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 Prologue 
 
    Dost awoke to find that he sat in the palm of a giant hand. This hand drew near a face, pulling Dost closer to it. It was the bearded face of his father. This face was lined with cracks of wisdom about the eyes, the brow covered by the bottoms of the turban folds. “There is no joy,” said Father. “No joy.” 
 
    Dost glanced at his father and his eyes were like planets, orbiting in a sad and unfamiliar way. The child knew that one day these orbs would cast no more light, just as suns must die, ending the sustenance of all that rely upon the sun’s shadow. 
 
    Father brought his hand low down to the ground and Dost climbed down the fingers to reach the ragged earth. This was an arid land, and the soil was thin like the soup of peasants. But the persimmon trees sprouted fruit, and in the spring the wadi was flooded with water, creating a plain upon which the horses might gaze. 
 
    But there was no joy. 
 
    Father removed the kujala from the heavy chain about his neck and placed the curved weapon upon the needy grass. The single feather that hung from his turban blew in the wind. “Once I was a child,” said Father, “and I saw the world through new eyes. But you shall never see the world through new eyes.” 
 
    Father turned way and asked a deputy to bring a horse. The horse was black and had a hungry look, like it was ready to lead its master to war. Its coat was brilliant and blinding, and the horse neighed like a crack of thunder. Dost ran toward the horse, knowing that his father was to go away, but he was too small: his little legs seemed to draw him farther away rather than bring him nearer. Father mounted his horse and took the whip that was handed to him. “Yah!” he cried and he whipped the horse to spur it on. Dost ran toward the man that drew away from him. But little boy that he was, he stumbled and crashed on the ground. 
 
    There was the familiar cry of thunder and he awoke. He felt the moisture as it formed a line down the cleft of his chest, but it did not come from sweat. There was a hole in the roof of the tent and the rain had been coming in all night. 
 
    A man clanged two blades together to announce that he was entering the tent. “Azag-al-Walaq,” said the man, and he bowed. “I came to bring you drink,” and the turbaned man approached the couch upon which the warrior had been resting. The warrior threw his legs over the side and heaved a deep sigh. As the new arrival reached out a hand, the warrior smacked it away, sending the flask flying to the other end of the tent. 
 
    “I will not drink,” said the man.  “There is a hole in this tent. I might have died of cold if I had slept the night through.” 
 
    “Forgive me, my lord,” said the guard. 
 
    “Is Shaibani awake?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord.” 
 
    The warrior awoke and threw a fur-lined robe over his shoulders. “Take me to him,” he said. 
 
    “You are leaving, aren’t you,” Waqas Shaibani said as the warlord entered. 
 
    “I must make my own way,” said the warlord. “A man must eventually go off on his own, mustn’t he?” 
 
    “You have always been going off on your own,” Shaibani said. “Besides, that is not why you are leaving.” 
 
    The older man indicated with a hand that the younger warrior should have a seat on a couch adjacent to his bed. “As you know, it was always my intention that you would marry my daughter, Darejan. You might marry her today before you leave. I should like her to remain with me for a few years as she is the comfort of my old age, but after two or three years you may return and take her wherever you will.” 
 
    “That is not my wish.” 
 
    “But it is mine.” 
 
    The young warlord sighed. “I have already told you that I mean to go. I do not understand you at all.” 
 
    “But I understand you very well.” 
 
    The warlord stood and cast a hard look at his elder. “You imagine that you do,” said the young man with the long black hair, smiling finally. “You think you do, but you do not.” 
 
    The elder man stood up and approached the younger. He found no joy in the young man’s eyes, seeing instead only a deep, irrepressible anger. “You seek your fortune somewhere else,” said the elder man, suddenly afraid. He would watch as the young warlord set free the long locks of his youth, casting the hair to the ground and burning. He watched as he cast aside his black armor, giving this piece to this man and this to the other. It was with some confusion that he saw the young man remove even the characteristic mail from his horse. This would be melted down to make a new suit of mail for one of the recruits that constantly flocked to this rebel army that terrorized the land. 
 
    The elder warlord saw the many veiled woman that had come to him as gifts from frightened lords from all around the steppe. Their cloistered lives perhaps were freer here, living on this grassland that must always cast a libertine wind. He watched the women and knew that it had all been worth it. Though he had clawed for life from the days of his youth, though he had lived as the scorpion in the desert, he had known joy. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One 
 
    It was the sea foam that washed the lady onto shores of a city on a Great Northern Sea. The sea foam has no sense of time, at least it does not understand it the same way that we do, so it did not know to wait until the morning sun had risen to wash the nude maid out of the sea arms into the cruel land of men. The sun burnished her skin making her seem to glimmer when the morning gust hit her. She was of a singular beauty. 
 
    Her hair was like wind rolling across the steppe and in her eyes were ships lost at sea. Upon her brow was time itself, but a time so long and lazy that it regarded the world with confusion at its cares. The lady had a sharp widow’s peak in her black hair, a mark which was, in this time of the Sons of Yunus, regarded as pleasant and unusual. 
 
    When the residents of the city found her, the lady was shivering and wearing seaweed for clothes. She had not seen the need for them, for clothes that is, but the kelp, almost as if by a decided will, had come to drape and cling to her as she approached the strange onlookers gathered to stare. This was a land of modest people, where the women were veiled, the high-born women never permitted to leave the harem. When the girls were married, they were paraded in front of their husbands arrayed in seven different dresses, one after the other, showing their mate the beauty of the woman they were to wed. And when the moment came, when the marriage vows were spoken and the union was solemnized, the veil was dropped. 
 
    So this unveiled woman was regarded with fear and confusion. The people massed around her and carried her back to the sultan, who received her at the threshold of his hall of elephantine. Not knowing what to make of her, as she would not speak, the sovereign gave her to his son, Prince Ghazan, who resembled his father as much as a porpoise resembles a desert bear. 
 
    Prince Ghazan regarded the girl as midnight regards the day. He knew instantly that she was not of the Banu Yunus, if the kelp dress and lack of a veil did not give her away. She did not seem to mind the cold wind that was just then enveloping the desert. You see, the city of Maler lay along a northern desert, the northernmost desert in the world. It lay north of the duchies of Randalkand, where the dukes fought each other like wyms, and north even of the steppes of Talgud, where the people were all either nomads or pirates, selling hordes of slaves either by sea or by land. 
 
    “I know you are not of this land and I will not ask what your land is,” the prince told the lady. 
 
    The prince had come to see the lady every day, sneaking into the zenanah, and she had never once spoken. Weeks had passed all in the same fashion. The sultan’s court would gather, all the Wazirs, Emirs, Chamberlains, and Nabobs, receiving emissary from this foreign king or the other, and the main would stand by the other foreign maidens, not saying a word. After supper, the prince would scale the wall into the zenanah and attempt to enchant the lady with this fictitious tale or that. He told her of the great beauty of the Queen of Vani, who loved in an island on the Southern Sea. He told her about men that could change into wolves. He told her about the dragons who lived below the steppes or in mountains, waiting for the proper moment to strike, but she never said a word. 
 
    “I suppose all lands are the same,” said the prince on this day. “A man told me something like that once. People are the same everywhere.” 
 
    The lady gazed at the prince, at his sad and sensitive green eyes, and she suddenly had the urge to speak. “I,” she began, finding words difficult to grasp, time-consuming, and altogether meaningless. “I would cast aside this kelp dress,” she said. 
 
    “Yes,” said the prince, smiling suddenly. “Of course.” He looked about this great open chamber of the zenanah, at its expensive hangings and its cushions of gold and silver thread. “Certainly a maid of your loveliness deserves something more fitting than this cheap stuff of the sea. You are as the moon whose fingertips touch the desert and cast all into grateful slumber. Or the sea-edge whose waves massage the coast to the heights of ecstasy. You are like a bountiful land unplagued by wyms and their…” 
 
    “Do you always have so many words?” asked the lady. 
 
    “Why, no,” said Prince Ghazan, looking around the zenanah again. He was not meant to be there, as he knew. He was an adult prince. Only the sultan and his children were allowed in the zenanah, and once the male children reached maturity, at about age 15, when their top lock was shorn, then they too had to leave the sultan’s pleasure place. The sultan had many treasure-chambers, but this was the most prized of them all. In the eyes of the sultan, boys of this age were nothing more than other men in the palace, even if they were his sons. The only men allowed into the harem were the eunuchs, and the palace of the sultan teemed with these men who occupied every post from scribe to messenger, guard, cook, and manservant. 
 
    “That man,” said the lady. ”Why does he gaze at me so?” 
 
    The lady had just finished having her hair perfumed with the scent of the desert lotus and her body massaged with willow water. These were unfamiliar scents and sensations and she felt both relaxed and hyper-alert. 
 
    “Because you are beautiful,” said Prince Ghazan, glancing down timidly. “Don’t you know that? You are the most beautiful maid ever to have touched ground in Maler.” 
 
    “Where?” asked the lady. “What did you say? What land is this?” 
 
    “Maler, the mightiest of the twin kingdoms of Banu Yunus. Built atop the Tell-Babi. Beneath the present city, in the bones of the previous one, I am certain that there was a love temple where you would have been the high priestess. They would have scented your hair with dragon tears and arrayed your neck in collars of young pearls. You are like a pearl without price, don’t you know? There are not even girls as lovely as you in the slave mart, where there are ten thousand girls waiting to be sold this very moment. The most beautiful of them is not worth the twisted, black hair on your pinky toe.” 
 
    “The what?” asked the lady. “I have no need for your flowery words. They are as the sugar cake; sweet to the taste, but soon faded to memory.” 
 
    “So you like cake, milady,” the prince wondered. “I am at your service. I am sure that I can find a cake seller to meet your desire. The town teems with them. What sort of cake do you fancy? I suppose you do not mean the humble street cake, sold even to the wretched thief or wanderer. You mean I cake made especially for you. I completely understand. I shall have to find my way out of the zenanah and into the city, perhaps jump over the wall, but I shall return this evening. The wall is perhaps the height of twenty men, but if I survive the fall I shall be glad to return to you. With your sugar cake, of course.” 
 
    “That is not what I meant.” 
 
    “Yes, I believe I understood your meaning.” 
 
    “Alas, you do not.” 
 
    “Perhaps you might enlighten me, milady,” said the prince. As my shoulder awaits the touch of your fingers, so do my ears await the pleasure of your words.” 
 
    “I,” began the maid. “You know, I find your words rather tiring. Where I hail from, we have no use for words that have no meaning or for dissimilation. I do not understand flattery at all.” 
 
    “You said we, milady,” said Ghazan. “Who are your people? I suppose you were referring to them when you spoke those words. Might I ask what is your land and who are your people?” 
 
    “I do not know,” said the lady. 
 
    “Oh, it does not matter,” said the prince. He wished the chief eunuch would leave so that he might have a moment alone with the lady. Everything he said, even the thoughts that passed through his mind, would be reported to the sultan, his father. His sultan used eunuchs as spies, plying the land for youths that had the art of telepathy. These would be made into eunuchs. If the parents would not sell them, they would be kidnapped so that they might form part of the sultan’s veritable army of eunuchs. Of course, Ghazan did not know if there was any truth to those words, as he himself was always kept under surveillance and never permitted to speak to anyone that was worth speaking to, but this was what was said in town. Ghazan knew his father to be sensitive, if not somewhat prone to outbursts of passion. His eyes told the story. One moment stern, the next stormy. Finally, they would soften. Ghazan did not believe his father the sort who would engage in the trade of forcibly making men into eunuchs. He could not believe that anyone would behave thusly. It would not be until he himself became sultan that he would come to see the world as it was, not as it was fashioned in the elephantine tower in which he resided. The cruelties that he occasionally saw, a slave who was whipped for raising their eyes to gaze at a member of the royal family, the poor beggar children who opened their hand for coin or food outside the palace window, the spahbads who were executed for failing in a campaign, these harsh realities paled in comparison to the cruelties that passed every day in the world. These were cruelties that Ghazan did not know then, but which he would soon learn. 
 
    “I suppose you are right,” said the prince, leading the lady down a hall whose walkway was inlaid with dragonwood. Even here, in the innermost halls of the zenanah, they were followed by eunuchs. “Different tongues for different people. I suppose the tongue expresses the character of those who speak it.” 
 
    “Your father,” said the lady, seeming to have great difficulty with the words. “Will your father truly execute you for entering the… What did you call it?” 
 
    “The zenanah,” said the prince. 
 
    “Yes, the zenanah,” said the lady. “He will have your head for it? You were telling me something like that before. Your father’s spies will report it back to him?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” said Prince Ghazan. “My father will learn of it, have no doubt about that. But he will not have my head, at least I hope he will not. I am his only son after all. He would have to sire another one and he’s too old for that, you understand.” 
 
    The lady gazed around her, at the intricate silverwork ceiling, the painted woodwork of the windows, and the golden fountains in the courtyards, and it was like flattery in another form. The entire kingdom would seem like this, when she would finally leave the harem when the priest Dir-en-Shad came to the land. Even the desert, with its stark yellows and whites, still formed a beautiful scene: a place that bred warriors just as easily as it bred simple men and women. It was all a form of flattery, especially here in the palace, where wealth seemed to be drawn from the varied lands of the world. The variegated columns of the throne hall, the multicolored tiles that lined the insides of the pools: these were like a jester playing some sort of grand joke. The lady found that she yearned for the mother-of-pearl walkways of the sea, the opal halls of the Eastern Rim, beauties that only the sea and the earth, in their honest way, could provide. 
 
    “Flattery has a purpose,” said the prince. “The first thing a man learns is how to flatter a beautiful woman. Please do forgive me if my flattery ill-suited you. I only said those things because I love you, and how else can one express a sentiment as strange and unsteady as love but by flattery?” 
 
    “Me?” asked the maid. “Love me? How can you, prince, love me? You do not know me.” 
 
    “Needest a man know the sun to love its light?” asked the prince. “I know what I feel when I see you and that is enough. I hope that it shall be all the sustenance that you require too, milady. Please, let us talk no more of this. My father receives Princess Rusudan in the throne hall. Come, let us go to her. She will tell us what the future has in store.” 
 
    The prince rose from where he sat and the lady rose to. 
 
    “I shall meet you there, milady,” said the prince. “One of the eunuchs will have to escort you, hopefully not one of the smellier ones. You know they sometimes have a scent. It is all that musk they perfume themselves with. Please excuse the odor. I am sorry.” 
 
    They found Princess Rusudan in the throne room. Here, all the Emirs, Wazirs, and Nabobs of the kingdom were gathered in their turbans and jeweled caps, attended by teams of slaves, eunuchs, and various other orders of hangers-on. The sultan and his close entourage sat in a corner of the great hall, fanned by servants from the distant land of Komoro, wearing the characteristic hat of blue gold of their people. They used fans comprised of feathers of the raa bird, an enormous flightless bird that also hailed from the land of Komoro, with its thousand cities and hundred walis. 
 
    The floor of the throne room was inlaid with garnet and tanzanite, not to mention the throne itself which glimmered in the multi-colors of elephantine, that fantastic gray stone that was quarried in the land of Shoshenq, far to the south. The garnets and rubies were arranged in shapes of manticores, griffins, basilisks and other fantastic creatures, as the decadent sultans of Maler had a passion for myths and the creatures that inhabited them. These royals would scour the eight seas of the world searching for these beasts, not taking pleasure in the numerous dragons that haunted the land. There was nothing rousing about a beast that was commonly seen, Prince Ghazan supposed. He too found that his father’s passion for beasts was strange. He imagined that if he were to enter the sultan’s mind as he slept, he would find there the basilisk, the wym, the manticore, and all the rest. 
 
    Princess Rusudan was sitting across from the sultan on a well-apportioned couch of narwhal ivory. She held in her hand a miniature house that her goldsmiths had made. This house was fashioned to resemble the palace of the sultan, and it was covered in a great frost. 
 
    “See,” said the princess, whose youthful beauty belied her middle age. “This means that there will be a great storm. Look, even the menagerie windows are covered in frost.” 
 
    The lady, who as yet had no name, struggled to imagine what the well-attired woman looked like under her gauzy veil. The blue eyes ringed in black stibium and the curve of full lips seen through the gauze of the veil only made the onlooker more drunk by Princess Rusudan’s loveliness. 
 
    “Might I eat it?” asked the sultan. “The house I mean.” 
 
    “No,” said the princess with a stern look. 
 
    The sultan was known for his passion of covering his food in gold leaf. If that was not luxury, he added to this the practice of dissolving young pearls in boiled wine. This formed for the sultan his favored drink. For the sultan, this house seemed like something that his cooks might have created. 
 
    “Well, what is the use of baking a house if it cannot be eaten,” the sultan wondered aloud, looking for support to his chief guardsman, yet another eunuch. 
 
    “It was not baked for eating,” said the princess. 
 
    “And what of us?” asked Prince Ghazan, who stood beside the lady that had washed up on the sea. 
 
    The princess would not answer then as just at that moment a chamberlain was announcing that the Great Khagan of the Yinisar had arrived with a thousand precious gifts for the sultan. These gifts were just now being brought into the sultan’s great treasure-chambers. The ambassadors themselves, with their robes embroidered with dragons and their tall caps, were being led into the throne hall, eliciting the gasps of the court because of the splendor of their robes and their foreign appearance. 
 
    “What of us?” asked Prinece Ghazan later as he walked through the subterranean grotto of the palace with Princess Rusudan and the lady. They had repaired here after the sultan had received his noble guests. 
 
    “Us?” asked the princess. 
 
    “I have declared my love for this fair maid,” and Prince Ghazan indicated the lady, “and she has refused me.” 
 
    “And what pray tell is the name of the maid?” asked Rusudan, regarding the maid’s kelp dress with wonder. 
 
    “Her?” replied the prince. And after a pause: “I call her Xenia.” 
 
    “That is a beautiful name,” said Princess Rusudan, darting her eyes towards the lady to gauge that she was worthy of it. “It is a beautiful name, but I cannot gleam the maid’s future in this state of dishabille. Bring her to me in more suitable attire and I shall see what I can do.” 
 
    The prince had the lady arrayed in a chiton of red gold and a collar of young pearls so that when Princess Rusudan saw her again she was quite satisfied. The princess met them at the threshold of her chambers, the suite of rooms she always took when she came to visit the sultan. The ruler of Maler was her uncle on the distaff side. The suite of rooms set aside for her was large and well-apportioned. The prince and the lady, now called Xenia, traveled through corridors of gold tile and persimmon vines until they reached a low ceilinged, narrow room. It was filled with wondrous miniature houses at the center of which was a house of dark brown stone. Through a tight window peered the head of a dragon covered in blue scales. “This one is for you,” said Princess Rusudan. 
 
    “For me?” asked the prince. 
 
    “For both of you.” The princess beckoned the pair closer. “Here you dwell in the house your father built, together. You two shall one day wed, but misfortune hovers over you.” 
 
    “And this is represented by the dragon?” 
 
    “No,” said Princess Rusudan. “Misfortune is represented by the roof sloping downward. See how the silver ceiling comes in just here? Even the waves of the sea are brushing against the house. The dragon is something altogether different. He is Aisin. Whatever you do, you must never see him. Meeting him shall dash your future forever, prince.” 
 
    Ghazan was alarmed, pacing the room, finding little comfort in the gold, gems, and silver hangings. Rather, he felt oppressed by them. He wanted to get away, just at that moment. He wanted to find the dragon then and there, telling Fate exactly what it could do with itself. And if it did not want to, it would meet the tip of his kujala. 
 
    Ghazan turned to look at the lady. The lady reached for the prince’s hand and he gave it to her. “Be still, my princess,” said the prince, “as that is what you shall be. One day. There is naught to fear. I shall consider the matter. Perhaps this misfortune can be averted.” 
 
