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PROLOGUE

So the black Chimaera saysto the mermaiden, "Y ou have displeased me, and for this| will carve your
heart out and feed it to you.' And the mermaiden says, 'l would not mind so much, but | am avegetarian.’

The smdl off-duty complement of Sarakkon laughed at the first mate'sjoke, and why not? The
Oomaloo was nearing the end of its long journey north from the bustling port of Celiocco on the southern
continent. The air belowdecks was turgid and sweet with laaga smoke. But they sprang to asthey heard
thelookout's long-awaited cal of "Land-dl!" and thundered up the companionway. Hafway there,
however, their high spirits evaporated, as the ship abruptly hedled over. Thrown against the polished
wooden bulkhead, they shook their heads as the ship righted itsdlf. But now they could fed the
thrumming of the heavy seas, and they heard the storm call even asthey rushed on deck.

The captain stood amidships, his eyestearing in the high wind. Like al Sarakkon, hewastal and
dender, his skin, sun-washed, wind-scoured, the color of ripe pomegranates. One eye squinty from a
fishhook through it in intemperate youth. He had afull beard, sign of hisrank, and through itsthick curling
black hair were threaded carved blue-jade spheres, silver cubes, tiny conical striped shells. Hewore a
lightweight kilted skirt and the kaldea—awide belt of cured seagrape that circled hiswaist and hung
downin front in acomplex series of knots, identifying his Satus aswell as hislineage. The moment his
crew gppeared, he gestured them to their stations. Moments before, the wind moaning itsintentionsin his
ear bones, he had signaled the lookout down from his nest. One glance to the northeast had confirmed
what he knew: within minutes the sorm would overtake them. Already they were being buffeted by
figfuls of deet. Senang the ssorm's powerful heart, he was reminded anew of how arrogant and small
they dl were.

Likevirtuadly al Sarakkonian shipsthat made thislong journey, the Oomal oo was amarveloudy deek
three-masted merchanter, but loaded down asit was with valuable cargo, the ship was less maneuverable
and thus more vulnerable to inclement westher. On top of that, the deet, catching rigging and brass
fittings, looked to bring down the sails. Although the captain was both clever and experienced, hewas
under an inordinate amount of pressure because of the nature of one piece of cargo. It was not something
he had wished to transport, but he had been given no choice by the Orieniad, the Sarakkon ruling
coundil.

The Oomal oo, borne by the last great storm of winter, heeled over, and the high date seasoverran its
scuppers, flooding the deck. The next wave, more towering than the last, took three of the crew, his
lookout among them, asit crashed obliquely across the deck. The howling wind drowned out their
screams as they tumbled across the canted deck, carried overboard into the wild and punishing sea.

The second mate, a parsimonious devil, and therefore in charge of the larder, made an unwise lunge
for them. The captain grabbed him from behind, kept him closeto, thus ensuring that he would not lose a
fourth member of his crew to the cruel Seaof Blood. Then he freed him &ft to tie down rigging the gale
had ripped loose.

Tearing hismind away from the tragedy, the captain yelled to the navigator to turn west. Heand his
first mate scrambled across a deck shin deep in duicing water, the whorled tattoos that covered their
shaved heads and bodies seeming to come dive with the actions of their muscles.

As he saized the mizzenmast, the other asked him what he meant to do.

"Y ou will help us put the ship under full sail,”" the captain replied over the roar of the sorm.

"Full sail?* Thefirst mate, aknot of muscle, aface dl gnawed bone, was aghast. "That will capsize us
for certain.” Heturned his eyesfearfully to the mainsails aready straining their deet-grizzled grommetsto
thelimit. "We should befurling dl sal."

"Wewill founder and be taken under.”

"Then we should be making al hastefor Axis Tyr."



"We are now heading west, the same direction as the storm.”

"But that isaway from Axis Tyr. The port isour only—"

The captain was aready unwinding the rigging from the brass stays. "We are going to use our sailsto
race ahead of it."

Stll thefirst mate baked. "That is certain suicide," he shouted, wiping spume off his sharply triangular
goatee.

The captain grabbed hisfirst mate by the wet flgps of histooled sharkskin vest, dammed his back
againgt the mast. "Listen to us. Our only chanceisto round the Cape of Broken Meridian, where the Sea
of Blood meetsthe [lluminated Sea. There the ship will be protected. The ship will be safel”

"Safe?' The mate shot him ahorrified look. "No Sarakkon ship has sailed this part of the Illuminated
Sea, and you know why. The legends—"

A wall of water smashed into the Oomal 0o, and the ship dipped dangeroudy to port, taking on more
water. The captain, seeing his navigator wrestling the recdcitrant tiller, bellowed at the second mate. With
that worthy's help, the navigator put his shoulder into it and dowly, with apainful creaking, the ship
turned her high, carved prow more quickly to the west.

"We have no time for supergtition,” the captain said to hisfirst mate. Histhick beard was rimed with
sdt water and spittle. The slver runeswoven into it glistened in the dim light. "We have our livesto think
of."

"Not our lives," thefirst mate shouted back. "The life of our passenger. Itisevil luck to sail witha
femae on board."

"More supergtition.” The captain struck hisfirst mate a massive blow to the sde of hishead. Y ou
have not shipped with us before. Aboard the Oomaloo our word islaw.” A dirk with awrapped
shagreen handle bloomed in hisfigt. "Now unfurl al sail and makeit quick!" Thedirk's point grazed the
sde of the mate's neck. "Else we swear by Y ahé's sweet lipswe will dit your throat."

Thefirst mate legpt to, but not without alook dark with ferment. He and the captain worked smoothly
and efficiently, their muscles bulging, their booted feet planted wide on the pitching deck. Methodicaly,
doggedly in the raging face of the storm, they repeated the same procedure with the sails on each of the
Oomalao's masts. And asthe ship cameto full sal, it legpt forward asif propelled by the engine of a
V'ornn hoverpod. Itshull fairly lifted from the boiling sea asit skimmed along on the leading gusts of the
gde.

Waves had ceased to overrun the deck, and to starboard could be seen the rocky tip of the thick
finger of land known as the Cape of Broken Meridian, beyond which lay the uncharted waters of the
[lluminated Sea. The captain noted the fear in hisfirst mate's eyes, but behind the Oomaloo wasa
growing wall of water, black and ugly and lethd. No matter what—if the legends were true or no—there
was no turning back. A sure desth rode their stern and would doubtless overtake them should their

Speed fdter.
He strode aft, climbing the short, dippery companionway to where the navigator held the juddering

tiller steady.

"When we come abeam of the cape make ready to turn her hard to starboard,” he growled. "We
want to get land between us and the storm as quickly as possible.”

