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A dangerous birth. A powerful man.
Orphaned at three, Quibell struggles to control the power he was born with. Overcome by emotion at a public Burning on his seventeenth naming day, he lashes out. Fearing for his life, Quibell flees Turpan, only to be captured by a band of desert nomads. Can he bring justice and freedom to Turpan, or will the evil Mages who murdered his mother remain in power?
Chapter 1
The pounding intensified as Tigano hurried out of the dining hall toward the entrance door.
“The clinic is closed,” he called as he lifted the latch and pulled the door open. One look at the woman told him why she had come out of hours.
She peered up at him through a gap in the limp, brown hair that fell across her face, her visible eye gleaming golden in the dying light of the red sun. Her ragged clothing, distended belly and thin limbs told the story of privation during her pregnancy.
She gasped in pain, bending over and clutching at the child on its way into the world.
Tigano stepped forward and gathered the small woman into his arms, her slight weight no burden at all.
“Zorian, I could use some help!” Tigano called out as he carried her into the hall.
Zorian, chief among the Healers in this Hall, poked his head out of the dining hall’s door, then moved swiftly down the hall and opened one of the doors off the long hallway. Tigano carried the woman into the small room and laid her on the high, narrow cot. He heard the sounds of Zorian closing and latching the outer door, and then his footsteps as he entered the room.
“Who is she?” Zorian’s breathy whisper sounded loud in the still air of the small examination room.
“No idea.” Tigano shook his head. “We haven’t been introduced yet.”
The pair of men worked together as they often did, functioning as a team as they urged the woman to push and rest as the seasons came upon her.
Tigano wiped her face with the cool cloth. A great deal of dirt came off along with the sweat of her labor. He wondered in passing whether she was one of the city’s many harlots. She was really too thin to be bearing a child, and the labor was difficult for her.
Tigano continued to wipe her face, as well as her arms and hands. As he did so, he was struck by her frail beauty, and came to the conclusion that she must be Outcast from one of the Great Houses; a servant who dallied with her master, perhaps, or an unfavored daughter.
During one of the resting times in her labor Zorian handed her a cup of tea, the herbs calculated to ease and hasten the birth.
“Who are you?” he asked.
The woman shook her head, biting her lips together and refusing to speak.
“It doesn’t matter to me if you’re Outcast,” Tigano said as he smiled at her, “you’re still entitled to our care. I just thought it would be nice if you could give us a name to call you.”
“Elara.” The woman’s voice was scratchy, as if from long disuse. “My name is Elara.”
“What House are you from, Elara? Does anyone from your family know where you are?” Zorian asked.
She shook her head violently. “No House. I have no House, no family. They,” her strong emotions choked off her words and overwhelmed her. Unable to finish her sentence, Elara suddenly burst into tears.
“Shhh, it’s all right, Elara,” Tigano soothed, stroking her filthy hair. “We don’t throw anyone out who needs our help. Were you Outcast because of the babe?”
Elara nodded, wiping at her face, but only managing to smear her muddy tear tracks. “My f-father tossed me into the street personally when he found I was with child.”
“Was the babe’s father not willing to take you in?” Tigano asked.
Elara pressed her lips firmly together, biting them closed from the inside. A trickle of blood leaked from the corner of her mouth.
Just then her pains started anew, and the two men were busy once again. It wasn’t until the early hours of the morning that the male child finally arrived. In the end, they had cut him from Elara’s body, lest they lose both lives.
Zorian sewed the emaciated woman back together with his precise stitching, wiping the wound with wine to clean it; while Tigano took warm water and bathed the hungry child, wrapped him in a small blanket, and handed him to his exhausted mother.
Elara cuddled him to her breast and watched with great wonder and satisfaction as he began to suckle.
“What will you call him?” Zorian asked.
“Quibell. His name will be Quibell.”
“Do you call him for his father?” Tigano queried.
“No, nor for any of his ancestors, and you shan’t trick me that way. It’s his name, and his alone. My father cast me out for the babe’s sake, and his father couldn’t have us. We are alone in the world, and I will not name my son for either of those men!” Her final word was ejected with so much force it could have easily passed as a curse upon the entire male gender.
Tigano stroked the baby’s fine black hair, as he watched him greedily suckling at his mother’s breast. “He’s a beautiful child,” he said softly, “and healthy, too, despite your own poor condition.”
“How soon can I leave here? I must return to work on the morrow, or starve.” Elara said.
“Where do you work?” Tigano asked quietly.
“At the laundry near the Tanner’s Well,” Elara replied. “It was the only place that would take me, Outcast, and with no reference.”
Tigano nodded. He knew the area around the Tanner’s Well. It was a rough place to be scratching out a living, and laundries never paid very much to their workers. She had probably been living on the street, or at best, sleeping in one of the community gathering places that used to be houses of worship.
“You may not leave until you’re healed at least a little more, and a little better able to face the world. Probably at least a good five or six months, I’d guess,” Zorian said as he was tying off the last knot. “And I don’t think what you were getting for your work made much difference between living and starving,” he added, sweeping her thin limbs with a professional eye.
Elara blushed. “They will not take me back at the laundry after I’ve been gone that long.” Elara’s voice cracked in her distress. “How will I feed my child?”
“If you don’t feed yourself, Elara, you will have no milk for Quibell,” Zorian said. “Tell me; in the House which threw you out so precipitously, did you ever learn how to cook?”
Elara paused a long while, then nodded slowly. “I know a little about cooking; nothing fancy, mind you, but a few plain things.”
“Good,” said Zorian. “You can work here as a cook, but only after we’ve taken the stitches out of your belly. The last cook we had left us a brace of months ago when she wed; we Healers have been scratching together our own meals for the last two months. There’s not a one of us who has the least talent for it. In the meantime, you are under strict orders to stay in bed and take care of yourself and your son.”
Elara nodded, relief on her face as the two Healers turned and moved into the hall.
As soon as the door closed behind them, Zorian spun to face his partner.
“Did you get a good look at the child Quibell’s eyes?”
“They were dark, like any newborn babe.”
“His hair was black, but the silky sort that falls out before it’s replaced by the true color,” Zorian said. He blew a puff of air into the fringe of hair that fell across his forehead and into his eyes.
“Her speech was well educated,” Tigano said.
Zorian nodded. “I would imagine her father was upset because he had a husband in mind for her; still, Outcast for the pregnancy, and refused to name the father . . . .”
Tigano grimaced. “Exactly. Well, we’ll have to wait a time until his eyes and hair settle before we’ll be able to tell if he is a mageborn child or not. And that will be a year or more at the soonest. And if he is, it would have been much more comfortable for her to die in the birth of her child than to be burned alive.” He sighed in exasperation at laws he had to carry out on pain of death, but which went against his sworn oath as a Healer.
“If Quibell isn’t mageborn, we need to keep her alive or the child will die also. I don’t know any wet nurses who will take in an orphan. If he is mageborn, I don’t see the father coming forward to be burned alongside them.”
“I wouldn’t come forward, were I him,” Tigano said with a wry smile.
Zorian laughed. “Were I mageborn, I’d have enough brains not to lie with a brown haired girl, no matter who she was, or how pretty she looked in her father’s House. No woman in the world is worth losing your life over. I just hope she can actually cook.” He turned and went back up the hall to finish his half burned dinner.
“Amen to that,” Tigano agreed as he followed his superior.
Chapter 2
Tigano was kept busy at the chores which also occupied the other Healers; tending the herbal gardens that provided the Healers with their medicines, drying the herbs and compounding the medicines, teaching new apprentices, and treating their many patients. Still, he managed to keep a close eye on the boy Quibell as he grew.
Though by no means celibate, very few of the Healers married; there were no children in the Hall of the Healers Quibell’s age. His fine, black baby hair fell out as they had expected it would, and was replaced by flaming red curls, tightly furled. Though uncommon except in the families of the mageborn, red hair wasn’t unheard of. His chances had narrowed, but the child might yet grow up with his mother.
By his third month, Elara had given him his first hair cut, insisting her son should not wear ringlets like a girl, but have a man’s short hair. Tigano wondered if his father’s hair grew in ringlets, and Elara was afraid Quibell would look too much like him, disclosing his identity to anyone who cared to guess.
Elara developed into a good cook, and Zorian had spoken of keeping her on permanently. Tigano spent many quiet summer evenings walking with Elara in the garden. She had an insatiable hunger for knowledge, and he taught her many things about the plants which grew there. Good food did much for her appearance, and although her beauty snatched Tigano’s breath away, Elara remained a slender, petite woman.
Quibell was soon crawling everywhere, his dark eyes gleaming with mischief, though he seldom got into things he shouldn’t. Slow to speech, he was quick to giggle, and all of the Healers grew fond of him. His eyes remained dark for a very long while, and Tigano dared to breathe a sigh of relief.
As he began to walk, Quibell often left the kitchen and the kitchen garden where his mother ruled supreme, and toddled in Tigano’s wake. Elara spent a good deal of her free time with Tigano, although she made it clear that her heart belonged to Quibell and his still un-named father. Tigano accepted the place she allowed him to have in her life, and prayed nightly to the abandoned Gods of the City of Turpan that Quibell was not mageborn, and therefore he and Elara could have long and happy lives.
On the eve of his second naming day, Quibell was sitting in a corner of the kitchen while his mother cooked. An enormous tom cat with midnight fur, a white blaze on his chest, a bottle-brush tail and a nasty disposition sat in Quibell’s lap, tickling the boy’s face with his tail.
Quibell gently brushed the cat’s tail away from his face, and the cat replaced it. Quibell brushed the cat’s tail away again, but to no avail. The old tom was deliberately being annoying.
Tigano sat near the table, slowly sipping at his mug of caffé, idly watching both cat and boy over the rim. Elara opened the door of the stove and added a small stick of wood, closing it swiftly before too much of the heat could escape.