    To put her mind at ease, Ghazan took Xenia to an oasis, where horned deer cavorted with saljak, that, darting spotted animal whose fur formed the favored stuff for the coats of the twin sultans of the Banu Yunus. This oasis was a veritable forest, stretching twenty leagues on either side. It was so densely planted with trees that it took a horseman four hours to get from one end of it to the other, even if traveling on the stone road that the present sultan had built. Here the prince noticed the strange mendicants in their black robes, begging for dirhams with one hand outstretched and clutching their azags with the other. The daggers of these wretched beggars were not of the pricey make that the members of the sultan’s household sported, but they looked sharp and Ghazan’s intuition, a hunter’s instinctive sense, suggested to him that these daggers had tasted blood. 
 
    “What shall your father think now that you have taken me from the city,” Xenia wondered aloud. “He shall not be pleased, I imagine. 
 
    “I do not care,” said the prince. Fate was already at work, though he would learn this only too late. They sat gazing at the moon that was just then making its appearance though the sun had not completely set. 
 
    “If we leave this wood now, we may reach the city before nightfall,” said the lady. She watched as the prince wiggled his toes in their comfortable golden slippers. “The sultan’s spies will have told him that I am gone, but he may forgive you if you return me before the dark hours.” 
 
    “It is too late,” said Ghazan, feeling the smoothness of the ivory hilt of his kujala. “It will be evening by the time we reach the gates of the outer walls and it will take another hour to reach the palace, even if we were to leave now. The sultan will be having his first supper now. He’s swallowing the first bite of gold leaf as we speak. He will know that we are gone.” 
 
    “But he dines with Princess Rusudan,” said the lady. “She shall speak on our behalf. She will not tell him anything, but she will say that we are young, little more than children, and that he should have pity on us. Twain that love each other cannot be undone by something as simple and meaningless as a few hours passed in a juniper wood.” 
 
    “So you love me then?” 
 
    But the lady looked away. 
 
    Ghazan and Xenia slept in a tent in the wood, erected by the servants that they had brought with them. A wall of cloth was placed in the center of the tent, dividing it into two chambers; Ghazan slept in one while the lady slept in the other. They both awoke before the sun had fully arisen, almost as if awoken by the same Jinni or dragon. Xenia did not have to be told that they should return to the town, to meet whatever fate his father had in store for them. She was ready, she had steeled herself, and she would go now. 
 
    Though she had never ridden a horse before, not alone, Xenia took the reins of the mare when it was offered to her. She gripped these straps and she mounted the horse without saddle, in the fashion of the wild Cerkes. “Is she of the land of that barbarian land?” Prince Ghazan wondered aloud. The lady’s mare broke off into a run, with its lady on its back, tracing a pattern so wild and so beautiful that Ghazan felt a sense of joy that he had never before experienced in following her. The lady even worked her whip gently to speed the wild horse on, its horsetail whipping in the gusting wind like a dragon in flight. 
 
    So Ghazan chased her, in the fashion of his distant ancestors, the forefathers of the warrior Yunus. It was this Yunus who had peopled this land with his ninety-nine sons until he finally died. Yunus himself had founded the city of Maler on the Tell-Babi, a city arising on top of the ruins of an older city. It was said that the forefathers of the Yunus were savage horsemen that had entered this land of northern desert and oasis from the East. They rode their horses without saddles, like the barbarian Cerkes, and they worshipped the many-helmeted gods of the sky. They were a brutal people, so the stories tell. It was said that when their kings, or chiefs as they really were, grew old, the people slew them, replacing them with younger chiefs who were capable of siring more members of the tribe and leading the people to victory in battle. This tradition formed sort of a kingly sacrifice, which Ghazan found particularly distasteful, as he was one day to be a king himself, but when he told Xenia the story she said it was only a way of establishing a bond between the people and the land. A king who died went back to the land, a land from whence he had come, a world that was better than the world in which they lived. 
 
    These fierce people had chased their brides across steppe, desert, and oasis. When a man wanted to marry a woman, he followed her with his horse in tow and, when he found the proper moment, he kidnapped her, took her up onto his horse, and rode off with her to his animal skin tent. The people had lived this way for time immemorial, the men chasing the women and siring a race of hearty sons and bountiful daughters. Xenia did not know any of this when she fled back to Maler, and neither did the mare, but they fled anyway, as time flees, away from the present whose true meaning no one knows. 
 
    They arrived at the palace to find the sultan waiting for them on the steps of the inner court. The palace was ringed by two walls. The outer walls of the palace contained the storehouses, treasure-chambers, kitchens, and quarters for the numerous Wazirs, eunuchs, chamberlains, and slaves who served the sultan. There was even a large secondary palace designated for the crown prince when the sultan officially designated a successor. As Ghazan had just reached his twentieth year, it was not surprising that he had not yet been graced with the title of crown prince. Some princes were not given the title until they were thirty, including Ghazan’s father. This practice did cause a problem. For example, if the sultan should die suddenly without designating a particular man as his crown prince. As the law of the land did not specify any particular pattern of succession, any adult male of the royal house could potentially claim the throne. This naturally would lead to civil war, and Maler had been plagued with much of this through the twenty centuries of life that the city had atop the Tell-Babi. 
 
    “This palace is closed to you,” said the sultan, placing a hand on the hilt of his kujala. “You have married this woman without your father’s consent and his palace is now off limits. She is a girl with no rank and position in this country and too humble for a son of mine.” 
 
    “But father,” said Ghazan. He wanted to tell the sultan that he had not married the lady, but he understood that malicious tongues had told him that he had and the sultan was of the sort inclined to believe any story he heard. 
 
    “Return when you have rid this land of her sea-cursed shadow.” 
 
    Xenia asked Ghazan why he had not told his father that they had not married and Ghazan told her she would not understand. Besides, it had nothing to do with marriage even if that was what the sultan said. He knew his father well enough. 
 
    Ghazan had no choice but to seek shelter in the home of a wealthy merchant as he was too proud to beg his father to reconsider. The merchant had a tall watchtower attached to his house. This tower served as a beacon to ships at sea and as a lookout point for armies invading by land. The man treated his royal guests to a fine repast and told them that they had full use of the palace to do with as they pleased. Xenia, as the prince had named the lady, said she wanted to see the heights from the tower. She could easily access it from a hall behind the merchant’s zenanah, where she stayed. While the prince slept she repaired there. 
 
    She felt the mist as it sprayed her veil, reminding of her of when she had been in the sea. She felt her neck, wondering if she had gills like a sea creature, she was sure she had them, but she did not find any there. Not then. The rain picked up, seeming to weep, and she felt a dark voice calling to her. She wanted to leap from the tower, back into the sea, but the voice chided her not to. “No,” said the voice, deep like a tremor in the Earth. “No, you are mine.” 
 
    As Ghazan slumbered, Xenia, in her veil of silver thread and all her finery, leapt into the sea. She wanted to drown herself, but the sea rejected her, washing her back onto the shores of Maler, finery and all. The residents of the town took Xenia back to the prince. He paced his well-apportioned chamber in the fine kaftan that the merchant had gifted him. It was embroidered with images of the suns of Yunus quarreling for the throne, even though it was against the customs of the Banu Yunus to create images of mankind. In spite of this prohibition, some of the finest works of art in the lands of the eight seas hailed from Banu Yunus, their repression seeming to make the flowering of their art even more pronounced. 
 
    Xenia survived the fall, but she was too weak to rise from bed. It was said by anyone that saw her that she had not long to live. The sorcerers and mages of the town, afraid to anger the sultan, avoided the prince’s place of refuge, though some of them prided themselves that they knew the solution to the prince’s problem. These wizards knew that the sultan had given his son ten days to leave the town and most were wary to risk his displeasure. In spite of this collective fear, three mages decided to risk life and limb to offer words of wisdom to the prince. 
 
    “I do not know what to do,” said Prince Ghazan to the men who had gathered in a court of the merchant’s grand house. 
 
    The prince sat on a divan in the merchant’s palace, feeling as oppressed by the doors of inlaid pearl and ebon wood as he had in his father’s palace. If he could take Xenia far away from here that would solve all of their problems, but that opportunity had been missed. 
 
    “What do I do?” the prince asked the mages, leading them into the zenanah where Xenia lay. 
 
    The first sorcerer looked at the time missing from Xenia’s brow and said: “You must discover her true name and speak it. Only then will the maid return to her former self.” 
 
    The second sorcerer gazed at the lips of the lady, of an enchanting crystalline blue, and said: “You must offer a lover’s kiss to strengthen one who grows weaker by the day.” 
 
    Prince Ghazan had never kissed Xenia. This seemed to him like the best course of action. He placed his azag and his kujala down upon the end table of silvered ebon wood, so as not to disturb the lady by these clumsy objects, and he bent down to kiss her, though it was unseemly for a high-born woman, as this lady presumably was, to raise her veil and kiss a man who was not her father or her brother. The prince placed three fingers gently upon her veil in preparation for raising it. 
 
    “Wait,” said the third sorcerer. This man wore a high crown that seemed to be fashioned of human bones. These bones were whittled into a pair of reversing horns. The sorcerer gazed at the storm clouds forming outside the window and he clasped his hands together. He said: “My name is Dir-en-Shad and my advice alone you should take. The dread dragon Aisin hangs over this land like a shroud. You must slay him, prince, and thereby earn the everlasting respect and admiration of the maid as well as your father.” 
 
    Prince Ghazan’s face evinced his new worry. “But Princess Rusudan told me that I must never go to see Aisin,” he said. “If I do, I risk everlasting ruin.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Dir-en-Shad, “but did she predict the present circumstance? Were the paltry houses her goldsmiths made able to predict this terrible outcome? No. Her powers do not begin to approach mine, and I shall say nothing of these knaves,” and the mage glanced at his peers. “Mine is the greater mind. Mine are the greater powers. Go to the dragon Aisin and earn your destiny.” 
 
    Ghazan glanced out of the window where a great ship was just pulling into the harbor. The town of Maler had twin harbors, one located right outside the town’s outer wall, and a second located about three miles to the south and connected to the city by a wall. Maler received all of the major sea trade coming from the Yinisir lands to the east and the Komoro lands to the south, to say nothing of the overland trade that came from the Randalkand. 
 
    Ghazan imagined the moment when Xenia would regain her strength. He attempted to imagine a reconciliation with his father but found this prospect more difficult to grasp in his mind’s eye. It seemed altogether distant. But he had more pressing matters to consider, specifically his upcoming meeting with the dragon Aisin. “My mind is all in a muddle,” said the prince, resuming his seat on the divan. His feet tapped against one of the thick carpets for which Maler was famous, though it had a healthy rivalry with Marchande, the other great sultanate in the land of Banu Yunus. 
 
    “Where do I start?” Ghazan wondered. He had always gone to his father for advice, but now he was quite alone. When he would meet the merchant, his host, in the hall, he found the man’s face no longer held the reverence for him as the sultan’s son as it had before. As the prospect of reconciliation with his father became distant, Ghazan pondered that he was rapidly losing esteem in the man’s eyes, not to mention all the other men like him that inhabited this city. The honor that he had felt in being the son of a king, of being handsome and strong, now no longer held the sheen that they had only a few days before. Ghazan was finding that the world outside the sultan’s palace was colder than he knew. 
 
    “Where do I begin to find such a creature?” the prince wondered. 
 
    “First you must consider a weapon and a steed. No ordinary beast will do for Aisin, neither will an ordinary weapon.” This was all said by Dir-en-Shad who seemed always only a stone’s throw away. “Go to the land of the ogress Karthik and find Prince Ulugh. His people have been plagued by the woman. Prince Ulugh will reward you with the holy lance Hulagu if you free his land from Karthik’s deprecations. Once you obtain this weapon, it must be dipped in the blood of Karthik. By this means alone can you defeat Aisin and save your love as well as yourself.” 
 
    Ghazan gazed at Dir-en-Shad in wonder, mesmerized both by his words and his presence. 
 
    “The ice dragon lives far to the south,” said Dir-en-Shad. “He travels north every 200 years to lay waste the land. This is called shevar, it is the berserk rage that male dragons aged less than three eons undergo until they learn better ways. Aisin, for all his strength, is only about as old as Maler, that is, about two eons. Go with my blessing to slay him and be girded in my dark power.” 
 
    Dir-en-Shad opened a vial that hung from a bracelet about his wrist. He poured some blue liquid upon his thumb and then he asked Ghazan to remove his jeweled turban. The prince unwrapped his turban, which if stretched out reached to the length of ten men, and then Dir-en-Shad brushed away the bit of hair that hung over the prince;s brow. The mage made a mark there. His face assumed a smile, a smile of great wickedness, though Ghazan was as fresh as a day-old pearl and unable to see it for it was. “Go now and be quick!” said the mage. 
 
     Ghazan felt that even if he wanted to refuse Dir-en-Shad he could not. So he traveled far to the south where the ogress was said to live. She lived in the land of Canxir, which was ruled by a prince who was not on familiar terms with Ghazan’s father and whose customs were different from those of the Banu Yunus. As Ghazan fed his mare at a wadi of the Kulum, a tributary of the great Randal of Randalkand, he thought of the great journey that was splayed out before him. He had never before gone beyond the borders of Maler, and now he was to go into foreign kingdoms, lands that were hostile not only to his father, but to all the sons of the Yunus. In the Randalkand, they would see his jeweled turban and know him instantly as an enemy of their people. The prince knew that he would have to pass through many unfriendly lands to reach Canxir. 
 
    Here, in the house of this merchant, Ghazan was suddenly alone. He began to feel a dark feeling, an anger that he had never felt before. It was unjust that he, the son of a sultan, was reduced to begging for aid from a merchant. It was unjust that his father did not see the pure love that was in his heart, that he would never do anything to dishonor him. Indeed, he wanted only to serve him. It was unjust that he must embark on this odyssey without a friend in the world. He might surely die and the world might soon forget that there was ever a prince called Ghazan-ud-din of Maler. 
 
    And so Ghazan left his lady with his host. He did not say goodbye to her as this act only reminded him that he would probably never see her again. He must go and fight a dragon and earn back his place in his father’s kingdom. “Curse this land of dragons!” he thought as he spurred his mare across the border into the Randalkand. He wished that he had been born upon another world, one where these beasts did not live. 
 
    The prince traveled two weeks through the Randalkind, but his journeys were remarkable only for the poverty he faced. He had no dinars or dirhams to pay for nights at well-put-up inns or to dine on finer fare. Indeed, he had to sell all of his princely stuffs merely to pay his way across the land. He pawned two jeweled turbans, sold a feathered cap that he had gotten as a birthday present from the Duke of Ristavi. He sold two azags and the pack of mammoth leather inlaid with elephantine that Princess Rusudan’s husband had given to him. He even had to sell his boots and go about in humble shoes. 
 
    But before long he did reach the land of Canxir. He skirted the town, now too poor even to pay for a single night at an inn. Ashamed, he fell asleep under the shade of a twister wither-wood tree. He dreamt of the many legions of strange people that he had met, adherents of a strange religion. They spoke over and over the chant: “Alamgul, Alamgul, Alamgul e Dano, Azag-el-Deper.” These words had no meaning to the prince, whose mind was constantly drawn to the bilious complexions of the people and their sad, hysterical eyes. 
 
    The prince was gladdened when he reached Canxir. Though there were few of them in the Randalkand, there were none at all to be encountered this far south. But he did not think of them. He thought only of the great thirst that parched his throat. Ghazan had run out of water on his last day of travel and when he awoke his throat burned with a desire for water. The prince’s last dream had been of water: that he stuck his head out of a window of the palace of Maler only to have an infant sand dragon breathe fire at him, an act which drew all of the water out of his body and made him gag with a parched throat. 
 
    “Water, water,” Ghazan whispered as his eyes blundered open. 
 
    “Is it water you want?” asked a man standing over him. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ghazan, “give me water. Didn’t you hear me? Please give me water. I am humbled before you and I would do anything for it. I shall even kiss your feet.” 
 
    “No need for that,” said the man. He was ruddy complexioned and wearing animal skins of all make and shape draped across his body almost haphazardly. His hairless face along with the rest of his appearance instantly made him out for a barbarian and Ghazan drew back in alarm. 
 
    “Nothing to worry over,” said the man. “We are not cannibals here.” 
 
    “You are of this land?” 
 
    “No,” said the traveler. “Just passing through. By the looks of you, you are not of this land either. You may be reduced to beggary, but you still have the mark of nobility to you. What brings you to this land?” 
 
    “You would not believe me if I told you.” 
 
    “Come to kill the ogress, have you?” 
 
    “How did you…” 
 
    “That’s what everyone comes to Southern Canxir for. There’s no other reason to come here. The Cerkes raid these parts with regularity, though they avoid this particular valley because of Karthik. I am surprised you did not know that? Yes, we get lots of tourists. They do not come to kill the ogress, they only seem curious about where she lives and especially what she looks like. But as soon as the ground starts a-rumbling they go running for the hills!” and the man gave a mighty laughter. 
 
    “You are not a dwarf are you?” asked Prince Ghazan. 
 
    “No, I am not a dwarf!” the man exclaimed. “Though you would not be the first to ask. I guess you could say that I make sort of a living off of Karthik. I hang about this land, dealing with most of the people that come through these parts. At night, mostly. Their things, I mean.” 
 
    “Then you are a thief?” asked Ghazan. 
 
    “I prefer the term entrepreneur.” 
 
    “I do not want to know about any of that,” said the prince. “What is a tourist and why would one of them come here?” 
 
    “You will find out soon enough,” said the thief. “There is a gaggle of them just trudging up the hill there. Do you not see them, how fat and happy they are? I can show you how to get to Karthik. Her house is just behind these woods here. You shall need more than that dagger there to slay her. If that is all you have, then you have a hard task before you.” 
 
    “It is all that I have,” Prince Ghazan whispered. 
 
    “Well, there are a healthy store of jewels there. I will trade it for this javelin,” and he thumbed back to the long weapon that he had shoved into his pack. “It may not be worth as much as that dagger there, but you have no use for it here. You would be wise to agree to a barter.” 
 
    “It is a kujala, a stout dagger,” said the prince. “All warriors of my land keep this and they would rather die than part with it.” The prince looked at the dagger. “Especially one that has tasted blood,” he boasted, though that was not entirely true. 
 
    “Then how about that,” said the thief, eyeing a gold ring that the prince had on his finger. “I will trade you that for the javelin, if I cannot have the whatever it was you said.” 
 
    “I cannot give this to you either,” said Ghazan. “It belonged to my father and it is the last thing that I have that comes from him. Even the kujala was a gift from the emirs of my kingdom. This ring is all that is left of the many things that I have been given by the sultan, my father.” 
 
    “Well, it is little use to you now it seems. I shall either take the ring or the pole, take your pick,” and the thief turned as if making to walk away. 
 
    “Or I could pounce you, take the javelin, and keep both the kujala and the ring,” said Ghazan. 
 
    “You are in no shape to pounce anything,” said the thief. “Here,” and the man give Ghazan a sip of the date juice that he had in a wooden flask. 
 
    The drink instantly roused Ghazan. He gripped it as the babe grips the breast and he had his fill When the prince was done, he opened his eyes, as he had closed them, and he saw the world around him with new light. He thought he could see the house of the ogress through some sparse trees. 
 
    The prince leapt up to his feet. “I am in your debt,” he said, and he took off the ring. 
 
    Ghazan tightened his gear and followed the thief to the house of Karthik. The thief did not seem frightened as this must have been a trip the man had made many times before. Though Ghazan had reason to fear, based on the stories that he had heard, he knew that the lore of men often had no import, and he found himself girded in the happy confidence of the thief. 
 
     The house of the ogress was shaped out of boulders and it rest at the foot of the cliff, under the shade of a gargantuan tree. Ghazan could not see her, but he could hear her rumblings as she walked with giant feet around the house, throwing around this thing or that. The thief told Ghazan to grip the lance tightly and to watch the ogress from the window before he went in to battle her. He must study her movement as every man that has not has died. She eats the men who come to her, as the ogresses of Canxir are known to dine on only the flesh of other ogres or on people, though they prefer the sweetness of people. 
 
    After Ghazan had slain the ogress, he left her house where he was greeted by the thief. “What is your name?” the prince asked the man, who handed him a flask to refresh himself again.  
 
