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NOTE

The Chinese curse, "May you live in interesting
times," definitely applies to the md-ninth

century, when

Si| k Roads and Shadows

takes place. In Byzantium this period saw

the overthrow of the Anorian dynasty with the assassination
of Mchael Il1l, "the Drunkard," and

possi bly one of the worst enperors (842-867) in

the Enpire's history, by his

er STwhil e-favorite, Basil, subsequently the

founder of the Macedoni an dynasty.

In T'ang dynasty China, already shaken by the
attenpts at revolution a century earlier, a

Taoi st enperor did indeed | aunch a purge of

foreign religions (including Buddhisn) that made
Engl and' s di ssolution of the nonasteries centuries
later | ook Iike an afternoon's peaceful |eafletting.
Western readers who like to think of Taoismas a
benign cult that stresses unity with nature may be
war ned that nature al so invol ves eart hquakes and
typhoons-and of fers an enperor no reason why he
shoul d avoi d these particular mani festations either
Such actions changed China irrevocably. Before

842, the mania in China for things Western can only
be conpared to our present-day fascination for things
Chi nese. After 842, China turned increasingly
xenophobic. Utimately the country w t hdrew behi nd
its walls fromworld trade.

Readers interested in the | egend of Shambhala (from which
James Hilton probably drew his classic

Lost Hori zon)

m ght enj oy Edwi n Ber nbaumi s

The Way to Shanbhal a

(anchor Press), which conbines

travel and Buddhi st teachings, providing a

toehold onto the Di anond Path for anyone

brave enough to walk it. Those wanting a nore detail ed
treatnment of esoteric Buddhismin Central

Asia mght |ook at the UCLA Arts Council

cat al ogue,



The Silk Route and the Di anond Pat h,

an extraordi nary Wend of art, theol ogy, and sone
form dabl e maps. The region and trade within it,
centuries before Marco Pol o, are covered by L.

Boul noi s'

The Sil k Roads

(george Allen and Unwen). And anyone who even

gl ances into Edward Schafer's

The Col den Peaches of Sanarkand

runs the risk of turning into a Sinologue. This
extraordi nary book describes the art, music,

food, trade, and history of T ang-dynasty

China in a way that will fascinate new readers and
ol d China hands ali ke.

| shoul d probably apol ogi ze for endangering the
fabul ous Byzantine silk industry, which did

i ndeed start in Justinian's reign when

Nest ori an nonks smuggl ed silk out of Central

Asia. In several spots |I've juggled with
chronology in order to install the Varangi an

GQuard in its pal ace barracks sonewhat earlier

than actually occurred, to rehabilitate the weak
Anori an dynasty in Byzantium and-since

turnabout is fair play--to elimnate the nuch

st ronger Macedoni an dynasty.

| have al so wreaked havoc with the People's Republic of
Chi na's excavation of the First Enperor's tonb
out si de Ch'ang-an (present-day Xi an), which

has al ready turned up sone 7500 lifesize
terra-cotta statues. But possibly nmy worst

of fense has been to wish a turbulent princes? |like
Al exandra on an Enpire already noted for its
strong wonen.

Though 1've played these ganmes with history quite
deliberately (and, very likely, cone up with a few
errors | don't know about yet), let me justify
them by saying that witers of historical fantasy are
i ke people who stack domi noes in intricate patterns.
Cccasionally we give things a little nudge to nmake
sure they will Fall the way we want themto.

Pr ol ogue

The Enperor of the Romans was drunk again. H s new
favorite, Basil, told Prince Bryennius

that it was a fever. He would be unable to watch the
prince play polo. Another fever. Bryennius

nodded agreenent and regret, despising hinself as he
di d whenever he agreed with Basil. But it was best not
to cross Basil the Patrician; people who did that

had a way of disappearing fromByzantium Then it was
nore than bad manners to nention their nanes, in or out
court; it was bad sense. The Church frowned on
sui ci des.

Bryenni us recall ed sumers of blue and green and

gol d when he and his Inperial cousins had been

cl ose. He sighed, then turned back to his own

roonms in the palace. At |east no one had seen the
upstart Basil dismiss him a prince. And he had

of



hi dden his | oneliness well. He flung hinself down
with a cup of wine near the scandal ously secul ar
nosai ¢ he had conm ssioned, too discour-
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aged to adnire it, or follow his earlier intentions of
going to the stables.

He missed his cousins. There had been four children in the
pal ace then: hinmsel f; Princess Al exandra and her

el der, nore placid sister, Princess Theophano;

and M chael, of course, the tall, lordly elder

boy who won the ganes (except when he chose not

to), and always had a kind word and sonetinmes a gift for the
younger children. He usually let Bryennius try his

hor ses, too.

Then Bryennius had lost themall: Mchael to the,

throne, and Mchael's two sisters to holiness.

Al exandra had been thirteen, Theophano fifteen

when they had left the palace for the convent over which their
aunt Theodora, a holy woman and noted schol ar

presided. As spare princesses, they had had few

choi ces. They could be nmarried off to patricians

power ful enough to deserve them but not strong enough to threaten the
new Enperor. O they mght nmarry foreigners.

But Al exandra had decl ared that Prankish princes

snel | ed bad, Arnenian ones worse, no proper

match for a

por phyrogenita,

a princess born in the Inperial porphyry

birthing chanber. So that |eft one option. They could
marry CGod, as had their aunt, and the w dow

Dani el is, who had ai ded Theodora in

buil ding up the island convent's library.

Fromthe few letters Bryennius had fromher while they were
growi ng up, he rather thought Al exandra |iked her convent.
She had burrowed into its library for tranqui

years; her letters were full of references to history-and
mld scoldings to a cousin who, she had | earned, was
turning out frivolous. That was not his fault, he had
retorted. No one could refuse a prince

mlitary training, but they had refused him a career

in the armies. Perhaps, he thought, Mchael's

advi sors feared his becom ng a successful general

Thank Mary, Mther of God, he was too old

to survive being made into a eunuch

Then Theophano returned to the pal ace. \Were she

had once been plunp and placid, now she was thin,

easily frightened. He had seen her only once.

"I wanted out," Theophano had wept the one tine

he had managed to speak privately to her. "Even

if it meant marrying a barbarian, | had to | eave.

But my poor sister is trapped there. She

doesn't even knowit's a trap, either."

"What kind of trap?" Bryennius asked.

Usel ess he might be-devoted to polo, fine

horses, and seductions conb he | oved his Cousin

Al exandr a.

"The books," Theophano whi spered. "Books and

scrolls and strange | anguages. They- Aunt

Theodora and Lady Danielis-wanted nme to read



them and | was never clever, Bry", you know that. And
then ..." She broke off, her eyes bulging with

fright.

The Patrician Basil had entered the room

nmoving quietly, as he always did, the better to hear
them He bowed to the prince and princess, then di sposed
of them as he always had.

"I think that Princess Theophano is easily

tired. She shoul d devote her energy to preparing for her
marriage to the King of Sicily. Don't you

agree, Hi ghness?"

Bryenni us had not seen Theophano again until her

marri age, when she wept again, but this time with relief,
He sighed. That |ine of thought was unproductive.

It nmade himboil with anger at Basil, too; and

t hat was dangerous. Far nore pleasant-and far safer-to
consi der which of three wonen to lay siege to for the evening,
and which of three horses to purchase. dumy, he
decided on a target and to buy all three

horses. As he turned to call for paper and ink, a

hiss fromthe garden onto which his roons opened brought
hi m around, chased dagger in hand.

So even as an idler, Basil found himtoo nuch

of arisk to keep alive. Heart poundi ng,

Bryenni us edged around to the doorway. Perhaps it would
be just one assassin; he thought he could kill one man
in a noderately fair fight.

Soneone entered the door, Bryennius pounced, and a
worman wail ed her outrage and fear. It was

Al exandra's nurse, Denetria, whom

Al exandra had nost reluctantly left behind in

honorabl e retirenent when she had en
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tered the convent. Panting and frightened, the wonan bowed
to himthe boy she had spanked for stealing sweets.

"Your pardon, old nother," he said. He turned his

chair about to spare her the sight of the nobsaic, eased
her into it, and handed her his w ne cup, which she drained
before extracting a sealed note fromthe heavy fol ds of
her bl ack robes.

"Cousin Bryennius," ran Al exandra's rapid,

el egant witing, "I have found the cause of the

Basi |l eus' "fevers" comih his heir is destined

to catch, too. For their souls' sake, and mi ne

hel p ne escape this hellhole!"

So Al exandra had discovered the trap that

terrified Theophano and had asked his hel p?

Finally, he would have sonething worthwhile to do! Urgent
guestions drew the facts he needed fromthe old wonman.
Yes, her son captained the ship that brought

supplies to the convent. Yes, nen were occasionally
permtted on the island. No, Denetria had no

i dea why Al exandra ni ght be unhappy or

afraid, seeing as she was holy and safe in God's

keepi ng, bless her soul . . . and the old woman was
weepi ng agai n.

Del i ghted at his own competence, Bryennius bought a
crewnman' s rough garments and bribed a mercenary

to lift grapples fromthe war supplies. D sguised,



he sneaked on board Denetria's son's ship.

It tacked across the harbor to the convent. Then
Bryenni us was hugging the walls, creeping from shadow
to shadow, his heart hanmmering at the sacril ege

Al exandra had demanded of him

Soneone tapped his shoul der, and he all but screaned
until he whirled and saw Al exandra. A nan

al nrost as short as she, was with her. Bryennius started
to snatch her up for a quick hug of wel cone, but "no
time!" gasped his cousin. She kilted up her

skirts like awild girl, and they ran for the ship.
As they scrambl ed on board, Al exandra was

frantic, crying to the captain to cast off as they

| oved the Enperor and their City.

"For God's sake, cousin, what's wrong?"

Bryennius cried. "And who's this with you?"

Al exandra was as thin and intense as ever, but the little man
huddl i ng near her had a decidedly Persian cast of
feature.

In the convent up above the dock, lights started

to appear. Suddenly a shriek of rage rang out, and

Al exandra sank to the deck

"They know we're mssing! Captain, if you |let

t hem take you, they won't just have you executed; they'l
kill you thensel ves and drain your soul ."

The captain signed hinmself in terror. Al
Byzantium f eared necronmancy. To have a

princess flee a convent because of it was bl aspheny
wor se than Bryennius had dreamed possi bl e.

Qui ckly they cast off.

Al exandra's odd conpani on cane up

to Bryennius, standing so close to himthat the prince
recoiled. "Prince, are you arned?" he asked, his
accent surprisingly pure for an Easterner. He

had the manner of a priest and-to Bryennius

surprise when he asked-the name of the Basil eus
favorite. Probably a heretic as

wel | as unluckily naned

"Are you arnmed?" he repeated the question insistently.
Bryenni us nodded.

"Then | beg you, if we are captured, kil

ne."

"We're not going to be captured!" Bryennius

spat .

"But we're not noving," Al exandra gasped.

"Captain, what's wong?" Her voice was

shrill, as if she expected trouble.

"The tide, Hi ghness. There's no tide!" The

man's voi ce, hoarse fromyears of shouting orders,
trembled with fear.

"Then let's rom" Bryennius cried.

Even the heretic strained on the oars. Just as
Bryenni us thought his heart would burst, the undertow
struck. When they fought the sw ft, savage

current, it surged into a mael strom

"CGet down, cousin!" Bryennius screanmed at

Al exandra, who al nost |urched over the side of the
boat. She

Susan
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drew a tiny phial fromher drab garments, funbled

open, and threw it over the side. The waters

whirl ec once nore, then subsided.

Al exandra sank down, gasping. "Onh, your face,

cous in. That was holy water, not sorcery.”

Bryenni us flexed his hands, blistered and raw from

t hi

oars. "Now," he said firnmy, "Al exandra,

cousin or nc cousin, you owe ne an explanation right

now What the nanme of hell ..."

"The nane of hell . . . that's it, Bry',"

Al exandra gasped. "The Crown Prince, ny little

nephew M chae bar comhe's going to be very sick

No one in the court knows it yet, but he's going

to be sick. Yes, there go the bells and!

semantrons. They've started to pray for hi mnow.

He has! the fever ny brother has, and its nane .
oh, God, itsf nanme"-she | aughed

hysterically-"is Basil. O Aunti Theodora

and her friend Danielis. They plan to seize j

power . "

Bryennius darted a gl ance at the nonk.

"No, not that Basil. He's as nmuch a victim.

." In thei reddish gl ow of Byzantium s night
lights, Alexandra's eyes were wild, the whites as
huge as those of a horse that snells fire inits
stable. "It's all of a piece,

Bryennius.; You were the one who told ne that the
silk trade was wani ng. The vestnents in the church
started to fray, and

be

there was no silk to replace them Aunt Theodora
didn't seemto mind, either. That made ne

curious.”

Al exandra, Bryennius knew, always had been too
curious for her own good. "You know, Byzantium

used to have to buy its silk fromCh'in. The gold we
pai d-no wonder all Ch'in's people have gol den skins!
"But when we | earned that wornms nade their silk,
they refused to sell themto us. Then in the reign of]
Justinian the Lawgi ver, Nestorians |ike Father

Basi| here smuggl ed sil kworns out of Ch'in in their
staffs at the risk of their lives. Since then-at

| east up until now -Byzantium has produced

silk of its own."

Bryenni us nodded. Every Byzantine took pride

in the

City's silk. It was the Enperor's own care. The
silk was even woven in the palace's closely

guarded factories by wonen nore skilled than a

t housand Arachnes. Only the secret of making

Greek fire was nore strictly kept. Both

procl ai med Enpire to the barbarians: strength,
beauty, truth, and power; the enbodi ment of splendor
on earth, anticipating the greater glories to cone.
If the silk trade failed, then Byzantium

too was failing.

"How has this to do with magi c?" Al exandra asked.

"I was about to ask,"” Bryennius said wyly. Hs
hands stung and he felt like all the strength had



drai ned out of him

H s cousin shivered. "It's all of a piece," she

said. "Byzantiumfaltering, ny brother hinself.
Bryenni us, he was smart and brave when he was a

boy, renmenber? What reason would turn a bright

boy into a drunkard? I won't say he is the

worst ruler Byzantiumhas had . . . and then

these illnesses. Hs wife died young, his heir is

sickly. Al of a piece.

"At first | believed Aunt Theodora when she said

t hat Byzanti um was bei ng puni shed for sins. Then"-she

grimaced and, for a noment, |ooked |ike the urchin

Bryenni us renmenbered-"after Theophano left, |

became bored again. 1'd read nost of what she and

Danielis would let ne read in the library. They

had ot her books that |ooked like they'd cone the Iength of the

silk roads. | asked about them and they

told me | could not read themyet. But they were

pl eased, Bry', pleased that 5 asked.

"You know me, cousin. Wien | am bored and

curious, 1 try to find things out. | started prowing

the convent. | even found a way out. One night |

cane upon a door | had never seen. It was

| ocked, but | used ny penknife . "

Al exandra shrugged. "The door opened onto a

stairway that wound down and around until | thought I

was beneath the crypt.

"Then | saw Father Basil here. He lay on an

altar" comal exandra's eyes went wide with

remenbered horror

Lf evJt On'
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conBset up beneath a statue that had about nine arns! There
were stains all about. So | drew ny knife

to unbind him and he cursed me for a witch."

Fat her Basil knelt by Bryennius. "God forgive

me," he said, "but what else could | think her?

knew she wa ki nswoman to the worman who bought ne and
pl anned to use me as a sacrifice. A Basi

for a Basil, she said. Anc just perhaps, for your
Enperor M chael and his soneabar too."

Devil worship, Bryennius thought. No wonder

the City failed, while Basil rose, with

necromancy to back, him He shuddered. How had

it happened? Theodora had been a schol ar once.

Who had given her the books that seduced her fromthe
light?

"When | think of how close | cane to being what

Father Basil called nme," Al exandra said, "I

think I ought to spend the rest of nmy life on ny

knees praying. But there? God forgive ne, but they
ought to tear that convent down and sow the ground with salt!"
She shook her head. "Nothing ... | don't know

if I can ever believe j in anything ... | knew

we had to get out. And you were ny only hope."

She flung her arms about his neck, and they hugged one
anot her as they had when they were children

"Do you hear that?" called the captain. They neared!



the City. The holl ow notes of the wooden

semantrons and nonks chanting echoed out over the

wat er. Bryennius coutyl snell incense in the

air.i

"Ch, quickly!" Al exandra whispered as they noored.

Then they were dashing for the horses. Kilting her robes
hi gh on her |egs, Al exandra |et

Bryenni us heave her into the saddle. She was careering
off toward the Mese, into the center of the City toward the
pal ace, al nost before

I

he coul d foll ow

Exhaustion and terror tasted copper in his nouth.

Thef stink of incense grew stronger. Then they were
reining in, their horses' hooves striking sparks from

t he stone.

Al exandra tunbled fromthe saddl e and headed to

ward the pal ace, Bryennius following. Dimy

she heard hi m acknow edge a guard's sal ute,

heard the man's nuttered praises for the prince's
bringing in a holy wonan to pray for the heir. Then
they ran inside, this time to the heir's quarters. They
pushed past the guards and into a turnoil of priests
and physi ci ans.

And there the running stopped.

The Inperial heir lay thrashing in convul sions. H's
lips were blue and foamfl ecked. Blood ran from

his nose. The little priest slipped into the room and
wal ked toward t he bed, chanting-however dubious his
t heol ogy-an exorci sm

"Hold him sponge himwth chilled water!"

Al exandra cried to the physicians. She began a
feverish search of the bed. Finally, she dived beneath it and
ener ged hol di ng sonething wapped in a fold of
bedcl ot hes.

The prince's struggl es ceased so abruptly that
several physicians crossed thensel ves.

"Kyrie eleison, christe eleison, kyrie

el ei son"

filled the roomas they began the prayers for the dead.
Basil-the favorite, not the priest-grabbed

Al exandra and pulled her fromthe bed. Bryennius
hurled hinself at the man, deternmined to protect his
cousins. Al exandra clawed free. She screaned
wor dl essly and cast what she held at Basil's

feet. It was a cup wought of silver in the shape of
denons, their claws hol ding what | ooked Iike a

hurman skul I .

"Devil!" she cried. "Get the priests! Ask

this man what denons he serves. Ask him And

t hen ask by what design-and whose treason-he dares
to threaten ny brother and his son!" She was crying
stormly. Bryennius held her, stroking her and
crooning to her until the guards dragged out the
treacherous favorite, and Al exandra's nurse

pushed past soldiers to receive the princess

i nto capaci ous arns.

M chael the Basil eus sunmoned Al exandra and
Bryennius to the intricate gold shimer of the



| esser
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Hal | of Audi ence, where he sat between nechani ca
l'ions.

At her brother's nod, Al exandra drew up a

cushi on! She | eaned conpani onably agai nst the
left-hand lionj and prayed for courage. Once

again, she felt as if sluf stood between the jaws of a
trap.

Once again, her choices were limted. There had
beet a riot in the H ppodrone that norning when the
Imperij al family appeared in the

kat hi sma,
or royal box, for the protracted execution of
Basil. (theodora and Danielis were nowhere to be

found.) For the first time in years, Al exandra wore
purple, heavy with gold enbroidery and! pearls.

More pearls and massive anet hysts quivered

on

her headdress and |ong earrings. At her brother's
gesture caret she had stood on a

footstool and held up the heir, swaying under the

wei ght of child, splendor, and acclai mation. Wen

M chael, pale and sober for the first time in years, had
gestured Bryennius forward too, she saw her own

fear mirrored in his eyes.

"For Cod's sake, tell nme what | can do with the

two of you," said the Enperor. Al exandra supposed

it was a good sign that he did not speak of hinself as
"we," in the formthat the Basil eus nust use-"even in
bed, "' * Bryenni us had qui pped once to the

delight of various spies. "My advisors tel

me that if you go free . "

"The arny?" Bryenni us shrugged

"They fear you'll turn the Tagmata regi nents

agai nst me. And what of you, Al exandra? You heard the
crowmd today. They want you naned Basilissa."

"That is a title for wife, not for sister!”
Bryenni us" broke in, though Al exandra shook

her head at him Mchael's wife had i ndeed been

the last woman to bear that title. For Al exandra

to be Basilissa put her only al step fromthe

throne, and even closer than that to exilef or a
conveni ent acci dent.

"Wuld you marry, sister?" Mchael asked, and hi sf

voi ce was desperately gentle.

Bryennius tried to lighten the nonent. "Wom do

bar

you need put out of the way, Mjesty? That oaf whose
odor ous anmbassadors call himthe Holy

Roman Enper or ?"

M chael grinmaced. So did Al exandra, who

rai sed a beringed hand to strike at Bryennius as she
had often done when they were children

"You know | cannot do that to nmy own sister," said the
Basi | eus. No one nentioned that there had been no

pr obl em when Theophano had been marri ed

of f

to the equally barbarous King of Sicily. But there was



no conparing Al exandra with her sister, ever

"'What about you, cousin?' Mchael's eyes had

gone bright and specul ative, and Bryenni us"

heart sank.

"The Autokrator is as wise as he is powerful.

Theref ore he woul d not command ne to do such a horrible--"
Al three of themlaughed. "That m ght be too

popul ar a match, too," Al exandra observed.

"Sister, would you return to a convent?"

"Not while nmy aunt lives!" Al exandra swore.

"But | would guarantee your safety." Al exandra

| ooked blandly at him "And you woul d have

| ei sure to study."

Finally, the anger and frustration of years tunbled out,
echoing in the rich hall. "Leisure! What other

choice can | have? Be walled up in a noble convent,

or some prison, or-the straitest confinenent of

all -a porphyry tonb?"

M chael's face twisted. "I, and ny son after

me, nust learn to rule now, and learn well. W

need tinme for that, though. Think of a way you can be di sposed
of. Help me!"

Then the mracl e happened. Al exandra's face

[it up. In that nonent she was two parts princess,

one part rebel-and another part, by the grace of Cod,

pure inspiration, which bubbled fromher mnd and heart, and
carried Bryennius and the Enperor with her on a

tide of joyous enthusiasm

"Princes join

t he

arnmy or they can be sent to gove one of the frontier
themes. You'll probably do that Bryennius."

"Sister, | regret that | cannot give you a

province t govern, too. | grant you have a
soldier's heart. But a left-brace soldier's

body? Never."

"This is what | want." Al exandra reached

out to touch his anethyst-encrusted gl ove where it rested
on his knee,; "W all know that the pal ace

wor kroons have been cl osed down. | know it's been

gi ven out that new | oonms rmust be installed, but you know as
do I-that there is no silk to weave. And we know why.
Theodora cursed the silkworns. W found her

t oken. "

"I'f ever | find the person who taught you to buy
spies caret ny sister, | shall surely execute

him" M chael hinself had taught her, Al exandra

rem nded him "If you know, this much, know the rest.
have sent out men to steal-nore sil kworns."

"And had no success. Who did you send? Qur first

si |l kwornms were brought to us by Nestorians."

"They were expelled fromthe City for heresy.”

"Not all, ny Enperor," said Al exandra. "I

found one, tied, waiting to be sacrificed by our
accursed aunt."

M chael |eaned forward. "Wuld he be willing to g*
back?"

"Wth nme," Alexandra said. "Only if | went

too." Al exandra | ooked up and saw t hat her brother
had not yet made up his mnd. "Wiy not let ne



try? I may not succeed either. But | will be away and
happy.

"You renenber how when we were children, we used to dream
of tracing Al exander's route across Persia and

into Hnd, to Wrld' s End itself?" Al exandra threw
herself to her knees and laid her face against the cold
of the marble floor in the prostrati on exacted only of
captives and barbarians. "Brother mne, set ne

free to take that path, and | prom se you that only
death will stop me. And | swear that if | fall

I will die with ny face turned toward the east."

"And if you do return, with the sil kworns? Wat

t hen, Al exandra? You will be too powerful to be allowed
to eo free.". ,,

Al exandra smled. "Ah, my brother, in that

case, | shall have had a long flight. If |

return, then you may new me up i n whatever convent
you wi sh, and | shall wite books for you."

Al exandra pressed herself against the icy rock of this
| ess-than narrow | edge. She checked her grip and,
only after shi knew she was secure, dared to shiver.
Her caravan wa hal fway between Byzantium where in
what nov seened |ike another life, she had been a
princess-an | ess-than Ch'ang-an, in which she had
vowed to be a thief. The; had crossed one nountain
pass after another. But

novst

she was cesttain that they were |ost.

Ahead of her trudged the new gui de. Behind her

cam | ess-than the rest of her caravan: her cousin
Bryenni us, her Vara gi an guardsnen, priests,

and, nost inportant of all, this groons they had
acquired in Ferghana for the horsei whose hooves
made flinty sounds as they picked deli cately

al ong the rocks. She knew that if she dared | ea out
over the cliff, she would see clouds floating belo

her, heavy with snow, tinged with crimsons, violets,
an gol ds-the colors of the Inperial silk that the
wor ksho of Byzantium no | onger wove. Far, far

bel ow, hi dden b;

the clouds, lay snow, rocks, and people who lived in the
shadows of the peaks w thout ever attenpting them

The t hought of that view nade her dizzy. Cuides and
nmerchants in Samarkand had call ed these nount ai ns
bam i - dunya

the Roof of the World. At first she scoffed at what she
consi dered typi cal Sogdi an exaggeration to drive

up prices. She knew better now. The air was

thin and cold as an assassin's bl ade.

Fever stal ked behind to claimthe cold' s |eavings; it
shrilled in the tenmples, clouding judgnment and

bal ance.

Fromthe breast of her tunic, she funbled out a

greasy, much-fol ded map. There was still enough |i ght
to read. She traced their way across Taun Meron

Pass. After that, their path was supposed to descend
until they reached Kashgar



They had | eft the pass days ago, and clinbed ever
since. Still the guide led themon a twi sting upward
trail toward white nassifs that bl ocked out the

sky. It was getting darker now, though this high up, the
sky al ways seened dark to her. A bl ood-col ored

nmoon was rising. She gl anced ahead, praying that the
gui de woul d wave and announce shelter, an end to the
day's travel. No one could cross the Roof of the

World by night and survive.

