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A life-changing Decision

 


As I spurred my horse to the very edge of the
ridge, I sensed an unusual energy floating in the air, like a heat
wave on a hot day…but not quite. This energy was like nothing I had
experienced before, and it was radiating upward. To my dismay, I
realized it emanated from the city, as if this place were alive,
with a spirit of its own. What at first had begun inside me as a
vague uneasiness hadn’t ceased intensifying, but seemed to be
mirroring the flow of energy rising up to us in strong bursts like
waves hitting the shore at high tide. It climbed and climbed, up
and up, until in one final leap it touched the tip of my feet. My
entire body tensed as tingling sensations danced along my limbs,
making me shudder, raising goose bumps all over my skin.

Magic! So much magic! The city seemed
to be constructed entirely of magic, as if conjured out of
nothingness. This was so shocking to me that it, literally, took my
breath away. After a brief struggle, I managed to catch my breath
again and was able to hiss through clenched teeth, “Why didn’t you
tell me about the magic, Khuan?”

Looking sheepish, he said in a small voice,
“Knowing how much you dislike magic, you wouldn’t have come if I
had.
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My mind was calm and peaceful, my breathing
slow and easy. I raised my imaginary hands; they looked so much
bigger and rougher than my real ones. These were the hands of a
hard-working peasant, not a prince. They were good and strong,
exactly what I needed. I flexed them a few times, making fists, and
then opening them up again until, finally, I felt ready to build my
protective mental barrier—my wall, as I called it. As usual,
I began by conjuring one simple red brick. It slowly started to
take form. I could see it growing, and feel its weight increasing
between my hands. Then it all went wrong, and I wound up holding a
misshapen red lump of muddy clay. I felt my shoulders sagging. Why
did I have so much trouble focusing today? I leaned against the
tree trunk, hoping maybe more shade would help me concentrate.

All I needed was to conjure up the bricks;
then the rest would come easily, and I could relax and watch the
wall take shape. Focus Amir! Think about the wall, the
barrier, and nothing else besides the barrier.

According to Khuan—my friend and teacher in
these matters—these barriers were different for everyone. For
instance, his was a transparent sheet of glass that only slightly
clouded his perception of the spirit world we “shal-galts” could
sense surrounding us all, allowing him to rest his senses while
remaining aware of his surroundings. My barrier wasn’t nearly as
sophisticated. Actually, to be honest, mine was pretty crude—not
that it mattered to me; I loved my wall regardless of its rough
appearance: my thick, opaque, red brick wall. To learn how to build
this barrier was the reason I had decided to accompany Khuan and
Lilloh, both emissaries of the eastern emperor, to the famous
traveling city. Well, it was not the only reason, but
definitely the most important one.

They’d told me I was a shal-galt: a ghost
seeker, a demon killer, a sorcerer hunter. I should have been
relieved to know that the voices in my head were really echoes of
ghosts’ whisperings and not the product of a deranged mind,
as I’d previously feared. The strange, disturbing sensations my
body often experienced, like tingling, stomach pain, nausea and
sudden cold, were caused by either the proximity of a demonic
creature or the effect of some residual magic lingering in the air,
and not by shattered nerves.

So, I wasn’t crazy after all. Although it was
a relief, oddly enough, I gathered very little joy from this
knowledge. I despised magic…loathed it, really. As for demons and
ghosts, needless to say I’d rather do without them, hence the wall,
the thicker the better. I didn’t want anything to seep
through—anything at all. I found ghostly voices, demonic presences
and magical auras highly upsetting. I didn’t want to be a seeker,
shal-galt, or anything associated with the supernatural
world. I wanted to be normal, ordinary even. I wanted peace of
mind.

I concentrated again. Once I had successfully
eliminated all thoughts from my head, I focused on erasing the
outside interferences. The gurgling of the river lazily running
beside me was the first to vanish. (I was seated close enough to
its pebbly shore that if I stretched my hand I could touch its icy
water.) Next to go was the feel of the breeze on my skin, and then
the rustling of leaves from the tree under which I sat. When my
mind reached a relaxed state of blissful numbness, I began building
my wall, starting with the foundation, just as Khuan had taught me.
First, I conjured the image of my hands, then bricks and, finally,
a bucket of mortar.

My imaginary hands grasped a brick and laid
it on the ground rather clumsily, a second brick was set beside the
first…then another…and another, until I had made a long row. A
copious layer of mortar was then applied. Slow at first, this
process soon sped up. My movements became easier. I could see my
hands placing each square lump of clay, one atop the other, each
one making my wall stronger, taller, and thicker—slowly enclosing
my special shal-galt senses within its protective circle and
sheltering me from the assaults of the supernatural world.

Amir, no! Please don’t lock me
out, Jafer begged in my head. As usual, the ghost of my dearly
departed brother was trying to stop me from building the wall;
however, his attempts were now less frequent and much weaker than
previously. Like me, Jafer had been a shal-galt—a ghost seeker able
to sense either magic or spirits and demons or, in our case, both.
And after his death, Jafer had kept appearing to me…to counsel me,
I suppose. Although my brother meant well, I found his constant
whispering in my mind and impromptu apparitions in my dreams quite
disturbing. But, thanks to this mental barrier-building
technique, things were now bearable.

“He’s a strong spirit,” my friend Khuan had
said of Jafer. “But with time, your brother will eventually cease
coming to you. His going to rest will be best for both of you. What
he’s doing is dangerous. It puts you and him, his immortal soul in
particular, at risk.”

I hoped Khuan was right in saying Jafer would
at some point go to rest and leave me alone. I wanted to be at
peace. I wanted to forget the past, to forget Jafer’s death, and,
most of all, I wanted to forget Eva’s rejection. A couple of months
had passed since I’d left Sorvinka and joined Khuan, Lilloh and the
old alchemist, Auguste Ramblais, on this journey toward the Anchin
traveling city. Hard to believe, but it was almost summer now. Time
might have passed since the day I left Sorvinka—the same cursed day
Eva had rejected my marriage proposal and announced that she would
instead marry Lars, King Erik’s heir to the throne—but little else.
I still felt my gut wrench every time I thought about it. I still
hurt just as much as if it had happened yesterday; the wound
remained just as deep. One thing had changed though. My anger
toward Eva had subsided. Now I just wanted the pain to go away.

The sound of voices reached my ears. I looked
over my shoulder and spotted my trusty eunuch guard and servant,
Milo, and Khuan chatting together beside the campfire. The two made
a very peculiar pair. Milo was tall, blond and slender to the point
of gauntness, and, more or less, the total opposite of Khuan, who
was short—well, shorter-appearing in comparison to the tall,
lanky youth, but solidly built with long, silky black hair tied
into a braid. His facial features were small and delicate, with
well-defined high cheekbones, a rather small nose, and inquisitive,
dark, slanted eyes. Milo’s eyes, on the other hand, were wide,
round, and a soft mossy-green; his features, aquiline nose and
square jaw, were pronounced and highly masculine.

My focus gravitated to Milo’s smooth,
beardless cheeks. I rubbed the coarse hairs of my own chin. It felt
wrong. I leaned over the river’s edge, contemplating my reflection,
and sighed. My beard was a little crooked, shorter on the left than
on the right side. Besides the poor grooming job, something else in
my appearance struck me. The tan young man staring back at me in
the water, with his angular cheekbones, his square chin and jaw,
looked nothing like a prince. Yes, I still possessed the straight
nose and flawless profile of my family, the warm brown eyes and
thick dark hair of my kind. But nobody could ever tell that I was
Prince Amir Ban, second in line to the throne of Telfar, land of
sun and sand, after my beloved brother Erik, the ruling Sultan.

No. Right now I looked like an ordinary man,
a simple traveler, and nothing more.

An outbreak of boisterous laughter disrupted
my reverie; I turned my gaze to my friends again. The sight of Milo
and Khuan laughing joyously together brought a smile to my face. I
liked them both. And more importantly, I trusted them. Trust was
new to me. Better hurry up and finish this wall, I decided,
anxious to join them.

I sat straight and fixed my eyes on the vast,
empty plain stretching to the horizon. Taking a deep breath, I
tried to forget my surroundings, the sound of the wind rushing
through the leaves of the tree’s canopy stretching above me, Milo’s
laughter as he helped Khuan and Auguste clean up our camp after
breakfast, and Lilloh’s constant criticizing in the background. I
frowned, gritting my teeth. Her voice grated on me—not because its
timber was unpleasant, but because her supercilious tone certainly
was. Worse still, she had the attitude to match. Women should never
be so…so bold. And this particular one certainly didn’t know her
place.

Forget her, I ordered myself,
forget everything. It worked. My concentration recaptured, I
started the barrier-building exercise all over again. Slowly, brick
by brick, row by row, the wall rose. And as it did, Jafer’s voice,
my doubts, my insecurity, my fears and my pain were locked behind
it. I felt lighter. I felt at peace.

“You shouldn’t do that,” Lilloh said behind
me.

I winced, and at once my wall crumbled. I
tore up a handful of grass and threw it at her in frustration.
“Arghh, Lilloh! Now I have to start all over again.”

“No you don’t,” she argued, which didn’t
surprise me one bit because arguing with me seemed to be Lilloh’s
favorite pastime. And our arguments had steadily gotten worse. As a
result, I regretted having let Milo give her all those Sorvinkian
lessons. (Lilloh was now perfectly fluent in this language, while
my Anchin left a lot to be desired—and she took much pleasure in
reminding me of this.) Teaching Lilloh Sorvinkian had been a
mistake, I thought. She was more sufferable when she had less
vocabulary.

“Accept what you are, Amir, and learn to live
with it; don’t hide behind a mental wall like a coward.”

“Watch your tongue, Lilloh!” I warned,
glaring at her.

She held my stare, her dark, piercing eyes
riveted to mine. “I have a habit of speaking my mind, which I’m not
going to change on your account!” One of Lilloh’s eyebrows rose as
she paused. When she spoke again it was in a different language.
“And from now on I will speak to you only in Anchin. You would do
well to answer in the same language. You need to practice, Amir.
Your accent is too thick. If you want to be understood by our
people, your Anchin needs to improve!”

I shook my head. Lilloh might have been more
articulate in her own language, but, sadly, she remained just as
rude.

She joined me under the tree and rested her
back against its trunk. I noted that she wasn’t wearing her usual
rough leather garments and chain mail. Instead, she was clad in a
pale brown, loose-fitting, linen shirt over matching pants. A wide
yellow belt tightly encircled her waist, accentuating its
narrowness. Her jet-black hair, as lush and shiny as mink fur,
which normally flowed freely around her heart-shaped face, was tied
into one long braid that fell to the middle of her back. This new
hairstyle exposed every detail of her face as never before, making
her high cheekbones, dark almond eyes and full lips particularly
striking. In the soft morning light, her skin appeared more golden
and supple than a freshly baked bread roll. The new clothes and
hairdo suited her well, in my opinion. This was an improvement.
Lilloh looked more polished, more civilized, very unlike the savage
creature I had met in Sorvinka, the one who always seemed on the
verge of gouging my eyes out.

Lilloh wrinkled her small, low-bridged nose.
“What’s wrong with you? Why are you looking at me as if you’ve
never seen my face before?”

“Don’t be silly! I’ve seen your face far too
often if you ask me. It’s the clothes I’m curious about. What’s
with the new outfit?”

Adjusting her belt, Lilloh said, “Summer
clothes. Soon it will be very warm, too warm to wear leather.”

I nodded. I too had abandoned my thick
kaftans in favor of light cotton tunics and comfortable linen
pantaloons. I looked at Lilloh again and saw that she had grasped
the tip of her braid. A leather hair tie with two jade beads
dangling at its ends held her braid together. I watched her roll
the beads between her fingers as an uncomfortable silence settled
between us.

Lilloh broke it first. “You’re still going to
build your mental barrier regardless of what I say, aren’t
you?”

