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CHAPTER |

The Fehi nnan ship floated on a sea that glowed in the sun |ike a heated copper
pl ate, becalmed with all sails set and hanging linp. The water stretched out
to a sulfur-colored horizon in swells like ripples in thick oil. They'd | ost
the wind a week ago in the journey west across the Lannic.

The Fair-Wnd Flycatcher, a baroque-rigged two-hundred tonner, had wei ghed
anchor out of the colony city of N ibuah near the Pillars of Heaven guardi ng
the strait to the Cosed Sea. She carried a tight-packed cargo of nearly five
hundred sl aves, ivory, dyestuffs, pepper and netal for Illizbuah, the capita
of Fehi nna across the Lannic Ocean; that had been over thirty-three days ago,
nore than | ong enough for a crossing with favoring weather. Over the days, the
press of bodies in the hold had | essened as the dead were thrown to the sharks
followi ng the ship. Wen the coffles got small enough, they were brought on
deck to be fed and hosed down and exercised. The stink of shit and bl ood and
fear was soaked into the ship's wood, hovering, clotting as it sat, trodden
into the boards of the deck as the slaves shuffled to the sound of the

sl ave-dance drumrer. Now, with the ship becal med, the sharks circled rather
than foll owi ng, waiting.

Megan Wi tl ock watched her feet lift, then fall, [ift then tall to the
drunbeat, pale toes gripping, a stinging sensation rising fromthe oak
manacl es where they'd torn old scabs off. There wasn't nuch bl eedi ng t hough
for which she was thankful. So tired, she thought.

Ti ght - packi ng sl aves was a ganbl e on good wi nds. The captain of the Flycatcher
had | ost.

The Zak woman was shorter than the rest of her coffle, though not by much.
Along with bl ack slaves bought fromthe Poquay, the fortified tradi ng posts
strung al ong the coast of the southern continent, there were a few crimnals
from N i buah and its settl enents-Fehi nnan stock and shorter than nost naZak
she was used to. \Were they were olive-skinned, she was pale as mlk, and

t hough her hair was as black as theirs, it fell like straight silk, when
unbrai ded, rather than clinging in wiry curls. The sun burned her skin. How
many tinmes had they been dragged up to dance? At |east the slavers had stopped
demandi ng that they sing.

Dance. Dance to exercise us. Pound the stupid drum pipe on the silly wooden

whistle. 1'"'mnot going to die on this stinking tub. I have to live to have ny
revenge. The idea of revenge burned quietly now, put away in the back of her
m nd. There were nore inportant things to pay attention to; like holding to

life, fighting not to becone a dunb beast in chains. She ignored the watching
crewfolk with crossbows and spears, and the ones with long switches ready to
keep the slaves noving sprightly.

The ol d Fehinnan in front of her stunbled. She caught his el bow though she
felt weak herself. "Don't fall, Jaipahl. Don't you dare die on ne." In the
foul dark air of the hold, he had been teaching her Fehinnan, as she had been
t eachi ng hi m Zak

"No. Not yet." His breathing was hoarse but steady. "Megan, it would be nore
correct if you used a formal tone, speaking Fehi nnan.”



"As if | should care to speak correctly to a master? Hi gh, formal, Fehinnan in
a slave's nout h?" Jai pahl | ooked over his shoul der, raised and dropped one
shoul der in a half shrug, and snmiled, thin white stubble on his cheek
creasi ng. Fehinnan had a fiendishly conplicated system of honorific

infl ections, altering the whol e neani ng dependi ng on the status of the
speakers. Mdst of the sailors and slaves around her spoke a sinplified pidgin.

"So, you plan to be a slave forever, a nofoar?"

She was panting too hard to answer, just shook her head, feet rising and
falling, shuffling to the drum She | ooked down at the |inks between them
concentrating on keeping her feet. This bit of exercise wouldn't have bothered
her a few weeks ago.

Then, she'd been able to feed herself things like fish oil so that the growth
of her claws wouldn't |eech her blood of iron. The w tch/heal er who had gi ven
themto her had explained that it would strain her body just to have stee
claws, that she would have to guard agai nst bl ood-weakness by eating liver and
fish oil. Megan could hardly say to a slaver, "Excuse ne, but | need a special
diet." Thank Koru, CGoddess, that the claws grew so slowy or she'd have been
dead by now.

In the darkness of the hold, she felt chilled even in the baking heat that
made t he ship's surgeon cone down naked and | eave after a few nmonents. She was
exhausted just by noving, short of breath, wanting anything with iron init.
She tried chewing on her nails thensel ves, but only ended up worrying at the
skin around them The |ock on the end of the coffle was just within her reach
the one bit of metal that she could lick, but it wasn't enough. She snorted to
hersel f. Never thought I'd Iive tone enough to develop cravings for liver. She
kept her hands closed | oosely so that her nails wouldn't catch the sun. The
slavers hadn't noticed and she'd worn a deep groove in one |link of the wooden
chain strung through her ankle nanacl es, despite the netallic hardness of the
tropi cal wood. The coffle was strung together with one chain | ooped through
foot shackles. One good twi st would snap the Iink and she'd be free; she and
the other nine in the coffle. I need a shoreline to swmto before | try
anyt hi ng, though.

The | ookout shouted and the piper stopped with a squeal, standing up; the
drumer thunped on for a stroke or two nen followed suit.

"Cap! Bad weat her making!"

The sl aves had stopped the nonment the sound had, standing |like fleshy posts in
t he deck. Megan raised her head, squinting at the horizon. There were cl ouds,
a thicker haze on the edge of the sea. Then a tiny doll-sized flash of

bl ue-white, horizontal Iightning.

| never was much good at judgi ng weather on a sea, Megan thought. But

The captain stared for a | ong nonment through the spy-glass, then spun on her
heel, shouti ng.

"Cet 'embelow Strike all sail but the jib, wind's comn'! U accano."

The bosun's pipe shrilled, sending sailors clanbering frantically to pull in
sail before the wind hit. The slaves were urged back into the hold with a
shout ed command, and when they didn't nove fast enough, a |ashing. Megan

bl i nked at the darkness, eyes refusing to adjust, watching the square of I|ight
and air above as the sailors quickly snapped | ocks into place and swarnmed back
up to the deck. Slanting across the tiny rectangles of sky, she could see the



ropes shaking as people scranbled in the rigging. The hatch cover rattled onto
its fittings with a hollow boomthat echoed through the sudden darkness,

| eaving only a patchwork gl eamthrough the grillwork in the center of the
wooden circle. A mallet sounded a hollow tock as they hamered the securing
wedges home. Wth the hatch shut and battened, dark and smell closed in.
"They're trying to run on jibs fromthe feel, k"
to her.

she nmurnured to Jai pahl, next

Sai |l cl ot h boomed above them moving in the gusts that brought a stray jet of
cooler air. The Flycatcher heeled over, sending Megan sliding agai nst her

chai ns and the rough wood, tearing the scabs on her back | oose, bilge gurgling
bel ow. Soreone cried out in the dark and a fight was starting further down the
coffle. The wood of the ship cracked and groaned as she righted and ran before
the wi nd.

"I believe we have a wind," Jaipahl said calmy, |oud over the noise.

Shkai'ra Mek Kermak's-kin grunted and sl apped at the npbsquitoes again,
crouchi ng on the sandspit and | eaning on her scabbarded saber, |ong ringers

wr apped around the bone hilt. The salt marsh whi spered on either side, and the
shouts and crashes fromthe villagers sal vagi ng the ship echoed | oud across
it. The I ongshore swanp snelled of rot, and the overcast rolled | ow and
threateni ng over air that shimered with heat and noisture, over oil-snmooth
sea the color of grey bread nold. Mre knocking sounds, as the natives broke
up the shipweck with stone-headed hanmers. They had stripped out everything
of use, and now they were taking the renmai nder apart for the stout oak tinmber.

M serabl e tub, Shkai'ra thought, spitting in the direction of the weck.

It had been a three-master, a freighter out of the Kahab Sea; from Kyuba,
headi ng north with sugar, rum nolasses and coffee for IIllizbuah, capital of
Fehi nna. And one down-on-her-1luck mercenary, shipping on as a narine to get
passage back to the city that was the closest thing to a hone she had. The
tall woman sl apped at the insects again and ignored the greasy sweat matting
her red-blond hair and running down her face; for a nmonent she thought

I ongingly of her native land far to the northwest. Cool wi nds blow ng the tal
prairie grass |like green-bronze waves, sky wide and blue . . . She shook her
head, the narrow hawk-features broodi ng and sullen

Luck-she made a sign with her sword-hand-had not been good of late. No pirate
attack, just a few galleys comng out to sniff their trail off the Sea

I sl ands, so she had not even earned any hard coin. Then the stormthat caught
themout to sea, blow ng them north past Fehinna and onto a sandbar on the
Joi si coast. The natives were m serable savages in nud huts, but they had sone
contact with outsiders and had taken the survivors in, for a stiff price.

A fresh shout brought her head up, and she unclipped the binoculars at her
wai st, standi ng and scanning out to sea.

I al she thought: yes! Sails, a mddling-size schooner. Fehinnan by her I|ines
and the sunburst flag.

A snoke-signal went up fromthe village, hidden off half a kil ometer west
behi nd dunes and scrub cedar. The sal vagers spl ashed back fromtheir work.
More of the Joisi swarnmed down to the beach; they were armed with | ong spears
and hi de shields, blowguns and wooden swords set with shark's teeth or pieces
of glass. Traders put in here to barter for nuskrat pelts, cedar oil and

what ever el se the locals had on hand, but a village that |ooked too easy a
mark m ght be plundered and its inhabitants hustled off to the slave markets



of the Cayspec |lands to the south.

Shkai'ra grinned slowy, standing. A black tontat left off its investigation
of the long sawgrass and sprang for her shoul der, clinbing up the horsehide
tuni c she had worn ever since the weck two weeks ago. She put up a hand to
rub absently at the cat's scarred chin. The jacket hid her nmoney belt quite
handi | y. There had been consi derabl e confusi on when the ship went ashore in
the storm and she had paid a last-minute visit to the captain's cabin. So
unfortunate, the captain being up on deck trying to save his ship, she

t hought .

And so fortunate, that trader comng in, her mnd went on as she sauntered
toward the | andi ng-stage. The ship had dropped anchor offshore, and a | ongboat
was stroking for the beach. These |ast few days, the savages had started

| ooking at the nmetal of her weapons and harness with specul ative eyes. It was
a considerable fortune, by |ocal standards.

"Back to Illizbuah," she said.

"Meeorw' the cat crooned, squinting its green eyes at the ship. He |liked
shi ps-they generally had an interesting popul ati on of rodents.

Li ke being in a nightmare, only with your eyes open, Megan thought as the ship
[ urched and flung her against the ring-bolt. She grabbed and clung to it,
feeling Jai pahl and the person beyond himcatch onto the chain Iinking them
together. She blinked to test that her eyes were open. The Arkan Hell is like
this: airless. On the fairest of days, when the hold was opened as nmuch as it
could be, a candle wouldn't stay lit on the bottom deck, fading to a red

snol der. During the stormthe ship was seal ed, and now it was |ike being

snot hered: you could fill your lungs till they hurt, but it did no good.

She licked dry lips, trying to swallow, bracing herself as she was flung on
top of Jaipahl, both of themsliding in the nush of shit and piss, blood and
vomt coating the boards. "Sorry," she shouted to nmake herself heard over the
shrieking of the ship. She could feel himnod. It was |like thunder in the
dark; the hull vibrating as it slid into the troughs of the waves, nunbing the
ears. The mpbans of the sick and dying couldn't be heard.

The Flycatcher's bottom boards, just above the bilge, were packed with slaves
lying head to toe, four across the beam Around the sides of the ship there
were half floors, w de enough for one rank of slaves to lie, and one nore
above that, the half trestles made of cheap pine. Megan was | ucky enough to be
on the top tier.

There was no way to get water, and the shitbuckets at the ends of the rows had
become dangerous missiles as the ship rolled, lurching out of their stands.

For a nonent, she shuddered at the thought of what it nust be |ike down at the
bott onmost | ayer.

How many days: one? Two at nost? She'd hesitated about doing anything as the
stormhit, even though the crew would be busy. If the slaves could get |oose

inthe tumult, they'd nave to crew the ship. | hate being unsure of what to
do. They were nowhere near |land that she |ast knew, but with the storm bl ow ng
for nore than a day they'd have to do something soon or all die of thirst. I'd

heard that storns on this sea could run for days, but reading it and feeling
it are two different things. The groani ng of the wooden hull was an even,
harsh grind, punctuated now and then with tooth-grating crack-pop sounds as
the Flycatcher clinbed up and pl aned down waves peaking high as the m zzen
mast head.



Jai pahl reached out in the dark and funblingly patted her shoul der. She
swal | owed again, trying to work up spit, tasting dry bile. Jaipahl |eaned over
and yelled in her ear.

"There's nore water in the bilge, soneone passed the word up. It's running
t hrough the slats on the bottomtier."

Her skin crawl ed as she realized the ship's seans were going. The Fl ycatcher

was filthy but sound, and the decking hatches were still tight. The rhythm of
t he waves was bad, though-a pounding twi st as the slaver ploughed into each
swel I, wenching as her bow broke Free. Treenails were yielding, stringers

wor ki ng | oose on the frame, caul king tearing out.

She had to do somet hing. Just then the hull-note changed and soneone yell ed
wordl essly fromforward, a different sound from people fighting with each
ot her, nore panicked than angry. Something went crack above their heads as
canvas gave way. That was the last sail. Seconds later the ship lurched and
groaned, the bow not neeting the waves quite head-on

She pull ed her legs up as nuch as she could, pulling Jaipahl's up, too. 1"l
explain later. If the ship goes down well never get out in the ness. | don't
want to die. She snapped the link of the chain, caught Jaipahl's hand and nmade
himfeel the broken edge because in the noise she couldn't explain. Even as
the ship lurched she could feel himtense, though he didn't nove i mmediately.
The severed chain slithered through ankle-rings, |eaving the coffle free.

Megan was short enough to sit up without hitting her head on the deck over her
head but couldn't brace herself. The forward hatch was ripped open then
letting in a blast of wind and water foanmi ng up over the hatch-conbing, with a
little light. Fear cane with it, but clean air as well. Three of the

Fl ycatcher's crew held onto the hatch, yelling down that they needed everyone
to bail or work the punps. An om nous rending groan cane fromforward, and

t hey swung down and started unl ocki ng chains as Megan stood up, crouched,
feeling the deck agai nst her back

The Flycatcher lurched, falling, and Megan | ost her bal ance and fell three

tiers onto the people tying below. For a nonment she |ay, gasping, as hands

reached, touching in the dark. |'mgoing nmad. Her chest was tight, the ship
was scream ng as Megan wanted to. Qut-she had to get out.

She bit down on the edge of her hand, spat out scumthat crusted on her teeth,
forcing calm Her teeth hurt and felt a little | oose; not enough greens, she

t hought irrelevantly. She scranbled up to her knees, realized why the person
she'd | anded nost heavily on wasn't protesting, and bell owed as best she
coul d, using the command-voi ce she had devel oped as a riverboat captain on the
Brezhan.

"DONT FI GHT, they need us to bail!"

She had to yell to be heard, in all the | anguages she knew, hoping that
someone had the sense to pass on the word. It was hard to tell, but clutching
hands | et go.

She cl anbered up to the forward hatch. Another wave washed over the deck
pouring in the open hatch with a cold inpact that wenched at her wists as
she clung to the | adder, stinging in all the wounds and grazes.

"Hang on, Jaipahl!" Megan shouted in his ear, as they cleared the | adder
falling flat on the pitching deck and grabbing for rope ends. It was day- bl ack
cl oud, black water washing over the stern. Sailors were handi ng down buckets,



calling the first out of the hold to the fixed punps to relieve exhausted
crew. The ceramic gears whined as slaves and crewfol k heaved at the crank
handl es, and spouts of filthy bil gewater scudded across the deck, lost in the
wi nd- bl own wr ack.

"There's still a lot of headway on the ship." Even the rags were dangerous in
this; bare poles would have been. The small spritsail at the bow was stil
hol di ng, keeping the ship steerable, but the forestay to the m zzennast
thrunmed |i ke a hamstring. "Ach, Koru help us! The hull won't stand nuch nore
of this fromthe sound!"

The hatch flipped out of the crew s hands, grabbed by the wind and ri pped back
off its hinges |ike paper tearing as Megan dug her claws into the deck to keep
from bei ng dragged | oose, trying to breathe between waves.

She blinked salt water out of her eyes. Stays parted with deep nusical notes,
the cables flying wildly. Five or six crew were fighting to hold the two-neter
circle of the wheel whenever the rudder was in the water. She craned her head
to |l ook as the bow rose, and fought an internal cringe: waves, waves mast-hi gh
in black water as far as she could see, the tops ripping off into spune under
the shrieking wind until sea and sky mixed into wolf-grey chaos. Megan
coughed, waves pressed water into her nose, wind driving air out of ner |ungs.
She put her head down, clinging to water casks |ashed to the deck. Jaipah
craw ed over to her like a brown bug under a waterfall, a waterfall that
poured past himthrough the opened hatch into the hold. Bursts of seawater
smashed the bucket brigade back into the dark, and the notion of the ship grew
nore sluggish, as if she had sand under her keel and no sea room Between one
wave and the next, Jai pahl was gone.

Jai pahl 11" Megan screaned into the wind. There was no answer but the enpty
rope flailing on the deck where he'd been

Bel ow, someone screamnmed, and fromforward the wooden shriek of the ship ran up
the scal e, making Megan's teeth hurt before the m zzenmast broke just bel ow
deck. It swayed forward, |eaned to port and pivoted in its collar, grinding

t he broken butt-end through the holds. The oak deck ri pped.

The Flycatcher lurched, |eaned to starboard and turned her bow out of the

wi nd. A wave reared over the rail and seemed to hover for a second. The slats
all along the ship's bow sprang, pouring water below. She started to rol
broadsi de, hesitated a long, long instant on her side at the top of wave. The
massed scream ng of the slaves and crew could be heard even over the storms
sound.

Megan | ooked straight down the width of the deck and down the black wall of
wat er stretching bel ow She |eaped over the gunwal e, onto the side of the

Fl ycatcher as the ship rolled, ran down to the keel com ng up out of the
water, and threw herself into the sea, trying to get away fromthe suction of
t he sinking ship. A dark shape struck her, and she clung, driving her nails

i nto wood and si sal cordage

The coaster Liquid Radiance heeled in the wind. Shkai'ra | ooked up from
rel acing the shoul der-plate of her arnor in annoyance.

It was two hours past noon, and the wind was at their backs fromthe east;
with the tide working for themthey should reach I11lizbuah before sunset,
tomorrow i f the Captain decided to salvage nmore stormflotsam The fl at
Fehi nnan coast was already a | ow blue |ine against the horizon in the west.
The dozen crew and four-what the captain euphem stically called



"rescued"-castaways all turned | onging gl ances toward shore.

At least I'malive, Shkai'ra thought resignedly. That had been a question of
some uncertainty, back half a week ago when the Radi ance had pi cked her and
t he Fehi nnans up off the beach, on receipt of signed scrip acknow edgi ng the
debt of passage noney, as an act of well-paid benevol ence to fell ow Fehinnans.

Fel | ow Fehi nnans or residents, Shkai'ra thought, w ping sweat from her face.
She envied the sailors, clad in light tunics or stripped to their

breechcl outs. Half an hour of this sun would turn her into a baked | obster if
she so much as took off her shirt.

The | ookout at the mast called sonething in sailor's argot, lowering his

bi nocul ars and pointing. Shkai'ra rose to her feet and wal ked to the rail
behi nd her, Ten-Knife-Foot curled on top of her duffle. Wen the merchant man
had beaten herself to pieces on the sand, the torn had clung to her shoul ders,
yow ing at the water all the way as Shkai'ra had fl oundered and waded ashore;
a small mracle, like others in the years since they net. Perhaps there had
been the will of a spirit in that; she made the warding gesture to the gods
with her sword-hand.

She knew no | oose fingers would touch her things if they wanted to stay
attached. Ten-Knife-Foot guarded everything he considered his very well. She
shaded her eyes with a hand and peered ahead past the snooth ripple of the
Radi ance's cutwater. The cat probably considered her anbng his possessions.

Al'l she could see was the glittering flat surface of the water, riffled by the
st eady onshore wind, and a few high clouds, land just visible on the horizon

"What is it?" she asked the sailor next to her as he squinted at the waves. He
was a typical |ow country Fehinnan, short and nahogany-brown wth

cl ose-cropped wiry black hair; he glanced doubtfully up at her |ong-1inbed

hei ght, as if surprised soneone with red-blond braids could speak the | anguage
of civilization. Tall fair folk were rare in Fehinna, although not unknown
north of the Cayspec or west in the nountains, and nobst such tribes were
savages.

"Weck," he said shortly. "No wonder a't, wh'it stormblew itself out." The
hurricane had torn itself into mere storns agai nst the coast, and the Radi ance
had ridden out the worst of it fairly handily in the |l ee of the offshore

i sl ands.

Shkai ' ra nodded, then drew up her binoculars. The sea | eaped cl ose, wavering

with the motion. "It's . . ." she began. "Hmm It's a big round piece of wood,
with bits of ropes and canvas hanging off it, and a body .. ." The distant
tiny figure noved, and a gull |eaped away flapping "... no, with sonmebody

alive hanging on to it.'

damm seagulls, . . . ow. . . get off. Megan waved a hand just enough to
scare the birds. The sun shinmered in her eyes as she blinked, trying to clear
the stinging of salt. Her left hand was still tied into the snarl of rope

where she'd |lashed it when she started to fear her grip slipping; the
wist-galls were newly chaffed open by the rope, stinging with salt. They

woul dn't fester, though she worried that the blood woul d draw sharks or
barracuda. At |east she was clean, having been in the water for a couple of
days- winkled and badly sunburned, but clean. She'd had nothing but a rag
loincloth and a few scraps of sail against the sun's heat. She'd let her hair
down at first to help cover her skin against the sun, but found it catching in
every crack and tangling around her arnms and | egs whenever she was in the
water, so had braided it up again.



She tried swallowi ng, but her mouth was too dry, tongue |ike boot |eather. She
wor ked her hand free and pull ed herself higher up on the board though it
exposed her to the sun. Fromthat position she could nake better headway,
lying belly dowmn with the wooden edge at her arnpits, paddling with her hands.

The shoreline was a tantalizing darker blue ribbon on the horizon, maybe ten
chiliois away. Too far away to abandon the hatch-cover and just swim Either
way, the current she was in pushed her further away.

The water had warned and changed col or, tasting |less of salt-an estuary of
some kind. There were nore birds in the sky and floating branches washed from
i nl and. She paddl ed, started up as her face touched the water and paddl ed
again, trying not to fade into unconsci ousness.

| just have to make it that far. After everything,
I'mnot giving up now. She edged back and laid her cheek on the warm al nost

not wood, glad for the water |apping over it, then pulled a flap of canvas up
to cover her head, rinsed and spat salt water, dribbling warm down her chin.

Cotta stop doin' that . . . be too tenpted to swallow . . . crazy with salt.
She spat, waved a hand at the gulls that had settled again. Sun. Flapping
air-rats . . . dam you, won't get my eyeballs yet. Waves thundering in ny
head . . . no, sails, dream ships chasing gulls away, dream ng tackle squeal

thunder's the sails. Wiat roused her from her daze was the shadow of the ship,
bl ocki ng the sun that had burned down on her with bone-biting intensity. A
real ship? A reaching boat-hook snagged at the ropes at one end of her hatch
cover. Koru, let it be real

Shkai ' ra had sauntered back to her duffle and scratched under Ten-Knife-Foot's
chin. She sat down, |eaning against the barrel, throwi ng her dice idly against
t he deck rather than going back to the shoul der |acing. Have to figure out
what to do once | get back to the City. Not conpletely broke, for once.
Jaibo' |l probably still be visiting his kinfast up river. . . . She glanced
over at the castaway they were just bringing onboard.

A small, pale woman lying on the boards, black braids knotted and crusted with
salt, silver nail-paint shining on her hands. Captain m ght get a good passage
fee fromthat one. Looks |ike she mght clean up nicely, though |I don't
recogni ze the race. White-skinned as a Payal ach hi ghl ander, but tiny, like a
dwarf except that the proportions were nornmal. She craned her neck, nore

i nterested, as the bosun | ooked up and said sonmething to the captain, smling,
pointing to the woman's ankl es and the wooden cuffs. The captain smacked his
pal ms together and cl asped self-satisfied hands in the small of his back as he
turned back to the wheel. The bosun sent soneone bel ow and held a cup of water
to the wonan on the deck. Ten-Knife put his paws out on Shkai'ra's knee and
started to knead and purr. The castaway drank thirstily, coughed, drank nore.

"Ail Cat! Stop that!" Shkai'ra unhooked his claws from her horsehi de breeches
and her skin, dice clattering to the deck, and | ooked up again as the crewran
Drought up a length of rope.

They're counting her a found slave. If she lives, her sale will be nore than
enough to pay for her rescue. There's a good market for exotics in the City,
and there aren't many races that small. She | ooked down at the dice and
grinned at the three sixes showing. "la, Ten-Knife, always |ucky when | don't

know it or need it."

Her head snapped up at the sudden shouting forward, hand falling reflexively
to the bone hilt of her saber. The hal f-dead castaway had expl oded up off the
deck when they'd tried to secure her ankle chains. One crewran stunbl ed back



bl oody hands cl anped over his face, the bosun lay on the deck with her throat
sl ashed open.

No bl ade, how

The castaway | aunched hersel f on the next, the one with the boat hook, bl ocked
t he weapon with one forearm snatched his belt-knife and slashed up with it in
the sanme notion.

Shkai'ra's mouth pursed in a silent whistle. Not bad. Other crew answered the
noi se, grabbing up bel aying pins and rope-ends as they ran. The captain junped
over the poop rail to the main deck, pulling his sword. The woman backed up
against the rail, boathook in one hand, knife in the other, bloody to the

el bows. She panted, swaying on her feet. Shkai'ra found herself watching,
standing rel axed with her hand on her sword. She rather hoped the castaway
woul d escape; that had been a good fight.

There was a black blur fromthe duffle beside her as Ten-Knife streaked across
t he deck, |eaped up and | anded, all claws out, on the captain's cotton-clad
back. He shrieked with surprise and pain, spun around, trying to reach over
his shoulder with the shortsword; the first mate reached to pull the cat |oose
and pul | ed back her thunb bitten to the bone. Ten-Knife junped down.

"Nia, nia," Shkai'ra said chidingly as the mate swung her wooden cl ub back for
a blow. Ten-Knife hissed defiance with arched back and bottled tail. "That's

my cat."

The I ong curve of her saber flicked free; the captain turned at the sound, and
she smashed the snaller Fehinnan sword | oose fromhis grip with a harsh rasp
of metal on netal. Snarling, the mate feinted Shkai'ra wi th her oak bel ayi ng
pin, then | eaped back fromthe bright sword edge as it hissed back and forth
wi th negligent speed.

Its not a fight unless you push it," Shkai'ra said hel pfully.
The captain left his first mate to deal with the tall red head for a nonent,
staring at the small woman at bay at the rail. "You pay passage, nofoar?

"Passage, or you try and sell me?" The woman's voi ce was steady, her Fehi nnan
clear.

f you got no coin, you a slave-or you can go over 't side agin."

She | ooked around at the ring of sailors and nodded. Then she grinned, threw
t he boat hook at one of the crew and sonersaulted backward over the side of the
ship and into the water, taking the knife with her

Bai wun, she'd rather drown than be a slave. Not an ekafrek, that one, Shkai'ra
t hought, edgi ng back as a few of the sailors turned her way. The oak railing
touched the small of her back

Ten-Knife tripped another sailor by running under his feet and skittered down
into the hold.

"Rayab! Check t' water, get 't slave back," the captain snapped. "Lissayaz!
Don't go after t' animal, see t' Tahman' t'others!" He wenched his snall
sword free fromthe wood of the deck. Then he turned back to Shkai'ra, weapon
hel d point up. It was a Fehinnan infantry shortsword, a |eaf-shaped blade with
a central blood-gutter and a circular guard at the hilt.



Shkai'ra let her sword's tip make small circles in the air and set herself
against the rail; her left hand drew the | ong doubl e-edged knife she wore
across the small of her back

"You! Your aninmal cost'us that slave! You fishfukkin' for'n-"

He paused; the foreigner was taller than any of the Fehi nnans onboard, and he
had seen enough fighters to know the coiled | ook of a warrior

Any sailor could fight, and there were weapons and corselets in the arns
| ocker, but . . . that meter length of saber |ooked sharp enough to part a
hai r.

"I"ll pay gild for the blow | struck you," she said reasonably; her Fehinnan
had an unusual accent, staccato and guttural. "But the cat was sent to me by
the luck-gods. | can't let any harmit, or nmy luck mght go."

He growl ed and sheathed his sword with a snap. "Jest see | don see t' beast
agin or ay'all do nore n add t' yer fee. |I've alus had a hankerin' for
catsltin gloves!' She held his eyes and nodded once, slowy.

"No sign, Cap!" the crewran called. "No sw mrers!"

He spat on the deck and stal ked away. Shkai'ra | ooked over the rail into the
green-brown water. Bather drown than be a slave. She sauntered back to her
duffl e and scooped up the dice in a thoughtful nood. Spunky little bitch

Snyna Caai tuh's-kin, General-Conmander in the Iron House and G and Captain of
Fehi nna, held a page of paper in the flane of the alcohol |anmp on her desk.
She poked at the ashes with the ivory stemof her pipe until they thoroughly
m xed into the ness in her ashtray. Then she closed the folder in front of her
with long wire-strong fingers, tying the ribbon, dropping on a glob of hot wax
and rolling her sigil onto it with a small cylinder of inscribed stone. The
snell of the wax mingled with the Iron House's old scents: ancient
mass-concrete, well-tended woodwork, warrior's |eather and netal, hints of

t obacco and snoke.

A touch on the china gong, and an aide canme to file the papers in the sanctum
anot her brought her a jug of ponegranate juice, sweating cool ness through the
ungl azed pottery surface. The soldier |eaned back agai nst her padded w cker
backrest, lighting her pipe and blowing a neditative snmoke ring at the
coffered vault of the ceiling, sipped at the astringent liquid and thought.

She was a tall Fehinnan and very thin in a muscul ar fashion, close-cropped

bl ack hair showi ng no sign of grey yet despite her forty years. The plain
mlitary tunic of dull scarlet cotton that reached to her knees bore few of

t he decorations she was entitled to, sinply the gol den sunbursts on the

shoul ders that marked her rank; for the rest she wore a famly signet ring. A
plain officer's longsword stood in its rack by the door, a single-edged weapon
with a brass basket hilt. She glanced up at it, then stared down at her hands
on the desk and traced the soldier's callus on the right as she considered the
summary she' d just burned.

"Di vine Sol ar Light, but things were easier when | only had a cavalry regi nent
to think about,"” she murrmured softly; her accent had the liquid precision of a
ti dewater aristocrat.

As Ceneral - Commander she was one of the nost powerful people in the Cty, as
long as she didn't let either of the other two factions in the Iron House gain
any ground. Wiich was difficult; the problemw th being at the top of the heap



was that it made you the only target for the ones a step or two bel ow

War is a great sinplifier, she thought. And | know just the war to start.

The intelligence report had been fairly unequivocal. It had been fifty years
since the Five Nations War, and Fehi nna had recovered faster than any of the
coalition that had fought her to a standstill two generations ago. They woul d

be in no position to stop Fehinna expanding, as long as the arnies of the
CGod-King didn't try to nove directly north. And we're ready.

Her eyes lifted to the map across the room Fehinna held nost of the | ow ands
around t he Cayspec; five centuries ago they had finished pushing the | ast of
the western savages out of the fertile Piednont country, over the Blue Crests
and the great valley beyond, into the rugged wastes of the Payal ach Munt ai ns.
No profit in war there, against wild highlanders who had little worth taking;
nost of them were headhunters, many were canni bals, and all of them had
damabl e skill with their horn-and-el m bows.

Not north, no. Maailun and Eassho were both smaller than Fehinna but nearly as
rich and rmuch alike in custonms and speech, properly worshiping the Sun

however heretical their fashion. Behind themthe Penza city-states, Lankaz and
Yawuc and the rest. The | ast great war had gone north, |asted a decade and
killed every fourth adult in five great nations.

South is the prize, she knew. Kaailun. Huge, popul ous, but rather backward by
her nation's standards; the people spoke dialects simlar to Fehinnan, but

t hey were pagans who sl aughtered cattle and humans to the ancient spirits,
Gawhud and O saytn, Jayskri and Ussay. She made the holy sun-circle over her
chest. That would interest the priests, in their ever-eager hunt for heretics.
More to the point, what had been a | oosely united kingdomin her grandparents’
tune had fallen apart into feudal anarchy, an anarchy anpbng whi ch Fehi nnan
nmoney and agents had | aid the foundations of conquest.

Not an easy war, but well worth it. Rich | and, needing only nodem t echni ques
to bring it to full bearing. A people advanced enough to nake val uabl e and
docil e slaves and underlings, as well; the markets would be glutted. dory and
wealth for the | eaders, estates for the younger-child gentlefolk who officered
the Fehinnan armes, farns for settlers.

Not to nmention converts for the tenple to tithe, she added nentally; although
sometines she felt they were al nbst as eager for recalcitrants to send to the
Holy Light.

One solution for several problens. Maahh and Sanha, to start with. Both

cor ps- commanders, both able, and both fromrival famly coalitions. A serious
war woul d | eave nmany extrenely honorable and extrenely perilous positions to
be filled ... which they could not decline w th honor

Now t o convi nce the priests.

Under the Sun-On-Earth, the God-King, She-who-lives-forever, the H gh Priest
Cubi | ano was the power in the tenple. Eager for expansion; not so eager to see
the mlitary grow in power and influence.

But. But. There was al ways a but. She got up and paced the office.

The nerchants. 11lizbuah had suffered | ess than the countryside during the
Five Nations War, and the opening of the trans-Lannic trade was bringing in
incredible wealth. Al of which, and its attendant power, went to the urban
patricians, not to the | andowners who should have it, by ancient hereditary



ri ght.

Not to nmention the Guild of the Wse. Scholars, officially-there were runors
of magic-were just barely tolerated by the priesthood, who resented their
breaki ng the clerical nonopoly on higher |earning. Very valuabl e as navigators
and nechani ci ans, doctors and numerators, and heavily patronized by the
nmerchant conmunity . . . and the state.

War was a long-terminvestnment; taxes would go up, they'd have to, and quite a
few shaaid, the | owest caste, would starve to death. She shrugged off the
t hought. There were al ways nore.

The nmerchants would see their profits squeezed and the expansion of the
trans-Lannic colonies slowed. Mlitary contracts could not begin to
conpensate, and then again, with territorial expansion the aristocracy would
be fully back in the saddl e again.

She | ooked out; the wi ndow was above the roof |evel of nuch of the Iron House,
and | ooked out over the City, at the flame on the gol den donme of the tenple,
at hectares of junbled red-tiled roofs, towers and gardens and tenenent

bl ocks.

"Il get the High Priest on nmy side, however | do it, and once this war starts

"Il be secure. AIl | have to do is get Cubilano to hear ne and hope that the
Sun- On-Earth takes no notice what ganes her faithful are playing. She picked
up the folder on her desk. I'll let himsee these if he seens . .
reasonabl e. She signed herself again. The Sun-On-Earth might well listen to
rival voices ... or not listen at all

The God-King could be ... alarmng

CHAPTER | |

The Radi ance sl owed, coasting in toward the shore on her |arboard tack. The
water warmed a little, a sign that the bottom was shelving, and tackle rattled
as the ship prepared to cone about and head into the bay. Megan raised her
head, trying to see in the spray, |ooking up fromwhere she clung by one hand
to the | eadi ng edge of the rudder of the ship; the other cranped, w apping
around the hilt of the knife driven into the hull.

When she'd gone over the side, the ship had been naking two knots, just
getting under way after having cast |oose the hatch cover that had been her
raft. She'd been scraped by the barnacles of the hull and knocked under once
but stayed cl ose enough to grab. The hull right here was fairly snooth,
slippery because of a skirt of weed; the coaster needed to be haul ed out and
cl eaned.

Koru, if | ever conplain of having a boring life ever again | give you
perm ssion to rain divine farts on ne.

She was hungry, trying to shake visions of barley and rmushroom soup out of her
head, warm crusty amaranth bread sopping up the juices froma roast; honey nut
pastries and naple sugar. Even remenbering the mash on the slaver made her
nout h wat er.

She'd driven the knife into the hull just in front of the rudder, hoping that
whoever was on the wheel wasn't experienced enough to feel the drag.

I"mglad that | could speak to the cat, and that it felt Iike fighting, she
t hought, clanping her teeth together to keep them fromchattering. Even warm



wat er | eeched the heat out a body, eventually-worse if it was noving. Back
hone a person could die in a fewmnutes if he fell into the river just before
freezeup. Megan had always liked cats; dogs tended to be too sloppily

di sgusting for her taste. Even if Shyll happens to |like them For a noment,
honesi ckness caught at her throat; Shyll and her cousin Rilla, the hard-won
warnth of her own home, the House of the Sleeping Dragon she had built into a
great trading firmfroma single |leaky riverboat. . . . Enough of that.

The nmoon was up, its reflection winkling in the water, as the |long, slow
ghosts of stormwaves runbled in anbng the mangroves and swanp cypress. She
could swmthat far, she thought, when it was just a bit darker, perhaps one
nore tack

The sky was a deep blue silk, edged with orangey gold on one hemand jet on
the other. The di anond enbroidery of stars was just showi ng when she yanked
the knife free and hesitated. She had never liked to hurt a ship if she could
avoid it. On the other hand-

I know this type of merchant, even if they aren't of nmy race. They'd skin a
tick for its hide and tallow and conplain of their meager living while
cleaning their teeth with ivory toothpicks. Trying to put shackles on a

cast away was downri ght inhospitable and unsailorlike, too. She reached up and
snaked her hand through the hol e where the stenpost of the rudder net the
under-deck tiller, feeling for the wist-thick ropes that ran through pulleys
to transmit the torque of the wheel. They were just where they would be on a
ship like this back on the Mtvald Zee. Wth exquisite care, she sawed at the
rope until it was al nmost cut through. The mate's knife was excellent steel and
hal f as |long as her forearm nuch better than the usual, crewfolk tool; it was
good and sharp, as well.

One nore tack and you'll |ose steerage; inconvenience you for a day. She
grinned to herself as she et go and | et the Radiance pull away fromher. A
good- bye present to sonmeone who tried to take me for a sl ave.

Awkwar dly, clutching the knife in her teeth, she swamw th a slow, even stroke
to the mangroves and haul ed herself out of the water and the ooze, clinbing up
the main trunk. There, in a springy tangle of branches that were well above

t he wave action, she fell asleep

Next norning she grinned at the distant speck that nust be the coaster, driven
further out by the estuary current while they tried to affect repairs.

"Good nmorning!" she said, as if the captain could hear her. Then she |icked
dry lips. First course was to find water. Then food. She sl apped at the
nosqui t oes. And sone kind of clothing agai nst the bugs.

As the sun rose higher, she found a pool of cleanish water further in the
swanp and drank through a handful of grass to strain it as best she could. Her
claws were blunting but they wore through the oak around her ankles so she
could pull her feet free and felt nuch better even though the thick,
rot-stinking nmud clung to her all over. Wthout the wood, her ankles were
bracel etted by bl ack | eeches where the skin was broken

"Koru, | think the Dark Lord thought this place up as an antechanber to
Hal ya," she muttered, |ooking at the fringe of |eeches around one ankle slowy
bal | ooning fromtassels to | unps.

Later that afternoon, she avoided a pack of miniature alligators, watching
them swarm a strayed cow, picking the beast down to bones in the tinme it took
to count one hundred. The gators were barely the |l ength of her hand, nothing



li ke the man-si zed creatures that hunted the warmrivers south of the Mtvald
Sea, or the ten-meter oceangoing kind.. .. But a stray cow meant that humans
| i ved somewhere near.

dinmbing through the Iinber trunks of the tangled nangroves to avoid the
gators' pond, she bunked to chase way the greenish-grey bl otches sw ming
across her sight.

"CGot to eat soon," she nuttered, then clanped her |ips shut against nmaking any
nore noi se than she had to. | need sonething nore orderly than all these
stupid trees, sonmething |like pavenent. Maybe a good building or two to bl ock
out this mserable wlderness. The al nost dry ground under her feet was enough
of a shock to make her stunble, and the sounds she heard ringing through the
trees cheered her no end; the rasp of saws, the squeal of a hand m I, dogs
bar ki ng, geese, voices. The sound of a village carried for a couple of
chiliois sonetines.

But they're probably the sort |ike that captain, she thought. Besides, |'ve no
nmoney to buy with. She found a relatively dry hollowto wait for the sun to go
down, too hungry to feel hunger, only enptiness, trying to ignore Her awful
hair, matted with sweat, salt at the roots, grease, and crushed insects. She

| eaned her head back against the tree, |ooking up through the grey-green

| eaves festooned with strange grey nmoss that |ooked like hair. First, after

all the essentials, | have to find a city big enough to have a fair-sized
port, and get back hone before everything's in ruins. The man who had drugged
her and sold her off was not the sort to keep a shipping firmin good order

The vill age was on the edge of a dredged canal, houses set up on |ong pole

| egs. The ani mal pens were clustered bel ow, and from one house cane the voices
of the villagers, talking, singing. As the night deepened, they went their
ways in ones and twos, the humof their talk confortable as hive-bees on a
hot, drowsy day. She waited till the nobon was up, |ooking to see Shanbal | ah

t he god's nmoon, then shook her head. She'd read enough sailor's rutter-books,
and all reported if you went far enough west, or east, Shanballah woul dn't
show in the sky at all. This country nmust be at |east seven or eight thousand
chiliois west of F talezon, the full Iength of the Mtvald and the full w dth
of the Lannic Ccean as well.

She avoi ded the pens full of geese, because they were better watchers than
dogs. A tunic seized froma clothesline made her feel nore human. Soneone's

left a pie of some kind on the windowsill up there. When the scratch of her
claws on the wood roused no one inside, she paused just under the w ndow.
Suspi ci ous of something so easy to take, she stilled herself, listening. She

could only hear two sounds, and knew that the dog was bel ow at the pigpen
Megan wrinkl ed her nose at the stray odor. Just as coffee snelled better than

it tasted, live pigs snmelled nuch worse than pork
When she lifted the pie fromthe sill, careful not to scrape it across the
wood, she bit her lip slightly because it was still hot enough to redden her

hands. Frominside cane a fluttering snore and she froze. Another snore.

She cl anbered down carefully, changing her grip on the pie, saliva in her
nmouth as she snelled the warmfruit odor of blackberries. The first bite was
Koru's Lap itself, and she cl osed her eyes blissfully, stopping herself from
trying to cramthe whole thing into her nouth at once, hol ding back the urge
to gorge.

Now. Well see how well the canoes are tied and what town that coaster was
maki ng for. A big freshwater estuary like this meant a river, and settlenents
usual ly clustered where river and sea net.



A long day | ater she | ooked across the water at the |largest dry she'd ever
seen in her life. Even at a distance the | ow, w de gol den done bul ked in the
eastern quarter like a nountain, the I ong tongue of flane at its apex licking
at bl ue-black undersides of clouds rolling in fromthe north. The setting sun
pi cked out the tops of the towering clouds in orange and gold. The hectares of
city below gleaned in the hazy sun, white seawalls tinted pink. Distantly, she
could see the bulk of a fort at either end of the wall. Two nore in the middle
broke up the pattern of warehouses, docking basins and gardens, then nore

war ehouses, nore docks. She whistled to herself. This city spraw ed, where
every city she'd ever, known coiled in on itself. There was nothing like this
back in the Mtvald, except perhaps Arko the Gty Itself, the Inperial

capi tal

She paddl ed across the river, avoiding the wash of a four-nasted warship,
runni ng under bare poles against the tide. It was propelled by no neans she
could see, though there was a beat being struck inside the hull, keeping tine
for soneone. Her stolen canoe blended in with hundreds of others on the city
side of the river, clustering away fromthe custons gates and forts, passing
the sailing ships.

The seawal | was inpressive, presenting a blank, white stone face to the
estuary. She assuned it would be difficult to get in wthout papers or

cl earance of sone sort, especially considering what Jai pahl had told her. Her
eyebrows furrowed in a frown. Rather frown than cry. After the storm had died,
she'd searched in the weckage, paddling fromfloating bundle to floating
bundl e, usel essly.

The nmenory of his dry old scholar's tone triggered another thought. This city
nmust be I11izbuah, Fehinna's capital. She couldn't imagine a city |larger than
this. She floated a nonent, noticing the neasured patrol along the top of the
city walls. They were far between, which made sense if this was the capita
city in the heart of their hone territory.

Her dugout scraped the | ow wal kway di sappearing under the rising tide. She
tilted her head back. It was a smooth wall, but the cracks were enough to give
her claws a grip. There was only a bit of shadow here, because of the angle of
the wall. She sighed. She'd have to use nore power. As tired as she was, as
hungry as she was, she doubted she'd be able to hold any illusion |onger than
an instant or two.

She tied the canoe to one of the poured-stone rings in the wal kway and st ood
up to her ankles in water. Breathing evenly, she bl anked her m nd, draw ng on
t he pool of power she saw in her head, and was startled at how t hi nned down it
felt. Alnost startled enough to break her concentration, she steadied and

i magi ned herself beconing part of the wall, fading from sight as she thought
of flat, white stone and clinbed. She lay on top of the wall for a | ong nonent
panti ng, nauseated, a headache begi nning to pound behi nd her eyes.

Up, get up. The patrol is coming, and | don't want anyone to see ne getting
in. She tried not to shudder as she called on power a second time, to hide her
clinb down.

It took her along tinme to recover fromthat, the ache fierce enough in her
head that she didn't notice a sweeping thought arcing fromthe tenple, seeking
t hrough the nmind-world Iike a swayi ng cobra.

Her hands shook as she wal ked al ong the docks, a fact that she hid by jami ng
themin the back of her belt, swaggering as if she'd entered through the gate
and had every right to be where she was. Never | ook weak in a poor quarter



and conversely, never swagger enough to draw a chall enge; especially if one is
a foreigner. That had been her nother's advice, years ago.

The streets nearest the dock were dark, a poured-stone pole standing at one
corner with the lanp at the top broken, glass shards |ying around the base.
She emerged fromthe small streets into a roar of |ight and

"I think I"'mgoing to like this place, the short time |I'mhere," she said to
hersel f, and | eaned against the wall to | ook down the street.

Shkai'ra sank down and studied the view between her toes as they floated and
di pped through the light wi sps of steamon the surface of the bath water;
there was nore than enough room since the tubs were the sawn hal ves of w ne
casks built to hold a tonne each. Dying evening light slanted down fromthe
wi ndow opposite, picking out detail: the cool blue flagstones, the warm brown
tile that covered the walls of the long rectangul ar room the band of

bl ue-fl owered gl azed tile around the edge of the ceiling.

Al so the warning over the arched entrance, of course: Patrons nust soap and
rinse before entering tubs. No food or fornication while bathing. Penalty for
peeing in the bath water is clubbing to unconsci ousness. There was an
attendant to enforce it, too; a black giant fromthe Sea |slands | eaning on
the wei ghted staff that was his people's national weapon. Fehi nnans took

cl eanliness seriously, and the Weary Wayfarer's Hope of Confort and Deli ght
was a respectable inn, unlike many of its customers.

Shkai ' ra ducked her head, scrubbing at the roots of her hair to get rid of the
| ast of the salt; having been del ayed while the ship affected repairs had been
irritating enough to nake her prom se to sacrifice a sheep to @itch, godlet
of fuckups, if he would just ignore her for a while. Sone people petitioned
Gitch for good luck, but that was pointless. She surfaced, wallow ng with

| uxurious content. In her honeland, fol k bathed once a nmonth, less in wnter
and a hot soak was a special confort for the elderly, to ease the pain of

of t en- br oken bones.

If you live on the Great River, learn to enjoy catfish, she quoted to herself,
t hrowi ng back the danp nass of her hair.

A portly man bustled in with an arm oad of towels and a tray of stoneware
j ugs.

"Firehair!" he said, stopping. "Still alive! | thought the sharks woul d eat
you sure, down south."

"Junno, you're always surprised when soneone nmakes a journey outside the city
and lives," she replied. He was one of the kinfast that owned the Wary
Wayfarer, and an old friend of sorts. "Nothing down there but cheap rum and
bi g bugs. They got you haul i ng wi ne agai n?"

He sighed and sat down, renoving the stopper froma jug and refilled her cup
"Short handed,' he said, and scowl ed. "Two of our people killed in a riot-tines
are hard, very hard. Plenty of scumwe could hire, but we're waiting for
trustworthy help. G ad to have you here again, by the Inmmortal Sun."

Shkai ' ra nodded; she got a reduced rate, on the understandi ng she would help
crack heads if necessary. This was not the quietest section of town.

"l noticed the harbor wasn't crowded," she said.

"War talk, and traders waiting till things settle down before they spend,"”



Junno said. He refilled her cup again and took a drink hinself. "Just when
everyone was finally making a little coin, enough to pay their taxes and eat
meat once a week -" Shkai'ra | ooked ironically at his well-padded stomach
"-the Iron House has nothing better to do than think up a new war. Sol diers!
Mur deri ng scumno of f ense. ™

"None taken," Shkai'ra said. In her native tongue nurderer was a conplinentary
term anyway. Junno chuckl ed and heaved hinself erect; she snaked out an arm
to ensure he left the jug.

The warm air snelled pleasantly of hot stone, soap and the screens of woven
cedarwood strips between the tubs; the others were all full, to judge by the
spl ashings and | ow sounds of conversation, but nobody had di sputed her
possession of a tub large enough for three-four, if they were Fehi nnans. There
were some advantages to being a foreigner here. Relaxing into the heat, she
consi dered reaching for the wine cup on the fl oor beside her, then settled for
reachi ng her hand down to Ten-Knife-Foot. A furred head butted agai nst the
fingertips; she rubbed and was rewarded with a deep runbling purr.

Ahi -a, she thought. Wat to do? Feasting, fornication and fighting were the
choi ces.

Feet stepped into her field of vision. Wman's feet, snall, well-Fornmed but
battered and cal lused, with half-healed circular scars around the ankles. Long
legs . . . no, only in proportion. Good build; she noted the way the buttocks

curved at the back but flattened even with the thighs at the sides-hard
exercise. An old scar angling up along the nmuscles of her belly, breasts high
and rounded, strong neck, shoulders sloping fromthe deltoids. Scars: knife
fighter's scars. A good knife fighter, to have lived a score of years with a
di sadvantage i n reach

The face was alien here in Fehinna. It would have been nore so in the bleak
stone keeps and huddl ed vill ages of the watcher's northwestern hone.
Triangul ar, the eyes enornous and as black as the hair that tunbled al nost to
her cal ves. Strange, she thought. And beautiful

"M' kta moi-trutka azhyt," Shkai'ra said suddenly, in her own |anguage: "Well,
dip me in dung."”

"I"ve seen you before."

The small woman tensed slightly. Shkai'ra smiled, |ying back with her arns
al ong the edge of the tub and reaching for the carved hickory w ne cup

"Don't worry; if | saw that shipload of bandits dying of thirst in a desert, |
woul dn't spit on them It mght give themthe strength to craw to water. Very
nice, the way you took out that kinless fishfucker's throat. Fast." She eyed
the other woman. "I don't think you' d nake a very good sl ave, anyway. Can't
see you lying down peacefully for the masters horny teenaged of fspring,
somehow. " She sipped, continuing in a slightly different tone: "Roomfor two."

Pretty, she thought idly. Interesting. One of the conpensations of exile was
neeting odd types. Everything cane to Illizbuah if you waited, went the

sayi ng. Although it was very odd that they should neet again; it snelled of
luck. Two sheep, Gitch, she added nentally.

"I thank you," the other said, in Fehinnan still nore heavily accented. She
laid a fingertip to the white strand of hair at her tenple and inclined her
head slightly. "I hight . . . pardon, am Megan. Called . . . Byeliy-skayi shka

ah, ' white-Hair-Bit?' She indicated the silver strand in her hair.



"Whitl ock," Shkai'ra said, pronouncing the word carefully. "I think
Godsdamed Fehi nnan al ways sounds |ike they' ve got porridge in their mouths.”
She shrugged. "I'm being rude. Speed to your horse, strength to your lance, a
straight shaft to your bow Shkai ra Mek-Kermak's-Kin, | amcalled: late
Senior in Stonefort, in the Kommanz of Granfor. On the Sea of Gass, siXx
nonths' travel north and west."

Megan exam ned her specul atively. The copper-blond hair was darker wet and she
hadn't recogni zed the wonman at first. Tall, eyes of a pal e snoke-grey,
startling agai nst the dark-tanned face. A thin nigh-cheeked face ... a saber
nmust have caused that scar arcing fromthe corner of an eye down the cheek
there were other white marks on right armand left |eg, bel ow where the shield
woul d cover. A cavalry fighter, then. That would accord with the greeting; and
a plains dweller, like those at hone.

The appraisal flickered through her mind in the instant it took to slide into
the water, subnerge, and resurface, slicking hair back fromher face. A few
suds floated free, fromthe prelimnary cl eaning; the swanps took nore than
one rinsing; to wash out of her menory, even if the nmud was on her skin.

"Atided one . . . The only rank | claimis Riverguild Master, out of

F'tal ezon in Zakos, and owner/captain of nmy own ship. Over the Great Sea-the
Lannic, it is called here, and in the eastern end of the Mtvald." No need to
tell her any nore than that. The conpany, ships, warehouses and all, may be
down to rags before | get back

"Ni ce to hear someone who speaks Fehinnan with a worse accent than mne,"
Shkai'ra said, grinning. She was actually fluent, but the sounds were
difficult for her after the staccato gutturals of Kommanzanu

Resentful at being ignored, the cat stood on his hind | egs, stretching up. She
snmled, an odd closed curve of the lips, and scratched expertly behind his
ears. The yellow eyes closed to slits.

"As for titles, 'penniless exile' would be better, here. O 'sellsword,' as

t he Fehi nnans say." She ripped nore of the jug into her cup. "Just back froma
| ong voyage south; little profit, damably sober and chaste, and severa
shi pwr ecks. Seawater holds no luck for ne."

"W have that in common, then. Hello, little shadow brother." Megan said,
regarding the cat. It returned her gaze and yawned, pink and white and
caver nous.

"I picked himup two seasons ago, on the western border."

The arrows had cone out of the scrub oak along the nmountain trail at dusk.

"W didn't do too well."

She had shot her quiver enpty: the Kommanz wheel -bow hit harder than anything
east of the Geat River, but none of the others were horsearchers.

"I woke up with a broken arm ny horse |ying across one leg."

Crusted bl ood on her eyelids. Yelling laughter fromthe tribesfol k as they
took their pick of heads and nelted back into the forest.

"Ten-Knife was sitting on ny chest, the next tinme |I woke up."



The sound the wounded nade, when the scavengers found them

"W ne?" she said, raising her cup and admring the sheen on the swirling
grai n.

Megan reached over to stretch out a hand to Ten-Knife, carefully. He sniffed,
twice, then turned and inclined his head, purring as she rubbed the indicated
cheek. "1've passed his first test, it seens," she said lightly, |ying back
again and letting her hair drift free in the soothing water

Good, to feel clean again, she thought. Very good. Though there had been
plenty of water in the swanp, all of it had left her feeling greasy.

She opened her eyes to the ceiling, glass skylights and nobsaics of col ored
stone showi ng seaweed and fish, thinking that she never wanted to see grey
noss hangi ng over her again. It went with the smell.

They | ounged in silence for mnutes, confortably. "I'mstarting to winkle,"
Shkai'ra said. "Qdd habits they have here in the southlands, soaking the whole
body in warmwater. Nice, inlimted anpunts."

"In so warma climte, | can ynerstun . . . understand it," Megan said.
"Fehi nnans seem of fended by smells. The wi ne snmells good, but not on an enpty
st omach. "

She' d eaten several small neals over the day already, not wanting to gorge and
make hersel f sick, but was hungry again.

"I could eat," Shkai'ra said. "After all that hardtack, | could eat half a
roasted pig. Cods and denobns, | got sick of coconut and pi neappl e down south.”
Megan found hersel f wanting conpany. |'ve al ways been confortabl e al one, she

t hought. But that's always been in a fanmiliar place or surrounded by my own
peopl e.

Shkai'ra rose and wrapped herself in the cool fluffy towel held out by an inn
servant. "The Weary Wayfarer sets a good table," she said, stretching with
unsel f consci ous pl easure. "Anmong its other virtues. Neutrality is one;

freel ances stay here, fromthe Cty and the world." She | ooked down to the
smal | er woman; standing, the other's head just reached her breastbone. "W are
not unfriends." There was a specul ative ook in her eyes, just for an instant.
"Perhaps we nmay becone friends.' The narrow face |lit for a nmonment in an oddly
charmng snmile. "It would be dangerous for both of us if we were enem es,

t hi nk."

Megan | ooked up and i magi ned that face over a blade, all angles and pl anes,

with not a soft line init. "You' d have the weight and reach on nme," she said
casually as they proceeded through to the changing room Flattery. 'Wat does
she want ? Attendants handed them |l ong linen robes and cloth sandals. "But 1'd

be willing to wager on speed, if only for the first pass,” she continued,
tying the sash of the robe herself, forestalling the servant who tried to do
it for her. She knows this city, even if she's not native. W'Ill see.

There was an outdoor dining area, tucked into the angle between two roofs at
second-story |level. Seaward, the nmasts of ships showed forest-thick over the
war ehouses. Harbor smells were overborne by roasting meat and garlic.

"Ach, mat snells good," Megan said, |ooking around at the | ow tables and
cushions. Like honme. The table bore candles in glass bubbles, salt, spices, a
pl atter of cornbread, a tall beaker, and cups of cool brown stoneware. The



breeze blew crisp and strong, danp fromthe river but cool against skins stil
heated fromthe baths. The wind was rising before rain.

Shkai ' ra shook herself and tucked her feet beneath her on the cushions. "Fish
stew?" she said to Megan inquiringly.

It sounds better than what |'ve been eating lately.” No need to nmention slave

gruel . "But | have w shed for good red neat."
"I was raised on steak nyself," Shkai'ra said. "Well, then. Hhmm"

A rotund wonman clinbed puffing out onto the rooftop terrace, followed by
several servers with trays. She presented them at a nei ghboring table,

whi sking off the cerami c covers to a round of applause as blue flanmes danced
over the dish. Then she waddl ed over to Shkai'ra's table, nopping at her face
with one end of the towel that |ay around her neck.

"Ah! Shkai'ra! she said. "So thin, so thin!" A sausage-like finger prodded at
muscle that lay |ike smooth arnmor over the Konmanza's ribs. "You will starve
wi t hout Annulu to cook for you." The fat wonan's Fehinnan held a slight trace
of a singsong accent, and she was paler than the run of | ow anders. She turned
to Megan. "I tell her often, to be thinis a tenptation to w ckedness-only we
fat people are to be trusted. W are too heavy to be w cked-not quick enough
She should eat!”

Shkai'ra sank a friendly elbow into the cook's side. "W'd deci ded we both

want neat," she said. "Wat's good?"

"Everything out of aaghi's kitchen is good . . . especially when | do a
special hire-then it is nmy kitchen! Annulu said in nmock anger. "But for you
and your friend, it will be especially good. Wait. It will be a surprise." She

nudged Shkai'ra with her foot. "Manners, outland barbarian.”

"Ah." Shkai'ra started slightly, then nmade the introduction

"I greet you and your family and | ook forward to your art," Megan said.

"More than art. Magic!" Annulu said, retreating to the stairwell

At Megan's rai sed eyebrow, Shkai'ra spoke. "Ad friends," she said. "I lent
her part of the noney to buy herself, back when." A rem niscent grin. "Long
story. The price kept going up because she's the best cook in the New Gty ..
and she couldn't bear to do a bad neal ."

A plate of pickled appetizers appeared; then red bean soup with prawns, not in
both neanings of the word, with a salad of greens; then roast of pork

honey-gl azed and stuffed with truffles and oni ons; steanmed seaweed; baked
sweet potatoes on a bed of scented rice. The wine had a strange nusky tang to
Megan's palate, but it was pleasing.

They both ate with the slow enjoynent of those who have gone hungry often. At
| ast Shkai'ra sighed, nopped up a corner of her plate with a heel of bread,
and bel ched confortably. Swift, efficient hands renoved the soil ed di shes and
repl aced themwith platters of cheese and fl atbread, nore wine, and a pot
suspended in a porcelain frame over an open flame. Megan discretely laid a
clip of metal under the edge of me plate and never saw it di sappear. In her
estimation, it was enough to pay for good service; especially since she'd
found she'd stolen quite a |ot the evening before, not know ng the val ue of
the netal. Servers in inns are always underpai d anyway.



Shkai ' ra paused, considered, and poured herself a cup of the tea rather than
nore wi ne, "Ahi-a, at honme |I'd be eating jerked neat in the saddle, while we
fought to keep the nomads off the crops. Exile can have its conpensations.™
She smled and gl anced upward. Now the long twilight of sunmer was fading, and
clouds rolled black al ong the western horizon. A small stormrolling in, one
of the hurricane's children. "Exile?" Megan began, raising an eyebrow.

"But for all the striving and slaying," Shkai'ra said, an hour later, "I've
only what | arrived with: ny sword and ny wits." They had been exchanging bits
of their life stories; suitably edited, Megan was sure-her own certainly had
been, by omi ssion. It was unusual that she felt as tal kative as she did.

Shkai'ra linked her fingers and rested her chin on them her smile was oddly
charm ng on the | ong harsh face, and her eyelids drooped slightly.

"Since you're going to be in town for a while," she went on, 'perhaps we could
get to know one anot her better?"

Megan | eaned back away from Shkai'ra and stretched. Lanplight glittered in her
eyes, sheened off hair and the bright inlays of the |ow table. She's
interested in me for nore than just company. For an instant, she renenbered
Serkai. They had initiated each other into the first nysteries of sex when
they were children. But that was before-the River Lady. Her face hardened a
little. But this one isn't being pushy. Wnen don't tend to be. She couldn't
bear the thought of being with a male and hadn't for the |ast eight years. Not
since Sarngel d bought her from her aunt. But with a woman?

She swal | owed and forced herself to | ean forward casual ly. Somehow during the
talk, she'd gotten closer to Shkai'ra than anyone el se at hone for years. It
was a strange, cracking sort of feeling, |ike scraping ash off a | og and
finding it was still gl ow ng underneath, however faintly.

"That m ght be-possible,"” she said. Pondering, she tapped one nail against the
table with an oddly netallic sound.

Their fingers touched; Megan opened her nouth to speak. A fat drop of water
fell on their hands, and with a blaze of nultiforked lightning the storm broke
over their heads. They blinked away the dazzle and rushed for shelter

reaching the arcade just as the rain becanme a hi ssing downpour

Megan's face snoothed into a mask, pale in the blue flaring light, carefully
not showi ng enotion. "I hate storms," she said.

"Eh' nex mekagro nai" Shkai'ra replied, and shivered slightly. "Baiwn Avenger
rides the Plains of Sky tonight. Over kilonmeters of darkened cityscape the
flame of the Sun Tenple tw sted, |ashing the sky.

She turned to Megan. "See you tonorrow?" she said.

Megan nodded. The weariness of days settled on her shoul ders. "Goddess ward
your sleep," she said.

It was after mdnight, and Baiwn's hammer still runbled in the distance.
Shkai'ra sat cross-1egged on the round bed that donmi nated her room Hands
rested on thighs, and the grey eyes were sightless as she neditated, unable to
sl eep. No Komranza was easy in a thunderstorm it was the nmost frightening of
natural things to dwellers on the enpty plains. In thunder the Avenger sought
out | awbreakers.

A harsh scream broke the silence and the sound of dripping waters. It cane



fromthe next rooma |ong despairing wail of agony and terror
CHAPTER | I |

Yeva Haacha' s-kin, a master of the Guild of the Wse, sat before a silver bow
in a garden that whispered and rustled as rain pattered down, on vine and | eaf
and carved stone pergola. The rain sonehow avoi ded the space where she sat.
Long black hair fell in a curtain as she | eaned forward over the bow and
passed a hand over the water; eyes the color of m |k Fromcorner to corner
gazed into it.

Wth a chime the netal chilled suddenly as the water froze; frost-fog tunbling
over the snooth edge, drifting down over enbossed figures thick with hoar, to
puddl e and dissipate in the rain outside the circle of protection.

Thunder cracked overhead. The figures rising out of the ice wavered for a
monent, then firmed as her concentration took hold. The synbol was the thing;
she reached to hold firmthe synpathetic |inkage between the here and the
there. Ah, Ceneral - Cormander Snyna, and the High Priest-unm stakable. Their
voi ces rang insect-thin fromthe i mages of frost, speaking of war; dates,

pl aces, strategies. Yeva's lips thinned. Snooth conversation in a quiet room
the Iives and homes of others wecked by papers dropped across a table.

