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109 876 54 3 2 1 AUTHOR S NOTES AND ACKNOALEDGEMENTS

The first part of Scimitar is based, of course, on the Al giers flashback
in Part 1 of the third season Finale of H GILANDER  Particul ar thanks
are due to David Tynan, whose script it is; to Gllian Horvath and Donna
Lettow, for providing the flashback details; and to Shirley Emin, who
nmentioned the Barbary corsairs at the right nonent.

The second part of the book is very |oosely based on the Arab Revolt,
and is set in the last nonth of 1916 and the early part of 1917. Severa
of the people named, including T. E. Lawence (who |ater canme to be
known as Lawrence of Arabia), Colonel Cayton, and the Emr Faisal ibn
Hussein, are real. Faisal's arny was indeed progressing up the coast of
the Red Sea during this time. Petra is a real place, and ny thanks go
to Richard Halliburton for recording the "rose-red city, half as old as
tinme,” in his Book of Marvels.

Everything el se, particularly the tribes of Rushallah and the Irzed and
the | egendary treasure house, is a product of my own inmagination, wth
the help of Nina Kiriki Hoffman's nagic sprinkles.

Addi ti onal thanks should go to Sean Antoni o Ronero, who provided the
source book for nore research material on the martial arts than | could
possi bly use here, and to Betsy Mtchell, who took a great deal on faith
and handl ed a sensitive situation with tact and hunor.

Any historical or linguistic errors are, of course, entirely nmy own
responsibility.

Prol ogue: The Watcher

A Wat cher was supposed to Watch: observe, record, report. That neant
putting forth some effort fromtinme to tinme, Joe Dawson acknow edged.
He'd gotten | azy, though, since the subject of the Watchi ng knew about
it. Sonetinmes he even talked to Joe about his life. It had nade Joe's
job much sinpler.



But as usual, when a job got too sinple, details got easier to overl ook.
He was rem nded he'd been negl ecting his duties when the package arrived
at the bar, and he couldn't recall the last tinme he'd had a conversation
with its intended recipient.

Soneone had left it sitting there, one afternoon in early June, before

t he evening crowd began wandering in. He couldn't figure out how the
thing got there; one minute the bar was enpty, the next the box was
lying on the corner of the stage, next to a guitar case. The package
wasn't small, either: a good four feet long, a foot w de, sonme six

i nches deep, wrapped up in brown paper and tied with twine, a
cream col ored business card tucked under the knot. A nane was witten
on the card in flowing brown ink. Joe hefted the parcel: not too heavy.
Not hi ng ticked om nously.

The bartender was new, still |earning where the good stuff was kept, and
he swore there hadn't been anyone there. Joe nerely cocked an ironic
eye at him snorted, and decided it was tine to go visiting.

Wat chi ng.
Keepi ng track.

Leaning on his cane in the doorway of the dojo, he watched Duncan
MacLeod nove through the el egant, deadly forns of a kata, sweat
glistening on his upper body. Light gleaned on the bl ade of the sword
shrieking through the air, left shimering afteri nmages that hurt the
eyes. MaclLeod' s face was very still, his attention focused inward. His
novenent was a cross between dance and deat h.

He | ooked like a man who had spent nost of a lifetine in such exercise.
He was tall, appeared to be in his mdthirties; sleek-nuscled, with [ong
dark hair tied back in a ponytail that whipped the air as he spun and

| eaped, shadowfighting. The el egant grace of it gave the Watcher an
unaccust omed pang of envy, a feeling of weariness in his bones, a sense
that he was-getting ol d.

That was ironic, too. Joe brushed at his graying beard and smled to

hi nsel f. Anyone | ooking at the two of themtogether m ght be forgiven
for thinking himperhaps twenty years ol der than the man who fought wth
shadows.

The rest of the dojo was enpty at this hour, the exercise mats rolled up
neatly out of the way. The weapons were racked or nounted, as if they
were no nore than conversation pieces, works of art interrupting the
bare starkness of the walls.

The exercise was conplete, finished with a snapped nod, a silent salute
to the invisible opponent. Joe stifled an urge to applaud. He did
shift his weight, and MacLeod pivoted snoothly, unstartl ed.

"Joe. Hello." A faint, pleasant accent, too light to identify anynore,
flavored his voice. A glint of pleased recognition |lit his dark eyes.

"You' re slipping, MacLeod. You don't want sonebody sneaking up on you
one day."

The words were wy, and the nan to whom +, hey were addressed net them
with an equally wy smile in response. It wouldn't happernot now, not



ever. Joe was reasonably sure MacLeod had known someone was standing in
the doorway in the sanme heartbeat he had arrived; focus on the kata
notwi t hst andi ng, MaclLeod was al ways aware of his environnent.

Now, setting the sword aside, he reached for a towel and began to dry
the sweat fromhis chest and arns. "Sonething up7" he asked, perhaps a
trifle too casually.

"No, no. Just hadn't seen you for a few days, thought I'd look in and
see how you were doing." Joe noved away fromthe doorway, |inping over
to look at the sword. It was a practice weapon, weighted to duplicate
anot her weapon, kept out of sight but always to hand. He shifted the
package under one arm nentally neasuring the sword against it.

MacLeod chuckled. "1I'mdoing fine, Joe. No ancient enem es show ng up
no new ones either. It's quiet. | like it that way." He tossed the
towel over his shoulder, led the other man into the back office of the
doj o.

This, too, showed nmuch of the spare good taste of its owner. \Wapons

hung on these walls as well, but this was a room for doi ng business,
wi th a wooden desk-not expensive, but not cheap either-office chairs,
and netal file cabinets. It was a place where work was done, and

clutter was not pernitted.

A bottle of water waited on the desk; MaclLeod took it up and drank
deeply, ostentatiously not |ooking at the package Dawson carried under
his arm Dawson waited; MacLeod was in excellent shape and woul d
recover quickly fromthe exercise, and then there were the private
rituals of friendship to be observed.

Thirst satisfied, MacLeod pulled on a white T-shirt that had been draped
neatly over the back of his chair, and opened a drawer in the desk. He
produced a bottle of singlemalt whisky and two gl asses. Pouring a
fingerful into each glass, he handed one to Joe and rai sed the other

"To peace and quiet."

Joe acknow edged the toast and took a sip of the liquid, holding it in
his mouth a noment before swall owi ng. MaclLeod rai sed his eyebrows,
wai ting.

Dawson took his tine, considering. Finally he said, "This is, ah
let's see. Dark Roses? That little place up near Inverness."

MacLeod grinned. "Right. | thought |1'd had you there."
The Watcher grinned back. "It's all right." He took another sip.

"Not bad," MaclLeod agreed, |ooking critically at the contents of the
glass. "lI've had worse." Setting the glass aside, he reached for a

| ong- sl eeved shirt and shrugged it on, dropping the towel on the desk as
he did so, plopping hinmself into the desk chair and swi veling around to
face his visitor. "So. Wat's the real reason?"

Joe lowered hinself stiffly into the visitor's chair, setting the
package on the desk. "Just say hello, that's all. Oh, and there's
this." He indicated the box.

The other man examined it curiously. "Wuat's this?"



"Sonmebody left it for you at the bar. W didn't see who left it; the
new day guy isn't too bright."

MacLeod turned over the card with his nane on it, looking in vain for a
nmessage on the back. It was blank

He shrugged, tossing the card back on the desk, and poured hinmsel f just
enough nore whisky to cover the bottom of the gl ass.

"Aren't you going to open it?"

MacLeod finished his drink. "Nah. [I1t'll keep." He burst out |aughing
at the expression of disappointnent that crossed the other man's face.

"Al'l right, alright. 1Is it your birthday or sonething?" Pulling the
package back, he yanked the twi ne apart with casual strength and ripped
t he paper away.

Torn away, the paper revealed a |large plain case, rectangular, wth
rounded corners, of some old, highly polished dark wood that shone
almobst with a life of its own; the brass hinges were tinged faintly
green with age. There was no lock. The lid was shallow, a quarter the
depth of the whole thing. It appeared to be nore fornmal than a nere
box: rather, it appeared to be a case specifically designed for

somet hing, something long and flat and narrow. Like one of the weapons
on the wall.

"What is it?"

MacLeod' s hand hovered at the corner, as if reluctant to lift the |id.
He had, Joe realized suddenly, the same introspective |ook on his face
that it had worn earlier, when he was noving through the neditative
forms of the exercise. He sat back to watch, fascinated, wondering what
MacLeod was thinking, what he was remenbering. It was obvious that he
recogni zed t he contai ner

Joe wanted, very badly, to ask again what the thing was, what it

contai ned, what menories it triggered. He suspected that he knew, but
suspi ci on wasn't enough; he was supposed to know. It was his business,
after all. He was a Watcher; Duncan MaclLeod was his assigned subject.

But there was nore to their relationship than that. Duncan MaclLeod was
his friend, as well. So he kept silent, refusing to intrude, know ng
that his curiosity would be satisfied eventually.

MacLeod's fingers drifted over the gl ossy wood, as if caressing it, and
then, as if he had reached a sudden decision, he set the wooden case
back on the desk and flipped back the Iid to display the contents.

"My God!" The Watcher was unable to restrain his surprise. He rose to
his feet, |leaning over to get a closer | ook

The box held a scimtar, a long curved blade set in a worn black | eather
scabbard. At first glance it didn't appear particularly prepossessing;
it was inlaid with no rubies or eneralds, no enanel on the guard. The
sword had a hilt of plain rough silver, bent back at a right angle, wth
a ring set where the ponmel should be. The scabbard, too, was decorated
for part of its length with silver, worked in a fine enbroidered wire.

Then MaclLeod took the hilt in his hand and slid it free of the cracked



and dusty leather, lifted the sword up to the light.

The danascened bl ue-gray netal shone like triunph, catching the light in
ripples, as if the steel was viewed through water, or oil. Al ong the
back, near the hilt, the bl ade had been chi sel ed out in arabesques and
inlaid with gold; along its length, nore gold inlay set off an
inscription in flowi ng Arabic characters.

Joe drew a reverent breath. "That's beautiful."
"Yes," MaclLeod agreed absently. He rose. stepped away fromthe desk,
and sl ashed at the air, his wist twisting. He put his back into it;
the bl ade shrieked as if it had a life of its own, and stopped a
fraction of an inch fromthe chair. He raised it again, inspecting the
edge, and ran his thunb along it.

Joe winced as blood welled up and ran down the netal. MaclLeod cursed,
sucking at the cut and setting the sword down, carefully, to reach for a
soft cl ot h.

The cloth wasn't for the cut. The cut, in fact, was al nost gone by the
tinme the man renoved his thunb fromhis nmouth, and he dried saliva and
| eftover blood on the leg of his jeans and took up the sword again to
clean away the red stain on the bl ade.

Joe had seen this before, a hundred tinmes, and it still sent a chil
through him The cut had been deep, to the bone; enough bl ood had
flowed to run clear to the base of the man Is thunb; now there was no
sign of it. MaclLeod didn't appear even to notice. He was polishing the
bl ade with slow, even, practiced strokes. The rmuscles in the corner of
his mouth tightened in what m ght have been a rem niscent snile

He obvi ously knew t he weapon. The polishing was a wel coming of an old
acquai ntance, a snoothing away of years of separation. Fromthe
expression on his face, the scimtar represented both good nmenories and
pai nful ones.

"How old is it?" Joe asked, very quietly. He could see, now, that the
inlaid inscription was so worn down in places as to be illegible; the
enanel i ng had chi pped out in two places. There was a dent in the hilt.
The silver was badly tarnished, nearly black in places.

"I don't know," MaclLeod said thoughtfully, still absorbed in the
polishing. "At lest three hundred and fifty years. Someone's maki ng ne
a very nice gift."

"You' ve been looking for it, then?"

"No, not really. 1'mglad to have it, though." He | ooked up, past his
visitor, as if searching for the right spot on the wall.

"Whose was it?"

"It belonged to one of ny very first teachers,” MacLeod said. "He was a
good nan."
That was one of the good nenories, Joe could tell. As well as one of

t he pai nful ones.

And how, he wondered, could soneone |ike MaclLeod untangle them after so



many years? Mre than four hundredhow many swords had he seen in four
hundred years?

Joe blinked. For a nonent the man sitting across the table from hi mwas
somet hi ng ot her, sonething nore than just Duncan MaclLeod, sonetinme owner
of a dojo and an antique store, world travel er, occasional raconteur
good man, loyal friend, connoisseur of single-malt whiskies.

He was an Inmortal. He had been born in the Highlands nmore than four
hundred years ago, and he could not die unless someone took his head,
and with it his power.

Joe Dawson knew all this intellectually-it was why he Watched, after
allut sometines, as now, it hit him-in the gut that he woul d never
truly understand what it was like to carry centuries worth of nenories,
to take another Inmortal's head and with it the Quickening, to watch as
the worl d changed, as tinme passed and nortals died. Dawson m ght fee
ol d, watching MacLeod; but generations of nen |like Joe Dawson had passed
away while this scimtar and this man remained. It was no wonder the
glistening steel evoked such a bond in him

"It's not a message, then?"

MacLeod shook his head. "If it is, | don't know what it night be." He
sm | ed suddenly. "It doesn't matter, though. Someone who knows ne, and
knows-this." He touched the bl ade again, lightly.

Now Joe was even nore curious. But it wasn't polite to grill his host,
and when MaclLeod put the sword aside the conversation turned to ordinary
things, cu.-rent events, politics, sports, wonmen, music, all the things
ordinary nen, friends, mght have tal ked about in a | ong June evening.
They m ght have been anywhere at all, nmuch less in a martial-arts

st udi o.

it was |l ate when the Watcher finally returned hone. He put on an old
bl ues al bum and went to his journal, intending to update his records
with a short paragraph. Watching an Inmortal often meant periods of
great boredom punctuated by short periods of dreadful activity. Once
the task was finished, he replaced the | eather-bound book on the shelf
beside the rest. Al the records were stored on disk as well; but Joe
found he preferred the sensory feel of the vol unes thensel ves.

They were all alike, those books: they'd been rebound over the
centuries, sometines copied and translated, the better to preserve their
contents. Mbdst, though, were originals, passed down generations to rest
for the time being with him The covers were marked with the sanme synbol
he had tattooed on his wist, the trefoil-in-circles.

These two dozen vol unmes were the records of Watcher and Watched, over
centuries-not just the life of Duncan MacLeod, but of others Joe Dawson
had Watched play and | ose the Gane, and their heads. He'd been quite
fond of some of them in a renote sort of way. He'd never been friends
with one before.

The gift of the sword still nagged at him To an Imortal, it had to
carry special neaning; he wondered what sort of nenories it mght
represent.

H s eyes narrowed as he | ooked at the records again.



An Arab sword.
Three hundred and fifty years.

Where was Duncan MaclLeod three hundred and fifty years ago? He'd barely
been Imortal a single lifetine, back then. He'd been-just where had he
been, that he could have crossed paths with an Arab sword, belonging to
one of his first teachers?

Thoughtfully, he reached for one of the first books, one worn and
battered, the leather dry and dusty. He opened it carefully, thinking
he shoul d take better care of the record of a life, and began to read,
puzzling out the awkward, faded witing, the words in old and unfamliar
| anguages.

Chapter One
Sonmewhere in the Mediterranean, 1653 ..

In the year of Qur Lord 1653, in the Doge's blessed city of Venice. The
Scots Inmortal has parted conpany fromthis city in peace, for which God
be thanked. MaclLeod takes ship from Venice for Spain.

It is anill time to travel; the Turks are insolent. | shall send
nmessages by pigeon to nmy fellows along the way. 1In the neantine,
prepare to acconpany MacLeod. Never let it be said that | have failed
my calling and betrayed ny oath. -lIgnatius Bell'domo For the first tine
since he had died thirty years before, Duncan MacLeod wi shed,

profoundly, that he had stayed dead. Doubl ed over the side of a Venetian
sailing ship, he tried once again to bring forth sonething, anything,

out of his queasy stomach, but there was nothing |l eft except nausea.

Meanwhil e the Iife and business of the Sancta Innocents continued
unconcernedly about him The sailors had |ong since lost interest in
maki ng j okes about the tall, welldressed man with the dreadful accent
and no sea legs. The other passengers, fortunately, still eyed himwth
some synpat hy.

"You know, people do get used to it,"
in friendly fashion.

sai d one, slapping himon the back

MacLeod | ooked around at himblearily. He was too weak, at the noment,
to do nurder, though the idea was very tenpting. The ship rose and fel
with the long swell of the Mediterranean waves, and MaclLeod's vision
swamw th the fishes.

"You lie," he gasped out, his Italian thick with the burr of Scotl and.
"No one could get used to this. Holy God, does it never stop novi ng?"

The other man | aughed. "Oh, | used to be as bad as you. Now | rather
like it. You will live through it, | pronise.”

Al fonso d' Val enzuel a never knew how cl ose he cane to death in that
mormrent; if he had been an Inmmortal, MaclLeod woul d have taken the nman's
head with his teeth. Except, of course, that the thought of swall ow ng
bl ood made hiwl retch again.

"Ah, my poor brave Duncan," came a woman's voice frombehind him "Has
the sea defeated you?"



He cl osed his eyes and rested his forehead on the railing. "Not yet."

It was supposed to be a grow. It came out sounding as mserable as he
felt. Eventually he managed to pull hinself nore or less upright to
squint wearily over the gently rolling horizon. He would not, not heave
again, he swore it. H's jaw was clenched against the possibility. He
was no pulling boy, he was a man, and to be sick this way, particularly
under the eyes of a woman, was shaneful. Turning to gl ance behind him
he caught sight of her and smiled wanly, grateful for the distraction of
the sight of her. Yes, it was especially huniliating to be sick before
such a wonan as Terezia, just sixteen, high-spirited, with a conpl exion
like mlk, her lips like cherries ... he bolted for the rail again.

"Ch, dear." A light hand lifted his chin, and a danp cloth wi ped at his
face. He |ooked down blearily to see Terezia herself industriously
scrubbing at his cheek and chin, her elegant eyebrows knit with
concentration. She showed not the slightest sign of distress at the
nmess he'd made of hinself.

It was one of the nost endearing things about her, he'd decided nonths
ago. Even in the Doge's court Terezia d' Al essandro, under the watchful
eye of her father, her brother G oninno, and her guardsman d' Val enzuel a,
m xed freely with the merchants and anbassadors and nobility fromaB the
courts of Europe and the East. She showed no nore dismay at sharing a
table with a Muslimlord fromthe Sublinme Porte in Constantinople than
she did in discussing | ove poetry with an English merchant-less, in
fact, but then the Englishman was a boot.

In the shadowed, perfuned halls of the Doge's pal ace Terezia had | aughed
and flirted and captured his heart with a teasing kiss, and he had
fallen a little in love with her. She had made it clear that a kiss was
all he would have of her, a kiss and a dance and a smle.

And now, a cloth to wash away his sickness and make himfeel better.

Duncan finally regained enough equilibriumto catch at her wist.

"That's enough, lass. | thank you."
She smiled at him "lI'msorry you don't travel well, Duncan. | think
traveling the sea is so wonderful." The Mediterranean Sea was the bl ue

of sapphires, with a lining of white on each wave. Sunlight glittered
on the water. Qulls tilted back and forth on the warmsalt breeze,
calling. It was quite beautiful, of course, much as a | andscape filled
with jewels, nmuch as the wonan at his side was beautiful, but it would
keep noving so. ..

"Ah, well." He reached behind himto take a surreptitious deathgrip on
the rail. "Best you go back to your father, now. W wouldn't want him
to get the wong idea. As for the sea- Perhaps your new husband wil |
take you with him sonetines."

"My ... new husband. Yes." She sniled again, and w nked, and swayed
away to stand beside her father, who was glowering at the exchange.
Sonet hi ng about her expression bothered the H ghl ander. He hoped she
hadn't deci ded she was going to run away with her bodyguard. She was a
good girl, really, perhaps too out,,oing; she had spent a lot of tine
talking to the Turki sh anmbassadors. But she was never scandal ous.

D Val enzuel a had al ways been nearby, or her father, or Duncan, keeping
an eye on her. Still, it was no secret she didn't want this marri age,
to a tradin, partner of her father's in Spain.



The Sancta I nnocents was a decent-sized, if old, galley flying the flag
of Venice. The twin masts were suppl enented by a bank of oars for
maneuveri ng when the wind failed. She carried six passengers, a cargo
of silk and tea from Cat hay, and a substantial dowy in gold and jewels.
The entire cargo bel onged to the Signore d' Al essandro.

Besides the fanmly d' Al essandro was another, secretive little man
calling hinmself Calizione, who kept hinmself apart; Duncan had been too
seasick to find out any nore about him And then there was Duncan
MacLeod hinmsel f, who was there because the Sancta | nnocents was lifting
anchor when the inmpulse struck himto go. He had net the d' Al essandros
at one of the huge banquets the Do, e gave, where persons of all nations
and i mportance net, conversed, dealt secretly with one another. He had
gotten to know them and d' Val enzuel a in several such encounters. He had
been delighted to accept the invitation to acconpany them adding his
sword to Alfonso's for the protection of themall

At | east, he had been delighted until the ship had cl eared the harbor
Even the English Channel had not made himas sick as the deceptively
gentle Mediterranean. Fromthe first day out, he had been ill to sone
degree. Terezia had clucked over himlike a worried bantam hen, much to
t he anmusenent of everyone el se.

They had noved around the boot of Italy and were naking the long run to
Spai n, hoping to avoid arousing the unwel conme attention of the Turkish
corsairs. Wth the Knights no |longer in Malta, every fishing boat was
regarded with suspicion, and the captain was feeling particularly
uneasy. His crew was nostly Spani sh, and he was headed to a Spani sh
port; it was as good as a bonfire to attract the attention of pirates.
There had to be an excellent reason, such as the cenenting of a trade
alliance or the profit of a good cargo, to risk venturing out.

MacLeod knew all this; it had been common talk at court. Still, his

i nnate restl essness was enough to drive himon. Every day, now, he
realized again what it meant to be thirty-one years past his own death.
Back home, the nmen he had played with as a boy were dying of old age,
whi | e he remai ned young and strong, never changi ng. Soneday, he

t hought, he'd be used to it. As yet, he was not.

So he did things inpulsively. He took ship for Spain for no other
reason than that he was tired of Venice and the tide was going.
Sonewhere there would be a battle, somewhere sonmeone would hire his
sword and he could experience again what it was |like to die without
dying, risk without risking anything really inportant. He was |Immortal

Hs friend d' Val enzuel a was not. He was nerely a decent drinking
conpanion (if one liked sweet wine), with a decent sense of hunor about
himas long as he wasn't tal king about nmal de ner. He was there to
stand escort and keep G oni nno out of trouble.

The boy was forever clanbering about the rigging, from which uneasy
perch he insisted upon | ooking for Turkish ships. Three tinmes in two
days he had caused a small panic with fal se sightings, until the
captain, in an apoplectic fit, ordered himdown. The only thing keeping
himfrombeing thrown to the fishes, MaclLeod thought, was his father's
share in the cargo. Even nore annoying than G oninno's puppylike

ent husiasmfor pirates was his utter lack of reaction to the shifting,
heaving, eternally restless sea.



.And then there was Terezia. Sweet Terezia, standing at the railing and
| ooki ng over the sea as if she were without a care in the world. Duncan
sl unped back agai nst a conveni ent bul khead and contenpl ated her: as free
of seasickness as her brother, a vision of |oveliness he could

appreci ate even as his gut churned: her lovely dark eyes, her slender

wai st, her little hands, so soft against his forehead. She had been
ki-rid to himin his msery, even though he could tell that be-neath her
carefree snile she was harboring tension of her own.

It was the strain of being so far from honme, of |ooking forward to the
marri age, he thought charitably, and he could gain nerit hinself by
giving her something else to think about. |If only he didn't have to
di sgrace hinmself in the doing!

"MacLAeod!" It was G oninno. "You promised to tell ne again about the
bar bari ans of your honel and!"

MacLeod glared at him resenting the distraction

livious, G oninno grabbed himby the armand pulled himaway fromthe

bul khead, back toward the rail. The deck rose and fell under Duncan's
feet, apd he c-rijnbled, clinging to a handy line. @G oninno paid no
heed. "Tell ne again. | thought the Stuart was a Scot ?"

"Aye. O so he clains."” The Imortal attenpted to rise fromthe deck
and nmpaned to hinself as his stomach tried to turn inside out.

"So you Scots conquered the barbaric English after all. It is nopst
romantic." G oninno nodded with great satisfaction. "A pity, though
that it could not have been in glorious battle. It is much better o win

in battle, is it not?"
"Ch, aye." MaclLeod's head was throbbing, too. Perhaps it was the

pl ague. Unfortunately, he couldn't die pernmanently of the plague,
either, or so he had been taught. He wondered if he could rig up a
blade to fall upon himand end this msery "The roar of battle! The
clash of arnms! The nusic of the trunpets!" G oni nno waxed ecstatic
carried away by his own visions.

MacLeod, whose nenories of battle ran nore to the snell of blood and
ordure and the screans of dying men, only shook his head. dory, yes,
there was always glory to be won by a strong sword arm and wealth; he
could synmpathize with the boy's excitenent. At the nonment, however, he
was |losing his battle with the sea once nore, and he felt anything but
gl orious. Launching hinself for the deck rail, he draped hinself over
it just in tinme.

G oni nno foll owed, ganboling at MacLeod's heels |like a half-grown puppy.

"Leave himbe, boy," Al fonso advised fromhis place near the mast. "Have
some mercy, after all.”

"Ch, Signor MaclLeod is only suffering froma nost mnor upset,” G oninno
responded, waving off the suggestion. "Look, the fishing ships are

nmovi ng of f- Look! It's a xebec! A Turkish ship!"

"Holy Mother of God, boy-" Alfonso said wearily. "I thought you tired
of that yesterday."

But G oninno was clinbing onto the railing in his excitenent, and



MacLeod peered up, blinking to clear his vision. On the near horizon he
saw a | ow hull ed, single-nmasted ship. It was conming directly for them

He straightened to see better, the nausea recedi ng sonmewhat.

Fromthe rigging cane a sudden shout, as the watchman bel atedly caught
si ght of the xebec.

The rest of the crew took up the cry.

"God's blood! They are corsairs!” Alfonso was at the rail too, staring
at the other ship. Behind them stood d' Al essandro and his |ovely
daught er.

The next few minutes were frantic with activity, as the Sancta | nnocenta
rigged for escape or battle. The captain shouted hoarse orders and the
crew boil ed across the deck |like bees froma kicked hive, raising sail

It was cl ose enough now to see the faces of the crew of the xebec, faces
dark and light, all grinning ferociously wi Lb the mad gl ee of nen going
into battle. A figure in the bow shouted a command for the Sancta

I nnocents to heave to. A row of brass cannon slid out through the ports
as the xebec cane about, bringing its guns to bear

"What is he doi ng?" G oninno yel ped

"He's getting ready to fire on us if we don't surrender,” Alfonso
snapped. "Get away fromthat rail, boy, Get down below, or you'll find
your head bl own of f."

MacLeod jerked around, startled, instinctively reaching for his sword.
H s nausea receded abruptly as nore inportant natters took precedence.

"Wait until they board," Al fonso recomaended, |oosening his own rapier

"They're fair close for cannon, are they not?" MaclLeod said. "Are they
mad?" Small boats, | oaded with screamng warriors of all colors from

ni ght-bl ack to reddened ivory, danced across the water

"No-they're boarding," Alfonso said. "Dam you, G oninno, Terezia, get
you below. You're in the way."

"Duncan, " she whispered. "You will be careful, won't you? The holy
saints will take care of us."

"Cet below," he snapped. The holy saints weren't providing enough
firepower to nmake a difference at the nmoment.

The two ships were side to side now. The boats were too | ow and too
close for the Sancta Innocents to fire upon. The Venetian ship's
captain was scream ng hoarsely at his nmen, yelling at themto put on
sail, to whip the oarsnen to greater effort. Twenty or so sailors
abandoned the lines to scurry for knives. The captain, standing on the
poop deck, shouted orders as he funbled to |oad a brace of pistols.

There was not hing for MacLeod to do but wait. The two ships wallowed in
t he heavy seas, maneuvering for advantage. One of the cannons roared,
and the deck shuddered under the Scotsman's feet.

Meanwhi | e, corsairs |owered nore boats fromthe xebec and rowed



t hensel ves across beneath the cannons, carrying knives and swords
between their teeth. Burned dark by the sun, they were dressed in
di aperlike cloths rolled about their Ioins and nothing else.

G oni nno shoved hinself in front of MacLeod and d' Val enzuela, flailing a
rapi er and posing heroically. Scotsman and Spani ard exchanged
exasperated gl ances and sinultaneously reached out for the boy's

shoul ders, pushing himback into the arms of his hysterical father

The pirates threw hooks to the rail of the ship and swarnmed aboard,
scream ng, ululating, brandishing swords, intent upon overwhel mng the
passengers and crew of the Sancta Innocenta with the mass of their flesh
and the terror of their aspect. The waiting was over. The eneny cane
in waves.

They were met by desperation-and a mad Scot. It was nore resistance
than the corsairs were prepared for. MaclLeod lost hinself in the battle
madness, the smell of blood and gunpowder thick in his nostrils, the
splintering of wood and the screans of netal and dying nen sharp in his

ears. . His armached fromthe endl ess swing and cut and thrust of the
heavy sword. Everything el se was forgotten in the sudden passion of
battle, of killing; the rise and fall of the ship becane a part of

MacLeod, aiding his armas he feinted and pai ned and nmen di ed before
hi m

But it was a lost battle, and he knew it fromthe beginning. Even the
captain |l ost heart quickly. Such battles were too comon; ships would
be taken, ransoned, over and over....

The crew, which chose slavery and the hope of escape to the certain
death of continuing the fight, ended paral yzed by fear and huddl ed into
a circle around the mast. The rest of the corsairs closed around the

| ast knot of resistance: 'the merchants and the boy, MaclLeod and

d' Val enzuel a.

The discreet little stranger Calizione pushed his way from behind the
wal | of MaclLeod's and d' Val enzuel a's shoul ders, his hands clutching a
bag of gold, pushing it at the grinning pirates, babbling of ransom The
| eader snatched it fromhis hands, pulled the strings |oose with his
teeth, and | ooked inside. H s grin even wi der, he shouted sonething to
his fellows. The nerchant nodded hysterically, pronising nore of the
sane.

The pirate | aughed and swung his arm and the nerchant's head, its mouth
still opening and closing, went rolling across the deck, while the body
swayed in place and then toppled down in front of MacLeod like a fallen
tree.

He watched the body fall with a cold horror. There was no

Qui ckeni ng-the nman hadn't been Imortal -but decapitation took nortals
too. He looked up to neet the pirate's eyes, saw |l aughter, saw the nman
react to his own reaction

He struck, as nmuch to w pe out that recognition of his own fear as to
elimnate any threat, and the man dropped under the thrust and canme up
i nside his guard, knocking his sword aside. At the same tine

d' Val enzuel a screaned as another pirate slashed himacross the upper
part of his thigh. The two were home down under the weight of the' of
t hem ir opponents, and the sword was torn out of MclLeod's hand.



He struggled still, frantic to regain his weapon, until someone got
| everage to strike himacross the tenple, and the world turned gray.

He could feel hands upon him tearing at his clothing; he could hear
voices, as if fromvery far away, shouting in a multitude of

| anguages-Italian curses, Spanish noans, French inprecations, even a
sentence or two in English, as well as a steady stream of sonething that
m ght be Turkish, or Arabic, or Berber. O perhaps all three; he
couldn't tell, didn't care

After a long, muzzy tinme, he became aware of the roughness of wood
pressed agai nst his cheek, the stink of fish and humans and the sea, the
t hi ckness of blood in his nmouth. As awareness returned, the
consequences of injury faded with the injury itself. He resisted the
urge to Iift his head and | ook around, keeping his eyes shut and using
his other senses in stead.

He wasn't bound. That was the first thing.

He could hear the familiar creak of wood and rope, the snap of sails.
The orders shouted fromone end of the ship to another were no longer in
Italian, though. A prize crew had taken over

He could hear G oninno's voice, raised in querul ous protest, and his
father, attenpting wi thout success to silence him He couldn't hear
anyone el se cl ose.

He could feel the salt breeze against his skin.
Drawing in a deep breath, he finally opened his eyes, turned his head.

They were still where they had fallen, outside the cabin door. G oninno
and his father were huddl ed together, stripped to their breeches,

| ooki ng foolish and pal e agai nst the dark wood of the cabin and deck
Anot her formlay slack against the cabin, stripped too, an open wound in
his I eg oozing blood in a pool around the bottom half of his body. Hies
craw ed over and into the injury.

He rai sed himself up, slowy, to a sitting position-1, and | ooked
farther afield. Hs first instinct was to look for the girl, but
Terezia was nowhere in sight. He could see nenbers of the prize crew,
wearing bits and pieces of clothing he recognized-including his own
shirt and boots. A half-dozen of themwere sitting on the deck, casting
dice for his belt and d' Val enzuel a's necklace. None of them seened to
be particularly concerned with their prisoners, unbound and free.

On the other hand, MaclLeod acknow edged with grim hunor, there wasn't
anywhere they could go. He stood up, and the pirates gave hima few
casual glances and went on with their business.

D Val enzuel a was unconsci ous. MaclLeod batted the flies away, |ooked
about for sonething to bind the wound.

"He's going to die," the merchant said spitefully. "He's Spanish.
They' re Moors, they hate the Spanish.™”

MacLeod gl anced at the polyglot pirate crew "Wse of you to hire him
then. \Were's your daughter?"

"They took her below, to keep her separate, away fromthe crew "



D Al essandro wi ped at his forehead. "They haven't hurt her; she's worth
nore to themthat way." He sounded like a man trying to give hinself

courage. "They're all corsairs. Mislim renegade Christian- They're
taking us to Algiers. They'll sell us for slaves."
"I"'mno slave." MacLeod | ooked over the wound. It was al ready beginning

to fester in the heat, and he could see eggs fromthe flies. He was no
surgeon, but he'd seen enough battle to know that unless something was
done i medi ately, d'Valenzuela would lose the leg, if not his life.

"I need wi ne, and bandages."

"You're mad. He's going to die."

"Dam your eyes, | want bandages!"
The nerchant backed up against the wall, trying to get away fromthe
ragi ng madman lunging at him The yell, and the merchant's squawk of

di smay, attracted the attention of the captain of the prize crew

"What goes on here?" It was atrocious ltalian. Even MacLeod, whose
Italian was still rough with the buff of the Hi ghlands, wi nced at the
sound of it.

Unlike the rest of his crew, the man was dressed in red satin pantal oons
and a white silk shirt, torn and bloody fromthe fight, with an equally
filthy white turban. He had three knives and a |large pistol stuck in
his belt. He wore an ea ' flng of beaten gold in his ear, so heavy the
| obe was dragged down and open, and a tangle of necklaces. |-Es beard,
oddly, was trimed short. It was hard to tell where he cane from
originally; he was burned dark fromthe endl ess sun, and certainly the
accent gave no hint.

"What is this noise? |Is the man dead?"

MacLeod gave him a considering stare; he was twice the man's size, he
could kill himw thout appreciable effort.

"Not yet," he said evenly. "I need wi ne, and bandages."

The corsair |ooked casually at the recunbent body, waved over a pair of

his men nearby. "He's close enough to dead already. Throw him
overboard."
MacLeod rose to his feet. "No."

The sail ors paused, |ooking to their |eader
The corsair and the Scot stared at each other

"Where's the profit to you, man, if he dies?" MacLeod went on, ignoring

the pirates. "He's Spanish. Aye, you hate all the sons of Spain, but
his famly will ransomhim Nobody pays gold for a dead man." He kept
his voice quiet, reasonable. He might be willing and able to kill the

man, if only to wipe the sneer fromhis face, but that wouldn't save
Al fonso. O Terezia.

The corsair captain sneered. "Nobody would pay gold for the Iikes of
him He's not worth it. Throw himoverboard."



The pirates noved in.
Duncan grabbed an arm "Wait."

The other man paused in the act of turning away. "What, then?" he
asked, inpatient.

"Il buy his life."

The captain | ooked at MacLeod, standing hal f-naked and enpty-handed, and
| aughed. Around him the other pirates |aughed too, the pool spreading
as those who understood translated the offer for those who didn't.

"And what will you pay us with?" the captain inquired. "Have we
over | ooked sonethi ng, infidel?"

"You're mad," the nmerchant hissed. "Conpletely mad. | don't know you,
| want nothing to do with you-bildo, come away fromhim"

"Il fight you for him" He had nothintel, else to offer, really. They
had taken all he had, and he hadn't had nuch to bean with.

"Why should I do such a thing?" the captain said, folding hinself down
to balance on the balls of his feet. "You're nothing, infidel. You
have not hing. What woul d you buy himw th?"

"Honor, perhaps. Mre honor than thieves have."

It took the pirate captain aback, and he glanced at d' Val enzuel a agai n.
The wounded man stirred and nmoaned, as if he knew his fate was the

subj ect of the discussion. "This man, he nmeans sonmething to you? He is
your br ot her?"

"He's a friend."

"And you will fight for him you say. |If you win, we give you w ne
bandages. If you | ose?"

"Then you can throw ne to the fishes with him" For a nmonent MaclLeod
regretted the answer. It was too easy an offer for an Inmortal to nake.

He couldn't help it, though, if he couldn't die. That wasn't his fault.

Conpel l'i ng honesty made himadd, "Or you could take ny head, if you had
any use for it." If he was going to invoke honor, in the name of the

G an MacLeod he'd do so honorably. There were no other Imortals on
board, but if his head came away from his body, he'd die anyway.

One of the corsairs nmade a remark to another, and a second roar of

| aughter went up. MaclLeod didn't need any translation to know what they
were saying, and he held his tenmper in check with an effort; it would do
no good to add fuel to that fire. Another pirate yelled sonmething to
his captain, and the nan responded with sonething el se that nmade the
rest of themlaugh. 1In the back of the crowd, men started talking to
each other in the way that meant the world over that bets were being
exchanged. MaclLeod allowed hinself a breath of hope.

The captain knewit too. He |ooked over his crew, and at the crew of
the Sancta I nnocents, who were intent on the betting too, and shrugged.
"Well, fool. It might be anusing."



He grinned again. "But you need an opponent nearer your own size for
such a match. Mirak!"

MacLeod turned to see nore novenment anong the crew, and they parted to
make way for the sunmoned man.

From t he nane, he expected to see another Mor, or perhaps a Sudanese,
one of the dark men who turned up occasionally in the European ports.
What he did not expect was a huge man, with no sign of fat anywhere on
his body; a man with bronzed skin, long hair knotted at the nape of his
neck, and | ong blond nustaches tied back behind his head. His feet were
bare, his breeches ragged, and he was as shirtless as MaclLeod hinsel f,
reveal i ng a massive chest covered by swirling tattoos in blue and red
and yellow. He dragged a |ong, stone-headed club on the deck as he
cane. He looked like a German out of Caesar's own ni ghtmares.

"This is Mirak," the captain said conversationally. "It's well you
shoul d know who will kill you, Scot. Mirak has heard the nanes of fifty
men, and they all died. Tell himwho you are, so he knows who is the
fifty-first."

"I am Duncan MacLeod of the C an MaclLeod," he anawered absentni ndedly,
nore interested in studying his opponent than in declaring his

geneal ogy. "Are we agreed, then? |If | beat him d'Valenzuela will get
good care?"

"Ch, yes. W are agreed." The teeth remaining to the captain glinted in
the sun. "And if he beats you, you are both dead.”

