing before. The old man was his great-grandfather, leader of the al-Harradi clan.


  The queen took the old man in a gentle hug, patting him on the back. “You be careful going back, Grandfather. Jasmin will never forgive me if something were to befall you on the river.”


  Yassir took the king’s hand and performed the same greeting. “You do your fathers and mothers proud, Grandson. Thank you for the hospitality of your house.”


  “You are welcome any time, Grandfather.” The king gripped the man’s free arm and patted him on the shoulder. “Whenever you can pry yourself out of the treasury.”


  They both laughed.


  Yassir nodded to Brahim. “Mind your lessons, boy.” He waved at the king. “He’s a good teacher.”


  Brahim seemed to bridle at being called ‘boy’ but pressed his lips together against any reply, nodding to the old man.


  Yassir then turned, scanning the faces around him until he settled on Tanan. “We’ll have time to get acquainted, my boy. I look forward to it.” He reached out and took the footman’s offered support. “I probably shouldn’t have had that last goblet of wine,” he said. “Good night, all.” The footman led the old man down the corridor toward his quarters.


  Tanan looked at his mother and father, but they were focused on the remaining delegates. Dina kept casting curious looks at Tanan while passing pleasantries about the dinner. Rahid focused on the conversation between the two women as if it were the most interesting thing in the world.


  Shahar drifted over to stand beside Tanan. “Not a word,” he said, his voice so low Tanan had to look to see if he had spoken. Shahar’s gaze caught him and he gave the faintest of shakes.


  The king stood slightly turned toward the queen, but Brahim looked like he might explode at any moment. His face had gone red and Tanan watched his jaw muscles bunch at the sides and his lips press so tightly together that they almost disappeared. He stared daggers at Tanan, seeming to ignore the diplomatic effort going on just an arm’s reach away. Tanan almost took a step backward at the barely contained repressed anger.


  Finally, the queen and Lalla Dina ended their conversation. Dina excused herself and left.


  Moulay Rahid’s leave-taking consisted of only a few platitudes before he followed Dina toward the guest quarters.


  When they had gone, the king nodded to the sole remaining footman, who bowed out of the room and closed the doors behind him.


  Brahim took one step toward Tanan, right arm crossed over to backhand him, before the king spoke.


  “Not one more step,” he said, his words quiet but a lashing whip in the stillness of the room.


  Brahim froze but glared at Tanan. He lowered his arm to the side, balling fists in both hands.


  The queen sighed. “My son,” she said, a quiet strength in her voice.


  Tanan looked at her but she faced Brahim.


  “Look at me, Brahim.”


  He turned stiffly, his body turning as a single block until he faced his mother, the queen.


  “You do us no honor in this behavior. Someday you will be king. You cannot control yourself when dealing with your own brother? An innocent in the wrong you believe him of doing? What will you do when you’re required to accept a justified wrong for the good of the realm?” She seemed to be talking to a reasonable man and not Brahim.


  “Wrongs to me—” He stopped and panted a breath. “Wrongs to the king are wrongs to the realm.”


  The king turned to Brahim and sighed. “Somewhere I have failed you, my boy. We’ll have to discuss this. There’s a perhaps subtle but very real difference between wrongs I suffer as king and the wrongs that undermine the prosperity of the realm. Between the slights that my ministers believe I do not see and the damages they could do to our people were I to notice them. If the king cannot shoulder the burdens of the crown, he has no business taking the crown at all. Few of our battles are steel and muscle. Few of the burdens involve stone or iron. This is real, my son.” He paused, his gaze sweeping the reddened face of the heir apparent. “Learn this lesson. Take it into your heart.” He took a deep, disappointed breath. “If you do not, you will never sit on the throne.”


  Brahim inhaled sharply, and for an instant Tanan thought he might reply. Instead he bowed, hand to heart. “I hear and obey, Father. May I be excused?”


  The king waved his hand, dismissing Brahim before turning his gaze on Tanan.


  Nobody spoke again until Brahim left and the footman outside closed the door once more.


  The king nodded at Shahar.


  “Nephew, you’re needed,” Shahar said, turning to face Tanan, his bulk blocking Tanan’s view of his parents. “Day after tomorrow, in the morning, you’re leaving for Mahlcry.”


  Tanan nodded. “Wazor?”


  “Wazor will go with you, but you will not be traveling as Prince Tanan.”


  Tanan tilted his head to the side and squinting, trying to see what might be inside his uncle’s head.


  Shahar gave him a small grin. “Not to worry, you’ll still be Tanan. He’ll still be Wazor. He’ll still be your teacher. You’re traveling with your great-grandfather on the river barge back to Mahlcry.”


  Tanan leaned around Shahar to look at his mother. She nodded but kept her lips pressed together, a solemn look on her face. “Yassir ibn al-Harradi?” he asked.


  Shahar clapped him on the shoulder and nodded. “Tomorrow you’ll pack a travel bag. You’ll be traveling as Moulay Yassir’s assistant. Wazor goes as his advisor, although much of what either of them will do is up to them.” He grinned. “You’ve proven yourself with Wazor, but you’ll likely find Yassir to be another challenge.” He studied his younger nephew intently. “Any questions?”


  “Why?” Tanan asked.


  “We need to know what’s happening in Mahlcry. Not just the official reports. What’s really happening.”


  “You don’t have a web that reaches there?” Tanan asked.


  “A web?” Shahar asked.


  “You’re the spider in the realm’s web, Uncle.” Tanan raised an eyebrow.


  Shahar’s eyes narrowed as he stared at Tanan. “In a manner of speaking, yes. I’ve lost my... web, as you call it. My eyes and ears in Mahlcry.”


  “Moulay Rashid and Lalla Dina?” Tanan asked.


  “They know you’re going upriver with your grandfather. They still have business here in the city and will follow in a few days.”


  “Do they know why?” Tanan asked, following the shape of his uncle’s instructions.


  “It’s part of your education,” Shahar said. “You’re traveling to Mahlcry to learn the salt trade in preparation for assuming the mantle of emir one day.”


  Tanan nodded. “But not as Prince Tanan to the boatmen.”


  “Correct. You’ll be just Tanan al-Harradi, a distant relative of Yassir who’s been plucked from the capital to assist the old man in his duties.”


  “He knows this?”


  Shahar nodded and grinned. “His idea, actually.”


  “You trust him?” Tanan asked, his voice low.


  Shahar nodded again and his grin widened. “He is your great-grandfather, but he was my teacher.”


  “What did I do to Brahim?” Tanan asked, wondering if he could get out of the palace and the city before meeting his brother in a darkened passage.


  Shahar shook his head. “Not a thing. He believes you undercut his standing by being tasked with this journey.”


  “Aren’t I?” Tanan asked. “If the salt trade is as important as I think, he would be the logical choice to send.”


  “That’s what he thinks, too, but there’s a single problem,” Shahar said.


  “He’s Brahim?” Tanan asked.


  Shahar’s bark of laughter startled Tanan. “In a manner of speaking, but more truth than jest.” Shahar shrugged. “He’s too well known. It wouldn’t take much to have some guardsman salute him and reveal who he is.”


  Tanan shook his head. “They know me, too.”


  “Perhaps,” Shahar said. “But they won’t salute you.”


  Tanan chuckled at that. “True. Nobody in the guards would salute me.”


  “Any questions for me, Nephew?”


  “What am I supposed to be doing?” Tanan asked.


  “Learning,” Shahar said.


  “Learning what?”


  Shahar grimaced and shrugged. “Whatever you can.” He pursed his lips. “What’s that saying? About not knowing?”


  “You can’t learn what you don’t know you don’t know?”


  “That’s the one. You did pretty well with the treasury and library. Even Namir spoke highly of you, and he doesn’t even speak highly of me.” A grin split his uncle’s face for a moment and he reached out to lay one huge paw on Tanan’s shoulder. “Learn what you can about the salt trade. There’s a problem in Mahlcry. We need you to play your part.” His uncle’s gaze bored into him as if trying to tell him more than the words from his lips.


  Tanan nodded at the corridor that led to the guest quarters. “Do they know?”


  “They know.” His uncle gave Tanan’s shoulder a little shake. “Once you arrive at Mahlcry, the situation will be clearer, but the ruse protects you on the journey.”


   He gave Tanan’s shoulder another little shake and stared into his eyes. “You did pretty well at the treasury. I never got to see the ledgers.”


  “Would you have known what you were looking at, Uncle? Because I didn’t.”


  “You got to see them because you’re not me. You’re not the face that people distrust.” He chewed on his lower lip for a moment. “Don’t take that the wrong way, Nephew. It’s your greatest asset. You’re just the pushy child that nobody really fears but who won’t take no for an answer.”


  “So you want me to just go poke my nose where it’s not wanted and figure out what they’re trying to hide?” Tanan asked, purposefully putting the most ridiculous spin on the conversation.


  “Yes,” Shahar said, his face as straight as any guardsman waiting to be dismissed.


  “You’re not joking,” Tanan said, feeling a bit of panic beginning to rise in his bowels.


  “I’m not joking.” He gave Tanan a final shake. “We need you to do this.”


  Tanan peeked around his uncle to look at his parents again. They both stood there, Father’s hands clasped behind his back, Mother’s folded together in front. Father’s mien as stony as any headland while his mother offered a gentle nod. “Day after tomorrow,” Tanan said.


  “Yes. Wazor will help you pack.” Shahar grinned. “Listen to him.”


  “I will, Uncle.” Tanan swallowed, already wondering what madness he’d just agreed to.


  Shahar clapped his shoulder and nodded. “Good lad.” He turned to the king and queen, offering them a polite bow. “Good night, your majesties,” he said before striding out into the main hall, the door closing behind him.


  Tanan looked at his parents and for a long moment wondered if there was something else.


  His father broke his stoic silence first. “Where’d you find that?” He fingered his own collarbone but jerked his chin at Tanan.


  “Bakkar had it in one of the jewelry boxes, Father. He said it belonged to Grandfather.” Tanan reached a hand up to touch it. “Is it all right?”


  One corner of his father’s mouth lifted just slightly. “You wear it well, boy. I think he’d be proud.”


  “Do you want it back?”


  He shook his head. “It looks good on you. I have plenty.”


  “Iron is strong,” his mother said. 


  “What do you two think of this?” Tanan asked.


  The king and queen shared a look that Tanan couldn’t interpret before looking back at him. “If we didn’t think it was necessary, we would never have allowed al-Harradi to suggest it to your uncle,” his father said.


  “It’s his idea?” Tanan asked, feeling the world shift under his feet.


  “My grandfather may be old in body but his mind is that of a forty-year-old,” his mother said. “Still sharp. Mature enough to have lost his youthful trust, but not so old that he sees the worst in everything.”


  “Was he really Uncle Shahar’s teacher?”


  “One of them,” his father said. “And mine. He’s a good man. He understands honor and duty.”


  “You’re off on an adventure, Tanan,” his mother said. “You’re not a spy. You’re not a soldier. You’re touring the realm in a way that your brother would never think of doing. What you’ll learn will serve you—and the realm—for decades to come.” Her smile turned serious. “Brahim may never forgive you for it. You must not let that keep you from forgiving him.”


  Tanan tried to swallow the lump in his throat. “I got the impression that he wanted to kill me.”


  “He’ll cool off overnight. By this time day after tomorrow, you’ll be gone from the palace,” his father said. “Out of his eye, out of his mind. I’ve got a task for him to do tomorrow that will keep him in the field with the troops.” His grin did not bode well for the troops or his brother.


  “Get some sleep, my son,” his mother said. “Your real work begins tomorrow and a good night’s sleep sets the table for the feast to follow.”


  Tanan gave them both a proper bow and headed for his rooms. Sleep, they said. As if he could possibly sleep after what he’d been told. He closed the door behind him, leaning against it and scanning the rooms. He had no idea what he should take and felt overwhelmed by the idea that he would need to choose. After a few panicky moments he sighed and started undressing, carefully removing the iron brooch to replace it in the chest where Bakkar had found it. He weighed it in his hand for a moment, the iron heavy in his palm. He shook his head. Not something he wanted to carry along if, as his uncle suggested, he’d have to carry it all himself.


  Denuded of his robes, he crawled into his bed and tried to impress the feeling of the mattress and covers on his body. It was a feeling he wanted to remember because he feared that—soon—he’d long for it as a man might want fresh water at sea.


   

  


  Tanan woke from a dream where three young women in various stages of undress engaged in a variety of improbable acts, apparently for his benefit. One of them shrieked his name, turning the idyll into nightmare as they changed to harpies diving for his face, claws extended. “Tanan.”


  He jerked upright, sitting in a pool of linens with Wazor standing at the foot of his bed. “Good, you’re awake.”


  Bakkar stood by with a robe. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. He insisted.”


  Tanan scrubbed his face with the palms of his hands and raked his hair with his fingers before sliding out of the bed and into the waiting robe. “Yes. I’m awake. Thank you, Bakkar. Is there breakfast?”


  “Cook informs me that you may eat in the kitchen this morning, Your Highness. Apparently you’re expected... elsewhere this morning?”


  Tanan looked at Wazor. “Your doing?”


  Wazor scowled at him. “Don’t leave this dog on my doorstep, Your Highness.”


  “Then what are you doing here?”


  Wazor cast a glance at Bakkar before speaking. “I was told we must prepare for a journey.”


  Bakkar looked up at that. “A journey? No one has mentioned it to me. Where? How long?” He addressed his words to Wazor, his burgeoning panic nearly comical.


  Wazor looked to Tanan. “You’ll need to ask his highness.”


  “Bakkar, I was notified last night. We’re going on an errand for my uncle Shahar.”


  “Both of us?” Wazor asked, straightening his back and tilting his head.


  “Yes,” Tanan said. “You weren’t notified?”


  “A footman roused me at the first light of dawn, rousting me out to tend to you, Your Highness.” He shrugged. “That’s all I know.”


  Tanan looked at his bare feet, flexing the toes into the carpet. “I see.”


  “Your uncle, Your Highness?” Bakkar asked.


  “Yes, Bakkar. Apparently we’re leaving on the boat upriver tomorrow to accompany my great-grandfather back to Mahlcry.”


  Bakkar’s lips formed a near perfect O. “Yassir ibn al-Harradi?”


  Tanan looked up, feeling the jolt of surprise as an uncomfortable accompaniment to a bladder that demanded more attention by the moment. “Yes, Bakkar.”


  Bakkar’s eyes widened. “Should I plan to join you on this...” He made a vague gesture. “Voyage?”


  “No, Bakkar. You’ll have to take care of my rooms while I’m gone.”


  Bakkar gave a short bow. “I understand completely, Your Highness. I presume that you’ll be gone indefinitely? Are there any messages I should pass, if anyone looks for you?”


  Tanan gave a short laugh. “Yes and no, in that order.” He excused himself to use the facilities in his dressing room, taking a moment to splash some water on his face and scrub the sand from his eyes. When he returned, he found Bakkar pulling a trunk from one of the storage closets, under the amused eye of Wazor. “We can’t take the trunk, Bakkar.”


  Bakkar nodded, tugging the dusty baggage to the middle of the room. He coughed dramatically, waving a hand in front of his face. “Of course, Your Highness. I understand completely.”


  “Then why this?” he asked, waving a hand at the trunk.


  Bakkar grinned and pulled on the latches, unbuckling the heavy belts that kept the lid in place. “You’ll need these, Your Highness.” He flipped the lid open and peered into the depths. A cloud of dust and the scent of sour mold wafted up and into the room, clouding Bakkar for a moment.


  Tanan and Wazor joined him, looking in to see a pile of canvas.


  “Is that what I think it is?” Wazor asked.


  “If you believe it to be a tent, yes,” Bakkar said, reaching in and pulling the canvas out, lifting and pulling and lifting and pulling until Tanan thought he must be one of those court magicians who pulls silk handkerchiefs from an apparently empty hand, after which he stood in a pile of canvas that reached his calves. The look of dismay on his face might have been funny, but the distress boiled off him in waves. “Oh, dear,” he said. The words were too calm, too soft for whatever calamitous event might be—literally—unfolding at his feet.


  Wazor looked on, bemusement painting his pointed face in a glow of curiosity.


  “Bakkar?” Tanan asked. “Can you explain?”


  Bakkar heaved a mighty sigh and turned to Tanan. “Your highness. I’ve saved these for just such an occasion. Sadly, now that the occasion is upon us, I regret to discover that time has worked its magic on the contents.”


  Wazor pulled at the canvas. “A travel tent?”


  “Indeed. Suitable for rough sleeping for up to three.” He reached into the trunk again and pulled out what might have once been an oiled tarp but now looked more like a somewhat flexible board. “Rain fly.” He tossed it on the pile of rotting canvas, sending up a puff of dust. Next out: a sack with straps. As he tugged on one, it separated from the sack. He sighed again, shaking his head. “I’m sorry, Your Highness. It’s all destroyed.”


  Wazor leaned in and peered into the opening. “Not all of it,” he said. He reached in and pulled out an oddly shaped hand-axe, handed it to Bakkar and delved again to return with a pair of matched blades, too heavy to be daggers and too short to be swords. Each rested in a workmanlike sheath, completely devoid of ornamentation. He released one and slid it from its home. The metal seemed to glow in the morning light, faint ripples in the metal making the blades appear to be made of water. Wazor’s face drew Tanan’s attention as he stared raptly at the weapon. “Not all of it,” he said again.


  Bakkar rummaged in the bottom of the trunk, head down and posterior in the air. He emerged with a stiff leather pouch that clinked. “Ah, ha,” he said. It took him more than a moment to pry the pouch open. He spilled the coins out onto the foot of Tanan’s bed. Taels, half-taels, some small silver coins, and what looked like copper teardrops jumbled together in the bedclothes. All told, over a hundred pieces clashed in a heap as he emptied the pouch.


  Tanan stood close, leaning down. “What is all this?”


  Wazor looked over his shoulder. “Money,” he said. “Money from all over the world.”


  “Bakkar?” Tanan asked, straightening to look at his valet. “Where did you get this?”


  Bakkar fingered one of the coins, a silver disk about the size of two taels. “Your grandfather.” He swallowed. “Near the end. He took me aside one day and bade me fill this trunk with what he called his traveling gear.” He looked up at Tanan. “Before he became king—his father lived quite a long time.” He looked at Tanan who nodded. “He would sometimes take to the roads as a common traveler. He traveled the realm, talking to the people. Helping in the fields or on the fishing boats. He came back one time stinking of peat smoke but refused to tell even his father, the king, where he’d been.”


  Wazor’s face stilled, the restless curiosity that had seemed so much of his personality settled. “I wonder if I met him.”


  Bakkar glanced at him. “Unlikely. Once he took the throne, he couldn’t take to the road.”


  Wazor shrugged and looked at the blades. “These are exemplary.”


  “I don’t know where he got them, but he valued them greatly,” Bakkar said.


  “How do you know my great-grandfather?” Tanan asked.


  “Only by reputation, Your Highness,” Bakkar said. “He was somewhat well known in certain circles. His advice on economics and foreign affairs informed your father and grandfather.” He glanced at Tanan. “I believe that’s how the king met the queen.”


  Tanan nodded. “Wouldn’t surprise me.” He turned to Wazor. “We’re leaving tomorrow morning on the barge with al-Harradi. I’m traveling as his assistant. You’re his advisor.”


  “Seems that you’re never far from my eye, eh, Your Highness?”


  Tanan chuckled, surprised that—after so much time spent bridling under Wazor’s tutelage—he actually looked forward to traveling with the old man. “I’m going to need your help, I think. I have little experience as a commoner and will need to be seen as something other than the spare heir.”


  Bakkar nodded. “Commoner. Do you have suitable clothing, Your Highness?”


  Wazor raised a finger. “If I may?”


  Bakkar bowed. “Off course, Moulay.”


  “We’ll need travel sacks. These”—he nudged the pile on the floor—“they’re the right item but we need relatively new ones.”


  “Relatively?” Tanan asked. “I’m sure we can have some made up by morning.”


  “New bags look like new bags,” Wazor said, raising his eyebrows.


  Bakkar nodded. “Of course. Might I suggest?”


  Tanan nodded.


  “Your highness has contacts among the guardsmen? Could you, perhaps, trade a new pack for one of their old ones?”


  “Wouldn’t they be recognizable as guardsman’s kit?” Wazor asked. “He’s hardly a guardsman.”


  “My older brother is,” Tanan said. “It could be a hand-me-down. Lord and Lady knows I get enough of his cast-offs.”


  Wazor grinned. “We’re traveling by barge, so no need for shelter. You’ll need some common tunics and trousers, Your Highness, along with suitable small clothes. They can be new. Purchased for the trip. Traveling with the al-Harradi. He wouldn’t have a vagabond as an assistant.”


  Tanan shrugged. “I have enough stable gear.”


  “They stink of horse, Your Highness,” Bakkar said. “I have to keep them separate from your robes.”


  “Not a bad thing,” Wazor said. “Do you have two changes?”


  “He has three, although one needs repair.” He cast a reproachful glance at Tanan. “You ripped the seam on the gray tunic. I haven’t had it repaired yet.”


  “Those will work,” Wazor said. “A solid belt. A good robe and pants. Nothing bulky, but you’ll want something to wear in Mahlcry when we visit your aunt.”


  They planned for another hour, until Tanan’s belly demanded breakfast. They separated, each on their own tasks.


CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  On the second day of their journey, they woke before dawn to tear down the two travel gers again. Sukhetai didn’t do much of the tearing, instead making sure the parts for each were sorted onto the right camels. Not like he needed to; both teams had the process well under control, even the family from the hills. Mostly, the First Rider stood around watching for wolves. So far none had been bold enough to try for their animals.


  While the others were busy, Sukhetai examined the horses they were bringing for trade. Each of them had a set of braids in their mane and tail with colored yarn, a language that he didn’t speak. Only Orbei and the other horsewomen knew what they meant in a way that could be translated, though Sukhetai did know each braid carried some information about the horses’ bloodlines. Most of their stock was young, born the year before in the summer. The tribe brought no mature mares with them whenever they went to Mahlcry, as many were occupied with growing next year’s stock.


  Eventually, the caravan gers were secured to the camels, and the riders mounted up. Sukhetai followed suit and rode to the front of the procession again, preparing himself mentally for another long day of travel. He scanned the horizon all the way around, judging their distance from various landmarks. They had made good time the day before, even with all the delays starting out. Once sure they were headed in the right direction and far enough away from anyone else’s territory, Sukhetai raised his hand in the air, rather than the white banner. A few confused glances pinged around the caravan, but Sukhetai ignored them and started riding. It took a moment, but he soon heard the sound of the herd following him.


  It was far too early to start singing. Sukhetai had no sooner decided that than a pair of horses caught up to either side of him. They respectfully stayed slightly behind him, but Sukhetai turned to look anyway. Maral rode to his left, and Borchu to his right. He sighed. It was also too early to deal with either of them.


  “Good morning,” Sukhetai said. “And to what do I owe your company?”


  He was mildly concerned that nobody was watching the goats, but when he glanced back he found the oldest man from the hill family at the lead. He supposed that was suitable.


  “A couple of things,” Maral said. “The most pressing of which being that you don’t appear to be hoisting the appropriate banner. Dare I ask why?”


  “We’re in the middle of our own territory and are obviously a trade caravan,” Sukhetai said. “Who do you expect would be riding all the way through here just to inspect our intentions? It’s not as though this event is unknown.”


  Maral scowled. It was always an interesting face to see on the old man. It made his eyes look sharp and dangerous, as though reminding those around him that he really had been the best bowman in the Doud Tahlkheer—perhaps in the whole of the Morin Khuun—at one point in his life. It was a look meant to put the younger riders in their place. Usually it worked. Sukhetai very much envied him for that.


  “You endanger us over such an assumption?” Maral asked. “Is there anything between your ears?”


  “I am First Rider,” Sukhetai said, with a scowl of his own. “I didn’t get here just by being my father’s son.”


  “Apologies,” Maral said. “Is there anything between your ears, First Rider?”


  Sukhetai rolled his eyes and ignored the old man. They didn’t get much farther before Borchu snapped his reins, and rode out in front of Sukhetai. He had no choice but to stop, and Maral continued leading the caravan ahead. Sukhetai glanced at Maral, then at the riders, then at Borchu.


  “Move or be moved, Borchu.” Sukhetai’s hands tightened on his reins. “I am the leader, here.”


  “Then lead,” Borchu said. “Don’t let me stop you. Just know that if you ever touch Maral I’m going to have to hurt you, First Rider or not. All men bleed, Sukhetai.”


  His eyes were unnerving, and even as Sukhetai fought to look away, he couldn’t. They were so blue he feared for a moment that perhaps the man knew some magic the oyuun didn’t have. Fighting back a shudder, wondering if someone could wind-ride a person, he steered his horse past Borchu’s with a glare.


  “If you ever ride in front of me again I’m going to hurt both of you,” Sukhetai said. “Then you’ll be together in your misery. How does that sound?”


  Something snapped at Sukhetai’s face. He winced, and his horse reared back. On instinct, he pressed his hand against his cheek and looked around, but there was nobody within reach except Borchu. Maral was facing the other way. When he glanced back, he realized what it was, as Borchu raised his riding crop again, a short, tightly-knotted band of rope and horse hair. Sukhetai was too stunned to say anything. His cheek stung.


  “Never threaten me again,” Borchu said. “I’m sick of it.”


  Without waiting for a response, Borchu turned his horse and rode off toward the goats.


  Sukhetai removed his hand from his face, still shocked, but found no blood. His hand shook, and he felt like a child again. Not in a good way. In a small, helpless, bullied way. 


  The snort of a camel brought him back to where he was supposed to be, and he looked up at the caravan. They’d spread out, which wasn’t good for organization. With a sigh, Sukhetai nudged his horse to a canter to get out in front of everyone again. He still didn’t see the point in the banner.


  He caught up to Maral, and fell in next to and slightly in front of him. The old man scoffed.


  “What was the other thing?” Sukhetai asked. “Besides the banner?”


  “Which I see you have yet to raise?” Maral shook his head. “The gers this morning. You could have helped, and yet you did not. I begin to wonder why your father put you here in the first place.”


  Sukhetai didn’t dignify that with a response, save to keep his eyes on the horizon. If he saw someone coming, perhaps he’d raise the banner. As it was, he suspected they’d get through the day without incident.


  “I do begin to wonder, but then again I think I know why.” Maral sighed. “Your father is a wise man, but he is your father. You came by your brash streak naturally.”


  “I always thought I got it from my mother,” Sukhetai said.


  “Precisely. And he couldn’t control her, either,” Maral said.


  That struck Sukhetai silent. It was true, she’d left quite early on and he had very little memory of her. He doubted she’d even recognize him save by his name if they ever met again. From the stories his father told, she was very much like him—wild as one of the eagles, hot tempered, and willful. Baavgai always spoke of it like it was a good thing, but Sukhetai seemed to only get gravel from his side of it.


  “So then why’d he make me do this?” Sukhetai asked, mostly to himself.


  “Because he knows that the only way you’ll learn is by making your own mistakes,” Maral said. “That’s what I would do, too, if you were my son.”


  Sukhetai looked at the bowyer sideways. It had never occurred to him that the cranky old ox was well traveled enough that he might have offspring out in the world somewhere.


  “Do you have any children, Maral?” he asked.


  Maral shook his head with a little grin. It was a grin full of secrets, and his eyes twinkled with mischief.


  “No, and I doubt I ever will,” he said.


  He left it at that, and Sukhetai raised an eyebrow. The old man didn’t seem inclined to offer anything more, and Sukhetai went back to scanning the horizon. It was still a long way to Mahlcry. He couldn’t even see the Ire from where they were yet.


  “You still haven’t raised the banner,” Maral said.


  “By the Great Beard of the Sky, would you stop?” Sukhetai sighed.


  “Not until you put it up.”


  Sukhetai groaned, and steered with his legs for a bit while he untied the white banner from the side of his saddle bags. It was a simple matter to reattach it to the pole and settle it in the saddle’s holster again. Behind him, he heard the snickering of the rest of the caravan. He straightened up, and tried not to turn bright red at the edges. Maral wheezed a laugh.


  “Happy?” Sukhetai asked.


  “That you are no longer putting us in danger? Yes,” Maral said. “Perhaps you’ll learn your lesson sooner if there is a next time.”


  The rest of the day went much more according to plan than the morning would have otherwise indicated. They sang a few traveling songs, stopped midday to enjoy a break and to keep the animals well maintained. Sukhetai couldn’t help but notice the looks that people tossed in his direction, though. Swift and fleeting, like they didn’t want him to know. He eventually got tired of it and rode out with his bow to see if he could track down anything. There weren’t even any hares as far as he could find, but he wasn’t looking very hard. He just needed an excuse to get away.


  When he returned, the others were still singing and talking. Mostly they talked, and Sukhetai rode in the quiet that surrounded him. Maral and Borchu fell back in with the rest of the herders, leaving him alone at the front. He actually preferred it that way.


  Eventually, someone decided to approach him. Sukhetai heard the hooves before he turned around, though he didn’t need to. Delgejin called up to him before he fell in beside.


  “Sukhetai!”


  He acknowledged with a nod, and a grin, but was otherwise too bored to respond. 


  Delgejin started to say something, then stopped. “What happened to your face?” 


  Sukhetai reached up to touch his cheek with a frown. It hadn’t felt bruised, nor had it been bleeding. But sure enough, there was a tiny, raised welt under his right eye. A new surge of anger made his ears ring for a moment. Borchu could have taken his eye out with that thing.


  “Borchu wasn’t taking me seriously, so I threatened him.” Sukhetai lowered his hand again. “It seems I should take him a bit more seriously.”


  “I would say so,” Delgejin said.


  “One would think he wouldn’t be much of a threat, considering we did capture him,” Sukhetai said. “Apparently I was wrong.”


  Delgejin shrugged. They rode on for a few minutes before Sukhetai’s curiosity overcame him.


  “So... What were you going to say before you noticed my face?” he asked.


  “Oh!” His brother jolted, as though he’d been staring into the middle-sky. “Right, I was going to say I have some news on Qara and Orbei for you.”


  Sukhetai settled back in his saddle. He’d almost forgotten about that. In the frenzy and rush to get everything set up and accounted for to get on the road, he’d lost track of that.


  “Do tell,” he said. “I feel as though half the caravan wants to send me back right about now. It’s good to have someone on my side.”


  “Well, the two of them spend an awful lot of time together,” Delgejin said.


  “That doesn’t surprise me terribly,” Sukhetai said. “That’s why I asked you to pay attention to them in the first place.”


  Delgejin nodded, and glanced behind him. Presumably the two of them were back there, somewhere. Sukhetai kept looking ahead. Let Delgejin look like the suspicious one.


  “You know how Maral and Borchu spend a lot of time together?” Delgejin asked. “Like that.”


  Sukhetai blinked. He hadn’t noticed that, but in hindsight, should have. The two of them never went anywhere without each other. Sukhetai thought it was because they had similar professions, but that wasn’t true. Maral was a bowyer. He could have been in charge of the camels or yaks all this time for all anyone cared, but he didn’t. Sukhetai looked at Delgejin with his eyebrows furrowed.


  “I never noticed,” he said.


  “Really?” Delgejin’s eyes bugged out. “They share a ger, they aren’t family, and you never noticed?”


  “I see I really do need to pay more attention,” Sukhetai said. “And you say Orbei and Qara are the same way?”


  Delgejin gave a sideways nod of his head and pinched the air. “One could be mistaken. They’re both young enough that they’re like me and share a ger with the rest of the girls their own age, but otherwise...”


  Sukhetai nodded slowly. That he was still in his family’s ger because his father was the warchief meant he didn’t see what went on everywhere else. His father never tried to make him move. It just didn’t seem like the thing to do, especially since with his mother gone Baavgai would end up alone. Sukhetai realized what a mistake that was. He’d been outcast by his own situation. No wonder everyone thought he was strange.


  “That tells me what I need to know,” he said. “Thank you, Delgejin.”


  They were quiet for a few more minutes, though Sukhetai could feel Delgejin squinting at his shoulder. This time, when he glanced over, he was correct.


  “May I ask what you needed to know?” his brother asked.


  “I just wanted to confirm a suspicion.” Sukhetai smiled to himself. “Qara seemed very excited when I told her I wanted both of them to come along. That means I know how to get her to bend, now.”


  “What?” Delgejin gave a nervous laugh. “What do you mean by that?”


  “Like a bow.” Sukhetai turned his smile on his brother. “A bow needs to be able to bend in order to use it properly.”


  Delgejin made a face, but didn’t otherwise comment. He didn’t get much chance to, as somewhere in the back of the caravan a song started. It sounded like Orbei’s doing, as a high, ringing voice soared over the others. Sukhetai didn’t join in, but his smile didn’t falter as they continued ever closer to the horizon.


CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  Tanan

  


  



  Bakkar woke Tanan before dawn. “It’s time, Your Highness.”


  Tanan sighed and rolled out of bed. “Have we forgotten anything, Bakkar?”


  The old man shrugged. “I’d trust Wazor al-Salem’s judgment on this, Your Highness. He seemed satisfied with our preparations.”


  “He has experience,” Tanan said, slipping out of his sleeping robes and into the commoner’s clothing. The underthings chafed a bit in tender places, but he’d just have to get used to them. “I learned something of his background from my uncle. Wazor has hidden depths, it seems.”


  Bakkar nodded. “I confess to being impressed by the breadth of his knowledge, Your Highness.”


  “If I didn’t know how much he likes the comfort of palace living, I’d think he’s as excited to be on this trip as I am,” Tanan said.


  Bakkar smiled at him. “A grand adventure, Your Highness.” He took a moment to pick up Tanan’s discarded clothing. “I could almost wish I were going along, but I fear my old bones would not fare well. I’ll look forward to your return.”


  Settling his clothing, he slipped on his barn boots, not at all surprised that they had not been burned after all. A bit run-down and worse for wear, but they hugged his feet as a mother holds her infant. He hefted the pack, looping one strap over his shoulder. “Do I have everything?”


  Bakkar reached into his robes and pulled out the blades. “You’ll want these, Your Highness. A bit of your family history as you set off to make some of your own.”


  Tanan felt touched by the old man’s foresight. “Why, Bakkar, you’re a poet.”


  He looked down with a small, self-deprecating chuckle. “Hardly, Your Highness. Just an old man who’s been blessed by the Lord and Lady to have seen much in my span of seasons.”


  Tanan swung his pack down again and thrust the scabbards into it, one on each side. “That’s what we didn’t get,” he said.


  “Your highness?” Bakkar asked.


  “A sturdy belt.”


  “The emir has one for you, Your Highness. He’ll meet you in the kitchen.”


  Tanan shook his head. “Why do I have the feeling that I am a very small fly in a very large web?”


  “More like a gear in a complicated machine, I think, Your Highness.” He shrugged. “You were born to it.”


  Tanan smiled and pulled his pack onto his shoulder again. “Thank you for your help, Bakkar.”


  Bakkar bowed, hand to heart. “Safe voyage, my prince. Remember that no matter how rough the road or how difficult the passage, you will think back on this in your twilight seasons with fondness.”


  Tanan offered his arm.


  Bakkar looked up in surprise but clasped arms with him.


  “Stay well, old friend. Take care of my rooms.”


  “Of course, Your Highness.”


  With a final nod and a look around, Tanan padded out with a certain sense of trepidation for whatever hardships may lie ahead, but also with a trill of excitement rippling up his spine.


  In the pre-dawn hours, the palace still slept, at least in the royal residences. He padded through the empty corridors, making his way down to the kitchens. He smelled the early morning bread before he heard the quiet murmurings of Cook and her helpers preparing for another long day.


  He found Wazor and Shahar seated at the table in the corner of the kitchen, mugs of tea and slabs of fresh bread in front of them. They both looked up at his entrance, Wazor with gleaming eyes and a smile while Shahar had a more critical gaze. They both stood as he crossed the kitchen.


  Cook thrust a mug of tea into his hand as he passed. She offered a smile but no words as she continued the morning’s work.


  He sipped the tea, finding it rich with honey.


  “Good morning, Uncle. Teacher.”


  Shahar nodded and eyed Tanan’s gear, grabbing a strap on his pack and using it to lever him around to look from all angles. “Well, done. Not new. Not too shabby. Where’d you get the pack? Looks like a guardsman’s.”


  “One of the sergeants owed me a favor. I traded him a new one for his old.”


  “He wasn’t curious?”


  Tanan shrugged. “He might have been, but he didn’t ask any questions.”


  Shahar looked at Wazor. “He’s ready for this?”


  “As ready as he can be, I think, Emir.”


  Shahar nodded and pulled a sack from the floor under the table. He reached in and pulled out two heavy belts. He handed the wider one to Wazor and the second to Tanan. Wazor’s eyes grew round; Tanan nearly dropped his, unprepared for the weight. Shahar lowered his voice. “Emergency only.” He looked at Wazor. “You’ve got two hundred gold taels in that belt, sewn between the layers. Once you pull the threads, they’ll spill out, so be careful.”


  Wazor nodded. “I’m familiar, Emir.”


  Shahar smiled. “I suspected you might be.” He looked at Tanan. “A hundred in yours. It’s enough to get you out of most scrapes, but don’t depend on it. Last resort only. Think of it as your ticket home—but be sure you’re ready to return before you use it.”


  “Thank you, Uncle.” Tanan weighed the belt in his hand, then slipped his pack off, thumping it onto the floor. He reached in and pulled out one of the blades, affixing it to the belt before strapping it on. He glanced at Wazor and pulled the other knife, handing it hilt first to his teacher.


  Wazor’s eyes grew round as he took the offered blade. “Are you sure, Your Highness?”


  Tanan nodded. “I can only use one. You may as well have the use of the other.”


  Wazor affixed the scabbard to his belt and strapped the heavy leather around the outside of his robes. The effect gave his teacher a rakish, almost dangerous, look and removed ten winters from his age. Tanan smiled at him.


  “Your great-grandfather will meet you at the barge,” Shahar said. “The captain is expecting you—and his palm has already been oiled, so don’t let him hijack you for more. Speaking of which. You have travel funds?”


  Wazor patted his robe, making a hidden purse jingle. “Two golds, twenty silvers, and a handful of bits.”


  Tanan nodded, pulling a wallet from a pocket inside his tunic. “Three golds. A few silvers.”


  “You shouldn’t need them. Al-Harradi, as your sponsor, will pay your expenses should you stop somewhere overnight. He’ll make the arrangements for you in Mahlcry as well.”


  Tanan nodded. “Understood, Uncle.”


  Shahar looked at Wazor. “Who is he?” he asked, jerking at thumb at Tanan.


  “Tan ibn al-Harradi,” Wazor said. “Distant relative of Yassir al-Harradi.”


  Shahar nodded.


  “Why is he there?”


  “To assist al-Harradi in his business, to learn the salt trade with the hope that, someday, he may open a salt factorage in Korlay.”


  Shahar nodded again. He looked at Tanan. “You got that, Tan?” He emphasized the name.


  “Yes, Uncle.”


  “Why Korlay?” he asked.


  “Why not? They need salt, and ours is the finest in the world. With the right backing and a solid supply, it should be a profitable trade,” Tanan said.


  Shahar blinked. “You just made that up on the spot?”


  “Was it wrong?” Tanan asked.


  Shahar shook his head. “No, it was actually better than I would have suggested. Few details. Nothing that might not be true.” With another look at the two of them, Shahar nodded. “I think you’re as ready as we can make you.” He clasped arms with them both. “Go with the Lord and the Lady,” he said. “Fare well.”


  “Thank you, Uncle.”


  Shahar nodded to Cook on his way out and disappeared down the corridor toward the residence.


  Cook thrust a hot slab of bread covered in butter and jam at him. “Eat fast,” she said. Tanan thought her eyes might be shining, but she bustled off before he could be sure.


   

  


  The sun had peeked over the horizon by the time Tanan and Wazor reached the docks. The city already stirred as merchants and vendors set up for the morning, preparing stalls and rolling carts of merchandise from their storage. The docks themselves bustled with activity. A seagoing merchantman with a rounded belly used a cargo crane to load crates and barrels from the dock into the gaping hold amidships. Smaller craft—some fishing boats and a few water taxis—already plied the harbor. Closer in, several river barges lay snugged against the pier, their crews mostly absent. On one of them, laborers ran bundles and bales from a heavy wagon over a gangway and into the hold. A solidly built man, already stripped to the waist in advance of the morning’s heat, kept an eye on them. The name—Abra’ujash—gleamed in silvery paint across the stern.


  “That’s it,” Wazor said.


  Tanan nodded. “Suppose that’s the captain?”


  Wazor grinned. “No chance, young—” He cut himself off. “This will be a hard habit to break.”


  “I’m still your student,” Tanan said with a shrug. “I think as long as you don’t use the h-word, we’re probably all right.”


  “You’re not a sir, my boy.” Wazor sidled off to the side of the dock, out of the path. “As al-Harradi’s assistant, you’re little more than a servant.”


  “But I carry his name,” Tanan said.


  Wazor nodded. “I’ll try to be careful. In the capital, you’re in little danger. Out there?” He nodded toward the wide river’s mouth that entered into the harbor. “Being a prince without a guard detail?” He shook his head.


  “I’m probably more comfortable as a stable hand than a prince,” Tanan said.


  Wazor ran his tongue over his lower lip and gave his head a little shake. “I fear you may be overly confident in that, my boy. You were raised in the palace. Everyone around you treated you as a prince. Even in the stables, the stable master knew who you were. He’d never consider cuffing your ears or kicking your ass for breaking a rule or shooting off your mouth. You’ve known, inside, that you are a prince. As a last resort you could leave any unpleasantness behind simply by returning to your rooms.” Wazor leaned in close. “You’re no longer a prince. You’re just the boy whose job it is to help an old, old man with more money than he can spend and more power than almost anybody else in the realm. If somebody doesn’t like what you say or what you do or even how you smell, you can expect them to let you know about it. Perhaps violently.”


  Tanan’s heart beat a little faster, at first in anger but then in the realization that Wazor had the right of it. “What do I do?”


  “Remember ‘sir’ whenever you speak to Yassir, and keep your eyes down when speaking to anybody you’re not prepared to punch.”


  Tanan thought Wazor had made a joke at first but realized he’d been deadly serious. In an instant, the laugh that had been building in his chest turned to a burning coal. He nodded, looking down at his feet. “Thank you, sir. I’ll try to remember.”


  Wazor patted him on the shoulder. “That’s my boy. Now, let’s go see how the tide flows, shall we?”


  Wazor led the way to the river boat, pausing at the foot of the gangway. The workers glanced at him, but no one stopped; they kept trotting on and off, a seemingly endless cycle. Sweat ran in rivulets down their naked torsos, weaving a musky overlay to the salty stench of the tidal flats beyond the water.


  “Oy. You.” The supervisor stood on the side of the boat, glaring at them. “What’re yer about then?”


  “Passengers for Mahlcry,” Wazor said. “We’re with Moulay al-Harradi.”


  “So ye say. Can you prove it?”


  “When he arrives, he’ll vouch for us,” Wazor said.


  The supervisor gave a shrug and short nod at the warehouse wall. “Git yers out of the way. We’ll sort it out once we’re loaded.”


  Wazor nodded and led the way to the wall, pressing his back against it and lowering his backside in a crouch. “Relax, my boy. We’ve a long way to go and no reason to do it all today.”


  Tanan pulled the pack from his shoulders and placed it between them, following Wazor’s example. For what seemed like an hour, they watched the stevedores grabbing bales, running them into the boat, and running back for the next. The pace felt relentless, but Tanan noticed that they seemed to dance together in a simple, repeating pattern. Always so many on the pier, only so many on the boat. One man on, one man off, never missing the beat. The man with the load never had to wait for the plank to be cleared, and the man coming off always had enough time to get ashore before the next load went in.


  As the morning wore on, the wagon emptied only to be replaced by another, teamsters rolling the empty one away with the same team that brought the next. The scene repeated several times before the supervisor nodded his approval and no more wagons came. The crew in the hold bubbled out onto the deck and wrestled a lattice cover over the gaping hold. A canvas cover went over that, leaving a low tentlike structure to protect the cargo within.


  Tanan’s legs cramped from being in one position for so long. He stood, bracing his shoulders against the wall. “Aren’t your legs killing you?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Not my first time.” He glanced up at Tanan. “What do you see? Engage your mind and your body will take care of itself.”


  “I don’t know what to look for,” Tanan said.


  “Everything. What’s on the dock? What condition are the planks? How many bollards are there? How many boats tied up?”


  “Is that important?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor snorted. “You never know what’s important, my b—Tan. Importance comes after perception. If you don’t see it, you’ll never know if it’s important.”


  “You can’t learn what you don’t know you don’t know,” Tanan said.


  Wazor gifted him with a glance and a chuckle. “Where’s the merchantman bound for?” He glanced at the round-bellied ship at the end of the pier.


  Tanan looked toward the vessel, watching them hoist barrels aboard.


  “Don’t stare,” Wazor said. “Look at them and then look across the bay. Maybe look up at the sky or back at the riverboat.”


  Tanan watched Wazor for a few moments. Sure enough, his head looked like it might be mounted on a swivel, constantly turning this way and that. Never seeming to look at anything very long or repeat the pattern of observations. He tried it, looking left and then right. Pausing to look at a seabird sailing overhead before glancing left. “How do you keep track?”


  Wazor shrugged. “Let your mind worry about that. You just look. Notice what you see. Smell the air around you. Listen for the footsteps, or the wind in the rigging, or the waves against the hulls.”


  Tanan shifted his weight to push his shoulders flat against the wooden wall behind him and tried to do what Wazor suggested. “They look like fish barrels,” he said after a few moments.


  “What makes them fish barrels instead of wine?”


  “Wine has a different shape. Flatter sides.”


  “Are you sure?” Wazor asked, apparently playing with a small stick, flipping it around in his fingers.


  “Relatively.”


  “Where would they take fish from here?” he asked.


  Tanan pondered that question for a long time, trying to find some reason why salted fish would go from one port to another. “Ohran,” he said.


  “Why Ohran?” Wazor asked.


  “They have the big school. A big city right on the ocean but they don’t have a fishery,” Tanan said.


  “Do you know why?” Wazor asked.


  “Not offhand.”


  “Deep water. Too deep for fishing.”


  “I didn’t know you needed a certain depth,” Tanan said. “Isn’t water water?”


  Wazor snorted. “What do fish eat?”


  “Smaller fish,” Tanan said.


  “Are you sure?” Wazor asked.


  “Relatively. Am I wrong?”


  “No. They eat smaller fish. What do the smaller fish eat?”


  “Even smaller fish?” Tanan asked.


  “Now you are guessing.”


  “Yes.”


  “Good guess,” Wazor said. “The waters off the coast here are shallow for a very long way. Beyond the deep valleys, large plateaus exist under the water. Deep by bathtub standards, but still shallower than the cold depths of the wide sea. Those plateaus are home to the smallest fish, which in turn are eaten by the larger fish, and so on until even the largest fish find food.”


  Tanan nodded. “Without the shallows, no fish,” he said.


  “Not no fish. Just fish that are difficult and costly to catch as well as being unfamiliar to the people who like a nice piece of fish for dinner.”


  “Cheaper to buy our fish?” Tanan asked.


  “Yes.”


  “So are they going to Ohran?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor shrugged. “It’s possible. There are a half a hundred other ports they could be bound for.”


  “Then why?”


  “Why did I ask?” Wazor asked, pushing himself up from the crouch with his staff.


  “Yes.”


  “That’s yes, sir, Tan.” He stood to his full height, shaking out each of his legs as a carriage trundled from between the buildings and onto the dock, a matched pair of grays drawing it smartly along. “It distracted you long enough.” He grinned and nodded at the conveyance. “Don’t just stand there, go help the old man down from his carriage.”


  Tanan snorted and looped the pack onto his back. “Yes, sir.”


  The carriage door popped open just as Tanan arrived. His great-grandfather peered down from the darkness within. “Good, good, my boy. Thank you for coming so promptly. We didn’t give you much warning.” He waved a hand, urging Tanan closer. “Come, come. I’m not as spry as I was at seventy, let alone seventeen. Give us a hand and we’ll be quit of this contraption.”


  Unsure what to do, Tanan stood close to the door and the old man gripped his shoulder with a talonlike hand. “Just stand still for a moment, my boy. I just need to extract myself.” With some effort and a few grunts, Yassir levered himself out of the carriage and got his feet firmly under him.


  “There,” he said. “Be a good lad and fetch my bags.” He pointed to the back of the carriage where a footman had already pulled three large bags from the back of the carriage, dropping them onto the dock in a neat row.


  Tanan nodded, remembering to keep his eyes down. “Of course, sir.”


  “Good lad,” Yassir said and began the slow walk to the waiting boat. He looked over at Wazor. “Any trouble finding the place?”


  Wazor shook his head. “No, Moulay. The deck man didn’t believe me and had us cool our heels until you arrived.” He offered an arm to Yassir.


  “He did, did he?” Yassir squinted up at the man in question. “They’re with me, Lounis.” His voice carried across the docks and probably well out to sea.


  “Aye, sir. Your word’s good enough for me.” He stood at the boat side of the gangway, waiting with his thumbs in his belt.


  “My gold’s good enough, you mean,” Yassir said, waving Wazor off so he could pick his way along the bumpy plank with only his walking stick for support.


  Lounis waited, looking around at the pier, out to sea. Anywhere but at Yassir, shuffling his way along. He seemed in no hurry, but Tanan found the bags to be heavy going. He dropped two and his pack before going back for the third, grouping them beside the gangway.


  “Tide’s shifting soon?” Yassir asked, still shuffling along the plank. His words drifted to Tanan, who, having spent the better part of the morning watching the stevedores trot back and forth, felt doubly pained on seeing the old man shuffling so slowly.


  “Oh, aye,” Lounis said. “Crew’s ready. Capt’n’ll be along in the next half glass. Tide’s shiftin’ now but we’ll give it a bit to get rollin’ before we point her north.”


  “What news of the river?” the old man asked.


  “Nothin’ new. The rains haven’t rolled in over the headwaters yet. We’ll be back before they do.”


  “Good, good.” Yassir finally made it to the boat and turned toward the bow, shuffling along the inside the freeboard. “Wazor here will bunk with me. We’ve much to discuss on the ride upriver.”


  Tanan looped his pack over one shoulder and grabbed a bag in each hand, following Wazor aboard.


  Yassir turned his head to speak over his shoulder. “Bring the bags down to my compartment, boy. Look lively now.”


  “Yes, sir.” With Yassir and Wazor in the way, he didn’t see a way around to get ahead of them.


  “Oy,” Lounis said. “Cross over to port. Take the companionway down. He’s in the bow.”


  Tanan looked over his shoulder to see the big man pointing across the ship.


  “Mind the hatch,” Lounis said.


  Tanan nodded and picked his way across the deck to enter the forward deckhouse on the other side. A few steps down took him into the dimness. A narrow corridor led forward and ended in an open door. He wrestled the bags through the narrow opening, placing them on the beds—the only bare spot in the tiny room. He dropped his pack on the floor inside the door and went back out, retracing his steps to avoid running down Yassir, who had reached the top of the small steps but stood there staring out over the bay. Leaving him there, he scampered back up on the deck and fetched the last bag from the dock.


  “What about the boy?” Lounis asked.


  Yassir looked up and nodded. “Yes. Tan.” He looked at Lounis. “All the poles aboard?”


  Lounis spit over the side.


  “How many are we down?”


  “Unless the skipper brings some back, three.” Lounis scowled at the old man.


  “Yes, yes. I know. That’s why we don’t come to the palace docks, Lounis. I’ve heard it before.” He cast a glance at Tanan—the kind of glance the youth seen often enough before that he already knew he wouldn’t like the words about to come out of the old man’s mouth.


  “Put him with the crew.”


  “You sure?” Lounis asked, giving Tan a professional stare. “Seems kinda scrawny to be pushing a pole.”


  Yassir shrugged. “He only has to keep up, not push the boat himself.”


  Tanan didn’t like the dismissive looks Lounis threw his way, but he felt dead certain that whatever plans they had for him on the way upriver would be much, much worse than a few stares.


  “You have a problem, boy?” Wazor asked, a frown lowering onto his face.


  Tanan swallowed hard and shook his head. “No, sir.”


  Wazor nodded. “Good. Get that bag below and see Lounis.”


  Tanan scampered forward to put the bag with the rest before Yassir got all the way in and blocked the way. He dropped the bag on the bed and snatched his pack off the floor.


  On his way back out, Yassir touched his arm and gave him a smile. “They’re a good crew. Learn from them. Yes?”


  “Yes, sir.”


  The old man held his gaze for a few seconds. “You’ve a lot of your grandfather in you.” He nodded. “A good man and a great king.” He patted Tanan’s arm and nodded to the deck. “Get out there before Lounis gets impatient.”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


  Tanan almost tripped stepping up on the deck but Lounis was there to catch his upper arm. Tanan felt the man squeeze his arm as if testing his strength before letting go. “A little meat on the bones. You ever done this kind of work before?”


  “No, sir.”


  “I’m no sir. Capt’n is sir. Al-Harradi is sir. I’m just yes.” He raised his eyebrows. “Got it?”


  Tanan nodded. “Yes.”


  Lounis grinned. “I had you pegged for another of his scribes. You’ve used that arm to lift more than beer.”


  “Shoveled stables,” Tanan said.


  “So at least you know work.” Lounis nodded. “Take it easy the first few days. We’ll start you out slow. Let you get the muscles built up a little.”


  “I appreciate that. I’ll do my best.”


  Lounis nodded. “We’re no blood boat, boy, but we need the crew to work. Like it or not, you’re crew. At least until the old man changes his mind.” He stared into Tan’s eyes for a few moments, then nodded. “Let’s get you settled.”


  He led Tan aft to where another house rose from the deck. This one covered about the last quarter of the hull, leaving only a narrow path around it. It ran all the way to the stern. A short ladder gave access to the flat-topped roof where a heavy wooden bar stuck forward.