“Yes!”

“Then I won’t subject you to the sight of my
face any longer.”

“Good!” I said, staring directly ahead.
Moments later, I heard her leave. By the brisk stomping her feet
made, I knew she was angry—yet again. I sighed. For some reason,
Lilloh and I couldn’t have a discussion without it turning into a
heated argument of some sort. I guess some people were just not
meant to get along no matter what. Shaking my head, I tried to
banish Lilloh and her unpleasant, arrogant attitude from my mind
and started rebuilding my barrier once more.

I was just beginning to make progress when
the sound of galloping horses broke my concentration. I saw two
riders racing toward our camp. Khuan and Lilloh had already mounted
their shaggy brown ponies and were trotting out to meet them. I
gathered the small rug on which I’d been kneeling and hurried
toward the camp. By the time I had rejoined Milo and Auguste at the
campsite, Khuan and Lilloh had met up with the riders. All four now
stood some distance away from us and appeared to be talking.

“Who are those newcomers?” I asked Milo.

“Messengers from the Anchin emperor.”

“Here? Are you sure?”

“Yes,” said Auguste. The old alchemist limped
over beside me. Stroking his long gray beard, he aimed his good eye
at the group; crossed by an ugly scar, his other eye was white and
dead, the disastrous result of a failed experiment. Auguste pointed
a knobby finger at the riders, or more precisely at the red and
gold banner the man on the right was carrying, and explained, “See
the gold lion at the center of the banner? That’s the emperor’s
emblem. Khuan told us so before riding to meet them.” Auguste
rubbed his red bulbous nose; then his fingers traveled to his scar,
where they lingered. “What do you think their sudden presence here
means?” he asked.

I surveyed the group. Khuan’s and Lilloh’s
stiff, formal posture didn’t bode well. “Nothing good, my friend.
Nothing good.”

 


* * *

 


The messengers didn’t stay long. Shortly
after my exchange with Auguste, they turned their horses around and
rode off in the same direction they had come, and Khuan and Lilloh
rejoined us.

“What’s going on?” I asked as they reached
the camp.

“The emperor summons us to the palace,”
answered Khuan.

“Why?”

His brow furrowed for a brief instant. “I
can’t say.” He paused and shot a hesitant sidelong glance to a very
pale and distraught Lilloh before adding, “It wasn’t fully
explained to us.”

How bizarre, I thought. If I didn’t
know Khuan as well as I did, I might have been tempted to believe
that he was lying to me right now.

“Let’s hurry and break camp,” Khuan said in
an upbeat tone. “We must be there before sundown.”

“Before sundown—impossible!” I exclaimed.
“You said the city was two weeks of travel away.”

“Not anymore,” said Lilloh. “The city has
moved to the Sanksiki province. If we make haste, we can be there
this afternoon.”

“Oh yes! Yes! Wonderful!” cheered an
enthusiastic Auguste. “Let’s hurry to the traveling city! I can’t
wait to see this marvel. What about you, Prince Amir?”

I smiled. “Oh yes! I am looking forward to
seeing this city, too. I’m sure Lilloh and Khuan are also impatient
to return home.”

Khuan replied with a series of nods and a
broad grin.

Lilloh, however, looked so glum that it took
me aback a little. The expression on her face was a blend of shock
and sadness; I thought she looked as if she’d unexpectedly lost
something very precious to her and was still in shock.

I felt my stomach knotting itself. Lord!
Something’s up, because this woman doesn’t upset easily.
Clearly the news they’d received from the emperor’s messengers was
troubling her. It filled me with apprehension.

 


* * *

 


We’d been riding hard for most of the
morning, when the first sign of the city appeared on the horizon:
smoke, huge plumes of it.

Rising on my stirrups, I peered ahead. The
city had to be farther away because all I saw was the flat grassy
steppe stretching to infinity, like a wind-swept undulating green
ocean. Just as I was slowing my gray mare, Khuan pulled beside me
on his shaggy brown pony.

“We’re almost there, Amir. It’s just
ahead.”

“Where? I don’t see anything.”

“You can’t see it now, but there’s a ridge in
front of us. It leads down to a valley. That’s why you can’t see
the city. It’s in the valley.”

As we progressed, the edge of the ridge
became visible. I could now distinguish a second ridge rising in
the distance and the upper part of the depression running between
them.

“This way!” shouted Khuan, turning left along
the ridge.

Before chasing after Khuan, I looked over my
shoulder to make sure that Milo and Auguste, who were both driving
wagons, were still following us. They were moving along without too
much difficulty. Reassured, I swiftly caught up with Khuan, who had
stopped at the edge of the ridge. Khuan pointed down to the valley.
“There, Amir! Look!”

Stretching in my saddle, I gazed down at the
city with amazement. A flow of red buildings ran along the bottom
of the valley as far as the eye could see. At first glance, it
looked like a river of blood. Every house, every tent, every
construction in this city was of one shade of red or another: it
went from the palest, nearly pink hue, to vibrant carmine and the
darkest maroon. If the color was the first detail to strike me, the
sheer size of the city was a close second. It was enormous—so much
so, I couldn’t see where it ended. By the look of it, this city
numbered at least a couple hundred thousand inhabitants.

“It’s so big,” I whispered.

“A home to so many people has to be huge,”
replied Khuan. “People belonging to dozens of different races call
Ulahn Gazar home. But three races form its core: the Anchin, the
Chechow, and the Taiko, which is, as you know, the race I belong
to.”

I nodded absentmindedly. Frankly, I wasn’t
paying much attention to what he was saying. I already knew about
my friend’s true background. During this journey, Khuan had told me
all about it, and also explained the functioning of the Anchin
Empire. The people of its many territories and provinces—either
annexed through conquest or, for a very few, voluntarily—although
considered Anchin citizens, were nonetheless allowed to retain
their culture, traditions, and ethnic identities. Such leniency
toward people of conquered countries was unknown to me. My father,
the late sultan of Telfar, would certainly never have permitted it.
An unaccommodating man, he would have opted for a fast assimilation
and the total obliteration of all non-Telfarian customs. As far as
I was aware, so would have most rulers I knew, thus making this
emperor’s approach unusual and highly intriguing. But right now I
couldn’t think about the far-reaching implications of Anchin
politics. I was too absorbed by my examination of Ulahn Gazar.

“How can such an immense city be moved? And
why?” I whispered to myself. It was beyond my comprehension. I
directed my attention to the heart of the city where the largest
buildings were nestled. This particular cluster of imposing
constructions appeared to be surrounded by some sort of wall, and
at its center was a huge house with a glossy green roof. “What’s
the building with the different colored roof?”

“That’s the emperor’s palace,” said
Khuan.

I scanned the portion of the city neighboring
the palace complex. It was the most densely constructed area of
all. The houses, tents, and all sorts of buildings in that sector
seemed almost piled atop one another. Away from the city center,
the space between the houses widened. In spite of this, I was left
with the suffocating impression that this city was too crowded.

A sudden tightness gripped my chest. Could
the thought of entering such an impressive city be the cause of the
oppressive feeling growing inside me? I wondered. I felt
uneasy, nervous and jittery. I looked around, seeking the source of
my discomfort, but found nothing tangible. As I spurred my horse to
the very edge of the ridge, I sensed an unusual energy floating in
the air, like a heat wave on a hot day…but not quite. This energy
was like nothing I had experienced before, and it was radiating
upward. To my dismay, I realized it emanated from the city, as if
this place were alive, with a spirit of its own. What at first had
begun inside me as a vague uneasiness hadn’t ceased intensifying,
but seemed to be mirroring the flow of energy rising up to us in
strong bursts like waves hitting the shore at high tide. It climbed
and climbed, up and up, until in one final leap it touched the tip
of my feet. My entire body tensed as tingling sensations danced
along my limbs, making me shudder, raising goose bumps all over my
skin.

Magic! So much magic! The city seemed
to be constructed entirely of magic, as if conjured out of
nothingness. This was so shocking to me that it, literally, took my
breath away. After a brief struggle, I managed to catch my breath
again and was able to hiss through clenched teeth, “Why didn’t you
tell me about the magic, Khuan?”

Looking sheepish, he said in a small voice,
“Knowing how much you dislike magic, you wouldn’t have come if I
had.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Two

 


 


 


 


I stared at Khuan. “You could at least have
warned me.”

“You’re right, my friend. I apologize. It was
inconsiderate of me. But I couldn’t see any other way to bring you
here.”

I said nothing for a moment. Although I felt
angry at having been tricked into coming here, I knew I couldn’t
possibly turn around and leave now. I was too far from home, too
weary of traveling. Turning my attention back to the city of Ulahn
Gazar, I asked, “This city is known to move from place to place. So
is it by magic that it travels?”

Khuan laughed. “No. It travels by carts,
wagons, or any other normal means of transportation. What you’re
sensing in the air right now is only a minute part of all the magic
practiced daily in the city.”

I frowned. “I don’t understand.”

“Magic isn’t a taboo subject or a forbidden
art for us. Quite the contrary! In fact, in our culture, magic is
used every day for making charms and potions. Shamans have offices
everywhere in the city. As long as it’s white magic, it can be
performed openly.”

Closing my eyes, I concentrated on the
tingling sensation crawling along my body like a colony of ants. I
was appalled to discover that this mix of magic was far from being
all white. There was definitely a hint of black in it—just enough
to make this rising wave a disquieting shade of gray. But even
though the energy was powerful enough to travel this far away from
the city, it didn’t make me nauseous, as pure black magic often
did. Still, the thought of being immersed so completely in magic
terrified me. I wished I could hide my senses behind my thick brick
wall. Sadly, that wasn’t possible at the moment, so I had to resign
myself to face the city’s magical aura without a protective
shield.

This is all her fault…her and her constant
meddling. I cursed Lilloh in silence for having interrupted my
barrier-building exercises. I knew I would feel better once I found
the time to complete the process and raise my wall, thus shielding
myself from those unpleasant sensations. Patience, Amir,
patience.

We moved forward, soon found the path leading
down into the valley, and rode toward the city.

At first, the houses, tents and two-story
buildings we passed were sparsely spread and often separated by
vast enclosures, where goats, sheep and oxen were being kept. Such
common livestock animals were of no interest to me, so I set my
sight on a corral housing a small herd of camels. They were not the
sleek, short-coated, one-hump dromedaries of my country. No. These
camels were huge, shaggy, two-hump animals. Their coats, I
observed, varied in color, going from dark gray to light ginger.
Most were in the process of shedding and had big chunks of matted
wool dangling loosely from their flanks, giving them a mangy,
ill-kept appearance.

Soon we reached a high gate, and once we had
passed through it, we ventured into the city. The buildings became
more densely packed, leaving only sinuous narrow alleys at their
center for travel. As the space between the houses diminished, the
touch of magic over my skin intensified. I couldn’t stop shuddering
and twitching. So much magic being done in this city all at once
overwhelmed my senses. I felt as though I was walking naked amid a
cloud of butterflies. Despite the soft silkiness of their touch—the
feeling was totally painless—I found the experience rather
distressing.

In a desperate attempt to ease my discomfort,
I turned my attention toward the local activity, and was
immediately astounded by how noisy our surroundings had become. The
sound of voices, talking, calling, laughing in a myriad of
different languages filled the air. Mixed amid the voices were the
sharp repetitive clinks of metal being worked, the seesaw sounds of
wood being cut, the sizzling hisses of cooking oil in hot skillets,
and the bangs of pots and pans being knocked about. The effect was
dizzying. Moreover, the smells saturating the air were just as
numerous and confusing: the stench of wet sheep mingled with the
aromas of freshly baked bread and sweat, the whole punctuated by
the hard tang of copper. The smells changed as we moved along, and
so did the surrounding buildings.