She stirred the bubbling pots on the stove as Quibell, irritated, moved the cat’s tail from his face once more, pulling the cat’s tail rather hard. Tigano smiled. The old tom was really aggravating the boy and he felt the cat needed to be taken down a peg or two.
“No!” Quibell commanded the cat. It was one of his few words, and his favorite. The tom stood, nearly as tall as the seated boy, and deliberately shoved his entire hind quarters into the boy’s face.
Quibell had had enough. Tigano didn’t blame him one bit, or try to stop him, as he grasped the tom’s tail firmly in his right hand and shoved against the feline’s buttocks with his left and screamed “NO!”
There was a flash of intensely bright blue light. The cat yowled. Tigano’s mug crashed to the floor, and Elara screamed. Tigano was dazed by the brilliance of the light. He felt the hot caffé dripping down his legs, and the trickle of warm blood. He’d apparently been cut by flying shards from his mug. He could feel four sets of claws digging into his chest and thighs. He clutched at the cat with one hand, rubbing his bedazzled eyes with the other.
As his vision returned, he saw Elara standing at the stove staring at her son in horror. Quibell sat in the same corner near the stove, now holding the cat’s long bushy tail in his hand and acting for all the world as though his entire world hadn’t just come crashing down around him.
Tigano stroked the trembling tom cat, trying to quiet him, even as his heart was stirred in anguish for Quibell’s future. Elara had no future now; it was clear Quibell was mageborn.
Tigano finally soothed the cat, and carefully set the animal down before he rose from the table, walking to where Elara stood as though frozen in place, staring at her son in horror. He picked up a thick rag and moved the now smoking pan from the stove.
Tigano set his hands gently on Elara’s shoulders and she collapsed against him, sobbing. Not knowing what else to do, Tigano cradled the woman against his chest, murmuring nonsense words in a soft, crooning voice.
Eventually the teary storm abated, and Tigano regretfully set her from him, handing her a towel to wipe her face on.
Her usually lovely face, now blotchy from the storm of emotion, eyes and nose still streaming from her weeping, Elara wiped herself clean before asking, “What will become of us now? He can’t be mageborn, he can’t! I didn’t bear him for naught!”
“Who is his father?” Tigano’s voice was soft as he asked the question, placing one hand gently on her shoulder.
Elara shrugged his hand away. “Quibell’s father didn’t look mageborn. I loved him, and my father,” she shrugged, “disapproved. He had a plan to marry me off to one of the outer land-chiefs, in return for, oh, I don’t know, something Father wanted. Quibell’s father and I, we hoped if I was with child, my father would permit us to marry.”
She hugged her arms tightly around her and walked toward the far wall of the kitchen, talking mostly to herself, though loud enough for Tigano to still hear her.
“It took nearly six months for me to show signs of being with child, but when my father found out, instead of allowing us to marry, he threw me out. He said I was no use to him with a child. He said I was ruined, both in body and in reputation, and he had never even wanted a girl child to begin with.
“I went then to Quibell’s father, for I had nowhere else to go. He can’t possibly be mageborn; his hair is dark!” She sniffed, taking a swipe at her face with the cloth before continuing.
“In the time it had taken me to show my father I was with child, his father had betrothed him to another. He didn’t know about the betrothal until the papers had been signed atwixt their fathers. He told me there was no way to honorably break the betrothal; his father would never accept a marriage to an Outcast bride, no matter what House I was born to.”
She turned to Tigano. “He is wed now, and there’s naught to be done, but he isn’t mageborn; he can’t be. I’ll not be telling you who he is, because they will burn him too. There is absolutely no way Quibell can be mageborn.”
“He has red hair,” Tigano said quietly, “and his eyes have been lightening steadily in the last months, though they’re not yet the silvery grey of the mageborn. But when you consider what he did to the cat just now, there can be no question in anyone’s mind. Quibell is mageborn, and destined to be very powerful. I’ve never heard of someone coming to their power until the first change of life, yet here is your son with only two years to his name, red hair, blue eyes, and powerful enough to strip the tail from a cat with no blood and no more fuss than a flash of blue light.”
Elara dissolved into tears again. Tigano took her into his arms, longing for some way to preserve her life, knowing there was none and lamenting the day he had let her into the Hall of Healers and the most tender reaches of his heart, which was now being torn asunder.
“Tell me his father’s name,” Tigano said softly in her ear, “and Quibell will be raised among the mageborn, to claim his birthright. Refuse to name him, and you condemn your son to be raised in an orphanage, denied his powers, and running uneducated in the streets.”
“If I told you,” Elara sobbed, “they would burn him alongside me, and leave his wife a widow and his son an orphan. Quibell is too powerful; they’ll never let him live, one who came into his power so young. I’ll not tell; then both my son and his father shall live.” She pulled herself from Tigano’s embrace.
“I ask one boon of you, Tigano. Give me until his eyes finish turning to teach him to hide his power. Don’t speak of his power, but decry him when his eyes are fully grey; on his appearance alone.”
Tigano knew the council of Mages probably would have the boy killed if they discovered how early he’d come into his power. Yet, if he didn’t report this and someone else discovered it, his life would also be forfeit. He wavered a long moment, and then nodded. Though she didn’t love him, his heart fully belonged to Elara, and he could deny her nothing. Perhaps no one would notice the old tom’s tail was missing, or if they did, they may assume he had been in one of his periodic fights for dominance with the other cats of the district. Although there was no wound, he bandaged the cat’s missing tail, to hide the manner of his losing it.
It took Quibell’s eyes another full year to finish turning the pale, icy shade of grey only the mageborn had, while his mother anxiously taught him everything she thought he would need to know in order to survive once she was gone.
Once Quibell’s eyes had settled in their color, Tigano went to speak to Zorian.
For the next two weeks there was an intensive search for Quibell’s father. Elara, even though closely questioned, remained steadfast in her refusal to name her lover, and no mageborn man came forward to claim the boy as his own.
She also refused to tell what House she was Outcast from, and no one stepped forward to own her, though there was no way her own family was unaware of the Mages’ thorough and methodical search for her lover and family.
Tigano had watched the proceedings with a small, righteous smirk in his heart, for although he had reported the boy as mageborn according to the law; he hadn’t volunteered any of the other bits of information he possessed. Thus, the search was carried out only among the Mages. Tigano had done his solemn duty to the extent of the letter of the law, for he had no wish to die as well. Performing his duty had cost him most dearly, for he had also come to care greatly for the cheerful boy.
After two full weeks of interrogation, and most likely some torture at the hands of the Mages, Elara was ordered burned alone, and alive.
On her Burning Day, Tigano stood silently at the pyre in the square, holding young Quibell’s hand. The Mages had decreed Quibell must watch the public execution, in the hope he would name his father.
Quibell watched solemnly as Elara went silently to the flames. She died with the name of her lover still unuttered, and without even any cries of pain. Tigano picked Quibell up and held him, once Elara was dead, and their shared tears mingled on their cheeks.
Having helped to raise him for his three years, Tigano felt himself a foster father to the boy, and felt warmth within his heart when Quibell had asked if it were possible to remain with him. He petitioned for permission from the Mages to adopt the boy, but as an unmarried man, he was denied.
Quibell couldn’t be taken into the Healer’s Hall as his apprentice until he had reached his seventeenth naming day, therefore Tigano took the boy to the best orphanage available, near the Smithy’s Well and then returned to the Hall of Healers, vowing to do what he could for Quibell, as often as he could be of service.
Chapter 3
Quibell entered the Community Hall, and made the customary obeisance in the direction of the altar stone. No gods had been worshipped here for time out of mind, but the people still gathered for many reasons. One of them was to meet with the Teacher, the learned man in the district, where, in exchange for some of the commodities of life, they could be taught the laws of Turpan, or anything else they could afford to learn. Some slept here, and others ran dubious businesses from the many alcoves and shadowy places.
Quibell’s business here today was to leave his naming day offering to whatever gods may be listening. He crept toward the alter and laid there half a loaf of bread, and the eight pennies which signified his eight years of life the gods had granted to him.
As he turned to leave, a hissing voice came from the darkness. “Quibell!”
He turned toward the sound of his name, and a hand shot out of the shadows, its steely grip drawing him inexorably into the darkness. The hand propelled him in silence through several twisting passages, and up a winding flight of stairs, then through a door into the brilliant desert sunlight of the rooftop.
The hand released him with such force that he was thrown to his knees, and he felt the rough stone tear the skin from his left knee.
As Quibell blinked, adjusting his eyes to the sudden glare, he heard footsteps retreating and the grate of a door against stone.
When vision was restored, he found himself kneeling at the feet of a man in his third decade. The scrabbly black beard and long hair that flowed over the threadbare doublet was identification enough. Quibell knelt before Pokharel, Turpan’s most notorious thief.
Pokharel smiled beneficently, and reached out with his single left hand to stroke Quibell’s face.
“I heard lots ’bout your talents, young Quibell, and I got a job for ye.”
Never one to turn down an opportunity to earn a little money, Quibell nodded, even though Pokharel gave him an uneasy feeling.
“Be at th’ front entrance of the Commu’ty Hall near the Pennyck Well, an hour past sunset,” Pokharel said, then waved his hand in dismissal.
“How long will this errand take?” Quibell asked, “They lock the orphanage doors at full dark, and if I do this for you, I’ll be locked out all night.”
Pokharel laughed the wheezing cackle of a man twice his age. “Ya don’t need ta bother ’bout where to sleep, my young Quibell, no bother ’tall.”
He repeated his gesture of dismissal, and turned to speak with one of his men. The same steely grip took control of his arm again and pulled him through the door, and nearly blinded by the sudden dimness, he allowed himself to be thrust down the stairs at the pace demanded by the man prisoning his arm.
True to his word, Quibell arrived at the well in front of the Community Hall at the appointed time. Pokharel was there, but gestured for complete silence. He mutely bade Quibell follow him, and melted into the shadows of a nearby alley.