  Lounis nodded. “That’s the tiller. It’s how we steer this bitch. Attaches to the rudder down there.” He pointed to the water behind the boat where a broad fin lurked just under the surface. He popped the catches on a small hatch and thrust it open, reached in to snap another, and pushed a small door to reveal another set of steps—the companionway—down into the hull. He led the way down to an open room. The floor was flat for only a portion of the width. The ship’s ribs and planking curved up until they reached the deck. The rest was open with a few vertical posts that looked like part of the ship.


  Several men lay sprawled in hammocks strung between the posts and from the overheads. A lantern glowed from the center of the roof, its light overwhelmed by the beam of morning sun coming in through the companionway. They looked up, many bleary-eyed as if just waking.


  “You’ll sleep here.” Lounis said.


  “Fresh meat, Lounis?” One of the men leaned out of his hammock. “You don’t think Mabrouk or Isram are coming back?”


  “Stick it, Faiz. Temporary,” Lounis said, his voice a warning growl. “He’s with the old man.”


  The man, Faiz, chuckled. “He’s back here, he’s with us.” He looked Tan up and down. “Kinda scrawny, yeah?”


  “I said stick it.” Lounis took a half step forward.


  “You ever pushed a pole before, kid?”


  Tanan shook his head. “Shoveled stables. Tossed bales. First time on a boat.”


  “What you going to do for the old man, eh?” Faiz asked.


  “Whatever he needs, I guess,” Tanan said, looking around at the other heads popping up over the hammock edges.


  “Aw. Come on. We’re all friends here. What’s your deal?” Faiz sat up in his hammock, a wiry man without an ounce of fat on his body.


  “I’m going to learn the salt trade from him,” Tanan said.


  Chuckles popped up around the room.


  “What’s your name, kid?” Faiz asked. “Or should we just call you ‘Kid?’”


  “Tan,” he said.


  “That’s it? Just Tan?”


  “Tan al-Harradi.”


  Even Lounis stared at him.


  Tanan shrugged. “You don’t pick your parents.”


  “You’re really al-Harradi?” Faiz asked, a completely different expression on his face. Perhaps amazement.


  “Yeah,” Tanan said. “Somewhere back up the line. Great-grandfather or something.” He shrugged. “Maybe second uncle on my cousin’s side by marriage.” He grinned.


  Faiz looked at Lounis. “And here I thought the old man only screwed—”


  “Stick it, Faiz,” Lounis said, casting a side-eyed glance at Tan. “He’s a pole pusher for now. Ride him any harder, I’ll start pushing poles myself and you won’t like where.” He looked around the room. “Anybody else have any fish shit to spread?”


  Heads ducked down into hammocks until all but Faiz had hidden away in the canvas folds. Lounis pointed to him. “You, smart guy. Set him up with a hammock. Give him a hook for his gear. Capt’n’s due any time now and he’s gonna wanna get this scow underway with the tide.”


  Faiz rolled his eyes to the heavens and groaned. “If we must, we must.”


  Lounis stared at Faiz until he sighed and flipped himself out of the hammock, waving Tan toward the back of the boat. “Come on, kid. Let’s get you settled.”


  “I mean it, Faiz,” Lounis said.


  Faiz waved Lounis away, ducking under a hammock and all but disappearing in the jungle of canvas and rope.


  Tanan followed as best he could, ducking under and walking around the hammocks. He didn’t have to go far but the path ran circuitously through the maze. He found Faiz at the back of the boat, leaning against a wall festooned with canvas bags, each on its own heavy peg.


  “Hang your kit here.” He hooked two fingers over an empty peg near the bottom row.


  Tanan slipped his pack off and looped the handle over the peg.


  “Nobody messes with another guy’s bag,” Faiz said, staring at Tan. “You understand me, kid?”


  “We’re all on the same boat,” Tanan said.


  “And if you want to stay on the boat, you’ll mind your manners. Get it?” Faiz fingered the hilt of his belt knife, his eyes glittering in the dim light.


  “Got it.”


  Faiz pointed to a pile of canvas bundles stacked to one side on the floor. “Grab a hammock. We’ll get you set up.”


  Tanan grabbed the first one he came to, surprised by the weight of it. He followed Faiz back through the maze until he stopped somewhere in the middle. “Here,” he said, hooking a couple of fingers over a metal hook driven into one of the uprights.


  Tanan unrolled the bundle, finding a tangle of ropes and a couple of iron rings. He glanced around to see how the others looked and got one ring hooked but didn’t see its mate.


  Faiz pointed. “It’s over there.”


  Once Faiz pointed it out, Tanan spotted it—almost the same color as the dark wood and shadowed from the lantern. He dragged the other end over and hefted the ring over the metal.


  “Good lad,” Faiz said. “Try it out.”


  Tanan eyed the contraption, suspecting foul play but finding nothing to support his fear. He sat in the middle, sinking into the belly of the sling and turned himself to lay lengthwise along it.


  “See?” Faiz said. “Nothing to it.”


  Tanan found the canvas sling comforting. He shifted his weight around in it a little and felt a lot safer in it than he’d imagined.


  “When you’re not in it, hook the two rings on the same hook and clear the deck, yeah?” Faiz said, peering in at him over the edge.


  “Got it,” Tanan said.


  “One other thing,” Faiz said.


  “What’s that?”


  With a grab and a heave, Faiz pulled the side, dumping Tan out onto the deck. He lay there, half dazed—elbow and hip feeling bruised. He rubbed the side of this head where it had smacked the hard floor. “Don’t get too comfortable,” Faiz said. “Ya never know when some joker might take it on himself to have a little fun, yeah?”


  Tanan sprang to his feet, reaching across the hammock with both hands, but Faiz danced back, his hands out to his sides. A few of the other men chuckled.


  “Easy, lad.” The voice came from above. Tanan looked to see a head leaning out of a hammock near the ceiling. “Asshole does that to every new man. Welcome aboard.”


  “A little warning would have been nice,” Tanan said, his anger cooling slowly.


  “And ruin his fun?” The man’s grin practically glowed in the dimness. “I’m Abbou.”


  “Tan,” he said.


  Heavy footsteps on the deck outside and a pounding on the roof interrupted them. “All hands on deck.” Lounis’s voice had everybody rolling out of their beds and stowing their hammocks by looping the rings together. In less than a minute, the only hammock left was Tanan’s. He followed their example, then followed them onto the deck.


CHAPTER NINETEEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  They smelled the Spirits’ Ire before they saw it. Somehow the funk of dead things and tang of whatever poison tainted the water there had seeped into the air over the hill and congealed like oily, boiled fat in the valley between rises. Sukhetai wasn’t exactly used to the smell, but his reaction was somewhat tempered by the familiarity from previous rides. Next to him, Qara clapped a hand over her nose and mouth. All conversation and song stopped in a wave as they rode down into the shallow dip.


  Sukhetai kicked his horse to a gallop and rode to the crest of the next hill. A faceful of southern wind blasted the stench into his nostrils, but below him lay the gray and bitter expanse of the Ire. Under other circumstances, the light glittering on the surface of the water would have looked inviting and refreshing. Overlaid by memories of the bitter and ugly stories his father told about losing horses to the spirits there, that glittering was akin to knife blades, beckoning them to their doom. Sukhetai looked off into the horizon, judging how far the befouled wetlands stretched to the west. It had been a particularly damp winter, and after the recent snows up in the western mountains he wasn’t surprised to find that the bog had claimed more territory than last he remembered.


  The sound of hooves made him turn as Qara rode up the hill next to him. She recoiled as the wind hit her. Sukhetai would have laughed if not for the fact that he understood.


  “What is that?” Qara asked.


  “The Ire,” Sukhetai said. “Don’t worry, we’ll be going around it, not through it.”


  “Great Sky Above, I hope so.” Qara couldn’t quite relax her scrunched-up nose. “It smells like a dead polecat’s armpit down there.”


  Sukhetai did laugh at that one, and turned to look at the rest of the caravan. They were moving slowly, unsure of where to head and trying to keep the horses and yaks moving forward despite the smell. He didn’t have a great deal of time to decide, and looked back out at the marshy death-lands before them. Normally they traveled west, going the long way around but keeping inside of Doud Tahlkheer territory. Considering the delays at the beginning of the journey, however, as well as the extent to which the Ire had stretched westward, Sukhetai turned to the east, and spun the banner. Qara didn’t question it, just started following Sukhetai along the rise, hand over her mouth and nose.


  He looked down into the valley, judging reactions. Sukhetai could see Maral’s furrowed brows even from that distance, or at least he thought he could. A moment or two later, Borchu started riding up the hill ahead of the rest.


  “And here he comes to question my decisions once again.” Sukhetai sighed.


  “What?” Qara asked.


  “You’ll find out.”


  It didn’t take long for the herder to catch up with them, and in fact surpass them. Borchu rode ahead of Sukhetai, then turned to stand his horse in the path.


  “Borchu, what have I told you about getting in my way?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Turn around, First Rider,” he said. “We cannot go to the east.”


  “Why not?” Qara asked.


  She was more confused than confrontational, but Borchu still scoffed at her. Sukhetai didn’t stop his horse, and continued on past him, nudging his horse around the herder’s. Borchu rode ahead again, and Sukhetai rolled his eyes.


  “This is Zhoon Uhls territory,” Borchu said. “The whole east side of the Ire is. Even with the banner, we risk—”


  “We are flying the White Banner,” Sukhetai said. “We are a trade caravan. What other purpose does this banner serve than telling our rivals that we are not a threat? Move or be moved, Borchu.”


  “Sukhetai, this is going to put us in danger, I will not let you—”


  “Move or be moved, Borchu.” Sukhetai glared. “We lost time at the beginning of this journey and I will not be returning late with our salt.”


  Borchu’s eyes narrowed, but he didn’t budge. Sukhetai rode around him once again, pausing in front of his horse, this time, holding eye contact. One of those days, the disrespectful old man would learn his place.


  “I am the First Rider.” Sukhetai felt like he’d reminded people of that a hundred times in the past two weeks alone. “Whether you like it or not. Someone has to lead. I am making this decision and if we meet any opposition, I will take responsibility for it. You have my word.”


  “What if there is no salt?” Borchu asked.


  The thought hadn’t occurred to Sukhetai. He turned and made a face.


  “There is always salt in Mahlcry,” he said. “That’s the whole point of this. We haven’t raided Mahlcry in centuries because of it, if the stories are true.”


  Borchu shrugged, and turned to wait for the rest of the caravan. He didn’t look too pleased about it, but Sukhetai’s heart practically glowed at the idea that the stubborn old bastard actually listened for once. He rode ahead, watching the horizon for riders. There didn’t appear to be any, but they would have to be careful for this leg of the journey. It wouldn’t be too long. They’d move fast and get out before the Zhoon Uhls noticed where they were. Or so he hoped.


  “What was that about?” Qara asked. “How could Mahlcry have no salt?”


  “I’m not sure,” Sukhetai said. “That seemed strange to me, as well. As far as I know his former clan doesn’t trade with the city dwellers, so how would he know?”


  “The Zhoon Uhls don’t trade with anyone, do they?” Qara asked. “Except the rest of the Morin Khuun?”


  “If they do we’d never know about it.” Sukhetai looked out at the blue mountains of the east. “Nobody knows what’s over there except them.”


  They went quiet, waiting for the rest of the caravan to catch up. Now that they were sufficiently eastward of the Ire, the wind didn’t kick up as much of the smell. The rise they were on continued for some distance before it dipped back down into the flatlands, so they stayed above it as long as they could. Once the herd started to climb over the hill, however, Sukhetai led them down into the basin. He didn’t want a scout to see them.


  The ground got muddier and muddier as they went, and Sukhetai steered even farther east. They’d have to stay well clear of the places with visible water, as that’s where the goats were likely to get into trouble. Even with a smaller, more manageable herd, they really did need to move fast and stay dry.


  At one point Sukhetai found Qara staring at the expanse of muck with a mixed expression of confusion and dread. He knew the feeling. Out in the mud, he could see a shape, dark and unmoving against the brighter background of water. He didn’t want to know what it was. On the other side of the Ire, they’d come across wild horses, deer, foxes, and even birds. Some of them took a while to die after they drank the water.


  “What happened to this place?” Qara asked.


  “What do you mean?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Why would All-Mother and All-Father give us a place like this that kills whatever touches it?” She shook her head. “I can’t imagine they would, so now I wonder what happened. What made the earth here so... vengeful?”


  The thought struck him as odd. Sukhetai had never stopped to consider how the place had come to be, and he wasn’t about to start. He scanned the opposite horizon briefly but didn’t see anything.


  “Don’t be such a cow about it,” Sukhetai said. “Chewing on that won’t get you anywhere. Only the Spirits know.”


  “If the Spirits know, then perhaps I will too, someday,” Qara said. “You’re not the only one with an inevitable future, Sukhetai.”


  He sighed. It was still a long road to Mahlcry, and he wasn’t about to argue with her.


  They rode on for a while, nobody speaking or singing, all focused on getting through the Spirits’ Ire without harm. Sukhetai had to pay close attention to the ground underfoot, and cut the path even farther east whenever it got too damp. It was certainly going to be a long way around, regardless, but he didn’t need anyone getting stuck in the mud.


  Two hands before sunset, Sukhetai was considering setting up camp when someone from the back of the caravan whistled sharply. Sukhetai looked behind him, and saw Maral and Borchu both slowing, eyes on the horizon. Sukhetai turned to see what they were looking at. His eyes fixed on the dark banner before he saw the rest of the riders. He hissed a curse and kicked his horse into a gallop.


  “Qara!”


  She didn’t need to respond. He heard her horse charging after him. Sukhetai rode up past the herders and other riders, and started shouting orders.


  “Maral! Borchu! With me! You three as well. The rest of you, circle up around the tradesmen and animals.”


  Nobody argued for once, and Maral unlimbered his bow from where it rested against his back. Sukhetai kneed his horse around and turned to Qara, hand outstretched. She grinned, and tossed him a wrapped bundle. He nodded his thanks and unwrapped it while he rode out to meet the approaching patrol. He heard his own men at his back and took strength from the sound of hooves as he slung the quiver and sword sheath over his back. Still, he held up the white banner, hoping that whoever was leading the opposite force wasn’t about to make a foolish error in judgment.


  Both sides slowed at the same time, and Sukhetai watched the other lead rider hold a fist in the air. His patrol stopped, and Sukhetai followed suit. The two of them rode forward to meet each other, and Sukhetai’s brows furrowed.


  From the wolf figure at the top of their banner they were obviously Zhoon Uhls. Their First Rider had a face Sukhetai would have been able to pick out from across a trade moot, on the busiest day, in dense fog, simply because of his hair. The young man before him was not the First Rider. This scout was about as nondescript as one could get: dark-haired, dark-eyed, and with the usual thick terleg and fur hat of the eastern mountain clans.


  “You aren’t Vachir.” Sukhetai nodded to the young man with the banner. “Where is he?”


  “You aren’t Baavgai.” The rider nodded to Sukhetai in return. “I’m guessing you’re his son?”


  Sukhetai nodded. 


  They sized each other up, not speaking. Sukhetai thought the scout wouldn’t prove too much of a challenge if he were fool enough to draw a blade. The rest of the patrol might be a bigger issue, but with Maral behind him somewhere with a bow, Sukhetai wasn’t terribly worried.


  “Our First Rider has more important business to attend to than ride herd over the outer reaches,” the scout said. “What are you doing on this side of the Ire?”


  “Heading to Mahlcry, as usual,” Sukhetai said. “And as First Rider of the Doud Tahlkheer, I suggest you let us pass unhindered. We’ve a long way to go and the water is too high on our side of the border to make the journey in time.”


  “That isn’t my call to make.” The rider looked past him at the caravan. “You fly the white banner, and yet you seem to have an entire team with weapons drawn back there.”


  “The proper response to being threatened.” Sukhetai pointed at the black banner. “What is your name, rider?”


  He didn’t respond, except to engage a staring contest. Sukhetai raised an eyebrow and stared back, not entirely sure how this boy thought he could intimidate him. It went on for longer than Sukhetai thought it would, and he put a hand on his sword.


  “The longer you watch me, the farther along my caravan gets,” Sukhetai said. “If you’re going to do something, now would be the time.”


  The boy glanced past Sukhetai, and paled. Sukhetai tilted his head with a little grin, and let go of his sword.


  “Now, if we’re done trying to play warchief, perhaps you’ll let us leave. We mean you and the rest of the Zhoon Uhls no harm, and I happen to have one of the best bowmen in the whole of the Morin Khuun in that line of riders behind me.” Sukhetai’s grin widened as the boy squirmed in his saddle. “Go tell Vachir about us if you must, but we’ll be on our way.”


  The boy’s eyes went wide. It was perhaps a foolish maneuver, but Sukhetai turned around and rode back toward his line of riders at a slow walk. His palm started to sweat where he held the banner, and he could practically feel the arrows aimed at his back even as he did so. He took some comfort in the fact that shame would fall on the Zhoon Uhls if he were to fall here and now—the white banner had never been and should never be stained with blood.


  Sukhetai managed to get back to his riders without incident, though both Maral and Qara were looking at him as though he’d suddenly grown a yak’s head. He smiled, and lifted the banner, spinning it sunwise and pointing southward along the dry area outside the Ire. The caravan moved first, though the riders were a bit more hesitant to join the gradual slog. Borchu kept an eye on the opposing patrol, and Sukhetai didn’t blame him for it. Still, he didn’t look back as he rode, confident that he’d made his intentions clear.


  Nobody spoke as they covered more ground, until eventually the prickling of potential arrows in Sukhetai’s shoulder made him look. Indeed, the black banner was nowhere to be seen, even on the horizon. He blew out his breath and felt his neck unwind. Maral was riding close enough to reach out and smack his shoulder.


  “That was foolish.” The old man sighed. “You could have gotten yourself killed turning your back like that.”


  “If it was Vachir, I wouldn’t have,” Sukhetai said. “But that was just one of their riders. Nobody I’ve seen before. Evidently he expected my father, not me.”


  “I suspect that will be the likely reaction in Mahlcry as well,” Maral said. “You should prepare for that.”


  “How?” Sukhetai scoffed. “That’s not the kind of thing one can prepare for. It isn’t like a battle where you know who your opponent is, or where they’ll likely send their forces.”


  Maral squinted at him. Sukhetai shrugged.


  “Politics and war are more similar than you might imagine, young Sukhetai,” the bowyer said. “There are plenty of ways you might prepare for it.”


  “Such as?”


  “Pulling your head out of your ass, for one thing.”


  It was an unexpected turn of phrase from the old man, and Sukhetai whipped his head around at the outburst. Maral stared at him, straight-faced, for a long few seconds, before the tiniest hint of a smile deepened the creases on his face. Sukhetai sighed, rolled his eyes at the jest, and kicked his horse to a trot to get out in front of the herd and catch up with them.


  He wasn’t quite out of earshot when he heard Qara say, “I would have gone with the stick.”


  Sukhetai chuckled despite himself and shook his head, focusing on finding a good spot to camp for the night. They’d have a long, fast ride tomorrow and the whole caravan would need to be rested for it. He didn’t want to give Vachir a chance to find them.


CHAPTER TWENTY


  Tanan

  


  



  Lounis directed two of the men to deal with the lines while another pair pulled the gangplank aboard. They soon had the boat floating free except for a single line holding them in place. A heavyset man wearing baggy pants and a sagging tunic clambered up to the tiller, settled himself against it and nodded to Lounis.


  “Quants up,” Lounis said.


  Tanan watched as every man pulled a long pole, seemingly out of thin air, and settled them over the side of the boat. They formed two long rows along the side of the vessel.


  Lounis frowned at him and pointed to the side of the boat. “Under the gunwale, lad.”


  The captain said, “Leave him for now. Time enough to get him going once we’re underway.”


  “Aye, Cap.” Lounis waved Tan over. “Stand by me, boy. See how it’s done.”


  Tanan took the three steps across the deck and watched.


  “Let go the line,” the captain said.


  The man on the dock flipped the single line from its bollard and stepped over the railing to the boat.


  “Push off. Look lively,” the captain said, taking a grip on the heavy bar.


  The front man at the bow leaned on his pole, pressing it into the narrow crack between boat and pier. For a few long moments, nothing happened and then the vessel eased away, the gap widening. The second man did the same and the movement became more pronounced. The third and fourth followed in their turns. In short order the heavy boat had pushed away from the dock, and started to move forward. The captain pulled the timber, adding more angle until the craft headed out into the harbor, aimed at the mouth of the estuary across the bay.


  “Step along now,” the captain said, centering the tiller.


  “You heard the man,” Lounis said. “Ready.”


  All the men lowered their poles into the water, each turning to face the stern.


  “All together, boys,” Lounis said.


  In unison, they set their poles and leaned into them, pushing the craft forward as they walked aft. The whole process fascinated Tanan, and he looked to see how they’d manage when they got to the stern.


  “Slow and easy,” Lounis said. “Slow and easy.”


  The first man reached the end of the boat and swung his pole around the stern. He pulled it up, turning to walk back toward the bow, pulling his pole with him. He had just enough room to walk past the others as they moved aft. When he reached the bow, he planted his pole again, pushing backward as the next man in line did the same thing. Tanan watched, amazed. It felt like a dance as each man took his place, walked it back, pulled the pole, and moved forward to do it again.


  The barge picked up speed ever so slowly, the stamping feet pounding out a steady rhythm against the deck in counterpoint to the occasional calls of the seabirds.


  “We’re coming into the rip,” the captain said.


  “Steady, boys,” Lounis said.


  Tanan looked around at the harbor but didn’t see anything unusual.


  “Poles up,” the captain said.


  “Poles up,” Lounis said, a little louder.


  Each man stopped and lifted his pole.


  “Bring ’em in,” Lounis said. The men brought their long poles in, stowing them along the sides of the vessel. Tanan ducked, certain that somebody would get clunked in the head by all the timber in the air. Lounis grinned at him. “Easy, lad. The boys know what they’re doing.”


  “Rest easy,” the captain said.


  “You heard the man,” Lounis said.


  Everybody on deck found a place to sit or squat.


  Tanan watched as the boat seemed to slow in the water but the estuary grew ever nearer. It looked like they were picking up speed.


  “Are we going faster?” Tanan asked, looking up at Lounis.


  “Aye, lad. We’re in the rip. Tide’s comin’ faster than the river’s flowin’. We can use it to carry us through the marsh and up into the Nahr proper.”


  “I thought ships sailed on the tide.”


  “They do,” Lounis said. “Just depends on which way you’re going, don’t it?” He jerked his thumb at the merchantman still moored to the pier. “They’re goin’ out. They’ll leave on high tide. The tide’ll help them out of the harbor. We’re going in.” He pointed to the river mouth that lay ahead. “We’ll ride the tide in. Saves walking the poles, and the tide’s faster.”


  Tanan nodded. “I’ve a lot to learn.”


  “We all do, lad. We all do.” Lounis grinned and looked around.


  “Tea and tack,” the captain said.


  “Aye, Cap,” Lounis said. “Faiz. Abbou. You heard the man.” Lounis patted Tan on the shoulder. “Go with ’em. See how it’s done.”


  Tanan followed along, watching as they unfolded a couple of doors in the deckhouse aft. It revealed a compact kitchen. While Faiz dipped water into a kettle from a cask nearby, Abbou pushed kindling into a black iron stove. In a matter of moments, he’d started a fire, the smoke funneled through a chimney forming a plume in the onshore winds. The kettle went onto the top of the stove, settling into a ring there. 


  “Hey, kid. Make yourself useful,” Faiz said, thrusting a bundle into his arms. “Pass these out.” The bundle contained a pile of stiff breads. “Everybody gets one. Bring the rest back.”


  Tanan walked up each side of the boat, holding the bundle so each man could take one of the rounds. By the time he got back, a faint wisp of steam had begun streaming from the boiling water. Abbou opened a box of black tea, the aroma strong enough to reach Tanan an arm’s reach away. He grabbed a couple of fistfuls, tossing them into the kettle before damping down the firebox by closing the vents at the front. Tanan offered the bundle to Lounis, who nodded his thanks and jerked his chin in the direction of the captain. “Him, too, lad.”


  Tanan clambered up to the captain and offered the bundle.


  The captain, a solid man with a crooked nose and a chunk out of one ear, grinned at him. “You’re the al-Harradi kid, eh? The old fart put you to work already?” He took a piece of the bread and stuck it in a pocket. “It’s a long run upriver. You gonna make it?”


  “I don’t have much choice, do I, sir?”


  The captain gave him a hard look, his grin disappearing almost as fast as it had appeared. “Well, you can always swim back.”


  Tanan looked at the water. He shook his head. “Thanks anyway, Captain. I think I’d rather push on.”


  The captain gave a low chuckle. “We’ll see how you feel after a couple of weeks on the poles.”


  Tanan glanced down at the gunwale where the long poles rested. “I have a suspicion that the second day with them will be the worst, sir. If I survive a couple of weeks, I’ll either be hardened to it or crippled for life.”


  The captain threw back his head and laughed. “Good lad,” he said. “And you’re probably right.”


  “Tea’s hot,” Abbou said.


  “Fetch me a cup, boy,” the captain said.


  He dropped down onto the deck and took a metal cup from Abbou, following the crewman in front of him and ladling a cup of tea from the open kettle. He was careful to hold it by the handle and scampered back to give it to the captain. The captain placed it onto the tiller bar and spun it so the handle was facing him. “Thanks, lad. Get your own before it’s gone.”


  Tanan took the last place in line, grabbing a cup and a piece of the bread. As he ladled out his tea, he scraped the bottom of the kettle and winced. He stepped away from the stove and found a place to squat on the deck. An attempt to bite into the bread proved it to be almost solid. He stared at it, then looked around to see how everybody else was dealing with it.


  Lounis squatted beside him. “There’s a reason it’s called hardtack.” He dunked the edge of his bread into the tea, holding it there for a few moments before pulling it out and gnawing the soggy bits off the edge.


  Tanan shrugged and tried it himself. The tea was strong enough to peel paint but it did the trick on the bread. He chewed a bit, finding it just a bit salty and tasting mostly of tea. Repeated dunking and gnawing soon found the end of the bread in his mouth. He washed it down with the cooling tea and watched the marshy estuary glide by as morning turned to afternoon.


  “What ya think, lad? Ready to try a pole?” Lounis asked, standing and tossing the dregs of his tea overboard.


  Tanan looked around at the grinning faces. “This is going to be bad, isn’t it?”


  Lounis shrugged. “Probably, but better to learn with the tide behind you than the river in front.”


  Tanan shrugged and stood, filtering what little of the remaining tea he could from the sludge of leaves in the bottom of his cup. He stepped to the side of the boat and upended the mug, slapping it against his other palm until the clot fell out with a plop into the water.


  Lounis pointed to one of the poles. “See if you can get that out of there.”


  All the men on that side of the boat inched away, some taking refuge on the far side of the craft. Tanan shrugged and did his best to pull the pole out and keep it parallel to the side of the boat. He rested it on the deck, not trying to turn it.


  Lounis crouched beside him and pointed to an iron piece at one end with a couple of horns on it. “That’s the shoe. The little horns keep it from sinking into the mud too bad.” He pointed to the other end where a leather pad wrapped around the top, making a bit of a shelf. “That’s the saddle. Shoe goes down, saddle goes here.” he pointed to his shoulder. “Push with your body. Guide with your arms.”


  Tanan nodded, trying not to wince at what he fully anticipated would be a beating second only to facing his brother in training. His hand went to his shoulder as he looked at the pole.


  “Ready to try?” Lounis asked.


  Tanan shook his head. “No, but we’ll be at Mahlcry before I’m ready.”


  Lounis laughed. “Fair enough.” He stood and stepped to the center line of the barge. “Jamal. Keep us balanced?”


  “Aye, Lou.” A burly man nearly as big as Lounis with arms the size of Tanan’s thighs stood on the opposite side and pulled out a pole. He walked to the bow as the rest of the crew gathered out of the paths on either side.


  Lounis nodded at Tan. “Stand opposite Jamal. Keep your pole out of the water.”


  Tanan looked at Jamal who stood, knees flexed, holding the pole about the middle—balanced so the shoe faced aft. Jamal nodded at him with a friendly smile.


  “Okay, lad. Keep pace with Jamal, don’t try to go too fast but don’t let the pole get away from you.”


  “Where’s it going?” Tanan asked.


  “It’s not going anywhere but you’re moving upstream. Just keep a steady push on your shoulder. When you get to the stern, flip the pole inboard and pull. Be ready. It might fight you and we’re not going back for ya if it pulls you into the drink.”


  Tanan nodded.


  “All right then. For the first time, I’ll call it. Stop at midships and pull the pole. Got that, Jamal?”


  “Aye, Lou. Midships pull.”


  “That’ll give you a chance to get the pole out of the bottom before you run out of boat. When you turn, to walk back, mind you don’t sweep the deck with the pole.”


  Tanan nodded again, wiping the sweat off each palm. “No promises,” he said. “I’ll do my best.”


  “Ready,” Lounis said.


  Jamal turned to face the stern, his pole beside him, outboard hand under and inboard hand over.


  Tanan tried to mirror him but had to swap hands once to achieve the right geometry.


  “Steady,” Lounis said.


  Jamal lowered his pole and started walking aft, keeping pace with the boat, the saddle under his shoulder.


  Tanan stuck his pole down and almost lost it as it started running away with him. He had to take a quick step to catch up with it and get close enough to put his shoulder on the saddle. He’d no sooner made it when Lounis said, “Turn.”


  Tanan set his feet and tugged the pole straight back. It stuck for a moment, pulling back against him, but broke free. He pulled the pole hand over hand to get to the balance point trying to turn at the same time. The pole rapped hard against the side of the barge when Tanan turned and several of the crew held up their hands and ducked as it finally swung back aboard. Tanan froze, his knees shaking. Jamal already stood back at the bow. He looked at the deck. “Sorry.”


  “First one never goes like you think it will. Try again, lad.”


  Tanan moved to the bow opposite Jamal.


  “Ready,” Lounis said.


  He turned, getting the hand placement right this time.


  “Steady,” Lounis said.


  Tanan dropped the pole end into the water, moving as soon as it struck bottom and hooking the saddle into place as soon as he came to it. He had gotten the feel of the bottom through his shoulder for only a few moments before Lounis said, “Turn.”


  He let the pole move away a bit before giving it a sharp tug, expecting the pull and beating it before it could drag him off balance. He leaned against the weight of the pole before turning, dropping the shoe onto the deck this time instead of banging it against the side.


  “Better,” Lounis said. “You getting the feel of the bottom?”


  “I think so,” Tanan said.


  “Good lad. Once more.”


  Tanan took his post and waited.


  “Ready,” Lounis said.


  He turned.


  “Steady.”


  He dropped the pole and marched it back to midships, feeling the ship moving under his feet and putting only enough pressure on the pole to keep him connected.


  “Turn.”


  He stopped, pulled, and lifted the pole from the water.


  “Give it a little twist when you pull,” Lounis said. “The horns will help break the suction in the muck.”


  Tanan nodded.


  “All right then. Let’s try a full walk,” Lounis said. “I’ll call it for you when you’re at the end.”


  Jamal, already at the bow, nodded.


  Tanan kicked himself for not being in position already but moved to his place and nodded.


  “Ready.”


  Tanan turned, looking at the stern of the boat, trying not to think about walking off the end.


  “Steady.”


  He focused on lowering the pole and moving along with the boat, the saddle in his shoulder. He watched the stern approaching much too fast but kept in position until Lounis said, “Turn.”


  His lead foot hit the deck only a hands-breadth from the stern plate as he set his weight, pulled and twisted the pole, feeling it come free and almost slide up his hands on its own momentum, the wet wood slipping a bit between his fists. He turned and started back up the walkway almost without thinking about it.


  “Well done, lad.” Lounis’s praise warmed Tanan’s heart and he continued toward the bow. “This time on your own. Three passes.”


  Tanan glanced at Lounis on his way by and nodded. He took his position at the bow, ignoring the laughing and jostling going on among the other crew. He looked over to make sure he was correctly placed opposite Jamal and looked down at the deck under his feet. He stood on the front-most cleat and marked it in his head.


  “Ready,” Lounis said.


  Tanan set himself.


  “Steady.”


  He lowered his pole and marched it back to the stern. “I’m not calling it this time,” Lounis said as he passed midship.


  Tanan nodded, focused on his feet and the feel of the pole in his shoulder. The stern of the boat appeared and he stamped his lead foot to stop himself from stepping forward again. He twisted and tugged, pulling the pole smoothly out of the water and started back up the walkway to the bow. When he got there, a quick glance showed Jamal turning to set his pole, and Tanan followed along. They marched down the boat together, Tanan glancing over at Jamal beside him on the other side to keep the right pace. He turned again at the stern, making the trek back to the bow. His arms felt heavy and the pole felt even heavier. Once more at the bow, he turned, feeling the rhythm in his chest. He set his pole and walked it down the hull, noticing his footsteps and Jamal’s sounded almost at the same time on the boards. He stopped at the stern, pulling his pole and turning back toward the bow.


  “And stop. Good lad.” Lounis said. “You got the feel for it?”


  Tanan nodded. “I think so.”


  “Good. Let’s try it with company.” Lounis nodded to two more crewmen. “Ali, with Tan. Chadi, Jamal.”


  A wiry man with heavy shoulders and muscled thighs stood and gave Tanan a warning stare. “Mind your pole.”


  “Ali.” Lounis shook his head. “I remember when you started and took out the whole port side.”


  Several of the crew chuckled and Ali ducked his head. “Aye, Lou.”


  “Ali, Chadi? Lead. Tan, Jamal. Follow.”


  Jamal took his place close to the bow so Tanan stood opposite. Ali stepped in front of Tanan, about level with Tanan’s boot, Chadi across from him.


  “Same as before. Three passes.” Lounis paused. “Ready.”


  All the poles came up.


  “Steady.”


  Tanan dropped his boot into the water and followed Ali down the walkway. At the end, Ali had time to pull his pole and step aside before Tanan pulled his. Ali walked all the way forward, and started toward the stern again. By the time Tanan had made it to the bow, Ali had progressed far enough that all he had to do was set the boot and follow. They did this three times, before Lounis called a halt.


  “Swap. Ali to the bow, Tan in front.”


  Ali pulled his pole to let Tan take the lead.


  The sweat pooled in the small of Tanan’s back and his arms felt like wet ropes. He took a couple of deep breaths and checked his spacing.


  “Ready.”


  He turned.


  “Steady.”


  He saw Ali’s boot dip into the water out of the corner of his eye as he lowered his and they began the dance again. The three turns seemed almost identical to the last as who went first and who went second blurred as the cycles continued.


  “Stop,” Lounis said. “Stow your poles.”


  The poles found homes under the gunwales and Tanan shook out his hands and arms.


  Lounis waved Tan over. “Well done, lad. Arms feeling a little weak?”


  Tanan nodded. “I’m not sure how long I can keep that up.”


  Lounis chuckled. “We’ll break you in. By the time we get to Mahlcry you’ll be a proper boatman.”


  “How long is the trip?” Tanan asked.


  “We should be there in a month,” Lounis said, looking up at the sky. “Weather permitting.”


  Tanan felt his jaw drop. “A month?”


  Lounis looked down at him. “What’d you think, boy? We’d fly this bitch in a week?”


  Tanan shook his head. “I didn’t know. Nobody said how long this would take.”


  “Don’t get out much, do ya, boy.”


  Tanan laughed at that. “No. That’s very true.”


  Lounis squinted at him. “This is your first time out on the water, isn’t it.”


  “Yes.” Tanan looked around. “Might be the farthest I’ve been from the city in my life.” He caught himself from saying “palace” at the last minute.


  Lounis chuckled. “Well, you’ve flown the nest now, lad. Good and proper. By the time you get home, your mam won’t recognize you.”


  Tanan smiled and looked around at the hands lounging on the deck, at the captain squinting into the sun, and the banks flowing past while the water appeared still. “I’ve little doubt of that,” he said.


  Lounis raised an eyebrow. “You’re really related to the old man?”


  Tanan nodded. “So my mother says. I just met him a couple of days ago myself.”


  “She’d probably know,” Lounis said, casting a glance at the bank closing in on one side of the boat. He looked down at Tan, scratching his jaw. “Rest up. We’ll have another hour or so of tide behind us but then we’ll need to start pushing for real.”


  Tanan nodded and settled beside the deckhouse. He had a lot to think about, not the least of which was how he’d survive poling the boat for a month.


CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  The wind tore down from the eastern mountains and kept pushing them toward the water when they finally reached the back end of the Ire. Black, hoof-shaped clouds loomed above them, and every once in a while ice-cold rain spat down.


  Sukhetai intended to push through the foul weather. He’d seen worse. They’d all seen worse. When it reached midday and showed no sign of calming, he began to wish they had one of the oyuuns with them to beat the storm back. He and Qara kept looking at each other, grimacing, most likely thinking the same thing.


  The wind blasted down once more, and Sukhetai ducked his head against it. He expected it to be colder, which meant only that they were about to get snow up in the mountains. Warm wind meant cold weather, especially as they rode farther south.


  His horse reared up and nearly threw him. At first, Sukhetai thought there might have been something on the ground, but the brief glimpse he caught whilst trying to rein in the stallion revealed nothing. Qara and Delgejin, both of whom were behind him, yelped in surprise as the horse stamped the ground. He huffed, frustrated or spooked by something, and kicked out. Sukhetai held on, if barely.


  “Easy, boy!” he called. “Eas—whoa!”


  The stallion bucked around like there was a wolf on his back instead of Sukhetai. The First Rider’s heart hammered, as the stallion raced off away from the group, then started bucking again. He held on, not wanting to fall and get smacked by a wayward hoof. His hold on the leather reins slipped and slid from the rain, and he set his jaw as the beast kept hopping around.


  “Come on, settle down!”


  Sukhetai flinched as the horse reared his head back, nearly hitting his rider’s hands against his chest. The wind whipped Sukhetai’s hair into his face, pulling strands free from the tight braid down his back, and he did his best to ignore it while he fought to stay in the saddle. The stallion kicked his legs up in the air again, reared back, then bolted back for the group.


  That did it. Sukhetai jerked the reins and tried to steer the horse with his legs, to little avail. The stallion did turn, and ground to a halt, kicking his legs and sending Sukhetai flying back toward the caravan. He had just enough time to wonder what happened before the ground hit him and knocked the wind from his lungs.


  He rolled twice and lay still, ears ringing, eyes watering, too shocked to wheeze, as the stallion calmed down again. The horse strode calmly toward Qara, though he kept one eye turned toward Sukhetai. When finally the First Rider managed to suck in enough air to get started breathing again, the horse dug at the ground.


  Sukhetai rolled to his hands and knees, his world narrowed to an arm’s length around him and the grass underneath. He gasped a few times and felt his ribs. They weren’t broken, thankfully, though he felt a bruise already forming on his shoulder blade. A hand on his arm made him glance up, and he found the weathered face of Maral staring back. For once, he was grateful that the old man was with them, and took a few seconds to get his lungs organized again.


  “What was that?” Delgejin asked. “Did the wind spook him?”


  “He’s a warhorse,” Qara said. “Nothing spooks him.”


  The horse whinnied. Sukhetai looked up at him, scowling, and saw the faint glimmer in his eyes. He hauled himself to his feet, still a bit sore around the ribs, and looked up at the sky. With a huff, he nodded to the rider leading the camels.


  “Let’s put down a camp here,” he said. “This weather is getting worse. If we lose a few hours now, we can make them up again when it’s dry.”


  Qara looked down at him like he’d grown a second head while the other riders and traders dismounted, and whistled to their animals. Sukhetai shook his head, rolled his eyes, and strode up to his stallion, glaring. The horse didn’t budge. That was another sign. He stood directly next to it, looked it in the eye, and frowned.


  “There. We’re stopping,” he said. “Happy? Now get out and let me ride my own horse, please.”


  His stallion snorted, as if to tell him he was being rude. He was, he knew it, and he knew when they got back he’d likely get an earful from whichever oyuun decided his main ride would be a good target. He also didn’t care. His ribs ached, his head was starting to throb from where it hit the ground, and the weather wasn’t helping his mood any. Still, his horse stared back. Sukhetai made a face.


  “Fine, I’ll go help,” he said. “I’m sorry.”


  His stallion finally backed up, and wandered over behind Qara and her mount to nibble some grass. Sukhetai shook his head and shrugged. 


  “I can’t imagine wind-riding a horse.” Qara grimaced. “Least of all a stallion.”


  Under other circumstances, Sukhetai might have made a joke about that. As it was, he simply strode over to grab his horse’s reins, and set off in search of Orbei. It didn’t take long. She’d been standing by watching the whole thing, and still had her gaze firmly fixed on the First Rider. He strode over, still glowering, and held out the reins.


  Orbei was a petite thing. Wispy and thin, with a gentle, round face and big eyes. She had her free hand up by her chest, tiny fingers nearly swallowed by the long, thick sleeves of her terleg. She didn’t move, even after Sukhetai nodded at the reins. He couldn’t tell whether she was watching him or the horse. Following her gaze, he looked behind and realized the answer was neither: she was watching the storm. He turned with a sigh and waved a hand in front of her face. Orbei blinked, and turned to him.


  “Orbei,” he said, an edge of irritation in his voice. “Horse. Take him.”


  “Oh! Of course.”


  Orbei reached out and took the stallion’s reins with a smile. Sukhetai felt a blush work its way up his chest and looked away, preferring to watch the camels rather than the tiny cloud-gatherer in front of him. He crossed his arms and turned again to glare at the sky.


  “What did you see in the clouds, anyway?” he asked. “I was right in front of you.”


  “They’re moving,” Orbei said. “Have you ever noticed? They look like water, but from the bottom.”


  Sukhetai squinted, and looked down at the horsewoman again. She wasn’t looking at him. Instead, she was watching Qara ride over to help get parts of a ger off a camel’s saddle, and direct the building process. Sukhetai sighed. Losing her mother had been hard for Orbei. Even he’d noticed how withdrawn she’d become. Kokotseg probably would have told him to be gentle with her.


  “Take care of him.” Sukhetai nodded at his stallion. “If he’s still strange when we leave later, I’m blaming you.”


  “Mhm.” She still didn’t look at him. 


  Sukhetai stared at Orbei for a few more seconds, waiting for any further acknowledgment, but received none. He thought it a bit rude, no matter what the oyuun would have told him. He shook his head and walked away to join the crew.


  The process to raise the wall lattice, tie the sections together, and attach the door took almost no time once they got organized. One of the younger riders measured out the width from the center with a length of cord, and Borchu held up the roof ring on a pole while the other riders adjusted the walls. Qara and a couple of tradesmen lined up the first four supporting poles for the crown. Once everything was settled, anyone not otherwise involved grabbed a roof support and lined it up, tying each one securely to an empty spot on the lattice. The family from the hills were already getting the mats and wall panels ready. All told, it didn’t take more than half a hand with everyone working together. The impending weather pushed them all onward.


  Everyone sat around the center beams in the somewhat cramped space. A general air of relief at being warm and out of the wind permeated the ger. Maral set about building a fire in the center while the others debated whether to set up the other ger as well. They eventually decided against it and split up into rough groups, gathering around each other and the fire.


  The family from the hills had brought a game board with them, along with all the pieces, and set it out on the floor where the players could all crowd around and reach it. Delgejin picked up the sheep tokens, the woman from the hills picked up the yaks, Orbei picked the horses to the surprise of precisely nobody, and they all tried to get Sukhetai to play the camel pieces. He refused, and volunteered Qara instead, who volunteered Maral, who gave in with a dramatic sigh of defeat. The goal of the game was to bring all of your herd home before the other players. The catch was that there were places on the board where one could take shortcuts, or go over the mountain in the middle if one rolled well enough to get there. Half the ger settled in over the clatter of dice and the inevitable defeated groans whenever one piece sent another back to the start. The other half started singing, and the boy who’d come along with the hill family brought out his horse-head fiddle. Sukhetai admired his skill with it for a while, but didn’t join in, keeping an ear on the weather outside.


  Toward the end of the game, Maral had three of his camels home and a fourth stuck waiting for a three, Orbei had herself backed up behind one of the hill woman’s yaks and still needed to roll a one to send it to the start, and Delgejin was in bad shape with two sheep home, one back at the start, and one stuck on the mountain. The woman playing the yaks managed to get all of hers back home by the time Delgejin got off the mountain again. A great cheer rose up when the last yak returned, followed by Maral giving Delgejin some sound advice about patience.


  Over the sound of giggling, Sukhetai heard something that sent his heart sinking into his stomach. Without warning or regard to direction, he leaped from his seat and darted for the door of the ger. Everything ground to a halt in an instant, and a few women yelped.


  “Riders!” he called. “With me!”


  He didn’t expect anyone to follow immediately. The sound was minimal, barely audible, but Sukhetai knew it like he knew the sound of his own father’s voice: hooves.


  After his mad dash out the door, he slowed only to approach his stallion so as not to spook him or the rest of the horses. All of them were sticking close to the ger as was their habit, and the last thing he wanted was for them to scatter. The sheep didn’t seem to care, huddled up together on the leeward side. Sukhetai swung himself up onto his horse easily, and checked to make sure the white banner still fluttered above the door. It did. He hoped that whoever was riding up on them could see it.


  Qara and Borchu were right behind him, and Sukhetai rode off a few paces to make room as the other riders came piling out after them. Maral and Delgejin led the second small wave, and the four of them handled formation and weapon dispersal while Sukhetai tried to locate the direction of the sound. How he wished for his eagle just then.


  “Sukhetai!” Maral called.


  He glanced back to see the old marksman pointing toward the northeast. Sure enough, when Sukhetai turned his head he heard hooves, the high-pitched clink of metal, and the swishing of dry grass. It was likely the Zhoon Uhls. At least, so he hoped. Closer to Mahlcry, clanless raiders became more of a problem. He hoped a pack of them hadn’t come this far north. 


  With his own riders saddled and ready, Sukhetai nodded and waited. He would have tried to take a small rise to the northeast if not for the fact that they’d been caught out. Thankfully, the weather seemed to be turning for the better, no longer a sky filled with black and roiling clouds. Now a sheet of gray hung overhead, bored and cold. The wind seemed to have passed, for the most part, and no rain or snow fell.


  A black banner with a wolf figure crested the rise before any of the horses did, and Sukhetai’s hand went to his saber. He signaled Maral to ready his bow, and several of the other riders did so along with him. Sukhetai glanced to Qara, who nodded, and the two of them started forward, walking so as not to provoke a charge.


  The horse on the hill remained solitary, though even from such a distance Sukhetai could see who the rider was. He recognized Vachir, the red-haired First Rider of the Zhoon Uhl. Sukhetai heard Qara curse their luck under her breath, as they rode to meet Vachir on even ground.


  As they came up the hill, Sukhetai almost balked, and his heart raced in his chest. What looked like a full Zhoon Uhls war band sat just beyond the rise. He turned to Qara, whose face had gone hard and determined, ready for a fight. Sukhetai dearly hoped it wouldn’t come to that. Against those numbers, the Doud Tahlkheer would be done for.


  “Wait here,” he said. “I don’t want anyone down there thinking I intended to cheat against Vachir.”


  “Cheat?” Qara asked. “Cheat how?”


  Sukhetai waved off the question, unsure how to answer, and reined his horse around to face the other First Rider. Vachir sat tall and stoic on his red horse. No doubt he chose it because of his hair. Sukhetai rode up slowly, keeping one eye on the war band below them.


  “First Rider,” he called. “What brings you all the way out here?”


  “A scout.” Vachir’s voice was deep, piercing, and clear as a crack of thunder. “He claimed a caravan traveled through Zhoon Uhls lands, led by someone that wasn’t Warchief Baavgai. It seems he was correct.”


  “He was, and we mean you and yours no ill will, Vachir,” Sukhetai said. “He didn’t tell you I was First Rider of the Doud Tahlkheer, did he?”


  His hands tightened around the reins. Compared to Vachir, he sounded like a boy barely able to join the riders. Still, he held back any cutting words as Vachir looked down at the flats. Sukhetai watched his eyes take in the riders, the ger, and the animals, and Vachir nodded to the camp.


  “That explains why you carry no banner,” he said. “Why did you come through our side of the Ire?”


  “Ours is too far flooded to make it through to Mahlcry,” Sukhetai said. “Didn’t your scout tell you that?”


  He ground his jaw and regretted questioning the elder First Rider even as the words left him. Vachir turned his gaze on Sukhetai, dark eyes piercing through the air just as sharply as his voice. Sukhetai’s heart hammered. He and Vachir had met and fought before during the summer trade moots, though usually in good fun. He knew the redhead’s strength better than most, and knew that the threat in that stare wasn’t an idle one. The war band behind him didn’t help ease the stare any. 


  Sukhetai admitted for one heartbeat that he was afraid, then squashed the panic before it could blind him.


  “He failed to mention that Baavgai’s son was the one leading them,” Vachir said. “I suppose he wouldn’t have recognized you.”


  Sukhetai bit back the urge to remind Vachir that he did, in fact, have a name. Vachir continued.


  “Has something happened to the old man?” he asked. “Or did he send you out here as punishment?”


  A smarter or more reserved man would have let the comments slide off like so much rainwater. Sukhetai, however, felt the sting of both as thorns in his sides. “The warchief has more important matters to attend to than overseeing a caravan and arguing with insolent First Riders.”


  Vachir raised one auburn eyebrow and glanced back and forth between his forces and Sukhetai’s.


  “I see,” he said. “And you intend to challenge me knowing that I could take your camp and all within it with the men I have here?”


  Sukhetai felt the growing rage crackling in his hands. His horse shifted uncomfortably underneath him. Even Qara could see where the conversation was headed.


  “Don’t, Sukhetai,” she called. “He’s just trying to make you do something stupid.”


  Vachir’s eyebrows shot up, and he looked back at Qara. Sukhetai rode into his line of sight, practically fuming. Vachir was indeed making him angry, and he didn’t want the elder First Rider to win in his disrespect.


  “Your quiver bearer is a woman?” Vachir asked. “That may be the wisest decision I’ve ever seen you make, Sukhetai.”


  “Ride out, Vachir,” Sukhetai said. “You’ve seen that we come peacefully. While I carry no banner, the white one flies above our camp. Would you dishonor it by spilling its leader’s blood?”


  The elder First Rider smiled, an expression that didn’t reach his eyes. Sukhetai’s breath came out as a huff in the colder air, betraying how shaken he was. Vachir shook his head.


  “I would not,” he said. “One would expect a First Rider to respect such traditions, yes? Just like the land of their neighbors?”


  He stared purposefully at Sukhetai, and the barb wasn’t lost on him. Rather than respond, and unsure how to, Sukhetai reined his horse back. He nodded in what he hoped was a respectful, dismissing manner, and made to return to Qara. He’d no sooner turned than Vachir spat. He didn’t feel it, but he did hear it, and stopped.


  Sukhetai closed his eyes. He’d forgotten himself. He’d let the fear blind him in spite of his best efforts, and he’d gone to run without thinking. Stupid. Hypocritical, after what he’d said to that scout just a day prior.


  “Turning your back on me? Now I see how the son of Warchief Baavgai treats his equals,” Vachir said.


  His voice was still clear, calm, and unraised, all of which made Sukhetai’s pique flash-burn in his chest. He jerked the horse’s reins back around and snarled at Vachir, hand on his sword. The other First Rider remained calm.


  “You’re looking for a fight with those words, Vachir,” Sukhetai said. “Begone, now, or find one.”


  “Sukhetai...” Qara didn’t sound fearful, simply defeated.


  Vachir looked down at the camp, then at his own men, and sighed. He raised the black banner out of its holster, and Sukhetai’s heart chilled suddenly. Rather than spin it, however, Vachir whistled down to his quiver bearer. An older man rode up, thin and stern-faced, and took the banner, glaring at Sukhetai the whole way. Sukhetai glared back, and Vachir beckoned him forward. Despite the urge to charge the man and take his head off, Sukhetai reined it in, and walked his horse. Vachir spoke low, but loud enough that both of their quiver bearers could hear him.


  “It saddens me to learn that you’ve grown into such an ass,” he said. “It would be my great honor to teach you some respect before you ride for Mahlcry.”


  Sukhetai’s ears rang. He couldn’t dredge up a response past his vision tunneling in on Vachir’s face.


  “I give you one hour,” the elder First Rider said. “Take it. Do what you must to prepare, and then we will fight. Here. No horses.”


  “I will end you.”


  The words slithered out of Sukhetai’s teeth before he could stop them, but Vachir didn’t seem at all fazed. Instead, he nodded, and turned to ride down the hill.


  Sukhetai’s ears still rang, even as he turned his horse back for their camp again. Qara caught up to him just as he reached the rest of the riders, all of whom wore pale faces and wide eyes. Sukhetai shook his head.


  “I have an hour,” he said. “Then, we fight.”


  Nobody said anything as Sukhetai rode through the middle of their line, and out past the ger to watch the murk of the Spirits’ Ire reflect the roiling clouds above.


CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  Tanan

  


  



  Good as his word, Lounis roused the crew as the forward motion of the boat seemed to slow. “Time to earn yer crusts, my boys. Up we go.” He waved Tanan to his side. “This is how we do it. Watch a bit. Get the rhythm.”


  About half the men stood and pulled their poles out of storage. They stood five men to a side, a much wider spacing than they’d used leaving dock. Two men stood on either side of the bow, waiting for something.


  “Poles up,” Lounis said. “Ready.”


  The polemen took their places, all facing toward the back of the boat. The rearmost man would only have a few steps before he needed to pull.


  Lounis didn’t keep them waiting long. “Steady, boys,” he said. “Keep the beat.”


  As one, ten poles went down and the men started pushing. In no time, the first man headed back up the length of the vessel, taking his place in the line. With five men on each side, four pushed while one walked.


  After four cycles, Lounis said, “Next up.”


  Each man walking aft handed his pole to one of the waiting crew who slid into line without a hitch in the rhythm.


  “I didn’t practice that,” Tanan said, apparently loud enough for Lounis to hear.


  “No, you didn’t. Nobody expects it to be perfect. These louts will probably drop a pole themselves before the morning is out.” His voice sounded barely loud enough to be heard over the rhythmic footsteps.


  Tanan glanced up at the captain. The man’s head seemed to be on a swivel as he looked everywhere at once. He leaned the tiller one way or another based on something only he knew.