She gasped at the thin air. To conpose herself, she

ran through a litany that resenbled nothing at all she
had ever |learned fromher tutor or fromher days in an
| mperial convent.

They had bargai ned i n Samar kand and Ferghana for

horses and now were bound for Kashgar. Fromthere, they would
cross the desert, heading ultimately for

Ch"ang-an itself, birthplace of silk.

There she must steal silkworns, or their eggs,

what ever night enable Byzantiumto revive the

i ndustry that won its Enpire beauty, noney, and
prestige. If she were caught, they would torture

her to death . . . slowy. But if she had not dared the
venture, she faced prospects al nbst as bl eak

She feared the convent nost. One of the priests w shed
on her by the court trudged beside her, and she | ooked
away. Convents and nonasteries, right enough, pro

"V caret fiSiJ ff*;
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fessed service to God and the Theot okos, Mary,
Beare of God. What might lie in secret

chanmbers behind this | ess-than pious, glimrering
nosai cs made her shudder with nmon than the col d.
Haral dr, the Varangi an who | ed her escort,

cane up tt her. Acconpanying himwas the
Nestorian heretic whc called hinsel f Father
Basil, alittle man with a roun | ess-than body and a
Persi an cast of feature, an absurd contrast t

| ess-than the fair-skinned Northerner

"Do not stand still too long, my princess," the guard:
man told her. Al exandra knew how she nust
| ook: tiny, even frail, dark, and fine in

conparison to the massiv Haral dr, whose bl ue eyes
appal | ed the natives hereabouts, and whose endurance
made short work of thes heights. "I saw our

gui de talking with Father Andronict there, and | want

a fewwords with themboth. Wrds |ike food and shel ter
He grinned ferociously at her; Al exandra

found Haral dr reassuring, |ike having one's own
gol den bear.
She held out a hand to restrain Father Basil. "M

cousi n, Bryennius?" she asked.

"He said the horses were getting tired, and dropped
back. Wien last | saw him he deci ded your

| adyi conpanion was tired too, and heeded to be
cheered.”

Al exandra wasted breath on a soft |augh

Bryenni us had two passions: horses and wonen.
Usual | y he was good judge of both. Certainly, his
choices in Ferghan caret commow restive as the sky



dar kened and t hey saw no stabl es-had reduced the
Sogdi an merchants to wailin; prophecies of
bankruptcy for thensel ves and starvatio for their children
Wl | enough: In Ch'ang-an, they wen mad for such
horses. Bryennius could sell them or giVery'

them as bribes while searching out a way to ste;

si | kwor ns.

H s taste in wonen, though, night get himkilled.

| Samar kand, one | ady's brothers had al npbst

knifed him And if it hadn't been for Bryennius
fondness for Al exandra, he might still be playing
pol o on the pal ac

grounds. Instead, his loyalty to her had got him
sent out on this death sentence along the silk roads-and
she thanked God for it.

Fat her Basil, the Nestorian, raised an eyebrow

at her nention of the Theotokos. "Upset

by Othodoxy, priest? You prefer, perhaps, ny

aunt's altars?" He wi nced, and she was sorry,
renmenbering the dark figure with the nine arms, each
hol di ng a dagger, and the altar, wought of porphyry the
col or of bl ood.

The little man drew cl oser, so close that his breath
war ned her face. "Do not speak so much, Hi ghness.
Look above us."

Up ahead | oonmed what | ooked like a sheet of ice.

It was actually a cliff, its crags snoot hed out

by sl abs of snow, now fissured and softening in what
passed for spring in this country. Any |oud noise-a
shout perhaps, or a horse stumbling or, worse

yet, panicking and plungi ng aside on the

trail-mght bring it down upon them

"Pass the word to the groons," Al exandra told the

priest. "If the horses seemfearful, blindfold
them" She wi shed she could blindfold herself too. As
Haral dr said, it was not good to stand still too |ong. She

forced herself to nove up the line, careful to secure a
handhol d before taking each step

Three nore twists on the path brought her out suddenly
onto a ledge that jutted out not nore than a foot fromthe
center of the vast rock face they had to cross. She
edged out, feeling like a fly crawing across a narble
wal | . Ahead of her, she saw Haraidr's

unm st akabl e bul k, and the gui de, who waved one

arm

What |ay up ahead turned her sick with nore than
altitude. Above themlay yet another peak

Sure enough, they were well and truly lost. If she
lived, she would kill that guide herself, she vowed. But
on that peak . . . sudden relief threatened

to unl ock her knees and send her toppling off the

| edge through mles of enpty air. On either side of

t hat peak stood one of the preposterous
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clusters of steep-pitched roofs and sloping walls

built centuries ago by nonks, whose successors

still managec to survive here, even in the

winters.

Al exandra crossed herself. For the first tine since she
fled the convent, the gesture was nore than a habit |ef



over froma time when faith provided her something beyond a
vocabul ary for swearing. Shelter. Tears squeezed

from her narrowed eyes and froze to her |ashesj and she
scrubbed at the ice. She glanced back, and saw

Bryenni us wavi ng at her. Sharp eyes: he'd

seen it too.

Remenberi ng Fat her Basil's warni ng about noise, she

slowed until he caught up to her. "I want you
to interpret,"” she whispered. "Beg us shelter, and
find out howlong it will take us to find the right road

toi Kashgar." Sinple enough: assum ng the nonks

woul d!' house wonen, and they woul d not have to backtrack to
bar Taun Meron, the pass they'd crossed two

weeks ago.

Thi nki ng of Father Basil's ability with the

| anguages, hereabouts, she al nost crossed herself again.
She hersel f coul d handl e Persian. She knew enough

Arabic to swear in, plus fragnments of other

tongues. But these oddly pitched, |ong-vowel ed

| anguages . . . she didn't trust that guide.

The old guide had fallen ill too conveniently in

Fer ghana- and he had beers tended

by Andronicus,) recommended by a faction she

di strusted, though on nc evidence. Could she trust

any refuge to which such guide mght |ead then?

She foll owed Fat her Basil along the narrow | edgej

They were conming to the intersection of cliff and newf peak
where a tunmbl e of rocks offered shelter fromthe keen

ni ght wi nds that were blow ng, threatening to pluck horses
and nen fromthe | edge and hurl them down, pastl clouds,
into an unseen valley. The nobon had risen

fullyf Despite its redness, the spray of clouds

drifting across il |ooked as white as the nountain

peaks. The sense of being entonbed in rock that had
haunt ed Al exandra for days left her, and she

gl anced out with something like | ove and awe.

If I go no farther,

she thought,

at least | have seen thisj caret

There was a purity to these titanic peaks. Here, for
an instant, she could forget her brother's tottering
Enmpi re, and her suspicions that political

i ntrigue and thaumaturgi cai dabblings (the

traditional hobbies of Inperial |adies) stil

gnawed at its heart. The nountains and the enpty
spaces were indifferent to such matters, and they
reduced t he humans who cared so hotly about them

to notes even smaller than a sil kworm s egg.

The wi nd di ed. The night was so silent that she could
hear the bells on the harness of the pony toiling |ast
in line. The high-pitched ringing ceased abruptly,
muf fl ed by a groom who feared to bring the snows down
around his head. Now all Al exandra heard was the
poundi ng of the blood in her ears. She al nost wel coned
the cramping chill in fingers and toes. Soon she woul d
be sheltered fromthe night in some small, noisone
room surrounded by familiar faces and snells, but

she would not forget this exaltation

A chant suddenly started, it came fromthe nonastery



on her left.

Al exandra's mind went back to the chants of

Byzanti ne convents: the massed voices, and the

sem tones, the striking of wood semantrons, and the

i ncense, floating below the |Iong, mnelancholy

features of the Figures in Majesty, glittering in
nosai c. That was

cosnos

conorder and beauty. But

t hat order was betrayed,

she thought with an intensity of rage she had not
experi enced since she stunbled into a hidden part

of the convent and discovered quite a different sort of
ritual .

W were all betrayed.

Mal e and fenal e voices they were, sonme pitched

wel | bel ow what a human voi ce ought to achi eve, and
acconpani ed with the holl ow wailing of horns carved of
straight bone. Instinctively she feared it.

The song that echoed down fromthe |eft-hand peak sounded I|ike
the chants she had heard the night she had found Fat her
Basil, bound in a corner and left to gaze at

a

cup that had been carved fromthe base of a skull

What was it he was fond of saying? "The Way has

no
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constant nane, nor the Sage a constant form

Accordinf to environment, religion is set forth,
quietly offerir salvation to all the living."

Her esy, beyond all doubt.

Still, it offered a terrible possibility. Suppose,
Al exac dra thought to herself, once she crossed the
| edge and

Hs

panti ng agai nst the rock, suppose the Good is always
thl sane good, regardless of the formin which it
appear sf What about evil, then?

Ever since she was a child, Byzantium had bee

tornmented by necromancy; her tutor was perhaps this

| ess-than only person she knew who did not wear

some sort o amulet or swear by sonme superstition

And if that wen so anmpong the Romans, how nuch nore so
anonj barbarians? Haral dr nmade the hanmer

sign nore oftei than the sign of the cross, and she
knew he swore hrj Thor

Aunt Theodora had al ways been a dabbler. And sh

| ess-than had al ways been anbitious and cl ever enough
to concea it. But fromthe noment Al exandra had seen that
hatefu figure of a she-demon with the nine arms and

avi | ess-than nmouth and obscenely protruding

tongue, she had knowi that her aunt had travel ed beyond
the dark side of hel) own faith to other, nore exotic
sorceries-and that thej were all reflections of the chaos
that sought to inpose destruction and reign over it.
The ritual that night in the convent woul d hav caret
culmnated in Father Basil's death if she hadn't
rescuec himand fled. She shuddered, nearly retching
with nmern-1 ory and altitude, thinking of Theodora

and the woman bar Danielis, approaching the altar



daggers in hand, to kil bar the little Nestorian to add
his strength to the Basil they favored as
Basil eus rather than the rightful Emperoij M chael
Ch, God, the hideous shriek of cheated, hungr)
rage when they discovered Basil gone, and Al exandr
bar m ssing too.
Al exandra started, then shuddered as if that shrielj had
rung out fromthis nonastery, echoing out over the abyss.
She gl anced up at the peak in fear and guilt,;
Fat her Basil had warned her against |oud noises that"
m ght bring the nelting snow down upon them The
terrible, low vibrations of the chant echoi ng agai nst vast
rocks, pulsing through the air, seeking entrance to her
m nd and thoughts; how had the snow not fallen yet?
Now she coul d sense a second set of vibrations, a
second chanting, coming fromthe other nonastery. These
voi ces were also pitched well belowthe limts of
normal singing, and inhumanly sustai ned, but where the first
chant revolted her, this made Al exandra fee
war ned, conforted. She glanced up at the peak again, and
rubbed her eyes. Each nonastery was bathed in
light: the one on the left, a spectral hue al nost
the color of the bl ood-washed noon; the one on the
right, a pale, pristine blue the color of water
runni ng deep bel ow ice.
Fat her Basil crouched beside her. "Get down, ny
princess," he hissed. "Don't let them
see you!"
If all necromancy was the sanme, did it foll ow
that if one necronmancer knew about her, they al
did? This was no time to chop logic. Al exandra
sank to her knees and tried to pray. No words
cane. She had not been able to pray since she had
met the little Nestorian and fled an |nperi al
convent, her faith | ost and her reason failing.
Now she lifted her face from her hands. "Wat are
t hey doi ng?" she whi spered.
"They call it
mant r ayana
Sound, certain kinds of sounds, can kill-or heal
The nonks fight with noise, one group to bury us
under snow, the other . . ."
"To defend us?"
"To mai ntai n bal ance, and hold the snow where it lies.
If that saves our lives, so much the better. If
not . . . well, so long as bal ance is upheld
" He shrugged, the curious, Asiatic
gesture that went so strangely with his cultivated
G eek.
Al exandra rai sed herself cautiously and gl anced at
t he huddl ed bodi es of her caravan. Haral dr was
hol di ng his axe and an anul et, Bryenni us
was creeping toward her, the officer Leo (of some noble
house or other; it vaguely troubled her not
to remenber which) and several of the groons and packnen
had col | apsed in the snow. She
Susan
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could hear faint sobbings. From hal fway down the |ine
cane the



Kyries

of prayers in Greek and the nore sonorous From

mane padne hum

of a bearer. Hail to the jewel in the Iotus, she

transl ated. The man would do better to invoke

divine intervention, not that it wouldi work.i

They had no defense against this! she thought with fury,
except to wait, and hope, and pray that the nonas--

tery that shimered in the blue light could keep the snow
from overwhel ming them She heard a runbling, saw a
white blur slide fromthe cliff, and suppressed

an inpul se to hide her face.

About five yards ahead of her, by the guide, knelt

her aunt's priest, not praying for them not encouragi ng
the men who nmight find his spiritual authority-such as it
was-conforting, but watching the | eft-hand nonastery with
awe and an unholy relish. She cursed

him unnecessarily, since any priest who served

t hat

was dammed al ready. So her aunt's hand and power had
reached out to the court, giving her this traitor, and beyond,
threatening themall.

"Look therel" hissed Father Basil.

Lights flickered in both nonasteries. Fromthe one

on the left, tiny figures, dark against the |umn nous
snow, were energing, picking their cautious, sinuous

way down the sl ope.

"Where are our bowren?" dermanded Al exandra. One or

two good archers-and the Persians usually were good
archers, -ought to drive them back. She and the other nobles
in the party had several vials of Geek fire

carefully stored, but they had agreed to keep the

deadly stuff for ultimate peril. Hurling it

uphill would only bring the inextinguishable, savage
fire cascadi ng down upon them

The word was passed down the fine, and bows were hastily
st rung.

The figures grew closer, and Father Basi

gasped. "You see the ones with the el aborate

headgear ?" he asked. Al exandra peered cl osely

at the advanci ng magi ci ans.
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They wore dark hats and reddi sh robes. Bones and

oddly shaped amul ets dangled from hat and belt.

Several held bone horns and shook neta

rattles. She had never seen their |ike.

"Devil dancers from Ti bet, the Land of Snows,"

he whi spered. "No nonks of any kind fear the

nmount ai ns. They travel from Ch'ang-an to Hind, from

H nd to the Land of Snows, all the way to ..."

"Where are those archers?" Al exandra gestured

furiously and saw one guard wave a bow in

response. They were ready. Since she dared not shout

the command to fire, Al exandra rose to gesture at

them The devil dancers were coning closer. One | ocked
eyes with her. Her arns felt sluggish, frozen, but

she raised her right arm ready to bring it down .

"No!" screaned Andronicus, her aunt's

priest, and hurled hinself at her. She el bowed him

asi de, and gasped in horror as he overbal anced and



fell, shrieking, into the clouds that swallowed him

She flung hersel f against the safe, icy rock, her

arm sweepi ng down in a desperate command to fire.

One arrow struck honme, and a devil dancer

toppled, tripping one of his fellows. Dead and

live nmagicians toppled, rolling down the

sl ope, stirring up snow and rock

From the right-hand nonastery, the chant intensified.

Al exandra bit the back of her hand. Mnks

energed and stood by the base of the nonastery's retaining
wal I s. The chant grew | ouder, as if the nonks

fought agai nst tremendous power. Al exandra felt herself
straining to hel p without know ng how.

Then the very face of the mountain appeared to withe.
Huge gouts of snow erupted fromit, and bl asted down
toward the | edges and boul ders where they sheltered, tiny
frail humans who woul d be picked off the

nount ainside like flies and hurled far bel ow

"Snowsl i de!" bel | owed Harai dr

The Varangi ans had seen this before, Al exandra thought
wildly, clutching at the nearest rocks for what good

that m ght do her. The runbling of the snow
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intensified, entering her body wherever it touched rock

or ground. Over it cane the scream of horses

maddened with fear, the shouts and wails of her people, and,
t hroughout, the terrible, persistent chanting of nonastery
warring agai nst nonastery.

She found herself drawi ng | ong, desperate breaths

agai nst the time when there would be no air at all. Ice
chi ps stung her face, and she | ooked away fromthe
nonasteries just in time to see whiteness engul f hal f

the nmountain. Horses and tiny figures went spinning
fromthe | edge, some still clutching at rocks or weapons

or reins. Athin shriek was the | ast Al exandra

knew she woul d ever hear of her | ady-comnpani on

but- "Bryennius!" she screaned and tried to run

toward where he had been just seconds earlier

"Save yoursel f!" A huge body pressed her and

Fat her Basil down agai nst the rock. G ant hands

forced her into a tiny crevice between the stones. "Lie
still until the rumbling stops, Princess. Then you can

dig put." Then Haral dr too was torn from her

by heavy whiteness that poured down and kept on pouri ng.
There was not hing but the whiteness and the cold and the terrible
noi se. Al exandra felt her mouth stretched in the

rictus of a screamthat never carne. She coul d hear

not hi ng, see nothing, but the snow which finally

drowned out even the chant of the nagics that had forced her
this far fromhone to die.

Al exandra's @yes were still squeezed shut. Before she
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renenbered she was supposed to be dead, she brought

her fists up to scrub the snow and ice fromthem She
only saw a blur resolve itself into whiteness.

Blind, then? The thought carried an irrational weight of
terror with it.

As if it matters

she thought,

that | see the place where | will freeze to death.

A rock lay under her shoul der, and she eased away
fromit, instinctively seeking confort. She |ay beneath
snow, she realized, and she was still breathing. Snow
sl abs nust have settled above her, trapping in air and

war nt h, saving her life-for now She |ooked from

side to side, hoping to see a dark tangl e that

m ght mean that one of her conpani ons had been spared,
but there was only whiteness.

She screaned, but no sound came from her throat, which
felt seared by the screaning she had al ready done. And
flailing in panic only started a small runbling

that made her freeze against the snow, renenbering the
| arger runbling that had stolen her people from her
Wait until the runbling stops, then try to dig

out, Haraldr had said. He was gone, swept away

by the snow. Al exandra hoped he had had time to draw
hi s axe and shout a prayer to the Thunderer, whom she
knew he truly worshi ped. Bryennius was gone.

Fat her Basil was gone, and wi thout himshe could not even
speak to the people in these lands. And the horses, the
weapons, the food, even the few pathetic vials of

Geek fire.

What was the point of digging out? The snow runbl ed agai n,
settling until the next fall. She went rigid,

then gradually eased into a nore confortable position
conposing herself as if tolie in state. Tears froze
on her face. They said that freezing to death was easy,
like lying in feathers, and drifting into dreanms of warmth and
light.

She tried one of the nmeditative exercises she had

| earned, but could not concentrate for grief and
exhaustion. Then she slept, and, after a while,

dreaned of sunlight on the Gol den Horn, blessed

warnt h, and the softness of silk.

Al exandra stirred and trenbl ed. She was chilled al
over. Did this nean she was dyi ng? Then she nust turn
her face east, as she had pl edged. \Wich way was

east ? She woke, and recoiled in terror from

the snow that pent her in: had she died alr.and been
laid in a tonb? Her head spun, and she al nost

pani cked. The lid overhead was white, not

por phyry; snow and ice, not Stone. Wth a little

whi nper, she rai sed one hand to the snow above her. A
chunk broke off in her hand, and she sucked at it.

The col d burned her tongue, but revived her. The
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runbli ng was gone. She began, w th agonizing care,

t caret chip away at the snow.

Dig out, Haraldr had told her

Sweet Mt her of God backslash I'mtired!

If the snow were old and dense-packed as sh caret



feared, she would coll apse before she saw the |ight

day. Keep on digging. She stanped her boots

cl ear | oose snow and reached up. Mire snow fel

to either sidfj of her.

For hours she worked. She found a little dried neat it
her belt-pouch, and put that in her mouth, with nor
snow. It heartened her. Then she was tired, she

wantec to lie and rest, but she had been sweating, and
knew thai to sleep now, with the protective snow

above her thin bar ning out, exposing her to the cold, would
be death. She wept a little and dug on

For what? Wiy was she pressing on? Her

friends wer gone. Her kin was gone. She was al one,
bereft on this caret Roof of the Wrld.

"I prom sed the Basileus. | prom sed ny

brother." She encountered ice, and drew her dagger

to knock it free! Finally, a flurry of ice

fell before she could duck! Sputtering, she found herself
head and shoul ders above the | evel of the snow She

ki cked and scranbl ed her way bar out.

The sky was very pale. She could not recognize the |and
bel ow her, transforned as it was by crunbled sl abs of
snow and ice. She could not even see any bodies,

a cruel mercy that spared her the task of trying

to clanber down to them and provi de some sort of

burial. Above her on the peak, the two

nonasteries | ooked as if nothing had touched them for
centuries-no chanting, no devil dancers. They

could be enpty. Carefully, Alexandra rose to her

knees. She sobbed for air, and | ooked around. She

was very dizzy. Wavi ng, she pushed herself to her feet,;

and started toward ... it was the right-hand nonastery that had
tried to stop the snow from buryi ng her caravan. She

reeled, no ... not into the gorge . . . and started

of f.

Above her, the stars faded and dawn tinged the snow
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with blood. Surely she had not dreaned away an

entire day and night? There was no tine, just snow, and
pai n. She craned her head to keep the nmpnastery that
was her goal in sight, and forced herself onward, higher
than she had ever clinbed.

Bl ood nmade her sight dark. Blood . . . the

nmerchants had told her that sight played tricks with
one, this high up. "This way," whispered a new

voi ce, the voice of a wise child.

She turned and | ooked at him Despite the

cold, he wore very little-a saffron-col ored

cl oak, alnost like an antique toga, and chai ns of
jewel ed flowers.

"Who are you?" she asked, astonished that he understood
her | anguage.

"I amyour friend. You can call ne Rudra.

Rudra Cakrin. And if you pernmit, | will teach you

"I could take you to ny hone," he wheedl ed.
"Come!" he held out both hands to her, and she pushed
t hem away. Sonething bright fell fromone of them and
rolled on the snow It was a brilliant red,
shocki ng agai nst the whiteness of the snow. Blood? A



rose? Sone dammed sorcery. Al exandra shook her

head and trudged onward, clinbing now on

all fours. Sunlight struck the snow, which glinted

i ke di anonds al ong her path.

"Do you wi sh to see your home agai n? Then you mnust take
the Dianond Path ..."

Al exandra noaned. "No! No nore magic
"Come, ny sister " The hand reached out. In a
nmonent, it would grasp hers, and she woul d consent

to sorcery, though she had never consented before

She pushed at the child, and her hand seemed to pass
strai ght through him Then, amazingly, she was running
toward the nonastery, her heart al nbst bursting with the
effort.

She heard a whistle and a clanor of horns, and

froze in her tracks. A gate, intricately

carved, painted blue and white, groaned open. People
started down the sl ope toward her, and she wept from
relief and terror.

Several wore nonks' robes. But as fast as they

noved,
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others noved faster: nen with the gol den braids anc

beard of her guardsnen, and a small, round nan wth
Persi an face.

"Father Basil!" she gasped, and sank to her knees
"Make himgo away."

"Who?"

"Rudra. He said his name was Rudra Cakrin, and

hei would teach ne. But | don't want to go there

| don't! if have to get to Ch'ang-an,

prom sed ny brother, Il promsed ..."

Al exandra felt herself being picked up, carried

tender bar Iy within the nonastery, where the corridors
were narj row and painted with ferocious red and bl ue
deities she was afraid to | ook at. "Don't

make ne . " she begged]

"My princess," whispered the Nestorian. "I

saw only bar yourself on the slopes. And the nobnks
found no footprints beside your own-and those of the men the
backsl ash rescued | ast night."

He beckoned, and one of the ol dest, npbst w zened ofi

t he nonks cane up beside her. Awe shone in his

narrowj slanted eyes.

"We found this in the snow." The nonk held out his
hand. In it gl eaned an opened flower. A |otus,

Al exandra! saw, l|like the ones that were brought from
Al exandria toj float on pools in the pal ace
gar dens.

She noaned and finally let herself faint.

Sonetinme |later, Alexandra becanme aware that her

body was no longer bitterly cold, that

scrapes and bruises no | onger stung, and

t hat - ast oni shingl y-she felt indifferent to the fact that she
was still alive and even rel atively confortable. Body
warnth did not matter; she was floating in a vast,
pal e sea. She renenbered afternoons of sailing in the
Basil eus' ornately carved barge on the

ol den Horn, then put themout of mnd. This was no
earthly water. She felt like a sky creature, able



to bathe and rejoice in the thin, pure air between nountain
peaks.

So this is how angel s nmust feel,

she t hought. Sonehow the idea didn't seem as

bl asphemobus as she knew it was.

She coul d see i nmense di stances. She spared a gl ance
down at the tunble of snow, rock, and black

specks that she assuned ni ght be bodies at the

base of the nountain. Sone lay to the right or left,
away fromthe abyss itself, diverted by unpredictable
cascades of snow. These
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m ght live, she noted idly. But what was that to her

a creature of the upper air?

Beyond the nountains |ay Kashgar. Her spirit strained
toward the city she had tried to reach. Beyond that she
felt waves of great heat and greater desol ation

luring her to gaze on it, but her eye swept beyond,
farther and farther until it canme to a cliff hung with
banners, then a canal, a walled city. She

knew t hat her visions showed her Ch'ang-an, and she
pressed in closer. It seenmed | arger and nore

spl endid than Byzantium the hone she woul d never

live to regain.

That thought tore her attention back to the west.
Violent light, an insubstantial nob clanoring

for her to notice it: Bryennius' dark, clever

face and | azy voice; Haraldr. Many faces were

newa tiny, exquisite girl; a slender nan,

no | onger young, with refined features and w se,

| azy, slanted eyes. Last of all cane

a wonan's face the color of old ivory, lined

and inperious and bitter, but otherw se an ol der
version of her own . .

In her dream she met the wonman's eyes and knew

terror.

There you arel

it seemed to say to sonmething else, and she felt herself
drawn by a black, sticky thread. She was being

ri pped fromthe ancient nonastery and battered body that
provi ded but unstabl e housing. She struggled in the
dream trying to raise a shadow hand. She didn't

want to return to Byzantium if Theodora were

alive and seeking her. Death was clean in conparison

wi th what her aunt had pl anned for Father Basil.