Leaving the family dwellings sector where we
had arrived, we entered one occupied by merchants’ stores and
booths, lodging houses, and food vendors. As we traveled through
this new sector, I noticed that a great number of buildings and
houses were set on wheels, which were anchored in the ground with
solid wooden stakes and thick ropes.

A smile of amazement spread my lips. An
entire city on wheels. So that’s how this city
travels—marvelous. “Khuan, tell me this: why does this city
travel? Why not stay put like every other city?”

Khuan smiled. “The Anchins are nomadic
people. They are continuously on the move, looking for better
pastures for their herds.”

“Moving around makes sense for a small family
group, but this city is huge.”

“It wasn’t always like this, Amir. Originally
this city was the emperor’s family clan camp. As you can see, it
has grown and changed with time…and with the Empire’s increasing
power. The city might have changed, Amir, but its inhabitants have
not. They remain nomadic at heart, thus still yearn for movement.”
Khuan suddenly rose in his stirrups and indicated the bend ahead of
us. “Oh, we are here! Over there—that way.”

On Khuan’s order, we turned left and entered
a broad crescent. At its center stood a three-story building made
of carved wood panels and topped with a red tile roof. A long
balcony encircled the entire building’s second story. Its railing
was painted white and decorated with a vine design.

As Khuan halted his pony in front of the
entrance, a small man wearing a knee-length blue tunic over cream
baggy pants came out of the building and stared at us with a blend
of surprise and delight. A huge grin split his face, and, although
this man didn’t appear young to me, he dashed toward us with a
rapidity and ease associated with youth. Intrigued, I examined him
but found it hard to estimate age by his looks. His face was almost
wrinkle free, his movements were as swift as those of a
twelve-year-old, and his body didn’t display any excess fat, nor
was it curved or bent by age. However, the thin braid of hair
hanging down his back was almost all gray and a few age spots
speckled his temples and forehead. Fifty years old
perhaps—yes, fifty felt right to me.

Upon reaching us, the thin man turned toward
Khuan. “Nephew, I’m very happy to see you.”

“So am I, Uncle Sho.”

Khuan jumped off his pony and, after a
respectful bow, embraced the older man in a vigorous bear hug. I
watched my friend whisper in his uncle’s ear. The thin man nodded
enthusiastically, and when Khuan finally released him from the hug,
Uncle Sho immediately turned his attention to me.

“Honored guest, I am pleased to receive you
and your servant in my humble abode. I will see to your every need
in my nephew’s absence.”

Confused, I glanced at Khuan. “You’re not
staying?”

An apologetic smile curled my friend’s lips.
“Sorry, Amir. Lilloh, Auguste, and I have to be at the palace by
noon. But my uncle will take good care of you. His lodging house is
one of the best in the city.”

“When can I expect to see you again?”

Khuan hesitated before answering, as if
uncertain of the future; when he did reply the upbeat tone of his
voice sounded contrived to me. “Soon, I’m sure. Don’t worry. Uncle
Sho will take good care of you in the meantime.”

I couldn’t say I was pleased by this turn of
events. Yet I chose not to show my discontentment and nodded
politely. I supposed there wasn’t much else I could do at this
point, besides accepting the situation. Still, I watched my friends
leave with a sense of abandonment. Being left behind in a foreign
city under the care of a total stranger wasn’t how I had envisioned
my first day there.

 


* * *

 


I looked around in awe. Sir Sho’s receiving
room was such an exotic and colorful place. So many vibrant hues
had been used in its decoration that my eyes had difficulty coping
with such a varied palette. Seeking respite from this chromatic
explosion, I directed my attention to the many raw silk cushions
that covered the floor—no use, they were just as brilliantly
colored as the rest of the room.

“You are going to like it here, I am sure of
it,” said Khuan’s uncle. He gave me a reassuring smile. I thought
he looked like Khuan when he smiled. Their similar warm smiles
could become enigmatic in the blink of an eye. Otherwise the thin
man looked nothing like his sturdy nephew. This man’s face was
narrow and slightly gaunt, while Khuan’s was round and full. And
physically they had as much in common as an oak had with a reed.
Yet I knew not to judge a man by his look alone. This man might
have been as thin as a reed, but he certainly wasn’t weak nor did
he lack energy, I thought, recalling how effectively Uncle Sho had
had his house prepared for our stay.

“Would you like more tea?” offered Khuan’s
uncle.

“Yes please, Sir Sho. It is such a fine
blend. I’ve never tasted anything like it before.” I extended my
cup toward our host, who filled it with the aromatic brew.

“I’m glad you like it. It’s Chechow orange
spice tea. I have it imported for my customers. And please, my dear
noble prince, no more of that Sir business. Call me Uncle
Sho. Everybody does.”

“Are you sure this is proper?”

“Oh, absolutely!”

I nodded while savoring the sweat tangy tea.
“Mmm. Truly delicious. This is Chechow tea you say. Chechow…Khuan
mentioned those people to me before. Aren’t they from the vast
empire stretching east that borders the ocean?”

“Yes, the Chechow Empire used to be very
powerful. But corruption and weak leadership brought them near
ruin. At that point, they were easily conquered. Their land is now
a province of our Empire, and thus ruled by our great leader,
Emperor Tomi Cho’tang. The Chechow are a wonderful addition to our
realm. Their province provides us with all sorts of refined
products and exquisitely made goods.” Uncle Sho seized one of the
many cushions scattered around the table and showed it to me. He
gently stroked its brilliant red and pink fabric. “The Chechow
produce the best silk in the world.” Tossing the cushion aside, he
picked up his cup and traced the blue bird drawn on the white
porcelain. “These are Chechow, too.”

“Those objects are indeed exquisite. One
question torments me though. What are the Chechow receiving in
exchange for their goods and superb craftsmanship? What does the
Anchin provide to them?”

Uncle Sho smiled at me. “Besides money—order,
we provide order and protection.”

I was about to ask Uncle Sho from whom the
Chechow need to be protected when Milo entered the receiving
room.

“My lord, our wagons and horses are safely
housed in the stable. I also took the liberty of having some of our
things brought in.”

Uncle Sho’s eyes sailed to Milo. Like most
people we had come across in this city so far, he was enthralled by
Milo’s fair complexion and hair. I counted myself lucky, since my
black hair, brown eyes and tanned complexion meant I didn’t attract
much attention, contrary to Milo, who was making heads turn
everywhere he went—when he was not rudely gawked at.

“Your servant is very efficient,” said Uncle
Sho in a tone of approval.

“He is indeed.”

“Come,” said the old man. “Come. I’ll show
you your rooms.”

 


* * *

 


Our rooms were on the second floor, facing
the street; it was a suite of connecting rooms, which allowed Milo
to have his own quarters adjacent to mine. As we climbed the
staircase leading to the rooms, Uncle Sho explained how the upper
stories of his house, like most other houses in the city, could be
collapsed down for travel. Very few nails were used in their
construction. For the most part, everything was assembled like a
giant jigsaw puzzled; each piece of timber was cut to fit into the
next perfectly. Ingenious, I thought.

I was even more impressed when I entered my
room. Every inch inside it seemed to have been either carved,
lacquered, gilded or simply painted in brilliant jewel tones. The
overall effect was one of precious opulence. For a moment, I felt
as though I had stepped into some noble lady’s jewelry box. The
huge carved monster heads set in the four corners of the ceiling
caught my eyes. They had huge, bulging eyes, fang-filled mouths and
manes resembling flaming coronas.

“The lion heads are for good luck and to ward
off evil,” said Uncle Sho.

“Oh, lovely.” In my opinion, those monstrous
heads looked nothing like lions’.

“I hope the room is to your liking.”

“It’s perfect.” I bowed.

Beaming with obvious pleasure, Uncle Sho bade
Milo and I goodnight but only withdrew from the room after having
executed a series of bows so long that at one point I thought they
would never end—but eventually did.

The moment Uncle Sho was out of the room,
Milo started complaining, “My lord, this room is unacceptable! Half
the walls are fabricated of paper and cloth.” He walked to the
outside wall and knocked on it. “I’m quite sure I can punch a hole
through this wall with my fist.”

“They need to keep the weight down to be able
to move this building,” I said, gazing around in wonderment.
Beautifully furnished, the room had a cozy atmosphere despite its
paper walls, which were held within flimsy wooden frames, each
exquisitely carved and heavily lacquered. In the far corner,
brightly colored silk cushions were piled around a small round
table. Placed on it were a brass tea set and a plate laden with
scrumptious pastries, dried fruits and nuts. It was very thoughtful
of Uncle Sho to have put them here for us. This small gesture made
me feel welcome, and I found myself smiling.

“I don’t mind the paper walls, Milo,” I said
while walking onto the balcony. As I stepped outside a shiver ran
up my spine and I shuddered violently. “It’s all this magic that
bothers me. I’m having second thoughts. Maybe I should have
fulfilled Diego’s last wish and delivered his box to his father
instead of coming here. I’m afraid it was a mistake.”

Milo cleared his throat.

I smiled. “Speak your mind. I know you’re
dying to do it.”

“It’s just…” he hesitated.

“Yes.”

“I was thinking that…perhaps it wasn’t a
mistake. Perhaps it was the right thing to do. Since my lord began
this trip and learned Master Khuan’s mind calming technique, he has
not suffered any bouts of melancholy…well, not any significant one
anyway...the kind that kept you in bed for days before.”

“Yes, I know the kind, Milo.” I admired the
view of the city in silence. Milo had a point; I was feeling
better. “This city isn’t so bad. Frankly, we received a far worse
reception in Sorvinka. At least here, the room is warm and
clean…not to mention that these people are actually happy to see
us.”

“True,” Milo said, and then as if he had just
remembered an important detail his mouth became a perfect circle.
“Oooh yes, my lord, I forgot to tell you. They also have a bathing
facility. It’s located at the back of the house; I saw it when we
arrived.”

My heart soared. “Baths! They have baths!
Well, then we cannot complain at all.”

 


* * *

 


“MASTER KHUAN, MASTER KHUAN, HELP! HELP!
SOMEONE HELP ME!”

I stirred in my bed, fighting to remain
asleep. Yet through my half-awake state, I was aware that
someone was yelling.

“PLEASE, OPEN THE DOOR!” Loud knocks
followed. “MASTER KHUAN, I NEED YOUR HELP!”

My eyes flew open. Was someone hammering on
something?

Bang, bang, bang.

A string of curses escaped my mouth.

“HELP ME, PLEASE!” howled a voice laden with
fear and desperation.

Confused, I sat up in my bed. It took me a
moment to figured out that the ruckus was coming from outside, from
the street. My first lucid thought was that the city was under
attack. And in my haste to get out of bed, I entangled myself in my
own feet. I stumbled forward and fell right through the paper wall
of my bedroom, landing flat on the floor in the adjacent receiving
room.

“Wonderful,” I grumbled while rising to my
feet. “I had to break something on my first day. That’s just
great.” I returned to my bedroom, walking through the hole I had
just made in the wall—might as well use the short cut.

I was grabbing my sword and kaftan when Milo
appeared on the threshold. He stared at the hole in the wall in
puzzlement for a brief instant; then with a shrug he directed his
attention to me. “My lord, there’s an uprising. Some sort of battle
is going on outside.”

“I know.”

I saw that Milo had his sword in hand too.
Good, I thought and made my way to the balcony door with
Milo in tow.

But the instant we emerged in the cold gray
morning air of the balcony, we both froze in shock. A mob of angry
citizens crowded the street in front of the lodging house.
Brandishing torches and wielding knives, swords and sticks, they
were advancing toward Uncle Sho’s doorstep, all the while yelling
insults and shouting death threats.

“Lord, what’s the meaning of this?”

“I don’t know,” said Milo. “I think they’re
after someone, but I don’t believe it has anything to do with
us.”

“Uh, that can quickly change.” I dashed to
the balcony’s railing, and, when I leaned over it, saw a terrified
young man huddled against the lodging house’s door. The poor boy
was staring at the approaching mob with the wide, frightened eyes
of a spooked horse while scratching at the door with desperation.
“Help me. Please,” he pleaded, his knees knocking with fear.