  A few more cycles passed before Lounis said, “Next up.”


  The remaining crewman on each side took the next pole, relieving the pusher who found a piece of deck to rest on while the first relieved man stood ready.


  “Why don’t they all push at once?” Tanan asked.


  “Five is a good number. Any more and they’d get crowded. We’d also have to rest them all more often. This way, nobody has to push for very long without at least a short break, and we don’t have to stop the boat to rest.”


  Tanan nodded. The logic of it became apparent. “You’re down two men?”


  Lounis nodded. “You heard that, did ya?”


  “Wasn’t a secret, was it?”


  “No, lad. We’re down three. I worried about that when we docked.” He shrugged. “Can’t make a man work when he don’t want to.”


  “A common problem?” Tanan asked.


  “Not on this boat,” Lounis said. “Some? Yeah. We don’t go in for the lash the way some do.” He paused and watched them for a moment before saying, “Next up.”


  The turnover went smoothly and Lounis nodded. “They’re a good lot for the most part. Faiz likes to play the fool but there’s only a few mean bones in his body.” He nodded at the water cask. “Get yourself some water, then get in line. I’ll have you start to port. Every time you swap sides. With five of you, it’ll even the load out.”


  “So one turn on this side, one turn on that?”


  He nodded. “That’s the plan.”


  Tanan nodded and ladled a cup of water from the cask, taking care to drink it down. The sun had nearly reached its zenith, and the morning breeze had almost died out. Steeling himself, he took his place in line.


  He watched the two men change over in front of him, paying attention to the way they handed off the poles, one man pushing the pole forward so the new man took it with his outboard hand, balancing it so the first could step inside, and the new one took over. When it came to be his turn, the man smiled at him. “Don’t rush it. Plenty of time.”


  He thrust the pole forward, letting the momentum of his walking carry the weight of the pole into Tanan’s waiting hands so that it seemed almost one fluid motion for him to set the pole and begin his walk down the deck. Every man on his side had a turn before Tanan came back around for relief. He’d lost track of the cycles. His arms held up, but his legs felt the strain of leaning his weight into the saddle. After a time, his back ached and the sweat ran into the corners of his eyes. Take the next step. Complete the loop. Get back to the beginning. He almost missed Lounis’s “Next up” when it was his turn. If the waiting man hadn’t reached for the pole, he might have just kept going. He reeled out of line, falling to the deck in the shade of the deckhouse in the bow.


  The other man nodded at him. “Not bad for a first time.” He grinned. “You’ll get used to it.”


  “How soon?” Tanan asked.


  “This time next week, you’ll think you’ve been doing it all yer life,” he said.


  Tanan wondered if it would take that long. It felt like a lifetime since he took the pole, and it had only been one turn. He shook his head, wondering how many turns he’d have in a month. The thought did him no favors and he shook it out of his head. He rolled his shoulders and took a trip to the water cask before going back to the bow to take a turn on the other side.


   

  


  The sun had gotten almost to the horizon before the captain called a halt. “Take us in, Lounis.”


  “Aye, Cap.” Lounis raised his voice. “Callin’ it a day, me boys. Faiz, grab a line.”


  Faiz, who had just come off the pole, grumbled. “I ain’t the low man here.” He shot a look at Tan, who hung on to his pole by sheer strength of will, strength of muscle having abandoned him sometime in the midafternoon.


  “Fair enough,” Lounis said. “Tan, trade off.”


  He finished his push and handed the pole to the next man in line. His arms felt like jelly and his legs burned from heel to groin.


  “Faiz, grab a line and show the new man what to do with it,” Lounis said.


  Faiz shot Lounis a dirty look at that and nodded to Tanan. “Come on, kid.”


  Tanan followed Faiz to a locker in the bow where he pulled a heavy pile of rope out onto the deck. One end of the rope had a loop spliced into it, which Faiz hooked over a heavy cleat in the bow. He waved aft and both Lounis and the captain nodded.


  “Now we’re going to get wet,” Faiz said. “You ain’t fussy, are ya?”


  “Fussy?”


  Faiz gave him a grin that did not bode well. “Here’s what we got to do. The skipper is going to take us to ground on the bank up there.” He nodded to a grassy riverbank with a few large trees scattered along the verge. “You and me are going to jump over the side and drag this heavy-ass line as far as we can, wrap it around one of them trees a couple of times, and tie it off.”


  Tanan nodded. “Fussy?” he asked again.


  Faiz shook his head. “You’ll see.”


  The captain leaned on the tiller, angling the barge toward the shoreline.


  “Watch your bottoms, boys,” Lounis said.


  The pushers on the shore side began shifting their poles as the water below became shallower. Soon they were unable to keep their shoulders to the saddles.


  “Over ya go,” Lounis said.


  Faiz looped some slack line over the side, running it through a notch in the gunwale right near the bow. He sighed and grunted as he lifted the coil and stepped off the boat into the water.


  Tanan gawked for a moment.


  “You, too, lad,” Lounis said. “He’ll need some help.”


  “I heard that,” Faiz said, pushing through the waist-deep water. “Get down here, kid. This is heavy.”


  Tanan stepped off into the river, clamping his teeth against the scream as he hit the icy water. He sloshed over to Faiz and helped him drag the coil ashore. The boat had slowed enough that it barely maintained a walking pace in relation to the shore, in spite of the polemen working to keep it moving.


  Faiz dropped the line and grabbed the bitter end. “Muckle on, boy. We’ve got a job yet.” He started up the shoreline toward the copse a stone’s throw up the bank.


  Tanan grabbed on and started dragging with him. Between them they got the heavy line strung up the shore and Faiz heaved some slack. He walked it around one of the stouter trees three times before nodding to Tan. “Watch,” he said. He wrapped the end of the line around the standing rope three times, closing the loop. He left a good arm’s length of rope hanging down and pushed the loose knot toward the tree, taking up slack as he went. “Can you do that next time?” he asked, looking up.


  Tanan nodded. “I think so.”


  Faiz waved his arm at the boat and Lounis gave a command. The men all pulled their poles and stowed them before falling to the deck.


  “Now what?”


  “Hot food, sleep.”


  “We’re stopping for the night?” Tanan asked, his arms and legs all thanking the stars.


  “What? You thought we’d push through the dark?” Faiz laughed.


  “I didn’t know,” Tanan said. “If anybody had told me yesterday that I’d be pushing a cargo barge up the Mahl Nahr today, I’d have laughed at them.”


  “How’d you think we’d get it upriver? Swim?”


  They picked their way back to the barge along the bank. Faiz seemed in no hurry and Tanan wasn’t sure he could move any faster.


  “I never thought about it. Row, maybe.”


  “Oars are ugly things. They get tangled in everything, including each other.” Faiz shook his head. “We’ll probably see some more pole barges once we get upstream a bit.”


  “Why aren’t there more here? The capital’s not a good port?”


  Faiz grimaced. “You’ll see tomorrow. We’re only half a day from Red Bank. Most of the cargo bound for the palace stops there and unloads. It goes on by cart from there.”


  Tanan frowned. “So why did you go into the city?”


  “The old man. He likes his comfort.” Faiz shrugged. “It’s his barge. We go where he says.”


  Tanan stared. “That’s comfort?” He regretted saying it as soon as the words were out of his mouth.


  “You never traveled by carriage, have ya?” Faiz asked.


  Tanan shook his head.


  “This is comfort,” Faiz said. He worked his shoulder and massaged the muscle. “At least for him.”


  “When you love buddies are ready, you might consider getting your asses aboard,” Lounis said, calling from the deck.


  A couple of the crewmen stuck the gangplank out until it reached the shoreline. Faiz sent a rude gesture in Lounis’s direction and strode up it. Tanan followed him, and Lounis stopped him at the top.


  “You think you can do that next time?”


  “Alone?”


  Lounis nodded.


  “I don’t know,” Tanan said. “I don’t know if I’ve got the strength to pull it.”


  “Well, it’s usually the newest man’s job. You’re the newest man,” Lounis shrugged. “Do the best you can.”


  Tanan sighed and nodded. “Aye, Lounis.”


  “Good lad,” Lounis said, clapping him on the shoulder. He eyed the position of the sun. “Abbou will have dinner ready shortly. Take it easy for a bit.”


  Tanan nodded and looked around for an empty place on the deck. He worked his way toward the bow and eyed the line that tied the boat to shore. It stretched tight between the bow and the tree, the water’s flow keeping the tension. He understood why the line needed to be so heavy, but he doubted that he could manage the weight of it. His back against the deck house, he sank to the deck,. He could hear Wazor’s voice in conversation with Yassir but couldn’t understand what they talked about. How had they spent the day in that cramped cabin?


  He snickered. Wazor always had something to say. Tanan wondered if his great-grandfather had grown tired of the nattering yet.


  Low laughter bubbled up from below.


  Apparently not.


  After a few moments, Wazor emerged from the companionway, scanning the deck until he spotted Tanan. “Tan,” he said. “You’re needed.”


  Tanan sighed and levered himself up. Wazor grinned at him and ducked back below, leaving him to follow.


  The small cabin under the bow looked cramped but quite comfortable when Tanan arrived at the door. Yassir sat cross-legged on one bunk. Wazor on the other. A wide plank spanned the distance between them, a game board on it.


  “Well, my boy?” Yassir asked. “How fared you on the first day?”


  Tanan rolled his shoulders, feeling the muscles complain. “Was this necessary, sir?”


  Wazor stiffened but Yassir raised a hand toward him in a quelling gesture.


  “Necessary, my boy?” Yassir shook his head. “Not strictly speaking, no. Probably not.” He raised his eyebrows and leaned forward. “But consider. What have you gained today?”


  “Besides the certain knowledge that I’ll likely wake tomorrow unable to move?”


  The old man had the grace to look at least a little bit contrite. “That’s the price,” he said.


  “I’ve learned how the barges move up the river,” he said.


  “You’ve also seen a side of the realm that you didn’t know existed yesterday,” Yassir said.


  Tanan laugh-snorted. “That’ll teach me.”


  Wazor grinned. “You can’t learn what you don’t know you don’t know,” he said.


  “Well, I’m learning a lot about something I didn’t know I didn’t know,” Tanan said, nodding to his great-grandfather.


  “More to the point, my boy, consider.” He held the young man’s gaze steady. “Do you remember your first forays into the guard barracks?”


  Tanan felt a jolt of surprise. “You know about that?”


  “Guessed,” he said. “Do you remember?”


  “I do.”


  “Were you welcomed with open arms? The second son of the king, perhaps riding the coattails of your brother?”


  Tanan shook his head. “No, it took some time.”


  “You had to earn their respect.”


  Tanan thought about those early days for a few moments. “It wasn’t something I set out to do.”


  “Of course not, my boy. It was something you did out of instinct. You learned by doing. Along the way you made friends who gladly shared their skills, their knowledge.” He shrugged. “Even up to doing you favors, no questions asked. Am I wrong?”


  “No, sir.”


  “So, you’ve just come off the docks. An untried worker. Tossed in a pool of professional riverboat men. Men who’ve been doing this work in one form or another for their entire lives.” He shrugged. “They had every expectation that you’d fold like a silk scarf by midday.”


  “I felt like it,” Tanan said.


  “The point being that you didn’t. You kept going. Round and round. Pushing the pole, taking your turn. Yes, you’ll be in pain tomorrow. Even more than today. In two days you’ll be better. Two days more and you’ll be stronger still. By this time next week, you’ll be part of the crew.”


  “Nobody mentioned this would take a month,” he said.


  “Does it matter?” Yassir asked. “We need your presence in Mahlcry. Short of riding there overland, this is the fastest route and gives you a chance to learn more about the salt trade immediately.”


  Tanan picked at a blister on his thumb, the burning pain making him wince. He pressed the weeping sore against his tunic. “Why do the barges turn around in Red Bank?” he asked.


  “The Narrows,” Yassir said. “They stop there to unload and take on new cargo to go north again.”


  “The Narrows,” Tanan said.


  “The river narrows and deepens. Coming down is easy. Going back?” Yassir shrugged. “Less so.”


  “Yet you brought the barge into the city.”


  Yassir nodded. “Owner’s privilege. We picked up a cargo that I needed in Mahlcry but wasn’t available at Red Bank.”


  “Those bales?” Tanan asked.


  “The cotton?” Yassir shook his head. “No, my boy. You.”


  Tanan felt the surprise wash over him. “You came all this way to get me?”


  Yassir shrugged and waggled his hand from side to side. “Well, no. Yes, but not only.” He shrugged again. “We came down to meet with your father and uncle. It took us some time to explain the situation in Mahlcry and convince them to let you come with us.”


  Tanan looked at Wazor. “Did you know this, Teacher?”


  Wazor shook his head. “No, my boy. I had no idea until your uncle informed me after the dinner.”


  “So all that salt trade?”


  “Serendipity,” he said. “I think it also played into convincing your uncle to agree to this.”


  “Because I’d already discovered the problem?”


  “That and—for the first time—I think he saw you as something more than...” He paused and glanced up toward the deck. “More than a spare.”


  Tanan sighed. “I should be grateful, I suppose. I just didn’t think it would come as being a laborer.”


  Yassir gave a soft laugh. “I have a feeling that this will be good for your education, my boy. I’m not sorry that I threw you into the crew. It wasn’t what I had expected for the trip but when I learned we were down three men, I saw an opportunity for you to have a more direct education. To live it rather than hear about it.”


  Tanan sighed again, deeper this time. “Should I expect to be working the salt mines when we get to Mahlcry, then?”


  Yassir smiled and considered the question. “Possibly?” He grinned and shook his head. “I doubt that you’ll get that opportunity to advance your education, my boy.”


  “Opportunity?” Tanan asked.


  Yassir spread his hands apart. “It all depends on perspective, my boy.”


  “You, at least, have a family to return to,” Wazor said, raising his eyebrows. “For most of the salt miners, that is their life. Something to consider, your—my boy.”


  Tanan took his meaning and nodded. “Well, sir? How many I assist you this evening?”


  “When Abbou has dinner ready, would you fetch a couple of bowls for us?” Yassir asked.


  “Would you like tea?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor started to say something but Yassir waved him down. “It’s muck.” He reached into one of the bags and pulled out a bottle of wine. “A couple of cups will be fine,” he said. “Clean ones, if you can find some.”


  Tanan nodded, suppressing the chuckle. “Of course, sir.”


  Yassir nodded. “Thank you, my boy. That’ll be all for now.” He said that last a little louder than he needed to as he turned back to the game board between them. “Your play, I believe,” he said.


  Wazor shrugged and leaned over the board, perhaps considering his next move.


  Tanan shook his head and clambered back on deck. He went aft to where Abbou worked the stove, a simmering kettle and a large pot already on the metal surface. “They need some cups,” he said.


  Abbou snorted. “Of course they do.” He waved at the storage bin. “Help yourself.”


  Tanan took two and returned them to the cabin.


  Yassir looked up. “Oh, thank you, my boy,” he said and turned back to the board without another word.


   

  


  Tanan fell into his hammock as the sun went down and spent the night completely unaware of his surroundings until Lounis pounded on the hatch. To the east the morning sun peeked through the trees, but most of the land lay in shadows.


  “Abbou, get the fire going. The rest of you, get moving. Stow that gear and take care of business.”


  Tanan rolled out of his hammock, every muscle in his body complaining. His legs and back felt stiff and cried at him with every movement.


  Faiz grinned at him. “Rough night?”


  “Night was fine.” Tanan tried to straighten and found his back wouldn’t quite make it to vertical. “Morning seems a bit rough.”


  Faiz nodded at the companion way. “Come on. You need to move around to get them muscles loosened up.”


  Tanan hung his hammock and followed Faiz out on deck. His tunic, warm from his body overnight, felt stiff and scratchy against his skin.


  Faiz made a turn aft and walked off the stern of the boat, swimming a short distance down river and ducking his head several times. About half the crew was already in the water. Tanan dropped into the river, the icy water shocking his system to life. He moved away from the boat to make room for the crew following. He ducked his head a couple times, running his fingers through his hair to free up the trapped sweat and dirt. Faiz clambered up the grassy slope and Tanan followed.


  “How’d that feel?” Faiz asked.


  Tanan shook the water out of his hair and pulled the clammy tunic away from his skin. “Cold as a midwinter privy.”


  “Forgot about your muscles though, didn’t ya?”


  Tanan laughed and nodded.


  Faiz pulled his tunic off and wrung the water from it. “Wring it out. We can go stand by the stove and finish drying. You’ll be glad enough for the cold before the morning’s over.”


  Tanan followed Faiz’s lead and managed to get most of the water out of the coarse cotton fabric. He flapped it in the air a couple of times, the tail making a whip-crack sound in the still morning. It was still clammy against his skin when he pulled it back on, but at least it wasn’t dripping water down his backside. He did the same with his loose trousers and felt almost human by the time they got back aboard.


  The morning meal consisted of a grain mush with dried fruit in it and the ubiquitous tea. Tanan took his bowl forward and sat in the rays of the rising sun to eat and drink his tea. The warmth of the sun felt good on his skin and the warm grain warmed him on the inside. It was a long way from Cook’s kitchen but he focused on the boat and the men around him. He turned his face to the sun and took a moment to bask in the gentle rays. A cool, green-smelling wind touched his skin, laden with the spicy smell of pines and the flattened aromas of leaves rotting on the ground.


  “Sleeping again?” Lounis nudged him with a toe.


  Tanan opened his eyes and looked up at him. “Just taking it in.”


  The big man crouched beside him. “You holding up?”


  “I’m sore. Feel like I’ve been beaten and left by the side of the road to die.”


  Lounis chuckled. “You able to work?”


  Tanan shrugged and winced, regretting the movement. “I suspect it won’t get better if I don’t.”


  Lounis nodded. “You’re not a stranger to work, boy. Wanna tell me?”


  “Stables. Shoveling horse muck.” He shrugged.


  Lounis grabbed one of Tan’s hands and turned it up to the light. Blisters on the thumb and palms seeped, glistening in the light. “Yeah. Not with those hands.” He raised an eyebrow.


  “Small stable. I helped my father around the shop.”


  “What’d he sell?”


  “Wine.”


  “Not salt?” Lounis asked.


  “We’re not the rich side of the family,” Tanan said.


  Lounis looked at Tan’s hand again then released it. He lowered his voice when he spoke again. “You’re not foolin’ me, lad. Not with your clothes and your guardsman’s bag.” He nodded at Tan’s hands. “Not with those hands. You’re not a laborer. You don’t have the look of a shopkeeper’s son.” He squinted. “Your life. Not my business unless you bring trouble aboard with ya.”


  Tanan shrugged. “The old man knows me.”


  “That Wazor guy?” Lounis asked.


  “He’s a teacher.”


  Lounis squinted a little more. “He’s not the old man’s teacher. He yours?”


  “Was for a time.” Tanan shrugged. “He seems more interested in the old man than me.”


  “You both wear the same knife.” Lounis nodded to the scabbard on Tan’s belt. “Getting that wet probably wasn’t the smartest move.”


  Tanan put his bowl and mug down on the deck, freeing the blade from its sheath and wiping it on the driest part of his sleeve. He inspected it for damage but other than the wet grips, it appeared unharmed. The watery pattern on the blade reflected the morning light into Lounis’s face.


  “Lord and Lady, boy, put that away,” Lounis said, his words hissing from between his teeth. He pushed Tan’s hand down to his side and looked around.


  Tanan slide the blade back into its sheath and fastened the thong to hold it in place. He looked around but nobody seemed to be looking their way.


  “Keep that covered if you want to keep your life, boy.”


  Tanan looked up at Lounis. “I don’t understand.”


  Lounis sighed and shook his head. “That blade’s worth as much as this barge. Cargo included.”


  Tanan shook his head. “Can’t be.”


  “Trust me,” Lounis said. “You may not know steel, but I do—and that steel is priceless. Water won’t hurt it. It’ll keep an edge enough to cut a rock.” His eyes narrowed again. “You haven’t used it yet.”


  Tanan shook his head. “A gift just before I left.”


  Lounis laughed. “Somebody really likes you or really hates you.” He glanced over his shoulder. The crew began stirring about, Faiz being Faiz at the stove. “My advice, boy? Get that off your belt and ask the old man to carry it for you. You won’t need a blade aboard. We’ll be in Grunton and you can get something a little less conspicuous if you’ve got the coin.”


  Tanan nodded. “Thanks.”


  Lounis patted him on the shoulder. “You’re welcome, lad. Someday maybe we can have a pint and you can tell me what’s really going on.” He stood and started organizing the crew for getting underway.


  Tanan took his bowl and cup aft, where Abbou had a couple of men washing the dishes, before heading for the forward deck house. Inside the small structure, the doorway forward stood open. Wazor and Yassir leaned forward watching him.


  “Something wrong, my boy?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan unbuckled his belt, sliding the sheath off before buckling it again. He placed the knife on the table beside their game board. “Lounis saw this. Said I shouldn’t wear it on the deck and suggested I bring it down here for safekeeping.”


  Wazor’s eyebrows rose as his lips pursed. “Really.”


  Yassir picked it up and released the thong that held the blade in place. He slid the knife out a few finger-widths and whistled. “Yes. I can see why.” He pushed the blade back and secured it. “Not exactly the quality of blade a merchant’s son might carry.” He tucked it under his pillow. “Did he say anything about it?”


  “Only that it was worth as much as the barge with cargo.”


  Yassir pulled on his lower lip with thumb and forefinger, staring at the gaming board. “Not that much, I think.” He gave his head a little shake. “Certainly more than your life. It was good advice. Did he seem suspicious?”


  “Only that he doesn’t believe I’m a merchant’s son. He looked at my hands.”


  “I didn’t think that story about the stable would hold up,” Wazor said.


  Tanan shrugged. “It didn’t. At least not with him. Nobody else seems interested—other than I’m al-Harradi and working for my passage.”


  Yassir nodded. “Can you use a blade, my boy? You have any training? Practice?”


  “Yes, sir. I’m not guardsmen level, but I know the basics.”


  Wazor tsked and shook his head. “He’s not guardsman level. He’s better.”


  Tanan frowned. “You can’t be serious.” After a moment he added. “Sir.”


  “You’ve been training with the palace guards, not the average guardsmen. There’s a reason they rotate the troops.”


  Tanan shook his head. “I’m still not as good.”


  Wazor caught Yassir’s eye. “He’s been sneaking into the barracks and learning from the street fighters there. The ones his brother Brahim can’t train.”


  “Because they’re too good?” Yassir asked.


  Wazor nodded.


  Tanan felt his jaw sagging and snapped it closed. “You knew about that?”


  “What? That you snuck off to the barracks when you weren’t mucking stalls and chasing maids around the hayloft?” Wazor shrugged. “I wouldn’t be much of a teacher if I didn’t know the smell of oiled leather and wet—”


  Yassir cleared his throat, cutting off whatever Wazor might have been about to say. “You won’t need a blade aboard. We’ll dock in Grunton in two days.” He looked at Wazor. “Take him into town and find him a good, serviceable blade. I know the smith there. Good man. Good work.”


  Wazor nodded.


  Tanan heard the stove doors closing, their distinctive metal clang echoing through the morning stillness. “I better go.”


  “Pay attention today, my boy,” Yassir said. “Getting back through the narrows is the key to the rest of the trip.”


  Tanan nodded and slipped out of the deck house. Lounis saw him, glanced at his waist, and nodded. “You’re up this morning, lad. Go get that line ready to release.” He nodded at the tree. “Just don’t do it yet. Keep a couple of turns around the trunk until I tell ya.”


  He nodded and trotted down the gangplank while the rest of the crew started lining up and the captain clambered to the tiller above. On reaching the tree, he found the loose knot that Faiz had tied the night before had cinched up a bit, but he was able to loosen it with his fingers and unwind it from the standing line. With the loose end in his hand, he walked the line back around the trunk until it started to slip against the bark. He took a half step back and looked to Lounis, standing amidships directing the crew to the places he wanted them.


  The process took only a few moments. Then Lounis glanced at the captain, who nodded. “Poles up.”


  The men pulled their poles, every man on the walks.


  “Hold us firm.” Lounis’s words carried on the quiet morning air.


  The men on the river side of the boat set their poles, angled back, but not pushing.


  The captain leaned on the tiller and Lounis waved his arm. “Let ’er go, lad.”


  Tanan walked the line around again, the pressure lessened but still there. He cleared the line from the tree and started dragging it back to the boat.


  “Leave it,” Lounis said, his voice echoing off the trees. “Get aboard.”


  Tanan watched the crew struggling to keep the boat from floating down the river and kicked up his heels in a sprint to close the distance. Jamil stood near the bow, his huge, muscled arm hanging over the side as he crouched at the gunwale. He grinned, teeth gleaming in the morning sun, and patted the side of the boat as if calling a dog to heel. Tanan sprang the last few steps, grabbing the big man’s hand and arm in both his hands.


  Jamil laughed and swung him aboard as if he weighed no more than a child.


  “Ease ’er out,” Lounis said. “Jamil, help him wrestle the cable aboard. Show him how to stow it.”


  Jamil nodded and waved, stowing his pole in the gunwale. “Nicely done,” he said. He went to the bow and started manhandling the cable aboard, pulling an arm-length at a time and coiling it on the deck at his feet. “If ya flake it down proper like this,” he said, “she’ll roll out nice when you need it again.” He nodded to the rapidly growing pile on the deck. “You guide it around and around. I’ll horse it in.”


  The polemen started moving, but at a slower pace than the day before. It took some time to get the long line all back aboard, but for the last bit, it floated mostly in the river, streaming back beside the barge. Once the last of the rope had come aboard, Jamil opened the locker and hefted the whole coil in at once, knocking the lid down after it. He smiled at Tan and gave him a slap on the shoulder that nearly took him off his feet, but he smiled. 


  “Thanks for the help,” Tanan said.


  “Welcome.” Jamil nodded and went back to his post, grabbing a pole and stepping into the slow-moving line.


  Lounis waved Tan over. “By me, lad.”


  “Day’s wastin’,” the captain said.


  “You heard the man,” Lounis said. “Bow men, push off.”


  The first few men on the land side of the barge pushed straight away from the bank while the captain pulled the tiller over. The bow started to angle away from the bank, slowly at first, but the riverside men had to lift their poles from the bottom to keep them from being jammed beneath the boat.


  “All together now,” Lounis said. “Let’s get a little run on the Narrows, shall we?”


  Both sides of the barge had full crews pushing. Tanan stayed well back. Five men working where four walked the day before made him appreciate just how good they were. No slips. No trips. Everybody made their pulls clean and practically scampered up the walkway to start again at the bow. Yesterday’s pace felt almost lackadaisical by comparison. The boat began to show a faint bow wake between the river flowing down and the pushing going forward.


  “How do they do that?” Tanan asked, unaware that he’d spoken aloud until Lounis answered.


  “Practice,” he said. “We can’t keep it up for long, but once we get this bitch moving, we can keep her going good.”


  “The Narrows?” Tanan asked.


  Lounis nodded. “Next bend. You’ll see.”


  Tanan glanced around at the broad, slow-moving river. Sluggish eddies swirled around the banks. A long-legged fishing bird stood frozen in the reeds near the shore, then squawked and took to the sky on great, whuffing wings.


  The men found their pace and Lounis kept them at it until the boat cleared the next bend. Looking upstream, Tanan saw the river banks draw closer together, making the river maybe half as wide.


  “Can we do it?” Tanan asked, thinking about the speed and the pressure that must be flowing down that gap.


  “Done it before,” Lounis said. “Channel’s deeper there but it’s still pushing down faster there than here. All that upstream water pushing through.”


  Tanan looked around at the broadened banks around them. “Spills here and spreads out.”


  “It does that,” Lounis said. “The trick is finding bottom.” He looked up at the captain who peered forward, one hand shading his eyes. “Cap?”


  The captain took a deep breath and blew it out. “I’ll keep her on this side, Lounis. Close as I can.”


  “Aye, Cap,” Lounis said. “Stay with it, boys. It’s only the Narrows.”


  A couple of the men chuckled but most kept their heads down and maintained their machine-like rhythm.


  The next few hours took their toll on the crew.


  They slid into the Narrows barely two arm’s lengths from shore, but every so often a pole on the outside didn’t find bottom, leaving the pole man walking the pole back just to keep his place in line. The men inside occasionally had to suffer being slapped by overhanging branches; Lounis warned them, but they didn’t have a lot of room to duck.


  The water fairly raced past them, gurgling at the bow and slowing their progress even as the men struggled to keep the barge moving forward.


  Lounis looked at Tan. “Get a cask of water forward. Take some cups.”


  Tanan wrestled one of the smaller casks up onto the deck and returned for an armload of cups.


  When he was set, Lounis said, “We’re halfway, boys. Four up. Every other grab a water.” He paused for a heartbeat. “Go.”


  The man walking back stopped and took a cup of water from Tan, downing it as fast as he could pour it down. The next man passed them but the following stopped while the refreshed man took his place again.


  It felt like forever to Tanan, dipping the cups and holding them out, refilling them as the crew cycled past. He kept dipping and passing, dipping and passing. He focused on making sure each man got a drink in the least time possible.


  Lounis said, “That’s got it. Three up, ease down. Abbou, Jamil.”


  Tanan looked up to see the Narrows off the stern as the barge slipped over the widened river’s surface. The grunting pace the men had been keeping slowed as Abbou and Jamal stepped out of line. Tanan dipped water and handed it around.


  “Get in line, Tan,” Lounis said. “Stand ready.”


  Tanan grabbed a drink of water and took his place on the port side.


  “Next,” Lounis said, and Tan started the long dance again.


CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Precisely an hour after Vachir’s challenge, and about half that time after rifling through various camel boxes and saddle bags to figure out where, exactly, Sukhetai had stored his helmet, he trudged up the hill to meet his fate. He’d had a short exchange with Qara regarding whether or not to use the Sword of Honor in the duel. She won, though it didn’t take much convincing—Sukhetai didn’t want to bloody it, either.


  Vachir stood ready atop the rise. His riders hadn’t gone far, though his quiver bearer had joined the rest of them rather than stay with him on what would become the battlefield. As Sukhetai took his place, his heart raced. Vachir donned his helmet. It had a red horsehair tassel at the top, and Sukhetai almost snorted. His own helmet had a black tassel. The color of war.


  “To first blood,” Vachir said. “Fighting to the death would be dishonorable.”


  Sukhetai said nothing, simply nodded and placed his own helmet over his head. The fur on the inside of the iron neck guards muffled his hearing somewhat, but he didn’t need to hear in order to fight. He just needed to see.


  Vachir stepped forward and held his saber out at arm’s length. Sukhetai did likewise, and they stepped forward until the hilts on each saber touched. Vachir’s eyes were calm and cold, which only made Sukhetai hate him more. They both stepped back, crossed their sabers over their chests, and bowed.


  It began as most fights did, with each opponent sizing up the other. Sukhetai remembered well the trade moot several years prior where they’d tried to wrestle a goatskin away from each other from horseback. Sukhetai had proven himself the better rider, but in that brief engagement he could feel Vachir’s strength, a strength that had only grown in the intervening years.


  Sukhetai lunged, testing. Vachir didn’t flinch. He swiped in response and Sukhetai lurched backward, mind reeling, recalculating. In that moment Sukhetai realized that Vachir had probably seen more action up in the mountains than any ordinary rider. No matter. Sukhetai had fought older warriors and won before.


  He backed up and took a defensive stance, waiting for another strike. Vachir didn’t take one. He kept circling, first one way, then the other. More patient and methodical than a tiger pacing its cage, but with the same threatening aura. Sukhetai saw through the attempt to bait him. Vachir counted on him to be impatient and to take a strike that would put him in a bad position. He watched carefully, intent on catching his opponent in a mistake. He thought he saw a likely opening in the brief moments when Vachir turned to change direction, but he wanted to be sure.


  Vachir lunged. It came from nowhere while Sukhetai watched for openings. He parried the blade to the side, thrown off balance, and Vachir led the blade around, swinging past. Sukhetai caught the motion of his arm out of the corner of his eye and ducked, just missing getting sliced across the back. He turned sharply, not sure whether to back up or take a strike of his own. Vachir’s height gave him an advantage: more reach and more leverage. Sukhetai would have to time his attack perfectly.


  Sukhetai backed up instead of striking and realized he was smiling, settling into the challenge. The other First spun his saber around and squinted. They both kept moving, but Sukhetai noticed Vachir slowing. While Vachir had an advantage in his reach, Sukhetai had one in his speed, and his opponent had noticed. Vachir knew not to try wearing him out. Which meant, at some point, the Zhoon Uhls would be forced to try to overpower him. Sukhetai watched for that, instead.


  They both slowed, circling, waiting for the other to look away, or blink, or trip. Sukhetai could feel his heart racing in his chest, like a horse galloping off through the grasses. Vachir’s mountain-steady patience started to grate at his nerves.


  He waited for Vachir to take another step, and lunged, flicking his wrist out for a cut. Vachir stepped into it, and parried his saber past. Sukhetai shifted and drew his sword across Vachir’s, scraping metal and flinging sparks. Vachir shifted back and twisted his own saber, hooking the curve of his blade around Sukhetai’s. A disarm. Sukhetai pulled back and beat Vachir’s blade away, but he righted it quickly and lunged at Sukhetai’s shoulder. He parried with the base of his blade and stepped into Vachir’s guard.


  He would have gone for a headbutt. A bloody nose counted as first blood, after all. Vachir saw it coming, and rammed his knee into Sukhetai’s stomach instead.


  Sukhetai lurched back, winded, and doubled over against the dull, hollow ache under his ribcage. His breath left him for a second time that day.


  “If I were a less honorable man I would cut you while you’re disoriented.” Vachir stood by, waiting for him to suck air back in. “But I’m not. Consider that a lesson.”


  Somewhere in the back of his mind, a memory lurked of Sukhetai training for battle with his father, who had, at that point, been the First Rider. He’d been laid out in the mud at the time, but still found himself smiling. He coughed as his diaphragm stopped seizing, and straightened back up as best he could, crossing his saber over his chest with a little bow. Vachir, to his surprise, cracked a grin.


  Sukhetai looked down the hill toward the ger, and sighed. It was going to be a long road to Mahlcry, and they were losing time while he was up on the hill fighting with Vachir. He figured he might as well give them a show.


  “Lesson considered,” he said.


  He bolted for Vachir, swinging in sharp, controlled curves. Vachir backed up, ducking and parrying, until the two blades caught in the jagged mark from earlier. They both tried for a disarm and neither succeeded. Sukhetai moved Vachir’s blade past and went for a slice on his arm, but the elder First Rider danced out of the way, pulling his arm back with surprising speed. Vachir flicked his wrist for a similar strike and Sukhetai parried with the base of his saber, bringing the other end down in an arc to try for a chest cut. Vachir parried, and the two fell into a dance of blades, whirling and blocking, lunging and retreating. They seemed evenly matched, though Sukhetai could feel Vachir’s unused strength in every strike. As long as he could move fast enough, it wouldn’t be a problem.


  Vachir broke the pattern first and ducked out of the way instead of parrying. Sukhetai lurched forward, and felt the solid slap of metal on his war-coat. He backed up and spun, shocked, and probed the spot on his arm. The fabric wasn’t even cut through, though he knew that was going to be a bruise sooner rather than later. Vachir’s composure broke only for a moment, a disappointed twist of his lips. Sukhetai’s smile never faltered.


  He stepped back in again, aiming for a low cut at Vachir’s leg. Vachir beat his sword away and stepped past, his sword dragging across the neck guard of Sukhetai’s helmet. The noise grated at him, and he flinched away as the blade came a hair’s breadth from his nose. He turned again, and backed up. Vachir was on him instantly, throwing him off balance with a strike to the forehead. Sukhetai ducked on instinct.


  The noise hit him before the sword did. After the muffling of the fur next to his ears the wind sounded like a gale out of nowhere. His helmet hit the ground behind him, and before he could locate Vachir’s blade, the tip bit into his cheek. He skittered backward, pressing a hand to his face while Vachir wiped the end of his sword on his sleeve. The tiniest streak of red against his tan war-coat confirmed what Sukhetai felt: first blood.


  He pulled his hand away and looked down at it, scowling. Sure enough, a ruddy line smeared against the base of his thumb. It wasn’t a deep cut, nor would it bleed for long, but it was still a cut. Sukhetai, for a moment, wanted nothing more than to flatten his rival First Rider. Instead, the exhaustion of a lost battle settled onto his back and shoulders, and he raised his bloody hand instead. The Zhoon Uhls below cheered. So did the riders from his own tribe.


  Sukhetai shrugged it off and sheathed his sword. He reached down to pick up his helmet while Vachir waited.


  “You fight well for a mountain goat,” Sukhetai said.


  “As do you, for an ass.”


  He said it with a smile but Sukhetai still wanted to punch him. Instead he straightened up, and crossed his fist over his chest. Vachir did likewise, and they both bowed.


  A sound carried on the wind. It was hooves, sure enough, but not a whole party. When Sukhetai straightened up, he squinted down at his own camp, trying to figure out who it was. He didn’t see a rider, until he turned to face Vachir again. They both cast their gazes out to the northern horizon. A single rider was almost upon them, clad in a blue deel. They carried no banner, and wore a fur-lined hat against the cold. Sukhetai stepped up next to Vachir to meet the rider as they crested the rise. Both First Riders still had swords in hand, but Vachir stowed his immediately.


  “Sukhetai!”


  The rider was a woman. An older woman. Sukhetai could tell from her voice, but he wasn’t sure he recognized her. As she approached and slowed her horse, he could see the faint wisps of gray hair sticking out under her hat. It was the same color as the storm clouds. She had soft eyes, though, which he didn’t expect from an oyuun.


  Sukhetai stepped forward, and the woman swung herself from the saddle with the same grace that Kokotseg had. Her eyes bored into his for a moment, and he felt a distinct prickling in his scalp, as though rain fell on his head. It left when her gaze did, and she turned it on Vachir. Sukhetai watched his face soften, as though he was used to the magic of the old woman.


  “First Rider Vachir,” the woman said. “I assure you the Doud Tahlkheer ride in peace. I am here as their escort.”


  “What?” Sukhetai asked.


  They both ignored him. Instead, Vachir crossed a hand over his chest and bowed to the oyuun.


  “We’ve finished, here,” he said. “I’ll take my men and go home. Safe travels, Oyuun.”


  “And to you, First Rider.”


  Sukhetai fought to contain his confusion as Vachir gave a curt nod in his direction, and headed back down the hill, whistling for his horse. The oyuun turned to Sukhetai and smiled. He frowned.


  “Apologies, Oyuun,” he said. “If we’ve met, I don’t remember your name.”


  “We haven’t,” she said. “But, a worried mother goose told me you might need some guidance.”


  The wind shifted in such a way that Sukhetai suddenly felt as if he was in the presence of a Spirit. He nodded slowly, as the oyuun turned her face to the sky and closed her eyes.


  “The grasses spoke of this storm,” she said. “The wind carried that message back to your high oyuun, and she sent her geese to me.”


  “Kokotseg,” Sukhetai said. “You know her?”


  “We all know each other out here.” The oyuun turned her face back down again and nodded toward the camp. “Even if we don’t know each other’s names.”


  Sukhetai started walking, utterly befuddled. The oyuun followed, leading her horse and smiling the faintest smile.


  It wasn’t as though he was unfamiliar with the strange magics of the old women, but this one in particular seemed more wind than person. She had an odd manner, as though listening to everything at once and singing along with it under her breath. Sukhetai couldn’t explain it, though he felt it even as they walked.


  Maral and Qara rode up to meet them first, and the oyuun smiled as if she knew them both. 


  Qara looked to Sukhetai. “I thought you said we don’t take oyuuns to Mahlcry,” she said.


  “So did I,” Sukhetai said. “Kokotseg sent her.”


  Qara’s eyebrows rose.


  The oyuun bowed, a small but respectful bow. “I am Oyuun Ibakha,” she said. “I usually live to the north of your summer home.”


  “So you’re Khoid Talood, then?” Qara asked.


  “No.” Ibakha gave a grandmotherly smile. “I am simply a wanderer. Kokotseg and I have known each other for many, many years.”


  Maral watched the hill behind them, bow still firmly held before him in the saddle. Sukhetai looked back for a moment, and sighed.


  “He’s gone, Maral,” he said. “Or leaving. We can stand down now that we have an oyuun with us.”


  “Of course.” Maral sighed, and settled his bow back in the quiver. “I’ll tell the others. We should spend the night here, set up the other ger.”


  Sukhetai riled at being told what to do in his own camp, but tamped it down when Oyuun Ibakha gave him a side-eye.


  “Yes,” Sukhetai said. “Qara, you go with them.”


  She nodded, and Maral made a face as though he would have scoffed if it wasn’t improper to do so with an oyuun standing right there. The two of them rode back for the ger, the other riders falling in with them. Sukhetai and Ibakha watched them go, and the old woman sighed.


  “I remember him,” she said. “Maral the bowman. I always found it amusing that his mother named him after an animal that one hunts with a bow.”


  “You know him?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Like I said, I know almost everyone who has ridden through the northern plains.”


  Sukhetai remembered proper manners after a long moment of wondering whether or not he’d ever met her, and started walking back toward the ger. She followed, eyes closed. He thought for a moment to reach out and guide her but she stopped when he did.


  “Lead on, First Rider,” she said. “I’m simply listening.”


  He nodded slowly, and watched as most of the rest of the caravan came filtering out of the ger. Many of them looked on, confused as to the presence of the old woman who appeared out of the storm, for all they knew. As they approached, Sukhetai cleared his throat.


  “Would you care for tea, Oyuun Ibakha?” he asked.


  “Please, my name doesn’t matter,” she said. “But yes, I would. Thank you, Sukhetai.”


  “How do you know my name if we’ve never met?”


  She pointed at the grass under her feet, then in Qara’s general direction. With her eyes closed. It gave Sukhetai chills.


  As they passed the herd of horses milling about under Orbei’s care, the oyuun stopped, and opened her eyes again. She held out the reins to the young handler, who took them without a word. Orbei just smiled, as the oyuun passed her by, and instead strode up to Sukhetai’s horse. It plodded up as if it knew her, and she placed her hand on his face.


  “I’m sorry I spooked you, my dear,” she said. “You are a strong one, aren’t you?”


  “You rode my horse?” Sukhetai asked. “He nearly broke my ribs kicking me off.”


  “You’re the one who treated him harshly.” Ibakha turned her head with a snap. “There is much for you to learn, Sukhetai, and most of it is about yourself.”


  Her words slapped him in the face. He did realize, with some sense of discomfort, that he wouldn’t have reacted that way if Kokotseg had been the one.


  Ibakha’s eyes burned and Sukhetai felt that prickle in his skull again. Like she tried to dredge something out of him. They stared at each other for a long moment, before her face softened again, and she stepped away from the horses with a little bow to Orbei. Sukhetai had almost forgotten about her, but nodded his thanks as well.


  “Come,” the oyuun said. “Show me your caravan, and perhaps your tea.”


  She wandered off toward the ger, and Sukhetai blinked after her. He watched the other riders assembling the second wall lattice, and resolved himself to entertaining the old woman for the evening. The weather looked like it was, if not clearing, then at least evening out. He wondered if Oyuun Ibakha had anything to do with that.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  Tanan

  


  



  Around noon the barge poled past the bustling port of Red Bank. Tanan didn’t see much of it. He barely dared to look up for fear that he’d lose his footing. If the crews on the docked barges hadn’t yelled and waved as they passed, he might not have noticed.


  “Next,” Lounis said, but it wasn’t Tan’s turn yet.


  By the time he got a chance to step out of the lineup, the port had disappeared behind a bend in the river.


  “Why didn’t we stop?” he asked, wiping the sweat out of his eyes with his sleeve.


  Ali shook his head. “Too early. We’ll probably hit Grunton tomorrow afternoon.”


  Tanan nodded and stepped back into line with the next command.


  They continued around and around until the trees along the bank cast shadows across the river, the captain said, “Solid bank comin’ up, Lounis.”


  Lounis waved a hand. “Aye, cap,” he said. “Abbou, Tan, Jamil. Drop out.”


  When his time came to walk aft, Tanan placed his pole beside the others and looked to Lounis.


  “Get the line ready, Tan. Jamil, give him a hand.”


  Abbou needed no instruction. He opened up the stove and began the process of lighting the fire.


  Tan went to the bow and pulled the heavy coil out onto the deck, grunting with the effort. Jamil grinned at him. “Heavier than it looks, eh?”


  “Faiz made it look so easy yesterday,” Tanan said, pulling the looped end from the coil and hooking it over the deck cleat.


  They watched the barge approach a broad bend in the river, sidling up on the port side on the inside bank. In what seemed almost no time, Lounis gave the order. “Line out.”


  Jamil had to help Tan get the line over the side and dropped onto the bank with Tan to help haul the heavy cable up to a tree, wrapping it off and securing the end.


  “Stow ’em,” Lounis said, his voice reaching Tan easily in the quiet evening air.


  The gangway hung out over the water. It wasn’t long enough to reach land. The barge hung at an angle from the curved bank, stern out. “Faiz, Ali. Help them rig a stern line to snug us in.”


  “Aye, Lounis,” Faiz said, heading aft. He pulled another heavy line from a locker, hooked the loop over a cleat on the stern, and threw the coil onto the bank as if it were the weight of string instead of lead. Tan and Jamil picked up the line and headed for a sturdy tree as Ali and Faiz dropped off the barge, helping to drag the line.


  “How does this work?” Tanan asked, eyeing the angle of the barge.


  “Easy,” Jamil said, walking the free end around the tree until he was headed back toward the barge. Faiz and Ali trotted over. Jamil nodded to Tan. “Grab hold, lad. When I say ‘heave,’ pull and hold.”


  Tanan wrapped his hands around the line and braced himself.


  “Heave.”


  All four men pulled together, taking up the slack in the line and making some small headway. Everybody took a step back.


  “Heave.”


  Again. To Tanan, it felt like they were trying to pull a mountain.


  “Again, keep pulling this time,” Jamil said. “Heave.”


  The third time the line felt less like a mountain and more like a recalcitrant horse, but they slowly gained ground on it, using the tree trunk as a crude pulley. He looked over his shoulder and saw the stern of the barge sliding toward the river bank.


  “Hold,” Jamil said. “Let’s tie it off.”


  They walked the line around the trunk three times and Faiz secured the end. Lounis waved them back to the barge as the crew dropped the gangway to the shore.


  Tanan climbed the gangway, his legs and back complaining all the way. The crew had stowed the loose poles and put the cask back where it belonged. He collapsed beside the aft deck house and rested his head back against the rough wood, closing his eyes and just breathing.


  “Tea,” Abbou said, rousing Tanan from a semi-slumber.


  He got in line with the rest, taking his cup and sipping even before finding a place on the deck. His whole body ached. His feet burned and his knees felt like they might break if he tried to bend them. Even his stomach muscles felt like they had been used hard. He couldn’t find a position where his whole body could find comfort. Something always felt stretched or abused by the hard planks of the deck. He sighed and focused on the bitter brew as it rolled over his tongue and down his gullet. He’d almost emptied the cup when Abbou called them to get some food, a spicy stew that had Tanan’s mouth burning from the first bite. He washed it down with the remains of his tea and then scooped a cup of water to finish the meal.


  “Not used to it, eh, lad?” Lounis asked, dropping to the deck beside him.


  “The stew?” Tanan asked.


  Lounis nodded.


  “Nothing I’ve ever eaten before.” He looked into the bowl. “I think I like it.”


  Lounis smiled and tucked into his own food, stopping periodically to dunk a piece of hardtack in the broth. “We’ll dock up at Grunton tomorrow night. We’re making good time and should be there by late afternoon.”


  “What will we do there?” Tanan asked.


  Lounis shrugged. “The old man will likely go ashore. We’ve got a few bales of cotton to deliver here. He’ll talk to the dock agent and see if we can get something going up river to replace it. We’ll set a deck watch so somebody’s always here and awake to make sure nobody tries anything stupid.” He took another bite of his stew. “Nothing to do, really. Just keep an eye on the gangway and the lines. Grunton’s not known for trouble.”


  Tanan nodded. “I’ll be doing one of those, I take it?”


  Lounis nodded. “You planning on going ashore?”


  “Wazor and I need to visit a merchant or two,” Tanan said.


  “I’d ask that you both get back by midnight.” He shrugged. “The old man is the old man. He’ll do what he pleases and we need to work around him.”


  Tanan snickered and spooned the last of the broth from his dish. “Anything I should look out for?”


  Lounis raised an eyebrow. “Depends on what you’re planning on doing. The tavern just off the dock waters his wine and his beer costs too much. If you’re planning on drinking, I’d try one of the places around the center of town.” He shrugged. “The locals may grumble a bit, but they’re not going to turn down your coin as long as you mind your own business.”


  Tanan nodded. “Any reason for them to grumble?”


  Lounis shrugged. “Some crews have a bit of a reputation for fighting. We don’t. Any fighters on this crew don’t last long.” He glanced at Tan.


  Tanan nodded.


  “You doin’ all right?” Lounis asked.


  “I’m half afraid I’m going to die,” Tanan said. “My entire body aches.”


  Lounis snorted. “What’s the other half?”


  “Afraid I’m not.” Tanan grinned. “It’s one thing to know that I’ll get through this but another to actually tough it out long enough to get there.”


  Lounis grinned and finished off the stew in the bottom of his bowl. “You’re ahead of the game just by knowing that much.”


  “I’m learning a lot,” Tanan said. “Still not sure what this has to do with the salt trade.”


  “It’s only been a couple of days,” Lounis said. “Give it time.”


  “Why are we carrying cotton?” Tanan asked.


  “No sense to go upriver empty. Less sense to carry salt back to the mines.”


  “So why cotton?”


  “Because it was there and we can get a good price for it at Weaver’s Bend.”


  “How far is that?”


  “Probably five days,” Lounis shrugged. “We’re makin’ good time but we’re still short a couple of men. If we can pick some up in Grunton, we might be able to pick up the pace a bit.”


  “Would you do that?” Tanan asked.


  “The old man might.” Lounis shrugged. “Capt’n might find some hands he knows and is willin’ to take on. I let them worry about that. I just work with the crew I got and do the best we can.”


  Tanan nodded. “I can see that.”


  Lounis stood and nodded. “Get some sleep tonight. It’ll be a long day tomorrow.”


   

  


  Grunton turned out to be a collection of muddy hovels erected beside the river. The dock, a collection of pilings sunk into the river bottom parallel to the flow, made mooring the barge easy. The artificial bank left room for three or four barges, but only one lay moored as they pulled in. The Abra’ujash tied up behind Franny’s Folly, a smaller barge—barely half as long as Abra’ujash and two-thirds as wide. One of their crewmen, a lanky man with meaty shoulders and legs, took their mooring line for them and walked it to a bollard on the dock.


  When the gangplank hit the dock, Lounis marched down and grasped arms with him. “Ghazil. How’s the river treating you?”


  Ghazil smiled at Lounis and patted his shoulder with his free hand. “Same as always,” he said. “Fast trip down and the hard way back.”


  “Which way you going?” Lounis asked.


  “Heading for Red Bank in the morning. Anything I need to worry about?”


  Lounis shook his head. “Long as we don’t get a rain shower upstream. Water seems clear. Odd stump and log, but no snags. Least none we saw. What about upstream?”


  “Major snag at Skipper’s Bend.”


  “Big tree with its roots in the air?”


  “That’s the one.”


  Lounis shrugged. “Saw that on the way down. Hoped it had gone away by now.”


  “That one’s going to take a lot of rotting and some fast water to get ripped out of there. The trunk’s been jammed into the downriver bank.”


  “Oye,” Lounis said. “At least it’s not crosswise in the stream.”


  “That’d take a long tree,” Ghazil said, laughing.


  “Don’t jinx us,” Lounis said. “You still got the same crew?”


  Ghazil nodded. “Yeah, we still have Hosni. He’s on his last chance. He gets locked up again and he’s staying. I’ve lost too many days on the river and too much gold to let him keep screwing us over. You?”


  “We dropped three at the capital. Went ashore and never came back.”


  Ghazil winced. “You went all the way down?”


  Lounis nodded at the bow and shrugged. “Owner’s aboard. Had business in the palace.”


  “Hope it was worth it.” Ghazil looked up at Tanan and nodded. “Don’t recognize him.”


  Lounis glanced up and grinned. “Gonna be the old man’s assistant in Mahlcry.”


  Ghazil’s eyes widened. “You got him pushin’ a pole?”


  Lounis nodded. “Old man’s orders.”


  Ghazil looked at Tanan. “You sign up for that, kid?”


  Tanan snorted. “Somehow the subject never came up until it was too late to back out.”


  Ghazil chuckled. “Somethings never change. How you findin’ it?”


  Tanan flexed his shoulders and rubbed his thighs. “I’ll probably live. Probably.”


  “He’s pickin’ it up fast,” Lounis said. “I got no complaints.”


  Ghazil nodded at Tanan and clasped arms with Lounis again. “Good to see you. Got time for a pint later?”


  “Long as it’s not that cow piss at the Mucky Hole.”


  “You’re buyin’ then,” Ghazil said. “Sunset?”


  Lounis looked at the crew lined up on the gunwale and the angle of the sun. “Yeah. Should do.”


  Ghazil nodded. “I’ll let you get at it.”


  Lounis climbed the gangway. “Ali, you and Abbou see about filling the water casks. Lay in some food. Three days’ worth.”


  The two men nodded.


  “How we fixed on stove wood, Abbou?”


  “We filled up at the capital, but we could use some more.”


  “See if you can get some,” Lounis said.


  Abbou nodded.


  “Rest of you, try not to get into too much trouble. Watch out for Hosni.” He nodded at the Folly. “You heard the man. He’s on his last ticket and I don’t want any of you locked up with him. Faiz, back at sunset. You’ll have first deck watch.”


  “Again, Lounis? I had first watch at the capital, too.”


  “Want first watch at Weaver’s Bend, too?” Lounis asked.


  Faiz shook his head.


  “Then shut it.” He looked around. “Issa? Take the next watch. Khal, midnight. I’ll take the one after that.” He gave Tan a grin. “You got the last one, kid. Get back early enough to get some sleep.”