The navigator nodded. He had shipped with the captain since their youth. His teeth were gritted, and
the cords of his neck stood out in stark relief with the effort of holding the Oomal oo on course. For an
instant, he caught the captain's eye, and the look that passed between them served as silent tribute to the
crew that had perished. Then they directed their attention to what lay ahead.

The area of ocean off thetip of the Cape of Broken Meridian was known as the Cauldron because it
was aboil even in the calmest of westher. Its extreme turbulence could be seen, and ofttimesfelt, by
Sarakkon crews as they headed to and from the port of Axis Tyr. These degp and dangerous
crosscurrents at the confluence of the two seas were fearful enough even without the darming
Sarakkonian legends attached to the Illuminated Sea.

The captain squeezed the navigator's shoulder. No need to voice histrepidation. The gale was hurling
them directly into the heart of the maglstrom. Grey spume flew over the high prow, which was carved



into a Protector—a composite image unique to each Sarakkonian ship. The Oomaloo's was of thelithe
body of Y ahé crowned with the noble head of the paiha. In thisway, the very bones of the ship were
infused with the goddess's wisdom and the mythic bird of prey's great hedling powers. Asthe Oomaloo
began to pitch and rall in the fierce crosscurrents the captain knew that they would need dl of their
Protector's powersif they wereto survive.

The ship dipped precipitoudy asthey came abeam of the cape'stip. He could see the frothy spume
geysering high into the turbid sky asthe sea beat itself against the jagged black rocks. He saw the
navigator pushing thetiller, trying to take them hard to starboard. Since the winds were still too high and
unpredictable to risk sending alookout up the mizzenmast, he dispatched the first mate to the prow to
keep asharp eye out for any sign of rock outcroppings or reefs.

A great shuddering began to work its way through the Oomal 0o as the ship entered the perilous
crosscurrents. The captain got hisfirst ook at the [lluminated Sea, and it was not reassuring. Despite its
name, the water was dark as night, the same color asthe rocks that jutted from the tip of the Cape of
Broken Meridian. Even the most expert eye would have difficulty differentiating the two.

The speed of the ship, which had been their savior againgt the storm, now worked againgt themiin
these uncharted waters. The captain caled for al sailsto be reefed, and his crew sprang to. Hewas
battening down the canvas when the first mate rushed up to him. Hisface was pae and pinched and his
eyesrolledin his head.

"We gave you an order," the captain growled, now sorely vexed. "Why have you abandoned your
post?”
"We have—" The first mate swallowed hard. "We have seen it, Captain.”

"Seen what?' The captain had his handsfull, prepared to order the navigator to dter course. "A reef?’

The mate shook his spume-wet head. "Not areef. We—"

"Wll, out with it then!" The navigator was winning the war with the crosscurrents. The ship was
dowly but surely turned to starboard, putting the finger of the cape between it and the stcorm. "What did
you see?"

"A Chimaera" Thefirst mate was shaking. "A black Chimaera."

"Firgt, we are in uncharted waters. We are relying on your eyesto keep us from breaking apart. The
daemonsout of your imagination—"

"But we did seeit, Captain. By Yahésfull lips, we swear it. We saw ablack Chimaera. Thelegends
aretruel"

At that moment, they were all pitched violently forward as, with agreat grinding scream, the
Oomaloo's forward momentum came to an abrupt halt.

"Reef hoy!"

The navigator's cry was nearly drowned out by the grinding and rending of lacquered timbers. The
captain, picking himsdf up off the deck, saw acrack like afinger of doom zigzagging up the side of the
Protector, and he knew al waslost. They were impaed upon the thrice-damned obsidian reef. He knew
his duty, the one he had been made to swear before he had set sail. Immediately, he made for the aft
com-panionway, leaving the first mate's screams behind him.

Down the wet companionway he did. The lower deck was aready awash with seawater, with more
imminent. There were multiple rentsin the forward hull, asif the seawere egting the Oomal oo dive, and
the crosscurrents ground the ship againgt the jagged reef, asif to leave only wormy powder behind.

He reached his cabin, tore open the door. Krystren was standing asif anticipating his appearance.
Sea-green eyes, aface of extremes, likeiron and velvet. She waswrapped in her wine-dark sea
greatcoat. Her hair, dark and glossy as seawrack, waswound in athick braid, like acoil of stout rope
that wouldn't fray in the worst of winter weether.

Without aword, the captain grabbed her hand and hurried toward the aft companionway. Already the
seawater was up to their shins. The ship gave agreet lurch, tossing them to their knees. Up ahead,
torrents began to pour through the widening rent. They regained their feet and ran.

Krystren was silent. What was there to say? She had seen he was agood captain, not that it made
any difference; the seawould have the last word today. Up the companionway they clattered, while



boiling seawater flooded belowdecks. As the captain appeared on deck, Krystrenin hisleg, the first
meate fixed them with amurderous eye.

"Weknew it!" the first mate crowed, advancing on them. "The accursed femae!" He had drawn his
dirk, an oddly small weapon, whose short, diamond-shaped blade seemed most unsuitable for
hand-to-hand combat. "It is because of her that this voyage was doomed from the start!"

"Seeto your podition!” the captain cried, interposing himsdlf between Krystren and the first mate.
"That isan order!"

Thefirst matelaughed acrud laugh. ™Y our ship isdying, captain. Y our command ismercifully at an
end. We have gathered what is|eft of the crew to our sde.”

"Impossible.” The captain automatically looked to the helm. ™Y ou could not—" But the position was
vacant, and now he saw the body of the navigator, facedown on the deck. Around him, blood mingled
with seawater and the remnants of deet.

Thefirst mate grinned as the captain's gaze swung back to him. " Those who disagreed have gone to
kissYahé's sweet lips." Hewaggled the point of hisdirk. "We give the orders now. The small boats are
in the water, but neither you nor she will board them. The sea gods have spoken. They have produced
the black Chimaera. They demand her as sacrifice.”

"Y our fear has made you mad,” the captain said. "We will see you hanged for this."

The Oomal oo gave another sickening groan, and the deck canted over asit beganto list. Thefirst
mate waggled hisfilthy fingers. "No more talk, Captain. Hand her over, or you will fed our blade
between your ribs."

"Y ou know we cannot,” the captain said, drawing hisown dirk. ™Y ou know we will not."

With an dmost casud gesture, the first mate flicked hiswrist. The captain's eyes opened wide asthe
weapon pierced himto its hilt. Expertly cast, the narrow blade passed between hisfirst and second ribs,
puncturing his heart.

