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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
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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

Susan

Shwor | z



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



Susan
Shwart z
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

TOO

Susan

Shwart z

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

101

Susan

Shwart z

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
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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
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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
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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 -

| 20
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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
Susan

Shuuart z

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 there is

Mount Meru, in the south. Lady, do you truly

seek such a place and such a king?"

Al exandra nodded, then found herself nodding of f. Now that
the bell had stopped ringing, she wanted only

to coll apse into darkness.

"Then | give

ny

oath to you that I will aid you. And if it is so fated
| vowthat | will go with you nyself. If the master of

Shanbhal a appeared to you, | owe you both ny

life. When you arrive in Ch' ang-an, |

prom se that you and yours shall be honored guests in ny
hore. "

"WII that be all owed?"

"Ordinarily not," he agreed. "The U ghurs have

been so arrogant that private dealings with many

forei gners have been forbidden. But | ama prince,

I will have returned so recently that they may still be
glad to see me. And when | left, |

had friends enough that | need not expect the silken cord
to be sent nme and given until dawn to hang nyself for
housi ng not barbari ans, but honored guests and friends."
She had not counted on his gratitude. In an

i nstant, she saw how easily she m ght nove about
Ch'ang-an if she were not subject to the restrictions
that the capital, |ike Byzantium placed on

foreigners. She could steal the silkworns ... at the



cost of betraying not just a man who trusted her, but her
host. Well, if she survived, she would try

to resolve that dilenm.
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Her head drooped, and she forced herself to sit upright.
Agai n, and agai n-until she found herself falling

si deways to rest against something warm She shook herself
awake, then rose to her knees about a yard away from

Li Shou, whose shoul der had supported her. The sky

was paling toward dawn. She rose and turned her

back to the prince, to hide her flushed cheeks.

"Shall we start?" she said. It would be well to travel
as far as possible before the sun came up. If worst

cane to worst, they could tie thenselves to their nounts and
sleep in shifts, one |leading the other, and hol di ng

fast to the prince's direction finder

He nodded. They saddl ed their horses and

| ed them outside. Al exandra turned back to | ook

at the ruin, already nore than hal f-covered by the sand
once again. "I have to believe we have been guided,"

she nused.

Suddenly she cried out and staggered. Instantly the
prince was at her side, half-supporting her

listening to her stamered tal e of how Haral dr had

won the horn that was |inked with Shanbhala. "I

heard-oh, inside nmy head!-like the cry of a hunting
horn. Sonething has inspired Haral dr to bl ow t hat

horn, and it calls to ne."

Agai n cane that soundl ess blast, and she reel ed.

"We have to let himknow that |I've heard him" she
gasped. "The bell-ring it!" And when the prince
hesitated, she seized it and rang it herself. In the
still, open air, the sound would carry a |l ong way. And
if the bell rang as the horn did in both ears and

m nd, Haral dr must surely-hear it.

"We can't ride yet," she whispered. "He'll

never find us if we don't stay in one place."

"Madness, " judged the prince, but settled hinself

to wait. "Wien nmy horse bolted, | counted ny

life as gone. If it is fated that | die, then as

wel | here as anywhere else."

As the sun rose higher in the sky where never

a bird dared fly, Alexandra alternately rang

the bell, then listened for the horn call that assaulted
her spirit. She could feel strength flowing fromher as froma
nort al

woul dund. She sank down on the sand, and Li Shou

sat down beside her, drawi ng her across his lap to rest.
"It's closer," she whispered, then w nced. Her

dirty, scratched hands caught at the prince's

sl eeves, and a spasm shook her. He took the

bell fromher and rang it, then waited. Mnents

later, both winced at the call that cane.

"He'll never see us!" she cried and dragged herself
to her horse and its saddl ebags. "Swear never
to tell!" she comranded, then hurled what she had

drawn fromthe bags against the walls where they had
shel tered
Fl ane sprang up. The heat fromthe Geek fire



nel ded with the heat of the sun and the coarse sand. Sand,
sky, and burning ruins shimered as if in a

furnace. Al exandra |owered herself to the hot sand before
she fainted, but forced herself to sit, rather than lie down.
"What's that?" Li Shou's voice snapped her from

uneasy sl eep

"M rage?" she noaned, and he noi st ened

her lips with water, restoring her to sone neasure of

al ertness. "\Were?"

He gestured toward a tiny speck that danced and

flickered between them and the horizon

"I'l'lusion," she whispered. "It must be."

"You told ne that your guard woul d never abandon you, and
| did not believe it. Nowit is | who

bel i eve, and you who doubt. Wien we are safe, perhaps

you wi Il beg his pardon.™”

He drew her down to lie on the sand. Then he

| eaped to his feet, waving his arms, even jumping in

a mad effort to draw the attention of the black speck
that rapidly gained in size and speed.

It

was

Haral dr, the other Varangians with him Al were

heavily nmuffled in robes fromhead to fingertips agai nst
the sun that was doubly punishing to their Northern-bred
pallor. Wthin monments, they had reached the burning
ruin, where the prince and princess they never truly
expected to see again awaited them

"You bl ew the horn," Al exandra said. "lI heard

you. "

Har al dr reached inside his robes to touch the hamer
he wore. "I shall thank Freya too,"

he whi spered. "Come, |let us get you back."

Wrn by the storm the battle with denons, and the
struggle of nmind and heart to guide Haraldr to them
Al exandra barely felt himlift her onto his

canel and give the order to start back. The

canel's fast, even stride over the sand and

Haral dr's heartbeat |ulled her.

Only shouts of astoni shnent which rapidly turned

to cheers woke her froma waking dreamin which horses and
j ade nountains played their part. Sonmeone was trickling
water into her parched nouth, and tenderly wi ping her
face with a silken cloth.

"Al exandra!" She opened bleary eyes to see

Bryennius. In the nowragged dress of a Miuslim

mer chant prince, he |looked Iike a brigand, and she
told him so.

"Thank the Mther of God and Her Son!" he

wept. "l never hoped to see you, |et alone hear

you tease nme again."

She coul d hear Father Basil arguing with a hoarse

voi ce that she identified with difficulty as Li

Shou's. "Yes, | know | too need rest, but not
until she is tended. | tell you, | saw her
fight the creatures while | watched, unable
to help."

"You rang the bell," Al exandra said, but both nen
i gnored her.

"I'n Ch'ang-an, you are to be ny guests. And for



now, she is to be tended by ny concubi nes. No, |

will hear no protests. The thing is done." He

cl apped hi s hands, and Al exandra resigned herself to the
m nistrations of those birdlike creatures with their
delicate hands and fine skins. Since they had

survived the storm apparently they were not that
delicate. It might be pleasant, she thought

fuzzily. Once, after a period of intense study

and nmeditation, she had had a fever, and the dreamfilled
rest had cone as a pleasure and a relief.

Bryenni us was patting her hand, holding it to his

rough cheek. "Cousin, did you hear? The prince

has ordered that his concubines attend you. You're not
afraid they will regard you as a threat to his regard
for thenP"

Al exandra knew the wonen's quarters of the

| mperial pal ace. At best, they were hotbeds of

gossip, at worst, quiet and subtly nurderous
battlefields that no man coul d understand. But when the
worren dabbl ed in sorcery, assassination could be the

| east one had to fear.

She forced herself to pat her cousin's cheek. "I'll

be safe," she whispered. "For one thing, they know they
have ne to thank for getting their prince back to them at
all. For another-do you have any idea how ugly they

t hi nk barbarian fenal es are?"

Bryenni us rode back toward the head of the

caravan, content for the nmoment. H s own inspection had
reassured himthat the Ferghana horses' |egs were
sound. He had not dared to rely on the words of guards
or groons for anything as precious as those horses.

But they endured the desert well. Bryennius

suspected sone adm xture of Arabianst in their

bl oodl i ne.

Ever since the Varangi ans had brought Al exandra

and the T ang prince out of the kuraburan, |eadership
had fallen upon him He was delighted at how well

he took to it. In the weeks the prince and his cousin
shivered in fever, tied to their canels, Bryennius

had becone first nan to wake, last to rest. He

agoni zed over the horses, and settled di sputes.

At Kucha, Father Basil and the prince's

physi ci ans agreed that Li Shou could wal k or

ri de as needed throughout a day's march. At

Kar ashahr, Al exandra had finally demanded a

horse, intim dated

the prince's concubines into giving her the riding clothes
that they had hidden, and taken up her forner routines.

But the nerchants, grooms, and soldiers still took

their orders from Bryenni us.

H s cousin rode at his side now, silent, the way

she had been since the kuraburan. They had weat hered

nore storms, but none, thank the Bl essed Mdther of God,

i ke the one she had been lost in. She had cone out of the
desert half-dead and, it seened, three-quarters

mad. Now her |ips noved as if she were praying or

arguing with herself. The one tinme he had ventured to ask
what her thoughts were, she had told hima tale of a



thing called the D anond Path that made hi mthink

her wits had gone astray in the sand. That storm she
told him could have been an illusion

"Some illusion," Bryennius retorted. "It

nearly killed you. And you're still far fromwell."
"I'f I had accepted the Di anond Path as the

abbot told me | must, | night sinply have

wal ked through the stormthe way Rudra Cakrin did,
when he brought Li Shou and ne to shelter.™

"You still insist you saw soneone?" Bryennius had
asked. He was terrified that the sun, the sand, and the
arduous, nonotonous trek had stolen his

cousin's sanity.

"Now you think I"'mmad," she told him "D d

you ever think that madness too m ght be an illusion?"
She stirred, glancing up at the peaks of the T ien
Shan, called the Celestial Muntains. Snow

glittered at their summits. Bryennius licked his

lips. If he drank now, the entire caravan

m ght, and they nust hoard their water until they reached
Tur pan.

"We're clinbing into the foothills." He offered

as a safe, sane topic of conversation the
magni fi cence on the horizon and the |line of march

Al exandra turned to |l ook at him she was only a

tired, thin-faced wonman with bright dark eyes that for
now, were nercifully free of the intense,

specul ative glitter that had so frightened him "It

m ght be cool er there.”
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"My Bryennius." She snmiled at him "I

shouldn't trouble you with ny own fears. Do you know, |
think you are dearer to nme than my own brot her?"

If he wept, the caravan m ght doubt his fitness

to lead them (what was that bell ow? Ghazal a, ol dest
of the canels, winning her daily war with the nmen who
tended her, he deduced.) And wi thout a

| eader, they were all Iost.
Her tiny hand reached out to lie on his above the reins.
"I swear to you, | do not think I'm nmad.

m ght well be, though. The Dianpond Path that the

abbot said | must walk? It's |ike the nountain | edges

we crossed-snow above, the pit bel ow, and madness al
around. And now the desert. Deserts give birth

to religions, you know. | can understand why."

Bryenni us suppressed an urge to cross hinsel f.

Fat her Basil, heretic or not, would have to deal w th that
ast oni shi ng conment .

"No, Bry', |I'mnot preaching a new

revel ation." Abruptly, Al exandra's voice was

sharp, angry. "Damm you, man, this is hard enough

wi t hout your going silent and tol erant and pani cky on

me! I'mtelling you, | saw things, | felt

things during that storm and | can't think themthrough.”
That nmuch sounded |ike the old Al exandra, when she was
frustrated by her Aristotle. Bryennius could

respond to that frustration

"Then give it

peopl e.

rest, cousin, please. In fact, if you could turn



your lofty mnd"-her nails bit into his

hand-"to ordinary matters, | need to think a
few t hings through nyself. Wuld you hel p ne?"

"At Karashahr, when you delivered the letters from
Kucha, and picked up the dispatches for Turpan

what did they tell you that worries you?" Al exandra
grinned at him "Yes, | know | was supposed

to be resting. But you're not very subtle, cousin.”
Bryenni us sighed with relief. Prince Shou m ght

be their conrade and profess hinmself their friend, but

Al exandra was fam ly, her conplex |ogic

fam liar and reassuring.

"At Kashgar, at dinner that night, you heard that
Turpan is in sone jeopardy."

Al exandra nodded. "Fromwhat |'ve learned, it's

al ways been a battleground. Every tine some king or other
wants to expand, his eyes fall on Turpan. Not

to nention his armes. It's a strategic site, and the
water supply is good. Not to mention its wine."

The last thing Bryennius needed now was to think of
Turpan and its

kar ez,

t he subterranean channel s that brought water down fromthe
T ien Shan foothills, as inpressive a thing

inits way as the Roman aqueducts. There were al npst

a thousand of them he had been told. A

t housand cool tunnels, each rippling with water in the
cool, quiet dark. He licked his Iips again. This

time he actually reached for his waterskin before he
st opped hi nsel f.

"Turpan's under attack, then," Al exandra cane

to a concl usi on.

"The Karashahr traders think that by now the Turpans
have either waited them out or succunbed.” Vars in the
desert were not a matter of protracted canpai gns

or prol onged sieges: the resources sinply were not
there. Lightning raids, treachery, the hope of

carel essness . . . these were the weapons that might win a
tradi ng out post for any one of a band of anbitious
tribes. O all the oases along the silk road,

Tur pan had the best chance of outwaiting an

especially well-equi pped force . . . unless

someone-or some power - damaged the karez.

"Do we know what we may ride into?" The question was
asked lightly enough. Bryennius shook his head.

That had been the hardest decision of all the ones he
had had to make. Should he wait at Karashahr

until word, or invaders, cane from Turpan, or
proceed-in sunmer comacr the anvil of sand, grit,

and stone so appropriately called the Land of

Fire? Risk his caravan's wel fare,

or further endanger his cousin's health and reason?
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"And | was too ill to advise you. Ah,

Bryenni us, forgive ne?" He al nost hugged her then

and there.

"Have you told the prince?"

"When he was ill, | ... drafted his nen. It's



doubl ed our fighting strength.” It was hard to suppress
the pride he felt.

"My God, what a general the Enpire missed in

you!" she exclained. "If you're doing so well on

your own, what do you need nme for?"

Wl | -content, Bryennius turned his horse. He

had heard both hoof beats and the I ong tread of a

canel, and wanted his nmen's reports.

"Why, cousin? To hear what you just said."”

Anot her possible future, Bryennius thought. But

it did seem hard and damably unfair that even as

his life expanded into a range of possibilities,

Al exandra's shrank and tw sted. She was driven now

by two quests: for the silkwrnms she'd pl edged her

life (and his) to bring back to Byzantium and now

this inexplicable fascination with the Ki ngdom of
Shanbhal a. Di screet questions had told him

that it lay to the south. Well, if they survived that

| ong, they could always return fromCh'in by the southerly
trade routes. Fromwhat he'd heard, they were al npbst
worse than the ones he'd already crossed.

When they stopped to rest, he would tell her everything that
Sul ei man and the other traders had told him

Once she had all the facts, she could occupy that

conpl ex, fertile'tnind on something considerably nore
profitable than pagan superstitions.

Days later, they clinbed down fromthe foothills,

reached the ordinary | evel of the sand, and kept on
begreat er-than descending. Here the air was thick and
hot, though so

backsl ash

dry it scorched the throat and nose. Sunli ght

pressed

backsl ash

upon their backs until they were surprised that the |ong,
bl ack shadows that they cast were not hunched over: fromthe
wei ght of it. The coarse sand cast the heat back up

at them The canels protested at each step, and

three

backsl ash

horses had to be killed when they

col | apsed, unable to walk a step farther

"l could al nost believe," Father Basil said, "that sone
denon had pressed his thumb into the earth and gouged out
this place. The Land of Fire indeed!"

"Pl ease, don't joke about it!" Al exandra

begged.

"This one rejoices that when he cane here the first time, it was
winter," said Li Shou.

Bryennius slitted his eyes. The air was a

shi mer of heat. Was the shadow up ahead j ust anot her
illusion or was that smoke? He pointed it out

to Al exandra.

She stared too. "Snhoke," she pronounced finally.

"And not just snoke, either. Look at the way the light
noves. After Haraldr found nme, | don't think

| can ever forget how riders | ook, comng toward one in
a desert. There are riders coning this way."

She adj usted her swordbelt and signal ed for her



guardsmen. Haral dr rode in, his axe at hand.

Prince Shou closed in on her other side.

Bryennius spared tinme for a sly smle.

"Tell the men to arm" Bryennius ordered one of the

men from Kashgar.

Bri gands woul d not touch themif they showed too great a
force. An arny, however . . . "Tell

themal so to renenber that we are traders, not a war
band. We don't attack unless fired upon."

As the sun beat down on them they waited, straining
their eyes until the shimer blurred and re-forned

into a band of riders. "Horse archers," nuttered

Fat her Basil.

"Kazaks, probably," said the Ch'in prince.

"They ride magnificently."

For an instant, both Al exandra and Bryenni us

glared at him This was no tine for artistic judgnments.
"Friends?" Bryennius asked one of the traders from
Kashgar .

The man shrugged. The riders drew closer, and their

own archers nocked arrows, waiting.

They could stand like this until someone's judgnent
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snapped, or they all collapsed fromthe sun

Al exandra thought. She knew that as princess, it was

her part to remain in such safety as there was, unti

her fate-and the fate of all the other

nonconbat ant s- was deci ded. She al so knew t hat

it was her fate to resent such arrangenents. In her

| ost and unl anmented convent, she had seen two cats
stal ki ng one another. They had crouched

noti onl ess, neither taking its eyes fromthe other, neither
nmovi ng, until she dropped a pebble. Then the

spel | was broken, and each strolled off in a

different direction. The distraction enabled her to break
up what night have been quite a fight, though nothing
conpared with the bl oodshed (her own included) that m ght cone
froma nisstep here

Li ke everything el se since her escape fromthe
kuraburan, this did not seemreal to her. It was

all illusion, the abbot's voice whispered in her

head. But she didn't want it to be illusion. She

didn't want to be sone esoteric being. She was

human, and she wanted her hopes and fears back

needed themif she were not to throw herself away through
caprice, indifference, or despair.

She remenbered Kashgar, and how she had ridden into it
like a princess, her hair flow ng down her back

Wll, there was no wind here to make it fly behind her
(and it was probably too matted to do anything of the

ki nd), but she could try. Myving her hands slowy

toward her head, she pulled off her hat and |let her

hair tunble. Homer nmight wite all he cared

to about Amazons: no war party she had ever heard of

i ncl uded wonen.

A man who | ooked nuch |ike her hosts in

Kashgar detached hinself fromthe troop and rode forward.
"I am | brahimibn Ml hal hil."

"Now that," runbled Haraldr, "is what | cal



a brave man!"
Al exandra touched heels delicately to her
horse's flanks and noved slowy forward. Behind
her, she heard appall ed hisses.

sil k roads and shadows
"Bryenni us," she whi spered through her teeth, have the
di spatches. Come . . . but slowy,"
"Suleiman M s'ar ibn Ml halhil calls
me brother," Bryennius said.
The man | ooked skeptical. He stiffened, and the
warriors behind himtensed too.
"I have letters," Bryennius added, his voice rising
alittle.
"WIl you let me bring themto you?" Al exandra call ed.
Her hi gher, clear voice carried, unm stakably
that of a woman. She took the letters fromher cousin's
hand and wal ked her horse toward the Turpan
mer chant, holding themout to himas she mght hold
meat out to a grow ing watchdog. From what she had seen
of them they were in Arabic. They m ght say anything,
i ncluding, "Put to death the bearer of these
instructions."
Del i berately, the man opened the letters and read them
then stared at Bryennius and, a little nore abash-edly,
at herself. She forced herself to | ook around as if he could
not possibly decide to harmthem Today it was
difficult to tell where the nountain peaks ended and the
cl ouds began. Above the clouds, the sky | ooked
al nost indi go. And what she saw drifting behind the
riders was nost certainly snoke. Despite the
dryness of the air, she felt sweat run down her
sides. Her heart pounded as it had done in the high
passes. Sights, snmells, and sounds had never
been as intense, or as precious to her
"I ask your pardon,"” said ibn Ml hal hil after
atine. "My house and all in it are yours."
Al exandra made her horse back up and she put
her hat back on. No need to court sunstroke,
or enbarrass the man by remnmi nding himof her
presence.
Ask if there was a battle,
she wi shed at Bryenni us.
He fell into | owvoiced conversation with the nman, at one
point grimacing in disgust. Then each saluted the
other in the Abbasid fashion of hand to |ips and brow
before returning to his own troop
"Some of the tribes here have been raiding
Turpan nore than usual. Msques have been
desecrated. The
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tribes-they say they were here before Islamand will be here
long after they have driven it into the sand and nade
Turpan into a waste |like the ruins down the road,"
sai d Bryenni us. "There was pl ague too-high
fever, convulsions, but it quit when they found ... he
doesn't want to tal k about what they found. Sone
sort of idol with many arns and skulls."
"Li ke the attenpt on ny nephew s lifel" cried
Al exandra. Risking her Iife had won her back



her ability to feel. Once again, she could snell

magi ¢, close at hand. She touched her

talismans and tried to sense what mght lie up

ahead. It all but nade her gag.

There had i ndeed been war in Turpan, and the town had
survived it by a hair. The

yurts

of the few tribesnmen who still dared to |live outside the
town itself rested on battle-marked sand. Snoke
stained the pale nud-brick walls of Turpan's
bui | di ngs, and spiraled in patterns about the nobsque
with its spire that |ooked like an ivory toy

carved by a master craftsman for a Titan. They

rode past many homes with walls pitted by fire and
heavy bl ows. The townspeople were out, restoring the
leafy trellises that gave them shade, grapes, and
confort, even here in the Land of Fire.

"They defaced even the cenetery this one's

ancestors built here," Li Shou nourned

quietly. "It too nmust be set to rights."

A l ook went from |brahimto Bryennius

to Al exandra herself. First things first. Now the prince
rode at her side. "This one admred the

princess' conduct in front of the archers,” he said
formally. "There are stories of a T ang princess,

the I ady Ping Yang, whose arny defended a pass.

May this one express the observation that the princess
and this one's far distant kinswoman have much in comon?"
Li Shou, with his old names for places and his

elegies . . . Alexandra shook herself. Li Shou

m ght be nore poet than warrior, but he had been a
good man to have at her back during the storm

"This one . . ." Ch, she would never accustom herself
to speaking of herself in the third person, anynore than

she coul d speak of herself as "we" the way G eek

I mperials thought they had to. "I thank

you, Highness," she managed to say. Then, a little nore
quickly, "I amvery glad that | |earned of your

brave ancestress only now, Prince. | rode

out to face the archers because | thought that the warriors in
these parts could not inmagine a wonman as a threat. If
| had known of that princess, |I think I mght have
been afraid."”

Li Shou smiled and shook his head at what he thought
was her nodesty. She col ored and turned away,
listening to | brahimas he spoke to her cousin.

"Many of our caravanserai s have been destroyed,"

| brahimsaid. "You shall stay in ny own hone."

| brahims home |ay beyond the bazaars, in a
narrow all ey mracul ously free of canels,

donkey carts, and scurrying Ui ghurs, Kazaks,

Ch'in, Muslins, and any of ten other tribes and
races. The karez was open here to the air, and it
frothed with cl ean, fast-noving water. Al exandra
wanted to dip her hands and feet into it. Trellises
covered its thick walls so heavily that the nud
bricks were only a pale, intermttent gleamin the
sunlight.

| brahi m nurnured a few words, then stepped



aside for themto enter what felt |ike a paradi se of
cool ness. Al exandra felt the skin around

her eyes | oosen at the pleasures of being in
near - dar kness and cl ose to noisture. CQutside, the

| eaves rustled confortingly. Her eyes becane used

to the room s di mess, though spots still danced and
glittered in front of the jewellike stacks of

rugs and soft cushions to which | brahimsteered his
guests.

Bowis of fruit and Turpan's fabled mare's-teat

grapes appeared al nost magi cally. She washed her
hands in the water a nanservant offered her in a

t ur quoi se-gl azed bow . Beyond her, one of

Bryenni us' troopers bit into a piuin beaded with

noi sture. Juice dribbled down his
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chin, and he dabbed at it, grinned guiltily, and

t ook anot her eager bite.

Al exandra started to laugh with the rest. Then she
shivered. The juice that stained his |ips |ooked |ike
bl ood trickling fromthe mouth of a dying man. She
shook her head. She was only a trifle dizzy,

comng in out of the sunlight like that. But, she decided, no
plums for her! She took a cluster of the huge,

ri pe grapes. A grape burst in her nouth.

Along with its heavy sweetness cane the taste of
ashes and bl ood.

As conversation swirled about her, she shut her eyes
and, in the same instant, regretted it. The taste

of the grape tore her | oose fromher anchorage in the
tired body that reclined on a cushion in a desert

out post, and flung her awareness adrift high above
the desert. She saw the mountains she had crossed,
even the peak on which she had al nost died-and still her thoughts
soared hi gher. Wen the nountains seemed no nore than a
wri nkl ed piece of silk cast upon the earth, she
seened to pause where she was. Now, on al

si des, voices and col ors assail ed her

Snmoke w eat hed around her, and she flinched fromit,
renmenberi ng how t he abbot had warned her agai nst
denons.

The abbot! She reached with her thoughts for his conforting
presence. He would not intervene, she recalled, but
surely she mght greet hinP The attenpt nade

her dizzy, and now she heard | aughter, a wonan's

voi ce saying in cultivated Geek, "I may not

even have to destroy her. One step aside on

t hat

path, and she will destroy herself." She knew the

voi ce for her aunt Theodora's, and it terrified

her. Bad enough that her aunt threatened her soul, but that
she herself, through a nisstep on the Di anond

Pat h, could plunge herself to hell . . . still

will not,

she whi spered. She had al ways had gui des on the

Di anond Path. Now, it seenmed, she nust

struggl e on by hersel f.

Her awareness plunmeted, and she was back inside

her body in Turpan, then, just as suddenly, wandering

i n her thoughts bel ow the house, deep beneath the ground.



Water trickled nearby, and sonmeone wept. Sonet hi ng

was rotting, but not yet decently dead, and it crouched
under gr ound.

Abruptly Al exandra snapped back to the here and

now and cut into the conversation. "Wat |ies beneath your
house?" she asked.

| brahimclearly thought that his honored guest had a
touch of sunstroke. "We are near the

ganat,

H ghness. So we have plenty of water, even now. "

Even as Father Basil whispered to her that "ganat" was
simply the word the Arabs used for the karez, she shook
her head in revul sion. Blood and snoke and worse

things lay in that water, which trickled al ong underground
ways where that thing might lap at it and foul it. Her
conviction that Turpan's war was not yet over

grew.

Li Shou's tired eyes rested upon her and warned.

He knows that sonething is wong, and suspects it is

magi c,
Al exandra thought. Bryennius | ooked troubl ed.
He thinks | amgoing mad, as well | mght.

A strong hand suddenly touched her shoul der, and she
rel axed under the unexpected gesture.
"My princess needs to rest," said Haraldr in
passabl e Sogdi an. Except for the tine he had
wedged her into the rocks |lest the snowslide hurl her
down the nountai nside, he had never touched her before.
Her warnmth and littleness struck himal nost as fiercely as
hi s shock when she | ooked up at himand sniled
wearily. For an instant, he saw her as she had
been in Byzantium jeweled and renpte, but with a
flash in her eyes. And when the Basil eus spoke
of her journey that day, it had rekindl ed the wanderl ust
that had already drawn himfrom Norway to Hedeby and
Al dei gsfjord, on the mad dash down the rapids
fromKiev, and thence to Mkl agard. Those bright eyes
had ki ndl ed anot her type of lust on the road east,
though it shamed himto admit it. Hi s princess
her courage and endurance nmoved himas achingly as her
dark eyes or her slender frame. Even
grimy, and drawn, her silken hair bound up in that
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ridi cul ous cap, she seened as fragile and
perfect as the ivories in the palace. Fool, he
called hinself for the thousandth tine. She m ght have wed a
ki ng, not an oaf like hinself, but she had chosen to live a
holy life until danger turned her into a
shi el dmai d, innocent and fierce. He had as nuch
chance to win her as he would have if he approached a
Val kyrie with talk of love. But his princess had
smled at him H's stubborn heart raced.
"Certainly," said Ibrahim sounding relieved, and
cl apped his hands. Al exandra rose. She woul d, she
supposed, be conducted to his fermal e kin; she was
getting used to that.
"l cannot believe," she heard Li Shou's voice
behi nd her, clearly taking up a subject that had



stirred up sonme anxiety, "that the Son of Heaven

woul d exil e the worshipers of Mni."

"Even the runor of trouble distresses me," Father

Basil replied, "for my own people in your |and. How
long will it be before you blame the Nestorians as well
as the tribes for the raids, and the violation of your holy
pl aces? And yours, Master |brahim

If Ch'in turns inward, distrusting the outsiders who
have hel ped make it w se and rich, against whom el se
mght it turn?"

Al exandra turned and | eft the room The wonen's
quarters were cool and very quiet, if you ignored the
di smay and rmurrnurings of their inmates at her parched
skin, her thinness, and her scandal ous clothing. It was
pl easant to' be bathed and oiled (she forced herself

to ignore the reek of blood in the bathwater, since
none of the other wonmen seened troubl ed) and eased down
into a soft nest of rugs, cushions, and a fine

cotton sheet, as if she were an infant. The wonen

left, |eaving behind a pitcher of water and a finely

pi erced brass |l anp that cast fascinating shadows on

the walls. Al exandra stared at them hoping to foll ow
theminto deep, dreanl ess sleep

But again she snelled smoke, and death, and that
unhol i ness that |urked beneath the ground here. It was

the karez, she knew that now. The nonads had

wi t hdrawn, but Turpan's real eneny had laired within
its very heart. After a tine she rose and dressed in the
clean clothing the wonen had left for her. Confort here
was an illusion; she preferred to rest fully clad

agai nst the nonment when the illusion was shattered.

For good measure, she picked up her sword, then

| aid the pack containing the bell and Iightning-bolt
enbl em she had won where she could reach it. Only then
did she Iie down again.

Lazily she traced the pattern of |ight dancing

over the roughly textured walls. After a time, the

[ anp went out and she slept.

Hasty footsteps and blazing Iights invaded

Al exandra's room and she woke with a cry. In an

i nstant, she had drawn not her sword, but the tw sting
dorje that synbolized the |ightning.

Prince Li Shou took one step back. Father

Basil was with him

"Turpan i s under attack?" she asked quickly. So

this was why the pluns, the grapes, and the water had
tasted of bl ood!-CQutside, she heard wailing and

runni ng feet, and, over all, the sound of alarm

voi ces shouting orders, and the clash of weapons bei ng
l[ifted fromstores and distributed.

None of it surprised her. Wat did surprise

her was the presence of nen and outsiders in the wonen's
quarters. Then she heard other nen's deep voices

too, and she realized that the wonen were bei ng evacuat ed
to some place of safety ... if indeed such a

pl ace exi st ed.

"The dorje," breathed the prince. Al exandra spared

it a glance as she thrust it into her belt. It gl owed
bl ue-white.



| brahimawaited themin the recepti on roomthey

had entered only hours before, arnmed guards at his
back.

"The tribes?" asked Bryennius, who had his

sword drawn, and | ooked eager for a fight.
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The nerchant | ooked distracted. "Down fromthe
hills, under the houses . . . there is a guard on
the tunnel s: How coul d they have entered?"

There was no tinme to tell him Al exandra thought in
pity. He would only think that his troubles had been
i ncreased by the presence of a madwonan.

"The rest of your caravan has been guided to the
ruins of the Han town outside Turpan. You'l

see it. Take these letters"-he thrust dispatches

i nto Bryenni us' hands conBfor ny cousins in
Dunhuang. Tell themto guard the Jade Gate

well, and to pray for us!"

"I can't leave you like this, man!" Bryenni us

cried. "Suleiman M'sar ibn Ml hal hi

called ne brother. Wuld he abandon you?"

Haral dr stal ked in through the main door

causing half the men in the roomto reach for their
weapons. "My prince," he saluted

Bryennius, "I sent the others on ahead, then

cane back here. Do we stay with the rear guard?"
"Yes!" Bryennius cried, even as |brahim

shook hi s head.

"Your first loyalty, Prince ... it must be to your

ki nswoman, and to Hi s Hi ghness, with whose safety ny
ki nsmen in Kashgar entrusted you. Though | woul d

wel come your sword, this is not their battle."”

| brahi m doesn't expect to win, Al exandra

t hought. Voices screamed in the narrow streets, and
out si de, flanes danced up, casting crazy shadows

on the mnaret which seemed to sway back and forth with them
Bryenni us' swarthy face flushed with shanme. How
easy it would be to agree that they should stay here. For a
nmonent Al exandra wavered. Li Shou fingered his
swordhilt, his mnd doubtless full of heroic

songs as well as honest fear. It was brave, it was
nobl e-and it was probably usel ess, suicidal

Anot her man burst into the room H's sword

dri pped blood on the fine carpets. "That was the

| ast of the women! Now barbarians are pouring in fromthe
ruined caravanserais."
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"Go now, while you can!" |brahi mordered.

"Prince, Princess, let ne stay," Haral dr

begged. Al exandra m ght have expected that. If they
didn't stop arguing, they' d have no choice but to stay
and fight.

"You are sworn to ne, Haraldr," Al exandra

snapped in Geek. "And | do not rel ease you."

H s blue eyes were on her, troubled and even hurt,
and his hands cl asped and uncl asped on his axe.

Al exandra drew her sword. "My Lord

I brahim | thank you for your hospitality.

If. . ." She drew a breath . . . "If your

Allah wills it, I shall come back to enjoy it in



peace. Now. which way nust we flee?"

"I will lead you," he said, and they ran fromthe house.
Crowmds swirled about them Riders pounded by.

Al exandra flung hersel f out of their path. She heard

a scream and something meaty fall before she could even
draw her own sword. Then they were engulfed in a

snarl of quick, dirty fights. By the tine they could
breat he again, and bind up their wounds, |brahimlay
dead. Spraw ed beside him half in, half out of the
canal, lay the G eek sol dier whom Al exandra

had wat ched eating a plum Blood ran from his nouth

and spiraled into the rushing water.

She dashed her hand across her griny face. "Now

what ?" she asked. Father Basil, one of

| brahim s nmen, and Prince Li Shou were deep in

rapi d conversation. "lIbrahimChrist rest his

soul -said that there was an entrance to the karez near his
house,"” said the priest. "And this man clains to know

t he underground ways. He could bring us out to where the
caravan awaits us."

waits for us,

Al exandra thought. The idea of entering the karez was

abhorrent to her. Wat if they confronted whatever

undead thing she had envisioned lurking in its w ndings?

She imagined that it | ooked |like the goat she had

slain, only larger and fouler. But they had no

better choice.

Li Shou stared at her. "You think that there's sonething in

the karez?"

She nodded. Then they heard the shrieks of their

eneny and ran for the karez.

"Everyone flee," gasped their torches you can carry.

Qui ck!"

gui de. "Take what

The tunnels were so | ow that even Al exandra had to bend

down as they crawed into the twi sting darkness.

This had to be torment for Haraldr, she thought after she

heard a thunp, a scrape, and an oath in

Norse. "Like the very bowels of the Mdgard serpent!”

Haral dr nuttered.

"Do you want to bring the earth down upon us?" hissed

their guide. He held up a torch. If the

wal l's of the karez were reinforced, Al exandra coul dn't

see it. The weight of earth pressing down upon them.
she sniffed bl ood again, and knew it for the lives

of the nen who had built this waterway, and who

mai ntai ned it. She wondered if they were not afraid

to enter the tunnels, and howit felt to be trapped

down here, waiting for the torches to burn out or the air

to go bad.

Their feet splashed in the shallow water. Around them

the torches flickered orange and yell ow. Soot

st reaks marked ot her such journeys. Al exandra

tensed. Wiere was the trouble she had sensed down here?

Bryenni us stopped so quickly that she wal ked into him

He started to straighten, then renenbered his height.

"I hear sonething," he whispered.

Al exandra stopped too, though the guide hissed for

nore speed. Now she could hear it too, |ow and



pl aintive, rippling

over

the water.

"Someone' s weeping!" Bryennius said, and set a

faster pace. He stopped at the junction of two

tunnel s, dank fromthe knee-deep water.

"Which way do we go to get out?" he demanded

The guide pointed with his chin. That was the direction from
whi ch the weepi ng was comi ng.

"A trap?" Al exandra suggested to Bryenni us.

Whoever, or whatever wept lay in the path they had

to wal k. Haraldr's conparison of the karez with a
serpent was too apt: she felt like she wal ked in between
its ranged jaws.

Bryenni us spl ashed on ahead. As the water

| evel dropped, the noise of his passage

| essened. So did the weeping.

Torch in hand, he disappeared in a bend of the
tunnel . The gui de, bent al nost double, followed, with
Prince Li Shou and Al exandra, Father Basil,

several soldiers, and-as rear guard-Haraldr

hurrying after him

A scream fromthe direction Bryennius had

di sappeared i n shocked a scream from Al exandra t oo.
Dust and | arger chunks of earth dropped fromthe
tunnel's ceiling. Steel rasped out and

light flickered off the huge bl ade of Haraldr's

axe.

"The dorje!" whispered Li Shou. "Check it!"

When she had waked, the lightning-bolt enblem had

gl eaned balefully. Nowit nerely reflected the
torchlight. Footsteps neared them and they tensed.
It was Bryennius. H s sword was sheat hed, he had
thrown away his torch-and in his arnms he carried a
woman in wet, tattered robes that had once been
very fine

Their gui de wal ked over to him and | ooked down at the
worman he bore. "What do you think you' re doi ng?"
Bryenni us asked indignantly.

"That neckl ace," said the guide. "A double strand of
nmoonst ones. Princesses of the U ghur royal

house wear such things. W had heard that during the
| ast battle, the youngest princess di sappeared.

W' ve been expecting the tribes to demand ransom
for her."

The neckl ace dangl ed from his hands, |ike pearls,
only nore filled with Iight.

"Excel l ent, Your Highness," said a soldier, the
conrade of the man who | ay dead outside

| brahi m's house. "You have found a princess-or

what | ooks |like a princess. How do we

know that that too isn't "

The woman in Bryennius' arns suddenly struggl ed,

gl anced around at the people glaring at her, and wail ed again.
Bryennius murmured to her and kept on wal ki ng.
"She's no denon," he insisted. "Let's keep

wal ki ng. "

"Look at her!"™ whispered Li Shou. "Her nother

nmay
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have been a ki nsworman, or an I|nperial concubine

sent here as a gift."

But what if she were a denon?

Al exandra scurried up behind Bryennius. "That was

a good question, cousin. There are sinple tests for
denons. Doubtl ess Father Basil has holy

relics or water, and | have this!" She showed hi mthe
dorj e.

"Holy relics froma heretic, and a heat hen

symbol I'" Bryenni us snorted.

"Bry', you sound as if she's bespelled you already.

In the name of God, man, do you want me to have to think
of you as an eneny?"

"Al exandra!" Real hurt quivered in his voice.

“I won't hurt her. If she's been |ost down

here, she deserves all the help we can

give her. But let ne test her."

Bryenni us turned and knelt. Again he murnmnured

wor dl essly, coaxing the worman he bore, her face

burrowed frantically against his shoulder, to turn around.
Al exandra | ooked at her and stifled a gasp

Despite the tears and the terror that blotched her

face, the wonman was very beautiful, with the broad

U ghur cheekbones, but the delicate brows and

upswept eyes of the Ch'in. Her nmouth was tiny and
perfect.

"G ve ne her neckl ace,
gui de.

"Hi ghness, we rnust hurry!" he said urgently.

"I must rejoin ny brothers, and you and your people mnust
flee here!™

Al exandra held out her hand for the nponstones and
dangl ed themin thestwonman's face. "A few

nmonents' test is safer than bearing an eneny in our

m dst." The woman reached out for the gens.

"Yes, yours," Al exandra agreed. "And who are

you?" She tried in Sogdian, then in careful Ch'in

t hat brought a gasp of relief and wonder fromthe other
worman. Li Shou bent close, and nodestly the

worman turned her head, al nost hiding again in the
refuge of Bryennius' arms. But she

answered his questions in a soft voice still heavy with
tears.

"She is Siddiga," said Li Shou. "And she was not

| ost’

Al exandra ordered the

here. The nomads brought her here-and left her. She

does not know why. She tried to wal k out, but got

lost."

Al exandra held up the dorje as she m ght display

a dagger to a boychild. Siddiga gasped in wonder

and touched it. Father Basil's nutters of exorcism
ended in an "anmen."

"Do you still think she is a denpbn?" Bryennius

demanded. He was angry, Alexandra could tell.
"Apparently not," she said. "Do you still think I am
mad?"

"Hush!" conmmanded t he gui de, and they went on. Fromtinme
to time, Al exandra could hear Bryenni us whispering to the



woman he bore

Their torches snoked, then died to reddi sh gl ows.

They lit fresh ones, which seemed to burn only

hal f as long. Underfoot, the tunnels grew dry.

"A lesser-used portion of the karez," explained the

gui de. "These tunnels fill during the spring, when

the thaw sends icenelt down to us."

He didn't sound wholly convinced, Al exandra

t hought. Here the air was heavy, thick with old dust and
dryness. Tentatively, Al exandra sniffed. Ad

fears, and underlying them the scent of blood. There
was

somet hi ng beneat h Turpan, sone old chaos that the tribes
knew, and feared, and sacrificed Siddiqga' s

ransomin order to propitiate.

Abruptly the Ui ghur girl wailed. They al

stopped. Their torches, lit so little time ago, were
already flickering to darkness.

Footsteps again, in a rhythmutterly unlike that

of any man, woman, or beast Al exandra had ever

seen or heard. They seened to pad softly toward

them Alexandra felt the sane dread she had known

in the upper air, snelled fear in the thickening air
and in their very sweat. Whatever approached was a
predator and an angry one.

They qui ckened their pace, their breathing harsh in the silence
of the bad air, Siddiga's sobs the only other

sound. Father Basil suddenly went to his knees,

laid his ear to the ground.
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"It's shaking," he said, and in the dying light, his
face was very bleak. "An earth trenor, and

here we are.”

Now Al exandra too could hear the runbling. It

rem nded her of the aval anche. She had escaped that.
There woul d be no chance to escape this. Trenbling, she
sank to her knees. Her pack felt heavy on her

back. If it came quickly, rest mght be a

bl essi ng.

Then she renenbered the bell she carried. It had

war ded of f the denons, shielded herself and Prince

Shou fromthe driving sand that had tried to smother them She
pul | ed the ghanta from her back, and as the runbling
shudder ed underneath them and fissures opened up in the
wal s and ceiling of the tunnel, she rang it.

During the storm it had seenmed as if the bell cast

a shell of protective light about her. Now, in the
near - dar kness, she saw that |ight, saw broken

bri cks, huge chunks of masonry, crash down

against it, and rebound. A crack w de enough to engul f
Har al dr opened beneath his feet. For a nmonent he stood
only on light; then the crack snapped cl osed

again, and the light held.

Gradual |y the quake died down into trenmors, then

into silence. Al exandra set down the bell. The
resonances of its tone still lingered in the air.

The dust all about themset themto coughi ng
frantically. Wen the spasns subsi ded,

Al exandra struck a |ight and kindled her | ast

torch.



"Lord have mercy," she whi spered.

The others tupned frightened faces to her. She
strai ghtened as much as she could, and held her torch
aloft to show them what she had seen

Al'l around them the tunnels had col |l apsed. They
were seal ed in.

Al exandra took a step forward, then recoil ed.

Her foot had alnost fallen on the body of a nman,
munmi fi ed by years of exposure to the dust. He stil
wore fragnents of arnor.

"He'l | have conpany now," Haraldr nuttered. His
breath cane fast and shal | ow

Al exandra knelt beside the body. The air would
rapidly turn bad here, and then they would all go

to sl eep.

Was that how it was with you too

she asked the silent face.

Did you ever hope to free yoursel f?

She coul d not see whether the man had used sword or
hands to try to dig hinmself free, or whether he had
si mply conposed hinsel f, hopel essly, for

sl eep.

"The child you saw," whispered Li Shou. "And in the
desert, the youth. Princess, |ook at that man!"

Al exandra raised the torch, nerved herself to gaze again
at the dead man. Even after all these years, his
face still bore an expression of resignation. And his
features ... it took all her resolution not

to crouch down and sob in despair (as the guide was
doing). The withered features were those of Rudra
Cakrin. On his breast lay a necklace, its

chai n snapped, a central nedallion bearing the

fam liar sigil of Shanbhal a.