Quibell darted into the alley, anxious to keep up with his employer. He saw no one, and so he continued forward at a more sensible pace. Even that precaution didn’t keep him from tripping over a pile of refuse that echoed loudly off the walls as it fell.
Quibell’s arm was immediately grabbed and he was pulled back into a tiny alcove. He pressed fearfully against Pokharel’s body as the night watch came rushing down the alley, searching for the source of the noise.
Of a sudden, it occurred to Quibell what would happen to him if the night watch found him sneaking around in an alley with a known thief. He’d lose his own hand, even if he hadn’t stolen anything.
The orphanage was already locked, and he had no alternative tonight other than to follow Pokharel. If he went back on his word to help the thief, the fact, but not the circumstances, would become known throughout Turpan, and he’d receive no more confidential commissions.
He’d just have to do a terrible job tonight, so Pokharel would never again ask him to help with a night’s work. Quibell spent the remainder of the evening accidentally on purpose dropping things and bumping into things which might make noise, and though they made attempts to enter several compounds belonging to the Great Houses, they passed the entire night without a shred of success.
Quibell was triumphant. He had completed the exercise with his honor and his hands intact. Pokharel was disgusted with Quibell’s incompetence, and told him so in a rant that lasted a full quarter of an hour. Finally as dawn was breaking, Quibell was dismissed. He returned to the orphanage and slept through the day.
Chapter 4
Nine year old Quibell slunk quietly down the street, carefully pulling around himself the Fabric of the idea of unnoticability. He couldn’t make himself truly invisible, but he found it remarkably easy to be overlooked. He didn’t think of his unusual talents as magic. Magic was only for the Mages in the Citadel. Still, he knew that sometimes if he concentrated hard enough, he could see the Fabric the world was made of and mold it into a different shape to suit his needs. The skill had helped him survive in the six years since his mother had been murdered by the Mages.
He ground his teeth as he thought of the Mages who lived in their great gold and white Citadel on the east side of the city. Some day, he determined, their magic wouldn’t be enough to protect them.
Quibell paused as he reached his destination. His friend Alycia had fallen this morning and hurt her leg badly. Tigano had examined her and discovered the bone was cracked, but not broken through. He had bound her leg straight, and she was to stay entirely off it and take boneset tea thrice daily for at least a week, two or three if possible. Quibell had carried wood for half a day to pay for the service Tigano had rendered.
Quibell was off to the apothecary now, to get Alycia some boneset, enough for a week’s worth of teas. He pulled the Fabric closer around himself so no one would notice him unless they knew for a certainty he was there and they were looking specifically for him.
He waited near the door of the shop until another customer, a large man, entered; then he slid through in the wake of the man, ghosting over to the place where the apothecary kept small bags of prepared teas ready for sale.
Quibell had to be extremely careful when he was actually stealing. The law provided that the first time a thief was caught, he would lose his right hand. The second offense took the left hand, and the third took a man’s head. The law made no distinction between men, women, and children, and the Apothecaries were particular in assiduously meting out to each its “just” punishments.
He glanced across the labels, looking for the boneset. The orphanage grudgingly provided a leaky roof and clothing to cover his body, and barely enough food to live on. No formal schooling was provided at any of the orphanages in Turpan, though the children were trained to do menial work.
He’d pestered the Matron at the orphanage to teach him to read, telling her he’d be able to get odd jobs as a messenger because he could read the signs on shops and streets. In truth, he was simply hungry for knowledge. The Matron grudgingly helped him make arrangements with the Teacher, who worked in the Community Hall.
Quibell had worked very hard for the man, cleaning and running errands, in exchange for the knowledge of how to read. Once he’d learned to read, he often “borrowed” books from various booksellers, returning them later. He was always careful not to damage any book, for fear of discovery.
Quibell made a few coins for himself carrying various messages around the city. He didn’t steal very often and then usually because others needed his help, like Alycia. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d stolen something for himself. He’d typically work out a deal with the owner; mostly an exchange of work in return for the desired item. Many things could be bartered for, and he often did odd jobs in trade, but herbs were expensive; neither he nor Alycia had the money for them.
Apothecaries never would take work in trade for their herbs, and Quibell wished he had a different way to acquire them. He felt there was a better use for his talents, something more he should be accomplishing.
The boneset was quickly located and he slid several of the small bags into an inner pocket of his robes and left with the large man whose business in the shop was now complete.
He visited three other apothecaries during the course of the afternoon, taking a few doses of boneset from each, so his thefts would go unnoticed, saving the Apothecary who packaged his teas in crinkly parchment bags for last.
Alycia was overjoyed when he returned to the orphanage with the boneset. He quickly made up the first dose of tea for her before heading off toward the laundry where Alycia was employed.
He’d like to have rested, because manipulating the Fabric always tired him, but he’d promised Alycia’s overseer he’d be there to do her work for her until she could walk again. This way, Alycia would still have a job waiting for her when she was healed. Quibell planned to take her place for the entire three weeks, if he could keep Alycia off her feet for that length of time. It would be tricky though, for Alycia would fret at staying in bed.
He idly wondered if there was a way to use the world’s Fabric to bind her down, so she’d think she was merely weak, and be content to rest. As he considered it, a picture formed in his mind of how it could be accomplished, if he could see the right sort of Fabric near where she slept.
Quibell liked working in the laundries during the winter; stamping on the clothing in the hot buckets of water was a good way to keep warm.
Even at the age of nine, he was well known throughout the district. He had a reputation as a hard worker, and an honest boy, having never been caught pilfering. Messengering was his favorite job in the summer, because he was able to see more of the city, and it paid much more money for much less work, which gave him more time to study his precious, though temporarily stolen books.
Chapter 5
The entire city of Turpan was in mourning; outwardly, at least. King Jonturs was dead. Everyone throughout Turpan wore black, if they had it, or at least displayed an arm band made from a black rag tied on. The inhabitants of the city went about their business in nearly full silence for an entire week. Even the clang of hammer on anvil was stilled.
There was a splendid burial service held at the palace, of course, but only the heads and families of the Great Houses were permitted to attend. After all the ceremonies had concluded, and King Jonturs’ body was laid on the funeral pyre, there was a three day period when normal business was conducted, but the people were still required to remain silent and to continue to wear the black of universal mourning.
Now dawned the morning of the Crowning Day. Jeftha, the seventeen-year-old son of King Jonturs, was declared the legal and rightful heir. In another elaborate ceremony which only the heads of the Great Houses attended, Jeftha was crowned King of the Divinely Blest City of Turpan.
He announced his council; a long list of names and titles Quibell didn’t recognize. Amid rumors that times would be changing for the better, Quibell had a few words with Pokharel about what it would mean for those of the city who lived in poverty.
Pokharel had snorted. “Means no changes at all. Strip all of ’em fancy titles from th’ proclamation and you'll see that ever’ last man on his council is a Mage.” Pokharel spat in the dust of the street to clear his mouth. “The young kid is scared to death of the Mages, same as the rest of us.”
“I’m not scared of the Mages,” Quibell asserted.
“Yeah, ya are, or ya’d do more’n just hate ’em. We all of us hate ’em, every one of ’em, but we be too scared to do anythin’ ’bout it. Otherwise we’d a done somethin’ already. There’s more of us than ’ere are of ’em. So tell me why hain’t we done somethin’ afore now?”
“Because they’ve got magic, and we don’t,” Quibell said quietly. “It’s said they can kill with their staves, kill hundreds at a time. We can’t fight that.”
“We could, iffen there be enough real men in this town ’at wasn’t afraid o’ dying. Jist think on this, Quibell, ma boy; nobody’s ever seen a Mage kill a man except by fire in the ordinary way at a Burning. Nobody’s ever seen a Mage cast a spell. They own this city through fear, not magic; fear. Fear is their only real power.” Pokharel spat again.
“Take Jeftha now; they murdered King Jonturs. Likely Jonturs wouldn’t play things their way anymore, so they killed him. Then they tell Jeftha if he won’t play nice, they’ll kill him too. Jeftha’s a kid, just past his seventeenth naming day. He’d rather live than see his no good cousin Zuryell of Dassanid take the throne. So he does what the Mages tell him to do. He names the Mages to his council, and then they run Turpan, same as they’ve been doing for time out of mind.” Pokharel spat once more.
“It’s what you’d do, were you in Jeftha’s shoes,” Pokharel concluded, “An’ don’t be telling me otherwise.” He turned and vanished into an alleyway.
A spark of pity and compassion bloomed for King Jeftha, though Quibell knew in his heart he’d have died rather than give in to the Mages. From his life in the rough orphanage, Quibell had learned that standing firm, even to the point of violence, was the only way to deal with a bully.
Chapter 6
Though not yet in the midst of the greatest heat of summer, the eve of Quibell’s thirteenth naming day was hot as Quibell hurried down the sizzling pavement, intent upon his latest commission. A Lady from one of the Great Houses had asked him to deliver a message for her. Her perfumed paper was now tucked into an inner pocket, and her money jingled in his purse. She promised him the Gentleman to whom he was to deliver the note would pay him also, and he was then to wait in case he was needed to bring back the reply. The Lady would be shopping along the same street all of the morning.
Doubtless this was a matter of extreme importance, involving the arranging of an assignation, or a lover’s tryst. Quibell had often delivered such notes, and couldn’t imagine how the pair in question thought they were being discrete. The messenger was aware of it, as well as several servants.
What was known to a single servant, of course, would be all over the city by the following afternoon, for the servants of the great and the near great couldn’t be stopped from gossiping about the families to whom they were bonded.
As he passed an alley, he heard an ear-piercing scream. Abandoning the spoiled noblewoman’s quest, Quibell turned aside into the darkness of the passage. Each story of the buildings on either side leaned further out over the space until they nearly met in the middle, making the alley into a tunnel, with only one bright chink of sunlight that could make its way into the space, and that only at high noon.