  The crew separated. Faiz went to the stove and started building a fire. A few of them just walked off the ship, while most went to the aft deck house.


  Tanan went forward and ducked down the companionway. He met Wazor coming up.


  “Change your clothes,” Wazor said. “We’re going to find you a new knife.”


  “Any chance we can find a bath?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor leaned back into the forward cabin. “Yassir? A bath here?”


  Yassir nodded. “Good idea. Boarding house across from the smith.” He rummaged in his valise and pulled out a bundle of clothing. “Tan. Grab any laundry you’ve got and take this with you. They’ll do the washing too for an extra sliver.”


  Tanan nodded, suddenly aware of just how good fresh clothing would feel.


  “We’ll meet you at the gangway in a few minutes,” Yassir said.


  Tanan went aft and pulled the most soiled of his clothing from the bag, bundling it all up and tying the sleeves of a tunic around the bulky package to keep it together. As he clambered onto the deck, he nearly bumped into Faiz.


  “And he’s got you doin’ the laundry, too?” Faiz asked with a smirk. “Assistant to the great man workin’ out like you thought?”


  Tanan chuckled. “Not exactly, but I can’t complain that I’m not learning the business from the bottom up.”


  Faiz snorted. “His bottom at least.” He made a rude gesture with a loose fist twisting back and forth on his nose.


  Tanan laughed. “It’s not like that. I’m getting a bath and some clean clothes out of the deal myself. I’d almost be willing to kiss your ass for a fresh tunic.” He paused a beat. “Almost.”


  Faiz punched his shoulder as Tan passed him on the narrow decking. “Stay out of trouble, kid.”


  Wazor and Yassir waited at the head of the gangway and headed down when Tanan appeared. He followed them into town, the first one he’d ever seen besides the city he’d been born in.


  Wazor glanced back at him as they stepped off the dock and followed a boardwalk into town that ran beside a street paved in river stones. Once past the two large barns beside the docks, the town behind huddled around a square with a well in it. The roads all appeared to be river rocks. The buildings were mostly single story, except for a two-story one rising above the rest on the far side.


  They walked past a tavern. The sign hanging above the door read Mucky Hole. The noise inside must have been deafening, judging from the amount of it spilling out onto the street. Tanan marked it in his head and kept following a respectful two paces behind Wazor and Yassir.


  A one-story building with broad doors hunched down beside the sidewalk across the street. A simple sign—Supplies—painted directly on the wall beside the doors answered the question. Tanan saw Abbou and Ali come out of the alley behind him and push through the doors.


  The few townspeople Tanan saw gave them a wide berth, although Yassir and Wazor got glances that seemed more curious than wary. Their robes—and Yassir’s age—set them apart from the crew.


  For all his age, Yassir seemed to have more spring in his step than he’d had in the palace, something that gave Tanan pause as he followed along in the wake. Either life in the palace proved to be more challenging to the old man, or perhaps he found life on the barge to be more to his liking.


  Yassir led them through the town, past the square, and into the inn. Tanan caught the sharp stink of hot iron and charcoal from the smithy across the road before they entered.


  The proprietor bustled out from behind his counter, hands outstretched in welcome. “Moulay, you honor our poor establishment. How may a lowly servant aid you today?”


  Yassir gave a short nod and waved Tanan forward. “Laundry, and we need three baths heated up.”


  “Certainly, Moulay.” He snapped his fingers and waved over a boy who took the bundle from Tanan. “Will you require rooms for the night?”


  Yassir nodded. “Two.”


  “It shall be as you wish, Moulay.” He paused. “The baths will take a few moments to warm.”


  Yassir nodded and looked around. He nodded at a table in the corner. “A glass of wine while I wait?”


  The proprietor nodded. “Of course, Moulay.”


  Yassir nodded to Wazor. “Come back when you’ve finished.”


  Wazor gave a little bow and led Tanan across the street to the smithy. A ringing hammer pounded hot iron in a rhythmic tattoo. The hot metal stink cut through the smells of people and horses that seemed to hover over the town.


  The smith nodded at them when they entered. “Be rat wit’ yah. Gotta finish this.”


  Wazor nodded and they drifted toward a display of tools and knives that took up one wall of the smithy. Tanan scanned the knives, admiring the fancy work on the grips that several of them sported. He marked three of the blades for closer inspection—all of which carried solidly utilitarian hilts. One looked like a replica of the guardsman’s daggers he’d practiced with at the barracks.


  The smith’s hammer stopped and he thrust the iron back into the forge. He stripped off his gloves and placed tongs and hammer on the massive anvil. “Can I halp yah?’


  “My boy needs a dagger,” Wazor said.


  The smith nodded, sizing Tanan up with a toe to head stare. “See anythin’ yah fancy?”


  Tanan pointed to one of the ornately handled blades. “Can I try that?”


  A grin eased onto the man’s face. “’Course. Help yourself.” He stood back and folded his muscled arms over a singed leather apron.


  Tanan took the blade and hefted it in his palm before closing his fist around the hilt. He flipped it into a fighting hold and back to a simple cutting grasp with a flick of his fingers and wrist before shaking his head. “Pretty, but wrong balance.”


  The blacksmith’s eyes widened. “Wha’s wrang wit’ it?”


  Tanan held out his index finger horizontally and balanced the blade on it about halfway between the tip and the pommel. “Too far forward for my taste.” He put it back on the hook and took down one of the utility blades, trying it for balance and hand feel. He shook his head again and hung it back up.


  “And ’at one?” the blacksmith asked.


  Tanan flexed his hand. “Too narrow in the grip, but the balance was better. Weighted pommel?”


  “Broad tang,” he said.


  Tanan nodded and took down the guardsman look-alike. The tapered blade balanced nicely in his hand and he took a couple of flourishes with it, flipping it in his fingers from forward to reverse grip and back. The grip felt solid in his palm. “This one, I think.”


  Wazor nodded. “How much?”


  The blacksmith scratched behind his ear with one forefinger and stared at the blade in Tanan’s hand. “How’s four taels?”


  “How’s two?” Wazor asked.


  The blacksmith pursed his lips and sized up Tanan again before looking at Wazor. “Split t’diff’ence. Belt sheath ta sweeten it.”


  “Show me the sheath?” Tanan asked.


  The blacksmith nodded, ducking down behind the counter and pulling out a crate of sheaths in various sizes and shapes. He pawed through it for a moment and pulled out a couple, laying them on his bench.


  Tanan picked up the better looking of the two and tested it for fit. The knife snuggled into its home like a horse to stall at the end of the day. He nodded.


  Wazor counted three gold taels into his palm and slapped them on the counter.


  The blacksmith nodded. “Good dail. Thanks for yah budness.” He turned back to his forge and nudged his apprentice with a toe. “Het ’er up, Scut.”


  The boy started pumping the bellows, the harsh gasps of air forcing their way through the coals as the man put his gloves back on and picked up his tools.


  Wazor led the way back to the inn across the street and joined Yassir at his table.


  “Get what you needed?” he asked.


  Tanan nodded, holding up the sheathed knife. “He seems solid enough.”


  “Oh, he is, my boy.” Yassir grinned at Wazor. “He try to stiff ya?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Didn’t even have to use your name.”


  “He’s generally pretty fair. Used to work for the guard. Knows his business.”


  “That explains why he sold me a guardsman’s dagger,” Tanan said.


  Yassir’s eyebrows lifted slightly. “Did he, now?”


  Tanan slipped the knife out of its sheath. “If I didn’t know better, I’d swear that came from one of my brother’s men.”


  Yassir picked the blade up, testing the balance and surprising Tanan by flipping the knife a couple of times in his fingers. He nodded and placed it back on the table. “Two gold?”


  “Three with the sheath,” Wazor said.


  Yassir nodded again and glanced at Tanan. “Safer blade.”


  Wazor nodded.


  The proprietor approached the table. “If you’re ready? The baths are warm.”


  They followed the man into a steamy back room where five stone tubs stood lined up along one side. Three held water.


  “Only the best,” the proprietor said. “Our own design. You will enjoy the bath.” He pointed out jars of soft soap and towels stacked nearby. “Is there anything else you need?”


  Yassir shook his head. “Thank you, Hassan.” He started stripping off his robes, piling them on a nearby stool. “How soon will our laundry be ready?”


  “I believe the wash is done. The drying?” He shrugged. “We can’t hurry what doesn’t want to hurry.”


  Yassir nodded. “Thank you, Hassan,” he said again.


  Wazor and Tanan followed Yassir’s lead and soon all three lay in the blessed warmth of the baths. Tanan felt the hot water soaking away the ache in his back and legs and simply luxuriated in the heat for long moments. Eventually he roused himself enough to dunk his head and grab a bit of the soft soap and lather himself, watching as the days’ worth of grime sloughed from his skin. Between the heat and the soap, he began to feel almost human again.


  Cleaned, he lay back in the tub and rested his head on the end, keeping only his face above water. He sighed his contentment. “A good meal and I’m going to sleep for a week,” he said.


  “No, you’re not,” Wazor said. “You’ll be awake before sunrise.”


  Tanan glanced at Wazor, who—likewise—lay stretched out, soaking up the heat.


  “I heard Lounis,” Wazor said.


  Tanan sighed. “Thanks for spoiling my dream.”


  “Quite welcome, my boy.”


  Yassir snorted. “Are you sure you two aren’t married? You bicker like an old married couple.”


  “Only in the sense that neither of us moves without the other one hearing of it,” Tanan said.


  “Nonsense, my boy,” Wazor said. “You don’t move without me hearing of it. I—on the other hand—go where I will when I want.”


  Yassir snorted again so Tanan bit back his reply.


  Tanan enjoyed his soak but restlessness soon drove him out. The towels, if not as absorbent as the palace’s, made up for their lack with their number. As he pulled on his clothing, he wished he’d thought to bring a fresh set with him. He shrugged and pulled them on anyway.


  “Leaving so soon?” Yassir asked.


  “I want to look around a bit before I get back to the barge,” he said.


  “The clothing should be dry soon. Stop back before you return and gather it,” Yassir said, his eyes closed, just his face out of the water.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “Good lad,” he said.


  Tanan left the inn and circled the square, stopping at the smithy again to watch the man hammer, the rhythm of his blows sounding almost musical. Behind it he found the livery stable, explaining the overwhelming odor of horse muck that drifted over the village. A bit farther on, he discovered another paved path leading out of town. Townsfolk seemed to use it regularly to enter and leave the square. The smell of yeast from the baker occupying one corner of the square overcame the aroma of horse dung—as long as Tanan stood downwind from it.


  Eventually he made his way back to the inn, where he found Wazor and Yassir seated at their table in the front, plates of meat and vegetables in front of them. The scent of spiced meat made his stomach growl loudly enough for others to hear. Wazor grinned and nodded at the empty chair. “Sit, my boy. Get some food before you go back.”


  He took the seat and Yassir waved to the proprietor, pointing to Tanan.


  In a few moments the proprietor returned with a trencher and a pint, placing it in front of the youth. Yassir nodded to him and glanced at his great-grandson. “Your laundry will be dry by the time you get that inside you, lad.”


  “Thank you, sir.”


  The proprietor nodded. “Nothing too good for al-Harradi.”


  Yassir smiled and inclined his head. “You’re too kind, Hassan.”


  The man gave a shallow bow and returned to his counter.


  Tanan practically inhaled the trencher of food.


  “Hungry, were you?” Yassir asked, nodding at the empty plate.


  Tanan laughed and nodded. “Apparently.” He took a swig from the pint and noticed the fading light filtering into the inn. “I should be getting back.” He looked at Wazor. “You’ll be all right?”


  Yassir nodded. “We’ll be fine. Unless I miss my guess, Lounis will be along shortly. We’ll walk back with him.” He shrugged. “Few of the crews will interfere with a couple of old men. Especially in the company of a brute like Lounis.”


  Tanan couldn’t fault the man’s logic and excused himself to fetch the laundry. He still found it slightly jarring to remember that here, he wasn’t the prince. Most of the time, it never occurred to him, but every once in a while—usually when he needed to be aware of his position, as when serving Yassir—the shift in his perspective made him feel almost as if he were looking at the scene through someone else’s eyes.


  He waited at the bar while Hassan served a pair of riverboat men, obviously from the other boat. When he’d collected his coin, he turned to Tanan. “Yes, lad?”


  “Laundry, sir? I’m heading back to the barge.”


  “Of course, my boy. Of course. This way.” He led the way down a passage beside the baths to a courtyard where laundry hung from ropes. “Stela?”


  A wiry youth ducked around a line of laundry wafting in the breeze. “Yes, Father?”


  “This lad will collect for al-Harradi. Is it ready?”


  “Yes, Father.” He smiled at Tanan. “This way.” A wide table against the wall held the folded laundry. “I’ve bound them for you,” Stela said. “Easier to carry.” He pointed to three bundles waiting on the table, each garment folded neatly.


  Tanan eyed the stacks. “Any chance you can bind them together? I don’t know if I can juggle three without dropping at least one before I get back.”


  Stela laughed. “Of course.” In a few moments, he’d bound the packages, even compressed them a bit to make the whole less bulky. “Can you manage that?”


  Tanan shrugged. “I got them all here. I should be able to get them back.” He wrapped his arms around the bundle and leaned back. “Why does it feel heavier?”


  “More compact. Same weight.” He shrugged. “Still awkward to carry.”


  Tanan nodded. “Thank you.”


  Stela gave him a minor bow, hand to heart. “Thank you for your custom.”


  The trip back to the boat seemed a lot longer carrying the finished laundry. He tripped on the uneven walks a few times but managed to keep from falling or dropping the clean clothes.


  He stumbled up the gangway, nodding at Faiz who perched near the stove—a frown on his face and a cup of tea in his hand.


  “There’s still beer in town,” Tanan said. “I don’t think they’ll run out before you get there.”


  Faiz flipped a rude gesture to Tan but made no other reply.


  Tanan laughed and managed to get the load of clothing into Yassir’s cabin without dropping it. He used his new belt knife to cut the bundles apart, and sorted his clothing out from the rest. Leaving theirs on the table between the bunks, he took his meager stack aft. He stripped down and dressed again in the fresh clothes, feeling much better and wondering if he had time to get the dirty clothes done before morning. With a sigh he rolled up the soiled garments, securing them to the outside of his pack by the shoulder straps. At least they wouldn’t stink up what few fresh clothes he had.


  He stretched his hammock and rolled into it. The warm bath, good food, and fresh clothing relaxed him into sleep almost immediately. He vaguely remembered crewmen coming and going through the night but refused to let them ruin the best night of sleep he’d had since coming aboard. Even a bleary-eyed Lounis shaking his hammock in the night-dark deck house couldn’t shake the feeling of comfortable relaxation.


  “Up, lad,” Lounis said. “You’ve got the watch.”


  Tanan sighed and rolled out.


CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Sukhetai volunteered to take the first watch. Being something of a natural night owl, he usually stayed up that long anyway. The heat from the embers warmed him against the small, cold draft from the door. Not much had happened since the encounter with Vachir and the Zhoon Uhls, and the Doud Tahlkheer were nearly around the Ire. After the long ride so far, Sukhetai started to tire, and found himself dozing off with his head against the door frame.


  On the east side of the ger, someone bolted upright from their bedroll. Outside, Sukhetai heard one of the horses give a panicked whinny, and all sense of exhaustion bolted at once. He saw gray hair in the darkness, and lurched to his feet.


  “Raiders!” The oyuun’s voice was rough, but loud enough to startle several people awake. 


  Sukhetai repeated the exclamation and bolted out through the door, hand on his sword, headed for the other ger. Even as he did, he thought surely that even clanless raiders wouldn’t be so bold as to attack a camp with a white banner. He prepared for the worst, though, and flung the door of the second ger open. Delgejin was supposed to be on first watch, but he had all but passed out in front of the fire. Sukhetai huffed.


  “Raiders!” he shouted. “Delgejin, get up.”


  His brother yelped and jolted awake. Sukhetai didn’t stick around to figure out who else was moving, as riders staggered out of the first ger, weapons in hand. Maral and Borchu were among them, and ran for the horses. Sukhetai didn’t. He ran back to find the oyuun.


  Ibakha was still sitting in her bedroll, eyes closed but hand on the steady arm of the woman from the hills. Sukhetai nodded his thanks and knelt next to her.


  “Where are they coming from?” he asked.


  “North. They followed us,” Ibakha said.


  “How many?”


  “A dozen, I think.” The oyuun opened her eyes. “Go! Get on your horse! Tell the traders to gather here.”


  Sukhetai nodded, and headed out again, relaying information. The traders all huddled around the center of the ger, and snuffed the fire just in case. Oyuun Ibakha stood, and strode up to the door as Sukhetai flew out of it. He saw his brother outside the other ger and called out to him as he made for his horse.


  “Delgejin, tell the traders to get in the other ger. The oyuun will protect them.”


  “I thought that was supposed to be your job.”


  He jolted at Qara’s voice at his elbow. She grinned, though it was a tired grin, and tossed him his helmet. Sukhetai caught it and shook his head.


  “Not the time, Qara,” he said. “Get your horse, get your bow.”


  She nodded and darted for her mount. Sukhetai found his, swung himself into the saddle, and had his helmet on before many of the other riders even figured out which horse was whose. He snapped the reins once and steered with his knees while he readied his bow, sword already on his back. It smacked against the saddle as they rode to the north of the camp, but that didn’t bother Sukhetai or his horse.


  He saw the raiders coming, even in the darkness. A few of them carried torches, and Sukhetai’s heart raced. They needed to keep them away from the camp for as long as they possibly could. He slowed, and waited for his other riders to catch up.


  Staring down a group of charging horsemen with weapons drawn, alone, at night filled Sukhetai with an odd sense of clarity. He took a deep breath and sent a prayer to the Spirits. If he died, he did so defending an oyuun and his people. It would be a good night for it. Was he afraid? His heart raced. He supposed that could be fear if he allowed it to be. Instead, he smiled and readied an arrow.


  Marksmanship at night was another challenge altogether. He drew the bow, pulling it up over his head so as not to hit the horse. He aimed for one of the riders with a torch, and loosed the arrow. He hit the horse, instead. It stumbled, spooked, and caused just enough ruckus to break the line of riders around it. Sukhetai nodded. That would be good enough for the moment.


  The sound of hooves behind him made him grin again. His riders filled in a line beside him, and reined their horses still. Sukhetai turned right to see Qara, bow at the ready, and left to see Maral. Even in the dark the old man looked a bit bored with the whole ordeal.


  “Here we go again,” he said. “Do try to be careful, Sukhetai.”


  Sukhetai nodded, and turned to face the incoming raiders.


  “Draw!”


  His voice boomed out, followed by the sound of a dozen arrows sliding on wood, loud enough to get past even the muffling from his helmet.


  “Loose!”


  Bowstrings snapped on horn, and arrows sailed through the night. A couple of arrowheads glinted in the torchlight. Three riders fell: one by Maral’s bow, which was no surprise. Sukhetai smiled a fierce smile. All of them against less than a dozen raiders? It wasn’t even a slightly even match.


  “Draw!” he called.


  Wood scraped again, followed by the sound of hooves. Sukhetai ignored it, and shook his head at the latecomers. He surely couldn’t expect everyone to get ready all at the same time.


  “Loose!”


  A voice echoed his command back at him, and he squinted as the arrows flew. The attackers didn’t have any bows drawn that he could see.


  He was about to ask who else was calling shots when something thudded into his shoulder with enough force to leave him half hanging out of the saddle.


  Chaos erupted around Sukhetai while he fought for his bearings. A line of stinging pain blazed across his shoulder, though the arrow itself had only caught his war-coat and skimmed through. He struggled his way back upright in the saddle while his own line scattered, some turning around to face the other line of riders coming in from the east. None of them carried torches. Sukhetai hissed a curse and drew his sword, trying to maintain any sense of order as the raiders closed in.


  “Maral, get back to the camp with any marksman that doesn’t have a sword,” he called.


  Maral snapped his reins and rode out, herding archers and galloping away from the impending fray. Another call of “loose” caught Sukhetai’s ears, and he kicked his horse to a gallop, evading any arrows coming at him specifically. He rode around in front of the riders who had turned, and raised his sword in the air. A few of his had taken shafts to the armor but were still determined to fight.


  “We are the arrows now,” Sukhetai called. “Strike them with the force of the southern wind! Hurai!”


  An echoing call of “Hurai” rose from the Doud Tahlkheer, and Sukhetai charged. A line of riders assembled behind him, like the point of a spear. His heart raced as he watched the torch-bearing riders draw closer. He couldn’t quite see their faces, but he could see their horses. A war-cry rose out of him as his stallion thundered forward.


  His saber cut through armor and flesh as Sukhetai broke through the first line. His helmet muffled the noise as the riders and raiders clashed. He turned to cut another path back through the dozen they’d first seen, and ducked in the saddle as one swung a torch right next to his face. The light blinded him for a moment, but he reached out and grabbed the raider’s hand as he tried a follow-up strike. Sukhetai blocked a swing from his sword and noticed two things at once: one, that the weapon was either from Mahlcry or somewhere east of the Zhoon Uhls’s usual grazing grounds; and two, that this rider wielded it left-handed.


  Sukhetai didn’t dwell on either of those as he curved his saber around the blade and disarmed his opponent, slicing a line through his stomach in one draw. The raider dropped the torch and Sukhetai kicked him off his horse, turning to engage the next opponent. He rode around the fray to attack the much larger group from the east. One heard him coming, and turned with his sword drawn. Sukhetai batted the blade away and swung with the torch, catching the enemy’s wool war-coat and part of his chin in the arc. The raider screamed and batted at the flames that licked up his arm. With a flick of his wrist, Sukhetai dispatched him.


  Around the First Rider, things were not going well. Chaos enveloped the Doud Tahlkheer. The raiders had broken any lines the tribe had managed to cobble together, to the point where Sukhetai couldn’t tell who was who. Especially in the dark. He cursed, and raised the torch above his head, kicking his horse to a gallop around the edge of the fray.


  “Fall back!” he shouted. “Fall back and re—!”


  Something smacked into his chest and he lost his stance in the stirrups. His stallion continued on without him as he fell backward. The ground hit his back, and for a third time that week Sukhetai found himself winded. Pain bloomed from the spot where he’d been hit, and he looked down to see an arrow sticking out of his war-coat. It had struck dead center on one of the metal plates and pierced it. Without taking the coat off, Sukhetai had no idea how deep it was.


  The Doud Tahlkheer had all turned and galloped back toward camp. One of the raiders, however, had swung about and now raised his sword as he charged Sukhetai. The First Rider struggled to get either out of the way or back on his feet, and for a moment he wondered if he should have given his father and Delgejin a proper goodbye. He thought to throw the torch, but looked over to see it snuffed out in the damp and muddy grass.


  “Sukhetai!”


  Thwap! An arrow struck the charging raider in his side, under his raised arm. He yowled like a cat and dropped his sword, torso curling around the fresh wound in his side as his horse thundered past Sukhetai’s ear. He pulled his leg back before the blade caught it, and it stuck in the ground, point down. He looked up to see Delgejin, bow at the ready, his horse in a canter. It was at that moment Sukhetai managed to wheeze himself back to his knees, at least.


  “Get up,” Delgejin shouted. “We have to get back!”


  “I’m the one who gave that order, I know that.” Sukhetai used the raider’s sword to haul himself to his feet. “Get going, Delgejin. They’re less likely to notice me because I’m not on a horse.”


  “Here,” Delgejin held a hand down. “I’ll—”


  “I have an arrow in my chest, Del, I can’t get up there.”


  He couldn’t see his brother’s expression well, but he did see the way his shoulders jerked. Sukhetai nodded, and adjusted his grip on his saber. He hoped Delgejin would take the hint and leave. He hoped Qara or Maral would be able to lead if he wasn’t there. Above all, he hoped his people survived the ordeal.


  Without waiting for Delgejin to move, Sukhetai stalked off toward the camp, and the muffled sound of battle. Anger flared up along with the pain in his chest, this time directed at himself. He held the arrow steady while he moved, so it didn’t dig even deeper into his skin. Sukhetai knew he’d been an idiot for riding through the wrong side of the Ire, for splitting his forces, for not looking where he was riding.


  Delgejin rode next to him, bow drawn and head swiveling in the darkness. Sukhetai shook his head. They’d hear if any of the raiders turned around. Sukhetai could hear the shouting ahead, but it didn’t sound like a battle, yet. It sounded like a retreat. He started to run, but the arrow jerked too much, and he stopped. He could feel the warm drool of blood against the inside of his deel.


  “Delgejin, please, ride ahead and see if you can help,” he said.


  “Please?” Delgejin gave a nervous laugh. “Now I really don’t want to leave you.”


  “Stars and ancestors.” Sukhetai sighed. “I’ll be fine, but sore. Go.”


  “What if something happens to you out here?”


  “Then Father will have to pick a new First Rider.” It was a heavy statement—perhaps an inevitable one—but one that Sukhetai made without a hint of fear.


  Delgejin straightened in his saddle, and took a deep breath. “Make it back,” he said.


  “One way or another, I will,” Sukhetai said.


  His brother snapped the reins and bolted off toward the fight. Sukhetai continued plodding along. The blood cooled on his chest, sticking the fabric to his skin. It had become somewhat numb, but still pulled and scraped. There wasn’t much more he could do about it, however, and he resigned himself to whatever fate the Spirits saw fit to bestow upon him.


  A howl chilled his blood, and he froze. That was not a fate he expected, but should have. There was blood in the grass somewhere behind him, he knew, and that would of course draw the wolves. The wind kicked up and battered his back, bringing the smell with it. An unusual wind.


  Running, panting, and the sounds of paws in grass made Sukhetai turn, sword at the ready. Out of the night dashed a pack of five wolves, eyes glinting with the reflections of distant torches. They’d ignored the bloody field and come for him. Sukhetai’s heart hammered.


  Four of the five loped around him, giving him a wide berth. The fifth stopped, panting, and cocked its head. Sukhetai stared at it, thoughts and strategies tumbling to a halt. The wolf stared him straight in the eyes, and Sukhetai felt his scalp prickle. He would have thought it was the wind except that he was wearing a helmet. Understanding dawned slowly through the fog of panic. At least, Sukhetai hoped he understood.


  “Oyuun?” he asked.


  The wolf’s ears perked up, and it took off past him. Sukhetai startled as it did, and stared after it. It caught up to the rest of the pack easily. Sukhetai started walking, even while the gooseflesh on his arms settled.


  The sound faded after a while, and Sukhetai began to get worried. It wasn’t like the clanless to fight until death. More often they retreated, but Sukhetai could hear no hooves. Frustrated, he took off his helmet. The wind froze the ends of his ears almost immediately, but at least he could hear better. Over the wind, he couldn’t tell if he heard the baying of wolves, the crying of injured warriors, or simply the grass whistling.


  A light in the darkness made him pause. It bobbed, and he realized a rider headed in his direction. Sukhetai put his helmet back on in case it was one of the raiders, and kept walking. As the bearer moved closer, Sukhetai could see not one, but three riders. He prepared for the worst, and stopped moving. He stood his ground, sword in hand, and held the arrow steady. It would be hard to swing around, but it would do more damage if he broke the end off.


  Luckily, he didn’t have to. As the riders moved into a distance from which Sukhetai could see them, he finally recognized Delgejin’s face in the torchlight. Relief flooded over him, and Sukhetai sighed. He didn’t drop to his knees in the grass, but it was a near thing. He started walking again, instead.


  “There he is!” Delgejin called.


  All three riders turned in his direction, and Sukhetai waved his sword. The motion pulled on his chest and he winced. As they neared, Sukhetai made out the other two: Qara and Oyuun Ibakha. The oyuun kicked her horse to a gallop and rode out in front of Delgejin. She dismounted mid-stride and her horse looped back around to join the other two. Sukhetai would have admired her constitution if his chest wasn’t throbbing insistently again.


  “You’re injured?” she asked.


  “And my horse is missing,” Sukhetai said. “Is everyone alright at the camp?”


  “Yes.” Ibakha strode up and examined the arrow sticking out of Sukhetai’s chest while Delgejin strode up with the torch. “We forced them to retreat.”


  She didn’t offer any more than that, and motioned for Delgejin to stand at her right. The torch cast light on the wound, and Sukhetai winced. His war-coat and deel underneath were both stained dark. Ibakha shook her head, put her hands on her hips, and sighed.


  “Sit.”


  Sukhetai would have rather waded out into the Ire than sit on the cold, wet, and possibly bloody ground. Still, at a glare from the oyuun, he sat. By some intervention of Spirit he’d managed to settle in a relatively dry patch. Ibakha pulled a small knife from the folds of her deel and knelt next to Sukhetai. He could hear her knees crackling in protest, and squinted at her.


  “How can you be so spry on a horse and have trouble sitting down?” he asked.


  “When you’re my age, you’ll know,” she said. “Now don’t move. Qara, hold his back.”


  Qara knelt at Sukhetai’s back, and for a brief, terrifying moment, he wondered if the oyuun was going to try to push the arrow out the other side. It was an irrational thought, he knew, but the fear was still there. He held his breath as Ibakha inspected the damage to his war-coat. She carefully cut through the fabric just over the top of the broken plate, and peeled it back to see what it looked like underneath. The deel was still stuck to the wound when she pulled on it, and Sukhetai did his best not to flinch.


  “Well, it’s not coming back out that way,” Ibakha muttered.


  “What do you mean?” Sukhetai tried to keep the terror out of his voice, but it wavered all the same.


  “I mean if I try to pull that back out through the damaged plate, it’s going to get stuck. This might be a bit awkward.”


  With a careful hand, Ibakha managed to dislodge the arrow from Sukhetai’s chest. A fresh round of warm blood oozed from the wound, but it wasn’t deep. Ibakha instructed him to keep pressure on it while she worked the arrow out of his war-coat. He followed her instructions, and once the broadhead was free from getting tangled in any more of his clothing, she pulled it partway out of the cut she’d made, snapped the shaft, and yanked it the rest of the way out. Ibakha held the arrow up in the torchlight and blew on it once.


  “Don’t you poison him, now,” she said. “As I will it.”


  She stood, with Delgejin’s assistance, and passed the arrow through the flame of the torch. It came back charred and smoking. Ibakha wandered off toward the others while Qara helped Sukhetai to his feet—not that he needed any help—and placed both halves of the arrow in a muddy puddle. She left them there, clapped her hands as though removing caked-on dirt, and strode back. Sukhetai blinked at her, confused but grateful.


  “What was that, Oyuun?” Qara asked.


  “Feeding any poison to the Ire,” Ibakha said. “The Spirits have been given a feast of blood today. With any luck they won’t get hungry and come after Sukhetai, or anyone else.”


  Without another word, or a look at any of the young folk, Oyuun Ibakha strode to her horse and hauled herself up. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, while the three others shared glances.


  “Would you like to ride with me or your brother?” Qara asked.


  “Delgejin,” Sukhetai said. “He did offer, earlier.”


  “Good. Because you smell like camel piss.”


  Qara let go of his shoulders with an unceremonious slap on the arm. Sukhetai winced, and she headed for her horse. At the sound of hooves, they both froze and looked back toward the battlefield. A single, riderless horse trotted out of the dim.


  “Oh. Looks like you won’t have to,” Delgejin said. “Can you handle riding?”


  “Good question.”


  The horse approached and slowed. It walked up close enough for Sukhetai to grab its reins and identify it as his own stallion. Slowly, he turned to look at the oyuun. After a moment, she opened her eyes, and tugged on her horse’s reins, heading back to camp without meeting the First Rider’s eyes. He nodded, and swung himself up onto his horse, wincing at the aching, oozing cut in his chest.


  “Thank you, Ibakha.” He managed to say it with a reverence that he usually reserved for Kokotseg. Qara and Delgejin both glanced back at him, but he just flicked the reins and followed the old woman. It had been a long night, and someone else needed to take the next watch.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  Tanan

  


  



  The voyage upriver became a blur. Tanan saw a lot of water streaming past the side of the hull. He drank the bitter tea and ate the spicy stew. By the end of the second week his body had adapted to the work. His shoulders remained bruised and sore from the saddle, but his legs and back strengthened. His stomach flattened and his arms grew the kinds of muscles he’d only seen on guardsmen until he came on this journey, the muscles the other riverboat men had in abundance. He didn’t notice until the third week, when Lounis tapped him to put out the mooring line. He heaved the thick coil of rope out of the box, looped the end over the cleat, and stood ready to toss the coil onto the back without really thinking about it.


  He snickered.


  “Something funny?” Faiz asked, standing ready to go over the side with him.


  “Remember the first time we did this?” He nodded at the coil.


  Faiz grinned at him. “Little stronger, are ya?”


  “Not much choice, was there?”


  Faiz shook his head. “Ya go where the river takes ya.”


  “Tie us off, lad,” Lounis said.


  Tanan threw the line onto the bank and jumped after it, Faiz on his heels. In a trice they had the boat moored and walked back.


  “You ever get tired of it?” Tanan asked.


  “The boat? Yeah,” Faiz said. “Not much of a life.” He shrugged. “On the other hand, my brother’s life ain’t much either. Lumping salt all day. Dries out your skin. Heavy.” He shook his head. “This is constant but it’s not bad once you get used to it. Worst risk is falling in the drink.” He grinned. “Long as you can swim, it’s not bad.” He glanced at Tan. “Not findin’ it to your likin’, lad?”


  Tanan shrugged. “The first few days?” He shook his head. “Now? I just want to get there.”


  Faiz nodded. “When you get there, there’s always someplace else to go, ain’t there?”


  Tanan laughed. “I suppose so.”


  “Look around, lad.”


  Tanan lifted his head, scanning the grassy bank, the woods beyond. The river gurgled along beside the boat, and the low voices of the men setting the barge to rights for the night formed a counterpoint to the slow sounds of nature. He took a breath, picking up the green smell of grass and the spicy scent of some fir trees upwind of the clearing.


  “Peaceful,” Faiz said.


  Tanan nodded, feeling the coil in his gut relaxing.


  Faiz stopped by the foot of the gangplank. “My father—rest his soul—always said wherever you go, be there. You’ll be somewhere else soon enough.”


  “Sounds like a wise man,” Tanan said.


  Faiz shrugged. “Died when I was a kid. Went to bed one night, never woke up.” He shrugged again. “Turns out he was right all along.”


  “How so?”


  Faiz grinned. “Well, he was somewhere else soon enough, wasn’t he?”


  Tanan laughed and then choked it back. “Sorry. That was disrespectful.”


  Faiz waved him up the gangway. “It was my joke. Thanks for laughin’.”


   

  


  The day grew blustery as it wore on. By midmorning, raindrops dimpled the river and splatted onto the barge. Within an hour the rain had soaked them all. The wet deck became more and more slippery. Tanan had to get the crosswise cleats solidly under each step or he’d push himself backward as much as the barge forward.


  “Stay with it, boys,” Lounis said, blinking the rain out of his eyes.


  “Monk Town,” the captain said.


  “It’s early yet, Cap.”


  “Nah. Gettin’ worse. Wind’ll be along soon. Better off moored as blown back downstream.”


  “Monk Town, aye,” Lounis said. “You heard him, boys. Put some back into it. Sooner we get to dock, sooner we get out of the rain.”


  Behind Tan, Jamil grunted.


  “Something wrong with Monk Town?” Tanan asked.


  “Buncha assholes,” Jamil said.


  Tanan made his turn and got back into the line behind Abbou. Most of the towns along the way—few as there had been—seemed at least accepting of the boatmen. That one place—Willy’s Landing—didn’t exactly welcome them but took their coin readily enough.


  “Five up,” Lounis said.


  The extra man stepped up. Tanan checked his spacing and the boat picked up a little more speed with the extra man. He couldn’t look up, but he didn’t need to. The storm’s intensity notched up from steady rain to occasional gust. The rain hammered the back of his neck. He remembered Faiz’s words and tried to be there without thinking about someplace warm and dry. He shook his head to clear some of the rain out of his face. Someplace else couldn’t come soon enough.


  It felt like he’d been poling in the slop for days but it couldn’t have been more than another hour before they got to Monk Town. They’d been through the drill enough that getting the boat to the dock and moored seemed to happen by itself. Every man lent his hand to the task. The sooner it was done, the sooner they’d get in out of the cold, driven rain.


  “Yer not going to melt, boys,” Lounis said, rain matting his hair and running down his face. He grinned at them. Faiz flipped a rude gesture in his general direction and Lounis laughed.


  With the boat settled, the captain came down off his exposed perch and left the boat, while Abbou, Jamil, and Lounis started erecting a rain fly over the stove. They strung an oiled canvas from the upper edge of the deck house, propping it up with a lightweight ridgepole. Guy lines to the gunwales kept it stretched. The wind rattled it, but the lines kept it contained. At least it kept the rain out of the tea.


  Tanan felt his muscles start to shiver from the wind-driven rain and tried to stand closer to the stove, but Wazor spoke from the forward deckhouse. “Tan.” He motioned for him and then ducked back out of the wet.


  “Never ends, does it?” Abbou asked, a sympathetic grin. “Tea’ll be ready in a few.”


  Tanan made his way across the deck and down the companionway, pulling the hatch closed behind him to keep the wind out.


  Yassir waved him forward and tossed him a blanket. “Dry off and have a seat, my boy.”


  Tanan wrapped the blanket around his shoulders, using the corner to wipe some of the water off his hair so it would stop dripping icy rivulets down the inside of his tunic. “Any idea how long we’ll be here, sir?” he asked.


  “Depends on the rain and how far up the river it goes,” Yassir said. “Local storm, it should blow itself out by nightfall. If it lasts through the night, we’re going to be here another day.” He pulled the cork on a wine bottle, poured a healthy portion into a cup and handed it to Tanan. “Big storm? The river will start rising by morning. We could be here a week or more.”


  Tanan took a swig of the wine, the fruity flavor exploding in his mouth. He looked in the cup. “This is good.”


  Yassir shrugged. “Nothing special, but compared to the tea and water you’ve been drinking for the last couple of weeks, it’s probably ambrosia.”


  Tanan took another drink, feeling it warm him in the belly. The muscles behind his shoulder stopped shivering, and a wave of relaxation washed over him.


  Wazor said, “You need to stay aboard.”


  “What? Tonight?”


  “Until we leave,” Yassir said. “The residents are not welcoming of bargemen.”


  “How not welcoming, sir?”


  “They’ll find any reason to jail them. Fining them for disrupting the peace, public drunkenness. Anything. Nothing.” Yassir shrugged. “They’ll take our money but we get little in return.”


  “Doesn’t that work against them?” Tanan asked.


  Yassir nodded. “In the long run, yes, but they’ve got a key place on the river. It’s three days upstream to the next nearest port and two down. Anybody coming upriver needs to resupply unless they’ve taken on extra food and water before they get here. Downstream, it’s a little easier, but that’s still a long way between stops.” He poured a few swallows of wine into his own cup and offered the bottle to Wazor, who shook his head. “Some boats do it. We would have passed it by except for the weather.”


  “The captain went ashore already,” Tanan said.


  Yassir nodded. “Standard procedure here. He reports to the dockmaster’s office, pays the docking fee. Then he’s free to go. He’ll be back as soon as they let him leave.”


  “Will the crew go ashore?” Tanan asked.


  “Doubtful,” Yassir said. “We can’t keep them prisoner, but Lounis and the captain run a tight ship and everybody knows that going ashore here isn’t healthy.”


  “This doesn’t strike me as good business for the town,” Tanan said.


  “Depends on their goal, doesn’t it?” Wazor asked.


  “Isn’t business supposed to make money? Seems like they’d make more if they were more inviting.”


  “Not everybody sees our coin as worth the bother,” Yassir said. “Not every crew behaves well. Even this gang has been a lot less obstreperous on the way up the river than they were coming down.”


  Tanan rolled his shoulders. “Something about being dog-tired at the end of the day and falling into our hammocks?”


  Yassir chuckled. “It’s a lot easier going downriver, no question about that, my boy. A lot faster, too.” He shrugged. “But just because you’ve been asleep by sunset doesn’t mean they have been. Even when not standing deck watch, some of them played cards, rolled dice. Entertained themselves after you’ve started reading the inside of your eyelids. Coming downriver we had a few fistfights, more than our share of loud disagreements. Ali and Faiz got in a fight with some locals at one of the towns.”


  “Settling out the pecking order?” Wazor asked.


  Yassir shrugged. “Possible. I think most of this crew has been together for the whole season.”


  “The three men who jumped at the capital,” Wazor said. “Destabilizing influence?”


  Yassir sipped his wine. “That’s also possible. Fewer men, less pressure to compete. More work to do for those left.”


  “Tea!” Abbou’s voice clearly audible in the deckhouse.


  Tanan emptied his cup and placed it on the table beside the game board. “Can I bring you some tea, sir?”


  Yassir gave a mock shudder and cupped his wine closer. “I’ll stick with something less toxic.”


  “Teacher?” Tanan asked.


  “Thank you, my boy. Perhaps later.”


  Tanan unwrapped the blanket, immediately missing the warmth. He placed it on the bunk and picked his way down the passage and out onto the deck. The cold rain hadn’t gotten any warmer, but the wine in his belly and the break from the deck made it tolerable. He pushed into the crowd near the stove, grabbing a cup and scooping the tea when his turn came. A cask of hardtack stood beside the stove so he grabbed a biscuit and retreated to his hammock, navigating the canvas gingerly to avoid spilling the tea on his tunic.


  He settled in, sipping the hot, bitter tea and gnawing the hardtack. The rain scoured the roof of the deck house in occasional gusts interspersed with periods of just regular rain drops. The deckhouse felt much warmer than the deck; after a moment, he realized that the stove backed up to the compartment, offering a source of heat beyond the bodies that occupied it. He took his time with the tea and tack. He had little else to do and no desire to get drenched again. When he finished the tea, using the last of it to wash down the last of the hardtack, he settled deeper into his hammock.


  Not for the first time, he wished he’d brought a book to read. In the palace—a life that seemed very far away in more than simply distance—there had always been something else to do. Reading is what Wazor made him do. Bereft of the company of maids, of guardsmen to train with, of the stables with their many fascinations—so say nothing of avoiding Brahim and teasing Ghina—he found himself at loose ends. He curled into his hammock and remembered the brown-eyed librarian who’d helped him find out about the salt. Her pretty blushes made him smile as he let the rain pounding on the wooden roof lull him to sleep.


  Heavy footsteps on the deck woke him from a sound sleep. He heard voices arguing—not the words, just the tone. Sharp words. Hissing words. He rolled out of his hammock and went to the deck. Lounis, Abbou, and Jamil stood huddled under the rain fly, the steady breeze from upstream stripping a streamer of smoke away from the squat metal chimney on the stove. The gray overcast seemed only an arms-reach above Tanan’s head and the steady rain soaked him almost immediately.


  The three men looked up when he came on deck and ducked under the fly with them. “Something going on?” Tanan asked.


  “The dockmaster has the captain locked up,” Lounis said. “That idiot Faiz took Ali and a couple of the others to try to get him out. Now they’re all locked up in the jail.”


  “Where’s everybody else?” Tanan asked.


  “We’re it,” Lounis said. “Nabil and the rest went to town earlier and haven’t gotten back. I suspect we’ll find them in the cell next to Faiz.”


  “We have to go get them out,” Abbou said, slapping a fist into his meaty palm. “We cannot leave them here with these dogs.”


  “We can’t leave at all,” Lounis said. “The four of us can’t push this boat away from the dock, let alone get it back to Mahlcry.”


  Tanan looked at the river flowing by. “I think we could get it away from the dock, but upstream? Probably not.”


  Jamil snorted. “I like your optimism, kid.”


  Lounis stared at Tanan. “You’re right. We could get the boat off the dock. At least they couldn’t come for us, too.”


  “What good will that do?” Abbou asked.


  “If we floated downstream and tied off to a tree, we’d be no worse off than here. Maybe better,” Lounis said.


  “Risky,” Jamil said, wrinkling his nose. “Probably we could, but that’s not a final solution.”


  Tanan nodded. “Agreed.” He glanced toward the forward deckhouse. “Let me see if somebody else might have an idea.”


  Lounis glanced forward and shrugged. “Two old men? What can they do?”


  Tanan shrugged. “Maybe nothing, but two rich old men waving carrots might have more success than four river rats waving sticks.”


  Jamil nodded and looked at Lounis.


  “Can’t hurt to ask, lad,” Lounis said.


  Abbou didn’t look happy but tossed another stick into the stove’s firebox.


  Tanan scurried forward and into the deck house. He found Wazor and Yassir bent over the game board, a flickering lamp giving a yellow glow to the compartment.


  Yassir looked up, frowning. “Trouble, I take it?”


  Tanan nodded. “Captain and most of the crew locked up.”


  Yassir’s eyebrows shot up. “You know this for certain?”


  “No. Lounis just came aboard. The dockmaster has the captain in a cell in his office. When Faiz took half the crew after him, the locals tossed them in jail. Nabil and some others went ashore earlier but have not returned. Lounis believe they’re locked up as well by now.”


  Yassir nodded, staring in the direction of the game board but not focused on it. His head rocked side to side, a slow pendulum as if he weighed one side of the scale and then the other. In the end, he sighed and looked at the roof. “And it’s still raining.”


  Tanan nodded. “Yes, sir.”


  “Fetch Lounis for me, my boy?” Yassir asked.


  “Of course, sir.” Tanan scampered aft to where Lounis waited with the others. “The old man wants to see you.”


  Lounis nodded. “Figured that would be next.”


  Tanan led the way back into the deckhouse. The corridor had barely enough room for both of them. Tanan stepped into the compartment and sat on the foot of Wazor’s bunk.


  Lounis gave Yassir a nod—not quite a bow but still an acknowledgment. “Moulay?”


  “We’re not going anywhere soon, are we?” Yassir asked.


  “No, sir. The river’s started rising and the rain shows no sign of letting up.”


  “So, likely we’ll be here through tomorrow night as well?”


  Lounis shrugged. “Not an unreasonable course, given the river.”


  “The captain? Is he being treated well?”


  Lounis snorted. “Holding cell at the dockmaster’s office. Not exactly Makama Aljana.”


  Yassir shook his head. “Solid roof over his head. Food. Water. Bed?”


  “Yes, Moulay.”


  “The crew?” Yassir asked.


  “Probably crowded into a couple of the cells. Bread and water.”


  “Safe there?”


  Lounis pursed his lips and winkled his nose. “Probably.”


  “Leave them,” Yassir said. “Let the town feed and shelter them for now. Send word to the harbormaster and the jailor. I’ll pay their fines when the weather clears but only if they’re capable of moving the barge.”


  Lounis blinked a few times. “Leave them, Moulay?”


  Yassir nodded. “They’re safer in the jail than wandering the streets getting drunk, raising hell. A night or two in lockup won’t hurt them.” He glanced up at the rain on the roof again. “At least they’re mostly dry—or will be by morning. The worst that can happen to them has already befallen. Freeing them now only means we risk doing it again.”


  “What if the dockmaster doesn’t agree?” Lounis asked.


  “What’s he going to do?” Yassir asked. “Let the captain go? The jailer’s going to say ‘No, come pay the fine now or I’ll release them all?’”


  Lounis snorted and rubbed the back of his neck. “No, probably not.”


  “They make money every day we’re docked. They’re going to want us to stay docked as long as possible. This weather is money in their pockets.”


  “What if they take it out on the men, Moulay?” Lounis asked, a shadow behind his eyes.


  Yassir smiled in a way that made Tanan lean back. “If that should happen, I’ll do what I should have done seasons past. I’ll come back here with guardsmen. I’ll lance this boil on the river’s fat bottom and cauterize the wound with fire.” He shrugged. “I may do it anyway. Does the dockmaster know I’m aboard?”


  “I don’t know, Moulay.”


  “Send word to the dockmaster that I will personally pay the fines and fees when the weather clears.”


  “And the jailer?” Lounis asked.


  “Don’t tempt the fates. The dockmaster will pass the word, if only to get his cut of the baksheesh. No need to give the jailer another tenant to charge me for.”


  Lounis nodded, hand to heart. “It will be done.” He backed down the corridor.


  “Stay a moment, Tan,” Yassir said.


  Tanan settled back. “Of course, sir.”


  When Lounis’s heavy footfalls had faded aft, Yassir asked, “What do you think of this situation?”


  Tanan glanced at Wazor who merely raised an eyebrow. “This town seems strategically placed from what I’ve heard.”


  Yassir nodded. “It is. Good water. Good wood. The locals provide fresh food from their farms.”


  “They seem unhappy that the riverboats dock here,” Tanan said. “I don’t understand why.”


  “They’re afraid of them,” Yassir said. “They come into town, drink, fight—mostly with each other, to be fair.”


  “The other villages along the way have the same problems, don’t they?”


  “Oh, yes. The boatmen, like the river itself, are nothing if not constant.”


  “If you live on the river, you must love the floods,” Wazor said.


  Yassir raised an eyebrow. “I’d not heard that before, but it suits.”


  “I heard it on my travels in the west. The people build their houses on stilts. Every year the river floods their land. It destroys anything on the ground but deposits rich new soil every season for the next season’s crops.”


  “Fascinating,” Yassir said. “We should discuss this more later.” He looked at Tanan. “If you were to have the ear of the king, what would you tell him?”


  Tanan felt an odd friction in his mind. “If I were to have the ear of the king?”


  “I know the man,” Yassir said. “He seems a reasonable sort, for being king. What would you tell him about this place?”


  Tanan followed a winding trail of thought until he came to an unexpected end. “I’d tell him to find out why.”


  Yassir leaned back and exchanged a glance with Wazor. “Why.”


  “Yes, sir.” Tanan shrugged. “Every other village on the river so far has found ways to cope with the boatmen and their boats. Most of them seemed—if not prosperous—at least comfortable. They seem to accept their place in the economy of the river, taking as much as they’re giving. What was that first place we stopped? Red Bank?”


  Yassir nodded.


  “It puzzled me that I saw no houses, no farms. Only the establishments that served the river.”


  Yassir’s eyebrows rose. “Noticed that, did you?”


  “I first thought they lived above their shops. The tavern man—Haseen?”


  “Hassan,” Yassir said. “Hassan ibn Karami.”


  “He probably lives there in the tavern, but after we left I saw the houses and fields beyond the town. That’s when I realized most of the people never came to the landing. They lived far enough away to enjoy the benefit without having to deal with the costs, like having fistfights in the street.”


  “Makes sense,” Wazor said.


  Yassir nodded. “So, why is this landing different?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir. Why have the landing at all if you don’t want boats and crews to stop?” He shrugged. “They can’t make that many taels from it if people are avoiding the place.”


  “Interesting question, my boy.” Yassir sipped his wine. “I always thought it was just because they’re brutally stupid.”


  “Might be,” Tanan said. “Usually anger comes from fear. These people seem pretty afraid to me.”


  “They could be just trying to twist our arms to see if more taels fall out of our purses,” Wazor said.


  “True, but how many more would they earn with honey?”


  “Or decent wine,” Yassir said, casting a skeptical eye on the bottle in front of him.


  “That’s the bottle we opened yesterday,” Wazor said. “We should have finished it last night.”


  Yassir nodded. “Indeed.” He sighed and stared at the game board. “Do you remember whose turn it is?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Start again?”


  Tanan stood, taking the turn in conversation to be a dismissal.


  “Why?” Yassir said, looking up at Tanan. “You realize there may be no rational answer.”


  “We may not find one,” Tanan said. “I’m pretty sure there is one. We may not agree with it. It might be based on ignorance or stupidity or some misguided sense of wanting to get back at the world.” He shrugged. “We may not find it, but I’m pretty sure it’s there.”


  Wazor blinked up at him. “You were paying attention.”


  “Yes, Teacher. It’s hard to ignore the lessons when they’re played out in the guards’ barracks or the stable or the staff.”


  “And all this time I thought you only lived to torment me,” he said.


  “That was just honey on the toast, sir.”


  Wazor’s eyes narrowed and he smiled. “Your mother won’t recognize you.”


  “Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” Tanan asked, a chuckle bubbling in his chest and fairly certain both Yassir and Wazor carried more wine inside than might be wise.


  “Maybe both,” Wazor said. He tucked his chin down and belched.


  Yassir looked over at him. “Peasant.”


  They both laughed and Tanan made his escape.


  Lounis stood under the rain fly, glancing toward the bow every few moments. He looked relieved when Tan ducked out of the companionway and scampered back toward them. “What’d the old man want?”


  “Another lesson,” Tanan said. “I don’t know who’s worse. Him or Wazor. I’d say Wazor because I’ve known him longer, but the old man is gaining fast.”


  Lounis frowned at him. “We’ve got crew in lockup and they’re givin’ lessons?”


  Tanan helped himself to the tea. He took a sip and wondered if he should just toss it over the side. “To Wazor, everything is a lesson. He’s been like that my whole life.”


  Abbou looked up at him. “You’ve had him as a teacher all that time?”


  Tanan realized his mistake and shrugged. “My parents wanted to keep me busy and out of the way. My older brother will get the business. I think it was either Wazor or the clergy.”


  Abbou scowled. “Clergy? Like churchmen?”


  “Yeah.”


  Abbou’s scowl deepened for a moment then relaxed. “How bad is Wazor?”


  “Not that bad,” Tanan said, surprised that he meant it. He looked around the deck. “I guess I just needed to get out of the school room to see it.”


  “Your family must be rich,” Abbou said.


  Tanan glanced at Lounis and shrugged. “Well off. Wine merchants in the capital. We may not have the al-Harradi fortune but the name still means something.”


  “You ever meet the man before?” Lounis asked.


  “No. First time I laid eyes on him was the night I found out I’d be coming upriver with him.” Tanan glanced forward and leaned in to speak softly. “Are they all right? The crew?”


  Lounis shrugged. “As well as can be expected, I think. We got a messenger from the jail. All the lost sheep have a pen for the night.”


  “What did the dockmaster say?”


  “I sent Jamil. We should know shortly.”


  “You need me to take deck watch?” Tanan asked.


  “Let’s see what Jamil comes back with. We can divvy up the rest of the night.”


  “Here he comes now,” Abbou said, nodding at the bulky shape looming out of the rain.