She touched the bowl with a finger, and the netal glowed white for an instant:
time present. Then another inage rose unbidden, flickering. She concentrated
to firmit, for the unasked Sight was al ways val uable. A woman-no, two
worren-sat at a low table, a candl e between them Red hair inclining toward
dark, a finger tracing on the table. A gust of ... not-wi nd, and the scene
vani shed. She touched her finger again to the bow, and this tinme the gl ow was
reef: tinme past. Earlier this evening.

The blind woman rai sed her eyes to the garden and thought for |ong mnutes.
The unsought onen is always to be heeded. No vision of the future was
conplete, for the future was not one path but many. Every living soul hel ped
shape it, with every decision they made. Here were two nore to play the gane,
two who had becone cruci al

Faces called up in answer to her question. How were they to deal wth
I1l1izbuah? She smiled suddenly and gestured. The cold-forned fog bill owed up,
obscuring her fromsight. Lightning flashed, reflecting a mllion shining
droplets of frozen air as the rain fell freely everywhere. It puddled in the
bow, with the nelting ice.

Cubi | ano, Reflection of the Everlasting Light, H gh Priest of the Sun in

I1'l1i zbuah, Chancellor of Fehinna's God-King, sat in the silence he preferred.
Such undi sci pline, he thought, noting a slight novenment of an acolyte's eyes.
He nade an al nost inperceptible sign with one finger, and the acol yte noved
forward, covered his eyes with his hands, and bowed deeply.

"Young one," Cubilano said quietly, "strength of will can overcome the need to
nmove injudiciously. My child, go fromhere to the Geat Altar; there you may
assune the posture of subm ssion and remain, contenplating what virtue lies in
stillness, for as long as it would take the Sun to pass through the w dth of
two hands."

The young priest began to stand. "You have not been given | eave to depart,"
the hierarch said in mld reproof. "Meditate for the same |l ength of tine
agai n, on the usages of proper respect. Go."

He watched the boy back out of the room then gazed slowy around at the dozen



others arrayed against the walls. These were the shaven-headed synbols of his
power, identical in their robes of orange satin. One did not need things
cluttering one's life in order to show strength.

The furnishings of the roomwere sparse, befitting a man of austerity; a | ow
tabl e, racks for books and scrolls and the pillows Fehinnans preferred for
their cross-legged sitting posture. Tropical cedar fromthe islands of the
Kahab Sea |lay warm against tile, in light that the tinted skylight washed pal e
yellow. This deep in the tenple the wild noise of the stormcane nuffled and
the I anps never flickered on their serpent-carved stands.

The silence had been a physical presence to be felt; nowit deepened to an
unbear abl e noti onl ess tension

Cubi | ano m ght have been a figure carved of gold and nahogany, here in the
centrumof his might. Hs face was the ordinary, winkled, thick-boned

count enance of any |and-bound peasant |ucky enough to see sixty seasons; but
his eyes were not ordinary at all. They were willing to see the world bum for
the favor of his God.

One of the acolytes | eaned cl ose and whi spered. The door opened, sw ngi ng on
i ronwood beari ngs.

That door ... he thought. How many Sun-turnings had it been? It had been his
second week in the tenple, still speechless with awe; even the little

provi nci al sem nary had been inpressive enough, after his kin-fast's

watt | e-and-daub huts, but Illizbuah had been stunning.

Al'l new acol ytes were presented to the Reflection; it was a tradition, but no
great ritual. He had advanced with eyes firmy fixed on the ground, a stocky
boy of ten in a saffron gown. The hand had fallen on his head; he stil
renenbered the dry cool feel of the old woman's skin on his scal p.

"So this is the one who shows such prom se,"” the voice had said. That had
startled hi menough to make him gl ance up. Their eyes had met, the young boy's
and the old woman's, for a long mnute. Her face had | ooked incredibly old to
him an aristocrat's face seaned and worn to a bl ade of bone and skin, the
face of a dying eagle; beyond the indignities of hope.

"Who knows?" she had said at last, with a dry rasping chuckle. "He mght sit
on this cushion, one day."

As Ceneral - Commander Snyna Caaituh's-kin was ushered in, the roomflashed from
warm yell ow i nto searing blue-white. Thunder followed, nore felt in bone and
gut than heard. A bad storm she thought. Hopefully not an onen for what she

pl anned. Then again, when hail fell in high sumrer, someone was struck; it

m ght be her enenies, they were thick enough on the ground. The uncanny figure
before her did nothing to ease her disconfort; priests were .

She tuned her mind to a meani ngl ess hum of unfocused t hought. One never knew
how much they could see in your head; the Sun-on-Earth could, that she did
know, having spent tine in the palace. Mre than one commander of her

acquai ntance had gone to the flaying tables for disloyal fantasies. She closed
her eyes for a nmonment to allow themto adjust to the dimlight and heard
Cubi | ano' s voice, dry and whi spery.

"Cener al - Coomander, enter and be wel conme in the House of the Sun." From where
he sat, Cubilano could feel the rooms effect on the soldier. It was nornal
enough to the eyes of the uninitiated, but subtle art had gone into the

angl es, the patterns of roof and floor. They dwarfed anyone who stood before



hi m and gave the dais a dom nating effect that mere size could not yield.
Silently, he conmended the spirit of the |ong-dead Reflection who had built
it; had he been alone, he mght have smled. It was the duty of the Servants
to increase the power of the Sun-on-Earth, generation after generation-which
meant to dimnish worldly powers, |ike mere general - commanders.

Snyna sumoned the arrogance of thirty generations of aristocrats to stride
across the floor that reason told her was of no great size. Reason lied,
something in her said. It was vast, and she no nore than an insect to be
crushed beneath a sandal

H gh Priest? she thought. A tenant's child, she rem nded herself. Scarcely
nore than a slave, whatever the | aw m ght say; bound to the soil, barely fit
to serve in her stables, but for the chance attention of sonme neddling priest.

"Great Light, | greet you," she said. There was deference in her voice, but
her bow was nerely that to an equal, and she failed to speak in the
subor di nate node. The acol ytes tensed, | ess a physical nmovenent than a turning
of attention. "Fellow Hand of the God Anbng Us," she added. That put her
behavi or within the canons, although barely. She had addressed himin private
and in his capacity as chancellor, which was not, in theory, a priestly
office. Usually the Reflection held it, but lay nmen and wonen had as wel I,
within lrving nenory.

Cubi | ano wat ched her as she stood with stiff-spined alertness, like a fighting
quail ruffling before a rival. Hard netal, he thought. But that is needful

for a sharp tool. He gestured to one of the cushions before him and returned
the hand to its place in the opposite sleeve. Wien shoveling, shit, one uses a
dung fork.

"Child of the Light, be honored anmong us"--for the nmonent. This one, he

t hought, woul d bargain toe to toe with the Sun Herself for anbition's sake.
Anger threatened to cloud his nmind, at the thought of the Servants of the

Li ght seen as a stepping-stone to nmere power and wealth. For a nonent ne
concentrated on the snells of incense and warm wood and sunflower oil fromthe
| ant erns.
"Leave us," he said in his dry, quiet voice. The acol ytes bowed and gli ded
fromthe room the nuted rustle of cloth on cloth |ike dead | eaves. The [ ast
paused to pull the door shut behind her. Another flicker fromthe storm
outside gilded them both as they gazed at each other. | have the advantage
here, he thought, |ooking down at Snyna. She shows little reaction for one
untrained; let us see what bait she takes.

"You mentioned that you wi shed to discuss the darkness and heresy that
surrounds us?"

Snyna took her courage in her hands: a Fehinnan woul d have said, caught her
soul in her own net.

"Here are the staff studies, Radiance," she said, setting a thick |eather

fol der of papers before him "Essentially-not to be technical,! we can take
the Kaailun states to the south in two canpai gni ng seasons. None of them are
very large, and Intelligence swears that they' Il be slitting each other's

throats when our siege trains arrive beneath the walls." A brief snile showed
white against the olive skin. "Encouraged by our, ah, subsidies."

She sat and watched him stare unwi nkingly at the fol der. Com ng here openly
had been a statenent of intent, that the H gh Priest had denanded, and her
rivals in the command woul d use it, but none of them would seriously suspect



that she had gi ven the chancellor the secret contingency plans; the penalties
for divulging themwould | ast three days at |east, before death. The factions
were delicately balanced in the Iron House; conmand of the Illizbuah garrison
was prestigious, but of less real inportance than one of the provincial arny
corps. Wth this in his hands, Cubilano could marshal unanswerabl e argunents
with the Sun-on-Earth. Unlimted prefernment would come to the commander who
had been on the wi nning side, once the Sun-on-Earth spoke for war.

"The Kaailun are notorious unbelievers, who have rejected our m ssionaries
nost obdurately,” Cubilano said.

Not al t oget her surprising, since they preach unlinited subm ssion to the
Sun-on- Earth, Snyna thought dryly, then caught hersel f. That was a dangerous
t hought, skirting bl aspheny.

"The northern powers?" the Hi gh Priest continued.

Snyna shrugged. "No great problem Radiance. W' ve recovered fromthe Five
Nati ons War faster than they did."

As a girl she had played anong the bones and broken catapults in the cleared
fire zone beneath the walls of her kinfast's stronghold. "The Pensa are too
occupi ed with each other; they' ve considered it beneath their dignity to fight
outsiders since the Maleficent's day." The archpriest made a sign to avert
evil at the name. "Maailun and D waah will fight"-She spread her hands-"but
that, however, is what the arnmed forces of the Tecktahate of Fehinna are for
after all." Smyna used the formal term Burning R ghteous Sword of the Divine
| ncandescence.

Flattery never hurts, she thought. Nor unction. Snear it on-the arse of the

m ghty tastes of gold. Fear stabbed at her again; the m nd was open to the God
of which it was a shadow. She shook herself inwardly. It was a comobn enough
saying, and this one was only H gh Priest, not the Sun-On-Earth Herself.

The priest stared over her head, as the lightning cast the roomin silver.
"All those who do not believe . . . lost, lost in the darkness. The Fire that
cl eanses nmust be brought to earth, a healing cautery.”

Like the great lens in the tenple dome. He could al nost see the fierce point
of focus trenbling in the incense |aden air; alnost hear the shocked
di sbelieving first scream as another soul was freed to the only God.

Snyna tried to bring the conversation back to practicalities. "Radiance, there
are still those who oppose the plan. Many of the landed famlies are afraid
for their estates; loot is desirable, but burned crops and sl aughtered workers

they remenber the last war, and the navy is nore interested in the Kahab
Sea, and the new trade col onies across the Lannic."

Peasant har dheadedness showed on the other's face. For a nonent Snyna was
rem nded of a form dabl e suspicious old farmwman at nmarket, shaking her fist
over piled yanms and raisins, refusing to be taken in by snmooth city words.
"Aye," he said. "The shiplords of the city are so inclined; higher taxes and
smal | er markets disturb merchants. They sel dom | ook beyond the swell of their
fat stomachs, and they stir the shaaids, the city-scum to conplaint over the
i nposts we must have to hire troops and inmport nmetals." He stared at the
soldier. "Only in burning is there holiness. They too will have their noment
with the Flame."

Snyna Caai tuh's-kin, who had hunted tigers and armed slaves for sport,



i nclined her head, controlling her shudder. Fanatics disturbed her; they were
too unpredictable, and the chancellor was brilliantly so. To use himwas to
grasp the knife by the blade, but there was little choice, less glory, and no
advancenent in peacetinme. Few of the officer corps in these days

were the heirs to great wealth; the Ri ghteous Sword was a conveni ent and
honorabl e way of giving thema living without upsetting the delicate

matri nonial alliances that were the warp of Fehinnan politics. Plunder would
pay debts and augnment niggardly pay and stipends; casualties and nobilization
of cadre units would give the anbitious roomto rise in the table of ranks.

Oh, yes, there would be many to foll ow and support; rotting in the border
garrisons, in the endl ess boredomof drill fields, patrolling the western
nmount ai ns agai nst starving savages who coul d hi de under an oak | eaf and put
arrows through a squirrel's eye.

"You are prepared for opposition, then, Radiance?" she asked. She was deeply
conmitted; still, it would be well to be sure that he was not too far gone in
nmystical ecstasy to attend to the necessities.

He nodded. "They have overreached thensel ves. Trade is bad enough. Their
rabbl e-rousers have provoked the shaai ds beyond endurance and there will be
troubles; I will use themto swi ng opinion against themin the council, and
t he House of Tecktahs, as you warriors use an opponent's strength agai nst
him"

"How does the Sun-on-Earth regard this matter?"

Bot h Fehi nnans drew a circle over their breasts at the mention of the
CGod- Ki ng. "The new Avatar of Her has authorized this." Cubilano produced a
st anped docunent .

Snyna restrained herself fromsnatching and instead read it gravely. Cubilano
all owed hinself an inward snmile as he saw her eagerness. "Radiance, this is
everything we asked for!" She | ooked up, understanding in her eyes. "Ahhh

that is why there was an announcenent that the proclamation woul d deal with an
i ncrease in taxes!"

Cubil ano withdrew a hand fromhis sl eeve and stroked his chin. It was the
first gesture Snyna had seen him use

"The Sun-on-Earth . . ." He paused. How best to explain? "The God is nuch
occupi ed with other thoughts, of late. This matter is left in nmy hands. It
woul d be well to have preparations nade in the Iron House both to deal wth
possible civil unrest, and to use the revenues which will flow automatically
once the new measures are in place. Since you are conmander of the Illizbuah
garrison, and have access to the necessary communi cati ons and staff personne

"The shaaid will riot?"

"OfF course. My information is definite, and it is in any case necessary." He
managed to shrug w thout novenent. "They are not so devout as the peasantry;
still, however many you loll, there will be sufficient for the city's needs."
"I'n other words," Snyna said, greatly daring, "you feel a short, sharp riot
wi Il strengthen your hand agai nst the nmerchants with the Sun-on-Earth, who
will not |ove those who incite his subjects to revolt. You will be able to
arrest the nost vociferous of the nerchants. By association, the navy and
peace factions will be covered by the sane shroud.” The H gh Priest gazed at



her, unblinking. "But the disturbances must not be allowed to get out of hand;
that m ght convince the Radiant One that there was sonmething to our opponents'
predictions of ruin froma nilitant policy."

Cubi | ano gave her a smle as bold as duty. "Who are we to question the m nd of
the God? W serve the Avatar of Her with our human minds and wills." He
paused. "Have you nade your devotions to the God as the Law comrands?" he said
sharply.

Caught off bal ance, she struggled to regain the initiative. "I ... the

Caai tuh's-kin are pious; nobody can dispute that."

"Yet a great kinfast is made up of many souls," Cubilano continued. "Dehanno,
your Kkinelder, heir to the Tecktahship ... he has been less than friendly to
the Servants of the Light, disputing our ownership of lands." Hi s expression
became sonber. "Such a one might have to be ... set aside by the Sun-on-Earth
for a nore devout heir."

Snyna bowed her head. Here was the carrot, tailored to her alone. Hers if she
succeeded; if she failed, the stick of disgrace for the one who had call ously
sl aughtered the people of the Divine One, as they rightly protested neasures
adopted by m sguided mnisters. The God could do no wong; Her servants were
another matter entirely. There was a silken remnmi nder that however high she
clinmbed the tenple would have its hand on the |adder. Still

"I will order the regiments into the city," she said. "Cbedient to your
wi shes, Mrror of the Eternal Light."

The priest made a gesture of dismssal. "Further comruni cati ons had best be by
the secure channels we established,” he said. She had known his insistence on
a public neeting was a demand for conmtnment. She replied with a deep

obei sance and turned to go. At the threshold she hesitated.

"Radi ance, | have heard that the Guild of the Wse favors the nmerchant guilds
inthis matter."

For the first tine, Cubilano raised his voice. "The Conspiracy of the
Foolish!" It cracked out across the chanber. " The Guild of the Damed!" Snyna
blinked. "After the riots, the guilds will have no recourse. Except the
'wise.' And if they are so foolish"-his hands curled shut-"the Sun has fire to
Spare.”

Yeva sat in the guest roomrather than the garden now. Some stern ascetics
woul d scorn to use the Art to keep thenselves dry in a rainstorm or to make
ice to render scrying easier. She was not of their nunber, but there would be
no energy to spare for luxuries this time. The glass stood before her, as
mlk-white as the magician's eyes, held in its frane |like a pearl beneath the
chin of a dragon.

War had been decided; that was certain. But it was necessary to know nore, and
tenmple alarns had certainly been tripped by her first scrying. She took one
deep breath, then another, sank into fight trance, and began very delicately
to probe.

The circle of priests forned with swift ease once the Watcher had call ed.
Heretical use of the Holy Sun's Power had been found again. Around the walls
of a cone-shaped room eyes focused unblinking on the pinpoint of flanme that
burned unwavering in the center; waiting, patient as a cancer breeding
silently through the nerves.



There! The flane wavered in a certain nonphysical undirection. Hate surged
within the circle, building into a swirling vortex, ready to be rel eased when
the Dammed One of the CGuild of Fools showed hinself.

Soundl ess, the formof the magician drifted over the tenple. She scanned the
area carefully, averting her consciousness fromthe shape before her; on this
pl ane one coul d confront nothing that was not elemental Trudi; she had no
desire to conprehend what two hundred generations of belief and agony had nade
of it. Here as ever, there was no unknow ng.

Probi ng, she net a shell of glass. No, it was alive; pulsing rhythmcally,
tiny openings gaping as it noved. It tasted of sour yellow, she gritted

nonexi stent teeth and slid along the outer surface, extending a tendri

She stepped sideways, to the plane of Absolute Essence, and considered the
Synbol of the Tenple. Ahhhh, perhaps .. . Walking the time di mension was a
physi cal thing here, studying the manifold branchings of probability. Yes: a
hi gh possibility of a gap here. Best not consider it too closely, lest the

i nformation gained fix the parameters when she returned to the time-inflow It
woul d be of no use to penetrate here, for there was no verbal |anguage anong
absol ute Synbol

Si deways again, to the original plane. She picked the place/tinme, pushed, felt
a sensation like icy slivers that rasped sadly grey on her skin, and was

t hrough. Yeva heard: " not intend to split the Iron House; if division
cane to actual fighting, there would be disas-"

A wave of enotion broke around her, swirling the identity matrix that she was
here, smashing her against the inner wall of the tenple's protection. Rage,
pain, fear, guilt, hate, lust flickered through the pathways of her

consci ousness, and far away she could sense the response of her imobile body
as its glands opened slightly, beneath the iron control her training inposed
on the hindbrain. The priestly circle fought to pin her mnd there unti
enotion killed the body. Coppery taste of fear, savage adrenaline exhilaration
of anger, grey neani ngl essness of depression. Wth a single convul sive heave
she snapped back through the opening of her entry and returned identity to the
physi cal body. They followed her, using the window in tine and possibility for
the counterstrike. Wrld and other-world crackled as the bolt struck, and
there was an ear-stunning roar of entopic noise as she shouted words of
Cont ai nnent. Dar kness.

And rain. The servants arrived as fear overbal anced fear. They found her
sitting unharmed amid the shattered glass and plants of the solarium droplets
m sted her hair and seeped into the cushions as she regarded the crushed and
snol deri ng remai ns of her surroundings. But for fortune and speed, they m ght
have found not hi ng but charred bone and greasy ash, or a body
probability-twi sted into sonething that had no right to exist in

ti me-present-here. As it was .

"The lightning rod needs replacing," she said, before signaling her
bodyservant to carry her fromthe weckage.

CHAPTER | V

The scream still echoed through the thunder-ridden night as the plai nswoman
cane out of her crouch and flowed snmoothly erect. That was the roomdirectly
next to hers, the one the outl ander, Megan, had taken. The saber flickered
into her hand as she tw sted past the bedpost; three |ong strides brought her
to the connecting door. Her dagger thudded into the wood beside the | ock, and
she threw her weight |evering against the hilt until the ironwood | ock
mechani sm broke fromthe softer oak with a rending crunch |ike the sound of



tearing cartilage that went with a crushed knee. She kicked flat-footed, then
dove forward into the outlander's room the curved sword noving in a neat
precise arc, up into guard position

Megan had flung herself onto the strange bed, staring at the ceiling. Naked in
the danp heat, she lay and listened to the storm refusing to renmenber.

Denyi ng, as she had every time a storm had brought those nenories crowdi ng
back. No, she refused to remenber, she refused to feel that way ever again.
She concentrated on her breath, forcing it to even out into deep slow rhythns;
felt the sweat trickling down her flanks, the crisp texture of the cl ose-woven
linen beneath her. A pond of still water grew before the eyes of her mnd. She
slept. And dreaned, rememnbering.

The rough, prickly fiber of the rope dug painfully into her hands; that was
not hi ng, a wel cone distraction fromthe tearing pain between her |egs. She

| eaned into the coil of rope, grateful for its support as she stared down into
the dark track behind the ship, black against the slush-white surface of the
freezing river. She was cold; the tears froze on her |ashes. Blood trickled
warmy down her thighs, cooling. Thunder crashed to the north. Miffled now,

not close and overwhel ming as it had when Sangel d had raped her

She | ooked down at the water with longing as it curled and chuckled to itself
under the keel. Peace, and escape, and forgetting. A gloved hand speared down
from above and caught the oak chain at her neck as she | eaned toward! the
water. She tw sted away, choking, trying to screamas he lifted her to the
deck of the snip.

Shkai'ra scanned the room instantly aware that there was no third presence.
She rel axed as nuch as was possible for one who had spent her chil dhood under
the Warmasters' instruction and laid the saber on a table before walking to
the bed. The outl ander, Megan, ground her teeth and westled with the
sweat - soaked sheets. Shkai'ra stood, watching, contenplating her own enotions
wi th detached curiosity.

She did not feel pity; her folk |acked even the concept. Concern, perhaps. On
the Plains of Night, even the fiercest was driven prey, and she had ni ght
terrors enough of her own. \What connection? The stranger was interesting,
true. And attractive, but no nore so than many nen and wonen she net daily.

She sat on the bed and laid a cool strong hand on the other's shoul der. "Wake,
Whitl ock," she said in a cal mconversational tone. "That fight is past."”

Under her hand, Megan froze to utter stillness. Wth a shudder her body
rel axed i nto wakeful ness, and her hand went out to trace an ungl oved hand,
raised to touch the snooth line of Shkai'ra's cheek

"Not him" she nurnured, still in the dreamis grip. She sat up. Unwel cone sobs
forced themsel ves past clenched teeth. She had sworn that she would not weep
agai n; shane added to her m sery as she turned her face away.

"Sorry to break down your door," Shkai'ra said calnmy. "Thought soneone was
choppi ng you up with an axe." A pause. "I always hated thunderstorns, too."

Megan stilled as she woke nmore fully. "Thank you, for, well, being concerned.
But I'mall right." She tried to pull her barriers up, but they were stil
shattered by the dream She felt the rasp of Shkai'ra's calluses. She sat up
slowy, feeling suddenly |lonely as the Kommanza took her hand away.

The pl ai nswoman was so close . . . "This binds ..." Her voice also refused to
work properly, and it cane out so |low that she doubted Shkai'ra heard it



Sonet hi ng she'd wall ed away inside herself |long ago finally broke free, and

she cried; harsh and tearing, for she fought it still, but the tears stil

cane.

"I felt himdie ... |I felt his |life go, |eaking out of every wound, but | [ive
that time again, when thunder wal ks. Way?" Then rage welled up in her through
grief and she crooked a hand in a slash across the bedding. "I could kill him
again. And still feel pleasure init."

Her tears were gradually slow ng and her breathing becom ng nmore regular. "So
long. So I ong ago."

"They never |eave us, those we've killed; we give themimrtality," Shkai'ra
said. "I'mnot far," she went on, standing and taking up her sword. "Call if
there's need." The broken door swung quietly shut behind her.

n W]y?"

Shkai'ra paced |ike a trapped cat, her bare feet soundl ess on the brown tile
of her own room The shadows were deep, only a small flicker fromthe
peanut-oil lantern in its niche casting a Bickering ruddy light.

"Way did | do that?" Wiy help the stranger? Not a Kommanzanu thing to do, but
there seened to be sonething binding them Unlikely that they would neet in
the first place, cast together by the strange gods who ruled the sea. Then to
turn up at the sane place in this swarmng anthill of a city.

Unease craw ed in her stomach, |ike the Fear Snake beneath the earth in the
old stories. For a longing nonent, she wi shed she was hone; then she could go
to the sweatbath and throw water on the rocks, maybe get a vision fromthe Red
Hawk, her clan's totem O go to to the castle shaman for a spell agai nst

m sfortune. O at |east take her horse and bow and ride out on the clean
steppe, out past the villages and fields until there was nothing but the bow
of the sky and the cold northern wi nds. Sweat runneled down her bare skin and
matted her hair; |ike a sauna you could never get out of.

She | ooked: over at the door, wedged closed with a scrap of wood for privacy's
sake. She fights well, Shkai'ra thought. Her mind played over the brief
scrinmage on the ship's deck. Strips well, too, she added, feeling a faniliar
pl easurable itch between her |egs. There had been a nice young sailor on the
ship coming north fromthe Kahab Sea, but that was weeks ago, and he had died
when the ship went aground up in Joisi. Nearly a nonth celibate. | would very
much like to take this Megan to bed. So strange, so tiny and so pretty.

Whi ch was one good reason to be pleasant, although she suspected nore patience
woul d be required than she was usually prepared to show. Perhaps the spirits
mean to throw us together. A shaman had once said it was her fate to lie far
from home, anong witches and strangers.

At that she shrugged. | can sleep now If the spirits wanted something, they
generally got it; she only hoped that the Ztrateke ahKonman, the high gods of
her people, were not involved. They had nasty dispositions. A small six-I|inmbed
joss stood in an enpty | anp-niche, carved of bone and wood. G@itch, with his
bul gi ng bl oodshot eyes and spi key red hair and snaggl e-toothed grin. One hand
was extended with a single finger raised, another held a long pin, a third a
feather; the others brandi shed nmousetraps, buckets and gl uepots. Shkai'ra lit
a small stick of incense and stuck it into the blob of wax on the statuette's
baseboar d.

"None of your fucking jokes," she said to the godlet in her own | anguage. "You
just watch it, or ny ghost will chase you down and tear off a pair or two of



arms. "

A slight grating sound woke Megan the next norning, and the entire weight of a
toncat placed on one paw at a time as he wal ked over her and shoved his nose
in her ear.

"Ach! Cat, stop that!" But she scratched himcarefully behind his ears. He
meowed at her and junped down fromthe bed.

From t he next room came a subdued knock and Shkai'ra's husky voice as

br eakfast was delivered. Megan sighed, tried to go back to sleep, but the next
ti me Ten-Knife-Foot pushed the door open, rubbing his cheek on it, she threw
the cotton sheet off and called a servant to order her own breakfast.
Ten-Knife insisted on sharing her bacon with her

"This one-" She | ooked through the door to where Shkai'ra was finishing a
sword exercise, enpty-handed, and pointed down to where the cat |lay on her
foot. "This one wants to expand his territory and is insisting that we share
too." She watched the plai nswoman straighten. "lIs he always this acquisitive
of peopl e?"

"Nia." Shkai'ra smled, pausing for a nmoment and crani ng her head back to cal
t hrough the gap between door and janb. "He usually bites people he neets. Good
nor ni ng. "

"Goddess nmorning to you."

Megan found hersel f watching a droplet of sweat run down the underside of one
of Shkai'ra's breasts. The Kommanza caught the gl ance and smiled back with a
lazy grin. Then she took a deep breath, bent backward until her pal ns touched
the floor behind her heels, did a handstand, and then dropped into a series of
exerci ses, stretching first, then bl ocks, kicks, and handbl ows at an imagi nary
opponent .

Stop that, Megan told herself firmy, |ooking down at the tray in her lap as
she ate and away fromthe rippling sweat-slick skin. The eating-pick was
strange, with four tines rather than one. You decided | ong ago that sex
doesn't interest you anynore.

Shkai'ra was wi ping her torso with a towel as Megan cane through the door. "No
gods-dammed point in this," she grunbled, throwing it over one shoul der and
droppi ng an arm oad of clothes and weapons on a chair. 'Til be sweaty again in
a breath, just standing still." She scooped up the cat and sat, fanning a

pi ece of paper at him he batted at it with claws out, and she read the

Fehi nnan cursive with her lips noving slowy.

A snuffle of |laughter escaped her, growing to a throaty chuckle.

"An item zed bill," Shkai'ra said, ruffling the animal's ears, "for
Ten-Knife's depredations. Atrail of ruin he nust have left. In one night,
cat? Also a trail of black kittens with yellow eyes and terrible tenpers, |I'm
sure." The cat endured her fingers for a nonment, then flowed through her arms

and stal ked away with an air of purpose.

"How much damage can a cat do?" Megan said. "And he nust have caught his share
of rats.

Shkai'ra picked up the list. "Also a pet dog, a roast of beef, two pieces of
i mported sharksfin fromthe table of a shipowner, upsetting a bottle of w ne
in the process-" Mre laughter, to herself. "Well, | can pay." She tossed the



paper aside and noved to the wi ndow, sighing and stretching in vast
contentnent. It was early norning, and the rain had washed the air of some of
its tidewater sultriness; there was a freshness to the danmp, a snell of coffee
and food and silt-laden water fromthe river

Megan wat ched a nonment, then poured herself a nug of tea. She |eaned back
agai nst the pillows, heaped high and newy beaten into subm ssion, pronmptly
scal di ng her nout h.

"Fi shguts! | should know better." She put the nmug down and wat ched Shkai'ra
for a long noment before gathering her hair to rebraid it. "I knew there was .
ouch ... a reason that | seldomunbound this ness. | should hack it al

of f." She finished winding the braids around her head and fetched her knife as
Shkai ' ra drew her saber

"On the lunge, wouldn't it be better to use the other armas a
count er bal ance?" Megan asked.

"Not ... if ... you're . . . using ... a shield," Shkai'ra said, between deep
even breaths. She shifted her grip to the two-handed foot fighting stance and
snapped into the guard-agai nst-spear, then whi pped down into the straight cut
to the head, the pear-splitter. The noves flowed one into the other, yet each
was sharp and definite, ending with a "huff' of expelled breath at the nonment
of inpact, the long flat nuscles standing out under the skin in clean relief
as they tensed and rel axed.

"Not that | really know rmuch about those ox-stickers," Megan said. She began
her own exercises, a series of fluid noves, one into the other, holding each
pose a second or so, increasing the speed until she was blurring through a
shadow fight that ended with the lunge; throat, heart, groin. She stood up
and nodded at her inmagi nary opponent, and wal ked back toward the bed, nipping
the knife.

Shkai'ra had finished with a sideways flick of the sword and had stood

wat chi ng, wi ping the steel in her hands carefully, before starting to dress.
"Ox-sticker it mght be, but good for keeping snall people with sharp objects
in their hands at a safe distance."

Megan gl anced out of the corner of one eye. "Ch?" She found herself wanting to
show of f her skill. What is the matter with ne? She tossed the knife
t houghtfully in her hand.

The Konmmanza stuffed the last bit of bread into her nouth and fini shed
buckling on her saber. The stiletto disappeared up one sleeve, and the dagger
rode opposite the sword. Then she produced a shot-pistol fromunder the
pillow, a heavy doubl e-barrel ed weapon with a pistol grip. Breaking it open
she checked the brass cartridges.

Megan | ooked down at the cup left on her tray and picked it up with an

expression of disgust. "Swill!' She threw the contents as far back into her
t hroat as possible, so she wouldn't have to taste it, and shuddered. "Gahh
that's awful ." She washed the taste of fish oil fromher nouth with a swig of

cold tea and sat on the pillow by the desk

Shkai'ra clicked the firearmclosed with a flexing of her wist and wal ked
over to run a finger around the inside of the china tunbler. She tasted and
made a grimace

"Zowei tz of foul ness, what is this stuff?" She patted her pouch to nmake sure
the other two rounds were in place; that was the price of a good horse, and



t he weapon woul d buy and stock a farm

Megan hel d up her hands and | ooked at the light glancing off the silvery
nails. How much do | trust her? "These are steel. The witch who gave ne these
warned me that the iron in themcomes fromny body. Fish oil has the nost of
what is needed, and rather than letting ny claws [each me of ny life . "
She reached out and tapped themon the nug. The sound rang hard. "I've had
them only about seven, eight iron-cycles; noonturnings, you would say."

Shkai'ra | ooked at her hands, hal fway between nervousness and appreciation
That was a good magic, for a warrior; ten Knives nobody woul d suspect and
nobody coul d take away. Even the steel-sheen could have been paint.

"Sharp, too, fromwhat | saw on board the Radi ance, kheeredo," she said.
"Sharp? On, | don't have means of really honing them vyet." Megan | apsed into
silence. The word "kh' eeredo"” had a sense of kinship in it, but this one had
been a stranger to her just yesterday. On the ship she had distracted the
sailors, but that had been for the cat's sake. . . . Bonds could be used

agai nst you. They opened you up to feeling and enption. The old habits died
hard; even the donning of clothing had put the other at arm s | ength. Perhaps
t he al oneness wasn't necessary, here.

Her voice was sharp as she turned her eyes away, a crease between the
eyebrows. "A weapon, | take it?" She nodded at the shotpistol that Shkai'ra
still held.

"la," Shkai'ra said, tossing it to her. Megan caught it automatically. "You
point it, pull the hook on the bottomcalled a trigger, and it makes holes in
things. Magic, | suppose. Expensive, too; a last chance if you're cornered."

She turned and kicked her foot into a sandal, bracing the foot against the bed
and wi nding the soft |eather straps around her calf. Boots and trousers stil
felt nmore natural, but she | ooked alien enough as it was, and the Fehi nnan
clothes were nmore confortable in this weather. Her back prickled slightly; it
was early days, to let the little one behind her with a weapon. Still

Shkai ' ra thought herself a judge of people.

As her other hand came up to support the weight of the dung, Megan | ooked at

t he Kommanza's back ... and felt the fool. The weapon in her hands |ay heavy,
nmet al and smoot h-worn wood, a nmeans of death. Then a snide thought. What, does
she expect nme to shoot her in the back? People don't Mjust for no reason...
Wl |, a synmbolic gesture. A bond. So be it.

"I see. | don't think it's magical." She opened her nouth, then stopped. No,
Shkai'ra needn't know everything, yet. Decision nmade, she continued, "You

br oke that door |ast night because you thought | needed help. I owe you a
debt." and Jai pahl never got around to telling ne how Fehi nnans acknow edge
obligation. She laid the shotpistol down on tile desk

"My knife is yours," she said, holding the blade out on the pal mof her hand
If she takes it, Ill steal another. Shkai'ra blinked, her people's expression
of surprise; that was a ritual they used for deep trust.

Ah, well, she thought, taking it up. She flipped it in a circle and caught the
hilt. Nice piece of steel, she thought.
"Thank you," she said. "But you'll need one."
narrow st abbi ng poni ard.

She of fered one of her own, a



Megan | ooked at it and up into grey eyes. "If | took that, to ny people, it
woul d nean that | accepted you as kin, in a way. What does it nean to your

The hand hol ding the poniard didn't nove though Shkai'ra smiled. "It basically
means you'll fight for me if | need you; and I for you, of course. Not that we
Kommanza need nuch reason to fight. "

Megan nodded and took the knife. "Al right." Wat are you doi ng, woman? she
asked herself. You can't get conmtted to anyone here. You have to get hone
bef ore Habi ku ruins your fish-gutted househol d.

She exam ned the ten-inch knife. The weight of it was |less than the enotions
it carried. She laughed suddenly, her eyes crinkling at the coners, at
Shkai'ra s expression. "How |like our tools we are. Celik Kizkardaz, there is
Steel between us." There was silence, then she stood suddenly. "So, show ne
this city that they are so proud of. Walking the streets as a

zhaai d- Shaai d?- What does that nmean?-is not the best way to see the sights.
got called that enough to fill ne to the back teeth | ast night."

Shkai'ra turned Megan's giftblade in her hands; it was a pleasure to handle
somet hi ng so wel |l nade.

"Shaai d?" she said absently. "Maggot. The poorest, dockworkers, day |aborers.
Escaped tenants, beggars, children born w thout kinfast. No money, skill, or
lord: a mllion heads in this brick warren, and two-thirds are shaai d. They
die by the thousand down in Low Town; nore cone in every day, to find the
silver bricks of Illizbuah's streets."'

"Better to be a ... gaaimun, is that the word?" They | aughed and wal ked out
into the brightness of hallway.

There were crowds al ong the Laneway of |npeccable Respectability; they turned
to* throngs as the two wonen turned onto the eastbound Street of Dubious
Del i ghts Tol erated But Not Approved; that was a major artery leading to the
ad Gty that Megan had wandered the night she came in. Carts drawn by oxen
mul es, horses, dogs, and humans crowded the brick pavement; folk on foot

t hronged anmong them Naked porters bent under w cker baskets; robed upper
servants; a party of off-duty soldiers in green |eather tunics, hands on the
hilts of their shortswords; two tall black Haytin fromthe Kahab Sea, feathers
noddi ng fromtheir fantastic scul pted manes of coiled hair.

Snell s of sweat, dung, hay, smoke, hot brick dust hung around them anong the
creaks and clatters and babbl e cast back by the three-story brick walls on
ei t her side.

Not every building along Delight Street was a joy den, of course; tiny stores
spilled their goods onto the raised side passages, hawkers cried, pedal-driven
| oonms thunped from behind blank walls; a small girl in a loincloth stood and
drew rude words on the stucco with a stick of charcoal until a

har assed- | ooki ng woman darted out to drag her off by one ear, swatting at the
child' s rear energetically with her other hand.

Megan dodged around a cart | oaded twi ce head-high with cornstal ks, then
avoided a priest in a soiled orange robe with stubble on her shaven skull with
a whirl that brought her to rest against the counter of a wine shop. Tubs of

wi ne, beer and fruit juices were sunken into the counter, which bore stacks of
cheap clay nugs, a dipper, and the el bows of a scow ing owner

As crowded as the night street, she thought. But the nature of the crowd had
changed. Peopl e spoke nmore |oudly, and sunlight brightened them the night



folk were gone to their pallets. This city at night had a darkness nore than
material, tasting of snmoke and incense and nusic. A torrent of children
passed, shrieking with the excitenment of sonme inconprehensible gane.

She reached over to touch Shkai'ra on the el bow. "See, that one there?"

Gawki ng, a boy of fifteen seasons stood on the corner. Tall for his age, and
big in the wists and ankl es; Shkai'ra judged himto be fromthe Pi ednont
borderl ands fromhis long tunic and | eggings and the pale skin, perhaps of a
yeoman-farmer ki nfast.

"An easy mark,' Megan said. She slid a tiny iron slug across the counter and
took a cup of pomegranate juice, cool and tart on her tongue. Briefly, she
wondered at the netal's value. "In F talezon, the child packs would | eave him
stripped and wondering on the DragonLord's doorstep. Not a healthy place.’
"Not greatly different here," Shkai'ra said as they el bowed their way forward
again. A wman in a soiled white tunic was talking to the boy. "That's Mai hra,
of the Low Lords. They specialize in kidnapping; that one's kinfast will have
to pay well for him

Megan had noticed and avoi ded a nunber of people trained nuch the same way she
was. Thieves had a | ook to them "So. Wat should we be doi ng?"

Shkai'ra | ooked down at her. "You can buy anything in Illizbuah, anything that
exists. But | know just the place you might be interested in."

The weapons shop was part of the Dark Creatures of the Earth Brought Forth and
Transformed by Efful gent Light: one of the netal workers' bazaars. The whol e of
it was covered, two stories high on arched gl ass-fiber-concrete; bel ow were
narrow | aneways t hrough acres of mlling confusion-custoners, guards,

artisans, fetch-and-carry slaves, apprentices, food sellers. For all that, it
was | ess crowded than night have been expected; access was linited, and
Shkai'ra had had to show her menber's sigil in the Guards', Mercenaries' and
Caravaneers' @uild to enter.

"Whul zhaitz," she snarled in her own | anguage. "Sheepshit. Sometines | think
it woul d have been better to settle anong unlettered folk. At least if they
rob or kill or inprison you, it will be for a better reason than not having
your papers in order."

I'd better buy papers, soon, Megan thought. 1'Il probably need themto | eave
fromthe | ooks of this place.

They plunged into the crowd. Shkai'ra's height and sword and alien | ooks made
only a nodi cum of el bow work needful; she noted that surprisingly few jostled
Megan, and none twice. The air was thick: snoke fromthe forges, despite their
fuel of charcoal or city gas; sweat, the vinegary snmell of hot netal; the
soapy al nost-taste of quenching oil. Light was di mthrough the griny
skylights, and Shkai'ra found her way nore by nmenory than sight. It played her
fal se nore than once, am d booths cobbled with board and canvas.

"Been nore than a year; they shift .. . Ah, here." One al cove opened to a long
narrow workshop. It was for display and a little finishing work; a |athe

whi rred somewhere in the background, and the teeth-jarring sound of a

gri ndstone came, clear through the sun-roar of the crowds echoing fromthe
pillars.

The proprietor | ooked up from dashing a dipper of water over his head as they
turned sideways to enter. The wet glistened on his scalp, bald as an egg, and



on skin as black as the soot of his trade and seaned with five decades of
forge heat. He was dressed in a loincloth and | eather apron; not a tall man,
but muscl e bul ked huge on ape-thick arnms and shoul ders.

"Hai, Firehair! he said, grinning hugely. He had the slightest trace of an
accent; native-born, but his mother had wandered in on a ship fromthe Sea
I slands. "No need to ask what you seek."

He waved a hand toward the walls and racks. Wapons, and things that nust be
weapons fromthe conpany they kept. There were swords, short doubl e-edged

cut -and-thrust bl ades; the |long single-edged cavalry swords with basket hilts
that the east coast kingdons favored. Pensa broadswords, as tall as Shkai'ra
at the hilt. Curved swords, recurved chopping bl ades, swords nmounted on pol es,
swords that slid into canes and unbrellas and scribes' book stands. Knives of
every description, froma main-gauche as long as a forearm neant to do duty
as a shield, to a dainty little razor-edge knife, thin and fl exi ble enough to
slip inside a belt, with the hilt shaped as a buckl e. Spearheads, pike heads
of metal or fiber-bound ceram c or gl ass. Hal berd heads, knife-sharp chainlike
fighting irons, throwing stars, blowpipes that slid in sections |like

tel escopes. Behind lay bits and pi eces of arnor.

Megan said not one word, but the wall drew her as if the netal were

magneti zed. Good work here, she thought. Layer-forged, Fromthe sheen, with
charcoal added. Her eyes were caught by a bl ade hangi ng just above her eye

| evel . Eastern work? If | didn't know better I'd say that was one of our best.
It matches our best; what a market for metal, if | could find a way to get it
here. CGood iron was expensive everywhere, but east of the Lannic they did not
use iron beads for currency. She turned and rai sed an eyebrow at the smith.

"Trade goods from oversea? Worth maybe the iron that nakes it."
"Good work," he said. "As good as mine or ny kinmates, but different." He

lifted it down with huge spatul ate fingers that were sonehow delicate, and
bel | owed over his shoul der, "Tea!"

"See," he continued. "Layer work, yes ... but | think they used iron and stee
wire, not twi nned bars-tock. Nicel Firehair's sword is Iike that, but it cones
fromthe northwest. For this, |I could give you, oh, only one-twenty-fifth the

wei ght in gold.

A boy of twelve with sonmething of the man's build came in fromthe rear with a
tray. The tray was grubby |l eather, but the flask and cups were Naiglun

porcel ain, delicate, sinple and | ovely, eggshell thin. The smith lifted one
cup, the scarred and call oused hands closing on it as lightly as on a rose.
"The Sun shine on you! he said. "A pleasure to deal with someone who knows
good work."'

Megan gently touched the teacup with a forefinger and deci ded agai nst picking
up the scal ding-hot utensil. "Tschchak, | thank you, but one can see fromthe
color that it is oil and not bl ood-quenched, a |ess, ah, expensive way of
cooling. One fiftieth."

"Brightness! The offer is an insult to the weapon.

And who needs bl ood quenchi ng? Superstition! A tub of seawater with | eather
soaked a week does as well. For that price | could offer this." He reached
over and picked out a lesser-quality dagger, still of steel; but laid beside

the first the difference was obvi ous.

She bl ew gently over her cup, |ooked through the steamat the smth, and



settled herself for a |l ong session. "Perhaps when we speak of silver rather
than gold would | consider this one, or others. The narket seems to hold many
smthies. Perhaps | should | ook around first." She raised the cup, sipped, and
set it down. "I thank you for the tea. It was nicely made."

The smith scow ed and signaled his kinchild to replace the cup. A horn cup or
fruit juice succeeded it. Bah. The others woul d cheat a foreigner on
principle. | ama nman w t hout prejudice, and nothing is too good for a friend
of a friend. Besides, you would care for the steel. For you ..."

Shkai'ra | aughed. "Now you've unsaddl ed yoursel f," she said. "Next to working
the netal, he | oves bargaining." She turned to exam ne a tray of arrowheads.

It went on for a while, discussing relative worth of workmanship, the snmith
bewai | i ng the necessity of being generous to a friend's friend, protesting
that his kin had to eat. At last, before themlay the eastern knife, three of
| esser quality, and a knife harness.

"Ach, we are agreed on one-thirtieth for the one; but for the others ..." She
sighed. "The nost | could agree on there would be one-seventh, silver."

"You woul d have my work for nothing? It pains nme. Five."

Megan pondered. "Since you are Freyat Kizkar, Friend of Kin, I would be
generous. Five and a half if the harness comes too.

He frowned deeply. "You nmake me cut out ny heart on the altar of friendship!
May the Sun see ny generosity to a stranger! Agreed." They sl apped hands on
t he bargain.

She rose, buckling on the harness and trying various placenents for the
bl ades.

"A heavy investnent," Shkai'ra said, replacing a bola with balls of stone set
wi th bronze spi kes. She hesitated as another customer came through the
curtain; a blind man, old, with skin |Iike weathered parchment. He wore a
patched tunic and carried a staff and beggi ng bow .

"Harriso!" she said.

Megan snicked a bl ade back into its sheath. "Investnent in the tools of the
trade," she said. "Another friend?

The man's face turned toward her, nostrils flaring. Then he smiled, his face a
network of wrinkles, the smle of an ancient, w cked, nerry child.

"So, you come to the City again, Red-Hand," he said in a snooth,

wel | - nodul at ed voi ce. Megan's Fehi nnan was just barely good enough to
recogni ze the accent of an aristocrat, or a scholar. "And another foreigner
with you. One who snells of death-to-come, |ike you."

He turned to the smth. "Kerm bo, ny friend, today |I think we nust forsake our
di scussion of the philosophy of Annitli the Subtle."

The net al wor ker shrugged, "W're getting in sone new barstock, anyway.' He
sm | ed sheepishly at Shkai'ra's inquiring eyebrow

"Phi | osophy?" she said incredulously. "Tinme was your only pastines outside the
smthy were beer and sex."



"Well, a person nmust have sonething to do in their age. ... Fare you well." As
t hey pushed aside the curtain, he added: "And bring nmany nore such friends;
she's got nore business for ne than that boy acrobat you dragged al ong | ast
year!"

Shkai'ra cleared her throat at Megan's | ook and turned her head to the beggar
"How goes the city?"

Harri so?" she asked as they plunged into the crowd of the Metal worker's
mar ket .

He shrugged, and used his staff to trip a woman who had jostled himinto a
stack of pots. ' In and out, around and about, as ever, Red-Hand."

"A phil osophy you were going to study with the smth?" Megan inquired.
"Witten, perhaps?"

Both the others regarded her curiously. Harriso opened his nouth to answer,
then shifted to a nmendi cant's whi ne.

"Alnms! Alms and the Light will shine upon you! A copper buys so little, and
t he Beggar King rmust have his half or that."

A menmber of the Watch strolled by, eyes roving. Shkai'ra broke off a bit from
a copper coil and tossed it into his bow .

"I can smell them" Harriso said. The nmetal disappeared into his tunic. "You
travel in |learned conpany for a change Red-Hand. As to the Cty, the
Sun-on-Earth, in her wisdom has issued a proclamation doubling the taxes on
bread neal, salt, and fish."

H s hand tightened slightly on her el bow, and Shkai'ra choked off her reply.

"So that all may know the wi sdom of this, the proclamation is to be read from
the steps of the tenple. Great is the wi sdomof the God Anong Us," he added
dryly, "but | shall be content wi th secondhand know edge."

The bl ond woman stopped at a vendor's stall and bought stewed lentils, a round
of flat bread, and ground chickpeas fried in oil. Accepting the well-filled
bowl, he squatted in a corner and produced a bone inplenment fromhis runic,
with a fork at one end and a spoon at the other. Eating with fastidious

neat ness, he continued, "Thank you, Firehair. W will speak later, in privacy,
I think." The blind eyes turned to Megan. May ny fingers see your face?" The
touch was feather light. "Ah, younger than the voice. Yes," he added gently.
"I'f you wish to peruse the Path of the Ten True Ways, you nust follow your own
way. The printed book does ne little good, in these days." As the old hands
gently took in the lines of her face, she smiled at his conplinment, but she

t hought of being in darkness for the rest of her life and quell ed a shudder
feeling sudden anger for the injury done. She could see faint marks around the
rui ned eyes that spoke of deliberate blinding, yet in himshe felt a serenity
lacking in nmost. Wsdom she thought. Not content but tol erance. She grasped
the hand and said, "Ad books and scrolls are of interest to ne. My nane is
Megan, Elder." She rose and turned to Shkai'ra. "The tenple. The done? Perhaps
we should hear this proclamtion. It would, after all, be natural that
strangers go to see this place.”

CHAPTER V

"What was Harriso, before?" Megan said, clinging to the arm of the pedicab
The ride was as snooth as gl ass-fiber springs and rubber tires could nmake it,



but the two sweating | aborers on the pedals were forced to performa good many
swerves and swi ft brakings in the congested street. Besides, the nachi ne was
new to her.

"A noble, and a priest," Shkai'ra said, reclining at her ease. No Kommanza
liked to wal k when there was an alternative, and keeping a horse in the City
was beyond her neans. "He fell from power, but the priests of the Sun are
sacred. So they took his eyes, rather than his life. Hs wits are as sharp as

ever, and he hears everything. | saved his life once; not much of a life, he
said, out the only one available at the noment. He seens to |ike ne well
enough, 'for an illiterate heathen savage,' as he puts it."

The machi ne swerved anong horses, carriages, wagons, and swarm ng pedestri ans.
Kilometer after kilometer of Illizbuah slid by: tall buildings and | ow, brick
and concrete and sone sheathed in stucco or nobsaic or stone; streets of
weavers, of lensgrinders, potters, |eatherworkers, apothecaries,
chronomet er - makers and nachinists; little corner tenples; the blank walls that
courtyard-centered tenenents turned to the streets. The heat grew, and the
crowmds fl owed eastward. Ahead they could see the battlenents of the wall that
separated the dd City fromthe New. Helnmets and spearpoints flashed fromthe
wal I ; flamethrowers snouted, and dartcasters. Five centuries ago this had been
the city's outer shell, and it served the purposes of its masters to maintain
it.

The gates were swung open and the crowd streaned into the darkness of the
tunnel, through another set of gates enclosing a small courtyard, and through
the two dogleg jogs in the road before emerging into the dd Cty. Megan took
inthe arrow slits, shielded slots, nozzles, and various other strange

openi ngs where the walls met the ceiling of the tunnel and in the ceiling
itself.

"A cautious people. Do they have reason to be?" She thought of a shaaid beaten
in the street, raising a shattered no-face to the crowd, |ast night. The
cleanliness of this city was strange, but the stink of corruption was just as
strong as at home. The nmpod of the crowd grated on her, raising hackles. There
was trouble here, familiar trouble.

"Not usually," Shkai'ra said. "lI've never seen a city so strong, and it rules
broad | ands. Nobody's storned it since the Maleficent's time, and that doesn't
count; nothing and nobody resisted her." Shkai'ra frowned in the tunnel gl oom

"Qdd, " she said. "They usually have a guard detail here, checking papers.
There are nore shaaids here than |I'd expect, too. They have the noney to keep
sl aves for nost rough work in the Od GCty, rather than hire day | abor

Past the gate the roads were wider and |l ess crowded: a relic of previous
centuries, when Illizbuah had been a garrison of administrators and absentee
| andl ords rather than a center of trade and crafts. H gh walls covered in

gl ass nosaic swept by, the tops of trees hinting at gardens within.

Megan joined Shkai'ra in glancing uneasily at the crowds around them sweeping
toward the central square. There was too nuch purpose here. That faded from
her mind as they swept through the I ast bl ocks of offices that surrounded
Tenmpl e Square. Everything did.

"El der Brother," she breathed, with reverent awe. There had been glinpses of
it, over the intervening buildings, but . . . not this. The base of the tenple
was a bl ock a thousand neters on a side, sheathed in white nmarble polished to
gl ass brightness. Above that reared the gol d-sheat hed dome, two hundred neters
tall; another twenty neters of flame |lancing fromthe apex. The bright noon



sun flared off it, inpossible to | ook at w thout weepi ng eyes; a huge bl azing
pile that left intolerable afterimges. A nonolith that nust have taken years
to build, and many deat hs.

She had awe for the sheer daunting effect that reduced the people at its foot
to less than ants, and the ages of worship, living, dying, and pain that
soaked every stone in its construction. It made her honesick for the

agel essness of the Goddess's steppe and mountains; as old as the world and
scoured by wind and rain, not by priests. In themwas no tw stedness. And a
smal | voice in the back of her mind snidely asked what all that gilding would
bring. Her eyes and all her senses were fixed on the dome, and she paid little
attention to the fact that they had alighted. To build such a thing, its roots
nmust reach back into centuries of belief in their Cod.

" Cods!"

Shkai'ra nodded. "I didn't speak for half a day, the first time | sawit." She
| ooked around. The crowd was dense, with little swirls of tension erupting
around a fight, or a speaker, as the mass swirled to pack itself around the
broad steps of the building. "Let's get a good vantage point."

A pickpurse laid a hand on her pouch. Wthout turning she grabbed his wist,
| ocked it, and wenched the shoulder out of its socket with a twi st. Looking
up, she saw clouds piled over the city, hot gold towering up into the sky.

"In fact, sonething tells nme that it would be better off this pavenent," she
said, with a slight tone of worry. "Let's nove, kh'eeredo-l want sone height."
She slanted off toward a building that fornmed one corner of the square, making
i beral use of her el bows and knees and the hilt of her sheathed saber. Megan
noved in her wake, partly in the space she cleared, partly using the vicious
m nor tricks one of her size had perforce to | earn. She | ooked up at
Shkai'ra's back with a m xture of exasperati on and anusenent.

They turned into a sidestreet, edged toward a wall where it was easier to push
agai nst the squareward current, then clinbed three flights of stairs past
terracotta noldings to a wineshop set in the third story of the office
bui | di ng. Megan darted ahead, to be met by a nmjordonmo with arrogantly raised
br ows.

He | ooked down on her in every sense of the word, then up to Shkai'ra. She
stood with her head slightly to one side, regarding himwth detached
curiosity.

Bot h worren were obvious outl anders, and their tunics no nore than nodestly
rich. There was dust on their feet; he was conscious of the sweat that

pl astered the thin linen to the tall one's breasts, and the snell of her, like
a horse that had been pulling a cart in the sun

"This shop is full," he said, in an affected upper-class Fehi nnan, using forms
new to Megan's recently acquired know edge of the dialect. "Doubtless there
are those who will wel come your custom down by the docks."

Megan bristled. Shkai'ra smiled. At |east, her |lips cane back fromher teeth
as she stretched an armover the other woman and laid a hand on the head
servant's shoul der. The lone fingers dug in, putting pressure on the nerve
bundl es; the nuscles stood out in her forearm and shoul der and the thick pad
around her wist that told of daily saber drill for nost of her twenty-eight
years.

"My-arm " he gasped.



"Not for long," Shkai'ra said cheerfully. Wth her other hand she dug a piece
of silver tradewire out of her pouch. "Now, about the table? The corner one,
next the w ndow?"

The mugs of the thick, rather |lunpy corn beer of Fehinna arrived quite

qui ckly. The crowd around them were nostly robed and shaven-pated; in the
white of the lay bureaucracy, or the orange of the tenple. Gstentatiously,
they ignored the intruders in their nmidst; they would have been of fended to
di scover that these heeded themnot at all

"I really dislike people like that," Shkai'ra said, |ooking back at the door
"Something tells nme . . . ah!" Shkai'ra went on, shading her eyes against the
glare and staring across the vastness of the square to the knot of figures who
had appeared on the tenple steps. Even at this distance, the burnished
steel pl ate arnor of one was obvious. "Ceneral - Commander Snyna Caaituh's-kin,
wearing the price of a thousand acres on her back. And see the ones in

cl ot h- of - gol d? Priests and hi gh-ranking acolytes. 1'd be surprised if there
wasn't a riot, with the announcenent they're going to nake. They nust want to
break a few heads, chase the shaaid back to Low Town."

Qut in the square the crowd was gathering, clotting into a browni sh-grey mass

before the steps and the main entrance. A thin line of guards knelt and faced

the crowd, their spear points a string of order across the front of its chaos,
separating themfromthe building and the I ords. The sound of feet and voices

was a surf throb across the stone-paved expanse. Here and there a voice raised
to call on the nanme of the current Avatar of the God.

"Quite a few shaaid," Megan said.

Shkai ' ra thought, |ooked at her outstretched fingers and gl anced down at her

toes in her sandals. "Perhaps .. . five tens of thousands,"” she said. It was
an inpressive nunber; there were not that many adults in the whol e Konmanz of
Granfor, but even so the crowd did not fill the whole of Tenple Square. A

broad, vaguely wedge-shaped bl ot spread out fromthe main entrance to end
crowded against the fringing buildings at their feet, but to the left and
right the mass thinned into individuals.

The glittering figures on the upper tier of steps were addressing the crowd
bel ow; a barrel-chested herald with a megaphone rel ayed the speech to the nob,
who were not taking it well, fromthe stirring and buzzing that rippled across
the sea of heads.

Megan frowned.

Shkai ' ra shrugged, sighing into the sweet beer. This was one thing she had
never |learned to |like about Fehinna: her own people brewed their beer from
barl ey, and inported hops. "Who knows why they're doing it exactly this way.
Politicians and priests are no | ess prone to maki ng m stakes than other folk."
She finished the mug, w ped her mouth on the back of her hand, and signal ed
for another; it had been a hot day. "New taxes, that means a new project. \ar
per haps. There were runors of it to the south, as | worked ny way up fromthe
Kahab Sea. But then, there always are; the nei ghbor states have been staring
at Fehinna like rabbits at a weasel since the Penza stopped being a power,
when the Ml eficent died."

She propped her chin on one hand. "Expensive, if they mean it. O course, the
nmer chant princes would have to pay for nost of it, which the | andowners

woul dn't mnd, and they dom nate the Ri ghteous Sword. Snyna's poi sonous as a
whi psnake, but no fool: | found that out when | was an officer in the



irregulars. Not like her to let a crowd of city rabble get this big or ugly .
ssssssal "

The priests and generals had finished their address, and the crowd made its
response, an ani mal noise that raised the hackles on Shkai'ra's neck with an
odd, atavistic thrilling. Starvation itself nakes hunmans passive. They creep
away to die, quite quietly; once the initial hunger is done there is only an
i ncreasing | assitude. But the fear of fam ne, anong those who have lived on
its edge all their lives, is another matter. The crowd becane a nob. Shkai'ra
had seen single shaaids clubbed to death with hardly an effort to escape. But
the nob poured up the steps, reaching for its tornentors with a hundred

t housand arns.

"Now, " Megan said calmy, closing her eyes for a long nonent, “"there will be a
great killing. O who depends on how cl ever those priests were." Her hands

ti ghtened on the cup and she | ooked away, unable to close her ears. She saw
Shkai'ra watching, fascinated, as if it were a puppet play, and forced her
eyes back to the square. She did not want to appear weak to the other woman.

Shkai'ra sensed the tension in her. This was altogether nore serious than she
had antici pated. There was no personal danger, but

Around the curve of the tenple canme a thunder of drums, and even agai nst the
roaring of voices it rolled irresistibly. The grandees and their guards filed
backward into the tenple, and the doors swung shut w th soundl ess power as
counterwei ghts | evered. The two wonen could see the crowd recoil fromthe
direction of the sound, or try to. Above their heads appeared a |ine of bright
obl ongs, sun-flared: pikepoints, a block five hundred pi kes long and six deep
in perfect geonetrical alignnent.

"This will be a massacre,"” Megan whi spered, eyes |ocked on the shining steel
a nmenory of a riot echoing in her head, wondering how many parents had brought
their children to the square that day.

Shkai ' ra nodded. "Not much doubt of who, either," she said, and grimaced
slightly. "Wasteful. Watch. About . . . now. Her curiosity was detached;
unl i ke nost Kommanza, she cared for those close to her, but enpathy on a
| arger scale was not a quality one of her breed could easily learn

Across the square came a negaphone-amplified voice. The phal anx had pivoted on
the great building, the outernost ranks double-timng. Now it faced the nob
like a solid bar, notionless.

" Pl KEPO NTS- DOAN! *

A long snooth ripple, as the first four ranks of eighteen-foot polearns cane
down and halted, staggered to present a row of points. Fromeither side of the
rigid colums of the pikes, men and wormen in light arnor ran forward to kneel
in ranks of their own, under the sharp-honed protection

The crowd surged forward, then back, eddying along the row of foot-1long netal
points; the four edges of each pil e-shaped pi kehead blinked, blinding bright.
Suddenly there was a flurry; a ragged figure rushed in to chop at the heft of
a pike with an ax.

The next four pikes jabbed forward and back in vicious darts, quick as a
trout's snap at a fly, drawing free dark and wet. Megan, taking a pull at the
sweet frothy beer, gagged at the ruthless efficiency of that; too faniliar
Like the full inpaling poles in the Great Market at hone. The spitted body
rose, passed backward over the soldiers fromrowto row on the polearns, |inp



and dangling twenty feet above the pavenent. The troopers stood notionl ess
under the spatter of blood and fluids fromthe grisly bundle, and even from
here she coul d sense the unchangi ng mask of their expressions. Like the
Dragon's @uard, or Arkan Mahid; all mad. All with dead eyes. She | ooked down,
away fromthe square

"Are they fanatics?" she asked, finally.

"Nearly, Shkai'ra replied. "Those are lifetine regulars. The Boundi ng
Marshcat s Advanci ng Fearl ess Agai nst the Foe, Protected by the G orious Light.
O the Bouncing Kitties, as the other reginents call them behind their
backs. "

The anplified voice booned fromthe square.

"Dl SPERSE | MVEDI ATELY. TO YOUR KENNELS, SHAAIDS!" The tone was bored, the
accent a peculiar lisping drawl that the nob recogni zed: Gaai mun speech, the
di al ect of the aristocracy.

The crowd snarled, a chilling basso growl. They ran forward, or the rear of

t he huge mass did, pushing those in front toward the line of steel, the front
trying to push backward or just hold their ground. For a nonment the pikes
stabbed, flicking like knitting needles. The bolt-gunners knelt, stock-still.

"AIM"

The weapons cane to shoul ders.
" READY! "

A thousandfold click.

" LOOSE! "

Repeating bolt-guns: they would fire as often as the triggers were pulled,

wi th six-round nmagazi nes; those would penetrate two naked bodi es before
lodging in a third, or even the best arnmor at close range. Six thousand bolts
were fired in thirty seconds, and the endl ess twangi ng of the strings was

mat ched by a nultifold thunping, |ike wet hands slapping fresh liver.

" ADVANCE! "

The drums spoke, the pikes nmoved forward. The killing machi ne of Fehinna

wal ked, and nothing was |left behind it but the dead. Megan's eyes flickered to
Shkai ' ra. The Kommanza was frowni ng. She swal |l owed and forced herself to | ean
back, casually.

The missile troops paused to crank the springs of their bolt-guns and coll ect
bolts. Below, the |inmestone pavenent was awash with red, thick trickles of it
running fromthe | ong wi ndrow of bodies where the bolts had struck, snaller
streans fromthe thick scattering of shaaids piked as the phal anx advanced
across the square. Some of those were still stirring. Under the nonotonous

t hunder of the drums, the sound of the nob had changed. It was hi gher pitched
now, nore |like the nmonstrous wailing of a giant child.

Around themthe clerks were pasty-faced, their gaze fixed on the horror in the
square. This had been unexpected, and few of them were as used to the raw salt
tatrine-and-bl ood stink of a battlefield as Megan or Shkai'ra.

The edges of the crowd bel ow frayed as people ran for the exits to the square,



pul i ng wounded kin with them or trying to run carrying an inert body. Megan
| ooked away agai n i magi ni ng she could see tears on those distant faces.