"You cannot kill ne.
"Arrogant," the captain said, as the audience scattered for the rail,
and Murak's club swung unannounced through the air, straight for
MacLeod' s head.

Chapter Two

In the one thousand and thirty-first year of the Hegira, the flight of
our holy prophet Mhammred, bl essed be he: The infidel Scottish Inmorta
is held captive by my lord Abdul ibn Rais. M fellow Watcher |ies dead
| take up his duty, as is required of ne. -Hamid Al at MacLeod ducked and
dodged out into the open deck, looking frantically for a weapon. Mirak
| aughed and swi shed the club through the air, taunting him McLeod
spun and ducked again; unless the German literally beat his head off,
he'd survive the encounter, but the interval-and the recovery fromthe
damage inflicted init-was likely to be excruciatingly painful

Besi des, being hunted like a rat fromone side of the ship to the other,
followed by a crowd of yelling, cheering corsairs and captive crew, was
hardly his idea of an horrorable fight. Cursing under his breath, he
scranbl ed out of the way of yet another blow, and then his glance fel

on a short sword thrust into a belt.

He barreled into the man, knocking himto the deck, and clawed at the
hilt. Aimed at last, he turned to face his tornmentor

The sword was shorter than any he had ever seen, and curved al nost as a
hal f - noon; his hand was alnbst too big for the hilt. It was a toy of a
weapon, conpared to his good broadsword, but Mirak stepped back warily



when MaclLeod swung it, experinmentally slicing the air.

It sang. For all its lack of size, the blade was well bal anced, well
sharpened. Not made for thrusting, the sword led his armthrough cuts
and parries. and Miurak gave way, But the club gave the bigger nan the
advant age of even greater reach, and he swung again, now ai nng at
MacLeod's arminstead of his head. The crowd screanmed with glee as the
head of the club connected on the flat of the blade, nearly knocking it
from MacLeod' s hand. The Scot tried to swing the weapon two-handed, as
he woul d his broadsword, but it was too small and light for that. Mirak
gi ggl ed at the sight.

"Stand and fight," the corsair captain yelled. "Fight, Scotsman, or we
throw your friend to the sea.”

"Aye," MaclLeod said between his teeth. "lI'mtrying."

Droppi ng to one knee, under the are of the club's swi ng, he slashed at
the other man's legs. Mirak screamed and staggered, lines of red

bl ossom ng across his legs. and the club came down on MaclLeod's sword
arm

He grunted, feeling the bones break and crunch agai nst each other, and
the sword rattled onto the deck fromhis | oosened grip. Mirak wobbled
above him a mountain of nuscle and bone threatening to crash into him
and he scrabbled for the weapon with his other hand, sweeping it up in
time to see it slide gracefully into the other man's gut.

Murak screaned again and fell, twisting the sharp metal further into

hi nsel f. MaclLeod rolled away, protecting his rapidly knitting arm
hoping it was healing straight. He thought it would, but his experience
wi th such things was only three decades ol d Murak was down, dying, but
not yet defeated. He reached for MclLeod's ankle, yanked his feet out
fromunder himas the Scot attenpted to rise. His grip was a Vi se,
biting into nerves, and MacLeod pried frantically, watching out of the
corner of his eye and not entirely believing the sight of the man
pulling the Arab bl ade out of hinself, bringing his own guts with it,
and lifting it over MaclLeod's head.

Abandoning his effort to get |oose, Macte forced the dying man's arm
forcing it up and away fromhim He had heard the mad had uncanny
strength, had seen strange things in battle, but this was witchcraft; he
could see the light going out in the man's eyes, and still he fought. No
matter that MacUod kicked at his head, feeling the delicate facial bones
shatter under his foot, no matter that the stink of his severed guts
made their audi ence draw back; Mirak fought Still, and MacLeod as wel |,
straining to keep the gl eam ng edge away from his head, from his neck

And then, abruptly, it was over. Mirak's cyes widened, as if in
surprise, and his grip on MacLeod's ankl e slackened. Al the resistance
went out of him so quickly that MacLeod was unable to conpensate and
ended lying half on top of what was, suddenly, a dead man.

It took a nmoment or two for the onlookers to realize what had happened.
A roar went up, as bettors on either side expressed their pleasure or
di ssatisfaction. MacLeod pushed hinself away fromthe body, to his
knees, and then to his feet, using the abandoned club for support. His
arm was heal ed, but he was w nded, and grateful for the crutch

He | ooked up to see the captain standing on the roof of the cabin,



sil houetted agai nst the sun

"I won," he said hoarsely. "So treat nmy friend."
The captain laughed. "You are an infidel. Wy should | honor any
proni ses to you?"

He stifled the urge to curse, and straightened hinsell "Because half
your crew are infidels too, and if you cannot keep a promi se to me, why
shoul d they expect any better of you?"

The captain nodded. "A good answer, Scotsman. But it is the will of
Al l ah that the Spaniard should die, and dead he is. See for yourself"

They cleared a path for himto the door of the cabin, and he took it,
linping at first. By the time he reached his destination, the ankle was
sound again. D Al essandro and G oni nno were crouched besi de

d' Val enzuel a, and their faces were frightened as he approached.

The body was lying still, silent.

"I's he dead?" It was inpossible; it hadn't been so dreadful a wound.
MacLeod himnsel f had taken worse, before his first death. But his fell ow
captives nodded, and the nmerchant crossed hinself repeatedly, muttering
prayers in broken Latin.

How?"

The captain, behind him shrugged. "Poisoned bl ade, perhaps. It
happens, sonmetines." He waved in some of his crew "Take this carrion

and throw it overboard."

Two nen noved to obey. MaclLeod snarled, and the captain nade anot her
gesture; this time six nen noved to subdue him

"Chain him" the captain said, no longer interested once the i mediate

threat was renmoved. "Chain himto the mainmast. | do not think the
Engli sh woul d pay ransom for him but he'll do well in my lords
galleys. W'Il collect a price for him"

"I amno slave!" MaclLeod yelled after him trying not to hear the sound
of a splash off the port bow. "I am Duncan MacLeod of the C an MaclLeod,
and | ama slave to no man!"

The captain spared himbarely a glance. "W are all the slaves of
Al'lah. Chain him"

The winds fell alnobst imrediately, and the captain decided to put his
new captives to work at the oars. For practice, he informed them
grinning evilly.

The oarsmen were chai ned together at the ankles, and G oni nno, his
father, and MaclLeod found thensel ves seat- tered anong the sl aves
beneath the deck. The only light came through the oarl ocks.

MacLeod had not heretofore given nuch thought to the nmen bel ow decks on
the Sancta I nnocents. They were as notley as the crew that had
conquer ed them 4hi eves, murderers, all the nationalities and races
surroundi ng the Mediterranean and even farther north and south. The
corsairs had freed the Muslimslaves i Mmediately, but the rest they left



where they were; the rowers would row, and it nade no difference whet her
their ship flewthe flag of Venice, the lilies of France, or the sword
and star of Islam MacLeod shared a bench with a fornmer fisherman from
Caesarea and a condemmed man from Sardi ni a. They were vastly anused at

t he prospect of dividing their [abor with one who had so recently been
one of the |ords above decks.

"He has soft hands," the Jew remarked to his conpanion, as if MclLeod
were not present. "They'll be bleeding within a day."

"They will not," MaclLeod retorted. "I'mno soft merchant |ike yon."
D Al'l esandro was fol ded over his oar, weeping, while the nen on either
side of him pumel ed hi m happily.

"Ch, you're a mercenary then," the Sardinian said, nodding wisely. "Al
your calluses froma sword, | suppose. You'll find the oar |ess
forgiving."

"I'"ll not be here Iong enough for it to forgive ne."

The two | aughed. "You'll be here forever, man. O for the rest of your
life," the Jew said.

"\Whi chever comes first," the Sardinian capped it. The two of them
| aughed nerrily. MaclLeod shuddered.

"How many nen have you told that one to?"

"Three so far."

"And where are they?"

"Feeding the fishes."

"Except the Copt," the Sardinian noted.

"Ah yes, the Copt. He was sold off to Dragut Rais."

"But he's dead now too."

"Al nost certainly."

The pair | aughed again, slapping MacLeod on the back, wi ping tears from

their eyes as MaclLeod | ooked to his right and to his left, seeing only
madnmen and no 3 oute of escape.

"Are you always so ... cheerful?"

"We're slaves,” the Jew said. "O course we're cheerful. It's the
greatest joke of all, don't you see?"

"No, | do not." MacLeod was beginning to feel indignant as well as

dazed. He began to say sonething el se when a command in Arabic was
shout ed down the deck, and his benchmates ceased their |aughter and bent
to their oar.

When he remained still, the two glared at him making a show of how
difficult it was to nove the great oar by thensel ves. Shaned-it was
none of their fault that they were slaves, and he was chained wth
them he put his hands to the wood and hel ped.



"You do not seem disturbed by the Turks," he nuttered. "lIs it nothing to
you?"

H s benchmates found this exceedingly funny. "Do our chains know the
religion of the men who nade then?" the Jew asked. "Wy should we care,

as long as the ship stays above the water and not beneath it?"
"The Turks don't enslave their own," the Sardinian observed. "Wich is
nore than one can say for the Christians. Perhaps the Mislins have nore
merit in the eyes of God for it."

"And my peopl e have the greatest merit of all, then-since we don't even
raid the seas."

"You ransomthe ships."
"We return the innocent to their honmes, and the ships to their owners."
"And all for the sake of the Turks-"

The two rowers had been over the same ground many tines, it was clear
The debate was begi nning to make MacLeod dizzy. "Wat about the woman?"
he asked, grasping for the part of the discussion of nobst inportance to
him "Wat about the other prisoners? Do you know what happens to

t hen®?"

"They don't come down here," the Sardinian snickered. "Wnmen? They're
too precious. The corsairs keep them separate for ransomthey protect
them Your woman will go to the house of the corsair until she's bought
free. "

"Ibn Rais," the Jew supplied helpfully. "He captured this ship |ast
year, too. Not a bad sort. He'll feed us. You, ny friend, he'll get
some work out of, and then sell you in the marketplace. W'Ill stay
here, forever and aye. Nothing changes for us."

It was all a matter of perspective, MaclLeod thought. Though there was a
certain amount of confort in the thought that Terezia was not being
raped and nurdered as he was chai ned hel pl ess bel ow decks. He bent to
hi s oar.

Four days later the wind cane up again, and the oarsnen were given rest.
By that time MacLeod was begi nning to appreciate the strange and
unlikely turn of hunmor his benchmates exhibited. When they becane too
annoyi ng, he ignored them staring past the head and shoul ders of the
Sardi ni an and out the oarl ock.

He coul d see, now, sonething other than endl ess blue. The sky and sea
were divided by a line of startling green

"What's that?" he asked.

The Sardi nian gl anced out without interest. "Ah, Algiers. | hope this
clan of yours has deep pockets, Scotsman. Else you'll find yourself
back on a bench like this one."

"I'f you' re lucky," the Jew added. "How many benches have such w se and
wi tty conpani ons, such stimulating conversation? Truly you should be
grateful for such experience.”



"You are both mad." But MacLeod had said that at |east a dozen tines in
t he past four days, and by now it -had a certain absentm nded fondness.
"What is that?" They were passing a small island.

The Sardi ni an | aughed. "Ah, the Penta. The fortress the Spanish built,
to force the Moors to respect them™

"They respected them so much, they called in the Turks to level it."
"And now Sultan Abir rules in Al giers!" The Sardinian chuckl ed

"The Spani sh have cone to regret banishing the Mors fromtheir

ki ngdom " the man on MaclLeod's right observed. "And they regret

bani shi ng ny people, too, though they'll never adnmit it. The nmusic |eft
with us."”

"Spain still has nusic." The Scotsman was still watching the coastline,
cat ching glinpses now of white buildings, shining in the endl ess,
pitiless sun. "I've heard it."

"Ah, but you never heard it as it was before. The nusic of the
fountains of Granada and Tol edo was |ike the voices of angels."

"For a fisherman, he thinks he's a poet," the Sardinian conpl ai ned. "And
don't get himstarted on Virgil and Dante. |I'Il have to listen to it for
nont hs. "

MacLeod granted. He had never even | earned the names of his benchmates;
t hey had | aughed at hi m when he had announced his own. He didn't

under stand how they coul d | augh; he didn't understand their acceptance
of their fate. He felt that he ought to scorn themfor accepting

sl avery, but something in himadmred them nonethel ess. Even when the
whi ps cracked and they fell silent, bending and stretching to lift and
pl unge the oars into the shining waves, even when the chants went up
keeping the rhythm they managed to trade sniles.

"Algiers.. " The murmur ran up and down the aisle between the
oarsnen's benches.

One of the corsairs came runni ng, paused beside G oninno, and bent to
rel ease himfromthe long chain running the length of the ship. The
manacl e remai ned on the boy's ankle. Yanking himup, the pirate then
rel eased and coll ected the nerchant, and then canme to MaclLeod.

The three of them watched as the pirate knelt to unlock the chain, then
tugged i nperiously at the Scotsnman's arm

"Farewel |, ny friend," the Sardinian called after him He gl anced back
over his shoulder to see the Jew raising his hand, pronouncing a

bl essing in that strange guttural |anguage that rem nded him oddly, of
hone. He woul d never see them again.

The Imortal MaclLeod appears to hay,e made friends with two of the
gal l ey slaves, but he leaves thevi with no signs of regret. M lord ibn
Rais will sell himin the slave market ofalgiers; my duty is conplete.
The tal e of duncan MacLeod will be taken up by another. -Al at

Duncan MaclLeod refused to acknow edge the neaning of the iron chains. He
ki ng and before God, he would not bow to a Saracen either



Unfortunately, the Saracens weren't interested in his opinions; he was
dragged along with G oninno and Signor d' Al essandro anyway. The Sancta
I nnocents was docked at a long pier; he decided to wait for a better
chance to escape, and spent the tine trying to nake sense of where he
was, and perhaps even catch a glinpse of Terezia. But she was escorted
fromthe ship in a covered pal anqui n, and he was di sappoi nt ed.

He was well used to a variety of human beings by this tine, or so he

t hought. Venice called herself the Queen of the Adriatic, and hosted
sailors of all nations; he m ght have been mldly surprised by a nman in
tartan, but nothing else. Nothing would surprise himanynore.

O so he though%until he saw the turbans and robes of the people on the
dock, massing to neet the Sancta |Innocents and other ships new conme to
harbor. Their clothing was all colors, white and brown and bl ue and
yel l ow and green; the people thensel ves presented a spectrum even
greater than he had seen in Venice, frompale white to darker than he
could have imagined and taller than he knew a human body could grow. He
stood by the rail and watched. bew ldered. wuntil the pirates pushed

hi m onwar d.

The corsairs escorted their prisoners up the quay and into the mass of
peopl e and col ors and noi se: Algiers.

It was a white city, hurtful to the eyes in the bright sunlight.
Duncan's skin had burned and healed itself so many times in the past it
was nearly as dark as that of the sunburnt Arabs and Beebers who

conpri sed nost of the pirate crew, but it was still mserably hot. He
couldn't imagine swathing hinself in robes, as the inhabitants of this
city did as a matter of course. He began to think the sun would make
himas sick as the sea ever did. Then they were led into a maze of
narrow passages.

Qut of the direct glare, the tenperature becane al nnost bearabl e again,
and he was able to stop squinting all the time. Behind him Signor

d' Al essandro shuffled frantically to keep up, whinpering the while.
Duncan t hought the corsairs must expect to nmake consi derabl e noney from
his ransomto bot her keeping himalive-but that thought rem nded hi m of
d' Val enzuela, and that in turn of the abiding fury he felt at the nenory
of the fight on board ship. The captain had made himfight usel essly;

Al fonso was dead. So was Murak. He didn't mind killing to stay alive,
or to keep sonmeone el se that way, but death for death, wi thout even
honor or glory at the end of it, was a terrible waste of human life.

Fury did nothing to nmelt away chains, or the manacles around his wists
and ankl es and throat.

They made another turn, and found thensel ves at the entrance to a broad
courtyard. Al ong one side a series of arches led to a shaded corri dor
wi t hi n whi ch dozens of men sat, tal ked, snoked, paced quietly back and
forth. Toward one end a fountain played; beside it a chair was set up
alnost like a throne, and upon it sat an old man with a green turban and
a long white beard.

It wasn't inportant. Duncan scarcely saw any of it; he was |ooking for
a nore imediate threat. Sonewhere in the crowd, sonewhere close, he
sensed another Imortal -and he was chai ned, weaponl ess, unable to defend
hi nmsel f.



The three prisoners were thrust out into the mddle of the courtyard,
and their guards wandered away, apparently abandoning them Duncan kept
turning, keeping his back to the two Italians, |ooking for the Immortal

Al'l the men in the shaded hall wore the short curved Turkish swords.
Their heads were covered by turbans or kaf Eyehs, and they wore
ankl e-1 ength sl eevel ess coats over |long, white gowns. Any of them could
be MacLeod's gaze narrowed. There, sitting in the back-a small nan,

i nof fensi ve | ooking, but watching himintently. He | ooked |like an Arab
with his neatly trinmed brown beard. He |ooked as if he nmight be in his
early forties. It nmeant nothing; the inportant thing was the sword he
wore at his side, another of the short, curved Morish blades, in a

wel | -cared-for black | eather scabbard set off with silver.

He sat on a red-and-black rug, his feet tucked up under his robe,
sipping froma silver cup. H's other hand rested, as if casually, on
the hilt of the sword. Realizing MacLeod had identified him he raised
the cup as if in a toast, then turned back to his conversation with the
man next to himas if it did not matter in the |east that another of his
kind had entered the courtyard, had nmade his city a potenti al
batt | eground.

The other Immortal didn't appear inclined to approach, and anyway there
were nortals present, nmany of them There would be no i mediate
confrontati on.

He wasn't afraid, only intent. For the tinme being he forgot why he was
there, with the others; it was |less inportant than the potential battle.
H s bonds were not so nuch a badge of shame as an inpedi nent, one he was
inpatient to be rid of so that he could face the other Inmmortal and test
b- hi msel f agai nst his opponent in honorable battle.

| mpati ence, however, had no place here. The three prisoners remained
where they were, slowy wilting in the sun, as the nen in the shade

tal ked and si pped and noved their hands in expansive gestures, graceful
salutes. The sun beat down |ike a hamer upon their heads, making their
very hair into helnmets of pain. Sweat poured off their bodies, dripped
to the stone, and evaporated al nbst instantly. No breeze stirred the
air to provide relief After two hours the nan in the thronelike chair
dei gned to notice the presence of the prisoners. He |eaned over and
made sone remark to another man sitting at his side. The other nodded,
unf ol ded hinmself fromthe rug upon which he was sitting, and strolled
out into the sunlight, over to the three of them

He was young, wearing a |long white cotton gown and a white turban, with
enbroi dered red | eather slippers that matched the curved sheath of his
knife. Like all the others present, he had a beard and nustache, and
there was a swagger to his step. He had to ook up to neet MaclLeod's
eyes.

' Spani sh?" he asked, in that |anguage. H's accent was fairly good.

"Scottish,"” MacUod said shortly. The Mor |ooked puzzled. When Macleod
didn't el aborate, he shrugged abDd went on to the nmerchant and his son

Nei t her of them was Spanish either. The fact that they were Italian
proved of some interest, though, and the next few m nutes were spent
struggling to comunicate. Eventually the Mor shrugged and returned to
make a quiet report to the man who had sent him



"You see," Signor d Alessandro said to his son. He was speaking

rapi dly, his voice high and strained, "You see, there's nothing to be
concerned about, nothing, they' |l send a nessage, we'll be ransoned.
Soon. Soon. They'll treat us well. W'IIl find your sister, too."

As far as MaclLeod could see, no one was ,,terested in how well or badly
they were treated. Goninro didn't seeminterested either; his face was
pale, his thin chest dark red fromthe sun, and he was sweating
copiously. MaclLeod coul d synpathize. He was feeling rather |ightheaded
hi nsel f -.

Now anot her man canme fromthe shade into the sunlight to | ook them over,
as they thensel ves mi ght have | ooked over horses at a fair. MaclLeod
wonder ed whet her he might not even insist on looking at their teeth. He
even raised his hand to probe at the I ong nuscles of MaclLeod's arm

until he caught the expression in his eyes and thought better of it.

Yet another cane to consider themnore closely-this time their
interviewer wore a long black coat, with long curls of hair over his
ears.

G oni nno staggered. The new inspector |ost interest.

No one el se cane. After a while their captors cane back, took their
chains, and |l ed them out of the courtyard and back into the bl essed
shade of the maze of corridors made by the many-storied walls of the
houses of Algiers. Goninno actually cried out with relief. MaclLeod
couldn't blane him the drop in tenperature was a shock to his system
too. Signor d' Al essandro was too busy talking to notice.

The corridors were |like warrens, stone paths between white walls
interrupted at intervals by doors a little taller than MacLeod was. The
doors appeared identical but nmust have had sonething to distinguish
them as their escort showed no uncertainty when they dragged their
prisoners to a stop. One of the pirates beat upon the cracked wood, and
t he door opened, and the three prisoners were herded inside. They
stunbl ed al ong a short passageway and then, startlingly, outside again.

Behind the featureless walls lay a courtyard: a garden, with a fountain,
surrounded by a shaded arched passage. Above it was a simlar bal cony,
surnmount ed by yet another. Stairways in the corners |ed fromone floor
to anot her.

They barely noticed. The sun was setting; the fountain, the beautiful
dancing water, was in shade, and they didn't even have to brave the
sunlight to get toit, to throw thenselves half into it and | ave the
burns and sweat fromtheir bodies. It was close to the nost wonderfu
sensation any of them had ever experienced.

"Upstairs," one of the pirates said, when he felt the captives had had
enough. \When they ignored him he grabbed themby their hair and
forcibly pulled themout of the water, snatched the wet chains, and
pul I ed t hem al ong.

"Food," he expl ained when they nade as if to resist. As he spoke, he
slid the chains out of the loops on their wists and ankles, freeing
them from each other at |ast.

It was enough to get their cooperation. MaclLeod had never thought nere
stairs would be too nuch for him but it was a long flight, and steep



-and at the top, Paradise: a large roomw th cots arranged around the
perimeter, and a table heaped with plates of grapes and dates and figs
and bread, a tall silver coffeepot surrounded by tiny cups. The three
captives fell upon the food |ike starving wol ves, scarcely noticing when
t he door drew shut behind themwi th a decisive click

There was no neat, but it would have spoiled too quickly in the heat
anyway. After the first few bolted nouthfuls, Duncan sl owed and took
the tine to | ook around as he ate.

The cof feepot puzzled him He had tasted coffee before, mltaly, and
disliked it. He knew it was a common drink in the Turkish |lands. But
silver? For captives?

The cof feepot was an el egant thing, tall and spare, with a |ong, narrow,
delicately curved spout and a handle with a matching arch. The cups
were lined with inpossibly thin glass. The netal was plain, not etched
with any design, but still would not shanme the table of many a European
nobl eman, assum ng they drank such st',Iff.

Nei t her d' Al essandro nor his son bothered with it. MaclLeod picked up
the vessel and | ooked it over thoughtfully, appreciating it. Perhaps
their captor was wealthier than he'd | ooked. He replaced it on the table
and conti nued | ooki ng about.

There were three wi ndows, each blocked by a latticework of wooden strips
painted white, too small for a man to craw through-and besi des, they
over|l ooked the- qgterior courtyard. And ever,. if he managed to get out
of the house, he was still in Algiers, a strange city, a strange |and

i nhabited by strange people with custonms and a | anguage he didn't know.

Before he had died for the first time-before he had awakened from t hat
deat h-he had had no tinme for foreign ways. Afterward, driven out of his
clan territory by his own kinby those he had al ways consi dered his own

kin-he had lived by his sword, literally as well as figuratively. But
in so doing he had di scovered there was nore to the world than the
H ghl ands, even though he still ached for them

It was too soon to go hone; it had only been thirty years. There were
still those who m ght remenber Duncan MacLeod of the C an MaclLeod as one
of those accursed ones-like the man runored in his grandfather's tine,
who was killed in battle and did not stay decently dead. The nman he had
called "Father" had repudiated himto his face, telling himhe was a
foundling, and not a MacLeod, in truth, at all

He had cl ained the nane and the clan anyway, and sworn never to give it
up. He bit into a sweet date and snmiled to hinmself. None of his fell ow
cl ansmen woul d know what to do with thenselves here either. There was
no shame in ignorance, only in remaining in that state. None of his
fellow clansnmen could read and wite, either, but he and Fitzcai m had

| earned how, if he could do that, he could learn the ways of Al giers.

H s gaze fell upon the manacl e about his wist, and his lips tightened.
He'd forgotten them nonentarily; his body was getting used to them as
to bracelets officer metal

He woul dn't be a slave. Not to the English, not to the Turks, not to
anyone.

That was an issue he would settle later. Just now, he was only a



prisoner. He could accept defeat in honorable battle; defeats were
temrporary things.

As long as it was honorable. The inage of d'Val enzuel a haunted him
MacLeod had risked his life, and the man had died anyway. And yet, nad
as it seened, it had been worthwhile; it was the principle of the thing
that count ed.

He reached for a piece of bread, but his hand fell to his side before he
touched it. He was very tired, suddenly. Looking around, he saw the
mer chant and his son collapsed on two of the thick mats. D Al essandro
was snoring, openmouthed. Hi s son, a thinner version of hinself, was
doi ng the sane.

Anot her mat, against the opposite wall, waited for him It was thick
with piled fleeces snelling faintly of sheep grease, and woven rugs in
dyes of red and bl ue and green and yell ow and bl ack

The rugs were unfamliar, but the fleeces were not. Before he knewit,
he was burying his face in them and dream ng of a place where it was
cool, and there were nmountains, and greenery, and nmists in the norning.

Chapter Three

It will be necessary to follow the Scottish Imortal through the slave
market. It is unlikely that the Sultan will buy himon the third day,
as anot her had already expressed interest. W nay soon bring the

Chroni cl e of Duncan MacLeod to a close; | will inquire whether it wll

be necessary to add himto nmy duties, which are already considerabl e.
-lIlierry Estevan The three prisoners were awakened the next norning,
early, by a strange, nusical wall that echoed fromthe roofs of the
city. MaclLeod was awakened froma dreamof an Italian sumer's day to
find it was still dark outside, the sky barely lightening. The cal

cane again, and again, and the stillness of night began to shift, and
whi sper, and rouse itself. The call came again, and again, echoing. The
menory of where he was, and under what conditions, returned to him

He rose to his feet, silently, and noved across the roomto the latticed
wi ndow. Through it he watched the courtyard bel ow gradually take on
substance with the |light, watched a hal f-dozen of the corsairs file
quietly in, each carrying.sonething rolled up under an arm

Rugs: they were rugs, small ones. The nmen lined up, facing the wall
that hid fromthemthe rising sun, and laid the rugs out in a neat line.
And then they stood, and knelt, and crouched down in abasenent,
murmuring all the while as the sky brightened, repeating the process
twice nore. Then, the norning prayer finished, the nen rose, picked up
their rugs, and filed out again, |eaving the courtyard enpty save for

t he doves, cooing and preening on the rimof the fountain.

"What were they doing?" It was G oninno, standing at his el bow He was
speaking very quietly, as if afraid he night wake his father

Duncan | ooked at himwi th something akin to pity. The boy was
shivering, even in the heat of the norning. H s thin chest was pal e and
qui vering- he had | ooked much older in silks and satins and jewels. He
had even | ooked older with that ridiculous toy sword in his hand,
threatening pirates like a lady's | ap dog. Now he only |ooked like a
scared boy, |ooking for reassurance.



"Praying. They were praying."

"I't wasn't a church. How do you know?" It was the kind of challenge
that came fromfear; Duncan had seen it before. He'd even made it
hinself, a tinme or two.

"I saw slaves pray in Italy so."
"They're heathens." G oninno peered down into the enpty courtyard, as if
he could still see them rising and bowi ng and pressing their heads

agai nst the stone. "They'll burn for eternity, all of them"

Duncan qui rked his eyebrows and nade no response. He was a fighter, not
a phil osopher, and certainly not a churchman. He was | ess concerned
about his imortal soul than he used to be; as long as it remai ned
within his imortal body, he was satisfied. He could afford to be

conpl acent about heat hens.

"what are they going to do to us?" G oninno's voice quavered. "Wat
about Terezia? Are we really going to be ransoned? Father says so,
but -"

"Aye, you probably will, soon enough." O course, it would take nonths
for the message to go back to Venice and the noney to be raised and
returned, and all that against the chance that the nessenger m ght be
wrecked or captured as well; but there was no point in frightening the
boy further.

"But what about you? Do you have anyone?"

Duncan smled slightly, imagining the reaction of the Can MaclLeod to
the news that t he carrier of the fanmily curse was being held by the
Turks and would like to dip into the fanmily coffers to be bought free,

pl ease. O maybe Fitzcaimwuld have a little silver put by-unless he'd
seen a pretty girl to spend it on

"They' || make you a slave, won't they?"
MacLeod gl anced down at the manacl es about his wists.

"I"'mno slave." He had no idea where Fitz was, anyway.

"MacLeod . . ."

The boy was going to tell himhe was scared, MaclLeod could tell. He
didn't want to hear it; he particularly didn't want the boy to say it.
Once said, it couldn't be unsaid.

"Where's the chanmber pot?" he asked hastily. "And is there any food
left?"

Across the room Signor d' Al essandro stirred and groaned.

"Do you suppose they'Il cone for us soon?" G oninno asked plaintively.
"O will they | eave us here?"
"doubt they'll |eave us." The chanberpot was tucked conveniently ay.,ay

in a corner.

M nutes | ater, as Duncan picked his way disappointedly through the



remai ns of the food on the table, d' Al essandro |unged into wakeful ness.
It took himsonewhat |onger to renenber where he was, and required a
rem nder fromhis son. Wiile they tal ked, Duncan grimaced, seized the

| ast date, and ate it, wondering what it would take to get a decent
plate of mutton stewin Algiers. He was still occupied with the

t hought, and trying to ignore the merchant's walls, when the door opened
and several of the corsairs entered, carrying chains.

"Cch, no," he said.

The corsairs didn't speak English, but they didn't need to in order to
understand the |l ook on his face. They glanced at each other nervously,
shovi ng each other forward. Duncan grinned without hurmor. "Wich of
you little nen wants to try to put those back on ne?"

D Al essandro noaned in terror. One of the pirates, recognizing easier
prey, edged along the wall toward the nerchant and his son

"I don't think you ought to put them back on ny friends, either,"
MacLeod said, stepping toward the man.

D Al essandro broke into a babble of disclainers, the gist of which was
that neither he nor his son knew this nmadnman, that he and his son were
happy to cooperate, if only the Signores Corsaires would refrain from
drawi ng their swords, the finest products of Danmascus they were, surely
"Ah, that's done it," MacLeod observed with disgust, as the corsairs,
rem nded of the steel they wore, drew the weapons and hel d t hem

nmenaci ngly as they advanced once nore on MaclLeod. "You could not manage
to keep your nouth shut just one nonment | onger?"

D Al essandro was hel ping the Turk thread the chains through the | oops on
his wist manacles. G ving hima disgusted | ook, MacLeod executed a
strategic retreat to the mats on the floor, snatched up a sheepskin, and
wrapped it around his armas a shield. It nade a massive, bulky roll.

Sonehow the | eader of the expedition wasn't properly inpressed with his
protection. The man gave Duncan a gaptoothed grin, and the sword sliced
down.

A thick fleece, and a well-tanned hide, wapped in |ayers, wouldn't have
deflected a bl ow froma good Scottish broadsword, but it would have
blunted it. If a man his own size had delivered it, he would expect

per haps a broken arm

He did not, however, expect to feel steel slicing through all the |layers
and deep into the nuscles of his arm A shock of white pain hit him and
t hen, al nmost inmediately, began to recede as the hidden injury began to
heal. The corsair, who had felt steel hit bone, grinned at the | ook
that crossed MaclLeod's face and swung the sword again, only as a threat
this time, and held out a fistful of chains. The alternative he was

of fering was cl ear.

MacLeod backed away, hol ding the wapped arm before him hoping it

hadn't bled too badly before closing. H s opponent, still expecting him
to fall over or at |east scream began to | ook aggrieved, and swung
again. This tine Duncan stepped out of the sword's path. There was no
point, after all, in either making the man nore suspicious or in

suf fering another wound, rapidly healing or not.

Unfortunately, the other pirates, having shuffled the chained Italians



out of the room could now turn their attentions to Duncan as well, and
there wasn't enough roomto avoid themall. He eyed themwarily, trying
to maneuver theminto each other's way, hoping sonehow to di sarm one and
acquire one of the lethally sharp curved swords for hinself He had to be
arnmed; he couldn't escape fromthis place w thout sone neans to defend
hinself fromthe other Inmmortal he had discovered in the courtyard It
was too late. He could feel that other presence now, sonewhere near
Sonmewhere in the house- MaclLeod shouted and | unged at the nearest

pirate, hoping to take him by surprise, ducking inside his guard to grab
his wist. It would have worked, too, if it hadn't been for the pile of
fl eeces scattered fromthe sleeping mats. He bore his target down to
the floor, but was unable to get purchase before the others were upon
him He |looked up fromthe floor to find five Saracen bl ades hovering
at his throat, and past themto see the Imortal fromthe day before,
standing in the doorway and watching himw th a quizzical |ook on his
face. He was dressed in the by-now fam liar white gown the others wore,
and the open, brown sl eeveless coat; his hair was covered by the sane
white turban he had worn the day before.

"You are not very old, are you?" the Immortal said, in beautifully
accent ed Spani sh

"I am Duncan MaclLeod of the O an MaclLeod," he spat in the sane | anguage,
trying to get to his feet. The swords pressed in on him "I1'll neet
you in honorable battle .

The other Immortal raised one el egant hand. "Peace be upon you, Duncan
MacLeod. | am Hanza i bn Mohamed ai Kati b, sonetinmes honored by the
nane el Kahir, and " have no wish to take your head."

The corsairs, confused by this exchange, were sneaki ng gl ances over
their shoul ders at Hanrza and then back at MacLeod. Hanra spoke to them
in Arabic, and their |eader answered him After some discussion, the
swords withdrew, disappearing into sheaths, and they gave MaclLeod room
to get to his feet. The pirate he had pi nned beneath hi m gasped
somet hi ng obscene and crawl ed away, gl aring.

"I have told themyou will be comng with ne," Hanza inforned him

cheerful ly.

"Why?" MacLeod was still suspicious.

"Because | have purchased you from our gracious Sultan, upon his head be
peace. Also, it allows you to avoid going to the slave market once

again."

"I'"l'l wear no chains."

"I have assured themno chains will be required. Qur |aw says you mnust
have t he manacl e about one ankl e, however, unless you w sh to profess
Islam in which case you will be freed."

"am no heat hen!"

"No," Hanra said conposedly, "you are an infidel. But God is
conpassi onate. "

Unable to argue with that, at |east, MaclLeod shrugged. Then anot her
t hought occurred to him "What about G oninno and his father?"
Unwr apping the fleece fromhis arm he folded it as he did so to hide



t he massive bl oodstain fromthe still-angry corsairs. "Have
you- pur chased-t hem t oo?"

Hanza | aughed. "I amnot so wealthy a man. Besides, they have wel coned
their chains; who am| to deprive themof the opportunity of wearing
t hen®?"

Duncan paused at that, and | ooked at himnore closely. It was true;
d' Al essandro had been eager to subnit, to avoid a battle. "G oninno
deserves better,"” he said. "He followed his father's |ead."

"As it is appropriate for a son to do. They are not ny concern. You
are, Duncan MaclLeod."

"I amnot a slave,"”
faith.

he repeated. It was a warning, and an article of

"We are all the slaves of God. Cone with ne, Duncan MacLeod. GCet
dressed, please, and let us see what you nmake of the city of Algiers."

However unlikely it may seem Hanrza el Kahir appears to have taken
Duncan MaclLeod under his tutelage. It is nost disconcerting, as the
Scotsman is an uncouth, unlettered, uncivilized barbarian. The ways of
Immortals are truly mysterious. -Estevan It was not, perhaps, so nuch
what Duncan MaclLeod made of the city of Algiers, as what the city nmade
of him He was head and shoul ders taller than nost of the natives, and
even dressed in the | ong white gown and the headcloth he was still,

unm st akably, European. H s unfamliarity and disconfort with the
length of the thobe-it felt as if it would tangle around his ankl es-made
it even nore obvious. He could feel the stares following him even as
he foll owed Hanrza through the city of Algiers. At |east he had a robe
to cover hinself, and something on his head, and sandals. But no sword.

He was still not quite sure that the Mor hadn't purchased himonly to
take his head. But the corsairs clearly respected the nman, and even
when they were left alone he made no threat. Duncan deci ded,
cautiously, that perhaps he could be trusted.

Hanza | ed himthrough the maze of shaded all eys again, and then al ong
wi der streets. d ancing along the crossways, Duncan could catch
gli npses of novement, veils of dust and color and noise. "Wat's that?"

:,Ah, the marketplace. W can visit it, perhaps.”

"Can | get a sword there?" Duncan asked bluntly. "I have to be able to
def end nysel f."

Hanza nodded. "That is very true. The swords you will find here are of
poor quality, | fear, but even the worst of themare very different from
your English broadswords."

"Scottish,"” MaclLeod corrected sharply.
"As you say." Hanrza nodded graciously. "Here. Wlcone to ny house,
Duncan MaclLeod. Enter and be at peace.”

He was standing at one of the featureless doors in the wan, his hand
laid upon it. He did not, as far as the Scotsman coul d see, knock upon
it or make any signal. Nonethel ess, the door opened, and Hanrza | ed him
within the walls, through a narrow hallway, and out the other end into



the inevitable courtyard and garden

The place was filled with the perfume of things grow ng and bl oom ng
beautiful living things. The falling water of a fountain made sweet
musi c, and a pair of orange trees provided shade and scent. For all the
heat of the day, the touch of water in the air was |ike a cool caress
agai nst his skin.

"It's like a piece of Paradise," he blurted out, and then, "I nean-|
don't intend to bl asphene’

"I am not offended," Hanra said. "Though this can only be the nost
faded shadow of Paradise. Remain here awhile, Hi ghlander. It is not,

per haps, holy ground, but | swear by ny head you are safe in this
pl ace."

"By your' It was an oath an Imortal could not nake lightly. Haneza's
brown eyes were serious as he waited to see how his guest would react.

Duncan nodded finally. "Very well."

There were rulcs to life in a Morish home, MacLeod found out over the
next few weeks. He could use only his right hand to eat; he was made to
wash incessantly; when he stretched out his | egs Hanza sl ashed at the
exposed soles of his feet for the disrespect they showed.

It was a matter of adopting the custonms of the |and, Hanmza expl ai ned,
when he objected, sonmetines loudly. |If he was to live a long time, he
needed to know how to blend in Showi ng the soles of his feet to his host
in an Arab | and woul d enmphatically not make himblend in.

He conceded, grunpily, that Hanra was right; anyway, the riding crop
hadn't actually hurt. Muich

After a while he stopped spinning vain plots to escape and realized that
he was being given an opportunity to | earn a whole new culture. Algiers
m ght be closer to Scotland than Venice, but only in the geographic
sense. And it was the npst religious place he'd ever seen, not even
excepting the Kirk back hone. The household prayed five tinmes a day,
starting with Hanza hinsel f, and including everyone, even the wonen.