She forced her glance away, but this war of wills in the
upper air was alien to her. She was being drawn back
tolook . . . and then, she saw the child who had first
appeared to her on the slope. He did not nod or



shout for her attention, but stood with his attention fixed
upon a glowi ng flower cupped in his hands. As she

wat ched him his face turned w zened and scarr ed.

Finally, he | ooked up and their glances nmet. She

felt a sealing there. She wasn't sure she wanted

it, but it was better than the darkness. The chil d-Rudra,
he had called hinself consmiled, and his eyes

expanded to dom nate her con

sci ousness. She was still floating, awash in that strange
sea, but she felt herself drifting | ower and | ower now.
Soon she could see herself, lying on a narrow

pallet in a roompainted with a blue and white

figure. The sight of her own body, still dressed in
battered | eathers, Persian trousers, and torn

boots, intrigued her. She was very thin, and her

hair, tunbled free of the cap she wore, was | ong and

bl ack, al nost blue in conparison to the pallor of her
skin. Her face resenbled the npsaics she had

grown up with: haughty, narrow features, arched

brows, and a | ook of nelancholy, even in sleep.

Not beautiful, no, but famliar, that woman on the
pal l et. She sought to rejoin her body, but felt

hersel f caught in an undertow, being washed out to that
tranquil sea again.

Soft lights gleanmed before her-white, blue, red,

green, yellow, and a kind of snoke color. She

drifted toward them drowsily hoping for comnpany.

Then she heard a whirring, as if a spinning whee

wound silk in her presence, a clangor of horns

and cynbal s, and strangely pitched, prol onged
syl | abl es she coul d al nost understand. She felt

hersel f bei ng shaken by the shoul ders, and cried out in protest
as old bruises were jarred and new wounds opened.
Abruptly the shaking stopped, and she was eased back
on the pallet.

Alive again? Tears ran fromthe corners of her

eyes and she could not stop them

When | was born, | wept, and now | weep again,

for truly, I think I died on the nountain,

she tried to say, but no sound cane. Tenderly,

someone wi ped her face. Her eyes cleared. She

| ooked up into the face of Father Basil, and saw that
he wept, too.

"Praise God you live, my princess."

Al exandra turned her head fromside to side. The
chanting continued. They were practically dinning it in her
ears.

"Make . . . nmake them go away," she husked.

He rai sed a hand. The hooting and brayi ng

subsided. It was very quiet in the tiny room

Sunl i ght poured in fromone small wi ndow Inits
dazzle, the figures painted on the walls seened

to dance and wave their many arns.
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Two nonks slipped fromthe room edging past the cont
was one of her Guard who stood at the door! How

many |ived, then? She would have to deal with the |oss of the
others later. Tears poured down her chapped face,

but she ignored them For now, she would sinply try
to sit up. The priest, little taller than she,
supported her.

"Easy. That was a hard battle you just fought."
"Battl e?" she asked.

"Drink this first, then sleep. Wen you're rested,

"Il explain."”
Al exandra gl anced at the cup suspiciously.
"This drink, will it nake ne sl eep?" The idea of

nore sleep frightened her. If she slept, she m ght

slip away from her body again to set out upon that sea,
and this time, she mght not be drawn back

"There are no drugs init," he said. "Is

it that you fear sleep? You drifted very far, but the
nmonks sang you back."

"I's that what that how ing was?" she asked.

"That 'how ing" was one of their sacred chants. If you
hadn't been found babbling of a child with a gout of blood

in his hand, | doubt they would have sung it for an

out si der. "

They knew of the child who had saved her. Perhaps he was
an angel, if the pagans, devil-worshipers, and

fire cults hereabouts had angels. She knew he

nmeant her well.

"Now wi I I you drink?" Basil still held the steam ng
cup.

Stubbornly, she held his eyes. "Wile |

drink, you can explain to ne which battle you nmeant."
Fat her Basil gestured, and an old man cane

forward. He had the fined-down | ook of the nmountain
dwel | er about him Though it nust be cold in the
nmonastery, he wore only a single yell ow robe,

and his arns were bare. They were thin, but |ooked very strong.
"He knows Persian," the priest said in that

| anguage. "Al so sone G eek, and the sacred

| anguages of Hi nd and the Land of Snows. Even one

of the | anguages spoken in Ch'ang-an."
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"Have you thanked himfor saving our |ives?"
Al exandra asked, and saw Father Basil | ook
guilty.

Bless the little Nestorian! Al exandra thought and fought
agai nst hysterical |aughter. Once he nade certain

that he woul d survive a magical attack and an

aval anche that w ped out nost of his conpanions, he
found hinsel f anot her savant and-no doubt-had been

di scussi ng phil osophy while waiting for her to waken
Knowl edge was a passion with him It had lured him

to Byzantium alnost to his death. On the long

trip out, she had been his student in |anguages.

At | east this aged nonk spoke Persian; she would



not have to struggle with the conplex tones of Tibet, or the
endl ess syl | abl es of Sanskrit.

The old man sniled at her, his narrow eyes al npost

slanting shut in his winkled, cheerful face. There was
somet hi ng of the | ook of

that child

about him a good enough place to begin.

"No thanks are necessary, daughter," said the nonk.

"It is our duty to prevent any interference with your

path."
"The child . . . the wise child. When | dug nyself
free and cane to you, | saw a child who said his

name was Rudra."”

The nonk bowed his head. dearly, he had school ed

hinself to silence before outsiders on the topic of this child.
"Way is it so remarkable that still should see hin?" She
had been warned that at these great heights, travelers
encount ered hal | uci nati ons and nadness. Had any two peopl e
ever seen the sane hal |l ucination?

"Because, daughter, he is the King of Shambhal a.

And just as your faith has its mysteries, Shanbhal a

is not a part of our Way that we revea

to outsiders."”

The ki ngdom s nanme resonated |ike the gong that an
anbassador to the Basil eus had brought fromthe Land

of Gold. It was sinultaneously strange and

famliar, |ike encountering a passerby and realizing that
she was a | ong-lost tw n, Shanbhal a.
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The nonk gestured at a wall hangi ng. Depicted

in brilliant crinsons, golds, and blues was a
city surrounded by rings upon rings of snow nmountains in a
pattern of eight petals . . . "Like a lotus,"

Fat her Basil nurnured at her side. At the

center of the city was one of the intricate patterns she
knew were call ed mandal as, and at the heart of it sat
some sort of figure, enthroned. She

squi nted agai nst the blinding sunlight and peered at its
face. If it |looked Iike the child she had seen, she would
know t hat she had stunbl ed past hope into sonme strange
faith's stranger rituals.

"That is Shanbhala, the enlightened city hidden between
snow nount ai ns. As the Weel of Tine spins, there wll
cone an age when wealth and piety will decrease, day

by day, until the world will be wholly depraved.
Property alone will confer rank; wealth will be the

only source of honor; passion will be the sole

bond of union between men and wonen. Earth will be
venerated but for its gold and silver."

The nonk's voi ce deepened as he shifted from

Persian to Sanskrit. It sounded |ike the

apocal ypse, Al exandra thought, and was not surprised

to hear that at that tinme, a god would beconme human and
raise a great arny. He would ride forth on his

bl ue horse, and with his blazing sword, destroy the

bar bari ans-

us? the Persians? ny aunt?

comand "reestablish righteousness upon earth. The m nds of
those who live at the end of the age of strife shall be
awakened, and shall be as pellucid as crystal. The nen



who caret are thus changed by virtue of that peculiar
time shall be as seeds of hunman beings, and shal

give birth to a race who shall follow the | aws of the
gol den age of purity."

"The apocal ypse, " she whi spered. "W have a ..

sacred story of the end of tinmes, of a great walled
city." The words stuck in her throat, and she was
glad to drink fromthe cup Father Basil handed her. It
seened a profanation to speak of the New Jerusal em
here in this pagan shrine, and yet, and yet ... how
much alike the story of Shanbhal a seened.

But it was a place on earth.

not in heaven or at the end of days,

the last remants of Othodoxy argued at the

back of her skull. Wat about Augustine? \Wat

if there were nore than one city of earth, and nore than one
City of God, all exanples of order, set

agai nst chaos, and at the end of time . . . she shook

her head. O thodoxy decreed otherw se. And yet

the ruler of this Shambhal a had no reason to appear

to her, let alone save her life, and yet he had.

"Why me? What does he want of me?" she was

appal l ed to hear herself ask. She was | ess than

not hing now a fugitive princess whose friends and

weal th were gone, and | acking even the grace to be
thankful for a visitation that had saved her

wetched life.

The nonk smiled and raised his hand to point again at the
wal | hangi ng, when the room shook about them

Cries rang out in the hall. Her guardsnen

called on Thor and Christos with equal fervor

Al exandra | evered herself up fromher pallet onto her
feet as the floor heaved beneath them The dazzling sun
had been replaced by a ghostly violet glow Thunder
runbled in the clouds that were piling up above the highest
peaks. At this height, they were fatally exposed to such
st orms.

A man too young to be a nonk-an acol yte perhaps?

conran into the roomand knelt before the old man. his
Vajra,

the thunderbolt, cones!" he cried.

"There is no need for fear," the ol der nonk

reproved him "M daughter, we should see this. Can

you wal k?"

Where was there to wal k? There could be no flight fromthis
storm Lightning scored the dark sky. Al exandra

nodded.

The floor still had that alarmng tendency to shake as if
she bal anced in a chariot, but Father Basil and a
Varangi an l et her lean on them Moving with

amazi ng speed for a man his age, the nonk

brought them through a maze of halls until they stood

on a kind of narrow bal cony that overl ooked the
chasmthat was now filled wi th darkening cl ouds.

My friends . . . lost down there.

Li ght ni ng danced fromthose clouds to the ones | ooning above
the barren white peaks, shutting out all the
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nmount ai n range except the crag on which that other
dar ker nonastery stood.
"Power was invoked and used," Father Basil said

quietly. "It was meant to strike us, but we live.
Therefore it must go
sonewher e

Usual Iy, such power recoils threefold upon the

user." Hi s voice had a questioning note in it, and the
nonks nodded.

Agai n cane that blinding dance of lightning. Fires

bl ossomed upon the snow and rock, encircling the dark
nmonastery, then dying away. Tiny figures ran from

it, but could not cross that ring where the fires had been
"What will happen?" Al exandra asked in a voice

she didn't recognize as her own.

"They struck, knowi ng what they did. Now they wl|l

pay."

The wind di ed down, |eaving the air even col der than

bef ore. Mnks, soldiers, and princess huddl ed

t oget her, watchi ng. Above the dooned nmonastery, the

cl ouds thickened. Though the air was still, Al exandra's
hair prickled on her scal p. The clouds seened

to draw strength from everything about them to serve as a
channel for sonme force . . . white and purple

fires danced in their inmense bellies. Then an

i mense bolt slashed down, searing through cloud,

snow, and rock.

They cried out. Al exandra found herself on her

knees, clutching and being clutched by the others for
support. "Blind!" soneone wail ed.

"It will pass," cane the old nonk's serene

Voi ce.

Now t hey coul d hear a thin scream ng. Al exandra

want ed nothing nore than to cower where she had fallen
(assum ng she could not creep into hiding indoors), but
forced herself to stand and seek out the source of those cries.
Across the chasm the dark nonastery was dark no

| onger. Flames burst out of its wi ndows, danced on

t he backs of running, screamng figures, and poured

down the nonastery's slanted walls. Then slowy,

alnost as if it were a dreamin which one encountered terror
past bearing and yet could not flee, the walls

crunbl ed as the rock beneath them cracked and slid down
the side of the

mountain into the abyss. Any hope of beggi ng the abbot
to order the hillsides searched for survivors of her
party died in that nonent.

"Kyrie el eison”

she whi spered. God have mercy on all of them

Whet her these forces were arrayed for them or against them
passi onately she prayed for themto keep far from her
The cl ouds were dissipating. Sunlight tore through them
and bl azed in a colum of fire, its base upon the

living rock where once sorcerers had |ived

"What was that?" nmuttered one of the Varangi ans.

The nonk net Al exandra's eyes. H s own were

conpassi onate, but quite inexorable. "That," he answered
her, "was the path of the thunderbolt. Some call it

Vaj rayana, the Dianmond Path. And, daughter



it is the road you nust walk if you want

to survive."

In the days that foll owed, Al exandra felt herself under
the discipline of tutors nore severe than any she had
encountered. The man she had t hought of as the "old

monk" was, in fact, the nonastery's abbot, who

pai d her the great honor of speaking to her hinself,

rat her than through one of his

chel as,

The nonks here were a conposite of races and people. Sone
were even fromthe Land of Gold, which had been sendi ng people
into the West and Hind for centuries. She had seen
accounts of such journeys by men with names |ike Fa Hsien
and Have' suan Tsang. O hers were fromthe Land of

Snows, where the religion had taken strange

ways, she thought. The abbot was one such; his followers
call ed him

t ul ku,

or holy one, and

ri npoche,

atitle Father Basil told her was reserved for a

few very holy nen who were believed to be reincarnations
of earlier nonks.

After that first visit to her quarters, he had taken

to sumoni ng her and Father Basil to his own roons,

presi ded over by a female icon with eyes on

pal ms, bare feet, and brow whom the nonks call ed

the Wiite Tara, Lady of Conpassion. Al exandra

usual |y wi nced and
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| ooked away. The monks al so knew of the

Christ. The scriptures explaining the | egend of

Shanbhal a call ed himlsha.

The abbot had expl ai ned the Kal achakra, or

Wieel of Time, to her, had decreed that she was sonmehow
borne upon it, but that he hinself stood apart fromit. She
still smarted fromthe way in which she had | earned this.
Terrified after the manifestation of power which casually
obliterated a side of the nountain, she had begged

refuge in the nmonastery. "If | can do no good,"

she said, "at least | will do no evil."

But she had been refused. She should have expected it.

Vaj rayana-the Path of Di anonds. From what she

could understand, it seemed to have as nuch relationship to other
forms of Buddhismas the Christianity of a desert
anchorite had with, say, that of a silk merchant.

Less, perhaps: for while the ascetic and the merchant
shared a certain orthodoxy (or, in the case of

heretics |ike Father Basil, a few common

assunpti ons) Buddhi sts appeared to be divided

by regi on and theology into many groups, wth

Vaj rayana, or the Dianond Path, being

consi dered the nost demandi ng.

According to the abbot, all paths led to enlightennment. The
H nayana was the hunblest, a |l esser way in which people
purified their mnds, tried to kill their

desires, and concentrated on their own .

Al exandra supposed she had to use the term

sal vation. Then there was the Mahayana, the \Way t hat



took lifetime upon lifetine to achieve. A-nd

finally, there was the D anond Path, which seened

to turn everything Al exandra had ever believed about
religion on its head.

"It is like poisons,"” said the old tul ku. "For

i ndeed lust, hatred, and del usion are poisons."

(she woul d have called them sins, but never mind that.)
"The foll ower of the Hi nayana shuns all poisons.

The foll ower of the Mahayana path knows that small

doses of poisons may cure one of disease ... in
this case, illusions. But the Vajrayana adept

knows that the idea of poison itself is an illusion
Lust, fear, anger, illusion . . . they are al
facets

of enlightennent. Such a person drains themand, in so
doi ng, transforns passions that woul d make an ordi nary
person mad into a vehicle for enlightennment."

"It sounds perilous,” had been Al exandra's conment,
inits use of passions-especially sex-it also sounded
like magic, in which a sorcerer night begin by studying
proscribed texts, meaning no harm but being

drawn, step by step, into congress with denonic

forces. But it was the energy that passion evoked, not the
passion itself, that was inportant, she |earned. Was that
how her aunt had fallen-m staking passion for

phi | osophy? The tui ku had agreed. So much for

there being one true faith, then. As Father Basil was
fond of preaching, "The Way has no constant nane,

nor the Sage a constant form" The Kal achakra
scriptures mght nention Jesus, but they al so

nmenti oned Mbhamred and Mam plus, of course, the

host of Bu. has and Bodhi sattvas that flourished

in these nountains.

Each | and seenmed to have its own special deities,

all horrincally portrayed. Al exandra did not know

if she would ever learn themall, or if she even

want ed to.

She had seen enough of the wong sort of power to feel her
hackl es rise in the presence of any power. She

had sensed it on the nountainside, when her aunt's
priest began to chant. She had sensed it in the
chilling of the air when the thunderbolt blotted out the
nmonastery that had allied with him And now she saw it
in the accounts of feats by adepts, who could stop their
hearts and restart them wear wet robes into a

bl i ndi ng snowstorm and dry them by the heat of their

own bodi es, even fly. She had read of saints

who could do such things; she herself, follow ng her
tutor's instructions, had slowed her heart |ong enough
for her to escape fromthe snowdrifts on the
nount ai nsi de.

The scholar in her-and the catlike curiosity of the

G eek- awoke and kept her at these new studies,

alarm ng as they were. At |east, she told herself, the

| anguages woul d be useful in her travels. She

had seen how qui ckly these nountains could turn against
travel ers; from what
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she had heard of the desert that |ay beyond Kashgar, it was
| ess treacherous because its nenace was apparent even in

its name: Takla Makan ... a warning that those who
entered never cane out. If bandits or a storm
eart hquake, or fever took Father Basil, she would

be | ost unless she could live without an interpreter.
Though she bal ked at the neditations and visualizations
t hat the abbot suggested, gradually she reached a
conprom se with her new studies that she hoped she could
live with. The Di anmond Path bore not even the

fai ntest resenblance to the Orthodoxy in which she had
been rai sed. Strangely enough, that did not

bot her her. Her aunt had turned to its magica

side, and she herself had al nbost been the victimof power
turned evil. Wiy should other faiths not have both bri ght
and dark, open and secret aspects?

If all faiths were the same-which she wasn't

prepared to admit, but would assume, shrinkingly, for the
sake of argunent-then all faiths had another thing in
common: a hidden, or esoteric, side that could be
perverted. A Byzantine's amulet or icon

seemed the sane as a Buddhist's statue or

prayer flag; a Buddhist nonk's sanctity could

be as great as a dweller on Mount Athos-and the

magi ¢ which perverted Othodoxy could damm one as

qui ckly as the Di amond Pat h.

It might be dammation, but it was certainly | ogical

And the | ogic was so seductive she found hersel f bei ng
drawn in. Cearly, the Vajrayana was

dangerous even to think about.

"That it is," agreed the tulku. "Err on the other

pat hs, and your Way is only prolonged. Err on

the Diamond Path, and it is |like taking the shortest

way up a cliff. One fal se step, and you

topple into the pit. You need perfect understanding,
perfect self-comuand-and a guide."

Futile to protest that she had no pl ace

upon this Way. If all magics of all faiths were

joined, as they appeared to be, then she was as likely
to be attacked by a follower of the Di anond Path

who had gone wong as she was a bl ack magi ci an of

her own kind. It was even futile to

protest that the tul ku had taught her up to this point;

he deni ed doing nore than setting her feet on the

Way. Her teacher, he clained, was no | ess than

the child she had seen on the ice-the | egendary, and
as-yet -unborn, King of Shanbhala, in whatever

i ncarnation he mght be at the time, and wherever he m ght
be. What was worse, if she valued her sanity-

and sal vati on,

she t hought -she woul d have to seek him

"Coul d

you

not be ny gui de?" she pl eaded. A desperate

hope ... to stay where she would be taught, where she could

do no mschief while she struggled with the power that had
been foi sted upon her. Far better to stay with this man,
whom she trusted, than wander the Roof of the Wrld |Iike one
of the Magi run mad in search of some mystical child.



"I follow the Mahayana, daughter. If |

foll owed the | esser Way, | would not have

interfered; no, not if it nmeant your dying on the
nmount ai n. Because | do indeed see which Way you nust
wal k, I will set your feet upon it. But you yourself rmust
make the journey."

Al exandra had argued further, but the abbot had been

as obdurate as ... well, adamant. Finally,

she renenbered that victorious Byzantine generals

were awarded a belt studded w th di anonds.

Coi nci dence? She was com ng to doubt it. Strangely
enough, the thought settled her. She had fled froma
convent, forsaken what she had thought would be a life
wholly of the mind and the spirit for a life of adventure.
If she thought of this newlife as a battle, in which
she served order, wherever she found it, against chaos,
wherever it erupted, she nmight be able to face it.

But now, risking a slow, torturous death by stealing the
sil kwornms of Ch'ang-an seened an easier and nore
conforting proposition. And how was she to do either? She had
| ost her friends, her horses, and her funds.

She wi shed she could think of those | osses as

illusions, but her grief was very real. Ffaraldr's

| oyalty, his laugh, his awe at new pl aces;

Bryenni us' ready courage and wy hunor; the

grace of those ruddy horses; these tore at her
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until she wi shed she had the skill of a yog

to transmute theminto sone sort of escape. Those

ti mes she was not studying the texts she learned to cal
sutras and the strange obl ong scriptures that the

abbot | ent her-she spent praying for her friends. She

no | onger asked what god mi ght hear those prayers.

For the third tine that sunny afternoon, Father Basil and a
monk from Hi nd were correcting her translation of a
passage of an epic battle in which a god

appeared to a king, showed himthe futility of a

battle, but ordered himto fare forward anyhow. "It
seens | have sonething in common with this Arjuna,”
Al exandra commented to Father Basil. "Trying to |learn

this seems futile."”

He smiled, and tapped the page. "Fare forward,

nmy princess-once again, fromthe beginning!" he
ordered. She half expected to feel a teacher's
corrective slap upon her hand.

She was maki ng headway when | ong strides and heavy

f oot st eps announced one of the Varangi ans.

Sl ower, nore decorous steps behind himindicated that he
cane acconpani ed by one of the nonks.

Though he wore local clothing and had agreed not

to carry his axe in the nonastery, the

guardsman saluted with as nuch precision as if he

had just energed fromthe mlitary garrison in the old
Mangana fortress.

"Pilgrins, my princess!" he said.

Al exandra rai sed an eyebrow. Wien the snows and]

wi nds permtted, pilgrinms always found their way

to theif nonastery, sone bringing sons to enter as
novi ces, j others seeking enlightennent or bearing



gifts. One such 5 group had brought the abbot the

robes of the priest j whose chanting had brought down the
mount ai n. The.] ground on which they were found was scorched
bl ack, io caret the shape of a body, crunpled

by a long fall. No bone were ever discovered.

She recogni zed the nmonk who entered as the persona

di sciple of the abbot. "The pilgrins have conme to see the
tul ku, have they not? How can

I

best serve hinP" There

were | egends of Rome and Byzantiumin these parts:

As little like himas it seenmed, perhaps the abbot wanted
to display the foreign princess to the pilgrims. She

| aid down the book with sone relief, and rose.

The nonk was trying to keep the smle fromhis face,

to mask his features with the serenity that his master
habitually wore. But it escaped him he

practically glowed w th joy.

"What is it?" Al exandra caught him and, since

he was little taller than she, spun him around.

"Tell me, nonk, tell ne! Do these pilgrins

concern ne?"

The young nmonk smiled. Not waiting for him

Al exandra ran down the shadowy corridors she

knew wel I by now. The god figures in their

eternal, titanic dances on the walls seened

to wonder at her speed; nonks whom she encountered
pressed against the walls to avoid being knocked down.
Panting and alnost reeling in the thin air-

was folly to run so fast and so long in these nountains
-Alexandra arrived in the nonastery's walled yard.

The | esser gate was sw ngi ng open, and the caravan of
pilgrims winding in. Before her stood the abbot.

He too seened to smile.

I'I'lusion,

she thought,

or hallucination. | have run too fast, or ny

readi ngs have made ne mad. This is inpossible!

Several of the pilgrins wore the dress and

manneri sns of merchants-they were the sane on the

Mese, or main road of Byzantium as

t hey had been in Sogdi ana, and as they woul d doubtl ess
be in Ch'ang-an. O hers were villagers, bent fromthe
backbr eaki ng | abor these nmountains exacted from peopl e who
nerely wi shed to survive. They gl anced around,
awestruck, at the nonastery, at the abbot in

spl endid robes, at the inmages, and the banners.

But there seened nore fear than awe in their manner.
And the reason for their fear becane apparent when the
final group of pilgrim crowded in before the huge
gates swung shut. A group of villagers and

nmerchants' groonms held . , . "My horses!"

Al exandra cried, and ran forward
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to take the bridle of the first one. Not all of them That
woul d have been too much to expect. But enough, even if
they | ost sone on the arduous road to Ch'ang-an

to make a good appearance.

Six villagers who | ooked as if they would rather be



anypl ace but where they were foll owed the horses. They
were carrying a long, crude stretcher

Al exandra steadi ed hersel f against the horse, its reins
falling fromher hand. Her eyes flooded with tears, which
turned col d agai nst her |ashes. A sudden sweat

drenched her, then dried quickly in the cold, |eaving her
trembling. "Illusion?" she whispered at the

tul ku, who shook his head.

That length of armand | eg, the braids of hair and

gol den beard-unm stakably, it was Haral dr. And

when she ran to him and shook himby the shoul ders,
calling his nanme, blue eyes opened to regard her

He | ooked at her with a vague sort of attention-but

no recognition, no awareness at all

"dis

Around her, the pilgrins were nurnuring of a
fantas-j tic battle, of the courage of the fearsone
stranger with his horrible blue eyes, and the axe that had
to be the, attribute of a war god.

"What have you done, Haral dr?" Al exandra cried.
"And how can 1 cure you?"

The guardsman's only answer was a low, terrifi

noan. Al exandra had never heard such fear from hnbl ed
He noved, but only to crouch in on hinself.

Al exandra tried to pry his hands free, and felt
warnmth on her own. Haraldr's hand bl ed

profusely; the blood had soaked through whatever
filthy cloth they had used to wap it; She wondered
that he was not bled white by now

Carefully, she unw apped the hand. Though the

fle; of the wist |ooked nmacer at ed-

chewed,

she t hough swal | owi ng bil e-no bones seened broken
and this |l ess-than gnawed fl esh | ooked clean. Yet

t he bl eeding would n stop. She bandaged Haral dr's
hand again, and turned call for help.

Suddenly his free hand grabbed her by the wist and
pul I ed her until she sprawl ed across him

"What's wrong?" she asked, her voice shrill with

fear and surprise

"En freki renna,”

he npaned. "The wolf, the Fenris wolf, runs

forth. MW hand ..."