Over the mlling slaughteryard bel ow a trunpet spoke, high and sweet. Wth it
cane the sound of hooves. Behind the first line of pikes another row of stee

poi nts appeared, these still bright, many trailing brightly col ored ribbons.
"wasteful. But then with so nany, lives are counted cheaply," Shkai'ra said.
The ranks of the pi kes swung open, ponderous and snmooth, |ike some gigantic

door moving on greased bearings. The | ancer conpany sat their horses as if
carved, until the order rang out.

" READY! "

The |l ance butts cane out of their buckets and cane down as the riders | ocked
them under arnpits. The remmins of the nob, trapped in the open area of the
square, mlled and screamed and cl awed the | ocked portals of the tenple
itself. They spread away fromthe death facing them running. In the center of
the square, a child | ooked up and ceased pulling at one of the bodies |ying
like a bundle of rags in the bl ood.

"Perhaps we should pay and get out of here?" Megan said quietly, holding down
her gorge.

" CHARGE! "

It began as a clattering. It built to an endl ess roar of hooves as the sound
echoed and reechoed on stone. The dead and wounded were pul ped under the stony
aval anche; only one or two of the war-trained destriers bal king at the
uncertain footing. The lancers swept through the bul k of the nob, then the
shafts were broken, or left jamred in bone, and the swords canme out, bright
and | ong.

"Thats a good idea, | think. This is getting conpletely out of hand." The
Kommanza turned and waved for the waiter, who ignored her, eyes on the square,
knuckl es white as he clutched the edge of the screen where he stood.

"You know? The priests will grind the bodies up and feed themto the gaspits,"
Shfcai'ra said. "Not that |I'msurprised the shaaids were ready to riot. Death
so casual |y handed down by decree was too much-stupid of themto riot here,
rather than in their own quarter; all it did was attract nore attention." She
paused, a thought spurred by one of Harriso's comments. "Unless, of course,
that was the idea."”

Megan stared at her. They're people. She pushed herself away fromthe table
and the other woman. How can you not care?

From bel ow, over the desperate roar of the crowd, there was a sudden thuddi ng
boom

Shkai'ra started up. "Baiwan Thunderer hamer ne flat for a fool, there's a
door from here out onto the square!"

"W go up, then." Megan gl anced out the wi ndow. The wall was snooth stucco
with no ornanentation.

"Where are the stairs?" She headed for the door. Her way was bl ocked by a nob
of bureaucrats dropping their napkins and forks and fleeing toward the door
jamring it solidly.



"Qut the door, down to the end of the corridor. The stairwell goes right out
to the roof. We can- sheepshit!"”

From bel ow there was a rending crash as the doors gave way, and a |ong baying
roar as the nmob poured in, trying to escape the soldiers behind. The w neshop
was three stories up, and there was a broad open stairway fromthe | obby.

Press of nunbers Wtt slow them Shkai'ra thought. Even nore so, now that
they're fleeing in panic rather than attacking. There was a chance, provided
they gained the roof quickly; if they stayed here, none. They'd be tranpled or
taken by the soldiery as shaaid in the confusion

She tried to force her way forward, using boots, el bows, butting head. It was
usel ess, and even the edge of her saber failed. She slashed one man's face,
broke another's collarbone with the hilt, and their nei ghbors hardly noticed.
To the respectable of Illizbuah, an uprising of the shaaid was an ever-present
ni ght mare from chil dhood, and even the bright nmetal before their eyes was | ess
terribly.

CHAPTER VI

The door keeper was nervous but deternmined. In Illizbuah, keeper-of-portals was
a responsi ble post, and this was not the first confidential mssion she had
made. "My nmaster, Ml anmpo Terhan's-kin the Enterprising, awaits your reply,"’
she said.

The old man bent again over the flowerbed. The yell ow of the rhododendrons
flared agai nst the creamy white linen of his robe, and a single bee paused to
alight on his finger. He brought it close to his eyes and studied the
intricate veining of its wings for an instant. "Beautiful," he murnured. He
turned to the messenger.

"Even now, people of this city are dying at the hands of the Sun-on-Earth's
sol di ers, because your master and his kin-in-wealth aroused themto fruitless
anger. This would have been a ... disharnoni ous deed even if the purpose
behind it had succeeded. As it is, the position of your naster's enenmies is
even nmore secure. Can unwi sdom ever be ri ghteous?"

Around themthe courtyard garden spread in sunlit graciousness; not at al

what the servant had expected of a notorious sorcerer. Birds fluted in the
rich green ivy that covered the brick walls and archways; within, flower-beds,
potted trees, and herbs nmade cool ness and shade in the heat of |ow and summrer.
The mage hinsel f nmight have been any elderly patrician of scholarly bent.

She strai ghtened her back, courteous and firm "I amnot enpowered to
negoti ate, Honored Wsdom" She hesitated, then dropped the "Effulgent with
the Sun's Light"; that mght not be tactful, in the house of one the tenple
decl ared abom nation. "However, my master anticipated your reply. He

instructed me to point out that many nore fives will be lost if the war which
i s planned cones to pass; directly, and by the fam ne and pestil ence which
follow the armes. Also, that the tenple will not be satisfied to fleece

either the city or the neighbor realns; souls, not gold, are what the
Refl ection desires."

Her voice dropped a register, unconsciously, as she began to quote: ' "Wth
greed | and ny kinmates and col | eagues can deal. For fanaticism we require
ai d. "ma

The magi ci an rel eased the bunbl ebee, watching its soaring with brown eyes that
held a troubl ed serenity.



"I ndeed, we of the Guild of the Wse renenber the persecutions. ... It would
"not be well should the current Reflection garner too nmuch of the
Sun-on-Earth's attention.” He paused; it was never easy and sel dom advi sabl e
to explain the workings of the Art to an outsider. "As to neans, perhaps
events will take a nore .. . fortunate turn."

He produced a | eather pouch. "The message, for your master. And for yourself,
agift."”

She | ooked at it dubiously. "Messages can be stolen," she said. The
consequences of a nmessage fromthe guild falling into the hands of the tenple,
or even the secular authorities, were too obviously horrible to need
detailing. "Best witten on air. | amny master's trusted servant."

"And messengers may be taken and forced." Sonehow his gesture stilled her

protests. "No, | make no reflection on your honor. But none, | think, wll
read that nessage until young Yeva lifts the blocking on it; it was for such
matters that we consented to her accepting ... ah ... hospitality with your

master M| anpo."

She still | ooked down at the bag so innocently proffered as if it concealed a
poi sonous insect; then her hand slowy went out to take it, twi tching back as
his hand noved. Its weight settled into her sweaty palm sonething crinkling
under her closed fingers. She tucked it away into her belt purse, then | ooked
again at the old man. For all the drowsy, sweet-snelling peaceful ness of this
pl ace, she would be glad to be back in the stink and clanor of the streets.
Peace was held here, close and unwel cone to her.

"Honored Wsdom" She bowed and backed up a step or two. "I go." She backed
further than was necessary for courtesy and left; fled, one could say, even
t hough she only hurried and never saw the gentle amusenent in the old man's
eyes.

The street outside was far too quiet for this area and tine of day. Nornmally
servants stopped to gossip, dodging riders and carriages as they carried out
their errands, as they ostensibly paused to rest their various bundl es and
parcels. It was still crowded, but only one or two carriages were out, and not
a rider in sight. People walked rapidly, with their heads down as if to avoid
rain, and tended to keep to the edges of the street, close under the walls and
trees. Only occasionally did soneone glance up for a second toward the sound
com ng, distantly, from Tenple Square. It was |like the sound of ones own bl ood
roaring faintly in the depths of a seashell, with an odd, sharper note. The
door keeper paused just outside the old one's gate, then carefully matched her
pace to the flow of what traffic there was. It was not difficult for her to
feign the hurried furtive pace of the others. As she vani shed down the street,
froma rooftop behind her a dark-hooded head rose over one of the ornate
parapets and a hand flashed in silent signal belowto a woman sitting by a
shoul der yoke. She bent, lifted the yoke with a practiced tw st that settled
it, and followed in the doorkeeper's wake. Behind them both, a shadow flitted
across the roof, followed by another

The room had di ssolved into a seething chaos: mlling human neat with no
direction or purpose save its own survival; no way through. Shkai'ra bounded
to a tabl etop.

"Foll ow me!" Her voice was pitched to a battlefield shout that rang over the
nmob noi se. She | eaped fromtable to table with a surefooted agility, riding
the wobbling tables Iike the backs of buffalo. Megan jumped in her wake, knife
flickering as panic-stricken hands clutched at them



"I must have brains |like sheepshit in shallow water trying to make it to dry
l and! " Shkai'ra snarled, bal ancing on the heaving surface of a table. "Megan
i f- when we get out of this, you owe ne a good kick in the arse."

The Zak | eaped clear as the rocking table went over. "A commendabl e senti nent,
but this is not the time to discuss it," she said. A hysterical figure in
white clutched at her ankles. Megan slashed and felt the knife grate. A clot
of bureaucrats by the door were trying to close the frail latticework barrier
agai nst the onrush of the shaaids; the basketweave portal would have been hard
pressed to stop a single kick. "Fool s!"

Pai n stabbed through Megan's right leg. "Son of a dogsucking pig!" she
shrilled, and stanped. There was a brittle snapping, nore felt than heard.

"I shoul d have thought of ft, too," she continued. "Duck!"

They vaulted to the floor fromthe last table as a chair |leg whirred through
the air overhead. The fol k by the door were too preoccupied to | ook behind;
Snkai'ra slamred two knuckles into the kidney of one, grabbed a shaven head by
the ear and rapped it into the brickwork, clubbed a third behind the ear with
t he ponmmel of her saber, and then shortened the blade to stab a neat handspan
deep beside a spine. Qut of the corner of her eye, she saw the last figure in
front of Megan dropping with a slit hanstring. There was a good deal of noise.

"Right," the Konmanza breat hed, wenching at the | ocked door before |acking
flat-footed beside the nechani sm

The wonen skidded out into the corridor, just as six menbers of the nob
sprinted panting by on their way to the stairs. Below, the surf-roar
intensified; this was the first spray cast before a wave that woul d crush. The
| ast of the ragged figures turned; she bore a wooden club, rippedfroma chair,
and they could see the lice crawling amd the stubble and nange of her cropped
hai r.

"Gaai muns!" she screaned. It was a curse. Her cry turned the others from
escape, and hate conquered fear; they attacked.

Shkai'ra felt suddenly at ease; it would have been better in arnor, on

hor seback, but this was a situation in which she felt conpletely at home. She
flicked the saber forward into the tws-handed grip used for work on foot

wi thout a shield, filled her lungs, and charged.

"Aaaaaaiiiii EEEEEEEEEEEEEE!' she shrieked, a wailing fal setto that wavered up
into the insane squealing of the blood trill. Her first stroke snapped up from
left toright; it flickered under the cudgel and opened the woman's abdom na
cavity in a diagonal line. Wthout pause, the sword swept up over her head;

her hands shifted, the left to the end of the ponmel, right on the back of the
blade. It came down in a streak like a solid arc of silver to carve through
the forehead of the second rioter while his obsidian knife was still slipping
fromits sheath. Shkai'ra's body extended effortlessly in a |unge across the
falling form The point went in under the breastbone of the next shaaid,
slicing up through the lungs to | odge for a nonent in the shoul der bl ade.

Megan stepped to one side to allow the first body to fall past her, slipping
along the wall. One shaaid, stunbling over the corpse of his fell ow, went down
with Megan's new bought knife in his throat; his hands fluttered up to touch
the hilt as he died. As Shkai'ra lunged to skewer her third opponent, another
grabbed for a blood-slippery weapon, striking frombelow and to the side. The



gi ft-blade, given just that norning, spun glittering from Megan s hand under
Shkai'ra s raised armto sink itself into his eye. In the roar from behind and
bel ow, the sound of his death was |ost. She | eaped over the slash of the | ast
shaai d, comi ng down hard on a vul nerable instep. The wonman |urched and tried
to grasp her broken foot. She arched back in an inpossible, spine-cracking bow
as the knife slid into her kidneys. As her head cane back, Megan reached out,
pul | ed her down by the hair and cut her throat, all in one notion. The knives
slid out just as easily as they had gone in, and she snatched at the bl ade
standing in the eyesocket of the one corpse.

Move!

The bodies spilled around themin a tangle of blood and body fluids and liquid
feces. Shkai'ra paused for an instant to grab a handful of rag as she stepped
over them w ping the slippery soles of her sandals.

"Let's go, she said. The corridor stretched before them snpoth stuccoed
brick, to the swi nging door at the end. They took it on the run, flinging
t hensel ves up the stairs in long strides; Shkai'ra checked herself

to let the shorter woman keep pace. Their hands left faint red snmears on the
scrubbed white pine of the bal ustrade.

The stairwell exited on the flat central roof of the building. Five stories
above the carnage of the square there was only the roar of sound and the clean
breeze of the upper air; they stood on a flat courtyard of cracked grey
concrete slabs, surrounded on four sides by |owpitched roofs of red tile. At
t he opposite end of the rectangle was another exit; beside it stood ten
soldiers in heavy infantry arnmor, arned with shortened cl ose-conbat spears,
huge obl ong shi el ds, and doubl e- edged stabbi ng swords. Bright sun glinted on
their harness, yellow trimon the edges of shiny green varni shed plates and

| eat her backed with fiberglass. Their officer wore the same round steel bow
hel met, but his carried a plune.

Shkai'ra traded gl ances with the commander. "Sheepshit," she said with sl ow

di sgust. "ditch, godlet of Fuckups, is with ne today."

The Fehinnan officer's dark face was split by a white-toothed snile
"Shkai'ral" he said. "W were ordered to let nost of the shaaid disperse.

Such a pity well never be able to toss the bones together again, on the
other hand, | won't have to pay those thirty silvers the dice lost nme, either
Kill them"

"Wel cher!" Shkai'ra snapped as the squad trotted forward, at the regulation
pace, just enough space between themto give support w thout hindering. The
shields with the sun-di sk bl azon covered them from neck to knees; not a joint
exposed. The broad heads of the spears glinted, held ready for the upward
gutting stroke that would dart from behind the shields and return |like the
tongue of a snake. These were not gutter starvelings arned with bl ades of

gl ass.

Megan wi ped the stickiness fromher palnms onto her tunic, drew a knife,
feinted, and threw. Behind the rank of his troopers, the officer ducked his
head and let the blade ring off his helnet; it was too far for a reasonable
t hrow agai nst an al ert opponent.

"Wel | ?" she said to Shkai'ra, as they backed before the Iine of points. "Any
pl ans?"

Shkai'ra bent to unciip the tags of her sandals, kicked her feet free, and



tucked theminto her belt.

"W have two choices," she said thoughtfully. "W can fight, or we can run."
She paused. "Let's run."

She bounced backward, onto the sloping surface of the tiled roof, her toes

spl ayed out, gripping at the slick dusty surface as she side-wal ked back and
up, knees bent. Megan joined her; below, the squad turned and pacea them They
were on the outer roof, facing the tenple; they would have to cross three
sides of the building's roof to clinmb down or gain the next.

The captain opened his nmouth, then paused as the stairwell his prey had used
echoed to a long howing roar

"Aykkuka!" he snapped. The aykkuka, or sergeant, backed two careful paces out
of the shield line before turning to face him "Detachnment. Renai nder of
squad, to the stairs.”

The aykkuka | ooked up. "Shmyuta, Billibo-" she said, "shuck down, take them"
Two were all she was prepared to risk, on a task peripheral to the main

m ssion. She hefted her spear overarm and made to throw, forcing the two
fugitives to keep to the roofline and circle to reach their objective. The two
troopers nanmed hit the rel ease catches on their arnor, designed to all ow

mari nes to shed their heavy harness quickly on a sinking ship. Naked but for
rag loincloths, they |leaped agilely to the slanted roof, spears in hand.

Megan and Shkai'ra stood to nmeet them One was nmale and the other female, but
they were alike in their taut grins, cropped hair, and brown skin rolling over
nmuscle hard as tile.

The short spears they carried were about four feet |long, a blade curving
outward and broadening toward the front third. Megan could al nost see the
texture of the rope coiled around the handl e. She backed another step, to the
ri dge of the roof, hearing the sounds of carnage continuing bel ow her heels. A
nunber of possibilities ran through her head and were di sm ssed. She noved
forward suddenly to give herself roomand saw that the one facing her did not
flinch at the sudden notion. Now was a hell of a time to wish that you had
trained i n another weapon, she told herself. A two-fang's |length, or severa
feet of sword netal, between her and nme woul d be nice. The woman stepped
forward, feinting slightly with the weapon. Megan shifted to a | ow stance that
exposed only the narrow outline of her body to the other. She saw the bl ade
begin to nove. That isn't a feint.

Ti me seermed to pause, and she watched the gl eam ng edge nove toward her, then
past as she stepped sideways, feeling the rasping shock as she deflected it
with one arm Then she was inside the other's reach, throwing herself forward
before the soldier could pull the blade back and cut through her neck from
behi nd. Her nomentum sl owed as she slamred the knife in just under the rib
cage. Slowy, slowy, she saw the other's hand start to nove and her nouth
drop open, and strained for nore speed, knowing that if she'd m ssed she had
to get past the other or it was all over. The knife twisted in her hand and
then she was down on the roof, the peculiar dusty-slick feel of the tiles
under her palns as they took her weight and she rolled and slid past, now
unable to stop. Her mind was scream ng, GET UP, next nove, GET UP. She
twisted, driving her nails into the tile with an ear-puni shing shriek. There
was no need. The wonan was down in a puddle of blood, body |lying at a strange
angle, held there by the hilt of the dagger that had cut heart and artery.

Shkai'ra faced her opponent with the weight on the balls of her feet, the hilt
of her saber at waist height and bl ade slanting out. The man watched her



narr ow eyed; the sword and stance were both unfaniliar, but he knew that in

cl ose combat without protection there was rarely time for a second passage.
You nmoved, conmitted, and were either victorious or dead. He feinted once, |ow
line, and halted as Shkai'ra's wists and shoul ders flexed into position. For
a bl ock, he assunmed-Sun shun it, he didn't know the counters for this onel
Once you were in under a straight [ongsword you had it, but this thing | ooked
fit to take your hand off anywhere al ong the | ength.

The Kommanza backed her left foot a half step, breathed in, and attacked with
an overarmcut to the head. The short spear spun like a propeller disk in a
sweep parry, then darted out in a straight-line thrust to her mdriff.

But the first nove for the pear-splitter is also that for the side-downsweep
The long, slightly curved sword halted and turned ninety degrees fromits
angl e of attack; the spear nmet nothing in its parry, and the cutting edge of
t he saber ground into the oiled hardwod of the shaft. Even with the

two- handed grip, that wasn't enough to cut it through, but the deflection
knocked the man off-1line, and Shkai'ra kicked, the heel of her right foot
driving into his kneecap

The man was brave and stubborn. He ignored the flash of pain fromthe

di sl ocat ed knee, dropping the spear and trying to grapple and use the greater
bul k of his arms and shoul ders. Thus they were chest to chest as Shkai'ra

rel eased the saber hilt with her left hand, flip-reversed her grip with the
other, and brought it out to the side, point in. That settled in just above
his hip, and she ran it through his body fromright to left, below the ribs.
She could snell the familiar Fehinnan ranker's odor, sweat and sunflower oi
and | eather and nmetal, the snell of a tool, a thing, a trade; could watch his
eyes as the cold iron slid through his stomach. For a frozen nmonent she held
hi m poi sed, a soft sound of pleasure escaping her lips, then |l et the body drop
and withdrew the blade with a twist to break the suction grip of mnuscle.

She | ooked up at a sudden thought, hoping that Megan hadn't seen the
expression on her face; murder-joy her people called it. Mst people didn't

i ke Kommanza's ideas of pleasure and she, for sonme reason, wanted Megan to

i ke her. She saw Megan just kicking over the woman's corpse to retrieve her
knife and felt strangely relieved. Bel ow, the aykkuka snarled, hefted her
spear, then turned and ran to the stairwell, where the squad were engaged wth
t he uprush of fleeing shaaids.

"Now, " she panted, slow and deep. "Down?"
"The streets-" Megan paused to swallow dry phlegm ' The streets wi D not be too
safe." She waved a hand; for the first tine Shkai'ra noticed the rips and

bl ood flecks on their tunics, the brown crusty stains running up her
swor d- hand nearly to the el bow

"Over, then," she said. "The gaps between back alleys are narrow enough."

The pounding of their feet across the flat roof was drowned by the sounds of
screans, shouts, and netal cleaving flesh and bone as they sprang to the roof
of the next building, perhaps three neters away, and | ower. Megan cursed under
her breath as she ran. "Fishgutted, dogsucking, sons of three |eprous wh-No,
this way." She angled to a corner of the building and junped. It was al nost
too far, over one of the nore major streets, but she grabbed an ornately
carved cornice and swng around to land on its other side. There were no
carvings save on the corner pieces of this house, and handhol ds were few

As Shkai'ra | eaped, she caught a glinpse of soneone in the street bel ow
staring up at them Her long | egs gave her an advantage and she didn't have to



use the ornamentation for a grip. The next house was taller, and they clinbed
two bal coni es before di sappearing over the peak of the roof.

"Wasted two of ny good steel knives on those pigs," Megan panted. She paused
by a chi mey and | ooked down both sides. "There," she said, pointing to a
stone wall below. "Does that give us a way through to a safe street, or are we
still in the mdst of this rat trap?"

Shkai'ra grinned and sat down to put on her sandals. "Wy not? She went over

t he edge, hung by her hands, and dropped to the snoboth top of the wall.
"Strange," she said as Megan joined her. "Usually, if there's something to
protect, they stud the walls with stone splinters, angled in and out."

Gi pping a drainpipe, she slid downward, |landing in a crouch, sword once nore
ready. Around her was a formal garden, colored marble Sags, fountains carved
in strange shapes, bestial topiaries, potted flowers. The air heavy wth sweet
scents, and sonewhere incense burned. This world denied that such things as

bl oodshed and massacre exi sted.

CHAPTER VI |

The door keeper turned fromthe crowded t horoughfare. The street that fronted
her master's estate held nothing but the residences of the rich; hence there
was little traffic even in normal times, and none now when turnoil kept owner
and servant in wary guard over their thresholds. She could feel a prickle of
sweat, beyond what the heat of the day and a hurried pace could account for
When t he market woman with her shoul der yoke of fruit turned into the street,
it alnost brought a sigh of relief.

Al most, but she renmenbered that the produce markets in the Add Cty were
closed this day, and what vendor woul d have been given an order for delivery?
She crossed to the other side of the street, one hand to her pouch. The sound
of grit against stone under her sandals sounded | oud in her ears as she
hurried past glass inlaid walls.

Only one nore turn, she thought. On the grounds of my master, not even the
Adders woul d dare follow

As she turned into the |aneway, the market vendor |aid down her yoke and w ped
her face, nmaking a sign with her fingers. Two dark figures on the roof
opposite stood; one lifted sonmething with a metallic glitter

Ml ampo's servant felt only an enornous bl ow beneath her shoul der bl ades. The
huge i nmpact threw her forward onto her face; it was when she tried to rise
that the pain began. She nbaned and felt a bubble of wetness break on her
lips. It ran down her chin and dropped to the dusty pavenent, bright red in
the norning sun, one nore droplet anmong so many shed that norning.

It was inpossible to breathe. She struggled, forcing her [ungs open agai nst
the wet tearing within, and crawl ed. One pace, two. Her hand pulled the belt
pouch free fromits thongs. The toss was weak, and the pouch | anded a pace
short of the doorkeeper's al cove.

"Hearing . . . and obeying . . . Master," she whispered. And there was a | ong
night's falling into enptiness.

Megan hit the ground just behind Shkai'ra, saying, "Wiit, now you should see
to that hand now that we have a sec-" when she felt it. She reached out and
caught Shkai'ra's wist, in a suddenly urgent grip.

It was a tickle in the back of her mind. An elusive whiff of power coiled



somewhere in this place like the delicate sound of a color or the scent of a
song. "There is power here." She turned this way and that but coul d not
pi npoi nt the source of disturbance. "Such power " she whi spered.

Shkai'ra bared her teeth and gl anced around. The expression was not a smle
"Spook pushers," she said, very softly. "Ch, | don't |ike spook pushers. Never
trust a shaman-the truest thing the Ancestors ever said." She didn't see
Megan' s si deways | ook

They took the path to their left, breathing deep to get their w nd back
Shkai'ra sucked at the wound in the fleshy side of one hand, belowthe little
finger.

"Shoul d have wat ched the back shoul ders of the spearhead - sheep- raping
sharp," she nuttered

The paved way turned around a nassive bush covered with thousands of tiny blue
flowers nmoving gently in the warm slow breeze, tapping against the stone of
the statue in their mdst. Megan | ooked up at the figure of the |eaping

dol phin with growi ng uneasi ness; there was a prickling between her shoul der

bl ades, as of approaching . . . peril? Not necessarily, but something was
about to happen. This feeling was one she had |l earned to trust.

They padded around the corner and stopped dead. Before them a wonan sat. Long
bl ack hair flowed down, over her creamcol ored robe, past the cloth-of-gold
cushion on which she sat, to coil slightly on the purple-and-green marbl e of
the dais. Alight wooden lattice overgrown with a green vine bl ossom ng
scarl et arched over her protectively. Froma snall brazier on her left,

i ncense rose in a blue coil; to her right was a silver bow on a tripod of
bronze. She raised eves as white as mlk to neet them fromthe crossed pal ns
in her lap. Wthout iris or pupil; blind eyes, that saw

"I greet you both," she said. The voice was soft, curiously hard to gauge. The
face was smooth. Was the voice that of a child, or of mddle age?

"I felt you in ny darkness. One from afar; another fromfarther still. | see
you i n darkness, and darkness follows you: fate, but that | cannot see." Her
nose winkled. "Blood, the snell of it; now, and in the tine to cone."

The wonan's voi ce dropped |ike cool water into the humd stillness of the
garden. Shkai'ra backed away, unconsciously, knuckles white on the grip of her
saber as the tiny hairs along her spine struggled to rise against the
sweat - danp cl ot h.

"Who ..." She cleared her throat against the sudden roughness of her voice
"Who are you? You're no Sun priest; nor a nerchant's clerk."

Megan bowed and nade the gesture of respect, the clap of her hands sounding in
the drowsy hum of bees fromthe lilac. "Lady of Power, you see much. W
apol ogi ze for disturbing your, ah, neditations."

She backed up, pulling at Shkai'ra's arm searching for a safer distance from
this woman. Shkai'ra, she thought, don't offend this one. Megan felt
breat hl ess, the sensation of pressure under her lungs alnost stifling.

Those eyes turned to her, and the woman | aughed. "Fear nme not, young-kin. | am
nmerely a seeker of wisdom And a prisoner, a hostage." The | augh transfornmed
the agel ess face into that of a young girl. "Or so ny . . . host

t hi nks. "



She rai sed her hands, and a faint ninbus of blue |light played around the |ong,
sl ender fingers.

"This moment was foreseen." Her voice was renote, the laughter faded into a
cool monotone that m ght have come fromthe idol in a sanctuary carved of

gl aci al ice.

"Now all turns on your actions. Two chance-nmet wanderers, and on themrests
the fate of great lords, w sefolk, merchants, and priests, and conmmon fol k
wi t hout number. How, | cannot ,see; there are too many branches of the path.
On all those that go well, you fare together."

She di mnished into humanity. "But it would be best if you left soon." She

poi nted down the avenue of topiaries behind her with a sparely el egant

gesture. "There lies a gate which will not require you to traverse nmuch of the
great house; the household is nmuch disturbed. Here is clean clothing."

She turned her head, and at the unspoken summons a man appeared. M ddl e-aged,
he was near seven feet in height and corded with muscle. He picked up the
whi t e-eyed woman as an adult might a child, and it was only then that they
realized her legs hung linp and usel ess.

"That way, Bors," Yeva said. The mlky eyes turned to regard the twd. "Go
wel |, | hope," she continued. "That you go into strangeness, | can be sure
of ." Megan stood, |ooking after them silent.

"Come on," Shkai'ra said, waving a hand before her face. Megan started as if
com ng back froma long distance, then hesitating over the gift of the

cl ot hi ng. Then she shrugged. What else to do, wander about bl oody? For someone
that powerful .. . she wouldn't need something as sinple as a gift to hold us.

They shed their tunics, rinsed blood fromtheir skins in the fountain and
donned the clean plain garnents that lay folded on the dais. Megan foll owed
Shkai'ra down the row of scul pted shrubs to the opposite wall that encircled
the garden, and to the heavy door set into it.

Megan paused, felt in her belt, and sighed. "Another cloth gone. You'd better
cl ean that neat cl eaver of yours." She | ooked about, then cl eaned her daggers
with a corner of her old tunic.

Shkai'ra pulled a silk rag fromher belt and w ped the |ong patterned bl ade
[ ovingly. The dappled patterns in the steel shone as the red-brown scum cane
away.

"Ahi-a, | never |leave blood on ny sw ft-kisser here |onger than | nust," she
said, buffing the metal again and sliding it back into the sheath, a practiced
motion that didn't need the gui dance of eyes. "Getting good Mnztan steel this
far east is near inpossible. Besides, even in Illizbuah wal king the streets
with a bloody sword is a trifle conspi cuous.”

"What, it isn't the universal practice? |I'd have thought-" She broke off,
i ntent. Beyond the door: a nuffled sound, perhaps a whisper, and fromthe
ot her side.

She | ooked at Shkai'ra; the Kommanza shrugged, drew, the point of her saber
maki ng small neat circles in the air. "The doorkeeper, maybe. Go on."

They opened t he dark mahogany panel, and net silence. Projecting walls nmade a
U shaped nook for the guardian, but it was enpty. The liveried figure of the
servant lay beyond in the street, one outstretched hand touching the



t hreshol d; a bolt-gun shaft behind one shoul der showed the reason. She was
very recently dead, still bleeding in a slowing trickle, and at their feet |ay
a belt pouch. They both noved toward it by reflex; Megan's hand arrived first,
tucki ng the | eather bag under the hem of her tunic.

"Time to count it later," she said. "No sense waiting for whoever shot her."
Shkai'ra bent over the corpse for an instant as they passed. "Ahi-a-House of
M | ampo Terhan's-kin. The fattest pig anong the nerchant sw ne-princes. Fifty
ships, interests in the western trade, slaves and nmetal and spices."

A dark figure clung to the roof above them straining after their departing
voices. Two nore joined him and they dropped softly into the street beside
the body of their victim

One knelt to run quick expert fingers over the still form "Shadowed One, it
is not here."”

The | eader cursed softly and flipped the body over with her toe. "Search
about," she said to the others. "Qur informant said this one would have it."
Her head swiveled to where the two outl anders had passed. O could they have
taken it? A fine sweat broke out on her forehead. She would not envy the
subordi nate assigned to take that news to the Adderchief. "Perhaps those two
shoul d be questioned."

CHAPTER VI | |

Megan and Shkai'ra strolled along the brick sidewal k, a luxury of these

af fluent quarters of the Add City. Folk were about their business, seeming to
i gnore what was happening only a half kiloneter away. O perhaps not seening
Shkai'ra thought. AOd City dwellers were not all rich, but the poor here were
nostly the servants of the wealthy; the unfree nostly not even Fehi nnans. A
qui et exi stence, ordered, secure; it mght have been a different continent, a
world invisible fromthe desperate daily scranble of the | owtown sl uns.
Massacre did not really touch their lives; unless they were physically
involved, it was not real to them

The traffic of the street parted for a laaitun of cavalry, with bright

gol d-1 acquered arnor and ri bbons wound in the horses' manes. Shkai'ra put an
arm around Megan's shoul ders and nodded to a | aughi ng group about the
entranceway of a shop

"Not hi ng stops Fehi nnans when Festival is comng," she said. Gaily painted
masks were being passed from hand to hand: faces of saahvyts and paancahs and
waybaycs, the devils and pranksters and house goblins that |ingered stil
beneat h t he austere nonot hei sm of the Sun. There were other goods for sale:

| eather wine flasks for squirting into the nmouths of passersby, hand punps for
showering col ored dust and strange powders, air-filled bladders for bangi ng on
heads, and feathered cl oaks worked with the grapes and ears of comthat
synmbol i zed the season of growth. Even in Illizbuah the City Sol stice, High
Sun, was still largely a fertility rite.

"Much |i ke Dagde Vroi at hone," Megan said. "Days of Fools, at Year End." Her
eyes narrowed specul atively at sone of the powders displayed. "One of ny kin,"
she spat, "makes things like these, but for nore serious purposes and higher
prices. If I'"'mlucky, she'll have died before | get back." Suddenly she

| aughed. "She would be lucky if she did!"

Shkai'ra snile died as she | ooked down at her conpanion. "Hoi, you're |inping?
D d you take a wound?"



Megan twi sted her leg to one side and | ooked at it with annoyed inpatience.
"Not hi ng serious-I didn't notice it at the time." Her chuckle |l apsed into an
al nrost hysterical giggle. "It rmust have been in the eating shop. To go through
all of this and be stabbed in the leg with a table tool, with a fork! The
burghers of this city are nore dangerous than the soldiery. Don't worry, it's
hardly visible."

Shkai'ra grunted skeptically. Megan nust have good natural resistance to
infection, to have lived this long; still, even a small wound could bring the
green rot, or poison the blood. "Best we see to it, though,"” she said. They
were in a district of shops, expensive goods for the dd Cty trade. Anong
them stood a snmall park: tessellated brick pavenment with dwarf flowering
shrubs in carved stone pots.

"I"l1l take a | ook," the blond woman sai d. Megan | eaned agai nst one of the
man- hi gh fl owerpots and extended the | eg behind her; the wound was in the
calf, difficult to reach

"Remenber, that fork was in a priest-bureaucrat's nouth-no telling what was on
it," Shkai'ra said as she knelt to exam ne the puncture. Two small red dots,
side by side; she ran her fingers around the affected area before applying her
mout h. "Hmm mere was something in there," she said, spitting. 'Tines
probably broke off."

Shkai'ra worked the wound with her fingers until the blood fl owed clean, then
produced a tiny bottle froma belt pouch and poured green liquid into the
hol es, ignoring Megan's startled twtch.

"Fi shgut s! What are you doi ng, woman, whittling it deeper with a hot needl e?"

"Stings, doesn't it?" Shkai'ra replied, grinning up at the Zak, teeth white in
her tanned face. "The Fehi nnans nmake it from seaweed. Good for cuts. Now, why
don't we eat, since we didn't get to, earlier.”

A copper bit stirred the vendor of a nearby pushcart. A big ceramic vat
bubbled in its center, sending a scent of hot peanut oil into the warm stil
city air. Into it the streetseller flipped a double handful of neat chunks,

oni ons, peppers, and pieces of yam A few ninutes later, he scooped them out
with a slotted wooden ladle, rolled themin flatbread, and doused themwth a
hot brown sauce. Cornhusks served as platters; an extra bit brought two wooden
cups of peach juice froma sweating clay jug, cool and tart.

The two woren | ounged back into the shade of plants and buildings, sitting at
their ease on a patch of coarse grass. On the street outside a group of
retainers trotted by, dressed in the livery of the Terhan's-kin. Swords were
forbidden to them but there were ceram c-headed spears in their hands, knives
at belts, worried deternmination on their faces. Shkai'ra juggled the hot food
i n her hands, watching with interest from between the | eaves of a potted

eucal yptus tree. Happily, she inhaled the snells of warm stone, garlic, hot

oil and flowers. Patterns of sunlight shifted across her face, dappling as

wi nd shifted branches.

"Here, she said, handing Megan the second roll. "If that pouch was m ssed so
soon, it had something in it besides the doorward' s wages, or |I'ma kinless
sheeprapi ng nonad." Her eyes narrowed in amnmusenent; a Fehinnan friend had told
her once that she | oved strong happenings nore than wine, and there were tines
when she saw sone truth in that. And an exile with nothing to | ose but her W
could play such ganes with no regrets.



"Bauquai!" Megan excl ai ned, bl owi ng gingerly on her portion. "And | thought to
rest in this city! You realize, Shkai'ra-ny-friend, that since | arrived |'ve
scarcery stopped running? Well, nothing nore is likely to happen; soon I'll be
able to raise passage noney and sit on ny butt, the fine | ady passenger."
Megan finished the fruit juice and peered over the rimof her cup at the
Komanza, eyes shapping. "You don't like 'spook pushers'?" Shkai'ra set her
own cup down on the yellow brick, circling her arnms about her knees.

"Nia. | alnpst got killed trusting a spook pusher, once. And the shaman who
was there was supposed to be on ny side."

"Don't you think you're tarring all powerful people with the sane brush?"

"Well, yes, but the only part of the other world that ever touched nme were ny
gods, and they aren't what other people would call . . . nice."

"I'f you even know about it firsthand, that makes you a spook pusher
"Niaf Nia. Shkai'ra's eyes narrowed. "A shaman once told me that ny line, the
chi ef-lan, had as nuch power as your average cabbage, and it had to be like
that so it wouldn't interfere with the gods tal king through us."

"Ah." Megan stared down into her cup. | obviously can't tell her-

"How di d you know about the spooker in the garden, anyway? You said somnething
the minute your Feet hit the dirt."

Then again . . . this norning she trusted nme behind her with a weapon. But
then she was safer doing that. People are less likely to kill than they are to
shun . . . She shrugged nmentally. She'd done well enough wi thout friends

bef ore.

"See that fell ow there?"

The Zak nodded at a man dozing in the heat. He lay on his cloak, a
broad-brimed traveler's hat over his face; beside himat waist height was a
wi ne cup, securely planted on the rimof a tree pot. She dipped a finger into
the dregs of Shkai'ra's cup and drew two |ines, one around the base and
another on the rim "Watch," she said.

Very gently, she put a finger to the edge of Shkai'ra's goblet and pushed. The
cup five neters away | eaped in a parody of the tiny notion, and the coo
liquid poured unerringly into the man's lap. He leaped to his feet with a

wild, strangled yell, fist upraised. Awareness blinked back into his eyes, and
the realization that there was nobody within five meters of him H's nmouth
worked silently; the fist fell, and his eyes with it to the purple stain on

the brown cotton of his tunic. He wapped his cloak about his mddle and stole
away.

The Zak picked up her cup and enptied it with a sly alnost-snile. "Not
everybody who can do a little magic sits under bushes and nakes prophecies,"
she said inmpishly, hiding her tension. "Better to have a little fun now and
then. ™

In a chanber overl ooki ng gardens, beneath a done of crystal, a robed figure,
anot her of the Guild of the Wse, sat notionless above a brazen bow of water.

O hers had watched here before him there would be a relief when he tired, and
that woul d not be soon. Sensation/experience/ perception drifted through the
still pool of his mind, without rippling its receptivity. Leaves brushed



agai nst the brickwork of the tower; a breeze whispered through the latticework
supports of the dome, laden with the scent of flowers and baking bread.

A spot of light appeared in the clear water. He rose snoothly fromthe
cross-1 egged position he had kept for a hand of hours. Another figure appeared
on the spiral stair bel ow

"I't has begun," he said to the one who canme. "Summon the adepts."

H s gaze returned to the water. The workings of the Patterns were a
never-failing source of wonder. This was the nexus of probability they had
sensed; he closed his eyes and ran fingers of thought over the skein of
branching alternates that ran forward fromthe fixed point of now he occupi ed.
There was very delicate work ahead, a nudging at the workings of fate and
chance to ensure that events fell as they wlled.

Shkai'ra blinked, narrow gray eyes slitting as she turned to gl ance down at
Megan. One eyebrow lifted. Megan waited for her to get up and wal k away.

"You didn't tell me you were a witch," she said.

"Wtch? Scarcely. | know a few tricks. But our people don't like to show them
outside the walls of the city; it tends to get them burned."

"Hmmm®? I n the Zekz Kommanz the dhai k'tz, the shamans, sniff out any

wi tchcraft but their own; then eat the witches' hearts, nostly." She paused.
Megan seemed to be tensed for sonething. | like her, she's fought for ne. So
what if witchcraft gives nme goose-flesh on ny spirit-she's still on ny side.
"Silly custom" Long fingers rested on the Zak's brow for a nonment. "I trust
you," she added soberly.

The adepts filed into the chanber and stood circled around the bow. One
touched the bow; it rippled, cleared, and revealed the two wonmen in the park

The magi cians waited in silence, their minds studying the scene and its
i mplications on the planes.

"So," one said at last. "It seens that our nessage to the nobneyhunters is a
conmuni cati on of nore significance than we assuned, perhaps. But if we have
found them can the priests"-they all nade a gesture of execration-"be far
behi nd?"

"What matter?" another asked. "I still contend that we waste our strength
here. These are all ephenera; what are their wars and quarrelings to the
wi se?"

"The self-christened Wse," another mnd added dryly. "Still, this matter has
been decided. If you wi sh another Council "

negati on.

"Yeva would be the one to deal with this matter," a woman who | ooked sixty
years old said. "Their worldlines have already touched hers, and she does

excel l ent work. At present, we can only see that these will somehow give an
opportunity to acconplish our purpose without attracting the attention of the
Undying One. Wth his servants we can deal; with him. . ." A collective

shudder passed through the group

"And let her not interfere nore than the mininum" the first agreed. "Too
much, and we nay abort the seed of chance that we seek to nurture."



agr eenent / hope/ acti on
CHAPTER | X

The sol ari um had been quickly repaired by MIanpo's servants. There were new
pl ants, and the shattered gl ass had been replaced; all that remained was the
zi gzag scorchmark, snaking its way across the paneling of the wall.

Li ght ni ng was such a showy working, and so easy when the potenti al - pat hs
through the air were ready in a storm All you had to do was . . . connect.
Still, a priest would approve of retribution fromthe sky.

"Here, Bors, Yeva said. Wth infinite gentleness, the huge man set her down on
t he cushions and hel ped to arrange the unrespondi ng | egs. She | ooked up at the
scarl et blossons of the trunpet flowers and | et them brush agai nst her cheeks,
feeling the structure of the plant, its enjoynment of sun and water, the

t houghts of the gardeners as they planted and tended it. Yeva inhaled the
snells of flowers and burned cedarwood, a nel ancholy pl easure.

M | ampo, she thought with a sigh. Not all visitors were as pleasant as the two
worren. There had been sonet hi ng strange.

The nmerchant bustled in, with the inevitable swarm of attendants. Several were
menbers of his kinfast, along with clerks, bodyservants with pitchers of w ne
and juice, and four nercenary guards. Those were fitted with standard | eather
arnor, but trimed with bullion tassels along the fringes of the gl ossy

varni shed plates. Their spearheads are cheap mass-produced ceram ¢ bound with
i npl anted fiber, she thought with m|ld anmusenment how |ike the man it was to
spend on show and neglect utility. But they all had steel swords, which nmeant
a certain degree of conpetence, those being personal property. Not to be shown
on the streets while they were in liveried service, of course. Fehinnan | aw
frowned on private armes, particularly within the capital walls.

"Honored guest," the merchant began. He was a short man, and the afternoon sun
glistened on the sweat filmthat covered his skin. Rolls of fat overl apped the
stiffly enbroidered collar of his maroon velvet tunic, and the thin

vei n- enbossed | egs beneath were trenbling visibly.

"Ml ampo, ny host," she said in a voice pitched to carry soothing tones bel ow
the conscious level. "A man of your years, unused to exercise, should not run
up stairs so quickly. See, the veins in your tenples are throbbing visibly;
this is not good."

The nerchant swelled. She was surprised that he had the courage to confront
her this way, although fromthe snell, his nerve had been heavily reinforced
with firew ne.

"Slaughter!" he blurted. "Tenple Square, blood-"

She raised a hand. "Need we discuss these matters with so nuch conpany?" she
asked mldly.

He paled slightly and turned, with inarticul ate shooi ng noti ons. The
hangers-on departed, except for the guards, who stood and | eaned on their
spears. Menbers of their guild were oath-bound to their enployers and could
not be summoned agai nst themeven in a tenple court.

M | ampo breat hed deeply, and when he spoke again his voice was steady. "There
has been a nmassacre," he said.



"Which we predicted!” Yeva replied, and her tone sharpened. "M | anpo
Terhan's-kin, did it not occur to you that your intrigues with gold and favor
could lead to real blood being shed? O did you see it as nore colums of
nunbers in your | edgers?"

"Enough of that," he said, waving a hand. Amethysts glowed on his fingers.
"They are only shaaid; no shortage. But if the Sun-on-Earth"-his voice dropped
unconsci ousl y-"shoul d i nvestigate, the others will blane ne."

"As the leader in this policy," she said. "Also as the one who proposed
calling on the Wse. In which you were yourself w ser than your wont." Wth
sui tabl e encouragenment, she added to herself. An inward sigh; they had hoped
to prevent violence, but in matters like this, action nuddied the waters of

f oreknowi ng beyond certainty. As ever, to observe was to change; to act on the
know edge gai ned was to change events still nore. Yet we cannot sit silent
when we m ght save

"And you and your kin will go to the tables, and your wealth will be forfeit
to the state,"” she added equably.

He wilted, then darted a glance of suspicion at her. "Never forget, if | am
betrayed, none of ny wealth will be yours,"” he said. "I also have you, as
guarantee of good faith. | could order you speared this instant."

Yeva caught the gl ance the guards exchanged behind their master's back. One
tapped a finger to her brow. These were not tenple guards, or even regul ars.

"Come, cone, have we not agreed to aid you?" she soothed. "No need to tal k of
di shar noni ous vi ol ence. "

"Agreerment ? Where is nmy nmessage? Just now | found ny faithful servant dead
besi de the west gate, and no such message upon her."

Yeva started, with a | ook of dawning interest in her uncanny eyes. Then her
gaze filmed over, and M| anpo shrank back with his next sentence unuttered,
maki ng the Sun sign on his breast.

i nformati on/ essence/ confirmation fl owed through her mnd. This was not speech
it was what speech inperfectly counterfeited. Ah, then her suspicions about
the two were correct. The exchange of information stumnbled slightly.

apol ogi es, el dersib.

Cal myourself, all who are nmasters were apprentice once, informthe council |
have their nessage.

gratitude/ appreci ati on/ obedi ence.

She returned to the world of phenonenon that nost thought real. "Be at peace,
nmy host," she said tranquilly. It was difficult, this stunbling with words.
' The message which links you to us has fallen into the proper hands."

"Whose?" he asked, paling. That message, and the circunstances of it, were
enough to earn himthree days of dying.

Yeva consi dered, and decided that it would be cruelty to informhimthat the
proper hands were those of two wanderers who woul d doubtless attenpt to sel

it to the highest bidder. How could she explain? Even to those with the inborn
talent and | ong years of painful nastery, it was no nore than trained



intuition that those two would use their burden to bring a favorable
resol ution. That was nerely likelihood, not certainty. It was her duty to turn
the probability into fact under the bright focus of the now

"That will be revealed at the appropriate conjunction of the planes," she
said. Avyellow bird fluttered in, to land on her outstretched finger. She
slipped a feather fromthe sleeve of her robe and stroked the tiny creature
beneath the throat, enjoying the total subnergence in sensation that the bird
was feeling, possible only in a creature beneath or beyond sel f-consci ousness.

"Cbserve, ny host; never stroke a bird with your finger, for fear of
disarranging its plumage or the subtle oils thereon. Instead, use a feather in
the hand."

M | ampo nade a choki ng sound and wheel ed fromthe room followed by his guards
and a lingering snell of oily, overheated flesh, rose-scented soap and
expensi ve nusk. She smled at the nenory of his appearance, bouncing like a
paper balloon filled with hot air at a child's festival. At |east he had taken
his noisy mnd and body away . . . She chided herself at the thought. Every
human soul had its purpose, and it was no nore just to despise a nmerchant for
bei ng a nerchant than a dog for being a dog.

Still, she was heartily sick of being the trader's "guest." The only
i nteresting conversation he had was on matters of trade, and with the
| aborious gentility of the second generation he avoided that as ill-bred. She

gl anced at the forked scorchmark the bolt fromthe stormhad left. The stroke
had been clumsy, but what did MIlanpo think to threaten her with, if she could
bl ock that? Wuld he have the gardeners beat her to death with hoes? The
nmercenaries would be as likely to spear him he was not the sort of enployer
who woul d inspire devotion beyond death. He'd inspired nore or his servants to
| oyalty when he was younger, when the menory of his kinparents lingered. As
he'd grown ol der, his ideas had hardened along with his grow ng call ous
attitude to other people.

Cal ming, she settled into a light trance. The minds of the guild washed around
her, and she traced the Iines of force out over the city. The pal ace was |ike
a beacon to her sight on this level, one she carefully avoided: mnor tricks
of seeing and lifting were beneath the notice of the male avatar of Her, but
any major alteration of the webs of probability would draw attention like a
wasp to sugar. For the sake of bal ance, she could endure the contact of those

on the Left Hand of the council; the guild existed for their conmmon interests,
after all. But the God was truly mad and very dangerous; as well provoke a
bull elephant in rut. Yet ... at the far edge of perception, where entropy

faded the lines of mght-be into a chaotic fog, there was the unm stakabl e
presence of the Sun-on-Earth. She would have a hand in this, at the |ast.

She sat, tracing the possible consequences of one course of action after
anot her. Some she might have anticipated; others were bizarre. Yell ow skinned
forei gners disenbarking fromships drawn by whal es? No, that was vani shingly

unlikely. Still, it had its origins-Yes, try elinminating the stranger
worren- | i ght brighter than noon, then black ruins under black sky, birds
falling to lie unrotting where even death was dead, . . . Shuddering, she

pul | ed her consciousness back and scanned the tine dinension. The future: nore
than a doubl e hand of years, inpossible to tell how nuch further. Now, nobody
had ever seen that before; no force on earth could produce such effects. How
could the elimnation of two outland nmercenaries nake such a difference?

The bondservant's mind interrupted her with a blast of unconscious fear. The
servant set about trinmm ng one of the newy placed shrubs, that clearly needed
no such attention. WIlIl M| anmpo never |earn? the sorceress thought. A direct



| esson was necessary; next tine something nore inportant than nere
free-association scrying m ght be | ost by jostling her concentration
Sensitivity had its price; she found screening nore difficult than nost.

Mot i onl ess, she nmade a conpl ex and conpl etely nonphysical shifting. In a room
away fromthe solarium M Il anpo Terhan' s-kin started violently as a voice
spoke behind his ear. A young voice, breathless and sweet.

"Silly. Wiy bother, when that-self Yeva cannot walk." A silver bow sat on a
wi ndow | edge; it was a sinple curve of netal, and a part-perception of the
sorceress's nmind admred its restraint. Gacefully, it noved away across the
room and down the hall toward the solarium garden, |eaving the merchant
crouched on his cushions, the knuckles of one hand pressed to his |ips.

The gardener dropped her shears with a clatter as the bow carried itself into
the still-scented warnth of the roof-|evel chanber. One bl ade shattered on the
marble tiles, the edges of the vitrified clay glinting with silica in the
sunlight. Yeva took the bow in her hand and extended it.

"I wish this filled with water, fromthe spring against the south wall, the
one that cannot be seen fromhere. Do not let the water or the bow touch the
ground. Wen you return, place it here and then go to your master. Tel

hi magain-that | do not wish to be disturbed at ny work. And, that he has
nmerely annoyed ne. Have him contenpl ate the consequences if | becone angered.”

She retreated into herself, nonitoring breath and heartbeat, feeling the
thrill of fatigue along her nerves. Even to nove a netal bow in the physica
uni verse was savagely tiring; magic was rarely useful for such gross
mani pul ation, particularly w thout preparation or patterning.

Afraid, she thought. Al of them and of what? One without the use of her eyes
or legs. But that was part of the fear; that one such as she could be a figure
of power, rather than another beggar on the tenple steps. She sighed. In the
guild, there were few enough who coul d | ook past the surface of things;
out si de, al nost none.

The bowl was extended toward her on trembling pal ns. "Young one, | thank you
for this service," she murmured, taking it. There was a rapid patter of
departing feet.

She pl aced the curve of silver in the tripod before her and waited for it to

be still. She was weary, but it would be as well to be informed. The red one
first ... a pattern of thought wapped in black, tenpered. A nane rose into
her mnd: Shkai'ra Mek Kernak's-kin. The dark. Force constrained, and a pl ace
of age. lce and iron, the sound of a waterfall, sunlight on water. Creak of

rigging. Megan Wi tl ock.

Hol ding the images in her mnd, she gestured at the water and spoke certain
words. It rippled and snoothed, to show. . . nothing. A wy grimce crossed
her mouth; she had never been very skilled at scrying in water. There was a
sudden flare fromthe brazier at her side as she drew heat fromthe water and
cast it into the charcoal. The silver dinged and sang as the water within it
shifted fromliquid to crystalline ice in much I ess than a heartbeat. The
beads of noisture on its outer surface flashed into crystal, and the w ought
metal rang in protest at the swift change in tenperature.

Yeva smiled, renenbering the pride she had felt at first mastering that trick
Then she spoke again, weaving the nanmes of the two she sought into the chant.
Names were a thing of power; the synbol was the thing it represented, that was
the core of magic. Lesser to greater, and di stance could not sunder the bonds



bet ween objects linked by simlarity. ... A conplex formgrew in her mnd, as
structured as a snowflake with inter-lattices of neaning, glowing with the
color of hot steel as she pushed energy through it. To the Sight, images

f or ned.

Ice is much better, she thought.
CHAPTER X

"You trust me?" Megan said incredul ously, happily. "W do you think | trust
in showi ng this?" Shkai'ra inclined her head, accepting the inplied rebuke.

True. But my people . .. fear magic, wherever from"

Shkai'ra | aughed suddenly. "They cast me out, so sheepshit on their custons.
Why don't we go back, count our loot, and feed ny cat?"

A sound echoed down the street to their left, fromthe direction of Tenple
Square. A rhythm c stanping, thousandfold, the sound of three thousand sets of
ceram ¢ hobnails striking the ground in unison. It was nore a bl ow through the
air than a sound, thudding against chest and gut. It overrode the crowd
murmur, flattened clatter of hooves, creak of wood, even the sl ow poundi ng of
the pace drunms. And a chanting acconpanied it.

"Earth, sky, fire, stone, Steel cuts to bone. Earth, sky, fire, stone-"

The droni ng marchsong echoed back fromthe fronts of the buildings. The first
regi ment swung down the avenue, six ranks broad, pikes a perfect vertica
forest of poles with the butts resting in slings braced around the neck.
Behind the soldiers cane a line of carts, six-wheeled and nassive,
grain-nmovers in time of peace. Now they bore another burden, one that drained
in threads of red onto the paving stones, |like the pressings of grapes piled
high in the harvesters' baskets. Death's vintners escorted their fruits. The
heavy but cher-shop snell of fresh neat hung on the air.

"I agree." Megan said. "As soon as the road is free. The cat will probably not
forgive you for, oh, a day or two if you neglect himso shamefully, and
somehow this place seens inproper for the counting of nonies."

She pulled two of her knives free, renminding herself that these people were
not kin of hers, but couldn't help feeling for their kin, under such a
tyranny-much |ike honme. She bit off a wave of honesi ckness and laid the knives
on the bench, searching for a polishing cloth in her pouch. "These new toys
have al ready been tested." She scrubbed at a drying bl oodstain around the hilt
of one, glad that the other worman was there. Wth so much death around, being
alone in a strange city was doubly hard.

"Hmmm don't forget sone night have gotten in along the tang. Had a bl ade
rust out and snap at the hilt once, that way."

"Teach your baba to suck eggs, long-legs." Megan said am ably.

Shkai ' ra chuckl ed and | ooked down critically at the knives. "Good weapons, but
haven't you ever wanted to put a little nore steel between you and the nasty
peopl e?"

Megan nodded at Shkai'ra's |ong saber. "Not the weapon for sonmeone of ny
hei ght, she sai d.

"la. Nor the Fehinnan tools, either. But over the npbuntains, in the cities



along the Ah'yia River, they use"-her hands shaped the air-"a |long slim bl ade,
with a bell guard. For the lunging thrust, and just stiff enough to
slide-parry a cut-nearly got one through ny lungs, once. That m ght be useful
for you."

"I suppose it might be useful. To | earn a new weapon, though . . . Show nme one
in the market and well see." She cleaned the other knife slowy, considering.
"I wonder what was so inportant to the nerchant that his servant strove to
deliver it, dying." She | ooked up into the Konmanza's inpassive face. "An

i nteresting norning, wouldn't you say?"

"And we are dooned to live in interesting tines," Shkai'ra said, "A
smal | sword; perhaps Kerni bo would know. "

Shkai'ra kicked the door of their rooms at the inn closed and dropped the bar
hone. Wth a sigh of contentrment, she racked her saber and shotpistol, peeled
of f her sandals, and kicked her tunic into a corner

"Sumertinme in Fehinna, | always feel about to sprout mushroonms frommy skin,"
she said, stretching and yawni ng. Tapping a cup fromthe clay jug of fruit
juice in a corner, she stretched out on the bed and fortified it with a small
doll op of cane spirit froma bottle of tw sted bl ack glass, 'want sone?"
"Yes," Megan said, follow ng her exanple and setting the cup down on the floor
whil e she pulled off her short boots. "You take a | ook at the pouch. How nuch
for passage fromhere to the M d-Lannic Islands?"

"That woul d depend,"” Shkai'ra said, teasing at the tightly wound, intricate
knots that Fehinnans used to foil pickpockets. "I know some captains who'd
sell you passage cheap. Then sell you at their next port of call; who cares if
a wanderer w thout kin or lord di sappears? The ones you can trust don't cone
cheap. Wiy hurry?"

She roll ed over onto her stomach and frowned with concentration; one foot
reached out absently to stroke lightly down the back of Megan's |eg, who
didn't nove away. "Faster just to cut tuk t'hait whul zhaits zteafa-kaz
Hau!

Megan | ooked up at the exclamation of delight. Two whole coils of stanped
silver tradewire had rolled out onto the coverlet: tw hundred silvers, the
yearly wage of a six-master's captain or the price of six fine horses. Ten
gold in |l oose bits were underneath, half as rmuch again.

The tall woman swung her head back and wol f-howl ed at the ceiling, softly.
"Megan, conrade's delight, take a look at this."

The Zak narrowed her eyes and scraped the noney together. "Ahh, precious
nmetals buy nmore there. Quite a haul for a servant. And the next captain who
tries to sell ne off is going to dine on his own tripes."

Shkai'ra grunted and fished in the bottom of the pouch. "Something else in
here." She pulled out a fol ded sheet of heavy paper and spread it on the
yel l ow fabric of the sheet.

"Sheepshit!" she yelled, flinging it away and bolting upright. The caressing
toes bit suddenly into the inner surface of Megan's thigh

Shkai'ra could read Fehinnan, a little, but it was not the content of the
message that nade her recoil, feeling cold sweat rank on forehead and arnpits.
The letters . . . could not be read. Not that they were in foreign script, but



they noved. At the edge of vision they seened clear, but wherever the eyes
tried to rest, outlines shifted into i mages not-quite-seen. For a nonent she
t hought they formed a face that |ooked at her-and w nked.

"What the rokatzk is wong with you?" Megan snapped, rubbing at the red mark
on her leg and glaring. Then her eyes fell on the paper. The seal on the pouch
had been sufficient synmbol to shield it, but now the smell of Power drifted

i ke unseen snoke on the still air.

"Fishgutted fool that you are, Megan," she nmuttered to herself as she reached
cautiously for it. "I should have warded the room even if it disturbed you.
Probably too late, but-" She picked up the paper between finger and thunb,
slid it neatly back into the pouch

Then she wal ked to each of the doors and windows in turn, setting a hand to
each and concentrating for a nonent. She noved to the center of the room or
as nearly as possible with the bed in the way, and spoke a single word that
rebounded against the walls, showering the air with silver that shrank to a
red line around the openings and then faded alt oget her. Somewhere there was a
shifting, as if the foundations of the roomhad tw sted marginally out of
alignment with the world. "There," the Zak said with satisfaction. "Now npst
peopl e won't be able to think about this room much |less disturb us here. O
course, those with the power will see the whole and know but only if they | ook
very carefully.”

Shkai'ra stared, shivered, then shook herself |ike a hound clinbing out of
cold water. The gooseflesh that had nottled the pale flesh of her body faded,
and she uncl enched fingers knotted about the hilt of a nonexistent sword and
made her wardi ng off gesture.

"Ahkomman nmitch'rm" she muttered. Then: "Well enough. If we're to have
spookers after us, better that we know sonewhat of their tricks." She
consi dered for a nonent.

"That message," she said. "That message will be wanted, and badly. Protection
like that doesn't conme cheap." She pulled at her lip. "W mght just throwit
in the jakes and nmake a run for it ... No, the gates and docks will be

wat ched, and if we were caught, nobody would believe we'd thrown it away."

She | ooked up at Megan. "No one will notice this roon? As if it had never
been?"

The small woman nodded, and Shkai'ra grinned. "Then they're going to have a
probl em down in the kitchens. Best we nove back into ny roomand use this as a
refuge. "

Their gear was light and easily noved. "Renmind ne to cancel the delivered
nmeal s,' Megan said. Shkai'ra nodded, |aid herself out on the cool sheets, and
wat ched the slit where furnace-hot sunlight poured through the rattan blinds.

"ditch, godlet of Fuckups was with ne this day. Not thirty hours back in the
city: three fights, a pitched battle, a spook pusher-" she | ooked sideways at
Megan "-two spook pushers and a cursed letter.”

As she dropped to the round di van, Megan chuckl ed. Shkai'ra reached out and
touched the red mark on her thigh

"Sorry about that," she said. "I was startled." She hesitated, then slowy
took her hand away fromthe rising bruise.



"That's all right," Megan said. And it was. She didn't want the other woman to
take her hand away. Gentle fingers wakened the old feelings with a vengeance.
She wanted . . . No.

After a while, Shkai'ra got up and inpersonally began tracing al ong the
nmuscl es of the Zak's neck and back, massaging gently at the edges of the |ong
sheat hs and straps of well-defined sineww th her fingertips.

"Beautifully devel oped," she said softly, with her nmouth next to Megan s ear
"Li ke metal under velvet. It's |ike massagi ng a woods-1ynx." She chuckl ed.
"Conplete with claws!" She continued the slow, expert caressing with infinite
pati ence and unfei gned qui et delight.

A bl ack shape | eaped onto the bed and swatted at Shkai'ra's bare foot with a
perenmptory paw. She |aughed gently and pushed hi m away, where he settled at a
far edge of the circular mattress and folded his paws under hinmself with an
air of offended dignity.

She transferred her fingers to the area under her conpanion's ribs.
Conti nui ng, she | ooked down into Megan's hal f-shut eyes.

"You' ve not been close with anyone very often, have you?" she said. Her hair
had come unbrai ded and hung springy and rippling, silk-fine. She let the ends
touch across the Zak's face and throat and breasts, as lightly as the brush of
hunm ngbird feathers. "Not for pleasure, | nean.”

Megan sighed, and her eyes crinkled first in a sonber nmien that |ightened
rapidly. "No, and being forced is not a way to cultivate a taste for sex." One
corner of her mouth quirked into a half grin. "Though, if you keep doing that,
| mght get tolike it," she said facetiously, relaxed, |eaning on one arm
"Muscl e degenerated to rat is disgusting. | mglad that you are in no way
soft."

She paused a minute. "That word wasn't quite right ... it inplies no
sensitivity as well." There was the droning buzz of a sumer beetle on the
danp air, and haze was thickening outside. "You know, | ought to go back to
the market and get sonething to coat nmy claws. Sonething unhealthy to anyone
scratch, that is." Megan sat up and noved Ten-Knife, who had crept up to
squeeze hinsel f between them

la. Lots of places to buy that sort of thing in this city." Megan | ooked down
at the tall one's sleepy snile and said, "You're as |lazy as a steppe-tiger and
twice as nasty. | think that's what | |ike best about you."

"Toss a dice to see who sleeps on the floor?" Shkai'ra said with a |augh
Funny, | usually hate waiting for it, she thought. Her skin was tight and
tingling. This time | don't.

Puzzl ed, the servant | ooked down at the afternoon tray. "Why am| carrying
this tray?" he asked of no one in particular. "Only four roons on this floor."

Shruggi ng, he turned and trotted back to the stairwell, through, the guest
| evel s of the inn to the subterranean kitchens.

"Extra tray!" he called cheerfully across the snoky chaos of the great
brick-1ined chamnber.

The Head cook, d aaghi, was working over one of the ceram c stoves that |ined
one nmassive wall. She was huge, inches taller than nost Fehi nnans and al nost
square, with rmuscle under enornous pads of fat. Dressed only in a loincloth



and | eat her apron, she was a form dable figure as she turned in wath fromthe
vat of snoking peanut oil in front of her

One hamlike fist rose to point at the chal kboard, and a bellow roared out.
ROOVFI VESECOND- FLOORWEST NOW "

The servant woul d have turned pale if his natural conpl exion had allowed; as
it was, he had to settle on grey. Backing out, he fled up the stairs to the
second level. O course, there were five roons on all the levels in the west
wi ng!