That was anot her thing he could barely understand. He rarely saw the
worren, and there were too many of them

"How many wi ves?" he sputtered one day, as they ate a light lunch of
dates and figs and bread in the little courtyard of Hanza's honme. He
had lived in Hanza's home for three nonths, and thought of hinmself now
as a student rather than a slave.

"Only three," Hanra said, smiling. "I cannot afford a fourth and
mai ntain themall as the Prophet commands. Have you never been narried,
MacLeod?"

MacLeod flinched. It was still a painful subjec%even after so |ong;
the nmenory of Debra Canpbell and Robert MaclLeod woul d haunt himfor a
long time. He had | oved Debra, truly I oved her, and she had been
betrothed to his cousin. And both of them had died, and he felt guilty
of both their deaths, even after so long. He shook hinmself and nade

hi nsel f answer facetiously. "Not even once! And | think it's damed
greedy of you!"



Hanza | aughed. "I am not responsible for your shortcom ngs, Scotsman.
O your lack of ambition."

"But you canna have bairn'

The confusion on Hanza's face nade MaclLeod start over in Spanish. His
Arabic was getting better, slowy; Hanza's English was inproving as
wel I, but he spoke with an odd accent, adopting some of MaclLeod's buff.
When they wanted to conmuni cate easily, their comon ground was Spani sh.

"You can't have chil drenan you?"

A shadow crossed Hanra's face. "It is the will of God that such as we,
who have this blessing in so many ways, should not have this as well.
Cod is nost great."

"Er, aye." MaclLeod fell silent. He wasn't sure how to respond; the
Muslimreferences to the will of God struck himas fatalism Wile he
had somewhat of an affinity for that particular mndset hinmself, his own
inclination was to take action, any action. Resignation wasn't part of
hi s makeup.

" Let us go to the canmel market, and the coffee house, and see what the
day brings." Hanra smiled. "lbn Rais has received the ransom at | east
for the men captured with you. But there was no one to pay your price,
so he has given nme a gift of gold to make up for ny loss. He is nost
generous."

"As are you, ny friend." The nmention of the ransomrai sed another issue,
one whi ch had never been far from MacLeod's nmind. He |ooked down at his
pl ate and pushed a date back and forth with a fingertip. "You know | am
grateful for all you have done for nme, Hanra."

" It has been ny great pleasure to have you as ny guest,"” the other man
responded. His brows were slightly knit, as if waiting for what was
com ng.

"What of Terezia?" MaclLeod continued softly. "I haven't forgotten her
you know. The nmen were ransoned; if she was not, this time-1 cannot |et
her remain with ibn Rais. It has been far too long already." He cl osed

his eyes for a nonment, renmenbering his |ast sight of her, descending

bel ow deck, depending on himto protect her. Wile events were in train
for her to be ransoned, he could confort himself that nothing would harm
her-in the market for captives as all else, damaged goods were worth

| ess. But now he was no | onger certain.

Hanza | ooked puzzled. "Wy can you not |eave her where she is? | have
told you many times. He has no doubt used her kindly; the price he
asked was too high, perhaps, for themto pay all at once. It is not
unknown for such things to happen. If her famly pays in alittle while
it will be well; she will return honme. |If her famly does not pay it
will be well also; she will convert, and he will marry her. It is how

these things are done. And ny friend, it has only been three nonths."

Duncan's hand tightened on the piece of bread he was eating, and he set

it aside. "Hanmea, | cannot. She is a woman. | have a duty to protect
her. | cannot |eave her with him Until now, | have not known enough
to be able to get about. Now | think perhaps I could. | have to do

somet hi ng, Hanra."



Hanrza settled on the other side of the round table, tucking his feet
carefully beneath his robe, and reached for a cluster of grapes. "From
what are you protecting her?" he inquired. He bit one of the globes in
hal f, scooped out the seeds, and ate the rest with evident enjoynent.
"In either case she will be safe, and mained."

Duncan opened his nmouth to explain that nost Europeans had a jaundi ced
view of the fate of wonen who renained unredeened in the hands of

Al gerian pirates, and decided against it. "It is a matter of honor
Hanza. The man who was sworn to protect her was ny friend. He died on
board the Sancta Innocents. And if her father and brother have been
ransoned, she is truly all alone.”

"Ah. Honor. That explains it, then." Hanza ate another grape. "You
are not, of course, interested in the woman your self."

Despite hinmsel f, MacLeod grinned ruefully, "Perhaps a little."

"Perhaps you will be the one to marry her, and be | ess concerned about
other men's greed?"

Duncan shook his head. "Och, no. I'mfar fromready to marry!" Not
with Debra gone... "But she's a good girl. She belongs in her own
hone, with her famly."

"And how will you get her there? And will they not reject her in any
case, since her virtue is already in question?"

There was a certain wyness in Hanza's tone.

Duncan, who was ready to leap to his feet and effect a rescue, stopped.
"Ah. | assumed you would help ne."

Hanza shook his head, smiling. "Duncan MaclLeod, ibn Rais is ny friend.
And | am a poor man and can purchase neither the girl nor passage to an
infidel port. She is not one of us. Forget her."

"l canna."

"Then as | said. Let us go to the canel market, and the coffee house,
and see what the day brings. Perhaps sonme thought will occur to us."

"Don't see how you can think anything at all in the heat of that sun,"
Duncan muttered, follow ng.

The canel market of Algiers, quite frankly, stank

Just outside the desert-side city walls, it was a mass of tents and
peopl e and animals: black tents, tents striped black and brown and di ngy
white; veiled Taureg nmen whose skin, where it showed, appeared to be
dyed bl ue, wal king fierce and free and arrogant as any man fromthe

H ghl ands; nerchants and tribesmen and sail ors; shouting nen on snall
qui ck horses of grey and bay and black. There were flies everywhere,

| arge bl ack buzzing ones massing over piles of manure.

And the canels. Loud bawling nasty beasties they were, some of them
resting on folded | egs, sone standing, near twice as tall as nmany nen;
all of them | ooking at himhaughtily under |lowered lids and |ong, |ong
eyel ashes. They were haltered and tied to stakes or long lines. Hanrza



was engaged al nost imrediately in ani mated di scussion with one of the
canel deal ers regarding one of his char,,es. Duncan |ooked at the beast
and could not for the life of himunderstand why anyone woul d want such
a poor m sshapen thing-hunmpbacked, they were, and with great knobby
knees and ridiculous tails, and heads sw mm ng back and for+h on | ong
thin stal ky necks.

The canel | ooked himin the eye, opened its nouth, and baw ed
deaf eni ngly, sendi ng MacLeod staggering back several steps. This turned
out to be a very good thing, because the aninmal then proceeded to work
its long, flexible lips as if about to laugh, and then it spit at him

Duncan | ooked aghast at the wad of green spittle sliding dow the front
of his robe.

"Here nowm" he shouted at the animal. "How dare you!"

The canel regarded himw th subline disdain and yawned, revealing
incredibly long, yellowteeth in its |lower jaw. Duncan took one step
closer to the animal, clutching at his belt for a nonexistent hilt.

The canel's head snaked forward, and the ani nal snapped at him He
dodged back, cursing, and stepped into a pile of canel |eavings to the
sound of laughter fromthe watching canel deal er and Hanra.

The canel hadn't even bothered to lurch to its feet.

Duncan | ooked fromthe canel to his audience to the mess on his |eather
shoes. He had no weapon-sl aves were not pernmitted such things, after
all-and the animal had insulted himWth great deliberation, he worked
up a nout hful of saliva and spat back, hitting the canel directly on the
nose.

The canel yelled, rose in a three-part jerk to fe,-,, a.-.(l staggered
as far away as its tether would pernit. Duncan gave a satisfied nod,
scraped his shoe as clean as he could get it, and swaggered over to
Hanza and the dealer. "That'll teach him" he announced.

Hanza and the dealer how ed with | aughter and sl apped hi mon the back
"Someone should tell the Vizier," the deal er gasped. "The infidels have
a secret weapon."

"I ndeed, " Hanrza responded, wiping a tear fromhis eye. "They will rise
up and spit at the Mam uks-"

"Aye, but it's only Scottish spit that has the virtue," Duncan said,
eyes dancing. "Yell have nothing to worry about fromthe Spanish. They
canna handl e t he whi sky."

Still laughing, Hanra | ed Duncan away. "It was a very poor excuse for a
she-canel anyway," he consoled him "He usually sells pack ani nal s.
That one is too light."

Duncan | ooked back at the camel, now tearing busily into a pile of hay.
It | ooked substantial enough to him

"Il take your word for it," he mnuttered.

They threaded their way through another dealer's aninals, and waited as
a caravan passed.



"Y' have the strangest animals," Duncan said thoughtfully, watching the
canel s swayi ng by, the |oads on their backs piled into high V-shaped
frames. Trotting at their sides were the occasional young one and the
caravan guards, nost riding the small horses with the |arge eyes and
light step. Duncan had heard they ran like the wind. They were bred by
the tribes of the vast Sahara. The contract they nade with the

Romar nosed beasts was startling, especially when one cantered by the
other. "Those little things. How can they bear the weight of a grown
man?"

"They're stronger than they |ook," Hanrza remarked idly. He glanced up at
the sun. "It is nearly time for the afternoon prayer. Conme with ne."

Turni ng his back on the caravan, he | ed Duncan down an alley and around
too many corners to count, until they came to a square dom nated by
another plair, white building with a tall tower at one corner. Qutside
the door to the building were rows upon rows of shoes.

Hanza renoved his own shoes and added themto a row, indicating to
Duncan to do |ikew se

"Why are we-" Duncan started to ask

"This is holy ground,” Hanza informed him "Enter, and remain at the
back, and wait for me."

Duncan was still getting used to the fact that a nobsque qualified as
holy ground. This was not a church; it wasn't even a shrine to one of
t hose ancient, nearly forgotten gods one found fromtime to time in
Europe. This was heathen, Mislim

He wat ched Hanza join the lines of nen unrolling prayer rugs as the cal
of the nuezzin rang out over the white walls of Algiers. It was
answered by another call from another quarter, and another, until for
one norment he felt as if he could step upon the threads of sound and
climb up to the blue and white nosaic ceiling of the nobsque.

The rows of nen stood, and knelt, and bowed down, touching their
foreheads to the fl oor in obeisance, saying the proper words with each
nmoverent ; and stood, and knelt, and bowed again, and again, praying in
uni son, in whol ehearted submission to the will of Allah. Duncan watched
Hanza anong them listened to the prayers, and thought about it.

Then he shrugged. Holy ground was holy ground. He was not a follower
of Diana, either, and he respected her sacred groves; well enough, then
This too was a safe place in the endless battle of Inmortal against
Inmmortal. He could honor that.

The prayer was ended. Hanra bent down and rolled up his prayer rug,
placing it against the wall, and returned to collect Duncan. They went
out side again and joined the cromd of men putting their shoes back on
"Five times a day?" Duncan inquired. "Every day?"

"So the Koran commands us."

"l see." Duncan tried to remenber the last tine he had attended church
regul arly, and w nced.



Hanza exchanged greetings with sone of the other nen, brushing off their
hostile glances at the alien in their mdst, and he and Duncan conti nued
on their way.

"Why were you talking to the canel dealer, anyway? |Is it a hobby with
you? | knew a MacDonald like that. Poor as a church nobuse, he was, but
he coul dna stay away froma horse fair. " Duncan was babbl i ng,
still disconcerted by the thought of NUsl|n1hon ground.

"I thought you were intent upon rescuing the Lady Terezia," Hanza said.

"I am Wat has that to do with camel s?"

"But it is as | told you, Duncan MacLeod: | cannot hire a ship. | ama
poor man. But | can rent a canel."

Duncan bl i nked, | ooked at the other man, and snil ed.

Hanza and the Scottish Imprtal seemto have established a firm
friendship. |If the foreigner remains in Algiers, | will be assigned to
Wat ch hi m permanently. -Tezanaya el' Anin

"This is the house of Abdul Mhamred i bn Rais," Hanra said, waving a
casual hand at yet one nore blank white wall. It was two days |l ater, and
they were wal ki ng through the maze of narrow passages that passed for
streets in the residential quarter of the city.

"How can you tell?" Duncan asked, giving the wall a narrow glare. "It
| ooks like every other wall in Algiers. It nmust be he-11 getting hone
when you' re drunk."

Hanza's eyebrows clinbed. "Spirituous liquors are forbidden to us," he
said, with a touch of annoyance.

"Your Prophet was | ooking after your interests,"” Duncan said, |ooking up
and down the narrow alley at the featureless walls. The wall stretched
up six feet over their heads. There were no doors to break the expanse,
from whi ch Duncan deduced that this nmust be a back wall. -Do not nock

t he Prophet," Hanza said, very softly. He fingered the rough-hamered

hilt of the sword he al ways wore.

Duncan abruptly realized two things: one, that he still wore no sword of
his own, and two, that once again he had crossed an invisible Iine with
the other man. He decided the better part of valor was to go scuttling
back across it. "I wasna nmocking him It's but the truth!"

Hanza' s expression softened mnutely, and Duncan foll owed up on the
advantage. "lIs this the place his corsairs took us? It doesna | ook
famliar. Though God knows how | could tell."

"God is merciful and conpassionate, even to the Scots,"

Hanza si ghed.

"Have you nentioned that to the Sassenach | ately?" Duncan funbl ed for
the word, unable to find it in Spanish and reduced to using Gaelic

i nst ead.

Hanza was confused. "The who?"



"Sassenach. You know, the spawn of the devil- GCh, never mind." Duncan

pl aced the flat of his hand against the wall. "You didna answer ne."
"What-ah yes. It is as | said: ibn Rais is a friend of mne. This is
i ndeed the place you were taken. It is his hone-"

"So you're going to help me break into your friend s hone and steal away
Terezi a?"

Hanza' s eyebrows arched again. "Help you? You're nad. | amnerely
pointing out the sights of Algiers.”

"For examnple, observe the crenellation opposite."” Hanrza jutted his chin

at a projection in the wall across the alley. "Oten, often we have told
ibn Rais that verily, it is aninvitation to the Evil One, who inspires

his followers to throw ropes

"I"m Scottish. | don't need advice fromthe Evil One, thank you."
Hanza shrugged.

Duncan studied the situation further. "And what m ght be behind this
wal | ?"

"I do not know. | would conjecture that it is the wonen's quarters."
"And why woul d you conjecture that?"

Hanza shrugged again. "Because that is where | keep the wonen of my own
househol d. One does not wish to have themin the forefront of the
house, after all."

Duncan, renenbering his own nother-foster nother, he rem nded hinsel f
with a stab of the old hurt, recaning his bani shnment-could only shake
his head at the thought that anyone could tuck her away in the back of
the house. Mary MaclLeod took second place to no man. She woul d not
have gotten on well in Algiers at all

Lady Terezia, as spritely and intelligent and beautiful as she was, had
not quite the sane strength of character, in his estimation. Still, she
was probably bearing up well, or so he hoped.

"How do | know your friend i bD Rais hasn't already, er, had his way with
Terezia?" he fretted yet again.

"Ibn Rais is no fool," Hanza said patiently, for what seened the
thousandth tinme. "He would not deval ue the nmerchandise. He w shes to
sell her back to her famly, after all."

"I don't think her famly will believe it."

"They can al ways have her examined. She will not be the first woman
t aken by our shipmen.”

Duncan wi nced.
"Besides, if she was to marry a Spaniard, her intended m ght be rel ated

to one of our own fanmlies. That being so, he might be nost respectful
of her. It is not so very long since they drove us out of G anada."



Duncan gl anced at himsharply, to see if he were being teased, but
Hanza's voice had a distinct tinge of nostalgia. It was a reference to
the Moorish city in Spain, a place of gardens and fountains, of culture
and sci ence, where the Mors and the Jews and the Christians had |ived
toget her amicably until I|sabella of Castile and her husband of Aragon
had fulfilled their oath to banish all but Catholics fromtheir joint

ki ngdom

Not so very long? It had been a hundred and forty years earlier, and a
pi ece of history Duncan had heard of only in passing. It hadn't seened
very inportant at the tine.

it was, obviously, inmportant to Hanza. it was no wonder he spoke such
fl awl ess Spani sh. MclLeod experienced a sudden chill. It had been only
thirty years since he hinmself had "died" . . . but to remenber a city
froma hundred and forty years ago . . . He was beginning to realize
what it truly meant to be Inmortal. He wondered, suddenly, if he too

woul d one day live to renenber sonething that had happened four or five
lifetimes ago. He had "died" and lived again often enough to believe in
what he was-but he was still learning all that it meant, and sonetines
it still frightened him

And he didn't know how ol d Hanrza actually was. He m ght have seen the
Prophet he revered so with his own eyes. He might even have seen the
Christian prophet, whomthe Mislinms honored second only to Mohamed. He
crossed hinself at the thought.

Hanza was watching himas if he knew exactly what MaclLeod was thi nking,
as if he had had such thoughts hinmself, centuries ago. But his next
words had nothing to do with history.

"It isillegal for slaves to bear weapons," he said in a businesslike
tone. "But suicide is unseenly, and for one of us to go unarnmed is even
nore so. W nust correct this matter."

"Aye. Although | wouldna nmnd a | ook at yon wee sword as cut through a
good fleece as if it werena there

"What ?" There were tinmes when MaclLeod's brogue made even his Spani sh
nearly unintelligible.

"Your scimtars. Are they all so sharp? They'd break if they hit aught
solid, but-"

"Like this one?" Ginning evilly, Hanza whi pped his silver-hilted sword
out of its curved sheath. Mael-eod backed away, gaze darting back and
forth | ooki ng desperately for something in the enpty alley to use to
defend hinself. He didn't really believe Hanza wanted his head, but
there were no nortals around to stop them and it was not ioy | I.

ground Hanza chuckl ed and put the weapon away. "It w)uld not break if
it hit your neck, infidel, | assure you. Cenme with me, and | will show
you the finest swords in Algiers-none of which | can afford-and we will
have coffee, and talk of your visit to the house of nmy good friend ibn

Rai s, and what you are likely to find there."

"I still don't really understand why you're hel pi ng me agai nst your
friend now, when you wouldn't before," MaclLeod nuttered abstractedly.
"I"'mgrateful, mnd. 1| just don't understand."



Hanrza, for reasons of his own, chose to ignore him

Most of MaclLeod's attention was focused, anyway, on the row upon row of
steel blades lined up before him They were all curved. Mst had the
shi mrer of Damascus steel, catching the light of the early-afternoon sun
and casting it back again in rainbows. A few of the swords were etched
and inscribed, like Hanza's. The hilts ranged fromplain wod to inlaid
i vory and turquoi se and jewels.

MacLeod was nmore interested in their edges than their decorations. Wile
Hanrza engaged the merchant in conversation, he ran a thunb curiously
al ong one glittering edge.

He couldn't even feel the skin part. He didn't realize he had been cut,
or how deeply, until he saw the blood well up he steel. Then the pain
and saw his own flesh overlapping t canme, a sharp cold jab that nmade his
nerves shudder even as he snatched back his hand, watched with a
curiosity not yet jaded as the split thunmb cane back together and

heal ed, leaving only the blood to mark the injury.

"You are not used to a decent blade,"” the swordseller re nmarked,
cl eaning the sword out of the rack ansdmheearftefrdoitm
st hhoewi megtaol . If ihts blialftaendeethe

"It's sharp enough," MacLeod all owed, surreptitiously w ping his thunb
clean. "But a blade that sharp has no strength to it."

"Do you think so?" the nerchant said. "Now, by God, | think you should
try it. Look you." Froma pile of odds and ends stacked untidily just

i nside the open wing of his tent, he drew out a silk scarf, a sheer
billow of white floating in the wind. The material was nearly
transparent in its fineness. "Wat would happen if you cut at this with
one of your great European swords?"

Duncan shrugged.

"And this." The swordswel |l er produced an iron bar, perhaps two fingers
t hi ck.

Duncan grinned. "Aye, that we could handle well enough."

The nmerchant started to hand the sword to him then hesitated. "Hanza?"
he said. "Perhaps it is better so-" Wth that he held it out to the
ot her Moor.

Hanza smiled apol ogetically at MacLeod. "It is the law, " he expl ai ned.
"I't would be madness to provide weapons to captives, after all."

Duncan stifled his di sappoi ntmrent and watched as the other Immorta
swung the sword experinentally. "Not one of your better blades,"” he
i nfornmed the nmerchant critically.

"The eye of Hanza el Kahir is unsqualled," the nerchant acknow edged.
"Tsuly it is a |l esser blade." He snapped his wist, and the silk scarf
spread out and floated gently downward.

In a nove not even MaclLeod' s eye could follow, Hanza's arm snapped out,
and suddenly there were two scarves, not one, floating nearly
undi sturbed to the earth.



MacLeod blinked, and his eyes wi dened. "Holy Mother of God, is that a
sword or a razor?"

"He bl asphenes!" the nerchant snapped.
"He is an infidel," Hanza answered. "Now, the rod, | think."

Distracted fromhis outrage by the opportunity to have his wares tested
by what was clearly a recogni zed master, the nerchant made his way out
from behind the rack of swords and the display table and stood in the
little passageway. O her merchants and custoners stopped what they were
doing to watch as the nmerchant stood, feet braced, and raised the bar
hori zontally over his head, holding it at either erid.

0, no," MaclLeod started to object. "It's a bonny little bl ade,
there's no need to ruin it-"

It was too late. Hanrza's arm went back and over and down, and with a
pai nfully sharp clang the sword connected with the iron bar. Sparks
flew

And the nerchant staggered, holding now a shorter bar in either hand.
The wat chi ng audi ence | aughed and nade approvi ng noi ses.

MacLeod' s eyes went wi der still, and he noved up to Hanra's shoul der
| ooking over it at the scimtar, now undergoing intense scrutiny from
the I mmort al

"Teh," Hanza said disapprovingly, pointing to a nearly invisible nick in
t he edge of the otherwi se unmarred sword. "Very bad. Wo would buy such
trash?"

"I would," Duncan said reverently, his hands itching to take up the
weapon.

"Ha," Hanmea said. "One day you will find your proper sword, if God
wills it, and it will be better than this. M friend Aziz keeps the
best of his wares within his tent."

"I's it that Hanza i bn Mohanmed seeks a new sword to replace his own?"
Aziz asked, with barely disgui sed eagerness. "By God, you may have your
choi ce of any of ny poor blades, and a racing canel too, in trade for
it."

Duncan blinked again. He had never gotten a chance for a detailed
exam nati on of Hanza's sword-he was too interested in avoiding it,
earlier-and all he could see of it at the nonent was the hilt, a rough
L-shaped silver handle with a ring set in the end.

Hanza saw the [ ook in MacLeod' s eye and snil ed.
"Is it permtted?" MaclLeod asked.

For an instant the two | ocked gazes over the hilt of the Sword. It was
not merely a matter of a nortal |aw about arming a slave; for the two of
them it was nore than that, nmore than one man | en ding another a | ook
at a blade. It was a matter of asking, and receiving, an ultimate
trust, backed by a greater risk than nmortal nen could know -though the
endi ng m ght be the same; the sword would not care if the blood it drank



was nortal or Imortal, if the death it caused was foll owed by an abyss
or a Qui ckeni ng.

"Aye, indeed," Hanza said at last. A murnmur ran around the watching
men, and they pressed closer. Duncan gl anced over his shoul der
unconfortable with how closely they stood to him As a result he al nost
nm ssed the snmooth glide of the sword fromits sheath. Warned by a
too-fam liar whisper of sound, he | ooked back to see the tip clearing
the Iip of the enbroidered cover.

It was, to MacLeod's eye, an odd and rich bl ade: not straight, but
curved, al nost bent; the steel blue-and-gray; a w de channel the whole
l ength of the weapon filled with arabesques and an inscription in the
knotted Arabic script in bright gold; a blade wider toward the tip than
the hilt-a scimtar.

He had never seen one quite like it. There was no bell, no handguard,
only the thick hamered hilt and a pair of quillions, perpendicular to
the grip. The nmetal glistened where it caught the sun; where it was not
inlaid and inscribed, a regular pattern of blue, alnpbst as regular and
even as the scales of a fish, or the ripples of an ocean, covered it.

He couldn't mss Aziz's covetous gaze as Hanza, with only the barest of
hesi tati ons, handed the sword to him The nmerchant wanted the sword
nmore than his own life. "It is forbidden-" he began

"On ny head be it," Hanra said calmy

"Ahhhhh," the assenbl ed onl ookers sighed, as Duncan lifted the bl ade.

Duncan MaclLeod could not but agree with them It was not nmerely that it
was perfectly bal anced. The sword of Hanza el Kahir was as a live
thing, light and el egant, begging to be swung and slice the wind, to

sing in his hand. He noved his arm his wist experimentally, and the
audi ence, all except Hanra, noved back. Hanrza al one renai ned where he
was, easily within the radius of his swing, and watched Duncan, and
snm |l ed. Duncan glanced at himand set hinself, raised his arm high and
brought it down. It was as if he brought down his own arm so nmuch a
part of himthe sword felt.

And yet
And yet, it was not his sword.

He swished it through the air a few nore tines. and then surrendered
it, reluctantly.

"Where might a man find a sword |like that?"" he asked, unable to deny
t he yearning as Hanra sheat hed the scinitar

"Verily, there is no sword like that one," Aziz said. For a nonent he
and Duncan were in perfect accord, religious and cultural differences
set aside out of respect for the perfect exanple of the swordsmith's
art. "It is the Gver of Mercy, the Drinker of the Blood of Infidels,

t he Taker of Heads, the Daughter of Justice. It has been passed down in
Hanrza's family for generations, since the days of the great metal smiths
of Ganada. It is a sword worthy of kings. It is said that whoever
bears that sword will live forever."

The faintest of deprecating smles played or, Ilanza's -,ps as he



|istened to Aziz.

Duncan drew a deep breath. He was already familiar with the nost basic
of mld deceptions practiced by Imortals; " passed down in his fanmly"
was the | east of them Hanrza had nmade the sword hinself. The | egend
that it bestowed imortality, though, was sonething el se again. There
were those who would believe it.

There were those who would seek to test it, for fear it mght be trueln
the end, there can be only one

"He is gifted, is he not?" Hanra said, referring to Duncan. Duncan
couldn't tell if he was being nodest about the scinmtar, or leading into
a negotiation.

Apparently Aziz thought the latter, and declined to participate. "You
are an infidel," he said with regret. "And a slave. It is forbidden
that such as you should have a weapon." He shook his head nournfully,
carefully refraining fromneeti ng Hanza's gaze to avoid the offense of
refusing to deal with him "You will not find a sword here, ny friend.
Though you may | ook, and try, you may not take. Qur scimitars are not
for you."

MY | ord Hanza has | ed Duncan MacLeod to Aziz the nmerchant. | am
informed by nmy brothers that Xavier St. Coud is hunting once again; it
may be well that MaclLeodfinds a decent sword. Though we are not
permtted to interfere; though MacLeod is an infidel, and untried, -
still, it would be better if St. Coud were not the one remaining. W
are not pernmitted to judge them Yet we know that one day we may be
judged by them ...

| -"Am in In the end, Hanrza purchased nothing. He and the nerchant
engaged in ani mated di scussion for quite some time while Duncan
continued to exam ne the various weapons, finding none of themquite to
his liking. It was easier to swing a sword, he found, than to think
about Terezia. Aziz and Hanza allowed himto test the rest of the

bl ades, even though he would not be able to purchase one, and he

wel coned the distraction. After a while the audi ence grew bored at

wat chi ng the European hack and thrust at nothing, his face twisted with
concentration, and wandered away, D Val enzuel a woul d have | aughed at him
for a | ovesi ck puppy, but the thought of her immured in ibn Rais' nud
pal ace lent strength to his arm The swords sliced through the air,
over and over, one after another. The curved bl ades | ent thenselves to
cutting rather than thrusting, and were shorter than he was used to.

He attacked the image of the corsair, imagining himcut dowm as he had
cut down so many: rival clansnen, English-any he was paid to. There
were plenty who would hire a sword froma man who had nothing else to
sell. People died so easily; one shove of netal just there, or there,
or therer there, across the neck, and the head of nmortal or Inmorta
ali ke would go rolling across the desert sand.

He was good at killing. He had been enployed at it for years. It was
only lately, in his renewed lifetine, that he had begun to find polish,
begun to think that perhaps he could be good at other things too.

He was not certain he could ever be good enough for soneone I|ike
Terezi a.

He blinked sweat out of his eyes and slashed madly at the enpty air,



st aggering, gasping for breath.

"Enough, | think," Hanza said judiciously. "You are making a spectacle
of yourself before the goats. It is too hot for such exercise. Cone
with ne, and tell me yet again about this woman who obsesses you so."

"I don't know if it's Terezia, or just the thought of her," Duncan said
hel pl essly. He and Hanza were circling each other in an enpty white
roomtucked away in the back of Hanza's home, sparring with carved
wooden versions of the curved swords in Aziz's stock. So far Duncan
hadn't managed to touch the other man, though he hinself had a nicel,y
healing collection of welts and bruises on his arnms, |egs, body, and
face. He wasn't certain whether his poor performance was due to his
distraction or to his unfanmliarity with the weapon, though he had to
concede that Hanza was very, very good.

"Wirren weaken men," Hanza said, cracking himacross the shins.
Unable to stifle a yelp, Duncan glared at him "Aye, is that so? And
you with three w ves?"

Hanza grinned. "Fortunate for you, isn't it?" |yhack

Duncan gri nned back w t hout hunor and gathered hinsel f He was bigger
than the other man, after all, he had carried a sword for nore than
fifty years And sonehow his weapon was lying on the tiled floor, and he
was on one knee, and his armwas nunb fromel bow to fingertips.

He stared at the wooden sword, then up at the other man. "It's a good
thing you're who you are," he said wvly, "or it would be my head |vying
there."”

Hanrza saluted himand put up his sword. "Even so. Even such a nodest
gift as my own nmay be honed by yea's of practice. But you have talent,
MacLeod. It will serve you well if oulive to use it."

'So," he went on, recovering Duncan's sword and pl aci ng both weapons in
a rack on a wall, "this Terezia, she is not one of us? You would have
mentioned that, surely."

Duncan cl osed his eyes and shook his head. "No." He took a cotton cloth
froma rack against the wall and wi ped the sweat fromhis arns and
chest.

"Then what does it matter, in the long run?' Hanra, having already dried
hi nsel f, slipped the |long cotton thobe over his head.

"Wul d you say the same of your w ves?" MaclLeod snapped. "Because we
are Imortal, does that nean we cannotiove?"

"It neans that every nortal we |ove, we |ose." Hanza shrugged. "I |ove
each one of ny wives dearly-I have loved all of themdearly.... |
suppose | might do sonmething rash to preserve them though rashness is
not a part of ny nature."

He touched the sheath of the scimtar with his fingertips, al nost
absent mi ndedly, affectionately. "You will find, Duncan MaclLeod, t hat
long life either gives that life great value, or no value at all." H's
voi ce was very soft, trailing off into nothingness. Duncan waited.



When Hanra resuned speaking, it was in an uncharacteristically
practical, brisk tone. "fbn Rais is very powerful in this city. He is
high in the favor of the Sultan's Vizier. Thtake one of his captives
fromhis owm house is to risk one's head, and you will die the forever
death-and all that you are will be lost with it." He raised one

i nquiring eyebrow.

"It is worth it," MacLeod said softly.

"If it is truly so, then, ny infidel brother, let us consider seriously
what you may do to recover this woman-and survive to enjoy the rewards
of doing so."

In the light of the full moon, Al giers gleaned, a city of pearl and
shadows. Hanra stood at MaclLeod's shoulder in the alley behind ibn
Rai s' hone, holding the single rein of a racing dronedary. A horsehair
rope hung down fromthe crenellation of the house across the narrow way,
a precise black I'ne against the whiteness.

"I have not, of course, ever been within the wonen's quarters nyself,"

Hanza was saying. "But all such are alike in nmany ways-the houses, |
mean. So on the other side of this wall you will find a garden, and
flowers. 1bn Rais has but one wife; you will find slaves, and guards.
Because they canme from Turkey, they will be eunuchs, but-" He hesitated,
and his hand fell to the black scabbard at his side. "Take this. It

will serve you well; you may not live forever, but you will live through

this night, at least."

It was the Taker of Heads, the Daughter of Justice. Dun can slid his
hand around the thick silver hilt and slid the blade free of the | eather

scabbard just enough to see the beginning of the inscription. "l canna
take this," he whispered. "I canna | eave you defensel ess.”

"It will inspire you to nmove quickly," Hanza said. He was already
pressing hinmself against the far wall, into the shadows of the canel.

"There are no others of us near. Go. Do what you must, and return
qui ckly."

Unable to find the right words, Duncan gave hima long | ook instead, and
held up the sword in salute. Hanra shook his head, deprecating. "Honor
the sword, MaclLeod, not ne."

“I'"ll bring it back to you," he promi sed. Then he strapped it about his
wai st and swarned up the rope w thout | ooking back

Fromthe top of the wall, it was an easy junp across the alley. Duncan
crouched on the wall like a great cat, sparing one glance down at Hanra
and the canel before looking into the garden

He could snell the sweet perfune of orange trees, roses, grape vines;
the stink of burning oil. He could hear the nmusic of falling water
feel its cool touch as a physical caress. Blended into, yet beyond the
sound of water, he could hear a stringed instrunent, and the sound of
fem ni ne | aughter.

The garden was a confusing place of shadows and moonlight. It was
bounded by a row of rooms lit by |anps, gl ow ng gol den through w ndows
in the doors. |Immediately below him lining the walls, were nmasses of

rose bushes, their spicy, sweet scent filling his nostrils.



Leaping to the ground, he paused to catch his breath and |isten again.
Aside fromthe crickets, suddenly still, no one seened to have heard the

i mpact .

Now t hat he was actually inside the garden, he could see nore clearly,
There was an arbor, and marbl e benches were set around the fountain. The
area was etched by an intricate knot of gravel paths setting off
riotously bloomng flowers, trees, even open patches of grass. He
licked his Iips and edged al ong the perineter, keeping just clear of the
t hor ny bushes.

The sound of the guitar and the flute were clearer now as he stopped
opposite the fountain. Soneone was singing a plaintive song-at | east
the song sounded plaintive; it was in a |anguage he didn't understand,
not Arabic. But the words seemed to amuse soneone, because they were
greeted with |aughter, both fromthe audi ence and the singer. He was
about to nove cl oser when a shadow nmoved in the corner of the garden
low to the ground.

Duncan froze as a change in the direction of the wi nd brought a new
scent to him heavy, rank

"Dam, " he nmuttered to hinmsell "Wy couldna it be eunuchs?" He spared an
annoyed thought for Hanza, too, who had neglected to nmention the other
guardi an of ibn Rais' women's quarters, a nassive, black-maned |ion

A lion could not-he was nearly sure-take his head. It could kill him
temporarily, though, and the process was certain to be unpleasant. The
Daughter of Justice slid out of its sheath with a whisper of
anti ci pation.

Singul arly uni npressed, the lion sat ir the mddle of a pool of Iight
and blinked at him its eyes opaque with light reflected fromthe pool

He had seen a lion once before, in a French zoo. It had been a sickly
beast, ribs showing, half its teeth gone. He'd been inpressed by the
cl aws, though

This lion was far from sickly-1oo0king, even in noonlight, and-he noted
as it yawned-it still had all its teeth. It was quite the magnificent
animal, in fact, with a full wild black nane and solid slabs of nuscle
that shifted and fl owed over its bones as it stood and stretched and
rubbed its jaw against the ground. The aninmal stretched out its front
paws and dug deep, deep into the gravel with claws the size of the
curved daggers Aziz sold in the marketplace. Duncan swallowed dryly and
rai sed the sword

Standi ng again, the lion sniffed at the ground, dropped his shoul der

and roll ed, scrubbing its back into the Tucked-up earth with all the
ecstasy of a house cat discovering a patch of catnip. Duncan stared in
di sbelief as the lion groaned and roared, exposing its belly, waving its
huge paws in the air.

The nmusic fromthe lighted roons fell silent, as if the occupants had
paused to listen. Monents |ater one of the doors opened, the Iight

sil houetting a human figure. Duncan stepped back into the shadow of one
of the orange trees. His novenment caught the attention of the lion, and
it twisted and leaped to its feet once again, sinking into a hunting
crouch.



It was really quite amazing how nuch it resenbled a hearth cat; Duncan
had seen one slink in just such a fashion, belly to the ground, gaze
fixed hard upon a nmouse in the corner. Only nowit was Duncan MaclLeod
who was the nouse, and the cat was tw ce his size

The sil houette fromthe doorway stepped into the m ddl e of the open
area. The cat's tail lashed inirritation, and it oozed closer to
Duncan.

The hearth cat used to twitch its hindquarters in just that way, before
making its final rush to seize its prey. Duncan braced hinsel f against
the tree trunk, holding the sword before him It would be too nuch to
hope that the lion would run upon the scimtar as if it were a boar
spear, but he had never fought a lion before, and he wasn't at all sure
what el se to do

The sil houette was a man, a nassive nman-half a foot again taller than
MacLeod. He wore only | oose cotton breeches and a turban, and carried
sonmet hing in one hand, and while the earth did not quite shake at his
passi ng, his footsteps were heavy enough to distract the lion. The cat
rai sed and swiveled its head to | ook at the newconer.

The guard's mass wasn't muscle; rolls of fat hung fromhis upper armns
and sagged over his belt. The objects in his hands were chains, |ight
ones that chimed together as his hand swng back and forth. The lion
coughed, and suddenly Duncan was sure it had changed its selection of
prey, that the unarnmed man before himwas dooned to die under the
animals' claws and teeth. He drew a deep breath, preparing to step out
and kill the animal before it could |eap

But the man-the eunuch-showed no fear as he called to the lion n a
curiously high, sweet voice, raising the chains in his hand as if in
invitation. The lion snarled, swng its head back toward MaclLeod in
i ndeci si on.

The eunuch peered into the shadow, trying to see what had attracted the
big cat's attention without nmoving fromhis place. A sleepy nightingale
called froma tree nearby, protesting. It snatched the cat's attention
away from MaclLeod, but in seeking the bird it took one long stride
toward the trees that sheltered himas well.

The eunuch called again and rattled the chains coaxingly. The lion
ignored him freezing to find the nightingal e again. The eunuch's voice
took on a note of desperation, and he sl apped the chain against the
dirt. The lion's head sw vel ed back as the massive man dragged the
chain enticingly in the gravel, and the animal snarled, its patience
tested to the limt by the continuing distraction

MacLeod woul d not have believed anything so | arge could nove so quickly.
The lion spun and | eaped, pinning the chain, and kept going. |Its next
fluid | eap brought the eunuch down. The nan barely had a chance to
scream before the cat's jaws cl osed over his head and crunched.

St. Cdoud has taken heads in Marrakesh; there are no Immortals |eft
where he has been. It is not yet time for the Gathering, but when the
madness takes him he kills. He has killed his Watcher too, though
),,,e do not think he knew her for what she was; still, it way ill done
to have her marry him He has too rmuch pride to answer questions froma
woman . ..



I"Amin The |ion nmade a gaggi ng, coughi ng noi se that nearly covered the
wet, splintering sound of the skull collapsing, and shook its head hard.
There was a cracking sound, and the body fl opped back and forth as if it
were suddenly weightless, as if all the bones that gave it stature had
turned to wax and nelted into the ground. It was too late to save the
man; MaclLeod coul d not, though he was out of the shadows and hal f way
across the open space before three nore eunuchs burst out of the room
and threw thensel ves onto the aninal.