Here even he had no power, and here, apparently, he
had di ed.

And here they were. Their eyes gl eaned white and
terrified in grimy faces.

Their torches burned sullenly. One hissed, then

went out.

\Y
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"No!" Haral dr grow ed and began to scrape at the
earth with the bl ade of his axe.

"You'll only use up the air that nmuch faster,"
Bryenni us said. He had his arm about the

princess they had found. Haraidr nmerely shrugged and
went on diggi ng. Al exandra understood. As |long as

he could hold an axe, he would not despair. But

if even the King of J Shanmbhal a hi nsel f had
despaired here, what nore could she do? You can die w thout
how i ng over it, she ordered herself.

Prince Shou dragged hinself over to kneel beside her.
He rai sed his snoking torch the better to viewthe
dead man's face

"But | ook!" he said softly. Siddiga took one

| ook, sobbed, and buried her face in Bryennius

shoul der.

"I'f we hadn't found her, she nmight have wandered out in



time," Alexandra nuttered. "Or gone nad.

suppose this is an easier death than despair and
madness. "

| SO

"What makes you think this man despaired,

Princess?" asked Li Shou. "I tell you,

| ook at his face! And now, ask yourself if, since

we found him we have heard that creature hunting on
our trail again."

Al exandra stared at him wondering what he meant.

Anot her torch snmoked and went out, |eaving a

reek of oily snoke.

"W have a story," Li Shou went on, "of the

Purple Vll. It was said that when Ch'in Shih
Huang-di began his Geat Wall, in order for it

to stand, ten thousand nen nust be buried within it. A man
named Wan-whi ch neans "ten thousand"-was found, and
told of our need. WIllingly, he entered the

vl | - was

"That's hi deous!" spat Bryenni us.

"Perhaps so," said the prince, "but the \Wal

endures.”

It was like the prince to while away the tine between now and
death with a sad story, Al exandra thought, and yet
and yet ... the dry earth had lain but lightly on the
face of the dead man. He did not |ook as if he

had died in despair.

Har al dr scraped away at the earth, his breathing
hoarse in the silence. She stopped himwi th a touch on
hi s shoul der.

"A sacrificial death," she nused. She took

up the nmedallion the dead man wore, w ped it

clean of the crusted earth, then laid it back down on
hi s breast.

The air was very thick by now Al exandra felt

drowsy. She | eaned agai nst Haraldr's

back, let her senses drift. Except for the heat

and snmells, it was |ike being entonbed in the snow again.
Only she was not alone. It was very still. Only one
torch burned now, and it too was beginning to snol der
Fat her Basil crouched beside the corpse. Very gently
he traced the sign of the cross on its brow "W

may as well prepare ourselves," he said.

Suddenly the last torch kindled and flared first
orange, then yellow, then a clear, pure white.

"Air!" she cried and tensed, sniffing for the source
of the tiny breeze that had fed the torch. There it was,
cool ,
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and danp. On her hands and knees she tracked it,
scratching at the dried, tunbled earth unti

Har al dr shoul dered her aside and begin to dig. A

| unp of rock-hard earth the size of a man's head

fell forward and spl ashed.

"Al'lah the Merciful and Lovingkind! There's

anot her tunnel beyond there!" cried their guide, who
joined Haraldr at the digging. They panted in the
still-foul air, but rapidly, the hole w dened unti



Haral dr forced his massive shoul ders through

Al exandra coul d hear himswear as he

di sappeared into that other tunnel. H's face, sweaty and
soot - dark, showed at the opening, and he grinned at

t hem

"It looks clear," he announced. "I1'Il help

you through. First you, nmy princess." Though Al exandra
gestured to Bryennius to hand Siddiga through first, the
tiny girl resisted.

"Perhaps if | do go first, it will reassure her," she
sai d. As she cl anbered through, Haraldr's rough

grasp on her wists kept her from pani cking.
"Bryenni us, push her through to nme. No? Then you cone
t hrough, and she'll join you."

One by one, they struggled through the opening. Even though
air in the new tunnel was dank and stale, it went

to their heads |ike Turpan's strongest w ne. Even

Li Shou laughed a little wildly with relief.

The guide rose to his knees, and studied the

tunnel. After a |ong pause, he announced,

“"Now | can get us out."

"Wait, oh, wait!" Al exandra cried. In

Kashgar, she had won the lightning bolt, and in the
desert, the bell that had shielded them when the earth
trenbled. If the King of Shanbhal a i ndeed

protected her, he would not begrudge her his sigil

and she dared not |eave it behind. Before anyone

could stop her, she scranmbled back into the cave they
had left.

The body of Rudra Cakrin was gone, the

medallion with it. In its place lay a noonstone

the size of a bird's

egg. Sword, scepter, bell, gem flowers, and

crown, the abbot had told her, were given to those who
wal ked the Di anond Path. Here beyond all hope was

the gem

Earth spattered down on her brow fromthe karez'

ruined ceiling. Thrusting the geminto her clothing, she
flung herself toward the new tunnel, ignoring

pai nful scrapes as her conpani ons pull ed her

free just as chunks of rock-hard earth began to fal

upon her legs. "ldiot!" spat Bryennius, as

they fled down the tunnel, half dragging her in their
eagerness to be far froma new cave-in.

Fi nally, when they crouched panting agai nst the rough wall,
Al exandra brought out the noonstone. It caught the
torchlight, transnuting it to blue and white fire.

"He was gone," she told the prince and the priest.

"But I will swear to you by all that is holy-in any of
our faiths-that he left this gemfor ne."

Father Basil smled gently, though the

sweat and dirt on his face made it a grimace.

"Since you like the tales of the Wst, Hi ghness,

remind me to tell you one day of the parable of a man who
gave all he possessed for a pearl of great

price."

"There!" whispered their guide. "We' re al nost

out si de. "

He waved his arnms frantically for quiet in case



enem es, and not their own caravan, awaited them They
tried to walk slowy, lest the splashing of their

boots in the shallow water alert guards up ahead.

Now Al exandra could see starlight reflected in the

tiny streamthat fed into the karez.

They dragged thensel ves up out of the karez and sprawl ed on
the earth, drawing great breaths of the fresh air, which was
sweet, with the wild cleanliness of the sand, into their
| ungs. The ni ght seemed full of nusic.

Al exandra forced herself to rise, acconpanying the guard
to atiny rise fromwhich she could see Turpan, from here
only a tiny cluster of buildings fromwhich reddish
snoke rose in the dry air.
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Then the guide turned and pointed. "There!" he

whi spered. |If Al exandra squinted, she could just

barely see ruins. Myving along the

ghostly, crunbling ways of the old town was a file

of men, horses, and canels. "You must go now" he

or der ed.

"Come with us," she said, catching at his armand draw ng
hi m back down toward the others. She notioned themin
the direction of the waiting caravan

He pul |l ed away, and she renmenbered he was

Musl i m and woul d not suffer her to touch him But he
smled at her alnost tenderly. "I nust return

to defend ny hone," he said.

The man stared at all of themas if trying

to remenber them for always. Finally, he bowed deeply

to the Princess Siddiqga.

"Great lady," he said. "If it is the will of

Al'l ah, we shall drive our enenies back once

nore. But go quickly now, before they see you. If you
travel till the sun is high, they cannot catch you."
Then he was gone, a tiny figure running down fromthe
hills, back into the burning oasis. A shower of

spar ks expl oded up froma house as its wood-beaned

roof coll apsed.

Bryenni us was swearing w thout pause or

originality. Wien the words "Greek fire" mngled

with the oaths, Al exandra interrupted. "That would only
have hel ped them destroy their town. And in the

end, we m ght have been taken or killed. Come on.

You heard what ... do you know, Bryennius, he

never gave us his name?"

In the end, they were nearly spitted by their own guards,
who had spent hours in the ruins watching the fight for
Tur pan, never knowi ng when they too m ght be

attacked, or if they would ever see the people for whomthey
wai ted. Al exandra hated to think how cl ose the

caravan must have come to abandoni ng t hem

"North to Hami ?" asked one of the headmen. The

northern route mght be longer, but it spared themthe

necessity of crossing the Wite Dragon

Dunes. They were said to be as bad as the Takl a

Makan, filled not with denons but wth ghosts.

"No!" commanded Li Shou. "Prince Bryenni us,

Princess, this one hunbly begs your pardon, but

we nust go to Dunhuang as quickly as we can and warn the



peopl e there."

The headman gl anced at Bryenni us, who shrugged and

| ooked at Al exandra. "Dunhuang, then." A

groom | ed her horse up, then knelt to help her

into the saddle.

"I'"ll ride double with the Princess Siddiga,"

Bryenni us sai d. He nounted, then gestured

for Haraldr to lift her to his saddle. Quiet had

fallen over Turpan. The beasts nade no sound.

Even the jangling of their harnesses seemed nuffl ed.

For hours they rode out of the Land of Fire. The sky
pal ed, then kindled as the sun rose, forcing themfirst
to a walk, then to a rest stop they had wi shed to del ay
for hours longer. It was harsher than raidi ng nomads
and infinitely nore powerful. And unlike the power
trapped in the karez, the sun would follow them
Bryennius nearly fell out of his saddle, then

hel ped the Ui ghur girl slide down into his arns.

Al exandra, clinging to her own horse until her

knees steadi ed beneath her, watched the two of them
"She is too weak for the journey," Haraldr

muttered for only her to hear. "If she cannot ride

al one, she could slowus all."

But the desert air carried his words to Bryennius and the
girl. Even as she drank fromthe skin he held for

her, she turned and | ooked up. Worship shone in

her bruised face.

"Don't worry," Bryennius prom sed them

"She will ride, and she'll ride alone. She

won't fail you-because she won't fail ne."

Fat her Basil reached for his cross and renenbered

once again that he had given it to the

Princess Al exandra. She rode ahead of him

near Prince Li Shou, as she

so often did these days. Typically, he was tal king and
she was listening, hunched forward in the saddl e, her head
down. Bryenni us rode by, inspecting the caravan

yet again. He tossed an off-hand salute to his

cousin, then went to speak to his U ghur princess.

Her Hi ghness professed to find their devotion
nauseati ng, though she conceded that falling in | ove had
hel ped himlearn Ch'in, in order to speak

to Siddiga.

At least it could coax a snmile fromher, the

Nest ori an thought. Wat was happening to his

G eeks? Her cousin had transformed hinself froma

boy, entranced with hel ping his elder cousin (much the
master spirit of the two, Basil would have said) escape from
her convent in order to rescue an exotic

priest-hinsel f-and enbark upon adventures, into a

form dable man. But if travel and hardship had

t oughened him Al exandra seened to have | ost the confidence
he had gai ned. She never rode alone, as if she

feared that the singing sands m ght whi sper to her of
despai r and madness.

A hot wind fluttered a veil of pallid sand from

the sharp spine of the nearest dune. It

whi spered by, al nost singing of the nmany nerchants,
princes, nonks, and warriors who had passed by.

"What will it tell me | nust |earn now or



| ose?" Her Highness had asked. Her eyes were

wide, like those of a terrified colt. "I travel

| aden with heathen amulets that for my soul's sake,

| should not keep, though, for my soul's sake, |

daje not discard them Each tinme | |ook at them

they remind ne that 1 am being put through tests for sone
purpose that isn't mne. | ama princess.

amtrying to find . . . very well, then ... to stea

silkwornms for ny Gty. Isn't that enough?"

What was Father Basil to tell her? That stealing

sil kworms mght be the | east of her ordeals was

probably his fault. If she had never seen him

never seen the chapel devoted to necromancy in her

convent, she would never have come this far, and certainly never
brought herself to the agel ess and vengeful attention of the dark

powers. So he had given her the cross he had
treasured since | eaving N sibis, where he had

st udi ed.

He had travel ed up and down Persi a,

Pasar gadai, Persepolis, Susa, Samarkand,

and the places in between. It had never been

enough. | nexorably he was drawn to the West, to the
citadel of so-called Othodoxy that had exiled his
church, Byzantiumw th its harbors, its doned

Church to Hagi a Sophia, or Holy W sdom

its armies that continued the thousand-year-1ong war with
Persia that Hell enes and Macedoni ans had begun

He had thought to rest after seeing Byzantium yet
here he was, conpanion to scions of the G eek

| mperial House that was his land and faith's great
eneny.

At | east, she had accepted his cross. G anted,

she had stared at it a |long nonment. That had hurt;

al nost, he wi shed he were one of the bl ack-robed
Othodox priests in their tall caps who stal ked
Byzantium and drew its wealth into their eager hands.
Wul d she have listened to one of then? He doubted it.
Fi ndi ng, and saving himhad cost her her faith, her
famly, and her Cty. The cross was but small
reconpense.

O, Basil thought, as he watched her turn her

horse away fromthe Ch'in prince and catch up with her
cousin, the cross was precisely her problem Wen

had it reached a crisis? Basil's sharp wts,

trained in theology at Nisibis and in ancient

Persian cul ture, could pinpoint the nonment

when she realized that the King of Shanbhal a's
sacrificial death in the karez, the man Wan's
willingness to be immured in the Ch'in Geat Wall

and Christ's death on the Cross were all types of the
same thing. All Ways were indeed the sane.

Failure in any one of the forces of order-call them
faiths comm damm her as surely as failure in the

Way to which she had been bred.

They had argued about that hal fway across Asia, and now
she had the denonstration of it thrust into her face.
If she was being tested by some power (as indeed it

| ooked), it appeared to be done treating her gently.
Susan
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Fat her Basil shuddered to think of what ruthless nystery
bar m ght regard an aval anche, battles,

sandstorms, and adventitious denbns as "gentle

testing."

Al exandra had been too well schooled in

Aristotle tojj deny the |ogic of her situation, but

it terrified her. Like! the man who had gazed into a
chasm and stood paral yzed, she had confronted

dammation too closely, and too often to | ook

away. Her terror could not have; distressed the

Persi an priest nmore had he been her

actual father rather than a spiritual father whom she had
to reject. She needed a retreat, Basil thought.

O rest in a: cool, shady place, not the endl ess

nmonot ony of the: Wiite Dragon Dunes and their

hot - br eat hed, ghostly" songs.

Li Shou gestured himup to ride beside him Fathers
Basil bowed low in the saddle. "This one woul d bei
honored, " he said, though "curious" was, as al ways,

thel better word.

As he guessed, the prince from Ch' ang-an w shed

t di scuss Bryennius and Al exandr a,

to specul ate on why] they cane to Ch'in, and what

they m ght do once they arrived.

Fat her Basil gl anced sidelong at the prince, a

plump little man with the shrewd dark Persian eyes
evaluating a taller, thinner nan whose eyes were

weary but equally canny. This was not conversation, but a
conbat between heirs to ancient traditions in which
cynici sm evasion, and erudition were the weapons each
used and appreci ated. Conpared to them (and regardl ess of
their protests of master phil osophers in Athens,

Rome, Byzantium and Al exandria) his

Greeks were children who careered! through cultures deeper
than they dared permt theni selves to conprehend.

"You are aware," murnmured the prince, "that

foreign ers with Ch'in w ves or concubi nes rmay not

renov them fromthe M ddl e Kingdom"

What woul d Prince Bryennius do? Fat her Basi

won dered. He doubted that the G eek would | eave the
girlj behind, assum ng they escaped with the sil kwornmns.
In

that case, he would probably steal her too. But that
was not a possibility to discuss with a nenber of the ruling
Ch'in dynasty.

"Has Hi s Hi ghness thought what m ght be done?" Father
Basi| asked, al mpst rudely direct.

"The prince mght well take up arms for the Son

of Heaven. He would not be the first prince of the
Hu- bar bari ans to seek shelter in Ch' ang-an."

A fine response, and one that punished Father

Basil for his rudeness. Not |ong ago, perhaps just a
century, an exiled son of the deposed King

Yazgerd had clainmed asylumin Ch'in as a

client prince. Such nmen were given handsome uniforns,
titles, and places at court: such things as

Bryenni us m ght have had if his own Enpire had not
feared him



Fat her Basil turned to | ook the prince in the eye.

He had suspected that the prince too

regarded the cousins as "his Geeks,"

Bryennius to be given a future at court,

Al exandra a place as his favored wife or

concubi ne. The attraction had been clear fromtheir
nmeeting in Kashgar. The prince had a passion for the
exotic. |If Al exandra and Bryennius could be

enticed to remain in Ch' ang-an, he woul d have not only
them but their guards and servants to protect himfrom
weariness for the rest of his life. It was a possible
future, if it were not for Alexandra's vow to stea
silkwornms and return to Byzantium

"This one," he began nendaci ously, "dares to inform
H s I nperial Hi ghness that the princess has been a
nun and is still under vows."

"Yang Kuei-Fei was a nun, a Buddhi st

nun. Yet she put off her robes and becamne the
treasure of the Son of Heaven."

Fat her Basil raised an eyebrow. Actually

to remind the prince that the Inperial concubine had
died in a revolution wuld have been too bl atant.

"I amnot the Son of Heaven. Yet, when we

arrive in Dunhuang, | shall commi ssion a cave in
honor of ny safe return fromny travels, and in
the hope . . ." Amazingly, the prince | eaned
forward on his saddl e just
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as Al exandra had. Once again, Father Basil hinself

to hear a confession. "Wy should she not i What is
there for her in her honme, which sent her av She
both of them. . . deserve better than life

anil the barbarians."

"I's that not up to your lords of karma?" asked priest

mldly.
"She too is as bound by the Wheel as if she had
born Buddhi st rather than . . ." He gestured at

i mpossibility, as he saw it, of conprehendi ng bar

cults. "I wll

make them

stay. | will make them want!l For an instant,

desire blazed up in those know edge tired dark eyes.
Then, as if that instant of revelation had not occur

I mperial Prince Li Shou waved his hand

gracefully alj blur on the horizon. It

| ooked cl ose, but the desert was so clear that distance

itself becane an ill usion.

"Dunhuang," he said. "If there are no storns,
we

reach it in three days. | have been telling Her
H ghn? about the caves. She has told

me that in Fu-lin--1 would call it HrunP"
"Rone. "

"Your own faith used to nmeet in such caves. Is
tt true?"

The di scussion of cataconbs | asted until Al exand
rode by again, this time with a group of nen-atar The
prince's eyes followed her. And, Father Basil not
the big man who |l ed the Varangi an Guard observed



it bar
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From desert, they rode into the green of an oasis,

1 solitude into the paths of caravans starting the

jot out across the singing sand. At |east, now, they

war ned; they m ght survive. Even Father Basi

felt self intimdated by the crowms of Ch'in,

U ghurs, sians, Tibetans, and Kashmiri, and

their pack tr During the drastic strike direct

to Dunhuang, he forgotten that people other than those in his
own van existed. Then he was caught up in the

exchange") news, of congratul ations or prayers

for a safe journey,:

| anents for caravans that had di sappeared through the Jade
Gate, never to be heard from again.

"Al'l travelers enter Ch'in by the Jade Gate,"

he overheard the prince explaining

to Al exandra. She listened intently. A trap, the

Nest ori an knew she was t hinki ng.

"One woul d have to pass through the Jade Gate to go south
too?" she asked. Shanbhala, so they had been

told, lay in the nountains to the south and west,

"I promise, if you wish to search out Shambhal a,

| shall come with you," the prince said, boldly dropping
the respectful address of "this person.” He | eaned
forward, and woul d have taken Al exandra's hand even out in
t he crowded, dusty road, had Bryennius and the

gui des not interrupted with shouts that an inn had been
Found.

Much | ater Father Basil was summoned

to Al exandra's roons, where he found her resting,

bat hed and fed, but very tired.

"l should return this," she said and held out his

cross. He took it up, kissed it, then

returned it.

"If it gives you confort, keep it," he said. He

sat before being invited, feeling nore discouraged than he
had since that time when his curiosity outran his |uck
in Byzantium and he found hinself a prisoner

awai ting sacrifice by a wonan who had turned to the

Dar k.

"What troubles you?" she asked. "I know that

you have heard all the gossip in the town by now "

"The foll owers of Mani have been expelled from

Chj ang-an," he told her

"But your nonastery there-you told ne it was an

| mperial foundation."

"Not as Byzantium knows such. One Enperor was

its patron; another may turn his face away.

There have been signs . . ." Father Basil bowed his
head. Signs indeed: Messages came and went from
Dunhuang, and he had
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riots

-Christians, Jews, and Muslinms were set upon and

their property destroyed. The runpors were even

wor se than the nessages.
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He shoul d not have come here, though he had dreaned
all hislife of the trip east, of seeing with his own
eyes the stele that declared that all faiths were aspects
of the same truth

"This may nmake our task nore difficult,"

Al exandra rmused. "Your people will be afraid.”

"Lady, as in Kashgar, they will hel p when they can."
He knew it m ght not be enough. They sat

silently, and then, summoning good hunor,

Al exandra shook herself. "Prince Shou tells ne

that the | adies of the Inperial palace tend the

sil k. That m ght be another possibility comnif

could enter the pal ace . "

"As ambassador, or as concubi ne?" snapped the

priest.

"As God wills," Al exandra said.

"Do you believe that?"

"You have no idea how hard | try." She sighed,

and m ght have said nore had not one of Prince Shou's
servants begged entrance, and their conpany at dinner
"I vowed to give a cave to the Buddha," the prince

had said. "WIIl you ride with me to the caves? They are
thirty-six

li

comab twel ve of your niles-was he expl ai ned

to Al exandra, "to the southwest."

The prince had spared no effort to woo her, Father
Basil thought. He himself had planned to gather what
news he night of Nestorian congregations. But the

lure of the caves of Dunhuang was too strong.

Hundr eds of years of carving and painting had
transformed a mle-long ridge into a collection of
shrines. He had dreaned about it for years, |onged

to see it as he had | onged to see Sanarkand,
Persepolis, Byzantium and Gh'ang-an hinself.

Cossip and fear would have to wait.

They rode out |ong before dawn. Finally crinmson

glory warmed their backs, and cast | ong shadows before
them Though they rode into a green valley, the singing
sand lay piled up outside it in huge dunes. The

air was very pure, nmoist to their throats after the nonths
of desert.

Now t hey coul d see the mass of rock that held the
fabul ous caves. Father Basil suppressed an

urge to clap heels to the sides of his horse, and

gl anced over to see Bryennius reining in too. Then
the sun rose farther, and abruptly, splendor
cascaded down the cliff face.

The cliffs were hung with i mense banners of orange
and gold and crimson silk so fine that they

qui vered fromtheir own weight despite the stillness of the
air. Father Basil gasped in wonder and a little fear
Al exandra laughed a little m schievously. "Wy do



you cry out, Father? Surely, you' re not afraid?"

"Li ke the I egions of Rone the first time they nmet the
Part hians and recoiled fromtheir silken flags?" he
asked, equally m schievous. She threw up a hand,
concedi ng the point.

Then the banners bl ew aside, and they could see the
rock face. It was broken up into hundreds of

caves, the entry to each adorned with carving, sone
intricate, sonme nonurmental . Ni ches held stone

Bu. has seated in eternal neditation; there was even
one enormous pagoda of seven stories. Al the

caves appeared to be Iinked by wooden pl atforns and

| adders. A procession of nonks, their arns | aden

with scrolls and banners, filed into one ground-Ievel
cave and came out, enpty-handed

They di smounted and I ed their horses toward the great |edge
as if it were irreverent to ride farther. "Put off thy
shoes fromthy feet," thought Father Basil, "for the
pl ace whereon thou standest is holy ground." About
him groonms and princes alike muttered prayers.
Tension drained fromhimas the sanctity and peace t hat
quivered in the air here enbraced him He

si ghed, content to see that his Greeks were sniling at
one anot her again, and that Al exandra seened rel axed.
Surely the chaos that pursued her could not penetrate
Dunhuang.

They entered the nearest cave, a splendor of

crinmson and ochre and gold. Leaving chanting,

kneel i ng attendants behind, they wal ked into the next
cave, a wondrous forest of cool greens and

i ndi gos. Lifesize statues of
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Bodhi sattvas and warriors attended a figure

seated in a posture of neditation. Its face was

broad, and a gem shone in the center of its divinely
serene brow.

"Can we see themall?" Al exandra asked Li

Shou, |eaning forward, her hand al nbst touching his sleeve.
"We shall try," he said and smled at her

Their footsteps echoed as they entered the next cave,
painted in red and gold in patterns that ran from
floor to ceiling. The cave was i mrense, donmi nated

by a sl eeping Buddha fully thirty feet |ong.

Al exandra gasped, then turned toward Bryenni us.

"Can you inmagine the reaction of the old

i conocl ast s?"

He began to chuckl e, then renenbered that in

a manner of speaking, he stood in a great church, and
stopped hinmself guiltily. "They woul d have died of
overwork," he said and noved aside to join his U ghur
princess, who studied the wall paintings, her face
rapt.

"Al exandra," her cousin called softly. She and

Li Shou went over to join them

"The figure is Aval okitesvara, the conforter

seated in a nmandala. Below it are painted the figures
of the donors," explained the prince. "Soon | wll
have ny own portrait on such a wall."

"Surely though, this is not the style of Ch'in?" Father
Basil ventured. He had seen such figures



brought out of Hind, with their graceful, swaying
bodi es, and many arns.

"No. Here we call the Conforter Kuan-yin instead.
And we see her as female. My cave will be
consecrated to Kuan-yin," said the prince.

A priest cane to his side, and drew hi m away

into | owvoi ced conversation. An attendant al so joi ned
them Several times, strings of cash chinked

per suasi vel y. Father Basil suppressed a

chuckle. In every country, shrines-or their
keepers-were much ali ke.

Gradual |y they separated, to drift from

cave to cave. Father Basil found Haral dr staring
at an inmense wall painting broken into severa
registers. He foll owed the Varangi an's gaze

away fromthe many- headed gods and

their consorts locked in ferocious and intricate
enbrace to the great central notif. Two

circles of snow mountains, arrayed in the formof a
lotus, and, at its heart, a glistening city and a

great king. Warrior and priest nodded to one anot her

"I hope she misses this one," Haraldr told

Father Basil in a voice that sounded as though he
doubt ed she woul d. Behind themwas a scurry and a
susurrus of whispers.

"Where is she?" Haraldr hissed at him

"She wandered of f," the priest admtted.

"Then we |l ook for her!" The Varangi an gl ared,

then evidently decided not to waste time poundi ng him
into the rock before he searched for his princess-a
deci sion for which Father Basil was devoutly grateful
They found her, finally, in a cave where the dom nant
color was the rich blue of pacific manifestations.
Tired of wandering, she had dropped to her knees before
a statue of a woman with a gentle face, carved and
painted to ook like a lady of Ch'in.

"Kuan-yin," Father Basil told the Varangi an.

"A sort of representation of peace and confort."

"Li ke Freya!" Haral dr nodded in understandi ng.

Basil grimaced. Then he realized that while

Haral dr m ght see the statue as a goddess, and

he only a representation of a fascinatingly alien
faith, the princess nust be seeing it as an icon of the
Bl essed Virgin who guarded her City. For the first tinme
i n weeks her face was calm her breathing slow and
regul ar.

He heard footsteps outside the cavern and woul d have
barred entry, if the newconers hadn't been Li

Shou and an old man carrying a handful of brushes.

So the prince had found his artist, had he? Seeing

Al exandra, the prince stopped short and gestured to the
artist, who crouched behind a statue and began to sketch
with rapid brush strokes.

Basil drifted over to watch hi mwork. Mre quickly

than he woul d have inagi ned, drawn in thin, nervous
brush strokes, the figure of Kuan-yin began

to appear on the paper. Then the artist paused. He

| ooked fromthe
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statue he copied to the woman who knelt before it.
Muttering under his breath, he picked up a

brush and started work on the figure's face.

The nmouth was small, the |lips narrower than those on the
statue. At the sanme tine, the nose in the sketch was

nore determ ned. Arched brows, then eyes that were round rather
than slanted. Still, Basil could recognize

Princess Al exandra. The entire conposition took

on the cast of the paintings of the Blessed Virgin that Father
Basil had seen in Byzantium and yet,

unm st akably, it was a Buddhi st holy

picture. In centuries to cone, pilgrinms

to Dunhuang woul d make their prayers to an icon of the
Virgin in her incarnation as Kuan-yin. Though this was
probably bl aspheny, Basil felt no urge

to protest. Kuan-yin, or the Blessed Virgin whom

the Greeks call ed Theot okos, Bearer of

Cod-if, in this far-off place, she had the face

of a wonman whom a prince delighted to honor, why

shoul d that offend anyone?

The Iight had begun to fade in the cave when the arti st
finally rose. Still, Alexandra sat notionl ess. The

man stared at her one last tine, then bowed al nost
reverently. The novenent broke her concentration

Si ghing, she stirred fromher trance of contenplation. Stil
kneel i ng, she reached into her belt pouch and drew out

two things: Basil's cross and the

nmoonst one she had taken fromthe karez at Turpan

She | ooked at the statue of Kuan-yin once again,

then at the artist's drawing, startled. "She

is

the Mother of God. | don't suppose the form

matters."

Then she handed' hi m back his cross. "It appears

that fromnow on, | shall be just as heretical as you, ny

friend." But she smled as she said it, and her eyes were
ki nd.

A crunbling ranpart rose out of the grit, wound

along their path for a time, then sank back into the earth.
Finally Li Shou stopped beside one ruin, taller than

nost. It |ooked |like a watchtower, but for what fort?

was '| brought order to the mass of beings and put to the
test deeds and realities: each thing has the nane that
fits it,"" Prince Li Shou quoted.

Al exandra shuddered, as she did each tine he
repeated that saying of Ch'in Shih Huang-di, the
anci ent Enperor who had forced his nane on al
Ch'in. H's hand |l ay even on the desert between
Dunhuang and Ji ayuguan. It was called the Land

of Chosts. After the safety and sanctity of
Dunhuang, she found its starkness doubly
unsettling.

The ruins they passed now were part of the Purple

Wall, the i mmense bul wark begun by the ruthless old
First Enperor. Each subsequent dynasty had
added to it.
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Now Ch'in was crossed by fortifications, sone of ramed
earth, some of bricks or dressed stone, nany

crumbling. Surely, if one nade the journey, as



unor t hodox phil osphers said one mght, to the

sphere of the noon, one could see those dusty walls
snaki ng across the |and.

Li Shou pointed to the ruined tower. "I like

to imagi ne," he said, "that the signal braziers stil
remain up there. Snoke by day; fire by night. One

colum of snoke if a force of one hundred

approaches by day. Two columms of flane

by night for an invading arny of five hundred.”

What was the warning against silk thieves?

Only Father Basil's m sappropriation of

Exodus about pillars of cloud and pillars of fire
protected Al exandra fromblurting out the question

The farther they traveled into Ch'in, the nmore anxious she
became. She had al ways heard that fugitives fought

an insane desire to give thensel ves up. She could
believe it now Those walls, and the

Enperor who had ordered thembuilt, and given names

to all things, awed her. Such total control and

dedi cati on over thousands of years, conbined with the inmrensity
of the | ands she crossed conx was an act of hubris

to even try to steal Ch'in sil kworns. She woul d be
caught, tortured till she begged to die in this I and
barriered by nountains and deserts, with never a glinpse
of sea. Until she left the CGolden Horn and the

M ddl e Sea, she did not know how nuch she woul d

m ss them The |and and her consci ence wei ghed her down,
and she | onged for water

From desert, Li Shou led theminto a | and of bl ow ng
yel | owi sh soil, where the farm and was carved

into terraces centuries old, and the green crops

grew in dark stripes by the rimof each |evel

Al exandra studied the people: bronzed, mnuscled,

dressed i n shabby blue. They did not dare to study

her in return

Her longing for the sea was satisfied then, in sone part,
by the i nmense Huang He river, yellow in

color, half nmud in texture. Along with

i nnurrer abl e pi gs,

countl ess peasants, and a plethora of officials

(all of whomtreated Li Shou with

exagger at ed deference), they had boarded a boat for the
journey past dikes and fields and around sandbars

to Ch' ang-an. Not even Haral dr had seen such a

river on the deadly passage south from Ki ev

to Byzantium By the tine they di senbarked, she no

| onger m ssed the sea. She had had enough of water, and
far too much of the prostrations call ed kowt ows,

si del ong gl ances, and references to the Hu princess.

At each stop, there had been a flurry of

runners, runors, and dispatches. A new Son of

Heaven hel d the Dragon Throne, a devout

foll ower of the Way, or Tao. Wile the prince

knew very little of Wi Tsung,

ten thousand years to the Son of Heaven

he had cried repeatedly. But he had been nore

nmel ancholy than usual. He had spent years

collecting texts of all faiths to bring them back

to Ch'in. Al exandra assumed he had expected that the



Enmperor would reward him Now it seenmed as if

all his |abor mght be for naught. He rode

silently, downcast until he remenbered the many

Taoi st charns and al chenmical texts in his

baggage. Perhaps they even included the secret of the
elixir of life. Alexandra found it strange to be

rem nded of courts and religious

quarrels, so much |ike honme, but so far away.

Still, Li Shou took pride in the First Enperor

who had once puni shed a nountain by hacking it away.
There was a ruthl essness an excess in this land-both in
itself and what its people nade-that reduced Byzantiums
plots to the contrivances of a nonent. If the idea
weren't disloyal, Al exandra mght have thought that Ch'in
made the Enpire of the Romans seem new and

petty.

"Mount Li, the First Enperor's tonb, lies

east of Ch'ang-an," the prince said. "It was

built to house himand his troops and his court forever
They say that he watches, and if danger cones
to Ch'in, he will waken and send his armies ..
Li Shou was watching her too closely for her to dare

shiver. "Wat land is this?" she asked quickly. The

old
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man was dead; it would take a nmiracle to make him

rise; and there were no miracles in this |and.

"W are passing the graves of the T ang

enperors,"” he said.

"A necropolis?" Bryennius asked. He had

known soldiers fromthe regiments stationed in Egypt,

who had told how that country enshrined its

dead.

"No." Surprisingly, Haraldr broke into the

conversation. Li Shou raised a silvered eyebrow

"Those are barrows." Touching his amulet, the guard
gestured at the nmounds which rose on either side of their
path, gently sloping hills with trees upon them It

was easy to think of them as manmade.

Fromtime to time, they rode past rows of statues,

only slightly less animated than the stolid

wor kers who bent and planted, bent and pulled, in

field after field. The escort w shed on them

by officials in Lanzhou started up a marchi ng song that
sounded, Al exandra's people conplained, like the wailing of
cats. And still Li Shou spoke on and on

explaining as if he spoke to her alone. At tines

he described his honme, at tinmes the texts he

carried. They taught ways of power that one adept

m ght study, but that required two adepts for

mastery. Hi s eyes burned, and his voice was

resonant .

Al exandra thought she understood. The prince had

pl anned a nore triunphant homecom ng. A student

of the exotic and the strange in a culture that val ued

bot h, he had gone out to collect wonders, and

returned-to a city and a Son of Heaven

that m ght not want them Still, he had to share with soneone,
and she was there.

Are we liabilities to himnow?



she wonder ed.

Strange, then, that he seeks our conmpany. It cannot
be sinple gratitude for his life.

"You must pardon me," she broke into his flow of
expl anations, and turned hastily. She heard him
chuckl e, and she greeted Father Basil's approach
with relief. Typically, he had strayed fromtheir

r oad.

"My princess!" cried the Nestorian. "Up

ahead! "

It |ooked like a riot, Alexandra thought. Around the

next nound or two, nounted sol diers and peasants
armed with heavy mattocks bel abored what seened

to be other peasants. \Why? They | ooked no

different fromtheir assailants

"They're Christians, Nestorians |like ne,"

cried the Persian priest. "Ch, | heard the

runors along our route, | was afraid ..." A

mounted man with a pi ke sent an old man spraw i ng;
he did not nove after he had fallen

"For the love of God, can't we stop this?"

he begged, eyes going from her and Bryennius to Li
Shou and his newy acquired guards. Some of them were
bound to be spies; God knows, she'd arrange it that
way.

The prince's face went grim He turned in his
saddl e, gestured for baggage and
nonconbat ant s- concubi nes, clerks, and the precious
Fer ghana horses needed to woo the court-to be |ed
out of the way.

One of the Varangians laid a hand on

Al exandra's horse's bridle. She shook her

head. "Use the flat of your sword only, ny
princess." She hated to think what woul d happen if
the first thing the Geeks did in Ch'in was kil
soneone.

Now t hey coul d hear screans of pain and triunph and,
over them what sounded |ike desperate prayers.
Several Nestorian wonen had fallen to their

knees. One huddl ed over the infant in her arns

till she was pushed over

"Hai!" Al exandra cried and spurred after the nen.
She grinned as she toppled the nan who had struck
the cowering nother with a shrewd blow to his hindquarters.
A lucky blow, she realized in the next instant as
matt ocks and pi kes were rai sed agai nst her.

This was cavalry drill; she had no experience at

it. She had not even been able to stay on her horse
for long at Kashgar. She hung on desperately

and swung her sword, wincing with each bl ow | est she
break the ancient bl ade.

A shriek whirled her in the saddle. Siddiqa?

What was Bryenni us' sweetheart doi ng out here? she

t hought. Where was she? Turning to check on the U ghur
girl's welfare saved her life. A soldier on

hor seback rode at
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her, his pike whistling fromthe speed with which he brought



down. It would have cracked her skull Iike a,

Turpan melon if she had not veered to the side.

Even as it was, Al exandra heard a roar of fury

and sonme Norse oaths, a rush of wind that struck red

fire into her brain, a roaring and dizziness, and then
nothing at all.

The wheat snelled fresh and sweet. Twilight was

drifting down, and the heavy heads of grain were danp.

She brought a hand up to her aching head, then | ooked

at the bl ood that had oozed onto her fingers. She

| eaned over and retched. Near her a man spraw ed

face down, crushing the grain. If he could

be waked, perhaps he could help her. She tried

torise to her feet, made it to her knees, and gave

up. But when she crawl ed over to the sleeping nan and
pushed at himto turn himover, the wound that had
destroyed his face made her gag. If there had

been anything left in her belly, she would have brought

it up. The flies were clustering. She brushed them from
the cuts on her own head and craw ed away.

She . . . who was she? This was not her hone: She
knew t hat nuch. Slowy, she sat up and gazed around.

The field was tranpl ed, and ot her people |ay nearby.
Probably dead, she concluded, and praised herself for

her cleverness. There were not that many wonen with head wounds
who could think so clearly. Now, she rnust think of what

to do next.

She was al one. This did not seemreasonabl e. She

nmust have cominin here with other people, but where were they? She
couldn't bring herself to investigate those who lay in the
field. Perhaps there were others. But the grain rose

hi gher than her head as she sat. Painstakingly,

she began to crawl again. She saw horse dung, and

dragged herself toward the swath that the horse had stanped
inthe field. It was easier to craw when the grain was
snoot hed down. Dark feet rose on either side of

her. Statues, she remenbered now. They

had ridden through an arny of statues that appeared

to guard these small hills. She laid bl oody

hands on the base, then the feet,

then the robed knees, of one statue. It seened

to sway as if alive and protesting at this treatnent.
She nmurnured an apol ogy, then |evered herself up

to stare into the face of sone |ong-dead mnister

"I amlost, sir," she whispered. "I do not

renmenber ny name. Can you help nme?" There was no
answer. No wonder: She was speaking in Geek

No one but she spoke G eek-except the people she

had | ost.

The wind stirred the wheat. It sounded |ike a voice.
She turned in its direction, in the direction of the

next statue, and the one after that, |like wi se courtiers
ushering her toward their ruler. Up ahead lay a

gentl e, breast-shaped hill. The grass upon it

| ooked soft. If she clinbed up there, she would

see ot her people. Her people . . . they would see her, and

find her. Perhaps they woul d give her back her nane.
The enpty scabbard at her worn belt al nost
tri pped her. She nust have had a sword too. So



much; and now she had lost it all-sword, and horse,
and name. She wept a little for the unfairness of

it, and staggered fromstatue to statue, enbracing each
drunkenly in its turn, until she reached the nound,
swayed, and sank down grateful for the rest. The

grass was as soft as she had hoped, and she rested her
aching head upon it. The night wi nd seened to croon

to her. Suddenly the fact that she was | ost seened
less terrible than her thirsts for water and for sleep
She | ashed her head fromside to side, feverish
seeking confort. It made her dizzy.

Curious; she had not seen that freshet rippling through
the fragrant grass before. She |owered her face
intoit with joy. First, a good, long drink. Then, she
woul d bathe her head. That might clear it. Only she
was so very sleepy . .

Bryenni us pounded his fist against the nearest statue,
then swore at the pain. Near him two wounded nen
groaned with slightly nore justification

"Who saw her | ast?" he demanded. Al exandra's

horse gal | opi ng back toward the herd it knew, its

jaws dri ppi ng
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froth, its eyes rolling, had been the first indication
that; she had cone to grief. Danmm her! What nade

her think' she could pretend to be a

caval ry officer?

"Why didn't you stop her?" he shouted at the

sunset. Father Basil rose fromhis knees and made

one | ast sign over the Nestorians slain in the

sudden attack. The others crouched down, heads

knocking the earth, before Li Shou. The prince

gestured to Father Basil. Bryennius could not understand
his rapid, urgent words, but the people spread out over the
field, searching. One cried out and came running

up, awkwardly hol ding a sword.

Bryenni us recognized it instantly. Al exandra

had used that blade in Kashgar.

"She is so little," Haraldr nuttered. Small and

sl ender, she would leave little mark in the grain.
"It's getting dark. W can't |eave her al one,

hurt . , ." Byrennius' voice caught.

Si ddi ga' s gentl e hands touched his arm reached for his
hand, scratched fromwhere a mattock had grazed it.

She began to bind it with a fragrant silk scarf, and

he sniled down at her.

"That way," she whispered, pointing and speaki ng
slow y.

"You

saw Al exandra?" He grasped her fragile

shoul ders and al nost shook her. Siddiga mnet

his eyes staunchly.

"Aman ... a soldier with

a... a

pi ke," she explained slowy, so that he woul d understand,
"he wanted to strike her ... | scream a ..

ar ... your cousin, she turn, fall. Hit, but not

hit hard. | think . . . that she live. W find

her."



Heedl ess of the nen about them Bryennius gave the

U ghur a smacking kiss. "You go ... be safe,”

he said, and pushed her back toward the baggage

train.

"Si ddi ga says she saw her fall over there!"

Bryennius cried to Li Shou and the Varangi ans.

The nmen oriented thenselves by the rows of statues and started
an orderly search.

The sky had darkened to I nperial purple when they

reported back in wthout his cousin.

"Torches," Bryennius said. Hs voice was a

ragged ghost of itself. "I'll search all night."
"I"'mw th you, Prince," said Haraldr

Li Shou shook his head, but did not otherw se

protest. It was probably sacrilege to canp in

this field of tonbs, but Bryennius was beyond

caring.

They began to unl oad supplies. "Not there," the

T ang prince ordered, and pointed toward one nound
flanked with lions, w nged horses, officials, and
foreign envoys. "Liang Shan, where Wi

Tse-Tien is buried. It's an inauspicious

pl ace."

Unl ucky? The sooner they made canp, the sooner

they could continue the search. Bryennius was in no
nmood for superstition

"Wi Tse-Tien . . . Enpress." Siddiga

was at his side again. "Very bad."

"Listen to the princess," said Li Shou. "The

worman buried in that tonb deposed an Enpress,

then the Son of Heaven hinself. Do you understand? She
nmade

hersel f the Son of Heaven, wore his robes, occupied
the Dragon Throne for forty-five years. In that

time, she exiled, slew ... at least three royal

heirs were sent the silken cord.”

That was, Bryennius knew, the order to commit

sui ci de and spare oneself disgrace of public
execution. A female Nero, then. Byzantium

had known a few woren tike that. Half a century

ago, lrene had blinded her own son; and

now, the Basileus' own aunt would kill himand his
heir-and Bry', and Al exandra-if she got the chance
agai n; she had nearly succeeded at | east once with al
of them Bryennius made no further objection

to their shifting canp.

But he could not take his eyes from Liang Shan either.
Sonet hi ng about the tumulus drew him The torches were
ki ndl ed and cast |ong shadows. He nounted and gestured
for one to be handed up to him To his astoni shnent,
Siddiga bore it to him "You . . . bring her

back," she said, and her eyes were full of tears.

He had not realized that the girl cared about his cousin.
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Hoof s
t hundered past him and he shouted forf Haraldr to wait,
then cursed again, and rode toward the bar hill nore

slowy. He reined in and stood in the stirrups,
trying to listen. Surely, he had heard a cry.