No live wolf would terrify Haral dr, who had

brought wol fskins to Byzantium before joining the
Guard. And no wolf bite would stay untended this

l ong without festering.

Haral dr had to wake up. He had thrust her

into safety before the snow tore himaway fromher. He
was one of her last links with her home; she had never
realized how nmuch Inperials relied on the

Var angi ans, not just for strength and courage, but for their
| oyalty and hunmor. That the magi c had reached out

to harm him pained her: It was wong for the

bl ond giant to face anything that could not be mastered
by his great axe.

Braci ng hersel f against his shoul der, she forced herself free



of his grip and turned toward the abbot.

"This is ny guardsman. | think he nust have fought a
denon," she told him "Help us!"

Wt hout appearing to hurry, the abbot knelt at

Haral dr's other side. "He's too strong,

can't hold him" she gasped.

The abbot nodded and touched a point at the

Varangi an's throat. Haral dr coll apsed and

lay alarmngly still.

"Now, " the abbot said, and a cl angor of horns,

bells, and chanting started. The chant had recalled
Al exandra to life; she prayed earnestly it would do
the sane for Haraldr. The old, intricately

wrought bells rang with a peculiarly shrill and

pi erci ng sound that washed over the hearers in wave upon
wave, and never ceased. It seened to separate

Al exandra fromall the world except the man whose hand
she still clutched. She could see Father Basil's

i ps noving, but could hear nothing but the eternal
clanmor of the bells. The abbot held up a horn

for her to see. Instead she | eaned over Haral dr
trying to wake him shake hi m back

i nto reason and cour age.

An underpriest knelt at Haral dr's other side,
washi ng

his bitten wist with warmwater. There were no wol ves

i n what passed for | ow ands here at the Roof of the World.
There were, however, snow | eopards, but they were

not ori ous for avoi ding human dwel I ings. And the

bite of any big cat would have rotted by now She

ought to be praying that Haral dr would not |ose his arm
much less his life. But what good would either be if the
m nd were gone?

"Tell me what happened!" she begged, though the

bell s and horns,

ghant a
and
k'alin,

drowned out her words. Haraldr's eyes opened, the

bl ue that the peopl e hereabouts found so uncanny, and he
started, glancing about wildly until her pressure

on his fingers nmade himl ook at her. He was

floating in illusion, Al exandra renenbered her own
wanderings in spirit-and then his glance and his grasp pulled
her into the nightmare which held himtrapped.

As the snow pried himaway fromthe princess,

Haral dr bell owed his rage. At |east he had

gi ven her a chance to survive; the Shiel dmai ds woul d
know t hat and save himfrom Hel a; he could cross

Bi frost, knowi ng he had been true to his oaths to the
rul ers of M klagard.

The snow bore hi m down the nountainside until he

sei zed a rock outcropping and swing hinmself into the
safety it offered. Snow and ice thundered over his
head, and he grasped his amul et.

The runbling and the mad snowslide subsided. After a
time, it |ooked like he might live. Wen the snow
stopped trenbling as nore tunbl ed down, he dug hinsel f
free, and | ooked uphill, his eyes wild. He



could not even see the place fromwhich he had been
swept: clouds covered it, or perhaps that whiteness was
tunbl ed i ce and snow.

"My princess," he whispered. "Alexandra!" His

voice rose to a scream and he flung hinself at the
slope until he threatened to pull nore snow down upon
him The footing was too treacherous; he could not

climb back up to save her, if still she clung to the
rock with those little
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hands of hers. Mre likely, the snowslide

had buried her. He sank to his knees, dizzy.

She held his oath, and he had failed her. Best

to die right here, he thought.

Wul d that have been her way? If she held his oath,

her brother held hers; and she had sworn to travel

east as far as she could. Poor brave princess:

if she could go no farther, Haraldr could, as long as
breath was in him He slapped his arnms and | egs

to bring warnth back to them then cast about for a plan
He had been taught by his grandfather how to wal k out of
such slides. He woul d descend into the valley, find

a village where he could rest, then deterni ne what

m ght be best for a masterless man to do. Scrubby

treet ops showed above the snow, he could weave them
into shoes and wal k the nore easily.

The air grew easier to breathe as he descended.

He paused once to gl ance up at the nountain peak

where he had lost friends, and the princess he had sworn
to protect, and shook his fist at it. Though he

knew that the Inperial |ady wthstood hardships |like a
worman of the North, she was still in his charge. Like al
t he house of M klagard, she was delicate, because she
lived too nuch inside her thoughts. That was why they had
Varangi ans to guard them The Rhomrmi oi were

moody but not fools: They val ued the

Nort herners" courage as it deserved, favoring them

wi th special trading privileges, and honoring the

Guard with its owmn wing in the Inperial palace.

He woul d probably die here, he realized. But he

could not have allowed his princess to travel to the edge of the
wor | d unguarded. Though rocks and snow shifted
treacherously underfoot, Haral dr reached the valley.
Tunbl ed where they had been flung, he found the

bodi es of several men and and their horses, but not his
princess. He plundered the dead nen's packs for

food and weapons.

Nearby lay a tunble of priest's robes. There was

no body in them though the ground where such a body

m ght have | ain seened etched into the shape of a man, his
linbs twi sted at inpossible angles. The ground

scrub beneath that shape was withered. He stirred the robes

cautiously with a stick. Fromthemtunbled a

nmedal | i on on a chain, insignia such as a priest

m ght wear, though it bore no Iikeness to anything he
had ever seen or wished to see. The imge on it

grinned like Gendel itself, had daggers in each of its
many arms, and wore round things that |ooked |ike skulls.



He m ght have known. Princess Al exandra had known

Andr oni cus was no proper priest.

Certainly he had al ways nade Haral dr's

hackl es ri se.

He touched the Thor's hammer that, for a wonder, stil

| ay about his neck. Now what? He was | ordl ess now.

H s duty had been to guard the princess and her cousin
on their way to Ch'ang-an, and to cover their retreat.
That need not change. Haral dr had no illusions about

his abilities. He could hire on as a caravan

guard and nake the desert crossing. But he had not the
cunni ng and speed to trick Ch'ang-an out of its

silk. Still ... he glanced around the valley, hoping

to see snoke or flocks or fields-some sign of

peopl e who ni ght take himin.

Sonething rolled across his foot, and he stooped to pick
it up. A hunting horn, but curiously shaped, not

i ke the ones he used in the honme he woul d never see
again. A circular design had been carved into it.
Grunbling at the pain bending down had caused him

he tried to blow the horn until tw nges warned him

that his tunble down the nountain had probably broken a
few ribs. He hung the soundl ess horn about his

neck and went on. He m ght not know what direction

to walk in, but his course was clear. "I will not flee
the space of a foot, but shall fare on farther," he
muttered in his matted beard. To Kashgar

when he could. And thereafter, if his fate permtted,
across the Land of Fire into Ch'in.

A shrill cry brought Haraldr around, hand to his

dagger. Nearby huddl ed a child, who tugged at a

sheep that had gotten its foot caught between two
stones. If he were lucky, the child would understand the
mangl ed Sogdi an he had | earned fromthe groons,

he thought and started toward him Naturally, the child
fled, but Haraldr bent to free the sheep's foot.

Let the child see he
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meant no harm he thought, and let the animal |eap

free. The boy rose slowy fromwhere he had flung

hi nsel f, his bright black eyes as wi de as fol ded

lids would permt.

Moving slowy, not to terrify the boy further,

Haral dr held out his hands, tried out the word for
"friend," then thought of what else mght attract him
When he was a boy, the sight of blade or axe would

have drawn himlike a | odestone; doubtless, this child would
run shrieking fromthem There was his anmulet, and he was
reaching for it when his hand fell on the cord of the horn
he had found.

Dangling it in front of the boy lured himcloser

Haral dr grinned at the little scrap; what

few children he had seen in these parts were all tiny,
pretty, though in a strange, anber-skinned,

sl ant -eyed way, and nore sol emn than the Enperor

on high feast days. This one was no exception. The child
took the horn and exam ned it, then | ooked up
"Shanbhal a, " he breat hed.

Was that the name of their village? "Shanbhal a, "

Har al dr agreed, and took the offered grubby hand.



Even the foul -tasting tea of the nountain fol k woul d be
wel cone now, and perhaps they woul d have w ne.

What they had wasn't much, he | earned once he

approached a miserably small huddle of five

huts, with a sixth one crunbled in on itself, snoke stil
rising fromit. The remmants of the village were guarded
by flags, charnms, and a priest who waved bones and
rattles in his face and who chanted |i ke a Finnish

vol va

when the fit was on him The peopl e | ooked hungry and
frightened. Only the boy's presence kept them from
fleeing. He bent down, so that they would be able to I ook
eye to eye (even though his blue eyes were regarded as
freakish in these parts). "Friend," he said in

Sogdi an he knew was thickly accented, and

" Shanbhal a. "

Hs two words bought himentry into a snoky

dwel | i ng about the size of a barrow (and he touched his
amul et against the ill luck in that thought), where he was
served a bowl of tea with butter init, and a few

chunks of

dried neat that he tried hard not to wolf down.

Hal fway through the too-small neal, the |oca

priest entered.

Fat her Androni cus, whose outline had been etched on the
rock, had always made Haral dr feel as if he were

caught alone and tireless in a black forest full of

wol ves. This man only nade Haral dr fee

wary, though power crackled about him He | aid down

his enpty bow and waited.

The priest handed himthe horn. "Friend?" he asked,

and Haral dr nodded. At the priest's gesture, he

bent hinself double to get through the door, and followed him
to the ruined hut. The priest pointed at the charred
beanms and toppl ed rock. Haraldr could see cl aw

and tooth marks. He al nost | aughed aloud. Al his

life he had enjoyed the sagas. Now, w thin one day,

he had |l ost his ring-giver, and he was expected

to slay this village's pet

t hyrse.

It was well that the sagas had taught him

irony too, he thought, and set hinmself to wait unti

dar k.

He drew out his axe and | eaned on it, hoping to stay
awake. He had not slept for a full day. The air

in this valley was heavier than in the peaks, luring him
toward rest. Gradually the snapping of flags in the

wi nd, a few bells ringing, and gabbling voices
grew di st ant.

When he woke, the peaks at the horizon were barely
crinmson, and clouds hid the noon. He tensed and

waited, trying to recall how, in the stories,

heroes slew nonsters. In the story of Gettir

the strong, the undead d anr had ridden the

rooftops, until Gettir westled himto death.
Sonet hi ng coughed. He al nost junped, then started to | augh
until he reninded hinmself that snow | eopards

"prowl ed the hills.

Even snow | eopards coul d have their heads chopped off



by his axe. He drew off his boots to nove with nore
stealth, picked up the axe, and rose. Rocks

crashed in on the burned-out hut, and sonething rooted
about in the rubble, then was still. Haral dr padded forward.
He heard bones crunch, and decided that his safest
course was to attack quickly. O ouds shifted, and the

bl oodst ai ned noon cane out. Now he could

see clearly. He took a few
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steps forward, clinbing up on the tunbled walls,

stal king the hunter in his turn-and then his prey turned
its head.

It was bigger than any | eopard that ranped in the pens
at Mklagard, and its eyes glowed a hellish

green. As he raised his axe to close themforever, the
beast coughed. Hi s axe dropped from his hand, and the beast
| eaped for his throat. Wth a coughing grow, it pounced
down upon him Haraldr yelled a prayer to Thor and
Christ in Mjesty, and got his hands up around the

it's throat in time to protect his eyes.

The beast was quick and twi sty, he thought, and took a
tighter grip onits fur. As he reached for the hold

that woul d enable himto snap its neck, fur becane

scal es, and steaming drops burned his face. He

bel | owed his pain, and hel d what was now a serpent

away fromhim glad the denon had chosen a gui se

wi t hout hi ndcl aws that could slash and di senbowel . The thing
squirmed |ike Loki itself, but he would bind and kil

it! Though its jaws gaped wi de, and the poison from

t hem burned and dazed him he twi sted the serpent's

neck farther, and felt the bones grind.

Scal es becane coarse fur again, and he

heard a yel p of angui sh. Now he dared to open his

eyes, and i medi ately wi shed he had not. He was a
Varangi an and the grandson of a jarl. He could fight,

he coul d hunt, he could read verse and make it. Because
of the verse he read, he feared the thing that he
grappled with in its new guise-r-a huge wol f,

froth dripping fromits jaws, the light of malice and
reason in its eyes. Fenris, hound of Hel

freed of its chain! Hs grasp faltered for an

i nstant, |ong enough for the beast to snap at his throat.
Its teeth closed instead on the horn he bore,

tearing through the cord and sending the horn down to join his
axe.

Wth one hand Haral dr drew his dagger, andw ththe other
tightened his hold on the great wolf's neck where the
fur had ruffled up so that he had no chance of breaking
its neck. Since there was nothing else to do, he

hel d fast, hoped that his mail and arm ets woul d

pr ot ect

himjust alittle, and thrust hand and dagger into the it's.
Jaws cl anped about | eather and netal, He heard

hi nsel f screami ng, mad from pain, while his dagger slashed
at the beast's vitals until the jaws rel eased.

He fell back, the wolf on top of

hi m

Haral dr rolled away fromit, rising into a crouch

ready to fight until he or his eneny were torn in



shreds, but the beast whined in agony. Haral dr staggered
forward to give it its deathblow H's hand and wist were
covered with blood; dimy he wondered that he had not

left themin the wolf's nmouth Iike a second

Heindal | . He bent and retched with pain. The beast

| ay unmoving, but that could be a trick. He started
forward again. Its shape shifted again, from fur

to scales, to feathers, and back . . . and then faded
suddenly, leaving only a burn mark on the ground.

The wind of its passing was sudden and foul - breat hed.
Haral dr heard a rattle, as of skulls bunping

toget her, and then the whistle that one mght use to call a
hound.

He gl anced up and saw t he shadowy figure of an

i Mmensely tall woman with a fierce glare. She

beckoned to him

Hel a?

he t hought.

But |'m not dead!

Then the figure changed until it resenbled the

caperi ng she-nonster Haral dr had seen on Fat her
Andr oni cus” nedallion. He fell to the

ground, terrified nore by the creature's passing than
he had been by its presence. It was the Fenris

wol f. It had broken free. And though he had

beaten it off, it would return, heral ding the endl ess
twilight and the last battle. And Hel a had seen

him marked himfor her own. Mbonster-slayer though he
was, he cowered in dread and horror

Then there was nightnmare for a long, long tine . .
Sonet hi ng or soneone was slapping him cursing himin
bad Norse and the | anguage of the practice yards.

Anot her denon, perhaps, this one in human forn? He
reached up and caught the wist of the person slapping
him twisted it, and heard loud protests. In

G eek. Wuld the denons of the hills know G eek?

He didn't

disif right-brace
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think so. He opened his eyes and saw, twisting in his
grasp, the princess whom he thought he had lost in
the snowslide. His princess. He grinned

hel pl essly at her. Beside her stood the little Persian
priest who advi sed her, several other nen wearing
shabby robes, and two peopl e he recogni zed

as villagers. They stared at himas he m ght have

| ooked at the Thunderer hinself.

"Let me go, you great bear," Her Hi ghness comuanded
again, and he conmplied. He fell back onto the

pal l et, dizzy after even so little time awake.

"\What ever denon was sent to kill us, you slewit.

Rest now. It al mpbst bled you white."

"My axe," he munbled. Hi s chapped |ips hurt

from grinning.

"W have it safe." She turned to the priest.

"Wwuldn't j you know that he'd ask for it first."
Tears rolled down her face, and she brushed them
away fiercely, then wiped his face with her sleeve



too. He barely stopped hinself from catching her hand
when it "j brushed his mouth. He could not meet her
eyes any-be nore. She had been with him travel ed
into nightmare with him and had not feared his pain.
"The horn . . . horn of Shanbhala . . ."

"We have that too," Princess Alexandra told

him "And when you're rested, you can tell us what you
know of Shanbhal a."

The Inperial fanmly was wi se, that went w thout

sayi ng, though all M klagard was supposed to say

so. And the princess was truly wise. Thus, it did

not really surprise Haral dr that

Al exandra or this thin little abbot knew of

Shanbhal a. It seenmed natural that if the same

sei thr

conevil magic-afflicted all of them whatever m ght
be good would affect themall too. If Hela could be

a she-demon in these nountains, then why could

Val hal | a not be named Shambhal a?

He renmenbered the day he had had that revel ation

He had waked from a doze-since the princess had
brought himout of his nightmares, he seened to spend his
time either eating or sleeping-to hear her protest,

"But |'m

Christian!

Way do | need this Rudra Cakrin? And |'m not

goi ng through these sacraments with bell, crown, sword

scepter, and all the rest of that baggage ... |

can't even pronounce nost of it."

"The initiations of Vajrayogini, goddess of the

Di anond Pat h," said the abbot. H s tone

i ndi cated that he had said it over and over. "I understand
that you are unwilling to set foot on the Way. But it
has cl ai nred you. From Shambhal a itself, your teacher

has reached out to mark you for hinmself, and will, in his own tine,
initiate you. O herwi se you have no defense agai nst the
dar ker powers your aunt unl eashed agai nst you and

your City. Though no flowers grow in these nountains,

| can at |east give you one of the objects you will
require.”

He had said other things that Haral dr only understood
dimMy: that this Way he insisted the princess nust
follow did not nean the abolition of all passions,

but mastery over them Rage, she had experienced, and
terror as the snow buried her. (that much Haral dr
under st ood.) But when the abbot said that she woul d have
to endure all such enptions before she could use their
strength . . . The princess shook her head,

rejecting the priest's words.

Wth the air of a roan laying aside an argunment in

order to take it up nore profitably later on, he
beckoned forward one of the younger priests, who knelt,
sword and sheath | aid across his upraised pal ns.

Though the sword was sharp, both it and its sheath | ooked
very old. The abbot clicked a | ong fingernail against
the blade, and it rang keenly, piercingly in that thin
air. Haraldr snapped into battle al ertness.

A d swords were things of power. 'This is a

treasure of this house. Wuld you truly refuse it?"

The princess |aughed. "You have ne trapped, don't



you? Seeing as how you saved ny life, | can

refuse you nothing. And besides that, ny own

weapon lies buried in
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the snow. " She accepted the bl ade, half sal uted

the abbot with it, then sheathed it, and sat studying the
patterns on the scabbard.

To Haral dr's astoni shnent, the abbot turned to him

Fat her Basil noved to his side, ready

tointerpret. "You," the priest said. "This is yours."
He held out the horn of Shanbhala, strung on

a fresh cord. Only a few scratches showed where

the denon's teeth had cl osed upon it.

The abbot's thin, dark fingers, hardly nore than bones

t hensel ves, traced out the pattern on the horn. "A

city between two rings of snow nmountains

Shanbhal a, where the king and his warriors wait for the
world's need . "

Haral dr jerked upright. "My people too have that tale,"”
he said hoarsely. "I blew the horn, and no one
answered."” No one answered because the need was not great
enough, he realized the instant after he spoke, and
flushed with shanme. In that nonment, he felt hinmself the
barbari an that some Greeks were unwi se enough to call him
to his face.

The abbot nodded. "If you have need
Silently the Varangi an vowed never
to become that needy. Against all hope, he had slain

a denon. He had found hel p. He woul d have the use

of both hands. He had been reunited with the

| mperial princess he was sworn to serve. The

abbot would help themoutfit themnmsel ves and reach Kashgar
It was nore than enough.

Bryenni us choked on snow, spat out a nouthful of

reddi sh water and ice, and flailed about until he

had nade a snall cave in which he could rest, at

| east for the nmonent. That was good: Both arns worked.
Groaning, he tested his | egs and thanked God and

H s gentle Mther that they were not broken. Once, during
a gane of polo, he had fallen fromhis horse and

been dragged hal fway around the Inperial grounds

before he could cut hinmself free of his stirrup. That tine,
he had felt as if an executioner had taken a

hamrer to each bone and sinew, yet it was nothing to the
aches he felt now.

So cold ... his thoughts were nuzzy, the way they were
after he had drunk too nuch. A priest had been

chanting, that nuch he recalled. They had been | ost,

Al exandra had been even nore upset than usual -and,

as usual, she was right. Bryennius renenbered now.

The altitude and the chant rmade the horses uneasy
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terrified Al exandra' s conpani on, Thea. Bry"

had divided his tine between themuntil... his head

roll ed back and forth in the snow. ©Ch, God, the
chant had sunk into his body, and then he had heard



the runbling of half a nopuntainside' s snow pouring

down upon them.

"Al exandra!" he called, though it canme out a

whi nper. "Thea?" No, there was no Thea, not

anynore. Practically his last sight before snow had

bl i nded hi mwas of his cousin's waiting-woman
cartwheel ing through the air, down into the clouds. Leo,
his friend, the Varangi ans, that mad priest Al exandra
prized so-they must all be dead. And Al exandra

herself. He lived, though how much [ onger he could Iive
wi thout fire or supplies was not certain. Still, he

had to l ook for her. He nuttered a brief prayer

for whatever good it might do anyone, then flailed about
upsl ope. He could feel strength draining out of him
into the thin, cold air. Then the sky whirled before his
eyes, and darkness closed in. He was falling

backward, and his |ast thought was that this time he
woul d never wake.

When awareness returned, it brought sanity with it. It
was twilight. Instead of l|ashing out until he

exhausted hinself, he | ooked at the place where he

had fallen, then noved arnms and | egs to nake sure

that he could. H's hand touched sonet hing warm He craw ed
toward the warnth and found the body of one of the pack
animals. He raided its saddl ebags for food and

wi ne, and huddl ed against it, panting. Gadually the
poundi ng of his heart and the keening in his tenples
subsi ded. He could hear a | ow noan, and the

snorting, grunting sounds that a fallen horse m ght
make.

He was afraid to shout, lest it bring down nore snow,
but anything was better than dying al one and frozen.
"Who's there?"

"Here . . . I'mfailing . The voi ce

trailed up into a terrified scream and Bryenni us
tensed, waiting for the snowslide.

When not hi ng happened, he crawled in the direction

of the voice. Now he could hear muffled sobs,

"Ch, God, buried alive."

"Leo?" he called. "Is that you?"

"Prince! Bry'-you're alive!"

Bryennius forced his aching linbs to dig through the |ast
few feet of snow H's hand struck an arm spl ayi ng

out from hunched shoul ders. He grabbed it, heaved the
man to the surface, turned himover, and sank

back onto his knees, panting.

Leo. It was this or back to his reginent in

Al exandria, and he cane with me because we were friends.
Did | bring himall this way to die!

Hs friend' s helmet |ay several feet away,

badly dented, beside a feebly struggling horse.
Beyond it, another horse was struggling, first toits
knees, then all the way onto unsteady | egs.

One of the horses, God help themall, onto which

they had | oaded the packs containing Geek fire.
Bryennius tried to whistle at it. It nickered at

him and stood with its head down.

"Leo?" Gently, Bryennius brushed ice and

grit fromhis friend' s eyebrows. Leo's eyes opened,



then drifted shut again.

"Don't |eave ne!l" Panic threatened to overwhel m

himas it had when he waked and supposed hi nsel f al one,

and dying on the mountain. |If Leo could wal k, they

had horses, supplies ... by the Bl essed

Theot okos, they had hope! "Wake up, brother!"

He sl apped Leo's face, until the

young officer's hand came up to clasp his.

"Think . . . you're not nmy general ... he wouldn't

hit . . ." Leo turned over and tried to vomt.

"Here. Try sonme of this wine," Bryennius urged

him Finally, he got himsettled, his back

propped up agai nst one of the dead horses' packs, a

bl anket wrapped warmly about him He staggered

over to | ead those horses able to wal k over to where Leo

| ay, and picket themroundabout for warnmth. One |ay

with a snapped forel eg, too exhausted to scream or

to thrash, and he cut its throat with his dagger. He

t hought that the bl ood that splashed his hands was the warnest

thing he had ever imagined. If worse cane to worst

Fat her Basil had told hi m of
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bar bari ans who drank blood. O, he

supposed, they could use the Greek fire to burn the

dead horses and warmthensel ves at the pyre, if they

weren't consumed too. Bryennius felt his gorge

rising, and turned away quickly.

He nade a rough canp, and was glad to sink into the

bl ankets and furs, gladder yet to wolf down the

sparse provi sions he had gathered. It was getting very

dar k.

Moonl i ght glinted on the snow. He could

see his friend' s face: scraped raw in some pl aces,

very dirty, his sandy hair matted. He supposed that

he hinself | ooked like a brigand in the |eather and

sheepskins of the hillnmen. Now he w shed that he had

| et his beard grow as nmpbst Byzantines did. It

woul d have been warner.

"Bry', did you find-was Leo turned and spat out

a fragment of tooth with an oath of disgust and

frustration.

"Any of the others? No, Wen it's light, we

probably should dig around here in case anyone el se
the |l east we can do is give him proper

burial ."

O her. Alexandra. O all the rabble of spare

princes and princesses in the palace, she-three

years or several centuries ol der, depending on

how you | ooked at it-had been the one closest to him

He felt his throat squeeze shut against a sob

She had al ways provi ded the schenes, he the manpower

to execute them (and frequently the backside that was

puni shed whenever they were found out), when they were children

they grew ol der, her wit had extricated himfrom

nunerous traps set by wonen, politicians, or

both wrapped into one silk-clad package.

Poor little princess. If he was a spare

prince, for whomno politically safe place

exi sted in Byzantium his life had been

enj oyabl e. Polo, the ganes in the Hi ppodroneg,



beautiful and willing wonen-it was only when he
spoke with Al exandra, sitting in her rooms anong

a clutter of codices and scattered paper, that he
realized that his life was blurring past in wasted
noti on.

At | east he was alive. Alexandra ... he

couldn't i mag-

i ne that quick mnd and qui cker tongue stilled beneath the snow
But what woul d have becone of her if she had stayed in
Byzanti un? There had been no place in the

Empire for her either.

Leo laid a hand on his shoul der. "You and Her

H ghness were close," he rasped. "lI'msorry."