    “I am called Vriso,” said the man, telling Prince Ghazan that his lands were very far from where they then were. 
 
    Ghazan learned from Vriso that he must burn Karthik so that her body would not attract other ogresses. Though Karthik was the primary monster known in these parts, there must be others. If they got the scent, they might repair here and attempt to eat here. But Ghazan told the man that before he did anything with Karthik’s body, he must first visit the court of Prince Ulugh, the ruler of this land. 
 
    When Prince Ghazan reached the city of Canxir at dawn the next day, he found that the town guards were already pushing open the mighty bronze doors to gain him entry. The pair of doors were the height of six men all standing on top of the other, and it took twenty men to push the heavy doors open and pull them closed, which they did twice a day. As in other cities, the doors were closed at night to keep any foreign mercenaries or unwanted travelers out. 
 
    Prince Ghazan’s feat had preceded him. He found the way to the palace ringed by maidens all carrying lit candles and dressed in white. This sight startled the prince, as it was very different from the custom in his land where the women were all veiled and cloistered. The high-born women never left the zenanah at all, sometimes spending their entire lives within its walls. These maidens wore sleeveless chemises and their shoulders and arms were bare, even their cleavage was visible to any man who had the thought to look upon it. Ghazan felt that he was in a dream, not knowing from one moment to the next if he what he currently experienced was just now happening or if it was something that had happened in the past and he was only now recalling. 
 
    Though the walls of the city were fashioned of stone, the palace of ruler was made of wood that had been painted in joyous figures and edged in gold. The prince entered a hall that was propped up by columns carved in the shapes of giants. The muscles of their carven figured displayed the great strength the sculptors had imbued them with, though the ideas had first taken hold in the minds of the men of this land. The giants labored under the effort, their great beards stretching down to the floor. This first hall teemed with princes and princesses of the royal house, members of all the noble houses, and the many servants that were part of the prince’s household. From this chamber, a second chamber opened, and this was the great festive hall of the prince. Instead of the Chamberlains, Nabobs, Wazirs, and Emirs of his father’s court, this throne hall had a simple carved wooden throne at the far end, around which were guards wearing single-horned helmets, and nobles arrayed in woolen embroidered gowns and diadems. 
 
    The prince stood as Ghazan entered the hall. As the son of the sultan of Maler approached the dais of the throne, Prince Ulugh stepped down from it and opened his hands in welcome. He smiled and embraced Ghazan in thanks. “This land is in your debt,” said Prince Ulugh of Canxir. “The debt that we owe you can never be repaid, but I can offer you chattel as signs of my thanks.” 
 
    A servant brought forward the holy lance of Hulagu as well as some other well-fashioned gifts. These were all brought out in trunks like dower chests. Ghazan’s eyes were instantly drawn to the lance. Though the weapon was worn by centuries of use, it was tipped in gold. 
 
    “This lance belonged to the Atabeg Hulagu, grandfather of that Yunus who lived more than two centuries ago and gave his name to your people, the Banu Yunus,” said the ruling prince. “It is said that the soul of this great warrior inhabits this weapon. My own ancestor found this weapon buried in our land and it became our national symbol, even being represented on our flag. We used to send our maidens to the ogress so that she might eat them. Some men even slew their daughters so that they might be spared such a terrible fate. As you, prince, have freed us from an awful tyranny, I may now return to you that which has long belonged to us, but which now shall be yours once again. As I give you this lance, know that you have my thanks. You shall always be welcome here, and if at any time you should desire a princess of this royal house, you shall only to choose her and she shall be yours, even if she already has a husband to which she has been wed or promised.” 
 
    Prince Ghazan, consumed with emotion, bowed to the prince and took the offered lance. He handed it to Vriso who stood by him. “I thank you for this offer, prince,” said Ghazan, “but I already have someone to whom my fate is tied. I take this lance, but I must leave your land as I have a dark road before me. I go further south, to the land where Aisin lives, and it is possible that I may never see this land again as I do not know how much longer I have upon the world. By the hands of the dragon I must certainly fall, but you I shall always remember for this gift that you have given me. If I am to slay this dragon Aisin, I shall do it with this lance, and for this you shall have my gratitude, even in death.” 
 
    Ghazan left the court of Ulugh, the gathered people of Canxir regarding him with wonder. As the prince left the palace, Vriso following behind with the lance, a strange imagining flittered across the prince’s head. The prince wondered: “Why must dragons be slain at all?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

  Chapter Two 
 
    Before the sun had set, Ghazan returned to the form of Karthik, where he dipped the holy lance Hulagu into the life blood of the monster. The blood was amethyst in shade instead of the blue of princes. Outside the house of the ogress, Ghazan mounted his mare, Khurshid-Begum, and began his journey to the southern lands where he hoped to find the dragon Aisin. His friend Vriso accompanied him part of the way, but left off in a market town of the Lesser Cerkes Horde. The thief found that these new lands were bristling with activity and he simply could not resist the temptation of making his fortune here so they parted ways. In the Southern Rim of mountains, in the land of the Burinkhan of Quban, Ghazan neared the presence of Aisin. 
 
    The air seemed to flitter with magic and the nights were warmer than any that Ghazan had ever experienced. Though he was racing to sudden death, when he rest his head to sleep beneath a tent that Prince Ulugh had given him as a present, he found that his heart was joyous rather than sad. He wondered after his father, and his heart felt pangs of guilt that he could not aid him in his older years, surrounded as the old man was by eunuchs, sycophants, rebellious Emirs, Wazirs, Nabobs, and Chamberlains, and others who must make his life more cared rather than free of cares. But then Ghazan opened his eyes, peeked his head out of his tent, and saw the flash of fireflies and felt the breath of the air of a distant lake brush against his face. 
 
    He understood that this was life. Life was a thing in which the past and present might occupy the same space. One might fall to slumber to find one relived a moment that had already passed. One might smile and form a picture in one’s brain, an image of a goal achieved, and reshape the world around oneself. There was still Xenia, the woman for whom he had thrown away all that he possessed, but in this moment, resting beneath a tent and going on to his death, he felt that he had not lost anything, that he had never possessed anything at all. 
 
    Ghazan girded himself in mail armor, the typical mail armor of the Southern peoples, even sporting the typical strong, cap-like helmet of the Canxir, and he was ready to face his doom. He knew that his future was lost, as Princess Rusudan had already predicted it, but the prince was ready to meet it anyway. 
 
    It was not long before Ghazan reached the cave of Aisin, which lay at the foot of a mountain. Bending over a pool of crystal blue water, Ghazan found a maiden arrayed in veil like the noble women of his own people. Alarmed to find such a maiden as this alone, and in a place such as this, Ghazan immediately dismounted his horse and ran to her aid. The woman’s veil fell accidentally when she turned to look at her and Ghazan spied that she was of a truly startling beauty. Her cheekbones were high and her eyes were large and had a scene of wild horses running free in a far off land. What could be more enchanting than this to a man of the Banu Yunus? The maid told Ghazan that her father was the Burinkhan of Quban, and that he would pay a ransom to any man that returned her to him. Their land was plagued by the dragon Aisin and the people were too afeared to come to the mountain and return her back to her father’s high-walled city. 
 
    The maid said that she would accompany Ghazan into the cave to slay the dragon, after which he might return her to her father. This seemed the proper course of action as there was no time to lose. Ghazan agreed to this course and lead both the lady and his mare, Khurshid-Begum, into the cave where he was to meet Aisin and the seven lesser dragons that guarded Aisin himself. The cave was in a constant state of rumbling, and as the prince faced the dragons, he had to worry over the rising fear in his mare and the safety of the maid that he had brought with him. The odds were great, but the prince slew all the lesser dragons as the princess looked on, only having trouble with the last, a beast called Cihangir. This dragon wisely hovered in a distant corner of the cave, forcing Ghazan to dispatch it with bow and arrow rather than with the holy lance Hulagu. 
 
    Cihangir dispatched, Ghazan prepared to lead the princess and his mare into the last chamber of the cave where Aisin awaited when the princess stayed his hand. 
 
    “You had better mount your horse,” said the maid. “The dragon that dwells here is so formidable that no weapon will touch him without the aid of a steed, even your great lance Hulagu.” 
 
    “Know you this because your father’s historians and scribes have studied this dragon that has haunted your land?” the prince asked. 
 
    He mounted the mare as bidden. 
 
    “No,” said the princess. 
 
    “Know you this because you father, the Burinkhan, has warred with this forbidding creature before?” Ghazan asked. 
 
    “No,” said the princess. 
 
    “Then how is it that you know this?” asked the prince. 
 
    “I know for I am he,” said the princess. And with a great crack of thunder and a terrible peal of laughter, the woman vanished into a mist and the shape of a dragon occupying the great mass of the cave suddenly appeared. Prince Ghazan drew back in terror and the horse reared up and made to break away. The mare was stayed by the prince who tightened the reins. The sight of the great green dragon inspired a sense of mortification in the animal that none of the other dragons had. 
 
    After various charges and failed assaults, Ghazan was tossed from Khurshid Beg and forced to flee to a corner of the cavern with his lance Hulagu. 
 
    “Is it fear I smell on your skin?” the dragon hissed. “You think you can best the greatest dragon of the steppes with those carnival tricks?” 
 
    The dragon’s voice occupied all of the space around Ghazan like he spoke with the particles of the air itself. 
 
    Aisin went on: “Come closer so that you may know frost!” 
 
    And with this, the dragon unfurled his great tongue, which was covered with terrible white patches. 
 
    The cavern grew suddenly very cold. Ghazan had the thought to jab the dragon’s tongue rather than its body and when he had done this, the dragon let out a terrible wail. 
 
    “It was not fear,” said Ghazan. “It was surprise.  I thought you would be blue as Rusudan depicted you.” 
 
    Disoriented, the dragon withdrew to the farthest nook of the cave, which had a low wall. Seeing this new advantage, Ghazan remounted his mare and charged forward with his lance until he had cornered Aisin. They parried with each other, there was one feint and then another, and finally Ghazan gripped the holy lance Hulagu and speared Aisin in the chest. 
 
    The dragon screeched with such a furor that it shook the cave, threatening to send the walls crashing down. The dragon thrashed about and Khurshid-Begum tossed its rider and fled, never to be seen again by Ghazan. 
 
    “Who?” the dragon asked in great anger. “Who are you?” 
 
    The prince, suddenly alarmed, did not answer. 
 
    “You may have bested me with the ogress’s blood, stranger, but know this. You shall no longer find welcome in your country. The honors you hoped your father would one day heap open you will never come. No country shall ever claim you as its son!” 
 
    “Why don’t you say plainly what you mean, beast?” 
 
    Aisin thrashed about, clinging to a life that was rapidly fleeing. 
 
    “You are not your father’s son,” the dragon hissed. “You are not even of the bloodline of the Banu Yunus. You will never find a warrior’s hard-earned repose, never upon this earth!” And with those bitter words, the dragon Aisin died. 
 
    The Azag-al-Walaq cast off his former self like a shadow and became Dost again. He left the Southern lands, traversed the Randalkand, and reached the border of the lands of the Banu Yunus. He came into a broad valley, hemmed in by mountains. A traveler would never have known that they were so close to the open desert. Here, the desert wind was held off as if by magic. The mountains lent the environs a sense of fortification, serenity, and warmth, even if the nights were cold. The bareness that the desert inspired, a sparsity that seemed to form the twin reactions of sumptuousness and cruelty in its higher orders, feeling seemed absent here. Here one might still feel the moisture of the great river Randal that traversed Randalkand carrying with it cities like rubies clinging to a necklace of blue gold. Here one was reminded that existence entailed more than the twin realities of life and death. There was always the thin line of limbo in between. 
 
    Dost turned in his rough bed of grass and tossed aside his coverlet. The sun was high up in the sky. He had slept longer than he wanted or needed to. He leapt up to his feet and surveyed the area in this secluded corner of the valley. When he was sure that it was secure, he returned to the stream and considered his most pressing concerns, namely drink and repast. The drink part was simple enough. He would merely draw from the water of this stream. There was plenty of it to be had. He would fill his three flasks, including one that was meant for the boiled wine that Randalkand was famous for. All three of these would be filled with water; he would need them as there would be at least three days of travel through the desert to reach the city of Maler. 
 
    He knew the land well. Though it was a desert land, the nights were cold and the sky released enough moisture to sustain a large population. The kings of this land, the sultans of Maler, built canals and aqueducts to carry water from the mountains and highland lakes hundreds of leagues away. They were able to fashion a city that clung to the edge of the desert like a diamond ring clinging to the finger of a dead man. Perhaps a time would come when this jewel too would die, like the host that had already embarked on its journey. There was something about these old lands. 
 
    The land was old before the Banu Yunus settled here. There were ruins that stretched as high as the rim between the upper atmosphere and the lower atmosphere. The people here called it the dragon line, as it was the path just above the clouds that the dragons liked to travel. The people here understood the creatures well. Their land teemed with them, though the legendary beasts generally did not live here. The dragons preferred the mountains and the steppe. They did not favor the open desert, only coming to it to fly. It was a middle ground to them. In the minds of these beasts, as the Banu Yunus perceived them, there must be better bounty to be found elsewhere. Of course, the question of what dragons truly wanted was a different subject altogether. There were draconologists who studied this science, often using the ancient texts of men who had made everything up, and Maler was not known for its draconologists. There were some, some directly under the sultan’s patronage, but when it came to this science, the official schools were lacking. Indeed, it was said that the knowledge that was held by the man of the open desert was more than what was known by the official in the city, even for all his texts. 
 
    There were different orders of dragon, a thing which Dost knew well, as he was a Banu Yunus of the open desert. Every man and woman who shared blood descent with the conqueror through one of his ninety-nine sons knew the stories about dragons. Times had changed and dragons were no longer commonly seen, though they could still be spotted if one paid attention. That star in the night sky that suddenly seemed to move, or a dark in the sky that was a deeper dark than the blackness of night: those were dragons hovering or in flight. 
 
    Sometimes you heard the crack of them. Their speech could be described as a crack of thunder, but this was more like an earthquake if quakes of the earth could talk. It was terrible wail, like the earth itself in its death throes, and these wails engendered an often insurmountable fear in the hearts of people, especially women. Horses too had a particular fear of dragons, though it was said that the tall sturdy horses of the Banu Yunus were fearless. They were like this because they were descended from the wild horses that Yunus himself tamed when he entered this land by crossing over the mountains to the East. He peopled these lands with his sons. He sent his daughters into the Randalkand where they married the dukes in that land, becoming ancestors of the people there to through the distaff side. 
 
    But the land of the Banu Yunus held evidence of the people that had been there before. They built high temples, monasteries, and palaces topped with domes. They decorated in tiles, tiling their domes blue, green, and yellow: creating a world that must not have seen real to Yunus and his sons when he found it at the end of his travels. He loved it so dearly that he did not leave, though there were better lands to be had. Great warrior that he was, a warrior who wrestled with wyms, a warrior who took the wym bile to a great sorcerer to fashion his sword Velikiy, this warrior finally in old age decided to rest in the enchanting land of twin cities clinging to a desert, for the ruins of cities already existed on the sites of Maler and Marchande, those cities which live today. These cities would be built on the tells, the high mounds of the previous ruined cities, perching these towns above the desert so they might be seen from many leagues away. 
 
    Maler was the greatest of these towns. Dost remembered it as a bustling port city. It was hemmed in by two high walls, but the harbor of the city was within the inner and outer wall, and a portion of the town had spread outside of the outer wall, even though this second wall had been built at a later date to accommodate for the many peoples of various origins that flocked to the town. Maler was not built on an arable site, its founders more concerned with taking advantage of the eastern and southern trade routes. In this city one might find every make of slave, carpet, jewel, food, cloth, horse, whatever it was your heart desired. All might find satisfaction in this city that seemed made to cater to the acquisitive hearts of men. 
 
    The sultan’s city of Maler must have resembled the city that had been built before it. It too had high green domes, and the portals of its great buildings had blue tiles and ceilings of intricate honeycombs. Perhaps it was the remains of the old tiles of the domes of portals that rest under the Tell-Babi. The city had twelve gates, each as tall as a temple and each with its own elegant façade of multicolored tiles. The warriors of Maler were word famous with their black uniforms and high helmets. They were the terror of the enemies of Maler and a boon to its friends. They fended off the invasions of foreign kingdoms and nomadic tribes who frequently made incursions into this land. These armies also engaged in military endeavors of their own initiation, raiding foreign lands for booty or helping an ally in their fight. 
 
    Dost knew all of this too well. He lay down his kujala and bent over the stream. He cupped the water with his hands and brought it up to his lips for a drink. He kissed the water and when he was done, he filled his flasks so that he would not be parched before he reached the city. He may not encounter another valley like this or an oasis until he reached the town, and even if he did, his particular situation required that he keep a low profile. He wanted no one to know that the Azag-al-Walaq was in this land. He must cast off this identity if he was to successfully assassinate the sultan. 
 
    As he filled his last flask, Dost heard a familiar sound. It was a rustling in a low persimmon tree and a gentle snort. It was the characteristic sound of a horse, and as Dost had cast off his former steed in the Randalkand, he might find good use of this one, if it was suitable. The high, black steed of the Azag-al-Walaq would have bene recognizable, with its well-known exoskeleton of bones along its temples, only slightly concealed on the sides by the horse’s flowing black hair. This feature of frightening external bones was a genetic quirk that had scared away other men in the lands of the Cerkes. They were known for their penchant of taming wild horses. They would leave it for better men. This wild black horse was not for them, but as soon as he had seen the steed, the Azag-al-Walaq had known that he was meant to ride. 
 
    That horse was gone now, set free in the highlands of Randalkand. It was given back to the earth that had created it, as his master no longer had any use for it. He would find a new horse here, upon this edge of a barren land. Hearing the horse’s soft neigh a second time, Dost whistled a gentle song. There was silence and then the horse approached. It must have been drawn to this valley spot by the stream. Indeed, there were probably many other horses here in this valley so close to the desert. Their line would have been peopled by the ancient wildlings of this land as well as the rebellious horses that had broken free of their masters in the desert and had come here. These twain origins would naturally create horses that had a little bit of the wild in them, but should be easily tamed by the skilled horse tamer. 
 
    The horse neared Dost, an approach that the warrior could discern by the incessant rustling that grew louder and louder. When Dost saw the beast he gasped: it was another black horse. And it was a mare. He could not believe his luck. Though it was risky for a warrior as well-known as he to enter a foreign land with another black horse, Dost was naturally a risk taker. He just could not resist the lure of a tall and slender black horse, a beauty that would instill both surprise, wonder, and envy in all that saw it. Its coat was so black that it flashed in the light. A thing so wondrous Dost had seldom seen. He wondered if that sense he felt was joy. No, it must be satisfaction. “I know that with this horse I might accomplish my destiny.” He sighed. “With this horse I might find the death that for so long has called to me.” 
 
    Dost removed his shirt and used it as a flag to attract the horse’s attention. The horse would have seen him, but some horses perceived people with something like anger while others regarded Man with disdain. A true wild horse would have an instinct to buck its rider, even if it allowed him to mount, but a true horseman could break this instinct, to the mutual benefit of both horse and rider. The world was ruled by men after all and a wild horse could only run free for so long. Dost waved the horse down and it neared him, choosing to stop and take a sip from the pound near Dost. The warlord spent a few moments watching the horse. It turned to look at him a few times as it took its fill of the water, but it seemed unconcerned. The warrior laughed and sat down beside the horse. You might call this “getting to know each other.” The black mare would take some time to break, yet she would be broken. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three 
 
    Dost broke his mare and finally came into the lands of the Banu Yunus. What he found there, in the lands of the sultan of Maler, were not what he expected or what he remembered. These scenes had a home in his memory, for they were places that his father had inhabited. They were places of anger, envy, and dreams of revenge. He had been here before. 
 