In the gloom, he could make out four large boys huddled over a heap of clothing on the ground, which was thrashing about frantically. As he drew closer, the girl screamed again, pleading for someone, anyone, to help her. One of the boys kicked her, and knelt down to help his mates subdue her. A tipped basket nearby of now-half folded laundry gave mute testimony as to her employment and current errand. The clean clothing she had been delivering would now have to be washed again, and she would probably be beaten for the soiling of the laundry. Doing the work over again would make her deliveries late, and she might be discharged from her workplace without a reference for the infraction.
One of the boys threw the girl’s skirt up over her face, watching the flailing of her bare legs as he began tugging at the lacings on his breeches.
The girl screamed again. The boy’s three friends caught her arms and legs and held her splayed before their leader, obviously awaiting their turns.
Quibell looked quickly around him for some of the world’s Fabric, seeing what his options were. The boy had his breeches unlaced and dropped about his ankles now, and was lowering himself onto the girl. She screamed again, and one of his accomplices put his hand firmly over her mouth, practically suffocating her with her own skirt.
With precious few choices, Quibell saw some Threads that were near enough and grasped them, twisting them quickly around the bully’s neck and then letting go with a flick. The boy’s head flew from his shoulders, and he collapsed on top of the girl, blood pouring out across her and spurting all over the alley, dousing the clean laundry. Well, there was no help for it. The laundry had to be rewashed anyway, and the bloodstains could be removed if they were tackled while still damp.
The second boy turned toward Quibell, a knife suddenly in his hand. Quibell wrapped the same Threads around this boy’s wrist, sending both knife and hand flying. The other two began to run. Quibell grasped more Threads and ensnared their feet, cutting their ankles open and dumping them painfully on their faces in the muck of the alley. He was acting in haste, he knew, but found himself filled with a towering rage and a righteous desire for revenge on the girl’s behalf. The attack had been well-choreographed, and Quibell knew this wasn’t the first girl they had assaulted. She would, however, be the last.
He advanced down the alley toward them, wrapping some of the Fabric of illusion around him to appear taller than his thirteen years; they would think he was a mature man, and one of the Mages. He even gave himself a fanciful cloak, for their eyes. Careful to remain silent because he’d not yet learned to make his voice sound older, he appeared to tower above them where they lay cowering and bleeding in the alley.
The law declared rapists should be castrated on the first offense; killed on the second. Quibell opted for leniency. With one further twitch of his fingers upon the world Threads, he cut off their hands.
Very few employers would trust enough to hire a man without hands; it would be assumed they were thieves. If they lived through the shock of the decapitation and healed, they would be too busy trying to scrape out a living and would never have time for rape again.
Quibell turned back to the girl and pulled the dead body from her. She lay unmoving, terrified, not sure of what was to become of her now. He wished he could do more to comfort her, but as he had performed magic, he must make it appear he was a Mage, or risk losing his life to the flames. Quibell silently pulled her skirt to its proper place, helped her to her feet, and gestured for her to gather up the laundry.
He escorted her out to the street and continued on his way, keeping the illusion of manhood around him until he was well out of her sight. Then, dropping all his illusions, Quibell the boy hurried up the street in search of the noblewoman’s paramour.
Chapter 7
Clutching his small bundle of belongings to him, Quibell left the orphanage for the last time. Today was his seventeenth naming day, and he was now a man. Outcast, certainly, but a man, nevertheless. He hung his small bundle from his waist and strode down the street, head held high, as he thought about what he intended to do with his life.
He felt uneasy today, but couldn’t identify what was wrong. Perhaps the answer was simply that he was leaving behind the only home he really remembered.
He had few memories of living at the Hall of Healers; most of them involved a large, tailless black cat and an equally black stove. He’d always had a good relationship with the Healer Tigano; had always been able to work a deal with him to get care for himself and his friends. Tigano had offered to take Quibell in as an apprentice when he reached his majority, and Quibell now directed his steps toward the Hall of Healers where Tigano found his employment, near the Weavers’ Well. While most of the guilds tended to cluster together in the District about a particular well, the Healers had halls and houses in many parts of the city, for their craft was needed by all of the inhabitants of Turpan, at one time or another in their lives.
He could use a reputation as a good Healer to mask his use of magic. He didn’t know if what he called his power was the same thing the Mages in the Citadel had named ‘magic’, but ‘magic’ was as good a word as any to label what he’d learned to do.
He wasn’t yet certain what he should use his magic for, but felt strongly it had been given to him to help others. He’d learned how to manipulate the Threads and Fabric of the world to see what might be wrong; sometimes he’d even fixed a problem. He’d often eased Alycia’s ankles when they were swollen from a day’s work in the laundry, and soothed other minor bumps and bangs among his particular friends in the orphanage.
As he neared the central square of Turpan, the crowd was thicker than usual. Wondering what was happening, Quibell eased through the press of bodies. Several people turned and looked at him, and then thrust him behind them. Apparently they felt their wealth entitled them a better view of the proceedings than his ragged appearance suggested he ought to have.
Quibell reached out almost automatically and wrapped around him the idea of not being noticed, and the idea that he was a comfortable friend. He added the illusion that his robes were richer than they appeared, so he looked, perhaps, like a younger son of a Minor House, or perhaps an upper servant of a Great House. He also darkened his hair so as not to stand out amongst the crowds of the non-mageborn which were gathered so closely together in the square.
He usually thought of the Threads and Fabric of the world as Ideas; they seemed to come more comfortably to his manipulation when he did. Prepared, he slipped quietly between the rich people, a few of them actually making way for him.
Quietly, cautiously, he made his way at last to the front of the crowd. A great cairn of wood stood in the center of the square, and an elderly man with tightly curled red hair shot through with silver stood before it.
It was another Burning; some poor woman had given birth to a mageborn child. The square was packed tightly with people pressing closer; Quibell didn’t dare call attention to himself by trying to leave. He’d have to watch the burning. He usually avoided them; the memories of watching his own mother burn still hurt too much.
Quibell returned his attention to the officiator. He wore deep purple robes. A gold stole lay draped across his shoulders and reached nearly to the ground on either side in the front. Red velvet-covered toes peeped out from under the robes, and he wore enough gold and jewelry to buy Quibell both food and lodging for the rest of his life, were he to steal it. Quibell highly doubted he could manage the feat even if he tried; there was something about this Mage which indicated an air of watchfulness, and that sort of vigilance ran counter to the idea of not being noticed.
The man seemed unusually aware of his surroundings, and gave Quibell an extremely long and sharp look before finally doing as others in the area had done, and turned his face and attention elsewhere. The man raised his hand, and silence fell, first in the front rows of people, and then sweeping back, until there wasn’t a single sound being uttered in the square.
“Bring the guilty and condemned one forward!” the man proclaimed, his voice ringing in the silence, and two men, armed and girded in the accouterments of the professional soldier came forward through the crowd, dragging between them a struggling, weeping woman.
“I didn’t know he was mageborn!” the woman screamed at the old man, beseeching both him and the crowd around her in a vain attempt to change her fate.
“He came to me in the night and slept with me. Paid me good, too, he did, well enough I didn’t need no other man. Loved him, I did, and didn’t want no other man, neither. When I told him he had a babe, he didn’t believe me ’twere his, not even after it were borned; but I followed him home one even’, to give him the babe, for even with what he paid me, I couldn’t keep it.” The woman tried to pull away from her guards, but they held her fast, facing the Mage.
She spat at him, her aim true.
The man, who looked to be in the midst of his sixth decade, ignored the spittle running down his cheek.
“You are here today for breaking the greatest of our laws,” he intoned unfeelingly. “You have slept with a mageborn man, my own son, and have conceived a child by him.”
“How was I to know he was your son? He didn’t look mageborn! But then none of your children do, do they? Has your wife given you even one child with so much as a hint of power?
“Dozen and more, you got on her, and another dozen on each o’ yer concubines, and still ye cannot get one with red hair to follow in yer steps. Not a one with power; so I’m after guessing maybe ain’t none of yer supposed sons and daughters be yours. Mayhap yer women knew ye couldn’t conceive in them, and they went Outcast, to brown-haired men, hey?”
“You are therefore condemned under the law to die by fire, and your lover and child with you.” The man continued as though she hadn’t spoken a single word, although his face had twitched slightly when she’d taunted him about the lack of power among his copious offspring.
He now gestured to the guards and they walked resolutely forward, dragging the wailing woman with them.
She continued to taunt the old man. “Sure, and kill yer son, yer has plenty left, what, fifty or more, hey? And none of them with power. I heered ’most all the guards an’ servants at the palace and Citadel be your get.”
As the guards, brothers by the look of them with their evenly featured faces and tight brown curls, carried her to the top of the cairn of wood, her words became nearly incoherent as she pleaded the innocence of her intent and begged for mercy. They ignored her cries as they tightly fastened her to the center stake, using chains which wouldn’t burn away and thus give her the least opportunity for escape.
Feeling ill, Quibell knew he could not witness this Burning; the memories of his mother’s Burning were too sharp. The story the woman gave was too similar to the things Tigano had passed on to him from his mother. He began to ease slowly toward the clear aisle the guards had used. Perhaps he could leave by that avenue, dubious as it was. It would be much better than remaining in the square to watch.
The old man took a torch from a third guard, higher in rank, to judge by his uniform, whose only part in the proceedings had been to hold the torch for the Mage. With great vigor, the Mage thrust the torch into the oiled pile of wood; the flames blazed high, eagerly lapping up the oil, using it as a means to spread rapidly across and through the well-seasoned dry wood.
Two more guards entered, bearing the unconscious body of a man early in his fourth decade. They bound him with cords and threw him onto the flames. The Mage didn’t show any sort of emotion as his son was consumed by the flames.
Quibell noted the son’s face was so similar to his sire’s that, other than the lines of age, they could have been brothers. He also bore a great resemblance to the guards, and Quibell wondered about the woman’s allegation that the old man had sired many of the guards. Did they consign their brother to the flames with glee, knowing there would be more inheritance for them, or out of duty? More likely, was it from the fear that if they didn’t obey the old man, they might be next to sample the warmth of the funeral pyre?