"You—" the captain said, blood aready bubbling on hislips. "We should have guessed.” Then he
pitched onto the deck, his corpse diding to therail that was by then just above the waterline.

Already, the first mate had another dirk in hisfist, the mate to the one that had killed the captain.

"Sntire," Krystren said.

Thefirst mate spat. "'Y ou must be very vauable indeed. We will recelve afortune when we seeto it
that you never set foot on the northern continent.”

"Who is paying you?" Krystren asked.

Thefirst mate laughed. "Even if we knew, do you think we would tell you? We serve the Oath.”

"How wel we know," she said as she threw the small dirk she had been holding beneath her
grestcod.

Thefirst mate's weapon struck the deck as his hands clutched at histhroat. Desperately, he clawed a
the sea-cor hilt. He staggered back, falling to his knees as he drew out the narrow, diamond-shaped
blade. He knelt, staring at it as his ragged breath sawed in and out of the wound.

"We sarveit, aswdl.”

"You are Onnda, bitch. Y ou servethe Oath in perversity.”

Krystren took her weapon from his nervelessfingers, kicked him over onto hisback. Hetried to
speak, but blood bubbled out of histhroat. She picked up hisweapon, then knelt beside him.

"Youwill die. All of you." Sheturned the bloody blade of her dirk so that it glinted dully inthe
garlight. "Thisismy Oath, my religion.”

The Oomal oo was fast breaking apart. Krystren rose and hurried to therail. There, she saw two
small boats, manned by what was |eft of the crew. They had not waited for the first mate and were more
than three hundred meters away. They appeared to be making for an idand to the north, whose dark and
ominous cliffsloomed out of the storm haze. None of them looked back at the doomed ship that had
been their home for months and, in some cases, years.

Krystren was obliged to grab on to the rail asthe Oomaloo gave another lurch downward. Groaning
mightily, it began its death throes. She looked over the Sde, saw in the wreckage spars and timberslarge
enough to support her. Shewas about to clamber over the rail when she heard frantic shouts floating over



the turbulent water. To her right, she could see that something was happening around the lead boat. The
sallorswere pointing and gesticulating madly, at what she could not say. Then, dl a once, therewasa
great fountaining of water in the midst of which she could just make out ahuge shape, black as night.
Then it opened enormous jaws and snapped the small boat in two. The Sar-akkon screamed as they
tumbled into the water, and the monstrous shape rose again. Its gaping jaws crashed closed, crunching
through muscle, snew, and bone. Blood and gore fountained in arosy halo.

The Sarakkon in the following smdl boat had now changed course and were frenziedly rowing away
from theidand dliffs. No matter. The thing pursued them with relentless precision, so swiftly it took
Krystren's breath away. Within moments, they shared the same doom as their compatriots.

Now she done had survived the wreck of the Oomal oo, but she knew that would not long be the
case unless she jumped from what was | eft of the ship. Without another thought, she threw off her
greatcoat and leapt into the churning sea. The shock of the cold water ran up her spine with ajolt. She
kicked upward, broke the surface, and swam to a section of the prow that had been sheared off.
Wrapping her hands around the carved image of Y ahé's body, she climbed on, straddling it. Retrieving a
long piece of flotsam to use as a paddle, she tucked her legs under her and struck out toward the idand.
Behind her, she could hear an awful groaning asthe last and largest of the Oomal0o's beams shattered
againg the knife-toothed reef.

She bent her back, putting al her strength into steering through the crosscurrents. Happily, shewas
nearly out of the Cauldron. Up ahead, she could seethe last vestiges of pinkish foam, al that remained of
the two smadll boats and their crews. In order to make landfall, she would have to intersect the path the
small boats had taken. She knew what had destroyed them; she knew the legends of the Illuminated Sea
aswdl asany Sarakkon.

With each stroke of her improvised oar she was making greater headway as she left the swirling
Cauldron behind. She concentrated on the idand's cliff face, which looked high and sheer. Itstop was
obscured by adense, roiling mist, doubtless aresidue of the storm that was till raging on the other sde
of the Cape of Broken Meridian. Angry dark grey clouds scudded overhead, but the deet had turned to
achill rain, and the brunt of the wind was being sheared away by the intervening landmass.

Now Krystren was oaring through the small boat debrisfield, agridy indgght into the origin of legends.
She oared even faster, trying to redouble her pace. It was adl she could do not to look around for the
thing that had feasted terrifyingly on the others. She could only hope that its fearsome gppetite had been
at least temporarily sated. To occupy hersdf and aso asan exercisein surviva sheturned her mind to
estimating how far she wasfrom theidand. She judged it to be ahdf kilometer distant, perhaps a bit less.
But if the blackness of the water was any guide, she was il in very deep water. Had the captain been
with her, he would have been puzzled by how areef could exist so close to the surface in such deegps, but
shewas no sailor and so remained ignorant of this conundrum.

Each stroke brought her closer to her god. The idand was, of course, nowhere near Axis Tyr, and
when she reached it shewould still have to find the means to make her way to the mainland. However,
that question wasfor later, after she had rested, foraged for food, and availed herself of agood night's
deep. For the moment, she needed to concentrate on thislast haf kilometer of water. She could begin to
see more clearly the creaming line of surf asit crashed and boomed at the base of the rocky cliff. Ignoring
the growing stiffnessin her shoulders and back, she continued to bend into each stroke. Now the sounds
of the shordline came to her across the bosom of the sea. She was breathing asigh of relief, when the
section of the Protector that carried her dipped so violently she was aimost cast off it. Obliged to drop
her oar, she gripped the splintered wood with both arms. In the process, the lower half of her legsdid
into the water and she could fed theripple of avery powerful current, and it took her amoment to realize
that the current waslocalized beneath her, making her blood run cold. Shefelt the ripple again, stronger
thistime, and crouched atop her makeshift craft. Smal tremors passed through the powerful muscles of
her thighs. She knew what must be swvimming below her. She looked around for her oar, but it was
floating twenty meters behind her. Now she was at the mercy of the off shoretide, whichinthe
interregnum was dready exerting itsforce, pushing her farther west, rather than north toward the idand.
Shetried to paddle with her hands, but it soon became apparent that doing so was an exercisein futility.



But then the direction of the tide became amoot point, for directly ahead of her rose an apparition out
of anightmare. The black Chimaerawas huge—perhaps haf aslong asthe Oomal oo. Its body looked
to be al muscle, with atapering forked tail and atrio of wicked-looking dorsal fins. Its cold red eyes
took her in with what appeared to be daemonic intelligence.

Krystren's heart wasin her throat. She had worked long and arduoudy to become Onnda, and her
training had prepared her for desth. But nothing could have prepared her for this.