Yes, there it! came again, along with the big
guardsman's bellow ofjj joy. Very slowy, the

Nort herner rode back, Al exandra; draped across

hi s saddl e, her head droopi ng agai nst his | ess-than
massi ve shoulder. In just that way he had carried her
out i of the Takla Makan. That tine his face had

been nuffled j by robes. The relief and

devotion Bryennius read on it; made himl ook

tactful ly away.

Bryenni us | eaped forward in tine to ease his cousin

down fromthe Varangi an's horse and into the firelit
circle where Father Basil waited with soft cloths and
warm wat er. He caught his breath at the sticky,

bl eedi ng mess that smeared her hair and face, and found
hi nsel f j sobbi ng.

"Put her down, Prince," said the priest. He

touched i her face, peeled back her eyelids,

t hen shook his head. "One pupil is far larger than

the other. That is not good." But don't mourn yet,
Prince. Wth God's hel p, people struck on the head

often live, even when their eyes | ook thus. She

needs warnth, and quiet, and time to sleep." He

gestured all of them back. "She also needs air,"

he added sternly.

Bryenni us crouched as close to his cousin as the

priest would allow. Fromtine to tine, food and drink was
handed to him and the enpty containers taken away | ater
He did not'renmenber eating or drinking. The

nmoon rose in the sky, gibbous and silver. It cast

a ghastly light on her face. Still she slept.

Her breathing was deep and regul ar

Then, she began to whinper. Her breath

cane nmore rapidly, and her hands jerked back and forth.
The priest leaned forward with a strip of |eather, ready
to force it between her teeth, should she suffer a fit. He
jerked his chin, and Li Shou hinself cast nore fuel on the
fire.

For a long time, Al exandra noaned and struggled within
herself. Then with a soft wail, she fell back

Bryenni us heard Siddiga' s sweet voice go

taut and urgent in a Buddhist prayer that Li Shou
echoed.

"Kyrie eleison, christe eleison, kyrie

el ei son, "

Bryenni us gabbl ed. There had been no tinme to pray

when Leo died. There never was tine to pray along the
line of march, and before that, in Byzantium he had
seen little need. He wi shed now that he were nore in the
habit of prayer, nore adept, perhaps, in making God
hear. Al exandra had survived so nuch.

Kyrie, spare her, and |I shall. . . what

will

you do, Bryennius?

Prom ses were useless. He turned his pleas to the

Theot okos. Surely God's gentle Mther woul d

take pity on another wonman, one so far

from home. Had she not wandered afraid in Egypt with

her fam ly? Behind himcame the nutter of prayers
fromthe people Al exandra had hel ped to rescue. That these



prayers were Christian conforted himnot at all.

The noon was si nking down toward the horizon when

Al exandra stirred again. She raised her hand to her
bandaged scal p and hi ssed.

" Al exandra?" Bryenni us whi spered.

She sat up and opened her eyes. They gl owed

green, inhumanly green and intense. She raised

her hands, adorned, as it seenmed, with |ong,

el egantly tapered nails, to her bandages and

pul l ed them away fromhair that now fell sleekly

over her shoul ders.

"That is not our nane," she said in formal, accentless
Ch'in. Her voice was very cold. "W are W

TseTi en. Bow before the Son of Heaven!"

Even as Li Shou conplied, Al exandra's back

arched in a terrible spasm

"This flesh is mnel"™ A second voice tore from

her mouth, the cry of a hawk swooping on prey. It
spoke in Greek, and its accents were those of the wonman
whose magi cs had pursued them across half the world.
Bryenni us backed away. He had seen asps

once, and their deadly stare filled himw th the

sane horror as this nearness to a wonan who was
possessed. The famliarity of her face and

figure made it even worse. He would hate
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hi nsel f for abandoni ng his cousin, he knew, but he had
to get away.

"Invader and thief!" Again it was the voice that called
itself Wi Tse-Tien. "Leave the Mddle

Ki ngdom You have no pl ace here."

"The body is bone of ny bone, blood of ny

bl ood, and you are a ghost. You cannot stop me, or bar
me fromthis flesh that | claim"

As each voice spoke, Al exandra's body jerked

as if she had been | ashed. How | ong coul d her body

wi thstand this-let alone the spirit which two spirits assail ed
si mul t aneousl y? Li Shou backed away fromthe

ghastly scene in the firelit circle. Spells,

charnms . . . Bryennius fixed his hopes on Father
Basil, chanting the words of an exorcism Chri st

had hurled denons froma nman into the Gadarene

swine. Wuld a heretic dare so nuch? The voice of
Theodora shrieked in rage as he chanted.

Laughter rose over the shrieking, as the Enpress

WI's voice anticipated her

victory. She would wal k again, rule again. The

voi ce turned soft, seductive, promsing

crowns and ki ngdonms to Li Shou, who ground his fists
agai nst his eyes, his languid control shattered.

The Theodora voi ce wail ed again, and Al exandra's

body spasned, then went |inp. Bryennius forced

himself to nove closer, as if he could atone for his
earlier terror. He knelt by his cousin's side,

taki ng her hand. "lIs she breathing?" he asked the
priest.

"Bry"?" Her voifce was only a raspy

whi sper.

"Alexandra!" His tears splashed onto her face.



"Theodora's gone now, but the other one, the new one
| fell, Bry', and there was a hill... |
thought if | could get to it, | could rest. Then there were
voices in ny head, fighting over ne ..."
"You sleep now," he told her, patting her hand.
"I can't!" she panted. "She's still there, the
Enmpress. She thinks |I'mher eneny . . . and
she's right, Bry'. You know, it's not fair. She
lived eighty years, but it wasn't enough. Now she

wants ny life too. If I let go for one
nmonent, she'll have . . . have it all, body
" she gasped for breath, " and soul, al

ny thoughts."
"You're a fighter, cousin, you can drive her out,"
he munbl ed, feeling worse than usel ess.
She gave the faintest of |aughs. Tears squeezed
out fromthe corners of her eyes. "The way of
Shanbhala is the way of a warrior. |I'mnot very .
good at it."
Her face tw sted, and she shook, then lay still.
"She . . . that's her. She wants out, Bry'.
I"'mtrying ... try to hold her off." Al exandra
drew a long, deliberately steady breath. "Is
Har al dr there?"
The guardsman knelt beside her. One huge hand went
out to touch her hair, but fell onto his knee instead.
"My princess, we won't |eave you. Here we

are; here we'll remain for as |ong as you need."

"No, that won't work. Both of you, listen. One of the
things | |earned once-I was curious-was how

to make Geek fire. If she takes ne,

she'll learn it too." Alexandra forced herself to sit
up.

"I can't allow her to learn that. Neither can you. If
she doesn't have a body to live in, she'll have

to return to her tonb.

"My final order to you, Guardsman. If she
conquers, use your axe . . ." She fell back

her eyes cl osing.

Haral dr cried out wordl essly.

"Don't argue," Bryennius ordered Haral dr

"She needs her strength to fight."

Li Shou canme up behind them H s hand on
Bryenni us' shoul der was stronger than he had
expected. "My know edge of your tongue is inperfect.
What did she say?"

"Did you find anything, in all your books?" Father
Basi| demanded.

"Not hing," said the prince. "Surely your
ritual - was

"The | ady Theodora was brought up in Christianity.
My exorci sm drove

her

out. But it can do nothing against a creature of another
faith."”

Haral dr rose to his feet, his face gaunt with
sorrow. "I will get ny axe," he muttered.
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"What is this barbarity?" Li Shou cried.

"You' ve seen the fire we carry,"

Bryenni us replied, not nmoving away from

Al exandra. She was trenbling now, and little broken
sounds cane from her throat as she fought the battle
within for control of body and soul. "Al exandra-you know
she has a taste for odd know edge. She knows how to make
it. W have a law in Byzantium If we

di sclose this secret to an outsider, the penalty is
deat h-even for an Enperor."

The Ch'in prince started to protest. Bryennius

broke in. "For the | ove of God, you idiot, do you

want Greek fire let | oose in your country?

You told nme that Wi Tse-Tien was one of the nost
rut hl ess Enperors you' ve ever had. She'll use

it

If she wins, then Al exandra is dead anyhow, and

better so,

he thought. Hi s cousin noaned, and her trenbling
intensified. It was only a matter of noments before it
turned i nto convul sions again. Her eyes flew open, and
green light came and went in their depths. She

| ooked very frail. If she surrendered, this

Enmpress woul d find out why Al exandra had cone into her
realm Evil she m ght be, but she was | oyal

Ch'in down to the nol dering bones she now sought

to escape. She wouldn't let them escape,

I et al one take silkworms back with them

The ot her Varangi ans joined Haral dr. Hi s hands

opened and cl osed on the haft of his axe. One of them
spoke in guttural Norse. Haral dr nodded.

"What did he say?" denanded Li Shou

Bryenni us dashed a hand across his face. If only

he coul d sweep away demons, foreign princes, and

his grief as easily as he brushed away tears.

""Don't weep," Arinbjorn said. "It will

ruin your aim"" Bryennius bent and ki ssed

Al exandra's hand, then laid it on her breast.

He stood up and backed away. Siddiga ran

to his side, and he reached for her, enbracing her

one hand turning her sleek black head against his
shoul der so she might not w tness what Haral dr nust
do. The Enmpress' fierce

**pl e,

sil k roads and shadows

and

*fc

voi ce erupted fromhis cousin's lips, then was choked
off. "For God's sake!" her own voi ce begged.

Haral dr drew a deep breath.

Bryennius was starting to nod when Siddiga

struggled in his arms. "No!" she cried, pushing with
smal | fists against his shoulder. "Let ne go!" He
held tight, and she kicked him trying to get

free.

"Little one, little love, you don't understand," he said.
She thrust himaway with strength he had never
expected to find in her. She had al ways seened so
frail, so conplaisant. The nouth he had ki ssed and



| earned to conpare to a peony bud tw sted and swore

by the excrenment of turtles. Her fragility had

been strictly in his own imaginati on. She m ght have
been in need of rescue, but she was no weakl i ng.
"Idiots!" she hissed, followed by a spate of

Ch'in that Bryennius could not follow Then she ran
toward Al exandra's horse,

"She's beside herself,"” Bryennius nuttered and started
after her. "Wat was that about?"

"In the karez," Li Shou said. "Renenber what

we found in the karez?"

They had found Siddiqga, yes, and the body of a nman

Al exandra had call ed the King of Shanbhala. It

was all part of that madness she insisted on talking about.
"The sword,"” Li Shou said. "Sfae dropped it.

The dorje she won at Kashgar, the bell, the
gemall in her saddl ebags, when she
fell. She was unprotected.”

This was folly. Father Basil had tried to exorcise
both spirits, and failed. What did Siddi ga hope

to do?

Si ddi ga ran back to them Al exandra's bags

clutched to her breast. She dropped them besi de her and
began to runmage inside them talking all the

whi | e.

"Listen to her, Prince Bryennius. She says that

the Enpress Wi was a devout Buddhi st. These

synmbol s are Buddhi st synbols; they may have power
when the signs of your faith fail you," Li Shou

advi sed.

Bryenni us gl anced frantically over at

Al exandr a,
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whose back arched in spasns that got stronger and stronger
as the Enpress gai ned control

Crying out in triunph, Siddiga held up the

noonst one Al exandra had taken fromthe breast of the
warrior who had died in the karez. She ran over

to Alexandra and tried to thrust it into her clenched
fists. An armflailed out and knocked her onto

her side. Stubbornly, she picked herself up and

tried again. Al exandra's other hand cane

up, and Siddi ga smacked Al exandra's face

firmy, then pried at her fingers. This tine, she
forced the huge white geminto Al exandra's hand.

The noonstone kindled. Wite light rose fromit

until it haloed the woman holding it as if she were

a figure in a nosaic. Al exandra drew a

long, rattling breath. Her eyes opened. Again, the
greeni sh light of possession ebbed and surged in them
She | ooked down at the gem focusing all her

energy upon it.

The light was reflected from Haral dr's rai sed

axe. "WAit!" Bryennius cried. "At |east,

we can try."

The gem gl owed nore and nore strongly. The circle of
light in which Al exandra |lay seened to coal esce,

then to forminto eight separate parts, like a lotus. It
had a faintly bluish tinge.

Di sastrous as it nmight be if the Enpress won, they



closed in around her and saw the fl ower shape
reflected in the noonstone. Monent by nonent, it
solidified. Around her rose the chant of prayers
fromLi Shou, Siddiga, and the Ch'in guards.

Al exandra's |ips noved too. Her own voice,

bl endi ng uncannily with that of the Enpress, rose in
prayer and | oat hi ng.

"Thief!" she shrieked in the Enpress' voice.

"Thi ef conb adept on the Path. How can this be?
How can | fight?"

Now even the Enpress was one with the watchers,
seduced by her faith to fight her desire to stea

Al exandra's flesh and life. The light fromthe gem
intensified. For a nonent, the face of a man in the
prime of life seemed to blaze fromit, and

Al exandra's body bowed itself, as if in homage.

"The Di amond Path," whi spered Fat her Basil.

"G ve her the lightning bolt."

But Siddiga was too entranced in her prayers

to hear. So it was Father Basil who found it and held
it before Al exandra's eyes. He uncl asped one hand
fromthe noonstone that she clutched, and | owered the dorje
toward it. Her body cringed away, but her wll held.
In the instant before it touched her palm she reached up
and grasped it firmy.

Her whol e body arched again in one of those hideous,
bone- br eaki ng spasms. Bryenni us gagged as he

snel |l ed burning flesh. The chanting stopped.

For a |l ong nonment, he heard only the chirp of

crickets and the susurrus of wind, blow ng through the
wheat fields. Then it seened that the w nd

rose, carrying a wail of mourning back to the tonb

t hat shoul d never have opened.

Al exandra fell back, gemand dorje rolling from

her hands. To Bryennius' amazenent, the hand that the
lightning bolt had seared bore only a reddish

mark resenbling a | otus. Even that quickly faded.

Si ddi ga tugged a bl anket out from one of the packs
and, glaring at what, clearly, she considered
inefficient males, covered Al exandra warmy.

But Al exandra's breathing was deep and regul ar, and
her face bore a peace that passed their understandi ng.
"I's she dead?" Bryenni us whi spered.

His | over went to himand snoot hed back his hair.

"Not for many years."

"I shall build another altar to Kuan-yin," said

Li Shou.

Haral dr laid down his axe. Since he no |onger

needed to fear the ruin of his aim he wept, and
Bryenni us wept with him

Dawn shone through Al exandra's tent. One of Li

She i nnumer abl e servants or concubi nes (al exandra
could quite tell which was which) brought her tea ift bar
delicate porcelain bow and laid out riding clc
Qut si de her quarters cane the usual babel of

br canp, and Bryennius' voice rising

i n anger.

"Three nen rode off, just like that, and you didn't!

t hen?" he berated soneone. "I know that they know |and and



coul d sneak off, but still-was

"Undoubt edly, they were sent to exam ne us report
back." Li Shou's cal mer tones cut throti

Bryenni us' anger.

"Spies!" he spat.

"Whul d your own Enmpire act any differently?"

Al exandra chuckled into her tea. Originally, she
thought it was a kind of wine. Its steaming fn . soothed
burni ng eyes and eased into her nmind, which i bruised.
And why wouldn't it, with two dreadful won

battling inside it for possession of ny soul

She was too battered to be outraged at the thought of
possession, or relieved that her desperate order

to Haraldr to kill her before she betrayed her |and's
secrets had proved unnecessary.

She finished her tea, waved away the usual bevy

of attendants, then dressed in the clothes they left
out, even to the cloak and hat that woul d give her sone
protection agai nst curious stares when they entered

Ch' ang-an. Last night, she had waked fromfitfu

sleep to an argunent: Should they allow her a day's
rest here, or should they ride on inmediately?

Al exandra had dragged hersel f outside, stunbling over
Haral dr, who had stretched hinself to sleep outside

her quarters.

"I can ride if I must. The less tine we spend

here, the better,"” she had insisted. She woul d have begged
if she had had to. The firelight outlined the nounds

of the Inperial dead. If Bryennius had asked

her, she would have said to ride away fromthemimredi ately, as
the three spies had done. If Ch'ang-an had its
equi val ent of Byzantium s Bureau of

Bar bari ans, no doubt the spies were reporting to it
right now. How would they describe her inner battle
with the Enpress? Wuld they say that a | ong-I ost

T ang prince had returned hone, acconpanied

by exotics, including a nbst aristocratic

madwoman? She woul d have believed it herself; the
traces of Wi and Theodora's struggle in her mnd

were foul, soothed only by her renmenbrance of the white
light fromthe noonstone that Siddiga had forced into her
hands.

A deep voice and a |ight one exchanged halting
courtesies. She heard Haral dr nove asi de.

Si ddiga slipped within, dressed in the U ghur

f ashi on.

1 owe you ny life," Al exandra said,

enbraci ng her. ine younger princess cast her eyes

down, tho h

Ved

you

m ne

Hs

You

and

She

flushed at the siste r* dg

f

Br



y
enn

Hs

us

Are

you ready to ride, elder

ny

A

a

hi s

dra

raise

d an eyebrow

Why not ? Bryenni us

is

y orother, and she is beloved by him

She smiled at the
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younger girl.

If she were the pretty, docile creature that she

| ooks, |I'd be dead.

Ahead of themrose the walls of Ch'ang-an

t hi ck and square.

"Home, " Li Shou murmured. Riding at his

side, Al exandra gl anced away to all ow him

privacy. The city was huge; twi ce the size of
Byzantium and not confined to an area |ike the Horn.
Canal s ran through it; but the nmassive eastern wall
was broken only by two gates. It would be a hard
city to escape from The prince had told her how the
city was laid out-an orderly grid of fourteen

wi de, tree-lined avenues running fromnorth to south,
el even fromeast to west. Except for the two huge
markets, the quarters marked off by these avenues were
wal | ed.

"Not |ike hone," Bryennius had commented to her. He
m ssed the tangle of streets, rich and poor

houses jostling on the same bl ock as one of the great
churches, with the Mese cutting through the center of the city,
shop-lined, winding up to the perfunme merchants near the
pal ace, and the silk vendors' special House of

Li ghts, dark now for |ack of goods. Surely the

trees Al exandra saw here were mul berry trees.

And where there were mulberry trees, there were

sil kworms. Somewhere in those nmarkets or the pal ace
conpounds thensel ves was the treasure Al exandra sought.
The walls of the Ch'un Mng Gate were at |east as
thick as Byzantium s northernnost defenses.

Soldiers in | eather and scal es guarded them They
recogni zed Li Shou and were quick to salute him The
spi es had acconplished that nuch, at |east. As they
entered, the noises of Ch' ang-an rose about them
Then they heard a runble. The ground trenbl ed beneath
them and several of their horses shied.

"The First Enperor stirs in his sleep,” Prince

Li Shou comment ed al nost whinsically.

Al exandra forced herself to smle



The caravan | eader who had ridden with them since
Kashgar canme up and bowed. "W nust

report to the Ofice of the Sarthavak," he said.

Li Shou nodded at Bryennius. "That office

deal s specifically with the hu, | nean, nerchants of
Persia. But | think that they will stop off in the
taverns here, or the tea shops." He gestured

el egantly. "No doubt you too will be interested in
the taverns down the road. O the P ing K ang
section. They can make a man's honecom ng very

sweet ... or welconme a traveler fromthe

Vst . "

A nunber of soldiers and officials rode toward
them flanking a small, thin man in a scholar's
robe and el aborate headgear. "Your pardon,” said
the prince. "I nust speak to these people.”

Fat her Basil nodded. "That's where they house
musi ci ans, entertainers . . ." He | ooked

enbarr assed.

"Hetairafi"

Al exandra surm sed, and the Nestorian priest
nodded. Siddi ga caught Bryennius' eye with a "just

you dare!" | ook on her face.
"My own people and our churches are nearer the western part
of the city. I"'mtold that the market is livelier

there," Father Basil said.

Several of the soldiers | ooked w stful.

"Do you think it's too late to tell the prince that

we want to be nerchants, not envoys of

Byzantiun? It sounds easier," Bryennius

comment ed.

Al exandra sighed. She watched the officials bow

low to Li Shou. From here, she could hear nothing of their
conversation, but their postures and gestures were so
courteous, so mannered, that she suspected sone sort

of danger. She touched her heels delicately

to her horse, edging as far into the avenue as she could
wi t hout being stopped. O her wonen rode by, sone brash
and bareheaded. The wi de avenues teermed w th people
riding, walking, or being carried in el aborately
decorated, closed carts. Over the walls of the

quarter she could see the upcurved roofs of what

| ooked li ke pal aces.

Wth the air of a man maki ng a generous and unde
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served concession, Li Shou inclined his head to the
official and retraced his steps. A flush along his

hi gh cheekbones betrayed hi s annoyance.

"Ch' ang-an has changed if an official can

chal |l enge the word of a cousin of the Son of Heaven,"

he hi ssed, and mounted so quickly that his horse sidled.
He | eaned forward and ran a hand along its

arched neck. Then he signaled for themto nove

f orwar d.

"Ordinarily,"” he told the Greeks, "visiting

envoys who cone to make submission in their prince's
name to the Son of Heaven-was

Al exandra laid a hand on Bryenni us' reins,

hushi ng t he indi gnant outburst he was about to make about
the Basil eus' denotion



"How el se could it be?" the prince asked. "Wen
envoys cone, they beconme the responsibility of that
man' s

of fice, which regulates the funerals of nenbers of the
Imperial famly."

"Cheerful," Al exandra conment ed.

"It also maintains hostels for foreign guests |ike
yoursel f. Lu Tsung there"-he flicked his fingers at
the retreating official's stiff back-"heads up that
office. When | told himthat you were

ny

guests, not his responsibility, he was outraged."”
"Do they suspect that we are spies?" Al exandra
asked with all the innocence she could sunmon.
"ldiots!" Li Shou snorted. "Because Lu

Tsung did well on the exam nations, he clinbed
rapidly in the Enperor's service.

have had reports on himand his famly. In

Canton, his elder brother |ocked away al
foreigners; Lu Tsung seens to think that if he
follows his brother's advice, he will gain great
face. He has already doubl ed the guard to

"protect” Ch'ang-an agai nst barbarians."

"Isn't he succeedi ng?" cut in Father Basil

"The Mani chees have al ready been outlawed. |Is there not
some novenent..."

Li Shou flung up a hand. Never had Al exandra

seen himso angry. "A nmovenent, indeed.

Ch' ang-an has

"o

sil k roads and shadows

al ways been fascinated by the West. | have | ooked

forward to reading you poetry like that of To Fu, of show ng you
the great paintings of the Yen brothers, who claimto have
pai nted scenes of your home. Now nen like Lu

Tsung want us to turn our backs on all we have

| earned fromoutside the Walls of the Mddle

Ki ngdom "

" Xenophobes, " murmured Al exandra, then

translated for the prince's benefit. It sounded very

fam liar, very unwel come. In such tines,

foreign guests were in sone danger, foreign faiths at

nore. It was chaos again, seeking to underm ne what order and
cooperation it found, wherever it found them

"You know that | have spent years collecting holy

texts," Li Shou said. "Buddhist, Taoist, a

few Christian scriptures . . . last year, a

schol ar named Li Ao died. He knew a great

deal about Buddhi sm had studied it for years just in
order to refute it."

Al exandra and Father Basil | ooked at one anot her

Heresies. Religious conflict. And they were in the

thick of it. Li Shou, they knew, was heterodox,

a true descendant of those Enmperors who had

endowed the Nestorian churches in Ch' ang-an. But

this new Son of Heaven . . dis8allyr Enperor

foll ows the Way?" Al exandra pronpted, using the

term Tao. The little she had heard of this Wy

spoke of a retreat fromthe world, a unity with the



cosnos, order, and a sinplicity that was al nost

past oral .

Li Shou's eyes burned. "Later," he said.

Pastorals could also include a wolf in the fold,

a wlf, in this case, who m ght al so be the shepherd.

It was not an idea she wanted to dwell on

greater-than

He was silent as they rode past a |l avish

Buddhi st tenple, its curved roofs painted red and

gol d. CQutside crouched huge statues that

resenbl ed dogs or lions, or both. Incense

floated over the walls and tantalized them

Chanting and the sound of gongs rose. For an instant,

Al exandra fancied herself back in her |ong-gone, and

unl ament ed, convent. This tenple was so rich! she

thought. It seenmed | arger and nore el aborate than the
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Church of Hagia Sophia, that soaring scul pture

of light, nosaic, and marble, with its domes from which

some peopl e clainmed, angels descended to help the

priests serve worshipers.

Fat her Basil studied the tenple avidly. "There

nmust be hundreds like it. And Buddhismis not

native to Ch'in . "

"Thi nk you Buddhi smtoo coul d suffer?"

"As your Patriarchs did ny own church." He

nodded. "Surely you have heard conmplaints that in

Byzanti um t he nonks own too much | and, too many

arm es, and slaves, and control too nuch of the

Cty's gold."

It had been weal th that had enabl ed

Al exandra's aunt to purchase forbidden books,

to bribe the people she nmust have bribed: wealth that made her

feel all-powerful, and bred first her anbition, then

her dammati on.

They rode slowy through the eastern market. Each

trade had its own bazaar. Except for the faces

and the | anguages, the clanor and the fam liar goods

made Al exandra feel much at hone. Bryenni us

tossed cash to a flower vendor and gave the

chrysant henmuns that he bought to Siddiga, who | aughed

with delight.

Al exandra gazed in wonder at the nunber and ki nds

of people in the market: Sogdians, Persians,

Arabs, nmen of the steppes, Turks, even

strange-1 ooking nmen in high black hats froma | and

she heard was called Korea; nmen with the dark skins,

agui line features, and |ong eyes of Hind, and from

farther south, fromthe Land of Lions. Priests of ten

separate faiths jostled nmerchants of all races.

Nobles in carts or litters, or riding

acconpani ed by servants thronged the bazaars. Many were

worren, exquisitely dressed and painted, jade and

gold ornaments trenbling in their hair. Seeing

them she felt unkenpt and too |arge.

She felt as if they stared at her and al

her people, dism ssing them as barbarians-which they were not,

apprai sing them as enem es-which they had no wish to



be. But which, in one inportant sense, they had

to be. Another eneny rode at her side: the

prince who had been friend and ally, and woul d now be their
host. It was a terrible crine to betray one's host.
Once past the market, they turned north and rode
toward what | ooked like official buildings near the
wal | s over which they could see trees and pal ace

bui I di ngs.

"Adm ni strative offices,” Prince Shou

obser ved.

"This Lu Tsung works in then?" she asked. "Perhaps

we should ..."

"\What are you suggesting?"

"If it causes you difficulty to accept us as

guests," Al exandra began slowy, "perhaps we shoul d

| et ourselves be received by his people." Constant official
scrutiny would make stealing sil kworns harder, perhaps
i mpossi bl e, but she would not be betraying a man who
deserved better.

"I will not give you up!" he interrupted, angrier

than she had ever seen him "We will discuss this after
we are settled.”

Al ready, artisans stitched gowns and jackets for her
Her roons were bright with jewels and flowers, hair
ornament s, and enbroi deries. Al exandra had been

bat hed, and excl amations for her foreignness had been
suppressed. She had eaten, slept briefly, and

had just begun to wonder whether or not it would do to ask for
books when Li Shou's chief steward, an ancient

eunuch, entered, prostrated hinself, and requested the
Most Excellent Lady's presence.

Al exandra followed the man across a garden, in through a
noon- shaped door on either side of which were characters for
life, health, and fortune, and into a roomclearly
reserved for her host. Here were the books she had
hoped for, here were nusical instrunents, exquisite
screens and intricately carved statues, and m sty

| andscapes painted on silk. The room had the

| ook of years of |oving preservation; the prince's
steward had

Susan

Shwart z

served himsince he was a child. Prince Li Shou

sat on a bare platform paper, a brush, and a

cake of ink at hand. He gazed at an ornanent that
seened to be no nore than lapis lazuli scul pted

into the formof a hollow rock. Near him and

fl anked by a nunber of younger officials, sat Lu

Tsung.

Bryenni us, Father Basil translating and gesturing

at his el bow, stood beside another elderly man and
soneone who | ooked like a former soldier. A clerk
crouched at their feet, draw ng.

"The Departnent of Arns," explained Li Shou

rising to greet her. "It imediately meets with al
foreign envoys to learn of their |lands, to draw maps .
Then it

was

i ke Byzantium s Bureau of Barbarians, and she



woul d be subject to official investigation. She

expected no less. Since the officials had not

been presented to her, she ignored themw th the hauteur
she had learned in the Inperial palace. Li Shou

appear ed appreci ative.

Do you realize that you are nmaki ng enem es'?

she thought at him O was it sinply that he refused

to retreat fromthe position he had taken?

When the silence between Al exandra and the glaring officials
had grown too thick to ignore, Li Shou

presented them Lu Tsung glared at her

clearly expecting her to bow "In this

one's land," Al exandra spoke formally, "it is not the
custom for ladies of the Inperial House to bow

to anyone but the Emperor-who is this unworthy

woman' s brother. "

She could practically hear the old man's bones

creak as he bowed to her. She seated herself, assuned
court manners, and agreed to accept tea while

wi shing she could join the conversation around Bryenni us.
At a clap of hands, servants scurried out,

returning alnost i mediately with her Varangi ans. The
Ch'in soldiers instinctively stiffened into a posture

of defense, then realized that any nmen so tall and with
such conspi cuously gol den col oring could not hide

t hensel ves. Garnents of red silk had been given them and
bri ght sashes banded their

wai sts: mlitary garnments, but unlike anything they
had ever worn. On a bronze silk cord around

Haral dr' s neck hung the horn etched with the

sigils of Shanbhal a.

Al exandra held her tea before her face, sniffed
delicately at the steam and prepared to deal with an
i nterrogation.

The questions continued for hours. Abruptly, they turned
to Princess Siddiga.

"He tries,"” murnured Li Shou in Sogdi an

"to apply recent ordi nances which forbid Ui ghurs

to associate with Ch'in to her. But she is half

Ch'in herself; her mother was a princess.”

"You!" Lu Tsung called Bryennius, who

turned, brows haughtily raised. "Do you realize

that you may not take a Ch'in wife or concubi ne

away fromthe M ddl e Ki ngdon®"

"I thought she was U ghur," Bryennius said. He

turned back, grimacing at Al exandra. "Can't

he make up his m nd?"

Al exandra stared at the prince and the official. This was
nore than a conflict over privileges; it seened

an old aninosity.

"And the barbarian prince?" Lu Tsung kept

to his subject.

"Hi s Hi ghness is nmy guest, to stay or go as he

wills. For as long as he wills. In the nmeantine,

I am of course requesting proper recognition for

nmy guests,” Li Shou said. "I applied inmrediately
for official robes and for copies of the classics, which
Her H ghness wishes to read. | trust you will

arrange their presentation to the Son of Heaven."



"What gestures of subnmission will they make?"

"You saw t he Ferghana horses they brought.

Proper ones, of the true breed that sweats blood."
"These unworthy beasts are this one's trifling gift
to the Son of Heaven," Al exandra said quietly.

"And this . . . this lady?" Lu Tsung gestured

at her with thinly conceal ed contenpt.
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"Her Hi ghness is a scholar and a great traveler
she will aid me in nmy studies of the Wite and the

Yellow. Surely you, as a follower of the Way, can
understand the value of such a lady's services in

al cheny. "

Fat her Basil stiffened. Al exandra disliked Lu

Tsung's crack of dry laughter even nore than the

i nsol ence with which he inspected her. "As you know, the
Son of Heaven leads us all along the Way. |If

the . . . lady is adept, she m ght best assi st

him"

There was silk in the pal ace, Al exandra thought. A

nove into the palace m ght be one way of getting

toit.

"I'f the nmost honored mnister will forgive this wetched
priest," Father Basil interrupted, w th determ ned

hum lity, "Her Inperial H ghness has been a

cl oi stered nun."

Again that dry, cruel laughter. "So was Yang

Kuei Fei, and Wi Tse-Tien herself. Yet they

went willingly to the Son of Heaven. And this one has
already let her hair grow If you study tantra,

| tell you,

H ghness,

| ook to yourself and yours |l est you be punished! And if she
al so assists you in your studies of the Tao-which I

doubt comassuredly she is no nun."

"Enough! " snapped the prince, though he barely

rai sed his voice. "You will send ny guests their
creden tials, and all else that is theirs. | nyself
will act as their advisor. This audience is finished!"

He stared fixedly at the little lapis |azul
scul pture, as if trying to cal mhinself.

The night was cool, and the garden fragrant. Any

stornms that threatened were a result of the day's disastrous
meeting with Lu Tsung. "He dared threaten ne!"

the prince muttered repeatedly. "And he insulted

my guests."

It had taken hours to nake himw lling to say nore

than that.

"I never liked him" Prince Li Shou conceded now

as they sat in the quiet garden. A few

[ ights burned,

gl eami ng off the golden carp that swamin the tw sting
streamthat ran through it. Over by a huge, holl owed-out
I i mest one boul der, Al exandra's sol diers |ounged

about and pretended not to be on guard. "I wll admt
that the scholar Li Ao was a genuine servant of the

Tao, though very narrow. But this man is a



pl ace-seeker! If the Son of Heaven favored

Buddhi smrat her than the Tao, Lu Tsung would be a
Buddhi st. If he favored Turks, then he would

build a yurt in his gardens and eat mnutton

Now, to curry favor, he feigns a resentnment of

all things that are not Ch'in. He thought ny going out of
Ch'in madness. | amcertain he hoped | would

die on the journey."

"I nstead, Your Hi ghness returned, not just with the texts
you sought, but with foreign guests,"” said Father Basil
"I ndeed." Li Shou nodded. "But there is an

addi ti onal problem Before Lu Tsung was Taoi st,

he studied the classics. In fact, his performance

on the scholars' exam nations won himhis office.

At their best, our classics teach respect and

order."

And at their worst, intolerable prejudice,

Al exandra surm sed. "Do they teach one to despise

forei gners and wonen?" she asked al oud.

"At their worst, yes," the prince admtted in a

low voice. "But it is not the texts as much as

flaws in the students thenselves."

Despite the vast distances that separated her

Empire fromthis one, things were always the same. No one
was fool enough to deny the authority of Saint Paul, and
yet, in his nane, fools treated women as chattel

The simlarity between hate-filled misinterpretations
amazed her. Authority. If a man thought he had

set his feet upon the right Way, what mght stop him
frominsisting that others follow it? Some sages of the
Tao had refused power, but surely others

both Plato and Aristotle had tried to raise

phi | osopher-ki ngs, and what had they gai ned? Pl ato
nearly died in Syracuse of a bl oodbat h.

Aristotle had tutored Al exander, whose

battlefield had
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been Asia itself. It was dangerous for a ruler to be
consunmed by an idea, and frequently deadly to those
around hi m

Had they cone to Ch'ang-an only to be

caught in a holy war?

"This is an ugly situation," she nmused. "As for

living in the pal ace, | know was

Li Shou rose so fast that his cup toppled and

shattered as easily as his hard-won conmposure. "You

know not hing, nothing at all if you make that
suggestion. Wat | said to Lu Tsung was an
excuse. | tell you, no nore of that!"

How dare you

Al exandra started to denand.

"You, priest!" raged the prince. "You tell her

what his words actually meant!" The silk of his
enbr oi dered robes hissing and whistling about him Li
Shou strode about the garden. Shards of porcelain
crackl ed beneath his slippers.

"Before we fall into worse problens," Al exandra
spoke with deceptive quietness, "l suggest you

tell me what he neans.”



"Al cheny . .
"I know what al cheny is," she said, exaggerating

her air of patience. "I know that Taoists

practice it in the hope of gaining imortality in
this world. That is not just heresy, it is blaspheny.
And if your Son of Heaven dabbles in bl aspheny,

then | shall pray for you. You will need it.
What | do
not

know'-she turned back to the Nestorian priest-"is

why Li Shou becane so outraged after he hinself said that
| assisted himin his studies."

Fat her Basil hunched in on hinself. "If we had cone

by way of Hind," he began, swall owed, and began

again. "In Hind, the D anond Path is

associated with ... | have heard that fornication plays
a part in their worship. There are tenples devoted
toit, priests and priestesses ..."

Al exandra flushed scarlet and thanked CGod that the

ni ght was dark. "Though | may have taken a few

steps along the Diamond Path, | know not hi ng about

this

silk

roads and shadows

V-

ot her

worship. In other words,"” she said in a voice that
barely trenbl ed, "what Lu Tsung suggested was that

| go to this Enperor as a concubine.”

Fat her Basil nodded wr etchedly.

"El der sister," Siddiga spoke for the first

time, "my nmother told ne of the palace in which she was
brought up. Many | adies pass their entire lives

there with never a glinpse of the Son of Heaven, nuch
less . . . she was glad to | eave. But short of

death, or a convent, there is no escape fromit."

Al exandra was abruptly, absurdly furious.

She had entered a convent to escape marrying a

Frank, left Byzantium as nuch to avoid being

married off as to steal silkwornms . . . no, that
wasn't true. What had she sought in |eaving
Byzantium for the East? Certainly, she neant

to get those silkworns. But it was the journey, the
chance to see and learn, and to keep on going, free of the
cages of pragmati sm and cerenony that had, once
agai n, slammed down upon her. Upon the road, she had
been traveler, warrior, even-a few insane

ti mes-magi ci an. Now, once again, "they" saw

only a femal e body to be awarded to the

hi ghest -ranki ng nan avail abl e. Had she really
traveled to the End of the Wrld only to find that people and
custons were no different?

Si ddi ga' s warni ng enraged her further, dealing as it
did with only the logistics of escaping the pal ace
once she took the concubine's way in. But then

Si ddi ga was brought up to regard multiple

adulteries as normal. What made it worse was

that she had trusted Li Shou, and he had enbarrassed
her. He had turned the magic she had |l earned in the



Pamirs and relied upon in the desert into a barracks
joke, and she didn't know if she could ever face him
again. Ridiculous tears stung her eyelids, but

she restrai ned them

"The prince hinself first called me his assistant.

Let us hope that he neant it innocently. O,

i nstead of one eneny, he will have two."

The soft silk of her robes caressed her body as

she retreated to the roonms she had been assi gned.

The
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mrrors there showed her a stranger with flushed cheeks
and bl azing eyes, very slim but graceful, wth

subtl e curves that the sheepskins and the baggy riding
cl ot hes she had worn for nonths had conceal ed. She
flung the mrror down, struggled out of the whispering,
of fensively clinging silks, tossed them aside, and

wept for shame and di sappoi ntment. She had thought
better of themall, herself included.

As she admired the bell tower in the center of

Ch' ang-an, Alexandra felt like a

bunpki n who scraped the manure off his boots and
lurched into Byzantiumto gape. She was glad for the
hat and veil that |let her blend into the crowd; tw ce
al ready this norning, she had seen other foreigners jeered
at. A knot of loafers had actually pursued one

portly Ui ghur until guards caught sight of the
potential riot. Alexandra thought they seened

reluctant to stop it, but the loafers had fled

anyway. They woul d be bol der next tine.

So the chaos was here, too. Again the ground trenbl ed
underfoot, and she thought of Li Shou's stories of the
Fi rst Enperor.

Is it I who wake you, old man, or the chaos!

Stealing sil kworms-that mght nmean disorder in Ch'in,
harmto its trade. But if she did not bring them

back, then Byzantiumm ght fall into worse

chaos. She was thinking in circles again.

Crcles . . . abruptly, she thought of the paired
circles
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of snow mountains in the paintings of Shanmbhal a. Beyond
the circles of the world mght lie other circles. That
was bad Plato and worse doctrine, but if she were
really that orthodox, she would not dream of entering a
Buddhi st shri ne.

Al'l her spies were out, Bryennius dispatched to the nore
di screet tea shops (though Siddiga had flown into a
rage when he teased her, and had scratched his

face), the Geek soldiers and Varangi ans to the

rowdi er western market. Father Basil had been

only too happy to follow themto the Nestorian

church founded by the saintly Al open. Al exandra

slipped into the nearby Buddhi st tenple. She was not
the only woman standing by herself. Several others, both
veil ed, and unveil ed, neditated before i nmense

statues like those in the caves at Dunhuang, or
attended the conplex ritual

But the tenple felt wong. Not because it was a pagan



shrine: The nonastery where she first |earned of
Shanbhal a had been steeped in holiness. That

feeling of sanctity, even nmore than the chants and the

i ncense and the tales of the abbot, had nade her wlling
to believe that . . . she shook her head. This

templ e was far richer than the nonastery at the Roof

of the Wrld. It was lavish, even tawdry. The

statues and nurals were newy painted and heavily
gi | ded. Under the chanting and the incense so heavy that two
peopl e had al ready swooned was a feeling of... fever. One
sumer, there had been sickness in Byzantium

Al exandra had insisted on | eaving her

convent's library to help inits infirmary. Even

now she renenbered how the air had quivered. The

entire city had seenmed feverish, as if it were one
singl e body, and that body feverish. Though it was
autumm in Ch'ang-an, that febrile energy

qui vered here.

She wandered away from the pudgy, chanting nonks,
searching the walls for signs of Shanbhal a. Her

f oot steps echoed in the corridors as she noved

away fromthe crowmd. Gradually, the noise

subsi ded. Now she heard only her own

footsteps, and the paddi ng of sandal ed feet behind her
When she stopped, those other steps stopped

*

sil k roads and shadows

too. Wshing she had the abbot's sword, she reached
into her flowing silk sleeve for the dagger she carried,
then turned around. Her free hand swept the vei

back over her head.

A man wearing a nmonk's robes faced her. Like

hersel f, he was foreign. She thought he m ght be fromthe
Land of Snows. He raised a hand, and she tensed,

dagger ready. But he only pointed at the

wal | and smled at her.

"To the south, Princess," he said. "And go soon."

Al exandra gl anced at the wall. There indeed were the
snow nmount ai ns and the nmandal a of Shanbhal a, within which the
king sat, awaiting the signal to ride forth to rid the
ordered world of its enemes. The fever in the air
subsided a little. She turned to question the nonk. A
lotus with a bluish tinge lay on the clean stone
paverment before her. She really could not say she was
surprised to find herself alone. She bent to pick up
the I otus, sure that she had found a sign. To the
south, then. Once they stole the sil kwrmns, they

woul d flee al ong the southern roads, back

to Byzantium

Lotus hel d before her, she retraced her steps.

The nonk had warned her not to delay, a message

she woul d heed. She wanted to travel by w nter; Father
Basil had | earned that the nen who had smuggl ed

sil kworms out of Ch'in three centuries ago had
succeeded only because they had traveled in the cold.
Heat qui ckened silkworns to a riot of hunger and
breedi ng; winter plunged theminto a stupor

Besi des, she was increasingly afraid of the nen who



seened to turn Tao into chaos. Two days before,

Li Shou had vani shed into the pal ace conpound

after warning her that their presentation to the Son of Heaven
woul d be del ayed, "though that does not seemto be why you
have cone."

Merci ful Bearer of God, had he heard her questioning
Fat her Basil about the silk?

Once, while they had been discussing it, they had
heard a whi sper of silk robes, and imediately fallen
silent, inept conspirators as they were. Had that

been the prince?

Her quarrel with himhad been slow to heal. Both stil
caret from

greater-than 3r
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changed the subject whenever it turned to magic. Li
Shou was al so reticent about the Son of Heaven. How
not? She would hesitate to discuss the Enperor of the
Romans with a stranger. Enperors were all-powerful

all -knowi ng. In the case of the Enperor of the

Romans, he was bound by his service to God. An

Enperor who foll owed the Tao, however, m ght

believe hinself the Tao incarnate, an enmbodi ment of
heaven and earth, rather than its vicar. Such a man

m ght consider hinmself as far above good and evil

as she considered herself above sil kworns, or

bar bari ans. Since earthquakes existed in

nature, a man who believed that he enbodi ed al

nature m ght decide that the earthquake's force was
right and beautiful. He could become a catastrophe

in human form

The earth runbl ed agai n.

The old First Enperor, stirring in his sleep? It

is not | who amthe danger, old nman. Look

to your successor.

She waited for the runbling to die down. Wen it did
not, she hurried for the nearest door. She had a
horror of being trapped beneath one of the tw sted, painted
cor ni ces.