“Leave him!” I shouted at the enraged
mob—which had no effect whatsoever. “Don’t get any closer’” I
commanded firmly.

The mob kept moving. The young man flattened
himself against the door. Just as the mob was getting within
striking distance of him, the door swung open and Uncle Sho stepped
outside.

Clad in a long white nightgown and
brandishing an oil lamp, this little man, not much bigger than a
damsel, stared down the angry mob with such sheer stoicism and
determination one could believe he was a knight in armor ready for
battle. “What is all this commotion about?” he snapped in an
annoyed tone.

No answer came.

Aggravated by the mob’s silence, Uncle Sho
yanked his nightgown up, exposing pasty scrawny legs, walked down
his front steps and confronted the now bemused crowd. “What do you
want? Answer or leave,” he demanded in a firm voice.

The tall, burly man with hairy forearms who
stood at the head of the group pointed to the trembling young man.
“My brother has been murdered! He did it!”

“NO!” shouted the young man. “It’s not me. I
didn’t do it. I didn’t kill anyone.”

The burly man spat in the youth’s face. “Shut
up, Chechow dog! We all know your kind are responsible for those
deaths.”

I frowned. Deaths! I thought only one man
was killed. My attention returned to the group of angry people
filling the street. Their patience was running out. They were
becoming more agitated by the minute.

“KILL HIM!” someone yelled from the back of
the crowd.

In an admirable display of bravery…or sheer
craziness—at the moment I wasn’t sure which was more accurate—Uncle
Sho faced the agitated mob without flinching. “There will be no
killing on my front steps. I will no allow it!”

The burly man sneered. “Old man Sho, this is
none of your business.”

“What happens on my front steps is my
business.”

“Then maybe we should burn your damn steps.”
The burly man narrowed his eyes. “You may not be Chechow, but
you’re not Anchin either, old man.”

“BURN IT! BURN IT ALL!” yelled the mob.

“My lord,” whispered Milo.

“Yes, get ready.” I grasped the balcony’s
railing, leapt over it and let myself drop in front of the young
man and Uncle Sho.

Stunned by my sudden appearance, the mob
gasped and backed away.

The burly man was first to regain his
composure. Scowling in a threatening manner, he stomped toward me.
“Stranger, this isn’t your business—leave!”

“No!” I said, pointing my sword at his
chest.

“I’m warning you, stranger, leave now. This
is useless. You can’t kill us all.”

“Correct. But I can certainly kill
you.”

Milo chose this moment to join the action by
landing on my left. “Oh I think we can eliminate a lot more than
just the big hairy one.”

I smiled, nodding.

The mob backed away.

I stared at the burly man, who was fierce to
behold. With his barrel chest, no neck, thick waist and massive
legs, he looked like an ox. He was probably as strong as an ox too,
which brought me to ask him this question, “How did your brother
die?”

The burly man looked surprised by the
question. He scratched the side of his face. “Er…beaten or
strangled. It’s hard to tell.”

I felt my eyebrows go up. “Beaten or
strangled, you say?” My focus switched to the still trembling young
man behind me—a youth really. He looked hardly a day over
seventeen. With his large brown eyes and gawky delicate built, he
immediately reminded me of a fawn—not exactly the picture one had
in mind of a murderer. Facing the burly man again, I asked, “Was
your brother a frail, weak or sickly man?”

“How dare you?” The burly man’s cheeks
flushed a violent crimson. Clearly, my assumption had offended him.
“My brother was stronger than me, and as healthy as a mule.”

“Hm, that’s what I thought. Have a good look
at the young man you are accusing of murder. In your opinion, can
this boy be capable of strangling you?”

“Never! He’s a weakling.”

“Ah-ha! Therefore he couldn’t possible have
strangled your brother either, if your brother was really
stronger than you, as you said he was.”

The burly man’s face became pinched; his
nostrils, on the other hand, flared up. “He used magic. That’s how
he did it: black magic. All those Chechow dogs use it—it’s common
knowledge.”

“Well, we’ll see about that.” I spun around
and grabbed the young man’s forearm. His skin was cold to the
touch. I could sense the tremor of fear that shook his body and his
pulse beating madly under my fingertips. But as for the tingling of
magic—there was none. Nothing emanated from him. Nothing at all.
“This youth carries no trace of magic. I sense nothing in him.”

A hush swept the mob. The word
shal-galt could be heard being whispered throughout the
crowded street.

“But he’s a foreigner. Can a foreigner be a
shal-galt?” I heard a woman ask the man standing beside her.

“Yes, yes,” the man replied.

“Indeed, I am a shal-galt and also a friend
of Emissary Khuan, nephew of Sir Sho.” I paused to bestow a stern
menacing look on the mob before continuing, “Tell me, good people,
can the family of an imperial emissary be treated with such
disrespect without fear of reprisal? Is such a thing permitted in
this land?”

I watched concerned looks appear on many
faces throughout the mob; frightened expressions soon followed.
Already I could see people at the back of the crowd beginning to
leave, and when I looked at the burly man again I noticed that he
had paled. “So I thought,” I said.

The burly man swallowed hard. “Maybe this
skinny one didn’t do it. But a Chechow did it. One of them is
guilty, that much I know! They take our customers, our money.
They’re a plague on us.”

I frowned. “Customers! You’re a merchant
then.”

“Yes. So was my brother—and all the others
who were killed.”

“Some of the murdered merchants were Chechow
too,” shouted the young man from behind me.

“Is that true?” I asked the burly man.

He shrugged. “I suppose.”

My eyebrows rose up. “I see.” I seized the
frightened young man by the arm and pulled him forward. “Listen,” I
said, staring harshly at the burly man, “if this boy is innocent of
the crime you accused him of, I suggest you leave him be. If you
agree to do so, I see no reason why Master Khuan and the emperor
should know about the threat you made against Sir Sho.”

The burly man pretended to consider my offer
for a brief instant. I wasn’t fooled by this piece of bad acting. I
knew he would agree. It was the only reasonable option he had. With
a glare of loathing aimed at the young Chechow, his accuser finally
consented to my demand, then left with the rest of the mob—who by
now had shrunk to a mere dozen individuals.

“Thank you, kind stranger; may you live a
thousand years, venerable sir,” said the young man amid a series of
quick bows. “Without your intervention, they would have killed me.
When they attacked me I ran here as fast as I could. I ran…ran so
fast.” The words were stumbling out of his mouth at a dizzying
speed. “I was hoping Master Khuan would protect me. I thought they
would not dare kill me in his presence. I thought he would stop
them, so I ran here, but, but…” he paused, panting as if out of
breath. I watched the corner of his mouth twitch, before he
continued, “Please, can I know your name, so I may invoke it in my
prayers?”

Before I could answer, Uncle Sho took me
aside and murmured in my ear, “Be careful here, noble prince. For
your safety, it would be best if you omit your title. Take the word
of a wise old man on this, one who owes you his house.”

My title dangerous? I wasn’t sure I
understood what he meant, yet, for some reason, I took Uncle Sho’s
advice to heart. I approached the young Chechow and introduced
myself, “I am Amir Ban and this is my traveling companion,
Milo.”

Milo blinked, surprised, and then promptly
nodded.

The youth beamed at us. “I will not forget
your names, brave travelers. My name is Nipp Tang-Tao. But my
friends call me Tao. I would be pleased if you would do the
same.”

“The pleasure is mine, Tao.” I rubbed my
chin. “Can you tell me the cause of all this?”

Tao sighed. “The cause is hard to define. Of
course, there’s the death of that Anchin merchant. Also, there’s
the fact that I’m a knife dealer, and he and I have our stands near
one another. So when he was discovered dead this morning all
suspicions immediately turned toward me simply because I am a
Chechow merchant doing business in an Anchin sector of the market.
It is a daring venture on my part, I concede—a venture the Anchin
merchants do not approve of.”

“Is competition between two groups of
merchants all there is to this, really?”

“No! Far from it. I can explain the situation
to you in detail if you wish, but I think it would be best if you
see it with your own eyes.”

At that very instant I knew the smartest
thing to do was decline the offer and return to my room. Don’t
get involved, Amir, the voice of reason in my mind whispered
softly. I almost listened, almost, but at the last minute my
curiosity got the best of me, and I said, “Lead the way, Tao. We’ll
follow you.”

 


 


 


 



Chapter Three

 


 


 


 


Milo and I trailed Tao through a short series
of meandering alleys and streets until we reached a busy market
square. Vendors of all sorts, peddling a broad variety of goods,
had their booths, stalls, and stands set side-by-side around its
periphery. In the hope of making a sale, the merchants were
shouting the merits of their products at the top of their lungs to
get our attention. Some succeeded in this enterprise, and I found
myself ensnared by a rug merchant.

I approached his display and stroked the silk
rug exposed at the front of his stall. “Stunning! How much?” I
asked, unable to resist such an exquisite item.

I watched the merchant’s expression change:
his eager hopefulness at the prospect of selling a rug morphed into
a mixture of consternation and fear. Had I said something wrong? If
so, I couldn’t figure out what it was. “Is there a problem?” I
asked.

The merchant was backing away, shaking his
head.

“What is—” I stopped talking, struck by how
silent the market had suddenly become. I felt the short hairs at
the back of my neck standing up like little soldiers at attention,
as a tingling sensation trickled down my spine. I turned and jumped
back in shock.

A wild, hirsute creature stood right in front
of me. I gave one glance at the staff clutched in his dirty paw and
my hand went instinctively to my sword. In a swift move, the wild
creature swung his staff forth, bringing its rounded head just
above my hip and preventing me from seizing my weapon.

As I looked down at the staff’s head, resting
on the hilt of my sword, two things came to my mind in quick
succession: first, this wild creature was in fact a man; and
second, the upper section of his staff had been carved from a human
tibia.

I was still absorbed in the study of the
staff head when Milo threw himself between me and the wild man.
“Back off, savage, or I will open you up!” he threatened, his sword
aimed at the man’s belly.

“Milo, no!” I ordered.

“But, my lord, he’s—”

I squeezed Milo’s bicep hard; sometimes my
servant took his bodyguard duty too seriously for my taste. “I will
deal with him. There’s no need for a fight. I’m sure we can find an
amicable solution to this situation.”

Milo looked skeptical. “I don’t know, my
lord.”

“Enough, Milo! Do not interfere anymore,
understood.”

“Yes.”

I eyed the wild man with fascination. His
face was smeared with black and white paint, made up to resemble a
wolf, I suppose—my biggest clue being the mangy stuffed wolf
head attached atop the man’s skull, like a morbid hat. He bared his
teeth and began making threatening animal sounds—a series of
short strangled barks—while inching closer to me.

I promptly covered my nose. The man had a
pungent body odor, not to mention that he had the dreadful habit of
spitting when he spoke, if one could call his barking noises
speaking. I thought it best to step back a bit.

The wild man closed the gap between us and
stretched a sooty hand toward me. I remained still as his filthy
fingertips grazed the back of my hand. A brilliant spark of light
flashed behind my eyes, and a wave of magical tingling
followed.

Gasping, I staggered away from him.
Unhindered by the staff, I seized the grip of my sword, but, as I
was about to unsheathe it, Tao grasped my arm, stopping me.

“No! Please don’t. There’s no need to draw
your weapon. He means you no harm. He’s a shaman. They’re all
shamans, and simply curious about you.”

“Shamans, you say?”

“Yes, shamans, harmless shamans. No need for
the sword.”

“Fine, no sword,” I said. Although I had
agreed not to pull out my rapier, I decided to keep my hand on its
grip, just in case. I scanned the area and saw four more shamans
nearby. They were all giving me dirty, hostile looks.