As she watched, mesmerized with amixture of fear and awe, the Chimaerawaggled its
wicked-looking tail and started moving toward her. It was so large that the fore wave had aready
reached her. If there had been something to do, she would have doneit. There wasn't. Instead, she
recited the Oath, repesating it asakind of death prayer.

The Chimaerawas up to speed, and she prepared hersdlf to be crushed by its massive jaws. But the
bite never came. Instead, at the last moment, it dived beneath her. Before she had a chance to turn her
head, a powerful wave seized the Protector, pushing her due north, out of thetida flow, toward the
idand. As she gripped the Protector more tightly, she could fedl the vibration of the wave growing and
extending until shefairly flew over the water on its crest. Risking aquick glance behind her, she saw to
her astonishment the triple finsriding in her wake. The Chimaerawas, in effect, propelling her toward the
shore.

How could this be? she wondered. How could a monstrous beast that had just dain and devoured
twelve Sarakkon help save her life? It made no sense at all, and yet it was undeniable. The cliff linewas
coming up fast, in fact too fast for her comfort. Those rocks, monstrousin themsalves, were jagged and
saw-toothed. Surely, at this speed they would instantly rend the Protector to smithereens.

Just then, she felt the wave behind her dissipating, and dmost ingtantly she dowed. Asthe water at
last grew shallow, she took one last look back and an intense shiver passed through her. There wasthe
greet black Chimaera, with aflick of its powerful forked tail gliding broadside, fixing her with itscold red
eye.

Krystren rolled off the Protector and swam gingerly through the flying spume, trying her best to avoid
the worst of the rock outcroppings. The air was sharp in her nostrils, thick with phosphorus and brine,
Nearly out of breath, she sumbled through the suck and roar of the surf, her feet and shins scraped and
bleeding. Hinging hersef into atida pool that was more or |ess protected, she dragged hersdlf onto the
base of the cliff. There, shelay panting, her back against a barnacle-encrusted dab of rock that rose like
agrave marker. Her eyes scanned the Illuminated Sea, but of the Chimaera or the Oomal oo there was
nosgn.

Almogt at once, shefel into an exhausted dumber, from which she awoke hourslater to find the twilit
sky scrubbed clean. Long-winged pelagic birds called and swooped among crags iced with their
droppings. Severd firs-magnitude stars twinkled in the pellucid heavens. A gentle onshore breeze
nevertheless made her shiver in her wet clothes, urging her to get up and find food and suitable shelter.
That was when she noticed that the tops of the cliff were still shrouded in dense mist.

Food proved to be no problem. Thetida pool was swarming with small-clawed crabs encased in
shining greenish black shdlls, their flesh tender and sweet even when eaten raw. That left shelter. A brief
re-connoiter of the cliff base located no sea cave that could protect her from theincreasing chill of
encroaching night. She lifted her head to where the mist lay and, choosing alikely series of foot- and
handholds, commenced her climb.

The going was easier than she had expected. The scouring wind and rains had etched the cliff face
with myriad chips and cracksidedl for ascent. Her chief concern wasinadvertently disturbing abird's
nest, for the occupants were possessed of long, curving beaksthat could puncture her flesh as efficiently
asthe blade of adirk.

She was perhaps a quarter of the way up when she came upon a cave mouth invisible from below.
Clambering onto its projecting lip, she quickly redlized that it was unlike any cave she had ever seen
before. For one thing, the interior was absolutely smooth, shiny as glass. For another, it gppeared it from
within, for asickening crimson luminescence revealed the interior to her. Hard as she searched, however,
she could find no source for the light, which imparted an even glow to every section of the arched cave.



It did not take her long to discover that the cave, aswide asthe hdl of agrand paace, was quite
shalow. That too, spoketo its unnatura-ness. In the center of the rear wall, which was made out of the
same smooth, vitreous substance as the rest of the interior, she came upon what could only be adoor.
This clinches it, she thought. The cave had been constructed by the hand of the Kundaan. Why? What
wasit for? What was behind the door?

Sheran her fingers over the amost seamless outline. There were no hinges or handle, no indentations
or vishlelock of any kind. She pushed on the door; unsurprisingly, it did not open.

Sighing, she sat down with her back againgt it. She had meant only to close her eyes and rest, but
amogt a once she dozed off.

A dight vibration transmitted to her spine broke her dream. She had been back in the Great Southern
Arryx, achild racing after her older brother across an arid ochre landscape dominated by the chain of
enormous Vol canoes. Then her eyes snagpped open, and, turning, she pressed the flat of her hand to the
door. It was moving!

She scrambled to her feet as, soundlesdy, the door began to swing open. Darting behind it, she stood
absolutely ill, holding her breath as she heard adight rustling of fabric. She craned her neck in her hiding
place so that she could peer out. Into her field of vison emerged amaein flowing black robes. Hewas
Kundaan, but unlike any she had encountered. His black hair waslong on top, shaved at the sides of his
skull. He had elongated earlobes, pierced by polished knucklebones, and, when he turned, she could see
that there was barely any flesh on hisface. Thetallow-colored skin was pulled taut over razor-edged
bone. In the center of hisforehead aruddy runeroselikealivid scar. His eyes were twin beacons, the
pupilstiny and pulsing, asif with amysterious energy.

Hewent up aflight of stairs carved out of the curving wall that she hadn't previoudly noticed and a
moment later descended. He looked up, held out his hand.

The one seemingly innocent word burgt into the cave like shrapndl, penetrating into every nook and
corner. Ingtinctively, Krystren wrapped her arms around her waist asif to ward off some kind of attack.

Ancther male came hesitantly down the sairs. A handsome youth, athletic-looking, dark of skin, hair
and eyes. The black-robed spectre took him by the elbow and led him to the cave opening. The night
was clear, the stars brilliant. The water was it by the pale green light of three moons, their reflections
trailling in the deep and inky water like brilliant ribbons on a birthday present. The two stood for along
while, gazing out over the llluminated Seaand the tip of the Cape of Broken Meridian, to the east of
which lay the capitd of the northern continent, Axis Tyr.

"ThisisKundaa," the black-robed spectre intoned in his eerie, sepulchra voice. "Thisisthe vastness
of theworld." He put aspidery arm low around the youth'swaist in agesture that was a once intimate
and lascivious. "Your world, Dar Sdla-at."

The youth smiled, but Krystren could seethat his eyes were glazed, his mouth haf-open. Was he
drugged or under a some kind of spell? She was still pondering this when the black-robed spectre said,
"Come, Dar Sda-a. Thereissomething | wish to show you."