A mob of soldiers and nen in worknmen's bl ue

tunics swarmed into the tenple, draggi ng worshipers
fromthe shrines, and priests fromthe altars. Another
group bayed the priests up into a ragged |line beside a
I ine of sobbing, shrinking wonen clad in ashen robes.
One worman' s headdress tunbl ed off as she

wai | ed. Her head had been roughly shaved sone tine
ago.

Then the soldiers storced priests and nuns to join
hands. When several refused, swords slashed down.

Then the others were marched out to a chorus of

jeers, a ribald parody of a wedding song, |eaving the
bodi es behi nd. Bl ood pool ed on the scrubbed

fl agst ones.

Now cones chaos,

Al exandra thought. She | ooked desperately about the
courtyard for her cart and the servants fromLi Shou's
househol d. That overturned hulk, fromwhich the silk
hangi ngs had been stripped, the oxen stolen, and the



servants driven away-that had been her cart. Now

she woul d have to nake her way
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hone unescorted and on foot. And her disguise was

no thicker than the silk veil that hid her face from
the crowd.

Soneone shouted and pointed, and five men ran toward
her. Al exandra shrank against the wall. In the

desert, when the denmons had pursued her and the
prince, she had used the magi c of Shanbhal a

to sumtmon a sort of protection. Passionately,

Al exandra wi shed for it now. Her hands, gripping
toget her, crushed the | otus between them and its fragrance
drove away the stink of sweat and bl ood and human
fear.

Abruptly, the nen who spotted her turned away,

sinking into the crowd that hurled rocks and

| ess savory missiles at the statues towering

overhead. The screans and crashes of the riot seened

| essened. Even the air was different: Free fromthe

bl owi ng soil that yellowed the sky in Ch'ang-an, it
was the dazzling indigo of the sky in the high passes.
For an instant Al exandra felt dizzy,

i ntoxicated, as if once again she trod the Roof

of the Wrld. She seemed to walk in a bubble of

qui et .

She edged out along the wall into the court, past two
men who ki cked at the body of a nonk who had chosen
to die rather than be forcibly wed to the woman crunpl ed
at his side. They m ght indeed have been well

suited. Al exandra wanted to trace a cross over

them but dared not nove her hands fromthe |otus that was her
protecti on.

Carefully, she picked her way across the

battl eground that had been a tenple courtyard.

She turned to the north and east, intending to return
to Li Shou's compound when the power about her shi mrered.
Faint yet piercingly clear in her mnd cane the

call of a horn. She had sensed its nusic once

before, and it had saved her life. Now it called in

di stress to whonever night hear it. She turned toward
the south and west. Kilting up her silken

skirts of |avender and blue, she began to run

A horse stood nearby, its head hangi ng down from
sheer weariness. She touched its |athered neck. \When
it did not flinch, she led it to the nearest crouching
statue
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of a grotesque lion, which made an excell ent

mounti ng bl ock. Again, the horn call! She | ooked
about. Inpossible that no one el se could hear it! She
tucked the lotus into her belt and drove her heels
into the horse's flanks.

Haral dr was gl ad that Arinbjorn guarded his side as
they strode through the western market. The snall,

gol den- ski nned natives of Ch'ang-an noved out of

their way. Ahead of them Father Basil scuttled
around a corner and di sappear ed.

Arinbjorn chuckled. "The minute we settle into a



new pl ace, he heads off to find a church. Now,

my first stop would be a-was

"The crowd back there, Arinbjorn, is it thinning
out?" Haraldr asked. He felt as if he were

striding naked t hrough a crowd of onl ookers. The

mar ket, which he renenbered frompast visits as being
engagingly rowdy at this time of day, was

quiet, too quiet. You couldn't have a better

battl e-conrade than Arinbjorn, when he

decided to use his head for sonething nore than sl uicing
ale through the rest of his body. The other man tensed,
started to turn, then changed his nind

"Are you expecting trouble?"

Har al dr shrugged. "I wouldn't want to take on the
whol e market, would you?"

"Not after Her Hi ghness told us to keep quiet. |

like her idea: a quiet, friendly wal k through the
market, as if there's any way we can pretend we

| ook Iike . "

"What's that!" Harajdr dug his fingers

into Arinbjorn's brawy armuntil the other

guardsman grunt ed.

"Leave off, you ox!"

"Over there. That troop . . ." Afile of

sol diers, stocky nen with knotted scarves on their
heads, cuirasses of scale and |l eather clattering as

t hey noved, marched into the market, acconpanying a nman
in the robes of an official, a parasol denoting

his office held above his el aborate headgear
Crimnals were usually punished in the western

mar ket, Haral dr thought. A commotion
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behind the official drew his attention, and he headed
toward it.

"Quietly,

she

sai d. When did you ever disregard
her

orders before?" asked Arinbjorn.

Haral dr ignored his friend s remarks, though
ordinarily he mght have rem nded Arinbjorn that

"she" was Her |nperial H ghness Al exandra, and

he'd do well to remenber it. He wi shed that Father
Basil hadn't scurried off so quickly; the instant
matters got beyond drink or food (nostly, you

poi nted and hel d out cash, and someone ran and got you
what ever you pointed at), he wanted an interpreter

By all the Vanir and Aesir, he especially

want ed one now.

She

was worried, he could tell. Usually her orders were
crisp and direct. This |latest one, to go out and
simply listen, filled himw th unease. He had

| ong suspected not just that his princess fled magic,
but that some of the nagic she feared lay within herself.
i f anything she could do would be evil-aside fromthat
order to strike off her head before she could

blurt out their secrets. Twice in the past week

Har al dr had wakened in a cold sweat, dream ng that

he had rai sed his axe agai nst the woman he ... He



felt that way because she was their ring-giver, he told
hi nsel f. The Basil eus had given them and their oaths
over to her. She was so brave, but now she was

afraid. Haraldr could see it, and it nade him

want to take his axe to something.

"Looks |ike a wedding!" conmrented Arinbjorn. "Lines

of men and wonen together, all dressed the sane.”

"They | ook |ike monks and nuns, fool!" hissed
Haral dr. "Wy woul d

t hey

marry?"

Arinbjorn nodded, then smiled at a small child whom

he saw staring at him Its nother snatched the baby out
of his path.

"Pretty child," he said.

"They probably think we eat babies,"”

Haral dr nuttered as he tried to puzzle out the
official's words. "Probably best to let them

al one. You're right,
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Arinbjorn. They're marrying off those people

to one another, shutting down their nonasteries."

"If Father Basil isn't careful, he may find

hinself with a bride!" Arinbjorn |aughed, then | owered his
voi ce, renenbering orders

"These aren't Christians; they're . .

Buddhi sts, Her Hi ghness told nme." Like the
prince-though liking wasn't precisely what he

felt for Li Shou, who tried to dismiss him jarl's
grandson as he was, like a hired sword or a

thrall, and whose eyes foll owed Al exandra about with a

| ook that his princess (wi se as she was in other

ways) was too innocent to understand.

"No!" burst fromthe throat of one wonman who stood
behind the official. Haral dr understood that nuch of the
tonal, clanging |anguage of Ch'in. The

worman' s voi ce scal ed upward into a scream then

a yanmmrer that choked off as bl ood gushed from her mouth
and her body fell fromthe platforminto the dust of the
market. The official kept on speaking.

"I think he's looking at us," muttered

Arinbjorn

"Back up," Haral dr ordered.

Rel uctantly, the crowd parted to | et themthrough.

Hal fway into the next block, it held firm

They tried to shoul der through. Suddenly the

press of tiny, intense people, with dark hair and bright
tiny eyes, oppressed Haraldr, and he tried

to shoul der through. H s axe was slung across his back
If he had to, he could free up an arm and draw

it ... unless one of these folk had a knife and was
willing to try using it.

Gitting his teeth and sweating, Haraldr concentrated
on pushing through the crowd. A child set up a wail at
the sight of him and he kept on going. Behind them the
of ficial finished, and nusicians struck up the

sick cats' wailing, broken by the clash of

cynbal s and druns, that they used instead of nusic in
this |and.



Abruptly a wail rose in the market and the crowd
pressed forward. Soneone shouted and hurled a rotten
fruit which splattered the official's fine silk

gown, and soldiers |eaped frombehind him their swords
dr awn.
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"CGet noving!" Haral dr shouted. "W've got a

riot on our hands!" Neither man drew his weapon

yet. They pushed brutally through the crowd, eager

to get back to Li Shou's pal ace and report. The

mar ket crowds degenerated into a series of braw s.

Thi eves pillaged the stalls, as

i ndi vidual fights broke off. Two nen

practically rolled underneath Haral dr's boots.

Sweari ng, he stepped over them

"Over there!" Arinbjorn pointed. Above one stal

tended only by a few children was a til ed overhang;
was,

until a knot of braw ers caroned into its

supports.

"No!" Arinbjorn shouted, and dashed forward.

Instants later, he grunted as he took sonme of the
burden of the roof onto his shoulders. "Get those
children!" he yelled at his officer

Movi ng with speed unusual in a man his size,

Har al dr dashed forward, but was only in time to keep a
falling tile fromdashing out Arinbjorn's brains.

Then the braw ers crashed into the supports again, and the
roof slipped farther. Arinbjorn cried out and fel

to his knees, then onto his face. Over the snarls

and shouts of the nob, Haraldr could hear the terrified
shrieks of the children trapped beneath Arinbjorn, then nothing
at all but panting breaths.

"Cet out. . ."

That was Arinbjorn. Haraldr had to free him yet

if the rioters caught two foreigners here, they would
tear themapart. H's oath was to the princess;

but if he abandoned Arinbjorn, she would probably

make hi mw sh that the nmob had caught him He bent

to shift the rubble, then rose to size up the crowd.
He cursed it, then cursed again.

Thi nk, man!

he ordered hinself. He wi shed he had the security of
orders. He twisted one hand in his beard, and felt
fingers brush against the horn he had carried since he
found it. In the desert, when he thought he had | ost

Al exandra for good, he had bl own that horn, and found
her. He raised the horn, then hesitated. He

m ght be summoni ng her into danger. But she held his
oat h.
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When all else failed, he had only the oath

to trust to. He set lips to the bone nout hpi ece and
blewwith all the force of his lungs. He produced

no sound. He tried again until red specks danced
before his eyes, and he collapsed to his knees, the
horn dangling fromits cord. He could sense echoes

all around him as if the horn call rang through air
in sone world that neighbored this one.

He bent doubl e, hoping that the crowd would miss him



Near by, Arinbjorn groaned. Haral dr began

to tear at the masonry that covered him

Hoof beat s pounded into the market. The crowd parted
slowy, and the hoof beats neared him then stopped.
Knife in hand, Haraldr rose into a crouch comand

faced a riderless horse. Reins dropped out of

enpty air onto its saddle; he heard a slither

of robes, and feet running toward him Then a hand

was on his shoul der, and he saw the princess.

"Where were you?" he gasped. Had she found sone
Tarnhel mthat | et her pass unseen?

"Never mind that," she hissed. "The city is running
mad. It's as nuch as a Westerner's life is

worth to be out init."

"Arinbjorn tried to save two children. They're

trapped beneath that."

Her Hi ghness studied the rubble, |ooked at

Haral dr, then reached for her sash. "G ve me your

belt too. If we tie one end to the horse, the

other to the biggest piece of that roof..."

He ran to the sweating horse, and the princess ran
after him "Here, take this!" she ordered, and pressed
awlting lotus into his harness. Abruptly, he

could see her again. "I can pretend to be Ch'in,

unl ess they unveil ne. You can't. Get himout!"

Though the horse rolled his eyes at the unlikely

| ooki ng harness, he was sturdy, and the rubble

shifted with nore ease than Haral dr woul d have thought
possible. Arinbjorn rolled to one side, and the children
screaned.

"That's panic, not pain,'
see to
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hi s, .

Arinbjorn." The man groaned as Haral dr patted

hi m up and down, roughly seeking injuries.

"Only shaken."

"Load himon the horse," she ordered. "I1|

| ook to the children." She reached down and took their tiny
hands, sneared with dirt and |inme. Haral dr watched
opennout hed then, as she wal ked up to two people in the garb
of merchants, pushed the children toward them and spoke
qui ckly, commandingly in Ch'in. Haral dr heaved

Arinbjorn up across the horse's saddle, then

turned back to see Al exandra, having found

adults to take charge of the children whom Arinbjorn had
rescued, turn back, and | ook puzzl ed.

"Haral dr?" He renenbered that he held the

| otus; she couldn't see him

"Here, H ghness. Here's ny hand."

"Let's go hone. | hope that flower lasts till

we get there.”

The nob swirled about them but they passed unseen

headi ng out of the market toward Li Shou's conpound, and
what ever smal|l safety could be found there.

V' *ity caret i

A carp splashing in the narrow streamthat tw sted between
pi nes and a great, freestanding rock startled

Al exandra. This quiet garden, devised by a schol ar

for contenplation, and the riot outside its walls

Al exandra said. "You



bel onged to two separate worlds. Arinbjorn's
brui ses were proof of the existence of the other; they had
been lucky to be able to retreat back to the safety
of the pal ace. Lucky, or divinely favored,
arud she was conming to suspect the latter. Father Basi
had still not returned fromhis church, nor Li Shou fromthe
| mperial pal ace.
Al exandra sighed. Though she dutifully turned to the
books that had been left in her rooms, her
attention wandered to servants' gossip overheard
whil e she bathed. It seened that silk in Ch'in was the
product of wonen-just as it had been in
Byzantium In all circles fromthe poor
famly that owned only a few nmul berry trees to the
worren' s quarters of the Inperial palace, wonen
tended the sil kworms, chopped | eaves for them
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tended the fires that kept them awake and feedi ng, and
t hen, when they began to spin, watched over the cocoons
until they were ready to drop theminto boiling water
then unravel the silken thread.
Wl | enough. | have only to convince sone famly
to break the law and sell silkworns to a foreigner

just when the whole Enpire |looks like it's
turni ng agai nst foreigners. Sinple.
She opened the
Lao Tzu
again, and bent over the unfanmiliar characters. Wat was that?
"Heaven and Earth are not benevolent; they treat the
ten thousand creatures ruthlessly. The sage is not
benevol ent; he treats the people ruthlessly."” How had
a gentle Way turned so fierce?
But was Byzantium any different? In just one of her
City's riots, over twenty-five thousand peopl e had
been sl aughtered in the H ppodrone al one. Chaos
was the same the world over. She |aid aside that book
for one wapped in scented silk. Idly she opened
it and began to | eaf through
The book was illustrated, each picture as
cunni ngly painted as any devoti onal manuscri pt
fromthe West. But what these pictures were devoted
to! Her cheeks flanmed. On each
page, a man and at |east one woman tw sted and
twi ned about one another in the act of union. Unable
to | ook away, she noted that the tiny figures were
pal e, the wonen pal er than the nmen, except for their
private parts, which the artist had tinted a rosy
col or.
She dropped the book as if it burned her fingers.
But before she could clap her hands to order a servant
to take it away and burn it, she remenbered that for
sone sorceries union was a sacranment, a liberation
of power. That was why she had quarreled with Li Shou
when he had told that minister that she assisted himin his
al chemmy. |If she had seen this book, she felt now
that she m ght have tried to kill him
How coul d a brothel transformitself into a shrine? Her
fingers trenbled on the fine paper. The book had
Susan
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been lovingly crafted, the figures finely

drawn. Agai nst both her better judgment and her will,
she turned page after page. She had been a nun

then a traveler; even the thought of performng the | east and
nost chaste (not that any of themwere) of the acts

pi ctured on these pages appalled her. Yet her

mout h went dry, and her face scal ded, and

her curiosity, never |ong asleep, awke and

pul sed al ong her veins.

She had heard titters in the wonen's quarters,

giggles if clouds or rain were nentioned in

proxi mty. Now she understood why; and she didn't

t hi nk she woul d ever again hear people speak of jade or
peoni es wi thout blushing fiercely.

Li Shou had included the book amobng those left in

her roons, she realized

You're not truly such a fool as to ask why, are you

Al exandr a?

Appr oachi ng footsteps nade her push the book to the
bottom of the pile she had had brought into the garden
Anyone coming this way would see only her contenpl ating
the whorls and caves within the rock he had paid gold
for and ordered set in his garden.

As she dreaded, it was Li Shou. Al exandra started

to rise, then thought better of it. Her knees were weak
and she stamered over her greeting to him Fury at

her own enbarrassment hel ped her control her

speech.

He gestured at the stream The sky was darkening
toward twilight, and vapor rose fromthe water

"The m sts are sluggi sh, confused today," he said.

"We call themcstzst,"

"Does that surprise you?" she asked.

"Today | tried to speak agai nst the recent madness,"

he said. "But those old nmen who seek to return us

to the days of Ch'in Shih Huang-di shouted ne

down, called nme hal f-barbarian. were you caught in

the street braw s?"

"I saw nonks and nuns dragged from a Buddhi st

temple," she said, |ooking down at her scratched
fingers. "They were wed to one another while the rabble
jeered, except for those who refused."

"Were they slain?"

Al exandra nodded.

"They were sworn to renunciation,” Li Shou spoke
softly. "But there are other ways along the Path that
are sweeter." Hs hands drifted over her books

(i ncludi ng the scandal ous, sil k-w apped one), and he
dropped down besi de her on the carven bench

"Why do they do this?" The cry burst from her before she
could control her voice.

"And you in the West, have you not your holy wars? Did
| not hear Father Basil describe how your own

City cast his people out?"

Al exandra shook her head. "This is worse. This

is ... chaos."
Li Shou's hand touched hers, and she forced herself not
to flinch. "I agree. Destruction, and greed. The

nonast eri es have becone fat and sl eepy. The Son



of Heaven-may he live ten thousand years!-foll ows

the Tao. He

is

the Tao. But little nen like Lu Tsung will make their
fortunes." He sighed, and was silent, as if waiting

for the garden's serenity to purge his spirit of bitterness.

"At least, | may not be forbidden ny own
studies,” he said. "The Son of Heaven is
fascinated with inmmrtality, and so will not hinder any

scholar who clainms to seek it. You too, |ady; you

are a student."

H s hand stroked hers. One finger touched the center of
her palm which was sweating, then traced the veins on
her wist. She pulled her hand away, and he

| aughed.

"What do you read, Princess?" he asked in a | ow

voi ce that made her trenmble. "No. Look at

nme." He tipped up her chin with one well-kept

finger. "That is better. You blush. WIIl you not answer
ne?"

Her |ips were trenbling, and she hated it, despised

the gush of tears to her eyes, her

i nvol untary response to that gentle, know ng voice and
practiced touch.

"It may be a long tinme before the Son of Heaven wil |
agree to see you, and you can fulfill your brother's
commands. Wth all that tine . . . there are other ways
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of enlightennent than the road to Shanbhal a, you know,
and ways nore satisfying when shared.”

She knew how ill-favored many people in Ch'in found
Westerners, had counted on it. But Li Shou, she
renenber ed, had al ways been fascinated by things and people from
beyond the M ddle Kingdom His |life was bound up with

t hem

Al exandra had faced aval anches and bl ack storns

al ong the way to Ch'ang-an w thout half the panic

she felt now. He snelled of sandal wood. He was

bendi ng over her, and she felt paralyzed. In an
instant, he would touch her, and she would | earn whether a
body- her own body-could really twist into those

ast oni shi ng postures that seened burned into her

nenory.

"Your Hi ghness!"

It was Li Shou's aged steward, his w zened face

| ooki ng al nost angui shed. The eunuch had his arns
outstretched, attenpting to bar two ot her people-
frominterfering in his master's pl easures!

It was Haraldr, and with hima much-singed and bl eedi ng Fat her

Basil. Alexandra | eaped to her feet.
"After | saw Arinbjorn settled, ny
princess, | went out again hoping to find the rest of
your people. Al but tw are safe.”
She bowed her head. "Last of all, | found Father
Basil. He should be in bed, with a healer sent for, but

"But | had to speak to you, to both of you!" cried the little
man. "They're'killing us out there! Do you know what

they did? Today they torched the church that an Enperor

had built. Two hundred years of faith and hard



wor k- burned to ashes in an afternoon!”

Tears rolled down the priest's griny face.

"I hel ped save the children in the school, praise

God. But our entire comunity, they're making

plans to flee."

Then it would be useless to appeal to themfor sil kworns.
It was inevitable. If no one would sell themor

supply them she would have to steal themfromthe only
source left. The pal ace. Perhaps Siddiga's

not her's

W-"TF

stories would hel p her sneak in-or they could bribe
a guard. Involuntarily, she put both hands to her

t enpl es.

Too much was happeni ng at once. The Mani chees,

the Christians, the Buddhists ... if no foreign
faith was safe, it would be only a matter of tine,
per haps just hours, until foreign nmerchants too were under
attack.

"W are behaving like savages!" hissed Li Shou
"This chaos is unspeakable!" He rose. "Lady,

ki ndly excuse nme. You will want to question your people. And
I, I must wite a menorial to present to the
Son of Heaven. Han Chu, you will see that a

surgeon attends to this good priest. And, [ady,
renmenber what it was we spoke of."

The I anguor that had characterized the prince since his
return home was gone. The man who wal ked t oward

his study was the conrade of the journey east, the ally
who had not despaired in the Takla Makan, nor

flinched in Turpan. Even Haral dr granted

hi'ma curt salute.

"Father," the steward began in that woodw nd eunuch's
voi ce of his, "we nust salve your burns. Cone

and rest."

Fat her Basil flinched violently away from

the alien features that resenbled the hundreds of
rage-tw sted faces that burned what he had nost

prized. "Forgive me," he nmurmured the nonent

afterward. "Call the surgeon for me, and |'lI

submt."

Al exandra reinforced his request with a curt nod.

Rel uctantly, the eunuch retreated.

"What is it?" she asked.

"If we do not |eave soon, | fear we will not be
able to flee at all,"” whispered the priest. He
began to weep again. ""Lady, they're killing us!"

Al exandra took a scarf from her sleeve, dipped

it into the stream and began to clean his face. The

bl ood-scent seened to taint the cleanliness of the

pi nes and gi ngkoes.

"You are exhausted,"” she murnured. "Go with Han

Chu, go and rest. Leave the problemto nme." The

priest staggered off.

"You should help him" she told Haral dr, who

lingered by the pool. He had not yet changed out of the
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crimson he had worn in the nmorning. Hi s tunic was

torn at the shoul der. The weal of an old

scar was pal e agai nst the heavy nuscle and red-gold

hair of his chest. Her nmouth went dry as she | ooked

at him

"My princess," Haral dr began, his voice

hesi tant as al ways when he t hought he intruded on her

t houghts. "What did you and the prince discuss?"

Al exandra's brows flew up, and the bl ood rushed

into her face again. But she had control of herself in an
instant. "Weather," she said softly, staring out at the
stream and the troubled, cloudy msts that rose fromit.
"Clouds . . . and rain."

He was standing over her in just the way that Li Shou had.
The warnth of his body drew her; she had always felt
saf e anong her Varangi ans. But now she was unabl e

to neet the earnest, anxious gaze that willed her

to be his keen-witted and confident |eader. Haraldr

t hought of her as an officer, perhaps, or as a princess
put in his care; nothing el se. She rose. Wen he
offered his hand to assist her, she evaded him and

pi cked up her books, clutching themto her breast.

"Can you find Bryennius for me?" she asked. "I

need to talk with you all."

Even Father Basil and Arinbjorn insisted on joining

the neeting in the garden. Bryennius thought that both of
them woul d do better to rest, Ch'ang-an

exciting as it had | ooked, had proved to be a trap

they m ght have to run frombefore it cfaught themin its
j awns.

Si ddi ga, desert-bred, shivered in the cool of the
eveni ng and Bryennius laid a cl oak over her

sl ender shoul ders. She screwed up her forehead in a

way that always made himwant to kiss her, as she
struggled to find words in the Sogdi an that they al

used to confuse any spies.

"Thi nk!" Al exandra urged her. "W can't just go
wanderi ng about the pal ace."

"My . . . nother never told me where the sil kworns
were. "

Al exandra si ghed.

"Stop badgering her, cousin!" Bryennius snapped

at Al exandra. Nothing about Al exandra's plan

to smuggl e herself and his Siddiga into the Inperial

pal ace in the closed carts often used to convey new

concubi nes pleased him Small, quick, arid

femal e, they might go unnoticed just | ong enough to cram

the dormant silkworns into holl ow cane staves and

flee. The rest of them would be waiting outside the

nort hwest gate. Assuming they could find the

sil kworms, steal them and get out.

"What makes you think that they don't have the sane

| evel of protection for their silkwrnms as we do
did ... for ours?" he demanded.

"Eunuchs m ght not stop two wonmen who | ook Iike

they are engaged in legitimte work. |1've been in

the Gynaecia, | know that silkworms need a | ot

of work," Alexandra said. "As for ... magica

protection, | can only rely on what has



hel ped us before.”
Her voice was a little too cheerful, Bryennius
t hought. She had to know how full of holes her plan
was. But he had nothing better, and the need to escape
this city was upon him as rmuch as on the others. If the
chaos here had grown so strong, what nust it be like in
Byzantiun? At | east now he was a sol dier
fit to defend his hone . . . assum ng he could get
back there.
Bryenni us gazed up at the nmoon and shuddered. It
was a thin sickle, tinged red, as if it had reaped the
harvest he had seen today in the streets and inns. Not
a single tavern owned by Westerners was still standing
unbur ned.
One of the soldiers stationed al ong the w ndi ng path near
the streamwhistled. They all fell silent, then
started talking too |oudly and at random
Li Shou, elaborately dressed in court
robes, stood before them
"Bring light," he said over his shoul der
Bryennius flinched at the sudden torchlight.
The prince seated hinself beside the stream nodded at the
towering rock that cast its shadow across the group, then
| ooked them over.
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"Tell me what you are planning," he ordered, then
held up a long-fingered hand in a gesture that was both
conmandi ng and el egant. "And pl ease, do ne the justice
of not asking "what do you nean?"' | am a man of
sense. And 1 have | ong suspected that nore than a
desire to pay your respects to the Son of Heaven
brought you to Ch'in."
Har al dr was creeping up behind him In a nonent nore,
he coul d catch him gag himbefore he could cry out

but Al exandra too held up a hand and forbade it.
"Gt her than the courtesy we owe you as our host,"
Al exandra said, "why should we tell you?"
"Because | suspect that it is bound up with magic,
with the chaos that has stal ked you since you | eft your
hore . "
"Earlier than that," she put in.

"And if it's a matter of magic, | can

possi bly help. Certainly, | have earned the right
to try."

Al exandra rai sed an eyebrow

"This evening, after | left you, | wote a

menorial condeming the Son of Heaven's actions.

It is worse than you thought. Do you know how many
t housands of people have already died? Ch'in will be one vast
graveyard before he and his court of carrion-eaters
are sated.”

"You said that at court?" Bryennius asked.

"I did. Needless to say, | was shouted down and
accused of treason. The ministers called the guard,
and they hurled me-mesta prince of the Inperial
House conto nmy knees before the Dragon Throne."

He | aughed grimy. "A prince, did | say?

Not any longer. 1 was denoted to comoner and sent
hone to await . . . this may be it now "



Han Chu appeared on the curving path and
prostrated hinself at Li Shou's feet.
"Didn't you hear, old friend, that | am prince no
| onger?" the younger man asked. "Get up, nan,
get up! And bring in ny guests."
The eunuch rose. Wth inmense dignity, he
i gnor ed

sil k roads and shadows
the tears that ran down his face, and ushered in five
arnored soldiers. Their ranks parted to let Lu
Tsung, a roll of dark silk in his hands,
approach the prince.
"Even now | find you with your barbarians, not
decently worshiping at the altars of your
ancestors,"” the mnister remarked, disgust evident in
his pursed lips and flaring nostrils. "You have becone
a barbarian yoursel f."
Li Shou sat, watching his eneny. H's breath cane
alittle faster, Bryennius noted, but he neither noved
nor spoke.
"I believe that this will be no surprise,” the mnister
said. "The Son of Heaven renmenbers that once you and
he were distant kin." He unrolled the dark cloth
he carried. Shrouded in it was a long, silken
cord.
Siddiga stifled a gasp, and Han Chu sobbed
al oud. Bryennius darted a | ook at Al exandra.
"Thi nk of Nero," she whispered in rapid G eek
"He woul d command nen to open their veins by sending thema
sword. Here, they use a silken cord."
Suddenly Bryenni us could not get enough air, or
take his eyes fromLi Shou, who |eaned
forward slightly, touched a finger to the cord, then
took it into his hands and tugged on it.
"It appears to be quite sturdy," he remarked. He
gl anced up at the night sky. "I have unti
dawn, | assune, to make ny arrangenents. You
need not wait."
My God, does he really expect the man to sling
that cord fromthe branch of the nearest tree and hang
hi nsel f? Bryenni us thought. It wasn't decent. He
heard hinself grow ing, and saw Haraldr start forward.
"Unnecessary," Li Shou told the Varangi an. "But
if you could show these nen out, then cone back, you would have
nmy thanks-for whatever they are worth now "
Har al dr signal ed. Abruptly, the Varangi ans
seenmed to nmaterialize fromthe shadows and tower over the
m ni ster and his guard. The Ch'in soldiers |ooked at
Lu Tsung, then at the Varangi ans, and went

quietly.
(0]
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"You see?" asked Li Shou. He let the silken

cord fall into his lap. "I am

consi dered a Westerner. So, naturally, | shall help
you- provi ded you work no harm on the Son of

Heaven."
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Al exandra took a deep breath. "He has the

right," she told the rest of the group. "W cane for
silkworms. A blight killed the silkworms in

Byzantium blight and foul nmagic that stretched out

to nmenance the Enperor and his son. The silk trade

is vital to our Enpire. | thought that if we had

could restore it "

"That the bal ance nmight, in sonme way, be restored?”

Li Shou asked patiently. Al exandra nodded.

"There are no silkwornms to be had here,"” said the
prince. "You will have to go to the pal ace and take them'
"So | thought too," Al exandra said, and told him

their plans thus far.

He turned and stretched out a hand to his steward, who
crouched weeping at his side.

"Han Chu." The man scranbl ed up, then nade

to flee

"No, don't go. O you, Prince Bryennius.

Stay with nme for as long as you can. |-we-will need your
hel p before the end."

car et

A

By noonrise, the servants" |anmentations subsided

and were replaced by a steady stream of farewells.

Each man and woman received a final gift fromthe
prince whom they had served, then slipped out of the
conmpound. A while later, Bryennius' soldiers,

Greeks and Varangi ans heavily muffled to hide

their alien features, were escorted to the eastern
gate.

Last of all, the eunuch Han Chu prostrated

hi nsel f before his master, then took charge of a richly
capari soned cart bound for the Inperial palace, and
beari ng Al exandra and Siddi qa. They wore

el aborate robes, suitable for soon-to-be

| mperi al concubi nes, and, because the ni ght was cool,
overrobes of warmfurs. But beneath their robes were
riding clothes and boots, and holl ow staffs were hidden
anong the cushions of the cart in which they rode.

"What if they fail and are caught?" Bryenni us

stood in

**C
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t he doorway, shaped |ike a noon for good fortune,

until j the cart disappeared in a bend in
t he road.
"Han Chu will not let themsuffer." The condemmed

prince's voice seened to cone fromvery far away.
Bryenni us turned on his heel and reentered Li

Shou' s study. The | anps cast waveri ng shadows on

the walls and gilded sil k hangi ngs, and gl owed t hrough a
jade screen by the prince's witing table.

I nevitably, there would conme a nmonent when Al exandra
and his Siddiga would have to | eave the ol d man behi nd.
What if they were caught then? For all the strangeness
she had been through, Al exandra still preserved a
Christian horror of suicide. Siddiga m ght

not, but the idea of that delicate throat pierced by a



bl ade conmhe saw Li Shou watching himw th that

t oo- perceptive gaze of his, and shuddered.

The prince set his seal to a paper, rolled it, and
handed it to Bryennius. "Yours, for the journey. Now,
cone | ook at the map." Bryennius stood over the

ol der man, stood so close that he was aware when he
shivered. Behind them in its wappings, coiled the
silken cord that both struggled to ignore.

"I know Al exandra feels conpelled to escape

south, but don't expect to travel by sea. The

harbors will be watched. And no city in Ch'in is

safe for outsiders now " The | ong,

el egant hand began to trace out a route. "Your

only hope of safety lies on the frontier

back the way you cane. To Dunhuang." stJ

Shou shuddered. "I wish | could say that the people now
alive in Ch'in are all you may have to fear. Just
renmenber that the First Enmperor pronised vengeance
agai nst

any

foe of Ch'in."

Li Shou was tal ki ng about magic again. In that case,
Dunhuang, where the tineless sanctity had touched even
Bryenni us, and given Al exandra rest, m ght

shield them fromany magi ¢ that pursued them from

Ch' ang-an, just as it had protected them from what
drove them from Byzanti um
"You have kin there, of a sort,’
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with a quiet intensity that nmade Bryenni us sweat,
despite the autum chill. "Warn themto flee.

But if you value them do not travel with them™
"Why? Surely, the bigger the caravan, the safer the
journey."

"And the slower! | tell you, speed is safety for
you, and nothing el se. Wen you | eave Ch' ang-an
make haste. Especially-was He | ooked

up. "You renmenber the tonbs of the Enperors. Your
road . . . there is no other way . . , takes

you past Mount Li. By all the gods, do not dally
near the tonb of the First Enmperor. Prom se ne!l"
Bryenni us nodded. "Fromthe Jade Gate, go

south. At Khotan, you can choose again: back

the prince continued

to Kashgar, or into Hnd or Tibet. | had hoped
to go too, and hel p your cousin find Shambhal a
perhaps she will now. | do not think she will be at peace

until she tries.”

Prince Li Shou rolled up the map and gave it

to Bryennius, then sat gazing at the gem carved

into the formof a holl owed, water-snoothed rock
drawing its serenity into his own spirit.

"Why not conme with us, man?" Bry' cried. "Cone

back to Byzantium and be our guest, as we have

been yours!"

But the prince was shaking his head. "I cannot |eave
here.”

"I'n the nane of God, why not, when all they can think
to do is sentence you . " Bryenni us gestured at

t he deadly, bundled silk behind them "You' re even
hel ping us steal silkworns . . . why stop at



t hat ?"

The Ch'in prince chuckled, a sound

i ncongruous in the still room CQutside, the night

wi nd bl ew and a ni ghtingal e sang. The scent of

pi ne prickled at Bryennius' nostrils.

Briefly he cursed the trees outside. In a

few hours, the prince would pick up that cord, go

into the garden, and choose the sturdi est branch he could
find.

The ol der man turned and snmiled at him "In

case you had forgotten, the punishnent for stealing Ch'in
silk

| ess-than *
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death. Even though | am sentenced to die, | cannot
| eave. For all ny years traveling, the Mddle
Ki ngdomis ny hone."
Bryenni us shook his head, the beginnings of angry
sorrow welling up in his chest as a growl. "Consider
it like this. I ama child, forbidden by my nother to give
food to strangers. Yet | like the | ook of the
strangers, so | disobey. But, just because there is
puni shment in store, shall | run away with then? | shal
stay here, where ny ancestors have died.
Let it go, younger brother."
Bryenni us knew he | ooked startled. "OCh,
yes, | call you brother. People usually come to regard
you as a brother, do they not? And in our case, there
m ght have been rather nore truth to it-if matters had but
wor ked out as | hoped. We might truly have been
brot hers, you and I."
Bryenni us shook his head in sorrow "Al exandra
is cousin, not sister, to ne."
"In all the inportant ways, you are her
brot her, even nore than that Enperor you serve. You

| planned for you to serve the Son of Heaven as
a soldier. You mght even have enjoyed it. And the

lady . . . she would have been ny first wife, ny
conpani on, and ny partner in study. | would have
treasured her . . . you knew that, did you not?"

"I saw how you | ooked at her," he admitted.

"So did she,"” nourned the prince. "Such a brave

| ady, yet | know | frightened her. It might have

been very sweet. Had we only had nore tine . .

W are bound together on the Wweel, all of us. Perhaps
it may reunite us one day. You will tell her what

| have said?"

"My oath on it!"

But the prince shook his head, anused

by Bryennius' fervor. This was the last time Li
Shou' s poi se woul d make himfeel raw and

untutored, Bryennius thought regretfully. "Your

word on it is enough. | trust you. You should be Iong
gone, but-was He | ooked up. Abruptly he

shivered, and the sallow skin at eye and nouth ticced
convul sively. For a noment, he | ooked ancient and

di sa-
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dyi ng. Then he gazed at the miniature rock and
drew a deep, shaking breath. "Stay with ne, for just
a while . . ."

"To the end," Bryennius vowed hoarsely. "I

prom se you sonething else. My first son

Siddiga's and mine . . . he will bear your nane."
"Anong those inpossibly | ong names you Western

bar bari ans use?" Li Shou | aughed in quick

delight. Then his npod turned sonber again.

"Prom se me nothing. But, as | said, we are

all bound. It rmay be | shall conme back into flesh as
a Hu-barbarian. Certainly, | spent years

enough- and | ove enough-upon them Perhaps, | m ght even
return as a child you love."

Bryennius ventured to lay a hand on the seated

man' s shoul der. Li Shou reached up and grasped it
for an instant. "Enough. Take the map. Take this
ring as ny gift to you. Gve your cousin Al exandra
this trifle." He pointed at the rock. "It is not

so heavy that it will weigh her down, no matter how
fast you travel. And renenber ne."
Sensing that Li Shou had schened to keep themall in

Ch' ang-an, Bryenni us had never trusted him

Now his mistrust struck himto the heart. Once
agai n, a brother passed beyond his reach, as Leo and
Sul ei man had both done. And this one he had never
appreci ated. He reached into his heavy travel
clothes and pulled out the insignia he had carried
since before Kashgar.

"This belonged to a man | honored," he began, but
al ready the prince was shaking his head.

"I have no need for gifts now, nor for any of the
treasures | stored up. Illusion, all of it.

Do your holy books not say so too?"

"Vanity of vanities," Bryennius nurnured.

"I give themto you, all ny beautiful vanities.
Use themto cover your flight. Feed themto the

flames . . . when | am gone." Bryenni us

knew he nmust have | ooked even nore dense than

usual . "The fire! Your cousin would have died rather than
betray how to make it. | know you have a few vials

left. When | am gone, use
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themto burn this place. It will look like a riot.
Perhaps they will think all of you died in the flames .

Li Shou turned and | ooked up at the sky.

Moonset had passed hours ago. The air was

fresheni ng, the sky turning pale. "By now, I

pray, they should be through. And safe. You nust go." He
bent and reached for the silken cord, slipped it fromits
wrappings, and let it slide fromhand to hand. "At

dawn, Lu Tsung will come to check that | have obeyed
the Son of Heaven. Let himfind only ashes.
Perhaps, if we are very fortunate, the fire will catch

himtoo." He | ooked up, a kind of wy
m schief glinting in his long eyes. "You see, the



rock in the garden, the one by the stream is one he

covets. And since it is an old conpani on of

mne, | want to cheat himof it."

"I can't believe you're not afraid."” To his

di sgust, the words he had suppressed all night

blurted from Bryenni us' nout h.

"Afraid of death, no. | shall be

reborn. Unless, of course, | have earned

sufficient merit to win release. Though | doubt

it, my friend, | truly doubt it." The prince

smled, then turned serious again. "But | do fear
pain, a long struggle, disfigurenent. One

reason | asked you to stay ... do not let rne

suffer.”

Bryenni us bowed assent.

"Why then, we nmake an end. Cone, younger brother

First we will bumthese papers that | no | onger need,

and then | shall informmy ancestors to expect ne

anong them al nost i medi ately.” Swiftly Li Shou cast

papers on a burner, then werjeanment to an austere

altar on which tablets rested, and prostrated hinself before

it.

Banners of violet were starting to glow at the

hori zon. A nightingal e' s piercing song made the

ni ght al nost unbearabl e. Then a brief trenor

shook the earth, and the bird flew away. The prince

rai sed an eyebrow and watched it go. "Quickly,

now." He led the way into the garden where they had often

sat and tal ked, then gazed about. "That tree, |

t hi nk."

He had chosen the pine beside the stream near the huge,

free-standi ng rock he | oved. Looping the

si | ken
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cord into a noose, he tossed the other end over a
branch and secured it. Then he clinbed onto the

bench and slipped the noose over his head.

Though Bryennius |onged to break, to run and hide Iike
an irresponsible, grieving brat, he forced hinself

to stand firm as he had done at Leo's pyre.

"God watch over you . . . whichever god you

choose," said the prince. Then he smled. For alittle
whil e, he stood neditating, his eyes shut.

Bryenni us found hinmsel f praying, both the prayers of
Church and chil dhood and the heathen ones he had | earned
in this strange, cruel |and.

Then Li Shou jerked hinmself away fromthe bench. His
feet kicked spasnodically, and his nmouth gaped and
gur gl ed.

Bryenni us drew his dagger and stabbed the prince to the
heart. Hi s bl ood stained Bryennius' tunic as

he stepped forward to catch him to cut himfree, and
ease himdown to lie beneath the tree.

He fol ded Li Shou's hands over the wound. They were
still warm and his bl ood warnmed them further. Then he
cl osed the dead man's eyes, and let his

hand rest for a nonment of farewell upon his forehead.
Finally he placed Leo's reginental insignia

bet ween the prince's clasped hands. Hadn't he



prom sed Leo to bury it honorably in

Ch' ang- an?

"As | promised . . . brothers," he whispered.

H s eyes watered as he lurched back to the

now desol ate roons where he mi ght have been content
tolive out his life, and he swore at his tears. A
pack lay on the floor. He al nost stumbled upon it.
Then he rummaged through it fiercely, finding the vial
he sought nore by feel than sight.

Shoul deri ng the pack, he returned to the garden. A
few | ong needl es had drifted down upon Li

Shou' s body. The nightingal e had returned,

to open its throat in one last torrent of song before
dawn. Bryenni us cl apped his hands to frighten the
bird anay. As its wings flapped, and it flew

to safety over the palace walls, Bryennius

hurl ed

the vial of Geek fire down beside Li Shou. Then

he ran before he could see the flanes start, catch
and consunme his friend. And if he pulled his hat down
upon his face and wept as he mounted, then rode
frantically toward the Ch'un M ng Gate,

he was not the only man in Ch'ang-an that dawn to be
stained with blood, to weep, and to flee.

The walls of the Inperial city were high and thick,
and the gates sloped inward. Alexandra lifted the
curtains of the oxcart that lunbered in through the gates,
toward the silkwormnms and away from escape. She

wi shed she could see Han Chu, who drove the cart.

He clainmed to be distraught at his prince's death
sentence, but she had seen good actors before.

Hal f - snot hered by cushions in the place beside her

Si ddi ga breathed too quickly, and her eyes glinted.
Fear? Excitenment? Al exandra knew that the

Tur pan princess had nerve and courage, but even

if her nerve broke, she needed her now for her

fluent Ch'in, and her features, which were not as alien as
Al exandra's. She | ooked like she m ght be an

| mperi al concubine; after all, her nother had been

Si ddi ga shifted awkwardly, pulling at her

robes. Desert-bred, she found the wei ght of furs

and wadded sil ks, plus the riding clothes they
conceal ed, distressing. Her hand went to her waist, and
Al exandra knew she caressed t he dagger Bryenni us

had gi ven her. She would turn it on herself, an
option Al exandra did not have. If they were taken, her
best course would be to conpel guards to kil

her. Han Chu, she suspected, had orders not

to let her live to face slowtorture for theft, but
Han Chu could not pass within the walls protecting the
silkworms fromthe rest of the Inperial conpound.

The cart runbl ed over paving stones now, past rows of
| ong- needl ed pi nes and gi ngkoes, past col utmed
bui | di ngs that seened barred against them In the
nmoonl i ght, the round entryways of some buil di ngs

| ooked li ke mouths-but to think that way was to open herself to

fear, and to court chaos. The wheels rattled over
an arched bridge, then beneath another gate, over which a
tabl et hung. Guards halted the cart and Han Chu



hail ed them speaking too rapidly for Al exandra

to follow She tensed, and Siddiga squeezed her

hand. In the darkness, she could not see the reds and
golds that the walls were painted. Fromthe distance cane
t he yappi ng of a hound. The cart jolted forward and she
dared to breathe again.

Finally, Han Chu slowed the cart beside a narrow

buil ding, and edged it into a pool of shadows.