Encunbered by its prey, the lion's first strike inits ow defense only
raked one of the eunuchs fromthroat to crotch, sending himreeling back
wailing. It gave the other two tinme to loop thin nmetal chains about the
lion's thick-maned neck as it tried to shake its jaws | oose, and they
retreated franticafly in opposite directions as the animal roared and
struck frantically to either side.

The chains were slender, neant for show, not for restraint. The nen were
unevenly matched. The lion spun and yanked one chain | oose as MaclLeod
rai sed a Hi ghland warcry and rushed in upon it, intercepting it in
md-rush as it lunged at the stronger of the two nen.

The Daughter of Justice rose and fell as the lion rose, maddened, rising
into the swordstroke. The s, %4 ord caught the beast across the wthers
with a jar that nearly wenched the weapon out of his hand. The cat
screamed, a cry nearly as high as that of the eunuch collapsing under
its weight, and shuddered, trying with severed nmuscles to turn and
savage its new attacker. The renaining guard was scrabbling backward,
away fromthe lion, fromthe avengi ng demon with the curved sword that
slashed and glittered again, sending lion's blood spraying up agai nst

t he noon.

The Iion caught MacLeod across one armwith claws as long as his
fingers, ripping it to the bone. MaclLeod couldn't feel it. He was
yelling still, the wild cry of the MacLeod cl an, pushing back agai nst
the animal's fetid breath, drowning out its roars. Sone renote part of
his mind realized that the doors to the roonms surroundi ng the garden
were all open now, filled with the figures of wonen; that the noi se mnust
surely bring forth whatever other men ibn Rais mght have; that whatever
hope he had ever had of nobving secretly, quietly, to prize Terezia away
fromhere was | ong since gone. Sone renote part of his nind saw the
bones of his own armglistening, knew that there was pain. He could not
take the tinme to assess his wounds. He could only strike again and

again and again, until the lion fell back, its eyes still blazing
contenpt at the petty human thing which dared to raise itself up and
deal out its death. It sagged back, finally, still snarling, claws
still twitching uselessly, and it died.

He col l apsed to his knees beside it, supporling hinmself on the blade-tip
of the scimtar, his lungs heavipg |like bellows as he gasped for air.
The roaring in his ears beean to dim It was, of a sudden, very quiet,
except for his own panting. The air reeked of dying.

He rai sed his head, slowy, to | ook around, to see, with a viscera
shudder, the shapel ess crushed mass of the first guard's head nearly
torn fromhis shoul ders; the |ong darkand-1ight body of the lion curled

al nost protectively around him its lip still curled, exposing |ong
reddened fangs; the other two eunuchs, one still sprawl ed on the ground,
t he ot her huddl ed under the orange tree; the wonen, standing in the
doorways. It was a foolish thing for themto do, he thought. \What if

he hadn't been able to -lie slunped, a light npan escaping fromhis lips



as the shock of it hit him H's armwas healing, of course-the flesh
back in place as if nothing had ever happened, the bone decently hidden
He coul d pass off the blood as the lion's, but-it could have been his
head. His life.

"Ter ezi a?"

He had to swallow and try again before the name could be nore than a
noise. At least it was a noise that broke the silence; the wonen
murmured excitedly to each other, their voices like bells. "Terezia?"

The third eunuch, recalled to his duty perhaps by the depth of MaclLeod's
voice, got to his feet and approached warily. Duncan | ooked at him and
he stepped back hastily.

"Ter ezi a?"
"Duncan? Duncan MacLeod?"

It was Terezia, and he would not greet her on his knees. The bl ade of
the sword bent alarmngly, but held, as he shoved hinself upright again.

For a nonent he couldn't tell which of the blurred figures before him
was hers. They were gathered around chirruping like birds, adjusting
the veils over their faces so that only their eyes were exposed. It
seened a great waste of energy, considering how light their clothing
was; here, in the safety of their own quarters, they didn't bother with
the all envel opi ng robes.

One of themwasn't bothering even with the veil. And she had bl ue eyes,
light brown hair, fair pale skin; she was dressed in a thin cotton gown,
and | ooked like an angel wilhout the wings. She was [ooking at himwith

terror and concern. "Duncan, you're hurt-"

"Cch, no, it's nothing." He smled. It was easier now, even the

di zziness was fading. Pulling in a deep breath, he went on, "I cane to
fetch you out, my lady. | think' He glanced about, grateful that the
rest of ibn Rais' nen had not yet put in an appearance. Perhaps they
were constrai ned fromappearing in the wonen's quarters? "I think we
may be able to leave, if the guards will but | ook toother way."

Nfild confusion crossed her face, and he nmentally cursed the richness of
his native brogue. "Conme awa' w' ne, |ass.”

He held out his hand to her, expectantly.

Terezia did not, as he expected, as he hoped, fall weeping into his
arms. Nor did she accept his proffered hand. She bit her lip-her full,
| uscious lower liinstead, |ooking back at the other women. "I can't go
wi th you, Duncan."

He stared at her, dunmbfounded. "Are you mad? You can't not go." Not
after all this, he nearly added.

But she was shaki ng her head, her eyes welling. "Duncan, you don't
understand. |'m supposed to be here. It's all arranged.™

"Arranged?" She was saying words, but they didn't have any meaning. He
grabbed her arm intending to shake sense into her



"Duncan, don't. It's true. | arranged, in Venice, with the Turkish
Anmbassador. | am neeting-someone-here. My father would never have
allowed it, so we had to set up a ki dnappi ng-"

It made no sense. It was madness. "But d'Val enzuel a died."

"I know. And it was dreadful. It wasn't supposed to happen that way.
But it was the only way."

You coul d have told us." He was aware of anger, deep inside, at the

needl ess death of his friend; other than hat he felt nothing at all. Her
wor ds washed over himli ke Mediterranean waves, warm but unable to
sustain him "You could have told ne-"

"But | couldn't," she said desperately, Turining a small soft hand up
his chest. For an instadt he responded to the touch, until the giggles
of the audi ence brought himback to where he was, and why. Terezia was
| ooking up at himstill, ignoring them her eyes huge, dark, |umnous in
the moonlight. "I couldn't, Duncan. You'd never have allowed it. You
woul dn't understand. "

"Aye, you're right about that. | nobst certainly would not!" He gl anced
around at the assenbled wonen. "I would not have pernmitted you to make
such a ridicul ous bargain; good nmen have di ed, abd your own father, your
brother!"-he ground his teeth at the nenmory-"I was sold in the

mar ket pl ace |i ke soneone's second-best horse, all for your arrangement'!

"Do you truly believe these corsairs will help you?" he snapped. "You're
a prisoner here, you fool. You're ibn Rais' plaything. [1'll bring you
out of this place even if | have to carry you over ny shoulder. Cone
away with ne. Now "

"I will not conme." Her hand, still resting flat against his chest,
becarme rigid. "You're an honorable man, Duncan, but you don't
understand. You see only corsairs and Mors and strangers-you're a
nmercenary, you only know fighting and killing. You don't know anything
about | ove.

"Maybe you can carry nme off over your shoulder, but if you do I'Il find
a way to get away fromyou and come back."

She was serious. She was absolutely serious. Duncan shook his head,

amazed, and nore than a little hurt by her words. "Wo is it you're
waiting for? Wo do you think ibn Rais will turn you over to?"

"I will turn her over to no one," said ibn Rais, fromthe | argest
door way.

The assenbl ed wonen gasped and chattered, pulling away on either side
until there was a path |eading fromDuncan, bloody and tattered, and
Terezia and the dead lion, to the lord of the house, gorgeous in red
silks and gold chains, with a very businesslike sword in his hand.
MacLeod coul d scarcely recognize himas the filthy corsair who had taken
the Sancta I nnocents. The man before himwas, in his way, as noble in
his bearing as any great lord of a Christian court.

Terezia stiffened under Duncan's hands, and then, incredibly, sniled,
turned, and stepped out of his grasp to go to the pirate. Her gl ossy
hai r swng as she grasped his arm and turned back to Duncan



"This is the man | nmet. This is the man | want to stay with."

Ibn Rais gestured to her to stand behind him and she did so,
i medi ately, obediently.

Duncan felt a shock of recognition. Dressed as he was here, in costly
silk and gold, ibn Rais suddenly canme into focus as someone Duncan had
seen once before, far away and under very different circunstances, at a
society function in Venice. |bn Rais had been described to hi mthough
not by nanme '-as an anbassador fromthe Turkish court....

"Your father had arranged an honorable narriage for you," he sputtered.
"He took great care for you. WII you dishonor your famly and your
name in such a'fashion?"

"My father never consulted nme in the matter,"” the girl responded. "And
he took nore care for his famly fortune by the nmarriage he arranged.
You were sold in the slave markets of Al giers, Duncan MaclLeod, but | was

sold in the marriage markets of Christianity. | liked it no better than
you. | net a man | |loved, instead, in the Doge's court."
"Meanwhile," ibn Rais said silkily, "you are here, infidel, - T, a place

no whol e man but one nmay be. You Have a choice before you, MclLeod."

He had an idea he knew what the choice was already, but he liked to be
cl ear about these things. "And that m ght be?"

"You may surrender your manhood or your head." Ibn Rais lifted his sword
suggestively. "But ny honor requires one or the other."

Terezia made a sound of protest.
MacLeod agreed with her. It might be that his body could heal itself

even of such a loss, but it was not an experinent he cared to subject
hi nsel f to.

"I"ll do neither one," he said, raising his own sword. "It'll be you
dying, with your pet cat." He wondered, for one panicked instant, if
Hanza, on the other side of the wall, would get his Quickening. The

pani ¢ was replaced al nbst at once with an irrational certainty that no
nmere nortal, no maD living, could take the head of Duncan MaclLeod.

The Moor gl anced at the body of the lion, Iinp and dark agai nst the

gravel path. doser to himlay the savaged body of the eunuch. "That
may be as God wills,"” ibn Rais said. "But even so, you would have to
kill every person in this house in order to escape; you would never

escape Algiers.”

As he spoke, the other eunuchs crept out again, nmoving around MaclLeod.
He rai sed the bl oody sword, warning them off.

"Where did you get that?" ibn Rais demanded, finally getting a good | ook
at the weapon. "That sword belongs to your master, Hanrza el Kahir. Are
you a thief as well?"

"I am" He started to say | amno thief, but that would inplicate Hanza.
At the same time, he could not admt to something that was not only not
true, but shameful. He fell silent instead, watching as the eunuchs
gathered their nerve for a final rush. The wonen had withdrawn to their
roons and were watching fromthe safety of the doorways. Even Terezia,



he noted bitterly, had vani shed.

"You say nothing, infidel? Do you then |eave the choice up to ne?" He
i ndi cated Hanza's sword with the tip of his own blade. "Drop that, you
dog. It is an honorable weapon, not for the Iikes of you."

MacLeod swal | owed, and then grinned suddenly. "Cch, ny nother always
treated me like a laird. She'd be pleased to hear | at |east had an
honor abl e death. "

"What are you saying?" said ibn Rais, not certain he was hearing the
words correctly underneath the thick burr.

The eunuchs were cl oser now, poised to snatch at his arns.

"Ah, 'tis only that beheading's only for the nobility where |I come from
t he nost honorable death. Did ny family know you treated visitors to
your woren's quarters so well, you' d have Scots clinbing your walls
every night and half the day as well. And with only yon half-nmen to
stop them well’

He was buried, then, under half a dozen outraged eunuchs, the sword torn
fromhis hand even as he syrung it. He tried to twist away fromthe
graspi ng hands, to get free, but there was no escape. The gravel bit
into his knees as he was forced to kneel before ibn Rais. Fingers
twisted into his hair pulled back his head, exposing his throat; each
armwas held hard, and a knee between his shoul ders shoved hi m forward.

I bn Rais stepped forward to pick up the discarded sword, holding it up
reverently to the light. "I shall make sure this is returned to its
rightful owner," he said quietly. "But before | do so, | will cleanse
it in your blood. You are an infidel, a thief, a despoiler of virgins.
You have no right to carry an honorabl e bl ade such as this."

The Daughter of Justice caught the nmoonlight as he used it to lift
Duncan's head even nore, the inscription stark black agai nst the gol d.
MacLeod coul d feel his pulse beating against the tip, the warmtrickle

of blood sliding down the outside of his throat. "Aye," he said,
forcing himself to laugh, "but at least |I'mnot a murdering heat hen
pirate. And I'll die with great honor, no matter what you claim™

For a long nonment their eyes met, Muslimlord aild Scots nercenary, and
then ibn Rais smled in return. "Do you think so, infidel? For | do
not . "

The sword dropped, then rose again with terrifying suddenness. Macl xod
could not restrain a screamas the scimtar slid deep into his breast.
It was the shock, nostly; at first there was no pain at all, and then
the bl ade found his heart and tw sted, and there was nothing but pain
and the di spassionate eyes of the man who killed him He gasped,
tw,."ce, seeking desperately past the sudden, shocking agony for air,
for Iife The last thing he saw was the | ook of utter contenpt on ibn
Rai s' face; and then canme the bl ackness, the silence, the death.

Chapt er Four

W are greatly concerned about the approach of the Inmortal Xavier St
Cloud W are reluctant to assign a new Watcher to him yet we mnust
observe him he may, after all, win through to the very end He al ready
has a | ong history of chall enges.



Ibn Rais has killed Madeod |' Amn Ibn Rais had killed MaclLeod.

He awoke fromhis death with a jerk and a gasp, trying desperately to
orient hinself Hanza el Kahir sat quietly in a corner of the room the
ancient scimtar resting across his thighs, watching him

"What - where-"

"Peace, my friend. You are in ny honme." Hanrza was shaki ng his head,

al nrost fondly. "I thought you were going to rescue a woman. | did not
expect to find your lifeless body thrown over the garden wall, as if to
the dogs. | nearly lost the canel."

MacLeod was unable to stop hinmself from seeking the wound that had
killed him It wasn't there; there was no mark at all. There was not
so much as a rent in his attire; the blood had been cl eaned away and he
had been dressed in new, fresh clothing. He shivered, as nmuch in
reaction as anything el se, as one hand drifted up to his throat, just to
make sure his head was still attached.

"You are nost fortunate," Hanrza said, his hands unconsciously caressing
t he bl ade ever so lightly.

"Aye," MaclLeod agreed fervently, sitting up. "I was sure he was going
to take my head."

"I amsurprised he did not."

"I think- he didn't want to honor ne so, -Liuch."

"Ah." Hanrza nodded, as if he understood, when clearly he did not. "A
messenger from his house returned ny sword, with the news that the thief
who had stolen it had been dealt with. | was barely in time to receive

t he nessage." He sighed gently. "And the wonman?"

"The wonan. " Duncan was still feeling for the hole his nenory told
hi m ought to be in his chest. "The womap said she wanted to stay. |
don't understand it."

"It is not given to us to understand all things," Hanza observed. "In
any case, you are dead in this place; you will have to | eave."
Duncan nodded reluctantly. "She doesn't belong there," he began

"It is of no consequence now. You are dead, and the dead rescue no one.
Especi ally those who have been givep, the opportunity and turned it

down." He sighed. "I have returned the canel. You cannot renmain in

Al giers now, either, "We will take horses, | think, to Tunis. You wll

rest for this day. W will |eave tonorrow, after the norning prayer."

He | ooked down at the sword. "I regret that this bl ade was used on you,
nmy friend."

"I would have regretted it nore if ibn Rais had taken nmy head with it,"

Duncan pointed out. "Hanza-" The other man | ooked up

"Thank you."

Hanza el Kahir smiled gently and rose to his feet, saluted Duncan, and



left the room leaving himto slama frustrated fist against a stone
wal | .

The posting inns along the great trade routes of North Africa ranged
frommere oases to small cities in their own right, with walls of

whi t ewashed stone, stables and fodder for the hundreds of horses and
canel s transporting goods, places where travelers could refresh

t hensel ves, rest and wash and eat. It was quite civilized, really,
MacLeod thought, except for the bloody endl ess sunshi ne.

They entered one of the open-air cafds, |ooking for food. They had

nm ssed joining a trade caravan that norning and had decided to take the
opportunity to rest the horses a while |longer. Hanra was |ooking at his
watch, a large, round nechanismw th anornately inscribed face. He had
a liking for such nechani cal toys, though for the life of him Duncan
coul dn't understand why.

He and his nentor were still dressed in traveling robes, in shades of
brown and white. Before they had left Al giers, Hanza had gotten MaclLeod
a sword, not unlike the broadsword he was used to; it was a distinct
confort to feel the weight at his side again, as if up until now he had
been m ssing a vital piece of clothing.

They had hoped to make nore progress today, though MacLeod hadn't been
| ooking forward to another day on horseback. He hadn't slept well the
previous night. He was tired and inpatient, annoyed that they had

m ssed their contact. He was still not convinced they really needed the
protection of a large group of travelers, and he was sweating and
itching and miserable. "Ah, this accursed heat," he nuttered. "It nust

be noon already." H s accent was thicker than usual with irritation, but
he didn't care.

Hanrza consulted the watch again. 4'it is 9:30, ny friend. Still the
cool part of the day." He snapped it shut with a snmile

MacLeod was in no nood to be appeased; he was still smarting fromthe
rejection by Terezia and the need to | eave Algiers. A dead man could
not be seen in the city streets, after all. "Wuat's the use of that
thing? Counting m nutes when we have forever......

Hanza shrugged, saluting the men at a nearby table. "It is al

w.-itten. How long anyone has is in the hands of Allah. Besides, you
Eur opeans invented nminutes. Here there is only norning, noon, and
night." They sat at a small table bearing bows of olives and dates, and
a serving man appeared al nmost instantly to pour two cups of steanming tea
for them

"Shook-rol ," MacLeod nuttered, thanking the sery,'Ing man but stil
sul ki ng.

"Patience, ny friend. The desert teaches that, if nothing else. W'l
| eave for Tunis in the evening. Even we can't travel far in the m dday
sun. "

MacLeod si pped, sputtered. "This is hot! \Wat d'you want to drink that
for? | want sonething cold!"

Hanrza smiled again, sipping his own tea with obvious pleasure. "You
mss this Scotland of yours?"



"Aye!l" At the noment, MaclLeod couldn't think of anywhere on earth he
woul d rather be, in the chill mst of a Highland norning, with fog |ying
in the glens and sheep dotting the green hills. It had been too |ong
since he had seen anything decently green. He was sick of North Africa,
sick of the Mediterranean, sick of Algiers. He wanted to go hone.

Hanza | aughed. "Were it rains incessantly, and the people of your
tri be eat grass?"

"Oats, Hanza, they eat oats. And aye, | could do with a bl oody cold

H ghl and ale right now " And the snell of a peat fire, and the skirl of
pi pes and the good songs of the Highlands Hanza rai sed his eyebrows,
mldy affronted. MaclLeod glared at him exasperated. "Wat, you don't
approve of ny customnms?" he asked sarcastically.

Hanza sighed gently. "Wo can say? It is not for ne to judge.
Per haps," he sniled w ckedly, joking again, "one can enjoy eating the
flesh of pigs and drinking vile concoctions."

MacLeod opened his nouth to respond and then shut it again. They could
hear hoofbeats in the courtyard outside, and at the same tine

experi enced sudden knowi ng, the certainty that there was anot her of
their kind sonmewhere close. Hanza | ooked around behind hinsel f, and both
he and MacLeod saw the other at the sane tine.

A vaguely Oriental -1ooking bl ack man of youthful appearance was standi ng
t here, brushing travel dust from black robes. He wore a curved

ornately inscribed scimtar at his side. He had sighted themtoo, and
he was snmiling, his eyes boring into theirs in blatant chall enge.

"A Moor?" Duncan asked.

"A killer," Hanza responded, obviously recogni zing the other man, and
deeply shaken by it.

The newconer strode over to the table, |ocking eyes with Hanrza. "Hanra
el Kahir," he said, not as a question

"l have that honor,"
traveled a |l ong way."

Hanrza replied, with hard-held dignity. "You have

"And you nove quickly-for an old man." The newcomer's tone was nocki ng.
Hs lips were curled in what m ght have been a smile, or a sneer

MacLeod' s tenper snapped. "Keep a civil tongue in your head, if you
want to keep it."

The ot her man | ooked MaclLeod over, not quite smirking. He pretended to
recoil in fear, holding out one hand. "Look, how | shake. My breath
cones in |abored gasps. What bravado!" Turning to Hanra, he inquired,
"Who is this fool ?"

Stung, MaclLeod rose to his feet. "I am Duncan MacLeod of the O an
MaclLeod. "

The newconer was still addressing Hanra, ignoring Duncan as if he were a
child not yet breeched. "Does he always speak for you?"

To Duncan's surprise and fury, Hanza responded to the newconer as if he
agreed. "Forget him He is too young for you to be copcened with."



"I amold enough to take his head!"

The man in black | ooked at himagain, and shrugged. "I don't sleep with
virgins and | don't kill children."

Infuriated, MacLeod |unged, dragging at the sword Hanrza had acquired for
himthe norning they had left Al giers.

Hanza stepped in his way, restraining him "Not here!" he said quietly,
urgently. "W are not alone!" Indeed, the other custoners in the snall

caf ewere wat chi ng the exchange among the three nen with open curiosity.

The third Immortal stood watching, anused rather than inpressed.

"Then | will take it el sewhere," MaclLeod said between his teeth, |eaning
heavily on the double entendre. The urge to wi pe that snmirk off the
stranger's face, and with it his own accunul ated frustration, was nearly
over whel m ng.

Hanza, still interposed between the two, kept trying to calmhim "It
is not your concern!"

Duncan shot hima | ook of disbelief, as the stranger, still ignoring
him said to Hanza, "W will neet in two hours. The Square in the old
quarter."

"He will be there," MiclLeod snapped. And so will Duncan MaclLeod, he

t hought, and cheering Hanza on as he takes yon arrogant head The
stranger's head swi vel ed, and he | ooked at Duncan directly, and snmled.
"Good. Because if he isn't-1'Il come |ooking for you."

A sudden chill settled in MacLeod's gut, and he knew suddenly what birds
in the nest nmust feel |ike when a snake cones slithering down the branch
and pauses to | ook themover, selecting the first to devour at |eisure.
The stab of dread nmade him irrationally, angrier still at this man who
failed to show his friend the proper respect. "Anytime," he responded
with all the bravado he could nuster.

The other Immortal saw it for what it was. He laug ied, then turned and
strode out of the little cafe, leaving the two, along with the rest of
the place's patrons, staring after him

"Who is that canel dung?" MaclLeod snarl ed

Hanza was still staring after the other man, his face very pale. "Xavier
St. Cdoud," he answered abruptly.

MacLeod blinked. "A Christian name for a Mor?"

"He has been many things." The answer was al nost absentm nded, as if he
were thinking of sonething else entirely.

MacLeod snorted. "Soon he'll be dead. You will show hi mwhat Damascus
steel can do."

Hanza renmained silent for a | ong nonent, and then, as if coming to a
deci sion, he said, "Finish your tea, and get the horses. It is tine for
us to go."

MacLeod stared at himin disbelief. This was not the Hanza he knew, nor



was this the kind of behavior he could conprehend. He coul d understand
fear, yes, though a man didn't admt to such a thing; he drank whisky if
he needed nore courage in his gut, and shouted | ouder and fought harder
for it. But what Hanra seened to be suggesting wa' You're going to run?"

It couldn't be. Running was what cowards did. And Hanza was not a
cowar d.

"Whuld you rather | commit suicide?" the other nman returned abruptly.
Smal | beads of sweat stood out on his skin between the fold of his
turban and his brows. He kept glancing back at the courtyard, as if he
expected St. Cdoud to appear again, sword at the ready despite the
protective presence of nortals.

MacLeod was conpl etely bewi | dered. Suicide? Hanza?

"But 1've seen you fight. You're good." He could still renenber the
nunbness in his armwhere the practice sword had hit a nerve, disarning
hi m al rost casually. He had considered hinmsel f experienced, unti
encountering Hanza el Kahir. He couldn't imagi ne anyone better

The ot her man shook his head grimy, reaching for the silver cup on the
table. "Not as good as- Xavier. A man nmust know his limtations if he
wants to survive." Draining the rest of his tea, he added, "We'll ride
now, Lose himin the desert."”

"Then you'll ride alone ," MacLeod respond (I, outraged, as Hanrza
started for the archway.

Furious, frightened, desperate, the other maD turned back, shaking a
finger in MacLeod's face. "Xavier was right. You are a fool! You are
too young, you have never fought o--,e like this!"

A kind of arrogant nadness seized him and MacLeod heard hinsel f say,
"Awd he's never fou,,lit one ike me. Not everything is witten, Hanra.
Ride on if you nmust-but | will stay." He flung hinself back into the
chair and reached for his own cup of rapidly cooling tea.

Hanza | ooked at himw th resigned sorrow and saluted, the full, graceful
salute of fingers to breast, lips. forehead. "Then nmay Allah be with
you. "

It was farewell, and he didn't want it; he wanted things to go back to

how t hey had been, perhaps twenty m nutes before as measured by Hanrza's
bel oved watch. But he couldn't turn back time; he couldn't wal k away
fromhis om word, or a fight. "Aye," he said abruptly, not neeting the
other man's eyes. "And with you Hanra paused for just an instant, as if
to say sonething nore, and then changed his nind and |left, disappearing
around the corner of the open wall of the cafd. MaclLeod knocked back
the remai nder of his tea, absentmindedly grinacing at the taste. He was

begi nning to wi sh he had gone with the other man after all, but it was
too late. He had given his word that he would stay and fight in his
friend' s place. It occurred to himsuddenly that perhaps Hanza was

right, and he might have agreed to die in Hanrza's place. He couldn't
decide, for the nonent, whether it was "witten" that way or not-but
events woul d occur as he had said they would, or his nane was not Duncan
MaclLeod.

The maze of passages that led to "the Square in the old quarter of the
caravanseri gave MaclLeod a sense of conforting famliarity by now, he



coul d al rost have been back in Al giers, back before any of this madness
had happened. The only difference was that in Al giers he had been

unar ned, vul nerable. Now he carried a sword, and with it nenories of

all the battles he had fought in nmore than sixty years. He had survived
themall. One way or another, he survived...

An abrupt turn, and he stood at the end of the alley leading to the
enpty space, hand on the round pormmel as he scanned, |ooking for St

G oud. The square, in an abandoned section of the caravanseri, was open
on one side to the enpty desert. There was no sign or sense of another

I mrortal present.

" Xavi er, he bellowed. "Are you going to keep ne waiting all day?"

For an instant he wondered, with a guilty sense of hope, if St. C oud
had t hought better of the challenge. He had not, after all, fought
anyone |i ke MacLeod before But then the know edge came, and without his
conscious volition his hand gripped the hilt of the sword and pulled the
weapon free of its scabbard with a deadly whi sper of metal against

metal. His body shifted into that peculiar conbination of readi ness and
rel axation that was fighting-balance, and his nostrils flared as if
seeking a scent. He could feel each individual grain of sand shifting
beneath his sandals, taste the dry remmants of his own sweat on his lips
He entered the square, and there to one side stood the dark nan,

waiting, a blot of depthless shadow agai nst the white sand and white
wal I s. The presence was very strong now, beating against his senses.

For just an instant, his vision blurred as his heart accelerated at the
sight of his eneny.

St. Cdoud s hands were enpty, hooked over his belt. He |ooked MaclLeod
over as if he had never seen anything quite |ike him before, and had not
yet deci ded what to make of him

"Such rudeness," he remarked cal my, glancing disdainfully at the drawn
sword. "It nust be Duncan MacLeod of the O an MacLeod?i| The man's
attitude took MacLeod aback. "Aye, it is, you arrogant POVPOUS boot.
Cch, no, it's Mor, isn't it?" It was a weak reply, reeking of false
bravado, but the best he could come up with at the nonent.

"I was expecting Hanra." St. Coud's inperturbable manner did not
change.

"Wong again," MaclLeod sneered. He could take the man now, he
t hought-but no. St. doud had still not drawn his sword. It would not
be honor abl e.

"Just how old are you?" his opponent inquired. "Are you a Christian or
do you paint yourself blue and bay at the noon?"

MacLeod was taken aback. He hadn't planned for a religious discussion
"What do you care?"

"Just wondering what God I'Il be sending you to." The other man sml ed,
and reached for his sword at |ast.

"Look to your own," he responded, and assuned his stance, raising the
sword to guard. He wasn't afraid anynore. He was ready.

They were bal anced, poi sed, when a new voice broke into their
concentration, and both men abruptly realized that another immortal had



wal ked into their duel. "Xavier!"

It was Hanra, standing in the alleyway, his hand on the silver hilt of
t he Daughter of Justice. He was |ooking at MacLeod, an expression of
resignation on his face, but his words were addressed to St. d oud.
"Your challenge was to ne," he said quietly. "And | accept."

"But | amready!" MaclLeod protested. It wasn't right; the fight had
begun, even if no bl ows had yet been exchanged; and Hanza had been
afraid, to the point of flight. The challenge had shifted; Hanza had no
business trying to take it up in his place. The fact that he had

ef fectively done exactly the sane thing for Hanrza was irrel evant. Swords
had been drawn now.

He stepped forward, thinking he could talk Hanza out of it, delay St
Coud so that his friend could still escape Haneza shook his head
quietly. "It was always ny fight."

He | ooked at St. Cdoud, let go a long breath of acknow edgnent, of
acceptance. Wat was witten, was witten. "It is done."

St. Coud put up his sword, indicating the gap in the wall that led to
open desert. He gave MaclLeod a feral snile. "Look and |listen, ny pale
friend. Your time will cone."”

MacLeod pull ed cl ose to Hanra, frustrated and di smayed.

"Why! " he demanded angrily. "And do not tell nme it was witten!"

Hanrza regarded himw th sadness, reaching up to grasp his shoulder in a
grip that was not quite an enbrace. "Because | cannot allow a friend to

die in ny place," he said quietly. He took the great watch fromhis
robes and fol ded MacLeod's hands around it, capturing themtightly

between the warmth of his own, living flesh and the cold, insensitive
nmetal, and stared into MacLeod's eyes, as if trying to inprint the
nonment into the other man's mind forever. "Renenber me," he nurnured.

Then he turned, and wi thout |ooking back, followed St. Coud out into
the desert.

Chapter Five

Joe Dawson sat quietly for a long tine, staring unseeing at the faded
witing on the pages of the journal. Even after all these centuries,
the flavor of the original Watchers' personalities still came through
Sone of them sounded as if they hadn't nuch liked Immortals, or at |east
t he young, brash, inpetuous Imortal Duncan MacLeod had been back in

t hose days.

Sone had observed his activities with nmnuch the sane sense of al nost

pat ernal fondness that Dawson hinself did. And some had barely noticed
himat all, assunmi ng, perhaps, that Duncan MacL&od was but a m nor

pl ayer in the Gane, soon to |lose his head and be forgotten. Dawson
smi | ed. MacLeod had survived, and grown, since the days of Hanra e

Kahi r.

He wondered if MaclLeod had | oved Terezia, or thought he did. Dawson
couldn't recall any other nention of her in the records. Had he been
young enough, still, to forget he was Imortal ? Had he had hopes of



sharing his life with her?

The records could record only what the Watchers saw not how t he
participants felt about it.

Shivering suddenly at the thought, he got awkwardly to his feet-sitting
for I ong periods nade wal king nore difficult-and noved over to the
kitchen. There was a certain confort in such nundane donestic tasks as
preparing the coffeepot, heating water, waiting for it to filter while
he puttered around, setting up some nusic on the CD player. It was

qui et. Peaceful. Rel axing.

A breath of rumin his coffee. Some Charlie Parker. A good reading
light. A confortable chair. A good place, surrounded by his books, his
musi ¢, work that could occupy his heart and mind. He lifted his feet
one after the other to the ottonan, sipped at his coffee, and picked up
the old journal again, handling it with affectionate respect.

This was a safe and confortable exploration of the past, |ike reading
the | ast pages of a nystery, where you knew the hero would survive
falling off a cliff. |In this case, he'd net the hero, so Dawson knew

he'd survived. The tale, in a sense, wasn't so nuch about the man as it
was the swordthe scimtar, come into Duncan's |ife once again.

What was it like to feel a blade |like that, already bl ackened with the
bl ood of a Iion, being plunged into your heart, ar)d twisted with brutal
efficiency? Not for the first time, and likely not for the last, Joe
Dawson experienced a flash of gratitude that he was nerely nortal, and
had only one death to die. Perhaps those ancient Watchers, his brothers
and sisters, colleagues across the centuries, had felt the sane way,

Wat ching the same man-the sane Imortal. Perhaps they too had felt the
occasi onal flash of envy, balanced by pity, for those who |ived forever,
and | ost so much in doing SO

The scimtar had to be Hanra's sword. For a tinme he'd thought it m ght
be Xavier's, but no; that heavy silver hilt was unm stakable. Hanra's
Wat cher had described it in loving detail, and it matched the
description, far nore terse but just as evocative, provided by an
earlier Watcher even longer ago. The ring in the cap, the shape of the
hilt, and nost of all the inscription, namng the sword and honoring the
Prophet, and giving the "geneal ogy" of its naker and owner, all naned it
Hanrza's. The Daughter of Justice. The Taker of Heads. G ver of Mercy.

Dawson shudder ed.

Hanza el Kahir had been born in the tine of Mohamed, in the holy city
of Makkah. He had been one of the earliest followers of the
nonot hei stic religion that had replaced the many gods of Arabia; he had
died his first death in battle for Allah

When he woke fromthat death, he had remained firmill his joyous

submi ssion to his God, even if he had been temporarily denied his

prom sed Paradi se. He had gone to Damascus and | earned the art of
swordsm thing, "died" many times, and finally taken his skills to the

| beri an peninsula. He had spent nearly two centuries there, perfecting
his craft, absorbing, contributing to, beconing a part of the high

cul ture of Mislim Spain.

When the Moors had been driven out, he had settled in Rabat, and then
Al giers. There he had lived unobtrusively, a teacher of swordsmanship



to the young nmen, a witer of elegant poetry, and the benefactor of
anot her of his kind, a young Christian captured as a slave. Not far
fromthat city he had died the only death that counted for an Inmortal
| osing his head to Xavier St. d oud.

None of his poens survived. Once he was gone, all he left behind him
were journals |like these, and perhaps one or two other bits and pieces
his friends had associated with him For all his nore than seven
centuries of life, Hanrza el Kahir had left no lasting mark on human

hi story.

Dawson hoped he had finally achi eved his Paradi se, his endl ess garden
Al of the Watchers who had observed himwote of himwth respect,
citing his chivalry and his skill. He had been a wi se man, a good nan,
and frma)Jy, a brave and honorabl e one. MaclLeod had been very lucky in
Al giers.

It was no wonder Hanra's sword had a special meaning for him
Joe closed the journal aid | ooked up at the bookshel ves.

There were many of them packed with vol une upon vol ume of | eather-bound
books, each branded with the circle and trefoil of the Watchers from
time menorialized-l1ife after life, the fleeting ones of Watchers
recording the sonetimes equally fleetiniz ones of the so-called

I mortals.

The identities of the individual Watchers hadn't always survived. Their
identities didn't matter; only their work. The Watchers were charged to
observe, to record, and to remain hidden. Oten they faded into the
dust of history. Joe wondered how many of them had forged secret
alliances with their subjects-how nmany Watchers had aclual |y nade
friends with the Imortals they Watched. Surely he wasn",, in all of
history, the only one?

If any of them had, the journals were silent on the subject.

H s relationship with MacLeod m ght really be unique. He didn't suppose
he'd ever know. Certainly the Watcher who had witnessed MaclLeod's fight
with the lion was no friend to him

MacLeod had been very young then. One had to be, in order to face a
full-grown lion with nothing but a sword.

Young, and crazy. Inmmortal or not, death by evisceration had to hurt;
anyone with sense would give the animal a w de berth.

There had been another occasion, surely, in which a scimtar with a
rough silver hilt had appeared? He drained the rest of the coffee and
set the cup aside, struggled back to his feet.

The Al gerian journal was carefully set back in its proper place. His
hand danced across several nore, fingertips brushing lightly against the
bi ndi ngs until he found the one he wanted. Flipping through the book
rapi dly, he found the section he remenbered, and he smled to hinself.
More coffee was called for; it had been a long tinme since he'd read
this, and he'd never expected to actually see the sword...

Cairo, Decenber 1916 ..



There is nuch excitenent in |feadquarters; Lawence returned fromthe
desert seeking supplies for the Arab arny, and has been asked to consult
with Colonel Cdayton on the taskforce charged with the feasibility study
of operations behind Turkish Iines ;n the Arabian peninsula. He is a
friend of MacLeod's, which makes ny task even nore interesting.

I have notified the appropriate personnel ir, case Lawence finally

per suades MaclLeod to joi.77 himin the field. |If he does, it is my hope
that the Immortal manages to avoid capture; contacts at this tine with
our fellow Watchers in eneny forces would be viewed with the gravest
suspi cion by superior officers on both sides. -1t. the Hon. Chas.

Wor t hi ngt on Bracecourt Harrington- Syt he

"Faisal's arny is in Yenbo, eight thousand nmen. W plan to nove up the
coast." A long finger tapped at a nmap of the Arabian peninsula. "CQur
ultimate objective, of course, is Damascus, but first we have to take
Agaba, and in order to do that' The speaker shook his head. "Brenond
wants a joint British/French expeditionary force. | tell you, sir, it
won't work; the tribes will viewit as an invasion. They'll just as
likely turn on our arny as attack the Turks."

Duncan MaclLeod | eaned unobtrusively against the wall in the back of the
room watching the four nen gathered around the table. Two of them
wearing the precisely pressed khaki unifornms of British officers newto
the M ddl e Eastern theatre-Duncan had nmentally dubbed them Tweedl edum
and Tweedl edee-were casting sidel ong gl ances at the other two, paying
far nore attention to themthan to the paper spread out before them

O the others, one wore the insignia of a colonel on his uniform He
studied the map with great interest. Dum and hee stood slightly behind
and to either side of him radiating deference.

The last man standing at the table was dressed in the brown and white
robes and headcloth of a Bedu tribesman, with bandoliers of anmmunition
crossed over his chest and an el aborately jewel ed curved knife thrust
into his belt. He was short, not nore than five feet four inches, and
wiry. It was his voice, in the cultivated accents of Oxford, that held
their attention.

Duncan had been asked to deliver the maps fromthe depths of the Arab
Bureau offices to Colonel Cayton's office. He remai ned because he was
curious. For an accidental recruit in a war even |less rational than
nost, the situation had el enents of interest, particularly in this part
of the world.

Long fingers of twilight painted gold through the high arched wi ndows of
the room setting dust nmotes dancing. Headquarters Cairo was a yell ow
stone building with high ceilings and arched doorways and fl oors that
rang to the boots of military men. Duncan coul dn't deci de whet her the
man in the traditional Bedouin robes, with the refined university
accent, was any nore out of place than the khaki-clad British mlitary
or not.

"What do you suggest, then, Captain? Oh yes, | did tell you you were a
captain now, didn't I, Lawence?" The col onel was speaking.

The soft refined voice was gratified. "No, sir. Thank you, sir.

"Not bad for a chap who 'likes things better than people,' eh?" The
col onel, quoting back at Lawence a phrase the smaller nman had once used



to describe hinself, was obviously pleased. The other two officers

gl anced at each other. The expressions on their faces showed their

t houghts as if they'd shouted them they were confused, appalled at the
idea that a British officer would voluntarily forsake H s Majesty's

uni form for the sake of Arab robes. Duncan crossed his arns and sniled
to hinmself. The new ones al ways took sone time to adjust.