    The land was yet a desert, as desert lands were not known throughout time to become something else, but they were peopled differently than they had been when Dost was a child. Everywhere he went he found mendicants begging for alms. Their looks and their entreaties were wild. They even seemed to frighten the hearty natives of the place. They wore tattered black cloths that exposed their chests. They wore twisted twigs upon their pates; crowns that seemed to be chosen because the thin branches resembled human bones. Dost was not often afraid, but something about these people disturbed him. They were camps of them outside all of the major towns of the Banu Yunus, and there were whole villages of them at the large oases. 
 
    Though Dost was of a mind to avoid the large settlements, so as not to attract any notice, on the third day of his travels through the lands of the Banu Yunus, his mare wanted drink. As he did not wish to lose the bond between horse and master that had newly been forged, Dost decided to allow his horse to have the water it craved, though they could have waited until they reached the city. It was a good mare and Dost did not want to risk having to find another. The warlord came across one of these villages of acolytes and as there was no other settlements nearby, not on this fringe of the desert, he had little choice but to lead his horse to it. The warrior dismounted and led his mare by the reins into this open, un-walled tenement. 
 
    “Come, girl,” said Dost. “Whoa, come, come. There is nothing to be frightened of. 
 
    A long-necked bird flew past and landed on the crooked branch of a dead tree. It was a carrion bird and it cawed at Dost, seeming to beckon him to leave this place. 
 
    “What sort of village is this?” Dost asked the first person that he met, a man dressed in black and wearing a twisted crown like all the others. “You little resemble the natives of the Banu Yunus.” 
 
    “This is the village of Alamgul, traveler,” said the man. “You may find what you seek here.” 
 
    Another man appeared and this man said: “Therte is nothing worth having anywhere else.” 
 
    “All I seek is water for this horse,” said Dost. “That is all. Whatever else you may have has no worth for me. If you will permit it, I will take what I will and then be on my way.” 
 
    “You venture to the town of the sultan,” the first man remarked. “The city will soon be ours, join us.” 
 
    Dost wanted to ask the men what they meant, but he felt that they must be drunk on wine or some drug from a desert plant. Their eyes had a craven look and their speech was slow and somehow unlike the speech of mankind. He wanted to ask too why they had joined this strange cult, but he pondered that whatever answer they gave would have little meaning to him. 
 
    “Come this way,” said the second man that Dost encountered. 
 
    The warrior followed this man and was led to a pond. The pond was circular, not like the long, snakelike ponds that characterized the natural water fissures of the oasis. This pond seemed manmade and Dost hesitated to drink from it. “This lake was fashioned long before we touched this land,” came an extraordinarily deep voice from behind Dost. Dost turned around and saw a towering man will a pallid, gaunt face. His cheek bones were high and his lips were full. His cheeks were sunken like lands without rain. Behind this towering man were the tents where Dost supposed the followers of this strange religion lived. The tents were high and pitched like the tents of the warlord Shaibani that Dost had lived among as the Azag-al-Walaq. But these were no warriors to be found here. 
 
    “I am a man at arms and I travel north,” said Dost. “I do not mean to disturb your folk, whoever they are. Indeed, I care to know as little as possible. I shall not be here long. I only wish some water for my mare, though I wonder if this is safe to drink.” 
 
    “This lake was here even before the Banu Yunus inhabited this land,” said the tall man. “We found this spot, one which the people here used to graze their cattle and to hunt. No one lived here before us. We required a site for our village so we formed a camp here.” 
 
    “It seems you have many villages already,” the warrior wanted to ask, but he remained silent. 
 
    The man went on: “You journey onwards, but perhaps you are already where you are meant to be. One as strong as you need not seek strength in anywhere or in anyone but himself.” 
 
    Dost’s shirt was tucked into a belt loop and the strength of his form would have been apparent to anyone who spied him. As his hair had been shorn short and he was beardless, the warrior would have had a deeply foreign appearance in this land where the men perfumed their hair in the oils of distant lands. They sported well-cared for beards. 
 
    “Who says I seek anything?” ask Dost. 
 
    “If you seek death then you shall find it.” 
 
    The man left the pond, his voluminous black robes trailing behind him. He repaired to the largest of the tents, which lie near to the lake. Dost watched as his mare began to drink from the pond’s waters. The warrior pet his new travel companion and then he left the horse there and followed the man into the tent. 
 
    The impressive man had sat upon a low, twisted couch. Hung all about the tent were tapestries depicting scenes of destruction and abjection, but they were not made in the highly-stylized way of the artisans of Maler and Marchande. These tapestries had an element of the abstract to them. The people depicted were thin and elongated, with faces turned down to the deep chasms of the earth. There limbs were long and inhuman. Their faces had looks of wailings, with their high cheekbones seeming to suggest that they were in a constant state of screaming. 
 
    “Life can be fashioned around us or we may shape it about ourselves,” said the man. “We have only to choose how we might live.” 
 
    The man’s eyes were of an indeterminate color, seeming to lie somewhere between gray, blue, and green. Dost said nothing, but sat beside him on the couch. 
 
    “You will allow your life to lay out a path for you rather than forge it into what you would have it be. You have lived this way since you were a child. You shall one day learn to regret it.” 
 
    Dost, suddenly angry, said: “You know nothing about me, wizard.  I choose my own path. Revenge is what I seek, what I have always sought! No one set this course for me!” 
 
    “Wizard?” the man asked, and his laugh was so terrible that it was like the cry of a dragon. 
 
    “If you are not a wizard then I do not know what you are,” and Dost looked away from the man. “I do not know and I do not care.” 
 
    “If wizard is what you would call me for your tongue can think of no other way to describe a thing that baffles it then you can call me wizard.” 
 
    “Your words are all crooked like the strange people that follow you,” Dost remarked. 
 
    “They are only crooked as you do not understand them,” said the man. “If you find that your path is crooked, perhaps it is you that is crooked.” 
 
    The man wore a crown like the others, but the twisted branches formed two discrete horns and the wood was so like bone that Dost could not help but to stare. 
 
    “It was fate that led you to me, not your mare’s desire for a drink,” said the man. “You must not fight the hand of fate when it directs you. I would have you as my apprentice.” 
 
    “You are Alamgul,” the warrior remarked. 
 
    “Did you not wonder how you found this horse, that it seemed to come to you just as you needed it? You did not set your mind to seek for a horse, but the cosmos, that life-energy whose universal thought be carried on the wind of worms, the cosmos seemed to know that it was a black mare that was needed just then. No! It was I that sent you that horse.” 
 
    “Are you saying that you direct the will of the cosmos?” Dost asked. 
 
    “I am what I am,” said the man. 
 
    “What is it you desire, wizard?” 
 
    “Serve me,” said Alamgul. “Take training under me as my apprentice and you shall never know hunger, fear, nor absence of joy. Joy might be found anywhere,” and the man gave Dost a strange look. “You shall learn to change both future and past. Ah! That is what you want, is it not? To change the future? No, to change the past!” 
 
    Dost regarded the man with alarm, searching his face, his eyes, for the truth in his words. It was not possible to change the past, it could not be. He searched the man face for this truth he needed, but the man’s face was like a war-torn land. The only thing he found there was death. Dost rose and said: “You have nothing that I require. I shall go to Maler and I hope that I shall never see the sight of you again.” 
 
    Alamgul laughed as Dost left the tent. His laughter might still be heard as Dost left the settlement, nay, even as he approached the high outer wall of the city of Maler. 
 
      
 
    Ghazan returned to the city by one of its twelve gates. He still wore the strong armor that he had been given by Prince Ulugh. The remains of the holy lance Hulagu were in the satchel that he also had been given by the prince. Ghazan’s heart was heavy, for he knew that he was not welcome in this land. If the dragon Aisin’s words were true, and Ghazan doubted that they were, this land of Maler was not truly his home at all. Indeed, if the dragon were to be believed, Ghazan was not even of the race of the Banu Yunus, but the offspring of a people from a foreign land. 
 
    Ghazan immediately repaired to the house of the merchant. He did not think to go to his father with entreaties though it seemed like the logical thing to do. It seemed that Ghazan’s life as prince of this land was a chapter in a book that had suddenly been slammed shut. The prince did not believe that he would ever be able to go back to it again, this old life of his. Even if his father did consent to taking him back into the palace, the thought that he may not be his father’s son would eat away at him until he was finally forced to leave the land again. The rich hangings and furnishings, the Emirs, Wazirs, Chamberlains, and Nabobs that had oppressed him before, these would be unbearable now with the knowledge he currently had. He wondered if his father knew. He wondered if he had always known. 
 
    So the prince went to the sea-born lady that he had left to slay Aisin. He was met at the door of the merchant’s house by the merchant himself. 
 
    “My lord,” said the merchant with a distant look. “Perhaps you might come to my chamber for a talk.” 
 
    The prince followed the merchant to the appointed place. They had a drink before sitting down by a window that overlooked a dragon. 
 
    “It is all right, Adeel,” said the prince. “I know already what you mean to say. We shall leave your house within the hour, my woman and I. Please forgive the inconvenience that I have placed you under. I did not understand what it was that I asked of you.” 
 
    “It is only that the spies and eunuchs of the lord sultan have been difficulties for me,” said the man. “They hang about the house, they hover around all my business operations, they make sudden inspections of my ships, preventing them from leaving port. They know that I have helped you and I shall never see the end of it. Why does your father despise you so, my prince?” 
 
    Ghazan looked at the man, but did not answer. He did not know what to tell him, He could not tell him anything of real import. So the prince told the merchant that he would pack whatever things that remained in his house and leave that very moment. He would take Xenia and they would find refuge somewhere else, perhaps in the great trading city of Damat where Ghazan might take ship for Vani. The queen of that island was always a friend of his family and he hoped that she might take pity on him and help him, even in spite of his presence circumstances. 
 
    Ghazan found the lady at the threshold of the zenanah. As soon as the door to the place was thrown open by a slave, the lady stood up from the courtyard pool around which she sat and ran to him. “My lord,” she said, stepping out of the zenanah and falling into his arms. 
 
    “Will you not brave life to enter the harem as you did in your father’s house?” the lady asked. 
 
    In spite of himself, Ghazan laughed and he did as he was bidden. “I am glad to see that you are well.” 
 
    “You must not be surprised,” said Xenia. “I felt a terrible sadness as the dragon died, but I instantly became well.” 
 
    “A terrible sadness?” asked Ghazan in disbelief. “I barely made it out alive. The dragon would have had dinner on my marrow if it was up to him. That blasted mare Khurshid-Begum was not much assistance either, though the horse did lead me to wide lands, I must admit. I suppose I shall miss her.” 
 
    “Then you found the holy lance Hulagu,” the lady remarked. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ghazan, “and I made friends in the lands of Canxir. Perhaps it is there that we should go. There are not too many places that would offer us safe haven.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the lady asked. “You do not mean that we are to leave the town of Maler?” 
 
    “We must, Xenia. My father has harried this man that has helped us almost to death. He is not of a mind to aid either of us, besides…” 
 
    But Ghazan thought better of telling the lady what he had learned from the dragon. 
 
    “Xenia,” said the lady. “I no longer favor this name. I feel that it ill suits me.” 
 
    “Then we shall find you another one,” said the prince. “It is simple, Xenia. I mean, whatever it is that you would like me to call you. What did you mean that you felt sadness when the dragon died?” 
 
    “We are all connected somehow,” said Xenia. “Even things that you may regard as terrible are a form of life that has meaning in the grand picture. Even the wyms of the sea.” 
 
    “Even the wyms!” cried Ghazan. “Now I know you have lost your mind. Go and lay down again, maiden, and I shall return later.” 
 
    “Do not jest, my prince,” said the lady. “As you said, we must leave this land of your father or risk bringing harm to those who would help us.  I know see the wisdom of your words. Go pack your things and I shall pack mine, and we will leave this place.” 
 
    The markets of Maler bristled with the activity of a haven of peace in the desert. Cheery heads peaked out of windows, avaricious merchants sold their goods in the open markets and bazaars, and curious travelers walked down this promenade or that. Dost could not help but reminded of his father as he traversed the streets sometimes wide, sometimes narrow, but he did not wish to be reminded of the man whose memory formed an important part of his thoughts. Resting his hand upon the narwhal ivory hilt of his kujala, Dost returned to the singularity of mind that had led him to be a great warlord of Cerkes lands, second only to Shaibani himself. His title, Azaq-al-Walaq, brokered fear in the hearts of men. It was a name that was known far and wide, across many lands of the Western continent. Dost hoped that this name would not be known here, or at the very least, that the face associated with the man would not be known. 
 
    He led his horse right up to the outer gate of the sultan’s palace. He told the guard there: “I am a noble traveler and I would have a word with the sultan.” 
 
    “And what man would be so bold as to go right to the sultan’s door and seek a word with him?” 
 
    After the guard asked this, he placed a hand on the hilt of his sword. 
 
    “I am Quli, spahbad of the Duke of Hristo,” Dost said. “This is a name that will be known to the sultan. Send my message to the Chief Wazir and he shall arrange for the sultan to meet with me.” 
 
    These words seemed to have the effect of an incantation for the man led Dost and his horse into the outer court of the palace where they found quarter for the proud black mare. Perhaps Alamgul was right. Perhaps man did have the power to shape the world around him. All Dost had to do was invent some lies to be led straightaway into the innards of the sultan’s palace. And this was where Dost was led. He went first into the inner courtyard and then the palace itself: first into the lower hall, ringed with guards. This hall led to the grand staircase, which then led up to the great throne hall of the sultan. 
 
    As Dost was led into the palace, a man offered to take his weapons from him. Dost gave the man his two azags, blessed in the blood of wyms, the great sea worms, but he did not give him the kujala that lie hidden between his shirt and the impressive brigandine that he wore. Indeed, the eunuch who greeted Dost at the threshold of the palace seemed impressed by the warrior’s attire. Dost wondered if he perhaps had been foolish to array himself as grandly as he did, in a brigandine with bearings of gold. It was the uniform of a great lord and not the functionary that he claimed to be. But there was no time to worry over this now. 
 
    Dost was led up the stairs to the main story of the palace where the great throne hall lie. As Dost had been here before, he knew that to the north of this stair was the long hall of gilded wood that led to the zenanah. To the east was the hall of tapestries that led to the sultan’s private quarters, and to the south was the great throne hall itself; this overlooked an artificial lake that had been constructed between the sultan’s palace and the wall of the town. A narrow street lay between the sultan’s palace and this lake. Technically within the palace quarter, this street had an alley of merchants who sold their wares directly to the royals, emirs, wazirs, and eunuchs that formed part of the sultan’s establishment. 
 
    Dost was led south to the great throne hall. After passing the antechamber, lined with the skin of the sabretooth beast, Dost was led into the throne hall itself. As usual, the hall with its walls of tiles, tapestries and gold, and its ceiling of chandeliers: this hall was filled with the nobles and functionaries that comprised the sultan’s court. Though the life of a sultan must be grand, it seemed this ruler was never allowed a moment to himself. Dost wondered if this reality must twist the mind of a sultan into someone who was always harried and thus become wanton, cruel, and narcissistic. This was a thought that the warrior, bent on his mission, to assassinate the sultan, quickly ushered from his mind. 
 
     Dost thought that he mind find the sultan in the great throne hall, but he scanned all the faces and found no sight of the man. No one sat upon the elephantine throne, and among the well-fed bodies of the coaches and divans of dragonwood, none of these seemed to have the round, mustached face of the sultan, a face both cheerful and sinister. 
 
    Dost was surprised to find that the great throne hall teemed with women. Certainly most were slave girls who were brought to entertain the guests of the sultan’s court, but there seemed also to be noble ladies. The warrior soon found, by listening to the speech of the groups that he passed as he traversed the hall, that most were guests of the sultan from foreign lands. As such, they would not be expected to adhere to the customs of the Banu Yunus, that is, to keep the women clustered in the zenanah, away from the eyes of men who might find themselves unable to resist the lure of those veiled eyes. The women of the throne hall were veiled, as even if they were free to roam they must at least adhere to this fundamental custom of the residents of this land. 
 
    One such woman, a princess of a foreign land, was heard to say: “It is spoken in town that the prince Ghazan has returned to this city. He has taken his bride and repaired to a valley halfway between Maler and Marchande. Do you think that he plans to seek refuge among the sultan’s enemies?” 
 
    “No,” said another woman, “He merely waits long enough for the sultan to change his mind. The man is old and has no other sons. He must eventually come to his senses and take Ghazan back into the palace.” 
 
    “I have heard that Ghazan did not marry the girl at all,” said the first woman. “He merely took her to a hunting fete in the private woods outside the city. If this is true, the sultan must soon come to his senses or find himself without an heir, needlessly.” 
 
    Already weary of this gossip, Ghazan repaired to the small sitting room behind the throne hall where he was met by a eunuch a few minutes later. This man said that the Chief Wazir wished to see him first, before he met with the lord sultan. Dost was taken into another chamber to meet the Chief Wazir who was glad and impressed that a general of the Duke of Hristo had come to meet with the sultan. The sultan was in need of allies as he was planning a war with his cousin, the sultan of Marchande. Though the Chief Wazir did not indicate this directly, it was implicit in the words. Especially to someone like Dost who was used to dealing with people who did not always say what they mean. For the Chief Wazir, the arrival of a foreign leader was a boon that seemed almost too good to be true. 
 
    The chamber was well-appointed, with hangings of red gold and silk and low, cushioned couches on the floor, in the old style. Hovering about the the room were the scents of ambergris and musk, and a healthy breeze wafted in from a grated window that faced north, to the lake and the sea. Dost heard the caw of a sea bird outside the window, and he heard the sounds of the waves of the sea crashing against the sea walls. The sultan was led in. 
 
    Dost rose and gave the sultan a low bow. As he did so, he felt the scabbard tip of the kujala poke quickly against his ribcage. Dost remained bowed until the sultan told him to rise, which was the custom of foreigners coming to this land. For natives of Maler, they would get low upon the floor and bow their heads completely down until the sultan left the room or told them to rise. 
 
    “No, no, no,” said the sultan with a smile. “You may raise your head.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord sultan,” said Dost. 
 
    “I am told that you come from the Duchy of Hristo,” the sultan remarked. “It is a land favored by God and one that I am anxious to seek friendship with. It is good that you have come.” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” said Dost. “My master bids me to bring good tidings to the sultan of Maler as he too is anxious for friendship with such a great personage as you.” 
 
    Unbeknownst to Dost, the sultan was making a note to himself that his visitor spoke in the purest form of the language of the Banu Yunus, and that the man had the very high-bridged nose that was characteristic of the sons of Yunus and not of people from foreign lands. 
 
    “What brings you here, specifically?” the sultan asked. “Out of your native land, I mean?” 
 
    Dost cleared his throat. He said: “As my master is not in a position to seek a formal treaty with the lord sultan, as he too is hemmed in by Emirs, Wazirs, and officials who ply him to go in this direction or that: because of this current political situation that he finds himself in, my master merely sends me to test the waters, to learn if the lord sultan may be interested in treating with him at some future time.” 
 
    “Well, I am interested and you may tell your master so.” 
 
    Just as the sultan said this, a man opened the door to the chamber and entered, begging the sultan to excuse himself. By his high turban, Dost figured that this must be an important wazir or chamberlain. The warlord gave a short bow. The official returned it with a curious look and then bent over the sultan’s ear and began to whisper. 
 
    As Dost was a fighter trained in the art of self-control, just as much as he was trained in the martial arts of warmongering, he did not allow his discomfort to show. The man spent several moments whispering to the sultan and taking occasional glances at Dost. Dost figured that he had been discovered. He was met with the stark reality that if he was going to assassinate the sultan, it would have to be in the next few moments. 
 
    “Help me, Father,” Dost whispered in his mind. “On this day I shall avenge you.” 
 
    “No joy,” a voice whispered back. “Only death.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said the sultan as his wazir stood up straight and walked out of the room. “Yes, thank you for that knowledge. I shall use it wisely. Now what were you saying, young man? You were saying that your master wants to know if I might want friendship one day and so he sent you, his spahbad, to gauge my sentiments?” 
 
    “Yes, my lord,” said Dost, not looking at the sultan. “Something of that nature.” 
 