A sixth guard came forward, carrying a red-haired toddler. Quibell’s heart ached. But for his mother’s silence, this would have been his fate. He edged nearer to the single avenue of escape. What had this child done? Nothing. The old man and his ilk were killing an innocent child for fear of what he might one day do. They feared to lose their power over the people; power they held by the terror of their reign.
The guard handed the babe to his grandfather, a man who ought to be protecting the child, not murdering him. The old Mage in the purple robes then held the child high in the sight of all before he threw the infant directly into the heart of the flames. The innocent babe quickly perished.
What right did those sanctimonious old men have to tell people who they could marry? Or who they could lie with? What right did they have to decide who could have education and who was to run ignorant in the street? What right did they have over who lived and who died? Anger blazed in his heart, and Quibell felt the entire world was about to burst forth from his chest. He acted without thinking.
A blue light blazed from his hands, and the old man was suddenly bound securely with iron shackles, and standing in the midst of the fire, sharing the fate of his victims.
In the long moment while he knew the eyes of the crowd and, much more importantly, the eyes of the guards would be stunned by the light, Quibell raced down the open aisle between the guards. The torch-bearing guard in the fancy uniform stepped forward to block the aisle, and Quibell ran straight into him. They struggled face to face for a moment, then Quibell let go his grip on the layers of the World’s Fabric, slithered out of the Guard Captain’s grasp, and fled down the nearest alley.
There would be no training for him with Tigano now. He’d killed a Mage by magic. If they caught him, he would be the next man hauled onto a funeral pyre if he lived long enough to reach the flames. He ran as fast as he could, but even as he ran he heard the first shouts of the guards’ anger, “Catch him! He has killed the Archmage!”
Chapter 8
Quibell dashed down the alley, running as fast as he could. As he broke from the mouth of the passage into the street, he darted to one side then moved into a recessed doorway where he stood bent over, his hands pressed against his knees to hold himself up, gasping for breath.
He listened intently over and above the sounds of his breathing, but could detect no sign of pursuit for the moment. He had guessed from the man’s clothing he had been highly placed, but it never had entered his mind the Archmage himself would stoop to murder in the sight of so many witnesses.
With the Archmage dead, Quibell hoped the other Mages would squabble amongst themselves before they turned their minds to hunting him. Could they track him by magic? Could they tell when he worked his spells? Would it ever be safe for him to use his power again?
There was no point in speculating: magic wasn’t the only way he could be found. Many in the square had seen his face, and his red hair would stand out in any crowd. He must leave Turpan before the gate guards could be told to stop him; but first he would need as much water and food as he could purchase. Dassanid wouldn’t be far enough; he’d have to find someplace where the Mages had no influence.
He deftly pulled around him all of the spells of misdirection he could think of; the Ideas of unnoticeability and of being a comfortable friend. He added the idea of you-absolutely-do-not-need-to-look-over-here, the idea of invisibility, and even, as a last remedy, the idea of you-really-need-to-sneeze-now. He stealthily left the doorway with his Ideas wrapped closely around himself and made for the lesser market square of the city.
The great market would be watched. In any event, it was much too near the site of the Archmage’s demise. Furthermore, the lesser market had the distinct advantage of being not very far from one of the two city gates, and of usually having lower prices on goods.
Upon reaching the lesser market, Quibell slipped into an alleyway and changed the nature of the illusions he had drawn about himself. He made himself appear taller, and more muscular, broader of shoulder and hip, and darkened and straightened the appearance of his hair. He took his bundle of possessions from where it still hung at his waist, and unrolled it. He draped his cloak half over one shoulder in the fashion of a traveler. The small pouch of coins and the two pins he’d been given as payment for various odd jobs went into his purse. He examined the other items, and discarded some of them, then deemed himself ready for the next step.
He entered the square, careful to walk with the swagger of a muscular man, and began bartering with the used clothing merchant to sell all of his remaining clothing.
He proceeded through the market, and sold his pins also, remembering to deepen his voice as he talked, so no one could guess at his age. Shortly, he had a full water skin, a packet of hard waybread and dried meat that the merchant assured him was enough food to get him to Dassanid, the nearest city to the north, about four days travel on foot.
Quibell had deliberately asked about Dassanid because it lay to the north, while he intended to strike out to the west, toward the oasis of Kadek, which was a much further trek. He bought several sets of rations for Dassanid, but only one water skin. The way to Dassanid had several small wells, and to carry more than one skin would advertise he had a different destination.
He’d simply hope the World’s Fabric, having filled his heart with blazing injustice and gotten him into his current predicament, would also deign to show him where the water might lie along the way to Kadek.
Quibell paused in an alleyway to wrap his headscarf, then, rewrapping the Ideas of concealment around himself, ghosted toward the gates of the city and slipped out of them.
The king’s guards arrive at the gate moments behind him, telling the gate guards of the Archmage’s death. Quibell was somewhat amused to hear he was now an entire caravan of desert sheiks, who had come to town and murdered the Archmage and three other Mages, along with fifteen of their guards.
The gates shut behind him with a satisfying clang, and Quibell breathed a soft sigh of relief. As he walked deliberately but without hurry toward the west along the road, he gathered fresh illusions about him, making his clothing appear white; yet dusty as though he’d been traveling in the desert for a long time.
He kept the illusions about him until he took shelter in a wash well out of sight of the city gates.
Chapter 9
While he rested in the scant shade of a tree with light green skin, Quibell compared the statements the woman had made today with the fragments Tigano had told him about his father. The story Tigano had relayed from his mother seemed to have several things in common with the shrieking woman today. She said she was innocent; she believed the man she’d lain with wasn’t mageborn because of his dark hair. Certainly the man they’d burned today had had dark hair.
Quibell noticed it had been furled in tight rings like the Archmage’s, the same way his own hair curled. Could his father have been the brown haired child of a mage? Perhaps his powers were actually magic, after all.
The woman burned today had screamed at the Archmage that none of his children carried the red hair of magery. Quibell wondered if the red hair and gray eyes caused the magic, or if there was some other factor involved. He bitterly wished he’d had more education.
Quibell stayed hidden in the wash through the rest of the day, lying still in the sand beneath the thorny tree with green skin and small leaves. He moved every few hours through the day so he remained in what small amount of shade the little tree provided. Although the leaves weren’t big enough to block the light of the sun, they soaked up an amazing amount of heat. Though by no means cool, Quibell was much more comfortable under the tree’s protection than in the direct sun.
His primary purpose was to conserve his energy, food, and water, as well as make pursuit more difficult. He’d travel only at night, as he’d heard many of the desert nomads did.
He reconsidered his plan to walk all the way to Kadek with only one water skin. He’d heard there were caves in the mountains where men could live comfortably, and both food and water abounded in the canyons. If he could reach those mountains, he’d be safe.
As the sun sank ever so slowly toward the horizon, he eased from his hiding place, brushed most of the sand from his clothing, adjusted his head cloth, and returned to the road. He strode down the road, into the early twilight of the open desert.
Accustomed to the bustle of the city, the deep silence of the desert was terribly unnerving to him. The sky continued to darken, and he realized traveling at night might be a problem, as he had brought no light.
He’d never realized how dark it was going to be, away from the torch-lit streets and the windows of the city. The darkness made perfect sense, but as he’d never been out of the city before, he’d never considered what total darkness would mean.
Even so, the darkness wouldn’t be entirely pitch, for the moon was already risen and was half and half again; it should give sufficient light for Quibell to see the way on the hard-packed road. He at least knew he wouldn’t stumble off into the desert and become lost, there to wander until he died of starvation. Thirst would take him sooner than starvation, according to everything he’d heard.
Well, there was no better way to learn things than by direct experience, and he was about to have a direct experience in desert survival. Survive and you pass the test; fail and, well, Quibell knew a quiet death in the desert from dehydration would still be a lot nicer than anything the Mages would dream up for him after the way he’d killed the Archmage.
No purpose would be served in thinking about death, so Quibell moved at a goodly stride down the road, a pace he felt he’d be able to keep up for several hours.
Quibell had not gone far before he heard the unmistakable sounds of creaking leather behind him, and whipped around, every muscle taut, his nerves screaming in terror.
He somehow expected to see a full legion of the king’s guards, backed up by the Archmage’s personal company, plus the total complement of the Citadel guards, but he neither saw nor heard anything there. He stood absolutely still for several minutes, but no jingle, echo or resonance lifted on the still air.
Quibell turned back to the road and continued on in silent trepidation, his ears listening with every ounce of his attention.
He topped the next small rise, and saw a large gathering of tents just to the side of the road. His great surprise caused him to misstep and he stumbled, rolling down the side of the hill and coming to a stop at the feet of the largest man he had ever seen.
Chapter 10
Taller than any of the inhabitants of Turpan and broader again by half, the swarthy man towered above Quibell. His robes were pristine white, and the sash around his middle was blood red. He wore a short, curved sword at his side, held there by a ring of steel hanging from his sash. The naked blade glittered wickedly in the moonlight, as though it had tasted blood in the past and was eager for its next opportunity to drink the blood of an enemy.
The man’s arms were folded deliberately across his chest in a forbidding manner, and his black eyes glinted purposefully in the moonlight.
He reached down one enormous hand and picked Quibell up by the scruff of his neck, depositing him on his feet yet keeping hold of him; though as he stood, Quibell wasn’t certain his trembling legs and fright-weakened knees would support him.
Even standing, he had to look up at the mountain of a man, for though grown, Quibell’s full height came to the middle of this man’s chest.
“Hoo Ear Yeew?” the tall man demanded, in carefully pronounced syllables. “Ear Yeew Frumm Toorpaan?”