"So am|," Bryennius told him wel com ng

confort. "But it mght have been worse. Now, do you
want to try to sleep? Tonorrow we'll have to strip
supplies fromthe dead horses before we try to find
our way back."

"Back to what?" Leo echoed his own question

Thi nk, Bryenni us,

he ordered hinself.

Thi nk backsl ash

It was hard. He had been denied the discipline of a
prof essi onal sol dier, and Al exandra had al ways
supplied the logic. Wat would she do? "I say

we head back down the slope and try to retrace

our path. This is a trade road. W may

encount er anot her caravan bound for Kashgar-was

O they mght neet bandits. In either case, they

had the horses, and they had their swords. It was
better than dying on the mountainside. He said as
much to Leo, and waited for the other nan-who had been a
soldier-to supply a better plan. To his

surprise, Leo only nodded assent.

Bryennius had tine for mld astoni shnent, another
yawn, and then he was asl eep. Sleep was shallow in

t hese heights, and dreamfilled, especially when one
was tired, battered, and hungry. Bryennius found

hi nsel f dreami ng of Byzantium Once again the crowd
in the Hi ppodrome where he had often raced was
screamng. This time the shouts were for Al exandra. Al
Byzantium accl ai med her as Basilissa. Her

brot her waved himforward too, and the crowd cheered him
as a hero. But Alexandra's face was white, and her
fear struck terror into himtoo, terror which fed on
itself until he jerked hinmself upright, his cry
echoing fromthe icy rocks.

"You were the one who wanted to sleep,” Leo told

him "Really bad dreans this tinme?"

"She knew." Bryennius |eaned forward and let his
hands dangl e between his knees. \Wat he coul d see of
f8*f ul
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t he sky despite heavy clouds pal ed toward dawn.

"She knew when they accl ained her that she was ... we
were ... in danger."

"Too much power. Didn't you realize?" asked

Leo. "She was popul ar enough that even the | ady



Theodora couldn't sneak out of hiding to plot against
her-and that nade her a focus for anyone who want ed
to overthrow her brother."

"Trust Alexandra to see it." Bryennius shook

hi s head. Al exandra had understood so nuch, and now she
was dead. Another thing she had seen was the shortage of
silk, not just the first-quality silk and purples
reserved for the Inperial palace, but all silk,

and the goods it purchased fromthe merchants whose carefully
regul ated nunbers crowded Byzantium " She

showed me the enpty workshops, the wonen with idle
hands,"” he murmured. "I woul dn't have thought

tolink it to a blight on the nmulberry trees

but when we had them dig, we found those sane
devil-cult talismans buried in the orchards.

No wonder all our silkwornms died."

"So you cane with her-and | with you," nused Leo.
Bryenni us | ooked up. From here, he thought he could
see the two nonasteries toward which they had cli nbed
only a night ago. Then the cl ouds obscured t hem
agai n.

By God, Bryennius, you "re not safe either

Al exandra had raged.

Just you watch. Soon there will be runors of a

marri age between us, and you know that's often the first step to the
throne for an anbitious nan.

But |

told

t he Basil eus!

he had protest ed.

And | don't. want to rule.

Both of themtactfully did not nmention their horror
at the idea of marrying one another

"I wasn't afraid," Bryennius said, with a

sort of dulled wonder. "But none of our
anbassadors-or our spies concd get nore

si | kworms. And when Al exandra deci ded

to try it herself, well, for once in my life,

wanted to do sonet hing useful."” He laughed a little
holl oWl y. "Besides, this might be the only chance
woul d have to travel ."

He fell silent, not wanting to share what had

truly decided him the conpassion in his cousin's
eyes as she called hima fool. As a spare

prince, he had never been pernmitted achi evenents of
hi s own.

Don't think |I'm being noble,

she had said. stil

need a man | can trust al ong, one of nmy own

blood. . . a prince who can go places where a
princess may not. You . . . please?

He had never been able to refuse her, and so he had
cone. There had been plenty of adventures. If this
were the last adventure of all, well, he had had a
fine tine.

Li ght ni ng crackl ed through the dense cl ouds. The
horses screanmed with terror, while Bryennius and

Leo |l eaped to their heads to confort them For what seened
i ke hours, nmen and horses clung to one another while



the nmountain trenbled and fire danced overhead. \When the
sky cl eared, both nen | ooked up. The

crags where the dark nonastery had stood, where
sorcerers had chanted and brought down the snows, had
been sheared away; the naked rock | ooked slick and

bl ackened as if by terribie heat.

Bryenni us shrugged. "No one coul d have survived

that," he said. So much for any hope that Al exandra

m ght possi bly have survived the snowslide. Then

he hel ped | oad the ani mal s-fi ne horses and

pack beasts alike-with the supplies they plundered fromthe
dead. Leo tied two sticks into a rough cross, which

he planted in the snow.

Carefully, they | oaded the surviving horses and

hel ped them t urn.

"W head for Kashgar." Leo | ooked

to Bryennius for confirmtion

He nodded.

"Then 1 suppose we head back to Byzantium

by way of Samarkand? You were lucky to get out of there
with a whole skin."

"We're not going home," Bryennius said. "Not

now, maybe not ever."

Leo stopped so suddenly that Bryenni us al npst
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bunped into himon the narrow path, "Were are

we headed?" he denmanded.

"We finish what Al exandra started, or at |east

try to."

Brave words, he told himself wyly. Wll,

what el se did

he have now? Wthout |ooking back at the deadly peak
the tunbl ed snow, and the pathetic, rickety cross,

t hey

headed down the tw sting, narrow path to Kashgar

Four days later, a peculiarly shaped rock

spur convinced Bryennius and Leo that they had finally
retraced the road to the point where the traitorous
guide had led them astray. They travel ed

downwar d, always downward now. Though what passed for a
road in these hills was never easy, it grew

steadily less perilous. But it was still no road that
starving nen and beasts could take safely. That norning,
he and Leo had given the last of their grain to the
pack ani mals. They had food for perhaps two days

nore. Kashgar lay at |east five days beyond that.

Leo, who had scouted ahead, appeared around a

bend. He shouted and waved excitedly at

Bryenni us, who hurried to catch up. Here, where the
pass had opened up into what was practically a

pl ain, two pathways joined. He

poi nted, and Bryennius could see hoofprints. The

marks were ol d, but of sufficient nunber that
Bryennius felt new hope.
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"Thank God," he nuttered.

"This trail is old," Leo warned. "Just | ook

at the dung. Besides, even if we could catch up

they mght well think we are bandits. And we



haven't the strength to fight themoff."

"Now what ?" asked Bryenni us.

"I put ny ear to the ground. Soneone is com ng. And
then | renenbered you used to like to ganble for high
st akes," Leo comnmented. Then, to Bryenni us”

ast oni shment, he began to unsaddl e the horses. It

was far too early to make canp, Bryennius started

to protest. Then he realized. They could not catch up
to the travel ers whose tracks they studied, not as worn
as they were. They could not nake it to Kashgar on the
supplies they had. Wth good fortune, the caravan

Leo cl ai ned he heard m ght actually show up before
starvation forced themto nove on again.

Bryenni us | aughed mrthlessly. "Not for stakes this

hi gh, brother," he said, and hel ped make canp.

At | east Leo's ganble would give them and the horses

a badly needed rest.

Leo had begun to apol ogi ze for wasting the tinme when
one of the high-bred Ferghana horses nickered.

Both men fell silent, listening. The horse
ni ckered again, and Bryennius went to its head,
stroking its aristocratic nose until it was calm

Leo | oosened knife and sword in their sheaths and
crept into the rocks bordering the trail

Bryennius funmbled in a saddl ebag for additional
weapons. His hand fell on the slick hardness of
ceramc, and he pulled out a heavily sealed jar
containing Greek fire. He was appalled at the

path his thoughts had taken: would he really use the
fire and turn bandit? He hoped he woul dn't have

to find out. At least Greek fire wasn't

magi ¢, he thought. He had had a bellyful of

rnagic. Please God his exposure to it had died

with Al exandra. He had never seen her afraid before
it touched her.

A clatter of stones brought himaround, sword out.
"You' ve gotten nore alert," Leo approved. "A

train of

men and ani mal s is approaching. Sormehow we'll have
to stop themw thout scaring them enough that they'Il fight."
"Persian or Mislin®?" Bryennius

asked.

"Neither," Leo said.

Bryenni us was simultaneously puzzled and

relieved. The Sogdi ans were by far the nost nunerous
travel ers hereabouts, closely followed by the
Muslims with whomthey had intermarried. Wiile the
Sogdi ans dealt with anyone who met their price,

the Muslins could be dangerous, as Bryenni us had
found out in Samarkand. It wasn't as if he had

meant to seduce the |lady Rabia, sister to some of the
Abbasi d trader-nobles. He had glinpsed her
once-purely by chance-voiced his adniration, and
damed near been knifed in the market.

"What are they, then?" he asked.

"l don't know," Leo admitted. " Not

pilgrims; they |ooked heavily arned. Some sort

of barbarians. But they | ook strange for these parts.
They're taller than the average Persian and, under



all that dirt, they're light-skinned, alnobst as |ight

as the Varangi ans. Were do you think they cone fron®"

"Does it matter as long as they let us travel with

t hen®?"

"It mght," Leo said. "In any case, do we

wai t for them now?"

They settled thensel ves al ong the road where they

could see the caravan com ng, but where arrows could not reach
them The norning passed. Bryennius shook hinsel f out

of an uneasy nap, and laid a hand on Leo's

shoul der.

"Shoul dn't they be here by now?" he asked.

Leo groaned, stretched, and headed for a rock

spur. He clinbed rapidly, then shouted down

to Bryennius, "They' ve cut across the plain about

half a mile back. They're going to pass us

by!"

Bryenni us swore in several |anguages. "W

have to nake them see us!" he yelled back. He

grabbed up a saddl ebag, reassured hinmself that the

horses were firmy
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pi cketed, and began to clinb, w ncing each tine his

shoul der even cane close to brushing the rock

"There!" Leo pointed. Bryennius fought against the

panting that threatened to turn into hacki ng coughs. He
cupped his hands over his eyes, thankful for the clear

air at these heights that nade nothing out of distances.
These barbarians were indeed as tall and blond as

Leo had reported. They were wrapped in black

goat skins, were heavily arned, and | ooked form dabl e.

Doubtl ess, if he and Leo expended their

horses' strength to ride toward them they would

attack.

Bryenni us reached into his pack and pulled out a

sling and one of the vials holding the Geek fire.

Before Leo could stop him he whirled the sling over his
head. The vial snashed agai nst rock and scrub

creating a nost satisfactory expl osion that woul d

burn fiercely until the last scrap of wood or

plant |ife was consuned.

"That ought to give us time to reach them" he said with
sati sfaction. "And give them sonething to think about.

Down! "

They scranbl ed down the rocks and back to their

hor ses.
"Prince,’
first?"
"Remind me," Bryennius said, "when we get

to Kash-gar that |'m going to knock you down for saying
that. We ride together!" Leo's question hurt. He had

| ost Al exandra, closer than a sister. Leo was his

cl osest friend, his only conpani oHave now. He

didn't need a courtier; he needed the brother and
friend his rank had al ways deni ed him

Leo laid a hand on his shoulder. "Rem nd ne,"

he tol d Bryenni us apol ogeti cally,

"to let you try."

By the time they reached the fire, the barbarians had
made a half-circle about it, standing between it and the

Leo said formally, "do you want me to go



bundl ed-up figures who huddled by the few straggly
packhorses and an amazi ng nunmber of goats,

tended by the wonmen and children. Though they seened to nove
about freely, Bryennius rem nded hinself not to stare

at

them A man older and taller than the rest and
wearing, if possible, nore noi some goatskins, cane
forward bearing what | ooked |ike a bl ackened pi ece of
wood, hacked roughly into the formof a man, a flat
pl ate of silver gleamnm ng where the face ought to be
Two younger nen carried a nore el aborate statue of
two nen, hands on one another's shoul ders, |egs
over | appi ng. Sone attenpt had been made, though
probably with the bl ade of a spear or bl unt

knife, to carve features on the two faces, which

| ooked |i ke younger men. The three nen's progress with
their-icons? idols?-1ooked too cerenonial to be
anything but a religious rite. And when they started
to chant, both Byzantines tensed. They had known
chants kill before. But it might be equally deadly
to interrupt this one. Bryennius strained

to listen to the chief, priest, or whatever he was.
"Can you make sense of anything of that?" he hissed
at Leo.

"The only thing I can make out is "lnra."

Their chief devil, | imgine," Leo said. Then

he too stiffened. "Wait! That's G eek!"

Bryenni us nodded. "You're close," he said.

"I think sone of those words are Macedonian." He

had gai ned sonething fromall those years of listening while
Al exandra tal ked. When Al exander's armies had
travel ed through Persia and into H nd, sone nen had
deserted, while others, who narried | ocal wonen,
decided to remain behind. Legend had it that their
descendants still lived in hidden valleys, waiting
for Iskandar, as they called him to return. In an
undertone, he passed the story on to Leo. "They're
far out of their range," he added. "Maybe they're
going to Kashgar to trade." It was better to hope for
that than to assune automatically that they were brigands.
"We're Geek," Leo said. "But Al exander's

been dead over a thousand years. That's a long tine
to wait."

"It"'s along tine, too, to preserve the

| anguage, " Bryennius told him "Besides, what

ot her chance have we got ?"
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"What chance, indeed?" Leo said, and kneed his

horse forward. "They've sighted us," he nuttered.
"Try to | ook royal"

"For that, 1'Il knock you down twi ce when we get
to Kashgar!" Bryennius hissed, then let his eyes
go remote, his face beconme still and severe.

Six of the men nounted and rode toward them

Bryenni us heard a snick and shook his head at

Leo. "We ride in unarned,"” he said in an

undertone. "We are not afraid of them"

"Like I said, you ganble for high stakes,"” his friend
muttered. "Here they come, and they've got their priest



with them"

The barbarians rode straight up to Bryenni us and

Leo, and then dismounted. |If they were going to attack
Bryenni us thought, they wouldn't have given up the

advant age of their horses. After an eternity, the

priest wal ked up to them stared, and finally prostrated
hinsel f, nmuttering incantations and greetings in everything from
Persian to a hideously corrupt G eek.

Leo tugged at Bryennius' shoul der. "\Wat are

t hey saying? And why are they bowing to us?"

Bryenni us nodded al nost ceremonially to the priest and the
men who ringed about them awe on griny

faces that resenbled the northern G eeks he had

seen.

"I't's not Alexander. At |east, they haven't nade

t hat connection yet. As you heard, they have a god naned
"Intra." Apparently, he has tw n sons,

or associates, called Ka caret sir and

Bekassir. Think of them as resenbling Castor and

Pol l ux. Now they think . . ."

"They think we're these twi ns?" Leo cut in.

"Precisely," Bryennius said. "And that neans

we are in desperate trouble."

"Why?" Leo asked. If they were gods to these people,

then they would be delighted to feed them and protect them
all the way to Kashgar. Bl asphenpbus as the idea

was, it had a lot to recomend it.

"Why? Just | ook at us. Bryennius and Leo

Epi phanes. Don't you think we're feeble

substitutes for gods-nade-

mani fest, trailing in hungry, bruised, and

bl eedi ng? Let's say they swallow that. Wat

happens the first time they want their resident gods

to performa miracle or two? God, | wish

Al exandra were here to talk us out of this situation.”

"I skandar ?" The priest raised his head,

daring to interrupt the two.

Al exandra's nane had won their attention. They knew

t hat name. Bryennius began to stitch together some sort of
expl anation, then shut his mouth on it as the tribesnen
bowed to the earth, as if to a Geat King. Then two nen
took their bridles to escort them cerenoniously

back to canp. Now he and Leo coul dn't escape

even if they wi shed to. Surreptitiously,

Bryenni us crossed hinsel f.

Bryenni us and Leo huddl ed shoul der to shoul der,

wedged in between a nunber of the tribesnmen. As

Bryenni us suspected, these people were far out of their own
| ands, which lay far to the south, separated from Kashgar
by the Panmirs. Restlessness, akin to the fabled "I ongi ng"
of Al exander, had driven themnorth, Gumara the

chief told Bryennius; after hours of debate, the

chi ef had accepted Byrennius as a nenber of

Al exander's royal house. Equally inportant

had been the words of the priest who spoke for Inra.

as portrayed by the crudely carved black figure

Bryenni us had seen worshiping: Ima had comrmanded

themto seek the Twins, his sons, with whomthese people's
fortunes |ay.



At | east,

Bryenni us thought with sone satisfaction, stil

made themrealize that Leo and | are not their gods.

But the instant they had shucked the cloak of divinity,
they had been forced to assune a sort of

over chi eftai nship, the governance of a people whose | aws, as
far as Bryennius could see, resenbled conplete

anarchy. He had said as much and been told that when he
returned home with them he could teach themthe G eek
laws they had forgotten during the [ ong centuries that
they " been deprived of their rightful king.
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Since they obviously knew little better

Bryennius couldn't quite call them savages. They

had courage, honor, even art of a kind.

Certainly, their silver, though harshly wought, had a
massi ve, scul ptural beauty, and their weapons,

crafted of the Indian steel they called

woot z,

were so sharp that he and Leo had accepted new bl ades

wi th genuine gratitude.

But the rest of it

bar bari ans,

Bryenni us thought for the thousandth tinme. Their rel ationship
with the Persian and Muslimtraders, for exanple.

It was half conmerce, and half warfare. The

mer chant princes called them Sinposh, the

bl ack-cl ad ones, and Kafirs, or

unbel i evers, and despised them In return, the

Sout herners regarded the nmerchants as legitinate

prey. Even the people of Ch'in knew of them and call ed

t hem t he Moonfol k, doubtl ess because of their pal e skin.
Only the enpire of which they clained to be a tiny

part had forgotten them

Wthin the markets, trading for horses, garnents, and
weapons went on, though both parties kept hands

to daggers as well as clapped to purses. CQutside

the cities, it was war. As the "descendant” of their

Ki ng Al exander, Bryennius could not refuse

to acconpany the chief and what seened |ike at |east ten
of his sons on a raiding party. For now, he thought,

he woul d cooperate. Later he intended to teach themthe
di fference between war and robbery. He brought hinself up
short. Was he really thinking of remaining with these nen as
their king? Tenptation caught at his heart: he could

make a place here for hinself, build something that m ght
| ast beyond his lifetinme. Something that m ght one day reach
out to Byzantiumand tell his Gty that he was nore than
just a pleasure-1oving fool

He stared into the distance. Though the nountai ns were nany
days" journey fromhere, the clear air

made them seem but an hour's leisurely ride

away. Bel ow them w nding toward Kashgar, was the dust
serpent that marked a caravan, not one of the huge ones
that were practically armies or tribal mgrations,

nor one of

t he desperately poor, small ones, but one, as the
warriors told Bryennius happily, the right



size for raiding and riches. It was small enough that they
could take it without being annihilated by archers; |arge
enough to give them an enjoyable battle and fine
booty-horses, jewels, spices, and nore wootz.

Per haps one day, Gumara hoped, they would take a

smth who was willing to teach themto forge the wootz as
wel |l as they forged silver. So far, all such

captives had proved stubborn and silent, and had

all died very bravely.

H s conpanions might regard this caravan as a

stroke of luck, Bryennius thought, w shing for the

t housandth tinme that he was al nost anywhere el se. Those
Musl i m nmerchants were all related to one anot her

He needed their goodwi || once he reached Kashgar in

order to find supplies and anot her caravan

to acconpany across the desert to Ch'ang-an. Leo,

nore experienced than he in warfare, pointed

to the small nunber of hired guards, each with his

poi nted hel mand iron and | eather arnor, the snaller
nunber of nen who bore the deadly curved bows of

archers in this land, and remarked that the tribe had a good
chance of stealing the horses and swords it wanted.

"At any rate, these sheepskins"-he fingered the

coat he wore and gri maced conBw probably make

it inmpossible for survivors to identify us. If

there are any survivors," he said in a voice that

meant that he doubted it. Then he | apsed into silence,
waiting, like a veteran, for the signal to attack
Bryenni us, beside him fought an urge to squirmwth
nervousness. He had al ways been nervous before a polo

mat ch, too.

"Ahhh," muttered the warrior next to him Bel ow

them the caravan swayed al ong, sending up a spoor

of dust like an i mensely |ong browni sh serpent.

Now t hey coul d hear the jingling of harness, the calls of
hor senen and groomns, the conplaints of beasts.

"Arich harvest indeed," hissed the chief and

nudged Bryennius in the ribs. "W take,

eh?"
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Bryenni us set his jaw and hoped that woul d

pass for a nod of agreemnent.

As if waiting for Bryennius' consent, the chief

mount ed and screaned for a charge. They rode toward the
caravan as fast as they could, hoping to close with it before
any archers could draw and shoot. Before Bryenni us

could rein in, his horse had followed, and Leo

followed him Byrennius had his sword out to defend
hinself. A man thrust at himw th a spear, and he cut

t hrough the wood, astonished and appal |l ed when the bl ade
sheared away half the man's arm and shoul der on the

foll owthrough. Al around him he could hear the
bel | ows of frightened beasts and the screans of nen and
worren. Many of the nen fromthe caravan wore arnor of

| eather and iron scales. One rode against himon his
unarmed side, trying to knock himoff his horse.
Bryenni us shoved his shoulder into the man's chest, and
he toppled, to be dragged by his stirrup until a

casual spear thrust finished himoff. Bryennius



fought his way clear, then turned to view the battle.
Several of the nerchants' silk banners were tattered,
even as he watched, another fell half on the

ground, half on a fallen horse. Bryennius

| ooked about for Leo. Disdaining his new wootz

bl ade for his cavalry sword, Leo seened

to give a good account of hinself unti

"Watch out!" Bryennius screamed as a nan with a

| ong spear seenmed to nmaterialize on top of a

cart. Bryennius kicked his mount's sides and

gal l oped for the man, but even as he liurled hinself from
his horse onto the cart, the spear flew and inpal ed
Leo in the center of his chest.

Bl ood and a ghastly shriek bubbled fromLeo's

nmout h, and he toppled fromhis horse. "Brother!"
screamed Bryennius, and flung hinmself onto the nman
who had killed Leo. Slitting his throat was the
matter of a noment, and then he could | eap down and drag
Leo's body free of the dust and the frightened horses
that had already tranpled it once. Tears ran in

cl ean channels : down his dusty face, and he

dragged Leo fromthe field.

Leaving himin the | ee of an overturned cart where his
body woul d be safe, Bryennius |ooked for a

horse. A man in the garb of a nerchant was riding the
nearest one. It seened ridicul ously easy

to grab for his stirrup, pull the man down, Kil

him then take his horse and go | ooking for nmore enem es
to kill.

The sword seened too slow and too clean a

net hod of death. If he could have killed

all the guards in the caravan with a word, he would have
uttered it. He feared magic, but only the kind of
power that had swept away half a mountainside could
sate his desire for revenge. It raved in himlike
Greek fire. He cut down a spearman, then

| ooked for another, and then the next- In the end, the
Kafirs had to I eap on himand physically restrain

him Except for a few prisoners, there was nothing
else to kill. They led himto the rough canp they had
made, patting his shoul der and rurruring approvingly.
Bryenni us renmenbered that Al exander, too, had

been subject to fits of rage.

He si ghed deeply, and shook hinself. The stink of

bl ood and excrenment and sweat hovered at the edges of
hi s consci ousness, but he postponed his sickness and
wal ked to the wagon which sheltered Leo. Soneone had
pul l ed the spear fromhis chest; Bryennius rem nded
hinmself to find out who had done it and thank the nan.
He spat dust and bile, then knelt and tried

to wipe his friend' s face clean of the nuck and agoni zed
surprise that marred it. He held his hands over the
eyelids until they closed, then snmoothed back the
matted hair. He drew a gold chain from around

Leo's neck. Though the metal was dark with bl ood,

he slipped it over his own head. Last of

all, he bent and unfastened the regi mental enbl em

Leo had clung to. "If | do make it

to Ch'ang-an, I'Il bury it there for you," he



whi spered. "I promise you." Behind him a fire was
burni ng, those damed savages were | aughi ng and shouti ng,
and sonmeone was screanming like a woman in difficult

travail. A thick, alnopst intoxicating snell
twi ned itself through the
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stinks; someone had fed the canpfires with the dried
| eaves they used as a mld intoxicant. His tears

made him see double; it all seemed unreal

When Bryenni us rose, he found two tribesnen

watching him "We'll send himhone," he told

them "on such a pyre as |Iskandar hinself built."

At his gestured comands, the nen heaped t hose who had
died in the battle at the center of the field.

Gently, he lifted his friend and laid himat the
center of the pyre. Then he rummged in his pack and
extracted a jar of Greek fire. It was harsh, but
clean; he didn't want to | eave Leo to the

ravages of this land, which had showed hi mno nercy.
Wavi ng the men back, he opened the jar and hurled it
at the pyre. It burst into flanme in

mdair and drifted down; silvery threads and ragged
gouts of pale fire clung to the bodies.

Even the priest gasped in awe and pointed at him
Wuld they try to thrust godhood upon hi m agai n?
Castor and Pollux, he renenbered Al exandra's

| ecturing him had been twins: one nortal, the

other inmmortal. Wen the one had died, the other
petitioned the gods to permit himto share his eterna
life. Each lived and died, he thought

despondently, but they were never together again. If he were
a god, he'd have arranged this battle differently.
Don't add hubris to bl aspheny,

he ordered hinself.

You're just a man, Bryennius. Because men called you
"prince," do you expect to be spared pain? Then you
are both man and f ogl

It occurred to himthat men were usually sick after their first
battle. He went apart and dutifully tried

to retch, but nothing came up. After a time, he
returned ti the canp and accepted their deferential
nods with ease that disgusted him

They had found several of the nost richly dressed o
the nerchants, and had apparently been trying to mal the
youngest tell how to forge wootz. He had refused

tol tell them Wen he could do anything beside
scream hej was still refusing when Bryennius wal ked
into the center!

of the ring. He | ooked down at the man, whom they had
stripped of his armor, good | eather and | anell ar

scal es, which they laid at Bryennius' feet. The

captive was young, with the fine-boned, aristocratic
features of the trader princes, disfigured now wth

bl ood and burns.