    The sultan rose from his low couch as a favored breeze had suddenly blown in. Suddenly the ruler’s face became gentle. It was a strange thing for Dost, but it could be said that rulers, even the worst of them, are a mix of elements both elevated and base. The old man walked to the window to feel the sea breeze against his skin. “In a desert land, one is lucky if one can live by the sea,” he said. “The winds from the north are cold when they blow here, even in the day, but I feel gratitude in getting them. I will not ask what your sentiments are regarding this. All good men love the sea.” 
 
    The sultan turned his back to Dost. The eunuchs that guarded the doors were all chattering with other eunuchs. Dost took this opportunity to loosen the straps of his brigandine and free his kujala. Still turned away from his visitor, the sultan said: “Do you get a cool breeze like this in your land? No, I suppose not. Randalkand is located in the center of the continent, far from the sea.” 
 
    Dost could feel the smooth hilt of his kujala against his fingertips, and he steadied his mind for the terrible act that he was about to do. He neared the sultan until he was standing only a few paces behind him. He knew that once he murdered the sultan he would be caught by the sultan’s guards and hung. His body would swing in a public square for the residents of the city to throw stones at. And that was not the worst of it. The carrion birds would pick at in the sight of everyone. His name would live in infamy: Dost the Regicide. But there was Father. Whatever the outcome of his act would be, he must not think of it. 
 
    When Dost was only steps away from the sultan, there was suddenly a knock at the door. Dost’s heart thudded in his chest and the beautiful tiles of the room began to swirl. The door opened and a man walked in. Dost gasped so loudly that the sultan turned to look at him. As the man approached, wearing a high twisted crown, his raiment made a rumble as it swept across the floor of polished stone. 
 
    When the man reached the pair – Dost and the sultan – Dost said: “You are Alamgul.” 
 
    “No,” the man said with a smile. “I am Dir-en-Shad.” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” said the sultan. “We have much to discuss, sir. Eunuch, please take our guest out for a moment while I deal with this pressing matter. Spahbad, a moment.” 
 
    Before he could get a grip on the situation, Dost was being lead out of the room by a pair of burly eunuchs in short jeweled caps. It was not long before the heavy bronze doors of the chamber were being closed. Dost knew suddenly that he had lost his opportunity. His heart began to well up in anger, and the laughter of the women in the throne hall only made him more filled with rage. He could see himself crawling down his father’s fingers onto the sand. He saw his father galloping away on his horse, never to return. Dost hunched over, gripping his knees in his hands as the anxiety and emotion became too much to bear. A woman guffawed loudly and Dost wanted to cry out. 
 
    But suddenly a door opened and a man stumbled out. It was the sultan and he clutched his chest. Blood spurted out from between his be-ringed fingers. The sultan stumbled right past Dost. He went down the hall, greeted with confusion by his eunuchs. He went right past these servants and guards into the throne hall, all who met him along the way too stunned to act. Dost ran into the sultan’s chamber where he saw the bodies of the slaughtered eunuchs lying on the ground. Black-robed Dir-en-Shad was in the room one minute and, like a shadow, he was gone without a word, as if he had never been there at all. But his garments left their black marks on the ground like the scratch of a kujala. A woman in the throne hall screamed and soon there were hundreds of others added to this first. These screams paled in comparison to the terrible wail that Dost heard moments later. The walls of the palace shook to their very stones. Dost ran to the window where he saw a dragon racing towards the city. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four 
 
    “Who would dare charge me?” the emir asked of the Wazirs, Chamberlains, and other assembled people of the court of the Sultan of Marchande. “I have long served my lord and I would give my life for him. Who can the sultan trust if he cannot trust me?” 
 
    But the Grand Wazir of the Sultan of Marchande would hear none of it. 
 
    “You are accused of the grave crime of lese majeste. I would feed you to the wyms if I could, but as our city lay far from the sea, I shall have to dispatch your punishment by other means.” The Grand Wazir glanced at the sultan and received the confirmation that he was looking far. The official ordered the guards to arm their crossbows and to assassinate the unfortunate emir on the spot, in the sight of the sultan and his assembled courtiers. The women of the sultan’s court watched this all from the grated windows of the zenanah, above the throne hall, but Xenia, who had come to this land as a guest with Ghazan, was settled among the courtiers. She was the only woman in the court. 
 
    Xenia leaned toward Prince Ghazan and whispered in his ear. “We must leave this land,” she said. “It seems to be more barbaric even than your father’s.” 
 
    “You believe my father’s land to be one of barbarism?” the prince asked. “You never said the like before.” 
 
    “I do,” said the lady. “Come let us leave. We shall venture to other lands.” 
 
    Ghazan received an audience with the ruler later that evening to take his leave of him. 
 
    “I am sorry to see you go,” said the sultan. 
 
    They were serenaded to the sound of the flute and the desert guitar, and they were entertained by the sultry dances of the sultan’s slave girls. Xenia was waiting in a private chamber in the zenanah that had been set aside for her. 
 
    “I am sorry to go, but I am afraid that my life’s journey bids me elsewhere,” said the prince. 
 
    “You have the cunning of the desert fox,” said the sultan, but his eyes were fixed on the women who blessed his company. “The news of your battles with the dragon has reached our ears though we can scarcely believe it. A dragon has not been seen in these parts in a very long time. Oh, we see flying things in the sky that people take to be dragons, but who knows what they are. I shall not ask you whether this dragon business is true or not. I know it is important for men to have a reputation and this is an important part of yours.” 
 
    “Thank you, sire.” 
 
    “I do hope too that you can broker a reconciliation with your father even though he is an enemy of mine.” The sultan’s wazir, who joined them, gave the prince a look the young man did not understand. 
 
    “Only time will tell,” said Ghazan. “I am not hopeful. But I again thank you, sire.” 
 
    “And the woman, your wife?” asked the sultan. “I hope that you may one day sire one hundred sons with her.” 
 
    Ghazan laughed and said. “Oh, she is not my wife, not yet. She is a woman I have undertaken to protect. I suppose I am her guardian. Who knows where our travels will lead us or whether they may steer us back home again.” 
 
    Ghazan took his leave of the sultan and went with Xenia to an inn outside of town, shunning the comforts of the sultan’s court for the humble ones of a place where any man might find repose for the night. Sitting by a window of an upper story, Xenia could hear a man playing the desert guitar down below. She was drawn by the music and asked Ghazan if they mightn’t venture down below. She took him by the hand and led him below. 
 
    Sitting in this happy spot, Ghazan met the first traveler who was fleeing from the sultanate of Maler. Ghazan learned, to his alarm, that the sultan had been slain and the city had become inhabited by a dragon. Ghazan could not believe what he heard. Xenia took a few steps away from him and sat by the pond that sent a cool wind up to the inn. She dipped her hand into the waters to cool them. She knew that the story that she had heard was true as she had felt the dragon’s approach. 
 
    Soon traveler after traveler confirmed the story of the first. 
 
    “My father is dead,” said Ghazan. 
 
    Much to his dismay, the prince felt nothing. Perhaps the bond that he had long felt for the old man had been something false, a changeling in the palace. Perhaps the true tie between father and son could not exist between the twain as they were not father and son after all. The germ that Aisin had placed in his mind became a wym that slithered about until it occupied every corner of his soul. Ghazan knew that wherever he went he would never find peace. He knew that the life he had possessed before had been taken from him never to return. It seemed that there was little left for him, that everything was in the past. 
 
    “We have to go back,” he said. 
 
    “No,” said Xenia. She wore a simple dress of cotton blanched in the bright sun of the desert. They were travelers now, and the halls of kings and princes were things that they must put behind him. And yet he had never seen her so beautiful, attired in this simple dress, her full bosom pulling at the fabric. Her veil of gauze did not seem to conceal her features but to suggest them. It was for the poet to sit and admire the lady, imagining how she appeared though never quite approaching the startling reality of the truth. 
 
    “No,” said Xenia. “If you return to your land you will die, surely. You must seek allies in foreign lands.” 
 
    “But I have no allies,” said the prince. “Look at how we fared in Marchande. The sultan treated us like cousins who one tolerates in the house but who one prays every night shall leave. If we had remained their longer, the man would have thought of cause to cast us out. I have no allies, milady. There is no one.” 
 
    “It is not true,” said Xenia. “There must be allies somewhere.” 
 
    And the lady smiled for she was free of the cares of Ghazan who was still young enough that every day seemed to bring some fresh calamity. Xenia saw things differently. She knew that when one day ended, another day was sure to begin. The world did not operate on the formula that the sun went down and that was it. If they must, they would travel to a port and take ship to wherever that ship was going. Wherever they ended up would be where they were meant to be. She did not fear the world of the traveler as much as he did, though it had been him that had slain the dragon. He was fearless, but fearless in his own way. The lady, well, she was altogether different. Even in Maler there had not been anyone quite like her. “We shall take ship,” she said to the prince and that was all she would hear of the matter. 
 
    Dost was ushered into the great hall of the sultan’s palace. The courtiers that had not been slaughtered cowered in fear, standing in the shadow of the tall columns of the place and cast into the shade by the craven forms of the acolytes of the dark church. Those that were allowed to survive were mostly the beautiful maidens, the slave girls, and the nobles of Maler and foreign lands that had had the misfortune to pay a visit to this city on such an ill-starred day. 
 
    The court was filled with black-robed men. They held kujalas, azags, and long swords, but these were not their most fearsome weapons. These figures were girded in the malign incantations that ushered from their lips. Though no one but they could understand the import of the words, they cast all in the hall that was not of their ranks into a state of frenzied fear. 
 
    Dost saw as soon as he entered the hall that Dir-en-Shad, or so the man called himself, had taken his seat upon the sultan’s throne. He had thrown the sultan’s saljak-lined coat over his shoulder, though the twisted helm of human bones still sat atop his head rather than the sultan’s turban with its jewel the size of a man’s fist. 
 
    Yet, this was not the most fearsome sight to be had in the court. There was the lifeless form of the sultan himself, which rested in a heap in the corner where he had fallen dead. Even that was the not the most dire sight to behold. The most terrible thing was the dragon that rested at the feet of Dir-en-Shad, with its body half upon throne dais and half off of it. As Dost neared the throne, supported by a pair of eunuchs that had chosen Dir-en-Shad’s side, or perhaps had always been among his ranks: as Dost neared the throne, this dragon seemed to grow in size until it seemed that it occupied the entire space. The warlord had not seen enough of dragons to know if this specimen should be regarded as great or small, but it had terrible wide nostrils, like abysses into which a man might fall: great, black gaping holes. The dragon had whiskers, each the length of two men standing end to end. Its body had scales that seemed to change pattern with the light like dragonwood, that sturdy, beautiful wood that took its name from this massive, majestic creature. Every half a minute, the dragon let out an exhale that rattled the walls of the palace to its foundations, sending a tile falling from the roof and men and women scurrying for safety. 
 
    “You,” began Dir-en-Shad, taking a good hard look at the tall warrior that had been brought before him. This warrior’s hair had been cut short, which made him look like a barbarian of the steppe, but Dir-en-Shad knew different. “You are the one they call Azag-al-Walaq, Dagger of the State.” 
 
    “No,” Dost lied. 
 
    “And which state would that be?” Dir-en-Shad asked, more to entertain his guests than for knowledge. 
 
    “I have already told you that I am not he.” 
 
    “It is said that you serve some duke or another, that you are a soldier for hire, but you are no mercenary. You serve that blighted Shaibani, who haunts the steps like a specter, followed by his thirteen wives and fifteen daughters.” 
 
    “Sixteen,” said Dost. “And I do not serve Shaibani.” 
 
    Dir-en-Shad laughed. “Well, I have my answer. I am sure that he was sad to lose you. Did you come to this land to assassinate the sultan?” The man paused to allow the warrior to answer, but when he said nothing, the man sitting atop the throne continued: “Unfortunately, it seems I beat you to it. You wanted revenge for what the man did to your father, I presume. Your father’s head was paraded outside the window I am told, resting atop a spear like a rotting persimmon.” 
 
    Dost stepped forward in instinct, but he could not break free of the hold of the mighty eunuchs. 
 
    “You would challenge me,” Dir-en-Shad remarked. “Perhaps not know, but one day. Time flows like a river and moments that your mind, simple thing that is, perceive as the past have already occurred in my mind’s eye. You will challenge me and perhaps you will win.” 
 
    “Do you know the answer?” Dost asked. “You know what shall come to pass?” 
 
    Dir-en-Shad stood up from the throne and took a position beside the dragon’s head. He pet the yellow beast, skin the color of sand, and the beast snorted so hard that it toppled two acolytes standing in its path. “What I know is not for you to know,” Dir-en-Shad. “I should kill you, but that is not your destiny and I am bound to the threads of time just as much as you are. The lives of men are all writ upon a book, even those things that you would say have not happened yet. No, it is not your fate to die here at this moment so go. Tell all you meet that Dir-en-Shad sits upon the throne of the sultan, that he shall bring the death that some men yearn for and other men deserve. Go.” 
 
    Dost was freed from the hold of the eunuchs. He began to walk away from Dir-en-Shad and his dragon, but he could not leave without taking one last look back at the man who had spoken. He wondered if this was Alamgul or if it truly was Dir-en-Shad. He wondered if the threads of time were strong or if they were weak. He wondered what his own destiny was. 
 
    Ghazan and Xenia boarded a ship that was headed out of the great city of Damat. They would spy the mighty domes of the town as the ship pulled out of the port, but this was a moment that was yet a few hours in the future. Damat was like Maler in miniature: its domes were a little shorter, a little less blue, its bazaars were not quite so wide and its merchants not so numerous or so greedy. But its slave girls, culled from a hundred different lands and as varied as the fresh melons the fruit-men sold, the slave girls of Damat were a different matter entirely. They gave this city its renown, casting even the wondrous slave girls of Maler into the shade. 
 
    But Ghazan had no time to think of women then. He needed to find a solution to the problem of taking back his kingdom, for it was his as far as he was concerned. He may be on the run, he might even be a changeling, but on paper he was the last of the Yunus line of Maler and there was no claimant anywhere who’s right to the throne would be stronger than his own. And so Ghazan and Xenia boarded the most affordable ship that they could. It was to sail to the lands to the south, where Ghazan knew that his father had some friends, even if their communiques were from years long since passed. They would skirt the wild kingdoms of the narrow western peninsula and after a few weeks reach the south and its seaside kingdoms. What they would find their only the gods knew. 
 
    After some time in port, Dost began to grow wearisome of the endless waiting. “If the captain does not leave soon, he shall feel the kiss of my kujala,” he whispered to Xenia. 
 
    “I would not be so quick to anger,” said a man sitting near them. “You must know that the captain is a pirate.” 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous,” said Ghazan, a man who knew little of the world, even if he might be termed dragonslayer. “This is a reputable ship. Look at how the captain is arrayed. He wears the blue silk of a prince. And that is a fine turban if I might be so bold to remark upon it.” 
 
    “That does not change the simple matter that he is a pirate,” said Dost and he stood up. “You will not regain your kingdom by allying yourself with their like. They are quick to turn whichever way the wind blows.” 
 
    “How do you know who I am?” Ghazan asked, finally taking full measure of the man. 
 
    “Because I have just left Maler and you match the description of the prince.” The ship was finally pulling anchor and many of the passengers were venturing closer to the harbor-side to watch as the ship pulled away. Dost too took this measure and Ghazan followed with Xenia in tow. “You are wise not to attempt to regain your kingdom on your own,” and Dost darted a quick look back at the prince. 
 
    The ship began to pull out to see and the domes of Damat glittered in the desert sun. As Ghazan listened to the talk of the mates of the ship, he began to believe that maybe this fellow traveler had bene right. For all their fine clothes, the men had tattoos, spoke in a common tongue, and even the subject of their words left much to be desired. It seemed they were pirates after all. 
 
    “Is it true?” asked Ghazan, taking a seat beside the man. His mind had carried him elsewhere. “Is it true what they say about the dragon?” 
 
    Dost remained silent, which was as much of an affirmative as Ghazan needed. The warlord turned to gaze at the water again. 
 
    “I am not afraid of dragons, not anymore, but I am just so weary,” said Ghazan. “I do not know that it is even worth fighting for, a kingdom I no longer care about.” 
 
    Dost glanced at the prince again. If he was looking for inspiration in that direction, the prince was speaking to the wrong man. Dost himself did not know what he was going to do now that his own life’s goal had been prematurely aborted, snatched like a pearl from the sultan’s treasure-chamber. 
 
    “Who are you?” asked the prince. 
 
    “It does not matter,” said Dost. 
 
    “It is just a name that I ask,” said the prince. 
 
    Ghazan looked so pitiful that Dost felt an odd feeling. “I am called Dost,” he said. 
 
    “Is that the name your father gave you?” asked the prince. 
 
    Dost was somehow alarmed at this question and he gave the prince a stern look, but his face soon softened. “Yes,” he said. 
 
    A silence fell between them and finally Xenia, from her safe perch behind the prince, took a seat at the ship-side as the men had. She looked at Dost and found him a strange mixture of elements in opposition. He was hard and his words were hard, but there was something soft and childlike about him. Indeed, for all his scars, this warrior seemed more the child than Ghazan himself. 
 
    The ship began to rock with the gentle pull of the waters and soon the great port city of Damat became a memory. The sun would soon set and they would be ushered to the quarters below. That moment had not yet come and Xenia wondered why it need come at all. She felt the waters of the ocean against her face and she felt that she was home again, wherever that was. She knew that the memory of who she was was something so near. She wished that she could merely reach out and grab it. If she only could remember her name. It was just a name. 
 
    “Well,” said Ghazan, who too seemed refreshed by the waters. “I think you should join me in my quest.” 
 
    “What is your quest?” Dost asked. 
 
    “I do now know,” the prince replied. “Perhaps regain my kingdom.” 
 
    “I am not interested,” said Dost. 
 
    “Well, why not? You are not doing anything.” 
 
    “How do you know I am not doing anything?” asked Dost. 
 
    “Because it is written all over your face,” said Ghazan. Suddenly the prince became very glad. “Xenia was right. We were meant to take this ship and our fate is unfolding right before our very eyes. No need to worry over tomorrow. Here you are.” 
 
    “I do not understand.” 
 
    “Take my hand!” shouted the prince. 
 
    “I do not want to,” said Dost. 
 
    But Ghazan would hear none of that. He grabbed the hand of Dost with its rough, calloused palms and he shook it. It was limp as Dost went to great lengths to be as disengaged from the greeting as he could. “If you think I am joining you, you are mistaken,” he said. The ship rocked and finally the sun set. It would not be long before the wyms came, the great sea worms that plied the ocean, making sea voyage as much a terror as a mercantile endeavor. As a pirate ship, there would be no curfew bidding the guests onboard to go down below. If these three, or any other passengers for that matter, were tossed into the sea and eaten by the wyms, then that was their matter. That meant a lighter load for the captain and room for more passengers, passengers that paid their way as soon as they boarded. If they were fated to be eaten right after they paid their voyage, then let them blame fate. 
 
    There was naught to do but go below the deck. They were fortunate to have a chamber of their own, last on a long hall that stretched about the length of ten tall men. Their well-appointed chamber was at the stern, while the other large chamber along the hall, that at the bow, belonged to the first mate. That captain’s own chamber lay on the deck, at the castle above which was the wheel. 
 
    Theirs’s was a chamber large enough for three. Hanging from the ceiling was a chandelier with new candles. The ceiling itself was in a honeycomb pattern, glittering with shards of crystal. It was a chamber fit for a queen and her lovers. Below chandelier and these intricately crafted honeycombs were three beds. The lady’s bed was in the center while the beds to either side of if belonged to the men. The room was arranged in such a way that the small window was behind them rather than facing them. It was night and they could hear the soft cry of the wyms: “Cree, cree!” It was soft for the sturdy hull of the ship formed a barrier between them and these animalistic sounds. When Xenia grew tired of watching the sea, and listening to the wyms, she dispatched the men to the hall, had her bath, and then resumed her place in the bed. Midnight would come soon. 
 