  Jamil trotted up the gangway and ducked under the rain fly. “Told him. He wasn’t expecting the answer.”


  “You see the capt’n?” Lounis asked.


  Jamil nodded. “He looked comfy enough. Bunk, bucket.” He held his hands out to the stove. “Warm and dry.”


  “Better than us, then, eh?” Lounis said, his teeth gleaming in a grin.


  Jamil laughed. “We’re it for deck watch?”


  Lounis nodded. “The night’s about half gone. Who wants first?”


  Abbou yawned, his jaw stretching an astonishing distance.


  “All right. Not Abbou. You get last so you can make breakfast.”


  Abbou nodded. “That’s fair.”


  “I’ll take it,” Tanan said. “I had a nap while everybody else was getting arrested.”


  Lounis chuckled and tousled Tan’s hair. “You got it. I’ll take next. Jamil after me?”


  Everybody nodded around. Abbou scuttled out of the shelter and down the companionway to his hammock, Jamil on his tail.


  “You know the drill, right?” Lounis asked.


  Tanan nodded and pulled the hourglass from its cubby. He turned it over and placed a pebble on it. “Two glasses, I’ll wake you.”


  “Good lad,” Lounis said. He paused for a moment, then nodded toward the bow. “You never met him before?”


  “No, never. My parents knew him but he didn’t visit very often. It’s a long way from Mahlcry.”


  Lounis stared into his face for a long moment. “Someday, kid. You’re gonna have to tell me the story.”


  “Someday, I will,” Tanan said. “Shouldn’t you get some sleep?”


  Lounis nodded and left without another word, scooting into the aft deckhouse and a hammock.


  Tanan opened the firebox and grabbed another stick of wood. The warmth helped kill the dampness and took the chill off the area under the tarp. He wanted a decent cup of tea but the acid brew boiling on the stove wasn’t fit for consumption. Using a rag to protect his hands, he dumped it over the side. A few moments in the rain rinsed the dregs out of the pot. Tanan ducked back under the cover, ladled fresh water into the dinged-up container, and replaced it on the stove. He hunkered down on the deck beside the warm metal and stared out at the rain-lashed dock and the hulking dark between the buildings beyond.


  Two glasses would be a very long time.


   

  


  He woke Lounis when the last of the sand had run down the second time and followed him back on deck.


  “I just put some fresh wood on the fire and the water is hot,” Tanan said.


  “All quiet otherwise?” Lounis asked.


  “Not even a rat out tonight.”


  Lounis looked at the rain on the water and tilted his head. “Sounds like it’s letting up a bit.”


  “Comes in waves. Barely raining and then a new wave comes through. Rains hard for a while and slows.” Tanan shrugged. “Saw a tree float by earlier.”


  “A whole tree?” Lounis asked.


  “A big chunk. Complete with leaves.”


  “Flooding upstream then.” He looked over the side. “Water’s rising here, too.”


  “How can you tell?” Tanan asked.


  “I paid attention earlier,” Lounis said, smiling in the dim light. “And the gangway’s a little steeper now. There’s no tide this far upriver, so it’s all river water coming down.”


  “We’re going to be here a while, aren’t we,” Tanan said.


  Lounis pursed his lips and squinted his eyes at the watery dark around them. “Wouldn’t surprise me.” He looked at the kettle. “Water’s hot? You didn’t make tea?”


  Tanan held his cup up. “Dipped some water and put the tea in the cup. Keeps it from getting boiled.”


  Lounis frowned at him. “You don’t like it boiled?”


  “It gets a little strong after a while.”


  Lounis grinned. “That’s the best part.”


  Tanan shook his head and drained his cup, dumping the dregs over the side before stowing it with the rest of the dirty ones. He waved and ducked down the companionway, only getting dampened a bit on the way. The trip just kept getting longer.


  As he settled into the hammock, he tried to determine whether the rain was letting up. It didn’t seem as heavy, but maybe that was just wishful thinking. The compartment felt empty with only Abbou and Jamil. He’d grown so used to it being filled with crew. On the one hand the quiet made it easier to fall asleep. On the other, he couldn’t help worrying about his shipmates. A fresh burst of wind heralded another spate of pounding rain. He sighed. With all that racket going on, he’d never have heard the snoring and groans anyway.


CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  Sukhetai

  


  



  After getting back to camp and properly dressing his wound, Sukhetai slept like a rock. He woke again with a start, expecting to find the camp up and moving on already. Instead he found that everyone had settled in, and all were in the midst of cooking, being boisterous, and commiserating with the early morning watch. A few of the riders were sitting around the fire, smiling and laughing. One looked over when he saw Sukhetai sit all the way up, but didn’t acknowledge him. Sukhetai didn’t mind.


  He probed the wool bandage tied around his chest; the wound was still tender. That was expected. One didn’t recover from an arrow wound overnight, even a shallow one. But he didn’t feel groggy or sore—aside from a few bruises on his back from when he’d fallen off his horse—or anything else that might indicate an infection. He thought of the arrow sitting in the bottom of a puddle somewhere and shuddered. The whole night almost seemed like a dream except that he had the bandages to prove otherwise.


  While Sukhetai rose and woke himself up by way of his usual morning puttering, he realized how little he’d spoken with the other folks in the caravan since they’d headed out. Not that he expected they’d like to talk to him. He was just the man bossing everyone around, after all.


  He frowned at his damaged war-coat. It was still serviceable around that single scale and the cut on the shoulder. He’d have to repair both the damage and the cut that Ibakha had made in it, but he could do that easily enough. The actual metal would be more difficult. For the moment, it wasn’t going to get in the way too much. Sukhetai wondered whether any of the traders could do that for him, but shook the thought out of his head. Likely they had their own business to attend to and didn’t need to be dealing with his mess.


  Sukhetai folded the war-coat carefully and tucked it next to the rest of his pack. Each movement of his arm made his chest burn, but he set his jaw and kept at it. The First Rider needed to be the strongest one. That didn’t mean that coming so close to death and having such insistent reminders of it shook him any less.


  With that, he decided to leave his pack and bedroll where they were, and went out in search of either Qara or Ibakha. He made no gesture toward the riders, though he did consider it once as he stepped out the door. They did well enough on their own.


  Outside the sun shone bright, though the air was still blistering cold. Yet, folks still bustled around between the gers, taking care of the animals and each other. Sukhetai spotted Qara moving around the other one, a box in her arms. It must have come off one of the camels. Sukhetai headed for the other ger, keeping his arm tight to his body as he walked. The wound would be a nuisance for a good long while, he was sure of it.


  Inside the other ger, Sukhetai found it quiet, despite the number of people. Most of them lay or sat on bed rolls. It took a moment for Sukhetai to realize these riders had been injured in the raid. Most looked like they’d taken arrows, just as Sukhetai had. A few were nursing gashes on their arms or legs. In the midst of it all, he saw Qara kneeling next to Borchu, who had a black eye and bandaged shoulder. Maral sat to his other side, hands wrapped around Borchu’s free one. Qara murmured something to him about having fought well. Sukhetai hadn’t even noticed his presence, but he had been rather occupied at the time.


  The door opened again behind him and Sukhetai scooted out of the oyuun’s way as she stepped in. She looked tired, but her eyes held the glint of a healer on a mission. Perhaps a dozen missions. She paused, though, and spared Sukhetai a glance.


  “How is your chest?” she asked.


  “How do you think?” Sukhetai scoffed before he could stop himself.


  Ibakha gave him a side-eye glare and shook her head. Sukhetai shrugged, while she trudged away to help see to the other injured. He crossed to Qara, Borchu, and Maral. The two older men looked up at his approach, but his quiver bearer remained focused on the task at hand. Sukhetai sat down with them, being careful of his chest.


  “How many injured?” he asked.


  “Almost everyone who rode out last night has at least a bruise somewhere,” Qara said. “Only a few have any injuries as serious as yours or worse. Pretty much everyone you see in here. No tradesmen.”


  “Any dead?


  “Thankfully, no.” Qara smiled a little while she rewrapped the bandages on Borchu’s shoulder. “You were right to call a retreat. If those raiders had regrouped at all we’d have lost at least one.”


  Sukhetai looked around. Most of them seemed to be in relatively high spirits despite the pained faces. 


  “What happened after I fell off the horse?” Sukhetai asked. “I saw a pack of wolves running this way. I can only assume that was Ibakha’s doing.”


  Maral nodded. He looked grim, but uninjured. “I’ve never seen an oyuun call an entire pack before,” he said. “Though I had heard it could be done.”


  “When I was a child, the oyuun called a mob of crows, once,” Borchu said.


  Sukhetai and Maral both cast him a somewhat fearful glance. He didn’t appear to notice.


  Qara sat back and looked around. She counted off the injured with little nods of her head, and Sukhetai began to worry. If they had to wait for everyone to recover, it might open them up for another attack by raiders, or harassment from the Zhoon Uhls. He doubted the latter, but only just.


  “How long before we can ride again?” he asked.


  “I don’t know,” Qara said. “At least as long as it takes for you to be able to swing a sword again, I would imagine.”


  Sukhetai grumbled that he would heal, but Borchu glared at him, iron-gray eyebrows furrowing.


  “You would risk the health of your people for a deadline?” He scoffed. “Just when I was beginning to respect you.”


  “That’s not what I’m doing.” Sukhetai bristled and turned on him. “I’m worried about what will happen if we stay here too long.”


  “We heal. We deal with whatever comes,” Borchu said. “We take the animals out for a few hours each day so that they don’t graze the ground bare underneath us, just like home.”


  It was a reasonable suggestion, but it still irked him.


  Borchu’s face relaxed. “When you can get back onto your horse, we’ll talk,” he said.


  “It isn’t that bad,” Sukhetai said. “I’m going to speak with the oyuun.”


  With that he rose and circled back to where Ibakha sat tending to a woman with a slash in her leg. Sukhetai held back a wince as he approached. It looked deep. The oyuun had pulled off the last night’s bandages and broken whatever clots had formed, and blood was seeping through the new set already. Ibakha had been fanning the now-covered wound as though brushing away dust from a camel, but sat back when Sukhetai approached. She clapped her hands and the woman grimaced.


  “Well it doesn’t feel any better, but thank you,” she said.


  “I’ll have someone bring you some vodka,” Ibakha said. “And clean water to help cleanse it out again.”


  “Thanks,” the woman said.


  Ibakha rose and clapped a hand on Sukhetai’s shoulder. It jolted his chest just enough to make him wince, and Ibakha nodded, leading him back outside. Sukhetai followed—indeed, he had no choice in the matter—and glanced around at the passing faces as they stepped back into the daylight again.


  “You wanted to speak with me?” Ibakha asked.


  “Yes. When will we be ready to ride again?” Sukhetai asked.


  “When we won’t be risking limbs to do so.”


  Sukhetai sighed, but nodded. Ibakha caught him watching the horizon and tugged on his ear. Not hard, but enough to be grandmotherly. It was an odd feeling, and Sukhetai raised an eyebrow at her. She smiled at the sheep all cuddled together in their woolen pile.


  “Something troubles you, Sukhetai,” she said. “Besides the nick in your chest.”


  “I worry that if we stay here too long, that will happen again.” He nodded northward. “They would be wise to attack again while we’re injured.”


  “You worry too much.” Ibakha chuckled. “A good quality for a warchief, but only when contained. What can you do about it?”


  “What?”


  He squinted at the oyuun, not entirely sure if she was dismissing him or asking him a question. Oyuun Ibakha turned her piercing gaze on him, and he suddenly felt like he was staring down a wolf again.


  “What can you do about your worry?” she asked. “Of course, you can voice it. You can hold onto it and let it eat your courage until you’re paralyzed. You can listen to it. That’s what I do.”


  “Listen to it?” Sukhetai frowned. “I thought you didn’t want us riding so soon.”


  “I don’t. I said listen to it, not act on it.” Ibakha nodded at the goats. “What if you worried that one of them was sick? What would you do?”


  “Check them. Get an oyuun to help,” Sukhetai said.


  “So what can you do about your worry, now? You seem to have a lot of it.”


  Sukhetai leaned back on his heels and looked around the camp. All at once he felt overwhelmed by the choices he’d already made. He could apologize all he wanted for taking the wrong way around, but that would do no good. He could set up more able bodies to watch at night. After that his mind drew a blank, and he had the distinct feeling that he was missing something.


  “Strengthen the watch,” he said. “Figure out who is left and able to fight after all that, just in case.”


  “Hmm. Yes, you could bristle like a spooked bird and put all your feathers up,” Ibakha said. “Or you could help get people moving faster.”


  “What do you mean? Those wounds aren’t going to heal any faster than they’re going to heal, and we’re stuck here until they do.”


  His voice pinched at the end and the oyuun smiled. It wasn’t a particularly warm smile. 


  Sukhetai shook his head. “I’m not a woman. I’m not an oyuun. I don’t know the first thing about healing people,” he said.


  “Help, don’t heal,” she said. “There are many things that will make a wound heal slower. What they need is time and rest. How can you give that to them?”


  “Not riding, obviously.” Sukhetai looked at the goats. “Oh.”


  “Oh?”


  Sukhetai pointed at the goats, then behind them at the yaks. “I know at least one of the riders that usually takes care of them,” he said. “Borchu. I can take over for him.”


  “Good.”


  Ibakha nodded. Sukhetai nodded back and took a step to go do just that, but the oyuun stopped him with a little tsk. He turned, and she reached out to set her hand on his shoulder. More gently, that time.


  “Don’t forget about your own state,” she said. “Strength means a great deal to you, and I can see that. But don’t forget your own injury. Don’t do something now that will only take your strength away later.”


  “Do you want me to help or not?” Sukhetai asked.


  He couldn’t quite keep the exasperation out of his voice. Ibakha just stared at him. 


  Eventually, he sighed. “Fine. If I get tired, I’ll get someone else to take over,” he said. “Oyuun’s orders.”


  “Good.” Ibakha smiled, and let him go. “And let me know if you need someone to look at that.”


  She pointed at his chest, but he shook his head. So far so good. Many others had it worse than he did. Warmth curled up in his chest and settled in at the thought that he was going to put his strength to good use. A use besides fighting, anyway.


CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  Tanan

  


  



  Clanking woke him. The gray light filtering into the compartment told him it must be somewhere near dawn. The rain still pattered on the wooden roof so he couldn’t be sure how near dawn it might be.


  Careful not to disturb Lounis and Jamil, he rolled out of his hammock and made his way onto the deck. Abbou gave him a grin. “Morning, boy.” He looked up at the sky from under the rain fly. “Such as it is, anyway.”


  Tanan nodded. “Morning, Abbou. What’s for breakfast?”


  “Oats.” He shrugged. “What else?”


  Tanan had long since resigned himself to the morning oats and evening stew. “Oh, delicious and so unexpected.” He grinned.


  “Tea’s ready.” Abbou pointed at the big kettle with his spoon.


  Tanan nodded and helped himself. The dark, bitter tea helped wash the morning muck from his tongue, replacing it with a sharp bitterness. He sighed and took another slurp.


  He looked over the side and noticed the difference in the river from last night. The gangway stood at a steeper angle. The water had risen high enough that the occasional wavelet washed over the rough planks of the dock.


  “What do we do if the water rises above the dock?” he asked.


  Abbou shrugged, rolling his beefy shoulders in an exaggerated movement. “Float, I think.” He gave Tan a cheeky grin.


  Tanan laughed. “I figured that much. If we float above the bumpers, won’t we damage the barge?”


  Abbou gave another—less expressive—shrug. “Gets that high, the junk floating down to us will be worse.”


  Tanan looked out at the water flowing by. The normally smooth flow seemed to surge and fall—a sheet blowing in the breeze instead of a blanket hanging on the line. Several chunks of wood bobbed past as he watched, limbs and gray driftwood. Leaves and small sticks swirled in the gray stew just off the gunwale. Part of a building floated past, bobbing and twisting: a few planks and a corner post still connected. He swallowed hard. The heavier bits seemed to be out in the main channel, but he didn’t want to think about what a tree trunk might do to the hull if it smashed into them.


  Abbou handed him a bowl, spoon tilted off the side. He took it and rested his tea on the rail while he ate.


  They stood there, not speaking, gazing out at the river, eating the gruel as the rain continued to pelt the tarp.


  Lounis came up out of the deck house and ducked under the cover, standing close to the stove as he helped himself to tea and gruel. He took a moment to look down at the dock before joining them in staring out at the river. “We may need to move the boat,” he said, around heavy spoons of the thin porridge. “At least run another line.”


  Abbou shrugged. “Water’s water.”


  Lounis nodded, slurping some tea to chase the gruel down his gullet. “Logs are problems, and if this dock breaks up, we’re goin’ ta be loose in the stream.”


  “Think it will?” Tanan asked.


  “Another few fingers’ worth of rise and it’s going to be sweeping the planks. I’d feel a lot safer if we had a line out to someplace else.”


  They all turned to survey the waterfront. The narrow dock ran parallel to the shoreline, just about wide enough for a cart to roll up and down. A wooden ramp angled up from the surface to meet the packed dirt road above. Rain water already washed streaks of road dirt down the embankment and formed gritty trails down the ramp. The warehouses beyond looked like they’d fall over in a stiff breeze. The frontage road ran another few yards up the river bank before disappearing behind the nearest warehouse, but the land beyond rose to a small hill, grasses and brush clinging to its slope.


  “Where?” Abbou asked. “There’s nothing up there that would hold my weight, let alone the barge.”


  “Drive a pole?” Tanan asked.


  Lounis swished some tea around in his mouth before swallowing, his eyes squinting as he looked at the hill. “Have to be a big pole and go down a good ways. There’s probably stone under that dirt.” He paused. “We’d have to bend a couple of the lines together to reach that far.” He turned to look downstream.


  A tumble of boulders lay on the bank not far from the end of the dock. Soil had piled up behind them, and a couple of good-sized trees grew a few yards back from the water’s edge.


  “That might work,” he said.


  “What? Tie off the stern?” Abbou asked. “What good is that?”


  Lounis shrugged. “If the dock goes, we’ll be adrift in the stream. If we’re tied off there, we just need to push out far enough to clear those rocks and the line will swing us in behind the point.” He looked at Abbou. “I’d rather be moored there than twenty leagues downstream, washed up against a bank somewhere.”


  Abbou grunted as if the idea of being washed up downstream hurt and nodded.


  “Can we do it?” Tanan asked, eyeing the distance and the shoreline they’d have to traverse to get the line there.


  Lounis grimaced. “I think so. You and Jamil? Bend on a light line so you’re not trying to scramble with the heavy mooring line?”


  A thump from the bow drew their attention. They turned to watch a hefty branch rolling in the stream. It scraped along the side of the barge.


  A moment later, Wazor stuck his head out of the companionway. “Lounis, a moment if you please? Tan? Tea. Some breakfast if it’s ready?”


  Lounis sighed but waved a hand, nodding.


  Wazor smiled and ducked back under cover.


  “Come on, lad. I’ll take the porridge if you’ll take the tea.”


  Tanan only slopped a little of the tea on the deck as they made their way toward the bow. The dark liquid disappeared in the rain-washed planks.


  They navigated to the forward compartment where Yassir and Wazor sat huddled cross-legged and wrapped in blankets against the damp.


  “Thank you, my boy,” Wazor said, accepting the tea and cupping it between his palms.


  “What’s the status?” Yassir asked, looking up at Lounis.


  “Water’s still risin’. That banging you heard on the hull was a tree.”


  “No word from the captain or crew?”


  “None, sir.”


  “How safe are we here?”


  Lounis hesitated a heartbeat too long.


  “That bad, eh?” the old man said, sipping the tea and gazing into the middle distance. “Options?”


  “We were just considerin’ running another line,” Lounis said. “There’s nothing to tie off to upstream, but there’s a couple of likely looking trees just downstream. If the dock lets go, we could swing the barge around behind the point.”


  “Can you do it? Run the line and swing the barge?”


  “Well, there’s just the four of us. Getting the line over there is the challenge. The river would move us easy enough. We’d just need to clear the point, and the water would push us into the eddy behind it.”


  “What’s the issue with getting the line set?” he asked.


  “No way to walk it down the bank. It’s too steep, and there’s no path around the warehouse on that end. I’m thinking we bend on a throwing line and toss that around the buildings, rather than try to get somebody in the water to carry it down to the point.”


  “Nobody goes in the water,” Yassir said.


  Lounis bowed. “My thinking as well.”


  “We should move the boat before it becomes a necessity,” Wazor said.


  Yassir looked at him, eyebrows raised. “Care to explain that?”


  “If we’re already in trouble, that’s no time to be maneuvering. We’ll have pieces of the dock, lines out, and everybody trying to figure out what to do.” He shrugged. “If you can get the barge secured, get our lines in and push clear of the point before it’s a necessity? That seems like a better choice.”


  Yassir looked at Lounis. “Your thinking?”


  “He makes sense. I didn’t suggest it because it may not come to it.”


  Another log thumped into the bow, making them jump. It scraped along the side, bumping a few more times before being washed clear.


  Yassir looked at Lounis, an eyebrow raised.


  “We’ll get right on that, Moulay.” He backed out of the compartment and clambered up on deck.


  Yassir gave Tanan a stern look. “Be careful, my boy. I do not want to have to explain to your father. Understood?”


  “Understood, sir.”


  “Good lad.”


  Tanan followed Lounis onto the deck, wincing as a stray gust tossed a faceful of rain at him.


  “He warn you?” Lounis asked, nodding toward the bow.


  “Doesn’t want to have to explain my death to my father.” Tanan shrugged. “I’d be happy if he wasn’t in that position myself.”


  Abbou chuckled, but Lounis gave him a hard look.


  “So, a throwing line?” Tanan asked.


  Lounis nodded and they went to the stern. Lounis opened the mooring line box and flipped the heavy coil out. He dug into the corner and pulled out a length of smaller line. The rope itself was no bigger than Tan’s little finger. The large knot in one end thumped on the deck when Lounis put it down.


  “Throwing line. Got a weight in the end so it carries well, and the rope’s light enough to throw some distance.” He pulled out the mooring loop and reached around the stern post to hook it on the outboard cleat. Taking the loose end of the mooring rope, he folded it back on itself to make a loop, then tied it off with the throwing line. When he was done, the smaller line fed off the bight in the larger. He tugged it to tighten the knot. He frowned at the lines for a moment and nodded.


  “Think it will work?” Tanan asked.


  “If we can get the throwing line onto the shore, it’ll work.” He looked at the shore and seemed to be measuring the distance with his gaze. “It’s going to be close.”


  Jamil clambered onto the deck, yawning and scratching himself. “Man can’t get a decent sleep without people banging around on deck?”


  Lounis jerked his chin at the dock. “We’re going to try to move the boat before the dock gives way.”


  Jamil’s eyes widened and he leaned over the side to look, apparently oblivious to the cold rain pelting his back. “Shit.” He looked at Lounis and the lines at his feet. “What’s the plan?”


  “Get a stern line around one of those trees.” Lounis jerked a thumb over his shoulder.


  “Or two of those trees,” Jamil said.


  Lounis glanced back at the point. “Or two,” he said. “We’ll push out into the stream and let it take us down around the end of the point and into the eddy behind.”


  A tangle of brush scraped down the hull and Jamil nodded. “Probably safer there than here.”


  “Only problem is there’s no shoreline here. We need to get the moorin’ line around that buildin’ and up onto the shore beyond,” Lounis said.


  Jamil frowned and dashed the rain out of his face with a hand. “The line long enough to reach?”


  “Gonna be close,” Lounis said.


  “Then up the rocks and clear to swing,” Jamil said. “Running down those rocks on the point would be ugly.”


  Lounis nodded. “With just the four of us, it’ll be risky, but stayin’ here?” He eyed the dock again. “I don’t think we’ll be here long.”


  Jamil nodded. “If we get the line out to the point and then run it up on the back side...?”


  “Could work,” Lounis said. “We need to get the line over there first.”


  Jamil nodded and looked at Tanan. “Can you catch it?” He nodded at the weighted line.


  “I can try.”


  “Good lad,” Jamil said. “We waiting for sunshine or something?” He looked at Lounis.


  “Just waiting for you to get your lazy ass on deck to help,” Lounis said, grinning.


  Jamil made a rude noise and stepped over to the rail. “Lemme take care of business and we’ll get this boat on the river.” His audible sigh of satisfaction made Tan chuckle.


  Lounis pointed to the shoreline. “Tan, go around the shore side of that building and get down to the water’s edge.”


  He nodded and slid down the gangway to the dock. The river surged through the gaps in the planks with each swell. The extra water didn’t bother him, but the fact that the river had risen that much since breakfast gave wings to his feet.


  It took him a lifetime to find his way through the alleys and buildings to get to the back of the warehouse and down to the river’s edge. Jamil stood on the dock, the throwing line looped in his big hands. He looked a long way off.


  “Ready, lad?” His words sounded tattered by the rain, hissing into the water at Tan’s feet.


  Tanan checked his footing and waved.


  Jamil gave the line an easy swing once before releasing it to spool out in the air, the weighted end aimed right at Tan’s head. He reached for it, but the line snugged tight and fell short, splashing into the river a good two arm’s lengths shy.


  Jamil shrugged and pulled the line back in, looping it in his hand before looking up at Lounis on the stern. “Give us some more of that mooring line.”


  Lounis fed the doubled end over the gunwale, pushing a few coils out to fall into the water at the stern.


  Jamil pulled the throwing line to bring the end to him and placed a foot on the bight to keep it planted on the dock. “Ready?” he asked, looking at Tan.


  Tanan nodded, easing forward a bit on the slippery bank.


  Jamil checked the lines around his feet and gave the throwing line a good toss. Once again, it sailed out, its coils unwinding in the air as the weighted end pulled the light rope taut. A wind gusted around the warehouse, making the rope sail out over the river and fall into the water again.


  “Distance is good, but the damn wind caught it,” Tanan said. “Try again.”


  Jamil already had the rope nearly back into his hands when he nodded. “This time’ll do it.” He finished retrieving the rope and gave it another toss, leaning forward to put his weight behind the throw.


  The line sailed true and fell into Tanan’s waiting arms. The weight smacked him in the hand so hard it stung, but he got the line in a firm grip and grinned at Jamil just in time to see the plank he stood on sag off the dock, dunking the heavy man into the river.


  Jamil bobbed to the surface, his arms flailing until he found the loose line floating beside him. The pull on the throwing line nearly toppled Tan into the river with him, but the youth dug in his heels and held tight, the line cutting into his hands. The current pushed Jamil toward shore until he could get his feet under him and wade onto the bank near the base of the point. Clambering up the bank, he shook himself like a dog. “Good thing it’s rainin’,” he said. “I coulda gotten wet.”


  “You all right?” Lounis asked, yelling to be heard over the storm’s noise.


  Jamil waved. “Toss the mooring line out. Let’s get it secured before the whole dock goes.”


  Tanan picked his way around the river bank until he met up with Jamil.


  “Thanks, lad. Nice catch.”


  “You’re the biggest thing I’ve ever pulled out of the water,” Tanan said, still feeling a little shaky around the middle and flexing his hand where the tightening rope had nearly crushed it.


  Jamil clapped him on the shoulder. “Come on. We’re only partway there.” He pulled on the throwing line, pulling the heavy mooring rope until he could work one of his hamlike fists into the bight at the end. “Muckle on, lad.” He started up the bank, most of the weight of the mooring line floating on the river behind him.


  They got the end of the line up the bank. Jamal started along the point, Tanan hauling along behind. Between them they managed to get the line to the crest of the point outside of a few saplings that grew along the crest. Between the weight of the line, the slope of the land, and the rain-slicked leaves, Tan had all he could do to put one foot ahead of the other.


  Right at the crest, he lost his footing and fell on his backside. Only his grip on the cable kept him from sliding down the bank and into the water.


  Jamil looked down at him. “I don’t mind draggin’ the line, lad, but if you’re not goin’ ta help, could you let go?” He grinned and braced himself while Tan regained his feet.


  “Sorry,” Tanan said.


  “Just yankin’ ya chain, lad. Keep goin’.”


  They managed to get the line past the biggest rock on the end of the point and started up the bank to a pair of close-set trees at the crest. Jamil braced himself and turned to Tan, thrusting the throw line into his hands. “Take this up to that nearest trunk and loop it around, lad.”


  “That’s not going to hold the barge, is it?” Tanan asked, feeling particularly stupid for asking but unable to think straight between the rain and cold. His arms felt like they might fall off.


  Jamil laughed. “No, lad, but it should hold the end of it in place.” He pointed back at the barge. “We’re at the end of the line here.”


  Tanan squinted through the rain. Sure enough, the mooring line stretched straight between the rocky point and the stern of the barge. “Now what?”


  Jamil reset his feet in the slimy leaves. “Tie the cussed thing off before I lose my footings, lad.”


  Tanan took the coil and stretched it between the loop that Jamil held and the closest tree. He took three turns around the bole and tied it off.


  Jamil released his grip and the lightweight line held.


  Lounis shouted something that got blown away in the wind.


  Jamil stood up and cupped his hands around his ears.


  Lounis made a lifting motion with his arms and pointed to the point. He shouted again. Tanan couldn’t make out the words but Jamil waved his arm and nodded.


  “Come on, lad. The problem is the bend. If we get that loop out, then we should have enough to tie it off.”


  Tanan measured the distance with his gaze and scrambled down the slope. “Could be. Why don’t we just add another length of line?”


  Jamil sighed and kept moving. “I’m not sure we have time.”


  Tanan started to ask why, but a glance at the dock showed water now streaming over the surface. He redoubled his efforts to get to the point.


  Jamil got his arms under the hawser and hefted it up over the side of the largest rock. It took both of them to get enough slack in the line to begin walking it up the hill again.


  Jamil waved Tan back up to the tree. “Get up there, lad. Take a bight around the trunk and winch it up as I get it cleared.”


  Tanan nodded, his legs aching as he scrambled up the slippery bank again. It seemed to take forever but he made it. The lighter line came loose readily enough and he used the tree as a pulley to get the heavier rope moving up the hill again.


  Below in the rocks, Jamil pulled and tugged whenever the line hung up on another rock or snag. He jumped back and forth on the slippery rocks to give Tan more slack to pull up. When the last loop cleared the point, Tan was able to finish pulling the mooring line up to the tree and wrap it three times around the trunk. He pushed the wrapping close to the ground and hoped the root structure would hold. He looked up but didn’t see Jamil.


  He looked at Lounis who shouted and gestured at the point.


  Tanan found Jamil on the ground between two massive rocks, blood pouring down his face and his arm bent at a disturbing angle.


  Jamil groaned and shifted his weight as Tan landed on the ground beside him. “Last damned rock,” he said, hugging his broken arm to his chest.


  “At least you landed on the ground and not in the water,” Tanan said. “Can you walk?”


  “It’s my arm, boy, not my leg.”


  Tanan shrugged. “I was thinking more about your head, but let’s get out of here while we still can.”


  “Did you get it tied off?”


  “Yes, but I left the throwing line there.”


  “We got other problems,” Jamil said. Between the two of them, eventually they got him on his feet but he leaned heavily against the boulder, panting. “Just need a minute to get my pins under me,” he said.


  Tanan tore a strip off his tunic and used it to blot up some of the blood still running down Jamil’s face.


  Jamil winced, pulling his head away. “Never mind that. It’ll bleed like hell and this rain will just spread it everywhere.”


  Tanan nodded, unhappy about the big man’s pale face and clammy skin. Granted it was raining, but he didn’t look good. “Let’s see if we can get you back aboard while there’s still a board to get.”


  Jamil glanced at the dock and pushed himself off the rock. “Get me up on the point,” he said. “I’ll never make it back in time.”


  Tanan looked and saw a couple of the planks had come loose already and were bumping around in the flow.


  Lounis yelled and waved his arms in a broad summons and Abbou had one of the poles out, ready to fend off.


  “Get me up there and run, boy. He’s going to need your pole sooner rather than later.”


  Between them they got Jamil back up the slope and moving inland. “I’ll catch you when it swings around,” he said. “Run.”


  Tanan nodded and scrambled through the undergrowth, brushing the rain out of his face as he went and trying to keep the bushes from cutting him to ribbons. He broke out into the clear opposite the alley by the warehouse and pelted down and around, splashing muddy water as he ran. The turn took his feet out from under him in the slick mud and he crashed to the dirt, sliding halfway across the road before regaining his feet. He skidded down the ramp to the dock, sloshing in water up to his ankles, and climbed the gangway on all fours as if it were a ladder.


  “Grab a pole, lad,” Lounis said. “I don’t know how much longer this dock is going to hold.”


  Tanan went up the walkway, snagged a pole from the gunwale, and stood beside Abbou.


  “He all right?” Abbou asked, nodding at the point.


  “Broken arm. Banged his head.”


  “He still bitching?”


  “Yeah.”


  “He’s fine,” Abbou said, a broad grin shining in the dimness and water streaming down his face.


  Tanan watched the pilings holding the dock begin a drunken dance as more and more of the dock’s planking let go. Finally the cross beams dropped most of them into the rushing water.


  Lounis came forward with a hatchet from the wood bin. “You two ready? Push the bow out as hard as you can. I’ll go grab the tiller.”


  Abbou nodded, but before Tan could respond, Lounis brought the axe down on the stretched line on the bow. The mooring line recoiled with an audible zing and the barge started floating down the stream. “Push!”


  Lounis sprinted down the length of the barge as Abbou and Tan dug in and pushed the bow out. They had to keep shifting the poles as the barge began to make headway, going faster and faster downstream. Lounis leaped to the tiller and put his weight against it.


  The bow angled out and the faster water in the channel caught it, pushing the bow so fast Tan had to take a step back to keep from being thrown.


  “Get to the port side,” Lounis said. “Get ready to catch us when it swings ashore.”


  Tan followed Abbou to the other side of the boat as the vessel went full broadside to the flow and seemed to take off like a startled horse. The water piled up on the upstream side but Lounis got enough pull on the rudder to keep the vessel turning before it spilled over the freeboard and into the barge.


  As the barge slid downstream, gaining speed, Abbou looked at Tan. “I hope you tied it tight.”


  “I hope the tree holds,” Tanan said, looking up at the line stretched between the stern of the vessel and a very small-looking tree on the crest of the point.


  The flow took them past the point with room to spare, but slack in the line meant they had a good deal of momentum before the mooring line went taut and began swinging them around to shore. The line stretched and shook, throwing water into the air as the heavy barge pulled downstream, almost as if it were unwilling to be caught.


  Tanan had to force himself to breathe. “Is it going to hold?”


  “That’s the question,” Abbou said. “If it breaks, drop flat.”


  “Will that help?” Tanan asked.


  “If it snaps back on ya, it’ll break your back, so yeah.”


  Tanan looked at Abbou to see if maybe the man was joking. He gulped and looked back at the line.


  The pressure turned the barge and Lounis pulled the tiller the other way. With the reduced angle to the flow, the stretched cable gave up some of its extra length and the barge hinged toward the shore.


  “Watch the bottom,” Lounis said.


  Tanan leaned over to look into the muddy soup that flowed under the hull. “Not much to see.”


  Abbou laughed and readied his pole to push off against the bank. Tan followed suit but the boat stopped swinging as the rebound in the eddy gave them a watery cushion. The two caught the bank with their poles and kept the vessel from shifting any closer.


  Tanan stood there for a few moments, just waiting for something else to happen. When nothing did, he looked up at Abbou’s grinning face. “I think we made it.”


  “Abbou, help me get the gangplank out. Tan, see if the passengers are still there.”


  They stowed their poles and Tanan dropped into the corridor, hurrying forward to see Wazor’s eyes—big and rolling, looking like a horse that’s seen a snake. His hands gripped the blankets on his bunk as if that might hold him in place. Yassir, on the other hand, pulled a bottle out of one of his bags and pulled the cork.


  “We’re stable?” Yassir asked.


  “Yes, sir. As much as can be expected.”


  “I take it it worked?” he asked.


  “Yes, sir. We’re moored downstream from the landing. Abbou and Lounis are putting out the gangplank. It’s a short walk to town.”


  “Where’s Jamil?” Yassir asked.


  “He should be coming aboard as soon at the plank is out. He fell on the rocks. Cracked his head. Broke his arm.”


  Yassir nodded. “Once the flood recedes, we may be able to hire a replacement here.”


  Tanan felt a jolt in his gut. “You’re going to leave him?”


  Yassir poured a bit of wine into his cup and shook his head. “No, no, my boy. He’ll come with us, but if we can hire another hand to push, we’ll get home faster.”


  A loud yell—part scream—came from the deck.


  “What was that?” Wazor asked.


  “Probably Lounis setting Jamil’s arm.” Yassir shrugged and poured a bit of wine into Wazor’s cup before handing the bottle to Tanan. “Give this to Jamil. It’ll dull the pain a bit while they finish working on his arm.”


  Tanan took the bottle and nodded. “Anything else you need?”


  Yassir gathered the bowls into a stack and handed them off to Tanan. “These can go into the wash.”


  “Yes, sir.” Tanan bobbled his burden for a moment until he got the open wine bottle and the dirty dishes under control. He picked his way up the companionway and suffered the rain down his neck. It seemed little enough insult after the morning he’d had so far. The bowls he dumped in the bin, and he took the bottle down to the stern deckhouse. Jamil lay in his hammock, Abbou holding the hammock in place while Lounis wrapped the arm with strips of fabric. “The old man sent a gift,” he said, holding the bottle aloft.


  “Give it here,” Jamil said, reaching his free hand for the bottle.


  “Lay still, you ox,” Lounis said.


  “That’s too tight,” Jamil said, fidgeting and trying to pull away.


  “Lay still or I’ll set it again,” Lounis said through gritted teeth.


  Jamil turned the bottle up and let it glug into his mouth a few times. Wine spilled down his face and dripped off his beard. “Ah.” He seemed to relax into his hammock a bit, and Lounis placed his arm in beside him.


  “Best I can do without a healer,” he said.


  “Hurts like hell,” Jamil said.


  “Least it’s not your skull,” Lounis said. “Did you think you were a goat? Jumpin’ around like that?”


  Jamil gave him a baleful glare. “I thought we were going to lose the barge.” He closed his eyes and settled farther down, wiggling his body a little to find the right spot. “You’re welcome.”


  Abbou climbed back on deck with Lounis and Tan behind him.


  Lounis stood at the gunwale and looked out at the river roiling by just a few arm’s lengths away.


  “We safe here?” Tanan asked.


  “Safer than we were,” Lounis said. He looked across the barge at the shore line. “We should put out a bow line. Maybe run a second line up the point.”


  “You think it’s going to get worse?”


  Lounis shrugged. “It’s the weather, lad. Nothin’ you can do but talk about it and wait for it to change.”


  Abbou chucked another piece of wood into the stove and clanked the door closed. “Tea in a bit. I’ll make something to eat.”


  Lounis stepped in under the rain fly and shook his head, spraying drops of water everywhere. They hissed and sizzled on the hot stove.


  Tanan stepped a little closer to the warmth and sighed. “I never liked waiting,” he said.


  Lounis snickered and clapped him on the shoulder. “Buck up, lad. You’re going to have a chance to get caught up on sleep and rest those muscles now.”


  Tanan nodded and stared out at the water. “Hard to believe it’s the same river.”


  “Water’s a funny thing,” Lounis said. “It’ll kill ya if you’re not careful, and ya can’t live without it. A few days without and you’re dead. A few minutes under the surface and you’re dead. But it floats our barges, moves our cargo. Even lets us travel around the world.” He paused. “River’s like a woman, lad. Beautiful, sometimes capricious. Sometimes deadly. Treat it with respect and it’ll care for you in return.”


  “At least a woman won’t kill you,” Abbou said.


  Lounis laughed. “You’ve never met the right woman, Abbou.”


CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Sukhetai tried once again to haul himself up into the saddle, but found he couldn’t. He figured it would be easy enough to swing his leg over and ride from there, but every time he tried, his chest argued back. Eventually, he gave up. Doubled over, curled up around his shoulder, with his horse nudging his arm with its nose, Sukhetai began to realize just how serious his injury was. With a huff, he sat down on a stool and loosened the flap of his terleg to see if the wound had scabbed over. When he peeled back the top of the bandage, he found his answer in the form of tugging, and a fresh wave of pain.


  He sighed, and refastened his coat. It wouldn’t do to have the First Rider unable to ride. Sukhetai contemplated the stool he was sitting on, but decided it wasn’t tall or sturdy enough to serve as a step up. Instead, he stood, bid his stallion farewell by way of patting his nose, and wandered off to find his brother.


  Delgejin, as it turned out, was helping Oyuun Ibakha sort out small pouches of dried herbs. Sukhetai didn’t call out as he approached, too confused to bother. Ibakha noticed him anyway, and turned to Delgejin with a smile.


  “I think this one is khunchir?” Delgejin’s face wrinkled.


  “Good.” Ibakha patted his shoulder and he placed it with another pouch. “Your brother needs your help.”


  He looked up, eyes wide.


  “It’s true.” Sukhetai shrugged. “I need someone to get on a horse in case the goats run off.”


  “What... are you doing herding the goats?” Delgejin asked. “Why don’t you ride?”


  Sukhetai looked away and scratched his chin. He didn’t really want to admit it. Didn’t want the oyuun knowing she was right, even though it was her job. He muttered the words under his breath first. Delgejin squinted.


  “Say that again?”


  “I can’t get on the horse,” Sukhetai said. “Not without a step up or something.”


  Delgejin winced. Ibakha nodded as though that were the most obvious thing in the world. 


  Sukhetai tilted his head sideways and gestured at his own chest. “So, I’ll be the lead goat, if you’ll catch the runners,” he said. “Borchu is down and should be resting, so says the oyuun.”


  “Agreed.” Delgejin rose to his feet, careful not to step on any of the pouches. “I guess my education will have to wait.”


  “You’re doing well so far, Delgejin,” Ibakha said.


  Sukhetai squinted at his brother as they both made their way to the horses’ part of the pasture. Delgejin didn’t appear to notice, instead reciting something and counting on his fingers.


  “Are you really learning herbs, now?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Might as well,” Delgejin said. “We don’t ever bring an oyuun on these trips. Either we should start or someone needs to learn which ones are which in case something like this happens again.”


  Delgejin’s eyebrows pinched, and Sukhetai looked at him sideways. He looked pale, and didn’t add anything for a few steps. Sukhetai nodded to himself and pressed a hand against the scab on his chest. Keeping it still helped with the aggravating tugging.


  “You scared the breath out of me, Sukhetai,” Delgejin said.


  “I did? When?”


  He glanced up to find his brother looking very much like their father. Serious was an expression Delgejin didn’t wear all that often, and it was somewhat off-putting to see it on him with such context.


  “When you said you had an arrow in your chest,” he said. “I couldn’t see which side. I thought you were going to die and that I’d end up having to explain that to Father.”


  They both stopped walking as the idea settled in. They both knew, of course, that if something happened to Sukhetai, Delgejin would be the next most likely to be First Rider. Neither of them took it seriously, nor thought it likely. Not until now, anyway. Sukhetai reached out and clapped a hand on his brother’s shoulder.


  “Well, I didn’t die,” he said.


  “Thank the Endless Blue Sky for that.” Delgejin forced a smile, though his eyes looked a bit damp around the edges. “I don’t know what I’d do in your place.”


  Sukhetai scoffed, and pulled his brother into a hug, followed by a sharp smack on the arm. Delgejin winced a little, but managed a laugh despite the conversation. Sukhetai kept walking.


  “Eh, you would be fine,” Sukhetai said after a few paces. “People actually seem to like you. Probably wouldn’t even have to fight for it. Who’d challenge you? Borchu?” He scoffed.


  Delgejin shrugged, and didn’t add anything more to the discussion. Their paths diverged, Sukhetai’s toward the goats and Delgejin’s toward where Orbei kept the horses well-groomed and fed. Sukhetai almost envied her for a few moments. She didn’t have any responsibilities to shoulder outside of her corral. Then again, without those horses the Doud Tahlkheer were no better than the city dwellers.


  Sukhetai’s thoughts turned toward Mahlcry while he waded through a pond of goats to figure out which one was the leader. Most of his experience of the city dwellers had been with the traders, and from stories shared by his father around the fire. They seemed like a dull lot, more concerned with their work and their salt than each other.


  He frowned, even as he found the goat with a bell on its collar. Sukhetai couldn’t imagine living in a city. Not for any length of time. He looked back over the temporary camp, trying to figure out where Delgejin was. He didn’t have to look far, as his brother came trotting up around the small goat herd.


  “You look like the wind changed and you’re smelling the Ire.” Delgejin laughed. “What’s that face for?”


  Sukhetai shook his head and wrapped a rope over the lead goat’s head as his brother slowed his horse. The goat fell into step next to him as though he were Borchu, which was a pleasant surprise.


  “I was thinking about living in Mahlcry,” he said. “Could you imagine?”


  “Not really,” Delgejin said. “There’s nowhere to go inside those walls. It’s a wonder they’re not all constantly fighting each other in there.”


  “Maybe they are and we just don’t know it,” Sukhetai said.


  Delgejin chuckled, and they strode toward the east. Sukhetai bristled, watching the horizon for more raiders. He didn’t like leaving the camp with no one who could order them around if necessary, but the oyuun seemed to do a decent job. It wasn’t supposed to be her responsibility, but Sukhetai knew nobody was going to listen to him. 


  He sighed and shook his head. “What have you heard, Delgejin?” he asked. “Anything I should be aware of?”


  “Not really.” He shrugged. “That attack has everyone’s hackles up, including yours.”


  “Is it that obvious?”


  “With you nosing around like a mother yak with a new calf? Yes.” Delgejin smiled wryly. “We can take care of ourselves, you know. It isn’t just up to you to protect us.”


  Sukhetai grumbled and cast his gaze back to the horizon. He wasn’t warchief yet; that’s what a warchief does, but he was supposed to be taking on that role now with the caravan, if only temporarily. Delgejin scoffed, and Sukhetai glared at his brother.


  “You’re not warchief yet, either.” Sukhetai said. “You’re not even First Rider. What would you know about my duties to the clan?”


  “I know you’re not doing them.” Delgejin’s face turned serious again. “You’re a warrior, Sukhetai, and you’re very good at it. I could never hope to match your skill with a sword.”


  “But what am I not doing?”


  “Helping?” His brother turned in the saddle and looked back at the goats. 


  Sukhetai would have stopped to stare daggers at his brother if not for the fact that the goat behind him would have run into the backs of his knees. Instead he kept striding forward, heavy boots clomping like an ox’s hooves in the grass.


  “People like their space,” he said. “They don’t need me lurking.”


  “So you say, and then you lurk when there’s even a whiff of possible combat on the horizon.” Delgejin softened the barb with a smile. “You’re remarkably predictable, you know.”


  “You said it yourself, I’m good at fighting. Would you really fault me for knowing when to use my strength?” Sukhetai asked.


  “I wouldn’t if you’d use it more appropriately.”


  “Delgejin—”


  The outburst tugged at the still-healing cut in Sukhetai’s chest and made him wobble on his feet. Delgejin swung himself off his horse and jogged over, but his brother waved him off. Sukhetai righted himself and kept walking, hand pressed to his wound.


  “Sukhetai?” Delgejin asked. “Do you want me to take over? You should go back and rest—”


  “I am fine, Del.”


  “You don’t look fine.”


  Sukhetai stopped, and the goats stopped with him, spreading out to graze. He figured they were far enough away from camp by then, anyway. He made an exasperated gesture toward his brother and shook his head.


  “Alright, if you’re suddenly an oyuun, tell me what I’m doing wrong,” he said. “I’m trying to herd people the way we’re trying to herd these goats, and nothing is working. Nobody listens to me. Nobody even likes me. We’re going to get to Mahlcry and I’m going to have to put on all manner of airs to get this salt, and by the time we get back I doubt anything will have changed. What am I not doing, Delgejin?”


  Delgejin sighed, and gathered up his horse by the reins. He settled in to watch the edges of the herd for stragglers and wolves, and Sukhetai watched his eyebrows pinch. His brother cast a quick glance back in his direction, and shrugged.


  “Well, I’m not an oyuun,” he said. “No amount of learning which herbs are which is going to change that, either. But it seems to me you don’t do a lot of the things Father usually does.”


  “Like what?” Sukhetai winced when he caught how petulant he sounded. Thankfully, his brother had heard far worse over the years and didn’t react. 


  Delgejin scratched at the sparse and prickly hairs on his chin while he thought. “You don’t talk to people. I think that’s the biggest one,” he said. “Father talks to people all the time. Doesn’t matter if he has a reason for it or not. He’ll ask one of the young herders how his day is going just as often as he’ll offer help to Oyuun Kokotseg. Sometimes people take him up on his offers, sometimes they don’t.”


  “He doesn’t ever really offer to help people,” Sukhetai said.


  “Not in so many words, no.” Delgejin turned with a wry smile. “But he’s there if they need him. That’s the point. You’re not exactly the most welcoming figure, Sukhetai.”


  “I’m the First Rider, I’m not supposed to be.” He glowered, while Delgejin raised an eyebrow at him. They stared at each other for a few seconds, but Delgejin didn’t waver. Sukhetai finally rolled his eyes and looked away. “I would have a hard time imagining Vachir being anything other than a warrior,” Sukhetai said.


  “And I would bet he does have another side, when he’s at home.” Delgejin sighed. “It’s one thing to be harsh and unyielding when the situation calls for it. It’s another to be like that all the time. We’re not in battle all the time, Sukhetai.”


  “Maybe you’re not, but I am.” Sukhetai glowered again. “I have to be ready in case something happens. You’re the second son. You get to relax. If I show weakness I’m going to get killed or betrayed or replaced.”


  Delgejin went quiet, and didn’t respond for a good long while. Enough so that Sukhetai eventually looked over to make sure he hadn’t seen a wolf or something. Sure enough, he was still staring at Sukhetai, aghast and confused. Sukhetai made a face.


  “Is that really what you think?” Delgejin asked.


  “Yes! And it’s something you’ll never understand until you end up where I am,” Sukhetai said. “Which you never will, until I become warchief.”


  Delgejin’s eyes went hard, and his lips pressed into a thin line. “If something happens to you in Mahlcry, I will be First Rider,” he said. “If something happens to Father, I will be First Rider. If something happens to both of you, in all likelihood I will become warchief. I understand better than anyone what is expected of you, because I am your brother and I actually listen to people.”


  “So you’re planning my downfall already?” Sukhetai asked.


  “No.” Delgejin huffed and turned back toward the camp. “No, I want to keep you around for as long as possible, because I know I couldn’t handle a battle the way you could, nor would I be able to speak the Law the way Father can. But I also know that if everything goes wrong, those duties will become mine. When I thought you were going to die, I realized I needed to do something about that, so I did. I asked Ibakha to teach me herbs. Because unlike you, I don’t wear my armor constantly. I am not afraid to show people that I’m like them.” Delgejin turned, his face hard and pinched around the edges, as though he was a step away from either crying or flying into a rage. 


  Sukhetai felt the sting of his words as sure as the sting of an arrow, and scowled. “I should put you in your place, brother,” he said.


  Delgejin shook his head. His shoulders sank, as though defeat weighed heavy on them. “I don’t want to believe that you’re an evil man, Sukhetai. But you may convince me yet.” 


  “Maybe I am.” Sukhetai turned away as he felt the lump in his throat threaten. “If all I’m good at is fighting, maybe I am evil.”


  “You spook like a horse.” Delgejin sighed. “That’s not all you’re good at. You’re my brother. I refuse to believe that there’s not at least some soft side to you. Yes, you’ve been a grumpy old goat our whole lives, but you used to have fun, too.”


  “Well, I can’t afford to anymore.” Sukhetai felt the prickling of magic on his scalp, and looked around to see if the oyuun had ridden out to find them. Instead, he found the lead goat staring at him. He screwed up his face, scrunching his nose down and his lips up.


  “You’re not warchief yet, Sukhetai,” Delgejin said. “And even then, surely you’ve noticed how Father isn’t the sourest face in the clan, most days.”


  “Will either of you ever leave me alone about this?” Sukhetai asked.


  The goat bleated, and Sukhetai rolled his eyes. 


  Delgejin shook his head. “We all want what’s best for the clan. At least, I hope we do,” he said. “Frankly, I want you to be a good leader probably as much as you do. I don’t think you can do that if you’re acting like a sulking child.”


  “I’m not—” And there, Sukhetai stopped himself. He watched the goats instead for a few minutes while he thought about it. Perhaps he was acting like a child, but he didn’t know in what way. Sulking? Hardly. Not wanting to talk to people wasn’t sulking, was it?


  Sukhetai sighed and sat down. The walk had winded him more than he expected, though the argument hadn’t helped. Delgejin looked down with a pinched brow and a silent apology, but Sukhetai waved him off. “I’m grumpy because I’m healing,” he said. “That’s all.”


  “Oh.” Delgejin heaved a sigh and patted his horse’s nose. “Well, that I can deal with. You’re allowed.”


  “How are you always so happy?” Sukhetai looked up with a frown. “You seem to get along with everyone.”


  Delgejin shrugged.


  They sat in silence for a long while, watching the goats and mulling over the conversation, before Delgejin started singing. He was good at overtones, at getting a whistle that overcame any background noise, like that of the goats. Sukhetai sighed, though not in defeat, and chimed in with the first verse when Delgejin paused for a breath. They shared a glance and a grin each before settling in to sing to the goats.


CHAPTER THIRTY


  Tanan

  


  



  Lounis helped Tanan run a second line up to the point, securing the stern while Abbou ran a bow line to keep the boat from spinning out of the eddy and back into the crashing waters streaming past their sheltered cover.


  “Now what?” Tanan asked.


  “Now, we wait,” Lounis said. “How’re we fixed for supplies, Abbou?”


  “We’re gonna need food and water eventually.” Abbou peered around the tidy galley. “Still have a cask of tack, but we’re getting low on root veg. Wouldn’t say no to a cut of beef. Salt fish.” He shook his head. “We wasn’t stopping at Monk Town until the rain and haven’t used much with just the four of us.”


  “Got an empty water cask?” Lounis asked.


  “Yah.” Abbou toed one of the small barrels beside the stove.


  “Seems like we got plenty of fresh water.” Lounis looked up. “Just need to catch it.”