"To answer your question, sir, | believe the Arab tribes should take the
burden and the responsibility for their own i ndependence. Faisal has an
arny; let himuse it. Wat they need is supplies. Arns. Gold."

The two of ficers exchanged gl ances again. "Come now, Law ence,"”

Tweedl edur.” said. "'The tribes are a disoreanized collection of petty
shei khs. They're fighting anong thensel ves as nmuch as they are agai nst
the Turks. Faisal may have enough of themto nmake a show at Yenbo, but
that's just sone religious thing because of his father-"

"Excuse me, sir," Lawence interrupted. -"Faisal's father is the Emr

Hussein, Sherif of Mecca. He's the spiritual |eader of nost of Islam

And it is not just 'sone religious thing' -it is the core of the Mislim
exi stence. "

"Then why are they still feuding with each other?" the other officer
sniped. "If he's such an inportant |eader-"

The newly made captain in the robes of a desert tribesman took a deep
breath. "W are still introducing the concept of nationhood."

"How do you propose to use these supplies?" Cayton interrupted,
ignoring his staff officers.

Law ence took the change of subject gratefully. "Tribal |eaders are
pouring into Yenbo, offering allegiance to the Emr through his son

Sonme in the north are closer to the Turkish sphere of influence, and of
course they're less likely to commit openly. However, as we nove up the

coast, we'll need their support. There are several shei khs whose
allegiance it's vital to have." The fingers tapped several areas on the
map again. "The area here, in the north toward Syria, is the territory

of the eastern Howeitat. Their chief, Auda abu Tayi, is definitely with
us. However, there are several smaller tribes whose support may be
pivotal. Those are the shei khs whose confidence we must have. The
Rushal I ah, the Beni Katib-"

"And how do you propose to get it?" one of the staff officers asked,

clearly bored by the discussion. "They're out there in the desert,
flitting about like a set of bloody will-o'the-wi sps. You can't even
find them™

Law ence strai ghtened, folding his hands over the hilt of the curved
dagger stuck into his belt. "Not necessarily, sir," he said mldly.

He wasn't a tall man, but he had presence when he chose to use it. He
chose to now. The two staff officers were clearly baffled by the nman
with the fair skin and the bright blue eyes that stared so calmy from
beneat h kaffiyeh and agal

"What d'you nean, 'not necessarily'? It's true!"

"Sinple logic tells us that the movenent of nomadic peoples is actually
extremely restricted."” The tone would, if one closed one's eyes, nmake a



hearer think he was in a lecture hall at Kings or Magdal en. "The
| ocation of a given tribe is not an insurnountable problem"”

Duncan snot hered a chuckl e.

Tweedi edee heard it and decided to use MacLeod as a distraction fromhis
own enbarrassnment. He spun smartly on his heel and pointed a riding
crop at MacLeod. "Sinmple logic, eh? If it's that sinple, perhaps your
nmessenger here can take over your lecture."

Law ence turned to MacLeod, and a spark of hunmor danced in his gaze.
"Perhaps so. MaclLeod, would you care to take a stab at it?"

MacLeod didn't bother to hide his answerg grin. H's response was in a
tone equally acadenmic. "Nomads are bound by the needs of their herds,
sir. They have to have water and feed. Tiey'll exhaust the grazing
ground at one oasis and nmove on to the next. The nigration routes
aren't too difficult to determ ne, given enough information about the
types of animals they own and the water rights of a given tribe."

Cl ayton raised an eyebrow. "You seem quite know edgeabl e, soldier."

Duncan al most shrugged, renmenmbering just in tine that the gesture was
probably not appropriate while in uniform At |east not in the presence

of a colonel. And while normally he wouldn't give a fig for a uniform
or a colonel, inthis case it was a matter of observing the custons of
the country: It was good manners. "Thank you, sir." He didn't dare

gl ance at the man in the Bedu robes, for fear of bursting out |aughing.

"MacLeod has been with the Arab Bureau for sone time, Colonel," Law ence
added, to fill the little silence that forned when C ayton waited for
nore information. "He is fluent in the | anguage and custons of the
people. In fact, |I might even suggest"- the blue eyes had sharpened,

become cal cul ati ng' MacLeod mni ght be an excellent choice to send behind
the lines to persuade one or two of those sheikhs | Mentioned earlier.”

ilat yanked MacLeod out of his anusenment at Dee's disconfiture. "What?"

Col onel O ayton gave hima chilling glance. "I believe one of your
superiors was speaking, soldier."

MacLeod bit back a response and tried to | ook abashed, neanwhile
entertaining grimplans for Lawence once he got him al one.

"What's the bl oody Arab Bureau?" Dee snarled. "I don't recall seeing it
in the Table of Organization."

Durn, eager to show off his greater know edge, smirked. "It's that
little research group Lawrence here put together. Publishes a brief
anal yzing the Turks and what they're really thinking and doing. Quite
informative, really, considering its limtations-"

"The Arab Bulletin, yes," Lawence said. He was, Duncan noted, becom ng
angry, though it was likely no one else in the roomknew himwell enough
to realize what that particular tone neant.

"So you think someone ought to go talk to the tribes? | think that's a
superb idea, don-cha-know," Dum said, trying to make up the ground.
"Send this MacLeod chappi e out and snaffle up some of 'em



Law ence had had enough. He stepped back fromthe table and turned to

the colonel, indicating the discussion was over. "Wth your perm ssion
sir, I'll make the arrangements. Meanwhile, | need to fill a requisition
list and return to Yenbo as soon as possible. W want to encourage
Faisal in his drive up the coast. ©Ch, and I'l|l need your authorization

for the explosives-"

Duncan MaclLeod had been m nding his own business in the marbled halls of
the Arab Bureau, not exactly mlitary and not exactly not, for several
mont hs. Technically, he was a driver, chauffeuring ranking officers
fromplace to place. In between times he anmused hinsel f tracki ng down
the bits and scraps and pieces of intelligence and ,eography that, put
toget her, made a nosaic of Turkish movenents and strength.

He was good at it, nearly as good as the original editor of the Arab
Bulletin. It was how he had come to nmeet Lawence to begin with. He
found hinmself liking the odd little archaeol ogi st; before Law ence had
di sappeared into the desert, they had had a nunber of interesting
conversations about Arab history and custons and politics.

But that didn't nean he particularly wanted to go out into the desert
hinsel f. "Wat in bloody hell possessed you?"

MacLeod snapped as he escorted the newy nade Captain back to the
obscure offices of the Arab Bureau. -'That's your sort of thing, not
m ne! "

Law ence smiled and nodded to a gaggle of officers as they passed,

enj oyi ng the shock on their faces as they tried to absorb, first, the
presence of an apparent desert tribesman in their mdst and second, the
fact that the "tribesman' s" face was unsettlingly famliar. "Ch, why
not, MacLeod? It's only alittle run into the Nefud. Find ibn Ashraf
of the Rushall ah-he's one of the keys, | think-and give himgold to join
Faisal. You ought to find us at Un Lejj by that time; | don't think
we'll have quite made it to Wedj. And then back here in tine for tea
Nothing to it."

By this time they had entered the shadowy roons occupi ed by the Bureau
The walls were papered with nmaps of the Mddle East; file cabinets

bul ged with reports, and half a dozen personnel were typing up situation
reports and copies of the latest edition of the Bulletin for high-Ievel
bri efings.

MacLeod wat ched as Law ence exchanged greetings with others who worked
there, conpiling intelligence information about the novenments of the
Turks and their interactions with the Bedouin tribes they fondly
believed they ruled. Then they had to go throu,,lh the obligatory round
of congratul ati ons,on Lawence's new rank. MaclLeod waited until they
were done and Law ence had pulled out a set of maps, annotating them
furiously in his angular, rapid handwiting.

"Ch, certainly," Duncan said sarcastically, when they could resune the
conversation. "And what about the Saudis and their Wahhabi s?" The
Saudis, in the northwestern part of the Arabian peninsula, led the
conservative Wahhabi faction, and were at odds with Sherif Hussei-Tithe
Emir of Mecca,

often fighting himopenly. Both sides were conpeting for British
support. Lawrence openly favored the Enir and his sons, particularly
Faisal, in the political struggle.



"Ch, I'mcertain you can avoid them It shouldn't be difficult to
predict their nmovenents either." Law ence grinned.

"Ch, nothing to it," MacLeod agreed. "Thank you very much, Captain.
It's just what | wanted, to go haring off. Not everyone enjoys that
sort of thing, you know. "

Law ence smiled, not fooled by the disclaimer. -"There's nothing for
it, MacLeod. You'll have to go. W'Ill find a guide for you into the
desert, and pack up the gold." He | ooked up fromhis witing, his blue

eyes steady on the Immortal's brown ones. "There's no one else here I'd
trust to do it properly, you know," he said. "You know them You don't
make a fuss about the robes. You know how to behave. 1'd do it nyself

if there wasn't so nuch else to be done. And if we don't, Brenond is
going to lead his arny in after all, and you know what wi |l happen if he
does. "

For one exasperated instant MacLeod wanted to ask the other man why he
bel i eved he was the only one who could successfully act as liaison to
the desert Arabs-there were others with experience, after all-but it was
a noot point. And Law ence had conceded it anyway by his own words.

MacLeod sighed. "OCh, very well. 1'Il see if |I can find sonething for
you to bl ow up when you get there, shall [?"

Law ence | aughed. "Onh yes, please do. [|'Il even let you help if you
like."

Duncan shook his head. "I don't think so, Captain. That particul ar

pl easure can remain all yours." He paused before going on. "I'Il do it,
of course. But when | get back, perhaps you could put in a word for ne;
I'"d like to get back somewhere where it snows occasionally.”

Law ence | ooked di sappointed. "If you nmust, | suppose | could see. But
you could just as easily get a pronotion out of it. You' re a dreadful
waste of talent as a driver, MaclLeod."

Declining to debate the point, MaclLeod saluted, ironically, fingertips
to breastbone, lips, forehead. "May Allah be with you in all your
endeavors,” he said in flawess, if somewhat archaic, Arabic.

"And with you, Duncan MaclLeod," Lawrence answered in the same | anguage,
resigned. "And with you."

Chapter Six

Conmuni cation in wartime remains difficult. There will always be a
conflict of interest at such tines between those united by a conmmon duty
and divided by opposing loyalties. It is ny hope that this war ends

qui ckly, not only for the sake of those whose lives are at risk but for
t hose whose lives are not. -Harrington-Snythe The desert was stil

bl oody hot, MaclLeod thought, even in wi nter. Except at night, when it
was bl oody cold. It was enough to drive a man mad. He | oosened the hem
of the robe around his neck

And it had been a long tinme since he'd had to ride a camel. They stil

stank, though, and this one had a tick the size of a golf ball enbedded
behind its right ear; the beast's tenper was uncertain at best, and the
constant pain couldn't be helping. MclLeod felt a flash of nausea every



ti me he happened to see the insect. Once they nmade the oasis, he
prom sed hinmself, he'd see it renoved if he had to do it hinself.

Meanwhi | e they swayed onward, he and his guide, through endl ess vistas
of sand like a rolling sea. Headquarters had considered the possibility
of a full escort for the two hundred pounds of gold Duncan was
responsi ble for; either Tweedl edum or Tweedl edee had deci ded that he
woul d be far |ess conspicuous with only a single cyuide-hoping, he I=
suspected, that he'd lose it all. Lawence had already left, and wasn't
around to provide an officer's and expert's opinion.

The staff wasn't interested in what MaclLeod had to say. He had been
given the gold and the robes, and sent on his way. He had assuned Arab
robes, without protest; they were -nlL'ch cool er and much | ess

conspi cuous ihap- a British mlitary uniform and unlike some of the
staff assigned to the Bureau, he had no distaste for them That, with
hi s know edge of the | anguage and people, allowed himto blend in better
t han, say, Tweedl edum or Dee. He had travelled down one horn of the Red
Sea and across its width by dhow, and now travelled by ship of the
desert, looking for an elusive tribe to lure to the cause of the Arab
revolt. At that point he had found a guide, a wizened little man naned
An ion Jehail, reconmended by the cousin of a brother of a clansman of a
tribe allied to the ' cause of the Revolt. This was as good a job
reference as Duncan was likely to get, given the population of this tiny
settlenent. He hadn't told the man why he wanted to find the Rusball ah
and hadn't told himabout the contents of the saddl ebags.

So far, matters had gone fairly uneventfully. The canel's pace rocked
himlike a baby in a cradle; if it weren't for the heat, it would be
easy to nod off, sleep the trip away.

No such luck, though. It was getting late. Before long they'd have to
find some conveni ent dune and make canmp for the heat of the day, get
what rest they could. Then go onward, endlessly, searching the vast
enptiness for sone sign of life ..

Sonet hi ng ot her than canels, and ticks, and a Bedoui n gui de who, MaclLeod
suspected, had no nore idea than he hinmself did about where the

Rushal  ah wells were. Despite his and Lawrence's academ c posturing,
nobody knew for certain anynore; there was too rmuch disruption in
northern Arabia these days. Oases that had been the property of
particular tribes for generations had changed hands over and over as the
Turks attenpted to bring them under control

It was nonsense, all of it. MaclLeod was beginning to think he'd never

see a war that actually made sense, no matter how long he lived. If he
ever did, he hoped there wouldn't be any deserts involved. He was
really getting tired of sand. It at into everything, even in Cairo;

filmng the tables, sifting into clothing, getting into teeth and hair.
And it was even worse out in the desert.

The canel snorted, clearing sand fromits nostrils. For a nonent
MacLeod envied the aninmal the ability, and then his glance fell on the
tick again, and he shuddered in disgust.

He supposed that it nmade nore sense to the British commanders in Del h
and Cairo and London to follow up on the bizarre plans of a young
archaeol ogi st with a penchant for dressing up than to commit nen and
materiel to a very secondary theatre of conbat. Let the Arabs fight
their own battles, and when it was all over f thought felt the Arabs



woul d be too nuch One school o trouble to colonize. Another saw them as
part of the Enpire, nations in their own right as rmuch as Canada or
Australia. A third didn't nuch care, as | ong as neither Russia nor
France ended up with nore influence than Britain did. He suspected that
in the final analysis, Lawence fell somewhere between the latter two
positions.

Duncan MacLeod didn't nuch care. Al he wanted to do was deliver his
nmessage and his gold and go back to Cairoand if he was particularly
fortunate and Lawence kept his promi se, to Europe. Wat did he care
for the tangled alliances and ancient enmities that had plunged a whol e
worl d into yet another stupid, senseless conflagration? Nothing.

The canel swayed onward, caring even |less than he did about a world war.

Up ahead of him the nass of black perched upon the other canel turned
about, revealing a grinning face ornamented by a gl eam ng gold tooth.
"You are still here, English?"

"I amnot English," MaclLeod yell ed back hoarsely, for the fourth time in
two days. "lI'ma Scot. you bloody heaths-ti."

Ali ibn Jehail |aughed and turned' back, ap-ping his steed onward,
pi cki ng up speed.

They were traveling into the hot part of the day.

It was madness, pure madness; no matter how i nportant the alliance was,
baki ng their brains out in nmidday sun in the bl eakness of the j
Arabi an desert wasn't worlLh it.-They shou (I have gotten up in the

m ddl e of the night, one oi two o' clock in the nmorning, and pushed on
then. The animals couldn't _ was begin take it. The two men coul dn't
take it. MacLod ning to suspect, however, that Ali ibn Jehail had had
all his brains kicked out by a canel; he seened determnined to nmake the
European wilt. They'd been doing it for days now Ali tj was not
becom ng better conpany on lo. ger acquaintance.

MacLeod was grimy determ ned that he would not wilt. As soon as this
errand was done, he was going back to someplace civilized. |If An wanted
to push, fine. It would be over with that rmuch nore quickly, and he
could go back somewhere where he could get a bloody cold Highland ale.

Thi nking of ale made himthirsty. He |eaned forward, cautiously-the
first time he'd tried this centuries ago, he'd Pitched headfirst over

t he canel's shoul der-and unhooked a red | eather bag fromthe saddle. It
was capped by a | eather plug, attached to the bag by a theng.

The water was too warm and tasted suspicious; he didn't want to think
about how t he bag had been cured. But the liquid was wet, at |east, and
soothing to Iips and tongue parched by the unrelenting heat.

There wasn't nmuch left in the bag by the tinme he finished. Fortunately
he had a canteen and two nore water bags, filled the night before at the
oasis spring. He'd asked how far they had to go before reaching the
next watering hole, and then doubled it, considered the source of his

i nformati on and doubled it again.

What he'd negl ected to consider-what he had forgotten, nuch to his
chagrin-was the effect of travel in the mdday sun. Even in Decenber,
it was hot during the day. Wnter nerely neant that it was al so very



cold at night.

Up ahead | Ali was slow ng down at the base of a dune, |ooking up at the
sky and around the horizon, picking out |andmarks. Duncan guided his
own nount up beside the other man's, yanking its head away when it tried
to bite. "What is it?" he asked, his hand straying to the butt of the

pi stol shoved into the belt of his robes.

An was staring up once nore into the pitiless blue sky. Hi s canel baw ed
suddenly, nearly startling Duncan into a fall, and circled uneasily.

"\What ?" Duncan dermanded. "A ghibli?"

"No. No ghibli." Ali spared hima glance, then | ooked up to the sky
again. "Wultures."

MacLeod | ooked up. "I don't see any."

Al i nodded.

"So why is that a bad thing?" Duncan had | ong since concl uded that
pati ence was required in dealing with Ali. "There's nothing dead out
here to attract them'

"Aye." But Ali still appeared uneasy. He |ooked around at the
surroundi ng dunes, chose a spot, and noved his canel over to it. "It is
time to rest," he said abruptly. "We will make canmp here, sleep during
the heat of the day. W go on to the wells of al'Ghazal when the sun
goes down."

"Wl |l enough.”

The two men slipped down fromtheir canels and set up a dry canp,
staki ng out | engths of black canel hair tEntlNG

propped up at one end to provide shade. Wining and grunting, the
canel s settled, |owering thenselves to the ground in three distinct
stages, front, back, front, and Duncan set out fodder to occupy them and
renoved t he saddl ebags, | oaded with gold, to keep at his side. They hit
the ground with a dist net thud, and MaclLeod thought Ah's head jerked in
response to the sound. Not likely, he though". and settled on the
ground in the shade of his own little shelter, |eaning back on the

saddl ebags as if they were pillows, He couldn't disguise the fact that

t he saddl ebabs cont ai ned somnet hi ng val uabl e, but he could nmake it clear
enough that the guide would have to go through himto get to it.

"How far to the wells?" MaclLeod asked casually.

An shrugged. He seened restless, fidgeting with the cloth, getting up
again to bring his water supplies under its shade. Wien MaclLeod repeat ed
the question, he said at last. "God knows."

"have no doubt,"
you?"

MacLeod said, barely disguising his irritation. "Do

"I amthe best guide in all the Nefud," Ali responded indignantly. "Al
men know that Ali ibn Jehail is the best guide in Arabia."

"Aye," Duncan nmuttered. "You and yon bloody tick." But he didn't say it
loudly. Meanwhile, Ai had checked over his water bottles and taken a



long drink. Seeing the other man's disgust, he grinned toothlessly at
MacLeod and of fered himhis second bottle, clearly trying to nmake peace
wi th his enpl oyer.

It was a generous gesture, not to be taken lightly. Nod ding, the

I mortal took the waterskin and drank deeply. As always, the water had
pi cked up the flavor of the skin and other, nore doubtful exposures, but
it was liquid and wetheless. Handing it back, he snmiled in response to
cone none " Ah's grin. Howlong will we be here?" he asked.

"Ch, past sundown," Ali assured him "One cannot travel in the ful
face of the sun."

MacLeod nodded. He wasn't really hungry, but he got a dried date from
his supplies and put it in his muth for sonmeek on as he settl ed under
the cover of the nake thing to su usly, but Ali shift shelter
Sonet hi ng was wong, obvio Meanwhile, he could use the would never tel
hi m about it.

rest, and the bl essed relief of shade.

Looki ng out onto the desert sand, he squinted against the glare. Heat,
reflected fromwhite sand and pal e rock, shimered in the air, and he
bl i nked hard. For a nonent the whol e | andscape seened to swi m before
his eyes.

The woven canel hair stank in the sun, absorbing the heat. He used his
quirt, a stick about four feet |ong covered with braided |eather, to
prop it up better in the mddle, and prayed for a breeze. Not a big
breeze-not the ghibli, the scaring wind that carried sheets of sand to
scour the flesh froma man's bones-just a little one, to ruffle the
stained silk robes, dry the sweat fromhis hair, nake a fish-scale
ripple in the surface of the yellowwhite sand. A little breeze to
confort the soul and renmind a man that there was a |life beyond this one,
a nonent of Paradise; a little breeze ... he lay back on the sand,
feeling a bit dizzy. He needed nore water, he thought. Too easy to dry
out in the desert, dry and wither and fly away on the w nd.

The canel, picketed ten feet away, bel ched, and its saddl e rocked, the
red and bl ack tassels swi nging. MacLeod muttered, and the canel
swiveled its head around to give hima serene, |long-lidded | ook
unconcernedly chewing its cud.

"You spit at me, by God I'll spit back," MacLeod WARNED
the animal. It did not appear inpressed. Perhaps he was nunbling too
nmuch.

It was too hot to sleep. The laver of sand just beneath the surface was
barely cooler; rolling heavily onto his side, ignoring the canteen
digging into his ribs, he burrowed into it and prepared to wait. He had
forever- What's the use of that thing, counting mnutes when we have
forever The shadows stretched long in the other direction when he opened
hi s eyes again.

THE canel remained in his field of vision, still chew ng thoughtfully.
He lifted up the quirt and got unsteadily to his feet, brushing the sand
away. He staggered, had to catch hinsel f.

There was only one canmel. Only one length of camel hair cloth.



"Ali!l" The sound of his own voice set his had to poundi ng.
The words vani shed into enptiness, unanswered.
"AT

Ali was gone. So were the pouches of gold MacLeod had been sl eeping
besi de so protectively, and the water bags. The blurrinlel, of his

vi sion and the aching of his head told himhe should have been nore

suspi ci ous of his guide's unexpected generosity with the water

There weren't even any tracks; he was surrounded by hi gh soft dunes,
speckjed with patches of brush. As he pivoted, cursing, |ooking for
some sign of his erstwhile guide, the breeze he had prayed for hours
bef ore whi pped up a spunme of white sand fromtheir edges, subtly
changi ng their shape even as he wat ched.

Al'l morning they had nmoved north and west, deeper into the desert. The
Nefud was not the soft sea that nmuch of the Sahara or even the Rub
al"Khali was; it was nearly barren ground, with only a few struggling
plants in among the rock"ry, hard ground covered with a thin |ayer of
sand eroded by wi nd.

Now, with the sun setting, the shadows pointed a counter to his way-the

direction opposite his line of travel. The |I trouble was, a genera dire
etion was no help in finding an oasis that was no nore than a dot on the
map. It would be all too easy to mss.

Ali was gone. MaclLeod cursed hinself for a fool, and worse than a fool

The only question was why Ali hadn't bothered to take the second canel
as well. Perhaps he intended to say they'd been separated, and MaclLeod
| ost.

Per haps not; perhaps he'd nmeant to wait until his victimwas dead and
then cone back for it.

MacLeod shrugged. It raised nore questions than it answered, and it
really didn't matter.

Wthout the gold, his m ssion was probably dooned to failure, but- Not
everything is witten -and he was an abom nably stubborn Scot. His

m ssion had been, after all, to persuade a sheikh to join Faisal. Not
nmerely to deliver bags of gold.

The effects of the drug were beginning to wear off.

He sighed, gathered up his length of tenting, and marched over to the
canel, batting it smartly on the nose as it reached around to nip. He
cl anbered aboard, clinging for dear life as the canel |urched forward,
and back, and forward again, groaning |oudly.

"Ah well, 1've never died of thirst before," he said phil osophically,
turning to follow the path of the shadows toward their source, the
setting sun. "l expect it'll be just as bad as all the other ways."

A camel could go seven to ten days wi thout drinking, MacLeod had heard.
But those conversations were in the white narble halls of Cairo, and the
shaded seraglio O Constantinople, and within the thick, insulating nud



wal | s of Algiers, cool places where one could conduct a civilized

di scussion over tea. Now, alone in the mddle of the great northern
desert, there was no one to talk to about canels save the aninal itself
He traveled as far as he could that first night, carrying a nouthful of
water from his one remai ni ng canteen, w thout swallow ng, for what
seened like hours. He let the canel set its own pace, and after a tine,
its own direction, hoping it would be able to scent water, or other
animals, or some kind of life. The rhythmof the canel's |arge Soft
pads agai nst the sand, the | anguid, steady sway, nearly sent himto

sl eep. He | ooked up sonetimes, orienting hinself by the stars, to see
whi ch way he was going. It was still, always, north by east.

Around six in the norning the canel cane to a stop. The cessation of
nmotion jolted MacLeod to al ertness, and he | ooked around hinsel f
wearily. This was the hour of norning prayer, when the meuzzin called
over the tents of the Bedouin and the flat rooftops of the cities alike,
"God is great; there is no God but God. Come to salvation! Prayer is
better than sleep!"”

There was no nuezzin here. He could hear only the breathing of the
canel, the grinding of its teeth, the whisper of the single rein against
its neck, and the creaking of the saddle as it nmoved its head. They
were | oud sounds in the i mmanent silence of the deep desert.

Deciding that the man atop its back was overlooking its cue, the canel
groaned and knelt. and turned its head again to | ook slantwi se at him
Sonetime during the night the tick, gorged to repletion, had fallen off,
only a streak of blood in the yellowwhite hair remained to mark where
it had been. MacLeod squeezed his eyes shut and opened them w de agai n,
stiffed hinmself and slid off, awkwardly.

He had no feed, no water for his animal, and it bothered him He could
only stake the beast out and renove its saddl e, hoping he renenbered how
to put it back on again when the time canme. The sun was a quarter over
the horizon when he was fini shed.

Since there was no guide to be appalled by it, he renoved his kaffiyeh
and robe and let the norning air wash over his body. He debated whet her
to go through his own version of a norning prayer, and deci ded that even
in the Nefud, with no sign of friend or foe within a hundred mles in
any direction, there was something to be said for discipline: so the
canel chewed its cud and watched as the man noved through the ritua

kata of neditation and battle, turn and twi st and | eap and strike, the

| ong curved bl ade of the katana whistling through the air, cut and parry
and guard, flow ng fromone novenment into another with the pure nindless
focus of years, decades, centuries of nornings, afternoons, evenings of
t hese same novenents, of Imortal practicing endlessly to remain so.

The sweat had dried on his body even as he finished the final. formal
salute to his imginary foe, and he put the sword away, resuned the
robe, and pernitted hinself one nore nout hful of his neager store of
water. The canel didn't appear distressed as yet; it had drunk deep
only two days ago. Mst likely, he thought, it would |last |onger than
he woul d. Especially if he kept on exerci sing.

He got out the length of cloth and propped it up into his makeshift tent
once nmore, taking the precaution of keepin, the canteen with him It
woul d be no nore than he deserved to wake and find the canel gone, too,
and with it his saddle; at |east the water woul d stay with him



It was easier to fall asleep this time. He dreaned, as he often did, of
death and dying, of the terrible power of Quickenings. He dreaned of
Hanza el Kahir.

Remenber.
He renmenbered. He relived, in his dream

Xavier St. Cloud, a dark figure robed in black, slender, alnost
Oiental in appearance, leading his friend to a place beyond the walls,
where they could settle their challenge without nortal eyes to w tness.
Hanrza, ol der to the naive eye, his hand on the silver, ringed hilt,
striding after, with only the angle of his shoulders to reveal he was
not only determ ned, but afraid. Macteod had watched fromthe shelter
of the crunbled wall. He could not interfere. It was a Rule.

Hanza had fought bravely and well, showi ng ,he sane grace and skill and
speed MacLeod had adnired despite hinself in the house in Algiers. He
was, as MaclLeod had so brashly told him good. But fromthe very

begi nning of the battle, he could see that his mentor, his friend, was
not nearly good enough. Xavier had toyed with himand then, finally,
taken his head. Heart aching, Duncan had realized how easily St. doud
woul d have di spatched himas well. Hanza had known that; it was why he
had come back, to die in his place.

When t he Quickening erupted, MacLeod had run toward the site of the
battle, knowing it was too late. He could only stand at a di stance and
wat ch as the surviving fighter took Hanza's power, a display of light
and energy nearly invisible in the desert sunlight; and when it was
over, St. Coud had | ooked up at himand grinned, as a dragon m ght. He
had fallen back a few paces fromthe nmalignancy of that grin, and by
then St. doud had recovered, found his horse, and wheel ed away.

O her travelers had found himthere, on his knees, weepi ng unashamed by
t he headl ess body, clutching theornate watch Hanrza had entrusted to him
They concl uded he had done murder, and he had had to flee into the
nmount ai ns and desert of North Africa to keep fromlosing his own head to
a judicial execution. It had been a long tine-a very long tinme-before
he managed to make his way back to Europe.

The dream kept returning to the image of Hanza's head, staring at him
enpty-eyed fromthe sand, speaking to himin the pure |anguage of
G anada: Renenber ne. ied for him

Hs friend, his teacher had fought for him Even in his dreans, he
could not forget.

Encl osed pl ease find a conprehensive list of the Inoprtals identified in
the North AfricaniMdile East region. Note that the list is shorter by
three than the | ast census; Enver al'Ghazir lost his head in a crimna
execution (a tragedy; he was probably not guilty), thereby ending three
and a half centuries of life. Solonon ben Judah has di sappeared. No
one has sighted himin nore than sixty-five years, so with reluctance
concl ude that he should be presunmed dead Abdullah -4,firza has been
found dead in an alley in Baghdad W do not know for certain who has
taken his head We have tenporarily |lost contact with Duncan MacLeod He
has been sent on a mission on behalf of the Arab Bureau. | have alerted
our fellow Watchers in the desert; they should be quite pleased to have
another Imortal to observe. This one is far not-e congenial than many
are. -Harrington-Snythe Sonething tickled. MiclLeod woke up with a



grunt, batting at the silk robe bunched up around his body. It was
m dafter and sweat dripped off his body and pooled in the noon, cracks
and crevices. The tickling continued.

ti merobe was filthy. He could barely distinguish the brown-and-cream
enbroi dery around the collar and slit neck fromthe rough-woven silk it
decorated. Traces of gold thread remained, glinting even in the shade.

A fold of the cloth nmoved. The tickling sensation noved with it. He
i nhal ed carefully and held his breath.

The fold noved agai n.

"Ah, bloody hell,"” he breathed. He |ay back, very cautiously, propping
his head up to watch the progress of the disturbance across his chest.

He knew what it was: some insect, likely poisonous; with the way his

| uck had been running lately, it was nost probably a scorpion. Some ten
m nutes or an hour later, his sour guess was confirned when a
straw col ored creature, with a body no bigger than his thunbnail, edged
out of his sleeve and onto his bare arm The segnmented tail arched high
over its back.

It probably wouldn't kill him which was a pity in a way.

If it stung himand killed him at |east he'd revive, healed. if it
stung himw thout killing him he'd be miserably sick, at least for a
while. He wasn't at all sure he could brush the thing away before its
tail jabbed into his flesh

So he watched as it edged along the pale inside of his right arm unable
or unwilling to navigate the dark hair on the back, stopping and
reversing, feeling its way along. It was a bizarre way to pass the
time, watching the little messenger of death navigate his skin; it
reached the area just above his wist, where the veins stood out and
junped with his pulse.

The skin was slick with sweat, and the little scorpion stopped to sanple
the weal th of noisture.

Duncan wat ched, careful not to breathe on the little one as it tested,
and noved, and si pped.

Even a scorpion couldn't live on salt sweat. It skittered two inches
back up his arm the tail, with the deadly stinger, bobbed
consi derinal y.

It wasn't as if he could go anywhere, after all. It was still too hot
to travel, and there wasn't roomto junp up and get away. So he |ay

t here and wat ched, and wondered if his t ' rip would be del ayed t hat
much nore, by chance and the sting of a scorpion

The little feet stepped, and stepped, and stepped, each touch barely
there, each ope a nearly unbearabl e sensation. He had nearly made up his
mnd to crush it and take the chance he'd drive the stinger in hinself,
just to be rid of the thing, when in an excess of energy it skittered
over the cliffedge of his armand pl opped softly to the sand.

He jerked the armaway, and the scorpion's tai whipped down, barely
mssing him The scorpion lifted it agaln, warningly, and skittered



toward him It would be amusing, alnobst-such a fierce small insect-if
it weren't for its venom Still, the thing hadn't actually hurt him

He shoved up a ridge of sand and took the scorpion with it, pushing it
into the sunlight, out of the shelter of the little tent. 1t occurred
to himbriefly to wonder about the camel, but it wasn't likely a
scorpion that small woul d even notice sonmething the size of a full-grown
canel, and the stinger probably wouldn't even reach through the hair to
skin. The beast would be all right.

The scorpion, defeated, stal ked away.

Duncan si ghed and stuck his head out fromunder the tent, squinting
against the glare of the sun. The canmel was still there, calnmy chew ng
its cud; presumably it slept at some time or another

The sun was begi nning the slide down the sky, but it would be hours yet
before it was cool enough to resume his journey. He reached behind him
for the canteen and shook it.

It sloshed, not |oudly enough. He estimated perhaps three nore
nmout hful s before his water was gone. Two nore |long swallows, and then
he'd begin dying in earnest.

Thirst woul d take himbefore hunger. Neither was a pl easant way to
die-well, he had yet to find a pleasant way. He sighed. He'd live
through it; wake only to die again. And again. And again.

Being Imortal wasn't always all it could be.

Shaki ng out his robe and the cloth of the kaffiyeh, he | ooked them over
for evidence of nore many-I|egged visitors. Sure enough, another
scorpion, twice the size of the first, plopped onto the sand and
scuttl ed shuddering, staring after it.
"Haveeydouawaanye, sl , et ahvei nn?g" Dhuenntaunt-, tered, falling back on
the accents of his youth. "We w cked beasties

The canel swiveled its head to | ook himover. The two regarded each
other in silence for sone nonents. "suppose," MaclLeod remarked
ruefully, "it wouldn't be fair to nmake you go on in this bl oody heat."

A response was beneath the canel's awesone dignity.

Wth a rueful chuckle, Duncan checked the stake and tether, and then
| ooked around for the tallest dune available; but they all seemed the
same. Picking one at random he began the scranbl e upward.

The sand slid under his feet, and he threw hinself forward, catching at
the small shrubs that sonmehow grew there. Little bits of pain dug into
his pal s and heal ed al nost instantly, only to bite again and again into
his skin. H's efforts brought himneager results; each foot slid
downward in the shifting, slippery surface nearly as much as it forced
hi s body upward.

Finally reaching the top of the dune, he stood and | ooked around,
breathing hard. Before himlay a row of identical -backed creamcol ored
hills, ridged and wavering |ike a sharp snake, with the breeze ruffling
ribs and scales into their sides. Behind himwas the sane.

Above him a flaw ess sky stretched fromhorizon to horizon. Wat was



it Ali had been | ooking for, MacLeod wondered. C ouds? It couldn't be;
there were never any clouds here.

There was not hing. Nothing but sky, and sun. He had to naff ow his
eyes to slits to see the mles of nothing above him There weren't even
any birds; at least he didn't have to worry about vul tures plucking out
his eyeballs...

No bi rds.
No wat er ?

That was what Ali had said he had failed to see; the vultures of the
desert. \Which might or might not nea, .that the oasis they'd been

| ooki ng for was nmuch, much farther away than they'd thought. Birds
could fly, though. Water couldn't possibly be that far. Still, like
any living thing, the-Y Yvere nore likely to be around water.

More likely Ali had sinply decided that |eading the European through the
desert had lost its amusenment val ue, | ooked for the appropriate signs of
desol ati on, and abandoned himto die. A wy smile twisted its way
across MaclLeod's lips. He hoped he'd run into Ali again sonetine, if
only to see the ook on the man's face.

No direction reveal ed nore appeal than another. His CRIG@nal plan, to
l et the canel choose, still seened valid. He slid down the side of the
dune again and set up his shelter not far fromthe animal to wait out

t he remai ni ng hours of sunlight.

He all owed hinself half his remaining water, and then saddl ed the canel
and nounted. It bawl ed protest, tried to bite, then rocked to its feet.
Then it sinmply stood, refusing to nove w thout urging.

"Y' stay here, y'fool, we're both dead," MacLeod explained irritably.
"And only one of us will wake fromit. Mve!" It was beginning to seem
perfectly reasonable to talk to an animal this way, for |ack of any
human di al ogue. He'd worry about it, if he hadn't done so on nore than
one occasion in his life. Wen the aninal failed to reply he whacked
it, just hard enough to enphasize the point. The camel subnitted,
grunbl i ng.

They followed the fold of the dunes, the steady pacing exerting its
usual soporific effects. As the sunlight faded, a |ight breeze sprang
up. The sweat of his body evaporated al nbst imredi ately, |eaving a
crust of salt almpst as gritty as the sand.

He rested the next day during the heat of the sun, and the next,
hoarding the last of the water, watching with griminterest as his body
shut down under the relentless sunlight.

By the third night, the folding, shifting dunes led themto the top of
one of the ridges, and the canmel paused, as if waiting for better
directions fromits rider. Duncan only sat, |ooking up at the

fathom ess sky, a swath of black velvet scattered with chips of

di anonds, rubies, eneralds, topazes. He had never seen a sky so dark
stars so clear. It was, he decided, worth dying to see, at least if one
was | mort al

The desert floor was still confortably warm even though it was cooling
qui ckly; the tenperature would plunge as the night wore on, and he woul d



be gl ad of the body heat of the animal he rode. He was beginning to
feel the effects of dehydration. H's tongue was thick and dry. He was
blinking nore often, trying to focus dry eyes. Wen he had drunk ' the
last tinme, he could feel the |liquid soaking down inside himall the way
to his gut. It wasn't enough. The end was coni ng

He had heard, sonewhere, that one could sacrifice a canel and get at the
reservoir of water that kept themgoing for days at a tine. He wasn't
sure it was true, and even if it was, he didn't know how.

The canel was sniffing at the breeze; MaclLeod could heAR it, feel the
ani mal 's lungs heaving beneath him He could only hope it found
sormet hi ng.

After a time the canel noved on again, and MacLeod stopped | ooki ng up at
the stars in favor of keeping his balance. He debated finishing up what
little water he had |I.1t, decided he might as well; it wouldn't delay
the inevitable by nore than an hour or so. His hands were unsteady as
he untied the canteen fromthe saddle and lifted it to his |ips.

The la,,,t swall ow was enough to revive himonly nonmentarily. Hot from
the sun, the fluid slipped past his parched tongue, a single trickle
escapi ng out the corner of his nouth. He wiped at it with the back of
hi s hand, sucking at his skin to rescue it, and replaced the cap on the
cont ai ner.

He funbl ed, and the canteen fell to the ground. 1In one stride the canel
had left it behind.

There was sone reason he shoul d go back, pick the enpty canteen up and
carry it with him but he couldn't remenber what that m ght be. By the
time he worked out that he'd have to have sonething to carry water in if
he should actually find sone, it was far too late to go back. The
contai ner was |ost.

Meanwhi | e, the canmel swayed on, as if it were being ridden by a
conpetent driver with a specific destination in mnd. MclLeod s chin
fell to his chest and he closed his eyes. They were very heavy, after
all, and it seened nore effort than it was worth to keep them open. The
canel was perfectly capable of navigating its own way through the
darkness, in the nighttime, by itselfetter able than he hinself was.