Quickly, she darted into the open doorway, hid in shadows, using her unique skill to blend into the
surroundings.

With his spidery fingertips at the small of the youth's back, the black-robed spectre propelled the
youth back through the doorway. The poor boy looked terrified.

They werein athick-walled keep, small and uncharacteristically windowless. If one did not know
better, it might have been mistaken for a prison, o grim was its appearance, so solid wasitsfastness. In
the center of the floor was what appeared to be an open hatchway. The spectre led the terrified boy
down into the holein thefloor. A moment later, Krystren was startled by awhining sound.

She went to the open hatchway and peered down. A sgquare pole ran down the full length of the
vertical shaft. It was down this the two had somehow descended, perhaps using the grooves she saw in
its Sides. She spat on her palms; then, leaping onto the pole, she wriggled down it asfast as she dared. It
was avery long dide. Nearing the bottom it grew hot, the air full of fumesthat seared the back of her
throat.



When she saw the two figures below her, she held her position, her hand, elbows, and knees gripping
the pole hard. What she saw made her heart pound. At the bottom of the shaft was a huge chamber
amost entirdly filled by acage that appeared to be made out of pulsing energy beams. That was
astonishing enough. But what she saw inside the cage made her break out into a cold swest.

It was a creature: gargantuan, blue-green, long of snout, large of teeth, winged and crowned with
horns.

Great Mother Yahé, shethought. It isa Dragon:.



Book One:
CROOKED
SPRING GATE

To the novice, it doubtless seems a conundrum
that lies can have their basisin fact. Consider,
however, theindividual's need to have his or her
desiresmet. Thisisfact. If liesare clever enough
to fulfill this desire, they become a truth and,
therefore, that much harder to dispel. Their power
hasitsorigin in Crooked Spring Gate.

—Utmost Source,
The Five Sacred Books of Miina



1
Mirror

An exceptionaly frigid winter was at last drawing to aclose. Thelow, dense cloud cover that had

goread itsdlf like abird of prey over virtudly all of Kundalas northern continent was being dowly rent by
the sun, in which had begun to burn of late the glowing ember of spring. The basaara, the ceaseless north
wind that had its originsin the letha permafrost of the Unknown Territories beyond the Djenn Marre
mountain range, had raged for afull Sx weeks, disgorging a suffocating stratum of snow on the bustling
towns, the barren fields, the forested hillsides, and ceaseless strip mines, inconveniencing Kundalan and
V'ornn dike. Though the technicaly superior V'ornn had occupied the planet for over acentury, they had
never adjusted to snow and ice from which, like seas and desarts, they could derive no profit. But of late
the wind had shifted, meandering indolently from the southwest, bringing with it the sharp tang of the
[Hluminated Seadong with tantalizing hints of the southern continent'stropica climes.

Thelower-lying areas were aready shrugging off winter's punishing grip, the snow grudgingly receding
like an aging glacier, but here, high in the rugged massif of the Djenn Marre, it was till asthick asever it
had been in midwinter.

The windowless chamber in which Riane stood was not large, but its celling, invisblein its extreme
height, lay shrouded in the shadowed cavern, bearded with stalactites like upended candles, their wax
cold, cacified with rheumy age. Amber light poured from reed torches bound in copper wire, and the
polar stink of minerals seeping made the room reek like the hold of aship. A mirror, tall asit was narrow,
beveled like cut gemstone, gilt-framed, here and there cloudy asthe sky, hung from a bare black bolt
driven into naked limestone. Riane moved until her reflection gppeared like awraith from predawn mist.
She stared at hersdlf, wondering.

She was known to her friends and compatriots as the Dar Sala-at, the fabled savior, destined to lead
the Kundalan uprising againgt their dien V'ornn oppressors. Her image—an ova face framed by long
blond hair braided in the mistefan, the Druuge symbol of battle, startling blue eyes, a strong nose pierced
with agold stud, and awide, generous mouth—Iooked back at her. Even three months ago she had felt a
stranger. But lately she was coming to redize that the male V'ornn persona of Annon Asheraand the
female Kundalan known as Riane had in many ways fused, becoming asingle entity, capable of drawing
on both Annon's V'ornnish knowledge and Riane's formidable physical prowess and limited memories.
The result was becoming each day more comfortable for both of them. Now, most of thetime, they
thought as one.

Riane shifted the two leather-bound books, gold-stamped, thick, ancient, precious beyond imagining.
Utmost Source and The Book of Recantation, the two most sacred texts of the Great Goddess Miina,
rescued by her, their right and true keeper, from oblivion, asit had been written in prophecy. "1 am
ready," she said to Giyan.

Thetal Kundalan—sorceress, priestess, seer—came and stood at her side, nodded and gripped her
hand. She had aface to make the heart melt, powerful and lovely, thick copper-colored hair cascading
past her shoulders, and large whistleflower-blue eyes.

From asmal distance, Thigpen's whiskerstwitched in her copper, black-and-white-furred muzzle.
Though they were not far from her home—the home of al Rappa—a gigantic cavern deep within the
bowels of the Djenn Marre, Thigpen had never been in this chamber before, never even knew of its
existence. But the Ramahan did. Typical.

"I likethisnat, little dumpling,” Thigpen said anxioudy. "We Rappa have a hedthy fear of mirrors.
Their sorcerous power islegendary.”

"Yes" Giyan responded, not unkindly. "Mariners fear whirlpools, Rappafear mirrors.”



Thigpen shuddered. "Shdl | tell you tales of Rappa sucked into the Other Side by ensorceled
mirrors?'

"No need,” Giyan said. "Thereis nothing hereto fear."

Still, the Rappa backed away on her six furry legs, wickedly curved nails skittering on rock. Her
whiskerstwitched ferocioudy.

"l don't understand,” Riane said. "What isthe Other Side? Not, surely, Otherwhere?"

"Oh, no," Thigpen cdled. "The Other Sdeisasquirming pit, ashadlow grave, nasty, nasty."

"Think of apinholein our Realm,” Giyan said in afar calmer voice. "Necromancers—when they once
walked Kundala—would use their foul sorcery to shove those who displeased them through the mirror,
through the pinhole, into the null-space that exists between Realms.”

"No one ever returns from the Other Side," the Rappa said.

"Isthistrue?' Riane asked.

Giyan shrugged. "I have heard of none."

"That is because there are none!" Thigpen howled, causing Giyan to turn to her with afinger across
her lips. "Y ou may leave, if you wish, dear Thigpen. No oneis holding you here."

"No oneisholding any of ustolife" the Rappasaid shortly. "That does not mean we al won't be
swept aside by Anamordor, the End of All Things.”