Al exandra forced herself to remain seated until he

cane to open the cart for her; mannerly shyness, even
awe, suited her role. She glanced sidel ong at

the old man whose swol |l en eyes and saggi ng

posture relieved any doubts she m ght have had t hat

he woul d betray her. Then she and Siddiga foll owed

hi m across a wi de space in which their footsteps rang
too loudly, and the hound's yappi ng was | ouder yet.
Their shadows spraw ed across the field, and up the
next wall. The bundl e of canes that Han Chu

carried | ooked |ike spears. Surely a guard woul d

see and stop them

The gate in this wall was very narrow. Though her fears
screanmed that this was a trap, a cage, she let Han

Chu bring themto the tiny gate. Here he bowed, handed
them the holl ow canes they would fill with sil kworns,
then slipped back into the darkness to wait. No man,

nor once-man, could pass within these walls, for the
maki ng of silk was wonen's business.

Ahead of her, nulberry trees swayed in the night

wi nd. Their branches were bare, sign of a recent
harvest. Sil kwornms, she knew, fed

voraci ously before they spun. To keep them from food
for even one hour was to kill them The branches

hi ssed and rustled as cl ouds scudded across the noon,
and cast dappl ed shadows on the buil ding ahead. The

wi nd was freshening. Wth God's favor, they m ght
expect the weather to turn cold and remain so. A

good frost would ensure that the sil kworns woul d

sleep in their cocoons, raising the chance that she could

bring them still living, to Byzantium Despite the
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chill, she and Siddiga dropped their fur cloaks,

since the building housing the sil kwornms woul d be kept
hot to aid themin spinning their cocoons.

The barki ng Al exandra had heard earlier becane

| ouder. She hissed a quick oath. That was all they
needed, to have sone inbecile cone out to investigate a
barking dog or to hush it-and find them "W'IlI| have

to quiet it ourselves," she whispered. But beside her

Si ddi ga shrank away and | ooked wretched. She

certainly picked a fine tine to show that she was afraid
of dogs. Al exandra sighed, and waved her on

ahead.

The barking ceased. A scrabble of claws on stone

told her that the dog, or dogs, drew nearer. Then

she heard a | ow whine and a growl. She drew her

dagger and noved forward slowy, stopping herself just before
she whistled. In an undertone she hissed out noises

t hat she knew cal ned dogs, praying that they worked here
t 0o.

"So, boy, so ... what do you have?" she whi spered.



She nade her way over to a dense tangle of

bushes where sonet hing scrabbl ed and whi ned. To her
relief, the animal was snall, one of the gol den
hounds from Samar kand that seenmed |ike nothing but a
collection of tufts of fur. But a whinpering

reveai ed that she was alone in finding the beast harmn ess.
Atiny fox kit cried and tried to curl its way
beneath a rock. It was alone; clearly, at some tine
before, the hound had killed its brothers and sisters.
"Ch . . ." Al exandra sighed. Though this was no

tinme to rescue small animafs, she had to drive

away the hound in any case. Her sash, | ooped about

its collar, nade a convenient |eash. She tethered the
hound to a branch, then picked up the kit and set it
on her shoul der. Wen she finished inside, she would
free it.

The door opened at a touch, and she slipped

i nside. The place resenbl ed Byzanti ne

wor kroonms in the wonen's quarters before the blight had
killed their silkwrns: the neticul ous cl eanness,

the faint humof life and growh, the stacks of

trays, and, above all, the heat, |like a sumrer on the
ol den Horn. Briefly, she was

honesi ck, then exultant. She wanted to dance or

cry out her victory-even though she was thousands of

m | es and many nonths prenmature.

Sei zi ng her canes, she alnost ran to the nearest

tray of cocoons and began cramming the small,

t hready capsul es inside them She thanked God

that the worns were not in their feeding frenzy; the one tine
she had witnessed that, the relentless crunch of |eaves
had si ckened her.

The hunm ng intensified. She found it soothing. After

the chill of the outdoors, the warnmth of the roomand the
heartbeat of the fox kit against her breast lulled her
She felt faintly drowsy.

Then she saw Si ddiga, crunpled up agai nst one

rack of trays. Bile rushed to her nouth and she

swal | owed hard, remenbering that strong odors-sweat,

fear, sickness-killed sil kworns.

"Younger sister?" She knelt and began to turn the

Ui ghur girl. Desert-born, she would not have been

harmed by the heat; a survivor of the karez of

Tur pan. she would not have fainted fromterror. Al this
Al exandra knew w t hout thinking. She laid Siddiga

down and went into a fighting crouch, her dagger springing
into her hand as she heard slippered footsteps.

"Your sister thief tried to pretend that she was here

by right," said a woman's voice. "I amglad you
do not lie." There was a deepness, a richness, and yet
somet hing wi |l d about that voice, like piled

furs. Even though Al exandra knew that perfunmes were
never brought near silkworms, she snelled a faint
musk. This nmust be the wonman called the "sil kworm
not her," guardi an of the cocoons. In its way, the
position was as demandi ng as that of an abbess: no
scents, no cosnetics, and cha/y for nonths on

end. The wonman Al exandra faced didn't |ook |ike

an ascetic. She was tall and supple. The



sl eek hair that sprang back froma V on her

brow was thick, with a reddish glow. Strongly nmarked
arched brows set off huge, black eyes and a dark
passi onate nmouth, open now in a smle that showed
sharp, perfect white teeth.

"conS
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"Fox . " the word shuddered from Si ddi qa.
"Fox-woman ..."

Al exandra had heard tales fromthe Varangi ans of

bar "weres," creatures half-hunan,

hal f - beast; she had never f thought that a
were-creature could be lovely, even though its

| ong- nai l ed hands were extended like claws to rend her
The Varangi an tales were of wolves; in Ch'in, the
tal es spoke of creatures that had the souls of

f oxes.

She had no silver, no cross upon her, none of the
arsenal of countryfol ks" or priests' wardings

agai nst such a creature. Her exultation of but a few
nmonent s past seened as far distant as Byzantium
itself, or the moon. It seenmed unfair that she m ght
be stopped, not by chaos, nor princes, but by the
dammabl e, unpredictable wild nagic such as she

had encountered in the desert and in Turpan

"I won't hurt you," she began, trying to reach the
ani mal in the fox-wonan.

"Thief!" the woman hissed. "I shall put the

sl eep on you, and drag you outside to feed ny little
one."

Wakened by the voice and probably, Al exandra

t hought, by her poundi ng heartbeats, the fox kit nestled
in Alexandra's robes chose that noment to squirm and
bark shrilly.

"My kit!" cried the woman in a voice that sounded
like a fox's bark. "My son, my only one |eft

by those accursed dogs! Gve himto nel"

She advanced, and Al exandra backed away from her

| ong, sharp nails."

"What will you have?" said the nother of silk. "These
i nsects | guard? That foolish, sleeping thief?

What are they to ne beside the Iife of ny child?
Take them take themall, but give nme ny

son!"

She gestured with one of those quick, clawed hands, and
Si ddi ga stunbled to her feet, rubbed her eyes, and
pi cked up the canes she had filled.

"Fox-spirits are treacherous," she whispered

to Al exandra. "Do not trust her."

So Al exandra dared not trust any bargain she

struck.

The fox-spirit's eyes grew as bright as polished
onyx, then spilled over. Al exandra had not

realized that a beast could weep. "Please," she
begged. "G ve himto ne!"

In the nane of God, or the Bearer of God, or

what ever nanes anyone worshi ped, did the wonman

really think that Al exandra would dash the poor kit's
brains out, right before her eyes?



She pulled the fox kit fromw thin her robes and
stroked the small, soft body that squirned inits
eagerness to reach its dam

"Don't torment ne!" cried the fox-wonan.

Al exandra gestured to Siddiqa to head for the door
Gat hering up her courage, she wal ked toward the
woman who shook her head from side to side

in her grief. Her hair flew free and | ashed |ike

a fox's tail.

"I tied up the dog that would have killed . . . your
son," she told her. "I neant to set the kit

free after | finished here.” She held the kit out
toits mother with trenbling hands and dared to make her own
plea. "I ask you to believe that I do not steal for
sport, nor take nore than | need. | ..."

She thought (as she had not done for nonths) of her
nephew, the prince whose life she had saved, of her
fevered honel and, and her voice choked ... "I have
kits of ny owmn to protect. If | cannot bring them
what you guard, they may die. But | will not bargain
with a child' s life. Here. Take your son. Keep him
safe. ™

She placed the kit in its nother's hands. For an
instant, they closed over her own, and she felt their
hot, inhuman strength. Sharp nails bit into her
flesh briefly, then pulled back

The fox-woman clutched the kit to her breast, and
backed up against the wall. One tray spilled and

its precious contents rolled onto the floor

"You do not bargai n?" Her eyes were bright,
suspi ci ous.

"Yesterday, | saved children in the
mar ket pl ace. Today, | saved your son. | tel
you, | will not hurt a child!
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Now, " she bluffed, "call your nmasters. WII| you

watch while they kill ne?"

Al exandra had never felt such pity as she did then

for the confused, wild creature who saw her usua
defenses fail and was faced instead with Kkindness.
Suspicion warred with relief in the brilliant

eyes. Cearly, she trusted no one, even the people

who had set her as a guard, yet |oosed the hound that
killed her other kits. Fox-spirits were treacherous,
unpredi ct abl e. They woul d not keep a bargain for

| onger than m ght anuse them

But they could be noved by gratitude and | ove.

Movi ng faster than any natural hunman, the

fox-nother darted forward, seized Al exandra's hand and,
dogli ke, sniffed and kissed it. "Take what you

need and go. | shall remenber your scent and teach it
to ny children. Wman"-and the word was alnmost a title of
nobility-"know that Russet Silk is gratefu

to you conmand that she is not the | east of the vixens."
Al exandra bent and began filling her hollow staffs
fromthe cocoons that had rolled on the floor. Beside
her worked Siddiqga, though nore slowy from her

fears of the fox-woman who circled them

"You will go west," said Russet Silk. "That is

good. Ch'in has no place now for kind strangers,



or any strangers at all. Keep going west. Do

not stop, not for anything. And perhaps, if you come hone

to your own earth, perhaps you will tell your kits about ne."
At that, Siddiga | ooked up and smiled. "I shal

tell themthat you were very beautiful and very true," she
sai d. Al exandra nodded.

The fox-wonman sniled. For a nonment, the three of

them simply | ooked at one another, and the warnth they

felt had nothing to do with the heat in the building. Then the
earth shivered, and Russet Silk sniffed the air.

"You must go ... now" she cried softly. "I nyself

shal | be your guide."

Swiftly, using every scrap of cover and shadow (but,

in the instant it took Al exandra and Siddiga

to scoop up their cloaks, pausing to spit at the

tet hered hound),

Russet Silk led themthrough the tiny gate back

to their cart. The air was danp; soon it would rain.
Han Chu |l ay sprawl ed on the ground beside the cart,
hi s shoul ders shaki ng. Hearing them approach, he
lifted his head, then forced his aged body

stiffly up.

"Excellent ladies!" he cried. "But who is with

you?" he asked and | ooked around.

At the noment that his eyes turned to Russet

Silk, a large fox of unusual beauty and her

kit darted away from Al exandra, back into the night.
"We have it," Al exandra whispered. "Now | et us

| eave, if we can." They |eaped into the cart, hiding
t hensel ves and the precious canes filled with cocoons beneath
t he heavy fur robes. As Han Chu plied the

goad on the | azy oxen, they stripped off their
overrobes, then forced thenselves to lie silent and
unnoving as the cart |unbered through a gate, over a
bridge, then through another gate. It began to rain,
and the oxen slowed, mourning the rain with | oud bell ows.
That was a dreadful nmonent. For an even nore dreadfu
one, Han Chu was questioned by guards. Then they were out of the
I mperial city and noving toward the Ch'un M ng

Gate

Banners of light the color of an Enpress"

veil streaked across the sky. But nore violent fires,
unchecked by the rain, stained the ground and sky as they
rode past Prince Li Shou's compound.

Si ddi ga gasped.

"Bryennius," Al exandra whi spered

qui ckly. "He must have torched the house with G eek
fire." She crossed herself and nuttered a quick
prayer for Li Shou, who had wanted her, and who had
spent his life to aid her and her City.

"Al - eee backsl ash was

Han Chu began to wail. The cart stopped as he

let the reins lie slack. He sat staring at the
whi t e- hot giare.

"No! Keep driving!" Al exandra cried. "W

don't dare stay here. Once we're outside the

gate, we'll be safe!™ Alie, very probably,

but outside the Ch'un Mng Gate waited

Bryenni us, please God, and their guardsnen,
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horses, and packs-all they would need if they were

even to try surviving the trip hone.

Wailing that he would die with the prince whom he had
served his whole life, Han Chu tunbled down fromthe

cart and ran toward the burning house with a speed that was
astonishing in a man his age. Siddiga, younger and

faster, |eaped out and started after him

"Come back!" Al exandra cried, hating herself as she

caught the girl by the robes. "If you ever hope

to see Bryenni us again, we have to get out of here!"

She hunched her shoul ders and tugged her

hai r about her face before whipping up the oxen and headi ng
for the gate. She w shed she had even the fragnents of the
lotus that had |l et her pass unnoticed through

yesterday's riots. Many carts crowded the gate,

t hough. Since they | ooked like two terrified wonen

trying to flee the fires, they were waved through

Once outside Ch'ang-an's eastern wall,

Al exandra drove swiftly along the road. The

rain nmade it hard to see the | andmark by which they had
agreed to neet, a ruined shrine by an ancient,

twi sted tree. She kept on driving, cursing the

oxen, ready to weep fromworry.

"W have to turn around," she called to Siddiqa.

"I amsure |'ve driven too far."

The possibility of driving back and forth in the rain
whil e pursuit night be assenbled (no matter

what Russet Silk had promised!) ate at her

nerve. Then the ground trenbl ed again, the oxen

bel | owed, and Al exandra realized that she m ght not be
able to keep them from pani cki ng.

"Cat her the canes," she ordered, "in case we have

to junmp. I'Il try to turn now.'

Even as she turned, the quake came again, stronger

this time and echoed by thunder. The rain intensified. She
fought to hold the oxen.

Then, |ike the wel come shock of cold water on a

hot day, she felt the demand for her attention that always
nmeant the horn of Shanbhal a.

"That way!" she cried. "Thank the Bl essed Mt her."

She goaded the oxen into a run and cried encouragenent

to them as the thunder peal ed once nore. Lightning seared
across the sky, and she saw her Varangi ans, axes

rai sed, guarding their horses. Behind them wapped in

an oiled cloak, was Father Basil. Two groomns

| eaped forward to seize the oxen's heads. Al exandra

and Siddiga junped down fromthe cart.

"Bryenni us?" asked the Ui ghur as Al exandra

ran to one of the packhorses.

"Not here yet," cane Haraldr's deep voi ce.

Al exandra hoped that Siddiga wouldn't hear the concern
init. Her hand fell on the thing she sought, cool and
cylindrical, and pulled it free.

A horse gall oped toward them The guardsnen

grow ed and forned a |ine between the rider and the wonen.
Al exandra readi ed what she held in her hand for a

throw. The horses screaned. Even in the rain,

Al exandra could snell blood too.



"Friend!" cried a voice in Greek at the exact

nmonent when Siddiga darted by the guardsnen.

In a nmonment, Bryennius was down from his horse and

had her in his arnms. Alexandra started forward, then
hel d back. Siddiga had the right to enbrace the
newconer, not she. She busied herself, turning the

cart. Then she slashed the reins of the cart al nost through
In a nonment, she would toss the Geek fire onto

it. Wth iuck, the burning cart and stanpedi ng oxen woul d
foil pursuit for a brief tinmne.

"That's bl ood!" Siddiga gasped, terror in her

voi ce as she clutched at her |over

Al exandra's heart went cold. The rain poured

down her face and plastered her clothes to her body.
"Not my blood," cane Bryennius' voice, nore

subdued than Al exandra had heard it for weeks.

"Li Shou's. | couldn't just let himstrangle

slowy. God have nercy or, his soul."

Feel i ng as though nothing would ever warm her, Al exandra
threw the vial of Greek fire, and the cart
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expl oded into flames. The oxen dashed away, bearing

the burning cart. One good jolt would sever the reins,
and the cart would careen on its way, free of the
terrified beasts.

Haral dr tossed her into the saddle, and they were fleeing
Ch' ang-an as the earth trenbled, and

lightning, not the rising sun, supplied light for the

j our ney.

Mount Li | oomed up along their path. The horses
screamed in terror of the storm Inevitably, they

sl owed down.

"Hurry!" Bryennius screaned. "As you | ove

your souls, Li Shou warned ne to get by Mount Li

as quickly as we can. Ride!"

What good is speed if we break our necks!

Al exandra bit her lips on the words, then bit them

in earnest as she fought to keep her horse from bolting.
Foam whi pped fromits jaws, to be washed away in the
driving rain.

A blinding peal of |ightning brought themall to a

stop. Not ten feet away, a huge crack opened

in the road, then snapped shut. The earth's

trenbling reverberated al ong her spine; her teeth

were chattering. If they had ridden a second | onger

t hey woul d have been engul fed. Again a runble of sound from
deep in the earth. Purple-white Iightning crowned

t he snmooth shape of Munt Li, but even as they

wat ched, | andslides deforned the carefully tended

sl opes. Then, with a crack, the nmountain itself split
asunder .

Mount Li cracked open. Rocks and

clods of earth flew fromthe rift and struck the
fugitives. Siddiga s horse screamed and

reared. Heedl ess of the hooves flailing near his head,
Bryenni us grabbed the mare's bridle.

"We can't ride till the trenmors stop!" shouted

one of the Greeks, whose horse plunged and

curvetted while the ground under it shook. Then he

and the horse were down, rolling on the ground.



Boul ders and mud tunbl ed down Munt Li, crushing

t he ponegranate trees that grew there so that the nud
turned the color of blood fromthe splattered

fruit. The slide was slower than the aval anche that
had nearly w ped out the caravan at the Roof of the
Wrld. Let one of those boul ders hit soneone, though
and it would be equally deadly.

Though Al exandra fought to control her own horse, she
couldn't stop glancing at the tormented sl ope. Then

al nrost as quickly as the nudslide started, it subsided
to
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smal | trenblings along the ruined hillside, as

if the! nountain shook off the |last troubl esone conceal nent.

Conceal nent . . . Al exandra gasped and crossed
herself. "There's a cave in the hill," she cried.
"I't's huge!"

Now a ghostly violet light gleanmed fromthe gash in
the hillside that the sliding mud and rock had

reveal ed.

"What's inside there?" asked Father Basil. "Sone

sort of figures?"

"Keep back!" Bryennius screaned. Behind him

the man who had been unhorsed tried frantically

to catch his nount.

If he can't ride, 1'lIl have to abandon him

Bryenni us thought. Even as he recoiled fromthe

i dea, he shouted for the man to unload one of the
packhor ses.

"Stay back, priest!" he cried again. Wth al nost his

| ast words, Li Shou had warned Bryennius to keep

his people clear of Muwunt Li. He had to get them

away!

As the light about the cave brightened, as if a
spectral dawn had cone, the shadowy figures that

Fat her Basil clained to see shuddered, as if waked
fromtheir twelve hundred years' sleep. Ch'in

Shi h Huang-di mght be dead that |ong, but he had

set his guards before his death, and set them well

Now, alerted by the chaos and the thieves of silkworns
that some . . . some spirit perceived as a threat to Ch'in, his
guards waked. Living nen? Revenants?

Bryenni us shuddered and bil e gushed into his nouth.

" Statues . " breathed Al exandra from beside him
Years ago, ne/chants had shown hi m stat ues

stolen froma tonb in Egypt. He had marvel ed at

their precision, their conpleteness, and the mracle of their
l ong survival. But those statues had been tiny.

These . . . they were as tall as the men and horses that
had posed for them a thousand years ago.

Chariots drawn by four terra-cotta horses, their
nostrils eternally flared in rage, their manes

scul pted into wi ndbl owmn shapes, runbl ed down the
ravaged slope. In each stood a charioteer, his

bronze and wood weapons ready for use.

"An arny of statues!" Bryennius cried.

Si ddi ga screaned, then bit her lip until it

bl ed.

He turned his horse's head savagely, gesturing



for everyone to flee. Single horses could outrun
chariots, and if not, the tw sted ground m ght stop
them The chariots jerked and rolled down the sl ope.

One toppled and roll ed downsl ope; its fell ows

drove by as if it had never existed. Behind the chariots
energed archers, who took up positions on either

side of the gaping cave, arrows already nocked

on their bowstrings. They fired as one creature. The

man who had been unhorsed fell with a scream and an
arrow in his eye. Aslinger whirled its weapon with
unnatural strength and speed, and a Varangi an

fell, his skull shattered.

Behi nd them marched a troop of warriors, their headgear
and scal ed arnor nodel ed down to the l[ast knot or

nail, their bronze swords real and deadly. Their

eyes, the gelid eyes of lifeless clay, gleaned

in the violet light: purpose snoldered there, and a
vengeful rage. The statues woul d pursue themthroughout
Ch'in.

Bryenni us gal l oped down the cracked road. He

could feei each step of the terra-cotta arny at his

back shudder down upon the earth. He tried to reason

his way out of his panic. If the figures were slow,

they m ght be outrun. Since they were mndl ess, "know ng"
only that they had been set to chase enenies the way

a hound is set after its quarry, perhaps they could be
out guessed. They were clay: Perhaps a catapult could
pound theminto shards. But, unless the earth opened

to swallow theminto the clay fromwhich they were formed, they would
not cease their pursuit.

Bryenni us renmenbered the endl ess, agonizing mles

of the journey through savage | and ahead of them

t hen thought of the mindless, tireless enenies behind them and
despai red.

Behind him the army of Ch'in Shih Huang-di

tranpl ed the dead soldiers into the nud.
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They rode west, ate in the saddle, and begrudged every
bri ef pause; the warriors behind them had no such

need to eat or rest. Bryennius felt hinself ree

in the saddl e. Renmenbering the passage east across the
Takl a Makan, he signaled a stop, just |ong enough

for the riders to bind thenmselves to their saddles. Siddiqga's
haggard face, with purplish shadows beneath each eye
tore at his heart, but he dared not strain his horse

by ridi ng doubl e.

Mud spl ashed underfoot as they fled past enpty

fields. Gradually the rain stopped. By afternoon, people
had energed fromtheir houses and the caves cut deep
into the |l oess, the slopes forned centuries ago

by bl owi ng earth. Though a rope drawn across their path
m ght have brought half of them down, the villagers

did not intervene.

"Quards up ahead."" gasped Al exandr a.

Bryenni us heard the hiss of blades being drawn,

t hough what good that m ght be against archers, he
didn't know.

"They're riding away," Haral dr spoke.

Bryenni us turned around in the saddle. He could not



see even the chariots at the vanguard of the lifeless
arnmy. But he thought he coul d sense each step that the
First Enperor's clay warriors took by the way the

earth quivered.

"We're uncl ean,” said Father Basil.

Despite the need for haste, Bryennius drew

rein to look at the little nonk.

"You know how good the nessengers are in Ch'in," he
expl ai ned. "Do-you think that the guards don't know who
we are, and what pursues us? They think we are as

good as dead al ready."

"Or they fear to be caught between us and the statues,"
said Al exandra. "I think they tranple anything in

their path."”

Uncl ean. Bryenni us had seen a | eper once,

abhorred even by the guards sent to drive her off.

He renmenbered comenting that it would have been nercifu
to kill her, but "Who wants to get that close?"

asked a scared

nmercenary. He had survived to be ol d-but not by touching
what was al ready condemed.

W are ghosts, undeads oursel ves,

Bryenni us t hought.

W ride through the paths of the living, and they flee us.
Har al dr chuckl ed, an incongruously bright sound.

"Then supplies should be no problem W can take

what we need." Bryenni us renenbered that he had

been a trader and that, among the Northerners, the

di stinction between trader and pirate was frequently
blurred or forgotten altogether.

Bryenni us signaled for themto slowtheir horses to a
wal k. They would rest them then speed up again, riding
west until they dropped, Bryennius foresaw, or

until they were overtaken. If they outraced the
statues, they faced other perils: the desolation of the
land itself, solitude, bandits perhaps, who m ght
decide that a snall band racing across a frozen

desert nust carry treasure that outweighed the risk of
taking it.

"Perhaps once we are outside the borders of

Ch'in," Father Basil suggested, "the statues may

not be able to nove."

"First we have to get there!" snapped Bryenni us.

Al exandra shook her head. "This is ..

unbal anced, " she began. "Set a guard

to protect Ch'in: well and good, if

vindi ctive. One m ght expect that of the First

Enperor. But this visitation . . . this is not
ordered." She shivered and struggled with one hand into a
heavier cloak. "It is too harsh. And | aw

perverted turns to chaos, which has no | aw at al
" She stopped herself before she could finish
| ooking guilty and terrified.
They rode through village after village, and none woul d
face them The fields shone with ruddy stubble;
harvest had come and gone. Fromtime to time, they saw
animal s: rabbits, a stray goat that some fanily
woul d regret losing. Twi ce, Al exandra wasted
energy and breath to point out a fox to Siddiqa.



Only the foxes seened unafraid. The air was

cold. Soon it would be winter. Perhaps the statues
woul d crack and break, but Bryennius doubted it.
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"Up ahead!" Siddiga called. Bryennius had

not real" ized she had kept enough strength to speak
Ahead of themglinted the twisting, silted coils of the
Huang He Ri ver which heavy rains had swollen

until thick waves crested agai nst the dikes, tearing
at them hungrily.

"Can they cross running water?" Al exandra questioned
Fat her Basil. There was no need to ask who

"t hey" were

"Can we?" asked the priest.

"We can ride onto a boat," Bryennius said,

"and take it. The boatnmen will have no choice, and we
have noney to reward them™

"I'f they won't?"

"Haral dr ?" asked Bryenni us. "How different

is this Yellow River fromthe waters of the North?"

"Far bigger," said the guardsman. "More treacherous.

W do not pass the rapids during flood season,

or times like this . . . yet that is what we have to do
now. The water road to Byzantium| know 1'd

like to see these statues take it; we'd see the |ast

of them But | do not know these waters." Still, if they

ran into trouble on the river, Haraldr could be set

to command the boat. It might work after all,

Bryenni us thought. If they could cross the river,

and the statues could not. They could | eave them standing on the
opposi te bank! Bryennius grinned at the

i dea.

But when he spoke his thought, no one el se | aughed.

s

Their horses linped toward the river, reaching it

by | ate afternoon. Many tines all of themwere thankful that
t hey had bound thenselves to their saddles, as they

reel ed and sagged, asleep as they rode. On the

trip east, Bryennius had seen Scythi ans and

Hsi ung-nu who could sleep in their saddl es w thout

danger. Perhaps they would learn that trick . . . though

t hey woul d never escape the danger.

Unless the river . . . the river like a strong,

sullen god . . . hooves clattered down onto

t he docks where

boats swayed at their moorings along the swollen

waters. Men fled fromthemon either side.

"That one!" Al exandra pointed to one boat, |arger and
finer than nmost, on which sailors lingered as if
reluctant to abandon it.

"Quick!" Sonmehow they flogged that |ast gallop out of
their horses. Once they were safely aboard, they

could rest, and tend the horses' slender |egs.

Bryenni us tugged at the scarf that bound himto his
saddl e, | eaped onto the swaying dock. It seened

to respond not to the pulsing of the river but to the tread of
oncom ng, human feet. Hi s | egs buckled, but he

threw out a hand agai nst the boat and saved hinsel f from
falling. Haraldr al nost toppled down, then |urched



to Bryennius' side on the dock, his axe at the

ready.

"W need Father Basil!" Bryennius called

back. Scuffling noises and a yelp of pain behind him
told himthat the little priest was naki ng heavy weat her of
his di smount. Dusty and exhausted, Father Basi
staggered to his side. Bryennius |eaped into the
boat. As a torrent of protest and curses poured

over them Haraldr boosted the priest into the boat,
then turned to hel p the others.

Fat her Basil spat dust into the river, then began

to argue loudly, a clangor of threats and entreaty
that rose but did not drown out the footsteps of that
mar chi ng, inhuman arny.

"At the horizon," Al exandra said, and pointed.
Beneath smears of dried nmud, her face was gray. In
her arms, she clutched the precious bundl e of

hol | ow staves that held sil kwormnms. Siddiga

hel d anot her such bundl e.

"Cast off!" shouted Haral dr. Father Basi

broke of f the argument to echo that cry.

"No use,"” Alexandra said, running toward the big
Varangi an. "All the nen on the dock

they've all run away."

Haral dr started to hoist hinself over the side.
"Where are you goi ng?" Al exandra cried, reaching out
to catch his arm
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"Soneone has to cast

off,"

he said, as if explaining it; to a child.

"Fee!l the current!" she argued. "Once this boat

is free, it will be swept downriver so fast

you will be left behind!"

The guardsman | ooked at her. Then, very gently,

he removed her hand fromhis armand kissed it.

"No!" It was a wail of protest. Haraldr stared

at her, willing her to withdraw her command. The dar kness
at the horizon drew closer, and he jerked his chin
toward it:

Look at that.

Bryenni us shut his eyes briefly. They ached from

sl eepl essness and dust; tears m ght wash them cl ean
As he opened his nouth to tell Alexandra to rel ease
Haral dr, Siddiga cried out and pointed.

"El der sister! There ... all along the ropes

If ever they reached Byzantium Bryennius

t hought, he would teach her the ternms sailors used for
ships and all things pertaining to them Then he too
gaped as he foll owed her pointing finger

There, gnawi ng on the nooring ropes,

crouched the Il argest foxes he had ever seen. Fromtine
to time, one would | ook back, as if checking on the
approach of the terra-corta warriors, then give a
sharp bark to which others would reply. Like a work gang and
its foreman! Bryennius thought.

"Bl ess you, Russet Silk!" cried Al exandra.

One fox ... a vixen, Bryennius decided, with a
remarkably fine, ruddy pelt, raised its



el egant head and | ooked right at Al exandra. She
barked once, as if in reply, then chewed at the
rapidly frayi ng henp.

The fox-guards yel ped nore sharply. Even as the
boat swayed at anchor, it began to shake in
response to those thousands of pounding feet.
"Quickly," Al exandra gasped.

"They've got it!" Bryennius nmuttered, and
managed to restrain Haral dr from sw ngi ng ashore and
hel pi ng out.

The I ast strand snapped.

Father Basil let |oose a flood of orders which
as the boat swung away fromthe dock, the sailors
began slowy to obey . . . just as chariot wheels and

clay hooves clattered through the vill age.

"Beware archers!" cried Al exandra.

Si ddi ga cl apped her hands to warn the foxes, who
turned and fled soundl essly as the ancient chariots
appr oached.

"My God, look at them " cried Al exandra.

The first wave of chariots rolled onto the dock

The horses that drew themclattered over the docks,
and then, w thout a pause, |eaped down into the roiling,
silt-1laden surges of the river. The foot

warriors foll owed, sinking wi thout a splash

As the boat cane about, heading toward the m ddle of the
river, the soldiers cheered. Two Varangi ans

hurled up their axes so that the autumm sunli ght
flared onto the bl ades. They were faci ng west.

Toward hone.

Fat her Basil cl apped his hands and began to chant.

"G ve thanks to the Lord for He is good. The

horse and his rider He hath thrown into the sea!"”
"Careful, priest," said Alexandra. "This is the
Yel l ow River, not the Red Sea and the chariots of

Phar aoh. "

"Do you really think we deserve a mracle?"

Bryenni us asked. Abruptly, his exhaustion

caught up with him and he found hinmself sitting on a
coil of rope. Siddiga tugged at his boots

until he pushed her hands away. She was

even nore tired than he. Wth exhaustion cane
depression, alnost a return of his old despair.

He could not believe that Ch'in Shih Huang-di's

arny had sinply sunk into the water. Not being

alive, it couldn't drown.

But it could be swept downriver, dashed agai nst rocks
or floating | ogs, even against other boats, he

t hought. The chariot wheels would stick in the nud of the
river's channel. Perhaps ... he tugged at his

boots. First he would tend to the horses. Then, after
a neal, a wash, a chance to change fromthe cl ot hes
crusted with Li Shou's heart's bl ood, he m ght

permt hinmself to hope, even to sieep
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But after all those things, even as Father Basil starte
to tell their story over bow s of potent rice wine,
he fel bar asleep. He knew enough to protest



muzzily when he wa carried to an inprovised

pallet, but to do nothing el se. bar

When Bryenni us rose and stretched, cursing anc
groani ng at the thousand aches he had acquired during
days of riding, he saw that the sun was high. The
sail or and his own peopl e had reached an uneasy truce;
sone! of the soldiers were even allowed, now,

to help with thef operation of the boat. Al |ooked
better after their night's j rest.

They | ooked better still by the time they | anded.; Perhaps they
m ght escape, Bryennius thought. Perhaps! that

order, or cosnps, that Al exandra al ways | ectured!
hi m on was strong enough to prevail, even this far fronf
horre.

He tossed gold to the boatnmen, | ed his horse

onto the! dock, and nounted. The others foll owed.

They clinbedj a hill and paused to | ook back at

the river. Then] Bryennius swore, |ong and

foul ly.

"Do you see?" Al exandra whi spered, pointing. |

"There, in the shallows ..."

Al'l but one chariot had been caught in the mre at

the left-brace river bottom Only three

horses drew it now, and they! struggled up onto the
riverbank, onto dry land. It was foll owed,

Bryenni us saw, by other horses, their snapped

reins dangling frommetal harnesses. One

terracotta horse linped on three feet; the

fourth must have been snapped off by a rock or snag.
And the horses were foll owed by what | ooked Iike a
veritable |l egion of the thrice-damed

warriors, water and mud pouring off their arnor.

Al were battered, and many cracked, even broken in

pl aces. He knew what nust have happened. Since

there was no bridge across this manmmoth river, and since
no boat could take them the statues had fornmed their
own bridge, file after file of warriors narching

over their fellows' heads, |eaving behind without pity

t hose who cracked apart, or sank too deeply,

into the nud at the river bottom

A trick of the sunlight caught one "warrior's"

eyes, and they appeared to glare at Bryennius wth

anci ent, inplacable hatred. But why should they have
pity? Bryenni us thought, in rage and despair.

They were not alive, they hated any living thing, and they
woul d harry himand his to death, and beyond.

The only alternative was sinply to |lie down and be

tranpl ed-and that was no alternative at all. Very

well. He would go on as long as he could ... as

long as he nmust for the sake of the cousin who woul d never
gi ve up, the princess he loved, and the nmen who had
becone his to | ead.

Biting his |lip agai nst shameful tears, Bryennius

led the retreat west.

Dunhuang' s peace wr eat hed about

Al exandra, pal pable as the frost in the norning air.

The light turned the dust in the air to gold that
shimered like the nosaics in a chapel; the sere ground



cover, now an orange hue that faded as autumm

yielded to winter, crackled beneath her boots. After
weeks in the saddle, with only brief pauses for

relief or rest, she practically had to | earn how

to wal k all over again. Now her feet seened

to register every scrubby brush, stub, or rise in the
ground as she headed slowy for the caves.

Eased by sweet oil, her saddle galls only

ached when she noved suddenly. But they were nothing to the
pain that blurred the golds and ochres of Dunhuang
into an inchoate spl endor that

he

woul d have found beauti ful

He

had | oved the frontier, and would not be seeing it, or
anyt hing el se from now on.

Al exandra's hand cl osed hard on the | apis

scul pture

that had once rested on Prince Li Shou's table

by his inkstone. The pressure should have hurt. She

wanted it to hurt, but her hands were too

heavily cal l used. Bryennius had given the stone

to her that norning.

"You shoul d have had this earlier," her cousin had told her
after he had unearthed it from his saddl ebags. "But

In the flight from Ch' ang-an toward Dunhuang,

not hi ng had mattered but putting as rmuch di stance as
possi bl e between thensel ves and the First Enperor's avengi ng
arnmy. No human force had pursued themor tried

to stop them it was as Father Basil had predicted.

They were judged accursed, unclean. Sonmehow the word

had spread, and all along their route, people's concerns
had been to provide themw th what they needed and get

t hem gone as quickly as possible. On the other hand, there
was that one village they'd found deserted comexcept

for the people staked out along the road. Qutsiders, all of
them foreigners, heretics, the mad, the sinple,

and the msfits. They had | ost precious hours

freeing and consoling themwhile Ch'in Shih

Huangdi's army advanced. Father Basil stil

prayed for the souls of the villagers who had planned the
murders. Bryennius still waked shouting in rage at

the idea.

Here in Dunhuang t he nonks had accepted them

prom sed themrest and care while they

prepared for the desert crossing. Bryennius didn't

trust it. Wen they traded for canels in the

mar ket s, Bryenni us steadfastly refused to contact

his adopted Muslimfamly or to join any other

caravan. "l know that a larger caravan is safer

agai nst bandits. But it's also slower. Wy doom

anyone el se?" he had asked just that norning.

"I's that what you think? That we're all going

to die?" Al exandra challenged him He had denied

it, but his words sounded hol | ow

She turned the precious little carving over and over in
her worn hands.

"Li Shou gave it to me before ... he died. He



asked
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me to give it to you and say that he regretted frightenin

bar you. That you m ght have had sonething very swe together.

as long as it lasted."

Despite Al exandra's weathering, the flush that

sprea | ess-than just fromher throat to her face

burned, and she | ooke down.

"I knew he wanted ne." The words cane out hoar

Iy, and she renmenbered her shock and enbarrassnent that
day in the garden when she had become aware

of the prince's desire. Mre shameful yet, she had

waked to hei) own body's needs.

"You couldn't trust him" Bryennius said. "I

didn't trust himeither. Now | w sh | had."

The prince had traveled with them fought with themj
sheltered them and, at the last, died because of thenj and
t housands i ke them Al exandra had nmuttered some-1 thing
she hoped Bryennius would interpret as thanksj and

wal ked qui ckly away.

"Don't go far!" Bryennius had called after her

"Asl soon as the canels are | oaded, we take

t he pass south bar west for Mran."

From Lanzhou to Jiayaguan, from Ji ayaguan

to Dunhuang, and now, south along the rimof the

Takl ai Makan with rarely a stop ... the

statues woul d not! spare themtinme, and tine was what she
needed. The! caves of Dunhuang were holy; she

didn't think that thef statues could penetrate the

aura radiating fromthem

As she reached the | adders and scaffolds that led to the
caves, she blinked back her tears. A short

climb, and into this cave with the wall paintings of
Bodhi sattvas painted the blue of conpassionate

mani f estati ons, past the long, long red and gold

hall with the recunbent Buddha, and-yes,

here it was, the cave that Li Shou had conm ssioned in
honor of his return to the Enpire that had killed

him The paint still snelled fresh

If she slitted her eyes to avoid the alien

shapes and patterns that scrolled over walls and

snoot h-carved ceiling, she would see only the

Kuan-yin, lady and conforter, painted on the far

wal | . Despite its elegantly

el ongated eyelids, she could pretend it was an

i con of Mary, Bearer of God.

Placing the lapis lazuli before the painting, she
knelt and tried to conpose herself for nmeditation. But Li
Shou's face kept intervening. She had at first been
unaware of how he felt. Once she realized, she

had had no idea of how to cope with his desires.

He had known that. She supposed that, in a way, he
had | oved themall-and had died for it. Passionately
she thanked God that Bryennius had intervened in
what ot herwi se was suicide. Foolish, that thought;

Li Shou's faith didn't damm the suicide, but

sent him back onto the Path to try again. Even the
Bodhi sattvas, beings so perfected that they could

For



escape the world, chose to remain in it to guide

others. Li Shou was far fromthe Buddhi st

noti on of sainthood, but he had |oved the world of art
and adventure he'd created for as |long as he coul d.

He woul d be happy to return, she thought, and she

wi shed hi ma speedy, happy rebirth.

If only he m ght have seen how beautiful the

priest artists had nade the cave! He had told

Bryennius that Ch'in was his nother, and he could not |eave
her again. Like Socrates, she thought, and was irrationally
angry at her mnd' s attenpt to escape

i nto phil osophy.

Phi | osophy was no consol ati on, despite one

Latin treatise to the contrary. But its author had

al so died a political death. Consolation lay |ess

in reason than in enmption. Not to extinguish it, but

to face it and harness it. Love it, if one could.

Tears poured over her cheeks, and her hands,

uprai sed to hide her face even from Kuan-yin.

Had she failed in love and charity toward a nman who

had saved her life? She didn't know, and she

shook with the force of her grief and bew | derment.

The painting' s gaze drew her, even though she knew

that she had served as its nodel. She forced herself

to neet its sonber, conpassionate eyes which guided

her into deep nmeditation. For the first time in weeks, she
remenbered where she had | earned about the

mast ery of
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enotions: the nonastery in the Land of Snows where the!
abbot had spoken to her of the |and call ed Shambhal a.

Lif Shou had promi sed to help her find it, had

wanted to seek its enlightenment for hinself.

He had been with her when she had found bell and!

gem tokens that indicated her path toward the

mystical! initiation that m ght take her there.

Bell, gem lightning! bolt, and sword were still wth
her, alnost as precious as 1 the canes filled with

sil kworms that each one of her] people carried. Light

as they traveled, nothing tenpted i her to discard those
tal i smans.

Now t hat she was faci ng west, apprehension about her

| eft-brace

return home warred with her quest for Shambhal a.

She

ri ght-brace

t hought-admit it, she ordered herself-she prayed that the
statues could not pass the borders of Ch'in to invade
the cities of the West. Yet, if she escaped them

and returned to Byzantium what triunph could she

expect with her aunt in hiding, free to work evil

magi cs upon, the crippled Enpire? In

Shanbhal a, she m ght [ earn a power that woul d enable

her to cleanse Byzantium of the evil that blighted

it.

And it drew her. She could feel sonme power pulsing in
the cold, pure air, enticing her back toward the
terrible serenity of the desert, and the even nore terrible
cal m of the nountain peaks. |f Shanbhal a | ay

anywhere in the physical world, it was probably beyond



Khotan far to the south.

She shivered and crossed herself. "Forgive ne,

Lady, that | pray to a* graven i mge and cal

it Thine," she whispered. "And forgive nme for where

must go, if truly Thou thinkest it sin. For truly,

I no |l onger know what sin is, or Truth." Her

nmedi tations turned bizarre again as her thoughts drifted
toward uni magi nabl e nount ai n peaks.

She retrieved Li Shou's carving. This was not the

place to leave it. If there were altars in

Shanbhal a, she m ght [eave it there.

Foot steps, deliberately noisy, brought her

whirling up fromher knees, her hand reaching for the sword
she had

left in her baggage. Haral dr stood in the

doorway to the cave, calmand trusting.

If she had been a child, she would have run to himfor confort
and buried her face against his chest. But she had seen
the ook in his eyes once before, in a dead man's

face, and it would be wong to exploit her nost

| oyal follower.

"My princess? Prince Bryennius says we

nust | eave. "

"Did he send you?" Al exandra asked.

Bryenni us' nood had been so dark that the

Var angi ans had nuttered anong thensel ves.

"No. His lady did."

"How does ny cousin seemto you?" Al exandra

| ooked carefully away as she asked the question, know ng that
it strained Haraldr's loyalty to di scuss one

menber of the Inperial famly w th another.

"I'f he were one of ours, | nmight call him

feigr.

You woul d say "touched by fate." But he has hired

some fine groons and gui des. Sone are from Hi nd and

Ti bet." Haral dr shook his head to forestall her

next question. "They understand that we are all, in a way,
pursued by fate. But they want to return hone

qui ckly, so they accept the risk."

That was good, Al exandra thought. Tal ented Bryenni us

m ght be when dealing with horses, but it took

men born to the deserts to master the tough, quarrel sone
Bactrians, and nmen nountain-bred to handl e the beasts
they woul d need in the dizzying passes of the Kun Lun
range.

Booted feet hurried toward them raising nore

noi se than was proper in these caves. Mre of

Bryenni us' nessengers? Al exandra had

trespassed on their peace | ong enough. As she

rose, she caught sight of the paintings on the farthest
wal | : a double ring of snowcapped peaks and, in their
center, a great city, ruled by a king whose face
haunt ed her dreans. Qpposite, reclining at her

ease, sat a goddess, eyes painted on brow,

pal ms, and the soles of her feet. Except for the

eyes, Al exandra could al nost see her as the Lady of
Conpassi on. The coul dd abbot it; the Pamirs had

cal l ed her Wiite Tara.
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So Li Shou had included all their hauntings, she

t hought, and felt fresh tears start. She knew the
exact? instant when Haral dr detected the tear

stains on her face' by the way his own face saddened.
He rai sed one large less-than hand as if to w pe

her eyes.
"Even though you have never gotten it to sound, you
be still wear the horn you found," she said, stepping back

qui ckly and pointing at it where it hung fromhis neck. It
too, she renmenbered, bore the sign of

Shanbhal a.