  They spent the morning rigging a clean canvas to funnel rainwater off the forward deck house and into the empty cask. Tanan watched it for a time.


  “Think it’ll fill up?” he asked.


  Abbou shrugged. “Will if it keeps rainin’.”


  Tanan laughed. “Can’t argue that logic.”


  At midday, Wazor came up on deck and waved Tanan forward. “Lounis? If you have a moment? You might come, too.”


  As before, Tanan scooted in ahead of Lounis, but refrained from sitting on Wazor’s bunk. His clothing squelched every time he moved. Water puddled beneath him on the deck when he stopped moving. If the temperature had been a little colder, he’d have frozen to death, but as it was, he managed well enough by standing close to the stove and drying out occasionally.


  Yassir looked up as they came in. “Gentlemen. What’s the situation?”


  Lounis shrugged. “Not much changed. Jamil cracked his head a good one. I think he’ll survive it. His arm’s broke about here.” He touched his upper arm. “I’ve set it best I can. Until we get a healer, he’s going to be hurting.”


  “Not much help poling, I take it?” Yassir asked.


  “No, sir. He’ll be laid up for a few weeks, at least.”


  Yassir nodded. “We’ll get him help in Mahlcry. We’re still a week away?”


  “About that, Moulay. Once we can travel again.”


  “I might be able to help,” Wazor said. He rummaged in his bag and pulled out a small package wrapped in linen, handing it to Tanan. “Put a couple of pinches of this in a cup. Fill it with boiling water and let it steep on the stove until it turns color.”


  “You have willow bark?” Tanan asked.


  “I never travel without it,” Wazor smiled. “Learned how to make it from some healers up on the northern coast.”


  “You know about this, lad?” Yassir asked, his eyebrows rising.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You remember the sheep’s ear?” Wazor asked.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You might scout around to see if there’s any along the bank. Make a poultice?”


  “There’s no sheep gonna let you cut off its ear,” Lounis said, frowning.


  “No, no.” Wazor grinned. “It’s a wild plant. Furry looking. Shaped a little like a sheep’s ear.”


  “You’re a healer?” Lounis asked.


  “Just a scholar.”


  “I can look,” Tanan said.


  “Give him the tea first. He’ll hate it but it’ll help reduce the pain.”


  Tanan nodded. “I’ll brew some and then go look.”


  “Good lad,” Wazor said.


  Yassir gave Wazor a measuring look, as if seeing him for the first time—or at least in a new light.


  “Anything else, Moulay?” Lounis asked.


  “No word from the town?” he asked.


  “Nothing yet.”


  “Perhaps they haven’t noticed the dock is gone,” Wazor said.


  “Or haven’t bothered to look around to see if we survived,” Yassir said. “Have Abbou notify the dockmaster that we’re still here and will honor our pledge to redeem the captain and crew when the river becomes navigable.”


  Lounis nodded. “It will be done, Moulay.”


  “Thank you, Lounis. Tan? A word,” Yassir said.


  Lounis nodded again and backed out of the compartment.


  “Are you all right, my boy?” Yassir asked.


  “Wet. Cold. Abbou is making stew, I think. I’ll bring some when it’s ready.”


  “You’ve had a busy night and a long day. Did you get any sleep?”


  “A few hours between deck watches last night, sir.”


  “Sleep when you can,” Yassir said. “When Abbou returns from town, I’ll come up on deck and give you all a chance to rest.”


  “You, sir?” Tanan felt almost scandalized by the idea.


  Yassir smiled. “I’ve done it before. I suspect I’ll be needed sooner rather than later once the dockmaster realizes we aren’t all drowned in the floods.”


  “You have? Done it before, I mean. Sir?”


  “I wasn’t always this decrepit but wealthy old man, my boy.” He glanced up and around the cozy compartment. “Our blood is a river of salt, you know that? Young men have been heeding the call for generations uncounted. The salt is adventure that lures us to explore, to find, to grow. It’s what makes us sailors and merchants, and yes, even farmers and tradesmen. Without a cause, we are sheep, cattle.” He sighed. “But I’m an old man and you’ve a long life ahead.” He peered at Tanan. “Admit it, my boy. If you could go back to the palace right this instant? Back to your safe schoolroom? Back to your family? Back to the glorious city of Makama Aljana? Would you go?”


  Tanan looked at Wazor, who leaned forward a bit, his eyebrows raised in that familiar way he had when he laid out a puzzle for Tanan to solve—waiting to see what his answer might be. The familiar expression in this strange environment made Tanan’s head swim a little as he struggled to reconcile the old Wazor with this new Wazor who drank with the rich and played games all night. Who carried willow bark in a bag that Tanan had assumed held only a change of small clothes and a spare robe.


  “Would you?” Yassir asked again.


  Tanan shook his head. “No, sir.”


  The two old men grinned at each other for a moment. “Go get that tea brewed, my boy. Jamil will appreciate it,” Yassir said.


  “Yes, sir,” he said and trotted aft to put some fresh water on to boil.


  “What’d he want?” Lounis asked.


  “He’ll take the deck watch when Abbou gets back.”


  Lounis nodded. “That wasn’t all, was it?”


  Tanan filled a cup with water and placed it on the stove beside the kettle. “Just checking on me.”


  “It’s just us here, lad. You wanna tell me who you really are?”


  Tanan glance at the forward deckhouse and then looked at Lounis. “He asked me if I’d go back if I could.”


  Lounis’s eyebrows rose. “What did you say?”


  “I told him no.”


  “What’s that got to do with who you are?” Lounis asked. “Your life before this must have been pretty soft.”


  “I complained a lot,” Tanan said.


  “But your father was a wine merchant? What did you complain about?”


  “My older brother would inherit. He was learning the business. I didn’t really have a place.”


  “He was top dog in the kennel, eh?” Lounis asked. “You gave up a roof and comfort to follow that crazy old man to Mahlcry?”


  Tanan shrugged. “To be fair, I didn’t know he was that crazy when I agreed to it.”


  “You didn’t know you’d be working the deck either, did ya?”


  “No,” Tanan said, shaking his head. The water bubbled in the cup on the stove and he put a couple of heavy pinches of the dried bark into it.


  “That for Jamil?” Lounis asked.


  “Yeah. Willow bark tea.”


  “Surprised the old man had it with him. I had him pegged for a scholar.” Lounis shrugged. “You know? Hide in the library. Readin’ and thinkin’ whatever scholars think.”


  “Surprised me, too. Known him my whole life. Still surprised me. Only found out before we left that this isn’t his first long trip. Apparently he managed to get some traveling in before he started working for my family.” Tanan poked the cup to mix the bark a little. “But he’s a scholar. No doubt in my mind. I never asked a question he didn’t know the answer to. Not that he told me the answers. I had to figure them out myself.”


  Lounis pursed his lips and looked out at the river. “So, your father—the wine merchant—hired a scholar to be your personal teacher even though your older brother was set to inherit the family business?”


  “Yeah.” Tanan looked down at the deck. “That’s about it.”


  “You need a better story,” Lounis said. “Your father was no wine merchant. Your hands tell me you’ve never done an honest day’s work in your life.”


  Tanan looked at his hands, raw and scraped in places from wrestling the hawser, the early blisters healed into calluses where he handled the poles. He held them up to Lounis. “These hands?”


  Lounis nodded and held out his own. “You’re getting there, kid.” His hands carried the scars and mars of countless cuts and scrapes. The calluses were built up thick on his thumbs; at one point, one finger had broken and healed wrong. “You’re no merchant’s son, even with the hands you came aboard with.” He narrowed his eyes. “It’s your story, lad. I won’t force ya to tell it.”


  Tanan nodded his thanks. “Here I can be me. I don’t have to be my father’s second son. I don’t have to live up to—” He clamped his mouth shut for a heartbeat. “Anything, really. I’m just Tan. The old man’s relative going into the salt trade. Barge pole man on his first trip upriver.” He shrugged.


  “And you wouldn’t go back if you could,” Lounis said.


  “Yeah.” A cool gust snuck in under the fly and across Tanan’s shoulders. “I wouldn’t mind a little more warmth, but yeah. This adventure’s just beginning.”


  “Something to tell your grandkids about?” Lounis asked, a teasing tone in his voice.


  “Maybe,” he said. He stood and grabbed a rag. Using it as a pot holder, he picked up the hot metal cup and headed for the deck house. “Lemme get this into Jamil.”


  “Someday, kid.”


  Tanan stopped and looked back at him. “Someday.”


   

  


  Abbou came back with the dock master himself in tow. A sly grin peeked out of Abbou’s beard, but the dockmaster—a bulky fellow in an oilskin coat—scowled like a terrier facing down a bull.


  “What’s the meaning of this?” the dockmaster shouted as they picked their way through the undergrowth. “You can’t just tie up anywhere.”


  Lounis shrugged. “Can’t tie up at your landin’ anymore, can we?”


  “You destroyed my dock and now you’re just going to pretend it didn’t happen?”


  Lounis held up his hands. “Easy there. We didn’t destroy anythin’. The river did for your dock. We barely got off as it was. Had a man injured in the process, so before you go throwing rocks in our direction, you might keep a line on that tongue of yours in case your mouth throws a rock you can’t swallow.”


  The dockmaster stomped up the gangway and got right into Lounis’s face. “Are you angling to get yourself thrown in with the rest of your filthy crew?”


  “Hakem.” The bark came from the bow and they turned to look. The old man stood on the deck, his walking stick pressed against the gunwale. “Hakem al-Amara. You forget yourself.”


  The dockmaster’s color didn’t improve as he stared down the deck at Yassir. “And what are you going to do about the damages to my dock, al-Harradi?”


  The old man worked his way along until he stepped under the rain fly. He barely came up to Hakem’s shoulder but when he looked up into the taller man’s face, Hakem took a half step back. “I’m going to ignore them. It’s your dock. It’s your problem. You hold my captain in your cell. You hold my crew in your prison. These few remaining hands saved this barge from being swept away when your dock disintegrated under the river’s pressure. Seems to me you owe me for the damages to the barge and the injuries to my crew.”


  “You could have claimed them any time,” Hakem said, some of his bluster fading under the old man’s gaze.


  “What? So you could scoop them up again the next time they set foot in your precious town? Just because I don’t ride the river every day, you think I don’t know how you run this place?”


  Hakem drew himself up. “If they weren’t breaking the laws, they wouldn’t get arrested.”


  “Breaking the laws? They barely had time to buy a beer, let alone get into mischief.” Yassir shook his head. “I’m sorry, Hakem, but there’s not enough truth in that to drown a worm.”


  “The fact remains that your barge broke up our dock.”


  “You’re going to keep making that stupid noise?” Yassir asked, his lips twisted into the mockery of a grin.


  “Of course. Your barge was tied up there. When they left, they dragged the dock with them.”


  “You saw this?” Yassir asked.


  “With my own eyes.”


  Yasser stared into the man’s face. “Lounis. Can you explain what happened when the river started tearing down the dock?”


  Lounis ran through the story of running the mooring line and Tanan’s running back to get aboard, leaving Jamil waiting on the bank.


  “And how did you get underway?” Yassir asked. “Did you jump into the water and swim to the mooring?”


  “No, Moulay. I cut the line.”


  “How did you cut the line?” Yassir asked, still staring into Hakem’s face.


  “I used the hatchet.”


  “You can’t prove that,” Hakem said. “His word against mine?”


  “We can if the piling is still there,” Abbou said.


  Hakem rounded on the smiling cook. “But it’s not.”


  Abbou nodded. “If you say so, Moulay.”


  “It’s not,” Hakem repeated. “The entire dock was destroyed. Not two sticks left together.”


  Lounis looked at Abbou. “Is it?”


  Abbou shrugged. “It was a little while ago when I knocked on the dockmaster’s door. All three pilings still danced in the current.”


  Yassir raised an eyebrow at Hakem. “Perhaps this is the time when I remind you that you hold the position of dockmaster at the pleasure of the crown.”


  Hakem’s eyes widened slightly.


  “In fact, unless I’ve remembered incorrectly, your Monk Town gets a considerable reduction in taxation because you have this landing.”


  Hakem’s eyes widened even more and he opened his mouth as if to speak.


  Yassir cut him off. “I wonder if the crown is aware of how this landing is run. Perhaps how few barges dock here?” Yassir asked. “How much gold leaves the barges to stay here in the form of fines and charges?”


  Hakem’s face grew hard and he seemed to inflate with rage. “You’re a big man in Mahlcry, al-Harradi, but what right do you have to come here and threaten me and my town? You threaten me with the crown? Have you ever met the king? What makes you think he’ll hear your pitiful mewling?”


  A laugh escaped before Tanan could choke it back.


  Hakem turned on him. “What are you laughing at, boy? You think this is funny? You’d best learn to mind yourself in the presence of your betters.”


  Lounis stepped in front of Hakem before he could take a step in Tanan’s direction.


  “He’s laughing because he knows who my granddaughter is,” Yassir said. “In fact, I have met the king. Several times. I dined with him before we left Makama Aljana. Along with his queen—Her Royal Majesty Waliyah. Waliyah al-Harradi.”


  Hakem’s face paled, the color draining from it as if water from a tub. “Your granddaughter.”


  Yassir nodded. “Quite the scamp in her youth. She’s grown into a fine woman. I’m quite proud of her and I’m eagerly looking forward to the day she comes into her power.”


  Hakem glanced around the small group before bowing to Yassir, hand to heart. “My apologies, Moulay. I had no idea.”


  “Obviously,” Yassir said. “Your pest hole of a village needs fumigation, Hakem. This practice of holding the captains hostage must cease. I won’t tell you how to enforce your laws, but I can guarantee that if you continue harassing the crews, you will feel the weight of the crown fall on your head during the last moments it rests on your shoulders.” Yassir’s voice snapped like steel even though he never raised it above a bare whisper. “Am I making myself clear?”


  “Yes, Moulay. Perfectly clear.” Hakem edged toward the gangway. “In fact, I’ll begin immediately. I’ll have your captain and crew released as soon as I return. No charges. I’ll waive the docking fees for you and your barges whenever they pass.”


  Yassir pursed his lips and rummaged in a pocket in his robe. He pulled out a jingling leather pouch. “Here.” He tossed it to Hakem who nearly dropped it. “That’s for the rightful fees and the fines you levied against the crews. There’s also enough there to rebuild the dock and repair the facilities damaged by the flooding.” He raised an eyebrow. “I assume that there are other buildings damaged? Warehouses? Goods stored there?”


  Hakem’s eyes opened wide. “I—yes,” he said. “I suspect you’re correct, Moulay.”


  “Your title comes with responsibilities, Hakem. Playing lightly with them—or abusing them—is never in your best interest. Tend to your town when the rain stops.”


  Hakem gave another bow, hand to heart. “It will be done as you say, Moulay.” The dockmaster scuttled off the barge and disappeared into the undergrowth, heading toward town.


  “Was the piling really still there?” Yassir asked, looking at Abbou.


  “It was, Moulay.”


  “It wouldn’t have made any difference, but nothing like having all the cards in your hand, eh?”


  “As you say, sir,” Abbou said.


  “You three, get some sleep. I suspect the dockmaster will be as good as his word this time. The rest of the crew will be along shortly. You’ve all done more than I could have asked.” He bowed, hand to heart. “My thanks to all of you. Now rest. I can manage to keep the rabbits off the ship.”


  Abbou led the way off the deck and into the compartment below. Lounis gave Tan a little bow and waved him ahead.


  “Wine merchant,” he said, his voice only loud enough for Tan to hear.


  Tanan have him a glance and a shrug, unwilling to insult the man’s intelligence any longer. He made his way to his hammock and rolled in, the cold canvas warming to his skin. The cold and the tension leached out of him as the warmth of the stove combined with the body heat lifted the temperature into something more comfortable. He drifted off to sleep.


   

  


  The rain started to taper off on the third day. Tanan paid it little mind when the driving rain became quieter as it peppered the rain fly. He’d lost count of the number of times his hopes had been dashed by a gust front.


  “I think it’s about blown itself out,” Lounis said.


  Tanan sipped his tea and shrugged. “What makes you think so?”


  Lounis shrugged. “Smells different.”


  Tanan took a noseful of the air. “I can’t tell. Too much of this tea.” He tongue felt like it had fur on it from the acidic brew.


  “You don’t need to drink it,” Lounis said. “You need to make some more for Jamil, don’t you?”


  “I do.” He went about the now familiar process of warming a cup of water, making one for himself at the same time. He stared out at the familiar sight of the roiling river pounding down the stream. The level had risen over the days they’d spent tied to the trees. The water washed over the boulders where Jamil had fallen, their bulk forcing the river up and over, yet their sheltered eddy remained relatively untouched except for the odd piece of flotsam driven into it. The placid river had become a roaring monster. Tanan wondered if they’d ever be able to leave.


  The water came to a boil, so Tanan added the willow bark to one cup and some tea leaves to the other. It wouldn’t be good tea, but it would be—at least—better.


  Faiz came up on deck, blinking and scratching his chest. “Another wonderful day on the river.” He stuck his head out from under the fly and looked up, his eyes pressed closed, letting the rain wash his face. “Is it letting up, finally?” he asked.


  “I think so,” Lounis said.


  Faiz looked out at the river. “That’s going to take a bit.”


  “Give it a couple of days,” Lounis said. “Won’t take long once the rain stops.”


  Faiz nodded and helped himself to the kettle on the stove. “I’ll be glad to get home.”


  Lounis nodded. “It’s been a journey and a half.”


  Tanan poked at the cups on the stove, checking the color.


  “I would have liked to have been here to see old Hakem’s face. Did the old man really cut him a new asshole?”


  Lounis chuckled and took a sip of his tea. “Let’s just say, I expect Monk Town won’t be the same place. At least for a while.”


  “He looked pretty scared when he came to get us released. I think I’ve seen paler milk.”


  The captain came aft from the forward deckhouse. “It seems to be letting up.”


  Lounis nodded.


  “When the rain stops, send out a work party, Lounis. Refill the wood box. Make sure the water’s full and still good.” He looked at the river and shook his head. “Even if it stopped today, we’re stuck here for another week, I suspect.”


  “That long?” Lounis asked.


  The captain looked up and down the river. “Maybe not. Depends on which way the storm was running. It came at us from upriver. If it follows the river down? Could be a couple of days less.” He shrugged. “All we can do is talk about it and wait for it.”


  “Can’t argue that, Cap,” Lounis said.


  Tanan took the cups into the deckhouse and gave the willowbark to Jamil.


  “Ugh, this swill again?”


  “You don’t have to drink it,” Tanan said. “You can let your arm hurt.”


  “It hurts anyway.”


  “It would hurt worse, but I can take it back if you don’t want it.”


  Jamil took the cup and poured it down his throat. He pulled the cup away and shuddered. “That’s just—ugh.”


  Tanan reached out and Jamil thrust the empty cup into his hand.


  “You could get up and take a deck watch, you know,” Tanan said. “Don’t need two good arms to mind the deck. Just two good eyes and a strong voice.” He grinned. “Lord and Lady know you’ve got at least one of those.”


  Jamal took a playful swipe at Tan with his good hand and settled back in his hammock. “The old man really laid into Hakem, didn’t he.”


  Tanan shrugged. “Took as much hide off him as anybody I’ve ever seen.” He raised an eyebrow. “I thought you were asleep.”


  Jamil chuckled. “When I heard the old man’s voice, I thought I was dreamin’.”


  “He said he’ll help you out until you get back on your feet,” Tanan said.


  “Nothin’ wrong with my feet, lad.” He squinted at Tan. “Or my hearin’.”


  Tanan shrugged.


  “I’ve got a nice berth and the life of luxury until we get back to Mahlcry,” Jamil said. He gave Tan a serious look. “I never thanked you.”


  “For what?”


  “For getting me out of that hole in the rocks.”


  “You did the walking. I just pointed the way.”


  “You made sure I was safe when I didn’t know which end was up, lad. That’s a good shipmate does that.” He paused. “Thank you.”


  Tanan felt the heat rise in his cheeks. “Ah, get on with ya. You’re just hoping I’ll wheedle another bottle of wine out of the old man.”


  Jamil grinned. “Well, I wouldn’t turn it away, lad. Not much else to do but lay here starin’ at the overhead.”


  “I said before. You could take a deck watch.”


  Jamil laughed. “I suspect I’ll be finding something to do soon. Or Lounis will find it for me.”


  Tanan laughed and nodded, taking the empty cup and his tea back on deck. He rinsed Jamil’s cup and stowed it before settling down on the deck next to the stove with his own.


  Faiz had the deck watch and grinned at him. “I hear you run pretty fast, lad.”


  Tanan sipped his rapidly cooling tea and shrugged. “I thought I was headed for the drink when I came down the ramp. I think there might have been two boards left in the dock when I got there, but there weren’t any by the time I got aboard.”


  “Sound of it, you did good. Well done, lad.”


  Tanan felt another flush of embarrassment—the second in just a few minutes. “I just followed orders. Nothing special there.”


  Faiz laughed, the peals of it echoing through the trees even over the roaring of the river. He jerked his thumb over his shoulder at the roiling surface. “You kept yer head and did what needed doin’ with that bitch lapping at your balls, boy. That’s pretty special by my lights.”


  Tanan shrugged. “It wasn’t that bad at the time.”


  Faiz shrugged. “Maybe not, but you and Lounis and Abbou and Jamil? You saved the barge when you could have just walked ashore.”


  “What? And join you in jail?” Tanan asked. “Are you crazy?”


  Faiz laughed again. “Least we was warm and dry.” He looked up at the sky. “Can’t say I miss that, myself.”


  Tanan looked up at the tarp overhead. The rain drops sounded lighter. It wasn’t the first time he’d thought the rain was stopping. Perhaps it really was letting up. “I’ll be ready to get back out there,” he said.


  “I hear ya, lad,” Faiz said, glancing out at the monster just over the gunwale. “I hear ya. Think the old man will find somebody to push Jamil’s pole?”


  “At this point it wouldn’t surprise me if he came out and pushed it himself,” Tanan said.


  “Oy, that’d be a sight. I can see it now. Himself bent over and feeling his way aft with a pole on one side and his walking stick on the other.” Faiz chuckled into his cup.


  Tanan laughed along but couldn’t help but see his great-grandfather differently from the apparently feeble old man coddled away in the forepeak of the barge all the way upriver. He had depths that Tanan hadn’t suspected. It made him wonder what he and Wazor had been up to all those days—besides drinking wine and playing games.


  And what kind of games they’d been playing.


CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  It took four days for Sukhetai to get back up on his horse, and by then he had seen more than enough of goats, moors, and mires. He’d had more than enough of trying to be helpful while Borchu and the others sat around. Yes, the injured were healing, but nobody’s wounds were grievous nor would they impede anyone from riding, given the right support.


  He figured it out midday, and while it was too late to pack up, the itch to start moving again struck him almost as hard as the arrow had. Sukhetai stalked around camp like a wolf trying to find its way into a herd. A wolf looked for any sign of weakness. In Sukhetai’s case, it was the opposite: he searched for signs of strength. Borchu was looking more himself every day, though Maral still didn’t stray far from his side. They were the first two that Sukhetai approached, and for once he did so with a certain degree of friendliness. He shouldn’t have bothered—his smile put them both on edge almost as soon as he approached.


  “Borchu, Maral.” He nodded to each by way of greeting. “I think the goats have had about enough of me.”


  “They have a higher tolerance than most people, then,” Borchu said.


  Maral and Sukhetai both made a face as if to say, “yes, he’s feeling better.” 


  Sukhetai did his best to ignore the jab and looked back at the goats instead. “You’ll take them back, then?” he asked.


  “Might as well.” Borchu gave a begrudging sigh. “Thank you for watching them.”


  Sukhetai turned back slowly, eyebrow raised. Maral beamed, his bright smile and sparkling eyes a stark contrast to Borchu’s glower. The herder scoffed and crossed his arms. The motion was a bit stiff around his still-bandaged shoulder, but at least his arm wasn’t in a sling anymore.


  “You’re still an ass, Sukhetai, don’t get used to it,” he said. “But thank you.”


  “Ah. That’s better.” Sukhetai nodded to himself. “I was wondering where your disrespect had run off to.”


  “Oh, it’s still there,” Maral said. “I may have taken the opportunity to rein it in while he couldn’t move his sword arm.” He winked, and Borchu grumbled, ears darkening slightly with a blush. 


  Sukhetai nodded slowly, and pointed to the herder’s shoulder. “Can you ride?”


  “You want to move.” From anyone else, it would have been a question, but from Borchu it was a statement as flat as the northern plains.


  “I do,” Sukhetai said. “We’ve lost nearly a week to this and I want to get to Mahlcry and be done with it already.”


  Borchu nodded. Sukhetai couldn’t tell whether it was in agreement or silent judgment. 


  Maral’s eyes narrowed. “Is that impatience I hear, or nerves?” he asked.


  “Impa—” Sukhetai paused, and glared at Maral. “Those aren’t terribly flattering options.”


  “It wasn’t a terribly flattering statement,” Maral said. “You seem in better spirits, though.”


  Sukhetai rolled his eyes and looked around the camp. A few people limped as they moved between the gers or nursed their arms, but by and large everyone seemed to be in better spirits. He caught the blue-clad shape of Ibakha meandering near the camels, and frowned.


  “I feared for our safety for the first day or so,” he said. “Now I’m just fearful that we’ll wait too long and Mahlcry will decide we’re not coming.”


  “And do what, exactly?” Maral chuckled. “It’s not as though they have more than one tribute that requires six full oxcarts of salt. I doubt it’s going anywhere.”


  It was reasonable, but Sukhetai still ground his teeth at the thought of staying another day.


  “You look like a horse with a bad bit,” Borchu said.


  “I worry that my father will worry,” Sukhetai said. “How far can Oyuun Kokotseg’s eyes reach?”


  “That’s a question for Ibakha, not us,” Borchu said.


  Sukhetai nodded, still watching the oyuun from across the way. “Let me go ask her, then,” he said.


  He left the two of them with a wave over his shoulder, and stalked off toward the camels. Halfway there he realized the older woman from the hills stood with her, and made a face, reminded again of how little he spoke to people. He didn’t even remember her name.


  The two women paused mid-conversation when they realized they had company, and the woman from the hills froze in place. Her eyes went wide and hard in equal measure, as though Sukhetai was a bad omen unto himself. It felt a bit unfair when he was trying to be more personable, but he forced a smile anyway. It didn’t seem to help, even as he nodded to each of them in turn.


  “Oyuun Ibakha,” he said, and looked at the woman. “And... I’m sure I know your name, but I’ve lost it somewhere.”


  “Alaqa,” she said, still eyeing him the way someone usually watched a snake.


  “You’re looking better, Sukhetai.” Ibakha greeted him much less cautiously and even offered a genuine smile. “How fares Borchu?”


  Sukhetai blinked, surprised that she’d known. Then he kicked himself. Of course she’d known. “Better. He’s taking the goats back and says he should be able to ride again.” Sukhetai turned to Alaqa and nodded respectfully. “I’m afraid I haven’t been as involved as I could have been. How are you and yours?”


  Her face hardened even more, and Sukhetai almost sighed and walked away. He began to get the sense that Alaqa might soon be going through the change, herself. It was different for all women, as far as he’d gathered, but she had the look about her that spoke of things he couldn’t understand. Ibakha interrupted his thoughts with a light giggle.


  “Sukhetai, chest wounds do have a way of impeding action,” she said. “I’m surprised you’ve done as well as you have.”


  “Delgejin has been helping,” Sukhetai said, somewhat less enthusiastic than before. “We’ve only had to run after one goat so far.”


  Ibakha nodded, and shared a glance with Alaqa. After a long pause that made Sukhetai wonder if the two of them spoke between minds, Alaqa turned back to him. “We’re well,” she said. “Thank you for your concern.”


  “Ready to start moving again, then?” Sukhetai asked.


  “Yes,” Alaqa said. 


  She added nothing more, and Sukhetai’s irritation chafed at him. If that’s what he got for trying to be helpful, he wondered why he should bother. He looked to Ibakha for confirmation, and she nodded. 


  “Tomorrow morning, then.” Sukhetai nodded back. “I’ll spread the word.”


  Without another comment from the two older women, he left. He caught Maral and Borchu first, as they meandered arm in arm toward the goats. Sukhetai furrowed his brows at them, wondering who held up the other. It didn’t matter terribly as long as they could both ride, but still. Borchu raised an eyebrow, daring him to comment, while Maral looked up expectantly.


  “Tomorrow, we ride again,” Sukhetai said. “That way we’ll have time to make ready tonight.”


  Maral nodded, and they continued on their way. It surprised him to find almost no friction at his decision with those two.


  A pair of younger riders passed him—one he recognized as the woman who’d gotten cut across the leg—and he passed on the message, not quite scowling the whole way. They both grinned, which surprised him, and made to walk away when he stopped them.


  “Names?” he asked. “In the chaos of trying to get out this far I seem to have lost a few.”


  “Chanai,” the young man said.


  “Narin.” The young woman smiled at him. “Good to see you moving well again, First Rider.”


  The praise stopped him, and the two made their hasty escape. Sukhetai watched her go for a moment or two, before continuing on in his quest.


  Voices inside one of the gers caught his attention. The speakers were standing near the wall, their words muffled by the thick layers of felt and oiled canvas, but Sukhetai thought he picked out Qara and Delgejin. Sukhetai paused and moved closer to listen, under the guise of inspecting one of the tie-off points for the ger’s covering.


  “I can’t, you know I can’t,” Delgejin said.


  “Well, just think about it,” Qara said. “Things will change on the way back from Mahlcry, one way or another, and we’ll need someone to take up that responsibility.”


  Sukhetai’s blood first went cold, then began to boil. Were they talking about him?


  “Can you even make that call?” Delgejin asked.


  “I don’t know.” Qara sighed, a soft sound that he barely caught over the rush in his ears. “The warchief set this whole thing up, and I think he did it to test whether or not your brother is fit to be First Rider.”


  “He’s doing the best he can.” This time, Delgejin sighed. “I would be a panicked mess in his place. It’s a wonder he hasn’t done something worse, yet. You know how he gets.”


  Sukhetai continued his “inspection” of the ger, keeping his face turned away from where anyone else could see it. He could feel his cheeks heating up as surely as he could feel the prickles of anger rush to his hands. Delgejin should have known better than anyone what kind of stress he was under, especially having talked to him about it not a few days prior.


  “A lot will depend on how things go in Mahlcry,” Delgejin said. “If he does a decent job, maybe none of this will be necessary.”


  “I dunno, Del,” Qara said. “It may be wise to change things around, anyway. Just to give you a chance to practice, in case the worst happens.”


  “I know. I don’t think he’ll react well to us telling him that, though.”


  He already wasn’t reacting well. Sukhetai knelt down, slowly, tracing the overlap between two of the covers. Usually whoever set the gers up looked for gaps, but nobody paid him any attention. As long as he kept looking busy, he could keep listening.


  “Sukhetai doesn’t scare me,” Qara said. “He tries so hard to look big and terrifying and he ends up looking like a spooked eagle with his feathers all fluffed out.”


  Sukhetai frowned, and took a deep breath. In a battle, surprise and foreknowledge often made all the difference. He intended to get the latter, in case he had to use it. It certainly sounded to him like there was a storm brewing.


  “He is dangerous, Qara,” Delgejin said. “Little jokes are one thing, but he won’t see this as a joke. I agree with you in that we need to change who does what, here, but we have to be careful about it. He’ll take it the wrong way, I know he will.”


  Blood rushed in Sukhetai’s ears. His own brother had such little faith in him? Betrayal stung the back of his throat.


  “That may be a good thing, actually,” Qara said. “If he does something stupid enough to depose himself, we’ll have someone competent to replace him.”


  Was she talking about Delgejin, or herself? Sukhetai’s mind whirled with possibility. If she tried to replace him as First Rider, would his father stand for that? A scenario spun out in front of him, one in which his father banished him from the Doud Tahlkheer and put Delgejin in his place as First Rider. When his father steps down, Delgejin would be able to make Qara warchief instead of taking the title himself when the time came. He’d said it himself, he didn’t know what he’d do if something happened to their father or Sukhetai.


  Sukhetai stood, hands in tight fists at his sides to stop the shaking. There had never been a woman warchief before, to his knowledge, but his mind cast back to the conversation they’d had about how the two sides of a clan were like the two blade edges of a knife. Sukhetai stalked off toward the horses, wondering if she was trying to make herself the point of that knife. It made too much sense. How had none of the high oyuun taken the title of warchief as well? With their powers, they could do it easily.


  “Sukhetai?”


  He stopped at Ibakha’s voice, and realized all at once that he wore his rage all over his body, in his posture and the way his hands shook. Sukhetai turned on her, scowling in the face of her concern. Any sympathy on her face drained when she saw the look on his.


  “Whatever you’re about to do, stop,” she said. “Take a breath, or a walk.”


  “That’s exactly what I’m doing.” Sukhetai didn’t mean to shout, but it came out that way, anyway. “I’m taking my horse. I’m going to patrol the outskirts.”


  Ibakha’s face softened again. Sukhetai ground his teeth in the face of her compassion, and glanced back toward the ger. Nobody looked at them, by some miracle.


  “Whatever you think they were talking about, you’re probably wrong,” Ibakha said.


  “Right, because you can hear them.” Sukhetai felt a pang of guilt for disrespecting an oyuun, but couldn’t help himself. “The grass or whatever.”


  “Sukhetai, you’re proving their point,” she said. “Go take a ride. Try not to hurt anyone.”


  Her unflinching calm in the face of his anger made him want to spit even more. He turned on her, and lowered his voice to a harsh whisper. If he didn’t, he knew he’d yell again, and he didn’t want his brother or Qara to hear.


  “Why is it that you old women get all of the respect, and yet the warchief is the one who has to ride out and put himself on the line?” he asked. “How is that fair?”


  Ibakha took her time thinking about the question, holding Sukhetai’s livid gaze with her own rock-solid composure. She took a deep breath, and after a moment, Sukhetai realized his scalp was prickling. His eyes pinched. “Get out of my head,” he said.


  “You will never understand, if you don’t listen,” Ibakha said. “We old women have earned and fought for the right to call ourselves oyuun. How many women do you count among your riders?”


  Sukhetai took a mental step back, thinking all at once of Qara, Narin, and the vague memories he had of his mother, with her wild, determined eyes and warrior’s scowl. Ibakha closed her eyes, and the wind swirled gently around the camp.


  “How many men do you know who have given birth?” she asked. “How many have died in the process?”


  The questions struck him silent. Ibakha nodded, eyes still closed. A moment of silence passed between them, as understanding slowly began to sink down on Sukhetai’s shoulders, a chill prickling his skin as the anger sank down again. Ibakha turned her face into the wind, turning toward camp in the process. Sukhetai looked back as well, watching all of the women wandering around. The young ones outnumbered the old, and he was beginning to get a sense of why.


  “We bleed more in our lifetimes than any man ever does,” she said. “Even ones that see battle regularly. We put ourselves in danger just as often as you do, either in battle, or in bringing the next generation into the world. Not many live to see themselves facing the Change. More now than how it used to be. Yes, we are protected. Yes, we are respected. I, my mother, her mother, and all mothers back through to the All-Mother earned our places with blood, sweat, tears, and labor.”


  “What about the oyuun that have no children?” Sukhetai asked.


  “They earned it, too, just the same as the rest of us.” Ibakha turned with a gleam in her eye. “Some aren’t able. Some choose otherwise. Some face the Change alongside their wives and bring us the wisdom of two lives, instead of one. The trick is, as always, living that long.”


  Sukhetai didn’t know what to say to that. He watched the old woman carefully, mind reeling. His own mother, if she yet lived, would have faced the Change by now, too. At least, he thought she would have. Or she would be facing it now. He felt his eyebrows pinching, though for once he didn’t try to hide it.


  Ibakha took a long, deep breath, and placed a hand on his arm. Sukhetai nodded, feeling himself calming, as though the wind had taken his anger with it into the plains. They both stood together for a moment, watching the camp.


  “Thank you,” he said. “I didn’t realize.”


  “But you did listen,” Ibakha said. “And now you know.”


  He nodded again, and blew out a breath. “I’m still going to patrol,” he said. “I have a lot to think about and need to get used to the saddle again.”


  “Go.” The oyuun pulled her hand back with a little smile. “Ride safe. Don’t fall in.”


  Sukhetai snorted, and gave a little wave before turning back toward the horses. He marveled for a few paces how he could have lived around Kokotseg for so long without realizing how few the old women were, compared to the riders his own age. Nor why they were important.


  As he approached his stallion, however, his eyes found Orbei, braiding a strand of bright yellow yarn into a yearling’s dark mane, and singing quietly to it. Her mother had never gotten the opportunity. She was among those that hadn’t lived long enough. His heart leaped up into his throat as he pulled himself up onto his horse. He turned away, and put as much distance as he could between himself and the camp, before letting the conversation he’d heard from Qara catch up to him.


  His mind churned at the idea that an oyuun might make a better warchief than he ever would.


CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  Tanan

  


  



  The morning dawned clear with just a hint of fog among the trees. Tanan watched the world turn from black to gray to color as the sun rose, painting the world in reds and yellows and greens. Its rays filtered through the trunks and stretched across the river. The last grains of sand dropped from the hourglass as he poked up the fire in the stove, sticking a couple of sticks in to bring it up to temperature. After two glasses of watching the world awaken around him, he felt like he had awakened with it.


  A scuff on the deck alerted him but he was surprised to find Wazor coming aft along the walkway.


  “Good morning, my boy.” He kept his voice low, encouraged by the morning stillness.


  “Teacher. What brings you out so early?”


  “Water,” he said, working his tongue in his mouth. “And I wanted to have a word with you before we get underway and things get busy again.”


  Tanan stood and pulled a cup from the rack. “Cold or hot?”


  “Cold, please, my boy.” He accepted the dripping cup with a nod of thanks and drained it, tipping it up to get the last drops. He gave a sigh of satisfaction. “Ah. Much better. My tongue doesn’t feel stuck to my throat anymore.” Handing the cup back, he stepped to the rail, looking out over the river. “We’re finally getting underway today?” he asked.


  “Yes. Lounis thought we could go yesterday but the captain wanted an extra day.”


  “Yassir said as much as well. Letting the last of the logs go by.”


  “Hard to believe there were boulders at the end of that point a few days ago.” Tanan nodded at the place where Jamil had fallen between the rocks—now a barren, sandy point.


  “I’m more surprised that the sand remains,” Wazor said. He paused for a moment. “It could be new sand.”


  “New sand?”


  Wazor nodded. “The river takes away but also leaves behind. It could have scoured that point down to its roots as it rose but dropped new deposits as it fell.”


  Tanan nodded and glanced at his mentor. “You didn’t come back here to talk about sand.”


  Wazor gave a short chuckle. “No, my boy.” He looked into Tanan’s face, intently staring as if examining a new puzzle. “You said you wouldn’t go back.”


  Tanan nodded.


  “Can I ask why, young sir?”


  Tanan shrugged and looked out over the water but saw the walls of Makama Aljana in his mind. “I had no place there. No function.”


  “You mentioned that a few times, as I recall,” Wazor said.


  “Here? I have a function. I push the barge. It’s not a glamorous function, but it’s one that must be done.” He shrugged and looked back at Wazor.


  “There’s a lesson there,” Wazor said.


  Tanan nodded. “I see that.”


  “Yes, my boy.” He paused and glanced away for a moment. “You’ll have to go back. Eventually.”


  Tanan nodded again. “Yes, Teacher. I know.” He shrugged and looked away, resting his gaze on the smoothly flowing river and the tree-lined bank beyond. He took in a deep breath of the fresh, green-smelling air and let it out slowly. “I’ll have to go back but it won’t be the same.”


  “How so? The city has not changed. It goes on as it has always been.”


  Tanan shrugged. “Yes, Teacher, but I have.”


  “Yes, you have, my boy.” Wazor clapped him on the shoulder. “Any repercussions from Yassir’s little speech?”


  Tanan shook his head. “Lounis suspects, but he always knew my father was no wine merchant.”


  “Really?”


  “No wine merchant could hire a full-time tutor for his second son. Even a wealthy one.”


  Wazor snorted. “I’ve known a few who could afford it.”


  “But would they have done it?” Tanan looked at him. “Is that how a successful merchant would behave?”


  Wazor paused at that, a slight frown narrowing his eyes. “I suppose that would depend on the merchant, but I take your point, my boy.”


  “I think Jamil heard enough, even through the pain. He hasn’t mentioned anything.”


  Wazor nodded. “We’ll be in Mahlcry in a week.”


  Tanan nodded, rolling the idea over in his mind. “It feels like I’ve been out here a lifetime. What has it been? A month?”


  “A few days more, but yes.” Wazor turned to start picking his way back toward the bow. “Will you miss it?” he asked.


  “Life on the barge? I don’t know.”


  Wazor smiled. “Remind me to tell you the story of my passage to Korlay one day, my boy.”


  Tanan smiled and nodded. “I shall, old man. One day.”


  Abbou stepped up onto the deck, snorting and hocking a glob of phlegm over the side. He nodded and grinned at Tan as he stepped to the gunwale to relieve himself in the water.


  “I put a couple of sticks in the firebox a few moments ago,” Tanan said.


  “Thank ya, lad. I’ll have breakfast ready soon.”


  Tanan looked toward the bow but Wazor had already disappeared back into the deck house. He sighed. Yes, he’d miss it but he also knew it was never going to be his whole life. Just an interlude along what he hoped might be a long path.


  He remembered Bakkar’s stories about his grandfather’s travels. Strange to think he might be following the footsteps of a man he barely remembered.


  Lounis bounded onto the deck and nodded. “Good morning, lad. I need you to help me single up that stern line and pull in the bow line. We don’t need all that cordage out any more, and the capt’n will want to get underway as soon as the crew’s eaten.


  “Breakfast is cooking,” Abbou said.


  “We’re going without a replacement for Jamil?” Tanan asked.


  “Yeah. It’ll be rough going for the next couple of days but the river’ll drop even more. We’re down a few poles but we’re not racing to get back. Not now anyway.” He grimaced. “Only real difference is that we’ll have even numbers on both sides and the breaks will be a little shorter.” He shrugged. “If four poles can keep us moving, we’ll go with that once we get Monk Town behind us.” He looked around and stretched for a moment. “All right, lad. Get up there and untie that extra line. I’ll pull it in from here.”


  Tanan nodded and headed for the gangway. The river wasn’t waiting and neither was the captain. The least he could do would be to push his own weight.


   

  


  Tanan pulled his pole and started up the walkway, lost in the fog of mindless repetition. He often ended the day as if waking from meditation, his mind not blank, exactly—but still. Each step. Each breath. Each blessed gulp of water. Each a moment that changed with each heartbeat. A thousand times down the deck, a thousand and one back. The calluses on his hand thickened and hardened. The bruising on his shoulders faded as the sun colored his skin where it wasn’t covered by his tunic or pants. His hair grew out, unruly and generally sweat-filled until a plunge in the river at day’s end rinsed the salt from his skin in a river named for salt—the Mahl Nahr.


  He placed his pole and leaned into it, nearly falling forward when he met little resistance.


  “Easy, lad,” Lounis said. “Stand down.”


  Tanan blinked and saw the narrow river had become a broad lake. The rest of the crew stood in their positions, looking around at the still water that shimmered under the late afternoon’s sky, reflecting the clouds above and even the low mountains at the far end.


  “Tea and tack, Lounis.” The captain wiped his face and bald head with a brightly colored kerchief and stood easy at the tiller. “We’ve a bit of a ways to go.”


  “Aye, Cap.” Lounis nodded to Abbou to fire up the stove and, with a broad grin, toed Jamil up from his lounging on the deck. “Do something useful for a change.”


  Jamil levered himself up with his good arm, groaning and grimacing with comedic effect. “This is how you treat a poor injured crewman? A fine state of affairs.” Jamil took up the basket of tack and handed it around to the crew as they stowed their poles under the gunwale.


  Tanan stowed his pole with the rest and squatted on the deck. He eyed the angle of the sun and squinted across the lake at the walled city perched on the far shore. He could just make out a line of docks and piers along the foot of a dirt embankment. The city’s walls reflected the afternoon sun, making it hard to see them or make out the roofs and buildings beyond.


  “How far is that?” he asked, nudging Faiz beside him.


  Faiz squinted over at the city, then checked the angle of the sun. “We’ll be there by sunset.”


  Tanan nodded. “You looking forward to being home?”


  Faiz shrugged. “Be good to sleep in a proper bed for a while.”


  “Any family there?”


  “Brothers. They’re probably busy with the mines.”


  “What will you do?”


  Faiz shielded his eyes against the sun with his hand and stared at Tan. “Drink. Eat. Look up a couple of old friends. Screw. Eat. Drink some more.” He grinned and shrugged. “There’ll be another barge or two before winter shuts it down.”


  “The river freezes?”


  “Naw. It’s just too cold. Some of the boats’ll run through the dark. The days’re short. Nights’re long. Never warms up.” He shuddered. “I’ll find a warm woman who needs somebody to chop wood and tend her fire.” He waggled his eyebrows. “Hunker down until the sun comes back.” He shrugged. “Must get colder in the city. All that ocean.”


  Tanan nodded. “Bitter cold, but the walls block the wind off the sea. The sun’s warm when it’s out. Nobody goes out that doesn’t have to but a thick coat, warm boots? It’s not bad.”


  “And shelter a few steps away?” Faiz asked.


  “That, too.”


  Faiz nodded. “What’re you going to do with the old man, now you’re here?”


  Tanan grimaced and shook his head. “No idea. I’m supposed to learn the trade, but the way things have gone so far, that might just mean I start mining salt.”


  Faiz laughed. “I can see that.”


  Abbou said, “Tea’s hot.”


  “Get yer tea, boys. We still have to cross the lake before we can go drinking,” Lounis said.


  That spurred them into motion and they lined up in a familiar formation, grabbing a cup, dipping their tea and resettling on the deck where they could find room.


   

  


  “Last push, boys,” Lounis said. “Give ’er a good one and stow your poles.”


  Each man finished his walk and tucked his pole into the racks in the gunwales. “Faiz, bow line. Ali, stand by the stern. Abbou, put out some fenders.”


  Abbou flipped some pads of rope over the side, hanging to buffer between the planks of the barge and those of the dock. The two line handlers got their mooring lines ready to go.


  Momentum carried the barge toward a floating wooden dock. It seemed to be approaching too fast so Tanan braced himself, but the barge lost way quickly when they stopped poling. The captain worked the tiller to bring the heavy barge along the side of the dock. When they got close enough, Faiz took the long step off the gunwale near the bow, taking the mooring line with him. He paced along beside the barge watching the stern. When the stern reached the dock, Ali followed suit and stepped off onto the dock.


  “Snub it up, Ali,” Lounis said.


  Ali took a turn around one of the heavy bollards and let the line do the work. The barge slowed, then stopped.


  Lounis gave a critical squint forward and aft before nodding. “Tie it off, boys. Abbou, Tan? Get that gangway over.”


  They made short work of securing the mooring lines and stepped back aboard as an officious-looking pair strode down the dock toward them.


  The captain hopped down from the tiller and went to meet them. They both gripped arms with the captain, nodding and talking too softly for Tanan to hear. “Who’s that?” he asked, looking at Lounis.


  “Local factors. I suspect they were worried we’d been lost.”


  Wazor and Yassir came up out of the deck house. They crossed to the pier, leaving Tanan on the deck wondering what he should do next.


  The two factors stared, wide-eyed, at the pair before the taller of them rushed over to clasp Yassir’s arm. “Lord and Lady be praised. We didn’t expect you so soon.” He scanned the deck. “Where are the others?”


  “Lalla Dina and Moulay Rahid stayed in the capital to finish up their business there,” Yassir said. “They were planning to take the coach overland. Given our delay, I’d expect them to arrive in the next few days,” Yassir said. “How are things here in Mahlcry since I’ve been away?”


  The man glanced at the crew and gave a small bow. “As might be expected without your excellency’s hand on the reins.”


  Yassir snorted. “Save the flattery for your mistress, Daoud.” He turned to Wazor. “Daoud ibn Elhassan, please meet Wazor al-Salem. He had the misfortune of riding with me all the way from the capital, but weathered the trial in admirable fashion. Wazor is a teacher and a scholar. Daoud is my chief aide and factor here in Mahlcry. He makes sure the work continues when my duties carry me away from the city.”


  The two men clasped arms and gave polite nods to each other.


  The captain returned, the remaining factor trailing.


  Yassir intercepted him. “Thank you for a most interesting trip, Captain. I trust you’ll have no more trouble in Monk Town.”


  The captain clasped Yassir’s arm and bowed, hand to heart. “It has been my honor, Moulay. You are always welcome aboard.” He grinned. “It’s your barge, after all. If you’ll excuse me, I need to pay off these ne’er-do-wells so they can go drink up their wages and return for my next trip.” He nodded to the group and strode up the gangway.


  He pulled a pouch from under his tunic and the men lined up, Lounis first. They filed past with a smile and a nod, as the captain put a small pile of gold into each outstretched palm.


  Lounis waved Tanan into line. “Get in line, boy. You earned your gold as much as any of us.”


  Not sure what to do but already afraid he’d drawn too much attention, he stood behind Jamil and took his turn in front of the captain.


  The skipper grinned at him and gave him a wink. “Any time you need a berth, boy, you’re welcome on my deck.” He dropped a stack of taels into Tan’s hand. He nodded at Yassir still nattering with the factors on the dock. “Followin’ him around, you may need it sooner than you think.” He laughed and secured the pouch in his tunic once more and leaned in. “Safe travels.”


  “Thank you, Captain.” Tanan bowed, hand to heart just as Wazor called his name.


  “Tan. Fetch the luggage, please. It’s time to go.”


  Tanan nodded. “Of course, sir.”


  His own pack waited on its peg, ready to go so he swung through the compartment one last time.


  “Leaving so soon?” Faiz asked, grinning from his hammock. “And here I thought you liked us.”


  Tanan plucked Faiz’s hammock rope as if he might turn it on the man but just laughed and accepted the good-natured ribbing that came from all sides.


  Lounis caught him on the deck as he left. “Thanks, lad.” He gripped Tan’s arm and gave him a short bow, hand to heart. He said, “It’s been an honor, Your Highness.” His voice barely louder than the waves lapping the side of the barge.


  Tanan snorted and bowed back, hand to heart. “Thank you, Lounis. I think you were right.”


  “About what, lad?”


  “My mother wouldn’t know me now.”


  Lounis grinned and weighed him with his gaze. “Think she’d still like ya?”


  Tanan laughed and clapped Lounis’s shoulder. “I’m not sure she did before.”


  “Tan.” Wazor’s voice cracked like a whip.


  “Duty calls, lad. You still owe me the story.”


  “One day, Lounis. One day.”


  He hustled forward and pulled the three bags easily off the bunk and trotted off the ship with them, getting into line behind the men walking up the dock. He walked easily, the weight of the luggage light on his shoulders. Nobody paid any attention to him as he strode along behind the important people, all eyes wide and staring at al-Harradi leading the parade. He looked around at the other barges, nodded to the other boatmen—many of whom at least nodded back. A few smiled in return.


  A ramp rose at the base of the dock, giving way to a stone pier running along the shore. The extra height gave Tanan a view of the many docks, most with at least one barge moored. A group of fishing boats huddled at the far end of the pier, poor cousins at the feast, apparently relegated to the farthest table. As he watched, another barge poled across the lake, heading for the docks. Less than half a day behind and he’d no idea it had followed them.


  He’d seen a few barges going the other way but none overtook them nor did they see another on its way upriver. He pondered that for just a moment before Wazor snapped him back to the present.


  “Hand the bags up to him, Tan.” Wazor pointed to a footman at the back of a closed carriage parked just off the pier.


  The man in livery stood with his hand out and an impatient scowl on his face. “Stop wool-gathering, boy. Hand them up.”


  Tanan nodded and thrust the bags up, hiding a smile when the first bag nearly pulled the man from his perch.


  Wazor had disappeared into the carriage, but Tanan hadn’t noticed where the factors had gone. Yassir waited at the carriage step, a hand on the door frame. He nodded at Tanan. “Give me a hand, boy. My old bones don’t work as well at seventy as they did at seventeen.”


  Tanan grinned and stepped forward. “My pleasure, sir.”


  “Just stand still there a moment while I hoist myself in.”


  Tanan felt the old man’s hand grip his shoulder and press. He put a hand behind Yassir’s back to steady him as he slid into the dimness.


  The old man leaned out. “You want to ride inside or up there?” he asked, his voice low. He pointed to the roof.


  “Can I?”


  Yassir nodded. “You’re welcome to climb in, but the view will be better up there.”


  Tanan nodded.


  “You can ride with the baggage,” Yassir said, announcing it loudly enough that everybody in a barge pole’s radius could have heard. He slammed the carriage door.


  Tanan went to the back of the carriage where a footman showed him the small ladder going up the back.


  “Hold on,” the footman warned. “If you fall, it’s a long way to the ground and the pavement is hard.”


  Tanan scampered up the carriage and found the bags secured with ropes to the railings along each side. He knelt down, grabbing one of the rails with one hand and wrapping a fist in the ropes holding down the bags. In a moment the driver snapped the reins and the team rolled the carriage smartly up the street and through the wide gate in the city walls.


  Tanan couldn’t help but compare the stonework and paving in the capital to the rough wattle and daub surrounding him. Cobblestones paved the street, giving the whole carriage a bit of a jitter despite the suspension that made the contraption list one way or the other at every turn, like a drunk wandering home at closing. Part of him wanted to sneer at the poor comparison to the jewel, Makama Aljana, but the vibrancy of Mahlcry spoke to him.


  Everything was color. The roofs of the buildings were almost universally terra cotta, but the walls sported every color of the rainbow. Some even had rainbows painted on them, murals with the mountains beyond grassy plains. Doors seemed to be all shades of red. Some glared scarlet while others sported sedate dark rose. The people swirled around, each in brilliant clothing. Not like the robes so common in the capital, each person’s color denoting some rank or position. Here they wore every color imaginable all at the same time. Boots of brown but painted with yellow flowers, flowing trousers of fuchsia, and tunics of a brilliant green. Flowing scarves and woolen hats in every shade he knew, and a few he couldn’t name.