Suddenl y, he began to sob rackingly, babbling of the
proper crucible and charcoal, of watching the wootz

turn the color of cherries or of blood before the

smith forged it. He fainted before he could say nore and



proved i npossible to revive whether by shouts,

sl aps, or precautionary cuts and burns.

"Kill him before he wakes," whi spered Bryenni us

to the chief. Gumara raised a hand, obviously
reluctant to | ose both entertai nnent and know edge.
"l said,

"Kill hin®

was Bryenni us screaned in what he hoped was a

fair imtation of one of Al exander the Geat's
rages. |If he saw one nore man broken by wounds and
pai n, he thought he would go nmad. \When no one el se
noved, he drew his knife and gave the

yout h hi s deat hbl ow.

As a dangerous muttering rose, Bryennius

stamered out the only explanation that these barbarians
m ght accept. "Leo needed anot her sacrifice."

The muttering subsided. Gumara gestured for someone
to bring forward anot her prisoner, and Bryenni us
steeled hinself for a second outburst. Then he | eaned
forward. Sonething about the man's face and beari ng,
arrogant even after seeing his kinsmen's deaths. He
remenbered now. In Samarkand, this man, his brother
and two of his cousins had tried to kill himfor his
t 0oo-evident admiration of his sister. He even

knew this man's name fromhis time in Samarkand:

Sul eiman M s'ar ibn Ml halhil. And the man

he had just killed was Abu Dul af. The fam |y was
famous, with trading stations at each stage from
Samar kand across the desert.

"Now you tell us," the chief was taunting ibn

Mul hal hil, "of the proper method of hardening the
wootz. | know sone of it already." H s voice took

on a
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singsong intonation. "It nust be heated until it does

not shine, just like the sun rising in the desert, after which it
nmust be cooled down to the color of king's

pur pl e- was

"Then dropped into the body of a muscul ar sl ave, "

snapped i bn Mil hal hil. "Wy not kill ne and
have done with it? You there, the savage who killed ny
cousin, you kill me with that knife you probably

pl undered from anot her of our nen!"

The Kafirs growl ed and pressed in closer

Bryenni us stepped in and waved them off. For all the

man's anger at himfor all the fact that he was of a

nati on with which Byzantiumwas at war, ibn

Mul hal hil was a civilized man, and should not be

tormented this way.

And besi des, so many were dead, so nmany |ike Al exandra and
Leo, young and fine and brave; this nerchant prince

had courage and intelligence which should not be snuffed out.
Bryenni us sneared his hand across his face in a rough
attenpt to clean it, then knelt at ibn

Mul hal hil"'s side, unbinding him

"You are free now. You have ny word that they won't

harm you. Do you renenber me?" he asked in

Greek. "It's a long way from Samar kand where you

tried to knife nme. How is the |lady, your sister?"

The man spat at him but missed. Abruptly,



Bryennius was filled with rage. He had just saved

the man's life, and his dammabl e arrogance

along with it. The man was tall, with the dark skin and
strongly nmarked features of the Muslim princes,

made even nore distinguished by bl ack brows and a sharp
beard. They had not yet stripped himof his own |ong
scal ecoat, or the tattered brocade he wore

over it.

"The Sinposh are strange conpani ons for you of the

Rum ," the nerchant observed. "Or perhaps not so;
you're all Kafirs-infidels.” Damm him he

coul d see

"l ess-than

that Al exandra was not with him that none of his party
equal s remai ned, except for a few wetched

Fer ghana horses, but he made no comment.

"These peopl e vowed thenselves to our service . . Leo's and
m ne. My cousin . " He turned his face

"dis V

sil k roads and shadows

away, ashanmed to weep in front of the tribesmen or
their prisoner.

"How crude of you to nention the |lady your cousin in an
outsider's presence,” said i bn Mil halhil. Was

t hat

why he had tried to kill hinf Because he had

mentioned his sister? Bryennius knew how startled he
must | ook. It was true that the Mislins secl uded

their woren, unlike the |adies of Byzantium who

cane and went as they pleased. Bryennius woul d have
hated to di e because of a chance and courteously neant
remark.

Abruptly, he decided that it was wong for this man

to die at the hands of savages. Besides, he told
hinsel f, the nman cane froma rich and very powerful fanmly
who mai ntained a thriving business al ong nost of the
out posts on the way to Ch'ang-an.

I bn Mul hal hil studied his face, nodded with

sati sfaction as he read Bryennius' decision in

it. "What nmakes you think," he asked in an

undertone, "that these people will really let you rel ease ne?"
Al exandra, Bryennius thought with satisfaction, mnust

be | ooki ng down at himfrom heaven and teachi ng him
guile. "The gods have decreed that ny brother be

rent fromne," he cried. "But they have provided in his

pl ace this man, who will serve ne as did ny
brot her."
One of the underpriests nodded approval; it was not

fitting for their ruler to be without a conpanion
"And may All ah have nercy upon you for bl aspheny,"
remar ked the nerchant.

On both of us,

Bryenni us thought. The chief and the shaman were stil
muttering suspicion. "This man's famly is

known to nme," he spoke quickly. "It is rich and
powerful in Kashgar, and will doubtless pay well for the
return of one of its sons."

"Cleverly done," said Suleiman M s'ar ibn

Mul hal hil. "1 assume you and the Kafirs are



bound for Kashgar, where they hope to equip their new
Al exander"-this was said with a disdainful lift of dark
eyebrows-"for his journey to his new ki ngdon? Was t hat
why you intervened?"
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"One reason," said Bryennius. "For another

"Your trip across the Takla Makan desert? You

seemin an ... enbarrassed condition," said the
nmer chant. "Horses and conpani ons | ost.
Natural ly, ny ransom m ght well include ny

famly's help in making the trip."

"Naturally," said Bryennius. He jerked the man

to his feet. "Gve me your word not to escape, and

"Il free you. I'Il even help you bury your

cousin," he said. One thing he knew about the

Musl i ms: ferocious they mght be, but

they held to their word

Gief flooded the nman's face, and Bryenni us

was sorry for his harsh tone. But it was necessary. |bn
Mul hal hil jerked his chin up in assent, and

Bryenni us rested a hand on his shoul der, steering him
first toward the body of his kinsnen, then toward the
qui et night beyond the circle of Kafirs.

I bn Mul hal hil glanced at Leo's pyre, which

still roared and smoked. "OF your kindness, poor Abu
Dul af has had enough of fire," he said. "I would rather
bury him" The earth was hard, but they hacked out a
shal | ow grave for the youth and neaped it over w th rocks.
For a | ong nonment, they stood on opposite sides

of the wretched grave, facing one another

Bryenni us nodded.

"I swore to have your life," said the merchant. "Under
the circunstances, | give back ny oath." He

| aughed bitterly, then cut it off when the | aughter

t hreatened to becone hysterical

The man was keeping hinmself on too tight a rein,
Bryenni us thought. He remenbered him as

arrogant, princely in the way that the finest of the
Persi an nerchants were: proud of their wealth, their
power, and their famliarity with the world. This nust be his first
experience with | oss and defeat-cl ose

conpani ons of Bryenni us ever since the aval anche.
Conpassion for his former eneny nmade his eyes fill, and
he shook hi s head.

"I nmeant what | said. W are the last two

civilized nmen anong them W should stand together, or
by what ever god you worship, nerchant, we will both
fall separately.”

"You woul d trust ne?"

"I accepted your word. WAs | wong?"

The nerchant sighed deeply and rubbed his arns. "W
both may have underestimated one another," he said.
"And we have both | ost close, close kin. | too
amwilling to start afresh.”

He held out his hand, and Bryennius took it, both

wi th such cerenony that each backed up, then |aughed
harshly. Though they woul d have to guard one another's
backs, their | osses were too fresh for either to be



easy with the idea. But they had several days unti

t hey reached Kashgar, and Bryennius woul d have to explain
why he would not return to the tribesmen's ancient
territory and rule them He thought he could think up
somet hi ng. Perhaps Sul ei man, his newy acquired

ally, mght help. Unaccountably, he smled

at the thought.

Al exandra reined in her horse and | eaned forward.

Though mount ai ns nel ded uneasily into cloud ranges

at the horizon, the path ahead wi dened alnost into a
veritable road, and it sloped downward into Kashgar

"l never realized how wonderful a word "down"

was, " she remarked.

Al ready she was imagi ning the shouts and ringings of the bazaar
the' chants of alien faiths and suspici ous

bar gai ns, the braying of the sturdy donkeys and the

nei ghi ng of high-bred horses offered for sale; there
woul d be a world of color and fabrics; hot food in

t he i nns perhaps, and, even nore bl essedly, hot water for
washi ng. Tears of thankful ness blurred her vision, and
she was careful not to nove until her eyes cl eared.

Besi de her, Father Basil nurnured a few words.

"My brethren have a congregation in Kashgar. The first
thing I rmust do is seek it out and offer thanks to God
that any of us were spared.”

An estimable sentinment, Al exandra thought, but she
suspected that the little priest, whose plunp frane
appeared not to have suffered at all fromthe aval anche,
woul d ask anobng the Nestorians in Kashgar whether

any remants of their earlier silk

manuf acturi es had survived. If they

coul d somehow buy sil kwornms here, they had best do so,
and spare thenmselves the terrible journey across the fringes
of the Takla Makan desert.

Though Ch'ang-an still lured her, |osing Bryennius

and the others in the heights had taught her respect for
these | ands. Al exandra had to adnmit that she too never
expected to survive. She sighed and forced herself

to |l ook away fromthe town that tenpted her to gallop
down the slope, screanming in triunmph like a

bar bari an, then gl anced back at the men and horses

hal ti ng behi nd her. Some six of the Ferghana horses

had been saved; all, fortunately, were of the vivid

bay col or esteenmed in Ch'in. Sone of the groonms and

all of the guides and porters were new, found for her

by the abbot whose hospitality had saved her life.

Her eyes skipped over what she coul d not hel p but

regard as the enptinesses that should have held her maid,
her cousin, and some of the other officers, until she
cane to Haral dr and Father Basil, who rode

cl osest to her.

As al ways, Haraldr sat a horse with his axe

slung on his back and a horn hung about his neck

Hi s size nade hi m awkward on horseback. He

di snounted and | ed his horse toward Al exandra's

stirrup. The fingers of his right hand tw ned

around the reins, noving constantly as he exercised the
hand weakened by the bite of a creature that nost
definitely had not been a wolf. The groons with



whom t he nmonastery had supplied them noved out of his
way, regarding himw th fear, reverence, and a little

| oat hing. (al exandra rem nded herself to rel ease the nen
i n Kashgar and hire new groons; she had no

desire to cross the desert with the head of her guard

an object of superstitious dread by a pack of

nmount ai n nmen.) Haral dr knew her m nd. He net

her eyes and gri nned.
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He was another one lucky to be alive, luckier stil

not to have run nad. There was little conpari son between the
warrior at her side and the bl ed-out, cowering man who
lay in the nmonastery's courtyard as she tried to stop
the bleeding fromhis wist, and who noaned in terror of the
com ng of the Fenris wolf and the final darkness. H's
bearers had nuttered of denons.

Al exandra inspected the big Varangi an, who

promptly involved hinmself with a m nute adjustnment to her
stirrup.

"At least we're out of the hills. The hillfolk wll

be terrified of you for generations," she

remarked. "You saved that village; God knows, you
probably saved all the villages for mles about,

not to nention the rest of us, by killing that denmon ny
aunt wi shed on us, but they won't speak to you, even

to give you thanks."

Haral dr grunted. After a tine, he dared gl ance

up. Now his princess had turned her attention to the
inviting city before them The abbot had tal ked to her of
trust, even of surrender to this Rudra fell ow who was
fated to teach her. It sounded Iike holy vows. Once

she had taken those, and alnost lost Iife and soul to them
No wonder if she were afraid.

"The horn, Haraldr, may | see it?" she

asked. He handed it up to her

"He"-Haral dr knew that she meant the abbot conBsd

that this is a map, had we only skill to read it."

She paused fpr a longtine. "You of the North are

said to be without fear, and yet "

"I n our stories, heroes swear not to retreat even

a footstep, but to go on farther, ny princess,"

Haral dr said. "Wen | was al one, and thought that you and

all the others were dead, | swore that too."

She nodded, and handed the horn back to him "Then

will not insult you by asking if you still wish to cross the
desert."

A dark nmood was on her; not for the first time, Haraldr
wondered if her regard for Prince Bryennius

had gone beyond t he fondness of cousins for one anot her
Abruptly she shook off her nood. "Well, "

she decl ared, "against all hopes of aunt, denon,

or bad weat her, we have reached Kashgar. Fat her

Basil wants to pray, | want to bathe, and we

all need to eat before we can even think of desert
crossings or stealing sil kworns." She waved her

hand for the conpany to start again. "Haraldr, at ny
back. You, Father Basil, if you will, ride at ny

side. And pass the word that every man and horse in ny



service should wal k and | ook as proud as he can

Let's enter Kashgar as princes, not as

cast aways!"

From somewhere, a groomunfurled a banner and handed it
by its pole to Haraldr. Purple silk-the color

and pride of Byzantiumfluttered in the wind as

Al exandra and her train entered Kashgar. A

maj esty was on her, Haraldr thought, and enjoyed the
sight of it, which rem nded himof cerenonies in

M kl agard in which the | eader of the Varangi ans, who

had the privilege of follow ng the Enperor

into battle, rode behind H's Myjesty on a

white horse, and the entire Guard marched, clad in
crinmson, axes burnished, behind them

Per haps now they would all come back into their own again. In
that case, Thor would have the white stallion he had

al ready pl edged, and a nare beside. There were guards at the
outskirts of the city, nore of them and nore suspicious,
than the Northerner woul d have expected. Many peopl es
passed t hrough Kashgar; surely it was to the advantage

of all to keep it safe and prosperous. \Wen the

guards hailed them Al exandra stared them down, then
silenced themwi th the purse she threw with superb
arrogance to their captain.

So small, and yet so very strong, Haral dr thought, Iike
the chain that bound the
rea

Fenris wolf. Her head was held high, her hair

streamed down her slender back, and she wore the

di stant, haughty look that all the Inperials could
sumon. Heads up, MKklagard' s pride rode

t hrough a bazaar that shone with burni shed copper, fine
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enbroi deries, and glistening fruit, while people of

all the races that thronged the city fell silent

to watch.

Al exandra stretched out, and let the serving wonen
finish drying her long hair. Fruit gl owed on

silver dishes, and sherbet in the Persian fashion
frosted a fine glass pitcher. Equally Persian

were the inn's blue tiles and its standard of |uxury for
guests, fresh either fromthe nountains or the Takla
Makan desert, and eager to pay for it. She m ght

have deduced fromthe arnor and weapons of the guards that
Persi ans and Abbasi ds domi nated the trade city;

t he nunber of nobsques, and the bazaar cl anor at her
arrival, a woman | eading her own train, told her

even nore.

She had anticipated that particular problem had

hoped that Bryennius would serve as a second self

for those dealings where a prince would be nore wel conme than
a princess. But now she would have to be both. She
backsl ash

rose and pointed. Wth obvious reluctance, the

servingi wonen hel ped her into the coat, boots, and
trousers she' had insisted upon, instead of the wonen's
garnments they had offered her. They were dark silk, so
finely cut that she suspected they had been nmade

for a prince-or a catamite. She shivered at the



feel of the fabric against her greater-than skin; she
had m ssed it since |eaving Byzantium

Fat her Basil was waiting for her in the outer roons.

"I hope you said a prayer for nme too," she

greeted him

He nodded'as if that had not needed to be said. Waving
away an offer of wine pressed fromthe mares'-teat
grapes grown in the Turpan oasis-the inn kept

a fine stock for nonbelievers-both were silent

whi |l e nore sherbet was brought. Once the room was
enpty. Father Basil noved his cushions closer

to her.

"You saw the guard," he began in Geek

"Kashgar is Muslimnow, but it's had severa

masters in the last few years, ever since the people of
Ch'in were forced fromtheir westernnost prefectures.
W saw it in Samarkand, which they used to rule.
Warriors fromthe Land of

Snows, Ui ghurs, the Hsiung-nu. It's

frightening. Andwiththe city under Mislim control -was
"Your people here," Al exandra broke in.

"Saf e enough, for now. Heretics or not"-he

grinned at her--"they're people with a Holy Book, and
t herefore under protection. As are the Jews, the
wor shi pers of Mani, and the servants of the Buddha.
That's nmuch the sanme as it is in

Ch"ang-an. But if the rulers here are threatened,
they may | ook about for a scapegoat."

"So they can't provide us with sil kworns. "

"Alas no, ny princess. After the |last wave of

trouble, the silk was put under even stricter guard.
My brethren will help us pay our way across the

Takl a Makan, and for that-was

For that, Al exandra realized, they should all be on their
knees givi ng thanks.

She listened to the Nestorian's report with half

an ear, thinking that he made as good a spy as she had
ever encountered in a lifetine of dealing with them
Byzanti um appreci ated fine spies and rewarded
them wel I .

She was | ess enthusiastic about the nunber of priests
and holy men in the Gty. Wile sone m ght

possess the genuine sanctity of the abbot who had
saved her life, she renenbered how "Fat her
Andr oni cus” had turned out to be a denon. This

close to the desert, other denbns might creep in

of f the sand. The serving wonen's jests,

hal f-mal i ci ous, half-fearful, had reni nded her

t hat Takl a Makan neant "If you enter, you don't

cone out." Apparently, it was desolation itself.
Travel ers clustered together for protection

not just against the solitude but the whispers and giggl es of
denons. Cccasionally, a caravan woul d di sappear from
al ong the desert's edge, victimof a

kur abur an,

the "black storni such denons coul d summon.

Along the trade routes lay the bones of man and
beast, bleached and dried by the desert, al ongside the
remmants of their trade goods. No one wanted



to touch them

Qccasional ly bol der travel ers came across beans or
broken walls, the ruins of a half-buried town.

But if they
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dug, seeking treasure, sand poured into the hol e al nost
nore qui ckly than they could renmove it, and threatened
to bury themtoo. No one dared venture into the deep
desert, though there were | egends of a hidden spring at
its center.

Shanbhal a!

Al exandra had suspected briefly, then disn ssed

the idea. Shanbhala was said to |ie between snow
nmount ai ns, not gi ant, serpentine dunes.

"Thank your friends for me," she told the priest, who
had fallen silent, respecting her thoughts.

He gl anced at her men's clothing, then

tactfully gl anced away. "How el se m ght |

negotiate with these traders for passage, unless as

a prince, not a wonan they can cajole and cheat ?"

she asked.

"I heard another story, ny princess. They say

that a prince of the Inperial T ang dynasty

arrived sone tine ago from Samarkand and now prepares
to cross the desert.”

"Way is he so far fromhis hone?" Al exandra

asked, then | aughed at herself.

"Apparently the prince is also a poet. Mich of the

| and we crossed once belonged to Ch'in, but is nowin
the hands of Muslins or the warlords fromthe Land of
Snows. He wished to see what his Enpire has

lost. Since

one of the things his Enpire lost were the stud farnms to the
west, if we were to show himour horses . "

"How woul d you suggest we do that?"

The Persian's round face crinkled into a w de

smle. "lIt's ny understanding that trouble hunts the
entire length of the silk roads, from Byzantium

all the way to Ch' ang-an. Ch'in has been

pl agued by revolts and civil wars for the past

century. Nevertheless, |life nmust go on. Bel eaguered,
Kashgar may be, but it is still full of

horsenen. There will be a game of polo soon. This

I mperial prince is said to enjoy the game. |If

we bring our horses, he'll note them™

Al exandra | aughed again. Priest Basil m ght
be, but he was al so Persian, and no Persian
alive could resist polo. They had brought it
to Byzantium and everypl ace el se

where nobility or warriors mght be able to afford

horses for it, and were willing to take the risks it
occasionally entailed. Though wonmen in Byzantium

did not regularly play, as she had heard that sone

didin Ch'in. It hurt to remenber that Bryennius

had taught her.

"Shall | ride, then?" she asked. If she coiled

up her hair under a hat, she m ght pass for a

boy. Certainly the nmountain crossing had | eft her

thin enough to do so, she thought, and ate anot her sweetneat.



Fat her Basil shook his head. "This is polo such as

the tribesmen play on the banks of the Oxus, ny

lady. It resenbles battle nmore than sport.

Frequently, men are killed. And the ball they use

is a dead goat."

Al exandra grimaced, the last time she would permt
herself to do so at the thought of the game. She nust
make herself think of it as the sport of brave nen, not
of barbarians-or as a way of neeting the prince and

nmer chants on whom saf e passage across the desert

m ght depend.

"When is this game?" she asked.

"Later today."

"We shall be there.”

Once her groonms were paid and equi pped for their

journey back into the mountains, Al exandra and Fat her
Basil led the remmants of their party-Haraldr and the
two ot her Varangi ans who survived, severa

G eeks, and one or two nmountain nmen who had taken

a fancy to cross the desert-across the bazaars and
outside the city. Nothing in the well-ordered stores

of Byzantium had prepared her for the bazaars she

had visited during her trip east. Al eppo had

been fascinating, Samarkand a wonder. But

Samar kand had been Persi an.

In Kashgar for the first tine, Al exandra saw the m ngling
of all the many peopl es and races, from Hi nd

to Hsiung-nu: larnas fromthe Land of Snhows,

Persi an traders, even people fromCh'in, the |land she had
yet to reach. She and sone of her officers were the only
Westerners she saw, and their pal er skins and round
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eyes-

be

as she |l earned from whi spers and pointing fingers were comere
esteenmed an oddity. The Varangi ans . .

well, iff Haraldr had tried to confort the one child who
saw himj and burst into wails, he mght have started
ariot. She bar rested her hand upon the hilt of the
sword that had been! her gift fromthe abbot, gl ad

to have belted it on. Any onl ookers would see only

t he swagger of a beardl ess, probably unbl ooded,

yout h.

The markets were rich with their treasures. There was:
enough in one bazaar alone to sate several armes of bar
nercenaries. The netal threads in fine cloth w nked

at the hamered trays and pots; brilliant

feathers waved over fine |lapis, a rainbow of

jade, and rubies. Wapons caught the sunli ght

in their own deadly display. And over all canme a
constant babel of voices, trading, swear-was. ing,

wooi ng, telling stories, or just passing the time of
caret day.

The incessant talk made Al exandra feel quite at

hone;! apparently Asians were as fond of it as

G eeks. Fatherl Basil nosed about

in-to Alexandra's mnd-a highly? useful but

uncl eri cal fashion, bringing her tidbits off

news the way a cat brings home a bird or a



mouse. That bar man in the goatskin-whomthe

guards were! shadowi ng?-he was a Kafir, who had

cone north to] buy horses and, probably,

to steal. What's nore, he had! cone in the company of a
great trader and his adopted! brother, runored to be

the King of the Kafirs. Staring at] the dirty,

suspi ci ous-1 ooki ng man, Al exandra thought

| ess-than that clains of such people's descent from

Al exander 1 were worse than |ies.

"I have heard, ny princess," whispered Father

Basil,, "that today's game was the idea of the King of the
Kafirs, J as a parting gift to his people whom he

must now | eave* for a time to travel to Wrld' s End."

Very cl ever, thought Al exandra. The Kafirs
retai nec | egends of Al exander, so this "king,'
probably! no nore a king than Al exandra, used
them Al exander! had longed to travel east and never
stop: Very well, this! man woul d too-a perfect
opportunity to abandon the!

who was

barbarians for the nore civilized and far nore profitable
traders.

Beyond the Kafir were clerks, cool in their blue
robes fromthe entourage of the T ang prince, whose
caravan was all but assenbl ed. Seated against a

wall, in a yellow robe, a man with a shaven head

and eyes squeezed shut froma lifetime effacing the
sun spun a prayer wheel. Hi s |ips noved

soundl essly. From

mane padme hum

On a whim Al exandra stopped. "Do you know of
Shanbhal a?" she asked. The priest | ooked

intently at her, nodded, and smled with cracked

lips. "Shanbhal a!" he said in a discordant

voi ce, then went back to his chant. The prayer

wheel never ceased turning. She realized that the
priest was deaf, and in the silence, his thoughts had
turned i nward. He had recogni zed only the shape

her |ips had made.

She qui ckened her pace. Soon they were outside the
city walls. At the far horizon, nountains

| oomed up, and the sky was the col or of Persian
turquoi se. The ground was dry with sand and a kind of
coarse yellowi sh grit Father Basil told her was
cal |l ed

gobi .

Squi nting agai nst the violent sunlight,

Al exandra tried to see where the desert began. But

if she could not see it, she could snell sonething-other
than canmel, horse, and humanity-a kind of

wi | dness that crept into her awareness and woul d grow
stronger as she neared the time when she woul d venture out
across the Takla Makan. They were coming to a w de
field. She skirted the huge, cross

Bactrian dromedaries and stared narrowWy at the
horses. There were a few here of the true bl ood-red
breed from Ferghana, and that pleased her

Beyond the rows of picketed animals, men argued over
rul es, playing space, and who should give the comand
to start. Alexandra's Varangi ans found her a good



vantage point; to see better, she nounted. Across

the field under a canopy was a richness of fabrics,

a bevy of nen and wonen alike who could only be the

T ang prince's court. Several Mislins

rode by in full arnor. Perhaps she coul d use Father
Basi |, acconpani ed by one
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of her Greek officers and one Varangi an

to approach them

The wrangl e ceased. Acconpani ed by men from each

group, an old man wearing worn bl ack hi des and

huge quantities of silver jewelry

galloped to the center of the field. A grayish-brown
horned goat lay bleating across his saddl e.

Pl ayers and spectators watched intently as he

shout ed somet hi ng, slashed at the beast's neck, and
hurled it, still kicking, into the air. Blood fountained
into the dust, and the nob cheered.

What foll owed was | ess a gane, Al exandra thought,

than a free-for-all. The teans were huge, but not
necessarily equal in size. No one seened

to object. The object of this type of polo seened

as much to nmutilate your opponent as to seize the

now dead goat and race back to one or two areas

roughly marked off as goals, where, as often as not, your
own friends tossed you back into the fray. At |east

twi ce nen were unhorsed, to lie unnoving unti

ki nsmen or servants dragged them out of danger from being
tranpl ed. Horses stunbled to their knees,

scream ng, then staggered back up again. Several nen,

bl eedi ng from scrapes and bl ows, and spitting broken
teeth, retreated fromthe gane, as the crowd jeered at

t hem

"Not at all like the ganes at the pal ace," was the

wy verdict of her officers. Al exandra agreed.