"Anamordor isaDragon'stde," Giyan said.

"Itisnot inevitable?'

Giyan amiled. "None of us may use that word, dear Thigpen. What isinevitable and what isnot isfor
the Great Goddess Miinato determine.

Thigpen grumped and fussed with her fur, asif she had suddenly discovered acolony of nits.

Giyan smiled and turned back to Riane. "All right, then. Let usbegin.”

Solemnly, she held the sacred texts, back straight, eyes shining while Riane intoned the Venca spell.
Then Riane saw her reflection in the mirror come toward her, and it seemed now to have dl the
appearance of ashdl, a cargpace much like the Gyrgon wore to hide themsalves. Annon, too, was hiding
insde Riang's body. Only Giyan knew the secret, and she would never tell another soul.

Riane raised her hands, pressed them againgt the mirror, into it. Shefelt acoolness, asif she had
dipped her handsin alake.

"All isinreadiness” shesad.

Giyan placed the heavy texts on her arms.

"Areyou surethisisthe wisest place to store them?' Thigpen piped up.

"Itisby far the safest place," Giyan said. "There are a present too many enemies who would stop at
nothing to destroy these texts." She was, of course, speaking of the sauromicians.

"And if by chance the banestones should—"

"That isenough!"

It was not wise to anger Giyan, but the Rappa were an obstinate species, as it was often enough said,
none more so than Thigpen. Once she got going, she was difficult to derall.

" She does not know about the banestones, does she?"

"Why would she need to?' Giyan snapped. "The banestones are ancient history, lost for eons.”

"Ever ancethefdl of ZaHaraat, yes. But the banestones can penetrate the Other Side. | have heard
that thisiswhere they derive their enormous power."

"Why are you talking about me asif | am not here?' Riane addressing them both at once.

Giyan sighed. "l gpologize. But you have more than enough on your plate without concerning yourself
with banestones. There are dl manner of ancient artifacts | could make you aware of, but what would be
the point?’

"Forewarned isforearmed,” the Rappa said portentoudly.

"It istrue that the banestones use another kind of energy, one that even Ramahan havefailed to
understand. They are very dangerous, should not be touched, for to do so connects you to them, aters
you subtly on the atomic leve."

" Strange things happen when you acquire abanestone,” Thigpen could not help adding. "Not what



you wish for, and with the bane-stone—believe me—you wish for plenty. Because they were originaly
mined, dug out of the bowels of Kundala, by the daemons. Nine bane-stones, they found, and nine are
needed, linked, to unleash dl their power."

"Areyou satisfied now?' Giyan asked her.

Thigpen sat up on her four hind legs, her forepaws crossed in stubborn anger. " Satisfied? No, it would
take agreat ded to satisfy me, or any Rappa,” she said somewhat sullenly.

"Y ou forgot to mention that the banestones were used in the foundations of the nine mgjor temples at
ZaHara-at. They wereits power."

Riane looked from one to the other. "Can we get on with it now?" Her voice clipped with impatience.
"Thereismuch to be done." And that, for the moment at least, seemed to settle the matter.

"Pay attention.” Giyan spoke softly but sternly. "We do not want any mishaps now, else the sacred
textswill belogt in null-space, drifting like a ship with abroken rudder, impossible to track or retrieve.”

Rianefocused dl her attention.

"Concentrate on thereflections only,” Giyan told her, not for thefirst time. "They will show you the
exact spot in null-space where the books will be stored.”

Riane moved in a continuous motion until her arms vanished up to her shoulders. Then she backed
away dowly and smoothly until thetips of her fingers regppeared. The books, however, were gone, with
another Venca spdl, safein their repogitory in the place Thigpen called the Other Side.

And the sea comes, comes and goes, rocking like acradle. The seaisleagues wide and fathoms deep,

rocking like acradle. The seais a stern mistress and a gentle lover, rocking like acradle. Into the deep
we consign the mortal remains of our beloved captain: Courion, first son of Coirn, of the House of
Orond—"

The sonorous voice broke off and Kelyx, ship's surgeon of the Om-aline, looked at Kurgan Stogggul,
whose face glimmered like anewly honed haichet, beautiful and deadly, eyes|like obsidian cabochons,
blood in them; and if he was any judge of V'ornn, no remorsein them, noneat al. Keyx said, "Y ou see
what we mean? How can we give Courion a proper burial—how can we pay him the respect we dl fed
for him when we do not even know where hismorta remains are?’

The Omaline, Courion's deek Sarakkon vessd, lay at itsdip at Har-borside. The high prow, carved
into afigure either fantastical or grotesque depending on your esthetics, arched eegantly into the night
sky. Its beaten-bronze running lamps were lit. Itsfull complement of crew stood at attention in ashalow
semicircle. Kurgan knew them dl by sight. Some, like Kelyx, Chron, the first mate, Kobon, the
quartermagter, he knew through his friendship with Courion. Thisfriendship— hard-won and prickly at
the best of times—meant everything, for Kurgan was quite certain that he wasthe first V'ornn to be
invited to attend a Sarakkon funerd service.

Kurgan had fought Chron in the Kalllistotos, had played warrnixx with Kobon. With Kelyx, he had
surprisingly debated the pros and cons of religion versus astate of godlessness. It was the Sarakkon's
contention that a belief in asupreme being of whatever nature provided a needed sense of hope. It was
Kurgan's contention that science—or techno-magic, as the Gyrgon preferred to call it—provided a
needed sense of order. It seemed to astonish both of them that they agreed on the essentia chaos of the
Cosmos.

"l am sorry," Kurgan said. "'l promised to find Courion, but his body has vanished.” Thiswas not true,
and Kurgan knew it very well, for he had seen Courion dead, knew how he had died, knew where even
now helay.

"No blame accruesto you." Chronin his gruff manner.

"We owe you adebt for trying," Kelyx said, he of the delicate face and watchful eyes and quick smile.

Thiswastypica Sarakkon thinking. They valued the attempt—and therefore the intent—more than
the outcome.

"It was my duty totry,"” Kurgan said. "It wastheleast | could do.”

"Still, it ispassng strange, Captain disappearing like that,” Chron said darkly. He was overmuscled,
with glowering eyes and a hatchet jaw overrun with awicked dash of waxed mustache, atriangular black



beard from which were strung lacquered sharks teeth and mica cubes.

"Captain had dedlings with the Gyrgon,” Kobon said, even more ominoudy. Big, though not overly
tal, he, like al Sarakkon, was covered in tattoos, over skull, shoulders, arms, tattoos that told astory if
one knew how to interpret them. "He was warned not to trust them."