He stood at the door of roomfour, second level. "Why am | carrying this
tray?" he murrmured. "Better get back to the kitchens; the Sea-Cowis likely to
drop me into an oil vat if I'mlate about ny rounds."” Cheerfully, he trotted
back to the stairwell

As he pushed through the sw nging doors of the kitchen, a curious expression
crossed his face, very like that of a man who, when deep in thought, realizes
that a hyena is licking one of his feet.

"Why are you carrying that tray?" the cook yelled. Then, sniling gently, she
crossed the room weaving between porters carrying whol e pig carcasses and
sides of beef. Quietly, she laid one hand on the bondservant's shoul der

"Hino," she said in a sweet tone. Wth an effort, he controlled his bl adder
"You like to run; | should have renenbered. W need"-she picked himup by the
front of his tunic-"another two hundredwei ght of cornmeal ground, and the
treadm | waits!"

In an aside, she called to another of the kitchen slaves as she carried the
bl ubbering man toward the grain store. "You, girl! Get a fresh tray and take
it to second-five west, smartly now "

As Megan and Shkai'ra sauntered down to the exercise ground, Megan sayi ng,

" you only use four knives, but..." they passed one of the ubiquitous inn
servants as she scurries in the opposite direction. They did not see her halt
by the fourth door in the corridor

Puzzl ed, she | ooked down at the tray in her hands. "Wy am | carrying this

tray?" she murnured. Well, it could not be of any great inportance. Best to
get back to the kitchens; it wouldn't do to be caught idling. O aaghi was not
as bad as she woul d have been if the owners' kinfast let her, but still bad
enough.

CHAPTER Xl

Megan woke in the dead time of early norning, the time when old people die. It
was qui et, quiet enough to hear the sounds that day tide drowned; a single set
of hooves falling hollow in the distance, clap-clack against pavenent; the
sigh of a slowheavy sea wind over the fluted tile roofs. Even the insistent
chorus practicing their H gh Festival songs had stopped, perhaps because they
were too drunk to remenber the words. The air in the roomwas thick, pressing
on her like hot wet towels; it snelled of sweat, wine, fruit rinds. Her

bl adder was full to bursting, and the heat suddenly rmade her skin itch. For a
monent she lay still, listening to Shkai'ra's slow, even breathing, then got
up off the pallet on the floor

She relieved® herself and pushed the chamberpot back under the bed, pacing
restlessly. CGoddess, she thought, even the floor isn't any cooler on the feet
under all these rugs. She padded to the w ndow, behind her Shkai'ra nuttered



for a nonent and roll ed over.

The wi ndow opened noi sel essly, but the air outside held no hint of the breeze
she sought. There was little light, and the stars were huge and bright in the
cl oudl ess sky. She sat on the deep | edge and | ooked out over the city,
brushi ng back sweaty strands of hair clinging to her forehead.

The silence, she thought. It feels as if | were the only thing in the world
still living.

Across the way a curtain twitched in its wi ndow frane-soneone el se sl eepl ess?
Ten-Kni fe | anded beside her on the sill, and she petted hi mabsently.

"You know, beast," she whispered in one ear that jerked as her lips tickled
the long hairs, "I really don't need you here sheddi ng heat on ne."

The cat purred loudly, then noved its head up with a quick inquiring novenent,
both ears pointed forward.

It was odd, Megan thought: he seenmed to be staring up the wall. Could he be
hearing sonething fromthe floor above? And there was a sound from above, the
sound of | eather-w apped netal on brick

She pitched the cat into the darkness behind her and flicked up to crouch on
the sill. Even so, she was barely ready when the dark figure dropped from
above.

It was dressed fromcrown to cork-soled sandal in formfitting bl ack, eyes a

slit-hole in the tight hood. One hand still held the clench-claw that had held
himon the brick wall; the other clutched a glass vial that glowed dully,
rotting-green. The stranger's motions were swift and very quiet, a barely
audi bl e scraping on the oak of the wi ndowsill as he crouched for bal ance. But

he had been expecting to be alone on it, with only the shutter between hi m and
hi s sl eepi ng prey.

Megan stayed in her crouch, pivoting on the ball of one foot. The other |ashed
out, the heel catching himon the side of the knee. There was a muffl ed sound
as the cartil age gave wayy, and the nman toppled off the window sill to fal

two stories to the concrete pavenment bel ow.

She had been reacting on reflex, her mnd oddly distant fromthe brief

expl osi on of violence, hearing with one corner of her mnd the cat's yow ed
conplaint at her treatment of himand the sound of the breaking joint. There
had been no other noise; even then, it struck her that the man should scream
And he did, just before he hit the ground. But it seenmed to Megan that it was
not the ground he was staring at, but the vial in his hand. That broke, with a
pop | ost under the nel on-on-stone inpact of a human body falling thirty feet.
Green vapor burst fromthe shattered glass, then seened to sink into the

br oken form

The corpse withed with life, twitching and shuddering in ways that Megan knew
were inpossible. Suddenly, thread-like tendrils of white erupted from wounds,
nose, mouth, ears, and eyes, wiggling out and puffing into dead-white
pseudopods even as she watched. The bl ack-clad body began to sag and shrink as
t he fungus spread.

Swal | owi ng bile, Megan retreated fromthe sight of the obscene puffball mass
that lay on the roadway, already no | onger even vaguely human in shape.

The curtain across the way twi tched again, and a small dart slanmed into the



wood j ust above her hand; the darkness and flickering [antern |ight having
thrown the aimoff. She tunbled off the ledge and felt the shutter jerk with
anot her bl owgun mi ssile as she wenched it hone.

Shkai'ra had rolled up on her knees at the sound of Ten-Knife-Foot's yow, the
saber flowing into her hand at the sound of the assassin's breaking knee; by
the tine his brief screamended on the road bel ow, she was begi nning to wake.

The corridor door burst open, the bar al nost shooting back. Two figures in
bl ack canme through at a run and slanmed it Behind them

"Nevo!" one hissed. "D d-"

They had one glinpse of the two wormren, alive and hale, before Megan pl unged
the roominto darkness. It was an absol ute bl ackness, the col or behind cl osed
eyes under forest on a noonless night. Patterns of false light drifted before
retinas deprived of all stinulation.

The assassins were well trained. To make noi se would be instant death; so
woul d staying in the sanme spot they had been seen in. Quiet as malice, they
separated and began drifting along the walls on either side.

Megan froze as she landed and tried to control her panting. This is what | get
for relaxing ny guard, she thought. Not a weapon in ny hands and someone
trying to kill us in the dark. She rose silently and nmoved toward the | ow
table by the wall, where her knives were. She heard the rope springs creak on
the bed and t hought, Shkai'ra's noved. And then: Fishguts- now that she's
noved, | won't be able to tell her fromthe others till it's too |ate. She

sei zed her daggers and froze again, every nerve straining to hear where their
enem es were. Al she could hear was the thunder of her pulse in her ears.

Shkai'ra froze as her feet touched the floor, toes splaying out Iike fingers
to grip. Tiny puffs of air slid over her bare sweat-slick skin, illusions of
coolness in the still, hot blackness of the room Her mnd cal cul ated chances;
she was taller and heavier than nost Fehinnans, and so nore likely to squeeze
a betraying groan out of the floorboards, no matter how carefully she noved.
Whi |l e she was confident that no Illizbuan bl ackcoat was faster, reflex had
sent her hand to her saber rather than the knife, which was better for this
wor K.

Now, where had Megan been? Hmmm best to nove before Megan canme out into the
room and gave her that to worry about as well.

Wth an earsplitting screech, she junped straight up, bounced flat-footed on
the floor, and then cartwheeled silently to the left, toward the entrance. The
Adder f angs woul d have cl eared the door area: it was the |last place they'd been
vi si bl e.

Shkai'ra came snoothly to her feet, whirled, and |unged through the spot where
she'd just stood, right foot and hand forward, left leg reclined in a
tremendous line that took full advantage of her greater length of Iinb. Her
poi nt touched cloth, just as it reached full extension. An expert could

cal cul ate her position fromthat: she pivoted on the ball of her right foot,
left shin sweeping around at knee height in the second half of a pirouette
that woul d take her hal fway back to the bed.

The edge of a knife touched lightly over the wood-hard nuscle of her outer
thigh as it pushed her across the space, just parting the skin; for a noment
she knew where the Adder nust be, but the bal ance factors nmade a stroke

i mpossi bl e.



Sheepr api ng dung of a nosel ess nomad pigdog, she thought in disgust as she

| anded. The bed should be just about two arm| engths behind her, and the

kni feman just beyond sword s reach back toward the door; they had traded
positions twice in the |ast six seconds. Sweat fell into her eyes, stinging;
one or two passages of real combat wung you out worse than half an hour of
practice. She gaped her nouth w de, concentrating on keeping her breath
soundl ess. There woul d be no second chances here, and it could not |ast nuch
longer. Not in a space this confined.

Megan considered for a long second: If | were them 1'd concentrate one on
one. If I'mright then she (he?) should be com ng up the long wall. The shriek
fromthe mddl e of the room punched through her ears, and she used the
unexpected sound to cover her motion around the corner of the desk, thinking
irritatedly that Shkai'ra would be the only one naki ng one hell of a noise.
Now, she thought, carefully extending the knife before her and moving forward
slowy, straining for a noise of some sort, let us see if we can persuade this
one to spit hinmself. She heard a faint sound before her and dropped | ower into
her crouch, pulling the knife slightly closer to give her nore play on the
extensi on of the bl ade.

The whi sper of sonething sw nging over her head, seeking, and she felt him

al nrost wal k into the knife. A down-sw nging hand couldn't stop the bl ade but
wrenched it to one side, tearing. As the hamrer blow of his arm sent her

[ urching off bal ance, she rolled forward, feeling bone smack sharply on her
back nuscles as he went over. She reached blindly with her other hand and
slashed as he rolled to break his fall. Her claws caught and shredded

somet hing as she followed the notion that sent her skidding out into the room
She stopped on her stomach and inched to one side, the assassin choking back a
cry as nuch of surprise as pain.

Ah, Megan thought. She. We'll see if the attack from bel ow works again; |
don't think I hamstrung her. She crawl ed back and toward the desk half a
neter, spreading her weight so that no boards woul d creak under even her
slight weight.

An easy job, they said, the assassin thought bitterly. Just back up Nevo, they
sai d. She held her abdomen with one hand. Nothing strenuous now, or the cut
muscle mght split and it'd spill ny guts. If the dagger knicked a bowel, I'm
dead nmeat. What did she have on her fingers? Watever it was, it was sharp

The Adderfang near Shkai'ra backed toward the door, sliding each foot a
careful mllimeter above the boards, then bearing down with infinite patience.
The bi g barbarian woul d not expect himto continue back in a straight line;
his stomach nmuscles contracted refl exivery at the nenory of cold knife-sharp
sword netal touching himon the ribs as she lunged. But if he backed, he could
circle along the wall

A sharp sound cane fromhis right, toward the far wall and across the bed.
Tahl ni had made contact! He shifted his weight nore rapidly, covered by the
hard smacki ng sound of a sweep-parry hitting a forearm and-there was sonet hi ng
soft under his foot, but he was comm tted now, bal ance shifted back. Sonething
round and soft, with a firner core.

ERRRRROVNERREEEE

The Adder had a noment to stand frozen by the scream of feline outrage before
ten claws and a nouth fastened thenselves in his calf. A cat can turn at a
very acute angle and attack, even with its tail pinned to the floor; and in
any case, the confining weight shifted quite rapidly. If there had been |ight,



the others would have seen a man in bl ack dancing in place on the ball of one
foot, with a leg flailing madly in the air.

Ten- Kni f e- Foot was managi ng to produce an astoni shing vol ume of sound, between
mout hful s. A random tw st saved the Adder as a curved Konmanz sword split the
pl ace his abdomen had been a nonment earlier. The sane novenent spun himto
face the door.

The oak door sl ammed open. A lean, blond figure in a |oincloth stood there,
with a long slashing sword in one hand, peering blearily from between sandy
eyel i ds.

"WLL YOU PECPLE SHUTTHEFUCK UP |'M TRYI NG TO SLEEP!'" he screamed, and sl amred
t he door shut once nore with a bang.

None of the conbatants noved, as the sudden blaze of |ight speared into

dil ated pupils. The Adder recovered just enough to see Ten-Knife-Foot streak
through the closing slit of the door as he turned, did a vault-handspring over
the bed, and rolled forward in the renewed darkness to cone to his feet by the
outer wi ndow. He explored the wound with the fingers of his |eft hand, not
wanting to risk wetting his knife grip. The flesh was ragged and oozi ng, but
not enough to weaken himw th blood loss in the next few m nutes; he could
force the ravaged nuscle to operate. And afterward, he would try the taste of
cat.

Megan threw herself back into a crouch as the roomwas again plunged into

dar kness, w ping stream ng eyes. The sight of the rooma second ago was burned
into her mnd, and she knew that the desk and the folding screen |lay close by.
The Adder had seen her on the floor, so the place to be was high. She | eaped
to the surface of the desk, a board cracking under her as the weight shifted.
The Adder would be coming fromthat direction. Let her cone to ne. She toed a
paperwei ght off the desk to keep the other conming and felt the change in air
pressure as someone |unged past her at the noise. Wth a wench, she pulled
the Iight w ckerwork and paper screen down on her and followed up with the
dagger. She felt the blade catch on a rib, and the knife-hand, driven deep
touched cloth. Bl ood splashed hotly on her skin, and she sprang to the fl oor
by the wall. Lousy nerchant, she thought. He swore left and right that the

poi son he sold for my claws was qui ck-acting. That one's still thrashing
around. Her fingers took stock of the knives left in the harness: three. If
Shkai'ra finishes the other one, this one will likely be alive to give us sone
answers ... but how can | help her other than sinmply by staying out of her

fight? 1'd get us both killed. She stood in the dark, feeling powerless.

Shkai'ra tried to foll ow the Adder's probable path, running lightly in the
dark and blinking her eyes against the smarting and watering. But the
confusion had thrown off her sense of distance; the hardwood rimof the round
bed barked her painfully on the shins. It was a solid, substantial sound,
heavy wood fiber pounding into the bone and hard rubbery muscle of her |eg
bet ween knee and ankl e.

That woul d bring the shivman. She dropped to the ground and rolled under the
bed, easing herself backward until only the spread fingers of ner |eft hand
edged out from underneath, and the poised tip of her saber, slanting up

| should have realized this earlier, she thought happily. No m staki ng who
touch: we're both stilt naked.

Here, close to the floor, she discovered that she could just make out the
creaki ng of cork-soled sandals as the Adder approached. There was a sudden
crash fromthe corner and an involuntary grunt of pain. The stealthy footsteps



approachi ng the bed halted, and her hand snot out, to close around a tattered
trouser leg, wet with bl ood. Her bl ade flashed upward, under a knife stroke
that just split the skin along her collarbone, to go in just over the pelvic
ar ch.

Cl ose, she thought as she felt the soft yielding resistance against her sword.
If that knife had been a tenth of a handspan higher, it would have opened the
vein in her throat even as she killed him She held the thrust, up into the
rib cage frombelow, until the point sank into a shoul derbl ade at a gl anci ng
angl e. Then she used the | everage of his ankle to whip the bl ade back and
forth in the massive wound; it was rare for a single sword stroke to kil

i medi ately, but then this was an unusual angl e.

Bl ood and fluids poured down and spattered face and shoul ders and breasts; she
could taste the coppery salt as she panted in the dark. The sword slid free
with a wet sound, and the stink of cut bowel flooded out into the humid warnth
of the room The Adder's body slid linply to the ground.

Agai nst the wall, Megan heard the body fall and hoped that it wasn't
Shkai'ra's. Powerl ess, she thought: Then: Power? O course. Light we, need and
[ight we shall have. She set her back against the wall, pulled out the |ast

t hree daggers, and concentrated. At equal distances around the room a solid
chuck sounded as a dagger vibrated in the walls. Each glowed a | ow, eerie red.
A necessary ri sk.

Shkai'ra | ooked up, blinked. The Adder |ay before her, very thoroughly dead.
The odd position had neant that she'd wenched the outer cutting edge of the
bl ade up through his ribs, acting like a giant scissor blade. It was M nztan
steel fromthe far northwest, the curved cutting surface forge-hardened and
mrror-polished on a softer core; there was no netal that would take a better
edge. This had sheared through bone, fromthe floating rib to the throat; he
lay staring on one side, and the whole contents of his body cavity had sl unped
out onto the floor, a stew of organs in a bath of bl ood, nore bl ood than
Shkai ' ra had seen from one corpse before. The body had bled out Iike a deer
strung up on a rack. She picked herself up, her body glistening darkly from
chin to hips.

"Don't worry, not nmuch of it s mne," she said at Megan's quick glance. She
rai sed an eyebrow at the cold flickering glow fromthe knives. "Interesting,
but why did it take you so | ong?"

The fallen screen rustled as the wounded assassin stirred and groaned. A quick
stride took Shkai'ra to the spot. She gripped the fallen woman by the back of
t he neck, searched her with swift efficiency, and dunped half a dozen assorted
weapons onto the floor. Then she seized one arm and broke it over her knee.

"I don't like people who try to sneak in and kill nme in my sleep,” she said.
Her bl aded pal m sl anmed down twi ce, breaking the coll arbones; then she pinned
the other's jaws in one hand, propped them open with her sword hilt, and
probed. "An, poison tooth-but we want you to talk to us first. Why should we
l et you die before you earn your favors?' Megan cane up behind and said
mldly, "Treat her too roughly and we won't have her conpany for |ong anyway.
Perhaps if we pulled her soul out and asked questions of it?" She had a

di stracted | ook on her face as she held the |light high enough to see by, and
t he woman woul d never know that she was bluffing. Anything not able to reflect
the red light nust be black, scarlet and darkness. She put a hand on
Shkai'ra's shoul der and | eaned over to | ook nore closely at the withing
assassin, the scarlet light dancing in her eyes. "Wel|?"

Shkai'ra stiffened slightly, then forced herself to relax. The assassin's eyes



flickered wildly; her captor brought her face up to eye level, thunbs on the
shattered col |l arbones. There was an unpl easant grating, grinding sound, much
like that of two roughly shattered pieces of wood being forced together. Bl ood
and matter dripped off her onto the captive.

"I think you'd better tell us who put the engagement out on us," she hissed.

"O I'Il let my friend do sone interesting things to you .. . and she doesn't
have to stop when you die." Unconsciously, Shkai'ra's hand made the warding
sign against magic and ill luck, but she had never been the sort to reject

anyt hi ng useful. As the Warmasters said, the true warrior could make grass and
sand serve as weapons.

A gl ow mat ching the color of the knives appeared, puddled in Megan's hands.
She pul | ed her hands apart, drawing it into a rope-like strand that |ooped and
coiled in the air before the assassin's face. A hunming cane fromit, a | ow
deep note, eager as the light-snake strained toward skin drawn tight with pain
and slick with blood and nmucus. The Zak's voice was cool and reasonabl e,
dropping like the water that wears away granite.

"Priest's ... gold," the Adderfang said at last, in a husky whi sper. She

swal | owed, choked, fought for air. "Quildmasters . . . Adderfang brothers
nerchant's letter. W . . . wizard' s letter! You took . . . told to recover.

Kill you." She rallied suddenly. "Kill you!" she snarled, and spat pink foam

at Megan. The racked body went bonel ess, and the black eyes glazed. Her fina
words were alnost too faint to hear

"Curse you .. . witch."

"Ah," Megan said. "The poison was fast-acting after all."

The taut | ook of power faded fromher face as she wal ked over to the bed and
slunped down with a creak of the rope springs. The red light faded to enber

gl ow.

"I"'mvery tired," she said. Pain shot through her head, spearing from behind

her eyes to explode off the back of her skull. Small use sorcery if it makes
you feel like this, she thought wearily.
"Shkai'ra, could you get a conventional |ight going? This tires nme, and 1'd

rather explain to the i nnkeeper about bodies than magic." She stared down into
the flickers of red that danced around her fingers. Wen she spoke again it
was softly, in a musing tone: "I wish | could call up a gentler color than
this. Geen perhaps, or blue. If | had the power."

Shkai'ra | ooked at her for a monent, then sighed and laid the linp body on the
floor, w ping her hands on the bl ack cloth.

"It's a swanp in here," she said, pushing a | ock of hair back from her
forehead and clearing a pale streak in the blood on her face. Opening the
shutter, she flooded the roomw th nmoonlight. The distant snouts of the watch
sl aves over the body of the first assassin below on the street cane through
it; the Kommanza whi pped her head back as a tiny feathered dart flashed past
her cheek, and sl amed the shutter again.

"Zai k CGodl ord!" she said. "Blowgun, poisoned dart-that nessage nust be

i mportant, for themto want us dead so badly. The brotherhoods don't hire
cheap, and they sent four, for the two of us; they boast two of theirs are
enough for four strangers."

She noved, w nced, and | ooked down at the cut along her collarbone. It was



shal l ow; the edge of the blade had just touched the skin, cutting only because
it was honed to a thread. Still, it could infect if not cared for soon. There
were streaks and patches of sticky, thickening blood over her breasts and

stomach; she could feel it clotting in the ends of her | ong nmane and the pubic

triangle. She grinaced. "It will be good to be clean again. Mre slowy. "If
it's worth this nmuch to guard the secret, how many must be willing to pay for
it?"

She picked up a lighter fromthe table and chuckl ed. "And how hi ghly they nust
think of us!" The round ceramc ball that held alcohol, with the cotton w ck
and thunb-struck flint, sparked, and she set the flane to the fishtail nethane
lanp fixed to the wall by the door

Bl ood pooled on the floor, bright liquid red already turning to scumat the
edges, soaking darkly into the rugs. The room snelled of blood, excrenent, and
musky fear sweat, overpowering in the enclosed space. Shkai'ra winkled her
nose slightly, but hers were not a fastidious people.

"Best we get soneone in to clear up the mess," she said. Megan | ooked up
rubbi ng her tenples, |eaving a blood snmear on one cheek

"No need-hear the uproar down the hall? | think that soneone finally noticed
somet hing wasn't quite right." She got up and pulled her daggers free 01 the
wood paneling. The door opened a crack; light spilled through as the house
slaves relit the lanterns in the halls. A watchslave's eye peered in, then
gave place to a nmenber of the kinfast that owned the Weary Wayfarer. A black
shadow padded through and sniffed disdainfully before settling at the edge of
a red-brown pool of coagul ating bl ood and | appi ng.

There was a long silence. "Ch, gods!" Sarlee, one of the |less |ikable nenbers
of the inn's kinfast, groaned, clapping her hands to the sides of her face and
staring at the carnage. "Sweet Sun, Beneficent Light, look at nmy floors! The
rugs are ruined!"

She shook a fist at the ceiling, as servants crowded around the doorway,
peering in awe. "Protection noney! Protection nmoney!" she raved. "Ten percent
bef ore taxes we pay-to every daggerguild in the city and the Watch as well we
gi ve our hard-earned trade-netal, and | ook what happens! You can't even get
themto protect you against thenselves."

She opened her nouth to continue the tirade, then hesitated and trailed off as
she caught the | ooks everyone was giving her, even her own slaves. Shkai'ra
nodded, finished cl eaning the bl ade, and nudged her cat aside fromthe bl ood.

"Stop that-it's probably diseased," she said, picking up the animl and
drapi ng himaround her neck. "Now, if we could finish our night's rest
she said to the innkeeper, who bowed. The servants dragged the bodies out,
after an expert search reveal ed a round dozen weapons, sealed vials, and

i nstruments neither Megan nor Shkai'ra could identify.

"Sleep would be easier if this ness were cleared up," she concl uded.

The i nnkeeper considered them and then the Adder-fangs and their reputation
"OfF course," she said, rubbing her hands on her tunic. "And of course,

consi der the . " She winced. "Consider the week's rent abated, for the sake
of the disturbance." A pause. "I will have bows and towels sent, as well."

Later, Sarlee stood in the corridor, shaking her head and si ghing. Perhaps the
ki nfast should go into sonething nore peaceful: secret fencing of pirates
| oot, for exanple, or counterfeiting.



Across the corridor, the slender fair-haired man cl osed the door of his room
with a silent whistle. And | nearly blundered into that, he thought, stroking
a small mustache with paint-stained fingers. Well, he had been |ucky. That
sparked a thought; he shrugged back into his tunic and began searching for his
di ce-box. Luck like that didn't cone your way that often, and the gane m ght
still be on.

As the door closed behind the servant, |eaving the bow s of hot water, Megan
turned on her heel and wal ked into the other room kindling a light there.
Shkai'ra foll owed curiously and found her rooting to unearth the pouch from
its hiding place. She crossed to the smaller woman and took the sack, tossing
it in her hands. "I think that someone wants this rather badly." Megan snagged
it out of the air.

"It nearly got us killed in our sleep. I'"'mgoing to try again to find out what
is of such inmportance. If someone wants to send ne to hell, | want to know why
so | can put up an argunent." The headache had subsided to a dull pounding

t hat she savagely suppressed. The anger helped. It also called to mnd an
earlier comment by the Kommanza. She turned on the |arger woman and said,
"Look, ny friend, you can say what you |ike about ny use of Power once you
know t he manrauq yourself and how long it takes to use it " Her voice faded
in the face of Shkai'ra's wy grin as she realized that the comrent had not
been neant to prick. She sighed and turned away, unknotting the pouch. "You
don't have to stay and watch. Not that there will be much to see either way."
"Il stay." Shkai'ra hung her sword on the bedstead. "W have to start
sonewhere, and all we have nowis the ditch-taken Adder's word. Not that |
mnd a fight, but even I'mnot |ucky enough to kill every hired sword in the
city." She watched Megan with nore curiosity than alarm

The Zak took the paper fromthe pouch, and concentration settled |ike a wall
bet ween t hem Not hing seenmed to happen for a |l ong nmonment, then Megan s hands
began to trenble, slowly at first, then with increasing violence as she
struggled to contain the Power hiding the nmessage and bend it to her will; and
was not successful. There was an al nost audi ble snap as she sagged, the
tension in the roomgone as if swept away by a brisk w nd, defeat on her face.
"Whoever did this was a naster. | cannot break it."

Shkai'ra | eaned back against the pillow a nonent, then reached over to tap

Megan's hand just above the parchnment, still careful not to cone in contact
with it. "No matter, for now | have a thought of what we could do with that."
Megan was still staring absently at the wavering, creeping letters, her brow
furrowed. "Kh'eeredo, cease. | doubt that we would be attacked twi ce in one

night, so we have at least a day in which to think on it. Tonorrow ni ght we
deal with the message, not now. " She chuckled. "And you |l ook as if you could
sl eep again. This magic seens to be nore tiring than swordplay."”

Megan t hought for a monent. "I haven't much to boast of with ny magic
tonight," she admitted ruefully. "However good ny knife work was." She | ooked
down at the | eather pouch, her face hardening. "I will break this. | don't
care howlong it takes; | will do it." She hurled the pouch across the room

it made an unsatisfying small put against the brick and fell to the floor

Shkai ' ra yawned. An overwhel mi ng weari ness was on her, and a feeling of cold.
She controlled the shuddering. Violent death was no stranger to her, but this
was getting to be nearly as baa as a canpaign. As bad as the trail barricades
in the Forest War, and that was one of her |ess pleasant nmenories. Sighing,
she forced the taut nerves to relax and all ow fatigue through



"Dark One, take it," Megan said softly as she collapsed to the bed, head in
her hands.

"Perhaps he, she, or it will," Shkai'ra mnuttered.
"He," Megan clarified absently, then shook her head. "Ach, you're right. Last
one up has to scrub the other's back, agreed? Shkai'ra?"

The tall woman turned over, nurmnuring, and curled into an unconscious ball
"We' || settle that in the norning."

Ni ght was soft and deep
CHAPTER XI |

Megan had had to spend considerable tine getting the brown crust out from
under her fingernails; going back to sleep after a fight that messy was, she
told herself sternly, nothing |l ess than slovenly. After so long in the steany
heat of the baths, the tepid water of the plunge-pool was shockingly cold,
then conforting. She forged through the thin scattering of norning bathers

wi th a doggedly conpetent breaststroke and haul ed herself out on the central
fountain, |ying back on the snmooth marbl e and enjoying the sensation of water
drying on her skin as she wwung out her long hair.

One of the few ways not to sweat in this swanp of a city, she thought
[ uxuriously.

A figure, one of the kinfast, waved at her fromthe edge of the pool. She
ignored his waving at first, thinking it was directed at someone el se, then
slid into the water with a sigh at a strangl ed, enbarrassed shout. For a
nmonent, she clung to the stone at his feet and watched his Iips nove silently
before the water released its tension grip on her ears and ran down her neck
in warmtrickles.

" rry to disturb your cleansing, Brightness," he said nervously. "But one
of the Shining Servants of the d orious Light wishes to speak with you." He
paused. "A prom nent Servant." Devoutly, he circled his chest; perhaps the
stupid outlander would take the hint. In any case, it would be his back that
woul d feel the cane if the Weary Wayfarer attracted another tenple fine.

Megan wat ched with cool detachnent as the nervousness increased. Junpy people
said things that otherwi se would stay behind their lips; it was a great
advant age to be one of those undisturbed by silence.

This one is alnost as afraid of offending me as he is of angering the priest,
she thought. Last night's affray had inproved their reputations considerably.
She began drying herself, and took pity on the youth as he shifted from Toot
to foot and made unconscious patting notions to hurry her. It was unlikely
that clerical doings were included on the inn servants' grapevine, after al

"This priest," she said. "A nigh one? Rank?"

The servant searched for words. A priest was, after all, a priest. It was warm
in here to be fully clothed, and he felt sweat trickling down his flanks. O
Sun, he prayed. Get ne out of this, Divine Effulgence, and I'Il never conplain

about swab-out detail or guests with strange pillow habits again. Just for
safety s sake, he added an invocation to Ribbidib, gull-headed godl et of
I1lizbuah the City, and to Haai chedew, the Provider of Maail un

Megan frowned and considered her words. Her Fehi nnan had inproved rapidly, but



somehow she doubted her mastery of the social inflections was equal to dealing
wi th the shavepate.

"I will not see himalone," she said. "Tell himto wait until Shkai'ra, ny
friend with the blond hair, gets back." The servant turned grey under the
natural olive brown of his skin. "My apol ogies, of course. Just tell himthat
the stupid foreigner doesn't understand a civilized | anguage and woul d be a
waste of his time. Use the high forns, tell himwhat you like," she ended with
a small rnocking grin, inmagining the scene. "Just see that he waits until we're
ready for him"

She wung the |last drops of water out of her hair and thought over the book

she had found that afternoon. There were fascinating simlarities to some very

old inscriptions she had seen across the Lannic; even to her native Zakos. It

woul d bear nore careful exam nation, and her hair did need a trimat the ends.
She turned to go, followed by a small, hollow nmoan fromthe servant.

Shkai ' ra opened the door of their roomand paused for a nmonent. Megan |ay on

t he bed, her chin propped on her hands, staring at the crumbling remains of a
book |yi ng open beneath her on the floor. Her hair was unbound, still slightly
danp; the ends pool ed beside the yell owed pages and fanned out across the
linen of the coverlet, neatly trimed. Lunpy bundl es were scattered about,
saggi ng open to show the nmarks of various guilds: the clothiers', the

| eat herworkers'. Two boxes snowed the ridged ends of bound vol unes through
coarse brown wrappi ng paper. A rapier |eaned against the bed, needl e-pointed
and doubl e-edged, with a scrolled cup guard and long quillions. Beside it |ay
a severely plain | eather sheath and tool ed baldric.

Ten- Kni f e- Foot pulled an inquiring nose froma bundl e and spraw ed across the
fragile book, twisting to present an inperious chest for scratching. The warm
afternoon light slanted in through shafts of dust-flecked brightness, bringing
out the deep highlights of his pelt, matched with the shining black of Megan s
hair. Shkai'ra closed her eyes and sighed slightly, content.

The Zak | ooked up and ceased tapping her teeth with the witing quill in her
hand. She smiled: it was visibly the result of conscious choice, but the
expressi on was growi ng nore natural

"Did your know edge-hunt find quarry?" she said.

"Ni a-no none dares even whisper the hint of a trace of a runor. Not a word on
what the sheep-rapi ng nessage night be, except that it's valuable." She shoved
parcels aside to clear a spot on the bed, sat down, and began unl aci ng her
sandal s, until she could work hot and dusty feet into the pile of the carpet
with a slight groan of pleasure. "A npost better in boots; the sweat keeps your
toenails fromsplitting. ... | see you spent every tenth-bit of our |oot on
the nmerchanters' rows."

Megan plucked at the hem of her tunic. "The tailor says that I'Il have
breeches again tonorrow, | shocked himw th the outlandi sh design | wanted."
Shkai ' ra sl apped dust out of her own trousers, |ight Fehinnan cotton done to a

pattern that three thousand kil oneters north and west made in wool and
horse-hide. "Cink the metal, and even an outl ander's whins are |aw. What's
t hat nol dy thi ng?"

"A book, ignorant one," Megan said dryly. "It seems to be an old tale, of a
hero named Ni xo; one who rose to high estate, then was cast down, but rose
again to be a demigod of wisdomin the afterlife of Sainclem in the Utternost
West. I'mnot familiar enough with the | anguage to be really sure; and it's



been transcri bed so often. The words . . . sone of themsound famliar, which
is strange; |anguages usually don't spread that far."

Shkai ' ra shook her head. "I can read enough for a trade-tally," she said.
"Four hundred bal es of wool and thirty sacks of grain. Or The village of
Zh" ai rzfurd owes service of thirty lances twi ce each season.' But the gods
never intended nme for a shaman."”

Megan cl osed the book. "I believe someone who knows the answers to our little
problem waits. Someone with a shaved head. | don't know Fehi nnan well enough
to talk to himat least that's what | had the bondboy say, so the priestling
is cooling his heels somewhere in the inn, if he hasn't stal ked off in a huff.
| told themto bring himwhen you arrived."

Shkai'ra stared at her for a monent, then fell back on the bed with a shout of
| aughter. "You told a priest to await my arrival? ditch, | wish | could have
seen his face when they brought that news; al nost enough to be worth going
under the Lens for."

Megan curled to her feet and rummaged t hrough one of the bags. A pair of soft
boots appeared. "These |I found al so, she said. "A good grip on the soles,
perfect for nmy line of work. When | don't have a ship. And nore of this." She
produced a small flask, a tiny brush, and began very carefully to paint over
the hard, metallic, knife-sharp edges of her nails.

A timd knock sounded at the door. "You deal with him" she said, waving the
brush. "I won't say a thing, unless to help you keep your teeth from your
kneecaps. O unless you want himkilled."

She repaired to the wi ndow | edge to conplete the brushwork, taking exquisite
care not to touch the clear liquid to her skin.

Shkai ' ra shrugged and | ay back on one el bow, facing the door. It opened to
reveal the pained gaze of an inn servant and the inperturbable face of a
tenple priest. Athird degree Spark, Shkai'ra thought, fromthe |eaf-sign
above his brow Hi s face was conpl etely expressionless, but somehow conveyed
an inpression of bad drains and sacrificial devotion to duty.

The Konmmanza scratched under her short ribs. "WIIl the Spark of the Shining
Light, Effulgent with Truth and Justice, deign to enter?" she said. That was
preci sely what the codes demanded; of course, she should nave delivered it on
one knee, not nearly prone and tickling a cat beneath the jaw with the toes of
one foot.

The priest stepped in, smling gently. "OF course.

One Lost in Darkness," he said. "A Servant need fear no pollution.” He sank
slowy on the cushions near the desk, his eyes scanning automatically across
the room Not that he expected to see it in plain view, but the urgency ..

He matched di scourtesy with insult and canme directly to his business. "Yet the
Refl ection of the Divine Light is merciful with his priests and exposes them
to heresy as little as he may. lgnoring the snigger fromthe w ndow | edge, he
continued, "You have what is ours. W want it."

Shkai ' ra began picking her teeth with a thunbnail, regardi ng hi m sidel ong.
"Qurs, yours, someone else's ... these are nmerely words. Even if we should
have this item would |I say so? Indeed, | know of nothing in our possession
that could interest you or your master." She paused, |ooking at the dirt under
her nails, starting to clean under the one index finger. "W are only poor



nmercenaries in the Sun-on-Earth's, ah, occasional service. | hear, Shining
Splinter of the Divine Light, that what the tenple has is its forever, while
what is ours is negotiable.' She grinned at the priest, who | ooked as thrilled
as a guest discovering rat bones in his soup. "The God's call on our services
has been slimof late." And there she left it.

There was silence for a monment; the cry of a street vendor floated through the
wi ndow as the Servant of the Efful gent Light forced an expression of
indifference as carefully crafted as a tenple nosaic, and as fal se.

"I-," he said, and coughed before forcing hinmself to conplete the sentence.
"-amdirected to offer a certain sumfor our items return.”

Shkai'ra | ooked at himcoolly, curled one | eg over the other knee, and began
to strop a knife on the hard |leathery callus on the sole of her foot. "I like
heari ng about money," she said genially. "But take pity on an ignorant

bar bari an, O Li ghtener of Shadows: be nobre concrete.™

The priest sniled. "Ah, adm ssion of ignorance is the first step to wi sdom
One thousand. "

Shkai'ra's knife continued its smooth, even novenent. A great deal of noney
had fl owed through her hands these last ten years of exile; very little of it
had stuck. But this! For a thousand, you could buy a good farm fully stocked
and with half a dozen slaves to work it. O a horse stud; or fit out three
cavalry fighters; or buy a half-share in a mddling merchant vessel. Creed
warred with wariness; her own people did not use coined noney, and her caste
had little to do with trade, but she had | earned never to accept the first
offer.

"Not enough," she said, and smled broadly. The priest, who had not flinched
at the knife, swallowed and forced his spine to stiffen

"It is wealth beyond your dreans,"” he said.

"Priest, little priest,' she said, rising to her feet. The man in the orange
robe was of average height for a Fehinnan; Shkai'ra topped himby four inches.
"I dream nore grandly than you imagine, and | am not a coastl ands peasant, or
a nerchant, to pleasure nmyself with haggling. Tell me what you will give, or

go.'

The priest flushed. Peace through contenplation of the Light, he chanted
silently. Peace through contenplation of the Light. Peace . .. Presently, he
won back enough self-control to speak

"I ama Servant of the Effulgent light," he hissed.

"And | am Mek Kermak, godkin, descended fromthe Ztrateke ahkomman," she said.
"How much, priest?"

"Two thousand; and passage noney to anywhere, so it be four hundred kaahlicks
from Fehi nna's boundaries. Death if you return.”

"Ni ce place," Megan said. "They pay you to | eave. Shows their bad taste in
peopl e. "

"Di sobedi ence to the God's will can lead to-"

"Sunburn?" Megan sai d.



Astoni shingly, the priest sniled. "Ch, yes,'
Think on it."

he said. "A very severe case.

He swept fromthe room Ten-Knife followed, sniffed suspiciously after him
then turned and nmade a burying notion with his forepaws.

"He | ooked as if he was sitting on a caltrop,” Megan said, "when he didn't
|l ook as if he was imagining us |less our skins. But was it necessary to offend
hi n? A certain barbarian of nmy acquai ntance said that was dangerous."

Shkai'ra | ooked past the cl osed door, teeth showi ng between slighdy parted
lips. "You' d already offended him kh' eeredo,” she said. "I wanted him so
angry he couldn't think straight. As the Warmasters said, the only tine it's
safe to |l ose your tenper with an eneny is when they're tied and under your
knife. But | think in the end our existence angered that one; the priests of
the Sun don't |ike outlanders."

"Two thousand," she continued. "They must want it very badly. Wth that much,
| could . . . But that offer of passage noney! |'d risk Baiwun's hanmrer if
that doesn't mean a rope around the ankles, and a rock tied to it over the
side. "

She sighed happily. "Wat would you wager that isn't the last offer? Troubles
foll ow each other |ike packhorses today."

The sun noved its slitted bars across the floor, through the blinds. Megan
returned to the crunbling pages, puzzling slowy over the ancient words.
Shkai'ra lay, her hands | aced behind her head, happily running over uses for
that much silver, and ways of staying alive with it. Less than a tenth-day
passed before the next knock

The tall woman turned to her conpanion. "Do you want to insult this one while
I watch?"

"No, no," Megan said graciously. "Merely offending through ignorance cannot
hope to equal the effects of deliberate provocation."

The door opened. This nman cane unescorted; a tall, lean figure in a green
undress tunic that had as nuch enbroidery at neck and hem as the regul ati ons
al l owed, or rather nore; he wore a fox-faced festival mask that left only his
nmouth visible, curled in a smile that matched that of the aninmal above it.

Bowi ng slightly, he swept off the mask and tucked it under one arm Hi s
dar k- brown hair was foppishly curled and waved, with a slightly tousled air
that owed nothing to chance; jewels glinted on fingers and the hilt of his
shortsword, and in one ear-sonme of themwere genuine. He sml|ed engagi ngly out
of a face paler man nost | ow and Fehinnans', and in a pleasant way remarkably

ugly.

"Shkai'ral!" he said, rolling the glottal stop off his tongue with an ease few
of his countrymen could have matched. "Whn't you invite an old friend in?
Surely you're not still sul king because of the dice god's partiality to ne?"

Shkai'ra gl anced at hi m sidel ong. "Qdd, how Ri bbidib always sniled on you when
you used your own dice." She grinned, and the nan rel axed fractionally. "Cone
i n, Samm bo, and consider it paynent for that little . . . accident, when
taught you to play bannock."

Curled on the bed, the Zak saw himflush; his sword-hand tw tched, and she
noticed that the little finger was missing a joint.



"I"'msure it must have been a very little accident," she said, slyly
t hi ckeni ng her accent and dropping into the superior-to-inferior inflection as
i f by accident.

He turned to her with an eyebrow lifted in aristocratic disdain, which turned
to a stare of frank interest; he suppressed a jest about cradle-robbing that
sprang to mind. Shkai'ra would take it in good part, but the little one .
Snakes didn't have to be big.

"Samm bo Haadf ayurs-kin," he said curtly. For a nmonent he struggled to keep
t he pose, then sank down | aughing on the bed between the two wonen, dunping
the cat onto his lap. After a nonment, they joined him

"Ahi-a, the gods nmake jesters of us all," Shkai'ra gasped at last. Stil
running errands for that tight-arse Snyna, or are you full-tine Intelligence
Staff now, Samm bo?" She lifted a hand as he began to speak. "Bid high, you're
not the first, and |- she glanced at Megan '-we intend to squeeze this melon
dry."

He | ooked down, ruffling Ten-Knife-Foot's ears. The animal bore this with a
pretense of aloof dignity, sniffed at his hands to pronmpt nenory, then began
to runble.

"Shkai'ra," he began, and | ooked across at Megan. She touched a finger to her
hai r.

"Megan, called Whitlock," she said.
"-and Gaai mun Whitel ock's-kin," be continued. "Seriously, you' ve wandered into
deep waters this tinme. This goes all the way up to the Iron House, on the
mlitary side, and you've seen the flame-ringers are in it up to their shining
pates. |'mauthorized to offer seven thousand silvers, an estate near
Shaar | osvayl, and reserve conmissions in the irregulars-"

"Sheepshit, Samm bo," Shkai'ra said easily. "I know nme border country; the
'estate' has probably been bare since the tribes broke over the border in the
Five Nations War, about the tinme my nother was born. Seven thousand woul d put
it back in operation-and we could then spend the rest of our days fighting
hill folk raiding parties, saving the regulars the expense.

"You'd not be this stupid. Iron House? Anus of a diseased packmul e, you say:
this has Smyna's grubby pawprints on it. |I don't mind that she's greedy as a
fish, or treacherous as a crocodile, but she's cheap to boot; she's trying to
get the H gh Conmand with the methods of a New City joyhouse grifter. Now,
tell me something serious.”

"Somet hi ng portable,” Megan said. She spread the fingers of one hand before
her. For a monent, out of the corner of his eyes, Samm bo thought he saw a
reddi sh glow outlining them when startled eyes sw vel ed around, it was gone.
"I prefer travel and clean fingernails; grow ng cabbages was never ny
anbition. And to be sure, we are not ignorant of the conplexities of this
situation, good Zav'nmbo ... Sanmm bo? Talk to us as ampbng the . .. w se." She
laid a slight, significant enphasis on the | ast word.

Sanmi bo ran his hands through his hair, a spontaneous gesture that left the
fashi onabl e coi ffure disarranged not one whit. "You'll regret this," he
sighed. "Always did think you could raise to a three-quarter-five hand,
Shkai'ra. "



She nodded. "And you al ways thought you could bluff your way out of a

wol ftrap, Samm bo," she replied affably. "Go back and use your gol den tongue
on Snyna-get authorization to raise the offer." She sniled lazily, |eaning
back with fingers | aced about a knee. "Use it to talk. Some things | wouldn't
wi sh on ny worst enenies.”

He | ooked from one woman to the other. Shkai'ra relaxed, friendly and

| ynx-rut hl ess; she woul d probably wade into a tavern fight to save himfor
acquai ntance s sake, and just as easily |leave him hol ding a doubl e handful of
intestine if it suited her, then make sone heathen offering for his ghost: He
had never pretended to understand her. The other-he struggled to pronounce the
foreign name in his mnd-Megan. She was sitting cross-1legged, black hair
fountaining to the sheets, one strand startling foamwhite against its

dar kness. Her nails tapped on an expensive netal belt buckle. He frowned

i nwardly: why were her fingernails making that clinking sound.

The Fehinnan officer rose to his feet, shaking his head. "Well, if you think
better of it, you know where to reach nme," he said. "If not . . ." He
shrugged. "I'Il pour a horde of brandy at the cremation."

H s bow was el egant, a slight incline of the back that managed to take in both
of them At the door, he paused for a parting shot: "Wzards and priests-
Snyna backstabs for advantage, but they do it for the treachery's own sake."

The door shut behind himw th a sough of air. Megan turned to her conpanion
her 1ips had opened when they heard | aughter behind them Reflex brought them
to their feet, the Zak blinking incredulously as she realized it was coning
fromthe second room the one protected by her wards.

Standi ng just past the | ocked door between the roons was a girl-child, no nore
than seven years by her height and face. She gathered long silver-white hair

i n her hands and danced a few steps, holding the silky curtain about her |ike
a veil. She | aughed again.

"He was pretty, wasn't he?" she said in a singsong voice, skipping past
Shkai ' r a.

"You don't care right now, but you-" she said, flitting past Megan, touching
one finger to the tip of her nose. "You noticed how pretty he was."

Ten- Kni f e- Foot ignored her until, with a light, butterfly notion of one hand,
she stroked across his ears; there was a nonentary expression of startlenent,
a hiss, and the cat disappeared beneath the bed. The child began to hum as she
nmoved, her audi ence |ocked in staring silence as she darted about the room

"The other man | didn't like at all. No, he | ooked nasty. Don't give it to
him they' |l just kill you anyway. Oh, before | forget, you will sell it, but
still give it back to us, too. | know, Yeva knows, | know. "

Megan shook of f some part of the feeling of strangeness and | eaned forward

wi th her questions. Sone part of her noticed a cool ness and the scent of

j asm ne.

"Little one .. . child ..." she began

"Child? Not child, | think. Look. This is the 'not-nme' that goes out. You have
seei ng enough to know that." For a nmoment, she ceased the darting grace of her

nmoverent s, standi ng before Megan. "Look and see who | am™

Her eyes were dark fromcorner to corner, as black as her hair was inpossibly



white; they seenmed to drink light as the mane threw it back in blinding
fragnments. Yet there was a famliarity

She began to whirl around them faster and faster, her silver hair swirling
out in lines of brightness. "Learn fromthe m stakes you will make," she said.
And pirouetted, spun between them |aughter fading into distance. Silence.

Shkai 'ra scanned the roomwith slow care, as if to nmake sure that the child
was truly gone, licked fear-sweat off her lips, spat.

"I. Don't. Like. Spook pushers," she said. And junped at the hand on her arm
hal f drawi ng her saber before she realized it was Megan. The Zak | ooked up at
her .

"I did know her. That was Yeva." Her voice was utterly without levity. She
turned and | ooked around the roomas if seeing a strange place. "The

ast oundi ng anount of power that woman has." Her eyes foll owed somet hi ng unseen
about the rooma nonment as the cat cautiously energed fromunder the bed. Hs
eyes also foll owed the novenent of nothing to the corner of the wall; then he
fell to washing hinself.

Shkai'ra snorted. "Nomad shit. Yeva's adult, black-haired, white-eyed, blind,
and can't wal k." She paused. "Ch, the 'not-nme that goes out.' " She shivered.
"Ch, | don't |ike spook pushers.”

She propped her head on the heels of her hands an eye at the w ndow, where the
[ight of the westering sun was reddening. She tossed the pouch in her hand.

"Whoever we decide to sell this to," she said, "we ought to get it out of our
hands,. | can live without nore visitors of the sort we had last night; in
fact, we'd be nuch nore likely to ... Best we drop it off, then let it be
known that it's not here."

Megan | ooked dubiously at the leather sack with its cryptic contents. "Yes
but somehow | can't inagine asking the innkeepers to put it in their fastbox
for us."

"Harriso." The Kommanza replied.

"Harriso?" Megan echoed in surprise. "But . . . anyone can kill a blind
beggar . "

"Yes, but no one has, and Harriso's been working the alleys for many a year
Most beggars don't live |ong; but somehow when it comes Harriso's tinme, he

doesn't go. Anyway, who woul d suspect a blind beggar of having the treasure
that's set all Illizbuah on its ear? If you want to hi de something, put it

where folk won't | ook. Best we go after dark, to keep it discreet."

Megan shrugged. "Well, you know this city better than I. But its still two
hours to sunset, and we've slept, bathed, and eaten. \Wat shall we do unti
it'stime to | eave?”

I've learned a few things anbng strangers, and one of themis that sonetines
the best thing to do is wait, rather than take, the Kommanza thought, and gave
Megan a slow snile, reclining back on the round bed, running a finger down
fromchin to hip. Megan flushed, quite unlike her usual pale nmerchant's mask.

"I think I'"lIl have another long bath." She left abruptly, |eaving Shkai'ra
lying on the bed | ooking at the cl osed door thinking thoughts alien to her
training. 1'd like to get her in bed, but that would be . . . enpty, sonehow.



I could kill our friendship with the wong word right now She dropped her
head on her crossed arnms and smiled ruefully at Ten-Knife, then stopped with
al arm

"Do you think this is what outlanders call falling in |ove, cat?"
Ten-Knife stuck his rear leg in the air and grooned.
CHAPTER XI |

The Alley of the Long-Dead Dog glistened slinmly in the dimlight of the
fading sun. It was never bright here, where the decayi ng buil di ngs sl unped
toward each other above the uneven pavenent of broken brick. One end of the
al l ey was bl ocked by the bl ackened hul k of a burned-out tenenent, and in the
exposed, rubbl e-choked pit a hut had been built of tinber scraps, old paving,
and shattered marble facing. The little structure leaned tiredly into the
rubbl e, always seemi ng on the point of losing its frail identity in the chaos
of decay around it.

Megan and Shkai'ra slid down one wall of the alley, cautiously. Not that the
sort of blade who could find no better territory than this was anything to
fear, but predators who do not | earn wariness seldomlive to any great age.

The Zak | ooked down at the hovel with distaste; it was the perfect setting for
the King of the Rats to hold court in filth and squalor; she could feel the
sol es of her soft boots slipping greasily in the noisture beneath.

Shkai'ra | ooked sidel ong, reading the other's face and keepi ng her own
careful ly mask-1ike.

"Qdd,"' she said, tapping the roof below them "He should be in; in this part
of Illizbuah a beggar wal ks soft at night. The neat on their bones is

val uable, if nothing else." She | eaped softly down to the overl appi ng stone
shards of the roof, crouching. Her face turned up, dark in the shadow save for
eyes and firec-oal-bright hair. "Come down, see if you can get this door
open. "

"Hrm? Ah, | see." Megan | anded, ran fingers featherlight over the surface,
and began to probe delicately with a small tool that had been part of her belt
buckl e a second before. "This lock is beautiful work .. . there |I" There was a
click, and a nmeter-square section of the roof lifted fractionally.

She turned to | ook at Shkai'ra, one hand still on the door. "Now why does he
have a |l ock that would do justice to a Gaai mun's hone? And on the roof?"

The Kommanza lifted the square. "You should see his alternate door," she said,
droppi ng through the opening like a |ong-1linbed shadow. Megan foll owed; head
and shoul ders first, then a backflip that |anded her on her feet. A knife

di sappeared back into its sheath.

The interior of the hut had a spare, scrubbed cleanliness that made bare stone
and wood el egant. A hearth was built into one wall; beside it in a niche was a
vase that held a branch and two hal f-open buds. Three cl osed cupboards were
built into the walls; a woven mat of creamnmy wool served as hearthrug and
sleeping pallet, with a snmall carved chest for storage and pill ow.

"How does he do this?" Megan asked, settling herself where she could see the
tabana and adnmiring the clean curve of the branch. "And why . "

does he trouble hinself with the creation of beauty that he cannot see?"



The dry voice came fromthe street door. Harriso strode in with a confident
step, leaned his staff against the door frane, and slid a bar across the plank
Darrier. The ruined eyesockets turned to Megan, the lecturing voice so nmuch

i ke her teachers' that she had to snile

"Cbserve, young one," he said. "Qobserve, and all the worlds and O herworl ds
are open, even if your eyes are blind. A blind beggar is what the world sees;
this does not nean that | must live or think to match nmy role. Surface
appearance is seen; the assunptions follow Blindness increases one's
perceptions in other regards, not |east by revealing how much of what the
sighted think they see is the reflection of their expectations.”

Harriso stirred the fire and used a splint to light a | anp of courtesy; the
tea service noved through his hands with the famliarity of many years.

"As for this place, there are those who woul d hear the teachings of the el der
days; better students than | had in the tenple, many of them I|f they have
l[ittle tradenetal, there is the skill of their hands. "

Shkai'ra notioned with her eyes, drawing Megan's attention to the | ocation of
the staff, within easy reach of the blind man. "I thought | would have heard
your stick on the street," she said adnmiringly. "I still can't see where your
bolt hole is, in here.’

Harriso's brows rose. "One is supposed to stay within, if hooves thunder on
the root above? In the Alley of the Long-Dead Dog?" He reached over, and the
dark wood of his staff prodded one wall. "Also, notice that if the roof noves,
the walls do also." The staff went back into its corner, and he turned back to
the fire, lowering hinself carefully onto the other end of the mat. "Hai, old
bones are brittle."

Megan, noting the ease with which he still noved, snorted slightly. "Elder, at
the smth's you nmentioned a book, words of soneone called the Subtle? If you
woul d indulge ny interest, I'msure that we can be persuaded to fetch your

shawl and a nice warmbrick for your old feet."

"Child, | began nmy study of the Precepts of Annitli when ... | had

consi derably fewer Sun-turnings than you do now. By all means, every journey
begins with the first step, but ..." The unexpected snmle flashed again, and
there was a glinpse of the boy who had sat big-eyed beneath the weight of his
scroll. "At that, you would be a better student than Shhhcaair' here, who
remai ns convinced that the best way to study eggs is to open themw th a
saber . "

"Ah, one nust make all owances for the savage, Harriso, if | can be so free
wi th your name; but | amtrying to train her to speak and wear sonewhat
besi des goat skins." She wi nked at Shkai'ra's m med outrage.

He served the tea and sank back to the rug. "It does this ancient one good to
sense the children at play; but what is it that you want of ne?"

Ahi-a, the pleasure of your company and the sweetness of your smle, Har
hzo," Shkai'ra said.

"True, just as all priests are naturally bald," he said, throwi ng back his
crisp grey mane. "For the pleasure of company you are well provided, since you
returned to us, Red-Hand. Strong Happeni ngs, of late: you escape the great
killing in the square, strange events at the Wary Wayfarer, of which | have
heard surpassing little.



"W thought you might hold sonmething for us, Elder," Megan said quietly.

There was silence for a nonment, save for the soft crackling of the fire. The
little roomsnelled of lanmp oil and incense and tea; the blind man's nostrils
expanded as if to catch a scent beyond.

"I am not a banker," he said at |ast. "Besides, the pawnbroker tells ne that
you have not quite enough to redeem your second-best suit of arnmor."” He held

up a hand to forestall Shkai'ra's response. "I know It's not that you have no
noney-"

"It's just that | never have money for long," she finished. "Besides, | hate
to waste good noney on paying bills; when | need it badly, I'll steal it

back." Her manner becane serious. "There is sonme risk involved. The Adderfangs
tried to take it fromus; on tenple comission, we think. O nilitary."

An old fury tightened the winkled face. For a nonent, they could see what he
had been like in the day of his power, a cold pal e anger

The Refl ection should be as a shepherd to his flock; instead he is a ravening
wol f." The remains of eyes swung to Shkai'ra. "You are not of this |land; you
have no obligations here, and your nature is as it is. But his ..." Contro

cl anped down. "Wy the God Anong Us permits this .

"Yes, | will hide your . . . treasure. Nor seek to know what it is.

Megan | aid the pouch before his knees where he sat easily on callused heels.
H s fingers touched it lightly and drew back for the merest instant. "Yes, |
will hide this for you. But nore is involved here than swords, or than the
Ri ght Hand of the God Incarnate dreanms, | think." He noticed the boiling

wat er .

"For now we will speak of other things. Maaigan, Annitli said: 'Consider the
serenity that may be found in the nmost conmonpl ace of actions. For exanple,
the brewing of tea, and its pouring.' "

CHAPTER XI V

"Your sword, O soldier," the Adderfang said with patient courtesy. Jaahdnni
Layee' s-ki n, Squadron Commander in the Triunphant Steeds Sil houetted Agai nst
the Morni ng Sun, detached fromher cavalry reginent for intelligence duties,
gl anced around the antechanber. Her escort stood stolidly; six troopers from
the special -forces section of the city garrison. There were only two bl ackcoat
Adders present, that she could see, but

"By all means," she said from between tight-clenched teeth. Control, she

t hought. Let the city rabble see how a Layee's-kin behaves under stress. The
assassin took the I ong basket-hilted blade with a bow, was there a smrk
behi nd his facemask? The door of the sanctum swung inward.

The interior was a surprise. This was the fifth headquarters the Adderfangs
had established, a nmere seven hundred years old. Once it had been a suburban
retreat, a place of privacy and relaxation for a kinfast of wealthy w ne
merchants. The city had grown around it; the level of the |and rose; when the
time came to pave the streets of the New Cty, the new avenue ran past the
first-story windows of the older structure. The maps that noldered in the
archives of the munci pium showed only fill and sewage pipes; considerable gold
and a sharp-curved knife had ensured that. Mre gold had enptied the extensive
cellars and raised supports for the tenement above; the sewer pipes had proved
useful for carrying away the dirt, and later the bodies.



Jaahdnni had expected newrich show ness. Instead, there was dark paneling,

fl amewood shining with oil and polish. Scroll racks and nodem bookcases
covered two walls; a terrestrial globe stood in one corner, an ancient

t hi ng-she could see the differences, howice had waxed and seas waned since it
was made. A |l ow desk piled with neat stacks of correspondence occupi ed one end
of the rectangular room Behind it

She swal | owed nausea at the obscenity. Shanel essly portrayed in nosaic of
crystal and onyx, a solar eclipse.

The sol di er dropped her eyes down to the desk's occupant. The Adderfang was so
ordinary, reclining easily on her cushions in a neat dark civilian tunic. The
mar ks of chil dhood malnutrition still showed around her eyes, along the

dar kened fingers; perhaps also the nmenory of hunger pronpted the open box of
sweet mreats and the pug-jowl s of the Addenord's face. She sniled, show ng bad
teet h.

"Jahlini, of no kin." she said. A hand tw tched, and servants appeared. Twi ns,
a boy and girl of perhaps fourteen. Jaahdnni was inpressed; matched bl onds of
that comeliness were not easy to find. They bore trays of tea and small
seedcakes, setting thembefore the two wonen with fluid grace and retiring
silently.

The sol dier introduced herself, consciously avoiding the superior-to-inferior
i nfl ection, then drew papers from her wai st sash

"Cener al - Coomander Snyna is nost displeased at the comm ssion accepted from.
shal | we say

anot her faction-the House with a Gol den Roof ?" she continued. Carefully
polite, she sipped the tea. After all, it was better to DC within the sacred
bonds of hospitality that protected a guest. Especially if you were dealing
with city scumlowife city scumat that. She | eafed through the papers by one
corner. Only under orders would she rose face like this, to actually speak to
one of these. "And | have been told that your |atest conm ssion, for the Iron
House, is quite late. W had hoped that your organization would have been nore

adept, shall we say, in carrying out so small a project as a retrieval."
She | ooked up, her face blank, asking innocently, "After all, your artists are
said to be nuch better than any outl ander. WAs | m staken?"

Jahl i ni sighed mournfully. "Alas, recovering the nessage fromthe two

bar bari ans proved to be sonewhat nore difficult than at first imagined." She
ran a casual finger down into the interior of her cup before pouring; good, it
was snmooth. The kitchen staff were |oyal, but one never knew. "Perhaps we have

become somewhat oversubtle in the pursuit of our art; after all, for the npst
part we deal with persons of refinenment, residents of Illizbuah, the Gty, who
appreci ate subtlety. Not barbarians or country bunpkins. . . . Ah, you shane

me as your host; do drink.' She poured herself a cup fromthe conmon pot
bet ween them and drank; the soldier followed suit.

Jaahdnni hel d the cup just bel ow her chin and regarded t he Adderchief through
the gentle steam Suddenly she realized one thing that had bothered her: the

wet snell of stone and concrete that |lay under the scents of wood and |inseed
oil. The scent of the herbal tea was pleasing, and she sipped again; perhaps

dealing with this one, city though she was, wouldn't be that difficult. | am
so far renpoved fromher that there's really no point in taking her tone as an
i nsult, and demandi ng her sword. That was for nobles.

"Alovely blend of tea.” She inclined her head to



the other. "You do your guest honor." She sighed. "I fear, however, that |
must return to necessity. If the little itemis not returned to us, then

fear we will have to ask for the return of the fee-oh, very politely, of
course. My commander is nost concerned that this trifle not fall into the, ah
wrong hands, shall we say." Nanely yours, she thought, and pasted a smile on
her face. Strange, the roomthat had been so cool was becom ng stuffy.

"Yes, indeed. | have prepared a letter of apology which will be delivered to
t he General - Commander. Now, what-ah, conplexity. | fear we are too given to
it. Take the use of dhilnman, for exanple. Honey?" she added, hol ding a spoon
above the pot. The soldier hesitated, noted that the Adder was taking none,
and shook her head.

"No, thank you. Dhilnmaan?" The word was curious; in city dialect, it neant
"loving twin."

"A poison. Two-stage; one part is adm nistered as a solid, the other as a
liquid or in crystalline form One is insoluble in stomach juices; the other
di ssol ves and activates it. Any systenmic poison will do."

Jaahdnni | ooked down at her cup. "But . . . you drank fromthe sane pot," she
sai d weakly. Her breath caught; that m ght be fear. Pain shot down her |eft
arm then lanced into her chest as she toppled and arched, straining for
breath. Air rasped into her throat, past nuscles |ocking and contracting on
the yielding cartil age of the w ndpi pe.

"Ch, the activator was deposited in a thin filmon your cup,” Jahlini said,

ni bbling delicately at a seedcake and picking up a sheaf of papers. "Hmm
fortunate that the tenple won't allow really potent aphrodisiacs to be legally
sold for festival use-that would cut into our profit margi ns severely.

Where was-ah, yes, the poison in the tea. From beyond the Kahab Sea;

Hamer Heart, they call it. The doctors say it brings the npst intense pain
that a human being can feel; no doubt an experience rich in fascinating
sensations."” She glanced over her file of docunents.

"You seemto be short of breath. Perhaps if you lay down for nmonent, my good
gaai mun? Yes, like that.' The soldier was |ying on her back, only the crown of
her head and her heels touching the floor. The | ean body arched |ike a bow,
thrumming with nmuscle spasm veins swelled in her throat as she strove to
scream a pressure so intense that a fine red mst burst fromthe capillaries
behi nd one eye. "Now, as | said, Ceneral-Conmmrander Snmyna will be receiving the
letter of apologies tomorrow. Also a regretful notification that we cannot
allow outsiders to dictate the time or nmanner by which we execute a
conmi ssi on.

"But enough of these social pleasantries,” she concluded, when the tw sting
figure in arny green was still.

From t he ant echanber cane scraping noi ses; the door was too thick to |let
t hrough the hiss of blowguns, but an arnored corpse nmade a good deal of noise.
At the last, Jahlini clapped her hands.

"Ni eci bo," she said. Her secretary picked his way into the room stepping over
the em ssary's body with an incurious gl ance.

"That letter of apology,"” she continued. The thick fol ded paper slid across
the desk. "See that it arrives tonorrow, at her bedchanmber's threshold. Wth
t he heads, of course. To remind her not to instruct us in our business." She
finished the tea. "And send ne the new Overseer of Term nations; perhaps he



will prove nore conpetent than his predecessor." She | ooked down at the body.
Dhi | mman was such a tidy nmethod; it prevented the sphincters fromgiving way
on deat h.