  As they entered the center of the city, the roads narrowed and became more crowded, not less. Tanan had never seen so many people in one place—other than the palace’s audience room on hearing days. The vendors vied with the street traffic, shops with brightly colored awnings and bells swinging in the wind adding their tings and bongs and clatters to the cacophony of street-vendor patter and merchant entreaties. So much life, so much going on all at once, Tanan barely knew where to look.


  Eventually, the carriage stopped in front of a three-story building—a stone first floor, whitewashed plaster above. Balconies extended out over the large courtyard in front and even here, while more subdued than the riotous displays nearer the gate, the colors gave emphasis to the peaks in the roof lines and the balcony railings.


  The carriage door opened. Wazor stepped down and waved at Tanan to descend.


  Tanan released his holds and slid down the ladder, standing for Yassir to make his way back to the ground. The old man looked up into Tanan’s grin and gave him a wink and a nod in reply. By then the huge red doors of the villa stood open and a rank of servants scampered down the shallow steps to collect the baggage from the footmen. They disappeared with it into the building, flowing around a solidly built woman in her later years. She stood beside the door, hands folded in front of her, with a smile that wrinkled the corners of her eyes.


  Yassir looked up at her, a smile of his own lighting his face. He waved to Tanan. “Give me your arm, boy.”


  Tanan offered his arm to help Yassir take the few shallow steps up where he embraced the woman, kissing each cheek in turn.


  “You had me worried sick, old man,” she said.


  Yassir bowed to her, hand to heart. “Couldn’t be helped, my dear.” They embraced once more and Yassir smiled at Tanan. “You know this young man, I believe.”


  The woman held her arms wide. “Only what the grasses whisper, but they speak highly of you, Grandson.” She winked.


  Tanan stepped forward and accepted the hug, the first he could remember from a woman who wasn’t his mother and whom he didn’t plan to bed. It felt good. “I am honored to be here, Grandmother.”


  If the servants noticed anything odd, they didn’t show it. Tanan suspected there’d be plenty of speculation later.


  The carriage moved off, drawing attention away from the door for a moment.


  “Lest I forget, my dear. Please meet Wazor al-Salem. A most excellent traveling companion, and the young man’s teacher as well.”


  She opened her arms to him as well, wrapping Wazor in a somewhat awkward-looking hug that had his eyes rolling in their orbits and his arms looking for someplace to land. “Wazor the Scholar. I’m so pleased to meet you at last.” She released him and took a step back.


  Tanan put a hand to his mouth to hide the smile at Wazor’s look of utter shock.


  “You know me, Lalla?”


  “The grasses sing of your travels, good sir. You have impressed the trees on two continents. A rare achievement.” Her smile grew even broader. “But come in, come in. The neighbors will be staring.” She ushered them into the high foyer. “Tea in the parlor.” She turned to a footman nearby. “Nasi, put Wazor and his—” Yassir coughed. Loudly. “His student in the guest suite.” She looked to Yassir, an eyebrow raised.


  “Of course, Lalla.” Nasi bowed, holding a hand, palm open to direct them up the curved stairway. “If you’d come with me, sirs.”


  Wazor nodded.


  “You have no bag?” Tanan’s great-grandmother looked suddenly at a loss.


  Wazor lifted the strap on his travel bag. “Everything I need is in here, Lalla.” He pointed to his forehead. “And here.”


  “My gracious.” She looked at Tanan, apparently noticing that he carried his pack looped over one shoulder. “And you? You’ve come all the way from the capital with what you carry on your back?”


  “Yes, Grandmother. It was enough.”


  She looked positively scandalized and raised her eyebrows at Yassir. “You let them come all that way. Like—like that?”


  “It was necessary, dear one. Ask the grasses.”


  She seemed to look elsewhere for a moment, her eyes focusing on the crystals on the chandelier above their heads. “Oh.” She tilted her head one way and the other. “Oh, I see.” She turned to Tanan, but he had the sense she didn’t see him as much as through him. “My,” she said, almost a whisper. “So it was.” She seemed to come to herself all at once again, her flame burning brightly. “All the same, Nasi, see that my grandson and his teacher have fresh clothing. A bath. We’ll have tea in an hour when they’ve had a chance to refresh themselves.”


  Nasi bowed. “Of course, Lalla.”


  He showed them up the stairway and down a corridor. “Does the Moulay have any requirements that I may satisfy?” Nasi asked, throwing open a pair of double doors to reveal a sun-drenched room looking west over the city to the lake beyond.


  “A bath would be welcome,” Wazor said, nodding to him. “And laundry? We’ve been traveling some time...”


  Nasi smiled. “Lalla would have my hide were I to overlook such. The bath is through here.” He took them to a side door that opened into a room almost as big as Tanan’s in the palace. A stone tub already filling with water took pride of place. “Would your student need any assistance?” he asked, placing emphasis on the word ‘student’ but carefully looking everywhere but at Tanan.


  Wazor shook his head. “My student has been pushing a barge up river for a month. I think the most welcome assistance would be a fresh robe and some clean trousers.”


  Tanan laughed and nodded. “Thank you, Teacher.”


  Nasi bowed and swept open a wardrobe tucked into a corner. “I trust you’ll find something suitable here. At least long enough for us to care for your own garments. If you’d leave whatever laundry you need cleaned by the door, someone will pick it up. It should be returned by morning.”


  Tanan noted the variety of colors and fabrics displayed with glee.


  Wazor’s eyebrows rose a fraction but he bowed. “Thank you, Nasi.”


  “My pleasure, sir. Someone will come back in an hour to guide you to tea. Enjoy the bath, sir.” He backed out of the room, pulling the door closed behind him.


  “Not what I expected,” Tanan said.


  Wazor gave a small nod. “I’m not sure what I expected.” He glanced at the tub and started stripping down. “But I’m not going to let that tub cool off.”


  Tanan joined him in peeling off his clothes. “How many people could we put in there?”


  Wazor laughed. “I suspect we could fit the whole crew in it, but would you want to?”


  The idea made Tanan shake his head but he laughed at the picture of a naked Jamil taking up half the tub while Faiz battled Abbou for the soap. “Not until I’ve gotten some of this grime off. I don’t think I’ve been clean since Red Bank.”


  They settled in the tub, warm water flowing gently in one side and out the other through a clever drain. “I wonder who designed this,” Wazor said, his ancient, bony buttocks in the air as he examined the drain.


  Tanan laughed and shook his head. “Maybe we should talk Father into installing one.” He closed his eyes and lay back in the water, not really needing to see his teacher’s backside. He let the heat soak into him for some blessed moments before following his nose to a jar of soft soap on the side of the tub.


  Eventually he felt clean enough to get out and dry himself before exploring the wardrobe. He settled for a soft pair of trousers and a tunic of brilliant red, embroidered with golden and lavender clouds across the back and down the front.


  Wazor found a plain blue robe and a pair of white linen trousers.


  Sandals lined the floor of the wardrobe, so they each slipped on a pair.


  Tanan kicked his discarded clothing into a pile near the door and upended his pack onto it. He pulled the heavy belt and knife from the heap. He stared at the clothing for a few moments before picking up the wadded and crumpled garments he’d intended to wear in Mahlcry. “These didn’t travel well.”


  Wazor glanced over and snickered. “It’s a wonder they’re still in one piece.”


  “Just as well. I would have stood out like a banged toe wearing these.” He surveyed the pile and frowned. “Yassir still has my knife.”


  Wazor pulled two knives out of his carry bag. “He gave it to me before we left the barge.”


  “Are they safe to carry in the city?”


  Wazor shrugged. “I suspect you won’t need one here.” He pulled a wad of clothing from his bag and added it to Tanan’s pile. The knives went back into his satchel and that went into the wardrobe.


  Tanan followed suit, hanging his empty guardsman’s pack beside it.


  They heard a knock from the next room.


  “An hour already?” Tanan asked.


  Wazor shrugged and opened the door to the suite, crossing to open the outer door.


  A footman stood outside, eyes angled downward. “Sirs, tea is served. May I show you to the patio?”


  “Patio?” Tanan asked.


  “Yes, sir. The evening is quite mild and Lalla decided we should appreciate it.”


  Wazor waved a hand. “Lead on.”


  “Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.”


  The man led them a merry chase through the building. For a moment Tanan thought he might be having a bit of fun at the strangers’ expense by leading them up flights of stairs, until they emerged on a flat roof with a view toward the sunset—a sweeping vista from the river’s mouth in the south to the mountains in the north. A railing surrounded the edge with planters filled with deep blue flowers placed at strategic locations. Yassir and his wife waited at a low table surrounded by comfortable chairs and covered with enough food to feed a barge crew. To one side stood a tea service on a rolling cart.


  Yassir rose as Tanan and Wazor approached. “I trust you found everything you need, Your Highness?”


  The words sounded so strange Tanan almost didn’t realize that Yassir addressed him. He gave a short laugh. “I’m so used to being ‘Tan’ or ‘my boy’ or ‘lad.’”


  Yassir nodded and responded with a low bow, hand to heart. “A necessary conceit, Your Highness.”


  Tanan took his arm and escorted him to the table. “We’re family, Grandfather. I much prefer ‘my boy,’ I think.” He gave a bow to his grandmother. “Thank you for your hospitality. It feels good to be clean again.”


  She smiled and wrapped him in another warm hug. “It’s so good to see you at last, Grandson. I’ve heard so much about you.” She waved them into the chairs. “Sit. Be at rest. Eat.”


  Wazor bowed to them both. “Thank you, Lalla. This view is beyond words.”


  “When the weather permits, it makes a nice change. The fresh air, the sky.” She gazed to the north. “The grasses.” She shook herself. “The sunset tonight must be in your honor, Grandson. It seems particularly majestic.” She took a seat beside the tea service and did the honors.


  Tanan sat, sinking into the chair’s cushions, while she poured.


  “Help yourself to whatever you see,” Yassir said, taking a seat across from Tanan and helping himself to a collection of the fruits and tasties on display. “We can always get more.”


  Tanan found a small yellow fruit to be peppery but sweet, the juice soothing to his throat. The tea tasted of tea and not acid. After weeks on the barge, to sit in a chair felt heavenly. To drink a decent cup of tea, divine. The various foods enlivened his taste buds, but the quiet welcome of Grandfather and Grandmother, the sharing of stories—even Wazor joining in—touched something in Tanan.


  His time in the crew, as a person and not a title, had watered a seed inside him. That evening set the flower. He found himself sitting back, enjoying the repartee between Grandfather and Grandmother, laughing at Wazor’s good-natured jests at the old man’s expense. As the evening wore on, he became aware of his great-grandmother observing him across the low table. Something in her eyes, as she seemed to look right through him. She’d turn away to talk with Wazor or Yassir, but she always came back to watch him.


  “Is there something wrong, Grandmother?” he asked.


  She blinked several times as if she’d just awakened. “No, Grandson. The grasses told me about you. I’m just—” She shrugged. “You’re more than they said. Your Aunt Jasmin will be delighted to meet you.”


  “Aunt Jasmin knows I’m here?”


  She nodded. “Of course.”


  Tanan took a deep breath and held it for a moment. “The grasses,” he said.


  “I miss the trees but the oaks are terrible gossips,” she said, her gaze so directly on him he felt the pressure of her eyes in his chest. She looked over his shoulder to where the grasslands ran as far as the mountains to the north. “Here, we have the grasses.”


  Tanan glanced at Wazor, who sat on the front edge of his chair, elbows on his spread knees, a cup of tea cradled in his hands. His eyes glittered and his eyebrows had almost reached his hairline. He glanced at Yassir who lounged in his chair, fingers laced over his chest and a small smile on his lips.


  “Can I ask, Grandmother?” Tanan asked looking back across the table at her.


  “Of course,” she said.


  “What’s it like, Grandmother? Going through the Change? Gaining your power?”


  Her smile broke like sunrise after a long dark night. “Horrible. Wonderful. Strange. Confusing. Whirled in a barrel rolling down a mountain and lying on a mossy stone on a hot summer day.” She shrugged. “Like so many things, it’s hard to explain if you’ve never done it. Words aren’t enough.”


  “The grasses talk to you?”


  She shrugged and gazed out at the last dying rays of the sunset. “Not talk. Not words. Feelings. Impressions. The steppes are vast and the grasses cover them. The blades whisper to each other when the wind blows. Sometimes they whisper to me.” She shrugged again. “I knew you were coming from the first day you stepped ashore at Red Bank.”


  “Then you knew I was in no danger in the flooding,” Yassir said, reaching over to place his hand on her forearm.


  She gave him a shy smile, the smile a girl might bestow, yet it fit the wrinkles on her face. “Perhaps.”


  “There were oaks,” Yassir said.


  She nodded. “And willows.” She looked at Tanan. “And sheep’s ears. How did you know?”


  “I have a good teacher,” Tanan said.


  Wazor smiled. “A teacher can open the door, but the student must enter on his own.”


  “Aunt Jasmin?” Tanan asked, looking to his grandmother.


  “Jasmin has a decade on me,” she said. “Amazing the things the grass will tell her.”


  “She also has that bird,” Yassir said.


  “Well, true. Her owl. A tiny thing. Fully grown but might fit in a teapot.”


  “I’ve seen some pretty big teapots lately,” Tanan said, wondering just how big the owl might be.


  Yassir shook his head. “That was not a teapot. It was a cauldron. I don’t know how they can drink it like that.”


  Tanan ran his tongue around inside his mouth, reminding himself of the strong brew. “Acquired taste, I guess.”


  Wazor and Yassir both laughed.


  His grandmother went very still. Her small movements, frozen. Her teacup, suspended between saucer and lip. Her gaze, fixed on the grasses to the north.


  She sat there so long that Wazor looked to Yassir who gave a small shake of his head.


  “Oh, dear,” she said, returning from wherever she’d been.


  “Can you tell us, my dear?” Yassir said, his voice low.


  “The riders. They’re coming,” she said.


  Yassir’s eyebrows flickered fractionally. “They come every year.”


  “What riders?” Tanan asked, looking over his shoulder at the steppes.


  “The tribesmen. The nomads who live on the steppes,” Yassir said. “A long tradition. Every year they collect a tribute of salt.”


  “Tribute?” Wazor asked, a frown on his face.


  Yassir nodded. “We give them the salt. They don’t burn the city.”


  “What’s the problem, Grandmother?” Tanan asked.


  She took a sip of her tea and swallowed hard before looking up. “This year, we don’t have their salt.”


CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  Sukhetai didn’t speak much the next morning as they all got the two gers taken down, stowed, and loaded up onto the camels. He ignored the looks bouncing among the riders and traders alike—evidently they were surprised to find him helping, for once. Whenever someone asked him something, he responded with single syllables and pointed nods. When, finally, they had secured the last strap on the final camel and everyone had settled in on their horses, Sukhetai spun the white banner and steeled himself for the last leg to Mahlcry.


  From where they rode, he could see the edge of the vast lake on Mahlcry’s western side. The way forward was mostly dry, save for one final river crossing that snaked down out of the western hills. Out here, the river wasn’t terribly deep, but they’d have to cross it before it before it widened and dumped out into the lake. They’d follow the tributary as far as they could, until they could see the city gates and the path leading up to them. With any luck, they’d arrive midmorning the next day, or at the end of this one.


  A horse snorted to Sukhetai’s right, and he looked over to see Delgejin, looking somewhat pale and sheepish. Farther back, Oyuun Ibakha rode with Orbei and helped keep track of the horses. He sighed, and turned back to the road.


  “What is it?” he asked.


  “Are you alright, Sukhetai?” Delgejin asked. “Pardon my disrespect but you seem... different.”


  He shook his head. “I’ve helped. I’ve tried to talk to people. They all look at me like I’m some snake about to lash out at them. Serves me right for trying to change.”


  “To be fair, you do tend to lash out when you’re under pressure,” Delgejin said. “No offense, of course.”


  Sukhetai gave his brother a side-eye and remembered. “Where’s Qara?”


  Delgejin shut his mouth again, and twisted around to look. Sukhetai did, too, and found her riding alongside between the camels and the sheep, chatting with the carder’s boy. The one with the fiddle. Somewhere farther back, Sukhetai could hear the yaks’ and goats’ bells jingling. Maral and Borchu had fallen behind somewhat, and he slowed his pace. Delgejin nodded, and seemed to gather his courage.


  “Actually, I wanted to talk to you about her,” he said.


  Sukhetai scoffed, and turned back toward the path. 


  “Wh-what’s that about?” Delgejin sputtered. “You asked me to talk to her and Orbei, so I did.”


  “Yes, I’m sure you did.” Sukhetai held back a glare and kept his eyes on the horizon. “What did she say?”


  They rode in silence for a few paces. Sukhetai risked a glance over to see his brother staring at the back of his horse’s head, eyebrows furrowed. He held back any comment and looked ahead again. It was too soon to play his hand. Too soon to let Delgejin know he knew. If people feared him no matter what he did to try to help, he might as well lean into it.


  “We... talked,” Delgejin said. “About me being First Rider.”


  Exactly as he expected. Sukhetai’s hands squeezed around his horse’s reins, and his heart bubbled like a kettle. Still, he kept his eyes set forward and did his best not to grind his teeth. Let Delgejin make his move first. Then remind him who was in charge. He kept his breathing even.


  “Not... not now, obviously,” Delgejin said. “But on the return trip. Qara doesn’t want the position. She said she’d prefer to keep the oyuun and Orbei protected, especially if we take the same way back as we came down.”


  “You have such little faith in me?”


  Sukhetai’s voice was low and dark, and nearly got lost in the rumbling sounds of plodding horses, creaking leather, and groaning camels. Still, he heard the sharp sound of Delgejin’s breath next to him, and knew he’d been heard. He didn’t turn to look.


  “No, of course not!” Delgejin said. “I mean, I have no idea which route we’re going to take back, but—”


  “You think I’m incompetent,” Sukhetai said. “You think that I’ll ruin the Salt Tribute and one of you will have to replace me so that the whole damn caravan doesn’t riot.”


  Fire made Sukhetai’s hands sweat, and his voice grated through his teeth. Then he did look over, and watched Delgejin’s face go pale. Still, he didn’t look ashamed, just confused. It was a good mask, but Sukhetai wasn’t buying it.


  “I know what I’m doing, Delgejin,” he said, picking out each syllable as though plucking arrows out of a target. “Rest assured, neither you nor Qara will replace me. We will return home with salt. There will be no riot. And if you try to incite one, you will be riding home on your own.”


  Delgejin blinked and shook his head, as though taking a mental step backward. Hooves beat the ground behind them, and Sukhetai glanced up to see Qara drawing near, eyeing him with a squint and a pull of her lips. He locked his eyes on her as she settled in next to Delgejin.


  “W-wait. Hold on.” Delgejin held a hand up. “I’ve missed something, here. Where did you get the idea that either of us—”


  “Qara.” Sukhetai nodded at her with his chin. “I hear you think I need a replacement.”


  Qara rolled her eyes, and Delgejin’s shoulders dropped with a defeated sigh. The two of them shared a glance, and Qara shook her head.


  “Well, if you’re going to look at it that way, maybe,” she said. “Delgejin said you might take this the wrong way. I see he was correct.”


  “How else would you expect me to react?” Sukhetai tried and failed to keep his voice from rising. “I would have thought you’d like to see me make a fool of myself.”


  “Sukhetai, that’s not—” Delgejin clamped his mouth shut when his brother glared at him.


  Sukhetai’s horse half-reared, as restless as his rider. The distraction of trying to get it back under control again gave the other two enough time to speak.


  “I would expect you to listen to the whole proposal, Sukhetai, not jump on it like some paper tiger,” Qara said. “Listen, would you?”


  He bit back a curse as he reined his horse in again, and glared at his quiver bearer. The look wasn’t lost on her, and she shook her head, irritation plain on her face. With a determined pull of her lips, Qara flicked the reins, and rode out in front of Sukhetai. His horse stopped, and rage billowed in his chest.


  “Move, or be moved, Qara,” Sukhetai said. “We don’t have time for this, and I am sick to my eyes of people riding in front of me.”


  His horse tried to buck him off again, and Sukhetai spat a string of curses, trying to get it under control. He glared back toward Oyuun Ibakha, but she shook her head with a shrug. Sukhetai sighed, and tried to steer his horse around Qara’s. She kept ahead of him, fire in her eyes. Eventually, Sukhetai stopped, and locked eyes with her. Without looking away, she gave a hand-sign to Delgejin, who led the rest of the caravan forward.


  “You’re making a mistake, Qara,” Sukhetai said. “I will make you regret this.”


  “You’ve been threatening everyone like that the whole way out here. You’ve made everyone more nervous than necessary. Give it a rest, would you?” Qara’s voice was strident, but reasonable. “You make yourself look more like an insecure fool every time you explode like this. It’s not helping.”


  Sukhetai couldn’t dredge up a good response. Qara kept talking, not letting him have the space to think of one. “Remember what your father and Kokotseg said before we came out here?” she asked. “You’re supposed to be the warchief, here. I’m supposed to be your First Rider. Think about that for a moment and then think about what Delgejin just told you.”


  His mind raced away like a spooked horse. All he could do was stare at Qara, watching her hands grip the reins and her eyes search his face. The wind tossed her hair in dark wisps against the brilliant sky. She sat proud on her horse, every bit the warrior that he was, and every bit as ready for a fight. Sukhetai found himself sizing her up in a way he never had before: as an equal.


  Slowly, the rage burned away as the words caught up with him, and he adjusted his grip on the reins. The rest of the caravan had shifted to give the two of them a wide berth, and Sukhetai looked away toward them, rather than at her.


  “You’d still rather have someone else be First Rider,” he said. “You’ve said so. Delgejin has said so. Maral and Borchu will never respect me. The rest are afraid of me. Delgejin makes sense.”


  “That’s not what any of this is about, you absolute horse’s ass.” Qara said it in a completely deadpan way that turned her words into a friendly jab, rather than an insult. “You’re still going to be the First Rider on the way back. That will still be your proper title. But since we’re out here practicing for if and when you become warchief... well, you need a First Rider that isn’t a woman.”


  There was something vulnerable in the way she said it. Some bitterness that tugged at Sukhetai’s ear and made him look back at her. She didn’t look happy about it. He blinked, confused, unsure how to respond and shaken out of his anger.


  “You’re my second, Qara,” he said. “Yes, I’m an ass sometimes, but you’re still my second.”


  “But I won’t be forever,” she said. “After that scare with the raiders... Delgejin and I had a talk. I think he needs to practice riding in your saddle, so to speak.”


  “But he—”


  “If you become warchief one day, wouldn’t you like to have a trained First Rider to promote?” she asked.


  Sukhetai ran out of steam in the face of her calm. Watching her horse flick its ears at the sounds of the distant herd, he sat back in the saddle and considered. Her words held a hidden barb that took its time catching up with him, and as it did, he shook his head. Not irritated, not angry, but realizing. After a few long breaths, he nodded, and gathered up his horse’s reins again.


  “Come on.” The fire had drained from his voice, leaving it low and tired. “We can talk while we catch up.”


  Qara started at the change in his tone but backed her horse out of the way. Together they rode back toward the caravan, side by side, and Sukhetai picked out where Maral and Borchu rode among the small herd of goats. He nodded with his chin.


  “By the time Father retires, those two probably won’t be with us, anymore,” he said. “Making sure Delgejin knows what he’s doing makes sense.”


  “You’re surprising me with how quickly you’re coming around, Sukhetai,” Qara said. “You all right? Didn’t hit your head tearing down the gers this morning, did you?”


  He reached over and smacked her arm. She huffed a laugh thick with relief, and Sukhetai looked over at her again. To his surprise, she had been watching him. Not cautiously, like the other riders had, but with a sparkle in her eyes. It was a warm look. Friendly. It was the closest thing to acceptance Sukhetai had seen on anyone all day.


  “Even hail melts,” he said.


  Their lips quirked into little grins, simultaneously. Qara broke eye contact first, and settled back into her saddle with a sigh.


  “So I think I see where you took a wrong turn,” she said. “You thought he meant something else when he said First Rider. When your brother and I talked, I told him about you being basically the warchief, and me being your First Rider. I told him he and I should switch, that I should be his quiver bearer for a while, and he should be your First Rider.”


  “I know.”


  Sukhetai shifted a little as Qara looked to him. It felt like walking into battle without his helmet to be talking to her, but they were still far enough away from the rest of the caravan that he wasn’t concerned about anyone overhearing. It was still a struggle.


  “I heard you two talking,” he said. “Stopped to listen. Apparently I left before I heard the whole thing.”


  “You were spying on us?” Qara giggled. “Stars and ancestors, if you want to know what I think of you, ask me, you yak shit.”


  “I’d say you’ve made it pretty clear what you think of me.” Sukhetai grinned. “And you’re right about most of it.”


  Qara studied him for a few paces. He could see her out of the corner of his eye, but made no comment. After a long stretch of silence, she shook her head.


  “What changed?” she asked. “You actually agreed with me instead of throwing a knife at my face. That’s new.”


  Sukhetai sighed, and looked around at the grass rolling in dry waves around them, then up at the sky, blue as an oyuun’s deel.


  “I talked to Ibakha after I heard you and Delgejin,” he said. “I think I have a better understanding of women, now.”


  Qara barked a sharp laugh that dissolved into a peal of giggles. Sukhetai turned, confused. She waved him off, covering her face and steering her horse with her legs. With a huff, Sukhetai shook his head.


  “Never mind,” he said. “You continue to confuse me.”


  “Oh, Sukhetai, you’ll get there eventually. Give it a few more years.” She cast him a sidelong glance. “Decades, maybe.”


  They both settled in to ride along in peaceful, amicable silence for a while. The caravan had slowed as they neared the river crossing, so Sukhetai didn’t worry about catching up. He did worry about something going wrong with the water, but that fear was soon quelled as he watched the various individual herds spread out, dipping their heads for a drink. Many of the riders dismounted to fill the spare waterskins and splash their faces. Sukhetai shook his head.


  “We may have to trade for more food in Mahlcry,” he said. “How much time did we lose? Four days? Five? A week? We spent too much time out there, whatever it was.”


  “We’ll be fine, Sukhetai,” Qara said. “Water was the worrying bit, but you know how many of us can hunt, and that river will be a good stopping point on the way back, too.”


  Sukhetai looked over with an appraising grin. Qara rolled her eyes. “You sure you want to quit being my second, Qara?” he asked. “You’re damn good at it.”


  “I’ll be back to carrying your burdens as soon as we get the salt home, don’t you worry,” she said.


  They both snickered. Maral, who had apparently taken up the rear guard, was just within earshot of the two of them, and shook his head. 


  “If you two are quite done flirting?” he asked. “Perhaps the young man with the banner should move to the front where he’s supposed to be.”


  They shared a quick glance, both grinning, and broke into laughter again. Part of it was stress-driven; Sukhetai hadn’t really let himself laugh in a while. Part of it was at the idea. Neither of them made any mention of it, as Sukhetai composed himself again, and nudged his horse to a canter around the side of the herd, careful to go sunwise. They’d had enough bad luck on the road already and he didn’t want to add to it.


  When he came around, he found Delgejin and Ibakha next to each other on their horses, watching the general proceedings. Delgejin paled somewhat as Sukhetai rode up. His color returned, however, when he saw that Sukhetai wasn’t scowling.


  “I take it Qara set things straight?” Delgejin asked.


  “Yes, and I’m sorry I yelled at you.” Sukhetai brought his horse alongside his brother’s. “I didn’t realize you two were thinking of me as warchief, out here.”


  “Is that what that was about?” Ibakha asked. “I heard you. Your brother was concerned he’d just been disowned.”


  Sukhetai shook his head, and leaned over in the saddle to ruffle his knuckles along the top of his brother’s head. 


  Delgejin batted his hand away and sighed. “Well, good to hear,” he said. “You didn’t hurt her, did you?”


  “No,” Sukhetai said. “The only thing wounded around here is my pride, I’m afraid.”


  Ibakha scoffed. The two boys grinned at each other, and Sukhetai nodded.


  “So, I guess you’ll practice being First Rider, then,” he said. “Which means you get to carry the torch up to the gates.”


  Delgejin’s eyeballs bugged out and his face screwed up for a brief moment before he took a mental step back and shook his head. “Wait, hold on, we’re not burning the city to the ground, right?” he asked. “Why do we need a torch?”


  “We might,” Sukhetai said. “If they don’t have the salt.”


  “Oh.”


  There was weight in that single word. Sukhetai nodded. He caught Ibakha’s eyes over the top of Delgejin’s head, and shrugged. She nodded. Neither of them wanted to see what would happen if they didn’t have the salt. He expected she’d have to be the one to deal with it.


  It didn’t take long for everyone to saddle up and get the herds in order again. With a warm glow in his chest that for once had nothing to do with being livid, Sukhetai turned his horse around, spun the banner, and started forward once more.


CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
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  Nasi woke Tanan and Wazor early next morning. “You’ve been summoned, sirs. Breakfast will be served in the main dining salon as soon as you are ready.”


  “Summoned by whom?” Wazor asked.


  “Lalla Jasmin ibn al-Harradi has sent word that she wishes to confer with her nephew and his advisor, sir.” Nasi kept his head bowed. “The governor has suggested midmorning and she hopes you will find it convenient.”


  “Of course,” Wazor said.


  “The tailor awaits,” Nasi said. “May I show him in?”


  “Tailor?” Tanan asked.


  “Your great-grandfather thought you might like to have some clothes suitable for your stay here,” Nasi said.


  “Is there something wrong with the clothes we wore last night?” he asked.


  “No, sir. Quite respectable, but—how do I say it? Not your own?” Nasi said.


  Tanan laughed. “I’ve been living in the same set of ragged stable clothing for weeks. They seemed perfectly fine to me.” He paused. “I’m not being rude, am I, Nasi?”


  Nasi looked up, wide-eyed horror on his face. “No, your—sir. We wish you to be as comfortable as possible. Since you traveled without baggage...?”


  “Show the tailor in, Nasi,” Wazor said, casting a quelling glance at Tanan. “I assume he can have something suitable for our meeting with the governor by midmorning?”


  “That is his job, sir. Yes.”


  “Show him in then. And thank you, Nasi.”


  “Moulay is too kind,” Nasi swung the door wide, and a stout man in a flamboyant robe of crimson and yellow sailed through, a cloth measuring tape streaming from one hand and a broad smile on his face.


  He stopped in the middle of the room and offered one of the deepest bows, hand to heart, that Tanan had ever seen. The flourish with the measuring tape in his free hand made Tanan want to offer applause. Perhaps he’d been away from court too long after all. “Moulay Wazor, Moulay Tanan—” He turned his head to send a broad wink in Tanan’s direction. “Ammie ibn Alyazi, at your service.”


  Tanan nodded. “Moulay Ammie. Thank you for coming to the aid of poor travelers on such short notice.”


  He straightened and beamed, the legs of his impressive moustache straddling his brilliant smile. “It is my honor, sir. May we begin?”


  “Of course,” Tanan said.


  Nasi bowed to Wazor. “I’ll send a footman to guide you to breakfast momentarily, sir.”


  “Thank you, Nasi.”


  Ammie clapped once and a troop of assistants streamed into the room. The first planted a low stool in the floor in front of Tanan and backed away. “If you’d stand there, sir? We can begin.”


  The solid wood beneath Tanan’s feet felt like it might hold a small cow without compromise, and Ammie began.


  In only moments, Tanan had been measured in places he couldn’t remember having been measured before. He sense of bemusement was overcome only by his appreciation of Ammie’s theatrics in exercising his profession. When the man stepped back, Tanan had to suppress the urge to applaud again.


  Ammie waved Wazor onto the stool and repeated the process, assistants with chalk and slates taking down the measurements as fast as Ammie spoke them.


  “As for color? Fabric?” Ammie asked, stepping back once more.


  Tanan started to answer but Wazor stepped in front of him. “Something suitable for the local climate, perhaps?”


  Ammie gave his head a small tilt. “In color or weight, sir?”


  “Both,” Wazor said. “I favor something simple—a blue or green, suitably accented, of course.”


  “Of course,” Ammie said, nodding his agreement. “I can show you some samples?”


  “Not necessary, Moulay. I trust your judgment,” Wazor said. “You are, after all the professional. We’re merely visitors.”


  Ammie bowed, hand to heart, before looking at Tanan. “For you, sir?”


  “Do you have something in—say—red?”


  “Of course, sir. What color red? Scarlet? Blood? Something bright like poppy? Perhaps a darker roan color?”


  Tanan shook his head. “So many decisions to make before breakfast.”


  Ammie bowed. “My apologies, sir.”


  “Not needed, sir. A darker tone, I think. Not poppy. Something close to carmine.”


  Ammie’s eyes widened. “A bold statement, sir. I believe I have something that will suffice.”


  “Thank you, sir,” Tanan said, his bow a small nod.


  “My honor, sir,” Ammie said, with an emphasis on sir. He bowed, hand to heart, and swept his troop out of the room as a footman appeared at the door.


  “Breakfast is served, sirs.”


  Tanan followed the man out into the corridor with Wazor right behind.


  “Was that necessary?” Tanan asked, glancing back at his teacher.


  “Not strictly speaking, my boy, no.” He paused and leaned closer. “Sometimes being a good guest means accepting an offered but unnecessary hospitality.”


  Tanan nodded, filing the idea away for later. “I’m not used to being a guest.”


  “You’ve had few opportunities to practice, my boy.”


  Tanan glanced back to see Wazor’s grin. “I’m learning so much that I didn’t know I didn’t know.”


  “I’ve always found travel to be broadening.”


  The footman showed them to a rather cozy dining room, given the scale of the house. The table could have seated a dozen. Tanan wouldn’t have been surprised to find a banquet hall.


  “Thank you, Zaid,” Yassir said.


  The footman bowed and left the room.


  “Come, sit. I trust you slept well?” Tanan’s grandmother said. She waved Wazor into the chair beside her, leaving a place for Tanan on his great-grandfather’s right hand.


  “I certainly did,” Wazor said.


  “I hardly knew what to do with myself without eight men snoring in my ears,” Tanan said with a grin.


  She frowned. “You slept with the crew?”


  “Well, not with the crew, Grandmother, but in the same place.” The words slipped out before he thought and he looked up, a sinking feeling of horror in the pit of his stomach.


  She turned her head to look at Yassir. “He slept with the crew?”


  Yassir leaned back so a server could place his plate in front of him as the others all presented dishes. “He worked with them. Why not?” Yassir asked.


  “What do you mean, he worked with them?” Her eyes narrowed but Yassir seemed oblivious to the danger.


  He shrugged. “Pole barge, my dear. How do you think it gets up the river?”


  Her eyes seemed to bulge in her face. “You had the prince poling the barge?” She sounded like she wanted to strangle him but she kept her voice low.


  “You may as well say it out loud, my dear. Everyone in the house knows by now. Anyone who doesn’t will know by noon.”


  She turned to Tanan. “He made you—”


  Wazor placed a hand on her forearm. “If I may, Lalla?”


  She turned her shocked expression on Wazor. “And you allowed this? His teacher?”


  Wazor retrieved his hand, perhaps saving it from being chopped off, but bowed his head slightly. “Did the grasses say he was being mistreated?”


  Her shoulders relaxed a fraction and her head tilted. “No.”


  “Can you think of anybody who would suspect that the second son of the king would be found pushing a barge pole?”


  “Of course not. It’s preposterous. It’s insulting. It’s—”


  “It was the safest course,” Yassir said.


  She looked at Yassir. “Safest for whom?”


  “For me, Grandmother,” Tanan said.


  She blinked at him—or at least in his direction. Tanan wasn’t sure she saw him. “You pushed the barge,” she said, almost like she couldn’t believe the words leaving her own mouth.


  “Yes, Grandmother. I made friends with the crew.” He shrugged. “I’m not harmed by the ordeal. In fact, I’m probably better for it.”


  “Commoners?”


  “Most of the realm is populated with them, Grandmother.” He shrugged. “My brother has no regard for them. At least it’s an area in which I can aid the crown without incurring the wrath of the future king.” He noticed Wazor looking at him strangely. “What?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Nothing, my boy. I’m astonished and delighted by what you’ve learned in a few short weeks.”


  “You saved that man?” his grandmother asked.


  Tanan found it difficult to parse such a disjointed conversation. “What man, Grandmother?”


  “He broke his arm. The willows saw it.”


  “Jamil. Yes. That’s why I needed the sheep’s ear.”


  “I didn’t know you’d been there.”


  He laughed. “It was a relatively small barge, Grandmother. Most of the crew was detained.”


  “I’m proud of you, lad,” Yassir said. “Given what I’d expected—well, let’s just say, your contributions are not unnoticed or unappreciated.”


  Tanan bowed his head. “Thank you, Grandfather. I thank you for the opportunity to learn.”


  “His grandfather al-Kayat was apparently a traveler as well,” Wazor said. “The knives we carried were once his.”


  “What? Fayyad’s father?” Yassir asked, stroking his beard, his focus somewhere above the table.


  “Yes. I confess I know little about him, but Tanan’s valet once served the elder.”


  “Lord and Lady, how old is he?” Yassir asked.


  “Rather older than I,” Wazor said. “He was a young man serving the elderly king, as I understand.”


  “That would explain some things,” Yassir said. “His father before him lived to a ripe old age and his queen’s gifts served the kingdom well.”


  “I remember,” she said. “Prince Wander.”


  Tanan’s eyes widened. “Prince Wander?”


  “You couldn’t say it around the palace,” she said. “But the man was never around. I think it made the king a little frustrated with his heir apparent.”


  Yassir nodded. “Oh, he’s out wandering around somewhere. He’ll be back.” He shrugged. “Behind his back he became known as Prince Wander.”


  Tanan sat up straight, leaning over the table. “Do I understand you? The royal heir left the palace—as a grown man—and traveled the world unaccompanied?”


  “Oh, yes,” his great-grandmother said. “I remember that. It was quite a scandal.”


  “He brought back his queen,” Yassir said. “Can’t fault him there.”


  Her expression turned wistful, her eyes a bit misty. “Lovely woman. Queen Xenobia.” She sighed. “Tragic, really. By the time they ascended the thrones, they were both in later years. She’d come into her powers already. Their rule lasted barely a decade before she passed over and him behind her.”


  “That’s when your father took the throne, my boy,” Yassir said.


  “Why am I just hearing about this now?” Tanan asked, looking at Wazor.


  “Don’t look at me like that, lad. I didn’t meet you until you were ten seasons old.”


  “Old people have old stories, Grandson,” she said. “It’s our stock in trade. Telling the old stories to the new generations, to embarrass the ones that came in the middle.”


  Tanan sat back and pondered. “I wish I’d known him better.”


  “The problem of each generation,” Yassir said. “You’re so wrapped up trying to grow up, you overlook the interesting people around you—the generations that came before—until they’re gone and you realize they were much more than they seemed when you met them.”


  “Do you have any stories about Aunt Jasmin?” Tanan asked.


  “She’s the governor. I never knew her before she came here,” Yassir said. “That was—I don’t know—seems like a lifetime.”


  “It’s not been that long. That Farouk man was governor before her.”


  “Oh, yes. Farouk ibn al-Assisi. How did he keep the governorship so long.” Yassir sighed.


  “He didn’t last long after Jasmin came,” she said. “Farouk lasted because he had a deputy that covered his mistakes.”


  Yassir shook his head. “Neither here nor there.” He looked at Tanan. “Your Aunt Jasmin came into her powers a decade ago. She’s been governor here almost as long as your mother has been queen.”


  “She’s much older than Mother.”


  Yassir nodded. “Your grandfather, my eldest? He married young. Jasmin changed him. Changed all of us.”


  “She was a dear thing. Sweet baby, hellion growing up. She learned the salt. Learned the people,” his great-grandmother said.


  “I think the only reason your father became aware of your mother is because he had to come up here and sort out the mess after al-Assisi’s death. He appointed Jasmin governor and took Waliyah back to the capital to be his bride.”


  “So why am I here?” Tanan asked. “To find out why the salt production is down?”


  Yassir traded glances with his wife before looking at Tanan. “We don’t know.”


  “You don’t know? You brought me all the way up river and you don’t know why?”


  Yassir nodded. “In a nutshell. Yes.” He shrugged. “Jasmin sent the delegation down to meet with your father and Shahar about the declining numbers. She tasked me with convincing your parents to allow you to return with me. Ostensibly to help with dealing with the declining production.”


  “But really to do what?” Tanan asked.


  “That’s what we don’t know. That’s the reason she gave for sending Rashid and Dina with me.”


  “You’re not telling me something, Grandfather.”


  “We know why the salt production is down already,” he said.


  “Why?” Tanan asked.


  “The salt is nearly mined out. After ten generations, the salt is nearly gone.”


  Tanan sat back in his chair and stared. “But that’s—”


  “Impossible? No, my boy. Not impossible. Very possible.”


  Tanan looked at Wazor. “Did you know?”


  Wazor shook his head. “No, Your Highness. Not until this moment.”


  “The salt trade is the backbone of the realm’s economy,” Tanan said. “What happens without the backbone?”


  “The very question we need answers to, Grandson.” His great-grandmother smiled at him, like she expected him to answer it.


  “How am I supposed to know? I only learned about the salt a few weeks ago.”


  She shrugged. “Jasmin told us to bring you here. I don’t know what she sees, but she sees something. That’s always been her special gift. Her affinity to the salt.”


  Tanan let all that swirl in his head, his stable world having become an eddy looping behind a point of land made of salt and being driven by a river just beyond his sight. “What will happen if the riders don’t get their salt?”


  His great-grandmother shook her head. “It has never happened before. The accord is centuries old. As old as the realm itself, I think.”


  “At least as old as Mahlcry,” Yassir said. “I suspect we’ll know more when we visit with Jasmin.”


  “You’ll be the first to know, my boy,” Wazor said. “You’ll be part of the solution.”


  “Me? Why do you say that, Teacher?”


  Wazor shrugged. “The world works the way the world works. Lord and Lady shaped the world and guide it even now. It’s not for men to see the workings, but some women can see the patterns emerging in the weaving of time.” He gave a small bow to Tanan’s great-grandmother. “If Lalla Jasmin has an affinity to the salt and she requested your presence just as the riders approach?” He shrugged. “These things are not coincidences, my boy.”


  Tanan looked around the table. His grandmother nodded. Yassir gave him a small shrug. He sighed and addressed his breakfast with renewed vigor. “I have a feeling I may need this before the day is out.”


   

  


  The governor’s palace rested on the eastern side of the city, not far from the wide eastern gate. The carriage deposited them in a packed gravel oval some distance from the building. A winding path of river stones led through a garden of grasses and flowers to the front door of a rambling two-story wood dwelling. Carved pillars of wood held a balcony above a modest entry, the carvings depicting stylized animals. Tanan saw birds and fish, bears and horses, cattle—even a strange long-necked animal with a bulge on its spine. Tanan looked at Yassir when he first laid eyes on it. “This is the governor’s palace?”


  Yassir grinned. “It’s called The Residence. It’s the oldest building in the village. Older than the walls.”


  Tanan stood on the gravel and let his gaze roam the roof lines and gables, the way the windows and doors fit their locations. “It looks like it grew there.”


  “You have good eyes, Nephew.”


  The words startled him and he turned to find a woman with long white hair leaning on a staff. She wore the brightly colored clothing he’d seen while riding into the city. She could have walked in the throngs at the marketplace without notice—except for her eyes. They carried a brightness, a fire that ignited an aura around her.


  He bowed, hand to heart. “A pleasure to meet you, Aunt.”


  Her smile brightened the morning and she held her arms wide. “Give your aunt a hug, Tan. I’ve waited a very long time to meet you.”


  He stepped into her embrace, feeling—for the second time in as many days—that he belonged there, held in the arms of the Lady.


  She released him and he took a half step back. She gave a small bow to Wazor. “Teacher,” she said. “Be welcome in my home.”


  Wazor, resplendent in the fine blue robe, gave her an unexpectedly deep bow, hand to heart. “I am honored to be invited, Lalla.”


  “To you I am Jasmin, Teacher. Your work bears striking fruit as you serve the Lord and Lady.”


  He bowed again. “Doubly honored, Jasmin. I am Wazor.”


  She nodded. “Wazor the Scholar. The grasses have long spoken of you. I am grateful you heard their call.” She glanced at Tanan. “He couldn’t have been an easy pupil.”


  Wazor smiled and shrugged. “I have little to compare him to and he has a lot to learn yet, I fear.”


  She gave him another small nod and a rather enigmatic smile. “Truer than you know, Teacher.”


  She turned to Yassir. “Grandfather, welcome home. You had an exciting trip. Grandmother, I trust the grasses have spoken to you?”


  She embraced them both.


  “Yes, Granddaughter. I’m looking forward to hearing more from you.”


  Jasmin nodded. “Let us seek shelter and break bread.”


  She led them up the river of stones, opening the door of the residence herself. Her staff thumped the wooden floor as she led them into the great room that ran the depth of the house and all the way to the rafters. Tanan let his gaze drift upward to windows set near the roof line and the trestled rafters, all the wood darkened with age. The room looked big enough for a hundred people, yet felt as cozy as a closet. Above the firepit that took up the center of the room hung an iron chimney. The wide flange opening narrowed to a pipe the size of his body, which ran straight up through the roof.


  “What do you think of my home, Nephew?”


  Tanan realized that he’d stopped walking, entranced by the room. Now that her words had broken the spell, he noticed arched doorways off to the sides and balconies at the second-story level enclosed only by wooden rails. Every wall was carved. “I’m at a loss, Aunt. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”


  She nodded, glancing up herself. “It’s old. I’ve become rather fond of the place.” She nodded to one of the passages. “Come. We need tea. I have much to discuss with you all.” She led the way through one of the arched doorways to the west. A simple kitchen took up most of the wing. It looked to be about the size of one of the larders at the palace. A good-sized iron stove waited on one side and a work table stood in the center. She perched her staff beside the door, crossing to the stove. She ladled water from a butt beside it and placed the kettle over the firebox before grabbing a billet and poking up the banked fire within, tossing the wood onto the newly glowing coals.


  “No cook?” Tanan asked. The house stood silent around them except for the growing crackles of the fire.


  Jasmin straightened and grinned at him, a childlike glow on her face. “No staff. I have some helpers who keep me supplied in wood and water. The merchants deliver food, tea. I let them know what I need and they make sure I have it.” She shrugged. “I’ve no need of people to cook for me except for special occasions. Caretakers tend the house when it needs it. The gardens grow with the seasons.” She shrugged and leaned against a counter handy to the stove. “You’ve had an interesting journey so far, Nephew.”


  “I have, Aunt.”


  “Do you miss the palace?”


  “It seems very far away,” he said. “A dream, perhaps.”


  “A romantic,” she said. She took a white china teapot from a cupboard and measured pinches of tea into it with her fingers, peering into the opening before adding another. She placed it beside the stove as the kettle began to whisper.


  “What of the riders, Aunt?” Tanan asked.


  She gave him an enigmatic smile. “In due time, Nephew. Tea first.” Her gaze went to the ceiling for a moment before returning. “You should meet Alfaro.”


  A flash of movement in the corner of his eye forced Tanan to dodge to the side as a tiny bird flashed through the kitchen to land on his aunt’s shoulder. It stopped to preen its breast feathers for a moment before turning its head to stare at him.


  “Alfaro?” he asked. It was the tiniest owl he’d ever seen. Perhaps the tiniest bird.


  It bobbed its head in a fair approximation of a bow.


  Jasmin lifted a finger to stroke the owl’s wing. “A steppes owl. They live on the insects. Even mice are too large for them.”


  The owl turned its head as if to stare at her in reproach.


  “Don’t be so sensitive, my dear,” she said, glancing over at it. “I’m certain you could kill one, but you’d never get to eat it before a hawk took it from you.”


  The owl swayed back and forth, lifting one foot then the other, clenching each taloned foot in the air before setting it down again.


  The kettle came to boil, the plume of steam rising.


  Jasmin flexed her shoulder and the owl flitted onto a perch set near the ceiling where it hunkered down, its brownish plumage blending almost perfectly with the wall. Jasmin poured boiling water into the pot and returned the kettle to the stove away from the firebox. “Nephew? If you’d grab some cups?” She nodded at a cupboard.


  Tanan found heavy handleless cups stacked inside. He grabbed a stack of five and followed his aunt back to the main room where she placed the teapot on a low table surrounded by cushions. She folded herself onto one, lowering herself to the floor, and smiled. Wazor seemed to levitate to the floor, his legs bending beneath him in ways that seemed impossible. His great-grandparents followed suit and he did likewise, reminded more of the deck of the barge than of any meeting he’d attended with his parents. Alfaro swooped in from the kitchen and angled up to perch in the rafters above them.


  “Don’t look so surprised, my boy,” Yassir said. “You may have to help me up, but I can certainly sit on my own.”


  Tanan laughed as much at himself as at the jest. He fidgeted, trying to find the comfortable position on a cushion with no back. Eventually he found a balance point and waited.


  “What has been the most surprising part of your journey, Nephew?” Jasmin asked, folding her hands in her lap. She sat with her legs crossed loosely before her, back straight as if in an invisible chair.


  “Yesterday I would have said the colors.”


  “The colors?”


  “The buildings, the people. Compared to the capital, Mahlcry looks like a rainbow has taken up residence.” He accepted a cup of tea from his aunt; the heavy cups fit his hand, the china protecting his fingers from the heat.


  She laughed and handed tea around. “Yes, I suspect that’s true. The founders designed Makama Aljana, the inner core in particular, to be...” She paused, her gaze searching the rafters as if looking for a word there. “Soothing,” she said at last.


  Yassir snorted. “They didn’t want the coop to distract from the peacocks.”


  Jasmin lowered her eyes and smiled. “I was trying to be a bit more tactful, Grandfather.”


  “You were trying not to say ‘boring.’” He raised his cup in toast to her.


  She nodded. “It is as you say.” She looked at Tanan again. “You said yesterday. What of today?”


  “This place.” He looked around. Everywhere his gaze landed, he saw another detail. “The construction. The details. I know it was built here, but it feels as if it’s grown here. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen.”


  Jasmin sighed and sent her gaze around. “This building is older than the capital. The city grew up around it. The legend has it that it was the first house, made by the All-Father and All-Mother for the first people. That the lake beyond was scooped by their hands.” She shrugged. “We have no records of the first times but every record tells of this house. If the All-Father and All-Mother didn’t build it, no one knows who did.” She looked down and sipped her tea. “You are welcome to explore if you wish. None of the rooms are closed to you.”


  Tanan nearly leaped to his feet, but something kept him seated and he sipped his tea.


  “We have had tea, Granddaughter,” Yassir said, a gentle prompt.


  She sighed and nodded, tilting her cup to drain it. “And so we may begin.” She placed the cup on the table and braced her palms on her thighs as if preparing for a great battle. “The riders come. We have no salt to give them.”


  Tanan’s great-grandmother nodded. “The grasses have said so.”


  “What do you plan, Granddaughter? What have you seen?” Yassir asked.


  Jasmin looked at Tanan. “Will you serve?” She stared deep into his eyes.


  He felt as if he’d never been seen before, that she saw him—all of him—perhaps from his birth to his death. It felt as if she saw all the men he could become, and they flashed through his mind’s eye as she uncovered each until she rested on one. An image he didn’t recognize as himself but knew it must be. “Yes,” he said.


  Yassir’s eyes grew wide. “Serve what?” he asked.


  “The people,” Jasmin said, turning away from Tanan, leaving him panting as if he’d run a mile. “We must give the riders something.”


  Tanan’s great-grandmother gasped. “You can’t be serious.” She looked to the rafters, her eyes wide and unseeing. “You are.”


  Jasmin nodded.


  “What are you going to do?” Yassir asked, a frown on his brow as he looked around. “What are you going to give them?”


  “Him,” Wazor said, nodding at Tanan. “She’s going to give them the prince.”


  Tanan blinked, the spell broken with Wazor’s words. “Me?”


  Jasmin looked at him again, the pool of power behind her eyes taking his breath away again. “Hear me, Nephew. You are the key. Our pact with the people of the steppes goes back as far as this house. Each year they ride. Each year they demand tribute in return for the safety of the city and all who live here. Each year they take their tribute in salt. The centuries have watched. For centuries they have spared the city and taken the salt. This year, we have no salt. Our pact will be broken. We must pay the forfeit.”


  “What of the future?” Yassir asked. “What good will it be to spare us this year and cost us this boy?”


  She turned to her great-grandfather, her face blank, her power palpable. “This man,” she said. “We need time. The mines we have relied on for the centuries have finally run their course. We need a year to dig the new mine, to reestablish our trade.”


  “New mine?” Yassir’s eyes widened. “What new mine?”


  Jasmin shrugged. “The salt still lives under the grass on the far side of the lake. We have already started the new salt works there. My people say it will be another year before we can replace the salt here.” She faced Tanan again. “Will you be our hostage to the riders for a year and a day?”


  “Will that give you enough time?” he asked.


  “Yes,” she said.


  “What’s involved with being their hostage?” he asked.


  “You ride with them. Do what they ask. Live with them.” A shadow crossed her face. “I don’t know that they’ll accept the deal.”


  “What have you seen, Granddaughter?” Tanan’s great-grandmother asked.


  “Fire.”


  The old woman sucked in a breath and looked at Yassir, tears leaking from her eyes. “If they burn the city...”


  Yassir nodded but didn’t speak.


  Wazor cleared his throat and leaned forward. “A question if I may, Jasmin?”


  She turned to look at him, the bleakness of only a moment before clearing as the sun emerges from a cloud. “You may,” she said. “I hoped you would.”


  He gave her a small bow. “Must he go alone?”


  A squawk filtered from the rafters and all eyes turned upward. The owl dropped onto Jasmin’s shoulders and seemed to stare into her face.


  “That depends on the First Rider,” Jasmin said, blinking as much as her mouselike owl as she looked back at Wazor. “The First Rider must accept any compromise. He will speak for the tribe.” She paused, a frown growing. “He’s not known for his temperance.”


  “I would go with the prince, if allowed,” Wazor said. “The chance to ride with the tribes. It’s something I’d never dreamed might be possible.”