The steady pacing never varied, never slipped or tripped or jarred its
passenger. MaclLeod was content to let it pick its own pace as well as
direction. H's chin rested on his chest, and his eyes drifted shut. He
was dizzy, sick. Only the balance of centuries of training, and the
snoot hness of the animal's stride, allowed himto remain perched in the
canmel saddl e.

Somewher e ahead of himhe was alnost certain it was ahead of hi mwas the
tribe and the oases of the Rushall ah.

iris hand drifted uncertainly to his side, seeking the keys to the

| eat her pouches that had contained bars of gold. Theyneeded the

al liance-the gold Three new Watchers have been recruited in !'Vorth
America. Qur one remmining Watcher in the Chinese Inperial Court has
died of a heart attack without recruiting anyone to take his place. This
puts us in an untenable position with regards to the Imortal currently
identified as living in the Forbidden City.



Duncan MaclLeod's escort in the deep desert has been found nurdered in
the streets of Damascus.

Apparently he robbed and abandonedAfaclLeod to the mercies of the desert.
He had no kt,'ay, of course, of knowi ng howfutile that was. Meanwhile,
MaclLeod is al one, sonmewhere in the northern Arabian desert

- Harri ngton- Smvt he The Turki sh headquarters at Azrak were, Aziz Mrza
Bey deci ded, boring, Hi s personal acconmpbdations weren't any better. The
whole town, in fact, was an, -isult to a man of his inportance

He noved around his roons, touching things, as he often did when he was
nervous. He was very nervous. lately.

He had many beautiful things, hidden away in his quarters; paintings
fromFrance and Italy, Easter eggs and holy icons from Russia, silk rugs
from anci ent Persia, copper trays from Damascus, glass from Venice, the
latest inrifles fromAmerica. Jewels fromall over the world. Aziz
Bey's father had been a collector, and his father before him and their
son and grandson had continued the tradition

Their foster son and grandson, he corrected hinself, and his fingers
brushed an Attic vase and snatched t hensel ves away quickly, as if
someone woul d chide themfor it. Ten nights ago he had returned to his
station in Azrak from Baghdad and the funeral of his father

Abdul | ah M rza had been high in the councils of the ruling Turks. Aziz
had met many of his father's friends. He had spent much tine goi ng

t hrough his father's possessions, choosing the best of themto keep
selecting the things to give as gifts to those who could help his career
advance, perhaps even to the Sublinme Porte itsell He had found his
father's diary, and in it discovered he was no true son of Abdullah
Mrza son of Hassan. He was a foundling, a man without a nanme at all

No one in Baghdad seermed to know about his status. Hi s nother had died
years before, and he had no siblings. He had gone through the notions
at the funeral, shocked with loss and with greater than |oss; now he

| ooked at the beautiful things in his hone and wondered if he had any
right to them

He shifted the position of a ceram c horse, acquired by Abdull ah God
knew how fromthe Forbidden City itself, and gently blew the dust from
its back. They were beautiful things, beautiful, and now they were as
| ost as he was, with no rightful owner to call themhis owm. He felt
gui lty about even standing here, in his own treasure room

He was twenty-seven years old, and he felt as if an anchor line to a
past and history he knew and understood had just been severed, |eaving
himadrift.

Hs father's friends had counseled him telling himthat he was in shock
fromthe loss of his father-the man had been found beheaded in an
alley!-and it was no wonder he was confused. Gve it tine, they had
said. It is the will of Allah; accept it.

And he woul d, one day, he knew

But all the things he had accunulated to this time seened meani ngl ess
now, worthless, as if they had been accumul at ed

by soneone el se, for soneone else. They were still beautiful, stil



rare and precious; they were sinply not his. Not even the ones he had
acquired hinself on trips to Paris and Rome; he had shown themwith
pride and joy to the nan he thought was his father, and it was all false
NOW.

Turni ng his back on the storeroom, he | ocked the door carefully behind
hi nsel f and went into his study. Here there were books, sonme of them as
rare and precious as any statue, any jewel-but they were books, and that
made them different somehow. Aziz's father had not been nuch for

readi ng. But they contained tales and | egends of wonderful things, abd
Azi z had searched them out and read themand smiled sonetinmes. at the
fanciful things described: a great cauldron in which one could put a
dead man and bring himto |ife again, a lyre to keep one safe in the
halls of the dead, a sword that would allowits wielder to live forever,
a djinniinprisoning |anp.

He had actually found a lanp runored to be magical; a battered,
tarnished thing, it occupied a little pedestal in the corner of his
study. No one would think to steal such a pathetic item It anused
him sonetines, to take it down and rub its side and wi sh for the next
remarkabl e addition to his collection. The side of the |anp was bright
and thin in one spot, where Allah knew how many di sappoi nted believers
had rubbed and rubbed, |ooking for magic. He kept it in the open to
rem nd hinmsel f that not every valuable thing was derightful to the eye;
some held virtue solely because nmen beneved in them

it was not the lanp that held his interest now, however

Just before his father's death, he had been | ooki ng once nore through
hi s books of wonders, and he had conme across a passage which intrigued
him It was a tale of one of the old cities, built who knew how | ong
ago in the wilds of Syria, south and east of Azrak, by a great |ord who
had made his living by robbing the caravan routes across the desert. The
men had said the place was haunted. or so the story tribes said.

He rather thought they said so to keep strangers out of their own
private treasure house, but perhaps not. The Bedoul n were notoriously
superstitious, after all. The place m ght have been | ong since

pl undered and enpty. But perhaps ... not.

Among his father's papers, he had di scovered another reference to the
city. This one too nentioned the great storehouses of treasure taken
fromthe Egyptians, the Israelites, the Persians. His father-the man he
had t hought was his father-had been interested in the place; nore, he
had been inrerested in a particular artifact, a sword, which was runored
to be hidden in the king's tomb. He had actually tried to recover it,
twi ce, but each tinme had been turned back by the nomads who guarded the
way to the city. The very last entry in the diary spoke of the sword:

| have found one of the desert tribesnmen, Farid al'Zafir by nane, who
says he knows of the old tales, and for a chance at the treasure, and
for gold, he will guide me past his brethren. 1In exchange | wll
protect himfromthe accusations of theft that would nost certainly
occur if a Bedouin should appear with any item of great value, and wll

put himin touch with foreign buyers. | have met with him severa
ti mes, and he appears honest. Tonight | will pay himhalf the
agr eed- upon amount, and tonorrow he will guide ne to Petra. | can
hardly believe that this time, at last, | will have the sword.

Azi z Bey brushed at his clean-shaven cheek, his neat soft nustache, and



t hought about the sword. H's father had been recklessly eager to own
the thing. This Bedouin could have been the one who had killed
himthough it didn't seemlikely. on second thought. The offer of
entr6e to foreiculn buyers was worth nore than gold, particularly in

t hese days of war and disruption. Mbdre likely soneone el se had attacked
his father. H s foster father

He had read about the weapon in his own books, he knew the sword of
Hanza el Kahir, which [ egend said would allow the man who carried it to
live forever. El Kahir hinmself had nade it, and was said to have |ived
many nen's lifetinmes, but according to the I egend, the sword had been
wrenched from his hand by his great enemy, who had used it to cut off
hi s head, and thus he had been overcone at |ast.

It was a typically bloodthirsty tale for children, and he did not, of
course, believe in any nagical qualities the sword m ght possess. But
it intrigued hi mnow for a nunber of reasons: that his father had been
interested in it but had never managed to find it; that the weapon was
associ ated with a beheading; that it was a new thing, one which Aziz Bey
m ght take as his own.

Petra was not so very far from Azrak. And al'Zafir could be found
again, if he went about it the right way.

It would only cost hima little time to go and see. And if by chance
the sword were there, why then he would have a thing which had never
been presented to the approving eyes of the man who had call ed hinsel f
his father, and lied. It would be his, his alone, and in owning it he
woul d have sone strange, confused victory over the nman he thought he
knew but had never known at all

Life returned, as it always did, with a rush, flooding back into him

wi th an abruptness and force that shocked his eyes open, forced breath
into his lungs. The world snapped back into focus, and every nerve was
alert.

He was aware at once that he was not al one.

Hs jerk into al ertness caused the man | eaning over himto junp back, to
the nmerrinent of the others crowded around. Duncan's gaze flickered
across their faces. They were Arab, Bedu of the deep desert. Sonme were
nounted on their canmels, with horses tethered at their sides. Al
carried rifles, with bandoliers of anmunition crisscrossed over their
chests, pistols and knives stuck into their belts. Some had swords as
well. He drew in another shuddering breath and rel axedt here were no
other Inmmortals present. Hi s head was, for the nmonent, safe. Probably.

Pi stol s-his hand noved to his own belt, slapped flat against his hip.
The weapon was gone.

He got to his feet, slowy, cautiously, allowing hinself to stagger. He
was supposed to be dying, after all

"Water ?" The word cane out as a croak, nutilating the |anguage. His
audi ence | aughed.

"Who are you, and what are you doi ng here?" said one of the nen
surroundi ng him

"Water?" he repeated. It wasn't all that difficult to pretend. He



rubbed his Iips with the back of his hand, turned in an unsteady circle.
There were at | east a hundred of them Many had roughly bandaged wounds,
brown with dried blood. They had the | ook of recent, and not
particularly victorious, battle. Several were severely hurt, being
supported by their conrades.

They were staring at himwi th astoni shnment.

"I thought he was dead," the first man said, backing toward his mount.
He was hol ding Duncan's pistol in his hand, and | ooked as if he m ght be
t hi nki ng about using it. Duncan turned to him as if by chance.

"You are as blind as a Turk," one of the others said in disgust. He
unhooked a water bottle fromhis saddle and tossed it to MacLeod, who
caught the heavy wei ght against his chest and nearly lost his footing in
the deep sand. He pried out the wooden plug with a trenbling hand and
rai sed the I eather bottle to his I|ips.

It was hot, and tasted of suspicious things.
it was |iquid.
It was wonderful.

It splashed down his chest, soaking his shirt.
"He's wasting it," one nman said critically. "W/ly give himwater,
Abbas? He's only going to die anyway."

"He's a dog of a Turk," another man chimed in.

"I"'mno bl oody Turk," Duncan munbl ed fromaround the Iip of the bottle.
There was a nmurmur of surprise when they realized he was actual ly
speaki ng good Arabic, albeit with European curses.

"Who are you, then?" snapped another man, on a particularly el egant
white canel. He was wearing an agal trimmed in gold, and the roomthe
others nmade for himproclainmed himas a man of considerabl e i nportance
anong them "You are not one of us!"

Rel uctantly, Duncan stopped swallowing. "I'mlooking for-for the Sheikh
Yusuf ibn Ashraf al'Saqr, of the Rushallah. | have a nmessage for the
shei kh. Fromthe Emir Faisal ibn Hussein." He wiped a trickle of liquid
fromhis lips. The waterskin was considerably Iighter now, but he stil
craved the feel of the liquid in his nouth.

A murmur of recognition rose fromthe assenbly.

"You are British?" the man on the white camel denanded.

& From Cairo?"

It wasn't the tine to dispute the distinction between Scots and British,
MacLeod thought, and besides, it had ceased mattering in any real sense

about two centuries ago. "I am M nane is Duncan MaclLeod." The rest of
it, of the Can MaclLeod, beat against the inside of his lips. That had
ceased mattering too, long ago, but it was still part of him ingrained

in the bone.

"am Yusuf ibn Ashraf Abdullah al'Saqr, of the Rushallah." The syllables



rolled off the lips of the man on the white camel: God will multiply,
son of the honorabl e one, grandson of the servant of CGod, the fal con
Duncan thought for an instant of identifying hinmself in return: the dark
fighter, son of the ugly man. It probably wouldn't be the prudent thing
to sound as if he were nocking them Too much water was making him
ight-headed. He suppressed a snile

"Peace be with you, Yusuf ibn Ashraf al'Saqr," he said, belatedly

realizing the assenbly was waiting for a formal acknow edgment. "I am
in your debt." It was risky to say such a thing-it was likely to be
taken literally-but it happened to be true. "Allah has been npst

gracious to ne, to lead you to nme." He had, too.
"Peace be with you, stranger. Are you an infidel or a Believer?"

MacLeod shrugged apol ogetically and drank again. No whi sky had ever
tasted sweeter than that too-warm stale water, sliding down his throat
and soaking into all the corners of his flesh. He drank steadily, his
t hroat swal |l owi ng convul sively, his face turned up to the sunlight,
accepting it, glad once again to be alive.

Fi nishing at last, he Iowered the waterskin and took a deep breath,
| ooking up into the faces of his benefactors. "amone of the People of
t he Book, but not of your faith."

"Kill himand let us go on," soneone said irpatiently. "He is an
infidel. He has no place here."
"No," ibn Ashraf answered. "He speaks well, for an infidel, and a

Eur opean." He gave Duncan a considering | ook. "Wat nessage do you have
from Fai sal ?"'

"That is a conplex matter, my lord." He stared up at the other man,
knowi ng he could still be abandoned. He would rather not have to go
t hrough that particular death again. "Are you, God willing, going to
nmeet hin?" The qualifier came to himnaturally.

| bn Ashraf's eyes narrowed. After a noment he decided that the infide
wasn't making fun of his religion. "PerhapsGod willing." He waved his
hand at the assenbl ed men, an expansive gesture that brought his nount
around in a comaining circle. "These are the nen of the Rushallah, the
sons p of my father's father's father's father. Before God, we owe no
all egiance to the famly of Hussein. |If it pleases us, we may join him
But Hussein is far fromthe wells of the Rushallah.”

"Or if it pleases you, you may join the Turk?" Duncan drank deeply
again. The waterskin was nearly enpt, now. "Have they offered you
gifts?"

"Al'l who know the Rushallah offer gifts,." ibn Ashraf snorted. "Cone
with us, infidel, and we will show you the wealth of the Rushallah."

"Thank God," Duncan nuttered under his breath, entirely reverent.
Acceptance as a guest gave himat |east three days and three nights in
which to try to convince themto do what needed to be done without the
encour acenent of gold. H's el chances were not particularly good, but
they were better than they had been a half an hour before, and that was
enough to go on with.

unapter Fifteen The Inmortal Duncan MaclLeod has been di scovered



abandoned in the desert, and is now a guest of ny lord Yusuf. (It is
nost fortunate that nmy lord was not hawking this day, or | would not

have received the nessage concerning him nor known to Watch for his

arrival) W have prepared a great feast in his honor. He remains, of

course, anong the nen, but | amold, and rmuch is overl ooked for ne.

Rebekah hint Mriam Un Ahmed The extended family of Yusuf ibn Ashraf
occupi ed a temporary canp around a small oasis, a pocket of green around
a spring. Their herds of goats, sheep, canels, and horses were
scattered anong the hills, cropping busily at the gray-green foliage.
There was a small grove of date pal ms and ski nmpy patches of grayish
grass; row upon row of brown and bl ack tents, the color of the raw wool
fromwhich their material was spun, splotched the sands, with children
chasing | anbs and canel foals between them Duncan gathered that he had
been di scovered as the Rushallah raiding party had returned froma | ess
than successful sortie against a rival tribe. 1bn Ashraf was not

pl eased with the results.

So, of course, on the second day after MacLeod's arrival, he threw a
great feast to honor the rescue of the Eu.-opean. There had to be
something to celebrate, after all, and MacLeod was as good ai excuse as
any.

There was nusic, tanbourines and drunms and zills, and nmen danced

out side, occasionally firing rifles into the air in sheer excess of
spirits, spearing the sky with flashes of |ight. Duncan, spraw ed

agai nst a canel saddle for a backrest, couldn't help but conpare it to
the last time he had been feted in such a stvle-b-ut ibn Ashraf was no
sultan, and the dancers were nore graceful than Amanda had been, even if
they were the wong sex. Here, the wonen staved discreetly out of the
way, not entirely out of si,lit as they would have in a city, but
sting." unobtrusive.

Per haps twenty nmen were gathered around the remains of the neal, a huge
di sh of rice and hacked-up rmutton in a pool of nelted sheep butter
Qutside, a storyteller was reciting the exploits of a distant ancestor
in a singsong off-key rhythm In the shadows outside the rolled-up walls
of the tent he could see the darker inmages of the wonen, veil ed agai nst
his eyes, as curious about himas he was about them

He was replete with rice and sheep and dates, soaked in the drinking of
gal l ons and gallons of water, and he was falli,-qg asleep again. He'd
slept a great deal in the past day and a half. It was, he realized
vaguel y, the height of rudeness to fall asleep again at a feast in his
own honor-nr one of the heights, anyway.

The feast was his first meeting with the tribe as a whole. It was a
remar kabl e pi ece of luck that he had actually been found by the people
he'd been | ooking for. Ali had at least led himin the right direction
bef ore abandoni ng him

I bn Ashraf observed his efforts to remain awake with a certain mld
anusenment, and after a time decided to have mercy on him "You have
been through a terrible ordeal, Englishman who wears our robes. Perhaps
you would like to rest, and we may inquire further of this matter of ibn
Fai sal when you are ready?"

"If God wills it," MacLeod agreed, in a barely intelligible rmunble.

"Steep then in ny owmn tent, and be at peace."



There was much to be said, MacLeod thought rnuzzily as he stunbl ed back
into a pile of fleeces in the back of the sheikh's tent, for the sinple
generosity of a tribal people. The Rushallah night even outdo the
MacLeods for pure benevol ence.

At | east he had found the Rushallah, was his |ast conscious thought. But
Law ence woul d be so di sappoi nt ed-and Tweedl edee so gratified-if he
didn't nanage to convince themwhere their future |ay

"What do you nean, you cannot |ocate this nman? Are the police in
Baghdad totally inept?" Aziz Mrza knew the answer to that question, of
course, but someone had to suffer the consequences of his grow ng
frustration. It might as well be the two soldiers standing at rigid
attention in front of his desk

He sighed and rolled his eyes, allowi ng hinself to slunp back in the

| eather chair as if the weight of the world's inconpetence was too nuch
to bear. "I told you the man was Irzed, and within the |last nonth had
been in Baghdad. Surely that should be enough for any hal fway conpetent
intelligence operatives? O am |l naking a wholly unfounded assunption
her e?"

The two nmen stared unflinching at the portrait behind him

"W have | ocated the band,"” the senior of the two said at last. "They
don't seeminterested in our questions, sir."

"I amnot interested in your problens, Sergeant. | expect you to find
the man. | wish to speak to hi mspeak, mnd you, not interrogate!-about
some of his dealings with ny late father."

"Condol ences on your loss, sir.
Aziz's lips tightened. "Yes. Thank you, Sergeant. Dismssed."
The two nmen saluted stiffly, pivoted, and marched out.

Aziz rolled his eyes again. No wonder they couldn't communicate with
the desert tribes. But the lack of imagination and style was typical
typi cal of what he had to deal with every day. He lit a cigarelte and
exhal ed a thick plunme of snoke, as if the veil would obscure the nore
unfortunate aspects of his daily life here.

Hs office at the little conmand post in Azrak was far too Spartan for
his tastes. His desk was battered wood, scarred with use; the walls
were yellowed with years of cigarette snmoke and flyspecked to boot. The
only touches of luxliryof humanity, in his opinion-were the |eather
chair, inmported fromLondon, and a little seventeenth -century painting
on the wall. The I andscape provi ded the necessary bal ance to the
official portrait of Ken,-al Ataturk which hung, by political necessity,
behi nd the desk itself. He had no fear the little painting would be
stolen; the dolts he had to contend with wouldn't have known great art
if it had bashed their thick heads in.

The place stank of years of use. It was tioisy, too; the office didn't
even have its own door, and Aziz sonetines thought the uncertain rattle
of the typewiter in the anteroom coupled with the incessant yammrering
of the marketplace outside his w ndow, would drive himmad.



It was all too much, really.

But then there was Petra-if he could only find his way in. If there
really was treasure there, perhaps he mght even bring hinmself to sel

off some of the lesser itens in his-foster-father's collection. Then he
could afford to resign his comm ssion, perhaps even, once this
ridicul ous war was over, go live in Paris, where one could find
civilized conversation, where people appreciated art and history. He
could be the person he really was, deep inside, a cultivated, civilized
marnmot a petty little bureaucrat in atiny little outpost in the

backwat ers of the Turkish enpire

He sml ed, exhaling another cloud of snoke.
Yes. Petra held the key.

The call of the nmuezzin woke MaclLeod all too early, a few days later, in
the dimgray light of a winter desert dawn. The Rushal |l ah had ext ended
their hospitality indefinitely beyond the traditional three days and

ni ghts, and he had spent the time eating and sl eeping and resting and
getting to know the nen of the tribe, remenbering the | essons about
manners Hanza had taught himso |ong ago. Fortunately he was a heat hen
and not expected to pray at an hour which, in any civilized nation

woul d be di sni ssed as ungodly.

Fortunately or otherw se, getting up early for prayer neant breakfast
cane early as well. Al too soon, one of ibn Ashraf's sons cane in to
shake hi s shoul der and awaken him As soon as he opened his eyes the boy
went skittering backward, as if expecting himto turn into a denon. \Wen
MacLeod | aughed, the child fled.

When he finished his norning ablutions, ritual and otherw se, he found

i bn Ashraf seated in the fore part of the tent, surrounded by the elders
of the tribe. The sheikh indicated the remains of a tray of bread and
fruit. Duncan politely indicated he wasn't hungry at all, allowed
hinself to be convinced, and then ate Iike a starving man. He had not

t hought, after the night before, he'd had any roomleft to be hungry.
He' d been wong about that, too.

They waited politely for himto sate his hunger before launching into a
serious discussion of the health of his famly, his antecedents, his
sons-with much synpathy for his lack thereof-and the famlies, health,
and history of every other man present. Finally, after what seenmed an
eternity of this, they got back to the issue of Duncan's mission to the
Rushal | ah.

"You have said you are an emi ssary fromthe Enir Faisal," one of the

greybeards said. "ls Faisal so poor he sends men alone to do his
errands?”
Duncan shrugged. "It is not that Faisal is poor," he answered. "He has

canel s and nmen to equal the stars in the sky. But he does not wi sh, as
yet, to alert the Turk to his novenents. Thus he thought it good to
send one man, with a guide."

Fai sal woul d probably have sent at |east twenty, in fact, but the
Briti sh were nore conservative by nature. MclLeod did not feel called
upon to nake the conparison

"And what of your guide?"



"My guide is accursed," he said grimy. "The son of Iblis robbed ne of
the gold neant for the Rushallah and left nme for dead. But God is
nmerci ful and conpassionate, and you found ne." Too late to save his
life, but that was only a technicality, fortunately. He stil
considered it a blessing that Ali, the dog, had waited until they were
actually in Rushallah territory to drug him

"CGol d?" The el ders spoke anong thensel ves excitedly.

"Two hundred pounds of it," Duncan affirmed wearily. "I apol ogi ze npst
prof oundl y."
I bn Ashraf's eyes narrowed. "Wthout gold, how can we cone to Faisal?

W have no gifts for himsave our herds."

The el ders pursued this line of thought as well, with sonme of them

poi nting out that Faisal would be expected to provide largess in return
whi | e Duncan was nonentarily lost in admration for Law ence's

canni ness. The giving of gifts was a great mark of status; he had
probably cal cul ated that the gold MacLeod carried to the Rushallah woul d
end up right back in the coffers of the Revolt. It was indeed a pity he
hadn't been able to obtain a nore trustworthy guide.

"The greatest oift you can bring to the lord Faisal is your support, and
the fighting men of the Rushallah," he insisted.

"Al'l Arabia knows and respects you."

Except, perhaps, the Irzed, who had just successfully beaten off a
Rushal I ah rai d; but sone things were best left out of the discussion

The reputation of the Rushallah was the.-1 (I,'lIsc,,issel., viewed, and
duly praised, without a trace of nodesty in the telling. The tray of
dat es was taken away, and cof fee was served

"Why shoul d we support the Sherif of Mecca?" one man asked.

"So that your children nmay live in peace," Duncan replied pronptly. "So
that you need not guard yoursel ves and your herds fromthose who woul d

steal your horses and your wonmen fromyou. So that all of Arabia may be
one single nation, honored in the famly of nations as an equal nmenber."

It sounded brave, and proper. He rather hoped it was true.
More di scussi on ensued.

Duncan listened, answered respectfully when the el ders asked him
qguestions, and tried to guess which way the deci sion would go. One
faction seenmed interested in aligning with the Revolt. Another wanted
to hold out and see if the Turks woul d nake them a better offer. No one
was interested in com ng enpty-handed to the Arab arny.

The potential for looting Turkish towns was di scussed in detail. Duncan
si pped at his coffee, a thick, heavily sugared m xture that would have
appal | ed an American or a European, and mentioned an example or two of
supply trains derailed. The weight of the discussion appeared to be

swi nging toward joining Faisal, but the problem of saving face renai ned
unsol ved.



The debate had begun at least its third iteration when a shrill,
too-fam liar sound brought MacLeod to nerve-tinglin alertness. He

hal f-rose, and the discussion died away as the participants stared at
him taken aback at his expression. |Ibn Ashraf blinked inquisitively.
"What is it you seek, Duncan MacLeod?"

"l heard "What?"
" Swor ds-"
Li napter Sixtcen we watch ... -Rebekah And he could still hear the sound

of metal shrieking against nmetal -but there was none of the sensation
that would tell himanother Imortal was nearby, only the sound of
cl ashi ng swords.

"I's someone fighting?" he asked, getting to his feet and | ooking past
the crowd of nmen sitting around the great dish

"I hear fighting."
"Ah, the young nen." Ibn Ashraf hinself spoke with great weariness. He
could not, Duncan thought, be nore than thirty hinmself; several of his
uncl es exchanged wy gl ances over the endl ess tapping of canel quirts
against the mats that formed the floor of the tent. The tapping kept
the air nmoving. "They duel for honor, for |ove. What can one do?"

"Stop them perhaps?" Duncan stepped over the quirts and past the tent
pol es, out to the open area. |bn Ashraf and several of his relatives
shrugged and got up to follow him The sound | ed hi mbeyond the first
circle of tents.

There were two of them young boys, children teally, barely old enough
to start beards; they were squared off by the picket |ines near the
skei kh's tent, glaring at each other and spitting insults, while their
respective mothers stood in the shadows of the tents and wailed in
frustration and fear.

One of them Duncan paused at the sight of him He was undersized,
reed-thin, holding an old sword up in guard position against his face,
his brown eyes intent upon his opponent. The other boy was neasurably
bi gger and tal ked nore, naking rude comrents about the first's ancestry.

" Ahrmed! Tarif!" ibn Ashraf roared. "Wat are you doi ng?"
The two boys circled each other, ignoring him

"They were racing," one of the wonmen called out fromthe shadows.
"Tarif's mare stunbled.”

"He did it hinmself He stabbed the frog of her 'qoof," the bigger boy
sai d, never taking his eyes fromthe other. This, Duncan concl uded,
nmust be Ahned. "The son of a diseased canel hurt his own horse, and he
dares accuse ne. |1'll have his head for it!"

Duncan, |ooking at the two of them shuddered as if a goosc had wal ked
over his grave-a saying fromthe Hi ghland conpletely out of place here,
per haps, but conforting nonethel ess. He could not have told how he knew
what he knew about one of the two combatants. It was enough that the
fight had to be stopped, imredi ately, before the situation becane any
wWor se.



Tarif didn't bother to respond to the accusation; instead he | unged.
Ahmed ducked and responded smoothly, and Duncan cursed as Tarif yel ped.
A line of bright red appeared across the boy's chest, and his guard
dropped a crucial few inches.

Ahmed | eaped forward to take advantage of the opening, murder in his
eyes, only to be brought up short by one hand on the wist of his sword
arm and another at the scruff of his neck, knotted in the nape of his

| ong gown.

The boy spat a stream of curses and twisted wildly, transfarring the
sword to his free hand and swinging wildly at the man behi nd hi m
"Devil! Pig! Spawn of a whore!"

"I nsol ent pup," Duncan said calmy, letting go of Ahmed's neck | ong
enough to grab the boy's flailing arm The sword went flying into the
sand. "Alittle young for matters such as this, aren't you?"

"He's a cheat and a liar,"
he hurt my horse.”
hal f-rai sed

Tarif said, trying very hard not to cry. "And
He was standing well out of reach, his sword

"Fatherless one! It isn't even your horse, it belongs to Mehdi

"I's what he says true?" the sheikh said to Ahned, stepping between the
two, his face suffused with rage. Duncan could feel the boy stop
struggling, and | oosened his grip. The boy stepped away from him

gi ving Duncan an evil glare before turning to the shei kh

Ahmed | ooked ibn Ashraf in the eye. "Father, he lies."

Duncan took a deep breath. It would have to be one of ibn Ashraf's own
sons.... Around them the men jostled for position to see, while the
worren forned another circle, farther back. Voices nurnured back and
forth, raised sonmeti nes and then hushed again as the speaker realized he
or she m ght be overheard.

Now Ahnmed was jerking his robe back into place, glaring up at Duncan as
he did so. "How shall this unbeliever lay hands on nme?" he chall enged,
| ooking to his father for support. "I will kill himfor it."

| bn Ashraf slapped him al nbst as the words canme out of his nouth,
knocki ng himacross the small clearing. H's turban went flying,
partially unw apping, revealing |ong braided hair. The gathered
observers gasped.

"This man is my guest! You dishonor me and all our famly! As for you,
Tarif'he turned to the other boy, who was still standing forlornly a few
feet away, the tip of his blade resting nowin the dust before himdo
you have witnesses to what you say?"

"I have no w tnesses but God, who knows all things," Tarif responded.
"And my mare." In the sunlight, his eyes glistened. The line of red
across his ragged shirt was broadeni ng.

"How shall we know, then?" ibn Ashraf asked reasonably.

am your son!" Ahmed yelled, picking hinself up fromthe d4.rt
& id.lanm ng his turban back on his head. "WII| you believe that spawn



of a dustdevil over me? It isn't even his horse!"”

"Ahmed speaks truly: the mare is mne," piped up another man, |eaning on
arifle. "Though |I gave her to Tarif to ride. |If thereis an injury to
her, it is | who have the claim"

Tarif nmade a wordl ess sound of protest, |ooking at the speaker: Mehdi
Duncan gathered. He |ooked even smaller as his claimto the horse, too,
was denied. It was as if everything he had was being taken from

hi m everything but the sword he clutched so defiantly. 1In a society
based on famly and rel ati onshi ps and extended famly, he seened to have
no one to call upon. He didn't bother to glance behind hinself at the
worman wai ling for him

"He hurt her hinself, and he bl amed ne because he thought he could claim
reconpense for the value of the horse,” Ahned snapped, brushing hinsel f
of f again but stayng well out of his father's reach

"You did it because you were jealous," Tarif returned. "She's faster
than anything you have. O she was," he anended, dashing a tear-track
from his cheek.

"If there's only one witness for us to question, perhaps we ought to do
so," MaclLeod interposed, speaking to the shei kh, before the fight could
break out anew. "If you are agreeable, let thembring the nare and | et
us see what they're fighting about."

| bn Ashraf | ooked at himsharply, waved his son's protest to silence.
"What do you have in mnd, English?"

"You can't," Tarif said at the same tinme. "She's hurt too badly."
"Then we will go to the horse,"” MaclLeod said firnly.

followed them in a large unruly intrigued, the cromd mass, toward the
horse |ines, pursuing the sheikh, MaclLeod, and the children. The scraps
of conversation MaclLeod could catch had to do with the reputation of the
two boys, the bloodlines of the horses involved, and much specul ation
about the madness of the Englishman and what he coul d possibly be trying
to acconpli sh.

The herds of the Rushallah stretched. across one end of the canp. The
riding canmels were kept nostly separate fromthe horses. Sonme of the
val uabl e war mares were tethered near their owners' tents, but many
other horses were tied to the long picket lines. MaclLeod wasn't
particularly surprised when Tarif pushed ahead, |eading them past the
pastures and cross a small wach, to a bare area ideal for racing.

There was no racing going on now, in the heat of the noonday sun. There
was only a thin mare, dark gray with youth. Her head was up sharply,

wat ching them her ears nearly touching at the tips in their effort to
hear everything; she snorted and turned, clunsily, on three legs. Her
forel egs were | oosely hobbl ed together; her right hind was cocked up
beneat h her, not touching the ground. Blood dripped freely fromit, in
st eady pul ses.

Recogni zing the aninmal's distress, the crowm stopped, all except Tarif,
who cane up to her slowy and steadily, talking to her all the while,
soot hi ngly.



She was a small exanple of a small breed. |f she had been in flesh she
nm ght have been al nost stocky; her |egs were nore substantial than they
| ooked. Her head was refined and delicate, her neck |ong and cl ean. The
boy | ooked taller standing next to her, until the two adults canme up to
t hem

Ahmed hung back, until a gesture fromhis father commanded him

"Tell us again what happened," Duncan said, keeping his voice even for

the sake of the horse. He |ooked her over, laid a hand on her neck. It
was wet with sweat, and she tossed her head, eyes rolling, but did not
offer to snap. "Tarif, you go first." It was possible. he realized,

that ibn Ashraf would object to an outsider taking over in such a
delicate matter, but he didn't care. Soneone had to find the truth, and
he felt a thread of protectiveness for Tarif, who had no one to speak
for him MaclLeod had known the instant he saw the boy: Tarif would one
day be an Imortal too.

Ahnmed sneer ed

"W have raced before," Tarif said, without preanmble. "I always won.
This time, Ahrmed net ne as | went out to her, and he was 'l aughi ng, and
he challenged me to race in the noontinme. But as | led her out | saw

she was hurt. Ahned never cane to race. Wen | cane back to the tents,
| ooking for Mehdi for help, Ahmed was al ready boasting he had won."

"Ahned?" ibn Ashraf turned to his son

"By God, he lies," the bigger boy said, "W rode here, and the mare

tri pped over her own feet and went |lame. He accused me of hurting her
and said he would claimmy own horse as justice. He has always tried to
take what others have."

"So you did not see himhurt the mare hinmself, as you said before?" his
father inquired, with deceptive ml dness.

Ahned funbled for a nonent, then recovered. "He did so, in that he rode
poorly."

"You say the mare tripped. You saw this?" Duncan was novi ng al ong the
animal's off side, sliding his hands along w thers, back, and

hi ndquarters. The animal flinched as he passed his hand down her off
hind, noting the heat in the leg. Tarif, and now his friend Mehdi, stood
at the mare's head, holding her and talking to her

She wasn't happy about the odd-smelling stranger near the source of her
pain, and nomentarily snorted and pi nned her ears as Duncan patted her
lightly. The muscles under his hands tensed, and the injured foot cane
up higher. Hurt or not, he would have to give the lad,y her due respect
or she would kick his lights out, he thought wyly. But she was
essentially a sweet-natured beast, and after the one warning, stood
still for him trenmbling like a wire drawn too tightly.

There was no heat in the upper leg, he noted, only copious anounts of
sweat darkening the horse's flank. The heat began around the cannon
bone, and the fetlock: increased blood flowto an injury.

"l saw," Ahnmed affirnmed to his attentive rel atives.

"She is | anme because she has been hurt," Tarif snapped. "But you were



not here to see.”

Pani cking at the anger in her naster's voice, the mare reacted by
| ashi ng out, kicking, rearing; she nearly went down when the injured
foot refused to take her weight. It took several mnutes to cal mher

Finally, Duncan was able to slide one hand back down the trenbling
animal's leg once nore. |bn Ashraf noved up beside him the better to
see.

Duncan cupped the hoof in his hand. Someone el se poured water over the
i njury, washing the blood away so they could see its extent nore
clearly; the liquid soaked redly into the sand, di sappearing al npst

i medi ately. The horse shuddered at its touch, but remained still, as
if finally realizing they were its only source of help. |In a nonent or
two the extent of the injury was clear

The frog of the horse's right hind, the V-shaped tissue in the niddle of
the foot surrounded by a hard dark hoof, gaped open and bl eeding. It
was a sharp, deep cut, small. It could not have been nade by a rock

An outraged murrmur went up, and the horse tried to jerk away again,
stopping only when it came up against one of the nen on her other side.
Mehdi reached for the injury, long fingers pausing just above it.

"By God," he swore, "this is an abomination. She is crippled, and wll
have to be destroyed. M lord, | demand justice!"

"Did I not say it?" Ahmed shouted from behind his father. "He has do,.qge
it, and he should die for it!"

=
Lji;apter Scvcntcen A

There is a dispute between the son of ny lord Yusuf and Tarif, the
foster son of Safiyyah. It is of interest that MacLeod defends Tarif;

per haps he recogni zes the child as one of his own kind. | have long
hoped as much: we do not have foundlings anong our tribes, deep in the
desert. It has been long since | had one of our own to Watch; Ifeared

never to add to our chronicles again.

Safiyyah weeps, in fear for her fosterling. |f she knew what God has
willedfor him her tears would be endl ess i ndeed - Rebekah Besi de them
Tarif shrieked in disbelief and dove past themto the mare, grabbing her
halter. "No!" he screamed. "No, you cannot hurt her!"

Duncan caught at the boy as the mare rose again, lifting the child into
the air, scream ng as she put weight on the injured foot. The horse
staggered and col | apsed, legs thrashing frantically. A hoof grazed
Duncan's shin, and he grunted in pain as he snatched at Tarif, sw nging
hi m out of harms way and into Mehdi's arns.

The force of the aninmal's struggle snapped the hobble on her forelegs,
and they clawed frantically at the sand as she tried desperately to get
her | egs under her again. But the injured |l eg couldn't help her |ever
her way up-. after a fewfrantic mnutes she seenmed to realize it, and
lay still. Her long neck was stretched on the ground as if in offerin,
her jaws gaped and her ribs heaved as she panted.



"Chazal!" Tarif tore hinself free and flung hinself on the ground beside
t he horse, huggi ng her neck, weeping. "You can't

, h,,irt her, you can't!"

"This does not look to ne Iike a boy who would hurt his horse," MaclLeod
observed levelly. The shei kh nodded, his eyes troubl ed.

"He did it," Ahned insisted. "He did it!"
"Then how did you know what happened?" MaelLeod said.

Ahmed was silenced for a nonent, |ooking confusedly fromthe ani mal on
the ground to his father, and the rest of the nen. "Al of you saw, " he
replied. "He laned his horse. Mehdi's horse.”

"We all saw," MaclLeod agreed. "But none of us knew the nature of the
injury until now, except you."

"What do you mean? Father, do you permit this infidel to question nme?"
He was a small defiant figure, this childprince of the desert, his sword
and his pistol stuck bravely in his belt, with gold thread glinting in
the agal, the cord hold. his headcloth in place. In his posture and in
his eyes was ing invincible arrogance. "He is a Frankish dog. 1Is this
not a matter for the Rushallah?"

"It is a mtter for the truth," his father replied. "T would hear
nore." He nodded to MaclLeod. "Speak."

"Your son said the horse had been stabbed in the frog of the hoof,"
Duncan pointed out. "But we had to clean the wound to see that it was
so. Only the one who inflicted the damage coul d have known its nature
before then."

"That is indeed so,"
did you know?"

he agreed, his face dark with anger. "My son, how

['"l-1 saw himdo it." The arrogance was dissolving as he spoke. "I saw
it happen! This stranger lies."