    Xenia felt at home here, cornered all around by the sea, hemmed in by two strong men. They lie in their beds now and the lady felt when Ghazan turned in bed towards her, just as if he had walked up and taken her into his sturdy grip. The prince slept, but this movement was meaningful to her all the same. When Dost moaned, as he had a dream of pleasure or of pain, it was as if the warlord kissed her upon the nape of her neck. She shifted in bed and the thin gauze of her dress scratched her inner thigh. She felt the weight of the damask vest against her breast. It was tight this vest, but the pull of the thick fabric reminded her of her womanly breasts. The sea tossed her ecstatically and she felt the heat of the two men so near to her. She could smell the salt water upon their skin, though they too had bathed. When Dost moaned again she wondered how it must feel to have his strong arms around her. She could hear the sound of him punching Ghazan square in the face. What did that feel like, to have two men fighting over you? Ghazan fell to the floor and Dost ripped the veil from her face. He had not seen her without her veil. She wondered if he found her beautiful. She wondered if he thought she was a prize worth fighting for. She wondered what it felt like to fall helpless into his arms after he had won her from Ghazan. 
 
    But why not love, the lady thought. Why must dragons die? Why must woman be veiled? It would be a grand thing to live in a world where one might be thrice kissed: kissed by two men and kissed a third time by the sea. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five 
 
    The sky was dusky hued. An egret made its flight across the wind-swept plain, the beach of the island of Vani, and Dost found himself alone. From this parapet, he could see little. They were far from the port, which lay on the other side of this promontory, so he could not see the fishermen cast their nets. The temple to the eponymous god of the Vanians was several leagues south of the walled-town so Dost could not see that either. It was said that a battle was being waged between the ruler of this land and a rebellious lord, but that was occurring on a plain even further south than the temple so that certainly could not be seen from where the warlord stood. To a man whose mind was always bent to fighting, not being able to see anything was an unwelcome guest. 
 
    He might mind that, but Dost did not mind being alone. After the long sea voyage to this southern land, he needed the space. This spot was secluded. It was far from the cheery Ghazan, who wavered between the heights of joy and the throes of depression. It was far from the queen’s numerous guards, who seemed to sniff the warrior in Dost and regarded him with the highest suspicion. Men were always like that when there were women around and this land was ruled by a queen: an omnipresent woman. 
 
    He would not be on the parapet alone long. He heard the sweep of a gown and soon saw Xenia’s veiled face standing beside him. “No need to wear the veil here,” he said. 
 
    “I know,” said Xenia. She was coming into her own a bit. Something in the lady told her that this man was threatening, that he had fought to the death before, but she knew that she must speak with him. She must, even if she did not know why quite then. What sort of man was he? She did not truly know. If I am to fall into his arms one day, I must at least know this. 
 
    “I know there is no need for the veil here,” the lady said, “but I have become used.” 
 
    “This land is ruled by a queen,” said Dost. “She might take offense if you show up veiled when she receives us this evening.” 
 
    “This thing is far from my mind. It should be far from yours as well. There is no need to worry over things that have not happened yet. 
 
    “I am not worried,” said Dost, and then he let out a long sigh. 
 
    “There is still some time before the queen receives us,” Xenia remarked. “It is said that she is fighting in the battle, though I cannot imagine it. Ghazan wants to go to the town. We only had a moment to see it, when we disembarked, and we may not have many opportunities. Ghazan already plans where he wants to go next.” 
 
    “I have been here before,” Dost said, not looking at the maid. 
 
    “You have,” said Xenia. “I did not know.” 
 
    “How could you?” asked Dost. 
 
    “Might I ask under what circumstances?” 
 
    “You may certainly ask,” the warlord said with a strange laugh. 
 
    “Must everything be a battle with you?” 
 
    Xenia too sighed after she said this. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Dost wondered. 
 
    “When a question is asked some choose merely to answer it,” Xenia said in a voice almost as soft as a whisper. 
 
    “And some choose not to ask a question if they know the hearer would not wish to answer,” said Dost. “I am not a complete barbarian.” 
 
    “No one is calling you a barbarian,” said Xenia. “Look, there is a lynx.” 
 
    “Where?” Dost asked, suddenly standing up straighter. 
 
    “There,” said the lady, veil fluttering in the wind. “I am surprised that you did not make it out before me. Do you not see it?” 
 
    “Yes, I see it now,” said the warlord. “I see something else too. The queen. Look, here she comes now.” 
 
    The queen sat astride her horse, alone, trotting up the beach. Her torso was arrayed in the braided jacket of a horse-lord of the steppe and her shoulders were draped in chainmail. She wore the high steel cap of a cavalryman of the Banu Yunus and in her right hand she gripped a flag-tipped lance. It was the bifurcated yellow flag of the Kingdom of Vani and she gripped it tightly in her gauntleted hand. In short, the queen was attired entirely as a man. 
 
    If there was an army, it must have been far behind the queen for when she passed into the gates of her city, she came alone. 
 
    “It is said that she sleeps with all of the men of her court,” said Xenia. She would have shrugged if she was not so transfixed with the image of the warrior queen that had just passed under her. 
 
    “They always say that about women rulers,” said Dost. 
 
    Xenia turned to glance at him and then broke into peals of laughter. 
 
    “What is so funny?” the warlord asked. 
 
    “Nothing, I just would not have expected you to defend her,” said Xenia. 
 
    “I am not defending her. I am just being honest.” 
 
    “Well, let us say that she does sleep with the men of her court,” said the lady. “What is the matter with that?” 
 
    “I am not having this discussion with you,” said Dost. 
 
    “And why not?” 
 
    “Because it is senseless,” said the warlord. “Besides, I do not care either way. She could sleep with that pirate who captained our ship for all I care. All of the pirates. Or that lynx down there.” 
 
    “Oh no,” said Xenia. “Not that one. He is so scraggly.” 
 
    “You are more concerned that he is scraggly than the fact that he is a lynx?” Dost sighed. “I do not believe that I will ever understand women.” 
 
    “Well, we are not that complicated,” said Xenia. “You just need to set aside the way that you see the world and imagine that perhaps some others see it differently. Perhaps that is what the veil is for. You can imagine as you want us to be and not as we are.” 
 
    The talk of Dost and Xenia was broken by the clack of boot heels against the stones of the parapet. “It is the queen’s spahbad,” said Xenia. She turned round and saw the man perhaps twenty paces away. She turned back around again and clutched her veil as the wind had suddenly picked up. 
 
    “They do not call the generals spahbads in this land,” said Dost, suddenly reminded of his father. “We are foreigners in this land and they are foreigners to us. We shall have to get used to their ways.” 
 
    “It shall not be as hard for you as you have been here before,” said Xenia. 
 
    The soldier cleared his throat when he reached them. It was Salé, the general of the queen. Xenia, who had seen him briefly when they had arrived, was surprised at his handsomeness. He was tall and well-built with a closely cropped dark beard. He wore the characteristic chain mail of the cavalryman, but his arms were bare, clearly demonstrating his strength. In their short time in the kingdom, Xenia had already heard talk that that this man wrestled island bears in his spare time. 
 
    “The queen will soon be receiving her court in the throne room,” said Salé. “You are required to prepare yourselves as you will be presented to Her Majesty. Do what you must.” 
 
    Dost said nothing, he only looked at the general closely. He wondered the sort of man he was. Though he had taken issue to the impugning of the queen’s reputation, the idle talk about her bedroom, Dost believed that this was just the sort of man that might capture the heart of a queen. He was not hard to look upon and he was strong enough to defend her. A woman who was the only child of her father and alone in a world of numerous enemies would need a man like this. Perhaps the stories were true. In fact, the stories that Dost had heard, well-known warlord that he was, were different from those of Xenia. He had heard that this man killed the enemies of the queen, being general as well as assassin. The rumors that had reached his ears were not of the amorous sort. 
 
    “No,” thought Dost. “These are thoughts for another time.” 
 
    Now, the son of the late spahbad of Maler must consider how he might separate himself from Prince Ghazan and the girl and make it back to Shaibani. This fight of Ghazan was not his own. The deed that he had spent his youth dreaming of, the assassination of the sultan of Maler, that deed was already accomplished, even if it was by another man’s hand. He would have to find the right moment to go back to port and take ship off this isle. 
 
    The court of the queen was abuzz with the news of her victory. The throne room was decorated with banners taken from her defeated foes as well as with the yellow flag of the Kingdom of Vani. The hall was filled not only with the queen’s Stewards, Earls, Chamberlains, and Seneschals, but with representatives of the common orders – the merchants and the peasants – who by the rights of this land were permitted to be in the sovereign’s presence when she held court. 
 
    The assemblage all stood in wait of the queen who was soon to join them. Though he was not one for gossip, Dost knew that a warlord required information. If this information was not used to defeat his enemies, it could at least be used to protect himself. War was an art and those who failed to learn this art would quickly find among a sea of bones: dead like all the rest. 
 
    “The queen sends Salé to look for a dragon egg,” said a woman wearing the high headdress that the ladies of this kingdom wore. It was studded with jewels. “She has heard that all great sovereigns have dragons and so she wants one of her own.” 
 
    “That is not true,” said a man whom Dost presumed to be the woman’s husband. “There are no such things as dragons.” 
 
    “Of course there are!” said the woman. “You do not know what you are talking about!” 
 
    Another man, a dwarf arrayed in sturdy armor, was remarking on matters most pressing to Dost. This man said: “She receives Ghazan, prince of Maler today. He is the penniless prince whose father died in a dragon battle.” 
 
    “It was not a dragon battle,” said another dwarf similarly. 
 
    “Yes, it was!” said the first. “You know nothing. A man in town is writing a book about it and he has shown me the illustrations. There were many dragons involved in the fight. Most of the people of the town were eaten or turned into ash by the dragon’s breath. Ghazan is unlikely to find any succor here. Knowing the queen, the prince will either receive a proposal of marriage or be strangled while he sleeps.” 
 
    Just as the armored dwarf was finishing his last syllables, there was the patter of feet as the queen’s entourage entered the room. Xenia was nearest the throne, standing in the shade of a golden column close to the dais. She wore a dress of red gold that Ghazan had preserved for occasions when they would be received by other royalty. Her gauzy veil was of white and blue trim, and she vied in loveliness with the greatest beauties of the queen’s country, even though she was veiled. Xenia looked up and saw that the ceiling was designed in the form of a dome that had honeycombs arcading up to a single chamber of gold and jewels. Even the grates on the windows – windows that overlooked a favored wooded courtyard – these windows had grates in the characteristic octagonal shape of the honeycomb. 
 
    When the High Steward reached the center of the room, he banged his golden staff upon the ground and announced the arrival of the queen. A hush fell on the room; there would be no more talk of dragons, strangulations, and the like, and then the queen entered. 
 
    Unlike how Xenia had seen her earlier, that is, in the war attire of a man, the queen was dressed in most womanly fashion. She wore a layered dress with a collar of young pearls. Her high crown was of sapphires trimmed also with pearls. Everyone in the lands of the Banu Yunus knew that pearls lost their value with each day that they were out of the sea, and it was said that the queen had a new crown fashioned every seven days. This was so that no one could ever say that the queen wore pearls that were not young. These precious jewels of the sea upon the queen’s head would thus never be more than a week old. This presentation of the queen was topped by an impressive cape of gattopardo skin, that is, the skin of the native leopard of the island kingdom of Vani. 
 
    Xenia was moved by the queen’s attire. The woman had an appearance that was impressive overall. The lady was tall and her high crown only seemed only to exaggerate this height. Her tall figure was accentuated by a round, pleasant face, large blue eyes, and an ample bust. Her hair was very dark and seemed to have been powdered at the temples, which was a fashion of the women of Vani. This subtly powdered her was piled on top of her head, and it was this pile that was topped by the crown. 
 
    The assemblage parted for the queen who took her seat upon the golden throne on the high dais. She took the twin scepters handed to her by Salé and she said: “I am the state.” 
 
    Ghazan looked at Dost, as he knew that the warrior had been in this land before. 
 
    “I am God-appointed,” said the queen, “I am the representative of God on earth. I am master of the land and of the sea, of the wind, and of the creatures of the earth. My voice is the speech of dragons. Hear me and feel despair. Prince Ghazan, please step forward and present yourself to the queen.” 
 
    Prince Ghazan emerged from the spot where he had been standing and he stood before the queen. He wore a long robe of white silk trimmed with gold and a new turban, both of which he had been leant by one of the queen’s chamberlains for this occasion. He certainly could not present himself to the queen looking like someone that had just stepped off a pirate ship, especially if the rumors were true: that the queen was considering him as a potential consort. 
 
    “You may speak,” said the queen. 
 
    “Your Majesty, I, Prince Ghazan of the Sultanate of Maler, present myself to you. I thank you for the gracious welcome I and my entourage have received. And I already feel the great warmth of the throne and the shelter that your light provides.” 
 
    “Thank you, prince,” said the queen. “You mention your entourage. Tell of them has reached my ears. There is a woman of great beauty with you or so it is said. Let this woman present herself.” 
 
    Ghazan looked to Xenia and the lady stepped forward to present herself to the queen. She was not directed to bow, but she bent her head and body low in the fashion of the Banu Yunus. After she had been surveyed by the sovereign, Xenia was directed to return to where she had been standing before. 
 
    “There is someone else in your entourage,” said the queen, and Dost noticed an archness in her voice. “Let this man present himself.” 
 
    Dost, who had been standing apart from Ghazan and Xenia, stepped forward from the other side of the parted throne assemblage. He did not dress himself especially for the occasion. He still wore the brigandine with which he had presented himself to the sultan, and under which rest his trusted kujala, ready to slit the throat of any enemy the warrior might encounter. 
 
    The queen laughed and Ghazan started. Her voice may not be the crack of thunder of the dragons, but it was not unlike. The woman laughed so long that even Salé turned to look at her. “You,” began the queen, but then she stopped to laugh again. “You are someone I am familiar with.” 
 
    “Am I?” asked Dost, breaking the protocol of only speaking when permitted to do so. 
 
    But the queen did not seem to care. “You are the one they call the Azag-al-Walaq,” said the queen. “You are the Dagger of the State, the worthless tool of greater men who used you to attack rightful sovereigns such as me. And attack us when we are at our lowest. You plied my coast with that dreadful Shaibani in ships, sacking my towns and taking many prisoners. You would have had me too if I had not stolen away to a mountain fortress. You are a rabid dog. You are a rabid dog and your face is a blight on the beauty of my court, this righteous kingdom that I have fought to redeem.” 
 
    “Righteous?” asked Dost, eliciting gasps from the assembled host. 
 
    But the queen was nonplussed. “Yes, righteous,” she said. “It is by the will of God alone that I emerged from dark times to create a kingdom that is a terror to its enemies. It is by the forces of nature, working at my direction, that I am able to sit before you speaking in dragon-tongue.” 
 
    Dost chuckled. “All right,” he said. “If you would have me leave—“ 
 
    “No,” said the queen. “Nothing of the sort. Rabid dog you may be, but you came in the entourage of a prince who did not know the serpent he clutched close to his breast—“ 
 
    “So now I am a serpent.” 
 
    “You will speak when I am done speaking!” the queen roared. “The prince did not know the serpent he clutched to his breast and he shall not be faulted for his ignorance. The prince has my esteem and as long as he is in my court, his entourage shall be…” and the queen paused. “His entourage shall be treated with the regard that they have merited.” 
 
    With a wave of the hand, the queen indicated that she was done speaking to Dost, or commanding him, as it were, and a pair of guards came to usher Dost out of the way. Dost took a moment to look at the queen, as a defiant spirit had suddenly reared up in him, but then he finally allowed the men to usher him away. 
 
    “Now on the subject of our treaty with the great king of the Yinisar…” and the assembled host gazed expectantly at the queen to gleam news of this matter. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six 
 
    Prince Ghazan met the queen in her chambers, led their by an old chamberlain. Though turbans were not the fashion of the queen’s court, this man was turbaned, wearing also the embroidered kaftan of a man of rank and wealth. Ghazan wanted to ask him if he was of the Banu Yunus, as this group identity still had meaning to the prince. His mind yearned for him; it yearned even for the familiar chuckle of his father, a thing he would never again hear. This made his heart sore, that his father truly was gone. He was sad too in the knowledge that he may not be who he thought he was. The place in the world that he had formerly occupied and had understood, that place had suddenly vanished. 
 
    When the prince found the queen, she was standing by a low wall overlooking a garden of tall trees and vines. Salé sat on an ottoman close beside her and was gazing up at her obediently and expectantly. When this warrior saw Ghazan, he suddenly leapt up and took a spot as far from the queen upon this balcony as he could. Whatever that meant, the prince did not have the time to think of then. 
 
    With a look, the queen dismissed Salé and beckoned Ghazan to come near her. There was something strange yet familiar resting upon her shoulder. Ghazan was still some paces off so he could not clearly make it out. 
 
    “The art of the ruler is not for the faint of heart,” said the queen. “Some of us are taught this art while others of us learn by trial. Whichever way one learns it, one must be strong of heart to manage it.” 
 
    The queen’s back was to Ghazan and the prince could see that her dress revealed the strong yet feminine line of her shoulders. 
 
    “I would not know,” said Ghazan. 
 
    “Perhaps you will know soon enough,” said the queen. “I am glad, prince, that you have come to my court.” 
 
    “Are you?” 
 
    “Yes,” said the queen. “You are handsome enough and a woman ruler has need of men of this sort about her, unfortunately.” 
 
    The prince paused. He came nearer, taking a seat on the ottoman where Salé had been before. From this near point, he could see the strange green bird that was perched on the queen’s shoulder. 
 
    “When you are a queen, you have much need for the baser arts, for lack of the better word.” Despina, queen of Vani, said this as if instructing a pupil in their lessons. “I must think of the image that I portray to the world, think of it in a manner that a man never shall have to. I must take close regard of when to be cruel and when to be kind. I must be crueler than most. I must be kinder than most. I am like a painting upon the wall. I do not rule, but only give the impression that I rule. I seem to preserve the kingdom for the one that shall come after me, even if it is I that have built it.” 
 
    “I do not understand,” said the prince. 
 
    The queen turned to look at Ghazan. “No, you would not.” 
 
    Ghazan sighed softly, hoping that the queen would not hear. “Do you mean to make me your husband?” he asked. 
 
    The queen laughed and then shrugged her shoulders. “Is that what you desire?” 
 
    “I am in dire straits,” said the prince. “Perhaps this, this marriage, is the best course of action.” 
 
    “That is not the sort of talk a woman wants to hear.” 
 
    “Are you a woman or are you a queen?” asked the prince. 
 
    “Sometimes the line between the two becomes so blurred that even I do not know the difference,” said the queen. “Ah, it is so pleasant to have someone that one might talk to freely. I missed this, truly I did. You know what it is to be surrounded by deputies, stewards, chamberlains, slaves and the like. It is not the same as having someone of one’s own class to speak to. It is nice. Even if it is for a short time, it is pleasant.” 
 
    “A short time,” repeated Ghazan. “Maybe the time will not be short.” 
 
    “You will abandon this girl that you have risked so much for,” the queen wondered. 
 
    Ghazan shrugged too. “An important man can take as many wives as he wills,” said the prince. 
 
    “This is true.” 
 
    The twain on this balcony could hear the palace guards marching down below. 
 
    “There is something I must tell you,” the prince began. 
 
    “I know,” said the queen. 
 
    “No, something else,” said the prince. “Not about the present state of the kingdom, not about that. I lost it, you know. The sultanate. My father is dead and I am a fugitive. But that is not what I mean to say.” 
 
    “But I know what you mean to say,” said the queen, and suddenly the infant dragon sitting upon her shoulder let out a soft cry. 
 
    This cry was not the thunderbolt of Aisin, but it was something that might one day be akin to it. It was more like the squeak of a creature that was helpless yet did not perceive itself so. 
 
    “My God,” said Ghazan, suddenly seeing the creature for what it was. 
 