I examined the wild man who stood in front of
me. The magical aura emanating from him in steady palpable pulses
now made sense. As for the rest of the ambient magic—more or less
constant waves of tingling that seemed to be coming from all
directions at once—I found it rather distracting and annoying.
However, I had to admit that it wasn’t as bad as I had
expected—then again, magic was mostly performed at night…and it was
now morning.

Again I glanced at the four shamans in the
background. Somehow, I had the distinct impression that they were
waiting for something. As I studied the wild man further, some
intriguing questions formed in my mind. Was he their leader? If so,
what had that to do with me? With my fists firmly planted on my
waist, I asked, “What do you want, shaman? State your purpose?”

He barked, and then, aiming the bony tip of
his staff at me, yelled, “Rogue! Rogue!”

I cocked my head to the side, frowning.
Me—a rogue? Had I heard correctly?
But before I could ask the reason for this name calling, Tao urged
us to follow him.

“This way,” said Tao, dashing into the narrow
space between the shop of a merchant of wicker baskets and a
baker’s stand.

Not wanting to be left behind, Milo and I
gave chase and soon found ourselves in a different sector of the
market. Merchants here displayed metalwork of all types.

“There’s my shop.” Tao indicated a small
booth adorned with a red awning, which appeared to be nothing more
than a tattered piece of stretched leather. In truth, I hardly
looked at Tao’s booth, because upon getting here the bulk of my
attention had been captured by the gruesome sight displayed in the
neighboring booth, where a man was hanging upside down by one foot
above the counter. Obviously, here was the murdered merchant at the
heart of this affair.

Perched atop a box, a second man was
attempting to untie the slain merchant. I recognized him at first
glance. It was the tall, burly man, the mob leader and the dead
merchant’s brother. Two other men came to his aid, and together
they managed to lower the victim onto the counter.

Right away, I noticed something odd about the
way the dead man’s limbs moved. They bent the wrong way as if
disarticulated. I cringed. Something was terribly wrong about this
death.

As I approached the dead merchant’s booth, my
focus shifted from the dead body to the rope, which was still
attached to the booth’s ceiling. “Was this how your brother was
discovered?” I asked the tall, burly man.

“Yes.”

My attention returned to the dead merchant.
His face was distorted by a grimace of pure terror. Touch him,
get it over with. Touch him, Jafer’s voice urged in my head.
“Argh,” I grumbled. I had hoped that the ghost of my deceased
brother would leave me alone. Clearly, this was not to be.

Touch him. Touch him, Jafer’s ghost
persisted.

I cursed my brother’s stubborn interference
under my breath, while wishing I had had the time to build a mental
barrier before coming here. Sadly, I knew all too well that only
one thing would satisfy Jafer at this point: my surrendering to his
will. I stared at the corpse, and, with a growing feeling of dread,
reluctantly placed a hand on the dead man’s forehead. I gasped and
pulled my hand away fast.

“He’s still warm. This…this just happened.” I
touched him again. “No more than a couple of hours ago.” I looked
at his brother. The burly man was shaking his head. His face
twisted by confusion and grief, he poked his thumb at Tao, who
stood behind me, and said, “You were right. The skinny one can’t be
the killer. One needs to be very strong to do what has been done to
poor Takual.”

The burly man grabbed his brother’s leg just
under the knee and lifted it up from the counter. The lower half of
the dead man’s leg dangled loosely, broken at mid-shin. He repeated
the gesture with his brother’s other leg. It was broken as
well.

I picked up the dead man’s forearms and
carefully manipulated them, and did the same thing with his
hands.

“Lord!” I exclaimed, dropping the dead man’s
hands. “This can’t be.” I took one of the dead man’s hands into
mine again and squeezed it…it was like squeezing a leather glove
stuffed with loose pebbles. I rapidly inspected the rest of the
man’s body, checking every limb to be sure I wasn’t mistaken.
Sadly, I wasn’t.

“What is it, my lord? What did you find?”
asked Milo in a concerned tone.

“Every bone of this man’s body has been
broken…every joint dislocated.” I shook my head in dismay. “If I
wasn’t seeing it and touching it for myself, I’d never have
believed such a thing possible.”

“Black magic,” was whispered by the growing
number of bystanders gathered around the booth.

“Someone put a curse on him.”

“Shhh!” I hushed, wishing all those people
would go away. “Merchant,” I addressed the burly man, “do you know
if your brother had any enemies?”

“No more than anyone else here.”

Milo tugged on my tunic. “Maybe theft was the
motive for this murder.”

That was a possibility. I scanned the dead
merchant’s booth, examining the objects it contained: brass
teapots, porcelain sugar bowls, a small bronze tablet, quantities
of pewter kitchen utensils; then my eyes fell on the display shelf
at the back of the booth. Valuable silver platters rimmed in gold
and inlayed with ivory neatly lined it. Under the shelves sat a
bronze table adorned in elegant silver filigree.

“No, Milo. A thief would have taken
those…unless—” Turning to the burly man, I asked, “Merchant, do you
see anything missing in your brother’s shop?”

“When I arrived I found the booth in a state
of disorder—for one, his metal ingot box was toppled. But the
silver and gold trinkets it contains were still there, scattered on
the ground like vulgar detritus. It’s apparent to me that theft
wasn’t the reason my brother was killed.”

“I think you’re…” The rest of my words caught
in my throat, as an unpleasant sensation washed over me like putrid
water. At that instant I could have sworn something viscous and
vile had glided over my skin. It was as if some disgusting creature
had brushed me. The unpleasant sensation brought back memories of
the ghoul I had encountered in Sorvinka, a revolting creature with
a similar slimy aura. This, however, was different—and worse in
some mystifying way. I scanned the surroundings for its source,
which was nearby. I could still sense it. But what was it? And
where did it come from? I had no idea. Concentrating my senses on
the feel of its aura, I tried to follow its trail. Unfortunately,
because of the crowd of curious folk assembled around the booth
hindering my path, I only managed to take a few steps before it
vanished into thin air. I pivoted on my heels, round and round,
desperately seeking it out. “Argh,” I let out in frustration when I
failed to find its trail again.

“What is it, my lord?” asked Milo.

“I don’t know.”

“Did you detect any remnant of magic on the
dead man?”

“Magic—no. I felt something, but it
wasn’t on that man.” I looked at the people who surrounded us, and
noted that whenever our eyes would meet, they would avert theirs
quickly. I also discovered that they all wore similar expressions,
not guilt, but akin to it. “Milo, I have the feeling there’s
something these people are not telling us.”

“I know what it is,” whispered Tao beside
me.

I flinched, surprised by his presence so
close to me.

“COME. COME WITH ME,” He blared at us in an
oddly loud voice. With a quick peek at the assembled merchants, Tao
continued his tirade, “I HAVE A FINE KNIFE I AM CERTAIN YOU WOULD
LOVE TO HAVE.”

Milo and I exchanged baffled looks. Now
isn’t the time to try to make a sale, I thought, annoyed.

“Tao, I’m not interested—” I hadn’t finished
my sentence when the truth dawned on me. I believed I knew the
reason behind Tao’s sudden urge to sell me his goods. I stared into
Tao’s eager eyes. “Actually, I do need a good knife.”

Appalled by Tao’s effrontery and confused by
my reply, Milo was shaking his head. “Oh no, my lord, we have
enough knives. And I’m sure that they are of better quality than
whatever the little scoundrel can offer us. I don’t trust him. I
think he’s a crook…out for money—yours.”

“Hush, Milo!” I promptly ordered. Then with a
smile, I said, “Show me that knife, Tao. I’m eager to see it.”

The young Chechow hurried to his booth and
began rummaging in the sturdy wood trunk stored under his
counter.

“My looord,” whined Milo.

“Not another word. This isn’t what you
think.” I redirected my focus to Tao, now resurfacing from under
the counter with a rolled up bundle of leather in his hands. I eyed
the bundle and was suddenly invaded by doubts. I thought this was
only a ruse to discreetly share information. I didn’t expect to be
shown merchandise for real. Was I wrong to trust this boy? Was he
only trying to sell me something? “Er, well, I hope it isn’t what I
think it is.”

Undeterred, Tao dropped the bundle on the
counter and swiftly unrolled it. Neatly lined up inside the sheet
of leather were twelve superbly crafted knives and daggers. Head
raised high and beaming with pride, Tao spoke in a voice loud
enough so the people still gathered behind us could easily hear
every word he was saying. “See, I didn’t lie. These are the best
knives one can buy in the whole city.”

I looked at Tao’s grinning face and wiggling
eyebrows. “Play along,” his expression seemed to say, “Play along.”
Why not, I thought and tried to look and sound interested.
“They are fine indeed. May I get a closer look?”

“Please, go ahead,” said Tao.

As I bent down to examine the knives, I
observed that the people gathered behind me were slowly moving
away. So it was a ruse after all…which pleased me more than I’d
expected, and I had to suppress a grin in order to keep up the
charade. I removed one of the daggers from its leather binding and
inspected it carefully. A cloud design was expertly etched on its
blade and a jade dragon encased in the handle. There was a small
ruby clutched in one of the dragon’s paws. I presented the dagger
to Milo. “Do you still think our knives and daggers are superior to
this one?”

“Perhaps I spoke too quickly,” admitted Milo
with blatant discontent. “This merchant’s goods are better than I
expected. Still, it’s not a reason to pressure us into a sale. My
advice is not to buy anything.” His green irises oozing distrust,
Milo glared at Tao. “We don’t need anymore knives, so stop trying
to sell us one.”

Without missing a beat, Tao replied, “Oh, I
have other things you might prefer instead.” The young merchant
took an iron box from under his counter and set it in front of us.
“Look in here,” he said, opening the box. “These are old pieces of
jewelry I buy to melt and reuse. I also reutilize many of the
stones too for my work. Is there anything in this box you
fancy?”

I glanced at the small treasures scattered at
the bottom of the box: old, yet exquisite pieces of work—a shame
that they’d be melted down. “Thank you, Tao, but I don’t need
jewelry. I prefer the dagger.”

“My lord, no,” begged Milo.

“I’ll give you three silver coins for
it.”

“I can’t part from it for less than
five.”

Milo’s resounding gasp of outrage brought a
smile to my lips, which I quickly hid behind my hand. Poking an
index finger at Tao, Milo went on a rant. “How dare you ask for
more money from my lord who just saved your miserable life. He
shouldn’t have to pay for the dagger! You should gift it to
him.”

“I’m extremely grateful to your master for
having saved my life. However, I cannot afford to do that. Your
master is obviously a very rich man, while I’m nothing but a poor
merchant.”

“You’re just a crafty little crook!” spat
Milo.

“Enough, Milo,” I warned. “Pay the man.”

“But…but…”

Grasping my servant’s elbow, I muttered
behind my hand, “Listen, Milo, the knives, the dagger—is a
diversion. Look behind you. The other merchants are gone now.”

Milo peeked over his shoulder. When he turned
back toward me I saw an apologetic look on his face.

Tao leaned forward and pretended to show us
details on the dagger. “See, if you’re occupied with me, they can’t
sell you anything…and so left. To be honest, there are subjects I
dare not speak about openly to you when other merchants are within
earshot. They would not approve of my telling you things they don’t
want strangers to know, including everything that has happened
recently.”

Tao did a rapid survey of the neighboring
area before focusing his attention on the dead merchant’s booth
again. “This sort of killing has happened before.”

I nodded. “Yes, I recall you mentioning other
deaths. How many people were killed?”

“Too many. Dozens.”

Milo plucked a knife out of Tao’s spread and
twirled it in his hand as if to check its balance. “I don’t see
what all the fuss is about. This is a huge city. It’s bound to have
lots of criminals.”

“I’m afraid Milo is right on this,” I
said.

Tao nodded. “I know how it looks. But all the
murdered men were merchants, and although criminals may be involved
in some of them…on the whole there have been too many of these
strange murders, far more than usual.” Tao’s expression became
somber. “The Anchin believe that we Chechow are guilty of those
murders. It’s not true. Chechow and Taiko merchants are not the
culprits here, because many of our own people have been killed
too.”