Nor did it resenble the game she had seen in

Persia, which was as much a hi ghly mannered

parade of finely turned-out nmen and animals as it was

a sport. Fromthe pointing and cheering across the field in
the Ch'in prince's pavilion, she thought that this form
of the game was a novelty to themtoo.

Gradual |y the ganme took on sone form of

organi zation. There seened to be no set times for

rest. You rode until you or your horse dropped.

Then, if you could, you grabbed a fresh horse fromthe
sidelines and plunged back into battle. The

prevailing style (if she could call it that) of play
was all-out ferocity in the style of the tribes who
wander ed back and forth across the Oxus river

Taji ks, Kafirs, Turkomans, men of
Ch'in, Kirghiz, and a host of others. Sone nen
rode in the Persian fashion, two were richly
dressed and arnmed |i ke Abbasid nmerchants. Both
rode fine Ferghana stallions, alnobst the equal of
her own.
They had verve and courage, she observed. Surely
that would translate into a well-planned and guar ded
caravan. Perhaps she shoul d have Fat her Basil approach
them She herself would stay in the background, |est the



sight of a woman who behaved as prince, not
cloistered chattel, offend them past the

hope of doi ng busi ness. She beckoned to the priest.
"The tall man in the scaled arnor. Find out his nane
for nme," she whispered.

Fat her Basil returned al nost instantly.

"Suleiman M s'ar ibn Ml halhil," he

told her. "His famly hosts the Ch'in prince.

We nmet Sul ei man in Samar kand, renenber?"

Al exandra suppressed a groan, then yelled with the
crowd as ibn Mil hal hil and the man who rode with

hi m dashed toward the goat, shoul dering several scream ng
H ghl anders aside, then bending to scoop it up

only to lose it in the next instant, to a Sogdi an
who all but ripped the head fromthe dusty carcass.
They were thieves, those Sogdi ans, every one of them

Ibn Mul halhil ... the family had a post at
Samar kand too. Bryennius had admired a woman
of the house . . . She supposed there were other

nmer chants here whom she coul d deal with. "Wo's the man
with hin?" she asked.

"Strange story, that, as | told ny princess

earlier." So he had, Alexandra thought, but it sounded
now as if he had | earned nore, "Several weeks

ago, ibn Miulhalhil rode in with a band of

Kafirs-and none of the people, or goods, he had |eft
Persia with. The story goes that the

Kafirs found hi mrobbed and bereft on the

nmount ai nside, and that their king ordered himto be taken
into the tribe. 1 think it's far likelier that the
Kafirs attacked his train, then decided

to inprove the deal-and their
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chances of surviving it-by ransonmi ng himback to his
famly.'

"So that's the nan who has sponsored this ganme, just

as if he knew Roman custons. An amusing

coi ncidence. He rides well," Al exandra

observed. Then she bent forward, inpressed by just how
well he did ride. H s trappings were indeed

Persi an, but sonething about his style, something about the
rider hinself-in the name of Cod, she

knew

that trick of |leaning out to the side, al nost

overbal ancing, at a full gallop. She had

appl auded it a hundred tinmes in the Hi ppodrone.

"I npossible,” she nuttered. It was the dust, she

told herself. She had to see the rider's face. She
pressed her knees agai nst her horse and noved in

cl oser. The dust and the sunlight, damm them bot h,

made it difficult to nake out features.

And it was hot; she wasn't used to this heat. It

made her dizzy.

She put a disgracefully shaking hand up to her mouth
and rode forward again. She was al nbst on the outskirts
of the gane, jostling for position with urchins, groons,
and | ads too young to be permitted to ride with their fathers
or elder brothers. There were even a few

physici ans and priests, some of whom stared narrowy



at her: foreign, outlandish, probably an eneny.

The "King of the Kafirs" reined in his horse. It
curvetted in a quick, tidy ring, sending up a cloud

of dust and gobi, and he grinned at the watchers.

Al exandra screaned. lgnoring the shouts and nutters

of the crowd as they "realized that the foreigner in their
m dst was not the boy they supposed "him" she

gal l oped forward into the center of the field.

"Bryenni us!" she shrieked. "Cousin!"

The gane thundered on both sides of her, and she
swerved to avoid a Tajik and an Uzbek who fought

a Kafir for possession of the goat. She waved one

hand frantically, crying her cousin's nane.

Again he reined in his horse, this time so fiercely that
it reared and screaned as she approached. She swerved

again, and the game roared past. To a how of

di sappoi ntnment fromhis side, the Tajik dropped the
goat .

Bryennius stood in his stirrups and stared at

Al exandra. He snmeared a hand across his eyes, then

sat back down. "Al exandra?" he whispered. "I

saw t he snow bury you-oh, God, Al exandra,

you're alive!" He shouted his astoni shnent and j oy,

t hen grabbed her into a rough bear hug. She could fee
hi m sobbi ng and knew that she wept too. Against al
hope. . . she had mourned Bryenni us as dead.

Thi s sudden di scovery-that he was the fraudul ent King of the
Kafirs-there had to be sone reason for it. The dust
swirled about them and the riders pounded by.
Bryenni us slipped sideways in his saddle, or

per haps he caught her as she reeled. The heat and stench
woul d nake anyone dizzy.

One hand agai nst his chest, she pushed herself away and
shook her head at his exultant babble of questions.

"I can explain everything," he assured her quickly.
"But | dare not |eave the game, not now Get

back, cousin mne!" He gave her horse a hard

slap, sending it back toward the spectators.

Al exandra saw a man in a dark robe point at

her, then reach inside his garnment. She reeled in the
saddl e. Hal fway across the field, her

guard saw and began to fight toward her. She forced
hersel f upri ght.

Though the sky was clear, she felt as if a stormwere
brewi ng: hot, cold, and uneasy all at once.

The ground and the air quivered as she rode toward her
men. Behind her, even the players fell silent. Then
one man screaned in nortal terror

"Al exandra! Behind you!" shouted Bryenni us.

Al exandra tw sted her horse's head about, but she

| acked Bryennius' strength with the reins. The horse
stunbl ed, throwi ng her onto the bl oodstai ned ground.
She thrust against the ground, rising unsteadily to her
knees, then to her feet. The field seened

to rock.

Now she coul d see the man who had screaned-a

Kafir, the very man who had held the goat. He

lay on the ground, blood streanming fromhis throat,
gashed by the
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they had used as a trophy. Somehow its head had
been rejoined to its body. Now it gnashed
red-sneared teeth, and its eyes gl owed.
And on stiff, but very steady legs, it headed for
Al exandr a.
Bryenni us rode at the goat, and slashed at it,
but his blade recoiled, and he was practically
hurled fromthe saddle. Gther men tried to stop its
rush, and were forced back, including Haral dr, who
charged it, swinging his axe as if it were a traditional
polo nmallet. Helpless to stop it, the nen fornmed a
circle about her.
Al exandra shook her head to clear it, and her hair
fell free of the cap into which she had crammed it. She
heard the riders murrmur in dismay. Then the goat
seened to scent her, or sight her with those
green-flam ng eyes, and its stalk turned into a
rushing attack. Wth a rasp of fine steel, she
drew the sword that the abbot had given her and hacked
at the thing. She hit a leg, nearly cutting it from
t he obscenely ani mated body, but even as she
wat ched, the wound heal ed.
The sun beat down upon her head, and she was consci ous
not so nuch of fear as of a furious irritation. Here she
was, a princess of Byzantium trapped in an
arena and forced to fight some sort of denmon or undead
thing while a veritable army of warriors was unabl e
to defend her. It was a vulgar display. And it cane
at the worst possible time too, with Bryennius
restored to her, a Ch'in prince to inpress

she screaned with fury and struck again. This tine
her bl ade scraped across the beast's spine and al nbost was
wedged past her ability to pull it free.
The goat wheeled and stared at her. It |ooked
remarkably |ike her aunt, she thought, studying it,
waiting for its next lunge. Though the sky was very
bl ue, she heard thunder and sensed heat |i ghtning
building up in a sky that had probably not known
clouds for years. The crowd was very qui et, watching.
Up and down the center of the hot, noisone field, she
battl ed her eneny. Snatches of prayer and
i ncongr uous

renenbrances chased thensel ves through her m nd

Kyrie el ei son

jangl ed against "I will not flee a foot's breadth,

but will farther go," fromone of Haraldr's interm nable
poens. There was nowhere to retreat.

The t hought that she might die here seened i ncongruous.

She had never felt so alive, so aware of her own

health and strength, of the will that kept her on her feet,
| earning nore about the strength of the blade she held with every
stroke. She was hol di ng her own! The di scovery of her

own courage thrilled her. Again she heard thunder

Perhaps it would storm Perhaps the rain would

di ssol ve whatever spell knit this denmon to the

goat's unnaturally animated fl esh

Agai n the beast charged her, and she brought down her



sword. The goat danced asi de. Again, and then again.
She al nost stunbl ed, and the beast opened its jaws and
rushed her. Fumes fromits opened nouth made her

gi ddy. She was near the end of her strength-if not her
courage-and it infuriated her. This was no proper

way to die. The abbot had assured her she faced

danger on the journey east-and this, nobst assuredly,
counted as danger. But he had al so prom sed her

aid. Where was it?

She groaned and swerved out of the goat's path, and
struck desperately at its neck. Lightning

peal ed, leaping fromsky to nountain, fromnountain to the
bl ade of her sword. As her bl ade severed the

goat's head fromits body and both parts of the beast
fell to the ground, the blade trenbled and rang in her
hand. Light flashed along it. Wen she gl anced down

at it, the sword was clean of the goat's bl ood, which
fell, snmoking, into the dust.

Al exandra staggered. Her blade stuck in the dirt,

and only that held her upright. Al around her, the
circle of nmen held where they were, staring at her in
awe. Then Bryenni us shook hinsel f and

started forward. He held out an armto her, prepared
to carry her off the field, but she waved hi m back
Hadn't she wanted the chance to nmake these nen deal with
her as a prince? She had just shown herself to be even nore
than that; she dare not
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dwindle into a nere woman to swoon and be carried

back into the inner roons.

"My horse," she told him "Bring him"

Haral dr | ed the horse forward, and she | eaned agai nst
its side, running the knuckles of her |eft hand
against its smooth, warm neck. The horse rested its
head on her shoul der, and she felt better for the
contact. Solemmly, Haraldr knelt and nade his

hands into a cup. She mounted as snoothly as she coul d,
and adjusted her fingers on the reins, waiting for the
strength to ride back to her inn

The crowd broke fromits wary circle and reformed with
her at its cheering heart. She heard shouts, even the
begi nni ngs of a theol ogi cal argunent. Then the man she
had seen praying in the bazaar was nearby. His eyes
met hers, and she permtted herself a regal nod.

A sudden glint of l|ight made hi m bend down and

pi ck something up. Then he offered it to her

It was what the abbot told her was called a

dorj e,

the scepterlike rod that priests used in the

ritual s of the Di anmond Path. "Shanbhal a," the

man's toothl ess nouth forned. "Shanbhala." As she

took it fromhim she felt a thrill run fromit up

her arm and down her spine, banishing her fatigue and
gi ddi ness. Bryenni us watched her in sone

puzzl enent .

"For luck," she said, and tucked it into her belt.
"Cousin, can you make it back to your inn?" he

asked.

"What is this, brother?" shouted Sul ei man

Ms'ar ibn Ml halhil. "s-You send the



| ady, your kinswoman" conpolitely, he did not

| ook at her-"back to sonme mangy inn when ny
uncle's wives would vie to take care of her?"
still

woul dn 't wager on that,

Al exandra thought. A Greek, a worman, and a
Christian. She'd be fortunate if the nerchant's
harem di dn't poi son her

She thanked the merchant. "Before | nove-or think
of dinner even-I want a bath and fresh cl ot hes,"
she said. "May we discuss this later?" She al so
want ed wi ne, perhaps several flasks, and a
chance to rest. And above

all, she wanted off a nervous, sidling horse and

out of the center of a sweaty crowd that refought her
battle and battled to view the thing she had sl ain.
"Burn it!" she ordered anyone who would |isten, and
pressed knees agai nst her horse's flanks. The

horse eased through the crowd. Suleiman M'sar

i bn Mul hal hil bowed and rode off.

Bryenni us was at her side again. "If you are

well, then | nmust see to ny son's funeral," he

said. She blinked at himuntil she realized he

nmeant the Kafir. The nman whose throat the denon
spirit had slashed was one of Bryennius" warriors.
"You're

King of the Kafirs?" she asked.

"They're called Sinposh, and the answer is yes;

and | rmust go to them now. "

"My guards will see nme safely to nmy inn,"

Al exandra assured him

"Leo's dead," Bryennius said. H s face

twi sted, and the strangeness that she had sensed between them
fell away. "Ch, God, and | thought you were

too!" H's eyes filled, and he fought for control as

t hey headed toward the gates.

Hoof beat s sounded, and many riders rode between them and the
gates. Al exandra's hand dropped to her

swordhilt. But it was the men of Ch'in. At the
prince's gesture, one man di snounted and wal ked over
to her. She sat her horse, keeping her face

i mobi | e, al nost the Caesar-rnask she had used in
Byzantium The man knelt at her feet and

touched his browto the dust in the full prostration she had
seen accorded only to her brother, the Basil eus.
"Thi s hunbl e person has the honor to serve H's

i nperi al Hi ghness, Li Shou. The prince has

conmanded this unworthy one to bid the princess of
Fu-lin, her kinsnmen, and her ministers to dine with
him"

Al exandra gazed about somewhat glassily. She

| ooked over at the silken bevy of riders that was the
T ang prince's entourage. The prince rode at

its heart. He was a slender man and, she thought, of
m ddl e height. His
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bl ack hair and | ong nustaches were silvered, and he



| ooked nore |ike a scholar than an adventurer. She

met his eyes and felt al nbst a physica

shock. They were dark and cl ever, and irony seened

to dance beneath their heavy lids. He nodded faintly at
her, then turned to the Mislim nmerchant who rode
several deferential steps behind him

So that was how the invitation cane! News travel ed

fast in Kashgar. As if she needed further proof of

that, Father Basil pushed through to her side and spoke
rapidly with the kneeling man. "He's nanmed you the
princess of the Eastern Enpire, of Rone, and of
Antioch,"” he explained. "And he's used the word

for princess, not nerely for lady."

This was the opportunity she sought, Al exandra thought.
She touched the dorje tucked into her belt. It had

i ndeed brought her luck. "Tell H's Inperial

H ghness | accept," she ordered the priest. "And

word it as beautifully as you can." He spoke at

length to the minister, who rose. A flurry of bows,

and they were both off to prostrate thensel ves before the prince.
He nodded to them gl anced over at Al exandra, and
smled. Then,, quite deliberately, he waved his
followers to one side and waited while she rode in
triunph a second tinme into Kashgar

Al exandra clinbed into the bullock cart sent around

for her by the ibn Ml hal hil househol d. Behi nd her

rose what sounded |ike the sacking of a mnor

city; servants had al so been sent to pack and nove

her bel ongi ngs and her party's. Rising over the

hi gh- pi tched voi ces of the wonen and the rapid-fire
gabbl e of at |east three | anguages cane the

voi ces of Father Basil and one of her officers,
insisting that no one was to touch the pack with the tiny
bottles in it, not if they valued a whol e skin.

Havi ng | ost an argunent about wearing his axe,

Haral dr stalked to the side of Alexandra's cart,

weapon in hand. "Gve it to nme," she ordered. He

handed it in, and she set it on the floor of the cart
where her sword |lay. She had found herself

reluctant to leave it for others to touch, |et alone
pack and carry away. The lightning bolt she had

won only that afternoon was tucked into the sash of her new
robes. An outrider drew the curtains of the
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cart decorously closed, and the bull ocks began a

pai nst aki ng, lunmbering trip down the dusty avenue.

Al exandra parted the curtains. Sand and dust seened

to cover the street, the canels, and the passersby wth
mauve silk veils even finer than the silk

gauzes she now wore. They were a gift of

Prince Li Shou. She ran a finger admiringly

over the pale violet silk with its neticul ously

exqui site enbroidery of lilacs and kingfishers.

Her sash was sewn with jewels and lined with yell owa
mark of Inperial honor, Father Basil had told

her, that augured well for their meeting tonight with the
prince. Scent bags dangled fromit; the sane

scent wafted from her hair, which the maid who was sent



along with the garnents had brushed and dressed hi gh on
her head and fastened with jade pins shaped |ike
butterflies. She wore soft red | eather boots that

woul d not have been out of place on a Basileus riding
in triunph-or on a horseman fromthe hills.

If this was the dress of a Ch'in |ady, she could understand
why silk, not gold, was the medium of exchange in the

| aad she becane nore and nore eager to see. Byzantine
sil k was darker and heavier, with el aborate, often
Persi an, patterns interwoven; this fabric was
incredibly fine and | uxurious agai nst her skin after
nmont hs in wool s and sheepski ns.

She peered out farther at the dusty lines of poplar
trees and nud-brick houses as the bullock cart

turned into a covered ail eyvyay, to the vast

i nconveni ence of the people who squatted beneat h awni ngs,
selling the ever-present pluns and nel ons

of Kashgar. The air was full of noises:

voi ces, the clatter and ringing of the bull ocks'
harness, and, over all, the echoing, nasal chant that

Al exandra knew was a call to prayer

She anticipated a feast tonight, but no wine. A

pity: After her battle on the polo field, she

m ght have relished a flask. O perhaps two

fl asks, she thought. So quickly had Bryenni us

unli kely new "brother" and his guest, the prince,

noved to provide her with gifts and servants that

she had had no tine to conpose herself, to place the fight
with the undead in some sort of perspective.

She pulled the curtain closed again and settled

back. Wiere faith fails, she thought cynically,

try logic. Question: why had the nmagi c about which the
abbot warned her chosen to attack right then? Answer:
she was about to be reunited with her cousin, who had
made allies . . . allies who could help her in

her m ssion. Second question: why had she received aid?
Answer : anot her question-why had she net that
beggar-priest, first in the market, then near the
field? She felt as if she stood at the nexus

of events. Last tine that had happened, she had faced
magi c. She coul d expect additiona

attacks, she thought grimy.

But the dorje-scepter . . . that was part of the initiation
into the Dianond Path the abbot had prophesi ed she
woul d accept, and which she had refused.

Do | have any choice at all?

Ot hodoxy endowed her with free will, but the | ands she
had entered were doni nated by karma, foreordained
necessity that made her favorite tragedies
seem whi nsi cal by conparison. She sighed, then

shook hersel f. Through the curtains she could see the
flames of a sunset made nore spectacul ar by the

dust and sand. She pulled aside the curtains

whol Iy, pronptly scandalizing the people who awaited
her outside the house of Sul eiman Mis'ar ibn

Mul hal hi |

If it hadn't been for the giant Haraldr and the

rustl e of shocked whi spers that usually acconpani ed

Al exandra, Bryennius realized with a pang that he



m ght not have recogni zed her. Until she nmet his

eyes and took his hands in greeting (she had started
to enbrace him then realized her error), she

| ooked much like the | adies in paintings he had seen
or the concubi nes who acconpani ed the Tang pri nce.
She bent and, with sone effort, drew weapons fromthe
cart in which she had arrived.

"Make certain these are stored in honor," she

asked of him and relinquished theminto Sul ei man's
hands.
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Bryennius got a look at them Haraldr's

axe, and a strangely scabbarded sword, the bl ade
she had used that very afternoon. He felt better once
Suleiman carried it out of sight; some doom
seened to hang about it. "Did you save any of the
fire?" she asked himin a quick whisper

"All but two vials. | used one for Leo

" H's voice went husky, and she pressed his hand

in synpathy, retaining it as he escorted her into the
house. It was very cool and dark, thanks to its thick
wal I s. Rugs glowed on the floors, piled |ayer

upon seeningly artless |ayer, or stacked in corners.
Ri ch cushions and low inlaid tables made

pl easant -1 ooking islands in the roons they passed
t hr ough.

Qut side a carved door, they waited for Father

Basil and Alexandra's officers to arrive. Wthin
sat Prince Shou, enthroned in one of the few chairs
in Bryennius' brother's home. It had been
speci ally made and adorned with Inperi al

dragons. They entered. Wile Basil knelt and
touched head to ground, and the officers sal uted,
Bryenni us bowed as he might to an el der prince.
Al exandra, being born to the purple, bowed only
slightly. The prince didn't seemto mss the

di stinctions, and gestured them graciously to cushions.
"Qur hunble gifts suit the Royal Lady
well," he commented in Ch'in.
Al exandra bowed again. "Tell H s Inperial

H ghness that this one is honored by his gifts," she
i nstructed Father Basil, who went off into a spate

of oddly pitched tones. Her own command of the

| anguage was i nadequate for such an inportant
begi nni ng.

For sone tine, everyone was busy with chilled nelons and
plums. If this were late spring, Bryennius thought,
God help themon the desert that |ay ahead. Wen

he had lain in the snow of the Roof of the Wrld, he had
never thought that he m ght one day curse the heat.
"Most refreshing," said the prince

"How much hotter can we expect it to becone?"

16
Al exandra asked the diners at |arge, echoing
Bryenni us' thoughts.

"This one crossed the desert in winter

lady," the prince replied in Sogdian. "Then the
Takl a Makan was so cold that the ink froze inits

di sh when anyone tried to wite."



"W have relatives in the oasis at Turpan,"”

said ibn Ml hal hil, though, Bryennius

observed, he avoi ded neeting Al exandra's eyes.

Thi nk of her as ny cousin, not as a worman, he had
urged the nerchant prince. This was an honorabl e
attenpt. "They call the | and hereabouts the Land of
Fire. One of ny uncles, who nade the Hajj,

says that it is hotter and drier than Arabia."

"And equal Iy under attack by enenmies," nmuttered a
younger man in Mislimgarb before he was gl ared

to silence.

"I urged Hi s Highness to delay crossing the desert
until the autum, but he will not wait."

"Turpan is in jeopardy," murmured Li Shou

"As Samar kand was before. That prefecture is |ost

to us, and soon, perhaps, these others too. So | nust
return home while still | can." Bryennius saw

how his eyes flashed to his cousin, who nodded.

"l understand that denmons stal k the desert and send
terrible stornms," she said.

"Travel ers band together as best they can. Anyone who
strays may be |l ost to denon voices. And

then, the kuraburan, the black hurricanes ..

| survived one, thanks only to the nmoment's warning
nmy canel gave. They know when the storns will cone."
Al exandra's eyes flashed. She was eager

Bryenni us sensed, to get on with the journey. stil

must return home while still | can.
The prince's words had neaning for themtoo. Wth the
| ady Theodora still in hiding, with no supplies of

living silkwrmnms, and an Enperor and heir very mnuch
at risk, every day away from Byzantiumwas tine |ost
for themtoo. Just as Suleinman shifted on his
cushions, clearly uneasy that soneone m ght commt

t he

106

Susan

ShLi ke

sol eci sm of di scussi ng busi ness over food, the
changed t he subject.

"I have heard," he said, "that you have had adventures.
| would like to hear of themand to hear* your City. Is
it true that in your Enperor's pal ace door

| eaves are of ivory, the floors of gold, the

beanms; columms of sweet-snelling wood and

crystal, while pillars are of |apis?"

Bryenni us snothered a | augh at what sounded

like i description of Hagia Sophi a.

Al exandra nodded ciously. "In ny brother's

Hal | of Audience," she sonewhat grandly, "he

sits on a throne nmounted on i backs of |ions

which carry it high into the air."

"And is it true that you are all so obedient to | aw
1 there is no dissension anywhere in your |and? So
stories tell us."

"CQur stories," Alexandra said, with a touch of
chief, "tell us how honest your people are. | shos
hesitate to contradict them"

Prince Shou chuckl ed.

"The prince is unconventional," whispered Fat



Basil in rapid Geek. "Notice that he

asks direct q8tions." Thank God for that,
Bryenni us thought. Other wi se they m ght exchange
oblique half-coments for 1" rest of the spring.
Prince Shou smiled happily. "And this warrior
yours?" he pointed to Haraldr

Al exandra sniled at Haraldr, then at the

prince. Sh was obviously very nmuch at hone,
Bryenni us note |l ess-than "Haraldr is from our

far north. His people are our alli@ and friends as the
U ghurs are yours: far better tt fighting them
don't you agree?"

Har al dr watched Al exandra as if she were fresh in
a desert. That was not hi ng new, Bryennius though
"Never in all my travels anong the

hu
have | seei man like him" said the prince. "Perhaps
he might " nme of his adventures. | amvery

fond of the stories of | hu."

"That's twice he's used that word," Bryennius said
to Father Basil. "What does 'hu" nean?"

" Bar bar as"

said the priest.

Al exandra started to bristle in outrage. Wo dares
call the Rhonumi oi barbarians? Bryenni us coul d
practically hear her sputter that out. Then she
renenbered herself, choked, and started to | augh
"This one would be honored if the princess would

expl ain her laughter," the prince asked.

She dabbed at her eyes with a fine silk scarf,

tried to explain, then waved to the priest, who spoke
rapidly.

Al exandra | ooked intent, as if trying to foll ow

When had she | earned the | anguage of Ch'in? So nuch
had happened whil e they had been separat ed.

The prince | ooked shocked at the idea that anyone

m ght cal

hi m

a barbarian, then | aughed too. Two of a kind,
Bryenni us t hought.

"It seens like enmpires are much the same-yours of the
West, ours of the Mddl e Kingdom And we m ss

our hones, both of us, and dream of what our hones
have lost."

Bryenni us studied himover his glass goblet, then
cocked an eye at his cousin. Prince Shou was perhaps
forty, but his manner, that of a man saddened by life,
made himseemolder. It was not that he was sonber.
As a Roman, Bryennius coul d understand sobriety,

even if he had little of it hinself.