"He dedlt only with Nith Batoxxx," Kurgan said, "who now, too, is dead. Of the Gyrgon's degth the
Comradeship refuses to spesk.”

Kelyx shifted hisfeet. "And of Captain's?" Hisreddish curling beard was shot through with turquoise
cubes and tigershell spheres. The tattoos across his shaved skull and glistening shoulders were tiny and
intricate curlslike the crooked fingers of babies.

"They professto know nothing,” Kurgan said.

Chron grunted. "Even though you are regent, you kowtow to Gyrgon.”

Kurgan knew he meant no offense. In fact, it was asmple statement of truth. And yet, Kurgan found
himself offended, asif he had been belittled in the crew's eyes.

"Thisisour caste system, the way it has always been," he said. "Y our council, the Orieniad, do they
not also sometimes give you orders which you are bound to follow?"

"Enough,” thefirst mate said, stepping forward. "We are here to perform the Last Honorsfor our
captain and our friend." He held out his hand. " The winding-shell.”

Keyx shook his head. "We bdieve Captain would want Kurgan Sto-gggul to have that responsibility.”

A leaden silence reigned aboard the Omaline. Water dapped against the curved hull, duiced through
its scuppers. The onshore wind rocked the ship. Grey clouds studded the noonday sky like aloy bolts.
The crew shuffled while Chron's face went pae. Hisfists clenched and unclenched.

Kurgan knew he must quickly break the impasse. " Courion has bade me help say good-bye, Kdlyx,
from across the Great Sea of Death. | am honored to comply.”

There was a pa pable sigh from the assembly as Kurgan responded the way a Sarakkon would. No
onewould oppose him now or even think ill of him, even Chron, whose face had returned to its normal
rich pomegranate color.

Kelyx nodded. " Spoken well and true, asisafriend's duty.” He opened hishand to reved aheavily
banded sienna-and-cream-colored shell, long and spiraled. The whorl insde addicate pink. "Hold out
your hand.”

Kurgan did as he was asked. From inside the winding-shell emerged a pink tongue. But when touched
it felt cool and smooth and hard, just asashell would.

"Thewinding-shdl is used to shroud the body beforeit is consigned to the deep,” Keyx explained for
Kurgan's benefit. "In the absence of Captain's body, wewill usethis." He produced a beautifully made
dirk with a curved forged blade and a handle of pebbled shagreen. A cab-ochon star sapphire capped
the butt end. " Captain'sfavorite seadirk.”

He placed the wegpon on the band of pink shell, and it immediately turned Sennaand cream. Inan
ingtant, it began to spira around the dirk, winding it inits peculiar shroud.

"From the seawe came, from the seawe return,” Kelyx intoned. "1n the bosom of the ocean, where
al life begins, thereisno ending, thereis no regret, there are only new beginnings.”

He nodded to Kurgan, who threw the shrouded dirk into the waves. It sank out of sight without even
the vestige of a splash, vanishing asits master had vanished, without atrace.

Kurgan, watching the rolling seg, tried to think of Courion, as he had done for the entire time he was
on the ship, but histhoughts were tangled up in the lies he was bound to tell the Sarakkon. If he had
known himslf better, he would have understood that he was caught up in the lies he had been telling
himself ever snce he returned from ZaHara-at. But he was a Stogggul; he could not know himsdlf better.
And s0, ingtead of thinking about Za Hara-at and what had transpired there, instead of thinking of her, he
had come down to Harborside, to Courion's funerd, to get away from fedlings that were, in the end,
impossible to deny. That did not stop him from trying. But, of course, even among the Sarakkon, he
could not dude them. They darted, silver and gold, like fish beneath the waves, and madeit difficult for
him to fed anything for the Sarakkon captain he had caled friend.

"Itisover,” Kelyx said. "Now our captain is part of history."



The crew dispersed, taking up, in twos and threes, their gppointed chores.

"We sall within the haf hour,” Chron said.

Kurgan nodded. "I understand.” And turned toward the gangplank.

"Y ou are welcometo sail with us, Kurgan Stogggul,” Kelyx said.

Kurgan paused. "My regrets, Ship's Surgeon.” He gave afagtidious amile. "Ancther timeit will be my
pleasure.” There was nothing he wanted less.

What arethey doing in there?' Eleana stalking back and forth in the enormous cavern that led to

Rappaterritory. They looked out on semidarkness, overflowing with the murmurous conversations of the
Rappa, so curious about everything, not the least of which this gathering of folk of neither their kind nor
kin.

The Nawatir, thick blond hair and close-cropped beard, high cheekbones and wide mouth setin a
globular Kundaan skull, glanced a her. "Wewill find out soon enough.”

Her grey-green eyes clouded over. "If they tel usanything.”

"Did you have such impatience when you were in the Res stance?’

"Intruth, it isthe Resstance | cannot get out of my mind,” she said smply. "Each day that goes by the
Khagggun kill more of them. What are we doing here?"

"1 do not know."

"Neither do |, and that ismy point.” A swirl of luxuriant nut-brown hair, thisiswhat defined her, and a
full, generous mouth, leading to aface, overal, of defiance, of crafty stratagems, of moving forward in the
advent of adversity. It was so bold you could not help but ask yourself what lay beneath. "Doesn't it ever
concern you that the two of them— Riane and Giyan—keep so many secrets?'

"Yes. When it comesto Giyan it bothers me deeply.” He was clad in dark red crosshatched tunic and
trousers of asupple and lustrous fabric unknown on Kundala. From athick belt hung two swords, their
scabbardsincised with Miinas runes. Thelong, gleaming blades, etched down their lengths, thrummed
like beaten bass drums when he drew them.

"What isit, then? Do they not trust us enough?"

The Nawatir, histongue seized up, said nothing. But Eleana, who knew his silence for brooding,
would not let him be, and at length he gave in, not because he was weak, but because he did not want to
keep secret the thorn in his heart.

"Perhapsit isamatter of love. | love Giyan so, and she says sheloves me." He started out dow and
hating, feding hisway, and Eleana stepped closer to him, and his strange, semisentient cloak curled
around her protectively. He had told her that it was like acompanion or afamiliar. "But | ask mysdlf how
it can be so0. | was a Khagggun Pack-Commander when she met me. | had pursued her charge, Annon
Adh-era, into these very hills, to her home at Stone Border. And when Annon died, she brought him out
to me so that | would stop the killing of innocent Kunddan. | wonder now how | could have done those
things. But having done them, | wonder how she could love me. Were our Situation reversed—were | the
Kundalan and she the V'ornn—I could not.”

He stopped, alittle dazed by how much he had reveded.

"And now you wonder whether her lovefor you isred?'