I scratched my beard. Tao might have a point.
“All right, who do you think is behind this then?”

Tao became nervous. Stretching over his
counter, he whispered in a tone of secrecy, “The Ger bül.”

“The what?”

“The Ger bül.”

I frowned, confused. In Anchin the word Ger
bül meant family. “Whose family?”

“Shhh…” hushed Tao. “Lower your voice.
Mentioning them aloud is very dangerous.”

“Fine!” I murmured. “Just tell me whose
family it is.”

Tao rolled his eyes. “No one’s. The Ger bül
isn’t a family, but a circle of criminals working together. They
control the west side of the city. If a merchant wants to do
business there, he must pay a fee to the Ger bül or face
reprisals.”

“What kind of reprisals?”

“It varies, depending on the amount
due—broken bones, burnt booths…death.”

“I see.”

Oddly enough, I wasn’t entirely convinced.
Although it was probable this circle of criminals might be involved
with the recent deaths, blaming the local bandits was a tad too
convenient. I needed more information on the Ger bül before I made
up my mind.

“Tao, tell me, have you…GASP.” A
sudden cold chill seized me; my skin erupted in goose bumps and a
violent shudder shook my entire body. I recognized the feeling
instantly as the strange sensation I had detected before. This time
it was stronger, more precise too. It must belong to a nearby
presence. Someone or something was watching us.

I walked away from the booth and scanned our
surroundings. Movement on my left caught my eye. I shifted my focus
there, and saw the shadow of a silhouette fleeing through an alley.
A spy?

“Over there, Milo!” I said, pointing to the
alley. “It went that way. I saw it.” Without further delay, I
dashed after the fleeing shadow with loyal Milo on my heels.
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I raced through one sinuous alley after the
fugitive until my lungs burned. Gasping for air, I bent over,
resting my hands on my knees. “No use, Milo. He’s faster than us. I
give up.”

“Who was it, my lord?” asked Milo, exhibiting
no sign of fatigue. He had more endurance than I—then again, his
legs were much longer than mine.

“I don’t know…a man by the shape of it—and a
spy to boot.”

I straightened myself and examined the area.
Fruits, meat and baked goods’ shops occupied this part of the
market. The smell of freshly baked bread and sweet berries
embalming the air teased my nose and made my mouth water. My
stomach gurgled angrily; I was suddenly very hungry. What was I
doing here, chasing shadows like this? What was I thinking? I
suddenly wanted to be back at the lodging house, sipping Uncle
Sho’s excellent tea and eating breakfast. “Let’s return to Uncle
Sho’s, Milo.”

We retraced our steps to the last alley we
had taken, then entered a vast square with seven exits. We chose
the one located directly in front of us. After several twists and
turns, we found ourselves in the food market again. Once more we
returned to the square and chose another alley…and once again we
wound up at the food market. However, this time we emerged in a
totally different section of it. I certainly didn’t recall having
seen a camel meat vendor before.

“I think we’re lost,” said Milo.

I didn’t reply.

“My lord, perhaps we should ask someone for
directions.”

Again I didn’t answer; instead, I took a
stroll in front of the different shops until I found one that
suited me. I settled on a small one with a green awning because it
seemed to be attracting a lot of customers. Believing that this
gathering of people had to be an indication of quality, I took my
place in the queue. When my turn finally came and I approached the
counter, I was glad to see I’d had the right idea. The shop was
well kept and the vendor looked clean. Good! Moreover, a
vast array of roasted and grilled venison was displayed on a table
behind the counter, each item looking more appetizing than the
next.

I pointed at the thin strips of meat impaled
on skewers. “How much?”

“Hmm, my lord, is this wise?” Milo’s tone
betrayed his disapproval.

“I’m starving, and we’re lost. Wise enough
for me.”

“But…wouldn’t it be best to ask what sort of
meat it is first?”

“No. I think it’s best not to know.”

Fortunately mine turned out to be a good
decision, because whatever meat was impaled and roasted on these
wooden skewers, it proved delicious enough to make me return to the
shop to buy two more skewers for us.

While waiting to be served, I heard the
distinctive sound of an argument. Leaving my spot by the counter, I
tiptoed toward the sound of the voices. Within a few steps, I
realized that they were coming from behind the stand of a melon
vendor. Careful not to be seen, I hid behind a cart laden with big,
green fruits and subtly examined the group of people gathered at
the back of the fruit shop.

At first glance, I saw they were all Anchin.
There were visible differences between the three major races living
in the city. For one, the Anchins had a darker skin tone and
possessed a stockier build than the Chechows. In addition, the
Anchins always wore similar dark wool clothing, composed of a long
coat-like garment with a characteristic overflap front, thin belt
and narrow-legged pants. This traditional costume was called a
del. The Chechow people, in general, tended to dress in
colorful, short, silk tunics and fine cotton pants. As for the
Taiko, they favored earth-toned, wrap-around-calf-length robes
cinched at the waist with wide sashes. Khuan, who was Taiko, often
sported this type of clothes. Anchin men wore their hair short,
while Chechow and Taiko men almost always had long braided
hair.

Redirecting my focus on the group, I quickly
identified a leader among them. A sturdy middle-aged man with eyes
set wide apart and flat cheeks, he had limp oily hair that hung
flat on either side of his face like seaweed on a rock at low tide.
As he turned my way, I noted that this man also possessed a
frightening amount of nose hair.

“The Chechow have killed another one of us,”
he said, pounding his fist in his open palm. “We can’t let them get
away with it.”

“What if it’s not them, Soutar?” said the
big-bellied merchant on the leader’s left.

“Oh, it’s them all right!” Soutar snorted in
disgust. “Who else do you think it could be? The Chechow did it! We
must avenge our own!”

“We did so already—and it didn’t change
anything,” added a buxom woman in a bloody butcher apron.

“Then we must strike harder,” said Soutar,
the leader.

A hand touched my shoulder. I wheeled around,
fists raised ready to hit my assailant. To my relief, it was only
Milo, and by the look on his face I had frightened him as much as
he had me.

“Oh, I deeply apologize...mmm…” I pressed a
hand over his mouth before he could go any further.

“Shhh. Look,” I whispered, showing him the
group.

He nodded. I released my grip on him.
Standing together side by side, we listened to Soutar's plan to rid
the city of all Chechow merchants.

“My lord,” murmured Milo, “I must tell you
something.”

“What!” I blew through the corner of my
mouth.

“I too have overheard similar discussions,
but from Chechow merchants.”

“Are you certain?”

“Yes. They were gathered in front of that big
silk store…you know…the one we passed twice.”

“I remember it well.” The store had made
quite an impression on me, not only because of its sheer size, but
also because of the quality of the silk it sold—splendid fabric. I
nudged Milo in the ribs. “Come on. We’ve heard enough to get a good
idea of the situation. Clearly, these merchants are at war with
each other. And by the sound of it, the situation is about to get
worse.”

As we were returning to the meat vendor’s
shop, I began wondering why the emperor allowed such reprehensible
and disrupting acts to be committed in his city. Then again, to be
perfectly honest, my late father, the Sultan of Telfar, had not
cared much for the safety of the merchants of his own city. This
conflict was dangerous; it was teetering on the brink of open war
and should be taken seriously. Such an uprising could spread
through the city and destabilize it or throw it into chaos. In my
opinion, something had to be done about it before it was too
late.

 


* * *

 


After having eaten our fill of delicious
grilled meats, Milo and I decided to return to the seven-exit
square and try one last time to find our way back to Uncle Sho’s
lodging house. As we were inspecting the different roads offered to
us, I noted a sudden change in the square’s atmosphere. Its noisy
boisterousness of a moment ago was gone; an oppressing silence now
replaced it. I looked around and saw that many of the merchants
seemed tense, uneasy, even frightened.

“Something’s not right,” I told Milo. I had
barely uttered those words when I was rudely pushed aside by the
wave of customers urgently evacuating the square’s left corner.

My curiosity piqued, I ventured in that
direction anxious to see the cause of such a speedy exodus. I was
halfway there when I heard a woman scream.

“NO, stop!” she yelled in a pleading tone.
“I’ll pay! I’ll pay!”

A series of loud noises rang in the air.

I hastened my steps in the direction of the
commotion. Before I could reach the corner from where the sounds
emanated, I was hit over the head by a flying wicker basket.

“Hey!” I exclaimed, staring angrily at the
man who was busy destroying the display of baskets of a lady
vendor. He was clad in a strange dark-blue outfit with a red fist
painted in its back, which to me resembled a uniform of sorts. Upon
hearing my voice, the man froze in mid-motion, then slowly turned
toward me. His looks were Anchin: his strong shoulders, short black
hair and broad round face were typical of this race. I also
observed that a second smaller red fist was painted on the front of
his hip-length cotton tunic. “Stay out of this, stranger,” he
warned.

I looked at the woman. Rail thin, she was
trembling like a leaf in the wind; her eyes were wide with fear,
and her fists pressed hard enough against her pale cheeks to deform
her face. I felt pity for her. “Why are you attacking this woman?”
I asked the man. “What crime as she committed?”

“That’s none of your business, stranger. Go
away!”

“Are you one of the emperor’s men? What is
your position?”

The man laughed, slapping his knee.

The woman staggered toward me. “Help me,
please,” she cried in anguish. “They’re bandits! They’re only
bandits!”

“A bandit! I hate bandits!” There was no way
I was going to abandon this poor woman to her fate—none at all. I
glared at the man with the red fist emblem. “Leave her and her
goods alone,” I ordered firmly, while resting my hand on the hilt
of my rapier.

The man smiled, exposing dazzling white
teeth. He snapped his fingers, and two other men emerged from
behind the vendor’s booth.

Of course, I sighed, staring at the
newcomers. They too wore the dark-blue outfit with the red fist on
it. One detail struck me as odd though. The man on the left was
clearly Chechow, his lean slender body, long braided hair and fine
facial features were unmistakable. His two cohorts were Anchin. So
the two races could work together if need be—too bad it was doing
wicked acts of villainy. Still, the situation didn’t worry me too
much because Milo had just appeared at my side, sword in hand, and
two against three wasn’t bad odds.

The bandit with the white teeth shot one
glance at Milo, who was a head taller than most men in the city,
and his smile faded. I watched his Adam’s apple bob up and down as
he tried to swallow the lump that suddenly seemed lodged in his
throat. His eyes lowered to his short blade, then traveled to our
long swords.

Seeing conflict forming on his face, I
ventured a few words of advice to him and his cohorts, “Leave now
and no harm will come to you. Stay, and you and your friends will
die.”

The bandit glanced at his cohorts. The tall
Anchin on his right looked perplexed, while the smaller and more
slender Chechow on his left was clearly offended by my advice and
ready for combat. Sure enough, he threw his hands over his
shoulders and pulled out two short-bladed swords from behind
his back, which had been strapped there in some fashion. He held up
the short swords, one firmly clasped in each hand, and began
rubbing them together, as if to sharpen their edges. If this
sharpening was meant as an intimidation tactic, it failed. However,
it did make scratching, shrieking, teeth-grinding noises which
grated on my nerves, until, without warning, the Chechow bandit
leapt over a pile of baskets and rushed toward me, starting a
chain-reaction that propelled his reticent companions into
combat.

The Chechow slashed at me with both swords. I
ducked under his left blade’s attack, and leaned backward to escape
his second blade. From the corner of my eye, I saw Milo defending
himself against the assaults of the other two bandits. Thereafter I
was forced to concentrate on my own fight and lost sight of him.
This small Chechow bandit fought like a whirlwind. The man was as
swift as a mongoose and had more spring in his legs than a
grasshopper. When I lunged forward to pierce him with my sword and
he jumped in the air, making a back flip to land on his feet a safe
distance from me, I realized how deeply in trouble I was. This
man’s combat technique was unlike anything I had ever experienced.
His moves were totally unpredictable, his acrobatic attacks far too
quick for my reflexes. Damn! I was outmatched.