CHAPTER XV

Megan touched the crown of her head and wi nced; the thick coil of braids was
al nost too hot to touch, and trickles of sweat ran down the flushed skin of
her face and neck. It was hard not to give an audible sigh of relief as they
passed into the shadow of the colonnade that fronted this side of the tenple's
bul k. Peering around one of the thick stone columms, she studied the work gang
toiling to renove the | ast bloodstains fromthe pale |Iinestone flags of the
square. The aqueducts had been opened to flush npst of the residue away;

| ooki ng out over the bright scene, it was difficult to remenber the sights and
sounds of so many dying, only days ago. But flies still buzzed around the
thick brown crusts on the stormdrains, and faint under water and carbolic
cane the sweetish smell of rotting bl ood.

She shifted uneasily, very conscious of the |oonm ng bulk of the tenple. It
seened to crouch, despite its height; crouch above the city |like a beast on
the body of its prey. Firmy, she took control of her imagination

When she spoke, it was w thout glancing back at Shkai'ra.

"It is past the time agreed," she said, scanning constantly. And if all these
so- hi gh wi sh what we have, why haven't they arrested us?

"They believed our story about a cut-out,"” she said. Athird party holding the
goods, in a place neither of them knew, under instruction not to release it
unl ess the two wonen were alive and free.

There were uniforned figures aplenty on the great expanse of the square, but
they were patrols or functionaries, going about their business; and nany
priests, of every degree. For the rest, traffic was sparse and furtive; it
woul d be sonme tinme before the center of Illizbuah's life bustled once nore.
Megan felt curiously naked; she was unused to having ten acres of open space
about her in the center of a city.

"Still no sign of them | still don't like the idea of selling it to the
Cener al - Conmander. You said she had reason to dislike you."

"And |, her," Shkai'ra said with a shrug. "But I'mwlling to deal. And the
Refl ection probably likes me even less, on principle. Qur best chance; nobody
woul d believe we haven't sold it sonewhere."” Her |ips pursed. "Fromthe way

t hi ngs have befallen, I'd say it's sonme interesting piece of dirt. Factions
want it to discredit others, but quietly, no open seizure. | wonder if any of
these so-friendly parties know the details of the others' offers.”

Megan snorted. "Wuldn't it put a weasel in the henhouse if they didn't, and
we told then?" She stepped back another pace, unconsciously shunning the
bri ght expanse of openness before them "Al though ny life would not be worth

the satisfaction; besides, | amnot in the habit of giving information to
anyone." She | eaned against the cool stone of a pillar and | ooked over at
Shkai'ra, conceal ed by the bulk of the next. "If you were they, would you pick

this spot to trade it in? Conming here was |i ke bending over and inviting the
world in general to kick you in the arse.”

Listen to yoursel f, she thought, forcing stillness. Blathering. Voice or body;
it seems one or the other nust be noving. The feeling of wongness grew, and
she had not survived to adul thood by ignoring such warnings.



Shkai'ra spread a hand; Megan could see the fingertips protrude from behind
the colum. "So long as they pay, why not? Even now, there's a good deal of
com ng and going here; two nore are unlikely to be noticed. and who woul d
expect themto nake deals on their rival's doorstep? It nmakes sense."

Two figures in dull-green uniformtunics with short-swords at their belts
separated thensel ves fromthe guards around a work detail and sauntered
casually in their direction. The two wonen strai ghtened to nmeet them

mai nt ai ni ng their careful positioning on opposite sides of adjacent pillars.

One of the army officers sniled, yellow teeth against the sallow olive of his
face; the skin was sheened with sweat, but that was natural enough in this
weat her. He | oosened a pouch fromhis belt and hefted it encouragingly. Megan
stepped forward, and felt a crinkling sensation on the back of her neck

"This snells |ike the DragonLord's conpassion,” Megan nmuttered. The feeling of
tension grew, she half turned.

Shkai'ra stiffened as she wal ked, keeping a sniling face. Behind themthere
was the faintest clink of metal on stone; from behind and to their right, down
t he arcade. The sort of sound an overeager archer m ght make, the bolt-gun
sounding as she twitched at a target's notion toward escape.

"Shields,"” Shkai'ra said, in any easy, conversational tone.

"What ?" the Fehinnan soldier on the left replied, the smle slipping away from
hi s face.

"You don't bring shields to a parlay," she continued, and | aunched herself
forward froma standing start, body horizontal to the ground and one hand
out stretched before her, stiffening into a bl ade.

The spearpoint of her fingers slanred into the vul nerable soft spot just bel ow
t he breastbone, and the man halted as if flung at speed into a stone wall, his
face purpling as shocked heart and |lungs struggled to function. The Kommanza

| anded cat-stanced, feet braced; her crossed hands gripped the man by the belt
and swung his passive body around the pivot of her heels, to stand between her
and the side of the tenple. The pulse thuttered in her ears, and the sudden
coppery taste of conmbat excitenment was on her tongue.

This is what | was born to do, she thought briefly.

Megan only had a flash of what Shkai'ra did as she ran. The man was too big
for her to hold. He went for his sword, his weight going forward. One step,
two, and her body left the ground in a kick. He never had tine to drag the
sword free, as his el bow broke under the inpact of her foot. H s body caved in
toward the agony flanm ng through his arm and Megan | anded, taking the single
step that put himbetween her and the others, one hand grabbing for the broken
linb. As her hands closed on a forearm solid and alnost too big to get a good
grip on, she was rem nded of the sensation of deboning chicken. She tw sted a
little to hold the man's attention and shifted her hold to the wist. She
wasn't sure, but the slanm ng of the arm agai nst the swordhilt m ght have

br oken sonme of the small bones in it. The soldier was rigid and sweating with
pain, a nmuffled whine trailing fromhis throat as he fought to keep from
crying out. She dug the claws of her other hand into the opposite side of his
tunic, feeling cotton give under her tense hands and snelling the rank sweat

t hat had broken out on him She | ooked over his back toward the tenple, very



consci ous of the inmense open space behi nd her

"What now, O master tactician?" Megan snarled. "They evidently didn't think as
hi ghly of our preparations as you did!"

Bef ore the other wonan could reply, a voice called out fromthe arcade.
" Shoot ! "

There was the barest second before the bolt-guns spoke. Megan felt the tense
body between her hands quiver and jerk as three solid blows hamrered it back
agai nst her grip. A four-bladed quarrel punched through breastbone and spi ne
to spatter blood and bone chips stinging into her eyes; she tasted the hot
salt of it through opened Iips.

Shkai'ra drove backward the six paces to the pillars, holding her once-living
shi el d between her and the squad of bolt-guns that fanned out fromthe row of
colums. It would not be long before a | ucky shot whipped through soft tissue
and struck her with killing force; even arnor of proof would not stop a bolt

at less than a hundred paces. Fromthe corner of her eye, she saw Megan shed

her protection and dive scranbling for the sane cover; the dead nan had tw ce
her m Ik or nore.

No words were necessary as they dashed down the line of pillars, ducking and
weaving with rabbit-1ike randommess, spending the mni numanount of tine on

t he vul nerabl e outside arcs of their flight. Bolts snapped and skittered
around them knocking chips fromthe stone sheathing of the concrete pillars.
The soldiers did not take the time to fan out into the square and gain a
better vantage for their fire, trying to keep on their quarry's heels, and
exhausted the six rounds in their nagazi nes.

Megan clutched at a line of red on her thigh as they rounded the corner
"Not hi ng, scratch," she gasped at Shkai'ra's unspoken question. They | ooked
out across the open expanse of the square, with its scattered parties of
guards. Their eyes net.

The bl ond woman jerked her thunb down to their left, along the front face of
the tenple itself, to where the great doubl e doors stood open. "Only pl ace
t hey wont expect. No tinme-now "

They pounded down the frontage, past startled groups of worshippers, and up

t he broad shall ow steps. There was no guard on the door; they plunged into
shadow ni ghtdark after the blazing sun of noon. A corridor |lay before them
twice forty feet high, and nearly as broad, the main avenue to the interior of
t he done. There was no succor there. Shkai'ra turned toward a secondary door
on their left, with a quick fist to the throat of the robed guard and a
swinging lack to the latch that held it. The rending tear of wood was loud in
the scented gl oom Choking, the underpriest barely noticed the smaller
figure's tranpling feet.

The sol di ers poured through the door. An upperpriest glanced at them then
returned his attention to the prostrate door guard. H s hands noved with swift
skill, examining the injury; the larynx had fol ded back on itself, rather than
simply crushing. Now, if he was skilled, and she was | ucky.

He placed his thunbs on either side of the prostrate figures throat and
pushed. There was a subdued pop and the cyanic blue of the underpriest's face
began to fade. Her superior rose and folded his hands in the sleeves of his

r obe.

"What is this?" he said evenly. "Wapons and violence in the house of Her?"



" Shi ni ngRadi anceof t heDi vi neLi ght," the captain gabbled. He jittered from f oot
to foot, and even in the tenple the troopers behind strained forward |ike
hounds on the | eash. "W pursue two, ah, heretics. Unbelievers! Yes, profaning
the tenple, offering violence to a Holy Servant. Please, |let us pass."

The upperpriest becane utterly still. A slight sign sent one of his attendants
noi sel essly down the corridor; the rest ranked thensel ves behind their master
faces as blank as their shaven skulls.

"What manner of persons were these, Child of Light?" he asked.

The officer strained in an agony of frustration. Failure was not going to
enhance his record; besides, one of the dead outside was a friend. "Ah,
females, two, one tall and fair, one short and dark, ah ..."

He stopped, appalled. The priest nodded, once. "So, you too know of this," he
sai d sonmberly. "Even anong the Ri ghteous Sword, true God-respecting obedi ence
is seldomto be found." He sighed! "Return to your lord, and assure her that
these m screants will be found and their secrets plunbed." He paused. "Al
their secrets.”

CHAPTER XVI

The corridor was long and narrow, lantern lit, tunneling deeper into the
massi ve outer wall of the tenple, lined with grey stone. Panting slightly,
Megan and Shkai'ra paused at a junction

Shkai'ra rose lightly on her toes, peering about, the tip of her saber naking
smal | precise arcs through the incense-laden air. It was close and still and
absolutely quiet, even nore silent than the steppe or deep forest, for there
was no novenent of air.

"Wel | ?" Megan denanded.

el ], what"' Shkai'ra asked.

"Where are we?"

Shkai ' ra shrugged el oquently.

The Zak snorted. "Up or down?"

"Up, | think. W may see the dungeons soon enough.”

Ghost-silent, they slid along the upward-tending corridor to their right.
Deep-recessed niches held doors every ten paces or so; for mnutes they passed
| ocked doors, skyshafts, silence and bittersweet sandal wood snell and
unpeopl ed i nmensity.

"Where are the priests?" the Zak asked.

Shkai'ra snarl ed wordl essly. This was worse than being shrunk to hand- hei ght
and lost in a prairie-dog warren; cities were bad enough, but this

"Zail o Unseen knows," she said. 'This stone dung-heap has as many roons as
half the City; the priests swarmin it |like rmaggots in a greenrot wound, but
they can't fill it. Mst nust be at the noon service, anyway; still, only a
matter of tine until we run into one."



Faintly, a humhad nade itself felt, working its way into bone and thought;
not until the sounds were al nost separate words did they consciously notice
it. Directionless, it seenmed to thrumthrough the thick, poured stone around
t hem

"Perhaps we should find the source of the chant," Megan said.

Shkai'ra paused with one hand on the slick stone lining of the hallway. "I
wish . . . denonshit, | don't even know whi ch conpass point we're facing, or
how hi gh we've conme! Al right, then. But quietly."

Megan lifted a silent eyebrow and noved forward, hugging the inner, right-hand
wall. There was little sound, save for the soft scuffle of her nobccasin-Ilike
boots and the harder click of the rigid | eather on Shkai'ra's feet. The upward
tilt of the corridor grew stronger, ending in a staircase.

The Kommanza took the treads two at a time, her feet touching lightly to push
her upward; once the polished wooden tip of her saber scabbard went clack
agai nst the wall, and she swallowed a curse past bared teeth. The snell of

i ncense grew stronger. At the top was a | anding; another flight of stairs
above, another corridor on either side of them Directly before the stairs was
a portal of thick green glass with the |ight of an open space gl owi ng through
Shkai'ra dropped down at the |last step and craw ed forward at floor level to
peer through the pebbly glass, Megan beside her. Before them was the open
vastness of the tenple interior; a few steps bel ow was a broad bal ustraded
terrace that ran a hundred meters above the floor-level altar, just where the
done rested on the square bulk of its support. Shafts of |ight stabbed down
fromthe | enses in the done ceiling, hundreds of neters above, diffusing
softly over the vacant altar block. Odered ranks of priests stood in the
stalls, their endl ess chant runbling through echoi ng space, relays of

repl acenents slipping in as others left for food or rest.

The two woren slithered backward, their eyes fixed on the door so far bel ow
Shkai'ra put her lips next to her conpanion's ear. "W've cone around to the
north side," she breathed. "If we can get straight down, there should be an
exit and an unsecured passageway for worshippers.”

They rose, turned, and froze. A priest stood bel ow them on the steps.
Shkai'ra's mnd struggled briefly to reject the evidence of her eyes; it meant
an untrained city dweller had wal ked to within a body's | ength of her w thout
enough sound to alert her

"I fear you will have to postpone your departure,”
and voice calm "My mentor would speak with you."

the priest said, her face

She stepped forward, beginning a gesture that comrenced with the raising of a
hand. There was an utter confidence in it; the priests of the Sun were

i nviol ate, and she had other reasons for unconcern. The two outlanders felt a
ti ghtening of their skins.

But Shkai'ra's reaction had begun even as her nind blurred in bew | dernent,

gui ded by refl exes encoded at a | evel that knew neither doubt nor hesitation
The rough-di npl ed bone of her sword hilt clutched agai nst her calluses as the
left hand flicked along it, |ooped thunmb and forefinger under the pommel. The
bl ade cane free fromits sheath of |eatherbound wood with a hiss of netal on
oak greased with neat's-foot oil. Her right pal mslapped home on the long grip
just below the circular guard, and her foot stanped forward as she lunged with
a guttural grunt of effort.

There was a nonent's col dness, and a snell of wet salt. The Kommanza found



hersel f kneeling, shaking her head to clear it of a lingering musical tone.
Megan gripped her by the back of her tunic and haul ed her backward.

"The image is gone. | don't know how or where, but | do know we d better go as
well."

The copper-haired wonman | ooked down dunbly at the sword. The curve of the
cutting edge glittered cold and clean in the lanplight. A swelling clanor
br oke out bel ow as she sheathed it and Megan pull ed her toward the upward
stair.

The tunmult rose to a dull, muffled throbbing, |like the sound of the sea

t hrough thick forest, then faded as they trotted down the corridors. They took
the left-hand turnings, trying to work their way back toward the outer shel

of the tenple, but found thenselves forced to clinb, ranps and staircases
turning up and i nward. The concrete of the building' s substance was sheat hed
everywhere with stone, polished granite and marbl e kept i mmuacul ately cl ean but
faintly greasy to the touch Iike all rock in a humid climate. The air was as
cool as a cellar; the Sun Tenple was | arge enough that nost of its bul k kept
to the ambient tenperature of the foundations, and snelled of incense and danp
and the faint indefinable odor of age.

The corridors began to narrow and curve nore sharply. "W nust be inside the
done itself now, " Megan said, between |ong deep breaths. She was making two
steps to her long-linbed conrade's one, only the trickling sweat narking
exertion as they wol f-paced up the steepening slopes, trotting a hundred
paces, then wal ki ng the sane.

"la," Shkai'ra said. "Best ... we ... stop . . . and rest, soon. W nay need
our wind."

They reached the end of the ascendi ng passage, passing through a hole-like
exit in the floor of a horizontal corridor that stretched off to either side,
curving gently inward to the right and left. Shkai'ra stood blinking for a
nmonent; the lanterns were nore closely placed here. She paused to exam ne one.

"Cetting on for enpty," she said. "They can't keep all this up w thout nuch
com ng and going. We've been too lucky for it to last." She nade the averting
sign with her sword-hand.

Megan tried a door to their right. It swung open easily; she ghosted it wide
with a finger and stood back, before venturing within. A four-neter alcove
stood reveal ed; a knee-high jade bal ustrade was all that separated it fromthe
huge | anbent yell ow cavern of the inner done. They edged through and swung the
door hone behind them fromthis vantage three-quarters of the way to the top
they could see that the alcove was one or a ring that circled the done,

di sgui sed in the ornate inner carvings. From below there would be only a
pattern of |ight and shadow.

A tube-like machine was bolted to the bal ustrade, pointed at the floor
hundreds of meters bel ow. Megan touched it gingerly and bent a | ook at
Shkai ' r a.

"A toy for keeping watch on the faithful," she said. "A farl ooker." The
Komanza put an eye to the upper end and adjusted the focusing screw. "Hmmm
and a strong one: you could al nost read soneone's |ips." She paused. "Wy, the
sheep-raping crow eaters," she said with reluctant admiration. "So that's why
they tell folk to make their confessions with their faces to the Sun!"

Megan stepped casually up to the balustrade and | ooked down past her boot tips



to the tiny figures below The hunt seemed scattered, disorganized, groups of
yel  ow robes and knots of bew | dered worshi ppers on the acre-broad pavenent.

She | eaned over to the tel escope and appropriated the eyepiece. "But this is
blurred" she said. "lIs there a magic to it?"

The Kommanza grinned. "No, try turning that, there."

"So." She fiddled a nonment with the knob and scanned the nob bel ow. A second
| ater, she stiffened and started cursing in a nunber of |anguages. "Lady of
Wnter! |'ve never seen that before, but |I don't want a cl oser acquaintance.
Look and tell ne. | want to know what |I'mfighting."

Shkai'ra squinted downward. "Oh, ditch of the Inspired Perverse! They've
brought out a Mnd-Sniffer. It can foll ow us anywhere-and turn our brains into
wor ked- over oxturds inside our skulls if it gets close enough." She spat on
the marble floor. "I think it's time we left; they don't take those out of the
temple, not in daylight, and there aren't many, or so |'ve heard. Thank Zailo
Protector."

Megan had backed up fromthe edge and was running her fingers over her knives.
Fi shguts! she thought. Magic is what |-we need. . . and don't have. Not hing
know woul d fight something Iike that. She opened her nouth to call Shkai'ra
on. No sense in waiting for it to find them

"\What are you doing here? | have done nothing wong to be replaced. This is ny
post." Megan swung around. Did they all creep around silently? The old man's
eyes were unblurred but vague. "You are . . . not of the Sun. | really should
do somet hing. Yes, maybe | should call soneone. Yes, yes." He munbled on and
turned as if to do just that.

She | unged, caught a wist, and pulled sharply, twi sting as she did so. He
staggered of f balance, his free armflailing as his knees struck the

bal ustrade. She pulled back, trying to keep him from goi ng over, but had to

l et go; his weight woul d have dragged her over, too. She doubted he was

consci ous when he hit; he had only screamed once on the way down. The fl oor
bel ow was suddenly bright red. "I didn't mean to do that. Now |I've really
announced our presence." She | ooked over her shoul der and thought of the
warren behind the door. She stepped up and stood on the railing the priest had
just fallen over. "We can't risk getting caught in that naze again. This
railing is unbroken by the walls."

Shkai'ra | ooked down at the confusion so far below. "And you're a thief," she
muttered to Megan. "Who did you steal from the blind?"

Megan snorted and tapped a foot against the slick oily snmoothness of the
bal ust rade as her conpanion struggled to renove her tight riding boots.
Grunbl i ng, the Kommanza sl ung her footgear around her neck and stepped up, her
toes curling to grip the jade. She |ooked to her right.

"A long way down," she said quietly. "All the gods curse these people;
nmount ai ns are bad enough, but they have to build them Earth should be flat.

Megan shrugged. "It wouldn't kill you any deader than falling thirty feet."
"But you'd have longer to think about it. ... Lead on."

Swiftly, alnost running, they trotted around the inner surface of the done,
passi ng chamnber after chanber opening into the dark corridors. The top of the

bal ustrade was |l ess than half a neter thick; thinner, where it passed the
partition walls between chanbers



"Hai, about here," Shkai'ra called when they had reached a point across from
their starting place. "The main downshaft shoul d be around here.

They ski pped down to the floor, Megan waiting for Shkai'ra to replace her
footgear. A risk, but being | aned was a worse one; and they night have to nove
without care for their feet.

Shkai ' ra uncl enched her teeth and | ooked resentfully over her shoulder; it was
unfair, that cities should be where the best |oot was. Especially when you
couldn't just bum and sack the accursed places; too bad Eh'nmex, the hamer of
Bai wun, hadn't conme down on this rat's nest |ong ago.

They noved out into the corridor; this was broader, and it ran directly away
fromthe inner chanmber of the dome. Shkai'ra put out her hand. "Wait," she
sai d thoughtfully.

Megan raised a brow "Priest killers should wait to be discovered?"

"No .. . I've heard of this. This corridor nust lead directly to the main
buttress, then down to the underlevels."

"Good!" Megan answered. It would take a while for search parties to clinb up
to them but rmuch less tine to block off the possible escape routes.

Shkai'ra | ooked at her. "This is the fast way down."

They ran forward. The tenple was too big to be disturbed by one snall
altercation, the chant of the choirs continuing as they would until the
building fell. The sound of their breath and footfalls gradually becane the
| oudest thing in a world of stone-rimred narrowness.

At last they canme to an alcove nore brightly lit than nost of the warren

St acked al ong one wall were wood and wi cker containers, much |ike openwork
coffins, with a greased oak runner down each | ong edge, and on the other wall
a dark, narrow square hole left the corridor; they could see that it ran just
under the surface of the donme, in a huge curve to their left around the
surface and down.

"Don't tell ne this is your fast way down!"

Shkai'ra laughed silently. "I've only heard of this; it's not well known." She
exam ned one of the coffin-sleds. "Sonme mnystic thing, supposed to synbolize

t he descent of the Sunless Soul-the priests use it in their rituals. Yes, it
slides down . . . An, this nmust be the brake: See how you can press it with
your foot." She paused. "There may be soneone waiting at the other end, or
death along the way." She lifted one of the vehicles to the flat stone

| aunchi ng stage and clinbed in; Megan waited behind her. "It s been ... a good
time, know ng you."

She wi nked, |atched the cover of the sled, and jerked her body forward. The
sl ed noved, slowy, then beginning to gather speed even as it carried her into
the bl ackness of the hole, feet first.

Megan stood stunned for a nmoment, shocked by the strength of her own enotion
There had been so many years of solitude. So many years since her parents
di ed, and everything she cared for had died; the risk, the risk

Abruptly, she unfroze; cursing herself mechanically, she followed. The hi nged
wi cker framework of the capsul e swung shut over her face; it was nore solid



than she had inmagined, a hot nmusty snell of reeds catching at nose and throat.
She felt the runners catch, then begin to slide as the wi cker bullet noved
forward under the inpetus of her weight. The first sensation was speed,
pushi ng head and shoul ders back agai nst the padded rest. Then she was
floating, hair bristling over her back at the strange weightl ess sensation

Suddenly she had a wild urge to shriek in exultation; suppressing it in the
shudderi ng, bucki ng darkness, she grinned at the bl ack pressing down on her
eyes. There was a wild lurch as the sled turned a corner, frame groani ng under
the strain, runners scream ng protest at occasional greaseless spots.

Accel eration threw her against the side of the sled, back again, and around
until up and down were lost in plunging chaos.

Suddenly a scene that could not be was.

Sonething turned fromthe straight trail and |unged at the wall, straining
against its |leash and drooling a curious hunger. The hot claws of its attack
lifted the top of Megan's head and scraped behind her eyes.

She threw the inage of a wall at it; a kreml, a fastness, keeping her mnd
safe while it newed outside the gate. It becanme an oozing thing that worked
in, and around, and under, and through Tier defenses, snelling of battlefields
and rivers thick with decaying fish and flies. Desperately, she thought of

cl ean water, sea and ocean, as her mnuscles |ocked into an unconsci ous spasm
rigid and clawing into the wi ckerwork. It plucked at nerve centers, scranbling
for access. Pain. Her hands began to nove w thout her volition, her defenses
beginning to crunble, as it began to force her mind to its nold. Then she was
again aware of the sled, wi ckerwork splintered under her claws, and her bl ood
poundi ng i n her ears.

Shkai ' ra plunged through darkness, the speed picking up until the sled bucked
and vibrated with the slight irregularities of the stone. The snells of hot
oil and scorching wood flew up at her; she touched her foot to the brake on
the curves, just enough to keep control. And still the speed increased.

Faster than a good horse, she thought. Faster than the Great River in spate.
Then with a sudden realization: this is wonderful! She threw back her head and
screanmed, the high, exultant, falsetto screech of the Kommanz warcry.

Then the rattling banks turned into a prolonged hissing as the curve flattened
out and the sled barreled into a long flat stretch an inch deep in water. The
sled braked to a stop, and an attendant scurried forward to guide it to the

| andi ng and throw open the cover

He paused for a nonment, paralyzed, at the exceedingly unpriestly occupant.
Still laughing with the thrill of the ride, she shot up one hand to grip him
by the throat. The other, fisted, flashed up to | and under his nose. She
tossed the corpse to one side and rose in a crouch, eyes darting around the
caver nous under ground chamber.

An instant later, the second sled rocketed around the corner and slowed to a
stop. As the rush of the disturbed water died, there was no notion for a |one
monent. Finally, the cover swung open slowy and Megan stepped out, pale as
snow, Ticking a trickle of blood froma bitten Iip.

Shkai ' ra caught her by the shoul ders, hugged her soundly, and deposited her on
the dry surface of the I anding stage.

"That was fun," she said, "kh'eeredo. Let's get out of here before they bring
on their tame spook." She jerked a thunb at the exit, a barred wooden door set



in plain oozing concrete; they were far below the | evel of marbl e sheat hing.
"There'll be an exit to the sewers-risky, but better than breaking for the
surface." She sobered, the exhilaration of the ride fading. "It's that damed
nonster of theirs that bothers nme."

Megan' s answer was harsh laughter. "It bothers you!" She pulled the nmenory of
t he hug cl ose around her, against the thought of the Sniffer. They hurried
down a corridor chosen at random Megan felt along under her jawbone to the
spot behind the ear where the carotid pul sed and wondered if she would be
qui ck enough once the Sniffer got close again. | will not become a beast of
theirs, she thought, and concentrated on running.

When they paused for breath, Shkai'ra pressed her shoul ders back against the
weepi ng concrete, feeling the slow drops soaking through the linen of her
runic and mngling with the clammy sweat on her flanks. The priests were close
now, no nore than two corridors away ... it was so difficult to estimate
distance in this stone warren! She bared her teeth. There must be weirdwork on
t he tracking; hounds woul d have given thensel ves away with their noi se by now

"Where are we?" Megan whi spered

"Lost. Back to the turn and right this time." They padded back and t ook the
other turning, straining to sense the downward sl ope they sought. The | anterns
were few and far between here, hurtful to eyes night-adapted by hours beneath
the earth. The sad snell of wet stone had been with them so |ong they scarcely
noticed it; despite the underground chill the air was sticky. They cane to a
crossway in the |l ow tunnels, and Shkai'ra eyed the arch above her head with
hatred. She could stand erect only in the center, which put her feet in the
drai nway, a wet cold chafing inside her boots. This |level was all beneath the
wat er table, kept open by drainage to the sewer tunnels and the punping
system

Behi nd them the noise of the tenple search party grew. Then it was answered
fromthe right, down-slope. Megan turned toward the rising left fork of the
T-shaped junction

"No!" Shkai'ra said. "Death that way; too many of themon the mddle |evel
above, the tunnels are too wide. Better we chance a fight, try to break."

Just then the sound began behind them It was a whining, saw edged shrilling
al ong the nerves. And there was sonething else behind it, sonething that drove
needl es into her ears and blurred the darkened scene before her eyes.

Bai wun, be with ne now, Shkai'ra thought desperately. She invoked the nental
di sciplines of the Warrior s Way, then sl apped hersel f savagely across the
face. Weakness swamin her, |eaving her barely conscious of falling to her
knees. A metallic sound canme to her froma vast distance; she knew it was her
saber clattering on the floor, but somehow it was too distant to matter

The sound | eaped into Megan's mind, forcing its way in through channels burned
with pain fromthe last time. She stunbled and al nbst cried out. Acid seared
its way into her, and the vague sound of nmetal on netal did nothing to shatter
the hold the Sniffer had on her. She brought up her hands, crooked into tal ons
with the effort, as she felt her mnd start to crunble. Her teeth were being
driven through rusty netal; she was snmothering in broken glass; it hurt to
breathe, it hurt to think, it hurt

No. | am | think. Megan is my nane. Megan. Megan. She was down on her hands
and knees, striving to rise. | decide. I. I. It became an anchor. A fragile
thread that grew thinner noment by nmoment. From sonmewhere nearby Yeva's power



joined her own frail defense, a blue-violet surge of power that drew shield
over them

The pressure eased. Awareness returned. Shkai'ra shook her head and groped for
the fam liar bone grip of her sword, staggering back to her feet. The taste of
bl ood was in her nouth, and she felt the pain of the wound her teeth had made.
Vi si on cl ear ed-

She started backward a step. She and Megan stood in the rising armof the T,
the two parties of priests had net before them She could have reached out her
bl ade and touched the forenmpst of them or the . . . creature held on a
straining | eash, and none so much as gl anced at her

' They must be here!" the forenpst priest said. "They were seen! The beast says
they're near, very near, near enough for us to see with the eyes that see
light." The priest gave a savage jerk at the |eash

"Someone nmust be feeding it shit, then, because that's all it's got left for
brains. About tinme to make a new Sniffer; you must have let themslip by you,
somehow. H s Radiance is not going to like this. O us."

There was stone under her hands. The Zak rai sed her head and opened her eyes,
bl ood trickling out of one corner of her nmouth. The first thing she saw was
the Sniffer's stare. The bul ging eyes had once been human; now t hey were

di storted, oozing and blood-shot. It was hairless, linbs stretched to
gauntness, pallid white. Skin hung in | oose folds under its chin, and it
crouched, beastlike, staring at her and drooling greenish spittle on itself,
mouth working as it chewed the air. For a second, she thought that the priests
had them Then her ears started working again. She noved to brace herself as
the priests argued® unseeing. The nmotion sent the nonster-she could not cal
it anything else-into a frenzy, tw sting and backing to be free of the chain.
The one priest cuffed it, and it snapped at him then cringed. It began its
mental how agai n.

"Stop it!" the priest said sharply, cuffing it again. "7 don't need a headache
either. They are not here."

"Bring your pet worm" said another, who seened to be in authority, running a
hand over his shaven scal p. "They can't have gotten past us downsl ope; you
must have | ost them back in the cross passages. Quickly!"

They trotted off down the two wonmen's backtrail, |eaving the downward sl ope
free. Shkai'ra | ooked after them suppressing a hysterical giggle.

| saw that, she thought. We were standing in plain sight and they didn't see
us. | won't think about it. Not now.

Megan pull ed herself to her knees. "W ... ha ... have to get out now " She
braced hersel f against the wall. W can't expect her help again, she thought.
What it cost her to get into the tenple and help us, | don't want to think
about .

They took the downsl ope, slowy recovering fromthe battering their m nds had

t aken, picking up speed. Then, |ike a nagging tooth, Megan was aware of the
Sniffer, at first fading, then growing stronger, trying to settle a hook into
her brain. "They'll find us if they followthe Sniffer. It just tore the chain

fromits keeper's hand and hunts us al one. Na Koru, rozhum

CHAPTER XVI |



The mil dewed lattice, swollen and heavy with danmpness, took the two of themto
wrench |l oose. As it swung back with a crash and the raw, sharp snell of urine
and rotting garbage wel |l ed up, Megan | ooked at Shkai'ra.

"So, these are the sewers. Wiy aren't | glad that we' ve reached t hen?" She
eased the grating down and followed Shkai'ra into the rough brick shaft. The
stream of water fromthe drai nage channel fanned out in the cracks in the
wal I, running cold over one hand and trailing down her forearm The way was
cl osed behind them even if the priests delayed in follow ng their nonster.

Shkai ' ra was movi ng down t he wooden handhol ds as quickly as caution all owed.
"Hurry. They group around the waste chutes.™

' They?"
"Come on!"

A rung gave way under her foot, |oosened by the heavier woman's wei ght;
Shkai'ra had just set her feet on solid stone when Megan's cry of "Look out!"
cane down the shaft.

Megan foll owed, coiling out of a ball to Iand on her feet. Her |egs absorbed
t he i npact of her weight, but the force other |anding was still enough to
drive a small sound from her | ungs.

As she rose fromher crouch, Shkai'ra's eyes and teeth gleaned in the

dar kness. "Who do you steal fromthe deaf?" she whispered. Her voice scurried
around the tunnel, sibilant and cut by the drip of water and a rustling noise
in the distance.

"W have time for jokes, heavy one?"
"No-follow ne. "

They edged al ong the narrow path barely w de enough to stand on, the sluggish
now of water only inches fromwhere they stood. The darkness was not quite

bl ack; enough reflected Iight filtered through to suggest an oily sheen on the
rippling surface but not enough to guide the feet.

"Do we nave to swi mthrough this?" Megan choked. The stench was heavy,

pal pabl e, not raw as it had been in the shaft, but oily and rancid, clinging
to the inside of nose and throat |ike the scent of overripe bananas. She

twi tched as sonething nultil egged and sliny dropped fromthe ceiling and
crawl ed down her cheek

"Nai," Shkai'ra said, dropping back into her native |anguage. The slow drip
and splash of the water had changed slightly, sounding agai nst somnething ot her
than stone or water, a holl ower sound. "There are canoes for the repair
crews," she continued, guiding Megan's hand to the side of a small dugout.
Quick, we're not safe yet."

"This is so difficult to see that you have to tell nme?" They pushed off into
the current. Shkai'ra set a relentless pace, pushing the paddl e deep into the
thick fluid. "Paddl e hard," she gasped. "But don't let your hands touch the
water." Megan | abored to match the taller woman's stroke. "Stop maki ng

dark . . . hints . . . and tell,"” she breathed, matching word to effort.

At that noment, a heavy crunching twitch struck at her paddle; the sensation
rem nded her of a fish striking at a hook. She raised the suddenly heavy
paddl e, twitching and jerking in her hands. Straining through the di mess, she



could make out a small wi ggling shape. An alligator only twi ce a bandw dth
long, the twin of the voracious little pests that she'd seen in the swanps.
Perhaps a trifle smaller. Behind themthe rustling was grow ng | ouder and the
wat er began to seet he.

"Why have you ..." Shkai'ra snapped over her shoulder. "Oh, kill it. Quick,
the pack will be here soon."

Megan had shaken the paddl e as Shkai'ra spoke, then, realizing that it would
never let go, crushed it against the body of the canoe, feeling it pop and
break |like a grape with bones. The others were cl ose enough now to snatch at
the remai ns as she used the paddle again. Faintly, in the fetid darkness, she
could see that there were only teeth left still clanped deep into the wood of
t he Dbl ade.

They had sl owed, and the rest of the pack had converged on them

"Koru, Guardian of Laves, give us strength! Shkai'ra, paddle faster!" She
tasted the cold salt of sweat on her upper lip. "I've no will to be eaten
alive." She paused an instant to beat off two of the beasts clinging to the
side of the canoe. Behind, a sliding, scraping noise was building. "And in
such snall bites!"”
"Can't go faster," was the panted reply. The boiling sound of foul water

whi pped into froth was cl ose now, the outriders of the horde jerked upward
al ong the gunwal es, and the Kommanza smashed t he handl e of her paddl e across
their bodies as she switched the blade fromone side to the other. "There is
one difference between these and the swanp breed,"” Shkai'ra panted.
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"These . . . their bite is septic."
"Wonder ful! Move, woman-we're clear of npbst of them"

| could scream Shkai'ra thought. O vonmit. Her eyes probed the darkness
overhead. "There should be an access here ... ah!" A nopvenent in the air and a
hol | owness in the darkness narked the way out.

A thrust with the paddl e agai nst brickwrk stopped the canoe. "Hold. There
nmust be a service | adder here in the shaft. . . . Sheepshit!" The relief in
her voice shifted to disgust colored with urgency. "It's broken off." Her
fingers traced old brick, crunmbling in the wet; a trickle of oily liquid fel
on her upturned face.

Megan ramred down a surge of panic. "If we can't get out here, can we reach
t he next one?"

The canoe thudded agai nst the wall and rebounded. Shkai'ra had not answered;
there was a dimflash of netal as she jamed her dagger into the ancient
nortar of the access shaft and hammered it hone with the butt of her paddle.
"dinb over me, quick," she husked.

Megan reached up to the Kommanza's shoul ders, her fingers sinking into the
hard deltoids. Careful not to shoot the uncertain footing of the boat out from
beneath the other woman's feet, she noved to a precarious bal ance on
Shkai'ra's hips, then clinmbed lightly to place her feet on the shoul ders.
Reachi ng up, she wove her hands through the | owest secure rung and braced a
foot on the dagger hilt. Arching her back in anticipation of the strain, she

| ooked down into a deeper blackness. "Cinb," she said.



There was an instant of joint-cracking tension as the Zak felt her comnpanion's
full weight; she bore the brunt of it on her arnms, not daring to throw strain
on the sodden nortar and eroded brick inprisoning the Komrmanza's bl ade. Hands
cl anped her ankles; an armreached up to circle her thighs, tightened to bear
wei ght, and the other hand reached for her belt. The long body slid over hers,
and she gave a grunt of relief as Shkai'ra's hands reached the rung above
hers. Her feet gripped the hilt of the dagger, worked it free, and brought it
up for gripping as she hung one-handed. Bel ow, she coul d near the canoe
capsi ze under the scranbling inmpact of the gator herd; the slow current bore
it away.

Megan tossed the knife upward. "Here," she said. "The walls curve inward to
the ceiling; can they reach the access hol e?"

Shkai'ra caught the hilt, nore sensed than felt, and paused to hawk gummy
phlegminto her mouth and spit into the water below. "Yes," she said. "There's
growm h on the brick lining, and the surface is rough. Take a little tinme, but
they won't stop on a hot trail. At least there's no blood to drive theminto
frenzy. Couldn't you do that gl ow ng-knife trick? W could use sone light."

"True, but do you want to wait for themwhile | concentrate?" Megan replied.
Bel ow, the thick viscous liquid at the sides of the tunnel was bei ng whi pped
into froth as the cai nans scrabbled at the slick gromh that covered the
bricks. Soon it would be stripped away, and the claws would grip.

Unseen in the darkness, Shkai'ra spat in the direction of the noise. "No," she
snarled. "Only one way to go."

"Let me go first."
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"I'f those shoul ders of yours get stuck, | don't want to be behind you, like
beer behind the bung, and if | get stuck . . . well, you will just have to use

those stilt | egs and push." She paused a nonent. "Hard," she added, and
squeezed past.

Shkai'ra stared up into the darkness, and knew that it would need all a
warrior's sense of shanme to make her followinto the narrow lightless filthy
smal I ness of it. She gritted her teeth and began to pull herself up; just then
a small shape thudded into one | eg. Wite-hot needles punched into a calf just
above her boot.

"Sheepshit!" she yelled. "ditch take all vernmin."

Twisting into a U she hung by one hand and reached down with the other as the
four-inch alligator thrashed wildly, trying to tear a mouthful of her flesh
free and drop clear. She snapped its neck, then broke the jaw to force the
cartil age-1ocked teeth out of her flesh. Gimy, she scranbled to foll ow
Megan. The shaft still loomed |ike a mouth waiting to swallow, but there were
too many real nouths below At least this one is toothless, she thought with a
wild inward | aughter.

"All praise to the Mghty Ones," she nuttered, in her people's standard
response to bad luck. "Now they've got a blood trail to follow " The noise
bel ow rose to a frenzy as the warmred drops spattered their naddeni ng scent
into the water. A few lucky ones took bites fromtheir dead cousin; the others
drove forward in a slithering hill against the walls of the tunnel, their

conbi ned thrashings raising the nmound out of the water



"Faster-they're clinbing the walls after us.'
brick underlaid her words.

An endl ess scuttling of claw on

The shaft clinbed vertically, then angled over toward the | evel. The darkness
was absol ute now, pressing wetly on the eyes. The only sound was their own
hoarse breathing, falling nuffled and dead into the still, confined air of the
dr ai nage shaft.

Shkai'ra could feel the weight of city-sour earth above her; it pressed on her
chest, nade each breath a labored effort. Instinct fought reason, told her to
draw knife and smash, tear her way clear to air and |light before the walls
shifted and crushed her into darkness forever. Not even a soul could escape
fromhere; it would be trapped with the rotting body, eternally unfreed by
cleansing fire, never to be reborn

The training of the Warmasters saved her. The true killer should hate all that
lives, and that hate woul d nake one strong.

"I hate," she whispered, harsh and hoarse in the neter-high roundness of the
shaft. "I hate you all. | hate ..."

Megan heard the grating whi sper begin behind her in a | anguage that she did
not understand; hate and fear and | ostness beating through the alien tongue,
power ful enough to carry neaning. She could al nost see the red flare of rage
around her, and every sense cringed fromthe terror in the sound.

" the miserabl e spook pushers and their ratshit message, and | hate the
bungl i ng i nconpetence that got us into this, and ..."

It was the | ast, desperate grasp of soneone falling into hell, blamng
everyone else. This is hell, Megan thought. Darkness and that sound will be
with ne forever and this tunnel will not end.

and | hate the priests and everybody breathing free above. And | hate
Shkai ' ra hissed, her voice shrinking into a singsong chant. Menories opened
and bled; it was the voice of a child alone in the dark with pain and fear

No way out, Megan thought. No opening. In a cold sweat, she inmagi ned her
gropi ng hand suddenly finding a wall in the dark. In the blackness. To be
eaten alive

"“. . . but I live, you die. You go, not me. |I'mstrong now, not weak ..

The hair rose on Megan's back, and she fought down the trenmbling fits that
threatened to | ock her here, unable to nove either forward or back

" no one will hurt nme again; I'll live and kill, until the gods cone to
eat the world. And I'Il dance in the flanes ..." The Kommanza's face worked
into a rictus of hate, but her body noved forward, its novements guided with a
preternatural cal mess even as threads of spittle drooled down fromher |ips.
In her mind, the ancient Litany of Hate continued.

The force of Shkai'ra's fear clawed at Megan's nind, but there was no way for
the Zak to stop, to perhaps ease the fear. Megan opened her nouth dazedly and
shook her head. Sweat ran down her tenples and under her hair as she fought
of f Shkai'ra's enotions. She gasped again, aware that the air no | onger noved
at all From somewhere inside herself she pulled a defense against the other
Fi shguts, she thought. That m ght be hel ping her, but it's not hel ping nme at
all. She pretended that it was a challenge, issued in the childpack; one to



performor |ose sight, her face and position. She craw ed on

In the bl ackness before her, suddenly there was no floor. She stopped and felt
around the edges, fingers sliding in slimy softness. Her breathing was

refl ected back to her with an odd netallic ring-cold, and shifting slightly.
So that's why the air is dead. She clanped her teeth on her lip a nonment.

Shkai'ra ran into her feet. The sudden interruption of the steady nechanica
crawl i ng shocked her consci ousness back into control

"Move!" she rasped, then realized that the conmand had been given in
Komanzanu. "Get going," she repeated in Fehinnan, uncertain this tinme whether
it was a conmand or a plea.

"Shkai'ra, we, ah, have a bit of a problem" The Zak's voice was oddly
nmuf fl ed, carefully calm

"Now this is revealed unto you?" Shkai'ra said, the rhythnms of her
cradl e-speech rubbi ng through the tongue she had | earned. The effort of
tal king hel ped to bring her back to herself a little.

"The passage ahead of us-it goes al nost straight down. And there's water at
the bottom"

Shkai'ra choked of f a sound that m ght have been a whi nmper. Turning her head,
she sank teeth into one armhard enough to draw bl ood, then clenched a fist
and slanmed it across the three inches of space available into the side of the
tunnel .

The pain overrode fear; to a Komranza, pain was deeply linked to discipline
and nmastery. "The ..." She hawked and spat. 'The kinless cowget turd-eating
Fehi nnans build these tunnels shaped |like a shuh rune. Down and then up again,
farther up on the other side and out to the cellar levels."

The Zak felt sudden shock as if solidly stopping a blow and began to realize
how close the tie between themwas. |I. Am Not Afraid. O small. Spaces. She
put her head down a moment, her forehead on the weeping concrete. Synpathy so
close would not aid them 'The bottom of an S-curve?" Already she inmagi ned the
icy feel of scummy water forcing its way into her lungs. "W don't know how
deep, either, after that fishgutted storm" She drew a deep breath. "Well have
to turn on our backs and go down head first, to bend around the curve." She
froze a second, then with a hurried scranble she edged around and started down
the shaft, frantically forcing her body to do what was necessary. If | stop
"Il never nake nyself do this, she thought as the water oozed through her
hair and touched the top of her scalp, rising only as fast as she coul d get
purchase in the sline.

The sick, tight feeling in her chest got worse as she forced her way under and
somet hi ng squirmed away from under one hand. It was as cold as the Dark One s
breath. She thought of breathing. The bl ood rushed to her head and pounded in
her tenples, the darkness behind her eyes pulsed red. There was no air. She
scranbl ed and shoved through sludge. Her nails caught at projections and gave
her purchase as she realized the curve was scraping past her knees. Fighting
pai nful constriction, she |unged upward, striving for air, and life.

Shkai'ra waited | ong nonents before turning. Even so, it was not until the
skittering frombehind grew cl ose that she drew a qui ck dozen deep breaths and
pushed herself forward and down.

If 1"'mgoing to be eaten alive, | want to drown first, she thought as the oily



wat er cl osed over her face.

She j ackknifed her body to bend around the down-curve, braced her feet against
the ceiling, and pushed with all the strength of her |ong thigh nuscles. The

i npetus carried her to the bottom of the straight section, to where the shaft
curved | evel once nore at the bottomof the U And there she stopped; the
tunnel was partly bl ocked by sedi nent, and the buoyancy of the air in her

l ungs kept trying to drag her up and back. Her face scraped against the
concrete of the tunnel's roof, her shoulders janmed and sank into the slippery
softness of the bottom OQutstretched before her, there was no room for her
arms to gain |l everage; only the strength in her fingers and wists was in play
agai nst the slick-slimy surface. Her boot toes scrabbl ed, but her shins were
still braced against the curve of the shaft, and it held her feet flailing

al nost uselessly in the water.

She ignored the overwhel mi ng urge to exhale, knowing that the burning in her
l ungs would be tenfold worse if she gave in.

In the end, it was the nushy resilience of the fermenting waste al ong the
floor that saved her; bone could not give way, nor concrete, but the thick
organi c mud fl owed away from beneath her straining shoul ders.

Zai k, godlord, bad enough to drown, but to drown in shit. ... An insane giggle
at the thought alnost killed her, filling her nmouth with cold rancid water as
she pulled herself along the bottomstretch. Little strength was |left as she
broke free and floated up the vertical rise; she mght have drowned on the
surface itself if fingers had not wound in her hair and held her nouth above
wat er as she retched and coughed.

Megan' s voi ce cane from above her head, harsh and strained but with a note of

relief. "Just think. If | hadn't had you as a guide, | would have m ssed these
glorious sights of this wonderful city. Do you take all newconers through the

best parts?

She was braced in the vertical upshaft, knees and back preventing her from
sliding back down onto Shkai'ra. She | ooked up as the Kommanza braced hersel f.
Faintly above, she could see a dimlight that seened brighter than the gl ow ng
slime rubbing off the walls. The coment drew nothing from Shkai'ra save a
strangled "OQUT. Get out of here.™

They resuned the clinb, the phosphorescence fading as they clinbed higher
They had reached bare concrete when the shaft grew slightly wider. After the
first few feet, Megan felt one hand slide again and knew that the dull ache
spreadi ng through her hands and knees was nore than just the pressure of
clinmbing straight up. A slight projection in the wall gouged into one kneecap
and she wi shed that she had her own | eather breeches rather than this useless
shift. The Zak | evered herself up another foot on flayed knees and realized
that she could see the wall in front of her

Anot her foot, and another. The |ight was strong enough for her to see the danp
pat ches where her hands had touched the roughness of the concrete; a little
brighter, and she would be able to nmake out the redness. She was cold and
sweating with effort. Her hand hit the wooden grill covering a side passage
and clung to the hard snoboth bars as to the prom se of salvation

"Zail o Unseen, don't stop," Shkai'ra panted behind her. Leather

saddl e-trousers had left her knees at l|least in better condition than her
conrade's, but the need for escape was a physical hunger now. Bel ow she could
hear a pl oppi ng and splashing as the first tiny fanged heads broke the surface
of the water; soon claws would scrabble at the walls. The gators were stil



fol | ow ng.

"There's a grating," Megan expl ained as her fingers ran over it. Wven
tightly, it would pass water and air but nothing living larger than a flea.
The surface of the wood was oddly slick under her hands, treated sonehow to
shed the danp and resist rot.

"OfF course there's a grating! You think folk want to wake up with the little
craw ers sharing their straw? Qpen it!"

Megan braced herself and strained; her face was pressed to the unyielding
surface, and she could see dimy up a sloping square tunnel. "I can't
budge it," she gasped!

Shkai'ra made a sound, nostly a groan but with the hint of a whinper in it.
"It's meant to keep things out and let offal through-there's a spring holding
it closed; it hinges in. Pull."

Megan cursed herself silently. Anger made her wrench sharply on the grille;
there was a rending pop as the | am nated wooden spring gave way.

"Just a few feet, and then into a lighted room" she whispered back to
Shkai ' ra. CGoddess, to be clean .

CHAPTER XVI |

The Adderchi ef slamred a pal m down on the polished surface of the table. The
sound fell into a silence that filled the cellar roomanong stolen finery and
bare, dew weeping walls.

Around the table, the aristocracy of the Adderfangs sat, their eyes lost in

t he shadows of their hood-masks. They were the elite of their kind,

ari stocrats anmong thi eves, assassins, alley bravos; overlords of protection
rings, banks, the houses that satisfied tastes so curious that even Fehi nnan

| aw | ooked askance. Their organi zati on was ancient by IlIlizbuah reckoning,

whi ch stretched back to times when the shape of the continents thensel ves had
changed. There were rules, laws, a tradition of decorum This display of
enotion was unseemy. Behind the masks, certain cal cul ati ons of power began to
shift.

"Two of our best dead," the Adderchief continued. "On a standard mi ssion, with
only two clients-" she used the antiseptic term nology of the trade "-and

t hose sl eeping. An Adderfang killed in plain view with his own fungus
grenade. "

They winced at the humiliation. Face was inportant; their reputation was their
livelihood. The North-side Serpentchief spoke, greatly daring:

"The red-haired barbarian ..." He let the phrase trail off, no need to rem nd
t he Adderchi ef of the fiasco at Rai sak Staaiun |ast year; no doubt the
reference would not be | ost on those considering new | eadership, either

The Adderchi ef s voice was nuch cal nrer when she answered, and for the first
time that evening the man was fri ght ened.

"That," she said in carefully measured tones, "is not spoken of in ny
presence. Not nore than once."

The gathering tensi on was broken by a voice, but not fromany of the six
darkl ords. They rose to their feet and spread out with snmooth econony; any



observer woul d have noticed that they had lost little of the alley skills in
their years of nastery.

The sound canme fromthe garbage chute, in the wall against which their counci
tabl e had been pushed. " hinges in," they heard. "Pull."

There was the click of a miniature bolt-gun being cocked, and the first bolt
slid fromthe nagazine into the groove, its point black and tarry.

It was a shock to be free of the confining tunnel. Megan lay for a nonent,
panting, under the table before turning to help Shkai'ra. It was then that she
heard the small sound. She froze. That had been a weapon, a weapon |ike

She | ooked up and stared along the shaft of a bolt into the eyes of a
crouching figure in a black hood. From beneath the table, she could see the

| egs of five nore.

Shkai'ra foll owed her, staggering as she crawled with the aftershock of
adrenal i ne exhaustion. Slowy, she | ooked up and si ghed.

"Ch, sheepshit."

The Adder kicked the last of their clothes into a corner and turned to finish
tying Shkai'ra. Megan's breath hissed between her teeth as she pulled on the
bi ndi ngs. Her arns were strai ned behind her back, hands tied to feet and
thunbs to toes. Lying on her back, her full weight lay on her wists, sending
sharp, random pain shooting up her arms. One Adderfang inspected the
shot - pi stol he'd taken from Shkai'ra.

W go to pick grapes and the rivers run wine." The Adderchief |aughed softly.
"Five thousand gold we will get fromthe General Staff. Three thousand from
the tight-arse priests."” Her voice caressed. "Revenge best of all." She | eaned
forward and began heating a knife blade in the glass chimey of the al coho

| anp on the table before her. "A shame to spoil the temper of a good bl ade,

but guests are always dropping in before the facilities are ready. Thoughtl ess
of you, Red-hair . . . and for the love of the Sun's shadow, throw some water
over them neeting over a sewer is bad enough, without it crawing in with
us."

The one had finished with Shkai'ra and rolled her on her back, her knees
spreading in an uncontrollable reflex to ease the pain of unnaturally strained
linbs. He gripped her above the hips and | ooked up at the | eader

"Not yet," that one | aughed, muffled behind the black hood. "Later, when she
needs cheering up."

Megan felt hate and rage flare up in her. She strained again, gasped as the
icy water splashed over her, shook her head, and spat at the figure before
her. "Kourttz H Rokatsk! Your mother died of |eprosy before you were

concei ved! "

The Adder backhanded Megan casually as she turned to watch their chief. A
green light flared in Megan's eyes, and she fell silent, seeking sonething,
anything, to fix her power on. The Adderchief knelt by Shkai'ra, considering.
The others gathered closer. Shkai'ra's face was expressionless as the netal
touched and sizzled briefly on the upper curve of one breast. The Adder gave a
deep sound of satisfaction. "Don't talk too soon," she said happily.

Megan pul |l ed harder on the tw ne securing her thunbs, as the sizzle filled her
ears and the scent of scorched neat drifted out into the humd cl oseness of
the room She could feel the stiff, harsh fiber cutting into the skin, but if



only she could pul

She sagged a second; then what? A roonful of arned assassins agai nst her. She
strained again, and her nails grated on the stone beneath her. At the harsh

sound everything went still. Pull she thought. The directionless fury cool ed
suddenly to an icy knot within her, and her nmind stopped its fruitless
t hrashing. By straining her hand, she could just use her nails ... so. She

i gnored the cranping in her hand and felt the threads stretch and snap as she
sni cked through the first few. Not allow ng her hands to fall free, she turned
her gaze around the room and assessed her chances. W are going to die, she

t hought, but which one goes with us? The one tornmenting Shkai'ra was just too
far away, with others between. She turned her head to | ook at the one who had
struck her and slowy began to shift her weight.

One of the black-clad figures glanced up uneasily. "Ah, Darkness," he said.
The Adderchief | ooked up. "I think I can hear the little cramers in the waste
chute.”

There was a barely perceptible stirring notion, quickly checked. The Adders
spent nmuch of their working lives below the surface, in the huge network of
runnel s, sewers, and blind basenents that spider-webbed beneath the streets,
punped free by the giant windmlls along the walls. The | abor of generations
had pushed t hrough new connections; there were chanbers down bel ow t hat had no
direct connection with the light, and many a househol der |ived unknow ng
above. There were boundaries and territories in the sunless roads, and wars
fought in darkness. The crawlers were the fear that never left those who
passed their tinme bel ow, no menace when you could shut a barrier on them or
run, but to be trapped with no way to bl ock an entranceway .

Irritated, the Adderchief lifted the knife blade and studied it for a noment
before reheating. "The grate is closed, and the spring is new," she said.

Shkai'ra's eyes snapped back fromthe infinitely renote place wthin her where
t hey had been focused. Consciousness returned, and there was a hard, delighted
malice in the carrying tone she used.

"Not since we broke it clinbing in," she said.

The Adderchi ef hesitated as the others wheeled to stare at the opening in the
wall. The first of the crawers dropped with a click to the flagstones of the
floor and scuttled, seeking the bl ood-scent from Shkai'ra's | eg wound. Her
hand wound in Shkai'ra's hair, and she tensed to draw the other wonan forward
onto the glowing iron. That nonment, frozen between fear and hate, was her
undoi ng. The Kommanza's head snapped si deways and her teeth sank into flesh;
she could feel tendon and artery beginning to yield as she gripped and
worried, heedl ess of the pain in her bound hands. The assassin |l ord shrieked,
as much in surprise as in pain; it took her |long nonents to free herself, and
bl ood trickled thickly fromthe ugly wound on her knife hand.

At the assassin's cry, Megan | eaped, her hands arching out in a swift slash
that tore through her target's face frombrowto chin. She felt fluid spray
across her fingers and her claws catch, slowed by the rmuscles but sinking to
the bone as fatty tissue shredded away.

The wonman st aggered back scream ng, hands cl asping the ruins of her face. "M
eyes! My eyes!" The bl ack hood showed ragged, sodden edges through her
fingers, and bright blood splattered her hands-bl ood and ot her fl uids.

More crawl ers had dropped fromthe hole, lashing in the feeding frenzy brought
by the scent of blood. The assassins were noving with the speed that was their



safety. Megan's cranped linbs failed her as she tried to finish the one, and
she staggered. She never saw the blow that felled her; she only felt the
stunning pain that blossoned in her back, a spinning kick knocking her into
the wall. The world blacked out for a second.

The Adderchi ef al one paused at the door. "Renenber ne: Jahlini Buhhfud s-kin,"
she taunted. "As long as the craw ers give you tine. They won't eat your hair;
the priests will pay us for that, at |least. Hearty appetite!"

The door slamred on the sound of her laughter, |eaving themin the darkness
and the sound of scales on stone. Below, the grate hung | oosely against its
nmoori ngs; each scranbling push of crawlers forced it open | ong enough for a
few to pass, before the weight of the others dropped it back again. Soon the
press passing through would float it wi de open on a sea of backs; for a
nmonent, only a hand of the tiny reptiles could pass at a tine.

Shkai'ra twisted to crush one of the crawlers that had found her in the dark
"Megan! Megan!" she called, then, "Yie! Cowget bastards! Megan

"No ... no need to shout," Megan gasped, desperately trying to regain the w nd
t hat had been knocked out of her as she |levered herself up, first on her
forearns, then knees, finally staggering to her feet.

Shkai'ra heard the table go over with a crash and a sliding, scrunching noise
as it was pushed against the wall. Say sonmething, so | can find you," Megan
sai d.

"CGet nme | oose!"

It was an instant's work to free Shkai'ra, and a bit longer to relight a | anp.
They spent a hurried nonment bracing the table; the tunnel was narrow, and
there woul d not be enough of the reptiles pushing on the surface of the wood
bl ocking the entrance to shift it. The crawlers already in the roomwere easy
enough to deal with; a hard quick stanmp and a sound hal fway between a crunch
and the bursting of a ripe tomato. Even this close to the sewers, the snell
was heavy; the ruptured digestive tracts were foul with the food the crawl ers
scavenged fromthe city's wastes.

At | ast they paused, silent except for deep panting breaths. Shkai'ra | eaned
back against the wall, wi ncing but accepting the pain for the support. Her
eyes strayed to the door, and a nmeditative |look cane into them Slowy, a
snmle flashed anmong the brui ses and drying blood, and she shared it with
Megan.

The guards outside the council door were bored. It was a high honor to guard

such a meeting; comon shivpushers could not dreamof it, and there had been

exci tement enough, when all the dark ones had come boiling out. The Sout hside
Ser pent chi ef had been badly wounded by soneone or sonething. But the cryptic

command to guard the prisoners while the crawl ers finished them had been

baf fl1ing. What prisoners?

Still, they knew better than to question an order from Adderchief Jahli ni
hersel f, especially with one of her supporters renoved from power so suddenly.

A scream cane through the door-weak, exhausted. The guards nodded at each
ot her and crouched down expectantly.

Surprisingly, words followed. "Ch, please . . . the grate, it nust have
cl osed-there aren't any nmore com ng, but-ah, no! I'mtied-"



One of the guards rose to his feet and laid a hand on the handl e of the thick
pl ank door. H s comnpani on stopped him

"Yo' out yo' taany ratfuck maahnd?" she drawed in thick New City patois.

"Why shoul the dark ones gi' all tha fun?" he said petulantly. " 'Sides, order
was to let crawlers gnaw em No no' crawers, we goin' do it."

She nodded reluctantly. He approached the door with caution, pressing his ear
to the wood and hearing nothing but a | ow nmoani ng and a sudden cry of pain.
Satisfied, he opened the door a tiny crack, standing well back; the other
Adder fang poised to lack it shut and slide back the bar. He saw only Megan

| yi ng, apparently bound, on her back, knees spread, sobbing slightly. Behind
the hood, his grin spread.

'Naace," he said. "Ev'n all Dash up. No need to kill fast ..." Together, they
strolled into the room They never saw the Kommanza at all

When t hey woke monents | ater they had been roughly bound with the fragnents of
the prisoners' ruined clothes.

"Naace," was Megan's comment .

Shkai'ra grinned down at them "Sorry we can't stay and entertain you," she
said, "but like thoughtful hosts, you've already provided that." She |acked
the tabl e away fromthe hole, and they bolted the door behind them

The screans did begin soon

"Now what ? W' ve our weapons, assorted wounds and bl ood, and not mnuch el se.
Once we find a way out, you think we can walk the streets |like this? Megan
asked.

Shkai'ra shrugged. "Well, with those manacle scars and the battering, you
could always claimto be an escaped sl ave."

A long search later, Megan spat, "Well, what can you see? Darkness take it! |
want out of this warren. Is that the way out?"

Shkai'ra turned fromthe peephole, light falling in a thin shaft into the

dar kness of the cranped corridor. She turned to her conpanion, a half grin
showi ng white in the gloomof the corridor. "There's a roomout there, al
right . . . fromthe decorations, |I'd say a joyhouse on the Street of Dubi ous
Delights."

"Better than the sewers."

Shkai'ra felt carefully around the edges of the panel; there was a sharp click
and it swng inward. Before themwas a sea of garishly colored pillows, broken
here and there by wai st-hi gh padded platforns of varying shape. It was

L- shaped, and a chorus of mpani ng and sl appi ng sounds cane from around the
bend "Door's probably that way," Shkai'ra said.

"Shall we interrupt?"

The custoner was a worman in her mddle years, on her knees anmid a pile of
pillows. Several of those were needed to support the |lithe young boy crouched
behi nd her, his hands clenched in rolls of tissue as he thrust with steady
metronom c regularity. There was little chance of the wonan seeing the two
naked and bl oody figures, as her eyes were closed and her face buried between



the legs of the girl who lay before her. That one did see them and raised
startled brows at the sight of the edged netal in their hands.

Shkai'ra raised a finger to her lips and pointed toward the door with the tip
of her saber. The girl nodded, |eaned back into her nest of pillows, and
resumed a series of artful mpans, interrupted by bites at a peach she sel ected
froma nearby bow . Shkai'ra speared another with her sword as they padded by.
Megan quirked up one corner of her nouth as they slipped by. So what did you
expect in a joyhouse? She asked herself. She slipped out the door behind
Shkai'ra and closed it softly. The nosaic was cool on her feet as they passed
a nunber of closed doors. She nudged Shkai'ra. "Do they keep a tally of who
enters? If not, then two nore custonmers who had been, ah, a trifle

ent husi astic, in the baths wouldn't be noticed, would they?"

The tall er womman pursed her nouth. "Hmm" she nused. Her eye lit on a coo
bl ue hanging of light cotton. She ripped it down with a jerk of her wist and
began wrapping their weapons in it.

She threw an arm around Megan's shoul ders, practicing a slight stagger. "I
guess we're drunk. Sing in the shower, and if we conpl ain about our cl othing

bei ng stolen, we can probably get a couple of tunics. | know the managenent in
pl aces like these; | did a stint as a bouncer in one when | was down on ny
l uck, once."

"Sing? | have a voice like a raven!"
"So be an inconsiderate drunk"
CHAPTER XI X

The Street of Dubious Delights roared around them as they staggered fromthe
j oyhouse doorway. Lanplight and wi ndow gl ow ran across the busy pavenents;
after the close incense-scented silence of the inner roons, the snells of
sweat and dung and garlic struck like a fist at taut nerves. They both knew
that a cromd was the best hiding place, but sonething old and blind within
urged themto seek out silence and darkness.

The two women | eaned agai nst each other, feet weaving and voices raised in

di scordant snatches of song. Two nore foreign sailors would attract little
notice, except fromthe pickpockets and slavers; scars and weapons woul d
persuade themthat these were best left alone, even with a small keg split

bet ween them They passed the darkened mouth of an alley between two Dright
shop fronts, and reeled in anpobng the fruit rinds and the smell of stale urine.