    The queen smiled. “I know your question,” she said. “I do not know who your father is. Or if I did, I must not tell you.” 
 
    “So you do know?” Ghazan asked in amazement. “What do you mean you must not tell me?” 
 
    “You shall have to learn dissimilation if you are to rule, Ghazan.” 
 
    The queen glanced at Ghazan. Her eyes seemed to say: Do you want to kiss me? One last kiss before you die? 
 
    He may not have wanted that, but Ghazan did want to stand and be near to her. He wanted to feel the warmth of her person. She was like a sun into whose orbit the prince had fallen. She did not have the soft allure of Xenia, the mystery of an object so foreign, so unlike to oneself, that one can think only of possessing it. No, the queen was like riding upon the dragon’s back. She was like the sensation of power, and even if a prince or a king might feel that it is within he that power should reside, he cannot help but be seduced when he falls into the presence of a ruling queen. 
 
    “What you need is an army,” said the queen. “Find yourself a mercenary to help you.” 
 
    And the innocent little dragon turned to face the prince, squeaking a babble that only dragons and queens might understand. 
 
    The warrior Dost was in his chamber packing his things when he heard a knock at the door. He groaned as he already knew who it was. Ghazan entered and took a look around the chamber that had been allotted for his travel companion and newfound friend. Much to the prince’s amusement, Dost’s chamber seemed to be better-appointed than his own. It had the typical honeycomb elements that seemed to be the prevailing architectural feature of the court of the kingdom of Vani, but it also had a view directly over the outer garden. It had also a private bath-house, or hammam, and it was blessed with elegant wall-hangings depicting both martial and carnal scenes. It was also said that this chamber lie directly below that of the sovereign herself. 
 
    “It seems that I shall go to the Randalkand after this said,” Ghazan said softly. He walked into the large room and took a seat on Dost’s bed. “There is a great mercenary there who has an army. Salé told me. This mercenary sells himself for hire and I am told that if I help him acquire a particular object, he will help me regain my kingdom.” 
 
    “Salé told you?” Dost asked, finally looking back at the prince. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ghazan. “As the queen indicated, my entourage is welcome here and we have nothing to fear from her.” 
 
    “No, that is not quite what she said.” 
 
    “The world is not filled with threats as you see it,” said Ghazan. 
 
    “But it is,” and Dost felt the scratch of his kujala against his chest. “It is filled with threats.” 
 
    Ghazan sighed and decided to drink in the pleasant air in the room. It was nice to have a room overlooking the outer garden rather than the inner one as the air was fresher. 
 
    “So is it true that you meant to murder my father?” Ghazan asked. 
 
    Dost let his eyes fall on the prince again and suddenly the man seemed like a child, an image that reminded Dost of something he did not want to be reminded of. 
 
    “I do not care as you were not able to do it,” said Ghazan. “Also, I understand. Your father was the spahbad that my father sent to die. I had long wondered what happened to you.” 
 
    “Look,” said Dost, suddenly irritated. “What is it that you want?” 
 
    “I wanted to know if you were coming with me.” 
 
    “No,” the warlord said. 
 
    “So you are going back to your warlord friend in the south,” the prince remarked.  “The one who murders and pillages?” 
 
    “You can remain here to be strangled in your sleep if you like, but I have other places to see. Others battles to wage.” 
 
    “Do not be ridiculous,” said Prince Ghazan. “We are safe here. Look, my friend. I shall make a deal with you. Remain in this palace one night and if we meet anything that inspires fear in you then we shall leave the very next day. Only give it one day. You will find that the queen is not what you think her to be, even if she despises you.” 
 
      
 
    Ghazan left the room and the heavy bronze door shut loudly behind him. Dost sat down on the bed not far from where Gazan had sat and sighed. He knew not what to do. The pirate ship was still in port, planning to skirt the southern coasts and head for the lands of the Cerkes. Dost could find Shaibani there. Perhaps he ought to marry the man’s daughter, but he did not want that. Now that the sultan of Maler was dead, Dost had no object towards which to claw. He had no vengeful goal to rouse the anger in him: to wake him up in the morns filled with rage. There was nothing. There was no object. There was no joy. There was nothing at all. 
 
    Perhaps he ought to find a dragon to slay. Though their numbers were said to be dwindling, there were still dragons somewhere. If Dost might find one, he could find an object. He could be a hero. He wondered if he wanted to be one, if he needed to be. No, he was angry. He wanted to be a pillager, the sort of man his father had fought against. His father had been just and look where that had gotten him: with his head stuck on a pike. That would not be Dost’s fate. Whatever he had to become to avert it, he would not suffer the same fate as his father. 
 
    And so he slumbered. Against his better judgment, Dost allowed his eyes to close, allowed his body to feel the softness of the bed, allowed the wind coming in through the garden window to kiss his skin. So he did not hear when a stealthy man pushed the door open and entered the chamber. He did not see as the assassin searched his chamber for hidden weapons, papers, anything that might be taken from the place once the man was dead. He approached the bed. The Azag-al-Walaq, that warlord whose name was known in all the lands across the eight seas, well, most of them: that man slept atop his coverlet like a man that had finally found peace. He would know peace alright; he would know eternal peace if the assassin had his way. The assassin removed his own dagger from its berth and prepared the act for which he had come. 
 
    There was a stillness in the room. The man had mastered art of moving silently, so even if Dost had been awake he might not have heard his tread. But something strange happened. Suddenly, a bird flapped past the room and cawed loudly. Dost was instantly roused from the bed. It seemed the gods had not abandoned him yet. Dost rose and the man pounced. There was a struggle. The man lunged with the dagger but met only the down of the bed. Dost rolled onto the floor and the man lunged again. Finally the man leapt on top of the warrior. Dost punched the man, but this punch was returned with an even stronger blow that startled Dost. He wondered who the man was. His mouth was covered and the only things visible that might remark the man were a pair of snake-colored eyes. 
 
    Both men stood up and observed each other. They began to stalk, like a pair of dragons preparing for war. Dost was at a disadvantage as his kujala lie between his brigandine and his chest. He had fallen asleep without removing either of these things. The assassin lunged again and Dost took this opportunity to hurl himself at the man and wrestle him to the floor. This accomplished, Dost punched the man squarely on the chin, disorienting him long enough to give Dost a few moments to open his brigandine and remove the kujala. Weapon removed, the men fought dagger to dagger, desert style. 
 
    “I would know your name,” said Dost. 
 
    The assassin lunged forward with his azag and it was met with Dost’s dagger, sending a loud clang across the room.  
 
    “I said, I would know your name!” 
 
    But the assassin said nothing. He feinted forward with his azag and then suddenly switched direction, landing a blow right across Dost’s chest. As Dost’s brigandine was open, the man drew blood. Dost winced and lunged too, but the man jumped backward just in time. When Dost lunged again, the assassin lunged back. Dost suddenly leapt backward and hurled his kujala. He hit the assassin right below the collarbone and the man fell to his feet. The assassin grabbed the ivory hilt of the kujala and once he had a firm hold, pulled it out. Blood spurted out and the man gasped for air. A few moments later, he fell to the floor, dead. 
 
    Dost, after spending a few moments catching his breath, approached the man and turned him over. He already knew who it was. He untied the knot in the back of the man’s scarf and revealed his face. It was the queen’s general, Salé. 
 
    Dost ran down the marble hall to the suite of rooms that Xenia and Ghazan shared. He opened the door and entered a small atrium. There was a crystal pool and two small persimmon trees, their vines climbing up the sides of the walls. Though Ghazan had begrudged Dost his rooms, this was a mighty fine setup. It was unfortunate that they would not have the time to enjoy it. 
 
    Dost found Xenia first, sitting on the edge of the pool. A bird warbled softly as Xenia dipped her fingers into the water. 
 
    “Come,” he said. “We leave now.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” the maiden asked. 
 
    “Where is Ghazan?” asked Dost, pulling the woman up to her feet. “We go now. Come. Come!” 
 
    Xenia indicated that Ghazan’s chamber was down a short hall within this well-apportioned suite. When they reached his door, they could hear the grunts of two men struggling. The door was locked but Dost gave himself a running start and lunged forward into the door, attempting to break it down. He fell to the ground, groaning and in pain. Xenia looked at him in disbelief and then removed the key from its secret place close to her breast. She placed it into the lock, turned the latch, and the door opened. 
 
    They found Ghazan wrestling with a burly man whose face was covered, as Salé’s had been. Ghazan was pinned to the ground and his face was bloody. Dost, still wincing from his failed attempt with the door, ran forward and leapt on the man’s back. He placed an arm about his neck and began to yank back hoping to choke. This move brought the man to his knees, but then the assassin was able to elbow backward, hitting Dost squarely in the jaw. The assassin turned to face Dost and cracked his knuckles. But Ghazan had enough presence of mind to reach for his long sword resting on a dragonwood table and unsheathe it silently. He lunged forward, landing the blade in the gap between the man’s armor and his leather trousers. The man fell to the ground and a short while later he was dead. 
 
    “Not very noble of you, stabbing a man in the back,” said Dost, brushing away the blood on his chin with a fist. 
 
    “It was a fight to the death,” said Ghazan. “I did what I had to do. Besides, I saved your life.” 
 
    Dost chuckled. “One more night, huh?” 
 
    “Oh, shut up,” said Ghazan, and then he lent Dost a hand to help him up to his feet. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven 
 
    The three travelers left the land of Vani, fortunate enough to find that the pirate captain remained in port. He was heading back north, at least further north than he was now. He told Dost and Ghazan that he was to escort the daughter of a warlord to her husband, a chief among the barbaric hordes of the Cerkes. The pirate was happy to take the three along with him as long as they were willing to pay. As Ghazan had only the rich robes and jewels that he and Xenia wore, it was Dost who paid the fare. He did not, however, agree to accompany the prince on his mission. The prince informed his travel companion that he had committed to finding aid for an invasion of his father’s kingdom among the many princes and warlords of the Randalkand. 
 
    “There is a man who is ready to help us if I can get to him,” said the prince. 
 
    He stood with Dost on the deck of the ship. Xenia lie in their quarters below deck, getting some much needed rest from their flight from the queen and her machinations. 
 
    “I do not understand why you say us,” Dost remarked. “I have not agreed to help you.” 
 
    “But you must,” said Ghazan. “You saved my life. In some cultures that means that you are now committed to helping me for as long as I live. I am in your care.” 
 
    “That is ridiculous,” said Dost. “I have never heard anything so ridiculous.” Dost swatted away a hornet that had stowed away on ship and had found a moist spot on the back of his neck. In swatting away the insect, the warrior found that his hair was beginning to grow again. Though he did not like to think of himself as vain, Dost found the shorn hair that he had been sporting for several weeks now unfamiliar. He was glad that he would once again have the look of a man of the Banu Yunus, even if he counted many among this race as his enemies. 
 
    “What is ridiculous about it?” said Ghazan. “Do you not see that we are tied to one another somehow? Even Xenia says it. She has always said so.” 
 
    “What the lady feels on this matter signifies little to me,” Dost said. 
 
    “Then you return to your old life as a warlord chief?” 
 
    “That is not for you to know, prince. I shall take this ship back to Damat, if the pirate pledges to make good time there, and what fate befalls you matters little to me.” 
 
    “The queen had a dragon,” said the prince as the warlord walked away from him. 
 
    “I do not care!” shouted Dost. 
 
    With that, Dost left the prince. He had committed to separate quarters from them, an accommodation that the pirate was happy to oblige considering how heavy Dost’s purse was. And so when Dost heard the thrashing of the wyms that night – lashing the waters of the ocean about and mating with one another by rubbing their slimy bodies together –he heard it apart from Ghazan and Xenia. 
 
    Ghazan and Xenia were first to leave the ship as the land of the Cerkes were more southern than the city of Damat. The twain joined a traveling band of merchants who were heading to the eastern frontier of the Randalkand. This was a wide, sparsely populated area. It was said that the dragons that could occasionally be seen in the lands of the Banu Yunus hailed from this land. It was one of the few places were dragons could still be found in decent numbers, or so wiser minds said. These creatures were already being exterminated in other places, and by men like Ghazan, men with some maid or another to win over. 
 
    It seemed the world changed. The age of legends and magic, of cities rising on the bones of other cities, of gods taking human shape and cavorting among their mortal subjects: these days would soon be in the past. One day, men would hear stories of warriors like Dost and Ghazan and call them lies. They would hear of dragons and believe that they were nothing more than misshapen birds viewed from a distance. They would not know that there had once been dragons, dragons that lived in a closer balance with the earth than man ever could, and that the death of these creatures would signal the end of the adventurous age of mankind. 
 
    But all Ghazan could think of was regaining his kingdom. He rode with Xenia upon a fair white horse. She was nestled behind him and her arms clutched him tightly, her veil of white gauze blowing in the wind. He was reminded of his mare Khurshid-Begum, the horse that led him into the inner sanctum of the dragon Aisin. The prince chuckled to himself. One day he would be old and people would look at him and see an old man who invented tales, hoping to spin them into truth. 
 
    Soon the caravan of merchants came to a mercenary camp about two days march south of a high mountain chain. As soon as Ghazan saw these tall white peaks he knew that dragons resided there. Ghazan and Xenia came down from their horse and approached the camp. The men and women clearly came from a foreign continent. The men wore animal skins and conical fur caps, while the women were dressed in a fashion highly original yet lovely and compelling. Ghazan wondered if the lands they hailed from were the same as those of Yunus, a man he had previously believed to be his ancestor. 
 
    “I would speak to your leader,” the prince said, approaching a man who seemed to be captain of a small cadre of mercenaries. 
 
    In response to the query of the man’s eyes – “And who are you?” these eyes asked – Ghazan announced that he was the son of the slain sultan of Maler and that he was in need of an army to aid him in his quest. 
 
    The man needed to hear no more. The prince was soon taken to another prince, the leader of these people. “One prince greets another,” the man said when Ghazan entered his yurt: his high felt tent. 
 
    “Yes,” said Ghazan. “I believe you can aid me, sir.” 
 
    “That all depends on whether or not you can aid me,” said the foreign royal. “We might help one another.” 
 
    “What is it you seek?” 
 
    “I seek an item of great value to my people. It is the great lance of Ogedeyir, one of the greatest princes of my people. He came to this land many ages ago to meet a dragon equipped with this lance. She slayed him, for the dragon was a female, and he died in her cave. The lance was never seen again. It is important for me to possess this weapon as it is a sign of kingship among my people. My father struggles among his brothers for the title of khagan, great ruler, and if I return with this lance then my father would be acknowledged by all as sovereign. I was serving as a mercenary until I learned where the lance lie. It is in this land, I am told, the broad land of Randalkand, in the bowels of a mountain about two days journey from here.” 
 
    “Why not go to the cave yourself?” asked Ghazan. 
 
    “My people have a great fear of dragons,” the prince chuckled. “I know it seems ridiculous to you, but it is true. My men would never agree to accompany me and the woman would abandon us. We know dragons for the magic they possess. Indeed, we believe your people very foolish to not fear them as we do.” The foreign prince paused for a moment and offered Ghazan a drink. “You are the one they call dragon-lord. I have heard of you.” 
 
    “I slayed the dragon Aisin,” said the prince of Maler. “What of it?” 
 
    “If you were to fetch the lance of Ogedeyir from the mountain, then you have my word that I shall help you regain your kingdom.” 
 
    “And how do I know that your mercenaries are worth the risk to me?” asked Ghazan. 
 
    “Well, how do I know that you can accomplish the task that I need?” 
 
    Ghazan opened a pack, a pack that he had carried with him since he received it from Prince Ulugh, and he showed the foreign royal the broken lance Hulagu, the holy lance that had snapped when he plunged it into the dragon’s chest. That was all the foreign prince required. He recognized the remains of the legendary lance; he recognized also the greatness of the man that had wielded it. The man agreed to whatever terms that Ghazan demanded. The prince and Xenia would soon found themselves on their way to the cave of the dragon that guarded the lance of Ogedeyir. Hopefully, they would get a large mercenary out of it if this prince could be trusted. “She is called Emine,” said the foreign prince. “She is very old.” 
 
    As they reached the foot of the mountain and Ghazan saw that they still had to climb a day’s travel up mountainside, almost above the clouds, to reach the cave’s mouth, the prince wondered if he had chosen rightly. “Perhaps I should have left you in the camp,” he said to his travel companion. 
 
    “No,” said Xenia. “I was meant to come with you to this place. I can aid you.” 
 
    “All right,” said Ghazan. “Let us set up a tent here so that we have a place to rest when we leave the camp. The last thing I want is to steal the lance from the dragon only to have immediately to travel for two days back to the camp.” 
 
    “Do you think the creature will let us merely go in and steal it from under her nose?” asked the maid. 
 
    “I do not know,” said Ghazan. 
 
    And so they traveled up the cave. With the prince’s aid, the lady had little trouble trudging up the steep mountainside to the mouth of the cave. As they rose higher and higher, the air grew thinner and thinner, but the lady found that this mountain air suited her. Ghazan could little understand it, but his heart was glad when they finally disembarked in front of the cave. 
 
    The ledge before the cave was covered in snow, though it was yet early summer, and they could hear the rumblings of the dragon within. “Are you frightened?” the prince asked Xenia. 
 
    “No,” she answered. 
 
    They ventured into the cave and Ghazan immediately felt something different than he had felt before. He did not feel the primitive sense of danger that he and Khurshid-Begum had felt when they had entered the cage of Aisin. He knew that young dragons experienced shevar, the youthful rage that led them to great acts of destruction. Might not this dragon be different? Inside the cave, flowers of a like that Ghazan had never before seen bloomed. There were lakes of water of blue and purple. The air seemed to be filled with dew. The occasional quakes of the dragon as it spoke or snored, whatever it was, these quakes soon no longer disturbed. 
 
    “It is a trick,” said the prince. “It is a rouse to trick us into lowering our guard. I will not be fooled.” 
 
    The prince looked back at the lady, but she had naught to say. He wondered if he might fall into the same trap that had befell him before: that he might escort the lady into the cave to find that she herself was the dragon. He laughed this eventuality out of his mind. That would be a strange thing indeed: for history to repeat itself in that fashion. That would be another tale that no one would believe. Ghazan thought of the infant dragon that the queen of Vani had upon her shoulder. Such a strange thing, to see a dragon resting on the shoulder of a human so peacefully. They were strange beasts, these dragons. 
 
    Soon the dragon-breath was so atmospheric that they could feel its warmth. They came to a low vestibule in the cave. They passed through it and then they saw the dragon. Ghazan gasped as this dragon was even greater than the one he had slain in Canxir. It occupied the entirety of a massive space. Its head alone was large enough to occupy the throne hall of the palace in Maler. The creature had white mighty whiskers and sharp teeth that jutted out of the closed mouth. It seemed to slumber, its chest moving rhythmically up and down. “How does a man slay such a beast?” Ghazan asked. He reached for his scimitar, but Xenia stayed his hand. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” said the prince. “Dragons were made for men to slay.” 
 
    “No,” said Xenia, “not this one.” 
 
    Ghazan sheathed his blade. He sighed. He did not understand, but he followed the fair maid as she began to walk. 
 
    There was a light shining down from an oculus in the roof of the cavern. Below this lay a raised platform, but it was devoid of any object. Xenia made a path around the great body of the dragon to this spot. Ghazan followed her as he could not believe the evidence of his eyes. The spot was suffused with light, dew, and a sensation of great calmness. But there was no lance. 
 
    “Gone,” the twain heard a voice say and the mighty head of the dragon turned to face them. 
 
    “But,” Ghazan began, “whereto, mighty creature? Where might we go to find it?” 
 
    “That is for you to discover if it be a thing meant to be discovered.” 
 
    Xenia looked at the creature and she felt suddenly that she was beneath the sea, wrapped tightly in arms that were warm and cold at once. 
 