  “You can ride?” Tanan asked.


  “You’d go?” Yassir asked.


  Wazor nodded. “It’s been many years, young sir, but yes. I traveled the northern caravan route when I was about your age. The width of the continent on horseback. It’s where I first learned of the steppe people.” He looked at Yassir. “Of course, I’d go. If you were twenty seasons younger and had the chance to see what few outside the tribes had seen, wouldn’t you?”


  Yassir shook his head. “Not even if I were forty years younger. You’re not a young man, my friend.”


  “I’ll never be young again, will I?” Wazor asked, a light dancing in his eyes that Tanan had never seen before. “Will another chance like this come again?”


  Yassir smiled and shook his head. “A true scholar. You’ll ride to your death remarking on the exquisite flowers along the path.”


  Wazor smiled back. “Would that be true, I can think of no better way to go.”


  Jasmin cleared her throat and her owl squawked before launching himself on silent wings to perch on the rafters again. “The riders will be at the gates in four days. We have until then to prepare.”


  “Will it be enough?” Tanan asked. “A hostage for a year and a day?”


  Jasmin shrugged. “It’s up to the First Rider.”


  Tanan looked in her eyes and saw his answer there. The one she could not speak. He nodded. “How do we prepare?”


CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  Sukhetai

  


  



  The Doud Tahlkheer trading caravan arrived outside the gates of Mahlcry just as the sun ducked behind the distant blue cliffs to the west, painting the whole sky in shades of red and ochre. The towers loomed dark against the horizon, and the lake reflecting the sky looked like a massive pool of rippling orange silk. Sukhetai reared his horse back and spun the banner well outside the city limits, and even farther outside of the accurate range of any archers that might be watching from the walls.


  Every time he saw Mahlcry, Sukhetai felt like a child again, gazing up at the huge walls and towers. Every year they looked a bit smaller and more familiar, but a sense of awe never left him. Delgejin couldn’t quite contain a chuckle as the caravan finally came to a halt.


  “Never gets old,” he said. “I don’t think we’ve ever arrived on quite this spectacular a sunset before, though.”


  “You’ve been spending too much time with Maral,” Sukhetai said. “You’re starting to sound like him.”


  “What?”


  Sukhetai chuckled and cuffed the back of his brother’s head before turning to watch smiles appear on the faces of the riders behind him. They’d arrived. That was the hard part for them—but just the beginning for Sukhetai.


  It took perhaps an hour to set up both of the gers. All the while the color drained from the sky until it was left a pale blue-green to the west, that deepened to a piercing navy in the east. Inside the city, they could hear iron ringing in harsh tones that spoke of not necessarily alarm, but attention. The city knew they had arrived. Even after the citizens stopped banging the irons, the Doud Tahlkheer could hear the low rumble of voices and activity from within the walls.


  Sukhetai, Delgejin, and Qara all sat vigil in front of their new camp, watching the glow from the city lights fade with the sound. Now that they were staring it in the face, Sukhetai couldn’t quite keep his nerves from thrashing wildly. His hands itched to do something, and for once he wished he could help Maral with his bow-making.


  “So they built this whole thing up just to get at the salt?” Qara asked. “Seems a waste, to me.”


  “You say that now, but we do need it,” Delgejin said. “I suspect they didn’t just build it for the salt, after all. I mean, look at the view!”


  Qara and Sukhetai both turned to look at him. In the sinking darkness, there wasn’t much of a view to be had. Delgejin snickered.


  “Yeah, I know,” he said. “But the point still stands. I’m sure they had their reasons.”


  “I suppose we could ask the traders, come morning,” Sukhetai said. “Though... I think I’m supposed to be knocking on the door right about then.”


  “No, give them a day or so to prepare. That’s what Father did last time, though you’ve been on more of these than I have,” Delgejin said.


  “And in the meantime, make sure you know what you’re supposed to be doing?” Qara nudged his arm with her elbow. “I’m sure Ibakha knows if you don’t.”


  Sukhetai rocked his head side to side and ran through the words again that he’d heard his father say the year before. He closed his eyes, picturing the warchief in the Lord’s Robes, striding up as confident as he could be, Sword of Honor raised to bang on the gates.


  “We have come to demand the Lord’s Tribute,” Sukhetai said, and opened his eyes again. “Doesn’t seem terribly difficult. The trick will be any discussion after that if things don’t go as planned.”


  “What are the chances that we’ve come all this way and they don’t have the carts ready?” Delgejin asked.


  Sukhetai and Qara shared a beleaguered glance in the torchlight. The silence stretched out, before Sukhetai shook his head and looked back toward the city of Mahlcry.


  “Considering my luck so far?” He scoffed. “I feel as though someone’s cursed us.”


  “Don’t tempt the Spirits, is that what you’re saying?” Qara asked.


  “It’s probably too late for that by this point, but yes.”


  The First Rider rose to his feet, yawning, surprisingly exhausted by the whole ride. He dismissed himself by way of a little wave, and headed for the ger where his bag had ended up. He missed his bed—the real one, back at the summer camp—but it was a long way back, and it was too early to think about that. He needed sleep, he needed to calm himself, and he needed to be ready for what passed for a trade moot in the morning.


   

  


  Sukhetai caught up with Ibakha before the gates opened in the morning. She stood off to the side of the general bustle where the traders were setting down their blankets and putting out their wares for the day. Those that traded in livestock were in the midst of grooming their animals, and Orbei, resplendent in a bright yellow silk deel, was no exception. Qara helped her, making sure all of their horses were braided properly, and that those that weren’t for trade grazed in a somewhat cramped patch well out of the way, behind the gers.


  “Sukhetai.” Ibakha was smiling, even before he approached. “Are you ready?”


  “Of course I am.” Sukhetai looked over the assembling moot while he took his place next to her. “Though I wonder if I should be wearing the Lord’s Robes today.”


  “Don’t bother with it, but make sure you know where they are,” Ibakha said. “Keep the sword with you.”


  He nodded. It made good sense. He didn’t want to muddy the pristine white deel, after all. Ibakha turned, and squinted at him.


  “You have no idea what you’re doing, do you.” It was less question than statement, coming from her.


  Sukhetai frowned. “I know what I’m doing as long as everything goes the way it usually does. I remember what Father said last year, I know what I’m supposed to be wearing, I know that I’m supposed to be greeted by someone wearing the Robes of the Lady and carrying a staff.” He glanced at the large, wooden gates of Mahlcry. “The Staff of... Wisdom?”


  Ibakha smiled and shook her head. Sukhetai shrugged.


  “Don’t worry, I’ll stand outside the door if you need me,” she said.


  “I won’t, but thank you.”


  She looked up with a sour face and swatted the back of Sukhetai’s head. He winced, though the short sting faded without much fuss.


  “You’ve come this whole way and you’re still a petulant young man,” she said. “Though, I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised.”


  Sukhetai rolled his eyes and turned to head for the ger. He wanted to have that sword on his belt by the time the gates opened. He hoped nobody realized he wasn’t his father. Even though they came every year, it wasn’t as though they stayed long.


  He half expected Ibakha to call after him, but he made it back to the ger uninterrupted. He stepped quietly, careful not to interrupt the few riders who were trying to catch a bit more sleep before the ruckus started outside. It was a simple matter to find the Sword of Honor where he’d stowed it, bound up in his damaged war-coat. He unwrapped it, and raised the coat up to look at the plate with the hole through it, wondering whether or not someone in town might be able to fix it for him. If not, he’d have to wait until they returned home so he could replace it himself.


  A distant, woody groan interrupted Sukhetai’s musing, and he dropped the war-coat next to the rest of his pack. It was a quick matter to secure the Sword of Honor to his belt, and he made his way back out of the ger to watch the gates of Mahlcry slowly swing open. Already he could see traders lined up with baskets on their shoulders, or on the backs of either horses or mules, or on small handcarts.


  “Ah, yes. The hordes approach.” Maral sat on a blue blanket with an array of completed bows in front of him and a grin on his weathered face. “Time to put your best haggling faces on.”


  The family of carders all chuckled at his announcement, and Sukhetai shook his head, a thin smile tugging his lips. Maral glanced back at him and winked.


  “They always want to see what they can get away with,” he said. “It’s like a game to some of them.”


  “You’ve been doing this too long, you old goat.” Borchu pushed the door open behind Sukhetai, who made way for him. “And stop making that racket. Some of us were trying to sleep.”


  He joined Maral, and while the two older men bickered, Sukhetai wandered over to the horses. Orbei and Qara giggled quietly over something he hadn’t heard, though they both looked up when he came over. Qara’s spring green deel caught in the light and gave her face a radiant glow that it never had when she was in her armor. Sukhetai blinked at the two women, struck by how different his quiver bearer looked. Orbei burst out laughing at him before he could muster a sentence properly. He frowned.


  “Don’t laugh,” he said. “Qara, why are you wearing green? You’re a rider, not a herder.”


  “I herd sheep,” Qara said. “When I’m not watching your back, anyway.”


  She had him, there. Sukhetai rolled his eyes, looked back toward the approaching traders, and shook his head. Orbei stopped giggling, and he looked back at her.


  “You looked so shocked, Sukhetai,” she said. “You’ve never seen Qara out of her armor before?”


  The way she phrased it made both Qara and Sukhetai sputter. They shared a scowl between them, before Qara turned on the innocently smiling handler. There wasn’t a good way to answer that question, though Sukhetai tried a few times, all of which only made Orbei smile wider. Eventually, he shook his head and dismissed himself with a wave.


  “I’m going to go spend my time with more mature women,” he said. “Like Ibakha, for example.”


  “You were blushing,” Orbei said.


  He paused, turning around to glare at the two of them. Qara was grinning now and shooed him off toward the other side of the camp. Sukhetai sighed and walked back toward them. They both stiffened, as though they expected him to be angry. He wasn’t—just confused. He pointed between the two of them, and glanced over his shoulder once to make sure the traders were still as far up the path as he thought they were. When he looked back, Qara had stepped just slightly in front of Orbei. Again with the caution. The reaction irked him, but not enough to sway him.


  “One question,” he said. “Are you two... together?”


  The two girls looked at each other, dumbfounded, then burst out giggling again. Sukhetai stepped back, not exactly sure what their next moves would be. Neither of them made any, though Qara did shake her head.


  “I can’t believe you believed him,” she said. “Great Beard of the Sky, that worked so much better than I’d hoped.”


  “Him? Who?” Sukhetai squinted at the two of them.


  Behind him, Delgejin cleared his throat. Sukhetai turned, glaring at his younger brother, who gave an innocent little wave. Orbei giggled again, and Sukhetai shook his head.


  “Delgejin, what did you do?” he asked. “What did I believe?”


  “That the two of them were like Maral and Borchu, I think.” Delgejin grinned.


  Sukhetai didn’t quite fume, but he did close his eyes, marveling at how the pieces had lined up just so. There was a lesson about trusting his brother in there somewhere, though he supposed there was another about doing his own spying, should the need arise.


  “Clever, Delgejin. Clever,” he said.


  “I’m glad to see you’re not angry about that one,” Delgejin said. “But I can’t take the credit.”


  He looked over, and his brother pointed at the two girls. Sukhetai expected Qara to be the one with the plan, but instead he found Orbei waving. He shook his head, and excused himself again.


  “I have a moot to look after,” he said. “Delgejin, keep your eyes and ears open for trouble, just in case.”


  “If I see any, I’ll know who to send after them,” Delgejin said.


  With that, Sukhetai wandered back over to stand in the middle of the camp and watched the traders file in.


  It was a rush of movement and sound after that. With all of the various wares, animals, and people, Sukhetai had a hard time keeping track of what was going on. He heard either Ibakha or Alaqa, the carder woman, requisitioning more food for the way back in exchange for so many lengths of spun wool. The wool was popular, though the goat cheese traded out by a few of the riders was even more so.


  Still, in the midst of everything, Sukhetai couldn’t help but pick out a general tension in the air. There was some, every year. Every time the Doud Tahlkheer came to Mahlcry it seemed as though there were a few people who truly did fear that they would sack the city. Every year, they didn’t. This time, however, things seemed off. There were more furtive glances in his direction, especially when they saw the sword on his belt. Voices sounded pinched.


  Eventually, Sukhetai found his way over to Ibakha, who watched the chaos unfolding around them with a frown. The same frown Sukhetai wore. They both stood in silence for a few minutes while one wave of city dwellers filtered back out of the camp, and another approached.


  “Do things seem a bit... strained?” Sukhetai asked.


  “I’m not sure,” Ibakha said. “I don’t usually come down for the Salt Tribute.”


  One of the city dwellers startled when she spoke. He was quick to cast his eyes back to the ground in front of him, however, and continued on his way. Sukhetai and Ibakha both watched him go. Ibakha tilted her head.


  “That was strange,” she said. “I know they have at least one oyuun in that city. They can’t be unfamiliar with old women, not entirely.”


  “Can you hear what’s going on in there?” Sukhetai asked.


  Ibakha closed her eyes. After a moment, she frowned, then sighed, then looked up at Sukhetai with a disgruntled pull of her mouth. “The most exciting thing going on, according to the grass, is the fact that we’re here,” she said.


  “So, no.”


  “Correct.”


  Sukhetai nodded to himself and looked around at the traders. Most of them took great care not to look at him. The First Rider and oyuun watched the bustle for a while longer. At one point, Maral caught Sukhetai’s eye through the small crowd and made a face. Sukhetai nodded. He excused himself from the oyuun’s presence without a word, and picked his way through the excitement over to Maral.


  The bowyer had traded out haggling duty with Borchu, who was giving someone the stone-face treatment as Sukhetai approached. He knelt next to the blanket, and Maral shifted over to talk. He had a hard edge in his eyes. Sukhetai nodded before he could even say a word. “Something is off.”


  Maral nodded back. “Different traders from last year, too,” he said. “I don’t mind it, but many of them seem jumpy. I take it you noticed?”


  “I did.” Sukhetai glanced up as one of the traders moved. “Ibakha hasn’t heard anything interesting from the Spirits, though. It could be nothing.”


  “Or it could be something.” The edge in Maral’s eyes sharpened. “For once, your rampant paranoia may come in handy.”


  Sukhetai huffed and rose to his feet. He took to meandering around, keeping his eyes out for anyone making trouble in the camp.


  Aside from a few heated debates on how much a horse or yak was worth, the rest of the afternoon carried on without incident. The city folk trickled out until the sun started to set, and the gates of Mahlcry swung shut once again. By that time, Sukhetai was sitting between the two gers, along with Ibakha. With the final resounding thud from the walls, the riders and traders of the Doud Tahlkheer packed up and settled in to sort their trades. Wood, food, metal, cloth, and other necessities were all intermixed, and Orbei, Maral, and Alaqa all teamed up to help consolidate the mess.


  “All that’s left now is six carts of salt,” Sukhetai said. “And that falls to me.”


  “Nervous?” Ibakha asked.


  Sukhetai leaned back on his hands to watch his caravan busying themselves, getting ready for both the evening and the trip back home. His heart tried to clamber its way up his throat at the idea that he’d be riding up to those gates in the morning, but he smiled at it, instead.


  “Not at all,” he said. “I’m sure my father would have words with me about that, but this isn’t a battle.”


  “You don’t have to be in battle to be nervous,” Ibakha said.


  “I’d rather be excited,” Sukhetai said. “I can’t control much, but I can choose whether or not to be afraid.”


  Ibakha turned at the shoulders to look at him. He wasn’t expecting it, and blinked at her sudden intensity. She nodded, slowly.


  “You surprise me, Sukhetai,” she said. “Of all the yak-shit things you’ve done or said in my presence, and then to come out with that?”


  Sukhetai shrugged. He felt the back of his scalp prickle, and swatted at whatever was behind him before he realized the oyuun was still watching. He made a face, and she broke eye contact.


  “And you’re sincere about it. That’s the most surprising thing,” she said.


  “My mother taught me that one.”


  He sat up and squeezed his hands together where they rested in his lap. It was a heavy thing to say and he knew it, though it did combat the fluttering in his chest. They were silent for a while, as the sky turned a gemlike blue-green above them, and stars began to poke through the canopy of night. It stretched on longer than Sukhetai thought it would, well past the point of warranting a response. Eventually, he looked over to make sure Ibakha hadn’t fallen asleep. Her eyes were closed, but he got the sense that she was still awake.


  Not wanting to disturb the old woman, Sukhetai pushed himself to his feet and joined the caravan again. He walked around and through his tribe, keeping answers to any questions non-committal and brief, as he made his way to the horses. He found Orbei sitting just outside of the ropes they’d laid out, leaning on Qara’s shoulder, snoring slightly. The quiver bearer’s lips quirked in Sukhetai’s direction, and she squeezed Orbei’s arm.


  “Come on,” Qara said. “Might be more comfortable in a ger than on my shoulder.”


  Orbei nodded, and Sukhetai stepped forward to help her to her feet. She leaned on Qara, though, as they made their way back to the ger.


  While Qara got her charge settled in, Sukhetai dug the waxed bag out from the bottom of one of his packs, and pulled it open. The white deel all but glowed in the firelight, only slightly wrinkled from being in the bag. The tiny lines wouldn’t be noticeable once he was wearing it. The hat and sash looked to be none the worse for wear from the travel.


  He had to admit, he felt a bit stronger with all of the regalia assembled in front of him. It was as though he was looking down the line of his own ancestors and also seeing them walk up to the gate. He sighed, and unhooked the Sword of Honor from his belt to lay it out with the rest of the pile.


  “No pressure.”


  Sukhetai glanced back as Qara strode up behind him, arms crossed, looking down at the robes and sword. He huffed a little laugh, and straightened out the flap of the deel.


  “I admit, I’m not sure I’ll be able to sleep with this hanging over my head,” he said. “Probably a good thing since I’ll have to get up early, anyway.”


  “If you think you’re worried, imagine how your father feels right about now,” Qara said.


  It was a very good point. One that set Sukhetai back a few paces. Without another word, Qara clapped her hand on his shoulder and wandered sunwise back over to the women’s side of the ger.


CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  Tanan

  


  



  On the morning of the fourth day, a tolling bell woke them before Nasi could. He arrived shortly after the bell and bowed. “Breakfast is served in the dining room.”


  “Thank you, Nasi,” Tanan said. “We’ll be down shortly.”


  He nodded and backed out of the room, closing the door behind him.


  Tanan rose and pulled on the loose trousers that Jasmin had provided. “These seem comfortable enough,” he said.


  Wazor stretched and crawled out of his bed. “An adventure. The trousers and overcoat, the deel. The riders have worn them for centuries without significant change, according to the lore. I admit I had some reservations about them when I first saw a rider wearing them, but even the caravanners on the northern route wore a variation. They’re quite comfortable and practical when riding.”


  They dressed and packed their new clothing away in the wardrobe. Jasmin had provided some saddle bags; Tanan still had his guardsman’s pack.


  Their money belts went around their waists over the deels, the wide sashes covering them. Wazor pulled out the two daggers, handing one to Tanan. “They respect tools. We won’t have the same problems with them as we might here.”


  Tanan secured the knife in the wide belt, tucking his spare in the top of the heavy boot. “These weigh as much as a small child,” he said, glancing longingly at his comfortable stable boots.


  “You’ll be grateful for them after being in the stirrups for a few hours.”


  “I won’t be walking very far,” Tanan said. “That’s certain.”


  “Pack your comfortable boots, if you like,” Wazor said. “But remember you’re going to be riding with the horse people. The people of the steppes never go far from the nearest mount.”


  Tanan squinted at the old man. “Do you know that, or are you just parroting what you’ve heard?”


  Wazor started to speak but closed his mouth and shrugged. “So I’ve heard.”


  Tanan laughed and shouldered his gear. “Reminds me of the last day at the palace.”


  “There are no pole barges where we’re going, young sir.”


  “As long as I don’t have to carry the horse,” Tanan said.


  Wazor chuckled and led the way to the foyer, where they dropped their bags.


  When they entered the dining room, Yassir stood and clapped his hands, smiling. “You two look like you’ve just come off the steppes.”


  Tanan took a bow. “Thank you. I feel like a pretender in this robe thing.”


  “Deel,” Wazor said. “You’ll appreciate it more when the wind blows.”


  Tanan’s great-grandmother clasped her hands together under her chin, her eyes looking suspiciously moist. “I only just met you and now you’re leaving again.”


  “The glamorous life of the spare heir, I fear, Grandmother.”


  She shook her head. “You are not the spare anything, Grandson. Don’t let anyone tell you differently.”


  They took their seats and the footmen served breakfast—tea, breads, ham, eggs, sweet cakes. It seemed unending. “Are you trying to stuff us, Grandmother?” Tanan asked.


  She smiled. “Enjoy it, Grandson. You’ll be eating what the riders eat for a year and a day.”


  “Assuming they’ll take us,” Tanan said.


  “They’ll take us,” Wazor said. “Your aunt has seen it, unless I miss my guess.”


  “Can you be so sure?” he asked.


  Yassir nodded. “Why else would she bring you all the way from Makama Aljana?”


  Remembering the images he’d seen in his mind, he shook his head. “I don’t think she sees the future.”


  “You can say that, even now?” Yassir asked.


  “I think she sees possibilities. Things that might be, and she tries to pick the ones that are most advantageous.”


  Wazor nodded and tucked another bite of egg into his mouth.


  Yassir tilted his head and narrowed his eyes before nodding. “That would make sense.”


  “Like any of it makes sense,” Tanan said, mostly to his plate that seemed to be getting refilled whenever he looked away. He eyed the nearest footman who shifted his weight and glanced at Tanan’s great-grandmother.


  Yassir grinned at him. “Second thoughts, Grandson?”


  “No.” Tanan surprised himself with the strength of his response. “If they accept the offer, the people of Mahlcry will be safe for a year and a day. Not accepting means they’ll have to go to war with us and never get their Salt Tribute again.”


  “If you were the First Rider?” Wazor asked.


  “I’d take the offer, of course. They will not be happy with it but—the tribe has a chief?” He looked at Yassir.


  “They do, my boy. His title is warchief. Baavgai by name.”


  “Do they change often?” Wazor asked.


  Tanan’s great-grandmother shook her head. “The warchiefs are like our kings. They change only when the old one dies.”


  “First Riders change as the younger ones challenge the current one for the honor of being First Rider. They have had the same First Rider for some time,” Yassir said. “For a time, it seemed like they had a new one every year. Then Sukhetai took over, and he’s protected his position ever since.”


  “Sounds like Brahim,” Tanan said.


  Yassir shot him a glance but frowned. “He is, a bit. Being the son of the warchief gives him—shall we say—a privileged position.”


  “Not everybody sees it as privileged,” Wazor said. “He gets away with much that Tanan couldn’t, but he also has responsibilities that Tanan doesn’t.”


  Yassir nodded and looked at Tanan. “Something to consider when you meet him.”


  Tanan nodded and frowned. “I navigated Brahim. The new bully probably won’t be much different.”


  His great-grandmother pulled herself up. “He is the heir apparent. You shouldn’t talk about the future king in such terms.”


  Tanan bit back the retort, swallowing it with a sip of tea to wash it down. “Forgive me, Grandmother.”


  “Of course,” she said. “Just keep in mind that the First Rider will brook no disrespect to the warchief—or any other rider in the caravan. Especially from an outsider.”


  “City dweller,” Wazor said, “has the same connotation as ‘dung hill beetle’ to them.”


  “More speculation?” Tanan asked.


  “No. The northern caravans trade with the northern tribes. I met a few, and the caravanserai were considered only slightly more favorably than cities in their eyes.” He stared at the wall behind Tanan for a few moments. “Of course, I can’t be certain whether that belief extends to all three of the major tribes or only just the few members we met of the Khoid Talood.”


  In time the breakfast came to a close. Tanan pushed back from the table trying not to groan from the amount he had eaten. “I hope they don’t have us jogging after them. I don’t know if I could move, between the boots and the belly, I’m barely able to waddle.”


  “There is time,” Yassir said. “The meeting always happens at noon at the eastern gate. You’ll have a chance to digest before you’re put on a horse. Your aunt wanted to meet with you before then. The carriage will take you that far.”


  Tanan nodded. “You’re not coming?”


  He shook his head. “No, with Rashid and Dina still not back, it would be bad form for me to appear. Between the riders and the city council, it would offend most of each. Today will be hard enough. I have a gift for each of you, however.”


  “You’ve done more than enough, Grandfather,” Tanan said.


  “Nonsense, my boy.” Yassir reached into the pocket of his robe and pulled out a necklace with an oval locket. “Put this on. Tuck it under your clothing.”


  “A good luck charm?” Tanan asked.


  Yassir shrugged. “Of a sort. Here, press the stem in.”


  Tanan pressed the stem and a hidden compartment opened to reveal several small jewels.


  “They aren’t worth that much individually, but together they’re enough to buy passage on a ship from anywhere on the northern shore. If you need to escape, you can always get home.”


  Tanan shook his head and tried to push it back. “I’ll be back in a year and a day, assuming they take me. This is... not necessary.”


  “Humor an old man,” Yassir said. “If you don’t need it, you can give it back when you return.”


  Tanan nodded, thinking of the small fortune already sewn into his belt. “Very well. Thank you, Grandfather.”


  Yassir turned to Wazor. “You, my friend. I have something different for you.” He crossed to the sideboard and lifted a leather book, as thick as two fingers. A leather flap wrapped around the book’s covers, keeping them closed. He handed it to Wazor.


  “A book?” Wazor asked, taking it and looking at Yassir in wonder.


  “Open it,” Yassir said.


  Wazor released the leather strap and the book hinged open. The blank first page reflected the light. Frowning, Wazor flipped the page. It was, likewise, blank.


  “They’re all blank now,” Yassir said. “I expect to find them filled by the time you get back.” He pointed out a clever reservoir in the front cover. “Ink. Enough for a few weeks perhaps.” He pulled a quill from the binding. “It won’t last long but here’s the first of what I hope are many. I trust you can find more.”


  Wazor’s eyes widened as the implication of the gift sank home. “I could probably write with grass or a reed,” he said, holding the book in his left hand and stroking the smooth surface of the empty page with the other.


  “I don’t know how many pages you’ll need, but the paper is particularly fine and the book holds four hundred sheets. More than enough for a page a day.”


  Wazor’s eyes misted over. He nodded, seemingly struck dumb. He placed the quill in the book, made sure the ink rested properly, and closed the book once more, looping the leather thong to close the cover firmly. He swallowed and bowed deeply, hand to heart. “Thank you seems hardly sufficient.”


  Yassir shook his head and pulled the taller man close for a hug. “My friend, I watched you for weeks trying to find some way to document your voyage upriver. I vowed that I’d get you a journal for the return. I ordered it the day we arrived, but it seems you’ll have use for it sooner. It’s the least I can do in return for the weeks of your most excellent company.”


  Wazor nodded and thrust the book into the open flap of his deel, resting it against his stomach above the belt. “I’ll treasure it, Yassir.”


  “Don’t treasure it, my friend,” he said. “Fill it.”


  The doorman opened the front door and nodded. “The carriage awaits, sirs.”


  Wazor shook Yassir’s hand in both of his. “I’ll do my best.” He seemed a bit surprised when Tanan’s great-grandmother enveloped him in a teary hug. “You take care of our boy, right?”


  “As if he were my own, Grandmother,” Wazor said.


  She beamed at him, her eyes already starting to swim. While Wazor fetched his shoulder bag, Tanan’s great-grandmother turned her arms to Tanan, holding him tightly to her. She smelled faintly of lavender and love as he hugged her back. “Thank you for visiting an old woman, Grandson. I only wish we had more time.”


  Tanan held her at arm’s length and nodded. “I’ll be back in a year, filled with stories and anxious to tell them to you in the sunset.”


  “Be safe, Grandson,” she said.


  “As safe as I can be,” he said.


  Yassir stepped up and hugged him, too. “You’re my great-grandson, but surely a prince—and not because your father is the king,” he said. “You’ve made an old man proud twice over. Can you forgive me for placing you in the crew?”


  “Thank you for it, you mean?” Tanan shook his head. “It was only the first step on the adventure and—for the first time in my life—I had a purpose. Thank you for that, Grandfather.”


  Tanan hooked his pack over one shoulder and slapped the saddle bags over the other, waving the footman off. “I’ll have to carry this myself for the next year. I better get used to it.”


  The footman bowed and held the door.


  Tanan followed Wazor down the stairs to where another footman held the carriage door. He looked young—perhaps an early teen—and kept swallowing. Tanan tossed his saddle bags into the carriage and clambered in, taking the seat beside Wazor. The door closed and the driver snapped his reins.


  Tanan looked out the carriage window and waved to his great-grandparents.


  “An amazing couple,” Wazor said, peering over Tanan’s shoulder.


  “They are,” Tanan said, settling back into the seat as the carriage turned the corner and started toward the eastern gate.


  Traffic seemed heavier, the carriage creeping through the throngs—all heading in the same direction. Periodically, Tanan saw a vendor’s cart pulled to the side to allow the carriage to pass. While many of the people smiled, here and there Tanan spotted a frown looking back at him.


  “They’re worried,” Wazor said.


  “Do they know?” Tanan asked.


  “Know what? That there’s no tribute?”


  “Yes. That the ancient bargain has been broken?’


  Wazor sighed. “I suspect they know the facts. I’m not sure they know the implications. Not all of them anyway.”


  “Why are they heading toward the eastern gate?” Tanan sat back and looked at Wazor. “Don’t they realize what could happen?”


  Wazor glanced out at the people moving on his side before shrugging. “Their whole lives, every year, the nomads come to the gate. They come to trade as well as collect the tribute. These people, many of them tradesmen, may not realize that the lack of tribute gives the nomads the right to sack the city. Or they may think that it can’t happen now because it never has. They may believe that your aunt will keep them safe. Or they may believe that some alternative deal may be struck.” He smiled at Tanan. “That’s why we’re going to the eastern gate.”


  “Have you seen any guardsmen?” Tanan asked.


  “They’ll be gathered on the eastern wall, but Mahlcry doesn’t have a large garrison. They depend on the local constables to keep the peace.”


  Tanan sighed and stared out the window, watching the people as the carriage continued its slow journey.


  The throngs outside the governor’s house almost blocked them from getting to the stone path in front. A few constables in city livery opened a path for the carriage to enter. Once there, Tanan and Wazor stepped out into the deserted courtyard.


  The same young footman held the door for them and bowed as they exited the coach. “Thank you, sirs,” he said. “Good luck.”


  “We’ll be back,” Tanan said and smiled. He hoped his smile looked reassuring enough, but he’d been having flutters of uncertainty the closer they got to the gate. He followed Wazor up the path to the door and observed that none of the passing throngs crossed the invisible boundaries of the estate. No walls blocked their way and several turned to watch them approach the house, but none entered. “Are we doing the right thing?” he asked.


  Wazor shrugged and glanced back at him, before looking at the people in the street. “When there are few choices, it’s too often the case that none of them appear particularly good.” He nodded toward the crowd. “It may come to nothing. We may be back in your great-grandfather’s care by day’s end.”


  Tanan stared at him. “You don’t believe that.”


  “No,” he said. “I don’t, but logically, it’s an option.”


  “What do you think will happen?”


  Wazor shrugged and continued his walk up the river of stone toward the front door. “The tribes are a proud people. They are an honorable people.” He glanced at Tanan again. “Honor can be a two-edged blade.”


  Tanan sighed and followed him.


  The door opened before they reached the threshold, his aunt holding it for them to enter. She wore a lavish robe and carried a staff that looked as old as the house, the wood darkened and carved with grooves in diamond patterns. She closed the door behind them and weighed them each with her gaze. “You’ve done well,” she said. She seemed distant, detached.


  “Are these clothes significant?” Wazor asked, leaning over to examine her robe then leaning back to get a broader view. “The staff?”


  With a blink of her eyes, Jasmin came back from wherever she’d been and looked down at her raiment. “The Robes of the Lady,” she said. “It’s the tradition. The only time they’re worn is during the tribute exchange.”


  Wazor walked around her, staring rudely at the patterns embroidered onto the rich fabric.


  Jasmin suffered the examination with an amused smile on her lips and at the corners of her eyes. To Tanan she didn’t seem old enough to have undergone the Change and taken on her powers, yet she’d had them since he was a boy. In the brilliantly colored robes she seemed more bride than crone, complete with a jeweled half-veil hanging from the felt cap on her head.


  Wazor came to himself and bowed, hand to heart. “My most abject apologies, Lalla Jasmin. I’ve been rude.”


  She touched his shoulder—a benediction. “No harm. I am flattered that you have such an interest.”


  A stray thought caught in Tanan’s mind. “It’s the governor who wears these robes for the ceremony?”


  “Yes, Nephew.”


  “The last governor...?” He struggled, trying to picture the robes on a stout man.


  “He wore them well,” she said. She shrugged. “I don’t think he was completely comfortable in the Lady’s raiment but he did his best. The Lord and Lady are both in all of us, after all.”


  “What is the ceremony?” Wazor asked. “How will it play out?”


  “How will it play out?” Jasmin shrugged. “Right now the traders are bargaining in the plaza outside the gate. They’ve been at it since yesterday, at least. I suspect some have been at it all night. The nomads arrived evening before last and set up camp on the plains.”


  “Where are all those people going?” Tanan asked, glancing toward the street.


  “The city gates are closed. There are smaller gates built into it. Too small for carts but wide enough for a laden merchant to pass.” She shrugged. “At least a few ambitious traders will have taken carts out yesterday.”


  “How long does this last?” Wazor asked. “Did they know when the riders would arrive?”


  “I knew they were coming. Alfaro spotted them just before dawn three days ago. If I knew, I’m sure others did.”


  “Anybody who knows the grasses,” Wazor said. “Or knows somebody who does.”


  “Yes,” Jasmin said. “Not all of us can talk to the grass. The grass doesn’t choose to talk to all who might hear.” She seemed far away, speaking in a dream. “The First Rider will start the ceremony by pounding the gate.”


  “What? He’ll knock?” Tanan asked.


  Jasmin focused on him and smiled. “In effect, yes. It’s the symbolic gesture. Generally the pommel of his sword instead of a battering ram. He’ll be garbed in the Robes of the Lord and carry the Sword of Honor, as I carry the Staff of Justice.” She tapped the staff on the floor, the low thump echoing in the quiet house.


  “What of the Bowl of Mercy?” Wazor asked.


  Jasmin stared at him. “You know of it?”


  “Yes, and the Shield of Truth.”


  Her eyes grew round. “They are lost to time. Do you know the prophecy?”


  Wazor shook his head. “Alas, only the existence of it. Not what might be its subject.”


  “Truth must return to satisfy Justice, but Honor without Mercy is merely hubris,” she said.


  “That I have read,” Wazor said. “In several languages, in fact. Do you know it’s carved into the stones of the Great Caravanserai in Guarjat?”


  She shook her head. “No, is it truly?”


  “Where’s Guarjat?” Tanan asked.


  “The northern coast,” Wazor said. “A caravan crossroads of sorts in one of the largest ports in Sudenlan. Caravans from across the continent gather there to trade and exchange news. They’re said be host to ten thousand camels at once.”


  Jasmin shook her head. “A thousand at most, but that’s still a lot of trade.”


  “You know of it?” Wazor asked.


  She gave a small shrug. “The grasses know of it.”


  He nodded. “Of course. And grasses can’t read.”


  She smiled. “They have other uses.” Taking a deep breath, she bowed her head for a brief moment. “It’s time.” She opened the door and led them down the river of stones to where the town’s people gathered in the street. She marched straight at them, Tanan at her heels and Wazor behind. The crowd parted, all bowing, hand to heart. The passage widened as they approached the gate, the people falling back farther and farther until the street inside the gate stood empty except for Jasmin, Tanan, and Wazor.


  The jostling and noise soon died while the sun beat down on them. Still they waited.


  Until the wait ended with a ponderous boom, boom, boom that seemed to shake the gates to their hinges.


  Jasmin raised her staff and nodded to the men at the gate. “Open the gate,” she said. The words echoed around the plaza, the crowd so silent everyone heard even though she hadn’t raised her voice.


  The massive gates swung inward, sweeping past Jasmin to fold back against the walls. The opening framed a muscular man dressed in heavily decorated robes and holding a large curved sword. He wore a leather hat trimmed in white fur and heavy boots with upturned toes, similar to those Tanan and Wazor wore, but much more ornate.


  He took two steps forward and planted his feet shoulder-width apart. “I have come for the Lord’s Tribute.” He spoke loudly, practically shouting the demand.


  Jasmin stepped forward to stand two paces in front of him. She tapped her staff three times on the stones. Each strike rang as if from a bell. “I have come to give the Lord’s Tribute.”


  The world seemed hung in the balance, the hot sunlight turning solid as water filling the plaza, slowing every movement, magnifying every detail from the dust motes in the air to the horde of riders arrayed outside the open gates to the small child on the edge of the crowd staring wide-eyed at Tanan as he held his breath.


  The moment broke when the big man snorted. “What foolishness is this, woman? I see no tribute.”


  Jasmin nodded. “The explanation will take time, First Rider. Our forms are satisfied. Will you take tea?”


  He drew himself up, his spine straightening and his eyes narrowing, looking first at Tanan and then at Wazor. “What city dweller foolishness is this? Where is the salt?”


  A woman stepped out of the line of riders, walking between their shaggy horses to approach. “Sukhetai.” The word was not loud but it snapped across the gap between them.


  The man turned. He pressed a fist against his chest and gave a stiff bow. “The salt is not here. There is no tribute.”


  As she got closer, Tanan saw her gray hair tucked under a simple leather cap; her weathered face carried the lines of age. She wore a simple deel of pale blue over a pair of the flowing trousers in beige. Her heavy boots crunched the gravel road as she walked. Her eyes drew his attention as she stared at him, a sadness in them that seemed to stop his heart.


  “You have satisfied the forms, Sukhetai. The challenge has been given. The answer made. Step back.”


  The man’s chest expanded and Tanan watched his free hand form into a fist. With his back to them, the man’s face was not visible but his stance made Tanan fear for the old woman’s life.


  She stopped a pace in front of him and looked into his face. She said something that didn’t reach Tanan’s ears. She stared at him. Waiting.


  The big man’s shoulders lowered. He bowed his head the slightest fraction and stepped aside.


  The woman stepped forward. “We would have tea and discuss the tribute,” she said.


  Jasmin bowed. “Thank you, Oyuun.”


  The old woman nodded. “You are Jasmin of the Long Grasses?”


  “Yes, Oyuun. I have been so named.”


  The old woman bowed in return. “I am Ibakha of the Northern Mountains. Let us sit and share tea.”


  Jasmin motioned with her staff and nodded. Two men trotted forward with a brightly woven rug of red and green, spreading it on the street between the gate posts. A woman carried a folding table, which she set up in the center of the rug. Behind her was a man with an ornate silver tea service on a tray. Tanan thought he’d seen one like it at Yassir’s sideboard. He thought it should have looked out of place on the dusty street but somehow, it seemed to be correct. Two children brought cushions, smiling shyly as they passed by Tanan and turning wide-eyed at approaching the formidable warrior standing only a few hand’s widths away from the rug.


  The old woman smiled at the children and gave them small nods of thanks as they placed the cushions on the rug, one on each side of the table.


  Jasmin smiled and nodded to them as they scampered away. She walked to the rug and seated herself cross-legged on the nearer cushion, her staff held out of the dirt crosswise in her lap.


  The old woman bowed and took her seat on the other side.


  Jasmin poured the tea into silver cups, offering the first to her counterpart and taking the second herself. Together they raised the tea to their lips and sipped.


  Tanan watched as the warrior seethed, the color climbing the back of his neck.


  “How fared you on your long journey across the grasses, sister?” Jasmin asked.


  The woman smiled. “All my journeys are across the grasses, sister. This latest one, I am honored to represent the Oyuun Kokotseg this year. How fares your crops this season? Are you provisioned for the winter to come?”


  “The crops fared well. The wheat bountiful. The roots fat. We trust the land will provide the fish and fowl we need to see spring.”


  They sipped while the warrior fumed.


  Several times they exchanged pleasantries about their family and children, about the past year, about their hopes for the coming one. The two old women sat between the gateposts—one in, one out—and shared a cup of tea as if they had been friends for their entire lives.


  When the last tea had been sipped, the oyuun placed her cup on the table. “Tell me about the tribute,” she said.


  “We have no salt, Oyuun, but we have a suggestion.”


  “For centuries the Doud Tahlkheer have provided protection to the city in return for the salt. This year you say there is no salt. Why is there no salt?”


  “Our mines have gone barren, Oyuun. The centuries of salt have exhausted the supply below the grass. We became concerned last year that the mines might run out. Over the months, our fears became reality. What small amounts still come up from the mines are insufficient to provide the tribute we owe the Doud Tahlkheer.”


  “This is grave news, sister. How will you remedy this and maintain our centuries-long friendship?”


  “I have found a new source of salt beneath the grass. It lies across the water. We need time to build the mine, to begin the process anew that we may provide the Doud Tahlkheer their tribute in the future.”


  The old woman nodded. “So how do we uphold the forms? Without the tribute, we have no reason to leave the city unscathed. You have not lived up to your ancient bargain, sister. Do you ask us to turn our backs on honor? Is there justice?”


  Jasmin raised a hand and six laborers scurried out of the crowd, each carrying a huge bag. They came to the gate and lowered their burdens to the road, scampering away.


  “We offer you salt. Six bags instead of six oxcarts. A token of our good intentions. We are required to provide salt. There is salt,” Jasmin said.


  The other woman nodded. “You are required to provide salt. You have provided salt. What else do you offer, sister?”


  “The young man behind me, as hostage for a year and a day. He binds our word that by this time next year, your tribute will be offered as it has always been.”


  “What makes this man so special, sister, that we might see your promise bound by him?”


  “He is Prince Tanan ibn al-Kayat, second son of His Royal Majesty King Fayyad ibn al-Kayat. Our king offers you his second son as bond for our word and good intention.”


  The crowd around them murmured as did the riders still sitting on their horses outside.


  The warrior stepped forward onto the rug, his face reddened in anger, his words spitting onto the table. “Enough of this. How do we know this is who you say he is? Why should we spare this dung hill filled with beetles? You have broken the agreement. Why shouldn’t we seek the full restitution? By what logic should we not raze it back to the mud it grew from?”


  Guardsmen around the gate put hands to weapons and stepped forward, but Jasmin raised a hand to stop them.


  The oyuun turned her head to look up at him. “You dishonor the agreement. You dishonor your father. You dishonor yourself. Step back, boy, before your stupidity costs you more than you own.”


  “How do we know he is the prince? Why are we being offered the second son and not the first?”


  The oyuun stared at the rider for a long moment, her eyes cold. She turned so she faced Tanan and he felt her touch his mind. While it should have felt like a violation, it seemed more of a comforting touch. She smiled and nodded to him before looking back at the warrior. “He is the prince. An honorable man who offers his body to protect his people. Can you say the same?”


  The warrior shook his head. “We are offered inferior goods? What kind of trade is this?”


  The oyuun’s eyes widened. “Tell me, First Rider, would the warchief of the Doud Tahlkheer be less mournful if his second son were to die? Would the tribe be less poor by his loss?”


  He swallowed his spit and glanced around. “Of course not.”


  “Would the warchief of the Doud Tahlkheer be able to actually send his elder son away for a year and a day without putting the tribe at risk? Who would do that son’s work? Who would care for the tribe? Who would be First Rider?”


  Each question seemed to hammer the man until he took a half step back from the onslaught. He acknowledged his defeat by taking a full step back from the rug and bowing to the oyuun.


  “I would speak with the prince,” the old woman said.


  Jasmin nodded and glanced over her shoulder.


  Tanan took the few steps needed to stand just off the rug behind Jasmin’s shoulder. He gave the older woman a full bow, hand to heart.


  “You are the prince,” she said. “Why are you doing this?”


  “It is my duty, Lalla.” He paused and bowed again. “My apologies, I am not familiar with your customs and do not know the proper form of address. How should I call you?”


  “I take no offense. Oyuun is my title. My name is not important.”


  He saw the power in her eyes as much as in the wrinkles on her face. He smiled and nodded. “Thank you, Oyuun.”


  She waved a hand. “Tell me, Prince Tanan. By what logic should my impetuous tribesman here leave the prize that your people have left forfeit by breaking the agreement?”


  “As I understand, the agreement was forged centuries ago. In return for the oxcarts of salt, the riders will not sack the city.”


  She nodded. “Essentially.”


  “In return, the riders get not only salt, but the good will and trade from the people off the city? It seems a fair amount of trade has been done here already. More perhaps this afternoon and evening?”


  She gave him a lopsided smile. “True.”


  “If you exact the punishment intended for a city that spurned the riders, that intentionally broke the agreement, I would argue that your only remedy would be to follow through. To sack the city.”


  The oyuun’s eyebrows rose but Jasmin sat stonefaced.


  “I agree you would be perfectly within your rights to do so. That the lives and property of these people should be forfeit.”


  “What are you saying, boy?” the warrior asked.


  “I’m saying, First Rider, that the city and these people act in good faith. That we want to continue the agreement, but that the land has denied us the opportunity to do so. The city has a plan to continue, to rebuild the mines and reestablish the agreement. It is in our interest, but it is also in yours that the agreement be upheld. You ask what logic you should accept?” He shrugged. “I ask by what logic you should refuse and exact your toll? Because if you do, where will you get your salt next season? Who will your people trade with next year? It’s not that we do not want to honor the agreement. We do. I offer my body as guarantee for that good faith. It’s just that we cannot. Ask me to grow grass on my head instead of hair. You can put sword to my throat but I cannot do it. The salt mine ran out. We have a new one that these people need time to build and put into production. If you sack the city, you go to war but you lose the salt, not just for a season. Forever.” He bowed to the oyuun. “That’s why, Oyuun. I do it for all of us. Because if the agreement dies here today on the broken walls of the city, it’s not just the city dwellers who will lose.”


  The oyuun nodded. “You speak well for one so young.” She looked at Wazor. “And who is this dressed as a rider?”


  “My teacher, Oyuun. Wazor al-Salem. He would ride with me.”


  Her eyes widened for a moment.


  “What is he if not just another worthless mouth to feed?” the warrior asked, a sneer on his lips.


  “A scholar. As much a student of the world as a teacher,” Tanan said. “He wishes to see the steppes as the riders do.”


  “He’s an old man,” the warrior said. “Can he keep up?”


  “I may not ride as well as you, First Rider,” Wazor said. “But I’ve ridden the northern caravan trail from Mosh al-Wald on the east to the Pillars of the Sun on the west. I know which end of the horse shits. Your words make me wonder if you do.”


  The First Rider stared at him for what seemed like forever—the entire plaza holding its breath—before throwing his head back and laughing, the peals echoing from the buildings. “Very well,” he said, getting his breathing under control again. “He can come.”


  “Do we have an agreement, sister?” Jasmin asked.


  The oyuun nodded. “Six bags of salt presented. A hostage for a year and a day. Tribute next year will double?”


  Jasmin pursed her lips. “Double next year only.”


  The oyuun raised an eyebrow. “Eight oxcarts next year and every year.”


  “Until the sun burns out?” Jasmin asked.


  “And the moon falls in the sea,” the oyuun said.


  “Not quite,” the warrior said. He strode back into the riders’ ranks, disappearing behind the line of horses. He returned in a moment with a lit torch. “Honor requires justice. A token tribute gets a token response.” He scowled at Jasmin and strode through the gates, crossing the line for the first time. Before anybody could stop him, he drew back and threw the torch at the nearest house. The guards started to move but Jasmin held up her hands.


  “Stand down.” Her voice cracked against the walls. “Get the people to safety. Contain the fire, but let it burn.”


  The crowd, already fleeing, streamed down the street until only a few guards stood beside Tanan and Wazor.


  Jasmin sat unmoving, staring out at the riders while the fire crackled and snapped behind her, racing through the ancient wood as if it were only dry grass in the wind.


  “Now we have a deal,” the First Rider said. He turned and strode through the gates.


  The oyuun still sat across from Jasmin. “My sister...”


  Jasmin shook her head, just the tiniest tremor. “It’s just a building. A building can be rebuilt. The agreement still stands.”


  The oyuun’s face hardened. “The agreement still stands. Until the sun burns out. Until the moon falls in the sea,” she said.


  Jasmin bowed her head. “Then I have done my duty.”


  The oyuun stood bowing deeply to Jasmin. “You have done us honor, sister. I will seek justice on your behalf.”


  Jasmin stood then, levering herself up from the cushion and bowing to the oyuun. “It was foreseen. The grasses know. We have a long trail ahead. Let us leave the fires of last night behind.”


  The oyuun’s eyes watered as she bowed and turned to stride back through the line of riders outside the gate.


  Jasmin nodded to the guardsmen and constables. “Clear this. Close the gates. The tribute has been paid.” She turned and raised her face to the flames that ate her home.


   

  


  Tanan and Wazor stood with Jasmin as the ancient dwelling burned. She watched, silent. Alfaro appeared at some point and took shelter on her shoulder.


  The guardsmen tried to get her to leave but she shook her head. “It’s mine to witness,” she said.


  Tanan felt like crying but Wazor stood, stoic in the heat of the blaze under the gaze of the sun.


  People came to stare, to look at the fire. The plume rose nearly straight up in the still afternoon air, drawing people from all over the city to come see. Parents brought children. Elders stopped to pay respects to Jasmin, perhaps to the house. A building that had stood through all their lives and their grand-parents lives back to perhaps the beginning of time.


  By the time the sun dipped behind the skyline of the city to the west, none of the building stood. The iron chimney had fallen with a clangor by late afternoon, the stone fire pit below it offering its bell an ash muffled clapper. The iron stove from the kitchen stood, covered with ash and embers, a mute sentinel to what had been.


  A carriage pulled up and footmen in a familiar livery jumped down to help Tanan’s great-grandmother out. The old woman’s face told a tear-filled story as she crossed to her granddaughter’s side. They watched together for a time and then the old woman took Jasmin’s arm and drew her to the carriage. “Come, child. The rest can burn on its own.”


  One of the guardsmen waved at Tanan. “Your highness, they’re here for you.”


  Tanan followed the guard to a door in the gate, his saddle bags heavy on his shoulder, the pack a nuisance that he’d mostly forgotten.


  Outside the gate stood a lone rider, glowering off at a camp which buzzed with activity. It took Tanan a moment to recognize him as the First Rider. He had shed the ornate white robes and hat, and now wore the sword in its sheath at his belt over what looked like a battered black brigandine. Tanan’s eyes caught on a single warped metal scale before the First Rider turned to him, eyes flashing. Without the robes he looked less bulky, but no less imposing. The First Rider gave Tanan a once-over, and made a face.


  “Can you ride?” he asked, voice sharp and hissing without the volume from earlier. “Do you know which end of a horse shits?”


  Tanan shifted the bags digging into his shoulder. “I know horses, First Rider.” He didn’t dare offer more than that.


  The warrior’s face hardened unevenly, one eye squinting almost shut but eyes bright with flame. He took three steps up to Tanan and stood nose to nose with him. The smell of horse sweat, old blood, and smoke came with him.


  “You cost us our salt,” the First Rider said. “You have brought dishonor on me, my family, and Oyuun Ibakha. You had better make yourself worthwhile to us, but know your place. You are our hostage. You are no prince of ours, and your title means nothing to me.”


  Tanan said nothing. He glanced past the First Rider as movement caught his eye, and a blue-clad figure started up the path. The First Rider stepped back, but still glowered. He opened his mouth to speak again but closed it at a strident call from the oyuun.


  “Sukhetai, leave him be.”


  The rider took a few steps back, one hand balled up in a fist at his side and the other resting on the sword’s pommel. “You and the old man will walk with the goats until—”


  “They will do no such thing.” The oyuun strode the rest of the way up, lips pulled in a tight line. Sukhetai turned his glare on her, and her eyes went dark. “You have no idea what you’ve done, boy. We have plenty of horses. They will ride with me. You will go back and explain to the others why Delgejin shouldn’t challenge your title the moment you return to Folded Rock.”


  The First Rider scoffed. “You heard their old woman. It was a house. It can be rebuilt.”


  “Go.”


  The simplicity of the word carried with it enough weight to sink a river barge, and silenced any retort the First Rider might have attempted. The air around them chilled, and the hair on Tanan’s arms stood up as a breeze tugged at the oyuun’s deel. Sukhetai cast a final scowl at Tanan, and stormed past her. For a moment, they watched him go. The wind calmed as the distance stretched out, until the oyuun turned back to Tanan, face as calm as it had been when she’d taken tea with Jasmin. She gave a shallow bow, but Tanan’s gaze still followed the retreating First Rider, wary that he might return with another torch. Somewhere behind him, he heard Wazor clear his throat.


  The oyuun waited. “Your highness?” she asked. “Is that right?”


  “My name is Tan. I am your hostage.” He forced a smile. “You can call me that,” he said.


  Her tired eyes brightened briefly as she recognized her own words on his tongue. “I am deeply sorry,” she said, lowering her eyes.


  “We have a long trail ahead,” Wazor said, stepping up. “Do I know you, Oyuun?”


  She sighed and looked up at him. “No reason you would.”


  “You seemed to recognize me when Tanan said my name.”


  She shook her head. “I don’t know you, Wazor al-Salem. But I’ve heard of you.”


  Wazor stiffened. “How?”


  The smile she gave him wasn’t an old woman’s smile. She cast her eyes downward and looked at him only in glances. “I don’t know you but the grasses do.”


  Tanan felt his eyebrows rise in surprise and Wazor looked around in confusion. “The grasses do?”


  She nodded. “Oh, yes. Wazor the Scholar? You cut quite a dashing figure as you rode from Mosh al-Wald on the east to the Pillars of the Sun on the west. Some of the young riders from the Khoid Talood thought you rather dashing.”


  Tanan hid a grin behind his hand as Wazor looked as if he’d been hit in the head with a barge pole.


  “I never thought to meet you in person,” she said. “Tell me, do you still spend evenings in the grass staring at the stars?”


  Wazor swallowed and Tanan was somehow certain that staring at the stars was not all Wazor the Scholar did when he rode from Mosh al-Wald on the east to the Pillars of the Sun on the west.


  And so the story begins
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