Megan tugged at the cheap cotton of the whorehouse tunic, brightly printed

wi th what a Fehi nnan woul d consider erotic patterns. "1'd like to get out of
this w perag," she began, then swayed to one side and began quietly vomting
against a wall. There was a limt; across half this huge and alien city, to
kill and loll, and running in sewers |like a hunted rabbit

The sudden i mage of a nurderous bunny turning at bay with a dagger inits
teeth brought a half-hysterical chuckle that turned to a curse as she spat the
taste of bile fromher nouth

"Fortunate that we didn't eat before this began," she said. Wrdlessly,
Shkai'ra laid her hand for a nmonent on the back of the Zak's neck; Megan
didn't even begin to twitch away, accepting confort.

"Now, ' Megan continued, "I want to hole up sonewhere. And shake for a
senni ght." She | ooked up at the brightening stars with nild amazenent. "Only a



little after sunset!" she said.

Shkai ' ra nodded. "Warrior's tine," she nmused. A shake of the shoul ders. "Best
we go."

"Shkai ' ra?" Megan said quietly.
" Hhmm 2"

"Don't you think it m ght be a good idea not to go back to the Wayfarer? Even
if they haven't picked up on the fact that we've gotten out and had us
followed, they will be watching the inn and each other." They were still a few
bl ocks away fromthe Wary Wayfarer, near the docks, having swuing around to
approach the inn fromanother direction than that of the New City. The streets
down here were narrower and the poured-stone light posts fewer. The taste of
bile was still raw in the Back of her throat, as if she had scoured the
menbranes with sand, and she could snell the foul ness when she inhal ed.

The bl ond woman was silent for a nonent, eyes scanning the road and rooftops.
"Best we do," she said. "Inpossible. It's a big city, but hard to hide in if
the right people are |ooking for you. Anywhere else, 1'd not know t he ways

i n-nmore chance of being caught off guard.

"They won't just try to kill us again," Shkai'ra continued, musing, ticking
of f points on her fingers. "Eh, they'll assune we've stashed the nessage and
it'll come out if we die or vanish. Ka, too open an attack woul d reveal things

to the Sun-on-Earth, and this nust be a faction fight below that |evel, or
we'd already be on the flaying tables. So they have to snatch us, for torture,
wi t hout creating too nuch of a fuss. Not easy. Better if we got in unseen

yes, but what really worries me is the priests setting spooks on us."

"How good are the w zard-priests?

Shkai'ra snorted. "At what, nounted archery? | couldn't tell a spook pusher
froma spavined pinp- you'll have to handle that."

"I"'mjust ared witch with a few tricks," Megan said, casting a | ook back over
her shoul der where drag marks from a nuggi ng showed dark in the danp of the
street, and checked her dagger in its sheath. "Foolery with w ne cups,

twi stings of light and shadow . " Her voice trailed into silence. "Could
you get in unseen, alone?" They stopped in a puddle of dark in an al cove where
one building jutted out. Megan sneezed at the odor of cat piss and al npst

m ssed Shkai'ra's snort.

"Can the Sun rise? Wiat do you have in that small mnd of yours?"
"Keep an eye out for trouble while I drink."

At this, Shkai'ra shrugged and turned to peer down the street. "Don't think
too |l ong."

"Cohrse nahht, gaaimun." At the runbling bass at her back, Shkai'ra shied
violently and whirled, sword already arcing out. The tall, burly, scarred
Fehi nnan porter nade no nove to dodge as the edge swept horizontally through
his neck nearly two nmeters above the pavenent, and said, in Megan's voi ce,
from considerably closer to the ground, 'WII| this pass, in the dark?"

"Well, 1'll be a sheep-raping offspring of a nonad | eper,"” Shkai'ra swore,
peering nore closely. The edges of the figure seemed a little blurred; she
squi nted and saw her conpanion's figure beneath, as through nuddy water.



The illusion vani shed. Megan stood before her, w ping sweat from her forehead
"That's tiring. Especially in warmweather. But there will be less effort when
the image i s what people expect to see.”

"Ahi-a," Shkai'ra said, tapping her chin. A cold snile bent the w de,
thin-1ipped nouth. "Do you know what an oxgoad is?"

The pile of w cker cages reached the full five-nmeter height of the main

ki tchens. Below stretched the orderly chaos of tiled floor, stretches of
wooden counter, and the great nultiple brick hearths; the hen pheasants
clucked and circled wearily, as if resigned to their fate. A violent squawking
brought the attention of an undercook

He saw the bl ack-furred figure crouched in the second tier. "It's him" he
cried, through the hiss of fires and thudding of cleavers. "The denon!" He
reached out, grabbed and threw the first object that came to hand. As this
chanced to be a stuffed and roasted salnon fresh fromthe bake oven, a shril
scream followed the fish as it whirled through the oil -snoke haze.

The sal mon smacked flatly into the brick wall behind Ten-Knife-Foot. This

al one m ght not have distracted hinm a paw outstretched through the lattice of
a cage was only a hairbreadth fromthe cowering and hysterical form of a quai
in the far corner. The shower of scalding oily droplets was sufficient to
attract his attention

The cat streaked for the top of the pile. An equally unthinking reflex drove
t he undercook with a burned palmto attenpt to clinb the pile after the
four-footed nenesis of the Wayfarer's kitchen staff.

Even braced against a wall, the thin withes were inadequate to support his
wei ght, and the pile expl oded outward.

Most of the cages were secured only by straw. The oddly muffl ed sound of four
and sixty woven cages thuddi ng down over table and hearth and vat was | ost
under the noise of near twice as many birds freed and driven frantic in the
same nmoment. A large turkey, with the wit of its farmbred race, nade a
perfect ballistic trajectory into one of the great ceramc vats lining the
opposite wall. A few brief flailing strokes of its wings distributed enough
snoki ng- hot peanut oil on the near-naked skins or the kitchen slaves to send
hal f a dozen scream ng and | eaping into the center of the floor. Turkeys of
the four-footed breed scanpered up the walls, their two sets of claws
grappling at the bricks. Chickens |anded and scurried, clucking. The quail and
pheasants circl ed above, bedewi ng the trampied food and | eapi ng servants
bel ow wi t h guano. One with nore presence of mind than the rest fluttered in to
perch on the hi ghest object avail able.

Unfortunately, this was the centerpiece of the kitchens this evening, an

el aborate confection of spun sugar, crystallized caranel, ginger, and fl ake
pastry, all adorning a centerpiece of froth-whipped cream and brandied sliced
gooseberries. The bird | anded, clutched, was entrapped, and sank |ayer by
layer to lie thrashing anid the berries and cream until its claws scrabbled
t hrough the pastry shell and spilled the fruit on the bare feet of d aaghi
the head cook. There it formed a conplenment to much of the superstructure
clinging to her face and shoul ders.

She scraped the sticky goo out of her eyes just in tine to see a fleeting

bl ack shadow, hanpered by the hysterical quail in his mouth, dart between the
| egs of one of the burned kitchen slaves. The sl ave staggered as the cat hit

himand tried to lift his other leg into the air as well, as a flailing w ng



hamered himacross the shin. He fell into another servant, and both tunbled
back to hit the edge of the trestle table holding that evening' s | ate dinners
out of the way until they could be delivered to the cormon room The table
arced like a released catapult, plastering the entire results of an evening of
careful work against the opposite wall

Wth a bellow that al nost silenced the pandenoni um C aaghi snatched a cl eaver
fromthe bl ock just behind her and, skidding in fruit, feathers, pheasant
dung, and sugar, went after Ten-Knife-Foot.

"Killing's too good for you, you scraping of a whore's scabs! |I'll nake cat
soup wi thout doing you the good of cutting that verm nous, mange-ri dden
throat! I'Il ..." The tirade becane a wordl ess roar

The head cook was heavy, but capable of a good turn of speed once started, and
unli ke the cat, she saw no necessity to weave anong feet and tables. Through
the shrieking ruins of what had, not sixty seconds before, been a busy but

wel | -ordered kitchen, she plowed with the ponderous inevitability of a
knight's destrier. Ten-Knife-Foot had been making for the main stairs to the
upper levels. daaghi's course made that inpossible, and the cat turned and
ran for the | adder-stair that descended to the storage |evel below Most
traffic to the bins was by the counterweighted Iift in the far corner of the
great room or by the steep ranp fromthe rear |aneway.

Ten-Knife had the quail gripped closely, at the base of the throat; there had
been no tine to attend to killing it, and the frenzied battering of its w ngs
forced the cat to keep his head high as he weaved his way through the mlling
feet and down the rough wooden treads. It also slowed hi menough to keep
Claaghi only a little beyond a cl eaver-sw ng behi nd.

Good practice, Megan thought. She was trenbling with the effort of keeping up
the image, reaching to prod the slow oxen walking to her left. But | should
nave hidden with Shkai'ra. As the cart of new |linen runbled around the corner
and down the incline to the door of the undercellar of the Weary Wayfarer, she
could just make out the flicker of novenent marking the draw ng back of one of
the watchers who waited for a small dark woman. O a tall red-blond; together
or apart. A Fehinnan porter and his laundry interested himnot at all. "Al
right?" she nmuttered as the cart creaked to a stop, bel ow

" hot!" Shkai'ra's answer was nmuffled by the bal es of |inen bedding, but
Megan caught the last word. Wth a grunt, she swung open the door that would
bl ock them from outside view and dropped the imge, shaking hands and

shoul ders to | oosen nuscles tense and fatigued by concentration. There was a
surf-roar of noise fromsonewhere in the bowels of the inn; she wondered
vaguely what it m ght be as she turned to help Shkai'ra nove the bal es and get
out .

The undercellar was dim Little could be seen of Ten-Knife-Foot save for the
flutter of quail wings as he raced across the littered floor and bounded to
the top of the oxcart. There he paused, gl anced over one shoul der at the

| oomi ng figure of d aaghi, and began throw ng sheeting aside with flying paws,
nroewfi ng around a mawful of feathers.

Tense and made sensitive by the strain of maintaining an i mage for rnuch | onger
than she'd ever done before, Megan caught a blast of cat-thought .

bi g-one, safe, help big snelly big big watch-out, help feather spit, eat-good,
hel p big bright-sharp, hide, run, hide, here safe, hide-with, help run, angry,
SNEEZE feathers, HELP . . . Shkai'ra's hand snaked out between the bal es,
snapped the quail's neck, and pitched the cat to the other side of the cart
over Megan's head. "Stupid beast, go away!" she said.



d aaghi thundered past Megan who was | eaning casually on the cart, and beyond,
no |l onger able to track the cat by the sound of the shrieking bird, stil
chasi ng shadows.

Shkai'ra heaved a bale of sheets off her shoulders and rose to stand.
"Something tells ne," Megan said, |ooking down at her claws to hide her tired
smle, "that there's going to be another itenized bill." Shkai'ra giggled

al nrost hysterically and clinbed out of the cart. Leaning on each other, they
staggered upstairs to bed.

In a confortable corner of the roof, far above, Ten-Knife-Foot settled down to
rid his quail of the irritating feathers

CHAPTER XX

As the door closed behind them Megan headed reflexively for the bed, tired
and aching in every linmb, but forcing herself to stop and check the wardi ng on
the room She regarded the ward sign, the thread-thin band of silver outlined
in red, both now bracketed in a thicker band of blue. Sonmeone nuch nore

power ful than she was reinforcing her spell, subtly and with care. Soneone she
had felt before. Yeva. Megan | ooked over at Shkai'ra and said nothing. None
but the nobst powerful would even think of checking for these wards; perhaps
only their God-King could see them should he be interested-at |east from what
everyone's reacti on was when the Avatar was nentioned

Every pillow, from both beds, was piled against the framework between two of
the posts, form ng a nest just bel ow where Shkai'ra's sword hung. In the

m ddl e of this Megan sat curled, with the sheet pulled up close. She frowned
at her nails and resunmed rasping at one of them not satisfied with the edge.
Shkai'ra | ooked up from a cushi on where she had been painting her scratches
and abrasions with the brown liquid fromthe bottle in her hand, al nost
flinching as it stung in each wound. "You'll wear themaway if you keep that

up. "

"Hmm " Megan's reply was an affirmative munbl e that showed she wasn't really
listening. "I'msick of this. This is not ny idea of a restful stop on ny
journey home. "

"Hah," Shkai'ra snorted. "You'll rest when you're a withered ancient of forty
or fifty snows. If we live that long, I'll join you by the firel" Megan

gl anced at her, nodded absently, tossing the pouch they had retrieved from
Harri so, when the army's offer had seened to be the best.

"There is only one person that we could possibly give this message to w t hout
getting our arnms and |l egs pulled off before having our throats cut."

"But she'd turn us into frogs ... or those slinmy worns that |ive under rocks.
| don't want to live the rest of nmy life catching flies!" Shkai'ra said, only
half in jest.

"Look," Megan said shortly, dangling the pouch by one string. 'This I
cannot - under st and?- cannot break. The priests, the arny faction and the
Low ords have had a good shot at killing us. Every time they |ose face,
they' Il try harder next time. They have to, fromwhat you tell ne."

A baffled voice drifted in fromthe corridor rather plaintively. "Wy am!|
carrying this tray?"



Megan sat up sharply. "Oh shit, | forgot to cancel the meal s!" Shkai'ra, got
up and jerked the door open. Her frustration showed plainly by the way she
snapped at the servant. "Room four!" She grabbed the tray and sl amed the door
shut .

The servant stood | ooking at the door and then at her hands, counting slowy
on the fingers; she | ooked up and down the corridor, counted again, turned the
hand over to count a third tine, and finally shrugged and went downstairs.

Shkai'ra stood a second by the door, then put the tray down and w enched the
cork out of the bottle. "Wll, then. The priests won't stay bought, nor the
CGener al - Commander, and we can't buy the Adderfangs in the first place; we just
have to be better than they are for a while."

She chuckl ed again and poured the cups full. "Life won't be so bad with webbed
feet." She | aughed, as she drank the red wine. "I'Il pick out ny lilypad. Hard
on Ten-Knife; quail are scarce in the swanps."

The cat | ooked up fromthe bed, then closed his eyes again. He was |lying on
hi s back, paws splayed, stomach confortably rounded. A pink and rem ni scent
tongue | apped once at his jows.

Shkai'ra tore the leg off the barbecued duck. "Not enough al cohol here to sl ow
us down; only one bottle," she said mldly. Finishing with a confortable

bel ch, she crossed to her room and returned draggi ng a chest. Licking grease
of f her fingers, she flicked the latch open. But this tinme |I'mtaking sone
precautions."

She lifted the lid with a toe. Inside, neatly wapped i n waterproof bindings,
was a set of Kommanz cavalry arnor, the gear worn by horse archer-lancers on
the prairies of the Red River Valley: flared helnmet with a |ong nasal, back
and breast of four-ply lacquered bisonhide on fiberglass, |am nated thigh and
arm guards of the sane, greaves and round shield.

"Wth all that? The clatter will wake next century's dead. And if we have to
climb ... best cross your warhorse with a cat. O a fly."

Ten-Knife canme to nose hopefully at the box, sniffing at the famliar scents
of leather and oil and varnish. "Mrrrffeooow?" he said.

"No, | azy one, you don't get to see the countryside from horseback," Shkai'ra
said. To Megan: "I'maquite ninmble in this, but you're right. This is what |
want ed, since that sheep-raper stole nmy shotpistol."

She pulled a rosewood case fromits clip along one side of the box. |Inside was
a curving shape of wood and horn and fiberglass, a little over a neter |ong.
The central grip of the bow was hardwod, carved and shaped, with a cutout to
all ow shafts to pass through the centerline of the weapon. The thick | am nated
arnms ended in offset bronze wheels; the string passed over them adding pulley
and cammi ng action to the power of the draw. Four long arrows snapped into a
qui ckdraw qui ver along the grip, and thirty nore were in the round | eather
tube she slung around the small of her back

The weapon turned in her hands, dark and shining and |lovely, conming alive as
she strung it with a complex tool of bronze and bone. Fromthe box, she
strapped on the arnguards of her arnor and slipped a bone ring over her right
t hunb. Then she drew to the ear, thunb | apped over the cord and hand | ocked
around it.

"Kill at a thousand paces with this," she said. "Penetrate arnor at half that;



the drawstrength is two-thirds nmy bodyweight. Up close, the shaft will go
right through a horse and kill you on the other side."

Megan padded over and tested the string. "Nice to be able to knock them out
farther away. If we see themfirst." She turned to the wi ndow, easing it open
The wardi ng shoul d keep anyone fromlooking; it would take a |ight shining out
i n darkness to break that. Across the way .

"Shkai'ra, the ones with the blowguns are still waiting across the way, |
think," she said.

The tall woman slung the bow across her back. "Six gets you one they're stil
doggi ng the back, too."

"Then how will we get to Yeva?"
"And you the acrobatic one," Shkai'ra said, raising

a finger until it pointed at the ceiling. "Until we get a few bl ocks away,
then catch a pedicab."

Megan snorted lightly. "If you can overconme your fear of heights," she said.

Megan noved silently over the hard, slick tile of the roof, faint noonlight
nmel di ng her dark clothing into a colorl ess wash. Above, the huge soft stars
glowed in a sky of scattered cloud. This was Low Town, the tenenents of the
poor, snelling of bad drai nage and fever and slum Mngled in anong the
tenenents were the occasional mansions of wealthy kinfasts whose trades
fattened on the swarnmi ng humanity crowded here; those were well guarded.

Shkai'ra foll owed, alnost as agile, but with an occasional clatter of boot on
baked clay. Mre heights, and never a big enough |lead to get down, she

t hought. Her face was set; in the Zekz Kommanz, the hi ghest thing was a
warrior's |lancepoint, and she did not |ike the roof road.

"I's this . . . really needful ?" she whispered. "I haven't heard themfor a
while, and the streets would be nmuch faster."

Megan notioned her to silence and poised, her eyes closed. It had rained
recently, and the tile was dusty/ danmp, snelling of earth. She strained her
hearing: a squeak. Cork, squeaking on a wet surface.

An i mage flashed into her menory, the Adderfang droppi ng down onto the w ndow
| edge beside her. The cork-sol ed sandal s and the sound of himshifting his

wei ght as he struggled for balance, in the instant before she swept himto his
deat h.

"No, it isn't really necessary," she whispered. "If you don't mind having them
above you."

The red-maned head flashed around. Lips skinned back; she sank down besi de her
conrade. They lay and peered back across the roof, only their eyes and the
tops of their heads showi ng over the ridge.

Cool ly, their gaze swept over acre upon acre of junbled roof, like a relief
map of the mountains, broken here and there by the dimy lighted trench of a
r oad.

Moonl i ght and kni f e-edge shadow fl attened the cityscape into a pattern
treacherous to the eye. They both waited with the hunter's patience, taking



sl ow deep breaths, their attention traveling steadily fromthe farthest to the
nearest point in snmooth arcs.

Megan saw the figures a fraction of a second earlier, black-clad, stealing

noi sel ess from one puddl e of deep shadow to darker ones. There flashed before
her eyes the basenment room and the sizzle of her friend' s flesh, and the

i ntense desire to watch themall die shook her. Her hand cl enched refl exively,
driving nails to grate on the tiles, then loosening to fall to her knife hilt.
The shadowy figures vani shed, reappeared, flitting.

The Konmmanza | aid her hand on Megan's, where it was drawing forth the knife.
"Don't want to let themget that close,” she nouthed, as Megan's attention
snapped to her; she tapped the bowcase slung across her back. "Let's fight and
run," she said, defusing the rage shining in the Zak's eyes. Her words even
drew a snmile as Megan nodded.

It would be well to cut the odds a little, and the pursuers were on their
trail anyway. Vindictiveness would make them nore carel ess. | never |iked
runni ng, Megan thought.

Snkai'ra squirmed farther down the roof and touched the wheelbow in its

| eat her case, running knowi ng fingers over the famliar weapon. The pulley
wheel s at either end responded snoothly to her gentle tug, spinning silently
on well-oiled bearings. Shooting froma solid roof would be easy after a
gal | opi ng hor se.

She drew the one and a half neters of bowstave fromits case with a convul sive
nove that sent her sliding two arm engths down the | ow pitched rooftop

Swearing softly, she wormed her way back to the roof-tree. Megan was on her
back, staring along the | ong edge of the roof and the broader street that had
bl ocked their way, thinking. "Don't take too |ong," she said.

"Then tell 'emnot to nove around," Shkai'ra answered sardonically, taking a
qui ck |1 ook over the ridge. The pursuers were closer now, about two hundred
yards. The first had paused on a rooftop, risking exposure for a better chance
at spotting the quarry.

Shkai ' ra edged back, far enough that she woul d be hi dden kneeling, and nocked
a shaft. She rose, taking a deep breath and enptying her mind. Practiced from
birth, the art cut channels in the synapses; all you had to do was get out of
the way. She knew the smooth arc of the arrow, the target, the sudden jolt as
the two met. The nock of the arrow drew to her ear. The point canme up

el evated for the arching shot. There was a rattle and clack as she | oosed and
the Iong string of the wheel bow humred t hrough the pulleys.

The sound must have carried to the target; he canme up fromhis crouch, head
darting this way and that as he sought the unfam liar sound. He was stil
seeking a second | ater when the shaft sliced down vertically out of the night.

Sound carried well, here above the muffling walls and streets; they could
clearly hear the crunch as the three-bladed hunting head sl amred into his neck
just inside the collarbone, and the single nuffled grunt. That was all, before

t he body coll apsed | oosely and slid out of sight along the reverse sl ope of
the distant roof. The Adders were determined to capture them with Jahlini's
anger to face if they failed. Over that ridge boiled a dozen of them running
openly now that their quarry had revealed itself.

Shkai'ra's hands nmoved with blurring speed; the second shaft pinned an Adder
as she | eaped fromone roof to the next. The massive power of the heavy bow
stopped her leap, a focused junp losing direction, turning into a | oose tunble



three stories to the pavenent. The third arrow drilled through the back of a
knee as the nightstal kers took cover; the fourth knocked chips of tile into
the eyes of an incautious one who had turned to peer from behind a roof ridge.

"Not bad, at that distance and in darkness, w thout good footing," Shkai'ra
nmused happily. She had never been judged nore than a passabl e archer ampong her
own peopl e; the saber was her favorite weapon.

"Stop singing your own praises and cone on," Megan hi ssed, her voice harsh.
The knife was a good weapon, but it |acked reach. "I've spotted a route that
will give us sone tine."

She slid down the roof, caught at an ornament, and | anded cat-footed on the
hi gh courtyard wall below. The Zak teetered a nmonent, standing in the slant of
the V of obsidian knives laced along the wall's top, and gl anced at Shkai'ra.

"Come on," she continued inpatiently. The razor flakes of stone were angled to
prevent searching hands from clinbing over the boundary, not to stop a wal ker
fromtraveling along it. Carefully, steadily, she paced along it, then halted.
Her eyes nicked |l eft. The courtyard gaped, a high building beyond it, joining
at right angles to the | ow corner-block they would clinmb to fromthis wall. An
agile pursuer mght well . . . would use that building, and leap to the one
she and the Kommanza sought. She | ooked back at her conpani on and fl ashed a
single smle before running ninbly along the remainder of the route. She would
need a place to rest and concentrate.

Shkai'ra blinked at the expression on the Zak's face, shrugged, and dropped to
the wall. Her larger feet were nmore awkward in the narrow sl ot of footing; one
gl ass bl ade broke and clattered to the courtyard. She | ooked down to see a
dozen tiny hairy dogs dance out beneath. Their eyes were bright black buttons
as they yapped and squeal ed at the figures above.

Li ke noisy nops with | egs, Shkai'ra thought. So, the Slinkers should be right
behi nd, drawn by the noi se.

Just then there was a crunch and one of the dogs fed silent, its final yipe

astoni shing froman aninmal so small. Slinkers, Shkai ra thought, concentrating
grimy on maintaining her bal ance. She had never liked the two-stage alarm
system favored by Illizbuah's richer nmerchants and vicel ords. The

nai |l s-on-sl ate squealing of the dogs was bad enough, but the giant weasels
gave her a spider-on-skin distaste that had little to do with their
deadl i ness. A tiger was nore dangerous, but sonehow cl eaner; and she woul d not
care to be the slave assigned to the kennels, soundl ess enchanted whistle or
no. It's wasteful of dogs, she thought. Even if they do order the litte
fuzzballs in job lots.

Reachi ng the roof, she haul ed herself up beside Megan, ducking her head to
wi pe her face on the short sleeve of her tunic.

"I thought you were in a hurry,"” she said in a whisper. "Wy delay now?" Her
hand went out, then was snatched back as if fromlive coals. Megan had traced
a figure into the tile with the point of her dagger and sl ashed the pal m of
her hand. Wth an enphatic gesture, her bloody hand descended into the rune as
a | ow hum began, a note that shuddered on the edge of hearing, inpossibly deep
for one so snall.

The Adders were comi ng across the diagonal with frightening speed, |ike human
spi ders, each hand and foot placed with finicky delicacy. Their final |eap
down fromthe higher building was a marvel of fluid authority. So nuch so,
that for a nmonment Shkai'ra too seenmed to see a carven | edge where their



graspi ng fingers reached.

Unfortunately for the assassins, there was no | edge. They were cl ose enough
for the women to see a paired expression of disbelief on their faces, nouths
strai ning under the black masks. The confident skill of their novements turned
to a frenzied scrabbling for nonexistent finger holds as they fell into the
Sli nker pack bel ow.

The third scranbled on the tiles, flailing to shed nmomentum before it carried
her over the edge of the courtyard. Alert brown nuzzles and bright red eyes
followed wi th di sappoi ntmrent as she teetered on the eave, then catwal ked back
over the roof ridge.

Shkai'ra | ooked down, to see a | ong shadow di sengage fromthe pack and run

wi th hunpi ng swi ftness back toward the kennel. The noonlight was treacherous,
but the Kommanza was fairly certain there was a leg in the creature's nouth.
"Hunger's the best sauce," she nurnured, and turned to the Zak. "Useful trick.
Now, | think, they will be annoyed."

The remark passed unheard. Megan's breath sl owed, and her eyes focused again.
The hum spiraled up into silence; she jerked at her hand, and it cane free of
the tile with a slight hesitation, as if stuck to the clay. Yet there was no
sign of a wound on her hand or mark on the roof.

"Hrmm?" she said, and gestured vaguely behind her in the direction of the New
City market square. "That's the way, fromhere."

The Zak | ooked down into the courtyard. Chitterings and ripping sounds told of
a quarrel over the Adderfangs, and all the dogs were silent, even the last, as
it moved in a straight line across the flagstones, desperate speed in its

| eg-blurring scanper. The formthat undul ated snmoothly behind it gave every
appearance of leisurely disinterest as it gai ned.

CHAPTER XX

Kilometers of roofs later, Megan dropped fromthe linb of a chestnut tree onto
t he creaking shingles of a tall building. She wi ped bark from her hands; they
crouched, |ooking back along their track fromthe vantage of the fourth-story
hei ght .

Shkai'ra rubbed gingerly at one buttock. "Hope the @itch-damed thing wasn't
poi soned, " she sai d.

"Don't worry," Megan replied. "That was streets ago; you would have stiffened
and fallen if it was." Her casual tone hid her worry. She paused and touched
one raw- scraped cheek, wincing. ' Dogsucking offspring of darkness, but | fee
as if I've been beaten all over with a club!" She paused again, an expression
of disgust creeping over her features. "Wat on earth is that stink?"

"Zai k knows. Burning sugar, naybe?" Shkai'ra's eyes scanned backward. "Those
| ast three are persistent, considering how we've whittled them down this
night; if we could only be sure of enough |ead, we could take to the streets
and outrun them"

She froze. Slowy, her head turned to face Megan's. They sank down on the
rough, splintery surface of the shingles. Even over the cloying thick
sweetness in the air, they could smell the dusty, sharp odor of dry rot.

"Thr ee?" Shkai'ra said.



"Then why are we running?" Megan replied.

Shkai'ra rai sed herself on one el bow, until her eyes were just level with the
rooftree. "lIt's taking thema long rine," she whispered.

Behind them a power windm || turned idly, disengaged, its eggbeater blades a
figure-eight curve against the bright southern stars. Shkai'ra's eyes narrowed
i n thought.

A Knife burst up through the thin sun-warped shingles, exactly in the spot her
t hroat had been a nmonent before. At full extension the point of the blade

ki ssed the skin under her chin, enough to start a tiny trickle of blood. The
bl ack-clad armwithdrew, too swiftly for her to seize and break it.

She sprang erect; her saber snapped out and down through the papery squares of
cedar below her. No result; they must have had a qui ck escape planned. Arrows
woul d be usel ess.

"Come on, down and in," she called, turning and half running, half sliding
toward the eaves of the |low pitched roof. "There'll be an openi ng under the
roof. We can't let themget out into the darkness."

The Zak followed feather-light and soundl ess where Shkai'ra's boots brought
muf f1 ed crunchi ng. The overhang of the roof was slight, and beneath it

| ouvered vents gave out into the night. There was light fromw thin; belike
the owners of this place kept that and a ni ght-watcher on hand. Neither would
have acconplished much agai nst an Adderf ang.

They gripped the eaves, backflipped onto the sloping surface of the ventboards
that opened in a half-V to the outer air, and paused, surveying what |ay

wi thin. The place m ght have been a tenenent or nansion four centuries ago
when the New City had been first enclosed. Now it had been converted to a
manuf actory for making the cheap hard candy Illizbuah's | ower classes |oved. A
huge circular vat filled one end of the floor, four stories bel ow, others of
smal | er size were grouped down the walls, two sets of three separated by a

rai sed pl ankwal k. The interior had been gutted, save for structural tinbers
braci ng the concrete-block walls and a few for cranes and hoi sts.

At their feet lay a sparse network of such rafters. A ladder led down to the
second floor, where there was a skeletal tracing around the central opening,
and a decked tinber floor along one wall where a hoi st door stood open beside
a swing-out crane. The three Adderfangs turned fromthe platform

"I"ll take the | adder," Shkai'ra said. Her quiver was enpty, and that was her
only di stance weapon. Megan nodded, and headed purposefully toward a dangling
pul I ey and hook arrangement that swung out over the center of the building s

interior.

The | adder was sinply an upright tinmber that had had crosspi eces pegged on

| eadi ng down to a foot-w de horizontal beam Shkai'ra took the inside, putting
t he wood between her and t he Adderfangs, and nmade speed by dropping straight
down with an occasional grab to slow herself. It was only tw ce man-hei ght,
and she wanted to have sound footing on that beam before the bl ackcoat was
within striking distance. After that, she did not await nuch trouble; the
assassin would be nore at hone fighting here where one step to the side would
end fifteen neters down on fl agstones, but |ong knife against a Kommanz
caval ry saber was no contest.

The assassin had the sanme thought. As he ran cat-certain along the narrow
beams toward the | adder, he unlinbered a weapon quite unlike a knife. It was a



chain, two nmeters in length; the last half of the Iinks had outer edges honed
to a razor edge, and the tip ended in a ball of spikes. A fighting-iron, and
deadly if well used.

The end curl ed around the | adder and cane within a hairbreadth of taking the
Kommanza's face with it when it withdrew. Shkai'ra saved herself with an

ast oni shing si deways | eap onto the horizontal beam she | anded off bal ance,
and beat a shuffling retreat to keep the whistling | ength of netal out of
reach. The figure in black handl ed the strange killing-tool l|ike a naster
keeping it whirling in a great fan of figure eights that put noving netal

bet ween every inch of his body and Shkai'ra's | ong curved sword.

She backed, feet groping for bal ance, right foot forward, poised to |unge.
This was |ike the standard foot-fighting wi thout shield stance, using the
menace of the point to substitute for a defensive weapon, but the need to
renenber the gap on both sides of her was a continual naggi ng distraction, and
the chain was the natural eneny of the sword; it could be thrown hard agai nst
the edge and used to drag the bl ade w el der off bal ance. Once bal ance was gone
hal f the fight was lost; and this thing could curve right around a parry and
cripple you. On flat ground, or in arnmor, or with a shield, she would have
felt confident enough. As it was

No shadow of doubt showed in face or stance or poise. Her nouth was slightly
open, breath even, eyes slitted and wary. The bl ade poi sed, then flashed out
at the vul nerabl e spot where the hands whirled the chain. He jerked back, but
used the same notion to pivot the swing of the fighting-iron down toward her
feet. It would slice them open above the boots, or wap around her ankles and
throw her off. She | eaped straight up and cut, but there was no force behind
it when a good | anding was so crucial, nor tine to draw the slash. A line of
red opened on his upper arm the eyes behind the hood wi dened slightly. She
gave ground, feet still nmoving in a fast light shuffle. He followed and raised
the chain at an angle; the death-circle of his swing now centered at eye

| evel , angling out toward her.

Megan had run along the beamto the spot opposite the | oadi ng doors. Her
position was too exposed and vul nerable for wi sdom but she hoped that the
sheer outrageousness of that would throw them off. Apparently it did. She
dodged a shuriken as if it were a thrown knife in a cniffta game and reached
the center of the beam The sheave pulley was |ocked at the top by a friction
bl ock, rope coiled on the wood and dangling down. She seized the coil and
| ooked to see one assassin heading for another |adder. The other watched them
all coolly, and directed. Megan's hands had gathered the right amount of rope
she hoped. She | eaped straight back, allowing the beamitself to pul
her into the correct arc to knock the one straight out the doors, or crush her
agai nst the crane. Neither worked.

As she swung, the younger assassin spun around and brought up a bl owgun, while
t he other |eaped out of her way. She was just too close to change direction
and arched past. As she missed, she felt the jar as a dart sprouted in the
rope by her arm her other hand swept around with the trailing end of the
rope. The hook on the end of it took the young Adderfang under the chin. Her
wei ght dragged himacross the floor to fall toward the vats bel ow, but the
snappi ng of his neck prevented the jawbone fromtearing out entirely. The body
hung sonewhere between the second and third floors, tw tching spasnodically as
nerves died in the already-dead body.

Megan landed in a roll on the |oading bay platformand cane to her feet, knife
in hand, to confront the | eader of this group. She stared into eyes gone bl ack
with hate and thought, O course, |'ve Killed her guildkin ... as | wll kill
her. Her boots grated on the dust and grit that had collected; it snelled of



rag-weed and dust, drowning in burned sugar. It was furnace-hot up under the
roof, and she could feet the sweat prickling on her lip and running down her
face as she watched the assassin before her. Let her think it's fear-sweat.
Above the mask, dark eyes glinted. To the side, she heard the struggle between
Shkai'ra and her opponent, harsh gusts or breath and the scuff of |eather on
wood, but she couldn't shift attention fromthe death that threatened. Here,
with feet of space echoing bel ow, the speed and qui ckness that coul d
conpensate for the other's reach would be nearly usel ess.

An out sider would have seen nothing fearful in the figures of the two wonen
faci ng one another save the knives gleaning in their hands. The only noves
they made, at first, were slight shiftings of the feet and hands. Eyes | ocked
on her opponent's, Megan rai sed her dagger a fraction of an inch, playing

t hrough the possi bl e sequence that would end with the knife buried in the
Adder's guts, and found it instantly countered. Play and counterplay .

every nove, even to the constriction of eyes, vital to the death of the other.
Not showy, but the one who failed first would die.

Testing, Megan twitched the hand farthest away fromthe other, another knife
suddenly appearing in it to spin toward her opponent. The Adder |eaned aside
and countered, her blade tearing the cloth over Megan's thigh as she
retreated. All of ten seconds had passed, feint and counter; both were
breat hi ng hard. The holl ow sound of the thin floor warned Megan that she
couldn't retreat nuch nore; the edge was too near, just a few feet behind her

The Adderfang allowed herself to be distracted for a fraction of a second by
the clang of steel on steel on the beans across the building. That was enough
As her eyes flickered back to Megan, the Zak feinted again. The Adder | unged
to counter and conmitted herself. A flurry of novement and the assassin sprang
back out of range. A tearing sound had marked contact, and the cloth of the
assassin's hood gaped open at throat height, though Megan's blade still showed
cl ean.

Dogsucker! Megan thought. That one should have done it. This one is as fast as
I am Atrick is what | need . . . and a good one. Again the game had begun
t he Fehi nnan determined not to be taken in a second tine.

The edge was a body-Iength behind Megan, and she could hear the thick pl opping
sounds bel ow as the sugar boil ed. Her idea was dangerous. She began to drop
her guard as though tiring. She allowed her eyes to shift and made her
breat hi ng harsh. She licked her |ips and began to edge back, snowi ng cl assic
signs of fear and tiredness. Her counters to the other's noves slowed, and she
| et fear show on her features. Behind the mask of her face, she watched the
assassin accept the nessages she was sendi ng. \When the Adder was sure enough
to begin forcing her toward the edge, she backed and flung the dagger at the
assassin as if her nerve had broken

As her hand shifted to the throw ng position, the other |lunged and cane in for
the kill. Megan fell back, trying to avoid the knife, but taking it in the
shoul der rather than the throat; she | ocked crossed hands around the
assassin's arm then rolled. The Adderfang was noving forward already,
couldn't stop, and she flew over Megan's head, assisted by a boot in the
belly. Shock just had tine to dawn in her eyes, changing to panic, as she
realized that she was not going to land on this |evel

Megan foll owed through, feeling the edge of the floor hit her at chest height.
She threw herself forward and hung, held by the | everage of her outstretched
arms and her claws dug into the wood, the grating shock of the knife in the
bones of her shoul der greying the roomout. The assassin fell, spiraling down,
reaching to catch something, anything. She landed in the main vat, the force



of her fall driving her under. She flailed to the surface, screamng horribly
as the boiling sugar pulled her down again. She thrashed as if to clinb the
air, flesh already |oosening fromthe heat. A last clenching of a grey-cooked
hand and she was gone. Megan swung one leg up onto the edge and lay there a
nmonent on her belly, panting. She watched a drop of her bl ood follow the
Aader fang, then her head snapped up to Shkai'ra's fight.

Dark One take the knife! She pulled herself up and dragged the thing in her
shoul der | oose, stuffing cloth into the wound to stanch it. The knife was bent
where it had turned on the bone; usel ess. She pushed the pain to the back of
her mind and ran through the naze of beans to help her friend.

Shkai ' ra had been backing steadily before the whirring nenace of the chain.
They had edged around the corner and were on one of the slanting diagonals
that angl ed back toward the Iong walls of the factory; soon the concrete

bl ocks woul d be at her back.

Zai k eat him Shkai'ra thought. That thing has too much reach, and he's too
good. Stalemate, but only as lone as | can retreat.

She hawked a thick glob of phlegm from her dust-dry nouth-and cut backhand for
his throat. He struck: the chain wapped itself around the blade in a
shrinking circle of blur. Wth a wench, he hauled forward to throw her off
the beam

Shkai'ra had been waiting for that; she spat into his face, used the pull to
| eap forward into the corps-a-corps, and the sudden sl ack on her sword gave
space to strike savagely inward with the eagl ehead pommel .

Bl i nded, on bal ance, the Adderfane then showed he was a conbat naster, not
nerely skilled. There was only one possible nove that woul d restore the
tension-grip of his weapon on her sword; he took it, and | eaped backward and
down for the next level and the |ongitudi nal beamthat ran nearly beneath
them The chain sprang taut as his wei ght plumeted downward, and he used the
inertia of Shkai'ra's body to swing hinself to a secure | andi ng.

The Konmmanza did not even have the option of dropping her blade; it was
secured to her wist by a hide |oop. She fell fromthe beam twi sting in

m dair as her rail once nore brought slack into the chain. The long steel slid
free with a slithering rasp, but there was no time to bring her feet back
beneath her. Wth a nonstrous, flesh-straining effort she caught the
first-story beamas she fell, the sword dangling | oose fromits strap, her
body hangi ng beneath the tinber balks.

Her opponent's face was hi dden behind the mask, but she could detect his grin
fromthe set of the narrow strip across his eyes. Her mind still functioned,
snoot hly turning over alternatives; would keep doing so until the heart
ceased. From bel ow came waves of sticky, unbearably sweet funes, stifling hot.
Ahead of her, behind the Adderfang pacing forward under cover of whirling
iron, a black shape hurtled downward to the great vat at the head of the
factory; there was a single hideous scream

She ignored it. Maybe | can bring ny legs up and kick at his ankle, she
thought. It would mean enduring at |east one bone-shattering strike fromthe
kni f e-edged chain, but if she could override the pain .

Splinters drove into face and arms as she hugged the wood, jackknifed, poised
a boot. There was little chance she could hold on with a broken arm stil
less with her skull laid open, but the alternative was to |l et go. Below the
smal | er overfl ow vat bubbl ed.



Megan took in the scene even as she began to sprint for the | adder, realizing
there would be no tinme for that. The assassin's chain clinked as he shook it
to assure free play; Shkai'ra tensed for the ultimte nove.

There seened to be a great deal of thought as Megan's body noved. A nenory of
t he Adder |eaders scream as she struck the boiling sugar. A knife laid hilt
first in her hand. Her own voice: Celik Kizkardaz, there is Steel between us.

There was only one possible nove; half a dozen steps along the central beam
gave her nomentum and she | eaped out and down. An extra story's height gave
her arc the distance needed across the open space; the assassin took the ful
force of her body in the nonent before his upflung netal whip could slash down
on Shkai'ra's hands. Her bootsol es shocked into bone, halting her in nidair as
the energy of her falling body was transferred to the nman's heavier frame. The
assassin fell sideways; the flailing chain wapped itself around his neck as
he plunged. A crack of breaking bone sounded as he | anded on his back across

t he edge of the vat.

Megan fell, straight down. Her hands reached out for the beam under which
Shkai ' ra hung; claws scraping wood in passing as her eyes |ocked with the
Kommanza's.

Oh, shit, Shkai'ra thought. She twi sted her head to see Megan land in the
soft, syrupy goo of the smaller holding vat, and lie for a second before
si nki ng.

The frozen instant seened to |ast forever. The Zak had not sunk at once, the
sugar could not be fully Iiquid. Bubbles broke the surface, and even as a hand
groped through into the air, Shkai'ra heaved herself to the beam and knotting
a dangling rope around her waist. Wth an al nost physical effort, she thrust
away the thought of scalding, treacly liquid candy forcing its sluggi sh way
past nose and nout h.

Not tinme to sine her deathsong yet, she thought desperately. But if she can't
renenber to keep her nouth closed, I'mgoing to kick her next incarnation's
ar se.

She pushed herself off the beam swooping down to halt with a jerk that left
her heart in her nmouth; or it mght not have been solely that. Heat |lay on her
skin like liquid; she gritted teeth and thrust her arnms into the vat of

har deni ng car anel

"Ai!'" she gasped, groping. Not hot enough to scald the skin off, out

She thrust the sensation away, along with the thought of what it mght do to
her hands.

The hot candy burned, flowing thickly into Megan's eyes and nose and ears,
wei ghing every linmb with pain, heat that clung and seeped. Megan pushed the
bl ackness asi de and wondered why she was not dead; reflex blew air past her
teeth and then clanmped |ips shut. She struggled and thrashed to reach the
surface as the candy forced its way into the corners of her nouth. Burning,
burning. Instinct turned her face down into the cooler lower strata. Air
expl oded from stressed lungs, and for a nonent her nmouth and nose were clear
She remenbered hearing that drowning was a gentle death-who told them so? Her
hand broke the surface for a nonment, then it was |ost, and the knife wound
weakened her. Nausea overwhel ned her; the hands in her hair seened |ike the
first dream of death.



Shkai'ra filled her lungs, gripped; her whole body arched in a steady,
control l ed convul sion as she pulled Megan fromthe syrup's enbrace. Eyes
stared blindly, rinms white. The air cane out in a |ong huggegggn of effort, as
the nuscle stood out on arnms and shoul ders and back, hard as tile under the
skin. The Zak's shoul ders broke the surface, and Shkai'ra transferred her grip
to the belt, hands scrabbling for purchase in the soft slickness of hardening
candy. The legs cane free; the |arger woman tw sted agai nst the rope around
her wai st, turned the other over her arm and jerked her under the di aphragm
to force any bl ockage cl ear of the breathing passages. The pul se under her
hand beat quick but strong.

Shkai'ra | ooked up once she was sure that the linp weight in her arnms was not
dyi ng. Suddenly, she realized that she was hangi ng strai ght as a plunbline
over the center of the vat, all sides equally out of reach

This, she mused, is going to take sone thought.

Megan's eyes lost their glaze as full consciousness returned. Shkai'ra knelt
besi de her, sponging the gunmmy contents of the vat away fromher face with a
danpened cloth; the expression on the hawk features was anmused and al npst

t ender.

"You' re undersized," she said with a slow snile, laying a hand on the other's
cheek. "Maybe | should throw you back?" Then, nore seriously, "If you do
something like that to me again, | mght get really angry."

Megan grasped the hand, and felt sone of the small hairs behind her ears pul
out by the roots as they stuck. Irritation, relief, and a crazed anusenent at
living roused her nore than the bl essed feeling of cool air on her skin.

"Do to you? As if it wasn't bad enough to nearly get ne drowned in sewage
water . , ."

SlowWy she sat up in the circle of Shkai'ra's armand realized that they were
| eani ng agai nst the overseer's wal kway. She turned to her conpanion and nade
nock threatening hitting notions.

"And if you ever make me risk nmy skin like that again, 1'll refuse to cry your
nane to the wind for your funeral." The sweet stench had a strange undertone
now, and the body of the young Adderfang overhead jerked slightly |ower as
tissue slowmy tore. Megan began to pry hard caranmel from her fingers. "Versht
zar Do you understand?" She caught her |ip between her teeth as the burns
under the candy becane painfully obvious. "I'd better not try to pull this off
my skin would come with it." She began to |augh, leaning into the circle of
Shkai'ra's arm In ... in ... candy! \Wat a gruesone joke."

Shkai'ra grinned in response. "You can't be too bad, then." She | ooked around
at the scattered bodies. "Gods and denons, the candy is going to taste odd
this nmonth-and we both | ook Iike we've been through the tiger once already.
Let's get going; but fromnow on we walk to see your tame spook pusher. On
solid ground, and | eave the rooftops to the pigeons."

Megan tried to stand, staggered in a wave of dizziness. Shkai'ra threw a
supporting arm around her shoul ders and cl anped a hand under the opposite

arnpit.

The Zak tried to shrug off the arm staggered again and gripped at the back of
her conrade's tunic. "Thank you," she said.



Shkai'ra grunted noncommittally, wincing at the pain of a pulled | eg nuscle as
she took the first step toward the door. She set the pace carefully; they
could both ignore pain if they nust, but the body did not give its warning
lightly, and there was little danger of pursuit in the inmrediate future.

The street outside was dark; the lanterns did not survive long in this part of
the New City, and the nerchant princes of the municipiumwere stingy about
their replacenment. They cut an odd figure, both bloody and torn, powdered wth
dust and woodchi ps and new scabs that cracked across as they noved. Megan was
spitting to clear her nouth and dragging at bits of hard candy on her eyelids;
Shkai'ra waited with the saber naked in her hand, and the sleeve of her tunic
was sodden and flopping to the el bow, nore than enough to deter any predators
attracted by their wounds and weari ness.

As she hung on to Shkai'ra's arm Megan felt very strange. She dismissed it as
the aftereffects of the fight and the cl ose brush with death. She set herself

to

keeping up to the sl ow pace that Shkai'ra set, thinking that the hot, pulsing

feeling in the wound in her shoul der would fade now t hat a bandage was on

Qutside, the cooler air was a relief; the noon had finally risen to |ight
their way. The burning sensation and shortness of breath didn't fade but
spread in sl ow waves centering on the wound. The night swamin front of her
eyes and grew darker, shot with patches of colors that couldn't be there.
Megan set her teeth and ignored it. If it was what she thought, then resting
woul dn't hel p; only the sorceress could. It was growi ng harder and harder to
force herself to breathe

They were alnpbst to the Ad City gates before Megan staggered again; her knees
buckl ed, and Shkai'ra swayed as her friend' s weight came fully on her arm

"Ahi-a, what is it?" she inquired
"My-shoul der," the smaller wonan gasped

Shkai'ra | eaned her back in a puddle of light to examine it. The injury was a
typi cal puncture wound, deep and narrow, the wadded cl oth and the hardening
syrup had prevented nuch bl eeding. It had begun to close by the time she had
put a tenporary pressure bandage on it, back at the factory. Painful and
bone-deep, but it should not be giving her this nuch trouble, not without
having hit a major artery. There had been no nerve danmage; Megan noved the arm
too well for that. The Konmanza had been dealing with wound trauma nost of her
life; she was puzzled” until she saw the faint bluish discoloration around the
edges of the wound and convinced herself that it was not a trick of the pale
uncertain flane of the lantern. She rocked back on her heels, gone white about
the mouth, and let out a shuddering breath. The snell of the sudden fresh
sweat that broke out on face and flanks and arnpits was rank in her nostrils.

"Poi son," she said quietly. "I thought ... it usually acts so fast, but the
cloth, and then the sugar

probably got nobst of it." She paused, then added with startling intensity,
"We've got to get to the spook pusher! Can you wal k, kh'eeredo? To herself she
added: And when we get there, she's going to help or Iearn the | ook of her own
liver.

"Wal k? O course not," Megan murmured. The thin ghost of a smile strayed
across her nmouth. "But | can craw, if | have to."

Shkai'ra bent to pick her up; not that she could carry the Zak far in Tier



present condition, but

The sound of rubber-shod wheels on the brick pavenent brought her head up with
a snap. A three-shaaid gang-pedi cab, the pedal ers approached, punping wth
predawn weari ness.

"Ahi-a, halt!" she cried, then cursed vilely as she realized she had spoken
Komanza. Fatigue pressed on her, burning in her joints; her mnd seened to.
be moving |like sheets of gl ass separated by wet sand. She repeated the call in
Fehi nnan, waving the meter-long |l ength of steel for enphasis.

The pedi cab was typical of its type, a four-seater carriage of |ight wood and
| eat her on spindly wheels, pulled by a pyramid of toilers standing over pedals
geared with ceram c and hardwood that powered back to the rear axle. It was a
cunber some vehicle, and the human engine was tired; still, they noved with
remar kabl e speed. The whol e clunmsy apparatus seened to circle in its own

I ength and begin to accelerate back the way it had cone. But for a nonent
inertia held it, straining.

Shkai'ra noved. Faster than was natural; alnost faster than coul d be believed:
she had called on the | ast reserve against extrenmity, nearly gone ahrappan
berserk, body powered by a hysterical strength that m ght have pull ed mnuscle

| oose frombone. Wth an effort that cost alnost the |ast shreds of sanity,
she forced herself not to plunge the saber between the rear pedal er's shoul der
bl ades. Instead, she laid the crusted edge against his throat. "No."

He | ooked around, and screaned. MIlimeters fromhis eyes was ... not a face,
a mask. Lips thinned to vani shing peel ed back fromteeth bared al nost to the
angle of the jaw. Foam spattered, hot and rank; eyes showed the whites around
the entire edge. And even in his terror, he knew astoni shnent that a human
voi ce coul d speak fromthat frightful ness, in syllables of grating ash.

"New City-House of Terhan's-kin now or die, get of a nomad pig. Pick her up
and go!" The voice alnpst spiraled up into a falsetto shriek, alnost but not
quite into the blood trill of the Kommanza zh'ul daz; Shkai'ra's neck quivered
with the effort of denying the killing squeal

Shkai'ra stood before Yeva, representative of the Guild of the Wse, and
stared into the blind white eyes. She was w thout fear, not even truly
conscious. The disciplines of the Warrior's Way had stood her in good stead,
and the training of the Warmasters that many did not survive; it allowed her
to call on reserves down to the cellular level, and keep drawing until the

| ast were exhausted. She was using themrecklessly; in this state, she could
continue until the blood vessels in heart and brain burst |oose fromtheir
noor i ngs.

Megan lay very quietly. The bluish discoloration had spread and she was havi ng
troubl e breathing. For the last two kilonmeters Shkai'ra had been hol di ng her
forcing air into and out of her lungs with pressure under the diaphragm

She said nothing to the magician. No words were necessary, and she was beyond
words. Silence. Yeva | eaned forward from her nest of cushions and laid a hand
on Megan's forehead.

In the darkness sonmewhere a newly famliar voice called and faded. The

bl ackness was shot with blue and flashes of stars. Qut of the pit of her mind
Megan rose on the fog in a whirl pool of ghosts and dead things. She
floundered, lost in the night, and called for her father. He canme, but only as
he had died, in the V<s Zalstva, the arena. He raised a flayed hand to her and
was swept past her to disappear into the black She followed, falling endlessly



screamng into the depths of her m nd, surrounded by the hated and the | oved
things in her life; and still she fell. And fell. And fell.

A hand touched her in the darkness. She turned and saw the shadowy figure of
t he sorceress Yeva beckoning. Sure that this was another of the m sty shadows
that offered fal se assi stance, she alnost ignored it. Then the voice called
her name agai n and spoke.

"Young-kin. Your time of growth is not yet on you. There is one who calls, one
who still needs. You should not pass this way, for | bar it to you. There lies
your way. She pointed into the mst, then her inmage swelled and pul sed, as it
bl ocked the way out of the bottom of Megan's nmind, whirling into an intense

bl oom of light. Megan threw her hands before her face and thought, One who
still needs nme? A bright sword danced before her eyes, light gleam ng off its
curve, pointing the way that Yeva's image had indicated. Faint as a curlew s
cry on the wind cane the sound of her name, shredded and tattered but stil
hers. She gathered the shards of herself together and call ed back

"I come." She stood now i n darkness and realized that she stood only in her

m nd. Vaguely she could feel sonething beneath her; for a dizzying nonent she
was both standing and Iying, then with a wench she pulled another nanme from
the dark, hurled it before her and followed it |ike a slung spearshaft out of
t he ni ght.

" SSSHHHHHHKAAAAAL L LRAAAAAA"  * * *

For a long nonment little seemed to happen and the sorceress held her pose as
Shkai'ra waited. Then the Zak's chest heaved, paused, settled into a nore
normal rhythm The bluish tinge began to leave lips and fingers; not quickly,
but the normal pink began to creep back, and the angry red of burns sonehow

| ooked nore superficial, as if only the upper |ayer of the skin had been

par boi |l ed, and not the |ayers of subcutaneous fat and muscl e beneat h.

Yeva wit hdrew her hand, "So," she whispered. "The body knows the secrets of
its own healing. W nmerely show it the way." Though the downward spiral of the
cosnmos was to death and dissolution, Iife was as strong a force. She could
feel the mnute particles in the bl ood seeking out and neutralizing the toxin
t hat had been spreading, clogging the tiny flashes of nerve transm ssion; felt
the fluids noving and isol ating heat-damaged ti ssues. She urged the process
forward; warnth and breath and life flowing to fill the dark places, the
damaged pl aces, healing.

Shkai'ra's gaze stayed fixed and i nhuman, until the signs were unm stakabl e.
Then the process of rel ease began, the inplanted commands | oosening their hold
on heart and gl ands and organs. As she began to crunple toward the floor, she
could feel the Warmaster's voi ce, echoing down the decades: For everything
there is a price.

What a headache comi ng she thought with a last flicker of rationality before
her arms and head struck marbl e-and heard Megan nurnur her nane, softly.

CHAPTER XXI |

When Megan woke, she lay a noment savoring the languid feel of lying on a soft
surface, still feeling a bone-deep tiredness in every linb. Her thought
drifted as lazily as the drowsy buzz of a cicada that she heard in the

di stance. Until last night's events replayed thensel ves for her

She sat up abruptly, clutching the edge of the divan as dizzi ness swept over
her. Her knife harness |ay under her hands, tangled in the Iight sheet that



had covered her. A light robe that had apparently lain by her feet now |lay on
a patterned stone floor. This was definitely not the Wary \Wayfarer

Shkai'ra lay to her right, snoring slightly, her hands grasping the strap of
her scabbard, on another divan simlar to the one Megan now sat on. Plants
filled the room growing toward the skylight, noving gently in the

green-snel ling breeze blowi ng fromthe open wi ndows to the doubl e doors at one
end of the room They also stood partly open, revealing a glinpse of a garden
outside. A waterfall cascaded down the wall at that end of the room filling
it with a trickle of sound. Sunlight slanted into the room and as the plants
noved, they cast cool green shadows across the low table that stood before
her, bearing a red glass decanter and three goblets.

She felt as if her tongue were w apped in dusty wool, and her breath rasped
her throat dry. The decanter, condensation sliding down the glass, drew her
like a | odestone. Her |egs were shaky, and she stunbl ed once before she sank
down by the table and seized the pitcher. Then she hesitated. So many people

had tried to kill themlately-even if they woul d nave been easy to kill while
unconscious. . . . She shrugged, and though every sinew protested, poured the
pitcher into the plants. At the waterfall, she | ooked down at the fish
swimrng placidly in the water. Seens safe enough. She scrubbed the goblets
and the pitcher before filling themfromthe water falling into the pool

Water flowed down her throat in a cool rush, and it took an effort of will to

stop before she nmade herself sick w th drinking.

Ach, she thought, wobbling back to the table, that is the closest |'ve ever
been to Death and still cheated him Her skin was still burned, but only as if
she had fallen asleep in the sun in late afternoon, while the dagger wound
gave off faint tw nges of a weeks-old injury. Her head ached, but the water
soaking into dehydrated tissues would ease that soon. She refilled the gobl et
and si pped again, |ooking over at Shkai'ra, who slept on, oblivious.

Megan's legs trenbled | ess as she bent over the Kommanza and reached a hand
toward her shoul der. Then she reflected on the tight grip the sleeper kept on
her sword hilt, stepped back a pace, and call ed her nane.

The Zak | ooked down at the bl adetip poised beneath her chin, then at Shkai'ra.
"Alittle junpy, are we?" she asked.

The Konmmanza brushed sl eep out of her eyes and | aughed softly. She | ooked
around for the delight of seeing-"I know we're not dead or I wouldn't feel so
terrible."” The sword slid back into the sheath with a slithery rasp, and
Shkai'ra gingerly felt her head.

"Yes, it's still there. Do you think a goblet of water would hel p?" Megan
asked i nnocently.

"Now why would |I want to wash? Wne is what one drinks.' Shkai'ra swung her
legs to the floor and shuddered, holding her tenples. "On second thought,
wat er woul d be better." At Megan's chuckl e, she pretended a gl are that

di ssolved into a grin.

Megan handed her a goblet of cool water, sat down next to her as she drank it,
trickles escaping the sides of the cup, trailing down her neck and breasts.

Megan put out one hand and rested it gently on Shkai'ra's arm "I ... realized
somet hing, finally.'

Shkai'ra bent to put the cup on the floor and covered Megan's hand with her



own when she straightened, the touch carefully casual. "On? Anything | should
know?"

"I think-1 think . . ." she paused. How big a fool am| going to look if | say
this? She's probably just interested in making | ove to nme, because |'m exotic
in this part of the world. "Why were you so upset?" She changed her mind at
the last nonment, retreating to a safer topic.

"What, at you getting poisoned and nearly croaking on me?" Shkai'ra opened her
mouth to make a flippant answer and paused as she caught the intensity of
Megan's stare. She | ooked down at the smaller woman and then cl osed her eyes,
sighing. "I don't know how to explain it," she said at last. "My people don't
have words to describe what I'mfeeling. . . ." She scuffed the tile floor
with the ball of her foot. "I can hardly say |I 'love' you. That's sonething
can't say to a person. In ny tongue, the closest | can get is, A-noi |ei-ehuk
nai gz! "l suffer a state of affection for nmy horse!"'"

She si ghed and scrubbed her hands through her hair. "I could say

fa' hr-respect, or |awkup-admre, but the words are only approximate to what |
feel!" She pulled her legs up to sit cross-1egged, her brow furrowed as she
went on.

"I"d mss you. I've always |iked you, ever since you went over the rail of
that boat rather than just give in and be a slave. I've .. . gotten used to
havi ng you around and ... well " She raised her hand as if to touch Megan's
face, stopped it, hovering. "l've been attracted to you, too, as the Fehi nnans
say. But | wanted you too much to push it-you'd have hurt me if | tried to
force things. | feel, | guess, what Fehinnans call gratitude and I'd cal
obligation. You ve saved nmy life-

"-as you've saved nine," Megan broke in. But at the interruption, Shkai'ra
didn't continue but shrugged hel pl essly.

W' ve shared steel ," Megan pronpted

"la. But .. . well, I"mnot stupid enough to think that nmost other races like
nmy people. We aren't nice, we aren't |ikable, and we don't care as long as

ot her people fear us."

"You care. Are you afraid | won't |ike you because you' re too Komranza?"
Shkai'ra's answer was a reluctant half nod. "I already do |ike you; and what
you' re describing of your feelings sounds an awful |lot We love to ne. O at
| east the begi nnings of |ove."

"I don't know how " Shkai ra said, throwi ng her hands up. "I was never taught
to |l ove the way Fehi nnans, Pensa, or anyone el se seens to!" Her voice spiral ed
up in frustration and anger

"These enptions! They're |like great rocks grinding around in ny head! | was
content with the way | was before, why do | have to change to fit what
everyone

el se, every ekafrek in the world, thinks is right? I'mwhat | was taught to
be. Wy go through the bother, the trouble, the disconfort of changi ng?" She
slamred a fist on the divan, w nced and cradl ed her head.

"You al ready have changed as far as | can see," Megan said gently. "If your
people are so brutal, they couldn't have friends. You've introduced nme to
three friends of yours and tal ked of others; friends in the Fehinnan neani ng
of the word."



"Well, | could hardly get along in this city w thout foll owi ng sonme custons!'’
Shkai'ra answered tartly.

Megan smiled. "You' ve changed, then. You' ve changed enough to feel something
you don't have birth-tongue words for. Do you trust me?" she asked.

Shkai'ra nodded, a little puzzled. "But what does that have to do with | ove?"

Megan rai sed her face to the other woman. "You've been very careful how you
touch ne . . . akribhan. | trust you not to frighten ne."

The puzzled ook in Shkai'ra's eyes faded as she understood. The foreign word
sounded li ke "kh' eeredo," which she'd al ready been applying to Megan, without
comment . Kh' eeredo-one who covers ny back-in nbost contexts. It was the only
word for anyone cl ose.

She | eaned down slowy, hesitantly and touched Megan's lips with hers; felt
her trenble. Holding herself back, in a way she never had before, she touched
Megan's face, gently, and ran her hands down to her breasts. She says |'ve
changed, but have | changed enough for her?

Megan caught her hands there and faltered for a | ong nmoment before pressing
themto her, shaking as if terrified, her breath coming in |long gasps. "I
I"'mafraid. Even if you think less of ne for it."

"It's all right, kh'eeredo, it's all right." Shkai'ra murmured, and sonmehow it
was. She didn't feel contenpt for the adm ssion
"You' re beautiful," Megan whispered. "lI'd be Ionely here, w thout you."
Shkai'ra kissed her, slid her arms around her. Megan clung to the taller woman
as if drowning, as long forgotten sensati on woke in her body. "Ach! Akribhan

my Steel-kin! Gently, please. |I'll give nyself to you, but please, gently."
Shkai'ra s answer was feather-1light kisses as she lay Megan back on the divan,
red-blond hair mngling with black. "Ah, Shkai'ra. | I-love you."

"I need you, Megan. | love you, too." Shkai'ra's answer was a | ow whi sper, as

i f ashanmed of her admission, but the words were there, with her hands and her
lips; alnbst new, a seed planted |long ago by a worman | ong dead, this idea of
| ove. That much Shkai'ra had changed; her famly would have said softened,
gone weak. The Kommanza taught thenselves that they were strong, that they
didn't need, however false that was.

As the afternoon sun slid down the sky, Megan and Shkai'ra nade love in the
shifting shadows of the plants.

When she woke the second time, Megan | ooked up into the rustling green above
them Shkai'ra's armwas across her nmiddle and they were crowded onto the one
di van.

The Zak smiled and slid out fromunder, stretching. She padded over to the
tabl e and poured hersel f another cup of water before settling on the cushion
there. It was twilight outside, a cool breeze blow ng off the garden

Now. Someone must have seen to putting us to bed and cl eaning us up, she

t hought wyly. The last one | remenber is Shkai'ra, but she was in no shape to
hel p hersel f, much I ess ne. That |eaves the sorceress, which neans this is the
nmerchant's guest house. Not really a good place to stay long. So. Yeva is the
one to speak with.



Megan got up, swayed, and sat down just as rapidly. Later.

"A good thought, young-kin. A healing depletes all the reserves," Yeva said
quietly. At the now familiar chuckle so close by her, Megan flinched
refl exi vely, then sheepishly put her knife back in its place.

"Your pardon, Teik-Lady. |'m sure you understand ny unease."

The sorceress nodded. "My nane is Yeva-please use it. Formality ill becomnes
ki n-i n-power." She sat on one of the cushions, the second gobl et already by
her hand, but enpty. She smiled at Megan and continued, "And if we are of
al i ke power then would you drink with nme?"

"d adly-but alike power? As an eating knife conpares to a | ongsword!" Megan's
caution was already Falling before her curiosity, but she continued using the
formal tone. Her training as a nerchant demanded she be very polite with an
acquai ntance, especially if the person had earned respect. "If | mght ask
how do you do the appearing-out - of - nowhere trick?"