Quibell sighed. That was one question he didn’t want to answer at the moment. He was afraid of how big a purse might have been promised to anyone who would return him to the Mages in the city.
The immense man shook Quibell, and his head rocked so hard he thought he might have chipped one of his teeth against another in the process.
“Ear Yeew Frumm Toorpaan?” the giant of a man repeated himself, slower and louder, trying to make himself understood to Quibell, at the same time making it clear he wouldn’t be satisfied until he had received an answer to his rather badly phrased query.
“Yes, I am from Turpan.” Quibell also spoke slowly and loudly, pronouncing each word precisely to help the man understand his own words clearly. It was certain the giant’s grasp on the Turpantine language wasn’t very good.
“Beeg trubble en Toorpaan. Head cheese magic maan dead. Search my carrvan for roag magic maan. Yeew roag magic maan? Keel head cheese magic maan?”
Quibell fought hard not to laugh at the nomad’s errors in pronunciation and word choice. He could make out the man’s meaning, but wasn’t certain what answer he should give. Did he dare to admit he was the rogue magic man who killed the head chief Mage? What would this nomad do to him if he admitted he was the man who was responsible for causing a troublesome delay to the caravan? Or, a worse thought, what would the nomad do to him if he found out later Quibell had lied to him?
He decided to abide by his policy of honesty whenever possible, and misdirection rather than lies when necessary for survival.
“Yes, I killed the head chief magic man,” he replied slowly. “He killed his son, and his grandson, right in front of me and half the city. I gave the pair of them the justice of retribution and vengeance.” Though the word ‘justice’ could mean many things to many people, Quibell was well aware that the nomads defined justice as an eye for an eye, and a life for a life. He deliberately didn’t mention the Archmage had also killed his son’s lover; he understood nomads set great store by their sons while disregarding the worth of women.
He’d never seen a woman among the nomads in the marketplace, and had heard they left their wives at home, locked away from the world.
“Head cheese keel hees son?” The nomad seemed outraged. “Guud yeew keel heem, or Eye dew eet fur hees son! Magic maans want yeew keeled now tew, yees?”
Quibell nodded his head. “Yes, the magic men want me dead or I would be home in Turpan where I should be studying to be a Healer.”
The nomad laughed a happy, booming laugh which echoed off the nearer hills of sand. “Yeew koom wit mee and mine, us, wee weel keep yeew safe frumm dees magic maans.”
“Thank you.” Quibell put his palms together and bowed to the man as he’d seen the nomads do in the market when the bargaining was finished. He hoped this was the right gesture to make; at the very least, he was trying to show respect and only hoped the nomad could sense it.
The man laughed again and clapped Quibell on the shoulder, making him stagger. “Wee weel make a nomad off yeew. What ees yur nayme?”
“Quibell.” Quibell bowed again, in what he hoped was a part of the naming ceremony.
“Queeble,” the nomad said, repeating Quibell’s name, slaughtering it with exactly the same finesse he’d used on the rest of the Turpantine language.
Gesturing toward himself, he said, “Eye ham Thepi, Son to Thepi, Son to Chuuda, King of All Sands of Desert.” He inclined his head to Quibell, but didn’t bow. He probably felt that, as grandson of the king of all of the sands of the desert, he outranked an orphaned rag-dressed murdering magic man. Or had he said that he, himself, was the king of all the sands of the desert? Quibell wondered momentarily how the sand felt about having this nomad be king over it, and then dismissed the notion as totally and utterly ridiculous.
Thepi grabbed Quibell by the shoulder, now, and dragged him into camp, hauling him over to one of the smaller tents while he called out in a language Quibell had never heard before. It sounded liquid and was a delight to his ears, even as he wished with all his heart he could understand what was being said.
At the door flap of the tent, he made it plain Quibell was to remove his shoes and leave them just outside the door flap before entering. Quibell, was not one to argue with a man twice his size and whose hand still had a steely grip on his shoulder; he removed his sandals, whereupon Thepi thrust him into the tent.
The thick carpet inside the tent was laid directly onto the bare sand. Its principal color was the color of the sand, though intricate designs were woven into the fabric in several colors of brown, and one repeating pattern in a very dark blue.
The canvas building was obviously in use as a bathhouse. There were two tubs of water constructed of sewn and waterproofed tent canvas hung on a wood frame, chest deep, set into wood frames that had a metal shelf under the tub where heated coals could be laid, to heat the bath water.
Although the tubs themselves were chest deep, each held only a few scant inches of water, perhaps about five or six. The tubs were deep enough, though, that when the caravan was at an oasis, good deep baths could be taken and enjoyed. As he thought about it, even the warming pans beneath the tubs made a lot of sense. The water could then be kept warm while several occupants shared it in turn, at least until the water became too dirty to cleanse the sand and stench from one’s body.
Access to each tub was gained by means of a pair of short wooden ladders, tied together at the top, with the bottoms spread apart for stability. Leather thongs were tied at intervals between the ladders, ensuring the ladders’ legs couldn’t spread too far and dump the climber on his bare backside.
There were several chairs scattered around and about the room, of a sort which had a frame of crossed wood legs and a piece of canvas slung between them so the chairs would fold easily for transportation.
A rack held drying cloths, still damp from earlier use. Four more of the drying cloths, neatly stacked, waited on a small folding table.
Thepi left him alone in the bathing tent. Quibell took the hint and hastily disrobed, laying his only clothing carefully across one of the chairs, and placing his water skin and food stores on the thick carpet at the chair’s feet. He then checked the water temperature of both tubs, and climbed into the one which had the warmest water.
Quibell enjoyed scrubbing himself thoroughly. Baths consisting of more than a damp cloth dipped into tepid water had been few and far between in his life, and he appreciated the opportunity to get clean all over.
Several people moved through the tent while he scrubbed. As they paid no attention to him, he paid no attention to them, simply savoring the warmish water even though shallow. Presently he deemed himself clean enough to be socially acceptable and climbed from the tub. It was then he noticed his belongings and clothing had entirely disappeared.
He picked up a drying cloth, rapidly removing the remaining runnels of dampness from his skin. He shivered in the desert’s night air as the evaporation cooled him even further. There was no longer heat from the dead coals beneath the bathing tubs. They’d been allowed to go out, presumably when the nomads had finished their own bathing for the evening.
Quibell searched the tent once more, but short of pulling up the carpet, which would have been impossible without moving the furniture, found nothing he could even conceive of using for clothing. The drying cloth was about the size of his two hands, put together and outstretched. There were only three such dry cloths in the tent. A wet cloth wouldn’t serve to conceal anything, as they were thin and would simply cling to his skin if he tried to use them as a covering.
Considering the three dry cloths, Quibell could see there was no way of attaching them to each other, even to cover just that part of his person every man would feel most in need of having covered when in a social situation. He deliberated about what course of action he should take.
In the end, Quibell decided this must be a test of his character or courage. Bearing firmly in mind how often he’d heard reported the lack of women traveling in the nomads camps, Quibell came to the determination he would prove himself a man.
He stepped from the tent, hoping at least his sandals would’ve been left in place so he might protect his feet from the thorns and rocks and stickery dried grasses of the desert. His hopes were in vain; his foot wear was as unaccountably missing as the rest of his belongings.
Therefore, he gathered up all the courage and dignity he possessed and strode boldly from the tent. Ignoring the poke and scratch of the grasses against his feet, he sauntered toward the fireside, wearing only the skin which had been given to him on his birthing day.
Chapter 11
Quibell approached the blazing fire cautiously. He didn’t care to come in contact with stray sparks, but, nevertheless, he still joined the people standing in a circle about the fire.
The heat from the flames felt good on his chilled skin, and he moved close enough to the fire to begin to warm through.
Thepi stared at him. In fact, all the nomads stared. Quibell tried in vain to pretend nothing was awry, but felt his face reddening with embarrassment.
One of the nomads broke from their place at the far side of the circle and walked slowly and deliberately around the fire to him, draping her arms around his neck and kissing him more thoroughly than he’d ever been kissed in his entire life.
Her arms? They had women with them in the caravan? They did have women in the caravan!
Quibell felt his face burn bright with chagrin. He’d just walked up to a group which included who knew how many women, without a stitch of clothing to cover his body. And, as if he couldn’t tell her gender from the long, drawn out kiss he was receiving, this person with her arms wrapped around him had also done a good job of draping her body against his. Her very sensuous body.
Quibell was uncertain what to do. He didn’t know where to put his hands, though he knew where he wanted to put them, considering the very feminine body parts which were still being pressed extremely close against him. He was afraid of what her father would do to him if he put them there, though, so he did nothing. He even tried extremely hard not to kiss her back, though he failed extravagantly in that department.
She was very pleasant to kiss and he lost control of his arms. They crept around her waist, and he discovered that beneath the layers of robes she wore, she had a very trim figure indeed. He really started to enjoy the kiss, and his hands began to wander up and down her back of their own volition.
She snuggled closer to him, although Quibell would have sworn she could have stood no closer to him than she was already standing.
The kiss continued in such length and intensity that the world disappeared. Quibell couldn’t think. He couldn’t breathe. There was nothing in his world except the chill of the night air, and the warmth of the woman in his arms.
The kiss began to lessen in its intensity, and Quibell suddenly realized that his body’s reaction to this beautiful woman’s kiss would be in full view of everyone in the circle of firelight when she stepped away from him.
Quibell groaned and pulled her closer. It wasn’t fair. He already had every Mage and guard in Turpan after him, and now he was going to have a whole tribe of nomads chasing him naked through the desert, trying to kill him over this woman. His hands stilled as a sudden thought occurred to him; what if it wasn’t her father he needed to worry about? What if it was her husband?
His heart sank to his toes as she finally broke the kiss. Smiling, she looked directly into his eyes, for they were of a height. She was stunning. Were nomad women that much shorter than their men, or was she just young?
She stepped carefully back around the fire and returned to her place in the circle, apparently not bothered at all by the appearance in their midst of a naked rogue magic man, who only just this morning had killed the head chief magic man of the city of Turpan.