The shock must have showed on my face,
because my opponent chose this moment to grin at me, as if to mock
my pitiful defense. Then, in what I could only qualified as a
boasting impulse, he began a slow advance toward me, all the while
demonstrating his impressive combat ability by executing a series
of effortless jumps, high-kicks and elaborate blade swirls. From
where I stood, he looked like a kicking tornado—worse still, a
blade-wielding, kicking tornado.

I was left with one option—and not an
honorable one. I disliked being reduced to doing such a thing. But
to be perfectly honest, there was no way I could win a straight
fight against him. So, I pulled out the dagger I had bought from
Tao and concealed in my boot, and threw it at the jumping man. The
thin, sharp blade plunged deep in his throat, putting an end to his
gymnastics. Dropping his swords, the man clutched his throat in
vain amid gurgling sounds. I watched his eyes roll back in his
head. As the Chechow bandit collapsed to the ground, I turned to
Milo.

The tall eunuch had managed to keep his two
opponents at bay rather easily. Obviously those two did not possess
the incredible combat skill or technique of the small Chechow. And
by the stunned looks on their faces, they had not envisioned this
ending either. They stared at each other briefly, and then, in a
common accord, both turned tail and ran down the nearest alley.

I watched Milo’s shoulders sag with relief,
only to tense up again. He turned toward me.

“Worry not, I’m fine,” I said before he could
ask. “It’s a pity it came to this, though. The last thing I wanted
today was to kill someone.”

“You had no choice, my lord.”

“True! But it still doesn’t make me feel any
better.” I kneeled down beside the dead Chechow bandit. He looked
so young, which in itself did not mean that he was young; Chechows
had such smooth features. I was forced to admit I couldn’t estimate
their age as accurately as I could other races’ with whom I was
more familiar. After having wiped my sweaty forehead on my sleeve,
I extracted my dagger from his neck, and stared at the bloodstained
blade. “I know this bandit got what he deserved, still…this was a
cowardly way out. I’m not proud of it.”

“It was the only way, my lord,” said Milo
over my shoulder. “I’ve never seen this sort of fighting before. A
few minutes longer, and he would have killed you. Good thing you
bought that dagger.”

“A stroke of luck, really,” I said; deep
down, I didn’t feel lucky at all. “How sad for such a skilled
fighter to be wasting his life doing criminal activity.”

I felt the weight of Milo’s big paw on my
shoulder, then heard his voice whispering near my ear. “My lord,
can you imagine an army of those jumping warriors?”

I cringed. “I’d rather not.”

Once I was done cleaning the blood off my
dagger on the dead man’s clothes, I examined it again. Well,
this was a excellent purchase, I thought, rising to my feet. My
attention went to the basket merchant. The thin woman was busy
rebuilding her display of wicker containers. Her movements were
slow and clumsy, her hands trembling. I walked to her side and
began helping her.

Startled, she jumped back, arms raised to
protect her face.

“Don’t be scared,” I said softly. “I wish you
no harm.”

After a moment of hesitation, she cautiously
lowered her arms, exposing a tear-streaked face reddened with fresh
bruises. Her frightened eyes explored my face for some time before
she recognized me as her rescuer, and her fear dissolved. Her
expression now conveyed relief and gratitude. Grabbing my hands,
she kissed them over and over, while thanking me profusely. All the
neighboring merchants quickly joined us, and within moments we were
surrounded by dozens who thanked and cheered us loudly.

“QUIET!” a voice bellowed above the crowd.
“There’s no time for celebration! Stop this nonsense!” An imposing
Anchin man in his thirties made his way to the front of the small
gathering. His broad high-cheekboned face, big hands and powerful
forearms were blackened with soot. He wore the traditional thick
leather apron of a blacksmith over a dirty green del. “Listen to
me, foreigners,” he said in a tone of urgency, “you must leave now.
They will soon come back for you. And this time there will be more
of them.”

“Why?” I asked, curious.

“Why! Because you meddled in the Ger bül’s
affair. That’s why!”

“How do you know those bandits belonged to
the Ger bül?”

“Yes, how do you know?” echoed Milo, “They
didn’t mention anything about it to us.”

The blacksmith stared at us as if we were a
pair of simpletons. “They wore the red fist, the symbol of the Ger
bül. No other bandit will ever dare venture into the Ger bül’s
territory.”

“Oh—I see!”

“Where are you staying, foreigners?”

“Uncle Sho’s lodging house.”

The blacksmith scanned the square’s many
exits and pointed at the one on the far left. “Take that alley and
make two turns right and one left. With some luck, and if you
hurry, you may be able to reach the lodging house before they catch
up with you. Now go—GO!”

We obeyed without discussion. Taking the
lead, I ran through the narrow, encumbered alley as fast as I
could, knowing that Milo was close behind. Along the way, zealous
merchants shouted at us, as we passed their booths, in futile
attempt to sell us some of their goods. As we were coming around
the second bend, I realized something was amiss. First, the
merchants were purposely ignoring us and were all looking down at
their counters in silence. Second, Milo and I appeared to be the
only two people left in this section of the market. All the other
customers had fled.

“I don’t like this quietness,” declared Milo
once he had caught up with me.

“Neither do I.”

I scanned our surroundings. This minuscule
pocket of a market—a small swell between two alleys, really—was
oddly deserted. Intrigued, I decided to approach the nearest booth.
Maybe the merchant standing behind the counter could tell us what
was going on here. “My good man…” Before I had the chance to finish
my sentence, the panic-stricken merchant grasped the two wooden
shutters affixed on either side of his booth window and slammed
them shut in my face.

I blinked, stunned. When I turned to the
neighboring booth, it too closed with a loud clank. More resounding
clanks followed. CLANK. CLANK. CLANK-CLANK-CLANK.

I gave the market a sweeping look. All the
booths were closing, one after the other. I turned to Milo.

His mouth hanging loose, he was as shocked as
I was. “Ouch, this isn’t good.” he blurted out while unsheathing
his sword. Mine was already out by now.

With extreme caution, we slowly advanced
toward the center of the tiny market. We had not taken more than
five steps when men wearing the red fist outfits popped out from
behind the booths, tall displays, carts and stacks of piled wood.
They were everywhere.

“We’ve been ambushed,” hissed Milo, pressing
his back against mine.

“Yes. There’s at least a dozen of them.” As I
was saying those words, the men stepped forward and a second group
appeared behind them “Damn! Make that over two dozen.”

Within moments, the Ger bül’s men had formed
a tight circle around us, their fierce expressions betraying strong
wishes to see us gutted. And when they pulled their weapons out,
brandishing them in threatening manners, I noticed that nearly half
carried two blades like the leaping Chechow bandit I had
encountered earlier. Splendid, more of those springing
mongooses.

I scanned the circle in search of a weak spot
and found none. But, as I was surveying the group, I saw a man
approaching from the back of the circle. This new figure
immediately captured my attention. He wore the red fist outfit like
the other men. But his was sleeveless, with the seams cut high
above the shoulders, leaving his formidable muscular arms exposed.
Tattoos of two intertwined snakes, a red and a black one, encircled
his wrists, their heads reaching the middle of his forearms. His
neck was thick, and his loose, black hair, just long enough to
brush his broad shoulders. Next I studied his broad, square face.
He looked somewhat Anchin, yet his sharp cheekbones and deep-set,
round eyes made me suspect that he could be of mixed blood. His
gaze met mine and my suspicions concerning this man’s origin
crystallized into a concrete certainty. I was now sure of the fact,
mainly because the man had pale gray eyes.

He smiled and a dimple appeared in his left
cheek. “Foreigners, why am I not surprised!” he said in a deep
husky voice, the kind of hoarse tone one acquired after having
screamed too loudly for too long. Not that this man looked like the
screaming type, but by his commanding presence and self-assured
air, the only screaming he might do was to yell orders. He folded
his muscular arms over his chest and gave us a swift head-to-toe
appraisal. Needless to say, he didn’t look impressed. “Well,” he
began, sounding already out of patience “listen carefully,
foreigners. You have two choices. Fight us now and die, or
surrender.”

I frowned. “Surrender and what?”

“And be led before our leader. He’ll decide
your fate.”

“Those are poor choices.”

“Considering that you’ve killed one of our
lead men, it’s far better than what I would have given you.
Cha’tas, our leader, is much more generous than I am.” The icy look
on his face told me that if it was left to him, he would have had
our throats slit immediately. He took a few steps in my direction
and abruptly stopped. He touched his temples and stepped back. His
brows tightly knitted, he stared at me with a sudden intensity. I
didn’t care for the look he was giving me. Not only did I find his
scrutiny rude, but I must admit that it was also unnerving. In
fact, it was giving me an upset stomach. There was something
unpleasant about the way he was scrutinizing me, as though he was
in the process of stripping me bare, layer by layer. His pale gray
eyes narrowed. He tilted his head and very slowly inched toward me.
After two steps, he cringed as if in pain and backed away rapidly.
“Rogue,” he spat, his face twisted in contempt.

Again with this word?

“What is your decision, foreigner?” the
tattooed man asked

“I suppose I will meet with your leader,” I
said, and reluctantly dropped my sword.

The tattooed man flashed a jubilant,
one-dimpled smile at me, and I immediately regretted my decision.
Oh well, too late now.

 


 


 


 



Chapter Five

 


 


 


 


Blindfolded, our hands tied behind our backs,
Milo and I were led through the city’s meandering alleys.
Staggering along in total darkness, I struggled to remain on my
feet. This wasn’t an easy task because our captors kept poking us
in the ribs or striking us in the back to force us to walk faster.
I had already fallen twice, when a hard shove on the shoulder
brought me to my knees once more.

“Stand up!” ordered the man behind me.

“Stop pushing me and I won’t fall.” Slowly
rising to my feet, I concentrated on the sounds and smells around
me. It was quieter than before.

A series of light ding, ding, ding noises
rang on my left. Bells, I thought, small brass ones by
the sounds of it. I could also hear the bleating of goats and
smell the scent of grass in the air. From this I concluded that we
weren’t in the market anymore. I stopped walking.

“Milo, are you there?” I called.

“Over here!”

Milo’s voice had come from a short distance
ahead of me. Good, I thought, we’re still
together.

“Stop talking!” ordered my captor, nudging me
in the ribs with something hard and blunt. “Move. Move.”

I obeyed, but as slowly as possible. Needless
to say, I was in no hurry to meet their leader. I wondered how far
from his lair we really were—perhaps not as far as I thought. By
now I suspected that all this running around throughout the city
was only meant to disorient us so we wouldn’t be able to retrace
our steps to their lair. Well, it worked to perfection, because
right then I couldn’t have been more lost. After a last series of
twists and turns, we finally came to a halt. I heard the squeaking
of old hinges in need of grease. Then, roughly shoved forward, I
bumped into someone’s back. “Milo?” I inquired.

“Yes. I think we’re at their hideout.”

“Shut up, you two!” a voice boomed on my
left. “From now on you’ll speak only when spoken to.”

I sighed and took a couple of hesitant steps
forward. The tip of my foot hit something hard and I pitched
forward. “OOOH,” I cried out as strong hands grabbed me from
behind, holding me up. If not for their intervention, I believed I
would have hit the ground face first.

“Thank you,” I said with genuine
gratitude.

“Raise your feet. There’s a step.”

I did as told and climbed up on what seemed
to be a wooden floor. Immediately, I sensed a change in the
atmosphere around me. The warm rays of the sun, which until now had
beamed on my shoulders, were gone, and cool air enveloped me. I
noted that besides the sounds of throats clearing and feet
shuffling, it was dead silent in there.