"Trick indeed. It's nuch like your warding. A 'turning away of the mind,' a
"don't | ook here' nmessage- very sinple, really. Has no one taught you these
t hi ngs?"
"Sinmple." Megan | ooked down at her hands, turning themover as if she had
never seen them before. "Oten, sinple things are the hardest to do." She

gri pped the edge of the table and was up on one knee, raising her hands to
shield her eyes. Knowing that there is no Blood or Steel between us, the thing
that yet binds is Power. So do I, called Witlock, answer the debt | owe you
and freely give . "

"No." Yeva's voice rang sharp, all the warnth gone out of it as she rejected
Megan's oath. "I do not accept this debt, for it does not exist in ny eyes. |
own no one, by no intent. The binding of friendship is all that | take from

you. "

Megan had rocked back on her heels at Yeva's abrupt interruption. "In honor |
can't do anything else! I owe you ny life!"
"No, you heal ed yourself. | nerely assisted you. | cannot teach you." Yeva

hel d her hands to the smaller woman, pal mup. "Cone. Freely. And 'see' with
nme. Leave the anger and try to understand."”

Bl ui sh-white light played gently around the hands she held out to Megan. For a
nmonent there was silence as the Zak | ooked down into the light flowing in the
| ong-fingered hands. Slowly she reached out to cover Yeva's hands with her

own. As they cane into contact, the scarlet light flared in Megan's hands,
brightening mnute by minute to an orange gl ow. They sat, surrounded by a
soap-bubble swirl of light, blue and red, as they warily shared what they
knew, col ors deepening as trust grew

Megan could not or would not remenber what passed between them Her nind
still reeling fromthe close brush with death, felt, for an instant, the
inquiring murnur of the others in the guild as they becane aware of the
rapport, but the alienness of the way they thought and felt and believed rang
t hrough her nmind. The pool of power that Megan was familiar with-her people's
life-jangl ed agai nst the power here, slowy at first, like a file on netal or
biting through rust; shrieking on brain and bone, faster and faster, a
harp-string pulled tighter and tighter sawed through bone-

Megan wrenched her hands free, snatching themclose to her chest, trenbling,



white showi ng around her eyes, as Yeva sat back slowy. "You see?" the
magi ci an asked. "Your power and ours does not nesh easily."

Megan nodded nmutely. Al chance of |learning fromthese w tches had been
shattered by the tide of information she could not seemto place in any
framework in her head; facts with no nmeaning or context to keep or use them
Al'l seem ngly usel ess.

A moment passed, enough for a ray of sunlight to shift and warm t hem bot h.
Megan shook herself as if shaking off an idea, even a cherished one. "l've
al ways depended on steel, anyway."

Yeva smiled, at once cool and compassionate. "I have found a weapon with an
edge sharper than any steel. Yourselves."

Megan shrugged trying to be casual. "Only death has the sharpest edge, they
say."

The sorceress's voice becane brisk. "You will need to turn it, then. After
defendi ng that scrap of paper you found by ... chance . . . the factions wll
not believe you could surrender it. Each seeks the credit of using it to ruin
their nutual enemies." Her fingers tapped the base of her goblet. "Best awaken
your |over, before we speak further of this. A night and a day and a ni ght
again of sleep should be sufficient."

A moment | ater Shkai'ra stretched and sat up, yawning. She snmiled at Megan and
wi nked.

"I'f I may interrupt, Yeva's voice broke in, dryly. "There is still a slight
problemto be discussed.” One hand gestured gracefully to the cushions. "Sit.
| have called for nore water. As your 'healer' | suggest you eat sonething

light. Fruit, perhaps." Her voice brooked no thought of objection, and
Shkai'ra moved slowly to the table to sink down next to Megan

She opened her nouth but was forestalled "Since you owe me her life and yours,
| suggest that you watch what you say to nme." Laugh Tines crinkled around
Yevas eyes. "Your feelings toward the, ah, spookers, as you put it, are known
to us."

A servant padded in bearing a tray with another pitcher and a bow of fruit.
She set it down on the table, |ooked around, and clicked her tongue in disgust
at the runpled sheet on the floor. Yeva reached out to forestall Megan's
comment and spoke. "I thank you, but you may |eave the bedding until later."
The wonman started and stared around, obviously not seeing them "Leave ne,"
Yeva conti nued.

The servant bunched her tunic under nervous hands. "Lady, ny master asks if
all is to your liking and . " She backed toward the door as she spoke, her
eyes scanning the interior

Yeva's voice was inpatient. "Yes. | need nothing else. Now go!" Wth that the
worman bowed and was gone.

"He never learns. Never. He still tries to force his bondlings into spying on
me. That should only be another strange tale to tell about me, and they are
not aware of your presence, Only Bors knows, since he cleaned you up and put
you to bed; himl trust."” She cocked her head and laid one finger to her
cheek, "l ooking" at Shkai'ra. "You were about to say?"

"Just that | never quarrel with soneone | owe a debt to, at |east not for the



first day." Shkai'ra reached to fill the goblets with the new pitcher, felt
it, and snorted. "Phagh. Not only is it water but warmas well." As she
poured, the cups clouded as ice formed on them Shkai'ra |ooked up to catch

t he gl ance passi ng between Megan and Yeva. "Myre tricks. For something that
angers so many people, you two are pretty free with it.' She rinsed her nmouth
and swal | oned. "So. A problen?" She | eaned back and waited while Megan si pped
and wat ched the other two.

Yeva | ooked down at the goblet before her, so casually filled, and at the
worren who woul d drink with one called an Abomi nation by the Sun priests. She
smled to herself. Bright souls these two had, outlanders though they were.
That much she had seen in the scrying-ice a sennight ago.

"W had decided that a nessage of sone sort was necessary, to deliver to
someone, for your safety."

Shkai'ra threw her head back, poured the contents of the goblet down her
t hroat and wi ped her mouth with the back of her hand.

"True enough. Nobody believes that sonething they want that badly doesn't
exi st anynore. Ever hear of a mercenary believing a farner who swore there
wasn't silver buried under the hearth?" She gl anced across at Megan. "You
still have it?"

For answer, the Zak produced the stained, sticky piece of parchment. "Wat
does it say?"

Yeva passed her hand over the shifting script as it lay on the rosewood of the
table. There was a curious sensation, as of a click a finger's breadth behind
the eyes. Megan picked up the nuch-folded slip and read. Her face | ost al
expression; after a noment, her shoul ders began to shake. Shkai'ra took it
fromher fingers and read the common Fehi nnan |ettering.

Yes?" she said. "For one word-'Yes'-we' ve been chased, knifed, nearly eaten
alive, tortured, soaked in shit, dropped in candy ..." Her voice trailed off,
hesitating between fury and | aughter.

Yeva spread her hands and smiled with an inpish glee. "Well, the Merchants*
@Quild asked us if we would take a hand in matters; we decided to, so ... yes."
The Konmmanza dropped her head into her hands and began to | augh; then she fel
over on the pillows and beat hands and feet against the fabric, gasping as
hel pl ess tears ran down her face.

"Ai, ai!" she wheezed. "I haven't seen anything so good since the drunken
nomad drowned in a nead vat at Solstice Fair, the year | left Stonefort.
Heroes we were, |leaping fromroof to roof |ike eagles, slaying all in our
path-for a treasure of great price: a parchnent saying 'Yes'! 'Yes'"

Megan sank back on the cushion, alnost |ying down, |aughing so hard that she
al nrost couldn't breathe. "Wuld it ... have been any better ... if it had
had been 'No'?" And she wi ped tears away fromthe corners of her eyes.

Thr ough gasps Shkai'ra managed to say, "O even 'Maybe'?" She fell over again
at the idea, wheezing.

Megan snoot hed wi sps of hair away from her face, straightening the cushions
she sat on. "Ach, a story to tell children . . . but not one that priests or
arnmy woul d believe." She picked a slice of melon fromthe bow and bit into
it, catching a fragment at the corner of her nouth. "Now, what are we to do to



pul | them off our trail?"

Shkai'ra rose, pulled out her saber, and began polishing the already bright
steel carefully. "W ve thought of leaving the city, but..." She put the sword
down across her knees and began ticking off points on her fingers. "Eh, the
ports are watched and we woul d have to travel by horse or foot, both slower
than river or sea. Ka, if the arnmy succeeds in starting this war of theirs,

then the countryside will be nobilized and not very healthy for outlanders,
even mercenaries. |, for one, do not care to be a conscript in their
Gitch-taken holy war. Sh'ra, they've already tried to kill us; even if they

catch us el sewhere, that wouldn't stop themfromdoing it then." She | ooked
up. "Enough points?"

"Too many," Megan said. She | ooked up fromwhere her nails tapped on the
tabletop. "We can't stay in hiding forever, and | cannot stay here. It's too
bad that we couldn't just give themall the nessage. After all, what good
would it do thenP"

"But none of them would believe that the nessage was just one word," Yeva

broke in. "It wouldn't be convincing enough. " She thought a monent,
sightl ess eyes | ooking off into the far distance. "I have an idea that m ght
be your answer!" She | ooked over their heads, smiling. "If they all got what

t hey expected, then they would be convinced, wouldn't they?" Her gaze | owered
to the other two. "Do you think you could see that all three factions got a
gli npse of the nmessage?"

Megan suddenly felt as if her mind had started working properly again. The

pi eces of this plot fell into place, and she began a slow snile at the
thought. "G ve thema lie they will believe, rather than the truth they
cannot." She slapped the table. "I'msick of being the quarry; let us turn the
tables.”

"Put a weasel in the henhouse, with the right message," Shkai'ra said
ent husi astically. "Hmm but each will need a different enphasis-what if they
conpare notes?"

Yeva tapped a long finger on her chin. "Shoes froma | eatherworker, steel from
a blacksmith-and for the inpossible, a magician.”

Si npl e enough, she thought. The material is already sensitized. Now, what is
it that the powerful of this city fear nost of all? Ah, of course

She arched her hands over the parchment and raised the patterns in her mnd
They hung before her thought in an intricate knot of light strands. Now, this
corresponded to the basic human mnd-all the recipients would be human, of
sorts: Here, the comon character elenments: a |line of suspicion, a |oop of
treachery. She had known a gull-taker once, in her youth as a hedge-w zard, a
man who made his living fromfraud; he had told her that it was nearly

i mpossible to run a successful scamon the honest, although such were
fortunately rare. This would apply the sane principle; she inserted the |ast
of the sublimnal clues, tapped energy from her environnent, and sent her nind
pl ungi ng through the matrix of the spell. Possibility warped, and m ght becane
is.

The two adventurers felt a nmonmentary cl enching and a sudden chill. Megan felt
the surge of energy spiraling into the focus and al nost, al nost saw what was
happeni ng. A glinmer of sonething not quite there, caught out of the corner of
an eye. She wanted power so badly that she could taste it; then cast the idea
away. Yeva cannot teach me, she thought. | ama red-witch and will remain one.
Living on the edge of a knife is good enough, and |'ve done well enough



wi t hout nore power.

"There," Yeva said. "Take it and read, renenbering the lie." Shkai'ra scanned

t he now | engt hy message, pursing her lips and raising a brow.

Megan took it in turn. "Fascinating," she said. "You, apparently, have been
correspondi ng with Habi ku- though you couldn't know who he is-to sell nme to
sl avers again. The man has no inmgination."

"And you are taking the priests gold, for nme," Shkai'ra added, turning to the
sorceress. "This is a fangaz'i whul pukkut," she said. "A sheep-bitten
wol f -unbel i evabl e. "

"For you," Yeva replied, "not for those whose nourishnent is treachery. W
call them ' mind-that-sees-lurkers'-paahnit. They will believe."

Shkai'ra s teeth drew back fromher teeth in an expression that bore no
relation to a smle. "The Fehinnans like a circus,"” she said. "Now they'l
have one."

Yeva turned her eyes to Megan's smile, if it could be called that, and nodded.
"Per haps you could use sone assistance? | believe that your roons at the inn
are still being watched by everyone, and | cannot shield you here nuch | onger
It takes as much power to keep up your invisibility over a long period as it
does reaching out over a distance ... or into the tenple-lI did that once, only
wi th assi stance. Take counsel between you- |I will not really be here for a
monent." Wth that, it was as if she withdrew into her mnd and was .. . gone
t hough her body still sat with them one of its hands lightly clasped around

t he base of the cup

Megan turned a thoughtful eye on Shkai'ra. "I find nyself with a strange
appetite for more di scussions of philosophy with a certain ex-priest. ..." She
trailed off and rai sed a questioning eyebrow at the Komuanza.

"Probably the safest place in this stone warren," she nmused. "Wen?"

Megan poked a finger into her hair: it crackled. She rmunbl ed under her breath,
pi cki ng at patches of congeal ed sugar still sticking to her abraded skin.

"Not until |'ve had a bath. Even after being cleaned up and you finding sugar
in the dammdest places |'mnot clean yet. Many baths."

"Just a little candy, and nibbling it was fun; the sooner the .. ." Shkai'ra
sat up, stood, gripped her head in shaking hands, and sat down again. "On the
ot her hand, perhaps we should rest a little," she continued, gritting her
teeth against the heaving of a rebellious stomach. The reserve agai nst
extremty was not tapped without a price. She sank back resentfully, closing
her eves.

"Although 1'd like it better if the resting were a different place," she said
softly after a nmonent's pause. The magician seened . . . otherwhere, at
present, but she remmined cautious. "Not that this one hasn't dealt well wth
us, but | don't-"

"-like spook pushers," Megan finished with weary hunmor. "And | don't
particularly like to swm but well both do what we hate if we have to." She
rose, w ncing, and stood beside the blond womran's side. "Me to the hot water,
if I can wake our hostess; you, back to sleep, akribhan."

Shkai'ra rolled onto her side and sighed, curling into the crisp cool surface



of the linen sheets. Her breathing evened out, and she was asleep in nonents.
Sl eep rel axed the hard, wary lines of her face; for a nmoment it was possible
to see her as she might be at peace, unthreatened. Megan stood in silence,
just looking, then put out a hand to hover just over Shkai'ra's shoul der. She
felt the heat radiating fromher, and as a sound canme from behind t hem

snat ched the hand back

"You care much for this one." Yeva's conment was quietly spoken, and not a
guestion. "A good person to have at your back."

"So | thought."

"Well, then. As a guest, as ny nentor rem nded ne, | also can have guests.”
She paused, color tingling her pale cheeks. "I should have realized it before.
No matter. The servant can show you the way." She clapped. "I don't think

have to tell you to nmove slowy."

"Ach, moving at all is the problem"” Megan bowed slightly. "I still would Iike
to speak with you, once | cease feeling |like a smashed cl ockwork toy." Yeva's
cool amusenent followed her out of the sunny room Ilike the scent of |avender

Li ke a great spermwhale rising fromthe depths, the Wary Wayfarer's head
cook lunbered up the stairs. Servants shrank against the walls as she passed,
gawki ng at the afternoon tea tray in her hands. It had been nmany years since
d aaghi had carried anything heavier than a | adle.

She sl owed as the bare concrete and stone of the working quarters gave way to
paneling and tile; that aspect of the old manor had needed little change when
the Weary Wayfarer had become a business as well as a home to its owners. One
of the upper-slaves stopped her

"The owners woul dn't appreciate this," he said apprehensively. dd highlander
tattoos showed on his cheeks, but years in captivity had worn the soft dial ect
of coastal Fehinna into his tongue.

@ aaghi grunted. She was a free enployee and hi ghly val ued; the kinfast m ght
own her kitchen, but it was hers. She waved the tray slightly.

"Trouble in two-west-five," she said. "Not taking trays, and the |azy
fishbrains can't tell ne why." She plodded stolidly on, uneasy in her
feast-day tunic, conscious that it dimnished her. In |eather apron and cl out
she was a figure of terror; with blue cotton on her shoul ders she was a fat,

m ddl e- aged servant woman. "I will find out what's going on. Even if they
prefer that only the younger, conelier servants wait directly on guests and
are offended by nme." Still, she was careful not to tread too heavily and not

to knock agai nst anyt hi ng.

The stairs creaked under her weight, and she renenbered why she'd stopped
comng up to this level. If someone had been standi ng down the hall, he would
have seen d aaghi's head and shoul ders energe fromthe stairwell, Titanlike.
Even out of her realm the head cook was inpressive. Not for nothing did the
under-servants call her the Sea-Cow behi nd her back, being very careful to be
out of earshot.

She stopped in front of second-west-four and | ooked down at the tray in her
hands. "Two-west-four has their tray. Only four roons on this floor. Wy am|
carrying this tray?" She shifted the tray to one neaty hand and scratched her
head, counting. "One, yes. Two, yes. Three, no breakfast tray today. Four has
theirs.' She | ooked down at herself and her puzzled frown deepened. "Now why
would I dig out ny festival tunic and do sonething strange |ike cone



upstai rs?" She | unbered back down the stairs still nuttering. "Festival ? Maybe
that's it. A festival trick. But why am| carrying this tray?" The slave was
still where she had left him

"Here. You take this. This isn't nmy job." He | ooked puzzled as well.

"What ?" he said, trailing in her wake as she headed back downstairs. "Didn't
they take it?"

"Didn't who take it?" O aaghi asked.

"Why, second-five-west," he said.

The head cook stopped on the stairs, one hand on the balustrade. "I, | don't
renmenber," she said. "I nust have spoken to someone. Yes. | must have." She
sounded nore confident. "That is an extra tray. Take it downstairs. | have

work to do, and good tunics don't nmate well with grease."

CHAPTER XXI |

Megan gnawed on the end of her pen, then carefully drew in another line.
"There," she said. "Hmm it still isn't very conplete."

Shkai'ra scowl ed. "You'll need nore information than that, if you're to get

our little scrap of paper into the tenmple," she said. "Not just floor plans;
t he organi zation, and what approaches woul d work."

At | east you' ve agreed |'mthe one to deal with the priests,” she answered.
"Littl e people are better at hiding, and neither of us could pass for a | ocal
but you're closer. Agreed: you for the tenple, ne for the Iron House. But how
are we going to do an in-and-out with the Adderfangs? Wth the contract, both
of us are kill-on-sight blade fodder." She prodded a finger at the paper. 'And
we don't even know enough for this."

There was a dry cough fromthe hearth. Harriso | ooked up fromhis teapot.

"Al though elderly, | amnot quite on ny pyre," he said. "For the tenple,
recall what | was: guidance | can give, and the Beggar King has often sent ne
to deal with the Adderfangs."

He crossed the little roomand gently lifted a stone fromthe irregular wall.
The niche within was dank, but the documents were safely enclosed in a greased
| eat her bag, tightly sealed. "Now, with your help, Red-Hair-"

"Now wait a mnute, Harriso," Megan cut in sharply. "Ganted that all you say
is true ... |, for one, don't wish to expose anyone el se to the risk. Besides,
even if we succeed in pulling the hairs fromthese skunks' tails wthout
getting stinking, we can always |l eave. This is not our home, though perhaps it
i s becom ng yours," she said in an aside to Shkai'ra. "Afterward, the
survivors are likely to have long nmenories and cone | ooking for you." She
paused. ' | won't do that by involving you nore."

Harriso's ruined eyes swung toward her. "Child," he said in a voice soft with
power, "I have lived eighty turnings of the Sun. Many nore than nost. All that
| loved died | ong ago; nmenories and words are |left, nenories and words."

He paused. They m ght al nobst have thought him asleep, but for the school ed
stillness of his cross-legged stance. "Because | have bent with ny fate, do
not presume to believe that | welcome it. Two things remain to nmy hand. Those
chance-net friends | have nade, here in this second world, my second life."



H s voice dropped, caressingly. "And ny enemes. Wile they are, | am W are
bound cl oser than kinnates or parents. This-" he touched the nessage "-puts ne
within reach of them again. Those who cast ne down and oppress ny people. Let
me bring us to our ending and give a fitting farewell gift to those who saw
nore than a blind beggar."

Megan's |lips parted slightly, then closed in silence. Shkai'ra dropped a hand
lightly on her shoulder. Death pride, she thought.

Harri so poured the tea and set the cups out with the quiet gestures of ritual
The three sat, glittering firelight casting highlights from bel ow on the harsh
cheekbones of the Kommanz steppe, glistening on curtains of raven's wing hair.
They drank.

"So. Now that you infants have |listened to the voice of wisdom" the winkled
face lost its inhuman serenity in a smle of friendly nmockery "-consider the
comng Purification in the temple. Al of Illizbuah will be there, or that
part that can cover its nakedness and contribute to the Servants' treasury. A
smal |, agile person mght do well."

"I suppose that a warhorse plunging around in the crowd woul d be rather
obvi ous," Megan said. "A Purification? If the crowd is that big, it m ght be
nmy best chance. When?"

"Three days from now. Enough tine for me to pay ... a visit to the ones the
current Reflection of the Efful gent Light finds useful tools. Yes, by al
means, the Silent Knives first. That will clear the way for you, Red-Hand, to

drop the pomegranate of discord anmong the warriors, to scatter its seeds.
Then, before any but vague runors of turnoil spread, we send the nessage of

di sharmony to the Reflection and watch the results anong themallfifi. It will
be some tinme before the survivors have the leisure to seek out the authors of
their troubles.”

Shkai'ra blinked and choked on the last sip of her tea. "Harriso, you were
wasted on these dwellers-in-stone-warrens, she said. "You should have been a
Granfor Warmaster; you have just the devious, nasty mnd. Wen | asked for
your aid, | wasn't expecting you to set our strategy."

The fire had died by the time they were done, and even several pots of the tea
were not enough to keep hoarseness fromtheir throats. Harriso stood, noving
unerringly in the sem -darkness, and began to sling a bl anket curtain across
the mddl e of the hut. Megan paused in fluffing a pallet.

"Harriso," she said in a thoughtful tone, "it seizes me that one thing is
lacking in your plan."

The blind man inclined his head toward her. "Can it be found on such short
noti ce?"

"I'f I know anything at all of the underside of cities, yes," Megan said, her
eyes focused unseeingly on the di mshape of Shkai'ra pulling off her tunic.
A small, swift, inventive, and very, very greedy child."

"Excuse me again, young one, but is the Shadowed One still busy?" The
Adder f ang apprentice | ooked up sourly fromthe records spread on the | ow table
at the stooped figure of the beggar |eaning on his staff. The small boy who
had | ed himhere hadn't ceased noving once since they had arrived, and had
contributed greatly to his decision that the Beggars' @uild could wait, for a
change.



Sunstruck, blind old fool, he thought. Three tines |'ve |l ost ny place.
Adventure in the Assassins' @iild, hah! Mght as well be a priest. He prodded
again at an aching nolar with his tongue and broke his silence.

"Yes! My Shadowed, Luko, is very busy today and is likely to be so for another
finger-width of the candle, so could you kindly sit down? And keep the boy
quiet." As if on cue, the urchin spoke up again.

"Grandfather, | hafta go to the jakes, the latrine, |I mean. | hafta, now" He
tugged at the beggar's cloak and set up a whine that carried around the room

"Wy, Dahv, you know your Kkin-nother told you..."

The ol d one's nmaundering died away as the two were escorted down the hall by
anot her apprentice, who | ooked just as thrilled as Luko's.

By the Sun's shadow, the two are enough to drive you mad, he thought. And what
could be so inmportant that he wouldn't even nention the insult of being kept
wai ting? Harriso, yes, that was the blind one's nane. Not a frequent contact,
but logical. After all, who better to deal with dwellers in shadow t han one
blind? It showed the Beggar King's understanding of his place. He turned back
to his papers and wondered if Luko would be in a better nood now that the
madam had been in to pay her protection. Wen they got back maybe he ought to
risk disturbing him How many throwi ng stars could he have in his office,
anyway ?

O ficious child, Harriso thought, as they were led back to the waiting area.
Luko was normal ly nmuch easier to see during the evening hours than this.

He felt Dahvo's hand on his arm and thought that the boy played his part well.
If they believed a clan or Kinfast stood behind them perhaps it woul d make
them hesitate a little before killing them Ai, he sighed mentally, the Adders
were too fond of killing these days. Subtlety was what they | acked. It had
been ot herwi se in his youth.

Harriso felt the sour expression on the apprentice's face; not at all unlike
an acolyte serving in the outer chanbers of the tenple, even to the petty

pl easure he took in keeping a supplicant waiting. At |ast he sighed, laid down
his pen, and scratched at the door of the sanctum before entering. The blind
man strained hearing honed in darkness; there was a nuffled bellow and a sharp
t hunk of steel on wood.

" and if you won't stand still for it, bring it back!" the voice said,
and bel | owed agai n: |aughter this tine. The heavy door swung open and the
apprentice waved them t hrough; his hands shook slightly as he did, and a fresh
scar showed white against the pitted inner surface of the door, at neck

hei ght .

Harriso walked in slowy, nore slowy than necessary, with a hand on Dahvo's
shoul der. Roonms were largely a matter of snmell to hiny this one was ... stale
sweat, cane spirit . . . yes, and perfume overlying sex-musk. The Adderfang's
voi ce sounded, round and thick and heavy; there was an inpression of neaty
forearns thick with hair and wet jow s. The tone was still shark-jovial from
the I ethal baiting a nmonent ago.

"Well, old no-eyes, does the Beggar King conplain of our tax again? O have
freel ances been at the bow s once nore?

Dahvo shifted under his hand; Harriso could tell that he was gl anci ng around,
i npressed. The garishness nust be truly hideous. The ol d man spoke softly.



"Perhaps ny business should remain confidential, One in Darkness," he said.
The Adderfang snorted heavily and | eaned on the w cker backrest behind his
cushions. It creaked heavily.

"Then why bring the boy? Unless as a present for ne.
"He is ny eyes and ears,"” Harriso said absently. Then: "There was a conmmi ssion
for ... those-who-renove, recently. Concerning the recovery of a m ssing

obj ect ?"

The backrest creaked again and stopped. Harriso could hear the man's breat hing
catch and pant; the sharper scent of fear was in his sweat. Silently, the
blind man produced the fol ded paper fromhis robe; at a warning squeeze, Dahvo
took it gingerly between thunb and finger to deposit it on the Adderfang's
desk. The boy returned to his position. The rustle of stiff paper unfolding
was plain to sensitive ears, but Harriso squeezed again.

"He's unfolded it now, Grandfather. Now he's started to read."”

"Porpoi seshit!" the Adder gasped, and sl amed the paper face down on the desk;

a fact which was noted in Dahvo's clear treble. He had al ways been one of

Jahlini's supporters; that had gotten himthis sinecure in Guild Liaison, when

he grew too heavy for active comrssions. But if she heard he had read this .
whatever it was ...

Fromthe Servants of the Effulgent Light. . . Thank That Wich Coiled in
Dar kness he'd stopped readi ng nore.

"How di d-" He stopped, took several quick breaths, and a long pull at a bottle
of cane brandy hi dden beneath a cushion. A nonent later he regretted that; it
was happening too often these days. Decision crystallized.

He yanked at a cord. The door opened, and the apprentice side-flipped through
l andi ng in guard stance and | ooki ng astoni shed as nothing edged flewin his
direction.

"Cet the Adderchief,"” Luko began, his voice an octave higher than usual. "Tel
her that Luko will pay with his liver and lights if it isn't nore inportant
t han anyt hi ng she's doing now. No, you fool, |eave the door open!" It would be

hard enough to convince her that he hadn't heard, done, or read anything as it
was.

They sat for long mnutes of echoing silence, Luko sweating still nore,
janmm ng thick hands agai nst each other to still the urge to reach for the

bl ack gl ass bottle; Dahvo fidgeting; Harriso serenely nmotionless. Very
faintly, he smiled; the taste of intrigue and danger and great events was not
one he'd thought to enjoy again, and he found that the appetite had not

vani shed so thoroughly as he had i magi ned. Like npbst cravings, he thought, it
grows with the feeding.

The apprentice did not reappear. |Instead, Adderchief Jahlini herself eased

t hrough the door. Harriso knew the snell, dry and old and sonehow rem ndi ng
himof wet metal and rat fur. She stayed silent as she crossed to the desk and
flipped the paper over.

Luko burbl ed, a safe three paces away, with his face carefully averted. "I
didn't read a word, not a word, Darkest!" he stuttered. "As soon as | knew,
believe ne . "



"Ch, | believe that, Luko," she said softly, snoothing the parchment down with
one hand. The other curled fingers toward the slit under the right arnpit of
her tunic. "Not even you would be fool enough to bring me to this, when your
nane is at the top of the list.'

The knife she drew was smal |l -a handspan and a half, slightly curved, with a
hilt of dinpled bone. Luko's black jacket parted soundl essly; the point slid
in just under the floating rib and drew down and across, finishing with a

tw st.

He fell, and she stove in his larynx with a sandal ed heel. "No dyi ng words
fromyou,' she said coldly.

Her eyes moved to Harriso and the child, and even in his darkness he felt
them H's reply was cool and dry. "Consider, Commander of Silent Knives, that
| at |east cannot read the product of any pen; nor can this child of the
streets. And further, will sources of information be forthconing if your
reward is a journey to the sewers to dine with the craw ers?"

She stood silent. Suddenly, Dahvo ran forward, kicking at her shins and
poundi ng at her waist with small fists.

"You | eave Granther alone!" he cried. "I don't l|ike you! You snell!"

There was a hard smack as she backhanded the child into a sobbing huddl e on
the floor.

Not worth nmy time, she thought as the grey face of Luko's apprentice peered
through the door. "Get me the . . . no, the Assistant Master of Term nations,
and ny guards! Who woul d have thought so many?" she nuttered, ignoring the old
man as he hel ped Dahvo to his feet, |eaning on the desk. He sidled out the
door as bl ack-rmasked figures began to pour through it.

Harri so went to hush Dahvo and found him already quiet. The boy sniggered

slightly. "She didn't even hit me as hard as Ma does. Did that bit good, din't
| ?"

"Yes, Dabvo. Now come-this place is too close for ny liking."

"How? They blindfolded ne on the way in and led us both. I'mlost."

"This way." Harriso turned around a corner, hearing the fttt of bl owguns
behi nd them coming closer. He pulled Dahvo into a doorway and listened to the
sounds of Jahlini's housecleaning. It sounded as if nmany were going to die in

t hi s.

Bl i ndf ol ds worked well with those dependent on sight. Everyone forgot that the
blind remenber. Qut of darkness then, the blind nan | ed the boy.

The heavy snell of frying food told himthat they were near the exit ... or
entrance, as the case might be. The latch clicked and the small door swung
open.

"Now, Dahvo, be nmy eyes for a short time again. Has anyone noved the box from
bel ow or di sturbed anyt hi ng?"

"No, but | think the fight's following us." He sounded a little nervous.

Harriso smled and stepped to the box below, to the small barrel, and then to
the floor. "W have tine. Close the door." He could hear the muted rustle of



conversation and the clatter in the kitchens on the other side of the door

A thunp and Dahvo was down as well. "Cone al one. You shall have your reward
for playing ny grandson. You shouldn't get hit for not naking your quota
today. Maybe even tonorrow, if you're careful."

They noved through the kitchen and the restaurant, weaving between seated
patrons, cushions and |ow tables. As they got to the door, Harriso squeezed
Dahvo' s shoul der and pressed the bit into his hand that Megan had given himto
pay the boy.

There was an unkitchenly clatter fromthe kitchen, and a figure fell through
the fishbone curtain, black-clad, rigid, with a snmall dart pinning the hood to
the throat. The restaurant cleared with |ightning speed as pani cky diners
realized the Adders were fighting anmong t hensel ves. Some nearly stunbl ed over
an ol d beggar who sat by the corner of the building, shaking his bow, crying,
"Alnms! Gve and the Light shine on You! Alns ...'

CHAPTER XXI V

Sanmi bo could hear the gate |lieutenant's nasal voice echoing down the entrance
corridor of the Iron House |one before the portals cane in sight. There wasn't
much traffic here after sunset, and discipline enforced silence. For nost, the
staff officer thought. That youngker is making enough racket for hinself and
twenty other fools.

"It's obvious, little Rahlini; the great red cow doesn't understand the high
speech. She didn't even look up after that last insult-graciously delivered as
it was.

Sanmi bo softened his step as he paced past the faded stains around the side
entrance, snmiling. He caught Shkai'ra's eye over the shoul der of the

i eutenant and the hapl ess private who was a forced witness to his baiting of
the outl ander. Shkai'ra | eaned at her ease agai nst one of the doorposts,
ignoring the light drizzle soaking her tunic; her back rested agai nst

ti me- bl ackened brass-strapped, oak, towering four body-Iengths above her. The
gate under-officer turned to her again.

"How long will you wait for the officer?" he said, in |labored city patois.
Under his breath he added: "Ofspring of a sow and a shark," in the formal
tongue, but very softly; the foreigner's passivity had nmade hi mbold, but
t here was sonet hi ng about the scarred hands thrust into her belt that
contradicted it.

Shkai'ra jerked her head slightly to indicate Sanmm bo and cl eared her throat.
"I see," she said, in officer-class Fehinnan with a slight burr, "that you're

still using | apdogs and inbeciles for guard duty, Sam"

The lieutenant abruptly becane a nodel soldier. "Ah, sir," he began

"And still stuffing pikeshafts up their ass to nake 'em stand straight,' the
Kommanza cont i nued.

"So, do you take himout on the practice field, or shall 1?" Sam bo said,

with a gesture hal fway between a salute and a wave.

"Nia, pillowsoldier, he's not worth the trouble. Vultures m ght puke on his
shadow, | can't be bothered." She cast a wink at the private, who clutched her
pi ke and stared solemly ahead as bright spots appeared on her cheeks. The
barracks woul d be anused toni ght.



Shkai'ra flipped a ball of hard rubber fromher belt and began squeezing it,
tossing it to the other hand every tenth contraction. Pushing past the rigid
lieutenant, she | eered and whi spered- his braced attention quivered.

Her grin faded as they entered the hall. Lanterns and reflectors barely
touched the di mess; around themthe great pile of stone and brick and

gl assbound concrete hunched in on itself, hugging its darkness. The Iron House
was not the oldest building in Illizbuah; the foundations of the Sun Tenpl e
went back before the Godwar, before the world was changed and broken. But it
was the only structure of its era that had not been rebuilt out of al

recogni tion. Long years had passed since its builders piked canni bal bands
back fromthe four-story walls; the crunbled concrete of another cycle had
been dragged fromruins to make its nortar. It had always been a fortress; the
snells of sweat, oil, polish, and nusty stone made a cold aura.

"You're laughing in the shark's mouth," Sanmi bo said. "Insisting on giving it
to the H gh Commander personally. She bears no overwhel mng |ove for you." All
the while, they had been passing through the thickness of the outer wall At
the first cross corridor of the warren, a guard detail fell in about them
fully arnored.

Shkai'ra shrugged. Al that stood between her and a spearpoi nt between the
shoul der bl ades was her apprai sal of her opponent's cast of mnd. That, and
luck. She nade the gesture with her sword-hand out of habit, but uneasily.
There had been too nuch |uck about of |ate, both good and bad; the gods mnust
be taking a close interest in this fight. Gods, or

"You mean, she has the nalice of a viper,"
attention back to the matter at hand.

t he Konmanza replied, snapping her

Sanmi bo wi nced and gl anced around, the reflex of years on the fringes of the
H gh Command. One of the guards had twitched; that mght be a trick of the
eye, and body | anguage was difficult to pick out under a

| eat her-and-fiberglass suit stretching frompate to foot. Samm bo deci ded t hat
Snyna trusted himexactly as he did her

"She al so . " Shkai'ra let the comment trail away. Baiting the Fehi nnan was
anusi ng, but she had no desire to ruin him "She gives ne the noney, she
gets-" she tapped her belt "-this."

Sanmi bo stroked a satin-gloved finger down his nustache and adjusted the fine
green linen of his dress tunic. "Wll, at least let nme hand the nmessage to
her," he said unhappily. "No need to remind her of your presence nore than
necessary."

They paused at a col onnade to watch a group of nercenaries; fromthe

equi prent, Shkai'ra judged themto be the headquarters conpany of a Kaal yn
light cavalry reginent. The fifty neters of air well above themwas misty with
the Iight rain, soaking the troops with javelins slung in hide buckets across
their backs. A conpany of regular Fehinnan infantry watched, drawn up in what
t he manual s call ed an honor guard formation; the troops knew it as "suspicion
guard."

"Hiring, | see," she said. Silently, she extended a hand with the parchnent.

Sanmi bo took it with a sigh of relief, tucking it behind the sky-blue of his
sash, under the tache of his broad-bladed infantry shortsword.

"Don't try to read it, Samm bo," she said.



"It's eyes only." He shrugged.
"Samm bo, when they carry you to the pyre, you'll pick the pallbearer's
pockets, just to see what's there. But this was witten by spookers."

There was a slight check in the staff officer's stride before he said
snoot hly, "Duty forbids, in any case."

"But you would have tried.'
"Well . . . perhaps. Good intelligence is the heart of mlitary science."

Toward the centrumof the fortress sone effort had been nade to nodernize the
interior: nurals and colored nmarble floors clashed jarringly with door frames
graven in denon faces. Incense fought with nold; guards stood at four-neter

i nterval s, unnoving; the air had a greasy, cold soup chill. It was faniliar
from her days as a commander of irregulars. W Kommanz have a name for
treachery, she thought. But we don't have to | ook to our backs in battle. She
made to spit on the flagstones, then reconsidered.

They halted for a nmonent at the ancient, inner doors. There was a |ine of

di scol orati on at about chest height, very faint, where the guard had nade its
| ast stand centuries ago, when the Mal eficent's troops had becone the only
hostile arny ever to set foot in the Iron House. On either side sentries
stood, statue-like; Shkai'ra watched with interest as a fly crawl ed across
one's face and over a notionl ess eyeball

Sanmi bo darted a gl ance at her as the door swung open, its tw ce man-height
nmovi ng soundl essly on oil-wod bearings. She was too calm he thought; but it
was hard to be sure

The chamber within was vaul ted, a wedge-shaped segnment of a circle two tiers
in fromone of the outer towers. Soft indirect light came frompanels in the
roof. Shkai'ra noted the narrow decorative slits rinmng the ceiling. Mre

t han decorative; she would have wagered an eye that there were w nch-wound
si ege crossbows up there, covering every novement in the room

Snyna sat at on a | ow padded bench, overl ooking the massive map table that was
t he centerpi ece of the huge headquarters chanber. Around stood a clutch of
staff officers and senior unit commanders, noving counters wth |ong-handl ed
rakes. Since her own people used a sinmlar system the Kommanza took in the

di spositions with a gl ance.

Qdd, she thought. Mst of the foot concentrated around the city. Easier to
supply on navigable water, of course, but why not farther up the lanz Valley,
if they're planning a canpaign in the south?

The conmmander of Fehinna's capital garrison | ooked up with a slight, cool
smle. Shkai'ra could feel Samm bo tensing at her side; she did not del ude
herself that he would Iift a finger if the general ordered her cut down on the
spot, but it might cause a little regret.

Not that Smyna woul d. The Kommanza had never been a real threat to the
CGener al - Commander; nobody in her position could be. Chance had given her the
opportunity to cause her some trouble and enbarrassnent

Snyna's eyes staring fromthe mask of rmud and bl ood as bright arterial blood
pul sed fromthe | eg wound, her fist stained red on the pressure point.
Shkai ' ra pushed aside the nmenory.



No, Snyna woul d never grant her the dinmty of ordering the sort of hasty
execution others would; that would inply real fear and hence respect. It would
be far nore to her taste to see the outlander groveling for a mnor scrap
ignore her with lordly disdain. And not even notice her sword. Grey eves net

bl ack for a nmoment, and then the westerner |ooked away, casually. It would not
do to let Snyna see her |lack of regret, and no Fehinnan aristocrat gained or
held this nuch power by being a fool.

The General - Conmander turned to Samm bo, ignoring the barbarian comoner
raising a slimbrow Shkai'ra noted sardonically that for all her calm she
was the only one present wearing even partial harness-chain gorget and stee
br east - and- back, part of the priceless suit that was one badge of her office.

The staff officer wordl essly extended the parchnent. Snyna waved it toward her
chi ef aide, a stocky, bouncy figure hovering at her right.

"Such trouble," she said. "For a trifle." She reached for a cup of chilled
ponegranate juice on a tray held by the nearest soldier-servant. Her attention
strayed fromthe nap table to a file folder in her |ap.

Shkai'ra was acutely conscious of the staff officer standing with the nmessage
in hand; she could feel the sweat trickling down fromher arnpits over her
flanks, chilling in the cool air that fans brought up fromthe basenent, the
dankness carving faintly through the incense. The dim rich colors of the room
seened intolerably bright. Her breathing remai ned cal mand even, and the grey
eyes travel ed casually across the room noting the position of each human and
object. Soldiers; she was a warrior, and the next few m nutes would show the

di fference.

The ai de unfol ded the parchment and read, casually at first. Then he stopped
with a deep hoarse grunt, the sound a mailed cestus driving into the pit of
his stomach m ght have brought forth.

"Why?" he shouted, raw disbelief in his voice. "I was the only one you could
trust-"

He stunbl ed backward. Rage replaced fear on the heavy features, and his hand
went to the hilt of his blade.

Snyna had scooped the parchnment fromthe floor. The cool, regul ar detachment
of her features becane very ugly as she scanned the short lines. The reflex
that drove her into a fighting crouch saved her life as her aide's sword
skittered over her shoul der-piece and pl owed across her upper armin a bl ow
that woul d have ended in her neckbones if she hadn't noved.

"So, Fehinna needs a General - Conmander nore 'pious and reverent to the
Servants of the Light,' " she said in a deadly whisper, as the long cavalry
sword slid free in her good hand. The voice rose to an insane shriek. "Kil
him"

The room tensed, but the expected bolt did not flash. The aide | aughed and
drove forward in a lunging thrust that she stopped only with a desperate
twi sting |eap.

Did you forget who sets your guard?" he inquired nastily. There was a deep
bass throb fromthe hidden gallery that ran around the council chanber, and a
heavy bolt plowed chips fromthe floor inches fromhis foot. A nonment |ater
there was a wet crunching sound, and an armthrust linply through the slit. It
hung, and dripped red slowy on the priceless carpets. Confused shouts and the



clash of metal followed through the arrowslits.

The staff officers had frozen at the clash of steel, immobilized by total
incredulity. The field commanders were | ess hesitant and nore used to sudden
emer genci es.

Form ng a knot, they backed toward the portals, raising a shout.
Treason!" they cried. "CGuard, guard!"

They had reckoned w t hout the atnmosphere of headquarters. Sudden disciplined
action, here, suggested foreknow edge of the plot. The crossbows hummred.

Prudently, Shkai'ra had dropped behind a wooden map chest, draggi ng Sanmi bo
with her for additional cover. She grinned into features gone liquid with
daz- zl enent; beyond hi m she saw one grey-haired staff officer doggedly
crushing the throat of another with her map pointer, oblivious of the dress
dagger buried in her mdriff.

"Such madness!" she | aughed, the sudden shrill wild giggle of her folk. He
shrank fromthe blaze of orgiastic pleasure in her face as she | ooked out over
the scene. "Such chaos!"

She suddenly grew calm One of the dying field officers had swng the doors
open, leaving a glistening trail as he slid dowmn the nottled ebony." I'mfor
t he outside, Samm bo," she said, in snarl. "Aitch godlet of fuckups be wth
you-this is his realm and for the sake of some good tines, hide under the
tabl e!"

A darting rush brought her to where Snyna and her second-i n-conmand duel ed
anong the ruins of their hopes. She stooped, swept up the parchnent, whirled,
and ran for the door, the inpetus of the back-kick she snapped at Snyna's knee
speedi ng her on her way. Deliberately, she did not draw steel; that would
force potential obstacles to keep their blades for their opponents, when the
sight of a bright edge out of the corner of their eve m ght have drawn a bl ow
She whirled through the fight in an al nost dance, cleared the |last hall-dozen
paces with a striding run, and dove headfirst through the open portals,
confusing both the bolt-gunners behind and the hal berdi ers before. Landing on
crossed forearms, she bounced to her feet and ran; no time now to pick
directions, but it would be best to be on the expandi ng outsi de edge of the
sphere of chaos she had expl oded.

CHAPTER XXV

There was no problem bl ending with the crowd. Megan's probl em was novi ng
against it; the Avenue of Triunphal Arrogance was bl ocked for two kiloneters
back fromthe square, and the mass of humans and vehicl es noved in slow

i nchworm jerks. The subtropical sun beat down with a pitiless white |ight that
threw the scanty shade bl ack and kni fe-sharp at the edges. Megan could feel it
soaking into her skin, as pal pable as the sweat that stuck the tunic to her
back and turned her loincloth to a sodden raw chafing rag; body heat joined
it; marble-faced concrete radiated its share back into the throng. The heavy
snel |l of massed sweat was thick in the humd air, and hot white dust stirred
by thousands of feet.

She could feel hotter air puff up fromher collar with every halting step. The
press was worse than a theater or arena crowd in F talezon, and these were
aliens. Any close contact brought a slight overfall of enmption and thought,
unshi el ded; there was the constant soft pressure of bodies and minds forcing
their way into her own sphere of selfhess. Wth an effort, she forced her



attention on details-a small boy being berated for conming to the cerenony
unwashed; soneone nearby who had been eating strong onions.

Wth a skill learned in the chil dpacks, she wiggled forward and nudged

agai nst the back of a knee. The man staggered. Apol ogies," she nuttered,
slipping past. "I stunbled." A narrow space between two goldsnmiths let her

t hrough; there were advantages to small size, whatever the big redhair

t hought. She inagined Shkai'ra in this oilpress, and her lips quirked slightly
as she ran a wet hand over a slick forehead.

She stopped again in a knot where two litters jostled for position. The way
servants jostled and strove to out-shout each other, vainly; for all their
curses and thunpings, the litters were jamed. Some of the crowd ahead were
beginning to |l ook and mutter, clutching resentfully at bruises. Even with neek
clerks and | awfearing storekeepers, there were lints to what could be done
with a hot, irritated IIlizbuah nob.

The litters were placed down with a thunp, and one noble | eaned out fromthe
shade of her awning to talk to her neighbor. She | ooked maddeningly cool in a
tunic of nulticolored silk ribbons tacked together every handspan; even the

| apdog that panted beside her heightened the contrast. Beside the fitter the
bearers crouched, necks bent to keep their wooden fetters frompulling on
gal l ed throats.

Megan gl anced down. There were many things missed by sinple failure to pay
attention to what was underfoot; being closer to the ground than nost, she was
| ess prone to that error. The litters were nearly a meter on the pavenent on
their |legs, nost of that showing as an inviting black gap between stone and

t he undersi de of the padded couch with the wayservants all ahead.

The shade was wel cone. Megan rel axed into the conparative cool ness and wat ched
t he ankl e' s-eye view of the crowd. There seened to be too many here of equa
rank for the shouts of "Way, way for the Brightness |aasac's-kin" to have nmuch
ef fect, however many upperservants flourished the ivory batons of their

st at us.

Most of the respectable part of Illizbuah was here; all those with guild or
kin, and some of the | ess respectable as well. Shouts of "Stop, thief! She has
my pouch!" rose above the dull surf-roar of the crowd. The sharp cl ear sound
was a shock through that pounding of white noise; she thought warily that this
woul d be the perfect place for an assassination, where no snall betraying
sound woul d be heard before the blade struck. The better thieves nust be
having a fine day of it. She suppressed the sudden craw ing feeling al ong her
spine. I'mgoing into the tenple to slap the cobra on the nose, she thought
irritably. What are a few assassins to that? Besides, they've had chances
enough to slay ne. Although that |ast was part bravado, she admitted to
herself that she had been very lucky. O ... had it been luck? A shrug: she
woul d never know what Power had been at her side.

Snat ches of conversation drifted through the slats overhead. "The nmarket for
hi des i s boomi ng, and we cannot get supplies.”

".. . but Kuinother!"

a new sheersilk tunic fromChin for the next festival."

The gaaimun in the next litter |eaned over, tugging pettishly at the fringe of
his striped awni ng. Megan winkl ed her nose at a wave of too-sweet scent, and

felt the boards creak above her head as the wonman there shifted backward.
Sonet hi ng we agree upon, at the least, the Zak thought.



"Don't you think it's just a trifle too hot to really enjoy a Purification?
One feels as if one's burning oneself. Although this is supposed to be a
particularly disgusting heretic."

"Ch?" the woman above drawl ed with studi ed di sinterest.

"Ch yes! She tried to teach that the Divine Efful gence was nothing nore than a
ball of glowi ng rock- and that it went around the earth, rather than the
Ineffable Truth's teaching, that we circle about the God."

"Ch," came the reply. The Zak could feel both the gaaimun shift as they drew
the suncircle on their breasts.

I gnorant foreigners, Megan thought inpatiently. Koru, Guardian of Lives, nakes
the sun shine and we do circle it. If it were glow ng rock, the Dark One woul d
have put it out. Silly thing to get burned for

She craned her head out fromunder the litter and | ooked ahead. The road
br oadened before her, fanning out in a delta shape as it joined the square.

"Ah, Jaabno, run over to that vendor and get me a cup of ... Wat's this under
your litter, Maahgli? A new pet?"

d anci ng out, Megan net the gaze of her shade's occupant, their faces inches
apart but reversed; she noted how the Fehinnan's silver-wound hair trailed in
the dust as she knelt on the cushions and peered with baffl enent under her
conveyance.

"What," she said in outraged tones, "are you doing under there, taking ..."
She groped for a word. 'Taking ny shade wi thout perm ssion?"

She really | ooks very much |ike a sheep, Megan thought. If sheep wore silk
ri bbons and jewelry. Nice piece of silver and turquoise.

"Enjoying ny road,' the Zak replied. "If you must cone and put your litter on
it."

The Fehinna's puzzl enent was giving way to real anger. Megan reached out and

t weaked her nose sharply, then scuttled out crouched, weaving through the
crowmd at knee height. G ven ninbl eness, small size, and a ruthless wllingness
to hurt, it was possible to nove with some speed, much faster than a search
party of tall standing officials, even with the weight of authority behind

t hem

Behi nd her, outraged shrieks told of disorganization spreading. That had been
childi sh, but then a chil dhood spent stealing buckles in the River Quarter was
far fromthe worst training you could have for a time like this. It will give
that dull person sonmething to entertain her tedious friends and rel ations
wi t h.

The interior of the tenple was al nbst as bright as the square, where the
gi | ded done had | eft phantom afterimages danci ng across her eyes. The contrast
wi th the darkness of the entrance runnel was dazzling, and cal cul ated. Al

four of the great lenses in the dome were uncovered, sending beans stabbing
down t hrough four hundred neters of air blue with incense to break blindingly
of f the circul ar gol d-and-crystal sunburst Holy 01 Holies atop the centra
altar. A hand bell silenced the congregation as they crowded to the barrier,
keeping the central dome free. There was no sound but the sighing of their
breath and the deep, rapid chanting of the choir grouped around the bal cony



that girdled the dome one hundred neters above their heads.

The great jewel ed sun-shape began to rum smoothly, soundl essly, on jeweled
bearings. The fierce |ight was thrown back in huge swirling patterns, through
the hazy air, dappling the stemfaces of the onlookers and the glossy interior
of the vast building. A long-drawn AAAAHHHHHHHHH br oke from twenty thousand

t hroat s.

From the eastern door, the entrance of the rising Sun, cane the procession of
the priests. The Reflection of the Beneficent Light hinself was there, about
hi mt he gol d-col ored robes of the Inner Circle, each with a gl obe of purest
crystal in one hand. They noved into the clear space about the altar, their
sandal s whi spering in a swaying rhythmon the yellow marble, their |eft hands
flashing up to stretch toward the sun, their right hands reaching to the

fl oor.

The sound 01 their chanting rose, clear and deep: "Continuance of lifel
Conti nuance of Life! On Hi gh, on Hi gh, the Sun grants Continuance of Life!"

Behi nd foll omed younger priests, whirling about the procession. There were a

t housand of them half gripped hand bells of brass in their right palns; half
rang bells of crystal and silver, an eerie tinkling resonance under the deeper
tone of the netal. Their left hands swept tall unlit candl es of deepest red
through the air as they danced; the young faces were bl ank, ecstatic, as they
traced an intricate pattern across the floor around their seniors.

Behi nd came red-robed priests, men and wonen who wal ked with a | ong neasured
stride alive with the consci ousness of power: they were the Hands of the

Ef ful gent Light, the ones asking the Question; they wung answers out of
heretics. In their mdst, they carried the recanted heretic anong them roped
under the arnms and suspended on | ong poles to tw st above the heads of the
crowmd. She wore a white robe with a stylized pattern of flames rising toward
her face. The victimwas unmarked; Megan coul d even see that all the finger
and toenails were intact. But she was . . . not unconscious, for her eyes were
open, and she noved. It was the pattern of novenents that was strange-odd
jerks and twitchings as if the human's linbs were trying to flex in directions
not allowed for in their design. The priests set her down before the altar
with a jar, and she gave a single scream

Megan felt the overflow fromthe wonan's mind and recoil ed, even before the
know edge of what she felt seeped through. There was famliarity to the touch
like the Sniffer. Once, as a child, she had seen the ants at a nestful of

hat chl i ngs; a swarmcutting apart everything that had made her human.

The sacrifice withed against her bonds as the red robes fastened her to the
central spine of the altar's disk. That rose, now, fromthe spinning gold, and
showed itself to be plain, hard steel, black and smooth. The robe was ripped
away, and the crowd fell to then-knees, heads bowing like a ricefield in the
eveni ng breeze. Megan did not gl ance down; she had full opportunity to see the
changes that had begun in the other's body. The victims head rolled back, and
she howl ed. Not a scream but a thin screeching keen, and the skin bul ged out
in the beginning of a sack beneath her jaw as the spi ke bearing her rose.

A ripple went through the crowd. The Zak raised her eyes with theirs to the
apex of the dome, snelling the fear-sharpness of her own sweat over the sickly
musk of the incense. Half an hour ago, she night have convinced hersel f that
she played a dangerous gane. That was then; here, there was no escaping truth.

It took a nmoment for the significance of the shapes she saw to snap into a
pi cture behind her eyes. Slowy, slowy, a massive lens was lowering fromits



niche at the very summit of the done. G lded chains thicker than a man's arm
supported it, as it dropped with fluid precision to the center of the great
space, then it intersected the four beanms fromthe fixed | enses, and a
fireburst of light sprang into being belowit. Brighter than the sun; Megan's
eyes averted thenselves by reflex to the corona of trenbling air that
surrounded the point of focus. The chanting of the priests slowed; the young
acolytes stood quietly in their ranks, swaying, their bells chimng with
infinite softness, like leaves in a glass forest. The chanting rose and fel
in harmony with the (inhuman cries of the heretic as she was raised gradual ly
into the region of fire.

Megan wrenched herself free of the growing swell of fascination and dread
washi ng at the edges of her mind. This was not what | came to do, she rem nded
herself grimy. But there could be no better tine.

She sidled over to one of the junior priests stationed at the barricade

bet ween popul ace and hi erophants. She tugged at his sleeve, gently, then nore
forcefully, as his rapt face remained | ocked on the scene above their heads.
"El der Brother-"

"Pay heed and do not disturb the light!"

"But, Elder Brother, | feel the need to bare ny sinful thoughts ..

"Not now," he said, his voice still vague with the bl ankness of the drugged.
H s hands made small fluttering gestures, but he did not | ook away fromthe
rising pillar. It was far fromthe spot of incandescence, but there was a new
note in the screans, and the bells of the acolytes rose to conplenment it. What
the priests had strapped to the altar m ght not be human any |onger, but it
could feel pain.

Megan seized a hand, dug her thunb into a nerve cluster, and pressed the scrap
of paper into his palm The man started violently. The Zak was amazed; with
that grip he ought to be twi sting paral yzed on the fl oor

"Qutlander, if this is not inportant " he began, glancing down at the
witing. H's eyes snapped w de; Megan could see the pupils swell and shrink to
dots as a twitch of fear ran through his body. Screwi ng up his eyes, he
averted themfromthe script as if to deny they had ever lain there.

' Stay here!" he gasped, panting, and blundered off across the floor of the
altar space. At any other nonent, sw ft murmrurings would have foll owed sw fter
action fromhis superior. Now there was no reaction, even when he nearly

bl undered into a bell-ringer in panicky haste.

Megan showed a shark's grin as she watched the young priest repeat, nore

di plomatically, her efforts to arouse attention. The upperpriest responded
wel I, once his junior waved the nessage before his eyes. He staggered, and
woul d have fallen but for a strong young armto hold himupright. The Zak was
tenmpted to stay and watch the progress up the table of ranks; there should be
increasing terror with every step upward, as those who m ght be genuinely
feared if they knew too much were reached.

She turned and began her rapid squirmthrough the crowd. Resolutely, she kept
her face turned fromthe point above. The screans of agony were shriller now,
and on each the upper choir came in faultlessly, one octave bel ow, the deeper
tone prol onging and carrying the sound of pain across the echoi ng chamnber.
Wman and trenbling light met; there was a nmonment of silence, then a
steamdriven fuff as the noisture expl oded out of the body. The pure carbon
that remmined burst into flame, and the pillar sank back toward the altar. The



acolytes chined their bells in a relaxing di ssonance and danced forward to
light their candles fromthe body, before sweeping out in a flower pattern to
hand themto the waiting congregation

Megan coul d feel the huge tension rel ease the crowd, letting them sink back
into thenselves. Still, she reached the doors before the crowmd itself could
begin to nove. Even slowed by shock, the tenple security forces should be
novi ng soon

But by then I'Il be in the alleys, she thought. And the Reflection will have
troubl es of his own.

The Second Priest, Kayhri, mounted the steps to the H gh Priest's level with
the strangest m xture of haste and reluctance. The chancell or had finished the
maj or cerenony and had left for his apartnments before the Sunforsaken nmessage
had reached her. The great doors of the tenple had already been ordered open
to allow the minor cerenpnies of the Seven N ghts of Exultation Unhindered by
Al'l Tedi ous Ordi nance to conti nue.

Great Light, she thought, | would be the one to have to bring it to him The
faster | do so the safer

and al so nore dangerous. Divine Sun guide ne. Her thought trailed off as
she tapped on the first door of the Inner Sanctum nodding to the young
or ange-robe who opened the door. That idiot Ehlvaio didn't even think to have
the bearer of this detained. Perhaps he could see the justice in being kitchen
staff again. ... She stood on the mat before the door, genuflected to the
i mage of the Sun at eye level, and entered quietly.

This was not the audi ence chanber, but one that had a bal cony | ooking out into
the done itself. Below the main platformran another wal kway that the
guard-pri ests al one had access to. Cubilano sat at the exact center of the
opening in the wall, surveying the cromd that drifted to the doors not yet
open.

She bowed at his back and waited, then cleared her throat nervously. Cubilano
did not turn fromhis contenplati on of the scene bel ow the bal cony, but his
voi ce was chilling. "You disturb ny Conmunion with the Sun after such an
occasi on?"

"Reflection of the Divine Light, forgive this one that is |ess than the shadow
that creeps ..."

"Enough! Forgiveness is given to those who cone to the point!" Very slowy, he
turned his gaze on the hapl ess repl acenent of his chosen successor

Fasci nated, the Second Priest stretched forth the hand with the scrap of paper
init, her eyes locked on her superior's. "Brightness ... the message of the
@uild of the Da-"

Struck speechl ess by the sudden motion, she froze as the paper was snatched
fromher. He scanned it and his face, which had been still before, hardened to
stone. "So, treachery. Were is the purveyor of this?"

Kayhri swal | owed and thought or the condition of her soul. "She was not
not detained, Brightness." The rest of the words cane in a rush that died away
awkwardly. "I will see personally to the |ower ones discipline, Brightness; he

really shoul d have ..
she

Her words lay in the thick silence on the floor. Dinly



could hear the counterwei ghts creak as the great doors began to swi ng open in
the tenple below, and the renewed crowd nmutter as it shifted forward toward

t he outside. She braced herself for what was coning. She had never seen the
H gh Priest nmove so fast, without the deliberation that was normally his, as
when he had snatched the nessage from her

There was the small sound of paper crunpling. She opened her eyes and saw t hat
his were no longer fixed on her. He | eaned forward over the edge of the
encl osure and signaled to one of the red-robes.

"Younger Brother, there is another heretic in the tenple. | trust that you
will do nuch better than the last time." Hi s voice rose just a fraction, and
the icy edge was enough to make the guard-priest blanch

Less than two days ago . . . No, Kayhri, stay. He turned back to the red-robe
"Send another of the Hands to nme. Go! And stop the doors, now " The crushed
nmessage was cast down wi thout a second | ook. He knew what it said, and that
was enough. Kayhri was not going to |ike her penance.

Megan | ooked out from behind one of the pillars by the doors. They were just
starting to swing open, and she had to restrain herself from being anong the
first to | eave. That woul d have sil houetted her between two groups of

Fehi nnans, the worshippers |eaving and the next batch awaiting their turn

Fi shsuts, she thought wi th disgust as the uproar began behind her. Not
al t oget her surprising, but she had hoped for a | onger period of
di sorgani zati on. Someone in this pile nmust be conpetent.

Priests were trying to herd the congregation into order as they streaned
toward the opening portals; they stopped m dway through their arc, and nurmnurs
of irritation broke out, alnost |oud enough to drown the anplified call from
the corridor roof above their heads.

"Hear keni ng and hedi ence!" The traditional shout of a tenple herald brought
sl ow sil ence. "Hearkening and Obedi ence! The Divine Light has revealed to Her
Refl ection that among our faithful ones lies a Shadow, an outcast of the Dane.
This one takes the formof an outland woman, smaller than nost, black of hair
but fair of skin. Al faithful, |ook about you! Exani ne your neighbor! If it
is the one in need of Purification, draw apart from her. Touch her not! Point
to the Darkness, that we may restrain it!"

Fresh tunult broke out. Megan drew deeper into the shadow of her pillar and
wat ched the crowd break up into circles in the corridor and down the tenple
steps. Any short woman with fair skin seened a fair target; she saw one bl ond
ri nged, and several nmen. Megan was not surprised, being famliar with the ways
of crowds. Her eyes darted about.

A thin trickle of worshippers was still threading out the door, the heedl ess
and inpatient. There were not enough to provoke nmore than a qui ck scanni ng

gl ance fromthe Hands who had begun to fan out through the mass of humanity.
One was a prosperous nerchant, spare and thin; his wayservant held a priest in
argunent as the master halted briefly before sweeping out. A young girl held
the trailing end of his feather cloak fromthe floor, just in front of the
pillar. Megan was careful to keep the razor-tipped ends of her nails clear as
she clanped the carotids.

The servant woke a few mnutes later, sitting propped against a tenple pillar
with a splitting headache, wondering what the commoti on was.

Megan busied herself arranging the fall of the cloak quite carefully as they



passed the ring of priests into the heat of the square. The merchant had not
noti ced his change of servant, except for an irritable grow when Megan had
jerked the cloth as the servant fell. They proceeded down the steps to his
litter. Megan's neck prickled, and she expected to hear the shout of discovery
any second. She kept her pace slow, matched to the dignity of the nerchant,
who turned to step into his conveyance.

"What? You're not . . ." he sputtered.

"Did you know that several threads are | oose here?" Megan said. She | eaped
forward fromthe steps above, going right over his head as he ducked

refl exively, the cloak flung conpletely over his head. "See for yourself," she
said, and burst through the litter, scattering cushions into the crowd. She
heard | aughter begin as the man struggled to right his clothing, waving his
arms in the air, hindering the attenpts of his entourage to help him

She reached the center of the crowd, and rather than continue running and
drawi ng attention to herself, stopped and edged around, craning her neck and
asking taller folk what was happening, all the while unobtrusively noving them
forward while she nmoved back. Now . .. the alley should be around here
sonewher e

The Hands of the Efful gent Light surged out of the tenple. The slow, steady
surge of purposeful novenment in the crowd was giving way to eddies of

di squi et; the security priests clubbed and pushed their way toward the center
of disturbance, hindered by the clumsy help of the pious crowd. The square

| ocked tight into a straining mass of flesh, grilling in the heat, misted by
white dust. Noise rose to a shrill, bewildered roar. Over it rose the
slithering multiple crash of shod hooves on slick stone pavenent as a squadron
of lancers cantered into the square fromthe southeast entrance.

The horses were nervous, with a contagion caught fromtheir riders. An expert
m ght have seen a slight raggedness in their ranks, but the priests were not
experts and busy besides. One broke free of the press and ran to grasp the
bridle of the commander.

"Fell ow Servant of the Light," he began. "W have to seal off-"

The | ancepoint fromthe second rank took himhigh in the chest with a hard
snappi hg sound as the four-sided pyram d-shaped head punched through a rib.
The priest | ooked down incredul ously, then staggered back off the point. He
was still staring at the spreading stream of blood down his chest when the
squadron commander spurred close and cut twice. The second draw ng cut was
across the back of his neck; the sword caught between two vertebrae, and the
body hung for a nonent until the weight pulled it free. The crowd, seeing a
repetition of massacre, tried to burst away fromthe troopers crushing itself
agai nst the walls.