"That was not what you told us before," Mehdi snapped. "My lord-"
"You are a liar." Ibn Ashraf spoke with finality, addressing the snall
figure standing before him "You have damaged anot her nan's property,
and attenpted to blane another, and clainmed his |life as the ransom of
your lies. You ha-%e three,-tened and insulted a guest in our tents.
You are a shanme to the tribe of the Rushallah. W turn our faces from
you. "

"Father!" Ahned's eyes were wide with shock. The audience murrmured in
di smay.

"My son would not shane ne so."
' Fat her ?"

"You're no son of nmine, and you never were, the burly Scot said,
thrusting the man he had called his son away from hi m

"Father!" he screaned hoarsely, but it did no good; the man he had



called "father" fromthe day he could formthe word fled fromhimas if
he were the Devil incarnate.

He was left |ost, abandoned in the mddle of the road, staring after
him "I am Duncan MacLeod of the Can MacLeod, " he cried to the enpty
road, as much to confort hinself as to affirmhis own identity. "I am
Duncan MacLeod!"

"Fat her?" The | anguage was different; the wall of terror was the sane.
Ahmed was only a boy, less than twelve years old. Duncan MaclLeod had
been a man growmn. One was rejected for a deliberate offense against the
core of his culture; the other for no cause he had a hope of
conprehending. It made no difference. "Father?"

Seeing too much of hinmself in the boy's eyes, Duncan was noved to appea
on Ahmed's behal f. He reached for the shei kh's sl eeve.

From the other end of the camp, from beyond the grove of date pines,
cane the sound of a woman scream ng. Then another, and anot her.

Wth the scream ng canme gunfire, and shouts and warcries. The nen of
the Rushallah turned to see a wave of nen on horses pouring through
their canmp and pastures, waving rifles and swords, driving before them
the herds of cattle and sheep that sustained the tribe's life.

"Sons of the devil!" ibn Ashraf spat. "The Irzed!"

For a nonent Duncan was conpl etely confused, until he renenbered the
raid. When ibn Ashraf and his nmen had discovered him days ago, they
were returning froma raid on the nearby tribe. Apparently the rivals
of the Rusballah were pronpt in their vengeance. He barely had tine to
unlimber his pistol before the first line of tribesnmen were upon th--m

Bawl i ng sheep drove through the assenbl ed nmen around the fallen horse,
knocki ng Rushal |l ah men sprawling. The canels cane behind them
gal | opi ng, overtaking. And behind themcane Irzed, dozens of them.
guns bl azi ng and swords flashing, on the quick gray and bay war mares of
the desert.

Only centuries of practice, honing reflexes to nearly inhuman qui ckness,
saved Duncan's neck from a bl ade sl ashing out of nowhere. Snatching out
his revolver, he dropped and rolled, stopped only by the mare's back

and fired at pointblank range. The gun roared loud in his ears, and its
target threw up his arms and col | apsed backwar d.

There was an Inmmortal anmong the invaders, he realized with a sudden
chill, but the swirl of battle, the snell of blood and frightened
animals, the gunfire and yells and sounds of collision, nmade it

i npossible to identify one man out of so many. He fired rapidly,
qui ckly exhausting the chanber;

there was no time to reload; he pulled out the katana to defend hinself.

Next to him still clinging to the neck of the mare, was Tarif, talking
steadily to his horse

"You are a drinker of the wind, a gift of God-be still, ny nost precious
one, ny jewel, ny nost brave, heart of ny life, lie still, I amwth
you-"



CGhazal remained quiet and obedient, her breath com ng |oud through
flared nostrils. Duncan touched Tarif's shoulder. "You stay down too,
boy. "

Tarif ignored him continuing to nurnur to the mare. A camel thundered
by, barely mssing the recunbent aninmal. Ghazal's head jerked up, and
Tarif's singsong reassurances doubled in intensity.

In the confusion, Duncan could see one man in particul ar stopping,
haul i ng his mount around. A knot of Rushallah men attacked himfromthe
ground, and the nmounted man swept them out of the way as if he barely
noti ced the inconvenience.

It was the other Imortal. He, |ike Duncan, had felt the unm stakabl e
sensation that told hi manother of his own kind was too near, too
close.... The threat was not one-sided. The boy remained with his horse

as MaclLeod rose, the dragon-headed katana in his hand.

The other Immortal's horse danced in a circle, veils of white froth
hanging fromits lips, until it was facing MacLeod. |Its rider caught
sight of himand recognized his foe at the same instant, and his heels
touched his horse's sides. Tassels flying, the war mare | aunched
herself and her rider at MacLeod like a bullet fromthe barrel of a gun
Her rider raised his sword high, and the bl ade caught the sunlight and
turned it to glowi ng silver.

But they were not alone on the battlefield-warring nen mlled between
them swept them apart. MaclLeod found hinself sparring fiercely with
someove el se entirely, dispatching his opponent with frantic efficiency.
The other ma had the grace to | ook surprised as the katana swept across
his belly, his intestines erupting out of the opening in a fountain of
white and pink flesh. He screamed as the blood followed, until his head
roll ed across the sand.

It was a raid, that was all. The Arab tribes had been raiding each
other since time imenorial, for canmels and horses and sheep, for the
wel s that gave life, excitenent, and glory.

Fromtime inmenorial men had died for excitement and glory. The nman
MacLeod kil l ed-who woul d have killed himm ght have been seventeen

There was no tine to brood about the waste of human life.

There was only tine to fight. He was good at fighting; he'd been doing
it far longer than any of these young men in search of glory. He wasn't
interested in glory anynore; he was intent upon keeping the swords and
rifles away fromthe boy behind him and upon | ocating the other

I mortal who was a greater threat to himthan any nunber of nortals,
even nortals with swords.

Tarif was still lying on the mare Ghazal's neck, preventing her from
even attenpting to rise and bolt. He would not |eave the animal. There
wasn't room or time, to force himaway, though MacLeod coul d have
pul l ed himup bodily and carried him He couldn't afford the
encunbrance. d ancing around, he tried to spot the horseman again, but
there were too many, struggling knots of conbatants.

Rai ds were supposed to be qui ck and cl ean, sweepi ng down, driving away
the herds. Sonetines no one died at all



This raid was different; there was revenge in the air.

"Tarif! You ve got to get out of here!"™ A nonentary lull allowed Duncan
the luxury of glancing behind hinmsell He could still sense the other

I mortal, somewhere close. He was crouching, poised to strike, and his
| egs were cranping.

There had been no tine to straighten and stretch

"I can't," the boy replied. "She can't run

MacLeod sighed. He wouldn't have left a | oved horse of

s 0 lu wn, either, when he was that age. He could only continue
fighting, holding his ground agai nst the waves of battle until they
passed over him beyond him

Wth the flow of the battle across the canp went the sounds. Man, boy,
and horse were left behind as the raiders wheeled to drive through the
canp again, taking tt'ie wealill of the Rushallah with them

Al'l around them bodies of nen and aninmals lay in still dark lunps. Sone
of them groaned or cried or whinpered. Mst were silent.

One horse nearby renmi ned on her feet, her head hanging, her breath

com ng hard, her |egs splayed out to support herself and her rider
Duncan shook hinself and rose unsteadily to his full height, rubbing the
pal ms of his hands against his robe, transferring the katana from hand
to hand to do so. He never took his eyes off the horseman. The
sensation of another was very strong.

The horse wavered to a stop ten feet away, lifting its head in defiance
of its own exhaustion. Its rider |eaned forward on the ponmel and
grinned at MacLeod with much the same air.

The Scotsman wet his |lips and swallowed. "I am Duncan MacLeod of the

C an MacLeod." It seened right, sonehow, in the mdst of tribal warfare,
to reassert his own tribal affiliation. He assumed a guard position

rai sing the katana beside his face, keeping hinmself between the rider
and the child. You cannot die for soneone else, a small voice in the
back of his mind scolded him

You can defend the weak, he snapped back at it, and took a deep, cal m ng
br eat h.

"You are Frankish!" The other Inmmortal was nmonentarily taken aback

"What does a Frank do here?" The tribes of Syria and the north had a
tendency to identify all Europeans as Frankish, or French. A few of the
sout herners distingui shed the English. None of them had ever heard of
Scot | and, nuch to MacLeod's annoyance.

"Fight," MaclLeod said, his tenper considerably shorter than it had been
earlier in the day, when all he had to worry about was the identity of
the neat in the norning neal

Frorri the expression on his face, it was a defensive position the other
man had never seen before, and he | eaned one arm agai nst the high pomrel
of his saddl e and | ooked Duncan over curiously.

"I amFarid al'zafir ibn Mihunnad, and ny people are the Irzed," he



inforned the air, as if in afterthought. "I have lived and died .
he paused to count, to remenber, "six tines. Including tonight."

H s robes were sl ashed and covered with bl ood, great black splotches,
some still tacky where it had not quite dried. Duncan could not contro
a synpathetic wi nce, but he kept the sword at guard.

"My ... Kkinsmen did not see nme fall, this tinme," al'Zafir went on, in
response to Duncan's novenent. He still had not produced a sword. His
horse's head was beginning to droop again, and his hand was | oose and
rel axed. "1 did not know there were oncs |ike nyself anong the Franks,"
he continued. "Are there many?"

Duncan finally |l owered his own sword, but remained ready. The other man
could be planning to talk himto death, after all. Though he had never
heard a word so sharp it would take a head, he had to adnmit "There are
some." He shrugged. "Enough. |1'mnot here to take anyone's head-unl ess
| have to."

Al' Zafir grinned, his teeth very white against his short beard. "I too
have had ny fill of war today," he admtted cheerfully. "Though sone
ot her day, some other time, it mght be a different tale." He | ooked
past Duncan to Tarif, who was finally beginning to get to his feet. As
soon as his weight was off Chazal's neck, the mare fought to get up

"Ah, a young one," al'Zafir said, whistling through his teeth. "Does he
know what God has willed for hin®"

"He does not." Duncan had finally |owered the swrd. "Do any of us?"

The other Immortal finned a,am "It is all iP the hands of God."
Sliding off his horse's back, he stepped forward. "You and | are closer
kin, perhaps, than either of us to the tribes we claim | give thee

peace this day, Frank."

"And to you." Duncan was still wary, but inclined to trust the other
man. Transferring the katana to his other hand, he took the proffered
arm wondering whether it would be acconpanied by a knife in the belly.

Apparently al'Zafir was wondering too, because he stepped back quickly,
to a distance nore commopn to Europeans or Americans than to Mddle
Eastern cultures. H s eyes lit on the katana, though, and he held out
an inpul sive hand.

"What a sword! It is a weapon an angel would carry. O a denobn. Is it
permtted-" He broke off with a laugh. "O course not. Forgive ne.
have a passion for such things. | cannot see a sword w thout yearning
to own it."

Duncan smled wyly. "It comes with the territory.” It wasn't a
sentiment that translated well; he had to say it in English. Al"'Zafir
| ooked confused, then brightened.

"Do many of ny cousins anong the Franks carry such weapons, then?" he
asked, still cat-curious. Duncan noved with him still keeping hinself
bet ween the newconer and Tarif. "I have many, but have never seen one
i ke that before."

"It comes from Japan, a place far to the east, where they nake great
swords. "



"You have been to this Japan? You have seen then®?"
"have. vy

"They cannot be so fine as our weapons were once. | have sone so fine
they would cut a scarf of silk-"

'so strong they would cut a bar of iron. Yes, | know "

The katana woul d do as nuch, but he saw no need to tell the Bedouin
t hat .

"I would trade weapons with you, Duncan MaclLeod. | have an excell ent
scimtar, of good Damascus steel. But | have never seen one such as
that."

He was shaking his head even as the other man finished speaking. "I'm
sorry, but no. This is"-he hesitated, searchng for the right word' a

| egacy froma friend and teacher. | do not have the right to give it
away. "

"Ah." Al'ZzZafir nodded understanding. "There are such weapons."

The sounds of struggle fromthe other side of canp had ceased entirely.
The I'mortal grinned again, and MaclLeod found hinsel f grinning back. "It
was a great battle, was it not?" the Arab said cheerfully.

MacLeod's grin faded fractionally as he renmenbered too many "great
battles." The only characteristic they had in conmon were the nunbers of
their dead. "I suppose it was,"

" You must be very old," al'Zafir said critically, "if the music of the
swords no | onger nakes your heart sing. it would be a great thing to

t ake your head, Duncan MaclLeod. Perhaps | will be the one to do it."

" And perhaps |I'Il take yours." Duncan lifted the katana a meani ngf ul

fraction of an inch.

The ot her |aughed. "I give you ny word, Frank, when | cone for your
head, | will do so with a sword worthy of itworthy to do battle with
your own. | know where to find such a thing, in the rose-red city." He
swung up to the back of his war mare in a single snmooth novenent, and
pivoted with her. "I only cane for the battle," he added over his
shoulder. "But | will cone again for you. It is witten, ny Frankish
friend."

"I'"ll be waiting for you," MacLeod yelled after him as the little mare
found strength to leap up the bank of the wadi and away, follow ng after
the rest of the vanished Irzed raiders. He could hear the ghostly sound
of her hooves against the sand |long after he | ost sight of her.

Duncan let go a deep breath he hadn't known he was hol dng as the
awar eness of another faded. The tip of the katana drooped until it
nudged a tiny valley in the dust at his feet.

"Who was he? What did he want? Did you know hi n?"

Behind him Tarif babbled, as if released froma spell. "You spoke as
if you knew each other."



"I never nmet himbefore this day, | swear," Duncan said wearily, turning
to the boy and the horse. "But | knew what he wanted, yes."

"What was it? What were you tal king about? Wy was he tal ki ng about
the red city? He is Irzed. He has no rights in Petra. He spoke to you
as if you were friends."

Duncan sighed. "No, not friends. Not enemies, exactly, eitheir,
t hough- You'll understand one day. But not too soon. | hope," he added
under his breath, staring across the devastation

Tarif was not-yet-lmortal. But he would be. Duncan knew, without
knowi ng how he knew. one day Tarif would die, and sonme time after that
his eyes would snap open and he woul d gasp, his lungs shocked that they
were taking air once nmore. Past that point he would never age.

He was too young for that first death. Duncan had seen what happened to
chil dren who becane Immortal: he had | ost one only half a century
before, too recently to bear contenplating the | oss of another. He

| ooked up and nmet Tarif's anxi ous eyes, held out one hand.

"Cone with nme," he said.

"Where are we goi ng?" Tarif asked, reasonably. "There's nothing left."

"We're going to go back to canp, and see what's left," Duncan said. "And
tomorrow, when things are better, we'll decide what to do next."

"I won't |eave CGhazal ," the boy warned.

Duncan sighed. "I didn't think so."
Chapt er Seven

The wonen are wailing in the black tents for their husbands, for their
sons, for their fathers. There is great sorrowin the tents of the
Rushal  ah. God has willed that many, nany have died But the Imorta
lives on. It is the will of the Conpassionate, and we submit. -Rebekah
MacLeod had no doubt al'Zzafir intended to keep |Is prom se about com ng
back. He wanted the katana, and would consider Duncan's head a nore

t han accept abl e bonus. Whether he woul d take the boy was an open
guesti on.

Duncan found hinself liking the other nman, but he had no idea if

al ' Zafir was capable of killing the boy in order to take his head, and
hi s Qui ckening, while he was too new to know how to fight back. There
were Imortals who would do such a thing, reprehensible as it was,
justifying it as elimnating rivals early. It was nothing but murder
in MacLeod' s eyes.

He sighed. After the devastation of this raid, the alliance of the
Rushal  ah mi ght not be of such value to Faisal anynore. On the other
hand, this was only one Rushall ah band, albeit the primary one, and they
had t he advantage of numerous other ties to northern tribes. H's task
wasi't finished yet.

Ghazal, linping badly, followed Tarif like a giant, gray dog back to the
mai n encanpnent. Early in the nmorning it had been a relatively neat,
pl easant place, each tent with its favorite ani mals picketed outside, a



firepit ready for baking bread, children | aughing and running. Now it
was silent and shocked, and the trails of snoke that distorted the air
stank of burning wool fromthe tents thensel ves.

Here and there nmen and wonmen wandered -, pick a ing things up and
putting them down again, |ooking around as if they had been suddenly

pl ucked up by a whirlwind a'.1d put down again in a place totally

unfam liar. In places, wonen wailed and tore their clothing and threw
dust on their heads, mourning over the still bodies-smaller sonmehow in
death than in life-nf their husbands, fathers, children, sisters. Above
the canp, birds circled lazily, as if taking their time at a buffet.

Sone of the tents out of the direct path of the |livestock stanpede were
still standing, though poles were knocked askew. Duncan |ed boy and
horse back to the tent of ibn Ashraf to find only the femal es of the
famly, directed by a wiry woman of indeterm nate years in the process
of cleaning up. She was unveiled, perhaps because she thought herself
too old for it to matter anynore; she had the |eathery.

wri nkl ed skin of soneone who had faced the el enents too | ong, and her
tribal tattoos were faded and al nost indistinguishable. She wore a
small fortune in coins-her dowy, her personal property-draped about her
neck and arnms and hi ps, over her robes, so that her wal k was made nusic
with the soft nmetallic chimng. She |ooked MacLeod and the boy over

wi th suspi ci on.

"What is it that you want?" she asked directly. "lbn Ashraf is not
here; he is with his people.™

"The boy needs a place to stay," he told her. "Were is his fanmly ?"
L4l ooki ng over Duncan's shoul der, she shrugged. "Hi s foster nother
woul d have the care of him but those dogs, spawn of the devil, killed
her."

He cl osed his eyes briefly at the soft, stifled cry that cane fromthe
boy.

"Are you taking hin?" she asked Duncan directly. 1In the light of the

| at e- af t ernoon sun, she had the piercing, dark eyes of a bird of prey,
and Duncan felt that he was being neasured, challenged in sone way. "He
has no nother and no father. WII you adopt hinP"

"cannot," he said honestly. He couldn't think of anything else to say.
There had to be some other response, but it was just out of his reach
he was desperately tired. He had a feeling this wonan woul dn't accept
the only excuse he could terl ama soldier."

"He needs soneone to watch over him" the woman snapped. "Wy will you
not do it?" Around her, children and wonen herded together half a dozen
goats, creating a makeshift pen to keep themtogether. Tarif observed
the debate on his future silently, his knuckles white on his horse's

| ead rope.

"Because | am pledged to serve, and where | travel, there is no room for
a child." He took the boy by the hand and Ied himinto the shade of the
overhang. The mare followed, snuffling at the scent of burned fabric.

The wonan | ooked the two of themover. "You," she said, pointing at
Tarif. "Leave the horse here, and go with Sarsour to find what has been



left to us."serving the anxiety with which he | ooked at the horse, she
added, "I will care for her nyself-, go."

Reassured, Tarif went racing off after the other children, who were
maki ng a game out of anding the greatest nunber of strayed and pani cked
animals left to the tribe. The woman watched himgo, her lips tight

wi th what m ght have been anger. Duncan sat, heavily, nmore tired than
he t hought.

Once the boy was gone, the woman squatted down beside MaclLeod, resting
confortably on her heels. "H s foster nother was killed in the
fighting, may Al lah give her peace. He too will die very young if you do
not hi ng. "

He would, in fact; she spoke nmore truth than she coul d possibly know.
"Why don't you take him'" he said, nore sharply than he intended.

For a nonent she was speechl ess, and then she | aughed, revealing gaps
where teeth had been. "I amonly a wonman," she informed him as if he
had m ssed the fact. "Tarif is a boy, old enough for the nmen's side of
the tent. M lord Yusuf will not take him not after the fight with
that fool of a son God has cursed ne with. Tarif needs a man to teach

-himthe ways of nen. It would be well for himif you were the one to
do so."

Duncan |l et go an exasperated sigh. "Perhaps," he conceded. Perhaps he
ought to, at least until he could find sonmeone else willing to take on
the responsibility. Surely, somewhere in this desert, there was sonmeone
who would care for a child. "But | amstill a soldier. And | have a

duty to perform There nust be sone other way.

The wonman, evidently by her authority and poise the first wife in the
tent of Yusuf ibn Ashraf, nodded thoughtfully. She rmust be, MaclLeod
t hought, nuch younger than she | ooked, especially if she was Ahned's

nmot her. The desert aged people quickly. "W cannot have himhere." she
said, sounding regretful. "He has no kin. You could"'

take himto the holy city-Ao Al -Mdinah-', "It is forbidden," Duncan
interrupted instantly. "I amnot of your faith."

She nodded again, and brushed idly at the sand before her.

"I thought perhaps you were a Believer; | have heard of sone English who
are. You know so many of our custons."

Her fingers were long, the joints reddened and swelling; they had to
hurt, but she gave no sign. "There are those who might care for him in
al'Jawf. His foster nmother had kin there."”

"I tell you," Duncan repeated inpatiently, "I cannot take him | cane
to persuade Yusuf ibn Ashraf to join Faisal's army. And then I nust go
back to Cairo."

"Yusuf ibn Ashraf cannot join anyone's arnmy now," said a weary voice
from behi nd t hem

The wonman | ooked up, rose quickly, and stepped back at the sight of her
husband. |Ibn Ashraf |ooked at her anded. "Go, U n Ahmed. They need
you el sewhere. We will sigh speak later."



She jerked her head in acknow edgrment and, w thout so much as anot her
gl ance at MaclLeod, was gone.

| bn Ashraf settled beside MacLeod and pinched the bridge of his nose.
"By the tinme the sun sets,” he said wearily, "she will have counted
every living thing left to us, and its condition, and she will know to
the last grain of rice how our supplies stand. She is a fearsone wonan,
that one."

"I"'mgrateful to you for rescuing ne fromher," Duncan agreed. "She was
about to give ne the fostering of the boy Tarif."

"Be grateful she did not decide you needed a wife to care for him as
well, for if she had, you would be nmained by nightfall." He tapped his
fingertips to his lips. "Let no denon hear it!"

"Ah, there |I'msafe. Surely she would not marry one of your people to
an unbel i ever ?"

"What makes you think you would be permitted to continue in such a

m serabl e state?" Ibn Ashraf was beginning to revive, a little, with the
qui et joking, but his face had |ines that had not been present earlier
inthe day. "My friend, it seems that Allah wills your mssion will be
a failure; it would take the very vaults of Petra to restore our
fortunes after this day.

"And besi des, before any Rushall ah takes horse to ride to pledge
al l egiance to the Sherif of Mecca and his son Faisal, we have a matter
to settle with the Irzed. They cannot be permitted to do this w thout

fear of retaliation. | , have sent riders to ny cousins of the Howeitat
and to the Geysli, and we will wi pe themfromthe face of the desert,"
Duncan groaned. It was beginning to sound very nmuch |ike a desert

version of the larger war, with interlocking alliances drawing in one
tribe or nation after anotherr the nore intimately famliar feuds of the
H ghland tribes. "Are not the ',rzed simlarly allied? Wn't their
allies come to their aid?"

| bn Ashraf shrugged. "If it is so witten." But he was watching
MacLeod's face, listening to him

"Don't you see, that's the whole point to what Hussein is doing. |If you
and the Irzed draw in all your allies so that all of the north is at

each other's throats, the only ones to win will be the Turks. You'l

exhaust yoursel ves fighting each other, and they'll pick your bones."
There was a long silence, as ibn Ashraf considered. "Wat would you
have ne do? | cannot |let nmy honor be stained.”

"Join Hussein," MaclLeod said intensely. "Help himthrow the Turks out
of your lands. Serve himwell. and then [et himseek justice for you."

"There will be better booty when you are a part of an ar-,ny, taking the
treasures of the Turks, than trying to make a neal fromthe neager bones
of the Irzed. Half their animals were yours in the first place-where's
the profit in that?" It was an argument that had worked three hundred
years ago, with some cousins of his in a simlar dilema. He wondered
if it would work here and now as well. Surely the Arabs, also a tribal
peopl e, were as pragmatic in their way as the Scots.



"Perhaps it is so," ibn Ashraf said softly. "But | would not come to
the tents of a great prince as a beggar, and | have nothing left to give
him Look at my people.” He indicated the slowy consolidating herds of
ani mal s, the tentpoles being reset, the bodies being |ined up on the
sand. "They took what gold we had. Most of our horses and canels are
gone. \hat else can | do, but go to my cousins and ask for their help
in taki ng back what is ours?"

' Perhaps you could make a withdrawal fromthose vaults," Duncan
muttered. The vaults nmust be a local |egend; the Inmmortal al'Zarif had
nmentioned themtoo.

But ibn Ashraf was staring at him a sudden strange light in his eye.
"The vaults at Petra are said to be filled with many strange and
wonder ful things,"” he said. "Many of themwuld be gifts fit for a
prinr-e."

"Eh?" MaclLeod | ooked up, nmonmentarily confused. He had heard Petra
nmentioned in connection w th archaeol ogical digs; this "vaults" business
he had taken to be a netaphor. The local tribes were generally hostile
to visitors, and he had never heard of any treasures associated with the
pl ace. But ibn Ashraf was speaking as if they were real, with rea

cont ents.

"My people do not go to that place,"” the shei kh was sayi ng, beconing
nmore and nore interested in the idea. "It is accursed, and guarded by
djiinn. The treasure lies there still, waiting to delight the eye."

MacLeod | aughed. "Any vaults that mght be in Petra have probably lain
enpty for centuries,” he said dismssively. "G ave robbers would have
enptied them |l ong since."

"No," the other man said. fEs face was only inches from MacLeod's, so
close they could snell each other's breath. "It is not so. The tribes
have guarded the way to Petra for a thousand thousand years."

The local tribes, it suddenly occurred to MacLeod, were the Rushall ah
and the Irzed.

Duncan arched his eyebrows. "That |ong?"

On the one hand, Arabic was a | anguage desi gned for hyperbole. On the
other, ibn Ashraf seenmed positive that the vaults, whatever they were,
were intact. So did al'zafir, a thought which gave MaclLeod pause.

On the third hand, the location of the ancient city was well known to
students of Mddle Eastern history, so the claimthat the way was

guar ded was doubtful MaclLeod was beginning to feel rather |ike an
octopus. "What sorts of things are in these vaui'ts you speak of.?" he
asked, expecting the usual catalog of gold, jewels, magic |anterns "The
gol den idols of the pagan kings of Persia," ibn Ashraf replied pronptly.
"Also the seven crowns of the lord of Petra, before the djinn destroyed
the city. The mnusical instruments played by the Crusader lords. The
Moon of Delight, a great stone set in silver, is also said to be there."

The Scot's eyebrows hi ked even higher. |bn Ashraf was being awfully
speci fic about what had to be a | egendary treasure trove. The |egends
must be very popul ar around the tribal fires; no wonder al'Zafir had

i nvoked it too. "Could it be, perhaps, that when i bn Ashraf was a young
man, he decided to brave the wath of the djinn and see for hinself.?"



he inquired, hiding a smle.

I bn Ashraf had no such constraints. Hi s |ips softened reniniscently.
"Not |," he admitted. "I have been no farther than the entrance to the
city, But | had the tale fromny father, who went inside the great

tenpl e.

"But he was captured by the djinn and thrown froma cliff, and wal ked
| ane ever after. He was permitted to live, he said, because he had not
t ouched anyt hing."

"But an infidel mght go in, defy these powerful djinn, and survive?"
MacLeod asked dryly, not believing a word of it. I'msurprised the
English didn't strip the place.”

"We do not permit," was the sinple answer.

MacLeod was beginning to see a pattern formng. He was not surprised to
see a smle break out on ibn Ashraf's face, as if a wonderful idea had
just occurred to him

"W could permit you to go." he said. "You could enter safely, and
t ake, perhaps, one thing. The noonstone, perhaps, or one of the crowns.
That woul d be a sufficient gift to present to the lord Faisal. W could

enter his arny with honor, and then call upon his aid to destroy the
Irzed. It is a good plan, MaclLeod!"

"Is it." He wondered how nmuch of the "good plan" had to do with saving
face for the Rushallah, and how rmuch with getting an inconveni ent
British witness out of the way of a Rushallah counter-raid wthout
actually breaking the tradition of protecting an honored guest.

'Does the lord Faisal wish the allegiance of the Rushallah, or not?"

Remenbering the intensity in the blue eyes of the British captain in the
Arab robes, Duncan conceded, "Yes, he does."

He smiled again. "And while I'mthere, perhaps, | should pick up sone
small trinket for the coffers of the Rushallah, just to help them get
back on their feet again?"

I bn Ashraf affected surprise, as if the thought had never crossed his
mnd. Behind the two of them wy |aughter indicated that the woman
wasn't fooled either.

"Be silent, Un Ahned," ibn Ashraf comranded absently. Ts was greeted by
a snort of derision, but she noved off to organize sone of the wonen in
the preparation of a commnity neal

"have not seen Ahned," Duncan realized suddenly. "He was not-"

"He lives." The expression which crossed the sheikh's face spoke of his

reliel Then it hardened. "But he has still offered you a great insult,
and | have said what | have said. It is done."

Duncan rai sed one hand, unwilling to listen to the words of

condemnation, either in fact or in menory, again. "Let ne nmake a
bargain with you, ibn Ashraf. |If |I go, for the honor of the Rushallah
to the vaults of Petra, and retrieve whatever | may find there, will you

t hen take back your son?"



There was a surprised silence. |bn Ashraf |ooked at him his eyes
bri ghteni ng, perhaps with tears, and a snile spread across his face as

he took the offered solution to his dilenma. "lIs this then the boon you
seek in return for doing this thing for nmy people? If you will do this
thing, MacLeod, then | will do as you say, | swear it by the beard of

Mohammed, bl essed be he.”
"And if | find nothing at all, you will still take himback?"
Duncan added, seeking to cover all contingencies.

"If you return with no nore than a handful of dust and the tale to tell
| swear it," the other affirmed. "May it be witten so by the angels.”

Duncan let go a breath he didn't know he'd been holding. "Very well
then. Now there is the small matter of a guide.”

"Why, that is no matter at all," ibn Ashraf said triunphantly, dusting
his hands. "Petra is not far fromhere. The boy Tarif wll be your
guide. It is a nost excellent plan. Gve ne five days, no nore, to
persuade the elders, and you shall go to Petra."

Chapt er Ei ght

MacLeod has been persuaded to take the child Tarif with himto Petra to
seek the treasures of the city. In doing so he has given nmy lord
sufficient reason to forgive Ahnmed ibn Yusuffor his stupidity. My
Al l ah bless himforever and ever, and may he live |ong. -Rebekah On the
appoi nted day, at the hour when a white hair could be distinguished from
a black one, the call to prayer echoed across the desert, and the soft
mur mur of submission to the wt of God echoed from outside every

remai ning tent. The bodies of the fallen, having been ritually washed
the night before, were buried without weeping; the time of nourning was
over, what was witten was witten, and it was the will of God. Duncan
wat ched as the corpses, wapped in clean robes, were |lowered into
hastily prepared graves and covered with rocks and sand. There woul d be
no markers. No one of their tribe or fanmily would ever seek this place
out. They were gone, and that was that. They would be renenbered in
songs and stories told within the black tents, and that was all

It was a better nenorial than sonme Duncan had seen

The few remaining aninmals were fed and watered in preparation for travel
later in the day. The nother of Ahmed consulted with the other wonen,
and eventually cane back to the tent |eading a canmel, the best of those
remaining to them and Tarif. The animal was burdened with sacks of
food and water. She turned it over to her husband and then stood back
wat ching, as he in turn presented it to MaclLeod.

You will take this camel,” he said abruptly. "The boy ,mows the way;
the next wells are not so far." He thrust the leading rein into the
Imortal's hand and wrapped his fingers around it with a inn grasp. "The
boy will be a blessing to you."

"I thank you," Duncan answered, overwhel med at the extent of the
supplies provided fromthe ruined tents. "You are very generous."

"We are Rushallah the people of the desert,"” she spoke up, correcting
him but he could tell that she was pleased. "My God bl ess you, and



your children, and your children's children-"

A shadow crossed her face, and MacLeod wonder-- (I how nmany of those
children she had buried that day. She pushed the child Tarif forward,
unable to say nore.

" And you al so," MaclLeod responded. He wanted to offer words of
confort, but that was the place of her husband. |bn Ashraf was a
fortunate man.

The shei kh spoke to the boy. "The horse, Ghazal, will be well. W will
t ake good care of her for you to honor Mehdi, who fought bravely for us.
You know the way. Do us honor."

The child nodded.
"And you, MaclLeodare for him"

He could do nothing, say nothing, but touch his heart and his |lips and
his forehead in salute

"God be with you, Duncan MacLeod. And if it be Hs will, may you have
long life."

"God be with you both, son of Ashraf, nother of Ahned.

And may you al so have long life, and nore joy than this day past has
br ought you."

U n Ahmed | ooked sharply at himagain, and this time she lifted the
corner of her headscarf to cover the |l ower part of her face, as if he
had somehow becone a stranger, one before whom even an old wonman shoul d
not show her face. "Go. And may there al ways be those to watch over
you. "

So he found hinsel f, as the sun rose in the winter sky, riding a camnel
again northward, with a small boy clinging behind him The Rushall ah
were gone, vanished as if they had never been, and he was caught again
in the mddle of a vast sea of nothingness. This tinme, at least, there
was plenty of water.

"Where did you find your sword?" he asked idly. Tarif had said nothing
so far, accepting the decision that he shoul d abandon the only people he
had ever known to go with a stranger with remarkable equaninity. He had
been concerned only for his horse and his scimtar. Once assured that
he coul d keep them bot h- Mehdi was dead, and his heirs weren't interested
in a horse that woul d probably have to be destroyed anyway- he was

cont ent.

"It is mne," the boy muttered.

"It's a good sword," Duncan went on. "You handle it well.
Has soneone been teachi ng you?"
"It's mine," Tarif repeated.

"Al'l right, then, it's yours." The canel would be a nore responsive
conversationalist. They kept on in silence as the canel rolled through
the mles, watching as the | andscape changed fromsand to solid, yell ow



earth dotted with rocks and brush. The canel noved steadily, like an
aut omat on, not appearing to notice the burden it carried.

"MacLeod?" Tarif asked at |ast.

"Yes?"

"Where you cone from do they ride canel s?"

He | aughed. "No. W ride horses, or drive in cars."
There was a pause while the boy digested this information
"Horses |ike ours?"

"No, not like yours. Qurs are bigger. Slower."

A

Mor e t hought f ul ness.

"MacLeod?"

"Yes?"

"Do they have sheep, where you come fronf"

Aziz Bey consulted his map again, and swore. By the map, Petra had not
been very far at all; the map gave no . hint of the bew |l dering junble
of mountai ns, the barrenness, the desolation. He peered up at the

hori zon and prom sed hinmsel f that his next purchase, the Law

notw t hst andi ng, woul d be a caood, great black splotches, sone stil
tacky where it had not quite dried. Duncan could not control a

sympat heti ¢ wi nce, but he kept the sword at guard.

"My ... Kkinsmen did not see nme fall, this tinme," al'Zafir went on, in
response to Duncan's novenent. He still had not produced a sword. His
horse's head was beginning to droop again, and his hand was | oose and
rel axed. "1 did not know there were oncs |ike nyself anong the Franks,"
he continued. "Are there many?"

Duncan finally |l owered his own sword, but remained ready. The other man
could be planning to talk himto death, after all. Though he had never
heard a word so sharp it would take a head, he had to adnmit "There are
some." He shrugged. "Enough. |1'mnot here to take anyone's head-unl ess
| have to."

Al' Zafir grinned, his teeth very white against his short beard. "I too
have had ny fill of war today," he admtted cheerfully. "Though sone
ot her day, some other time, it mght be a different tale." He | ooked
past Duncan to Tarif, who was finally beginning to get to his feet. As
soon as his weight was off Chazal's neck, the mare fought to get up

"Ah, a young one," al'Zafir said, whistling through his teeth. "Does he
know what God has willed for hinP"

"He does not." Duncan had finally |owered the swrd. "Do any of us?"

The other Immortal finned a,am "It is all iP the hands of God."
Sliding off his horse's back, he stepped forward. "You and | are closer



kin, perhaps, than either of us to the tribes we claim | give thee
peace this day, Frank."

"And to you." Duncan was still wary, but inclined to trust the other
man. Transferring the katana to his other hand, he took the proffered
arm wondering whether it would be acconpanied by a knife in the belly.

Apparently al'Zafir was wondering too, because he stepped back quickly,
to a distance nore commopn to Europeans or Americans than to Mddle
Eastern cultures. H s eyes lit on the katana, though, and he held out
an inpul sive hand.

"What a sword! It is a weapon an angel would carry. O a denobn. Is it
permtted-" He broke off with a laugh. "O course not. Forgive ne.
have a passion for such things. | cannot see a sword w thout yearning
to own it."

Duncan smled wyly. "It comes with the territory.” It wasn't a
sentiment that translated well; he had to say it in English. Al'Zafir
| ooked confused, then brightened.

"Do many of ny cousins anmong the Franks carry such weapons, then?" he
asked, still cat-curious. Duncan noved with him still keeping hinself
bet ween the newconer and Tarif. "I have many, but have never seen one
i ke that before."

"It comes from Japan, a place far to the east, where they nake great
swords. "

"You have been to this Japan? You have seen then®?"
"have. vy

"They cannot be so fine as our weapons were once. | have sone so fine
they would cut a scarf of silk-"

'so strong they would cut a bar of iron. Yes, | know "

The katana woul d do as nuch, but he saw no need to tell the Bedouin
t hat .

"I would trade weapons with you, Duncan MacLeod. | have an excell ent
scimtar, of good Damascus steel. But | have never seen one such as
that."

He was shaking his head even as the other man finished speaking. "I'm
sorry, but no. This is"-he hesitated, searchng for the right word' a

| egacy froma friend and teacher. | do not have the right to give it
away. "

"Ah." Al'ZzZafir nodded understanding. "There are such weapons."

The sounds of struggle fromthe other side of canp had ceased entirely.
The I'mortal grinned again, and MaclLeod found hinsel f grinning back. "It
was a great battle, was it not?" the Arab said cheerfully.

MacLeod's grin faded fractionally as he renmenbered too many "great
battles." The only characteristic they had in conmon were the nunbers of
their dead. "I suppose it was,"



You nust be very old," al'Zafir said critically, "if the nusic of the

swords no | onger nakes your heart sing. it would be a great thing to
t ake your head, Duncan MaclLeod. Perhaps | will be the one to do it."
" And perhaps |I'Il take yours." Duncan lifted the katana a meani ngf ul

fraction of an inch.

The ot her |aughed. "I give you ny word, Frank, when | cone for your
head, | will do so with a sword worthy of itworthy to do battle with
your own. | know where to find such a thing, in the rose-red city." He
swung up to the back of his war mare in a single snooth novenent, and
pivoted with her. "I only cane for the battle," he added over his
shoulder. "But | will cone again for you. It is witten, ny Frankish
friend."

"I"ll be waiting for you," MacLeod yelled after him as the little mare
found strength to leap up the bank of the wadi and away, follow ng after
the rest of the vanished Irzed raiders. He could hear the ghostly sound
of her hooves against the sand |ong after he | ost sight of her.

Duncan let go a deep breath he hadn't known he was hol dng as the
awar eness of another faded. The tip of the katana drooped until it
nudged a tiny valley in the dust at his feet.

"Who was he? What did he want? Did you know hi n?"

Behind him Tarif babbled, as if released froma spell. "You spoke as
if you knew each other."

"I never nmet himbefore this day, | swear," Duncan said wearily, turning
to the boy and the horse. "But | knew what he wanted, yes."

"What was it? What were you tal king about? Wy was he tal ki ng about
the red city? He is Irzed. He has no rights in Petra. He spoke to you
as if you were friends."