"He thinks in elegies," quipped Al exandra in

fast Greek, then turned her attention back to him
"Lost?" she asked. "I amtold that Ch'ang-an

is the largest city in all the world. Wat has it

| ost ?"

"Aside fromlands? Spl endor, and poetry," sighed

the prince. "W have started to turn in upon ourselves and
contenpl ate past grandeur, turning away fromthe rest
of the world."

"Si nce Rokshan revolted," Father Basi
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i nterposed quickly. "An-Lushan," he transl ated

for the prince. "He was Turkic, and

rebel | ed agai nst the Enperor M ng
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Huang. For eighteen nmonths, he was in exile from

Ch' ang-an. Sonme say that the revolt al nost succeeded
because of the extravagance of a royal favorite ..."
"Yang Kuei-Fei," murmured the prince.

"She was wife to one of ny ancestors. Inperial
concubi ne, Kuei Fei means. Her nanme was

Yu- huan, Bracelet of Jade. And they

sacrificed her to save the Son of Heaven."

Court favorites again. Bryennius felt his

stomach chill.

"Ever since then, the M ddl e Kingdom has been

| ess forbearing with outsiders. And ever since, we have
| ost | ands. Samarkand is gone to us. Who knows?
Soon Turpan may fol |l ow "

"That's true," whispered Sul ei man

to Bryennius. "Be on your guard. \W've had

reports that Turpan may soon be under attack."

"So | decided that, like the saintly Have' suan
Tsang, | would see what |ay beyond the Purple
Barrier of the Walls. | too am bringing back

holy books of my faith comand many others."

I f Ch'ang-an were turning xenophobic, it would be

even harder to steal silkworns, Bryennius thought.

And the sooner they went, the better. Sul ei man had
convinced himthat their best hope lay in convincing the
prince to let themjoin his caravan, and to travel not
as horse-copers but as ambassadors. Thanks to the

"br ot herhood" they had sworn in desperation

Bryenni us could present the court with an entire

herd of horses-not just the Ferghana stallions that
sweat bl ood, but fine Arabs, and the curious

horses from the south.

It would be a hard trip across the desert, harder stil
because Sul ei man coul d not acconpany them He woul d be
lonely without him Bryennius realized in nmld

astoni shment. But he could not desert Al exandra

to take up an offer of a place in Suleinmn's

fortunes, even if a prince mght turn merchant.

The best he could do was carry di spatches to their trading
stations along the way. So many opportunities: he

m ght have been a nerchant; he might have rul ed the

Si nposh-and done it well

1
conb he would risk his life for a city he could never
rule ... he had sworn to do so.

Wien his attention returned to the conversation

he realized that it had turned again to silk. "The know edge of
silk is old," said the prince. "Perhaps three

t housand years ago, a princess dropped a cocoon

into hot tea and saw that the thread spins off in one

I ong strand."

M God,

Bryenni us t hought,

before Christ, before Rome, before Homer even; at | east



he calls

t hat

ol d.

"The Enperor Ch'in Shih Huang-di, who gave

his name to the M ddl e Kingdom had a concubi ne who
knew how to weave and enbroider with silk thread,"
said the prince. "Even today, the First Enpress

tends silkwornms . . . have you that custon®"

"In Byzantium our silk is woven by women in

the Inperial palace itself," Al exandra said.

When there is silk to be had, Bryennius thought,
renmenbering the rotting cocoons, the blighted

mul berry trees that had started themon this quest.
"They say, in fact," the prince went on, "that a
princess who narried the King of Khotan smuggl ed

sil kworms in her headdress to her new hone so

she woul d be certain of silk garments there.

Raising silk is indeed a woman's art. And how

not? They love it well, and it |loves them At one
time it was forbidden to all but the First Enpress, but the
Son of Heaven was noved by the pleas of his |adies,
and the poverty of the weavers and dyers to rescind his
edict. And ever since, our court has

bl ossomed, " the prince said, with another snile at

Al exandr a.

She | ooked asi de. Anyone el se woul d have thought it
was nodesty. Al exandra had to be considering what had
just struck Bryennius: They would accept this man's
conpani onshi p and protection, would accept the friendship
he seemed to offer. And then they would betray him
Bryenni us | ooked guilty, Al exandra thought, and

she

knew why.

For my brother, nmy Gty, | would do anything,
IO
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she told herself.

I amvowed to do it. That story of Yang

Kuei - Fei

this prince with his fondness for myths and adventures
if he faced a choice between his

M ddl e Ki ngdom and soneone's life

he woul d not hesitate to discard us.

Her eyes fell on the dorje that shone gem bri ght

am d the gens of her sash. Wth just such a sash

Kuei - Fei had hanged hersel f. She shuddered and

touched the tw sted wand. If she had to, she could

betray this prince. But what price would there be

to pay? She knew this thought was part of the obsession wth

order and karma that crept like the sand into her every thought.

Di nner had been served and eaten with a conbination of

fingers, knives, and the ivory eating-sticks that

Prince Shou insisted on teaching her how to use. She

had managed w t hout ruining her garnents. Then

nusi ci ans and dancers had entertai ned, and she had

drifted off into a world of deserts, caravanserais,

and fascinating strangers.

A wel | -kept hand touched her sleeve, and she al npost



shuddered. It was the prince.

"Surely that is a religious symbol of

Tibet," he said, carefully avoiding a question

"Your Highness is nost |earned,” she parried.

"I'n ny youth"-she rai sed eyebrows-"1 studied

the magi cs of the Tao, and . . . other paths."

"Then | can only tell you that | found this

today, after | slew the goat for a second tine. |

think I was nmeant to find it." His

"I think it m ght be auspicious," said the prince.

Al exandra held her breath. "Auspicious" was a

word of power to these people. If a thing were "auspi cious,
for example, the invitation by a prince to a rabble of
barbarians to join a caravan, then it would be done.

But if a thing were "inauspicious," then it nmight be a
long time until another caravan was ready to brave

t he Takl a Makan.

"So | was told," she said, "by an abbot 1 net

innmny travels.”
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"I would like to hear that story. It is ny hope that we
m ght trade such tales in the I ong nights-and

days-of our trip across the desert.”

Sul eiman M s'ar ibn Ml hal hil |ooked

appal l ed until he remenbered that fermale or not,

Al exandra was the ranking nmenber of her party. Now that
the prince had offered the invitation, accepting it or not
was her decision to make.

And it had been nmade, she suspected, |ong, |ong

ago.

"I would gladly hear those tales,
"When might we start?"

"When the horses are assenbl ed, and you are rested,"
said the prince. He raised gray-fl ecked

eyebrows at ibn Mulhalhil. "Can you see to that,

nmy | ord?"

The trader bowed, and the thing was done.

Bryenni us paused before a dune that | ooked |ike a
dragon frozen in place by the nmoonlight. The one
rearing up ahead for hundreds of feet twisted like a
serpent. Ahead and behind | ay an ocean of grit.

Except that each day the sun burned a little hotter
their supplies became fewer, and they thenselves a little
t hi nner, they appeared not to have traveled a mle fromthe
ti me when the giant dunes hid Kashgar fromtheir

sight. The only variety canme in the shape of the

dunes, with the giant king dunes occasionally | oomn ng
over all the rest.

They had been traveling for thirty days. In all that
time, the only other caravan they had sighted was dried
skin stretched over bones, and cargo scattered in the
sand. "Do not touch

she agreed.

bahadur "
one of the Pathans they had hired to tend the horses
warned him |t was the worst of ill fortune to claim

what the desert had taken. One shift of the wind, or
a fall of sand would hide it forever

"Christe el eison,”

he muttered, useless as the prayer seened.

""Amen," said Father Basil, passing by on a



donkey. That one! He would survive the trip

to Ch'ang-an on the strength of his curiosity al one.
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Bryenni us gl anced down the |line of march. Men,

worren, canels, and horses clustered tightly

toget her. Above themtowered the dunes. Wen they had first
entered the great desolation, he had watched the dunes,
sure that they would crest and tunble down |ike white
waves, drowning the tiny humans and beasts. He had
never been so far fromthe sea, fromany sort of water
The wei ght of all that |and bore down upon him and

t hen, alnmost miracul ously, it subsided, and he was

able to survive

Beneath the cloth that covered his nouth, Bryennius
grinned. No one had ever expected discipline or
strength fromhim yet he could endure the desert
better than nost. The inexorable sunlight had

burned himdark, fined himdown, until he could

march all night and well on into the next day w thout
hardshi p. Al exandra too was hol ding up: very thin, but
vi gorous. The Varangi ans rode "like i mense

Bedouin," Sul ei man had chuckl ed the first

time he saw them muffled to the eyes to protect their
pal e Northern skin. Several had been vilely

ill fromthe swaying of their dronedaries; one had had
to be restrained frombeating a canel sensel ess because it
bit him

The Ch'in thenselves? Before the caravan had | eft
Kashgar, Bryennius had w tnessed a comedy in which
Sul ei man had attenpted to di ssuade many of the party
from continui ng onward. Al exandra and Bryenni us hinsel f
could not be denied; they were the anmbassadors, and,
Bryenni us*" thought, the master thieves. Besides,

t hey were Romans, Sul einman a Muslim No

one knew whet her they could continue to neet Sul ei man
on ternms of friendship. The Varangi ans rejected

any suggestion of remaining behind. As for the wonmen of
Prince Shou's entourage, "Qur | adies have

married into the tribes, and lived well among them
They will survive, as they survived the trip out."

So much for his "brother's" msplaced concern

Sul ei man had warned hi magain of the storms, and of the
repeated tests of Turpan's ability to protect

itself. They
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nm ght never see one another again. Bryennius

m ssed him He rode past Al exandra,

who sat one of the Ferghana horses at the prince's
side. She was slight enough that the horse woul d not be
injured: so far they had not |ost many of them

"W have a |l egend of a nountain called Mem" he

heard Prince Shou say. "It is said that the gods

live there. Is that |ike your Shanbhal a?"

That name again. It clanored in the stillness |ike the gongs
in the tenples Li Shou spoke of. Bryennius

shivered every tine he heard Al exandra nention the kingdom
she had dreanmed of when she wandered alone in the snow
This prince, whose acconplishments apparently included
alittle sorcery, would have to let hinmself in on her story.
He understood, in a way Bryennius could not. Up



and down the I ength of the colum Bryenni us

patrolled, waving at that guard here, this groomthere,

bowi ng decorously in response to a flutter of

silk fromone of the Ch'in concubines. Even Al exandra

had tol d himhe | ooked like an Inperial eagle.

She had never commented on his appearance before. But then

to his know edge, she had never ridden and | aughed with nmen before
ei ther.

He | ooked up at the sky. It seened pal er at

the horizon, indistinguishable fromthe sand. In a little

while, the sun would rise with a ferocity greater than

ten vol canoes. They would ride until it

grew unbearabl e, then rest during the heat of the day.

Bryenni us woul d sl eep, guarded by the sol diers, who

had accepted himas their commander after he had told them

how Leo had died. He had his nen, his friends, his

kin, and his mission. It was nore than he had ever dreaned

of having. Despite the terrible asceticism

i nposed by the Takia Makan, he was happy.

He heard hoof beats, snmothered by the sand, behind him as

two traders rode up, acconpani ed by severa

gr oons.

"Don't ride al one, Hi ghness,"
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"I wasn't drifting," Bryennius protested.

"It isn't sleep we fear. It's the denons.

Li sten!" They rode on wi thout speaking. Bryennius

could hear the groans of the canels, an occasiona

voi ce, the faint ringing of harness. He strained his
ears. At the edge of his perceptions cane a

hi ssing. He stiffened.

"Ah, so you hear. Now, listen nore closely. | wll

| ead your horse. Shut your eyes."

As he forced hinself to hear, the hissing separated

into whistles and giggles, rising and falling in pitch as
if unseen creatures all about hi mnade

rude and perhaps threateni ng observati ons. He opened his
eyes and shook his head.

The man besi de hi m nodded. "Denons," he said.

ol d appeared at the horizon, then turned

copper. The wind rose as it usually did before

dawn.

Then the canel s" usual conplaints grewinto a

chorus of mpans. Their pace slowed. At first their
riders, especially the Varangi ans, tried to beat
theminto nmore speed. The canels clustered together, then
stopped. They dropped their heads to the sand and npaned
agai n.

"What is it?" Bryennius asked.

"The

bur an!

Cover your face, and help us pitch canp. The

canel s al ways know first when the denons bring storns."
Now t he horses started to stanp and nei gh. The king
stallion shrieked defiance against the rising wind, the
sand that started to swirl, then darkened until it
blotted out the rising sun. The grooms began

to wap the beasts and thenselves in heavy felt, despite
the great heat.

t hey war ned.



As quickly as the kuraburan rose, it reached how i ng
frenzy. Bryennius, hel ping people di smount and
struggle into the protection of a circle of kneeling
canel s, | ooked wildly about for Al exandra. There

she was, riding with the prince toward the hastily

t hr own- up canp.

Besi de Bryenni us nen and wonen whi spered prayers and
curses. The stormsw rled about them Bryennius

threw off his felt wappings and wi nced as dust stung
him and stones, hurled by the wi nd, pounded his |egs.
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Securing a line about his waist, Bryennius started

out toward his cousin.

"Don't go!" screamed the man who had crouched at

his side. Then he started chanti ng.

"From mane padne hunt

G ggling rose over the hiss of the sand and wi nd. There
they were! Just a few steps nore, and surely

Al exandra woul d see him Just a few steps

the giggling rose to a gabble and a shri ek. The prince
turned to shout something; Bryennius saw his |ips
nove. Sonethi ng how ed and drowned hi mout. A gush of
wind and grit battered against the carts, overturning
three. Wth a screamof terror, Prince Shou's

hor se bol t ed.

"Al exandra!" Bryennius screanmed in equa

terror. She had to have heard, would have to ride
toward himand t he dubi ous safety of heavy felt

W appi ngs.

"You're not getting himeither!" she shouted at the
storm In a fury, she kicked her horse's

fl anks and rode after the prince.

Bryenni us |lunged forward. He hoped he woul d have

had the courage to go after her. He tried, but two nen
of ibn Ml halhil"s household threw thensel ves at
himand forced himto the ground.

The two riders disappeared into the storm How ing and
hissing, it forced them deeper into the desert.

The torment of sand and flailing gravel ripped away

Al exandra's sense of direction. She screaned for the
prince as he vani shed deeper into the desert, but the
only things she heard over the kuraburan were the
hoots and gi ggl es of the denons that had hurled it upon
them But she could still see a dimfigure, and she
turned her struggling rprse in its direction

Why had she chosen to throw her |ife away? She

knew enough of evil sorcery to know that this stormwas no
part of the magical feud that had pursued her from
Byzanti um The denons of the Takla Makan were

nore malicious and | ess powerful; they struck at
random and now t hey had struck her. The desert would
engul f her. Perhaps a hundred years from

now, it would cast up her bones as a warning

to travel ers she herself had not followed. And Li Shou
with her.

"Ch, no, it won't!" she nuttered to herself. There

had been no reason to foll ow the prince except a
sudden

117

know edge, a necessity as stark as anything she'd ever seen



enacted on stage, that she had to save him That it was
inevitable that she try and that, if all went right, she
woul d succeed. Was that what was neant by karma?

The figure up ahead grew | arger and nore solid.

She kneed her horse for whatever speed it could

sunmon, then | eaned forward to catch the bridle of the

ot her horse. Li Shou grasped her armuntil it

ached clear to the bone.

"W have to stay together!" she shrieked. He shook his
head, and, putting her face where his half-slit

eyes could see it, she tried again. He nodded,
understanding the notion of her lips. Well enough. She
pul l ed her armfree and signal ed that they should dismount,
use the neager shelter that their poor horses’

bodi es woul d provide. It was a double bind. If

they were to have the slightest chance of riding out, they had
to preserve the horses. But first, they had

to survive the storm

They crouched down, huddling together. Li Shou flung

an arm about her shoulder as if he could keep the sand from
striking her. She turned to face hi m again.

Twi ce she tried to speak, but her nmouth was too

dry. Finally, she spat and managed to twi st her

i ps around words that astoni shed her even as they cane
out. "Did you really hear a child?"

He shrugged, then winced as a particularly sharp

pi ece of rock struck his shoul der. "Probably a

denon. It is no matter now. Your effort to save

me was honorable, but | regret it, Princess."

A child. That nust have been what drove her away from
safety. When she wandered on the nountainside, there

had been a child who had hel ped her reach safety, had

prom sed her . . . she strained her ears to hear

over the storm closing her eyes, focusing inward.

When the sound she sought for came, she started up

qui ckly. The prince tried to pull her back down.

"l heard himtoo!" she said.

He shook his head and pul |l ed harder. The

kuraburan coul d nadden, but this, she knew, wasn't

madness
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unless it was the controlled insanity of the power

wor ki ng through her. And she had felt that enough times to know it.
The sound cane again, mngled nowwith a terrible screaning
as if whatever child wandered this desert were pursued

by denons.

She stiffened, jerking free of the prince. "There!" she
cried and flung out an arm "Wat do you see?"

"Madness," the prince said, a nmere shape of the

lips. Then he | eaned forward. Breath hissed beneath his
lips as he stared at the figure.

This was not the young child who had gui ded Al exandra on the
nmount ai nsi de, Rudra Cakrin, fated to be the King

of Shanbhala. If he had had an ol der brother,

or if he had aged years since he had saved her

this mght be the sane boy, alnobst a youth, wearing
clothes that at tines appeared to be riding garnents, and
at other times the robes worn by novices in the

nmonastery that had taken Al exandra in. He stood

very still, untouched by the kuraburan, not even squinting



against the fiercely blown sand, and a |ight seened

to gl eam about him Wth one hand, he held something red and
shining. Wth the other, he pointed.

Prince Li Shou whispered sonething. "Of course it

couldn't have been a child. W're both mad. You do go

mad before you die of thirst,” he said alnmpst calny

"Not madness."” Al exandra started after the

boy. "A manifestation. A power. And he wants

us to follow him Are you coming, or would you rather die
her e?"

For an-instant, the prince hung back. Then the

curiosity that had driven himfrom Ch' ang-an years

ago to collect nysteries and wonders of al

types nmade himcatch up his horse's reins and

foll ow where the shining figure Ied.

The horses protested and staggered. They were near the

end of their strength, she thought. Wuld their conpani on know
it, or care? She heard laughter rise on either

side of her, felt new fears and rages. Perhaps

she was mad. Perhaps this was not Rudra Cakrin at

all, but a particularly subtle form of denon.
She coul d choose to
119

turn away and accept certain death in the storm or

she could trust him

She drew the sword she had used to kill the goat.

It gl eanmed, blue against the ochre and bl ack of the
blowing grit. Was it her imagination that the denon

| aughter grew fainter, as if intimdated either by the

bl ade or by the glowing figure she and the prince

foll owed? Though they stunbled, at times buried to the
ankl es or the knees in sand, the figure

seened to nmove uni npeded above it.

"King Rudra."” She tried the name out, and the

figure, though it could not have possibly heard,

turned and pointed again. The sand swirled about them then
di sappeared for an instant. Al exandra stopped short,

then tripped over-it was a beam of wood. They had
stunmbl ed, or been led, into one of the thousand ruined
cities buried in the Takla Makan. Ahead she

made out two walls, and the fragnents of a roof from which
ti me- bl ackened beans still projected.

The bl owi ng sand threatened to bury her. She picked
hersel f up, then tugged on her horse's reins. If

the ruin had not crunmbled in all the centuries of

stornms it must have weathered, it might serve to shelter
two people and two horses. Once again, Rudra

Cakrin had saved her life, or at |east won her

ti me enough to plan what to do to save it for herself. "M
t hanks, " she whi spered, turning to face him

But the boy was gone.

Al exandra and Prince Li Shou staggered into the

shelter they had found. Their horses knelt the way

that camels did when their |oads were renoved, a

sign of how exhausted they were. No sand stung

them and the howing of the stormwas so nmuffled by the walls that
t he sudden quiet struck themlike a bl ow

Except for the light that clung to Al exandra's

sword, alnost as if left over fromtheir encounter with the
boy, the ruin was dark.



"Do we have a flint?" she asked, and her voice
sounded hol |l ow. She rummaged i n her saddl ebags.

Water, but not nuch of it. Food. Various other

i mpedi -
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ments that she shoul d probably abandon to lighten the
horse's load tonmorrow. Her fingers closed about a
smal | cylinder, then jerked back. A vial of

Greek fire, possibly another.

Behi nd her she heard cloth ripping. Then Li Shou
struck a light. The spark touched the cloth and flared
up.

The prince knelt, nursing the tiny flames. The

el egant, languid man and sil ken robes of that

| ong- ago di nner in Kashgar were gone; a hunble,
battered figure stared up at her. Al exandra

pul l ed off her hat and ran her fingers through her
matted, sweaty hair. She shivered. Despite the

heat, this shelter was cold.

"Perhaps we can find sonething to burn here," she
said. "We can't sacrifice our clothing, not if we
hope to ride out of here."

As both began to | ook about, the horses nickered,
then whinnied in dismay. Around the ruin rose hows and
| aught er.

"They have us penned like fow at a market!" cried

Li Shou.

"Not while | have this," Al exandra said, holding out
her sword. She would have to stand at the ragged doorway
and hold the creatures at bay, she supposed. The

i mbecilic bravado of that idea made her want

to laugh too. If she started |aughing now, she

didn't know if she could stop. Carefully, she

drew a deep, ragged breath, and then another and

anot her, as she had seen nonks do-had done herself-in
nmedi tation

Li Shou drew his own sword. "Not al one."

There had to be a way, Al exandra thought. As the
denons drew cl oser, and rocks pelted the

wal I s, she paced the tiny shelter to relieve her
tension. The Tang prince retreated into a corner

to sit and assune a posture of neditation.

"What's this?" he whispered, bending down. Then he
foll owed his question by something in reverent tones that
Al exandra coul d not under st and.

"What did you find?" she asked, going to him
"Sutras," he whispered. "Texts, very old. This

one

bears the nane of Have' suan Tsang, a nmonk who

crossed the desert two centuries ago to bring

uncorrupt ed Buddhi st texts back to the Mddle

Ki ngdom "

We have no tinme for rare books! Al exandra wanted

to shout, but forced herself to kneel. Anything in this ruin
m ght be a weapon, left for her to find. Prince

Shou lifted the fragile paper tenderly. Sonething

gl eaned, and Al exandra sei zed what | ooked |ike a



handl e of dark wood.

A high-pitched tone filled the wetched room

Qutside, the howing turned into yel ps of fear, but

only for a nonment. Then they resumed with fearfu
intensity as if the demons had been infuriated by their
nmonentary | apse. The bell had frightened them

Al exandra ran her fingers over the snooth netal

over the handle that was not wood, she saw now, but bone.
"A ghanta," she whispered. She had seen themin the
nonast ery.

"You know Vajra ritual s?" Li Shou | ooked

astoni shed. "But | forget. At Kashgar

you won the lightning bolt. Think you, then, that all this
is fated?"

The denons drew cl oser. The roof beans shivered,

and several nud bricks fell fromthe walls.

Al exandra handed himthe bell. "First we fight.
Then, Hi ghness, if we live, we shall discuss
t heol ogy. "

Toget her they stepped to the door of the shelter. Beyond the
opacity of the driving sand and dust they could see

figures danci ng about and wavi ng bl ack daggers in their
many arms. Al exandra showed the denons her sword.

They took it as a challenge and advanced.

"Now ring the bell!" she cried, and the prince did.

The ghanta's voice was pure and piercing. The

horses snorted once or tw ce, and were silent.

One denon, braver or madder than its fell ows,

ran forward. Al exandra gasped, then spitted it upon

her bl ade. The denon shrieked, burst into snoke,

and vani shed. Al exandra retreated into the cascades

of sound evoked by the ghanta. It was |ike standing under a

waterfall. She willed the sound to cover them

to protect them and felt a thrill dart from
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her brow to the base of her spine, and then

anot her. The protection was there! The denons how ed,

and she tensed her will again and again, feeling some energy
leap fromher to strengthen that wall of sound. She was
aware of thirst, and then that too was gone, washed from her
by the high-pitched ringing that protected them as the
denons clustered around and the stormgrew fiercer

Li Shou | owered his hand, and the ringing ceased so
abruptly that they both gasped. "The walls aren't

shaki ng as hard," he said. "I think the stormis

dyi ng. "

Al exandra rai sed her sword and | ooked out si de.

"It's near dawn," she said. "And the sky

is

[ightening."

She sighed, then yawned. She felt drained. It

woul d be wonderful to sleep, but if they rested now, they

m ght as well rest forever. They shared out food and

water, giving the larger portion to the horses.

"I have this," said Li Shou, holding up a dark

nmetal arrow that dangled froma chain. "A

direction-finder. It points north. It may be our

only hope."

"Haraldr will search for ne,

Al exandra sai d.



"No one turns back to search for what the desert
has taken," the prince said. "Wat
makes you think that your tal

"Hu- bar bari an?" | ncongruously, she al npst

| aughed. "Haraldr is no barbarian as his people

reckon things. He is the son of a . . . you m ght
call his father a border lord. He can fight and nake
poetry. Above all, he is a Varangi an

pl edged to the Enperor-and, through nmy brother, to ne.
No Varangi an woul d break such an oath. Haral dr

will find ne, or die here."

"A nobl e thought, lady." Prince Shou turned from

di scussion of oaths to contenplating the book he had
found. "Does this mean anything to you?"

He knew she couldn't read the thousand pictures in

whi ch his | anguage was witten, Al exandra thought, but
bent to | ook. Mountains, arrayed as if in the

petals of a lotus, at its heart a city, and at

the heart of the city . . . there was no mstaking it.
There sat a king, and his face,

t hough ol der, was the face of the boy who had gui ded

t hem

"Shanbhal a!" she said. "I saw this picture

once before, in a nonastery. That is the king, Rudra
Cakrin. Twice now, when | have been in peril of

nmy life, I have seen a child or boy with his

face. And each tine, | have been spared.™

"I have heard that nane. W too have such | egends. The
story is told that Lao Tzu, one of our

greatest-you would call hima prophet, perhaps-left the
M ddl e Ki ngdom on account of its great w ckedness.

Now he lives on Jade Mountain. And the