"Sun and Ceneral Commander Snyna! Sun and General Commander Snyna!" she
called, and the troopers took it up raggedly. "Treason! Treason in the

tenmpl el™ The squadron spurred forward, one or two horses stunbling and sliding
over the body of the priest.

Anot her section of troops double-tined into the square fromthe eastern exit;
infantry this time, with bolt-guns and the cl ose-quarter stabbing spears of
the mari ne detachnents. The caval ry commander wheel ed her mount to watch as
the crowd poured away on either side |like water cleaving before a ship's prow
t he square woul d be enpty soon, which suited her well. Cavalry needed roomto
maneuver, and a sitting horse was an easy target. Around her, brief conbat
flared; the Hands were not trained or equipped for open conmbat, and the



citizens who had joined them were worse than usel ess. Screams drowned the
battl e shouts.

She spurred forward to greet the marines and take command. There was just tine
for her to realize her m stake before the bolt-gun shaft slanmed under the
nose guard of her helnet; it punched through bone and brain to bury itself in
t he sponge-and-cork backing on the other side.

"Treason! Rebellion in the Iron House!" the |eader of the infantry called. H's
troopers swept forward, firing fromthe nip and then closing on the riders,
whose nmounts spun in caracol e anong the crowdi ng bodi es. Mdst of the Hands
were down, and only a fraction of the crowd turned to join the tenple

| oyalists. But a fraction of that crowd was thousands, and their hands noved
for the lancers. Behind them the |last of the priests retreated up the broad
stairs of the tenple, stave and chain striking on | ance shafts and swords;

t hey stood, and fought, and died so that the great bronze doors might sw ng
shut on the battle. And the cavalry retreated before the nob and the mari nes,
their backs to the closed portals.

Even the horses went down under the weight of the nob, screaming in fear over
the crowd roar. People fled the renewed bl oodshed, clutching children and
weaker kin, their festival finery spattered red. El aborate nasks crunched
under foot, blood oozing through enpty eyesockets.

In the alley, Megan al nbst couldn't distinguish festival sound fromthe fight
noi se rising behind her. She blinked back a sudden nenory of her own, stepping
aside to allow a troop of dancers with torches and ribbons past her. They were
| aughi ng, and a few were singing and staggering slightly already in their
dance, clutching at each other. Megan thought that they should encounter the

new riot just around the corner of the square. "Hai! Hai, don't go ... Hail"

I gnoring her, they went on. "Shit!" She felt a sudden choking. "They aren't
kin of mne!" she told herself, hating what was happening. |1've ny part init.
I can't ignore that. I'Il just think about it later, when | can

She cut through a small park, alnmost stumbling over the couples in the grass.
The crowd here was closer, and she stopped by a fountain to | ook for a rapid
way through. She stepped to the rimand | eaped for one of the dryer ornanents
hi gher up. The stone under her hands was slick. As she went fromfountain to

| ow bal cony, then up the side of the building, she noted that the color of the
wat er was changing fromblue to green. Festival, she thought. W' ve given them
sone festival

CHAPTER XXVI

Megan lay at her ease on the tiles, chin resting on cupped palns. Shkai'ra

| eaned back agai nst the shallow sl ope of the roof, sipping fromthe iron-glass
flask. The red baked clay of the roofing was gritty beneath theny the
warmearth smell of it mngled with the rank snell from col utms of snoke that
rose like pillars into the | ate afternoon sky. Fromthe fourth-story roof they
could see a dozen major fires, and the clanor of the fire fighting squads

m ngled with the sounds of conbat and riot-and even of celebration; this was a
large city, and nost of the citizenry were reluctant to sacrifice their
festival

The chaos in the streets was abating, as squads of the Elite Guard sallied
fromthe pal ace quarter. Yet the faction fights still ran through the city,
along street and alley, in chanmbers and cl ose places beneath the earth. It
woul d be days before the Sun-on-Earth's troops flushed the |ast hold-outs into
the Iight; nmuch that was done this sennight woul d never be known.



The two worren | ol | ed above; they had an excellent view of the roads about, and
their high perch nmade it unlikely that those who fought or fled would pass by.

Cat -content, Shkai'ra stretched. "Like nobles at the cage fights," she said,
handi ng her conpanion the flask

Megan didn't reply at first, sipping and replacing the cork. "Too many peopl e
striking at random If soneone kills nme, | don't want it to be by accident."

Shkai'ra bent a casual eye on the scrimuage bel ow. They could see figures
dodgi ng anong the planters and shrubs, tree trunks and curbstones of a small
public garden. Brief glinpses of black cloth, street tunics, the nottled green
of campufl age paint on arny |eather arnor. Harsh breathing of humans in
desperate effort and fear of death; rutching of hobnails on brick

"On the whole," she said, "I'mglad it worked out this way. Not just for
us-there woul d have been a |l ot nore damage if that war Snyna wanted came of f."
She frowned at herself. "Miust be getting attached to this place . . . oh,
well. At least this way it's nostly people who took up the sword thensel ves.
Take up the sword, take up death: your enemies', and your own,' as the

War masters say."

Megan | ooked at her. She's surprised me, she thought. Aloud, in a reflective
tone: "I think that nessage is still dangerous-dangerous as a pl ague
carrier-and it is still floating around sonewhere in the tenple." Her eyes
di pped to the pavenent.

This is not nmy city, she rem nded herself. These are not ny kin . . . but |I'm
dad Jaipahl didn't live to see this. Fehinna is a beautiful place, if only the
so-cal | ed government would just let it alone and not keep coating it in blood.

"Where was | ?" she asked, trying to match Shkai'ra's casual tone. "If any of
them shoul d start putting the facts together and realize who planted it "
She peered into the gathering dusk between the buil di ngs.

"Amazi ng how | ong soneone can live with the intestines hanging out, isn't it?"
Shkai'ra chuckl ed and called out softly, "Stop trying to stuff them back in,
man." She shook her head. "Still, they always try, don't they?"

"Perhaps Yeva has that answer as well," Megan said after a nmonent. "After all
some magi cs can be rel eased froma distance.”

"You and that spooker with the funny eyes." Shkai'ra | ooked down at Megan. "I
have a spooker as a lover, and she wants to talk to the other shaman. Ahi."

Below, a priest stole furtively behind the knot of soldiers who stood panting
and bl eedi ng over the dead assassins. Her hand scattered a fine m st of
powder; seconds |ater one soldier shook her head and anot her staggered, his
features contorting. Wth shrieks of insane fury they fell on each other
striking blindly. A shortsword sheered off nost of the priest s face as she
turned to run, quite by accident.
"Not a bad sort, as shamans go," Shkai'ra concl uded grudgi ngly. She sw vel ed
hersel f over the rooftree and slid down the opposite side on her stomach,
dropping lightly over the edge and landing, with springy resilience, on a
smal | bal cony.

"Com ng?" she called softly.



Al most at that noment, Megan | anded lithely on the bal cony railing, which put
her eyes nearly on a level with her conrade's.

"You bel | owned?" she said, and was scranbling down the side of the building
bef ore the Konmanza coul d answer. Shkai'ra | ooked after her, cursed, and
paused to thrust her sandals through her belt.

They were | evel as Megan | eaped across to the | ower roof of the next building.
Shkai'ra grinned as she began to skirt the central courtyard, stepping quickly
and lightly along the eaves just above the terra-cotta rain gutters. The
smal | er woman sped ahead again, down into the courtyard and along the top of a
board fence.

"I'f you will take the wide road ..."
roof of the next house.

she called froma story higher on the

Their speed grew, and with it a wild and reckl ess exultation. Shkai'ra | eaped,
and the rest of the journey was scattered fragnents: a cat staring at her

di sdainfully froma | edge she travel ed al ong hand-over-hand. a shred of vine
tearing | oose fromunder her hand, and a pot crashing down fromits wi ndowsill
to shatter on the roadway.

They outdi stanced the Elite Guard squads and the quiet they brought. That
nmoved out in a wave fromthe pal ace of the Sun-on-Earth, making little

di stinction between revelers and rioters, except that the latter were nore
prone to stand and fight, and therefore the; the celebrants of the festival
scattered with a drug-bright uncaring, to resune their play el sewhere. The
streets were slick with blood and wi ne, bodi es knotted together in |ove or
death. And at the last, there was only the quiet of the richer sections of the
New City, where celebrations were private and guards kept the peace

M1l anmpo's estate fronted on the Street of Sweet-Scented Shade Nourished by the
ol d of the Sun. Chestnut trees lined the courtyard walls along it, neeting to
mesh their | eaves together over the pavenent. The |ong green tunnel rustled
softly in the light evening breeze, full of shadows and the smell of |eaves.
They slid down a wall, fingers and toes gripping, and dropped to the concrete.

"We've been-" Shkai'ra began, then pulled Megan back into the shelter of the
door house. A group of assassins flitted down the street, noving fromtree to
tree; they were in place for an assault on the nerchant's house just as a
squad of soldiers rounded the corner

"Nasty weat her lately," the Kommanza whi spered, as a shortsword | ashed by
their refuge. The flying point swung a trail of red that hung in a perfect arc
before spattering on the whitewash above their heads; in the darkening |ight

t he bl ood was bl ack against the glimering pal eness. Shkai'ra slid the
latticed door closed: a risk, but it was unlikely that the preoccupied
fighters would notice the slight novenent. "It's raining sharp objects. Best
we | et these good folk finish their business before we knock."

Megan | eaned into her conpanion's shoul der and sighed. So nice to see a fight
and not be involved, she thought. Then: Goddess, | mnust be nmore tired than
t hought !

The conbat settled; in the last purple dusk of twilight, they could barely see
flies settling. Shkai'ra opened the door, and they stepped over a | ax armthat
lay before it, a throwing star slipping languidly fromrelaxing fingers into a
pool of bl ood.

"Ahi-a, we've been lucky." Shkai'ra nused. "Or the hand of a god has been on



us, or a spirit, or She nodded toward the merchant's house, stil
reluctant to nane the occupant. Nanes gave power. "You like that one, don't
your"

Megan's hand idly traced the graffiti scratched into the courtyard wall-"Hai
profit"-and a crude picture of the Reflection involved with a nule.

"Bah ... if matters had been different. | night have been her student
di sci pl e, perhaps."”

But we think too differently, a stubborn inward honesty said. Illizbuah and
F'tal ezon are nonths' sailing apart, but the Guild of the Wse and the Lake
Quarter were farther still.

"Gve me steel anytine," Shkai'ra grunmbled, hamering on the portal with the
hilt of her dagger. "Killing people by ... thinking ... is, ah sloppy,
sonehow. "

The door-slit at eye level opened, and a frightened child' s face peered
t hr ough.

"Boy! Send to your master's guest, the Wsdom Yeva, and tell her that the
nmessage bearers have returned. Quick now She mght be angered if you keep her
wai ting."

There was the sound of a stool overturning and the patter of bare feet on
flagstones. Shkai'ra nodded. 'Easy enough to seize which name brings the
fear-sweat in that household, and it isn't the master's." She snickered.

"You are quick enough to use the name of power, when it suits you," Megan
said, bringing a rueful shrug fromthe Komanza.

They waited. A bee wandered sleepily in the flowers of a vine that overgrew
the walls; garden-scent blew to them overriding the street odors of dung and
deat h. Megan pushed hersel f upright and listened, head to one side. "Hola, he
returns, and with one even snaller than hinsel f. The merchant nust have found
grown folk too expensive to keep replacing."

The child led themthrough the half-famliar strangeness of the garden and
into the main wing of the house. Guards and servants were absent, perhaps
hiding in their quarters, or gone to find richer pickings than a trader's pay
in the chaos of the streets. But the interior was al nost painfully bright,
with lanterns and a spendthrift's hoard of wax tapers.

Megan shuddered at some of the colors and decided that she nuch preferred the
Weary Wayfarer's nore subdued taste. Suddenly, she was sick of the inlay on
inlay and over-ornamentation. Sinple, clean-cut stone, beautiful for its own
sake, was better. Like honme, she thought.

M | ampo Ter han' s-kin was hopping fromone foot to another-an interesting sight
for one of his bulk. H s round brown face was flushed and shiny with sweat as
he waved small, beringed fists in the air. The color of his face al npst

mat ched the thick varicose veins withing across spindly legs; they in turn
set off the bright orange silk ribbons wound upward to his knees, securing his
sandals. A purple tunic fromChin hung stiff with argent enbroidery, cinched
by an aci d-green velvet sash. The costunme was consi derably crunpled, by both
figure and unaccust oned exerci se.

"Peace!" he shouted to the nmage beside him "Peace! Trade will be ruined for a
year; nmy kin will be levied twice over for damage repair and nunici pa



service-the reconstruction taxes will be worse than a war, w th our
conpetitors left to steal narkets! And you-"

Yeva nmoved her fingers slightly, and Bors stepped forward. Wth no trace of
effort, he lifted her out of her chair; in her white gown of |inen she seened
a child, cradled against his breast. The disquieting white eyes turned on the
nmerchant with the amused tol erance of an adult for a relative's spoiled and
noi sy of fspring.

"Peace," she said. "Your nore noral trade-kin went to the flaying tables,
arrested for their direct approach to the Reflection, for protesting his
cherished Holy War. They sacrificed their |ives; what have you sacrificed

ot her than shaaid you don't care about and noney?" She raised a hand, cutting
off his bellowed interruption, to indicate the two warriors. "Here are those
who carried our nessage with such skill and daring. Do they not deserve praise
and reward?"

The nerchant turned and regarded the two wonmen. His first reaction was a
drawi ng back and a gl ance about for his guards. What he saw was not
reassuring: a tall scarred blond outlander, with the worn hilt of her saber
under one palmand a small swift darkling, |ess obviously foreign but with a
col d amusenent on her face. They snelled of sweat and snoke, of things the
Terhan' s-kin had | abored | ong generations to force out of their lives. He set
hi s shoul ders and was sonehow nmore than an overdressed fat man squeal i ng at
fate.

"Magi ci an you may be," he continued quietly. "But you have no right to nmake a
jest of nmy life and the lives of ny kin and guildsibs. Are we playthings to
you?"

Yeva paused, surprised. Her eyes closed for a nmoment of thought, then strayed
to the two who waited with an alert, wolfish patience. The merchant was a nan
wi t hout justice, but his accusation bit alittle.

"Yet you asked our aid," she said gently. "You cannot cavil at the manner of
it; we warned that it mght not be to your liking. These two-"

"-probably tried to sell nmy life to the biggest bidder on a scrap of paper!"
M | anmpo sai d.

"Certainly, Shkai'ra said. "But they wouldn't stay bought." Megan kept a
consi dering silence, her eyes roving the surface of the room

Yeva sighed inperceptibly. "There are things here which you cannot know,' she
said. "I may not tell, nor could you understand if you heard." She turned to
the two. "And for the paper you left on the tenple floor, do not concern
yoursel f. That has been attended to."

Shkai'ra nodded stiffly. She did not relish the feeling of an unseen hand
behi nd her striving, but there was little to be done.

"Qut of my house!"™ MIlanpo storned. It was an act of considerabl e courage, and
hi s hand shook as it pointed to the door. "And take your greasy thugs wth
you!"

Yeva signed to Bors. "I go," she said. "And warriors of such . . . perception
and resource will doubtless find their own reconpense.™

As Bors strode fromthe room M| anpo suddenly realized that his neans of
| everage was | eaving. He waved a | anguid hand at Megan and Shkai'ra. "1'l



have the porter give you a copper or two for your trouble,” he said, and
started after the servant and the magician, calling something about
conpensation. Shkai'ra | ooked after the merchant and the mage with interest;
M | ampo was sweating and trotting to Keep pace with Bors's long strides, his
yappi ng conpl ai nts rem nding her forcefully of the dogs he bought for his
wat ch system

He seened to have forgotten their presence conpletely: natural, or perhaps
Yeva's last gift. Her eyes followed the three out into the corridor; this led
naturally to a cool, appraising exanination of the interior of the room

It was interesting. The floor of this entry hall was gl owi ng, pearly Bauuna
mar bl e, except for a twelve-meter oval in the center, which was clear heavy

gl ass over a pool of fantastically colored fish. The walls were hung with
Pensa tapestries and hex signs, where they were not crowded with shelves ful

of kni ckknacks. Ml anpo's taste seemed to run to solid gold yoni with enerald
centerpieces, along with carved jade jaguars, figures of swans and | eapi ng

dol phins done in a blue glaze, crystal goblets tastefully inlaid with his nane
intiny rubies, and other itens less restrained. A granite plinth bore a
silver statue of the merchant hinmself in one-quarter scale; quite accurate,
except that the artist had left out twenty years and about a hundred pounds. A
scent of costly incense drifted on the air, overpowering the snmoke and stench
fromthe festival and riot-torn city. Cool air gusted up through ducts from

t he chamber bel ow, where sl aves pedal ed endl essly to power the fans.

Shkai'ra tapped a fingernail against her teeth. Megan hefted an al abaster vase
that held a white powder and several silver straws. A nmonment, and she turned
to find her notion echoed by the other wonan. Their eyes net, and Shkai'ra's
mouth stretched in a slow grin. "Wl need a sack," Megan said.

-"No, no, that's too heavy. Just pry out the gens."

"What, and ruin this thing of deathless beauty?" was the snide reply.
"You-yes, you, the greasy one with the double chins. Pick that up and ..."
"Apity we don't own a horse."

"Oh, we will."

The guard had been doubled at the gate of the Wary Wayfarer's Hope of Confort
and Delight; no nore was necessary. Here along the harborfront, sensible
rioters, arsonists, looters, and cel ebrants knew better, even in a drug-fogged
state. Even if one got past the guards, there were the guests to deal with.
Megan halted and stared fixedly at the pikeshaft that swung down to bar her
way: it was at about chest-height for nost, which put it on level with her
eyes. She could see clearly the nicks of brighter wood in the heft where a

bl ade had stuck. She turned her eyes to the door guard, the gaze flow ng sl ow
and gelid up the length of the weapon to rest on those of the pike-man. A

spark of red nickered in the black of her pupils. "lI'ma guest here."

H s face Hushed hot, then cold. The shaft swung up. Wrdl ess, Megan stal ked on
through into the busy courtyard.

Shkai'ra foll owed, |eading the burdened horse with a slow, ratcheting clatter
of hooves on brick. Smling, she rested a hand on the guard' s shoul der

"Smart man," she said, and | aughed.



CHAPTER XXVI

"God Among Us, the prisoners have arrived." Aygah the Forty-first, a young
mal e Avatar of Her, rose fromthe chair. That was one of several |ow
shel | -shapes slung in franes of tubular steel. There were no Fehinnan sitting
cushions here in the private audi ence chanmber; the furniture was solid,

wai st - hei ght, of plain blond ashwood polished to a silky finish; the only
touch of luxury was a throw rug over a couch-northwestern snowiger, pale and
silky and beautiful. The roomitself was cool smooth stone on three sides, the
fourth open to a view of terraced gardens and the lane, flow ng nolten beneath
t he dawn sun. The norning breeze bl ew through the open wall and its | ow

bal ustrade, snelling of flowers and the brackish water of the tidal estuary.

Aygah sighed and slowy finished his cup of tea as Smyna and Cubil ano were

t hrown down on the hardwood boards at his feet. They |ay prone, unbound; the
guards stepped back to the walls and stood at an easy parade rest. Neither

pri soner woul d dream of noving; the God' s presence pinned them nore thoroughly
t han any spear poi nt.

The petul ant adol escent face of the Sun-on-Earth turned to the wall. A print
hung there, strange to Fehinnan eyes: a grassy slope and a two-story house of
wood; on the | awn a dark-haired woman, face turned away fromthe viewer.

"Dam, " he muttered, in a | anguage no human bei ng had spoken in a hundred
generations. "Alnmost got it right that time." He transferred his attention to
the figures at his feet, and suddenly ... changed. Stance, the tension of
hands and body, expression, all underwent a subtle transformation. In a
corner, the crouching scribe wote steadily: no word of the God was
insignificant. Al must be recorded, for the tenple to plunb their oracul ar
nmeani ng.

He wal ked over to the two lying on the floor, his face sonehow contriving to
| ook nuch ol der, his voice changed, straining for a baritone that the body
could not reproduce. "Riots," he said. "During the holy festival. My holy
festival ." He began pacing around the room apparently arguing with hinself
over the two failed conspirators, the voice and stance changi ng as he spoke,
often with di zzyi ng speed.

"As the Sun-on-Earth ... no, you fool, I'mthe Sun-on-Earth, and | say ... no,
both of you are wong. W are the God-STOP IT! Al of you! This is confusing
the issue! Riots, disruption. Remenber that. Al of us, remenber and stick to
the point! Well, if we insist ... | suppose

"Ch, you have been a very naughty girl."

A senile voice won out and the God stood | ooki ng down at Smyna. "You . .. |ost
the war? No, that was that awful worman a few centuries ago.... Ah, the
riots-yes, riots!" Munbling, the God paced across the two of them paying them
no nmore heed than rolled-up rugs on the floor. Wth a sudden fluid nove, the
God turned. "You wanted to start a holy war.

Wthout my-our! . . . Go away and |l eave nme alone. This is inportant-express
perm ssion. As well as causing discord in the Iron House-wasn't that her
grandfather? No. No. This is today; now. Not four hundred years ago. Pay
attention, can't you?-" The God-Ki ng sl apped hinself on the head, his right
hand darting across to stop the left fromstriking again. "- Stop that!-Also
killing many of the hands that | need to carry out ny plans for Fehinna." The
deci sive voice faded again into the argument of many, and Aygah conti nued
paci ng.



"CGot to find a better way to edit," he nuttered "Maybe use amesiacs? No, too
ri sky, mght get stuck in a brain-damaged hul k." Hi s voi ce was abstracted,
turned i nward. The body jerked, turned, strode briskly to the clerk in the
corner and took paper and pen

"Why don't you write sonething useful ?" a new voice said-a woman's voice, with
an archaic lilt to the spacing of the syllables. She dashed off a |line and
handed it back; the slow, inhumanly graceful pacing resuned.

The priest-scribe | ooked down. She was a scholar, of sorts, and recogni zed the
cursive script in use before the Maleficent's tinme, before Fehinnan received
an overlay of Pensa | oan-words. The Sunne- Suyr-G awnd bai Truly madde. She

pal ed, | ooked up to be certain those eyes were no | onger on her, and scratched
the offending line out. Had not the God once said: "I amlarge: | contain

mul titudes"?

The God-King came to rest near Snyna, standing on one of her outstretched
hands w t hout noticing. There was a crackle, and beads of cold sweat broke out
above Snyna's upper lip. She nade no sound.

"Look at ne, wonan," the Voice said. She knew that Voice; it was that aspect
of the God called Mist-CObey. She | ooked up into the eyes and felt herself
falling, whirling away into a blast of contending voices; an imge formed in
her m nd of huge dusty store-houses heaped with treasures and trash,
glittering in decay. There was no resistance in her; three thousand years of
subm ssion | ay behind her, generation on generation

"Ch, | see. Yes, overenthusiastic. Wiat was it that you did? Ch, yes-killed

t he shaahayds. No, they say shaaid now, don't they? And all those fires, and
the soldiers fighting each other. Bad girl."

Aygah's face turned to the door. "CGeneral," he said crisply. A figure in green
stepped in and saluted, bowing | ow and going to one knee with his face to the
fl oor.

"Are those .. . hillbillies .. . tribesfolk, whatever, still being troubl esone
up in the Blue R dge country?"

"Yes, CGod Anong Us,' he replied evenly.

"I really must do sonething about that," Aygah nuttered, abstracted once nore.
"Poi son gas? No, | already did that, and it didn't work. Plenty of time." The
tone becane crisp once nore. "This one," he said, resum ng his pacing and

ki cki ng Snmyna absently in the ribs as he passed. "Send her out there, have her
kill them Al of them and don't let her back until it's done. Now go away,
you foolish woman." Snyna craw ed backward fromthe room |eaving faint blood
mar ks where her injured hand pressed the boards. A silent servant appeared,
buffed the spots with a cloth, and slid away.

"A shepherd," Aygah said. "That's what | intended the High Priest to

be- Chancell or, ny Ri ght Hand- when | created the office." He | ooked down at
the man. "Thousands dead, then a Purification disrupted by one wonan, priests;
My Hands killing soldiers and being killed. Raising taxes on staples to
finance this little dream of yours? This is shepherding ny flock? Perhaps |
shoul d give you to our enemes. You' d help themright into surrender. Bad boy.
Bad, bad, bad.'’

A harsh bark of |aughter, and he circled Cubilano slowy. "Wy did we start
that? The shaven heads?



Ch, you don't remenber, either. Well, it was a long time ago . . . you were
the God only two hundred years before | was. Back to business." The boy sighed
and tapped Cubilano's head with one foot. ' Look at us, fool. W decide when
the world is ready for Qur benevolent rule. The Fehinnans as ny chosen will be
enough, for now " The voice darkened. "And you have the presunption to tell ne
what to do, with your little schemes? There is very little I can do to you
that you haven't done or seen done. ... Ah." The God lifted his head as if
listening to an internal dialogue. "Yes. Good that you rem nded us. It was
religious fervor that drove you to this. Commendable, in small quantities. The
canni bal s of the islands and south coast need to hear the word of the Sun.

think you are just the person to do the job. | never want to see your face
again. If | do, R ght Hand"-sarcasmrang heavy in his tone-"I"'Il have it
renmoved. "

He turned to the general who knelt by the door. "Advice. This one was supposed

to give us good advice. W'll need a new adviser, new Reflection of the
Ef ful gent Light, new Ri ght Hand, new Chancell or, new everything. Wasn't-' He
| ooked down at Cubilano. "I said | didn't want to see you again, tiresomne

fellow" The man who had been High Priest craw ed fromthe room Aygah

refl ected that the man had seldomfelt nmore genuine fear. "Didn't | tell you
to fetch the old one-the one before that one . . . what was his name, Arhis,
no Harriz, sonething like that? 1'll see himin a few hours, or whatever."

Absently, the God turned back to the table and turned a paintbrush in his slim

fingers, his eyes straying back to the painting on the wall. "Next time |'I
get it right," he said. "I may not have Andy's talent, but |I've got |ots of
tinme."

In the corridor outside, Cubilano stunbled to his feet. Perfect humiliation
had burned his face to a certain purity; the dark eyes |ooked inward, blind.
Bl i nder than the ruined eyes of the figure who | eaned on his staff anpbng the
line of those waiting for audience; Cubilano m ght have passed himby if the
staff had not reached out to tap himon the chest.

The blind man's aquiline nose flared slightly. "Didn't recognize your old
fell ow student, then, Cubi?" he said, very softly. Cubilano jerked; nobody had
used that nicknanme since the training classes in the tenple, forty years gone.
Forty years of struggle and effort. "W were friends once. Renmenmber how | used
to protect you fromthe well-born, who didn't |ike a schol arship boy studying
in the elite school ?
"But | recognized you," the blind man went on. "By snell. | have to recognize
peopl e that way, since you ordered nmy blinding. Even that | would let be, if
you had been a good shepherd to the people; instead you burned them on the
altar of your pride-sacrifices to yourself, not to the Divine Sun. Now go-" He
paused, renenbering what the other boys had taunted Cubilano with. "Go scrape
t he chickenshit off your clunsy feet, serfkin!"

The taunt |anced hone, through all the years of mastery: a child's cruelty, to
a small boy lost and friendl ess anong the children of the great ones. Cubilano
had spoken scarcely a word in all the tinme since the guard cane. Now he cried
out and raised a hand to strike. The spearhead di pped down and touched
delicately at the base of his throat; he | ooked up along it into bored, coo
young eyes under the helnet brim H s shoul ders slunped and shuffled off down
the corridor, and for the first tine his walk was an old man's.

The soldiers of the Elite Guard were not too rough with Snyna: fanatics they
m ght be, but soldiers were soldiers. The officer of the detail was al nost
friendly, in a distant way. The guard did not need to fear that her treason
woul d prove contagi ous; he sent for the palace garrison surgeon, to splint the



hand, and waited patiently while it was done.

"So, it's the border for you," he said.

Once the hand's healed, a fast horse and over the nountains, she thought. Not
much of a chance; the Painted People of the nmountains had little |love for her
breed, but a better path than a lifetime of raid and patrol work, and once
over the nmountains in Kaina; well, there was always a market for swords.
Cener al - Commander of the Righteous Sword, then a mercenary at two bits the
nmont h, she thought. Bitterness was acid at the back of her throat.

"Do ne a last favor?" she said, putting down the wi necup and wat chi ng unnoved
as her fingers were forced back into their rightful positions. "Depends," he
said warily.

She flashed a bright smile that gave hima brief flicker of disquiet. Lucky
this one's going, he thought. Truly, the God is w se.

"Just pass on to ny kinfast: It was the red-hair's doing.' W' ve a previous
debt with her. This makes it worth foll owi ng up.”

He shrugged inconprehension. "It seenms little enough,” he said, and hitched at
his belt. "Tine we were going; it's a long ride to Shaarl osvayal ."

Jahlini wenched the long knife free from between her opponent's ribs and cane
erect, shaking tension out of her shoulders. The dimflickering tight cast
shadows across the interior of the disused warehouse; the ranks sitting
quietly on their heels beyond the fighting circle were notionl ess, patches of
deeper bl ack

Usual ly there was a certain formality to neetings of the Adderfang Dark
Council. Today that had been dispensed with. There were too many enpty seats
and too many wounded; the Sout hsi de Serpentchief sat propped between
henchf ol k, one eye gl eam ng fever-bright fromthe white bandages that covered
her face. Patches showed redly wet, rimed with dirty yell ow di scharge; her
breath came in a rhythmi c bubbling. The two supporting her shifted uneasily as
that brought a faint hint of corruption, sweet and cloying. Who woul d have
expected a human to have claws? They were uneasily conscious that their
overlord was now in a mnority; Jahlini had few supporters anong the sector

[ ords, now.

The chief of the Adderfangs rose fromthe body, gasping. Too old, she thought,
consci ous of the burning cut along one arm Too old, if only one passage
| eaves nme wi nded.

"That settles it," she said hoarsely, scanning the bl ack-masked
shadows-wi t hi n-shadows. This was even nore poorly lit than tradition demanded,
and it smelled of the docks, coffee and nol asses and tinber-bal k. The usua
neeting place had proved to be known to the Intelligence Section; ten gl obes
of lungrot had gone down the ventilators, foll owed by commando squads in
gasmasks. But they wouldn't follow us into the tunnels, she thought with a
flicker of triunph. W can rebuild.

"We can rebuild. W go to the cellars, fight off the other brotherhoods, then
we rebuild-"

The Sout hserpent nade a wet noi se of assent. Jahlini | ooked in her direction
and flinched nmentally at the hate in the single eye, though it was not
directed at her. There was little left of her face; Jahlini would have sworn
it was inpossible to live a day with those wounds, much | ess a week. The cl aws



that had torn her face off newy cone out of the sewers; the rot, Dark Shining
One, the rot. . . . But the red-hair is mne, she thought. Wen we have the
time. The gates are watched, they can't get out.

"Rebui | d?" a man's voice snarled. "Wen the others have taken our protection
circuits?"

"The smuggl i ng?" anot her conti nued.

"Two of our joyhouses have been torched-and we don't have enough bl ades to
protect them™"

Anot her figure stepped up to the edge of the circle, knelt to touch her knife
to the line, and sprang in, fresh, tossing the blade fromhand to hand. Behi nd
her, there was a rustling as others noved to stand in |ine.

"Rebuild, with a new Adderchief,"” the challenger said. "Mist be, oh, a dozen
here with knife right.

Jahlini sank into a crouch. But how many would try it, after | kill this one?
she thought. Her |ungs burned, and the blood fromher armturned the sleeve
sodden on her arm

CHAPTER XXVI | |

The jewel ed nessage egg spun across the floor, trailing a length of silver
chain and a | arge bl ack tontat providing momentum Megan felt it bounce
sharply off one ankle, then whirl under the bed; frombeneath the mattress
cane rattling bangs and the cat's satisfied whuffling as he picked the toy up
and noved it to a new spot by the door. Ten-Knife-Foot settled hinself
carefully, adjusting all four paws, then batted the sphere of dianond-studded
silver against the oak panel. There was a holl ow boom and the ornament
rebounded; the cat gave a small junp of delight and retrieved it to begin the
process agai n.

The Zak turned a ruby idly in one hand, flipping it gently over each knuckl e,
holding it up to admre the tawy crinson reflections in its depths. Pity I
couldn't take the setting, she thought. | wonder where M| arnpo got the idol

It was an even greater pity it had been one-eyed. A jingle drew her attention
to the center of the bed. Shkai'ra had just upended another counting-house bag
over her head, and a spray of tradewire and foreign coins tunbled down,
slivers of red-gold lost in her mane of hair.

"I"ve always wanted to do that," Shkai'ra said, a little sheepishly, glancing
sidel ong at Megan sitting cross-1egged on the wi ndow | edge. Bouncing off the
bed, she crossed to where a mass of rai nbow colored silks lay tossed about.
The tuni c she was wearing was bright green with orange fringes; she pulled it
over her head, rummaged in the pile, and held up another critically.
Stretching, she rose to her toes and | et the heavy dense-woven silk fall into
pl ace, sighing at the feel of the snmooth fabric on bare skin. This one was a
bl ue just short of black, the sleeves flaring to end above her wists, the
knee-l ength hem sewn with small bullion nedallions that kept the drape snooth
al ong the long taut curves of her body.

"How do you like this one?" she asked, buckling on a broad |eather belt,
tooled with vine | eaves picked out in gold.

Megan | ooked up and smiled. "I like that. Mich better than the red one before
that. It clashed with you. That one shows you off."



She cast a critical eye on the pattern of gens on the white stone | edge before
her and carefully placed the ruby into the design. "You want to see sonethi ng
funny? Come on."

She went into the warded room picking through the mnted bits for the silver,
openi ng one of the w ndows. "Watch." She carefully ainmed and tossed a bit into
the mdst of a group of revelers who were hitting each other over the head

wi th bl adders, el aborate festival costumes suffering under the wobbling bl ows.
A second's pause as they realized what had hit the pavenment; then a frantic
scranble to grab the silver. Megan chuckl ed and tossed another bit into a
group about twenty feet fromthe first. "Even without warding, if you're
careful, no one ever thinks of |ooking up!"

The Konmmanza | aughed. "Godli ke beneficence," she said. "Mre so-all the gods
I've net are stingy as starving coyotes." She picked up a heavy, round Pensa
coin, chiseled into fretwork, sighted, and flicked it off the head of a
staggering reveler two stories below The man in the fishmask staggered stil
nore, |ooked down at his feet, and fell to his knees. He picked up the coin
and gripped it between his thighs; puzzling, until they saw himraise both
hands in the Fehinnan attitude of prayer

Back in her room Shkai'ra | eaned back agai nst the opposite end of the w ndow
openi ng and tucked her feet beneath her. "That dark brown | ooks good-a little
drab for festival clothes, but good."

Megan | ooked down at her tunic and adjusted the sleeve, tugging at the small
red enbroidery. "Festival? It's confortable, and dark. What do | want wth
anyt hi ng nore?" She was honestly puzzl ed.

"Well," Shkai'ra bent and seized a handful of fabric, "you mght try this or
this or this-" Laughing, she pitched one tunic after another over Megan's
bead, the folds of thick snpboth cloth settling over her |ike huge orchids.

Hey! Ach. Stop!" Megan sat down suddenly, overburdened with cloth, and pulled
away the one | odged over her head. "I suppose they are nice. Like this one."
The silks and satins slid to the floor, pulled by their own weight, except for
t he honey-col ored one across Megan's |lap. She ran her hand over it as if it
were a cat and said thoughtfully, to the air, "This one remi nds me of Shyll

in winter before the sumer sun washes the hair col or away. " Her voice
trailed off as she stared down at the cloth, her hand mechanically continuing
t he sl ow stroking notion.

Shkai'ra's grin faded. "Megan,' she began, alnpbst shyly. "There s . . . |'ve
been an exile for a long tine. I'mtwenty-and-six snows; five years since
left the Zekz Konmanz, a long tine to wander without a roof.

There's an estate. Not far from here; good pasture, and the pomegranates are
sold by name. Back aways, | put a, hnmmm down paynent on it. The owner I|ives
el sewhere and owes ne a favor. The manor is nice; not large, but, well-room
enough for two, and to spare. More |later, but "

"The harvest festival will be beginning soon," Megan said. "And the river wll
be slowy starting to growits skin of ice. The north wind will blow fromthe
steppe, carrying winter inits teeth ... | have a revenge. And kin."

She | ooked up at Shkai'ra. "Come with me. Only for a short tine. | want to

show you ny hone." She half reached out a hand to Shkai'ra, who had gone very
still.

The Konmmanza started to speak, then | eaned her head against the w ndowsill for



a nonent. "M ne are a homefast folk," she said softly. "I have do have friends
here . . . even though none so close as you, who |I've known only this
tennight. | know this place; the wounds of ny homeroots are only now scarring.
Must | cut them agai n?" She | ooked up, and astonishingly the cold eyes
glimered in the afternoon light. She held out a hand, pal mupward. "Stay?"
she asked, a plea w thout hope.

It was |late. Megan raised her head from her knees and stared blindly into the
dar kness. Across the alley, on a |l edge, two gleamnm ng coals glinted; the eyes
of a cat. She scrubbed angrily at the comers of her eyes. Water | apped quietly
at ships and docks and pilings bel ow the niche she had found on this rooftop
It smelled |ike home. The quiet call of the shipwatch drifted up to her ears.

| cannot stay. | cannot stay and | cannot demand that she cone with ne. This
is her place, and I am as strange here as she would be there. | cannot stay.
CGoddess, weaver of lives .. . curse you.

She was perched where she could just see the four-naster that had arrived
yesterday. The ship | ooked sound enough, and the general air on board was
quiet and calm a tinber run up the north coast, then across through the
i slands of the Great Sea. She would be on it when it left.

I want to scream and smash things . . . kill someone, hurt sonmeone as nuch as
| hurt. But | found out a lone tinme asp that that doesn't work. She stood up
and started back to the Weary Wayfarer, using difficult and dangerous ways
across the roofs so she wouldn't have time to think. The new guard on the roof
just nodded as she slipped past him H's silence had been bought w th one of
M | ampo' s genst ones.

She wal ked al ong the quiet corridors, her boots noiseless on the rugs, feeling
sl eep soaking the building. Every other lanmp was lit, reflecting warnmy on the
wood- nosai ¢ wal | s.

She curled into the warm curve of Shkai'ra's back a short tine later, careful
not to wake her. As she drifted to sleep, her thought was sorrow for | eaving,
along with joy at going hone-strange and bittersweet. A tear slid down one
tenmple and was lost in her hair.

CHAPTER XXI X

The wi neshop was hal f sunk into rubble. Not ground-there was little in the
harbor district of the Od Cty-this was the ruins of past cycles. It was dark
i nside, cool, musty and heady with the snell fromthe vats |lining the back
wal | . Shkai'ra ducked her head beneath the | ow beans, staggered slightly,
swayed back erect.

"Wne," she said to the proprietor. "Wne, strong an* cold." Her voice was
slurred, and the staccato gutturals of Kommanzanu heavy in it.

The owner peered at the big foreigner. Mdst custoners here ordered whol esal e
and knew their vintages. This one? "One-twenty-fifth silver for a liter
crock," he said. That was outrageous, but the disturbances had raised prices
general ly.

Bl oodshot grey eyes flickered over him he could sense that they used himonly
as a resting point, focused on sonme inward thing. A hand tossed a ninted bit
on the table. A gold bit. A whole gold bit. Enough for a tun of Aahngnaak that
woul d need four horses to pull it. The shopkeeper felt a sudden chill; nobody
treated noney they had earned that casually, and this was no aristocrat. He
whi spered sharply to a kinchild.



"A stone jug: the Maanticell, quickly." That was a frontier vintage,
respectabl e but not distinguished, the sort of wine a magnate would serve at a
Banquet .

M nutes stretched, and he watched the inpassive hawk face. She had plainly

al ready seen the bottom of the goblet nore than once, but there was little of
the sl ackness of wine; nmerely a cold grin-nmess that settled like a mantle
around her shoul ders. The sl eeves of her fine blue-black silk tunic fell back
and he | ooked at the thin white scars on forearns that rippled as her fingers
noved on the worn bone hilt of a curved sword.

There was a clatter fromthe street door, and a ragged urchin slipped through
the screen of wooden beads at the foot of the stairs, the door ward panting
behi nd hi m

"Pardon, Kinelder, he-" She swiped at the boy with her staff. "Cone here,
l[ittle linb of darkness!"”

The child dropped flat under the swing, rolled across the flagstones, under a
barrel raised on tinber slats, and tugged at the red-haired foreigner's tunic
hem grubby nngers closing on the round gol d-thread mandrels that hemmed it.
The shopkeeper closed his eyes and wi nced; he was a kindly man and woul d not
wi sh serious harmeven to a shaaid cub doubtless cone to see what he could
pilfer. Aclip across the ear woul d have been enough

Astoni shingly, there was no blow or cry of pain. He peered, and saw the bright
head bent as the woman in the blue tunic went down on one knee. The boy
grinned and shifted fromfoot to foot, reveling in his inportance.

more troubl e than an ape, Dahvo," she said.
"No," the boy whispered, in a clear carrying tone.

"Said you'd want to know. 't old blind ginmp bow -shaker, tha know? Big one
now. He ..."

The wonman grabbed him sharply by the forelock; the words dropped to a nurnur.
When she straightened again, her face had changed. She smiled, and the
shopkeeper recoiled as she vaulted the vat with a smooth raking stride,

| andi ng easily. The wine arrived; she swept it up, weighed the stoneware jug

t houghtfully, then tucked it under her left arm "No use wasting good liquor,"
she nmuttered thoughtfully. "Or letting it get in the way." Her eyes rested
appraisingly on the stairs.

The boy scurried up and tugged at her again, at the tooled | eather of her
weapons belt this time. She started fromher tactician's reverie and grabbed
him by the scruff of his neck

"What, pest?" she asked, with what was al nost a chuckle in her voice.
"d' bow -shaker, he say tha'd give ne a bit," he said hopefully, w de-eyed,
with a ook of total trust. The woman's eyes flicked back to the granite
risers of the staircase, each worn alnost to a U by sandal ed feet.

"And you came without being paid in advance?" she asked. "No, here's your
bit." She fished blindly in her pouch and pressed the result into his small,
hot palm He stared down at it and for once had no words.

She took the scabbard of her saber in her left hand, holding it horizontal to



the ground for a fast draw and-strike. "Stay here," she said. "Not nuch chance
they're in place, but it could start raining hurt," she said, and was gone,
taking the steps in a bounding run that left only a faint tap-tap of sanda

| eat her on stone behind it. There was a blare of |ight and noise fromthe
street as the door swung open, and a snell of dust; then the cool, fruity
darkness of the cellar-store returned.

"Sun in Her dory!" the owner of the store nuttered. Hi s gaze fell to the boy,
who started, tucked the gleam ng sliver of netal in a loincloth that | ooked to
have started its career as a dishrag, and began to edge toward the exit.

YQU can keep your reward, child of the streets," the shopkeeper said. The sl um
boy | ooked unconvi nced, but there was nobody between himand escape. "It mnust
have been m ghty good fortune you brought."

Dahvo scratched his head, examined the result, and cracked it between

t hunbnail and forefinger. "Dunno," he said, puzzled. "The message-Tear the
revenge of the defeated, and take ship for your We.' Na nuch good about that,
izzit?"

"Twenty?" The head supply clerk arched his brows. "Twenty breakfast and
afternoon trays returned unused from second-five-west?" He pursed thin |ips
and roll ed the cork-covered surface of his pen between ink-stained fingers.

d aaghi scow ed. The tiny attic office crowded around Tier, smelling of paper
and dust, lit by a single skylight bright with norning through its coating of
grime. The occupant fitted easily into the room barely thirty, she knew, but
| ooking older. He was pale, a |l egacy of his Nefaai father; thin brown hair
receded fromhis forehead over pinched features.

"Do you realize," he continued, "just what the cost of-" He paused to exam ne
alist. "The cost of ten tinmes ten doubl e eggs, contakes, syrup, tea, coffee,
| enronade ..."

"Whi ch you use for blood-1 can see it boiling in your veins,' she sneered
heavily. "I tell you-" She hesitated. "I tell you there's something strange
about second-five-west. | sent Ehaago there; he cane back with the tray. A day
in the sweatbox, and he 'forgot' again."

The clerk sniffed and steepled his fingers. "The fact remains, with the

di sturbances, prices have risen. The Wary Wayfarer's Hope of Confort and
Delight is not a charitable organization, and we nust all pull together to
control costs. Prices have risen steeply. Now, a deduction fromyour very
generous stipend-awk!"

Gl aaghi closed a hand on his shoul der and anot her on his el bow, big

wor k- roughened hands sinking into the flesh of a small man who had spent nany
years squatting behind his table. That overturned, and she led himto the door
on tiptoe.

"So, I'll show you," she said.
"But, but-put me down, woman!" His attenpt to free hinself was futile.

"It's not polite to talk back to your nother,"’
on the second fl oor.

she said and t hunmped hi m down

He | ooked about the corridor. "Wy deliver five trays to a four-room floor?"

"You can say that to-" They both started. The clerk passed a hand over the



back of his neck in unconscious reflex at a feeling of cold wi nd touching his
skin. The world blurred and shifted, as a pressure they had not felt lifted
fromtheir perceptions.

The cook | ooked down at the clerk. "Didn't you just say, four roons?"

He nodded again. "OF course, |-" He stopped, with a nental sensation of
running into a concrete wall. "But . . . there are five roons here! There are
five on all the floors. | ... forgot. And | renenber forgetting."

They both drew the circle of the Sun on their breasts. For a |long ninute they
stood and stared at each other, inplications running through their mnds |ike
rabbits before the hounds.

"There's always a certain anmount of wastage," the clerk said thoughtfully.
Cl aaghi nodded. ' Not waste! The servants get it, and the hogs what they won't
eat!" She nodded again, w th enthusiasm

He tapped at his chin. "In any case, the roomfee covered it."
d aaghi waited through a nmusing silence.

"Well, we need to order the new rugs and arrange protection fromthe new Dark
chiefs.”

"And no mystery here, eh?"

"Mystery?" the clerk said, arching his brows once nore. "OfF course not. And
now, Modther, | think we both have business to attend to." He m nced decisively
down the corridor.

CHAPTER XXX

Megan tilted her head back against the mast and | ooked up, up to the dizzying
hei ght where the sails were being released fromthe port bindings;

qui ck-rel ease knots were tied at the reef points of the smaller sails, and the
| arger ones | oose-haul ed. The rigging swarned with crewfol k, seemingly as tiny
as the gulls wheeling raucous above. The breeze was offshore, running with the
begi nning of an ebb tide, but still the air bore a hint of open sea.

She | ooked down at her hands, lying on her crossed |legs, warmin the sunlight.
Why so cold and enpty? she thought. |I'm going home to fix Habi ku. Her goods
were stowed, with a minor ward to make sure that no straying hands di scovered
reason for themto disappear. The ship was naking ready to cast off on the

shi pmaster's word, and the pilot stood by the wheel

So why the tight feeling under the breastbone? It was absurd; even Shkai'ra
woul d I'augh. Shkai'ra. You did say goodbye, she rem nded herself. You did

| eave the kin-gift knife with her, so there's still alink. It isn't as if she
died; life will continue.... So why do you feel so al one? she asked herself
sardoni cal | y.

There was the usual last-nminute confusion at the boarding plank; a kinfast of
fur traders was late, and their fol ks were dashing up with bundles in their
arms. The sailors avoided themw th practiced ninbl eness, until a brace
hauling on a line chanty-wal ked backward into a servant scooping spilled beads
of f the deck; there was a curse fromthe petty officer, and the sound of a
rope's end encouraging the landsman to mind his step. The shi pmaster shouted
over the side as the row tug bobbed al ongsi de, |ooki ng woodchi p-small beside



t he great w ndj anmer.

Tide at full flood soon, Megan thought. Well be underway in twenty m nutes,
with the favoring wind, and nore easily than the mankitter | anteen rigs common
at hone.

The Zak surged to her feet and strode to the rail, as if to | eave hol |l owness
behi nd. Leaning on the teak, she | ooked out over the docks. Alien. Al

strange, even the snells, too warm and spicy beside the cold riverports of her
menory. She wanted to be home; not going home, but being there. She drove one
nail into the hard wood and watched the teak splinter up around it, oblivious
to the clatter of |ow geared wi nches behind her raising a spar

| told her 1'd miss her. It's not even a couple of hours yet. Damm. Going
nowhere in circles if | don't stop

She forced herself to concentrate on the ship; there should be useful hints,
here. Let's see. Square rig above, fore-and-aft below, staysails ... A young
crew wonan ski pped ninbly al ong a spar, far above.

Woul dn't Shkai'ra have just cringed at being that high, she thought with the
begi nning of a snmile. And done it anyway-damm! Wstfully: But I wish I could
have shown her a Ri.

* * *

The horse shied. Bastard kinless cowurd, Shkai'ra thought savagely. There had
been no tine to saddl e, barely enough to throw the frame for the heavy
saddl ebags over the restive aninmal.

Just the sort of handless cow that a merchant woul d buy, she thought as she
edged it, snorting and rolling its eyes, through the gate and into the street.
AH | ooks and nerves, no stami na or sense. This was the sort of beast that
shied at a blowing | eaf or a shadow, Zailo Unseen al one knew what -

The horse did a standing junmp, all four of its slimlegs shooting out in an
equi ne starfish. It |anded, bucked hugely, and bolted. Shkai'ra's |egs clanped
hone effortlessly; she had ridden fromthe age of three, and nothing short of
a war hanmer coul d throw her, even bareback. The saddl ebags pounded agai nst the
horse's shoul ders: from one came an enraged ERR- EHROHWAW ERRRR as Ten-Knife
had the air squeezed out of his lungs in mdhow . Chickens, children, and
pedestrians bolted from her path; she retained enough control to swerve around
a cart laden with early-season waternel ons and baskets of peaches. That
pronmpted a thought; the curved sword slipped into her hand, rose and fell with
a solid tchik of steel into pine as she slashed the ropes holding the rear
gate in place. Behind her there was a roar of falling fruit, the wet sounds of
nmel ons striking stone, a way of peasant anguish; twelve span of oxen tossed
their heads and | owed plaintively as she dashed by. Then she was around the
corner and onto Delight Street; it would not be wise to gallop here, with the
Watch so thick. She reined in and risked a gl ance behi nd.

There was no obvious pursuit; the remmants of fallen factions would not dare
to operate in the open, not vet, not while there was a chance of catching her
in the streets. She used the point of her saber to twitch a bl owgun dart out
of her nount's haunch, then reined it in sharply with one hand. Behi nd her
down the Laneway of I|npeccable Respectability, cane the joyous scream ng of
the street children as they swarmed over smashed nel ons. The Konmanza | ooked
up through heat-haze to the norning sun; she had a little time, and there
woul d be few faster than a rider to follow The main gates would be watched,
of course, but there were too many ships and too much harbor, if she did not



linger to haggle for passage.

Swi ng south to the harbor, she thought. Then west. Sure as there's pus under a
scab, they'll be after me soon. She heeled the nerchant's show beast into a

sl ow canter, threading her way anong wagons and carriages and pedi cabs. The
dart had probably been poi soned, but horses had nore nass than humans; it
shoul d | ast. Then whoever ate it was welcone to the bellyache.

And | feel godsdammed wonderful, she thought. I'm doing what | really wanted.
What's I11lizbuah to nme? You were taking counsel of your fears, stupid bitch

The docks and warehouses of the Northern Adventurers were crowded; half a
dozen sizable craft were leaving on this tide, and tw ce that nunber of
coasters were making ready to beat north fromPort to Port. The sea wall gate
was opening as the tide matched the water in the basin, letting the first of
t he coasters through

The air was pungent with the snells of sugar and wine, dried fruit and heavy
cheap rum bales of cotton cloth and crates of tools and weapons stood by.
Miuscl e- powered cranes ratcheted; carts runbled by on ironwod rails, coasting
down inclines fromthe upper stories of the warehouses. Porters trotted up
gangpl anks, bent doubl e under their burdens, naked skins shining; an overseer
stood by with her whip's jagged cerani c beads dangling agai nst one leg. There
were carts and wagons aplenty; few | ooked up at another rider, even one
forcing her way through the throng with unmannerly haste.

Wsh | could use ny saber, Shkai'ra thought. But that would be madness; not
only was there the Watch to think of, but sailors were not as nmeek as nost
city Fehinnans. It would have been nore useful to unlinber her bow, in a
running fight like this. These easterners did not understand horse archery. ..

The wei ght of the animal forced a way for her anbng the crowd. It was wi nded

now, favoring the right foreleg, nmuzzle low and trailing streaks of foam

There was nmore on the front of her tunic, spattering it where it wasn't dark

wi th horse sweat. That brought an absurd pang; she had liked that dark silk
because Megan had.

The beast |urched and staggered sideways. Poison, she thought. Horsewonan's
refl ex brought her legs up and she vaulted off. The animal splayed its hooves,
attenpting to recover; one knee buckled, and it went over on its side, kicking
wi ldly. The bystanders scattered fromthe hooves. Shkai'ra darted in,

swearing, thankful that it had coll apsed on the gold and arnor rather than her
cat. She seized the | eather strap connecting the bags, waited for a heave, and
pulled it free.

"You," she snarled, catching a bystander by the collar. "Were's the
@ul I wi nged Gai nsnat cher ?

"There" the man choked, pointing. "Just casting off-Ieggo."

Shkai'ra threw t he saddl ebags over one shoulder with a grunt of effort and
added the duffl ebag as she | ooked behind her. There were half a dozen figures
pushing their way through the crowd; hard-faced, | ooking uneasy in their
civilian tunics of unbleached cotton. Two carried bundl es wrapped in rags, and
t he shape suggested bolt-guns. She craned, using her height recklessly; yes,
others with hats on heads that m ght be shaved. She did not bother to check
for Adderfangs; if they wanted to be unseen, they woul d be.

One of the first party spotted her copper-blond hair over the dark crowd. She
could see yellow teeth bared in a pockmarked brown face.



She turned, kicked a man behind the knee, forced her way into the space he
left, and shoved. It should be easier for one than a group, she thought. 1"l
gai n sone di stance on them

There was a weary errow ? of protest from one saddl ebag.

The gunwal e under Megan's hands was starting to take on the appearance of
wor mt eat en barnboard, splinters sticking up in randomdirections. One of the
crew had ventured to protest, pausing in her way al ong the deck, and was
greeted with an icy stare and the slow, reflexive crooking of one hand. The
crewnan deci ded the gunwal e coul d al ways be sanded snmooth | ater, and took his
eyes el sewhere while he still had them

Megan | ooked out over the crowd and vaguely wondered what coul d be bl ocki ng
the way down the road, just in sight around the edge of the oil jars and
livestock cages being | oaded on the next ship. Something was disturbing the
flow of the crowd; heads were starting to turn

The third and fourth nooring ropes were just rattling on deck when an outraged
shout rose fromthe spot where the traffic was bl ocked. Mdre interesting

t hi ngs goi ng on, Megan thought. That's one thing I won't be sorry to |eave
behi nd. A snide voice in the back of her mind commented that she woul d
probably go mad very shortly of boredom She signed and | ooked down at the
scratchings on the rail.

The crowd thinned out toward the water's edge, where the piers projected out
fromthe dock like the teeth of a conb; there were too many carts for toes to
be janmed so cl osely together. The @ul |l wi nged Gai nsnatcher was two piers west;
t he Konmanza coul d see her masts and stays, swaying as the tug pulled her head
out into the basin, but she had not cast conpletely free, not yet. A pile of
cotton cloth stood before her, tw ce head-height; cheap stuff printed in the
bright patterns the northern forest and sea-land tribes of Newfaai and Nai skat
| oved. She went straight at it, not even slow ng her run, up and over the

st eep-si ded pyram d of cloth. As she reached the sumit, there was a deep

nmusi cal throb, and sonething hal f-visible went thrup by her shoul der

She slipped down, braking with her heels; another bolt slanmred through the
space her spine and breastbone had occupi ed a noment earlier; the skin between
her shoul ders roughened. Then she was Bashing al ong the cl ear space beside the
departing ship, toward the great cable still stretched froma concrete bollard
to the stern. It was the last, holding the three thousand tons steady while
the tug brought the ship's steminto the current. The | ongshore crew stood
ready to hit the rel ease catches; tension pulled the neter-thick sisal taut,
squeezing water in a steady flow out of the fibers.

Shkai'ra felt the breath panting deep and swift into her lungs. There was no
time, not with a repeating bolt-gun behind her; eight meters of water between
her and the deck . . . and she was carrying nearly her own body-weight in
gear.

Her teeth grated painfully as she | eaped fromdock to bollard and out al ong
the cabl e; the thick hawser seened suddenly thread-thin as it stretched ahead
to weave through tinber balk belowthe rail. Below, the norning tide sucked
hungrily at the oaken piles of the dock

At the scream and thrum of weapons, Megan's head snapped up, just in time to
see Bright copper hair flash, then Shkai'ra pelted through a clear spot.
Running as if she could outrun bolt-guns, the Zak thought. A bolt skittered
by, shattering on a stone colum, and the Kommanza was up on the rope



connecting the ship and the dock. The scene froze with the | ongshorenen
standi ng, mout hs agape, staring at this madwonan.

"Move!" Megan cried. "If you freeze you'll fall!l" Her voice was lost in the
noi se. "Move!" she screaned. And other running figures were now visible. One
stopped to kneel and take careful aim

Shkai'ra's feet gripped at the rough surface of the sisal through the thin
| eat her of her sandals. Natural bal ance and warrior training took her out
above the hungry water, foot curving swiftly before foot in a wal k that was
hal f a skip. Got to keep going-fast, she thought. Like tunmbling or a
swor d- hand throw. Faster you nove, easier to bal ance.

She was hal fway between dock and ships, and even the weight of the hull could
not deny the hawser a slight curve. There was a nassive sudden inpact bel ow
her right shoul der, the blow of a sledge swung overarm She felt a sharp
prickling as the point of the bolt touched her skin, a tip of metal through

t he saddl ebag and the steel helnmet it contained. Wth a nonstrous w enching
effort she seenmed to leap, twisting in mdair, comng down straddl e-stanced

al ong the rope, crouching. Her bal ance was saved, but the position immobilized
her for a crucial brace of seconds. She | ooked back, to see the bolt-gunnman
kneel and sight; |ooked at her own death.

Sonet hi ng snapped in Megan's mnd. The lost, cold feelings surged up, beconing
raging flanmes, forge-heat. Living el sewhere with Shkai'ra alive was bearabl e.
Her akri bhan dead?

"NO " Her hands | eaped forward al nost of their own volition, one pointing to
the bolt-gunman, the other raised to sky where the Sun shone. For an instant,
she forced the pool of Fehinnan Power to her thought, bearing the shrieking
pain as she called for fire. A red glow outlined her whol e body, rapidly

bri ghtening to orange, like glowi ng coals, drawing a |line fromthe sun

t hrough her, to the bolt-gunman on the dock

He threw back his head and how ed, flinging the weapon fromhim tearing his
clothes and hair, screaning that he was on fire; his skin blistered, turning
bl ack, cracking open, though no flames were visible. He threw hinself into the
harbor, still scream ng.

St eam r ose.

Shkai'ra darted the last ten steps to the railing. Behind, there were screans
and frantic prayers and a sickeningly appetizing snell of roast pork; the
crowds expl oded away fromthe place of nagic |ike quicksilver on glass. But
not many had seen, and it would take tine to spread word. Trie Kommanza
cleared the rail, tossed her burden to the planks, and dove, pulling the
slight figure of the Zak down with her. Another bolt buzzed by overhead and
sank a handspan deep in the rearmast; others followed, and a bl owgun dart.
Then the whole great fabric of the ship lurched as the | ongshore crew sl amed
their mallets into the rel eases of the bollard. There was a sudden alteration
in the novenment as the Qullw nged Gai nsnatcher slid out into the harbor basin
and swng toward the open gate; above, canvas crackled as the crew unrove the
topgal l ants to put steerage way on her

Through the gates, the twenty oars of the tug flashing. They cast off and
reeled in their towine as the offshore breeze and the making tide caught at
the long hull. The ship heeled, and the keel bit water as she headed for open
river and the sea beyond.

Megan lay linmp beneath Shkai'ra as the Kommanza rai sed herself on one el bow.



Her eyelids fluttered, and a small sound escaped her

Shkai'ra sl owed her breathing with an effort. "I changed ny mnd," she said.
The thin nouth moved in a naif smile. "Sea voyages are so healthy.... You said
somet hi ng about revenge on sonmeone?' One of the bosuns strode near, a bel ayi ng
pin tapping at the hilt of his knife. The bl ond woman jingl ed her pouch
flashing a gold bit between thunb and forefinger, and the bosun snil ed.

Beyond, Ten-Knife's small black head poked free of a saddl ebag, gl anced about,
then retreated to lie glaring in the sheltering darkness, eyes darting from
side to side.

Megan' s eyes snapped open, and she tried to raise herself on one elbow "A ..
sloppy ... way ... to kill someone, hey?" she gasped, and sml ed.

"It"ll do," Shkai'ra said, returning the snile; it Ilit her harsh features.
"I't"ll do very well, love."

The Making of Fifth M1l ennium

The world of the Fifth MIIenniumbegan as three separate settings in the
i magi nati ons of three authors, still teenagers, |ong before they net.

Karen Wehrstein's conception of Yeol a-e dates back to age 12; the character
Fourth Chevenga first appeared two years later (Friday, March 14, 1975, to be
exact) when Wehrstein wondered what sort of life a person would | ead who was
granted both heroic abilities and foreknow edge that his life would be cut
short.

The character Megan Wiitlock was first conceived while Shirley Meier was in
university in London, Ontario. For a literature class she was given the choice
of witing either a short story or an essay; she chose the story, the first

i mage a small woman standing on a rai n-washed staircase, |ooking down into a
city: F talezon

Shkai'ra Mek Kermak's-kin and her world started with an afternoon in w nter
woods near Gttawa, Ontario. The deep cold, the snow wei ghing down the branches
of the trees, and a raven launching itself through the woods . . . and S. M
Stirling suddenly had the opening scene of his first novel, Snowbrother. That
wor k took shape while Stirling was going through | aw school, which he believes
may account for the savage and bl oodthirsty tone.

Wehrstein and Stirling nmet at a party in Toronto in 1981 and were naturally
drawn together; neither had ever before met anyone so interested in witing.
At this time, though, violently opposing political and phil osophical views
precl uded any collaboration. Stirling and Meier nade friends at a convention
in 1983; it was at a folk festival, watching Mirris dancers, however, that
they first wondered what woul d happen if Megan and Shkai'ra were to neet.
Scrawl ing in a notebook passed back and forth, they began the first Fifth

M I I enni um col | aborati on. The book grew slowy at first, nostly through

cor respondence.

The year 1985 narked the founding of the Toronto witers group the Bunch of
Seven, at whose first meeting Stirling introduced Meier and Wehrstein to each
other. This was after he had extolled to both the others' virtues ful sonely
for several nonths, |eading each to expect the other to be rmuch taller, nore
el egant and nore sophisticated than she actually is. Reassured by their nutua
mere humanity, the two wonmen hit it off and began coll aborating al nost

i medi ately on as yet unpublished works.

It was around this time that, despite no strong single conmon influences nore



specific than Tol ki en and cl assi cal nythol ogy, the three noticed that their
respective fantasy settings and approaches had certain elenents in comon. Al
three used a tinme period several thousand years after a world hol ocaust, with
technol ogy at a pre-industrial but not entirely primtive |evel; diverse
cultures created with extrenme care to plausibility and detail; psychol ogi ca
realismand concern with growh and rel ati onshi ps; unexpected flashes of a dry
but occasionally w cked situational hunmor; and a continual pondering of
nmorality, particularly the norality of conflict and power.

It occurred to themthat conbining their worlds would give the resulting

uni verse qualities of dissonance and discontinuity reflective of real life. A
worl d built by one naker generally has a uniformflavor derived fromthe
author's worldview A world built by three has a sharp variousness whose
synergy surprises even the authorsl!

The process enployed in Fifth M1l enniumcoll aborations is very close-knit,

al nrost a dialogue, in which the witers try to surprise, inspire and nove each
ot her. They agree beforehand who has creative control over which character

and sonetinmes the three, particularly Meier and Wehrstein, use inprov theater
techniques to realize scenes. Ot her divisions of |abor play on their
respective witing strengths. As a rough guide for readers wanting to know

whi ch geographical region of the Fifth MIIlenniumworld was created by which
aut hor: solo novels take place in that author's territory.

The Fifth MI1ennium Series

The Cage by SSM Stirling & Shirley Meier

Lion's Heart by Karen Whrstein

Lion's Soul by Karen Wehrstein

Shadow s Daughter by Shirley Meier

Shadow s Son by Shirley Meier, SSM Stirling & Karen Wehrstein

Snowbrot her by SSM Stirling Saber and Shadow by Shirley Meier and S. M
Stirling