Next, I was led down a flight of stairs. Once
at the bottom, someone grabbed my elbow and guided me into what
felt like a different room. Despite being blindfolded, I could tell
that this was a vast chamber. Large spaces had a peculiar feel
because the air moved differently in them; sounds often gained an
echoing quality in spacious rooms. And there was lots of noise.
Hushed whispers echoed around me. Whatever the place was, it was
filled with people.

I cleared my throat and said, “I demand my
companion and I be released at once. I’m warning you, I have
influential friends in this city.”

“What is he babbling about,” I heard one of
our captors say.

“Don’t know, he’s too hard to understand,”
remarked another.

“Untie them!” echoed from my right. I
recognized the tattooed man’s deep, husky voice.

I felt my ties being cut off. Soon after, my
blindfold was ripped from my eyes. I squinted and blinked while
rubbing my wrists. As soon as my vision had regained part of its
acuity, I peered around. To my relief, I saw Milo right beside me,
unharmed, although he looked most unhappy. Reassured about the
condition of my servant, I examined the room carefully; its center,
where Milo and I stood, was brightly lit, but the rest of the place
was plunged in darkness. Although I couldn’t see much of it, the
place for some reason gave a definite impression of luxury. Maybe
it was due to the fine rug spread under my boots, or the elaborate
brass lantern suspended above my head, or simply the sheer quantity
of silk cushions and richly embroidered mats upon which the row of
men closest to me were seated. As my vision became accustomed to
the surrounding semidarkness, additional rows of men slowly
appeared behind the first. I was able to distinguish several more
rows on my left and right, plus a few behind me. Those rows formed
a circle around us. One thing struck me about these men, though,
and it wasn’t that they belonged to different
ethnicities—no—what struck me was that they all wore
the red fist outfits.

“This is a thieves’ lair,” muttered Milo
through the corner of his mouth.

The thief standing beside him brutally jammed
the blunt end of his spear into Milo’s ribs. “Not a word, I
said!”

Clutching his side, Milo shot a murderous
glare at the man.

I felt my jaw muscles clench, and I glared at
the tattooed man. “Where is this leader of yours? You better call
him, because I’m done waiting.” To emphasize my words, I spun
toward the man standing guard over me, and snatched his spear out
of his hands. In the same continuous motion, I stroked him
behind the knees with the spear shaft, knocking the man flat on his
back. I leapt back, the sharp end of the spear pointed at the
tattooed man. To my astonishment, the circle of thieves burst into
laughter. The tattooed man, on the other hand, remained dead
serious. He just stared at me, with his muscular arms once more
folded over his chest, while shaking his head over and over. Only
then did I notice the frail old man standing beside him.

I flinched, taken aback by this newcomer. It
wasn’t the man’s sudden presence in our midst that shocked me so,
but his physical appearance.

Without a doubt, this was the oldest person I
had ever seen in my life. He had thin, dry, sallow skin resembling
an ancient piece of parchment. It even smelled like old paper. Long
white hair loosely covered his narrow shoulders, and even though
his mane was as vaporous as an organza veil, I thought it
miraculous that this breathing corpse still had hair on his head.
Dressed in a simple, blue silk robe and wearing strange wooden
platform sandals, the old man exuded an air of confidence and calm
that could only be acquired with time—lots and lots of time by the
look of it. Quite frankly, I never fathomed one could live
so long. I studied his face, trying to define his
race—Chechow seemed more plausible. Yet I wasn’t completely sure of
this. He did possess some of their features, such as high
cheekbones and an oval face. However, this man was so heavily
wrinkled that it made it rather hard to define his origin with
total accuracy.

The old bandit painstakingly shuffled toward
us and bowed with his hands joined but hidden inside the wide
sleeves of his robe. When he straightened, I saw that his eyes were
as dark as Lilloh’s and imbued with an alarming amount of
intelligence and cunning. These were the eyes of a man who couldn’t
be fooled by anything or anyone. Instinctively feeling the need to
distance myself from him, I attempted to back away from him.

“Don’t move; let me look at you,” he said in
a voice so ageless that it could have belonged to a
twenty-year-old; the effect was quite disturbing. “So, you’re the
foreigner who killed one of my best men.” He paused, nodding.
“Impressive.”

“The rogue cheated,” objected the
tattooed man. “He threw a knife at him.”

“Cheater! Cheater!” clamored the assembly of
thieves.

The old man raised a skeletal hand with long
yellow fingernails, silencing the assembly. “Sometimes cheating is
the only way to win. And who are we to criticize such an act. We
cheat all the time.”

Once more, the assembly erupted in laughter.
A discontented look darkened the tattooed man’s face. He was
getting angrier by the minute. As if this wasn’t bad enough, I
remarked that his entire attention was fixed on me. The weight of
his pale gray gaze made me uneasy. There was something about him I
didn’t like—besides his being a vile bandit—something more
that twisted my stomach into painful knots every time he came near
me. Despite my best efforts, I failed to figure out what it was.
Nevertheless, I knew I wanted to be as far away from him as
possible, and decided this was as good a time as any for me to make
my move. Aiming my spear at the old man, I ordered, “Let us
go.”

The bandit leader smiled. “Don’t be silly
now. Drop that weapon.”

“No!”

“Look behind you.”

I narrowed my eyes and tightened my grip on
the spear.

“Look at your companion.”

“Damn!” I hissed. I knew all too well what I
was going to see before I looked. And sure enough, when I glanced
over my shoulder I saw that three thieves had surrounded Milo,
their weapons pointed at him. I dropped the spear.

The old man nodded. “Good. For an instant, I
feared you might belong to that breed of unreasonable heroic men
who must always fight regardless of the situation, even though only
death can be achieved. I’m glad to see you do not belong to their
ranks.”

I was speechless for a bit. Had he insulted
me? I wasn’t sure. I stared at the old man. “Who are you?”

“Oh, how impolite of me. My name is Cha’tas.
I am the leader of the Ger bül. And with whom do I have the
pleasure of speaking?”

“Amir Ban. My companion’s name is Milo.”

“Hmmm,” said Cha’tas. He tented his hands
together, fingertips pressing against fingertips. His long yellow
nails, I observed, were filed into sharp points. They looked like
small talons. The pinky nails were particularly long and curvy. I
found it repulsive. “Amir Ban…strange name. Your accent is unusual.
It’s full of very strong H sounds, and the way you pronounce Cs, as
if you were coughing, is bizarre. Where do you hail from? What is
your country of birth?”

“Telfar,” I said, and nothing more.

The old man’s eyebrows climbed up. “Telfar!
You are very far from your home, young nobleman.”

“I fear you are mistaken. I’m not a nobleman,
just a humble traveler.”

Cha’tas smiled. “Please, I have ears
everywhere in the city. And many ears heard your companion address
you as my lord.”

“Ooooh,” whimpered Milo. “I’m so sorry—”

“Not another word, Milo,” I snapped.

My servant paled, the corners of his mouth
dipped down, and he hung his head.

I expelled a long exasperated breath and
stared hard at the old man. “Listen, bandit, I’ve had quite enough
of this charade and theatrics. What is the goal of all this
questioning?”

Cha’tas gave me a cold, yet oddly patient
stare. “You can blame it on curiosity.”

“Curiosity?” Now I was truly lost.

“Shal-galts are rare…rogue shal-galts, rarer
still. Never would I have imagined that one day I would meet one
hailing from the land of desert and sand.” Cha’tas placed one of
his skeletal, yellow-taloned hands on the tattooed man’s
forearm. “Mokoi, what do you suggest we do with this rare
bird?”

MOKOI! Upon hearing his name, I nearly
choked. Mokoi in Anchin meant snake. I felt a small smile
curling my lips; actually, when thinking of it, Snake was a
rather appropriate name for a brigand.

With his face all screwed, Mokoi glared at me
with blatant loathing. “You know how I feel about rogues. I say we
slit his throat.”

Cha’tas shook his head. “Slit his throat,
slit his throat. That’s your solution to everything. Slit his
throat, tsk-tsk-tsk. Surely, we can find a more profitable
outcome to this affair.”

“Master, he’s a rogue. You know how they
are.”

“I know that he owes me for killing my man,
and that a corpse cannot pay his debts.”

“A corpse also cannot hurt us, Master. We
need to be rid of this rogue before he brings us bad luck.”

I listened to their exchange with growing
anger. I did not take name-calling lightly. “Why does everyone keep
calling me a rogue? I’ve done nothing to deserve—”

“Curb your tongue,” boomed Mokoi in a
commanding tone. “Your kind brings only trouble everywhere they
go.”

“My kind? What do you know about Telfarian
nobles, Mokoi?”

“Nothing, but here we care not for nobles in
general. They are a lazy, worthless lot. We got rid of them long
ago.”

“That’s strange. I thought you had an
emperor. He’s a nobleman. Is he lazy and worthless too?”

Gasps of outrage arose from the circle of
thieves.

I winced. I didn’t need more clues to know
I’d gone too far—it was obvious the instant those words came
out of my mouth.

Fuming, Mokoi drew his blade. “Make peace
with your God, rogue, because you’re about to meet him.” He raised
his sword. I braced myself for the blow. Just as he was about to
smite me, a voice coming from behind the thieves’ circle yelled,
“STOP!”

My eyes widened. Lilloh—here?

Mokoi froze in mid-motion, his blade raised
high above his head. In my opinion, the man wouldn’t have looked
more shocked if it had suddenly begun raining frogs.

I turned in the direction where the voice had
originated to watch the circle of thieves open up and Lilloh march
in under their hushed murmurs. She forged ahead without any
hesitation and fear, chin held high and eyes blazing. As if sensing
the threat she represented to their lives, thieves scattered away
from her as she advanced. She halted beside Milo, and resolutely
stared down the old bandit. I noted how nonchalantly her
hand was resting on the pommel of her sword; to me the gesture
seemed intended more as a reminder of what could possibly happen if
things didn’t go her way than as an open threat.

Then Lilloh’s face relaxed into a polite
smile, and she bowed to the old man. “Master Cha’tas, it’s been a
long time since we last met.”

The old man bowed too. “Emissary Lilloh, I am
honored by your visit. I’ve heard of your mission in the icy land
of Sorvinka, and am glad to see you return to us.”

“Thank you, Master Cha’tas.” Lilloh then
turned to the tattooed man. Her face lost all warmth. “Mokoi,” she
said with obvious disdain.

Mokoi didn’t say a word, just looked away.
But I could swear I saw an embarrassed expression cross his face
right before his pale gray eyes fell on me, burning with
deep-seated resentment.

I stared coldly at the bandit. “As you can
see, Snake, I didn’t lie when I said we knew powerful people
here.”

Lilloh spun around. Grasping the front of my
tunic in her fist, she pulled me toward her in one forceful jerk
and blew through clenched teeth, “Not another word, Amir. You hear
me.”

“Wha—”

“Hush!” she commanded. “If you want to walk
out of here alive, you’d do well not to speak again, you hear me?”
Lilloh paused and stared at me for a long, awkward moment before
continuing, “You will stay silent, no matter what I say. Do not
utter a word, Amir…not one, understood?”

I nodded.

Seeming satisfied, Lilloh’s grip on my tunic
loosened, and she turned to Cha’tas again.

A sly smile lit up the old man’s face. “What
is the reason of your visit, Emissary Lilloh? I must confess I am
quite intrigued by your presence in my lair.”

A lengthy stretch of time passed before
Lilloh answered. At first I thought she needed time to regain her
calm, and, sure enough, when she spoke again it was in the tired,
frustrated tone one would use when speaking about unruly children.
“These two foreigners are in fact the reason I’m here.”

“Hmmm,” said Cha’tas, his eyes sparkling with
greed. “To command the attention of one of the emperor’s
emissaries, they must be people of great importance.”

“Hardly!” said Lilloh. “Traveling companions
for whom I feel a slight responsibility toward their
safety.”
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