Duncan sighed. "No, not friends. Not enemnies, exactly, eitheir,
t hough- You'll understand one day. But not too soon. | hope," he added
under his breath, staring across the devastation

Tarif was not-yet-lmortal. But he would be. Duncan knew, without
knowi ng how he knew. one day Tarif would die, and some time after that
his eyes would snap open and he woul d gasp, his lungs shocked that they
were taking air once nmore. Past that point he would never age.

He was too young for that first death. Duncan had seen what happened to
chil dren who becane Immortal: he had | ost one only half a century
before, too recently to bear contenplating the | oss of another. He

| ooked up and nmet Tarif's anxious eyes, held out one hand.

"Cone with nme," he said.

"Where are we goi ng?" Tarif asked, reasonably. "There's nothing left."

"We're going to go back to canp, and see what's left," Duncan said. "And
tomorrow, when things are better, we'll decide what to do next."

"I won't |eave Chazal ," the boy warned.

Duncan sighed. "I didn't think so."



Chapt er Seven

The wonen are wailing in the black tents for their husbands, for their
sons, for their fathers. There is great sorrowin the tents of the
Rushal  ah. God has willed that many, nany have died But the Imorta
lives on. It is the will of the Conpassionate, and we submit. -Rebekah
MacLeod had no doubt al'Zzafir intended to keep |Is prom se about com ng
back. He wanted the katana, and would consider Duncan's head a nore

t han acceptabl e bonus. Whether he woul d take the boy was an open
guesti on.

Duncan found hinself liking the other nman, but he had no idea if

al ' Zafir was capable of killing the boy in order to take his head, and
hi s Qui ckening, while he was too new to know how to fight back. There
were Imortals who woul d do such a thing, reprehensible as it was,
justifying it as elimnating rivals early. It was nothing but murder
in MacLeod' s eyes.

He sighed. After the devastation of this raid, the alliance of the
Rushal  ah mi ght not be of such value to Faisal anynore. On the other
hand, this was only one Rushall ah band, albeit the primary one, and they
had t he advant age of numerous other ties to northern tribes. H's task
wasi't finished yet.

Ghazal, linping badly, followed Tarif like a giant, gray dog back to the
mai n encanpnent. Early in the nmorning it had been a relatively neat,

pl easant place, each tent with its favorite ani mals picketed outside, a
firepit ready for baking bread, children | aughing and running. Now it
was silent and shocked, and the trails of snoke that distorted the air
stank of burning wool fromthe tents thensel ves.

Here and there nmen and wonmen wandered -, pick a ing things up and
putting them down again, |ooking around as if they had been suddenly

pl ucked up by a whirlwind a'.1d put down again in a place totally

unfam liar. In places, wonen wailed and tore their clothing and threw
dust on their heads, mourning over the still bodies-smaller sonmehow in
death than in life-nf their husbands, fathers, children, sisters. Above
the canp, birds circled lazily, as if taking their time at a buffet.

Sone of the tents out of the direct path of the |livestock stanpede were
still standing, though poles were knocked askew. Duncan |ed boy and
horse back to the tent of ibn Ashraf to find only the femal es of the
famly, directed by a wiry woman of indeterm nate years in the process
of cleaning up. She was unveil ed, perhaps because she thought herself
too old for it to matter anynore; she had the |eathery.

wri nkl ed skin of soneone who had faced the el enents too | ong, and her
tribal tattoos were faded and al nost indistinguishable. She wore a
small fortune in coins-her dowy, her personal property-draped about her
neck and arms and hi ps, over her robes, so that her wal k was nmade nusic
with the soft nmetallic chimng. She |ooked MacLeod and the boy over

wi th suspi ci on.

"What is it that you want?" she asked directly. "lbn Ashraf is not
here; he is with his people.™

"The boy needs a place to stay," he told her. "Were is his fanmly ?"

L4l ooki ng over Duncan's shoul der, she shrugged. "Hi s foster nother



woul d have the care of him but those dogs, spawn of the devil, killed
her."

He cl osed his eyes briefly at the soft, stifled cry that cane fromthe
boy.

"Are you taking hin?" she asked Duncan directly. 1In the light of the

| at e- aft ernoon sun, she had the piercing, dark eyes of a bird of prey,
and Duncan felt that he was being neasured, challenged in sone way. "He
has no nother and no father. WII you adopt hinP"

"cannot," he said honestly. He couldn't think of anything else to say.
There had to be some other response, but it was just out of his reach
he was desperately tired. He had a feeling this wonman woul dn't accept
the only excuse he could terl ama soldier."

"He needs soneone to watch over him" the woman snapped. "Wy will you
not do it?" Around her, children and wonen herded together half a dozen
goats, creating a nmakeshift pen to keep themtogether. Tarif observed
the debate on his future silently, his knuckles white on his horse's

| ead rope.

"Because | am pledged to serve, and where | travel, there is no room for
a child." He took the boy by the hand and KAC% overhang. The nmare
foll owed, nAt% d this time she lifted the corner of her headscarf to
cover the lower part of her face, as if he had sonmehow becone a
stranger, one before whom even an old worman shoul d not show her face.
"Go. And may there always be those to watch over you."

So he found hinsel f, as the sun rose in the winter sky, riding a camnel
again northward, with a small boy clinging behind him The Rushall ah
wer e gone, vanished as if they had never been, and he was caught again
in the mddle of a vast sea of nothingness. This tinme, at least, there
was plenty of water.

"Where did you find your sword?" he asked idly. Tarif had said nothing
so far, accepting the decision that he shoul d abandon the only people he
had ever known to go with a stranger with remarkable equaninity. He had
been concerned only for his horse and his scimtar. Once assured that
he coul d keep them bot h- Mehdi was dead, and his heirs weren't interested
in a horse that woul d probably have to be destroyed anyway- he was

cont ent.

"It is mne," the boy muttered.

"It's a good sword," Duncan went on. "You handle it well.
Has soneone been teachi ng you?"

"It's mine," Tarif repeated.
"Al'l right, then, it's yours." The canel would be a nore responsive
conversationalist. They kept on in silence as the canel rolled through
the mles, watching as the | andscape changed fromsand to solid, yellow
earth dotted with rocks and brush. The canel noved steadily, like an
aut omat on, not appearing to notice the burden it carried.

"MacLeod?" Tarif asked at | ast.

"Yes?"



"Where you cone from do they ride canel s?"

He | aughed. "No. W ride horses, or drive in cars."

There was a pause while the boy digested this information

"Horses |ike ours?"

"No, not like yours. Qurs are bigger. Slower."

AR N

Mor e t hought f ul ness.

"MacLeod?"

"Yes?"

"Do they have sheep, where you come fronf"

Aziz Bey consulted his map again, and swore. By the map, Petra had not
been very far at all; the map gave no . hint of the bew |l dering junble
of mountai ns, the barrenness, the desolation. He peered up at the

hori zon and prom sed hinmsel f that his next purchase, the Law

notw t hst andi ng, would be a case of the very best chanpagne.

He woul d earn this bl oody sword.

Hs men had finally | ocated the guide, two days ago, and Aziz had
persuaded himw th gold and the pronise of a ride in his nmotorcar to
show himthe way to Petra, past the guardian Rushallah. The man had
assured himthat the Rushallah would be no threat at all

They had set out at first light, even though U z was sure the Bedouin
was |aughing at himfor his eagerness. He had tried to awe the man with
tales of the treasures; apparently it had worked. The Bedouin had
becorme very qui et and thoughtful

Now t hey were stuck metal could get in that sunlight, but the film of
dust beginning to blossomon the exterior and |lavish | eatheinteriors was
still thin. It had not been parked there |ong.

The engi ne turned over easily. Tarif yelped in surprise at the noise,
and over on the other side of the oasis, behind the trees, the canel
bel |l owed. Duncan let the engine idle for a few nonents, enjoying the

puf f of good nachinery, and then let it die.

"So the Rushallah guard Petra, do they?" he remarked ironically to the

boy. "Seens |I'mnot the only unbeliever hereabouts."

"This is an Irzed well,"” Tarif said. Hs eyes were still as big as
saucers. "VWat does it do?"

MacLeod | ooked fromthe vehicle to the boy and back again. Irzed.

Anot her small detail no one had thought to nention. "Well, it noves,"
he answered finally. "Very fast, too, except " gazing critically

at one rear tire which had gone flat'this one has gone |lane. You' ve
seen trains?"



Tarif shook his head bl ankly.

"Railroad tracks? You know, those |lines of netal that cross the
desert ?"

Those he knew, and nodded vi gorously.

"Well, this thing is related to those lines of netal." It mght not be a
rel ati onship that nade sense, but at least it would help the boy
associate the thing with something with which he was fam liar-or so
Duncan hoped.

He was nore concerned with the driver of the vehicle. The only reason
he could imagine for it to be here, in the niddle of the nmountains, far
fromanything resenbling a road, was that soneone of conparative

sophi stication wanted to transport somnething that couldn't be
conveniently convey,--(I by mule or canel, Say, the contents of the

| egendary vaults of Petra. Which neant that if he were to find anything
worthwhile to bring to ibn Ashraf, he'd best be about it. He was

begi nning to think this place was far too popul ar

"How far fromhere to Petra?"

Tarif, who had found the courage to actually cone up to the car and
touch it, and was busy running his hands over ev--ry square inch of the
exterior, barely glanced at him "Not far."

Duncan |l et go an explosive breath. "How far is 'not far' this tine? In
sun tine, Tarif.?"

Tarif squinted at the sky and held his fingers an inch or so apart, then
went back to his explorations.

About two hours, then. It wasn't bad. "Let's go, then."
"Make it sing again," Tarif said. He was nerving hinmself for yet

anot her step forward, and as Duncan watched, he | eaped over the door and
onto the seat beside him "Mke it sing!

"Not now. Wen we cone back, perhaps.™
"want to hear it sing now"

Duncan turned in his seat and glared. Tarif slowy gave ground, clearly
unhappy.

"The faster you show nme the way, the sooner we'll be back here, and then
per haps you can hear it sing again." Unless the rightful owner shows up
he amended silently. Tarif sul ked, but foll owed himout of the car,
reluctantly.

The entrance to the canyon was no different, to MacLeod's eyes, than
dozens of other shallow cracks in the red rock. Even Tarif had
hesitated, making at |east one false start, before choosing the opening
in the nmountain walls.

Sonmewhat to MaclLeod's surprise, the passageway di dn't dead-end, as the

ot her had; the sheer walls rose on either side, keeping the floor of the
little canyon in permanent chill and shadow. Four nen could hold off an
arnmy here, he thought, as long as no one clinbed up and dropped rocks on



their heads. Looking upward to find a strip of blue sky was enough to
make himdizzy; the cliffs seemed to |l ean inward. At several points he
could extend his arns and touch both walls at once. If it were not for
the traces of cut stone beneath his feet, show ng that once, the way had
been paved, he woul d have been certain they were conpletely lost. But
even that was broken, cracked, and uncertain, and he had to be careful

of his footing in the rubble.

He was nore occupied with maki ng sure where he was putting his feet than
wi th | ooki ng ahead of hinself, so when the sunlight splashed across his
face, he |l ooked up in surprise.

And caught his breath in sheer awe.

There before him not twenty feet away, rising fifty feet high, carved
out of the living rock, was the entrance to a tenple, or perhaps a tonb.
He had seen nothing to conpare to it, not even anong the ruins of the
phar aohs; though if the pharaohs had had Greek architects, their resting
pl aces m ght have | ooked |ike this.

Colums. Carving, birds and animals. Delicate and massive and
breat htaking, all carved into the coral sandstone cliff.

He had to crane his neck to see it; there was no way to get the proper
perspective fromthe floor of the canyon. The edifice was easily a
hundred feet long. |In the sunlight, the stone al nost gl owed.

And it was old; old. Sone of the carving, the details of the aninals,
the definition of the steps leading to the interior, had eroded away
under the pressure of tinme and wind. But the colums, the com ces and
dones and cupol as and arches and parapets, were still glorious. He
nmoved forward as if under a spell, trying to see it all, and as he did
so he caught sight of yet another building carved into a cliff across
the vall ey.

The sight of it pulled himalong the path that curved around the edge of
the first tenple-or perhaps it was a tonb-and as he followed it he saw,
at last, Petra.

The whol e valley had been turned into a city, not in the mddle of the
vall ey but carved into the red cliffs that defined it. 'it glowed in
the sunlight: the "rose-red city, half as old as tine."

An ancient king, it was said, had enslaved a hundred djinn, and they had
| abored a hundred years, carving the face of the cliffs into a glorious
city of honmes and tenples and final resting places. Every surface
seened to be covered, sonme barely in has-relief, some nearly
freest andi ng.

He turned to find Tarif, to exclaimto himand point out the wonders to
him but the boy was still standing nearly invisible in the shadow of
the crack in the cliffs, watching him "Tarif!" he called.

| HG

Tarif... Tarif. Tarif...

The nane echoed fromcliff to cliff, fromparapet to tower, g himinto

reaching for the hilt of his sword. The boy startlin backed away, not
in fear of MacLeod but in sheer unease at the silent crinson city. As



he did so, an uneasiness touched MacLeod, and he suddenly regretted the
shout .

Sonmewhere in these nountains had to be the people who had driven that
car.

Sonmewher e cl ose.

From a wi ndow carved in the face of a cliff across the valley, al'Zzafir
and Aziz Bey, their attention seized by the echoes of a nane, watched
Duncan MaclLeod pivoting, scanning the cliff faces with a watchful ness
that had nothing to do with architectural appreciation

"What is he looking for?" Aziz Bey asked irritably. "And what's he
doi ng here anyway?"

"Perhaps the sane thing you are, effendi," al'Zafir anawered

absentm ndedly, fingering the hilt of his scimtar, a delighted smle
hovering on his bearded Iips. He backed away fromthe w ndow openi ng as
MacLeod turned in their direction. They were too far away to sense each
other as Imortals, but nmovenent could still be seen if they weren't
careful. "The djinn will find him | think."

"Why are you smiling like that? ... | thought you didn't believe in
dnn." Aziz Bey took one nervous step backward, out of the slant of
sunl i ght through the w ndows.

"I do not fear them" al'Zzafir corrected. "So, then. What you seek is
not here, either?"

Azi z Bey gl anced around the stone room "No. Not here."

He glared at his guide. The fellow was too di singenuous in his
i gnorance. "You said you knew this place. You told ny father you knew
where the treasure was."

"Ah, well." Al'Zafir shrugged. "I brought you here, did | not? Shal
we go and ask the stranger whether he knows?"

Azi z shook his head stubbornly, then paused. "No, | don't want to ask
him But follow him yes. Perhaps he does know better than you do. It
woul dn't be difficult." An instant later h,. regretted the pettiness of
the last remark, as al'Zafir turned that strange |um nous snmile on him
t 0o.

"From a safe distance, yes, we can follow, " he said. "And | think it is
a good plan. We will find what we seek. All of us," he added softly.

H s hand had never left the hilt of his sword.

MacLeod woke to find that he had slept the night through, and it was
norni ng again. For a nonent he was confused, and then remenbered where
he was, and what he was doing there.

Rolling onto his side, MacLeod propped up his head on one hand and

| ooked over at the great entrance hall, Sting | wondering at the

i ncongruity of it, buried here in the nmour tains south of the Dead Sea.
He had wanted to make can) inside the tenple itself, but Tarif flatly
refused to go farther than the portico of any of the buildings. Finally
they had built a fire on a small rise near a spring, where they could



| ook over nost of the abandoned city and MaclLeod coul d keep watch. He
hadn't seen or heard any sign of others. He and Tarif m ght have been
exploring a ghost city.

The rising sun made the carved walls gl ow pink and gold, catching the
light, casting the night away as shadows that shortened as the sun
clinmbed the sky. He watched for a few mnutes, enthralled, and then
rolled to his feet and stretched.

It had been too | ong, he decided, since he had gone through the rituals
of the kata-several days at least. He had neglected themwhile he
stayed with the Rushallah, but he couldn't afford to forgo themfor very
| ong, even here in the wilderness. Breathing deeply, he began with a
formal salute to the rising sun, and then flowed into the smooth
control | ed violence of the prescribed nmovenents, with and wi thout the
kat ana; shift, strike, parry, feint, one blending into the next use,

wi thout hesitation. After so long, so many, without pa many years, his
body knew the patterns w thout pronpting.

When he had finished, and the sweat evaporating fromhis body left him
shivering, he had found his center again. Finishing the exercise with a
final, graceful salute, he turned to see Tarif watching him eyes w de.

"Good norning," he said.

The boy flinched.

"What's wrong?" MaclLeod asked, wi ping the remains of the sweat fromhis
torso and donning his thobe. Rummaging in the packs, he found a neager
supply of hard bread and coffee. He had set water fromthe spring to
boil before the boy, who was still watching his every nmove, found the
courage to answer him

"t hought you had been seized by djinn," he whispered, breaking the bread
into successively smaller pieces. "Wat were you doi ng?"

MacLeod chuckled. "Ah, it was only stretching. Mving

CGetting the blood to flow. " The exercise had left himfeeling good. He
was prepared to deal with the occupants of the car, if they were really
inthe city; he was beginning to doubt it.

There'd been no sign at all. But if they were around, it would make no
di fference; there had only been one car, after all. E their the vaults
of Petra were enpty, or there would be enough for all of them He had
hopes of finding the fabled vault, of conming away with some trinket

over| ooked by tomb robbers, bringing it triunphantly to ibn Ashraf, and
actually conpleting his mssion. And then, God willing, he could go
back to Cairo. And fromthere, Europe; and perhaps even back to
America. Anything seened possible in the cool of the norning, deep in

t he mount ai ns, drinking coffee in the enpty plazas of an enchanted city.

"Where now d'you say this vault of yours is supposed to be, then?" he
asked, his gaze skimm ng the parapets of the cliff houses as he sipped.

Tarif still refused to enter any of the buildings. MaclLeod nmissed his
i ncessant chatter. It made the place seem even nore quiet-perhaps it
was only the scraping of the pan being replaced in the hot coals, set
agai nst the vast silence, that nade it so. He was alnmpbst willini-! to

swear he could hear the feathers of yon vulture stroking softly at the
wi nd two hundred feet over their heads. And that tunbling rock, bouncing



down the side of a cliff not too far away, was |ikely kicked | oose by
some invisible wild thing

"Have a care for where you put your feet, you great oaf," Aziz snapped.
"Do you want himto know we're here?" The two were crouched just within
the shelter of a curve of rock, peering over the edge of a collapsed
wall at the little canp across the canyon fromthem The Turk didn't
wait for an answer. "A man and a child-tonb robbers, no doubt. | could
pi ck them off fromhere." He unhol stered his pistol and started to bring
it up.

The noverent was stopped by an iron grip on his wist. "No," al'Zzafir
ordered. "Let themfind your treasure first. Then we will see about
killing."

"What makes you think they can find it? W' ve been |ooking for days."

Al' Zafir shrugged. "They are nore eyes to look. |If they find it, we
will take it fromthem"

"But we'll have to be closer."

Al' Zafir glanced out the opening again. "It is so-" he murnmured
thoughtfully. "Very well. Since you know best what it is you seek
effendi, go you quietly and creep close. | will follow after, and if

you are discovered | can cone to your aid."
"Are you mad? Did you see? The man had a bl oody great sword!"
"But the effendi has a gun. It should be quite ... safe.”

Al' Zafir gave the words just enough of a twi st to speak vol unes about
Azi z' s manhood.

The other man drew breath to protest, and then let it go again. "Very
wel | ," he agreed, and nade his way to the staircase in the back of the
room

Al Zafir | ooked out the wi ndow again at the man and boy, and licked his
lips, and sniled again.

The English wish ne to remain patient; they believe MacLeod will return
My lord says the grazing is too little here, and we must go on to the
next oasis; he does not think we will take any part in the wars the

great ones of this world wage
I wonder if | will hear anything nore of MacL.-od - Rebekah

"Well, do you at |east know where the vaults are supposed to be?" Duncan
asked patiently as he entered the sunlight fromyet another building. He
couldn't force the child to enter the buildings, not when he was so
obvi ously afraid.
"In the |l esser tenmple,”
gr andf at her said."

Tarif said uncertainly. "O so Ahned's

That |eft open, of course, the question of exactly which tonb was "the
| esser” one. The first building, which faced the narrow entrance to the
val l ey, was al nost conpletely enpty, save for small piles of debris and
dry bones blown into corners-the |locals nmust have gotten to it before



the djinn took over, MaclLeod thought, amused. Animals had denned here,
| eaving tracks in the dust, but he had found no human sign. He was
begi nning to believe the car's occupants had gotten lost in the
nount ai ns and never nade it to Petra.

Putting together torches from sone | ong-burning wood, he explored as far
into other edifices nearby as he could. They had been chiseled quite
deep into the cliff, and made cl ever use of wi ndows. He thought the
original inhabitants m ght have used reflectors, too, to illuninate the
interiors, but they like everything el se had been stripped away. After
several hours' wandering fromroomto enpty, high-vaulted room he cane
out again, to find Tarif huddl ed disconsolately in the sunshine beside a
dead fire. The boy greeted himwi th a conpletely uncharacteristic hug.

"Well, there's nothing there," he said, after setting the boy back on
his feet and building up the fire for nore coffee. "Do you renenber
anyone sayi ng anythi ng about what the place | ooked Iike?"

"It was red," Tarif said hel pfully.

Duncan gl anced around at the scarlet stone of the surtoundi ng | andscape.
"Alittle nore than that, if you can," he said wyly. "It all seens to
be red in this place. Did he say anything el se?"

The boy screwed up his face in a parody of effort to renenber. "Ahned
sai d his grandfather had shot a djinn who lived in a round ball on top
of the tenple," he offered at |ast. "Maybe you could | ook for its body?"

Duncan pushed a piece of bread into his nouth, quickly surveying their
supplies. Rope, yes. A extra knife was always handy. More than that
could wait until he knew better what he was dealing with; nore than that
m ght require another trip. "I doubt after all this time it would stil
be there," he said gravely. "But we could look. Come on.... W'l

stay on the path," he added, to reassure the child. Tarif bit his lip,
and his hand-crept into MacLeod's | arger one as they wal ked.

It gave hi m another chance to | ook around, anyway. As the two of them
wal ked al ong they pointed out itenms of interest to each other-fallen
rocks, a snake, a finely carved pattern in the stone. They were hal fway
through the city when Tarif remarked, "Maybe Hanra doesn't want you to
find his sword."

"Who? Wiy woul d Hanza-" Duncan stopped hinsell "Ch, cone now Hanza el
Kahir? You don't really believe Hanra's sword is here. He died far
away from here."”

Tarill gave hima wary | ook. "Have we rot said so? |bn Ashraf said you
woul d bring himthe G ver of Mercy, the Daughter-"

il-nf Justice. O course,” MaclLeod took a deep breath. It occurred to
hi m suddenly that there was often sonme truth to | egends. "You're
certain?"

"Yes."

"Bl oody hell." The words were in English. The sentinent was
unmi st akabl e.

Tarif shrugged. "I thought you knew. " They passed another of the great

tenmples. Tucked in behind it, in a fold of the cliff, was anot her,



smal ler edifice, like the one at the nouth of the canyon,,only in

m ni ature-the colums of the facade were only twenty-five feet tall.
Over the doorway and down each side was a feze of flowers and ani mals,
supporting a peaked roof and framng the door. The two stopped to
admire it.

"It is broken," Tarif declared. "So the angels treat all idolatry."
"Broken?" Duncan's eyes narrowed thoughtfully. Indeed, there was a
granite ball at the peak of the roof, or rather part of one. Pieces had
cracked off and lay scattered on the paving stones at their feet. "What
i dol atry?-wh, the pictures." Studying the pattern of flowers, he | ooked
up at the broken ball. "I wonder just how adventurous Ahned's

gr andf at her was."

As he noved closer to the facade, Tarif gl anced behind hinself uneasily.
When he brought his attention back to MacLeod, the Scot was hal fway up
the side of the building, clinmbing the pattern of flowers and vines.

"What are you doi ng, effendi?"

"Not hi ng any self-respecting goat wouldn't,"” MacLeod responded through
his teeth. The sandstone was gritty beneath his fingertips. He wasn't
| ooki ng down. Ahned's grandfather had fallen. 1t followed that he nust
have fallen fromsonmething. It couldn't hurt to | ook, and the carvings
invited a clinb.

Wth a grunt, MacLeod heaved hinself up onto the slanted roof-and
promptly toppled behind it. The facade was only that-a facade. Behind
it was a narrow alley, running parallel to the face of the building
along its top, and a door in the face of the cliff, standing ajar.

"Effendi ?" Tarif's call was high-pitched with anxiety.
"I"'mall right, TariL I'll be-this may take a few m nutes."”
The dust indicated it had been a | ong whil e-maybe decades, but not nore

than that-since the door had been opened wi de. MaclLeod sneezed as he
shoved it aside and blinked at the veils raised in the sunlight.

The reflector here was still in place.
The reflection illumnated the interior of a room perhaps twenty feet on
a side. It was stacked to the ceiling with boxes, chests, and bal es,

all covered with gray dust, red sand, and spi derwebs. MaclLeod sneezed
agai n.

Most of the material had rotted into gauze. \Waving spiderwebs out of
his face, he pulled aside a carelessly flung robe-enbroi dered, once,
with jewels that clattered to the floor and roiled into the corner as
the cloth disintegrated-to reveal a waist-high chest.

The colors painted on the wood were still fresh and sharp after God only
knew how | ong-bl ue and red and gol d and bl ack, arabesques and scrolls
and patterns, flowers and gazelles and hunting lions and foxes. The
covering had protected it fromthe dust; the spiders, frominsects.
Still, helifted the Iid carefully. The wax that had been used to sea
it dissolved into white dust at his feet.

I nside were nmore boxes of all sizes, fromsnmall enough to present a



| ady' s engagenent ring to | arge enough for-a sword.

The brass-hinged brown box lying in the back of the chest drew his eyes
like a magnet. It was exactly the size of a sword case. Could it
really be Hanza's sword? How could Hanra's sword come here?

He pull ed the case free and opened it.

It lay in a bed of disintegrating satin, the silver hilt black with
tarnish. There was no way of knowi ng how it had come here, nore than a
thousand nmiles fromthe bl ood-soaked sands of Algiers; but the blue
steel still gleamed even in the reflected Iight, and he could stil

trace the inscription, placed there by a good man with a dignified sense
of humor, an Immortal who had died too young: the veritable scimtar of
Hanza el Kahir.

There m ght be other things here that ibn Ashraf could use to
denonstrate his tribe's wealth and generosity to Faisal ibn Hussein, but
this sword, which had sunk deep into his own flesh centuries ago, he
wanted for hinself. He replaced it reverently in the case and carried
it outside.

"Tarif! "

The boy was | ooking over his shoul der again, as if expecting a djinni to
creep up behind him He junped at the sound of his nane.

"Tarif, | have found it. 1'mgoing to lower this to you. Cone and catch
it as it comes down."

The boy didn't want to. He kept |ooking back, down to the inner city of
Petra. MaclLeod finished rigging a sling and | ooped the rope around the
base of the broken ball-the father of Ashraf was a barbarian to use such
a thing for target practice. "Tarif, come on. The faster you hel p ne,

t he quicker we'll be out of here."

It was an argunent that nade sense. The boy ran forward as Duncan

| owered the sword case, wincing every tine it scraped agai nst the
sandstone colums. Finally it rested safely in the child s arns. "Stay
there," he instructed. "I'll be right back."

Before Tarif had a chance to say anything, Duncan turned to go back into
the vault. One nore thing, sonething striking the Rushallah sheikh
could Tarif screaned.

MacLeod was out the door and snatching a quick glance over the parapet
before the echoes had died away fromthe rose-red walls. That gl ance
was enough to neet the gaze of the man in the Turkish uniformand red
fez holding a gun to the child' s head, |ooking up and grinning. The
sword case |lay open at the boy's feet, the blade inside lit by direct
sunlight for the first tine in centuries. Duncan blinked in surprise,
startled. The Turk was not an Immortal, but like Tarif, he would be,
one day.

"Come down, you Bedu thief," the Turk called pleasantly. "And bring ne a
gift while you do so, and perhaps the boy will live."

"What kind of gift?" MacLeod yell ed back, listening to the rough edges
of his Arabic being lost in the distorting echoes. H s hand went
automatically to the hilt of the katana; he had to force hinmself to take



the pistol instead. "There is great treasure here. Cold, jewels.
Enough for both of us. Leave the boy out of it."

"The boy is ny surely for your good behavior. Conme down!"

He was not about to encunber himself with anything nore fromthe vault,
but he had to have a way to disguise the gun. The cloth in the treasure
roomwas too rotten. Finally, exasperated, he took the kafflyeh from
his head, stuffed the agal into a pocket, and draped the cloth around

t he weapon. Standing up slowy, he held the "package" high

"What is it?"

"You'll have to wait until | have the boy," he replied with nore
confidence than he felt. He saw the start of amazenent as the Turk
realized he was no Arab, and smled grimy to hinself: the man had nore
surprises than that awaiting him He started to clanmber over the side of
t he parapet, holding on to both ends of the rope and hoping the base of
t he broken ornament was strong enough to take his weight, when the

awar eness of the presence of another Imortal came to hir.

There. Coming up the path fromthe inner city, an Immortal. Not a boy
like Tarif, not like this pudgy, soft Turk; a Bedouin, a fighter, com ng
with his hand upon the hilt of his sword, lowering the fold of his
headcloth to reveal his face, his pleased grin. He knew that grin.

"W neet again. Did | not say it, Frank?"

Duncan slid down the rope, nearly forgetting about the pistol in his
hands in the need to take up his sword. But if the Turk shot him he'd
be dead just |ong enough to |lose his head. He needed the Turk out of
the way | ong enough to deal with the I'mortal, but he needed to get
Tarif away fromthe Turk first.

"I told you I would take your head," al'Zafir said pleasantly. "It is
ti me, Duncan MaclLeod."

Chapter N ne

"We are in public,"” Duncan said between his teeth. "Let the boy go.
"These?" The other Immortal |aughed. "They are our kin."

Both the Turk and the boy | ooked confused at this.

"I don't want to get involved in your petty quarrels,"” the Turk shouted.
"I want-1 want sonething." He stopped, frustrated by his ability to be
nore specific. "Al you' ve brought is an old, useless sword. | want
somet hing nore!  Somet hi ng beautifulI'"

"A sword?" The word caught al'Zafir's interest. "Let me see." He cane
up to the Turk and jerked the boy out of the way as if he were so nuch
ol d clothing, sending himsprawing across the path. The Turk sputtered
with rage, raising the gun to his former guide, who was lifting the "old
sword" fromthe case with considerable reverence.

MacLeod didn't have the energy to spare in outrage at how Tarif had been
treated. He gave himone | ook, indicating the path back to the canyon
with his eyes, and then snapped his focus back to the two adults, hoping
Tarif had the sense to take the hint. A scranble of rocks managed to



reassure him
That left two of themone bearing nortal death, the other, |=ortal

"You fool," al'Zafir was saying. "Can you not see?" He was stroking the
bl ade of the sword with gentle fingers.

The Turk lowered his gun, nmonentarily, in order to look. "'l am nade at
the hand of Hanza ibn Mohammed Yanman al Katib al Khal', in the name of
the Merciful, the Conpassionate, blessed be He forever and ever; | am

the G ver of Mercy, the Drinker of the Blood of Infidels, the Taker of
Heads, the Daughter of Justice."

"This? This is the Daughter of Justice, the scimtar of el Kahir?" The
Turk was incredul ous.

"Yes," al'Zafir exulted. He raised it high. "See howit honors you, ny
ki nsman?"

The scimtar sliced down, across the Turk's belly, and the man staggered
backward, the fez rolling across the paving stones into the shadows cast
by the cliffs in the late-afternoon sun. He screaned as bl ood gushed
fromhis body and withed on the ground, his novenents weaker and weaker
as he died.

"He will be a pretty taste for after," al'Zafir said, turning to MacLeod
with the sane engaging smle. "And then | shall see about the little
one. | have not yet decided what | will do about him™

"He is only a boy," MclLeod said, furious.

:,He is one of us," al'Zafir pointed out. "Let himlearn the way of the
sword. Meanwhile, you and | have a matter between us, Duncan MaclLeod.
told you I would come for you with a weapon worthy of your own."

The | engt heni ng shadows of the deep canyon were deceptive, treacherous.
There was no ideal tinme and place, of course, but these were far from
being his preferred conditions to fight for his head-for his life. The
footing was bad-the shadow could be nerely a shadow, or it could be a
hole to catch and twi st and bring hi m down.

They were outside the precincts of the tenple, if tenple it was; outside
of forbidden, holy ground. He discarded the pistol-it would be easy
nmerely to shoot the other man and then take his head, but it was not
honorabl e; not his way. He drew the dragon-headed katana, standing at
guard. "l amhere."

Al Zafir laughed. "I see our little brother has cone back," he
remarked, using the tip of his sword to point to a junble of rocks at
the I'ip of the canyon

Duncan didn't nmake the elementary error of looking in the direction the
other man pointed. He didn't need to; a shadow deeper than ot her
shadows stirred, watching. Duncan held back a curse; the boy was a
distraction he didn't need just now "Tarif!" H's voice was rough with
anxiety. "Tarif, listen to ne. Go back to the Rushallah. Go to ibn
AshralL" If al'Zafir won this fight, he would go after the child next.
Wth luck, the sheikh could protect himbut MacLeod no | onger believed
in that kind of Iuck.



Tarif nmade an inarticul ate sound of protest.

Al Zafir, |l aughed and | eaped forward, a |ong bl ack shadow reaching for
the boy. Duncan flowed to intercept him Tarif, correctly interpreting
t he uprai sed weapons, scuttled backwards and di sappeared down a turn in
t he narrow canyon. Wthout the slightest pause, MaclLeod and al' Zafir
changed objectives, and the swords rang together

Duncan feinted to his right, trying to force the other man to circle so
the fast-fading sunlight would be in his face and Duncan woul d have the
slight advantage of shadow. Al'Zafir ignored the feint and brought the
ancient sword up in a w cked slash, sending the Turk's blood flying from
its edge across MaclLeod's face.

The katana sl apped around as if with a will of its own and net the other
man's sword edge to edge; they slid off each other with a shriek |ike
denons, and the two stood back and circled warily.

The katana was | onger, giving Duncan a few inches of vital reach on the
other man. Al'Zafir was fast, though, very fast, and used the doubtful
light to good advanta,e. He had a tendency to cut instead of thrust,
and Duncan spent a busy few nonments bl ocking a flurried attack, using
the tine to take the measure of his opponent.

"I will add your sword to ny collection as well,"” the Arab said
conversationally, in the short pause before |aunching another attack
"Tell me its nane and its history before you die, so it will not be
forgotten.”

Duncan grunted. A fight was business, not an occasion for witty
repartee; besides, the other nman hadn't waited for a response, but had
i nstead | aunched another attack. Duncan beat it off and countered, but
al ' zafir faded back, leading himinto a particularly rocky area of the
di sintegrating pavenent. The Arab stunbl ed, and the katana swept down,
but the , krab blocked it and rolled away.

He fought well in the robes, Duncan noted, w shing absently that he
could shed the dammed things hinself. At least a kilt was decently
short; this Iong gown had a tendency to tangle around his ankles, making
himwary of trying to duck and roll for fear he wouldn't be able to get
up again.

"I's your sword nanel ess then?" al'Zafir taunted. "Has it no honor, no
fame?" He attacked again, and shifted his Iine nmdnotion; Duncan noved
asi de, but not quite enough. A line of red marked his sl eeve.

It was hardly a serious cut-mmly a graze, really-but it was enough to
stain the cloth before it healed itself. And it stung. "You're a fine
one to tal k about honor," MaclLeod snarled. "Calling a man kin, and
murdering him You'd take a nman's head before the man ever has a chance
to learn the rules, much less howto defend hinself? | call that a
coward' s way-"

"I call it a survivor's way." Al'Zafir smled. "And that is the first
rule of all, is it not? And for that reason"-the swords cl ashed again,
rai sing sparks, and the two nmen canme together corps a corps, unti
al'zafir was grinning in Duncan's face'l am absol ved-"

They stunbl ed apart, and a rock roll ed under Duncan's foot, sending him
st aggeri ng backward, off bal ance.



If it had happened at any other time, he would have been in serious
trouble. As it was, his opponent barely checked hinmself fromfollow ng
hi m up and pl ungi ng the sword between his ribs, imuobilizing himlong
enough to take his head. He was |ooking past MacLeod, an odd, benused
expression on his face.

It was the oldest trick in the book, but this tinme MacLeod risked a
rapi d gl ance behind him

It was the Turk, standing up again, one hand at his belly, a | ook of
horror on his face, and the gun in his hand wavering between al' Zafir
and MacLeod. He took three unsteady steps forward and cocked the
revol ver. They were too close together. Too close. Al'Zafir cane
forward; Duncan couldn't tell who was his target, hinself or the Turk

It was against all the rules for one Inmortal to interfere in a due
bet ween two others, but the Turk was too young, too new to know about
Rul es; he might not even realize he had come back fromdeath. He

st epped between them even as al'Zafir's sword rose.

There was no time to explain, to push the Turk away, to do anything but
defend hinself or die. MacLeod took the dragon hilt in both hands,
rose, and whirled in one continuous novenent.

The katana, capable of cutting through iron, went through al'Zafir's

neck easily. MacLeod tried to check the killing swing before it could
claimthe Turk's head as well, but the nmomentum was too nuch. Two heads
fell, two Quickenings rose. The Turk's, a mere crackle, a hint of what

the man m ght have been-and then al'Zafir's power swept down on him

When t he darkness was over, and the lightning, the small boy crept out
of the canyon to see what remained of the Frankish effendi. The red
sandstone tenple, with its vault of treasures, had been reduced to a
pile of rubble fromthe fight outside its precincts. Wat was left were
only the swords, three of them and of the conbatants, only one.

Lintll)tci, Twenty-thrce No Watcher had witten of what went on in the
city of Petra, nuch to Joe Dawson's disgust. The only record lay in the
continuing nightmares of the boy Tarif, as recorded by the Watcher
Rebekah in the tribe of the Rushallah. MacLeod had conme back with the
boy and with the | egendary sword of el Kahir, and turned it over to the
Rushal | ah shei kh, who had in turn presented it to Faisal ibn Hussein.
Shortly afterward, MacLeod had vani shed, to reappear in the European
theatre driving an anmbul ance.

Al' Zafir ibn Mihunnad had di sappeared permanently. No great |oss, as
Dawson recalled. It seened possible his path m ght have crossed
MacLeod' s and terninated abruptly.

Tarif, as Dawson recalled, had |ived another dozen or so years and then
been killed in sonme bizarre accident or other; he'd been |ucky, finding
a teacher fairly quickly. He could check the records and find out who
hi s Watcher was and where he was living now He didn't think the boy
had crossed MaclLeod's path since. He mght have, of course. Perhaps
Tarif was the source of the reappearance of Hanza's sword; perhaps he
hi nsel f nmight reenter MaclLeod's life. Stranger things had happened.

For all the efforts of the Watchers, there would always be holes in the
Chronicles; so long as the Watchers renmai ned secret, held thensel ves



al oof , they would never be entirely successful

But he was lucky, he realized suddenly; he could always ask his subject
what had happened in the city of Petra, in the winter of 1916-17. And
if the Immortal was so inclined, he might even tell him

He had some interesting conversations in front of him he thought,
l[ifetimes of them He raised his cup in a silent toast to the nmenory of
Hanza el Kahir, and to the generations of Watchers who had preceded hi m
He hoped they'd be listening.