    “Go,” said the dragon Emine to the lady. “Leave this place and return to the land of Men.“ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight 
 
    Ghazan found the prince hunting blackbuck on a high plateau that sloped down from a range of sharp hills. The land was so elevated here that the prince believed he could see all the way into the lands of the Banu Yunus and the open desert. It was cold as night had come quickly. It was not a good time to hunt, Ghazan knew. Hunting was one of the favored pastimes of his people, especially the royal class, and Ghazan knew that morning was the best time to hunt blackbuck, but this particular prince of the Yinisar was said to hunt all day. Ghazan had been led to this noble endeavor when he and Xenia reached the camp and he was happy to join the chase. 
 
    The men hunted with bow and arrow, the old-fashioned kind. The warriors did not utilize the rapid-fire crossbow that had become the rage among the princes and dukes of the Western continent. Ghazan had been handed one of the Yinisir bows and arrows when he joined the chase, and their way of shooting arrows while galloping the prince found to be exhilarating. It was unlike anything he had ever experienced. 
 
    The moon was high in the heavens when Ghazan finally had a chance to speak to the prince. 
 
    “I think I might fancu living in your lands,” said Ghazan. 
 
    The foreign prince only laughed then. Later, Ghazan sat with the prince and his deputies around a roaring fire. 
 
    “You might have to live among us if you do not get your kingdom back,” said the foreign prince. “I see you return without the lance.” 
 
    Ghazan lowered his head. He sighed. 
 
    “We found the mountain,” Ghazan began. “We even found the dragon. But alas, no lance of Ogedeyir.” 
 
    “Was the dragon in shevar?” asked the man, gazing intently into Ghazan’s eyes. This look made it clear that if the dragon was in shevar he would like to hear all about it. 
 
    “No,” said Ghazan. “She was the largest thing I had ever seen. She occupied the inside of the mountain. It was a truly strange thing. She told us that the lance had been taken long ago and she did not where it was. She was too old to be in shevar. I heard from others that this Emine has been upon this planet more than three thousand years.” 
 
    “Well, I cannot help you then,” said the foreign prince. “I do not know what I shall tell my father. We shall have to find another way to settle the matter between him and the other claimants to our ancestral crown. Perhaps we should go to the turbe of my grandfather. Pray to his spirit for guidance.” 
 
    Foreign as this practice was to Ghazan, it seemed a sensible thing to do. They would sit there the remainder of the night, these two princes. Though they could scarcely understand each other because of their different languages and customs, between them was the bond of princes: a bond that told them that life was as sordid as it was good. That those things one possessed one day one might not possess the next, even one’s own life. 
 
    And so Xenia was left alone in a tent that had been set aside for her and Ghazan. There were two beds, one beside the other, which Xenia had pushed close together until they touched. The lady’s perception on things had changed. Though she wondered if the universal book upon which all events were written spoke of a union between her and Ghazan, she was ready to be his wife. She did not care that he was a prince without a kingdom, she did not even care about their poverty. When she had lived in the sea, all she had known was poverty, but it was a penury that was more wonderful than anything that could be had on land. Was that where I came from? she wondered. The sea? 
 
    She closed her eyes and fell to slumber. She felt the heat of Ghazan beside her though he was not in the tent. She could even feel the heat of Dost though he might be on the other side of the world. She did not know where he was or even if he still lived. Xenia felt that matters were drawing to a rapid close. Something would happen soon, she knew it. Her heart began to pound. She saw images of domed cities collapsing into the dust, of dragons dying one after another sending earthquakes to all corners of the world. 
 
    She heard as the door flap of the tent was drawn open. Among the carpets lining the wall and the beautiful hangings of wool and silk that characterized these nomadic and semi-nomadic peoples, a woman appeared. She wore the head covering that was characteristic of this tribal people. It was like a blanket thrown over the head that had a square cut in the center for the face to peak through. This square was embroidered, framing delicately the beautiful face of the woman. This woman neared Xenia’s bed. “Get up,” she said. “Get up now! Can you not see them?” 
 
    Xenia sat up in the bed. “Who?” she asked. 
 
    “The men,” said the tribal woman. “The men fighting over you.” 
 
    Xenia threw her legs over the edge of the bed. She put on her slippers and fixed her veil so that it covered her mouth. “Look,” said the woman. “Here they come now.” The women held open the flap into the tent and several dozen fireflies flew in. Two of the four oil lamps lit in the tent went out and suddenly Xenia could see the rapid flash of the fireflies as they soon came to occupy the inside of the tent. It was not long before Xenia had the urge to touch one of these insects. She followed the flicker of the fireflies; she ran to one and attempted to clasp it between her hands, but it was soon gone. She went to another firefly. This one was large and did not flitter as rapidly. Xenia waited for it to react to her being so near, and after it had done so, she reached forward with a finger and touched it. Suddenly the firefly was gone and there was a dragon in its place. Xenia ran to another firefly and completed the same act: touching her finger to the insect. This firefly too disappeared only to be replaced by a dragon. They were young sand dragons, like the one said to occupy the foot of the sultan’s throne, and they were in shevar. 
 
     Xenia gasped. 
 
    “This is ridiculous,” she could hear the voice of Prince Ghazan saying. “They are dragons and dragons are meant for slaying!” 
 
    “No,” said another man’s voice, a deep voice that Xenia recognized only from dreams. 
 
    Suddenly the dragons were gone and all the lamps in the tent went out. Where the tribal woman went Xenia could not say. All in the tent was quiet and still. But in the near darkness, Xenia could see a black figure. It was like a deeper black in the blackness of the tent. As she neared it, Xenia could see that it was a voluminous cloak, but no one was within it. “Come closer,” said the man’s voice, and Xenia did as she was bidden. She approached the cloak closer and closer. The cloak spread wide until it seemed to envelop the space around her. “Come closer, closer,” said the deep voice of the man. Xenia stepped into the darkness of the cloak and her vision went back. 
 
    When she opened her eyes again she was in the zenanah of the sultan’s palace, only it did not have the appearance of that feminine cloister. The walls were covered in black, the pools of water were devoid of their moisture, and all was dark and deserted. Xenia passed through the empty zenanah, making for that small, but comfortable chamber that been appointed for her. When she reached her chamber, which was on the mezzanine of the zenanah, against the furthest wall of the palace, Xenia pushed the door open and walked in. She found her low couch, covered in black cloth, and the grated window that overlooked the alley of the palace below. 
 
    But she saw that there was a man lying upon her couch, a man wearing a twisted crown of human bones. His face was gaunt and his eyes were of an indeterminate color. Xenia went to the couch and took a place beside him. Only moments later, a second man entered the room: a man identical to the first. He too wore a high, sinister crown. He wore black voluminous robbed that seemed to blow behind him like the malign flags of a rampaging army. The couch, made large enough only for a woman and the sultan, widened in size until it was large enough to fit three. The second man came to the bed and lay on the other side leaving Xenia hemmed in between them. The men laughed a sinister guffaw, a chuckle that waltzed and waltzed until it occupied the room. Xenia could feel the heat of them, hemming her in, a sensation of headiness and nearness that the laughter seemed only to accentuate. She lay flat on the bed and she moaned: deciding the best course was to surrender. 
 
    “It is always better to join rather than fight,” said Dir-en-Shad. 
 
    “We speak with dragon-breath and all that is left for you is to obey,” said Alamgul. 
 
    Xenia heard these voices from either side of her, not knowing which of the identical men was Dir-en-Shad and which was Alamgul. Am I truly here? she wondered. Is this a dream? 
 
    She felt a strong, pallid hand reach for her veil. She felt a muscular finger touch her face. “No!” she said in a loud whisper. “Yes!” said a man, but was it Alamgul or Dir-en-Shad? She watched as the veil was torn from her face and tossed to the ground. She felt a kiss upon one cheek and another kiss upon the other. She felt the warm touch of a man’s mouth on either side of her face. She surrendered. 
 
    When Ghazan returned to his tent after an evening of hunting blackbuck with the prince of the Yinisar he found a deep impression in the bed of his lady companion. He saw intricate carpet hangings torn from their perch and oil lamps overturned, but he did not find any woman. She was gone without a trace. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine 
 
    It was an odd homecoming when Dost returned to the palace of the sultan of Maler. The great halls of gold were free of the Emirs, Wazirs, and Chamberlains that had characterized the home of the old sultan. The high towers with their green domes were free of the laughter of the servants and eunuchs. The zenanah remained where it was, but there could not be heard the music of the women or their idle chatter. 
 
    Dost listened to the clack of heels upon the marble surfaces: it was the clack of his own boots as he was taken to see Dir-en-Shad. Every man that he met was dressed in black, the lances they held topped by the black and white flag of Dir-en-Shad’s religion. The faces of Dir-en-Shad’s servants still held onto a bit of their sinister gleam, though what Dost found in their eyes was not malign thought, but sadness. He did not know what it meant. 
 
    When Dost found the dark lord, he still sat upon the sultan’s throne. “Ah, Azag-al-Walaq,” he said. “I see that you have returned.” 
 
    “I have had a long journey.” 
 
    The dragon Touman, the pet of Dir-en-Shad, raised its sandy head and made a low growl at Dost, just as a dog growls at someone it dislikes, but then the beast lowered its head again and closed its eyes. 
 
    “Yes,” said Dir-en-Shad. “I know something of it.” 
 
    “I am sure you know it all.” 
 
    Dost came close to the dais where the dragon was. He was surrounded by Dir-en-Shad’s many servants and followers, though the warlord could see that there were still some women in the palace. A few of the sultan’s women were ranged along the upper story of the throne hall, looking through the grate at what transpired below. That was when Dost did something unexpected. He removed his two azags and placed them upon the ground. He removed his kujala and placed this too upon the ground. Finally, the unthinkable: Dost got down upon his knees and prostrated himself, lowering his body all the way down to the floor until his head touched the cold marble. 
 
    “I have come to serve you,” Dost said. “I traveled to the halls of the dark lord Malatu…” 
 
    “This I know,” said Dir-en-Shad. 
 
    “I traveled to these dark places, searching for the meaning in my life as I have none,” said Dost. “The dark lord told me that I must seek a good master to serve, only then can I make a path for myself in the world. A mighty woman called me a rabid dog and though these words might have slighted me, they were true. I am a rabid dog, searching only for the right master to serve until the end of my days. Once, what seems like long ago, a man asked me if I would serve him as his apprentice. His name was Alamgul. I do not know if you are Alamgul or his brother, but I would serve this religion that you profess. I have seen the strength that it gives to its adherents. You were able to accomplish the deed of slaying the sultan, something which I was never able to accomplish. And so I offer my services to you Dir-en-Shad or Alamgul, whichever the twain you may be. You have done the deed I have failed to do, and I would have you as my master.” 
 
    “Dir-en-Shad,” said the lord of the palace, standing up from his throne. “Or Alamgul.” The man laughed. “So you would serve me. This does not surprise as it was written upon that universal book of deeds past and present that I am able to read. I knew that you would come soon. Come, young man, and walk with me. I would discuss this matter further.” 
 
    The dragon snorted at Dost again, but Dir-en-Shad petted the beast and quieted him. Of the various sorts of dragons, the ones that were cruel and the ones that were kind, this particular specimen was not of the kinder variety. When he went into shevar, the dragon rage that reduced great cities into dust, it was a sight to behold. 
 
      
 
    Dost walked with Dir-en-Shad, eventually coming to the chamber where the dark lord had slain the sultan. “Do you remember this place?” the man asked. 
 
    “How can I forget, my lord,” said Dost. “This was when I first learned to respect you, to fear you, though I did not know it yet.” 
 
    “I will not ask what Malatu said to you. They were for your ears alone.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Dost. 
 
    They soon came to the hall onto which the zenanah opened. Xenia was standing just inside the grate door, alone. She raised her hand to the door when she saw Dost walk past though he pretended not to see. She ran from the door after that, ashamed of something only she knew. 
 
    Dir-en-Shad led Dost to a balcony that overlooked the courtyard in front of the palace. Dost told his master that he had searched the world for meaning, but had been unable to find any anywhere. That was when a commotion was heard. Several men managed to burst through the gate into the inner court of the sultan’s palace. These men ran forward until they were standing below the balcony. Dir-en-Shad recognized the face of Ghazan. The new lord of the palace seemed alarmed. 
 
    “This was not writ on that mighty book,” he whispered, but it was loud enough for Dost to hear all the same. 
 
    Ghazan was joined by men that Dost recognized to be pirates from the port city of Damat. They were a scraggly lot even if they accompanied a prince. Soon, several men raced out of the palace to meet them. Before these men reached the prince, he hurled a heavy javelin with all his might to the balcony. It missed its mark, crashing into the stone wall with a heavy slam. The entire palace seemed to gasp in alarm, as if the building itself spoke in one voice. An armed eunuch ran forward to aid Dir-en-Shad, and before anyone knew what was happening, Dost was pulling the man’s scimitar out of its scabbard. Dir-en-Shad saw the sunlight glint off the Damatian steel and he instantly crept back, away from Dost, but it was too late. Dost swept at Dir-en-Shad, leaving the mark of the scimitar upon his brow. Dir-en-Shad fell to the ground and a second later felt another blow: that of a second javelin slamming into his chest. 
 
    Events seemed to pass in a flash and Dir-en-Shad’s cape reared up until all of the balcony was enveloped in black. Dost used his arms to swing at the folds of the cape, finally swiping it away until the scene was clear. There was a crown upon the floor of the balcony and dark ornaments, but no Dir-en-Shad. Suddenly there was a mighty roar, the cry of the dragon, and Ghazan yelled: “Into the palace.” 
 
    Ghazan and his men at arms ran into the palace and Dost did the same, though he had a different destination. Dost went to the zenanah, quickly dispatching the eunuch guard and taking the key from him. After the lock clicked, the door opened with a swing and Xenia flew out. The lady fell into the warrior’s arms and they ran the long way back to the throne hall, their ears ringing with the crack of the dragon’s roars. As they neared the hall, they were met with men in dark robes running the other way. They were the acolytes of Dir-en-Shad and they were casting the crowns and dark ornaments of their religion onto the ground, abandoning them forever and choosing life instead. 
 
    When Dost reached the throne hall, he saw the dragon Touman thrashing about, sending dozens of men flying against the wall with simultaneous swings of his arms and his tail. The men who remained in the throne hall were frozen in place, wondering what had happened to their lord and how they would escape the dragon. “He is there!” said Dost to Xenia, discovering to his utter amazement that Dir-en-Shad was not dead, but was moving across the upper halls of the palace like a disembodied shadow. This odd movement was a sight so ghastly that Xenia became afraid, feeling that she would rather be in the presence of the dragon than of this spirit. 
 
    Dost was then left with the problem of what to do about the dragon, and deciding that he was not a lesser man than Ghazan, he deduced that he would have to slay it. He picked up a Randalkandi long sword from the ground and charged at the dragon, who was at that moment occupied elsewhere. He swiped at the dragon’s body, landing a heavy blow in its scales. But the dragon was wounded and it screeched. The creature swung its tail and sent Dost flying to a column. 
 
    “Dost!” cried Xenia. 
 
    The warrior mustered the strength to get up upon one arm, but by the time he had accomplished this act the dragon was already upon him again. The dragon made a running-fly to the other side of the throne hall and occupied the space all around Dost. The creature opened its mouth to breath its fire-breath. Just at that moment, a shout was heard at the entrance to the throne hall. It was Ghazan. As he was out of javelins, he took an overturned lamp pole from the ground and, with great difficulty, hurled it at the beast. The beast turned to face Ghazan just as he did this and the pole landed right in the dragon’s eye. 
 
    The dragon reared up with such a rage that it crashed into the roof and the walls of the room began to cave in. The dragon, not dead but as full of life as ever, thrashed and thrashed and Ghazan thought that this was finally the end. But the prince felt when the warm air of Maler suddenly became cooler. He heard as the shouts and hums of the city suddenly fell into a hush. The prince turned to look to the south and saw that a dark figure raced toward the city. It was the dragon Emine and before she reached the innards of the sultan’s palace, she had opened her mouth and released the primordial flame that only a dragon of great age could emit. The flame touched Touman and, soundlessly, the dragon retreated back, crashing into the rear wall of the throne room. Emine lunged herself at her fellow dragon and Ghazan watched in amazement as the two great creatures clashed, crushing beneath them any person who was not quick enough to flee. 
 
    Xenia looked at Ghazan and he gazed expectantly at her. But rather than run to him, she ran to Dost who lie motionlessly by a column. “Dost,” she said, slapping his face. “Dost, wake up. Dost!” But the warlord would not move. 
 
    Emine, who was bulkier than Touman, seemed to tire of the younger dragon and she shoved him roughly away from her. But this only angered Touman, and when Emine turned to meet some soldiers of Dir-en-Shad’s that had been hurling spears at her, Touman took the opportunity to unleash his own dragon-breath upon her. Emine was burned and fell to the marble floor of the palace with a loud crash. Touman hovered near the creature that had begun to curl up into a ball. 
 
    Xenia, hunched over Dost, began to weep. Her tears were not soothed when she saw Dir-en-Shad suddenly materialize in the throne room. He had upon his face a wicked smile, and he blocked the path between Xenia and Ghazan. By this time, Touman was surveying the damage that he had done.  
 
    “Your time is done, elder,” he said, but his voice was filled with sorrow as much as anger. 
 
    Touman bent his whiskered face over Emine, whom he took for dead. He bent even nearer when he felt the breath from Emine’s nostrils upon his face. She opened her mouth and unleashed her fire. Touman’s entire body became swept up in flame, a sight so terrible that Ghazan would never forget it, even on his deathbed after he had reigned as sultan for sixty years. 
 
    Touman, body cast up in flame, flew up high into the air, grabbing onto the twisted from of Dir-en-Shad. With the dark lord in his grasp, Touman soared even higher into the sky and then finally fell into the sea in a blazing ball of flame, never to be seen or heard of again. Even his name would eventually be forgotten. 
 
    “Come,” said the dragon Emine, whose voice was little more than a pathetic whisper. 
 
    Ghazan, the erstwhile sultan of this land, approached the dragon, but the creature said: “No, not you. Her.” 
 
    With a flip of her tail, Emine indicated Xenia. Xenia approached the dragon and placed a hand on the creature’s old, lined face. “Know, girl, that you have a people,” said the dragon. “You were born in the sea though that is not your home; the dolphins, the wyms, and the fish, they are not your kin. I placed your egg there long ago, waiting for the time to come when the world would be ready for you. You see, your mother’s name was Emine and she stands before you now breathing her last.” 
 
    Xenia, a foreigner in a foreign land, suddenly felt a great sadness, as if the world was ending. 
 
    “The time of dragons is coming to an end,” said Emine, “but we will never be dead as our line will continue in you. Though I can no longer protect you, I pray that you will find a husband who will be your supporter on this cruel road of Man.” 
 
    Xenia removed her veil and looked at Ghazan. She knew that Dost had died and that the only support that she would have in the world would be him. She said: “Princess Rusudan predicted a terrible fate for us both if you should see the dragon Aisin, but she was wrong. I will be your wife and reign by your side as sultana, but only on one condition.” 
 
    “What is that, milady?” the prince asked. 
 
    “That one day when we have a daughter of our own we will call her by my mother’s name,” said Xenia. “All of the other children we have shall be yours, to do with as you wish, but this girl alone shall be mine. Do you promise this?” 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    And so Ghazan and Xenia, after they gave Dost the lying in state that he deserved as a great warlord, were wed in the courtyard of the sultan’s palace. They wed before a little tent like the yurts of the Yinisar, the people that Ghazan had so enjoyed hunting among and whom he had come to see as kin. When they spoke their vows to one another, Ghazan raised the veil, taking a long look at the singular creature, dragon-born, whom he now had as wife. He did not know how it could be, that dragons could give birth to human beings, but he did not care for he had gained a pearl of great price. 
 
    But when Xenia’s veil was raised and she too looked at Ghazan, her husband, her thoughts took a different path. She wondered if the gods would give her back the maidenhead that she had lost to two men called Dir-en-Shad and Alamgul. She wondered if the prince, now sultan, would ever learn the truth. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    If you enjoyed this book, please let me know your thoughts by leaving a short review on Amazon. Thank you! 
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