Suddenly Thepi laughed. “Dis Magic Maan, hee hass balls!”
Yes, and that’s a very big part of my problem at this exact moment, thought Quibell to himself, looking at Thepi.
The other nomads joined in the laughter, just as one of their number came scurrying toward the group with robes draped across his arms. Although Quibell couldn’t understand the liquid language he was using, the tones of it sounded very similar to that of a scolding mother hen. The man, who appeared to be a servant of some sort, grabbed him firmly by the arm and pulled him away from the fire.
Not expecting the power of the tug, Quibell tripped and fell, measuring the full length of his body in the sand and prickly grass, much to the amusement of all, judging by the nomads’ increased laughter. At least he could qualify as court jester, he thought sourly as he rose to his feet, spitting out sand. The servant grabbed his arm again and hustled him away, into the darkness.
Once away from the fire, the servant hurriedly and unabashedly brushed the sand away from every crack and crevice where it had lodged when Quibell had fallen, even going so far as to thrust his finger into Quibell’s belly hole to dig the sand out from within. He then proceeded to toss a long and rather full dress over Quibell’s head. The cream colored wool fabric was soft, smooth, and of far better quality than any fabric Quibell had ever placed against his skin.
Fighting through the voluminous folds of fabric, the pair of them became entangled in the cloth. Finally, the servant managed to thread Quibell’s head into the proper hole and his arms into the close fitting sleeves. As the hem of the garment swirled about his ankles, Quibell reflected it would’ve been easier if he’d been allowed to dress himself. Then again, perhaps the problem lay in the fact he’d never had anyone try to help him get dressed.
Once the robe was on, the servant took a long piece of deep blue cloth and wrapped it several times around Quibell’s waist, folding and tucking it carefully. In the darkness, Quibell couldn’t see exactly what the man was doing.
Next came a tan robe with wide sleeves, also ankle length, apparently meant to be worn open, so the under-robe and sash showed through. It appeared to be made of a coarser fabric, thicker, and less flexible. Once in place, the next layer of cloth appeared; this one darker still, but not yet dark enough to be called brown. This was draped about his shoulders. It had neither sleeves nor seams at the sides, but was otherwise like a robe which came to his knees in length.
The edges of the darker and shorter sleeveless robe were either fringed on purpose, or they’d given Quibell old robes which were frayed along the edges. He looked at the ragged edge and decided it was fringe; the length of the trim was too uniform to be merely worn out fabric. This fabric was the thickest yet, and Quibell welcomed its warmth as he and the servant stood at some distance from the fire.
The servant knelt and assisted him in adjusting the several straps and buckles of his new sandals, and then finally placed a large square of cloth upon his head, settling it so Quibell’s face was midway between the corners of it, and tied a bit of soft blue cord around his head to secure it; finishing by tucking in the ends of the cording.
Having done this, the servant gave Quibell a small push back toward the fireside, and disappeared into the darkness.
Quibell cautiously rejoined the others at the fireside, and although the nomads didn’t venture to speak his language again, they made it known by gestures he was to share a small rug with, if he were not mistaken, the very beautiful woman who had kissed him so thoroughly.
He devoutly wished he had the language to explain to her his actions. To advise her that other than an occasional use of the public baths when he’d been able to afford it, which were in any case segregated by gender, he didn’t make a habit of going about in public without clothing. Most especially he’d never done so when women were known to be present.
Thus far only Thepi, amongst this community of nomads, had appeared to have any grasp at all of the Turpantine tongue, and that only loosely. Quibell turned to the woman, who had pushed her sleeves up to reveal beautifully rounded arms and graceful hands. She was reaching bare-handed into the communal pot and scooping out bits of meat and vegetables. She laid them onto a very thin, flat piece of unleavened bread, then deftly rolled the bread around the bits of stew and handed it to him with a bowed head and an air of great ceremony.
He gravely accepted her offering, but being a gentleman, waited to eat until she’d dished up her own food.
As they ate, he pointed to himself, saying his name. “Quibell.”
She ducked her head, as though embarrassed he’d spoken to her. After that long and very involved kiss she’d given him, she was embarrassed he’d spoken to her? He obviously had much to learn of these people and their customs.
He gently reached out, hoping nobody would cut off his hand for touching her, and cupped his hand under her chin, raising her face to his. Her skin was dark and soft and smooth, and Quibell felt his senses stir at the touch of her warm skin.
With his other hand, he gestured to his chest again. “Quibell.” Then he pointed at her, and pasted on his best so-who-are-you-lady look.
She hesitantly touched his chest. “Queeble.”
His heart skipped faster as she gracefully withdrew her hand from his body. Then she took his hand and placed it against her own rapidly beating heart. “Tamar.”
Her voice was low and almost musical, and Quibell found himself leaning close to her, hoping she would speak again. He very much wanted to kiss her again, but feared for his safety as well as his sanity if he did so.
Actually, what he really wanted to do with her would probably get him castrated, if not killed, should her father, brother, or husband find out he was even thinking such thoughts about this very beautiful and extremely alluring young woman.
“Tamar,” he agreed, staring into her eyes and enjoying the feeling of the soft rise and fall of her chest as she breathed. It was quite a few long moments before he remembered to breathe, let alone to remove his hand from the upper swell of her breast, where she had placed it over her heart.
He finally slid his hand out from between her hand and her breast, managing to brush his fingers against the tip of that softly rounded orb as he did so.
Tamar’s eyes flew open wide as his fingers slid across her person, but she smiled at him, and he felt her body responding beneath his fingertips, even as he saw the unmistakable flash of desire flare brightly in her eyes.
With his personal safety in mind, however, he clamped down hard on his carnally wayward thoughts, and they continued to eat their meal.
When everyone had eaten their fill of the bread-wrapped stew, one of the men produced a small drum, while two of the others brought out dried gourds with beads sewn in a net closely around them. The actions of the men shaking and slapping the gourds created a very pleasant rhythm in counterpoint to the drum.
Tamar and some of the other women got up and removed their outer robes so that only the soft under robes covered their bodies, the thin fabric doing little to conceal their curves. The women began to dance, shaking and whirling, their feet deftly and surely moving in time to the music of the drum and shakers.
Quibell watched them, as did the other men, mesmerized by the lithe movements of their bodies, which sinuously twisted in a most tempting manner, even while their feet kept to the rhythm of drum and shaker, now fast, now slower, and then speeding again.
Tamar came and danced before him, a particularly moving dance whose actions were clearly those of a woman in the process of being seduced. So skillfully did she dance, Quibell could almost see the imaginary man who danced with her, holding her, and touching her. Quibell felt an irrational surge of jealousy, and desired nothing more than to be that man, holding and caressing her, and have the undeniable right to do so.
His hand fluttered of its own accord, beginning to raise itself from his lap as he reached out to her, but an older man who’d been watching him all evening, reached out and stilled the movement aborning. Quibell flushed as he realized the other women were performing the same dance before others of the men. Every single one of the men watched unmoving.
After a time the music stopped. The dressing servant returned and Quibell was led to a tent much smaller than the bathing place, and gestured at the ground beside the door flap. He removed his sandals, leaving them outside, and stepped within.
The carpet was much the same as that in the bathing tent, save the counterpoint design was woven in red. There was a small lamp resting upon a table, its reservoir half filled with oil. One of the folding canvas and wood chairs sat next to the table. Nearby was a bed, a wooden folding frame, which proved, like the chair, to have canvas stretched between the poles for its top surface.
The bed was piled with thick sleeping furs which looked as though they would be both soft and warm, and would give the folding bed a much greater level of comfort than he had known before. Left to himself, Quibell hastily pulled off his new clothing and draped it carefully over the chair, blew out the lantern and crawled between the furs.
They were every bit as comfortable as their appearance had promised. The exhausted rogue magic man, orphan, and killer, flirted with sleep, unable to still his mind. His teeming thoughts pressed on ruthlessly, reminding Quibell he should add to his new title he was now also a would-be despoiler of innocent young nomad women. No, not all women, but of one nomad woman in particular who, to judge from her dancing, may or may not be as innocent as she’d at first appeared to be. Scratch that. No woman who kissed as she did could possibly be totally innocent, could she?
It had definitely been an eventful seventeenth naming day; his first official day of manhood, and he wondered, just before he tumbled into sleep, what the morrow would bring.
Chapter 12
Quibell opened his eyes in utter blackness as rough hands shook him nearly out of his bed. Confused pictures flashed before his eyes: the Archmage standing before the fire in the square; huddling in the sparse shade of the green-trunked tree; falling to the ground face first, naked, while nomads laughed at him.
Reality shocked him awake as he realized all three scenes were accurate memories. He sat up and looked blearily up to where his awakener’s face should be.
“What?” his voice was groggy with lack of sleep, so he knew he’d not been in bed for long.
There was no reply, but hands pulled him upright and then let go. Moments later, a spark flared and his small lamp was lit. The tall man standing before him exaggeratedly placed one finger against his lips, in what was apparently the universal shushing gesture. He then stepped silently over to Quibell’s new clothing and handed it over to him. Motioning for him to get dressed, there was decidedly an amused gleam in his eye as he did so.
Quibell supposed the fact of his coming to dinner in nothing but his skin would remain a favorite joke among the nomads for quite some time to come. To be fair, though, he’d probably do a bit of chortling himself, were the circumstances reversed.
Quibell hastily pulled the first long robe over his head and picked up the sash. He centered it on the back of his waist and began wrapping both ends around and around. His best impersonation of the servant who helped him dress was apparently not very good, for the man took the sash from him and showed him how to wrap it, beginning at one end, and ending with a secure knot. Quibell decided he’d been too preoccupied with the aftermath of Tamar’s kiss to pay much attention to the servant who was tying the sash about his body.
He quickly grabbed up the outer robes now and slid into them, but needed help again with his head wrap. He doubted he’d get the hang of it anytime soon, but he might not be with the nomads long enough to need to get the hang of it.