He shook his head, diverted, as she had hoped.

"I am neither sighted nor a scholar, Princess.

But | found this horn, and |I rnust keep it."

He wal ked to the door and stood aside to |let her

pass through first.

Dunhuang had withdrawn its protection, and it was
time for themto be gone.

Bl own by winds so cold that Alexandra's ink froze

as she tried to do accounts, they fled south and west.
Veils of dust and grit weathed about them and caught
the renote wi nter daylight when they nmet a sl ower
caravan. At Al exandra's insistence, they screaned
warnings to leave the trail, then dashed by before frightened
archers could nock arrows, or priests begin arite

of exorcism If they were not overrun by the First
Enperor's army, one nore | egend would rise in the

mar ket s-of a caravan of ghosts clad in light,

warni ng travel ers of disaster.

Al exandra's saddl e galls bled afresh, then

heal ed and troubled her no nore. Siddiqga suffered
terribly fromthe cold, lost all her

pl umpness and sone of her beauty. Then, |ike the others,
she changed. Now her eyes, Hike Al exandra's,

squi nt ed agai nst the ever-present dust toward a

trackl ess horizon or | ooked nervously behind her

and her body was fined down for enduring the Takla
Makan by winter. It was col der than the gal es that
swept from Scythia onto the Gol den Horn,

Al exandra thought, cold as the Hel by which the

Var angi ans no | onger spared the strength to curse.

There was no need, and no tinme, to curse it. A
kuraburan struck, and they had barely tine to wap
thensel ves in thick felt against the violence of flying
rocks and gravel. \Wen they had journeyed east,

Li Shou and she had survived just such a storm

Al exandra remenbered. Even if its how i ng-whet her

it cane fromw nd or denons-mnmade speech

i mpossi ble, her lips were cracked fromthe col d;
unnecessary talk hurt. And if she had wasted strength
on tears, they would have frozen on her cheeks.

Unable to rest, they waited out the storm wondering if
it had stopped their pursuers.

Wien the wi nds subsided to a faint how,

Bryennius, in the grip of the blackness that filled his
heart since Ch'ang-an, took two of the

scouts on a nad foray to the rear. Two nen

returned with news of the arny of marching statues.
Only one chariot still rolled along on cracked



wheel s, drawn by clay horses that |acked nanes

or linmped on only three hooves. The

footnmen's arnor was crazed and pitted by w ndbl own
gravel ; several of the spearmen | acked arns.

Statues blown onto their sides or backs jerked

and rolled until collision with another statue or a
standi ng rock pushed them back onto their feet or

br oke t hem beyond use.

Bryenni us had | ost one of their scouts, a trained
siinger, after he hurled a stone that hit an ancient
captain, and waited too long to see if the

now headl ess statue could rise. So there was a nethod
of "killing" the statues, but there were still so nany statues
and so few of themthat Al exandra insisted that there be no
nore such forays.

Qut side Keriya, their water ran short. Now they

could spare none for the beasts, and they thanked God for the
canels. Still, each day, their hunps di m ni shed and
their |ong-1egged strides sl owed.

And the distance between them and the deadly army of Ch'in Shih
Huang-di, which needed no water, dw ndl ed.

Days blurred into nights of too nuch

wat chf ul ness
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and too little sleep. This close to any town, they!
fear bandits as well as their pursuers. They was
travel by night again.

One ni ght Al exandra fl ogged her groaning canel

t bar head of the line of march. As had becone his
Bryenni us usual ly rode al one.

"Leshi, one of our Tibetans, tells nme that

there! lake at the desert's heart," she said. "If

we found woul dn't have to risk entering Keriya."

"The desert

has

no heart," Bryennius said. "WJust to enter

Keriya to buy nore aninals. Two camel s bar

mange, and one is near to foundering."

The Bryenni us she renenbered woul d have been bar to
quest for the nysterious |ake. This silent, stranger
knew what their presence in a market mght cost it,

but dared not turn aside. She susp that his decision
woul d gi ve himscream ng night again tonight, and all the
nights that followed. She' have taken his hand if she
t hought he'd have per it.

Bryenni us saw t he gesture. Sonething struggled I

bar bar gray eyes, so pale conpared to the

ni ght and his ered skin .

"Brother . . ." she stanmered.

"In the name of God, don't call nme that!" the we

tore out. "Don't look at ne like that! Everyone

who 1 ever called ne brother-Leo, Suleinan,

even Li Sfc comis soneone |'ve |ost. Everyone

who has ever offe ne a future is*soneone |'ve

had to |l eave. | beg you,.! nme alone to think about the
trail and the desert, nothing el se.™

"There's nme," Al exandra whi spered. "And Siddi ga

"And what happens to you, Siddiqa, and ne when if

we return to Byzantiumw th the sil kwornms?" Thef
Bryenni us turned on her was drawn and despei



"There is still our aunt, still the magic. And don't,
God' s sake, tell me again about Shambhal a.”

"I'f you think we all will get ourselves killed, why-was
"Why do | go on? Because there

is

you, and there

is

Si ddi ga. And maybe |'m nore a Ronan than

t hought, enough of one to go on until | drop."

"Wuld it help you to talk with Father Basil ?" she
asked, her voice breaking.

"Why?" Bryenni us shrugged and turned

to look up at the stars, huge and bl oom ng above the
enptiness of sand and sky. Al exandra rode at his

side that night, struggling against a grief that she
prayed was prenature

Li ght and warmth on her back made her whirl

around. Sunrise slanted toward themfromthe east,
drenching the desert with growi ng splendor. The rising
sun seemed shrouded in rainbows, a star inscribed in

a circle that rem nded her of Shanbhal a.

"Cousin." she ventured. This time Bryennius

turned and even sniled at her

"You love it, don't you?" he asked. "Even now.

Cousin, | envy you your joy."

The sunrise hid her guilty flush

They reached Keriya that day. To call their dealings in
the market "bargaining" was an arrant lie.

Merchants saw their need for canels, water, and

news, and charged accordingly. They |ost two groons

t here, but gained a guide from Ladakh, who knew the
trails that |led south toward his hone.

"Send scouts out, post slingers at your walls!"
Bryennius told the nerchants as they nmounted fresh
canels. Their breath steanmed in the frigid dawn as

t he kneeling beasts grunted, then swayed to their ful
height. Tell themto aimfor the heads-but

keep your distance!"

Then they were running toward Khotan. The new

canels tired, then grewthin as their riders tested
their nmts. One night they stopped briefly. An

i mpul se nmade Al exandra take out the noonstone

she had found in wpan and gaze into it. At its

heart firelight pul sed and Piayed tricks with it;

she al nost thought it forned mountains, then a lotus, in
its depths.

Susan

Shwar

Was t hat Shanbhal a, beckoning to anyone with the eyes and
heart to see?

Bryennius, who had lain with ear to the grit and
gravel! of the frozen desert, rose unsteadily and

cane over tol her. "I know | pronised a

rest, but we'll have to nountf up again."

"Are the statues closer?" Al exandra asked.

Bryenni usff clained that the earth shuddered under their
feet, and bar that he could hear it.

To her surprise, Bryennius shook his head.

Fat her! Basil had hoped that as they neared the borders
of Ch'in, j where the power that drove them nust weaken,



the caret statues would slow. Had he been right?

"Not statues," Bryennius said.

"Statues woul d approach fromthe east. | thought I
heard riders. Fromthe west-and north."

Khotan lay to the west and slightly to the north of

j them

"Bandi ts?" She nout hed the word soundl essly at him and
saw his face turn grimand nore drawn under the ragged
beard he had grown.

He nodded. "W shoul d edge south. Perhaps we'l

mss them" But his tone robbed his words of any

hope. He turned away, laid an arm over

Si ddi ga' s sl unpi ng shoul ders, and urged her toward

t he strongest of their canels.

Hurri edly, Al exandra ordered her canel

to kneel so she could nount. She hardened her heart

to its moans. As the beast broke into a travesty of
its usual ground-covering stride, it bellowed in an
angui sh she wi shed she could echo. Only bandits or
desperate nen would ride these trails at night;

only bandits, their quarters near the trail, would

use fast horses instead of the safer, tougher
Bactrians. At |east the noon was up. It would

light their way, preventing a stunmble into a ditch or
deserted town. They mi ght even see the bandits before
t hey struck.

Suddenly the gemis light flared, then

pul sed like a living heart. Al exandra |eaned out
perilously over her

sil k roads and shadows261

saddle. Alittle way to the left, amd a confusion of
torn bales and overturned carts, lay the stiffened
bodi es of nen and beasts. She held up the gemlike

a torch. The wi nd had not yet swept the desert

clean of the linping tracks of the survivors of that
attack: nmore nmen than beasts-and right in the path of their
eneni es.

Li ght flared behind Bryennius, a counterfeit

sunrise. He turned to see Al exandra hold

al oft the gem she had won in Turpan-and saw what

its light reveal ed. Quickly he turned back before
Siddiga could see it too. Her back, pressed

against himin the saddle, felt sharp and fragile.

If she hadn't grown so thin in this mad flight

horme, he wouldn't have darestl ride double, even on
the best of their canels. He tightened his hold about
her wai st and felt her body relax in his clasp

Hs own spine felt like a colum of fire. He

hoped that, for once, a long night's ride and the need
to keep alert for bandits or treacherous footing would
nunb himto the pain.

The ni ght passed in a stupor of haste and

pain. At dawn, he shook hinmsel f back to ful

awar eness and found Father Basil riding beside him The
heretic priest's roundness was deceptive:

Per si an-born, he had trenendous endurance in the
saddl e. As vast cloud formations



scudded overhead, the wi nd spat sharp gusts of dust
at them Bryennius blinked hard and buried his
face in the sheepskins he wore. They were rank
He coul d not renmenber when he had | ast been clean
Ch' ang- an, perhaps. He had been clean then of Li
Shou' s bl ood, as well.
Father Basil's cry of joy nmade himraise his
head again. was "l shall lift mne eyes up unto the
hills whence cometh ny help,"" whispered the
priest.
Abruptly, Bryennius hated himand his relentless
hope.
W're not there yet,
he wanted to say.
W coul d be caught in a pincers between bandits and those
statues. What if they don't slow at the border,
as you hope?
He forced hinself to silence for the sake of the wonan who
rode with him In Ch'ang-an, she had glowed like a
pl unmp peony bud. Now she held herself upright in
the saddle in order not to burden him He nust not
trouble her with his despair.
Behind himcame a cry of triunph from Al exandra
echoed i medi ately by a hoarse shout fromthe guardsman whose
canel trailed hers, and whose eyes rarely |eft
her. As she forced nore speed from her beast in order
to catch up with Bryennius, Haraldr foll owed.
Bryenni us had seen that | ook on her face before,
when she had ridden east in a delirium of wonder,
nmyt hs of some god-forsaken paradise ringing in her head
from her days and weeks in an equally heat hen
nonastery.
"That way!" she called, gesturing ahead of them
"Leshi tells nme he expects the passes south
will be clear."
Bryenni us grimaced. Any sensi bl e caravan
master knew that from Khotan, he should travel north
and west, conpleting at Kashgar the great circle around
t he deadly Takl a Makan, then head back across the
Pamirs into Persia-toward honme. But Al exandra
still insisted on headi ng south, where she dreaned she m ght
find Shanbhal a. She was likelier to find
death for all of them Li Shou had warned himof the
passes in the southern
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mount ai ns: rotting fiber bridges, dizzying
plumrets for thousands of feet into clouds, and through them
into ferocious, unseen torrents, trails stacked
with the bones of nmen and beasts who had fallen along the
way.
If he tried to make her see reason or, failing
that, turned the caravan around (and tied Al exandra
to her canel, if need be), the Varangi ans woul d
back her, not him and he knew it. She, not
Bryennius, was full sibling to the Basileus; the
guard had sworn to foll ow
her.
A good general m ght have changed their m nds, but he
he | ooked nore brigand than Byzantine now in



his stained garments and his beard.
Al exandra too was fined down to skin, bone, and
grime. She also wore filthy sheepskins,
Persi an | eggi ngs, and boots, and she had dragged a
fur hat over her matted hair and down to her
eyebrows. Underneath it, her eyes blazed with the sort
of mad faith that drew men after her
had drawn Li Shou even to his death, and stil
conpelled Haraldr to follow her. Did she realize
how much of the big man's loyalty sprang from
| ove?
Al exandra m ght dream of Shanbhal a, but
Bryenni us dreaned too, and woke scream ng. He
knew t hat she conforted herself with her belief that they had
rescued peopl e staked out along the track of the First
Enperor's army. He had never told her everything
he had seen when he had doubl ed east, scouting al ong
their track. Thank God, he had nanaged not
to betray that even to Siddiqga, despite his dreans.
Al exandra had her dreans. He ... these days, he
prayed only to survive another day, when, please
God, he would fight to survive one day nore. It
was, he thought with an odd stab of pride, the
choice of Achilles between a life that was brief but
nobl e or one that was long and inglorious. In
Byzantium Bryennius had been rich and safe,
with his horses and his seductions and his fine w nes.
He m ght have lived out a long and useless life.
Now, he did not expect to reach Khotan, mnuch
| ess ever see his honme again. But he had crossed the
Roof of the World, had ruled, however briefly, the
Kafirs, crossed
t he desert, and been a confidant to princes. He had
even found | ove.
It might be all he would have-but it was not enough. He
forbade hinmself to escape into resignation. Quickly he
revi ewed his defenses. He had the sol diers whose
| eadershi p Leo had bequeathed him If he did not
argue agai nst Al exandra's obsession, he had the
Var angi ans. There was even sone Geek fire
left yet. And-who knew?-the magi ¢ she pursued
m ght aid them
Though the markets at Khotan were full of horror
about bandits, Bryennius saw and heard no traces
of them As they left Khotan, heading south, he
dared to hope that they had di sappeared. At |east
Khotan was wel| protected. And the statues

Fat her Basil appeared to be right. They were sl ow ng
down. If the statues could not cross the nountains,
per haps Al exandra's obsession w th Shanbhal a woul d be
wor t hwhi | e.
For days they clinbed steadily. Far below, in the
desert basin, the worst of the winter had passed. But
it clung to the foothills of the Kun Lun, nounding
about the frozen bodies of dead horses and canels,
t he goods their bodies still bore marked with the nanes of
nmerchants who would reclaimit (if they
lived) during the mountains' brief spring, and
briefer sunmer.
At Shahidulla, they traded for fresh beasts and



pressed on toward Suget Pass. Ahead of them

tower ed peaks that dwarfed any Bryenni us he had

seen. Though Li Shou had told himof monks who

had passed this way on foot, he did not see how

"The statues

cannot

cross these,"” Bryennius conforted Siddiga during the
breat hl ess ni ghts when they clung together nore for warnth
t han passi on.

Then they mastered the pass, and were clinmbing again. The
trails became tortuous, then, abruptly,

wi dened onto a high pl ateau where w nd bl ew across
melting snow, bringing themw nter and a hope of fairer
weat her at the sane tine. There was no track

to follow even the guides born in this |Iand shook their
heads, baffl ed.
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Then Al exandra drew out the gem she bore and stared
intoit for a long, long tinme. Wien she rai sed her head,
Bryenni us shivered with a new horror. H's cousin's

eyes seemed gl azed, reflecting the Iight of the

gem "That way," she breathed.

"That way" led toward white peaks. Beyond them | ay
nmount ai ns even higher, tipped with the purple-white of
everlasting snow. This was only the first of such ranges.
They seenmed to circle this plateau |ike sonme behenoth
serpent with an egg in its nouth.

As they drew closer, the peaks' huge shadows

bl otted out nost of the sun. Now the gui des checked

t he harnesses and adjusted | oads to prevent

sl i ppage, renoving bells, silencing whatever

m ght jingle.

"Bandi ts?" asked Bryennius. It was one of the few

words he knew in all the | anguages of the silk

r oads.

"Snowsl i des," said Leshi, the guide.

Thereafter, they rode in silence, except for the grow s
of ice and snow as it rotted and slid down the
nmount ai nsi des. Bryennius could track such

aval anches by the plunes of snow and cl oud that shot

up.

Then they spotted hoof-and footprints, stanped

deeply into the mud and the remnains of the snow. There did
not seem enough of themto be bandits.

"Lamas," said Leshi. Bryennius did not mss

how Al exandra caught her breath. She had been

dream ng agai n, he knew. He had set one

guide to watch her even nore closely and to | ead her
nmount .

The day before they reached the foot of the massif, they
saw nore footprints. This tine, there were many of

t hem pl us several corpses that had not yet turned

bl ack fromthe cold.

The peaks drew Al exandra |ike nothing else in her

life had ever done. Al the while they crossed the

pl at eau, she had abandoned fears of the statues behind,
the bandits that night be ahead, and the nountains thensel ves
to her conpanions. A ring of snow nountains, she

t hought .



Shanbhal a was girded with rings of mountains |ike the ones
that |lay up ahead.

When they finally stopped, and she woke from her waki ng
dream the sun was still high. Wy stop now? Even her
own gui de had di smounted, to join the groonms and
sol di ers who cl ustered about sonething. There seened
fewer than usual. Al exandra | ooked about.

Probably Bryenni us had di spat ched many of them

to scout.

Bryenni us rode over to her.

"Send Father Basil there to translate,” he told

her .

The Nestorian hastened to join the knot of anxious

gui des. Al exandra foll owed nore slowy, pausing

to glance at the nountains. How did she know that up
ahead, if they headed for what | ooked to be a nere
scratch on the snowy mountai nside but was actually a
narrow path, they would find thenselves in a sheltered area
where they could pass the night, yet stand guard against their
enem es? She nust tell Bryennius, she

deci ded, and signal ed him

Her cousin tore hinself away fromthe guides and the
priest who translated for him He sawed at his

reins and headed back at a pace that brought a

jangl e of protest fromhis groom

"At your command, Al exandra," he said. This close

to a fight, he shed the darkness that had been on himfor
nmont hs, and grinned at her, bowing in a parody of

court manners.

"What are they sayi ng?"

"Leshi says he renmenbers this place now

There's some kind of fortress up ahead.”

Al exandra gasped. To cover it, she asked, "What

don't you want Siddiga and me to see over there?

Anot her body?"

"Some sort of nonastic. The guides call hima

lama. He died froma head wound; it

| ooks fairly recent. We're in for trouble.”

"What about Leshi's fortress?”

"I'"d assunme that the bandits have probably taken it

for their own."
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Certainty struck Al exandra, and she al nost reel ed.
"It's safe," she said in a voice she did not

recogni ze as hers. "It is not a fortress so nuch
as a holy place. No eneny can cross its
bounds. "

Bryenni us | ooked narrowy at her. H s eyes were
reddened, and lines fromsquinting into the sun and i mense
di stances narrowed them He was burned al nbst as dark as
t he guides fromthe sun on the plateau

"Alexandra ... | can't order ny nmen to ride

into what m ght be a bandit's lair because of sone
intuition,” he said. But a ghost of the trusting,

af fectionate princeling he had once been energed from
behi nd the wari ness and begged her to be right.

"By ny hope of salvation, Bryennius ... |

swear to you. And | ook at this!" The sane faith that
made her certain of the fortress' security nade her



pul | out the gemthat had served as | odestone. It
caught the sunlight and sent it up in a

colum of blinding Iight.

"And the statues?"

"They too ... | do not think they can approach. And
have they not slowed? W are far fromthe grave of their
master. "

Rel uctantly, Bryenni us nodded.

"Then let's get the pack animals noving," she
suggested. She herself rode toward Siddiga and
smacked the runp of her nmount to get the lazy thing
novi ng.

A shout from high above them made her stop short.
"Haral dr* vol unteered to scout that fortress,"
Bryennius told her when she glared at him "You

told me how he survived the aval anche!"

The glinting snow runbl ed and crunpl ed down a stretch
of the massif the width of a market. Gradually the
fine dust of ice chips and snow subsi ded, and

Al exandra saw t hat hi dden under the snow, carved into the
living rock, was an enornous statue of an ido

she had seen once in the nonastery in the high
Pamirs. It nust have towered at |east two hundred
feet, dwarfing utterly the col ossal figures she

had seen i n Dunhuang.

Femal e and fierce, the statue leaned in a

position of ease against the rock.

Vaj rayogi ni, she had been told the statue's nane

was. The fenmale patron of Vajra, the

D anond Path. Its face was suprenely

calm It would watch their escape or their

massacre, even their being stanped into bl oody pulp

on the snow by their pursuers with the same indifference.
Al exandra was tenpted to curse, then thought better of
it. She had seen enough of the power of alien gods-and
rulers-not to insult them

Now she coul d see Haral dr descending the cliff from

whi ch Vajrayogi ni had been carved by uni magi nabl e

scul ptors. He waved his arnms and ran up to her

panting in the thin air.

"Quickly!" he shouted, then collapsed, his i mense

body racked with coughing fromexertion and hi gh
altitude. He was bleeding slightly fromthe nose.

"W'll die if we don't have some protection

And night is coming fast. Did you see the fortress?"
Bryenni us demanded of Haral dr.

He shook his head, coughed again, then fought to speak
"Bandits . . ." he whispered. "Ahead of us."

"In the fortress?" Bryenni us persisted.

Har al dr shook his head. Staggering somewhat fromthe
spasns of coughi ng, he headed for the beast to which

he had strapped his axe. Al exandra wondered at his
endur ance. The blindi ng headaches and di zzi ness t hat
struck newconers to these heights no | onger troubled
any of them even Siddiqa. But she was breathing hard
(how nmuch harder it rmust be for the guardsman! she
wondered). As she left the flat plain and wound through
the narrow passage that led to the fortress, red specks
danced before her eyes, tiny lights that had nothing to do



with the nowsetting sun-or the greasy fires that

snol dered before themin the |Iong, bloody shadows fromthe
peaks.

They had not been the first caravan to pass this way
recently, or to hope to reach the fortress for shelter
Thus
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far, however, they were nore fortunate than the people spraw ed
at their feet, packs strewn over the rocks. Their

bodi es bristled with arrows, and the snow had nelted,
then frozen again, purplish-black

Fat her Basil crossed hinself, then reached for the bow that
he, as a Persian, preferred. Siddiga's

delicate face went taut, but she drew her

dagger and did not | ook away.

An armrose, waved feebly, then

fell. Leshi and another man, Diu from Ti bet,

Al exandra renmenbered, cried out and rode forward.
Bryenni us swore earnestly.

"By the One, they're all dead or dying, damm you!"

he shouted. "Tell themwhat | said!" he screaned

at the Nestorian.

Basil started to translate, but the guides rode

toward whoever still survived in the carnage of the
caravan. Al exandra shook her head at the

Var angi ans, then glanced warily at the nen hired

at way stations along the desert route. Unlike

her Guard, the groons and gui des were not sworn

to her. She could not stop them no matter if they
decided to betray themto robbers, |ead them over a
cliff, or sinply abandon them Al she could do

was pay them treat themas well as she could, and trust
to their goodwill. Assum ng as they nust, that bandits
wat ched nearby, they risked their lives with this
attenpt at rescue. Therefore it was inportant

to them If she hel ped her own nen to hel p, she

m ght win the groons' goodw l|.

On the other hand, if they dallied too |ong, they

m ght freeze, unsheltered, in the dark. O the

statues mght catch up to them if the power that forced
them forward coul d command themthis far fromits

grave.

Al exandra rode over to where Diu and Lesh

knelt. They gabbled at one another, their w zened

faces twisting with concern as they worked over a tangle
of filthy plumrobes. A lanma! That expl ai ned

why they had stopped. She knew fromthe old abbot that

pl um robes nmeant that this man was rel atively far
advanced al ong his Path.

Her two gui des w ped blood and dirt fromhis

face, it was contorted with pain and the winkles of a
rugged ol d age. Al exandra knelt beside them She

meant to offer her own help. But the |lama's words
drove the words from her nouth.

She had seen that face in childhood, in youth, even

i n deat h-and al ways when she had been in peril of her
life.

"They're coming!" shouted one of her soldiers. Behind



her came the clatter of hoofbeats and the yells she
had been braced for. Swords and axes were drawn

with a hiss of fine metal, and she heard the twang of
men testing bowstrings.

"To the fortress!" shouted Bryenni us.

"They' ||l never get the old | ana across a saddl e

wi thout killing him" Al exandra called

to Haraldr. "Help him" Slinging his axe on his

back, he came running. Tenderly he lifted the

ol d man across the nearest pack ani nal.

"Cet inside, ny princess!" he shouted, but

Al exandra waited until she saw all her people

novi ng.

Her guards forned a protective wall about her and
forced her toward her nount. She overheard the

gui des, Ti betan and | ocal, gabbling earnestly

to one another, and she made out two words, "tul ku"
and "rinpoche," or precious one.

"I'f they can see anything precious in that poor

dyi ng man who won't |ast out the night, they're

wel come to it!" Father Basil grunbled,

infuriated, as always, at senseless cruelty.

"CGod forgive ne!" he added

"He will, if you ride like your wetched life

depends on it!" Al exandra shouted. She was as

furious as he. Many times she had cone so cl ose

to neeting the man they had found, but never to speak to him
Now, he lay w thin easy reach-but he was dying.

The bandits were gaining on them In nonents, they would be
wi thin arrow shot.

"Take nmy reins,"” she shouted at the nearest man.

5t was Bryenni us. She reached into her

packs, funbled, and drew out the bell she had found

on the desert.
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It had held denbns and storm at bay; it m ght

serve here.

As the first flight of arrows whined toward them she
rang the bell. The sound expl oded. She could fee

it as an actual force, pressing against her ears,
resonati ng behind her eyes, quivering in the air,
deflecting the bandits' arrows to spatter harnm essly
onto the rock and snow. She kept ringing the bell

and the sound grew, form ng a done of music about them
Har al dr rode back, snatched up Al exandra's

reins, and dragged her and her nmount up the track into the
fortress and safety. She tunbled out of the saddle, and
he steadied her, flinging a spare sheepskin about her
shoul ders.

"How many . She gl anced around

"W | ost Topgye and one of the pack animals,"

Haral dr reported. He gestured for archers to take

up guard by the narrow slits of w ndows. Already the

Ti bet ans had vani shed deep within the fortress.

A monent earlier, she had been exhausted, near

to fainting. It nmust be something within the fortress,
she thought, sonething that restored her. No wonder the
bandits had not taken it for their own. It was indeed
guarded by the magics of those who had built it.



Who were they? Al exandra could see that only the
outermost wall's had been built by nen. Inside those
massive walls were i mense natural caves which

gener ations upon generations of pious travel ers had
vaul ted and painted over with i mages of gods and
nortals in vivid shades of rust, re*d, and

blue. One figure had the head of an el ephant,

anot her of a maddened water buffalo. Sone had many

arms and | egs which withed ecstatically in the enbrace
of chal k-skinned fermal e denons. It resenbl ed

Dunhuang, only the caves were nuch vaster. And the

rock was hard: it must have taken centuries to holl ow
out these caves.

Al exandra turned away fromthe caves to | ook

outside. Below the circle of safety cast by the
fortress lay the nan and beast they had | ost to bandits.
"Topgye," she murmured. He had been one of the

steadi est of their guides. Al exandra had trusted

him even | oading his canel and his yak with several
staffs filled with carefully preserved sil kwornms and
two phials that even her sol diers handl ed

with care.

"I hate to see that," Bryennius grow ed, and

pounded his fist against the wall.

The bandits were closing in, swarm ng over the

corpses. One rummaged in a pack and energed wth

two ceram c fl asks.

"He carried fire," Al exandra said. She reached

for flint and tinder.

"Do you want nme to make himdrop it?" Haral dr

asked. He borrowed a bow from one of the other nen,

bent it experinmentally, and grimaced.

As he shot, the bowstring twanged di scordantly. The
arrow had nmisfired, would fall short, was already
faltering . . . and then the power of their wills,
anplified by the place in which they sheltered, pushed at
it. The arrow fleshed itself in the bandit's arm He
shrieked with pain, the flasks he held toppled from

hi s hands to smash agai nst the hard ground into a gol den
conflagration as exquisite as it was lethal. Five

of the bandits died then and there, their bodies withing as
they shrieked and tried to beat out the fires that
shriveled them The rest fled.

"Perhaps they will think we are denons, and not
return,” Father Basil said. Haral dr grunted

di shelief, his eyes on the broken bowstring.

Then he cast the bow down.

"My princess!" he cried, and reached out

to Al exandra just as her earlier exhaustion, coupled
with the strain of this last battle, crushed down upon her.
She stunbled to her knees and felt the warnth of a

cl oak tucked about her. Then sl eep anmbushed her and
dragged her away into starl ess depths.

"So you think you can escape ne?" The Inperi al

abbess towered over her, and her nouth was bl ood-red.
Fat her Basil had escaped. It was Al exandra who

| ay
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bound naked to the bl asphenous altar hidden deep within



t he convent in which she had spent so many years. She

brandi shed a torch, was bringing it closer and cl oser

to Alexandra's face. Al exandra woke up with a

shri ek.

The nmuffled hiss of a fire collapsing into itself as it

di ed was what had waked her. Now she recoiled with a

low cry. Despite the cold, she was sweating. Wy

had she dreaned of her aunt? In the sullen

bl oodl i ght of the dying fire, Alexandra stared

straight up at a huge fermale figure with blue

eyes painted on its white hands, face, and feet.

It was not her aunt after all.

Besi de Al exandra sat Father Basil.

"Dreans agai n?"

"OfF home, this time. My aunt. God help us, as

we get closer to hone, what if she reaches out

to attack us, as she did in the Pamirs?"

"Pray, daughter. Look, that's the Wite Tara,

Lady of Conpassion," he pointed out to cover any

enbarrassnment Al exandra night feel

"Just like nme." She | aughed hoarsely and saw him

wi nce. She hated Geek fire, hated the fact

that once, to atone for her know edge of how to make it, she had
been willing to order Haraldr to slay her

Fat her Basil handed her a steam ng cup

"The guides made this specially for you." Since there

was no way to refuse, Al exandra sipped at the

strong tea, heavy with salt, grajn, and butter

She forced herself not to grinace. Even in the dark and

qui et, one of the guides m ght be watching.
"Afine warrior, fainting |ike that "
nmuttered. "Wien even Siddiga . "

"The gui des have been whi spering about you," nurnured
Father Basil. "Foreign you are, fermale you are, but
you rescued the rinmpoche, an act which will buy you
freedomfromthe Weel."

Over the quiet voices of nmen changi ng

guard, the strangely nusical tones of the men of

Ti bet, and the

she

rippling speech of Hind, cane Haraldr's

voice, in guttural and angry Norse she

couldn't quite follow

"Whi ch wheel ?" asked Bryennius. who came in and

sat on his heels beside her

"The Wheel of Time, to which-these pagans say conal |

men are bound. You gained great nerit when you all owed the
gui des to rescue the tul ku."

"Al'l you priests |look out for one another,"”

Bryenni us commented. "Way is this particular priest

SO precious?"

Al exandra opened her mouth, then closed it. Just as

wel | not to share her suspicions about his identity with
Bryenni us.

"He is a tulku," explained the Nestorian,

"that is, alnost a saint, reborn generation after generation
to bring enlightenment to the world. There are many such. Her
H ghness and | nmet one, in fact. But this is one

of the greatest.”

Heavy footfalls canme up behind them and the fire



bl azed as Haral dr doled out fuel. It would have to be
rati oned strictly, Al exandra thought.

"How safe are we here?" she asked him

Haral dr's face was sonber. Al exandra braced

herself to endure his report.

"There's no way to tell you this gently, ny
princess. A storm has bl own up."

The day had been cl ear

"You think it may be sorcery?"

"Lady, if we were in ny hone, | would swear that
some volva, sone witch, pursued us. As it is,

can only suggest that we wait it out. A spring flows
t hrough these caves. |If we had food enough, we could
| ast out a three-year siege. Unless the statues can
overrun us."

When she | ooked at Bryenni us, he shrugged.

Clearly he had expected no better

"What | want to knowis this: Wat is this veritable
bi shop anong | amas doi ng wanderi ng about outside his
hone?" Bryennius tried desperately to change

t he subj ect.
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"He is trying to

go
hone," Al exandra said. "He if searching for the way
back, the way back to Shambhal a. bar from

Fat her Basil | ooked down into the reviving

fire. "I dc not think he will find it. | exam ned
hi s wounds whet they brought himin. The tulku is
dyi ng. "

"No!" Al exandra hissed it, and sprang to her

feet "Not this tinme! Not to be so close and nmiss him
agai n!'"!

"He may linger for several days," the priest saidf
"Long enough, at least, to speak with you. He has
askec that you attend him"

"Then let ne go to him Now "

Fat her Basil patted her shoul der and handed her nore
t hat dammabl e tea. Though Al exandra suspected that it
was made not with the butter of yaks, but with their]
excrement, she drank it down for its warnmth. Then

she | swilled out her eyes at the spring Haraldr

had pointed! out. It was ice-cold. She followed

himto where guides! and soldiers alike were quartered.
Those who were not bar on watch slept or ganed

qui etly, weapons tended and j near to hand. Two

of the nen from Ti bet had kindled! small |anps before
the nore horrific of the wall paint-1 ings.

Al exandra wrinkl ed her nose at the snell of

burn-1 ing butter.

Deeper and deeper into the caves she foll owed

Haraldr. This fortress . . . once it

nmust have housed hundreds of industrious nonks, al
busily chanting and, painting.

I

Li ght shone from a passage |leading to the right. Fromit
energed Lesh-i. Waving Haral dr aside, he

bowed deeply to Al exandra, then led her wthin.

The tul ku was very old. H s bare arnms seened no nore

t han sinew and bronzed skin covering thin bone. H's

of



hair was thin, shorn against his skull, and his face was
a mask of winkles that curved down to a thin mouth that
seened, despite pain, to harbor a warmsnile

Though bl ood seeped t hrough the bandages that wapped his
si de, when Al exandra entered, he sat up and

raised a hand in greeting and bl essing. H s other hand
rested on a dented brass wheel that spun and

rattled

continually. But his eyes . . . his eyes were very w se
and very famliar. Wth his face cl eaned of bl ood and
dirt, there was no m staking that visage.

"My daughter," said the | ana.

It seemed natural for Alexandra to kneel at his

feet.

"You are Rudra Cakrin," she whi spered. "The

Ki ng of Shanbhala. | have |onged to speak

with you."
The old man nodded. "Once | amreborn, 1
will be the man you nane. But before that, | had to speak with

you. You have nuch to |l earn before 1 die."

Al exandra stared at the man whom she had seen before as
babe, youth, and corpse. stil

endur ed hardshi ps, just as the abbot warned nme. | have
weat hered every strong. enotion . . . or alnost. And now
| have found you. Where is ny power? WIIl you give it

to nel

Behi nd t he wounded nan, two of her guides set out a
narrow drum a horn nade of what | ooked |like a

t hi gh bone, a blunt dagger, and an array of

di shes, each of which contained a red, green, or white
powder .

The lama turned to dismss them then gasped as his
novenent strained his wounds. The bl oodstains on the

wr appi ngs around his belly grew wi der and dar ker

Magi ¢ forgotten, Al exandra reached out to add nore
bandages before she recalled that he, |ike sone nonks or
the holy nen of Hi nd, m ght abhor being touched by a
woman. "I do have sone skill," she nurnured

Rudra Cakrin shook his head at her. "This wll

serve | ong enough."
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Their eyes met, and Al exandra tried to suppress

an incongruous urge to |augh. She was a

princess; this was her caravan; and she had, after a
fashion, rescued him But he | ooked at her as

if she were a student he had sumopned-and a tardy one

at that. Around themrose the clash and hoot of

Ti betan chants, each man sustaining three

notes at once.

The stare continued. Finally, they both chuckl ed

si mul taneously, then inclined their heads in such a
stately fashion that they | aughed again. The | ama
pressed one hand to his side but waved off an offer

of hel p.

Al exandra could well believe he was a king; he had

the manner of one, and a warnth that could win hearts and
m nds quickly and forever. Her brother had had that manner
before their aunt Theodora's curse had beset him

Al exandra cl apped her hands, and one of the guides



(whose awestruck gaze told her that he had al ready
been won over) knelt with nore of the ghastly tea.
"Serve ny guest first," Al exandra commuanded in

halting Ti betan. The |lanma sm | ed again.

They sipped the thick brew silently. Then the

| ama set his bow aside

"So, what is it you have found?" he asked,

a grandsire telling a riddle to a child, an adept
training his disciple.

Al exandra drank nore tea. She seened to be

getting used to it. What had she found? Did he

nmean the sil kworns, peace of mind, a safe road

hone-or journey's end right here and now? The eni gma
resolved itself in a nonment, and she matched his snile
"I have the silkworms | claimed | sought,"” she

told him "But what | truly sought was the

journey. And if | am spared to return hone,

| shall cherish its nmenory for the rest of nmy life."
"Are you content?" It sounded |ike contradiction
Behind the lama swelled the chant. From

mani padne hum "I

shoul d be," she said. She had never desired to forsake
the world. In Byzantiumit had forsaken her
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having in it no place for a spare princess whose
skills! were snuggling, arms, and sone ni nor magics.
Here shel had found a world of her own, a wealth of
know edgel and enotions. Gazing into the dying man's
eyes, AlexanJust dra tried to say she was content,

that she had found what right-brace she sought, and what
she | oved nost.

But she could not lie to him

He smiled a smile that belonged either to children orf the
ancient and saintly. Then, deliberately, he

cleared aj flat place before himand reached for a
saucer of gleam1 ing white powder. As she

wat ched, he sprinkled threel white circles, then

cut the outer two into eight sections bar ,ch. Then

he | ooked up, as if waiting for her to ask what |

he did.

"What do you know of Shambhal a?" He asked her

"It is a hidden, peaceful l|and," Al exandra

began.

"It is nore," said the | ama. He began al nbst to sing.
H s voice was as clear as spring rain dripping

into a] garden pool, flowi ng over rounded rocks,
natural, time-were' less, and sinple to conprehend.
Though he sang inj Tibetan, Al exandra found

herself able to foll ow every word about the gardens and the pal aces
that awaited.

Yet it seenmed natural that Father Basil knelt

at her side and nurnured a translation in

Greek, nore natural yet when his translation

changed into holy words that she shared with him "The city
was of pure gold, crystal-clear. The foundation of the
city walls was ornate with preci ous stones of every
sort..."

"Between the mountains, |ocked in by snow, lies
Shanbhal a." Its ruler continued the song that

Al exandra had first heard years ago in the



Pam rs. "Wen this age of darkness turns so

wi cked that the Way is |l ost, and war devours the world,
then shall Shanbhala ride forth to battle . . ."

Har sh coughing broke in on his chant. This tine,

bl ood oozed not only fromhis side but from his nouth.
Leshi darted forward, eased himdown onto a

pal |l et, and poured nore tea.

He needed rest, Al exandra thought, nore than he
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needed to teach a disciple as unlikely as herself. She

rose to leave. "Cone back . . . later." His
voi ce was al nost a death
rattl e.

Escorted by Bryennius, Al exandra wal ked back
toward the central hall where her Cuard assenbl ed.
"The bandits have returned," one of the Varangi ans

report ed.

"Even despite the storn?" she asked.

"Even so. | counted their fires. They could starve us
out."

"What do you suggest?" Al exandra asked.

"W have to break out," Bryennius spoke first. "The
timng is the worst risk: W nust avoid the

storm yet not wait so long that our food gives out

or the statues reach us ... though that, at |east, would
elimnate the problemof bandits."

Bryennius was right. Soon the statues would tranp

t hrough the plateau and find the winding path to this fortress.
It seenmed | udicrous, however, to hope for their comni ng
"Do you think we can take the bandits?" Al exandra
asked.

Arinbjorn, the guardsman who had spoken earlier

| aughed. She knew that he would fight Iike ten devils
as long as she lived and then, probably, leap with a
yell fromthe nearest cliff.

"There is another problem" Al exandra pointed out.
"The . . . lama. | doubt that he'll ever be fit

to travel. But our guides won't |eave him

until he dies."

The sol diers | ooked at her, and she sighed. It would
be her duty to go back and reason with the King of
Shanbhal a. She turned on her heel and started

back through the painted caves, echoing to the ancient
chants rai sed by her guides.

Rudra Cakrin had not rested. Inside the

circles of white powder |ay other

colors. Now they truly resenbl ed
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nmount ai ns that enbraced a city that shone in powders
crushed from mal achite, cinnabar, and | apis.

Though the dying man's hand shook, he reached forward
to place dry wood, saffron, and incense at the
pattern's heart. "That is for the king," he whispered.
"To help me on ny way."

It |ooked like a tiny pyre.

"Tonorrow you rust go. Wen you do, | shall mnake
sacrifice to thank you for your teaching."
M

t eachi ng?"



"I ndeed, ny daughter. Never, in all ny lives,

did I dream| would have a student who was not brought

up in the Wy, yet who followed it unaware. You

have sought nme faithfully. Your people have tended ne as if
| were their own father. | nust bear this |lesson to ny people.
Remenber ne, child of mine.”

Al exandra shook her head to clear her eyes of the

tears that threatened

"Pl ease," she whi spered, her voice breaking. "I

have sought you so long . . . you cannot |eave nme like this.
Tell me, at least, not to despair."

The | ama | ooked up, his eyes flashing.

"I tell you no such thing! You know the D anond

Path: not to abjure enotion but to wieldit. Al

enotions, not just the ones you call good or bad.

Take them and use them And at the noment of your

greatest need, your "despair" as you call it,

t hi nk of Shanbhal a."

Rudra Cakrin's head slipped sideways, and

Al exandra threw herself forward to catch him But he

had only fallen into the fitful sleep of the dying, which
cones nore and nore often until they cease to wake or

br eat he.

What of the powers that the abbot had said she m ght gain
from hi n? She needed themto protect herself and those who were
hers. She had hoped for nmagic, and he had given

her only riddles and nmaxi ms. Coul d they teach her

anything at all? One thing was certain; she would | earn

no nmore from himtonight-and tonmorrow she nust flee. Before then
nmust understand what it was that he had said.
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Fearing to disturb the mandala he built with his | ast

strength, she rose carefully. "I shall see him before
| leave," she whispered to the guides. "I shall not
ask you to abandon him But | nust have at |east one
gui de. Choose whomyou will send. You

heard the holy man. W nust be ready by dawn."

She left the cave, where the fires were burning down
and the chant had fallen silent, and stood outside,
unwi I ling to go back and face the hopeful faces of

her people with nothing nore than the riddling words she had
heard. She woul d have to return soon. There were plans
to be nade, supplies to check, the precious,

awkwar d bundl es of holl ow canes to be | oaded

on each pack animal so that if only one of them

should win through, her Cty would get the sil kworns that
woul d restore it to health and power.

Voi ces rose and fell. After a long time, there were
foot steps, and she tensed, her hand reaching for her
swor d.

"It is Arinbjorn, ny princess," said the

Var angi an.

Al exandra | ooked cl osely at the guardsman.

Now t hat she renmenbered, he had reported to her before,
t 0o.

"Where is Haral dr?" she asked.

Arinbjorn | ooked aside, then forced hinself to neet

her eyes.

"I's he ill?" Oh, God, not Haraldr, she

she



t hought. From Byzantium across the nountains and desert,
he had al ways seenmed the one stable thing, the one
man she could trust above all others.

"He is not . . . ill. But |I fear he is

feigr."”

The guardsman touched the hanmer that hung about his
neck against that ill luck that even speaki ng the word

m ght bring. A man who was feigr was fated to die,

the Rus thought. \Wether or not it were true, they
believed it. If Haraldr thought he was dooned, then

all that magnificent will and endurance of his would turn
toward what seened his inevitable death.

"Take me to him" Al exandra ordered.

Arinbjorn led alnost at a run through the drafty

caves
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to atiny fire where Haral dr sat cross-|egged,

arnms propped on his knees, his head with its nmatted
fair braids resting on his hands. Surely after this

| ong, he" knew her footsteps. But he did not

rise at her approach. He did not even nove.

"Leave us," Al exandra ordered Arinbjorn. "And

tell no one."

Then she sat down beside Haraldr, waiting for him

to speak. For years, she had | eaned on his strength,
used himas shield and bodyguard until now he was

as dear to her, as necessary to her, as Bryennius

or her brother. Wiy would he not speak? Every nmonent was
pr eci ous!

When the sil ence becane nore than her strength coul d bear,
she laid a hand on his shoulder. A trenor ran

t hrough his body. The touch nade himl ook up, and she
al nost shrank fromthe expression on his face.

Haral dr' s eyes were haunted by his conviction of

i npendi ng death and shane.

"Arinbjorn should not have brought you. | wanted to spare
you the sight of me like this. Forgive me, Hi ghness.
have failed you, failed ny oath. But it is

Ragnarok. Al things fade and wither, while

outside the frost giants gather, waiting to devour

us. | am ashanmed, but | cannot face it."

A gout of rage warmed her as he spoke.

"Do you truly think I have cone to charge you w th breaking
your oath?" she demanded. "I would never call you a
coward, Haraldr, And until tonight, | never thought

I would cail you a fool."

H s gaunt face | ooked puzzl ed.

"Arinbjorn came to me because he hoped that | could
nove you where he failed. And | came . . ."

She was on her knees, trying to shake him It was |ike
trying to nove one of the peaks that circled

Shanbhal a, she thought. He was so solid,

and so ... so stubborn. So dammed, inbecilically
stubborn that he m ght die nmerely because he m st ook
honest fear for the notion that fate had marked himfor
deat h.

Was the power Haral dr called Wrd any stranger

than the karma they spoke of in Child "M

a voi ce whispered inside her head. Frantically



she shook of f the thought. She needed all her confidence
to reclaimher officer.

H s hands came up and cupped her shoul ders, hol di ng

her i nmobil e.

"You, ny princess. Wiy did you cone?"

"Do you think | want to go hone w thout you?" she
demanded, her breath com ng fast. "That's |ike asking if
I want ny swordhand hacked frommy arm

Haral dr, | need you!"

He had al ways responded to that need. H s hands shifted
on her shoul ders. Then, the nature of her need

changed with such speed and intensity that she gasped

al oud. Her thoughts flashed back to a garden, now ash
and rubbl e, in Ch' ang-an, and a book that had struck

her shanmed and restless, unable to speak to the prince who
had given it to her, or to neet Haraldr's eyes
thereafter. She had flushed and lied to him

stirred by his presence in a way she refused

to admt. The prince had tried to arouse her-and had
done so. But not for him

Now she swayed in Haraldr's grasp. Hi s strength

and warnth forced her to recall the passionately entw ned
figures in that licentious, exquisite little book

How coul d peopl e touch so? she had wondered at the tine.
How coul d they resist? she asked herself as he bent

cl oser.

"My princess, are you truly so desperate that you

woul d give yourself to me to pretend we have a chance at
life?"

"Don' t

be

that way!" she wailed softly. Though his hands | oosed
their clasp, they still rested on her shoul ders. He

snelled of dirt, and sweat, and sonething el se that

| eft her breathless.

The Di amond Path was built on strong enotion

Rudra Cakrin had told her. Desire, her

body's need for the man who held her, stunned her in
the instant that she recognized it. Passion washed
over her in a flood that left her dinging to him her
face pressed agai nst his shoul der, She could have stayed that
way for hours, I|istening
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to his heartbeat, but he raised her chin in |ong,

har dened fi ngers.

Their faces were so close together that his breath warmed her
face.

"Stay with me, Haraldr."

He traced the path of a tear down her cheek. Hi s

eyes were wi de with wonder.

"At least that will l[eave a clean streak," she
muttered, and felt a chuckle runble through his deep
chest.

"You have always been the shield at ny back," she

mur mur ed. "Tonorrow, too, you will guard nme. But, ny
friend, rmust it always be fighting?"

"My princess," he whispered. "My little

princess." His big hands drew her firmy agai nst

him and she flung her arms about his neck



"You have called nme Al exandra before,” she told him

"Why should you fear to use nmy name now?"

"I't's not your name | fear to use," he told her

"My . . . Alexandra, | have dreaned of you,

| onged for you to give me what you should not give."

"Who says | should not give nyself?" she asked,

trenbling with amazenent and delight at the

passi on that nade her voice husky. "Wen I

left the convent, it was forever. Even if we have only
one night, Haraldr, | want it. Keep me with

you. "

One hand pressed agai nst her back, while the other

twined itself in her hair. "So fine and dark. It was |ike
silk in Ch'ang-an," he said. "You were |ovely,

but he was always with you, -al ways wat chi ng you."

"And you were jeal ous?" The possibility cane as

pure joy to her.

"CGods! | ached for you .
"He never touched ne," she told him "I never

want ed anyone until now. "

Carefully, Haraldr bent his head and laid his

i ps agai nst hers. They were roughened, cracked fromthe
cold, but their touch woke a fire in her blood, and

her own lips parted. As their kiss deepened,

Har al dr funbl ed open her clothing and fondl ed her with
such care

t hat she knew he had i magi ned touchi ng her a thousand
tines.

Then he released her. As the cold air brushed her
nakedness, she whi nper ed.

"Alexandra . . . dear heart. You're

certain of this?"

She was cold now, and his body against hers would be
warm She reached for him to draw hi m down besi de her
He gl anced about warily. "Anyone nmight cone here,"

he said. Hastily he tugged her garments cl osed and

wr apped her in the furs of his bedroll. Lifting

her, he strode deeper into the stronghold. At a

shel tered corner, he set her down. Al exandra

wat ched him her eyes wi de, her lips parted, as

he undressed first herself, then hinself. H's hands were
eager but very sure, and he waited until she

pressed agai nst himbefore he nmoved carefully above her
In Byzantium they would call this a sin, she thought
wildly. But in these |lands they made | ove into an

art, and they were right. She wanted to say that

to Haral dr, but his mouth canme down on hers

ruthlessly. Some miracle of desire taught her

to slide her hands down his sides to his hips,

to nove so he might kiss her bre'asts, and, when his
hands parted her thighs, to arch her back to receive him
Hardy from nonths of riding, she did not feel the

pai n that wonen al ways warned younger wonen to expect, the
first time. Instinctively she tightened her | egs about
him wel comi ng hi m

"My princess." It was al nost a grow of

triunph. Then he whi spered her nane over and over

and she clutched his shoulders as the trenors shuddered
over her like an aval anche. But this tinme, she was not



left al one and afraid. Once again, Haraldr was

wi th her, holding her as waves of feeling swept them

over the edge of consciousness. They were floating in each
other's arnms, drifting in the dizzying pure air of the
hi gh passes. Power seemed to flow fromthe air into their
bodies. Fair and fail, dark and tiny, the

warrior and thinker: each compl enented the other, and they were
one.
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Al exandra squeezed her eyes shut. Lights

expl oded | behind them and she seemed to see a

circle of shimrer! ing reds and greens draw nearer

and nearer. The vision forned into a city with a pal ace at
its heart. And in it sat the king she had searched for
restored to youth and health. He was aware of her, and

he nodded recognition, be even joy, before he

turned his attention to the nandal a before him addi ng col or
and strength and richness to it. Power seened to sweep out
fromit, envel oping her, noving beyond her to enbrace the
entire valley. Wth so little a thing as a gesture,

he hel d back his enenies-and be hers.

She was so close to understanding now One nore nonent, and
she woul d possess nmore strength, nore joy, than she had
ever dreamed existed

Al exandra gasped with delight. Then she was back in

her body again, rubbing her face against the hair on

Haral dr's chest, listening as his powerful heartbeat

sl owed. She laughed briefly, and felt his hands

snmoot h her hair.

She rubbed her face against himagain, then | ooked up
"I"'mglad," she said sinply, and raised her

face for his kiss. There had been power here; she
knew t hat now, but it had not been for power that she had
gi ven herself. Her last thought, before sleep clained

her as deeply as her lover, was that she had fled a
Pranki sh royal bed, only to find herself wapped

i n sheepskins and the enbrace of a man fromthe North.

The clash of prayers brought her |aughing up out of a
dream full of peace and wonder. She |ay al one,

warmy w apped, and her body felt very light.

Haral dr sat beside her, and the shadow that had [ ain on
hi m was gone. He was armed for battle, axe at his
back, the horn of Shanbhala dangling fromits

frayed silk cord

"Did you watch over nme all night?" she

asked, smling warmy.

"Not all of it," he said, and touched her cheek. "The
old lama . . . the king ... he has asked to see

you. "
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She | eaped up, exulting in the way Haraldr's
eyes foll owed her, and tugged on her tunbled
cl ot hi ng.



"It is a pity to hide you," he said. For an

instant, he held her against him and her body tingled
wi th response. Then they rel eased one anot her.

Al exandra headed down the passage to where the horns
and rat-tiings were | oudest, and he foll owed her

The ol d |l ama sat hunched over his mandala, as if

he willed hinself into its center. Little showed of the
spl endor that she and Haral dr, united, had seen the

ni ght before. H's skin was yell owed and drawn, wth

bl ui sh shadows about the nouth. Death could be no nore than
hours away-if it did not cone in the next noment.

Al exandra knelt, hoping that his death was not

so near that he would no | onger recognize her

"You have your talismans, do you not?" he asked.

She nodded. "Sword, and bell, flowers and gem™

She even had the rock that was her |egacy fromPrince
Li Shou. Everything but the crown of the adept.

"I will hold your enenies at bay for you as |long as
I can. When | can fight no longer . . . again,
will not say, "Do not despair." Instead, | will

tell you this: use all that lies within yourself. At the
nmonent of your deepest angui sh, think of ne and

Shanbhal a. "

Al exandra bowed her head.

"Your guides ... | have no need of them They wll

go with you." Relieved of his care, they bowed before her

and she gestured them out of the cave.

The dyi ng man shuddered. Quickly he reached into the tiny
fire burning near him and plucked out a twig, then

ki ndl ed the sandal wood in the center of the manda-to a. The
wood scattered pungent bronze sparks in the stil

air.

"Now go!" he whispered. "Wth ny bl essings, and ny

hope. "

Al exandra strode to the great central hall where the

rest awaited her. They were arned and ready to flee or
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turn and fight. It occurred to her that they nmust know how
she spent the night, but she saw no grins, no"

knowi ng | ooks, only joy, as if the power that had

brought her and her |over together had somehow enconpassed
themin its enbrace of the entire valley.

Bryenni us wal ked toward her. The darkness that had

haunt ed hi m was gone, and he smled with his old

jaunti ness.

"You nust see this, Alexandra," he said, and drew

her to the gate.

She braced herself to bear the sight of bandits bl ocking
their escape, waiting over fires until hunger

should drive their quarry out to them But the ground before the
fortress was white and smooth. Snow had fallen

during the night, hiding blood, flames, and the charred
bodi es of the men who had di ed yesterday.

"I thought they would come back," she said. Her breath
froze in front of her face

"Perhaps they did. Look beyond," said Bryennius, and

gest ured.

Beyond t he expanse of virgin snow stood a host of

warriors such as the ones that had pursued them The



scal es of their arnmor were cracked and chipped, their
weapons battered and bent. Many of the

terracotta warriors |acked a hand, an arm or

parts of a shoulder or hip. Fresh snow hel med each

of them The First Enperor's warriors stood

arrayed in senmicircles before them |f

Al exandra's people were to escape this place, they could
only do so by passing through the ranks of their nost
rel entl ess eneny.

For a |l ong noment she stared at the creatures that had
pursued her. Experinmentally, she started forward. They
did not nove.

"I knewit!" exulted Father Basil. "W ve

passed beyond Ch'in's frontier, and they cannot foll ow
us!"

It might be true that beyond his real ms vast borders,
the First Enperor's power dissipated and his creatures
stood hel pl ess. But the lama had said he held her

enemi es at bay, and Al exandra believed him

"Well," Alexandra said, drawing a shaky breath,

"l et us nmove before the day passes.”

Steadily, carefully, they led their yaks down the

slope to the track they nmust follow Snow churned

up in powdery drifts about the huge beasts, frosting
themw th white. Their footsteps crackled and hissed

in the dry snow, there was no jangle of

harness, no shout of orders as their columm narrowed

to pass between the ranks of the |ifel ess statues.

"Don't |ook at their eyes," Bryennius

whi spered to Siddiga, who trudged at his side.

Now t hey wal ked t hrough the nmiddle of the host. A faint
wi nd began to stir, brushing at the snow hel ns that

each statue now wore. They seened al nost to creak

with a terrible eagerness to break free of whatever held
them noti onl ess. Al exandra dared | ook one in the

face, and saw a hatred nmade doubly frightful by its

m ndl essness.

They had only five files of the clay warriors

to pass through . . . four now... in a nmonent they would
be beyond them and could run toward the defile that led to the
south. Perhaps they should start a rockslide to block the
path to any eneny who night dare it.

Abruptly a cl oud passed over the sun, and

turned it the color of a tarnished coin. Overhead,

t he sky darkened further. Qut of nowhere appeared a

huge bl ack bird which flew over them shrieking.

The tinbre of that shriek chilled Al exandra's

bl ood. She had heard it before, a cry of insatiable
hunger. Only that time, it had torn froma human

t hr oat .

Her aunt Theodora had cursed her when

she fled Byzantium That |aughter had pursued

her hal fway across Asia. And now, as they

returned, and the other powers that oppressed them waned,
hers grew strong once agai n.

That laughter . . . the night of the aval anche,
Al exandra had sensed that she | aughed then too.
"No . . ." she breathed. Now the w nd sounded |ike the

| ast feeble breath of a dying man, and she shuddered.



So did the First Enperor's deathl ess arny.
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The gui des screaned, pointed, and ran ahead.

"They're freed!" shouted Bryennius. "Run for

t hose spires up ahead!"

Graspi ng the harness of the nearest pack animal which
bore wrapped bundl es of cane, Al exandra

pl unged forward. She slipped in the snow, recovered
hersel f, and tugged on the beast's reins. Behind her cane
Fat her Basil. He dropped one hand | ong enough

to cross hinself in nenory of the dead | ana.

She broke into a stunbling run that sent icy

knives into her throat and lungs. It was perilous

to run in these heights, even nore perilous to | ag behind.
She coul d endure for just a nonment |onger. Haraldr

sei zed her arm and hal f dragged her al ong

besi de him

Leshi, who had already run between the rock spires,

| ooked up. Then he shrieked and waved his arms to bar
their way.

"We can't stop!" she screaned

But the clatter of rocks, high overhead, silenced

her. Ice splintered free of the peaks, and began

to fall upon themlike a rain of daggers. Boul ders

ground agai nst the rocks, and earth that had inprisoned
themfor centuries tore | oose and cl attered down

toward them gouging out other rocks that foll owed. Though
it seemed that the ice and rocks took forever to shake
free, Leshi had only tine for that one scream before the
slide toppled a huge boul der down the sl ope,

into the air, to smash hi m agai nst the opposing rock

wal | .

Escape south was bl ocked.

"Take what you can, and clinb!" Bryennius

shouted. Using a bundle of canes as a |ever,

Al exandra forced herself up the newy fallen

boul ders. Rocks and ice slid beneath her feet, and
threatened to hurl her sprawling. Gasps and cries

besi de and behind her |et her know that the others too tried
to cross the rockfall Theodora had caused.

It shuddered beneath them and threatened to cast them
down. Finally they had to stop
"Once the trenors subside ..."
everyone's

f

was on
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bl eeding lips. They sagged down onto the frozen
ground or | eaned on packs and weapons. Once the
rocks settled, they would try to wal k out.

Agai n huge wi ngs cast a bl ack shadow overhead, and the
shri ek Al exandra dreaded rang out. The bird

circled three tinmes, descending lower and |lower as it
flew over the silent gray statues that ringed the

pl ai n.

Once again the bird cried, as if in sumons. Very
slowy the soldiers of the First Enperor stirred.
They stepped forward, halted as if reluctant



to serve a new master, then began heavily to advance.
Their terrible stone eyes glittered with hatred and
renewed power.

The statue advanci ng on Al exandra was an officer

Though river, desert, and nmountain had scored its

face, gouged into the folds of its robe, and chipped
away at its right hand, the left still clutched

its bronze spear. Slowy the statue raised its

weapon and brandi shed it.

"Cet back!" Haral dr and Arinbjorn hurled

t hensel ves between her and the statues, backing her into a crack
in the rock.

f

"Keep Her Highness safe!"™ Haral dr shouted at

Arinbjorn

Wth their bodies protecting her, she would be the |ast
to die, tranpled once they fell to the warriors who

now bel onged not to the First Enperor of Ch'in, but to the
sorceress Theodor a.

"No!" Al exandra cri ed.

Haral dr whirled to face her, his blue eyes

angui shed.

"Don't nmake ne die alone," she asked. Even

i f she escaped, what chance woul d she have in these nmoun-
cont*.
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tai ns, alone, w thout supplies besides the sil kworns
she could carry on her back?

"Use the rocks!" Bryenni us screaned.

He turned to the rockslide, scooped up a

head-si zed boul der, and hurled it.

The rock smashed agai nst the topknot of a spearsman.
The head shattered, the statue toppled, and the
nmen- at - arms cheered hoarsely.

"W

can

stop them" Bryennius cried. "Come on!" Hs

hands full of rocks, he ran forward.

"No!" Siddiga's shriek of protest followed

hi m | ong before anyone el se started forward.

Anot her spearsnman noved forward, a horrible,

awkward deliberation in its chipped linbs. It

raised its spear and hurled it. Sharp sunlight
glinted on the bronze, and it flew like a violent
leaf in the instant before it slashed into Bryennius
throat. Blood spurted fromthe wound, inpossibly
red, steanming in the cold, thin air, and Al exandra's
cousin pitched forward onto his face. Siddiqa

shri eked agai n, an agoni zed, thin sound. She ran
forward and hurled herself across Bryennius. As the
spear sman advanced, she raised a tiny hand that

held a jewel ed dagger to prevent the figure from
tranpling her |over's body.

Even as Al exandra cried, "Save yourself,

sister!" the statue's heavy arm cl ubbed the U ghur
girl between neck and shoul der, and she dropped like a
flower with a snapped stem



Tears froze on Al exandra's face. She

clawed at the rocks, passing themto soldiers who

could hurl them at the oncomi ng statues. Beside her
Haral dr grunted as he pried | oose a huge

stone, flung it into the path of two nmore warriors, then
bent for another.

Father Basil, his lips pale, murmured prayers
as he pried rocks free and passed themto the
sol di ers.

They had dared to hope that beyond the borders of Ch'in, the
First Enperor's strength would wane, and the statues

| ose their power. So they had. But as the First

Enperor's power withdrew, another power had reached

, ment
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out. Finding the clay warriors masterl ess, Theodora

hadj seized themfor herself. Now that she could control the!
lifeless, insatiable warriors, she would march them

west across the nount ai ns.

They could stormByzantium and all the cities

of the West. A spasm of horror shook

Al exandra and nade her drop a stone reddened by her

torn fingers. She had tried

backsl ash

to bring life to her City. Instead, she had | oosed

upon it an arny that no city could w thstand. She swore and
rolled the stone on to a nman who could use it.

"CGet one of the guides. You, nman! Take the

princess, and you, you, and you . . . get over that
rockslide if you be have to fly!"
So Haraldr was still trying to rescue her, whether she

wanted to be rescued or not. He had his axe out

now. In an instant, he would charge the statues.

It was an instant he didn't have. O anbering above

his head on the unstable footing that was the best that the
rockslide gave them a guide stunbled and fel

with a shrill cry. Hs fall set off a second

slide. Boul ders caromed off boul ders. One

bounced, and struck the Varangi an on the side of the
head and he fell

Al exandra tore free of the soldier who tried

to urge her up the treacherous slope, and ran

to Haraldr's side. She wanted to scream and fling
hersel f across her lover's body as Siddi ga had done,
waiting for pain and bl ackness. But as |ong as her m nd
could hatch one nore plot, cone up with one nore

ganbit that mght buy themtine, she refused id

gi ve up.

Now she stood over him H's axe had fallen fromhis
hand, but she knew she could not lift it. She sought for a
weapon-a rock, a knife, anything-and remenbered

the prince's gift to her: polished stone, apt to the
hand. She funbled in her tunic for it. Wat she

pul | ed out instead was the gem she had taken off a dead
man's body in Turpan. It was dull, lifeless

now, but it was hard and woul d be easy to throw

Haral dr's body jerked as he tried to rise. His

head, with its bl ood-matted beard, lolled to one

side. "The
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horn ..." Words bubbled out with the blood. Then his
eyes shut again.

Where was the horn he had carried since fighting a
denon in the Panmirs, the horn carved of sonme bone,

and marked with sacred signs of Shanmbhal a? The

cord holding it had snapped . . . there it

was, a little in front of her.

But if Alexandra retrieved it, she would be right in
the statues' line of march. They could tranple her

What difference did it nake if she fell to them

sooner or later? Haraldr had asked for the horn

and he should have it. She darted forward and bent to pick it
up. The cries about her had di m ni shed, and she
realized how few of her people remained alive.

It was tine for her to die, too. Her life flashed

t hrough her nind: years of |learning, and then these past
years full of fear and adventure and brilliance.

She hated to have it end. Then despair, nore powerfu
even than the lust she'd known | ast night, drowned out
her anger. The statues drew cl oser, sure, now,

of their quarry.

At | east

try

to defend yourself, fool, she told herself. The gem
felt snooth and cool in her hand as she flung it

at the statue nearest her. Her ai mwas good.

When all hope fails, think of me. Think of

Shanbhal a.

As the white genstone arced across the sky, Al exandra
renenbered Rudra Cakrin's parting words to her

She raised the horn of Shanbhala to her

lips and bl ew

The horn made no sound. She bl ew harder

until her chest ached with the effort to force the thin nountain
air fromher lungs into the horn. Now she sensed the
prickl e of nerves and unnaneabl e senses that had al ways
been the horn's summoning call. But no sound.

She coughed, and bl ood stained the horn. She shook

it enmpty, then drew breath for the last try she would have
strength to nmake. At |east, she thought, reeling, she
woul d faint and never feel the stone warriors stanp the
life from her.

She drew nore breath than she had ever done before.

Bl ood suffused her vision, nmade her tenples

t hrob, and her heart beat al nbst to bursting.

i
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Sound bel |l ed out across the sky. Then the gem struck
the stone warrior full in the chest, and the statue;
shattered, bursting into flane as the power contained in the



gem was rel eased.

Still the echo of Al exandra's l|ast horn
call rang out, form ng chords as it reverberated agai nst
cliff and peak, like the chanting in sone ritual of

Asi an magi c. The cl anmor was overwhel ni ng.

Al exandra sank to her knees. She had nastered

despair enough to act. Now she waited either to live or
to die.

Beneath her, rock and earth trenbled as if battered

by many hooves. The air quivered as the |ight

splintered into the sort of rainbow brilliance that had
dwelt at the heart of her white gemand fornmed into an

i ncandescent nandal a pattern. It gleaned |ike the
nosai cs in the Church of Holy Wsdomitself.

Then the hoof beats she had sensed echoi ng through the rock
grew | ouder. The mandal a burst asunder. Through it

rode the hosts of Shanbhal a.

Their steeds pawed the glistening clouds and fragmented,
rai nbow |ight, and arched magnificent heads on which
manes waved like wildfire. Ri ding ahead of the

others, on a horse whose gl ossy coat gl eaned

i ndi go, cane a young nman with | ong eyes and anber

skin, and a face that Al exandra had seen in al

stages frominfant to corpse. He saluted her with a
wave of his hand, a touch to |lips and brow

Then his arny rode down fromthe sky to charge the

now burning warriors. They raised

swords much Iike the one Al exandra herself bore against the
statues and charged into their ranks. Each tinme a
warrior touched one of the statues with his sword, the
statue shattered. Its fragnments coal esced into a
shining figure, pure light, pure fire, that |eaped

out at all the other statues and ignited them In a
very little while, pillars of |ight bl ossomed where

Al exandra's enem es had been. The |light was so

strong that she squeezed her eyes shut. Perhaps, she
thought, it would be a pyre for her friends as well.
sil k roads and shadows

Gradual ly, the terrible brilliance subsided. Wen

Al exandra dared to | ook up again, she saw the

statues crunble into dust. Sudden wi nds whi pped up

out of the mandal a, fragrant with the air of the gardens of
Shanbhal a, and bl ew t he anci ent powder away.

She heard a wail of rage and frustration, and

t hanked a power she had no heart to nane.

Now t he troop of Shanmbhal a rode toward her, and the
ground gl owed beneath the hooves of their horses. Then the
warriors of Rudra Cakrin reined to a stop

Al exandra forced herself to her feet. She flung out a
hand blindly, and felt something warm the flank of
Rudra Cakrin's horse.

Al exandra drew her own sword and

presented it to him He touched its hilt, then pushed

it back toward her. She was aware of strength at her
back and knew, without having to turn, that somehow, against
all hope, Haraldr not only lived, but had

managed to rise to greet these new allies.

"You called us," said the king. "I hope we have

served you well."

Cer enoni ously, Al exandra inclined her head. Then



she snmil ed.

"WIl you ride with us?"

Warriors in arnor and robes such as she had seen in

t he hi dden caves of Dunhuang rode forward, - each

| eading a horse. Al about her, the nmen who had

survived the last battle with the First Enperor's
warriors were rising. At a gesture from Haraldr

each noved to stand beside one of the horses. The | east of
themwas so fine that it nade the horses of Ferghana,

the pride of an Enperor, |look like battered

wr ecks.

"There may be others whose spirits are strong enough to make the
journey," said the king. "They are yours as well. Shal

| ask then®"

Benmused, Al exandra nodded. Rudra Cakrin

rai sed a hand, and the air quivered, grew taut, then

rang like a tenple gong. As the sound

reverberated and conbi ned, then died away, other

figures rose fromthe ground.
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Bl ood had dried on the throat of one young man wth

dark hair and a grin that | ooked w se now, instead of

* carel ess. He brushed the dark gouts away,

wi ped his hand, then offered it to the tiny, fine-featured
worman beside him Wen horses were brought them he

t hanked t he nen who brought themin careful

aristocratic Geek, and lifted his love into the

saddl e before sw nging up behind her

"Bryenni us!" Al exandra whi spered, and crossed

hersel f. Not hi ng happened-no wail, no puff of

bri mstone, no fiends turned upsi de down and

flying into the air. She supposed she was not

surpri sed.

"He wants to live. As nmuch as you do, he wants

to live, and has earned another chance. Ride with us,
Princess, to Shanbhal a and beyond!"

Horses were brought to Al exandra and her guardsnan.

Haral dr knelt and cupped his hands, as if

waiting to throw her up into the saddle. But Rudra

Cakrin hinself disnmounted. Taking the reins of the horse
meant for her, he backed the ani mal expertly

until it stood before her. Then the beast bent one
foreleg, and extended the other, and the great horse

knelt until Al exandra could nount w thout assistance.

"My silkwornms!" she remenbered.

"They are safe," said Rudra Cakrin.

Al exandra gl anced behind her. A wi de bundl e that

she knew conceal ed hol |l ow staffs | ay strapped behi nd

her, and behi nd each one of her people. She bowed again, in
accept ance.

"You have endured and mastered danger and the greater, because nore
hi dden, dangers of your empotions . . . Finally you
conquered even despair and dared to sumon us, |ong

before the Wheel turned and we were destined to ride forth."
The tears Al exandra woul d not shed before | eaped once again
to her eyes. Trenbling, she nade her plea for her



City, for the need that had sent her out on the silk
roads, for its continuing danger as |ong as that
frustrated necromancer raged through its streets.
greater-than *"
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"I saved ny brother and his heir once,"

she concluded. "I hope that they still live. | pray
that they do." Her voice broke, and Haral dr rode
closer to confort her. His armon her shoulders felt
warm but she forced herself to slide free of it.

"Do you dare to ask our aid for outsiders, those not of
our faith, who have never set foot on the Di anond

Pat h?" Rudra Cakrin asked.

Anot her test? Al exandra stiffened. Yet his words

had the tone of ritual, not of challenge. "Yes,"

she said. "I do dare. 1 summoned you to ask your

aid. By the challenges | have net, | demand it!"
"Ride with ne," said Rudra Cakrin. was

"Seek, and you shall find. Ask, and it shall be given

unto you.""
Al exandra gasped. Behind her canme delighted
| aughter. "I knew it!" exulted Father Basil

"I always knew it. "The Way has no const ant

nane, nor the Sage a constant form""

For once, she had no heart to defend Orthodoxy.

That argunent had been I ost | ong ago.

"We ride hone!" cried Rudra Cakrin to the

hosts of Shanbhal a.

The horses started forward, gai ned speed, broke

into a gallop, and then, effortlessly, lifted above the
surface of the ground, soared past the cliffs

and peaks of the nountains, and into the msts that weathed them
A maze of light, sound, and col or engul fed

Al exandra's consci ousness.

Gradual | y, she became aware that she rode at

Rudra Cakrin's side. She gl anced back

to reassure herself that Haraldr rode in his accustoned

pl ace slightly behind her. Even though it had been

m dnmorning in the world they had | eft behind, the sky was
dark and the stars glittered practically underfoot. They
had passed fromcolor into a real mof night.

Those of her own people whose |ove and will had survived death
rode m xed in anong the supernal arny of

Shanbhal a. Siddiga nestled in her cousin's

arms; and
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both of them seened far nore intent on one another than

on the wonders through which they rode. Father Basi
practically trenbled with joy and the gratification of his
passi on for know edge. And Haral dr rode wi th wonder on his
face. She knew them and |loved themall, so

wel | . God-whatever god ruled here-bless them all
Responsive to her nerest thought, her horse sl owed

to enable themto ride knee to knee across a carpet of
glistening stars.

"Are we dead?" Haraldr asked her

"I remenber a rock struck nme. | fell, but

| have a hard head. | saw you take the horn

Now, do we ride with the WId Hunt, or shall we



cross the rainbows of Bifrost into Val halla?"

So Haraldr, l|ike Father Basil, recognized

el ements of his nost deeply rooted beliefs in

Shanbhal a.

"And |"-Alexandra snmiled at him"shall 1 be the

battl e-mai d who has chosen you?" They | aughed

knowi ngly.

"You are ny princess," he said. H s tone

transformed her title into a caress. He swept out

an arm clearly intending to draw her onto his own
saddl e, but the horse she rode quickened its pace and
bore her away.

Stars wi nked about their heads as they descended through
night into a region where rai nbows shi nmered and dawn
turned the sky rose and violet. They stood in their

saddl es, knees tight against their horses, as if

they rode down a steep sl ope. The angl e of

descent di nmi ni shed and they were riding through clouds that
bat hed Al exandra's face*and burning eyes with

wel come noi sture. Downward again. Now they could

see diadens formed of cliffs and peaks, two great

rings of snow mountains, a smaller range

nestled in against a greater. Smaller ranges

di vided each ring into eight regions that |ooked like the
petals of a celestial |otus.

As they rode | ower, crossing the outer ring of snow
nmount ai ns, gold roofs of palaces and tenpl es

wi nked up fromrich green fields Iike enanels w ought
for an Enmperor's shrine. They approached the

nmount ai ns that guarded the heart of Shanbhala. Here the
snow had

3

turned to ice; the ancient peaks gleamed |ike

adamant or di anond.

Rudra Cakrin pointed down at the city they

enbraced. "Kal apa, my capital,” he said with

| ove and pride.

Al exandra gasped. Like Byzantium Kal apa was

a gemset in water: two exquisite |akes,

one the shape of a half moon, the other a crescent.

The | akes were so clear that she could see the rocks that
gleaned in their depths. As they descended still farther
she realized that the very rocks thensel ves were precious
stones. Waterfow swooped over the |akes. The

scent of lotus floated up fromthe petals

scattered on their water, which was the color of fine

| api s.

They rode past a park in which gleamed a mandal a t hat was
twin to that built by Rudra Cakrin in the fortress

only one night ago. Then they touched down before his
pal ace. It rem nded Al exandra of the center of a

flower. Its roofs were built pagoda-fashion, as

she had seen in Ch'in, but with tiles of beaten gold.

O nanents of pearl and di anond hung fromthe

eaves. The walls thensel ves were adorned with statues of
goddesses carved, |ike caryatids, from single blocks

of fine coral. Wite-robed servants and

of ficials hastened from doorways set with

sapphires and eneral ds, or peered from w ndows

hewn fromfine sheets of lapis, shielded by gol den



awni ngs.

This city makes Byzantium |l ook |ike a slum

she thought unwillingly.

Rudra Cakrin had di smounted and was hol di ng out his hand
to her. She nodded thanks, but slipped down on her

own, amazed that the paverment (fine marble, with gens
gl eam ng between the slabs) felt like normal stone. She
foll owed the King of Shanbhala into the pal ace, through
roonms in which carpets and brocade cushions gl owed

like gens thenselves, into a throne roomfragrant with
sandal wood i ncense. Here Rudra Cakrin took his

seat on a throne, nmounted, like the

Basil eus', on the backs of great |ions.
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She and the ot hers sank down on piles of silken

J car pets.

"God forgive me for thinking that heaven itself could

I

be no finer," whispered Father Basil.

Gratefully, Al exandra accepted the warm water and

thick towel s that servants offered, and washed her hands
j fromwhich all cuts and brui ses had vani shed.

Al'l the soreness had vani shed from her nuscles, and

her gar

to

ments were niracul ously cl eaned and nmended. But she

| et the golden cups and dishes full of honeyed

fruits lie untasted before her. Persephone had

been condemed to remain in Hades for eating

ponegr anat e seeds, and she wanted to run no such

risk.

"There are no conditions on ny hospitality,

Princess," said Rudra Cakrin. He sounded so

much |i ke Li Shou in Kashgar that she found herself |aughing
at her own suspicions. She accepted a peach, and

saw her friends help thensel ves, Haraldr to gol den

appl es, Siddiga to grapes.

Bryenni us-as she woul d have guessed-concentrated on the
Wi ne.

"I have given you ny word that we shall ride

to Byzantium and cleanse it," said the king. "But we

do not need your help to do so. Way not renmain here?"
The great throne roomwas silent as he waited for a
reply.

Al exandra was silent, waiting.

Now that | have seen Shanbhal a,

she thought,

is there power here for ne beyond the king's prom se to hea
ny Gtyl

She had mastered the austerities that the old abbot had
foretol d.

Now whaf greater-than .

Though no words passed her lips, she was certain that
her thought was clear to everyone in the room

"Now, we determine fates and futures," said

Rudra Cakrin. "You have proved to me what a

t housand incarnations failed to do: that outsiders can walk
upon the Dianond Path and prove thensel ves wort hy.

And havi ng proved yoursel ves worthy of Shambhal a,

of fer you a welcome. WII you take it?"



"I'f I do not stay," asked Bryennius, "what

t hen?"
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"Then | return you to where | found you."

"I'n short," said Bryennius, "to ny death. O

course | shall remain here.”

H s eyes gleamed with nore than the hope of renewed
life. Bryennius had al ways been a man deni ed

pur pose, a productive future. Friendships he

had treasured were ripped away. No sooner did

he find sone path-as King of the Kafirs, or a

trader prince, even as an Inperial Ch'in

officer-than it was snatched fromhim In Shanbhal a,

he woul d be a warrior on guard, awaiting the orders

to ride for the good of the world. And until that call cane,
he and Siddiga could roam parks and halls such as

no ot her |overs had ever enjoyed.

One by one, Al exandra's people made their choice. The
surviving guides chose to return to their nountains,

not yet fit for the circles of Shanbhala. Many of the
sol diers, rapt by the beauty of the place, elected

to stay.

"I ama Christian priest," said Father Basi

reluctantly. "And much as | could |l earn here,

fear that | nust not spend ny life and the life hereafter
awai ti ng a heat hen apocal ypse. | mnust

beg you to return ne to Nisibis, my hone."

He sounded so downcast that the court |aughed, but their
| aught er was ki nd.

Finally all but the surviving Varangi ans had

spoken. Then the king turned to Al exandra. "They

await your word, Princess. Wat is it? WIIl you

remain here, immortal, free fromthe Weel ? You

are one whose presence we would treasure.”

The offer intoxicated Alexandra like the air in the
hi gh passes. Here was the answer to her |oneliness, a
future surpassing any that might await her in
Byzantium She mi ght even ask King Rudra

to see that her silkworns arrived hone.

Shanbhal a was so beautiful that she could forget that she
m ssed the sea, and would never |lay eyes on it again.
There would be years . . . centuries ... to study.

But what of her guardsnen, nost of whom had famly
somewhere, either in the Gty, upriver at Kiev, or in
the far, far North? She realized that they were | ooking

at her

*
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as their leader, willing to accept her choice as binding
on; thenselves. They woul d be content here, she knew ;
None of them was nore than nom nally

Christian; they would easily regard Shanbhal a as

a mani festation off their own beliefs. And Haral dr

who nmeant the nost to her, would accept any future in
whi ch they could claimone another. In Byzantium

their bond would be a scandal. Here they would have eternity
t oget her.

What woul d becone of her City if she stayed?

Beset by magi c, how woul d her brother regard



j ewel ed outsiders who clained magi cal power and

brought them gifts? M chael -pl ease God he was stil
alive, still fit to rule-had suffered so nuch that he could
not be asked to deal with what he had a perfect right
to suspect was an invading army. Someone had

to explain things to him to aid himduring the transition
from Basi |l eus of an Enpire besieged by sorcery

and full of turnoil to ruler of an Enpire that she
would try to make a reflection of the splendor of
Shanbhal a.

She sighed, then reached into her tunic and pulled out the
carved | apis Li Shou had bequeat hed her

"In Ch'in, there was a man who wanted very nuch to find
this place. He promsed to come with me . . . but he
died. | think that Prince Li Shou was a nan you

m ght have wel coned, Majesty. WII you accept this
stone? It was his last gift to ne."

"I will accept it gladly," said Rudra Cakrin.

"But what of your own choice, Princess?"

Al exandra sighed, and felt her eyes prickle with

tears. She knew it would be hard to get the words out,
and so she said them quickly, before she could betray herself.
"I nust return," she said.

"Think carefully," said the king. "WIIl you give up
imortality and freedomfor nortal cares and
obligations? WII you forego enlightenment to help nmen and
worren who rmay bl ane, rather than thank you?"

She renmenbered her final interviewwth the

Basi | eus.

What happens if you return, Al exandra? W will

have to

face the problemof what to do with you all over again.
"k
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Unl ess, of course, her brother were dead. In that

case, she nust secure his Enpire for her

nephew, for whom she had an obligation to be

regent.

Unl ess you wi sh to rule yourself.

Fear that she night seize the throne had

been the politically expedi ent reason for sending her
east in the first place.

Not while nmy brother or his son lives,

she vowed. She had an obligation to serve themwhile
they lived, and, if they died, to avenge themand rule
after them

"I must return to ny hone," she repeated.

"Even if they turn agai nst you?"

Al exandra wanted to cry out for himto stop tormenting
her. There would be no retreating froma third

refusal, she sensed

"Even so."

The throne roomrustled with soft whispers. Al about
the room white-robed people turned to | ook at her with
sorrow and, she realized, with awe.

"Then, Princess, accept this token fromne."

A gemlike the one she had found in Turpan

materialized in the dish fromwhich she had chosen a



gol den peach. Even as she lifted it, the gem warned

and stirred in her hand, transformed in an instant into a
blue lotus, its petals closed.

The whi spers that wafted cl ouds of incense about the vast
hall rose in power, then resolved thenselves into a

chant she renenbered from her days in various shrines.
From

mane padme hum

Over and over the white-robed figures repeated the

chant. Hail to the jewel in the |otus.

The [ otus bud in her hand stirred. Its petals

unfurled, and at their heart, gleaming with a pure

blue light, lay a dianond.

"It is yourself," the King of Shanbhal a told her

He rose fromhis throne, descended the "steps to the
floor, and bowed hinself at her feet.

Al exandra gasped. She had been stupid again,

blindly stupid. She should have considered the questions he had
posed her. Wul d she accept the cares of the world instead
of immrtality and escape fromthe Weel ? For a
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person brought up in the Church, that was the

onl y]

choice. But in Asia, enlightenment and escape fromthe
Wheel were the ultimte goals.

Only one type of being chose nortality and sorrow

i nstead of joy and freedom That being was a

Bodhi sattva-a being so perfected that he, or she,

woul d accept incarnation to aid human beings toward their
own sal vati on

The t hought wasn't just blaspheny; it was

i ncongruous. She was Al exandra, not sone

aspect of the Conforter whose many aspects had sniled

at her from so nany paintings and statues. One had even
worn her face. That too was incongruous. Yet

to respond to these people with the wild |aughter that bubbled up
in her would be the worst type of cruelty after they

of fered her the greatest homage in their power.

"Ri se, Majesty. How should you kneel in your own

real n?" she asked Rudra Cakrin. "Please

believe ne. | amno Bodhisattva. | am

a human worman-or | could not have felt and nastered

the enotions | needed on the Dianond Path."”

"I'f you are not a Bodhisattva," asked the king,

"what shall we call you?"

The burden of her birth, her Cty, her shadowed

future, all of which she had managed to shed while on

her quests, settled upon her shoul ders |like court

robes made of gold and | ead. There | ay her

answer .

"Call me a Roman," she said softly. "A

Roman who rmay not abandon ny Enpire as |ong as

it needs ne."

Al exandra rose to her feet. If she stayed any

| onger in Shanbhal a, her renunciation of all it

prom sed woul d break her heart.

"I beg you, let us ride soon," she

sai d.

Mercifully, the King of Shanbhal a spared her any
attenpts at persuasion, and |led the way out of the



pal ace. Their horses awaited them outside,

grazing in a sunny court. At the king's

approach, his magnificent stallion trunpeted,

and the rest | ooked up, then arched their necks in
wel cone. They did not look at all blown fromtheir
earlier journeys.

Al exandra's eyes bl urred-

fromthe sunlight on all the gold,

she lied, when Haral dr reached out to steady her
"Ride with nme," Bryennius was urging Siddiqa.

"I may never have a chance to show you Byzantium
again." H's eyes met Alexandra's. "At |east |

can bear you conpany that |ong, cousin,” he told her
"You'll remnenber "

"I will tell ny brother,"’
swung up into the saddle.
Once again, she rode at Rudra Cakrin's

side through the park, past a pond as blue as
Prince Li Shou's lapis

she proni sed. Then she
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lazuli. The gem woul d remain here forever, as

the prince had wanted. If she were |ucky, she would
control herself j before she started to envy the stone. As
t hey passed, waterbirds burst fromthe glistening

reeds, so bright thenselves that they appeared to be clad in
gens, not, feathers. As the birds rose,

Al exandra rai sed her head to follow their path, and

found hersel f | ooki ng down upon them Unobtrusively,

snoot hly, the horses had risen fromthe raked path

into the air, and now their hooves struck bright sparks
fromthe clouds as they broke froman easy trot into a
gal | op.

She slitted her eyes, afraid of the glare fromthe

snow nount ai ns that | oomed up ahead. Then they were
climbing still farther, soaring over the inner barrier
rushing toward the incredible massif that protected
Shanbhala fromthe world itself; and she found herself able
to bear the light. They passed through thin cloud. A

fine veil of snow stung their faces, and the clear

air filled themwith joy. Al exandra, who had thought

to weep, found herself |aughing as they rode back above

t he Roof of the World toward Byzantium

At a sign fromthe king, Haraldr sounded his horn

Soon they were joined by other riders, all spendidly
dressed and nounted. This was not an escort. It was the
arnmy of Shanbhal a that she had seen painted

on tenple walls.

"Did you think to face your enemes all al one?"

asked Rudra Cakrin.

Al exandra shuddered, remenbering how Theodora had

tried to own her, mnd, body, and soul. She

renenbered the story of Shanmbhal a: that when the world
grew too wicked to bear, then the forces of

Shanbhal a would ride forth to purify it. were they at

the end of days then? Perhaps this was nerely the action of a
wise king unwilling to let an eneny grow,

unchecked.

They rode from bright afternoon into another night. Father
Basi| gazed about at the nearby constell ations.



Bryenni us wound his arns about Siddiqga, though she
had not conpl ai ned of the cold. Wen Al exandra turned
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in her saddle, she saw her Varangi ans riding as

if to a hunt.