On one hand, Tamar was very beautiful, and she seemed to like him a little, at least enough to kiss. On the other hand, perhaps she greeted every naked stranger that way. Maybe he should think about staying on with them, if he was invited to do so.
Or had he already been invited to do so? Hadn’t Thepi said they would make a nomad of him? Perhaps he’d be allowed to stay. Maybe when he’d truly learned their ways and become one of them, and if she weren’t already married, he could prove to her father he was a worthy man and be permitted to take the lady Tamar to wife. Just the thought of that long distant, hypothetical day cheered Quibell and caused his heart to skip a few beats before it steadied down into a speedily galloping rate.
The man who awakened him had been waiting impatiently while Quibell dressed. The instant he was finished, the nomad walked to the door of the tent and slid into his sandals. Quibell presumed the custom of leaving shoes outside was to keep the sand from being tracked inside onto the lovely carpets, though he couldn’t see how that would protect rugs already laying directly on the ground.
Following the excellent examples he’d seen, he neither put a sandal on the carpet, nor a bare foot on the sand as he stepped out into the night.
Maybe, he reflected, the no shoes indoors rule was a religious thing, and added that to the long list of things he’d have to learn before he could ask to take Tamar to wife. He didn’t even know if the nomads had a religion.
He himself had no formal religion, though he was familiar with the concept.
The nomad plucked at Quibell’s sleeve to get his attention, and then motioning for him to follow, strode off across the camp. The third quarter moon peeping through the thin clouds lit the area well enough, and the stars blazed down through the large unclouded gaps, diamond bright and beautiful. The air was chilly; Quibell was glad he’d put on all his layers of robes, though he wondered briefly how comfortable they would be tomorrow in the full heat of the sun.
Without a sound the man led him from the camp, up and over the next small ridge. As they topped the hill, Quibell saw below them a brush paddock filled with horses. Maintaining their silence, they slithered down the hill and walked to the corral where the other men waited.
The enclosure had been so carefully and cleverly constructed that, had he not seen it from above first, Quibell knew he would’ve walked within feet of it and never had even the slightest hint of its existence.
Thepi was present, and, judging from the way the others deferred to him, Quibell thought Thepi must be their leader; perhaps he’d really meant it when he’d called himself king of all the desert sands.
Quibell watched as Thepi the King reached deep into the brush and pulled some of it away, and then slid through the hardly noticeable gap. Several others did the same. Quibell, thinking to emulate them, reached into the brush and found his arms pierced through by a thousand needles.
The brush was filled with thorns and nettles, probably to keep the animals from eating their way out of the enclosure. At least, Quibell knew if he was one of those horses, he would rather starve to death than put nettles which stung that badly into his mouth. Additionally, they would also serve as an excellent deterrent to all but the most determined of thieves.
Nearly desperate to prove he was a man of value in the eyes of the nomads, Quibell determinedly grasped the brush and flung it aside then slid through the narrow gap he’d made. Thorns pricked him; one particularly long needle gouged a chunk out of the back of his hand, and a nettle somehow found its way to the inside of his robes and attached itself to his inner thigh, just above his knee.
Quibell fished around inside his robe until he located the nettle and pulled it out. There was no way he wanted anything of the like inside his robes with him.
Once inside the paddock, it was a little intimidating to him how tall the horses were. These were Aksains, pure blooded and feisty. And tall. Very tall. Of course, tall men would need tall mounts, or their feet would drag in the dirt on either side, which would not only make them look silly, but be totally impractical into the bargain.
He had the feeling these proud and noble men wouldn’t allow anything to denigrate their honor. Somehow he doubted silly was part of their vocabulary or customs.
Quibell’s present difficulty was that he was so much shorter than the men around him. It caused him a moment of fright, for he didn’t see how he would be able to mount a horse whose back was approximately the same height as his nose.
Thepi was already mounted. He made his horse prance up next to Quibell, then reached down and offered his hand. Quibell thankfully took his hand and scrambled up behind him onto the horse’s back, with some help from one of the nomads still on the ground.
Thepi waited, sitting easily on his horse until two of the men had made a horse-sized opening in the paddock wall, and everyone was mounted.
Then, at some silent signal undetected by Quibell but obviously understood perfectly by both men and horses, the group moved off into the moonlight, while the thin clouds cast mottled shadows on them. Unprepared for the sudden start and quick pace, Quibell nearly fell from his perch, and saved himself only by frantically grabbing at Thepi’s robes and clutching his host tightly about the waist.
Much to his disgust and chagrin, Thepi’s response was yet another laugh, which Quibell could feel rumbling around in his gut and lungs before being released into the night air.
Chapter 13
The horses flew across the desert, and the refreshingly cool wind in his face woke Quibell more thoroughly than anything else short of a ducking in a cold stream could have done.
He’d never been on a horse before, and bounced around quite painfully. Why in the world, with all their interminable layers of clothing, had these nomads not figured out things would be by far more comfortable if a gentleman wore a breechclout beneath his robes?
Shortly, by watching the others, Quibell could see how they grasped the horse with their thighs and moved in rhythm with them. Quibell emulated his hosts, and was soon riding much more comfortably upon the rear quarters of the beast beneath him. He still felt a breechclout would be a marked improvement in the comfort levels of male bareback riders.
In spite of his improvement, however, he didn’t feel confident enough to entirely release his hold on Thepi. He did readjust his arms so he wasn’t hugging his host, but merely reaching under his outer robes and holding on to large handfuls of the man’s sash.
It did nothing at all for his confidence when he realized not one of the nomads’ horses wore either harness or reins.
Quibell wondered how they controlled the animals; apparently the nomads had trained their horses to obey commands transmitted through their legs and seat. Either that, or they could merge their minds with the beasts and issue commands strictly by thought.
After a pair of hours, they were no longer riding in the desert, but had come to some low hills. The horses, again with no noticeable signal, slowed and came to a stop.
The nomads all dismounted, and Quibell slid gratefully from his mount’s bony back end. Surreptitiously moving his weight from one foot to the other, he tried to stretch out muscles he’d never used before climbing atop a horse.
Each of the nomads stepped to the head of his horse, weaving his fingers in a complex manner before his horse’s eyes. As one, the animals began placidly cropping the short grass which grew on the hills; they seemed inclined to do so all night, if it were the wish of their owners.
Quibell hoped they had not come far enough across the trackless desert to become lost, and then chided himself for the thought.
These men made their life trading between the different cities, crossing and recrossing the desert in their great caravans. It was believed they knew secret trails, by which they could travel faster than merchant caravans. Although they were rarely seen upon the roads, when a nomad caravan left any given city on the same day as the merchants, the nomads always arrived at the destination cities far sooner.
Quibell mentally chuckled; many things were said about the nomads which were patently untrue. For instance, the falsehood stating they never brought their women with them on their travels. Quibell now had accurate and very personal evidence this statement was grossly incorrect. He wondered, vaguely then, what delusional, misbegotten son of a camel had started the wholly unsubstantiated rumor in the beginning.
If Quibell had been possessed of any inkling there was even the slightest chance of a woman being in the circle around the fire, he’d have stayed in the tent until clothing was brought to him. He’d never have dared even dream the possibility of facing mixed company without covering himself properly.
Thepi leaned close to Quibell’s ear and whispered in a voice so low it was nearly inaudible. “Wee Hunnt.”
Quibell wondered why, if they were simply hunting, they were practicing this utter silence and almost sacred secrecy about the entire expedition.
He was suddenly reminded of one of the coming of age rituals at the orphanage. The older children would tell the younger ones they were going hunting for the extremely tasty snurk.
The younger children were then equipped with a tattered bag and a trio of sticks and taken to a seedy part of town, where they were helped to set up their snare. One stick was used to prop the bag open; then the child was told to sit silently and rub the other two sticks against each other. The sound would attract the snurk to the bag. When it finally entered the bag, the child was to quickly grab the bag shut and twist it, to prevent escape.
The child would then be left alone in the darkest alleyway which could be found, to sit there until dawn, terrified out of their wits by the oldsters’ even more improbable tales of what a snurk actually looked like.
The whole point of the snurk hunt was simply to frighten the younger child, if possible. Should the child make it through the entire night, returning from their post in daylight hours, then they passed the test and were given the secret knowledge that there was no such thing as a snurk.
As each of the nomads reached under his outer robe and drew forth what looked like a sloppy handful of black strings then melted into the darkness, Quibell’s suspicions increased.
Thepi was holding two handfuls of the sloppy black strings, and he offered one to Quibell with an overly magnanimous and exaggerated gesture.
“What is it?” Quibell took the mass of strings and untangled them. He found it was a long leather thong with a small tab sewed to the center, and a weighted leather ball on each end. He grasped the tab, which seemed to be there as a place to hold the thing, and then looked up to see Thepi’s white teeth glittering at him in the moonlight; the brightness of his smile was nearly enough to navigate by.
“Bola,” Thepi answered. He held his bola by the middle with one hand, and one of the balls in the other hand. The second ball he allowed to hang freely. The balls on Thepi’s bola appeared to be made of a dark metal.
Come to think of it, hadn’t Quibell read once the nomads used thrown weapons to bring down small animals? Maybe they were here actually hunting dinner, instead of imaginary snurks.
Thepi began swinging the free ball in circles, and then threw the second ball into motion in the other direction. Then he stopped both balls and gestured at Quibell.
“Youur tuurn.”
Yeah, right; my turn indeed. He held one of the balls and started the first one circling. So far, so good; this was much easier than it looked. A smile coaxed a corner of his mouth upward. He tossed the second ball into the mix, and the pair of them hit each other and bounced back, nearly hitting him in the face.
Thepi laughed quietly. “Like dees.” He demonstrated again, showing Quibell how he kept his wrist at a particular angle so each ball swung at a slightly different slant and didn’t hit each other.
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