The wi nd whi pped into their faces. They were descendi ng
now, riding down the night clouds as if they were the
sl ope of a snowclad hill. Couds hid the earth
fromthem surely they had passed the cities of
Persia, had ridden over Antioch, and the ancient
towns of Asia Mnor, even Troy itself. Stil

| ower, and they dropped through the |ast w sps of

cl oud.

As the shadowy bul k of Byzantium s walls

| oomed up, Alexandra cried out. The Gol den

Horn was bl ack; a sickle nmoon shivered in its

depths. The Gty was too dark and too quiet. Very
fewlights trenbled at the docks or along the

wi de Mese that wound up toward the pal ace itself.
Byzantium seemed to crouch in upon itself |ike a dog
with a fever.

"My brother," she whispered. "My City."

"Behol d," said the king, and rai sed a hand.

In an instant, Byzantiumgleaned with |ight, and

Al exandra woul d have preferred the ol d darkness back
W't ch-si ght,

her panic shrilled inside her skull. Now the Kking

| et her see as the great mages saw. The City

crawmed with lights. A greenish phosphorescence

rose fromthe docks, crept up fromthe island convent
where she had spent so many years under Theodora's
orders, and spread upward, into the Cty. Wrse

yet, patches of it appeared to glow from sone of the
churches, even in the palace itself.

"Like a rotten fish!" Haraldr nuttered, and reached
for his axe.

Al exandra drew her sword, its bl ade

too gl eamed, but with a ruddy |light she found conforting.
Just such a light shone through other parts of the Gty: in
many of the churches, about the Marigana and those parts of the
pal ace whi ch housed her own Varangi ans" ki nsmen,

in rich houses, or in hotels. She herself and the
riders with her, descending with a spark of hooves on
stone, were limed with the sane light, like saints in a
nosai c.

"Show nme your eneny," ordered Rudra Cakrin.

There
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cane a tugging at Alexandra's mnd, as he sought
th8ful vision for hinself.

The last time Al exandra had opened her m nd thus,

ill had becone a battleground for two evi

wonen. But nowl she felt as if she had abandoned

fear in the defile where! spring snowrelts woul d soon
pour over the fragnents off her enem es. She net
Rudra Cakrin's eyes with trust,! and let him

see what he woul d.



"I's that she?" he asked, and poi nted.

A pool of that unholy light grew, down

on a stone wharf, spilling over into the Horn itself.
"She wants to flee!" Alexandra hissed. If

she had dallied in her choice, agonizing whether to go
or to stay in Shanbhal a, Theodora m ght have

escaped her, gone el sewhere-whether to Roneg,

Al exandria, even ruined Troy itself-to prey on

other cities until it was safe for her to return

Al exandra pressed her heels into her horse's

sides and rode out ahead of the king.

"Help me stop this!" she denmanded.

Desperation and a hot, righteous anger that Theodora
continued to exist at all led her to a wellspring of
strength she had not known she possessed. Now she
drewon it, felt it surge through her body, rise

in her spine like a tide of fire until her eyes
burned, and she knew that ordinary humans, if any
dared be out, would shrink fromthe sight of her face.
She dropped enbossed reins on the horse's arched

neck, and held out her hands. Wite fire | eaped from
theminto the sullen glow that was the visible nanifestation of
her aunt's power. It roared up like oil poured upon
flames, like the Greek fire she herself had used in
her travels.

Now it bent toward her, seeking to curl inward and
devour her. She held out a hand, denying it

passage, and felt the nmen and wonen at her back

pour their strength into her. She drove the white fire
onward. It was |ike cautery, she thought, a blazing
iron held to a wound to heal it. She nust heal her
Gty.

| amnot worthy of this.

The t hought crept into her head, and she recognized

even humlity as a danger. She had mastered ot her

enoti ons; now she turned on her own sense of
unwort hi ness and used it to fuel her anger

Wrthy or not,

she told herself,

this rmust be done, and you are who is here to do it.

O course, it was absurd that she should fight a
sorcerer with flane borrowed from a heat hen ki ng.
Nevert hel ess, she was here to fight, in any way that she
could. The fire | apped agai nst stone buil di ngs, seeking
entrance any way that it could. Now it was driving sone of
her aunt's servants out of cover. Two of them

their heavy cl oaks on fire, ran shrieking toward

the water and | eaped fromthe high wall. They sank with the
hi ss of quenched metal. Not even a bubble or

speck of ash marked their fall

"Let no one escape," Al exandra

whi spered. Behind her, the arny of Shanbhal a spread

out. "Some of you guard the palace. | must fight ny

aunt nysel f."

The evil phosphorescence was in retreat! Once,

as a child, she had wal ked on the shore and seen a
strange fish washed up to die. It too gl eaned.

Instead of normal fins, it had had tendrils that
extended, then shrank back on its central core.



Even as a child, she had not been surprised to |l earn that
the creature's touch bore poison. Now the |ight

di spell ed by Theodora's dark magi cs rem nded her of
that fish. It too curled in on itself.

Wth Rudra Cakrin to guide her, and Haraldr's
unquestioning loyalty at her back, she followed the
green fire to its source. Though her mnd felt
curiously free of her body, she was aware that she

di smount ed, that she I ed her horse through Byzantium s
tortuous streets (lit nowwith warring fires),

across the Mese, and down into a section where she had
never explored. Here were the worst stews, and, as
runmor had it, the sordid shrines of cults that
centuries of Orthodoxy had not been able

to expunge. Here one could buy poi sons, curses,

or ritual nmurders.

And here, of course, she expected she would

find
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Theodora. The green fires intensified, |eaped

hi gh over* head, as she led the forces of

Shanbhal a to the cross bar roads she expected

to find. Though the doors and! w ndows in the

hal f -wr ecked buil di ngs | ooked |i ke de-fj cayed

teeth, she shivered at the power that bubbled from bar
one of them a shrine to some dark goddess.

"Cone out!" she cried, hawk-shrill, and extended

her! hands toward the door. Fire l|ashed out from her
fingertips, blasted through it, and into the buil ding.
"Ni ece." Abruptly, Theodora stood before her

wreathed in fianmes, the white and the green. They
licked at her skin, but she showed no sign of the
agony any human would feel. "I wel come you."

Puzzl ed, Al exandra raised her hands. "Is this
surrender?" It seenmed much too easy. A genera

m ght have thought to retreat, even surrender, but conquer
in sone later battle; Theodora was no general, but

a destroyer.

"Yes," said the sorceress. "Yours!" In an

instant, the green fire soared up between Al exandra
and the forces of Shambhala, forned into a cone

and began to descend upon her

She coul d see through it. Bryennius was shouting, and the Kking
hi nsel f had to hold Haral dr back. Her eyel ashes

began to singe, and she raised her hands to call the
fire. Wthout the king to back her, it came nore
slowy, but it cane, intertw ning about the green flane
in aterrible beauty. Her pul se beat in her

temples like the great gongs in the tenples of Ch'in,
and sweat ran down her sides as she drew on

her.? reserves for nore strength, nore fire. The white
fire intensified, took on shadows of blue and

purple. The effort of formng it into a weapon |eft

her gasping, but she hurled the fire at Theodora,

and sank to her knees.

The flames engul fed her aunt. This tine,

Al exandra saw the worman's skin sear, saw the
features-so like hers!-twist with pain, then control it.
Her mouth noved, spat, and then Al exandra coul d hear



her .

"You can destroy me, niece. But what then?" she
cried. "Return as a subject to a City |
m ght have rul ed,
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that you m ght have shared? Do you think that the palace will
wel cone you back, that your brother will enbrace you,

trust you?"

Al exandra renmenbered that her brother had warned her

if she returned in triunmph, steps would have to be

taken to control her. She woul d have dammed the menory,
except that to curse was to play into Theodora's hands.

The curse woul d recoil upon her

"I may die," said the sorceress. "And so | wll

prophesy to you. The best you can expect is isolation

and m strust, perhaps on the island | once rul ed.

Remenber the shrine there, the one you deni ed when you
robbed it of its sacrifice? Can you tell nme that the

hour will not conme that you will kneel before its altar and try
for nmy power to add to your owmn? O will you be content as a
prisoner, or the victimof a "l amentable"

pal ace m shap?" Theodora | aughed, though the air

had to sear her |ungs.

"Little niece," she whispered, her voice honeyed,

"take nmy hand. Release ne fromthis. Let
me heal, and | can show you such wonders ..

Fire licked the face, yet still it was an ol der, nore
beautiful version of Al exandra's own. Power had
marked it, glowed in it still. That power reached out
to Al exandra, drew her, left a briny taste in

her mout h.

They were akin. Theodora had al ways recogni zed the

tie of blood, had sought to strengthen it-until,

finally, she tried to make Al exandra anot her of her
victims. Why had she listened so | ong? She knew

what she coul d expect, had known it even when she
refused to remain, safe and honored, in

Shanbhal a. She shook her head, repudiating her

aunt's words and her own know edge. She had done what she
had sworn, and rmust be content. She spat the taste of
power from her mouth. The tiny, rude action broke the

| ast hold that the dying sorceress m ght have had on

her .

"One nore duty,
qui ck. "

The flames w eat hed up again, pure and al nost totally
bl ue. They tw sted about Theodora, tw ning nore and
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nore tightly, condensing into a thin spiral, and the
wi nked out of existence, leaving only a circle of pu
white on the spattered pavenent. Beyond it, the shrine
roof collapsed in a shower of sparks. In the instanf

she muttered. "Let ne make this



before it was consunmed, Al exandra saw the statue tha the
shrine protected. Its features tw sted and ran,

theij re-fornmed into the aspect of conpassion that she knew
and | oved best.

Theodora and her dark goddess-were they glad to before
cast free?

Al exandra col | apsed on the stones. The barrier of

bar flames that separated her fromher allies

vani shed, anc they ran toward her. Haral dr reached

her first and | enbraced her possessively, then

fearful of burns, re; |eased her.

"She is unharned," Al exandra heard the king

tell; him "She breathed the air of Shanbhal a,

ate its food. For a little | onger, she cannot be harned
by the outside world."

But | night have been harnmed by nmy own choi ce,

she t hought, and the king nodded.

She |l et herself sag gratefully against her |over,

who ran fingers over her face and hair to reassure

hi nsel f that she was unharmed. She m ght have drifted
into sleep then and there, but Rudra Cakrin reached out
to touch her cheek. Strength ran fromhis fingers

into her body and she opened her eyes.

Rudra Cakrin rose and turned toward Asia.

The horizon had al ready begun to pale. Al exandra
smled at Father Basil, who raised a hand in

farewel I, then | ooked over at Bryennius, who

seened unsteady as the sky pal ed.

Thank God there would be no tinme for |ong farewells.
She bowed to the King of Shanbhala as if he were the
Enperor of Byzantium hinsel f.

"Set us on our way," he said.

They nmounted, and at a hand signal, his troop started
away. Light and wind swirled around them once again.

The sun shone at her back, as Al exandra and six
guardsnen-all who remai ned of the soldiers,

priests, and conpani ons who had ri dden out from
Byzantium years earlier-rode toward the Cty's
eastern wall.

"The Horn, ny princess!" cried one of the nen.

Li ght gl eamed off the blue water. It was good to see
it again, better yet to see Byzantium

Al exandra breat hed a prayer of thanks. She had
survived, and she was returning with the sil kworns that
she had prom sed. Bryennius woul d be safe and

happy i n Shanbhala with his | ove; Father

Basil would no doubt entertain all Persia with

tales of his travels. She w shed that she m ght

hear them But she was hone! And soon she would see
her brother, the Basileus, and tell himof her own
advent ur es.

"You there!"

Soldiers at the first gate shouted at them Up on
the walls, archers held their bows ready.

Jolted back to reality, Alexandra realized how

t hey nmust appear: six huge, ragged men who bore the
axes of the Guard and rode behind a thin, dark-haired
creature who could be man, boy, or canp

follower, all nounted on horses that made the Arab



and Persian steeds of Byzantium |l ook |ike nags.

Haral dr rode forward cautiously, shouting out his nane
and mssion. Al exandra raised her head, |ooked at

the officer who had cone out to question him

"l am Al exandra," she said. Even to her own

ears, her Greek sounded accented. "I am back

Let me through to see ny brother!"”

By the time Al exandra and her six survivors rode

up the Mese, they had acquired an escort

conposed, she suspected wyly, of half a

regiment. This close to noon, the Mese was crowded,

t hough the guards forced shoppers and staring

passersby back to allow her to pass. Traces of the

si ckness Al exandra had sensed in Byzantiumthe

ni ght before still remained in enpty buil di ngs and rude
scrawl s upon church walls and nonunents
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that should have been inviolate. But the air retained the
purity of air in the nountain passes, the sun shone,
and! all about, people swept up rubble and marvel ed at
thej flamelike clean streaks upon sone of the walls.
Closer to the palace, the silk nerchants' shops

were,! enpty, but she had expected that. Though she

had al sof expected nessengers to precede her, she

was not pre-j pared for the onslaught of guards,
cubi cul ars, |ogothetes, and the rest of the army of

pal ace functionaries who waited outside, and

swept her into their conpl ex wake.

She recogni zed several nen, knew one, in fact,

to have been her spy in what seenmed to be anot her
lifetime, and sunmoned himto her side. "I have the

si |l kworns," she said.

Sonmewhere during the uproar, she oversaw the unpacking
of the canes in which the silkwornms were packed. It was
spring. By the tine the sil kwornms awoke fromthe sleep
into which the cold had cast them the mulberry trees would

be in full Ieaf again, and the weavers woul d be
busy. She wondered if any of them resenbl ed
Russet SilKk.

"When can | see the Basileus?" she denanded, not

at all content with the torrent of reassurances and
prom ses that her words evoked. They had separated

her from her guardsnen, she realized, and she protested
that too, all the way down the niles of corridors

to her own suite in the palace's wonmen's quarters.

Here serving wonmen reacted with such horror to the sight
of an Inperial princess with sun-browned face and

hands, and wildly straggling hair, wearing ragged

men's garnments, boots, and a |ong, strangely marked
sword, that they cut short the bows her position
demanded of themin order to fall upon her with a babble of
| anent and propel her into a bath nmore |uxurious than
anyt hi ng she had seen since Ch'ang-an. She

| aughed weakly as she was bat hed, massaged, and
perfuned-all with cries of amazenent at her

journey (not to nention regret for broken nails and

rui ned skin)-and refused an oppor -

tunity to rest for a week each tine it was offered, and
ate lightly.



She started to demand to see her brother, but
remenbrance of court cerenonies

returned to her. "Wen can the Basil eus receive nme?"
she asked i nstead.

The brief silence, followed by a flurry of

activity involving jewels and robes, did not

pl ease her. Nor, she found, did the robes

t hensel ves. They were purple silk, as befitted her
rank, woven with gold thread, and brocaded in an

el aborate pattern that |ooked Persian. But even

the gol d enbroi dery was sonber; and they were so heavy!
The earrings they put on her hung down to her

shoul ders, and her headdress scratched her brow. Wth
| ongi ng, she renmenbered the gauzy sil ks and hair
ornaments of Ch'in.

Finally, a richly dressed eunuch invaded her

suite to announce that the Basileus would receive her
She took up the cane filled with sil kworns that

she intended to present, carrying it as if it were a
sword. Then, slowy congiven the weight of all the
trappi ngs she wore, she could hardly rush-she

foll owed nore officials and guards toward the throne
room

So it was to be a formal audi ence? she thought. That
didn't please her at all. Neither did the

whi spers that buzzed behind her back in each
corridor, or her sensation of being watched

and reported on to the various pal ace spynasters.

The doors were flung open, and Al exandra was
announced.

His heir at his side, her brother M chael

Enperor of the Romans, sat on the lion throne.

Behi nd the throne was a freestandi ng tree wought of
silver, ornanented with golden fruits and birds.

The t hrone had been hoi sted high over the heads of his
courtiers, as if she were a barbarian who nust be
overawed. Al exandra bowed herself in fuil court
prostration, suppressing both the irritation she felt
and a m schievous urge to knock her head agai nst the
marble in the style of Ch'in. At her

Susan Shwar i

brother's command, she rose, the cane holding silk
worns resting on her outstretched pal ns.

Despite this bar rigor of cerenony, the courtiers

whi spered. There wa sonet hing Al exandra did not know,
she realized

The throne descended with a creaking of engines. Nov
she coul d see the Basil eus' face. Despite her
training, gasp of dismay broke fromher lips, and the
cane dropped from her hands to roll, unheeded, onto
thef fl oor.

"There was no way to tell you, sister mne,"

said her! brother, and renoved the bandage from his eyes.
Theyl stared out at her, white and sightless |ike the eyes
of f beggars.

"More magi c?" she whispered as if no one but she,

her | brother, and his quiet, pallid heir were in

t he cavernous hall

"I think so. After you left, ny son fell ill

again. | went to Hagi a Sophia, and prayed that



what ever curse fell on himbe ainmed at ne

i nstead. And, as you see ..."

"Theodora is dead," Al exandra said, ignoring the

gasps as she interrupted the Basil eus.

"Yet | amstill blind. I wish | could see you, little
sister. | can hear you; you speak with an accent now.
They tell me that you arrived in a scandal ous condition
with only six guardsmen-and the sil kwormnms. What of the
ot her s?"

Al exandra shook her head, then realized he couldn't
see the gesture. "They won't be returning," she

said. At another time, she would explain further

"S. W shall miss our Cousin Bryennius." She

didn't mss her brother's use of the Inperial

"we." "But We wel come you, our nost bel oved

sister. Once again, W are deep in your debt."

Al exandra bowed her thanks. Then the

Caesar-nmask fell fromher brother's face, and he
beckoned her forward with a pale hand from which he slipped
a heavy ring.

"Sister, before you left, you promised to wite ne

tal es

.-*-by "congreater-than

sil k roads and shadows

of wonders. Since | can no |longer read them I

fear you nust tell themto ne."

"Any tine you wish." Alexandra forced the words out and
bl i nked agai nst the tears which would ruin the cosnetics her
wai ti ng-wonen had | ayered onto her face.

"It nust be soon," said Mchael. "Now that you are
back, | intend to resign the diademand retire

to a nonastery. You will serve as regent for young

M chael . "

Unl ess you want the crown yourself.

The words hung unspoken and om nous in the hall, and the
courtiers | eaned forward. M chael was aged beyond his
years, wearied, despairing, but his sister seened
strong. Whuld both M chael and his heir be packed

of f today to a nonastery? Wen Al exandra nmade no

reply either to the spoken or unspoken words,

M chael continued. "Here, take this ring

"No!

Heedl ess of eunuchs, courtiers, and about five

officers who started forward, Al exandra hurled herself
at her brother. His arnms circled her, and he shook

his head at the outraged crowd before he bent and ki ssed
her cheek.

"I brought the silkwornms . . . for you, all for

you," she wept. "I fought for you. And now you woul d
simply give it up, give it away? To ne, when

you know 1 don't want it? Don't!"

"Little one, little sister," he whispered agai nst her
face. H s hands patted her back the way they had

done when she was a child and had fallen, or been

puni shed for some of f ense.

Her tears fell on his face and into his eyes.

Then, as she felt sone sort of power flow out of her
she sighed and sagged agai nst him Suddenly her brother



gasped and stiffened, and he thrust Al exandra
uncer ermoni ousl y asi de. She caught herself on the
arm of the throne, and knelt, |ooking up into his
face.

The Basil eus rai sed a shaki ng hand. Even as

Al exandra | ooked, the whiteness that had stolen his
si ght dissolved. He blinked, and drew a

| ong, sobbi ng breath.
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"You too, little sister,’
sorceress?"

It was Shanbhal a, she wanted to protest. Alittle

of the magical city's virtue nust still remain in her
enough to heal her of all weariness, and to restore her
brother"' caret sight. A black-robed priest

started forward, holding up; crucifix and chanting
exor ci sms.

As Al exandra grasped the gol den cross and ki ssed

it,! the silver tree behind the throne burst into white
flowers,] and the enanel ed birds began to sing. People
shouted! fromthe throne roomand she coul d hear cheers
out si de.

In a moment, she and her brother night have to fear'
deaf ness, not blindness, she thought. Then she tore her,]
eyes away from her brother's face with its shining
eyes.

The court watched her every nove avidly. Did they
really think she mght turn into a denon and fly out

a wi ndow, or proclaimherself Basilissa-or

what? All the strength she gai ned i n Shanbhal a had

left her, draining; into her brother. Using the throne
to |l ever herself back onto her feet, she

studied the courtiers and soldiers, trying to read their
loyalties in their faces and acts. She was very

tired now. cold, and afraid.

still

shal | have to buy nyself some new spies,

she realized

Ink spattered Al exandra's stone table as she pushed
away fromit once again. Not even her battered

copi es of Honer woul d hel p her describe her

travels in a way that her brother-and his priests-would
accept. But she could not, for the life of her

describe Ch'in as a | and of barbarians, or

Shanbhal a as a shrine for devil worship: not after

she had seen devil worship too.

If, by some miracle, she could capture the

wonders, terrors, and splendors of her journeys

on parchment and ink, they would probably charge her with
heresy. Though the charge was true, admitting it would
be the death of her. There'd been far too many

heretics around in recent years. Besides, one

Byzanti ne abbess (especially one born in the

purple) addicted to sorcery was one too nany. If

Al exandra showed tendencies in that direction, she
knew how qui ckly her brother's ministers would contrive
a "lamentabl e accident."” She had to be above

suspi ci on.
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She strode toward the garden. Her slippers caught

he whi spered. "Are you al so



if the folds of her stiff silk overtunic, and she

swore three | anguages at the glittering

nui sances. A gardene and at |east two servants

slipped discreetly out of sight spies,

probabl y.

If she paced to the garden's stone wall and | eaned

ovet

it, she could scan the entire City, with the Horn
beyonc it glinting bronze in the late afternoon. It was
a view sr had longed for all the time she crossed the
nmount ai ns! and the deserts of Asia. Ingrate that she
was, now she 1 longed for the nountains that she woul d never
see] again-and the freedomthat went with them

She laid a thin hand on her breast. A note

rustl ed" beneath her hand. Last night one of her
servants had; smuggled it in to her fromthe

Var angi ans' barracks. Haral dr had resigned

fromthe Guard, and he planned to

| eave Byzantium Col ored sails noved

slowy over the water, and she studied t hem
resentfully. Surely that small one

bel onged to a Rus nerchant, conme to sell furs and
anber. Haraldr would | eave her on just such a
boat - maybe on that very one.

Weeks of interrogation by her brother, his suspicious
m ni sters, priests, and generals had kept them apart.
She had seen Haral dr once, the disastrous time they
had all owed her to appear in the H ppodrome. The
crowds had hailed her as Basilissa; she had

been hustl ed back to her quarters, prisoner because of
her popularity; and nowit didn't |ook like they would
| et her go anywhere else in a hurjbbity .

except back to the convent she had fled. She could
feel its walls closing in on her, as if her

yel | owed bones already lay in the crypt. She gasped
for air.

She had forced herself to glance idly over Haraldr's
note, then fold it as if it meant nothing to her

She had wanted to weep and to pace, then stalk through the
pal ace and ask Haral dr what he thought he was

doi ng. But the wonmen's quarters did not work that way,
not in Byzantium not in Ch'ang-an, and

probably not anywhere el se where they had wonen's
quarters. If she had

had Si ddiga here, the girl nigh have advi sed

Al exandra. As it was, Al exandra

relied on guile, flattery, and gold to hire a
messenger and to ensure privacy if Haraldr

answer ed her sunmons.

If he stayed away, was it because he did not dare

to cone-or care to?

Her fingers worked at the throat of her gown. There was
not enough air anywhere in this palace for her! Her weeks
back in the Gty she had | onged for had cost her her
serenity and the sure power she had gained in
Shanbhal a. Now t hey woul d cost her the one man whose

| ove and loyalty she had thought were absol ute. She
drew a gasping breath, then wal ked sl oWy back

i nsi de.



If she wept in the garden, spies m ght report

it to men who tried to undermine her brother's trust in
her. They had heard her reject even a regency,

but they did not believe it. Well, if she hadn't

been the one who swore she had no wi sh for the

di adem she didn't know if she woul d have believed it
ei ther.

Footsteps in her suite made Al exandra whirl

around, her hand trying to clench on the hilt of a sword
she no | onger wore. The eunuch she had bri bed

nodded to her, a conplicit gleamin his eyes. She

rai sed her brows until he bowed with nore

respect, and oozed his painted, scented self out of
her roons.

Then, and only then, did she dare to | ook at the

man whose fair hair blazed in the light of the

wi ndows. He had changed the crinmson and the axe of the
Guard for blue silk that matched his eyes, and a
richly chased dagger on a belt clasped by a gold
buckl e the I ength of her hand. Haraldr's face was
taut, the way it usually got before a battle. She
woul d never be able to stop | ooking at him

"My princess," he greeted her, then stood

quietly.

That very qui et robbed her of speech. He acknow edged
that she had a right to summon him to storm spit, or
rage at him as she chose-and that it would not alter his
decision in the slightest.

H s mere presence made her feel nore at ease.

Even

I
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now Haral dr nmeant warnth, loyalty she could

trust. As she rel axed, he cocked his head

slightly and smiled atf her

"Haral dr, why?" As the words burst from her in anf
angui shed whi sper, her hands went out to him

Swiftlyl he caught themin his own, kissed them

then drew her! into his arms. Hi s hands rubbed al ong
her shoul ders. She] could feel the tension in his body
pass into her, then bar dissipate as the enbrace
reassured them bot h.

Finally he held her away from himand | ooked down:
into her face. "The Guard swears loyalty to the

Enper or.

I

But

you

hold ny oath now. How can | serve your brother?"

He pull ed her close again, nore roughly this tine.
"When | heard the whispers, that they feared you woul d
try to seize control "

"Haraldr, | don't want it!" It was a

| owvoi ced protest.

"They will never believe you. Once | realized how

nmy presence in the Guard m ght endanger you, |
resigned. I amnmoving in with the merchants soon

| shall probably | eave on the next ship."

H s hands held her as if she were precious to him and
she felt herself warm ng. "How could you endanger ne?"



she asked.

He gave her a little shake. "You know the

hi story of your |ine. Wenever a princess takes a

soldier to her bed, it usually neans she wants

to seize the throne. You know that. You, though: 1 know you
are trying to convince the court that you have no such pl ans.
Isn't that why you agreed to return to your convent?

Besi des," he said, brushing his bearded |ips agai nst her

forehead, "I didn't want to pine away for an

abbess. "

"I am not an abbess yet," she murnmnured.

"Haraldr, | don't want you to | eave ne."

"Then come with me," he urged and bent to kiss her
"Come north. | can show you ice that floats on the
sea's back, bubbling pools of mud, and boiling

water that spurt into the air. | could set you to rule

men and wonen who would trust you at your word."

In his own | and, Haral dr was al nost a prince, she
recalled. "It won't work," she tried to say,

to explain that if she fled Byzantiumfor the North,
her brother woul d al nost certainly expect a war.
"They'l|l send an army," she began, but he shook

his head, and his |ips snothered her protests. She
clung fiercely to him then broke away.

"Not here," she whispered. Taking his hand, she led him
to her bedroom Very gently, he tugged the headdress
from her braids and renmoved her jewels.

Then he | oosed her hair so that it flowed down over
hi s hands as they unfastened her clothing, and covered her
in the noment that she stood naked under his gaze. She
renoved his belt, and flung it aside before he

l[ifted her and |laid her on her bed. Then, as she

wat ched, he pulled off his own cl othing.

"It's good to have a proper bed instead of sheepskins,
and no eneny outside, isn't it?" he asked her as

he | ay beside her and brushed her hair off her

shoul ders. It was too hard to keep fromtouching him so
she didn't try. She flung her arms about his

neck and pulled himdown to her.

"We have tine, sweet one," he told her. "Here,

let ne . "

He stroked her body, then cupped her breasts and
rubbed her nipples with callused thunmbs until she
gasped, and his caresses slid over her belly and

t hi ghs. When she reached for him he taught her how
to please himwith lips and fingers. Then he enbraced
her strongly, and rolled until her body |ay

i npal ed on his own, and they both cried out in

pl easure.

"Come away with me," he muttered agai nst her neck
twining his fingers in her hair so he could | ook at
her. Then he ki ssed her deeply,

deliberately seeking to rouse her again.

Al exandra cl osed her eyes, drowning in the waves

of pleasure that washed over her. Hi s hands and |ips
nmoved over her again and agai n.

There had been nischief in his gaze, she thought.

Did he really think that he coul d seduce her

into foll ow ng
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himblindly? Wll, he was wel come to try. She

| aughe and accepted his body's persuasions with joy,
mat chii himtouch for touch, until they lay spent in
each other'] arnms.

When the haze of passion that had w eathed then both
thi nned out and returned themto the world, asked again, "WII
you cone with nme?" She hadn*ful inmagined the hunmor in
his blue, blue eyes. She nmet with m schief of

her own. "No," she said, and kiss himdeeply.

"And you al ready knew that. W havl tonight, Haraldr
Let's enjoy it."

"I ought to turn viking, that's what | ought to do,"
hef told her. "But there's only one treasure

want to steall fromthis City. Do you know what t hat
treasure mghtf be?"

"What stops you fromtrying?" Al exandra teased

him"

"You do," he admitted. "You'd kill me if |

carried you; off wi thout your consent." He | aughed.
Suddenly his face tw sted, and he buried it agai nst
her. He no | onger sounded as if he | aughed.

Al exandra w apped her arns about himconfortingly as far
as they could go.

Sunl i ght swept down the wall of her chanber

into evening while they held one another thus. Finally,
Al exandra stirred and ran her tongue over her

bruised Iips. "Do you want sone w ne?" she asked
drowsily.

"You should not serve ne," he said.

"Real | y?" She nmoved out of his arms, and left the

bed. "I will remenber you said that. O, ny

Haral dr, we can look at it this *vay: | know
where the wine is. You don't."

"Sweet gods, | shall niss you," he nuttered.

It pleased her to brush her I ong hair back over

her shoul ders and wal k toward the wi ne flagon which |ay
ina frosted silver bow filled with half-nelted

snow. She swept her fingers across the bow's danp

edges, brushed them over her throat, behind her ears,

and between her breasts. The cool ness nmade her shiver with
pl easure. She poured wine into a goblet, turning

back with a snmle toward the man who opened

his arms to her. Then she stopped dead.

A wind like the air in the high passes w apped about

her, then subsided, |leaving behind it the snell of

[otus. And there were no |otus blossons in

Byzantiumat this tinme of year. Light welled up

behi nd her, and she gasped, al nost dropping the wine.

She bent over a table on which jewels |ay

scattered. Anong them was the ball of nponstone she

had brought home with her. The light was shining fromit.
She caught it up, and the |light poured over her

Har al dr exclainmed in his own | anguage. Pulling

a bl anket fromthe bed, he padded over to her, and

wr apped the soft wool around her shoul ders. The

radi ance fromthe gemlimmed them both as she held it

bet ween them

She had seen visions in its depths before. But this ting,
Haral dr' s eyes w dened with amazenent, and



Al exandra realized that he shared them

"That's Shanbhal a," he whi spered. "I thought
"So did I, nmy love. When | chose to cone
hone, | thought it was irrevocable. But it |ooks Iike

the king may give us another chance. WII you take it?"
"WIl you?" he asked.

"This is a way, the only way, we can be together-and

I can be free. You have the horn, don't you? | have

the gem you have the horn. W can go back

Haral dr!"

Laughi ng, he whirled her around exuberantly unti

she begged for nmercy. Then he picked up the gobl et

she had filled and held it out to her. Looking into his
eyes solemly, she drank and gave himthe cup

He turned it, and placed his lips on the rimwhere

hers had touched, then drained it.

They went back to her bed and lay in each other's

arms, lipto lip, talking quickly, urgently. But it

was a long time before they spoke again of |ove.

Al exandra | ooked cautiously about, then boldly

entered the part of the City reserved for Rus nerchants,
where Haral dr had noved after |eaving the Guard. A

few inquiries brought her to the inn where he had taken
a
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room she ignored the smrks that acconpani ed thef

i nformation. In Ch' ang-an, she had used a | otus

tof conceal herself. Here in Byzantium where the
City's 3 faith had been her own, and where so much of

it still f influenced her, such m nor nagics didn't
seemto work.
"dis

She had done the best she could, she decided, and'
tapped on Haral dr's door

He flung it open. As she stepped out of the shadows

of bar the corridor into his room and closed the

door behind her, he started to hug her. Then his grin

f aded.

"Al exandra! Have you no sense of shame?" he

asked.

She | ooked down at herself, at the gens and

[ uxurious tunic purchased fromthe niddle-ranking

pal ace eunuch who had been her go-between, then

| aughed. "Very little shame, when it concerns you," she
said. "This costune got nme out of the pal ace.

Eunuchs are al ways prow i ng back and forth, schem ng or
shoppi ng." She shrugged. "I think sone have |overs in
the Gty ..."

A choki ng noi se from Haral dr set her |aughing.

"And you don't want other Northerners to think that you
and a pal ace eunuch . . . oh, Haraldr!" She

| eaned against the wall, practically bent double, then
wi ped her eyes. Since deciding to flee, she had

found hersel f quicker to | augh than she had ever been. Perhaps
she was drunk on hope. Then she would al so hope it

| asted. Her hand cane away snmeared with

kohl, and that nade her chuckl e too.

"Let me wash this paint off," she said. "Then

since you don't like these clothes, |I shall take them



off."

"I have our goar packed," he protested, "and the ship
won't wait for us."

"And |," she said, her voice nuffled by | aughter and
folds of cloth, "amwearing a second suit of

clothes. A good thing that nost eunuchs are pl unp;
otherwise I mght have had to carry them That woul d have
| ooked suspicious. There!"™ She flung the

glistening silks into a heap on the floor. "Do |

still offend your sense of propriety?"

Under the eunuch's clothing, Al exandra had hi dden the
garb of a young merchant, an assistant sent to the

, *andvu* mand

sil k roads and shadows

harbor to deal with one of the younger, |ess inportant
Rus.

Har al dr chuckl ed. "No one woul d m stake you for a
man, " he said and handed her a | ong bundl e wapped

in a cloak.

She unw apped it. "My sword!" she said. She

belted it on with relief.

"Let's go." Haral dr hoisted one bag to his

shoul der and reached for the other

Daring himto object, Al exandra picked it up and
slung it over her shoulder. It was heavy, but she

t hought she could manage. It would cause talk if a

nmer chant struggl ed under a double |oad while the youth
at his side wal ked free.

They headed down to the harbor. As she wal ked,

Al exandra gazed about the Cty for the last tine. The
churches, stores, and nonunents | ooked cleanly
scoured, beautiful, famliar-but a vision of the high
passes and of Shanbhal a beyond them fl ashed across her
m nd. She woul d not m ss her birthplace.

"Are you sure no one saw you?" Haral dr

nut t er ed.

"Not at all. I'"mnot even sure that the people |
bribed will stay bought." Wth her free hand, she
pul l ed out the gemthat now contained a vision of
Shanbhala in its heart, breathed on it, and tried

to concentrate. "If only we had stayed | onger there!

| mght know what | am doing."

still
am not here. You do not see me. | will pass
unnot i ced,

she told the crystal. Her head began

to ache and strength to pour out of her, a sign that sonething
m ght be working, but the flow of power was so ragged that she
di strusted the results of her own magic. An ol der

Nort hern wonman wal ked right into Haral dr and bounced

back. She let out a cry, reached for a talisman,

and fl ed.

"Seems to work," said Haral dr

Ahead of them she could see the masts of the ship that woul d
carry themaway from Byzantiumto a port where they

could join a caravan for the trek east. She stunbl ed.

"Thi s

is

heavy, " she adnitted.
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car et
"backsl ash
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"Not rnuch farther,"” he said.
backsl ash
"l hear hoof beats."
"Probably fromthe Mese.":
Not daring to hide, or to take to their heels, they
kept to the same steady pace while what sounded |ike a
troopf of cavalry trotted by.
"Haral dr, they're turning," Al exandra
said without! noving her lips.
"We are al nbst at the dock. Keep wal ki ng."
Surely her escape hadn't been di scovered so
fast! Alexandra lamented silently. Just let her
board the ship. She'd go below, and stay bel ow unti
t hey passed beyond the reach of Byzantium s harbor
guards.
Up ahead was their ship.
But fanned out in front of it was an armed guard
drawn fromone of her brother's nost aristocratic
regiments. At the center of the crescent formed by nen and
hor ses, conspi cuous on his white horse, was her
brother, not the wan figure whose blindness she had
cured, but a tanned, able nman in the purple and
arnor of an Enperor.
Al exandra dropped her bundle. Now that she had
been di scovered, she felt outrage, not fear. "I
bri bed that eunuch well!" she conpl ai ned.
"Sister, remenber that | taught you to buy spies!
| bought that one first, then passed himon to you," said the
Enperor. "Together, we have made hima rich man."
Al exandra caret snorted. Then her brother's
guards noved in. She glanced anxiously at
Haral dr. Thank God: H s axe was nowhere in
si ght.
She hel d her hands away from her sword and noved
cautiously toward her brother. He disnobunted, and she
fell to her knees.
"Mbst Sacred Majesty," she said, and bent her
head. "I beg you to believe that | nean no harm
to you, that all I want is to |l eave here in peace.”
Her brother raised her and drew her away from his
sol diers, who were as curiously faceless in their
ar nor

and helnets as the figures that had pursued her out of
Ch'in. "lIs it Shambhal a?" he asked.

Al exandra took a deep breath. If the truth were

the wrong answer, then she was probably dead. She

et out the breath, then decided not to speak. If her

voi ce broke, she would die of shane before they could
execut e her.

"I thought so. | told you, Alexandra, that if you
returned, there nmight be little future here for you. And
| heard the longing in your voice when you spoke of
Shanbhal a. "
"Your mnisters,
would force ..."

Al exandra cried softly. "They



"I sometimes think that Enperors come and Enperors
go, but the civil service goes on and on

Yes, sone of themare insisting that | put you out of
harm s way. But thanks to you, |

am

Enperor. That neans they still have to obey ne."

He held out his hand to her. She kissed it and
pressed it to her brow. Again, Mchael raised her
this time drawing her into a brotherly hug. "I can either
see you off on this ship-which | ooks seaworthy enough
| suppose-or send you out the gates in triunph

as befits a prince, or princess, who has saved

the City. My own recomrendati on-was He snil ed at

her, then | ooked at Haraldr, and shook his head.

"Sister, I will never understand wonen. | renenber
how fiercely you refused a Pranki sh king. And
now, | find you offering me as brother-in-law one of

nmy own former Cuard."

Haral dr bristled, took one step forward, then thought
better of it.

"In his own land, he is a prince!" Al exandra

pr ot est ed.
"They all are," sighed her brother. "I make no
protest. | nerely observe. But | do suggest that

you return to the pal ace, at |least |ong enough to knee
wi th your chosen Northern "prince" before a priest."
Al exandra held out her hand, and Haral dr

joined them "A priest?" he said. "Your Mjesty

honors ne.
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But our way lies through Persia, and there is a

priest inf N sibis-was

"Father Basil!" Al exandra | aughed.

"A Nestorian heretic?" Her brother raised

eyebrows, then shrugged. "But then, | suppose that
you have your own Orthodoxy . . . Alexandra, go with

God Who created the tides, which, as | can see from

t he shiprmaster's face, wait on no nan,

Enperor or not. But accept this" fromne."

The Enperor reached into the breast of his clothing and
brought out a narrow golden circlet. "The crown of a
Basilissa," he said. "You have earned it."

She knelt, and he placed it on her brow

"\Wherever you go," he whispered, "think of us."

Al exandra snmiled and inclined her head. In

Shanmbhal a she would be able to watch, and to study, and
to protect her City should it need it. The crown
tingled. The last token of an initiate along the

Di anond Path was a crown. She could feel the

circlet tingle on her brow, feel power collect

and rush throughout her body until she felt the sane
wel | - bei ng she had known in Shanbhal a.

The shiprmaster gestured wildly. At a nod fromthe
Enperor, he sent sailors down to take

Al exandra's and Haral dr's gear. Al exandra

threw herself into her brother's arns, then rushed on
board. Slowy, the ship noved into the Horn.

Li ght shone down on her brother, who held up a

hand in farewell. Hs figure grew snaller and
smal l er. When she could no | onger see him she



turned her eyes and dreans eastward.
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The nountai ns | ooned up before them weathed with the first
hints of the deadly winter stornms. Wen the way grew
too steep to ride, Al exandra, muffled in

sheepski ns, wal ked at Haral dr's side, gazing

into her crystal as he steadied her with an arm about her
shoul ders.

They clinmbed hi gher and hi gher. Now the sky was a

deep, rich blue, arching up toward indigo. The

sun shone down on the peaks and made t hem cast

i mpossi bly sharp shadows. Wthin those shadows, it was
fiercely cold; outside them alnbst as warm as

spring.

"We are al nost there," Al exandra whi spered.

Behi nd her, Haral dr was ordering the bearers and gui des
to return to the previous night's canp, to wait

three days there, and only then conme in search of them
She wondered if they would bother to search at all.

H 1l men accepted nmiracles as a part of life.

The first tinme these men had seen her sword, they had
all but abased thensel ves before her, nmuttering prayers in
whi ch she
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caught the name of Shanbhal a. They had been bearer

not gui des; fromthe noment in her bedchamber that si had
seen Shanbhal a glow in her crystal, she had know

how to find it, and where.

"Just a little farther,” Al exandra told Haraldr,

anl took his hand.

They wal ked between two rock spires. Even this

earl; in the autum, ice glinted upon them Beyond ther
stretched a flat space, |arge enough, perhaps, for a
sma band of horsenen. Beyond that lay only the

abyss.

Al exandra's gemKkindled in the afternoon sun. Al

colum of fire shot up fromit into the sky.

"This is the place," she whispered. She could al npst
bar see the gleanm ng ice of the peaks that hid
Shanbhala J fromthe world, hear the cries of

waterfow in the clear] pools near its heart,

feel the fine silk cushions of the i pal ace.

Haral dr' s hands grasped her shoul ders, and he

turned her to face him

"Al exandra, if we do not find Shanbhal a, you nust

not fear," he said urgently. "W can al ways go

to Kashgar. Prince Bryennius' friends woul d

wel come a man with a strong back and a princess with a
brave heart for their own sakes, as nuch as for his."
She reached up and ki ssed his face. He was as eager

as she to regain the land they had had to renounce, but
Al exandra knew that if he could spare her pain

by turning his back upon it once again, he would.

"The last time we traveled these roads, | left
despair behind ne,", she whispered. "I cannot
believe that we will be disappointed.”

He enbraced her fiercely. Then, as if rem nding



hi nsel f of his usual notions of how fragile she was,

he started to ease his hold. She flung her arns

about him wel com ng the surge of |ove and desire that
heat ed her blood. For an instant, she toyed with
delaying their search to enjoy this nonment, then put the
t hought aside without regret. There would be tine, in
Shanbhal a, tinme for themto delight in one

another and to learn the paths on which their |ove m ght
gui de them
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They clung together for a monent |onger. Then Al exandra
| ai d her hands against Haraldr's chest and very gently
pushed hi m away.

"I think we should try now, " she said.

Har ai dr nodded, his face sonber. Slowy, he

drew the horn with the sigils of Shanbhala from about his
neck and lifted it to his lips. The sun shone down

on himuntil he gleanmed Iike an imortal, and

Al exandra had to gl ance away. Harai dr was so

beautiful. She woul d never understand why he | oved her
Then he sounded the horn, sending a nerry, rmnusica

call up into the hills.

W nds rushed down fromthe peaks, bringing a faint
powderi ng of snow and a fainter scent of |otus.
"Again," said Al exandra.

Wth the second blast, a garden sprang up fromthe
barren rock all about them Birds began to sing,

whil e white clouds massed before them

Harai dr grinned. Raising the horn a third tine,

he blew it until jubilant echoes rang out from

peak to peak, blending like the chorus of sone

awesomne festival

The wi nds swell ed again, bringing themthe fragrance of
Shanbhal a' s gardens. Eyes shut, Al exandra

basked in the sunlight and the warnth, the confort of
Haral dr's arm over her shoul ders as they waited.

Then they heard a sweet clanmor of silver and

gold horns. The clouds lit, then parted in two

shi ning arcs.

Qut rode a troop of men and women, richly

dressed as if for a wedding, and nounted on splendid
horses. In the lead, his right hand outstretched

to wel come them rode the King of Shambhal a.