"How can it be?" he asked, anguished. "How can she forget who | was, what | did to her? No sooner
had she delivered her dead charge to me than | took her as concubine. How she fought me. How she. . .

But he could not go on. He turned away from Eleana, and she put her hand out to reassure him, but
thought better of it, and dug ahole in the pocket of her jerkin instead.

Eleana sighed to hersalf and shook her head. It pained her to see her friend in such an agony of
despair. She understood dl too well hislongings and desperate fears. In ZaHara-at, she had said to
Riane, We must not be afraid to say what isin our hearts. When | see you | cannot cool my body
down. | have never felt this way about anyone. For she had come to know with the indluctable surety



of thosein love that her beloved Annon was Hill dive, that somehow, by whatever sorcery, he abided
indde Riane.

"] wonder at what you say because of |late the question of love has been much in my mind." She spoke
softly to the Nawatir's broad back. "Love is an insolvable mystery, where it comes from, why it strikes
us, how it grabs hold and never lets go. We will never understand its nature. And hereisdl that can be
fathomed of it. It islove that transforms us, not V'ornn technomancy or Kundalan sorcery, because it
does so completely from the heart. But | aso know the longing that springs from wanting to go back to
the way you once were. Asmuch as | love being amember of the band of outsders, that very name
triggersdesiresin me, for | miss desperately my life in the Resistance, where every day | could seethe
difference | was making in the cause of Kundaan freedom againgt the V'ornn."

He said nothing, his back and shoulders a heavily defended wall.

"We never know what we will become, Rekkk. Look at you, born aV'ornn of Khagggun caste,
trained from birth to be awarrior, to kill and maim, to do the bidding of the Gyrgon. And yet you
stopped. Y ou questioned everything. Y our love for Giyan transformed you. From that moment on, you
werein asenseno longer truly V'ornn. Why do you question the smilar tranformation in her?"

She knew the answer, of course. Hisguilt at what he had done plagued him. If she had learned
anything during her time with the Resistance iswasthis: the spectre of the past made the present
unendurable.

"Itistruethat | have been transformed again. When | look into amirror | do not even recognize
mysdlf. | am the Nawatir, but | am only dowly beginning to explore the powers | have been given. This
cloak issorcerous, yet | do not yet know the extent of itsmagic." He shook his head in bewilderment. "It
isal so new, al so mysterious, and | am not comfortable with secrets and mysteries." He was huge, and
yet now he seemed to have been swallowed by his cloak. Hisface was a clenched fist, cheekbones like
bared white knuckles, ready to put someone, anyone, on their back. "What if she doesn't love me, after
al. What if sheisjust usng me, if thisis some sort of revenge she has schemed.”

"Surely you cannot believe that.”

"It iswhat, dbovedl e, | fear."

He frightened her when he was like this. She worried he was digging agrave for himsdlf but felt
hel pless, unable to grab the shovel from his gripShe turned with relief at the sound of nails clacking on
stone. Thig-pen was trotting toward them across the cavern floor—Thigpen, made voluble by her own
anger, her own sense of abiding injustice that ran through the entire specieslike arip current. Thigpen,
who started telling them about banestones and couldn't stop.



2
A Host of Questions

When through alattice of crud sunlight and knife-edged shadow Kurgan Stogggul had seen Riane and

Eleana standing close together in the ruins of Za Hara-at, he had felt his sone hearts shatter. Lying now in
asniger fen of jewe-toned cushions, the aromatic smoke from alaaga stick drifting from between his
lips, he closed his eyes and returned in memory to his crouching place behind a gritty wall, incised with
unknowable runes, deep in the heart of the excavation of the ancient city. Even the bleary drug-induced
fog could not stop histeeth from grinding in fury. In ZaHara-at he, the V'ornn regent of al Kundala, had
been reduced to a craven fugitive. In ZaHara-at he, the scion of theillustrious trading family of Stogggul,
had been reduced to a panting pup, his avid gaze caressing the contours of the Kundaan female whom
he had taken by force. On that sun-spangled day two years ago, he had pounded into her al of hisrage
and contempt for the race that continued to confound his own. But ever since then he had been haunted
by her.

After ahundred blind aleys he had till been in the ruins. The center of nowhere, among great
groaning dabs of incised stone, aforest that had grown up around him while he dept. Unraveling his
deeve, leaving athread behind him to guard against double-tracking, his grestest fear, he had findly
emerged. With haste, he had descended at the head of adetachment of Khagggun, intending to take
Eleana, Riane, and Giyan prisoner. But, try as he might, he could not find hisway back to the place
where he had seen them. Every time he had been certain he had made the right turn, hismind grew hazy,
and he became unsure of himsdf. Ordering the Khagggun to fan out and search in ever-widening circles
had proved fruitlessaswell, and, at last, he had ordered the search abandoned.

A toxic bluelight leaked in through the window of the high tower, playing upon the spiderweb scrim of
his closed lids. Outside seethed Axis Tyr, once the capital of al the northern continent, now the nerve
center of the VV'ornn occupation of Kundala.

Kurgan sprawled, hdf-insensate, dreaming his drug-induced dreams in the kashiggen he had
commandeered for hisown use. Thiswas a pleasure palace he had dl to himsdlf, ahaven from the
frudtrating tangle of rules and regulations that bound the regent in boredom. Being the regent was not dl
he had dreamed it would be. Protocol stymied him; and hewas, like dl V'ornn, fill adaveto Gyrgon
whim.

He had aready smoked half hisfirst laaga stick by the time the dzuoko had brought him the
sdlamuuun, the potent psychotropic drug whose distribution was controlled by hismorta enemies, the
Asherafamily. Following asour flight that made forgetting even more imperative, he had lighted another
laaga gtick, using the smoke to conjure up Eleana.

He had overheard her name when, upon seeing her with Riane, he had sidled closer. Hisfirst sight of
her in Za Hara-at—sun-browned hand resting with the assurance of an enchantress or a goddess upon a
ruined temple's cornice—had so unnerved him that he had fled into the maze of half-destroyed buildings.
He should have left then, but he could not budge, could not even turn his head away from the sight of her.
The pae down of her strong brown arms had so affected him he had actudly become dizzy. Likedl
V'ornn hewas utterly hairless. Up until his encounter with Eleanahe had thought himself immuneto the
common mal e fascination with Kundaan hair. While Eleanaand Riane stood close talking softly, he
drank in her dark thicket of hair, her wide-set, grey-green eyes, her strangely flushed cheeks, her long
and shapely legslicentioudy bared through adit in her robes. Y earning for ascent of her, he had stifled a
moan. His tender parts had swelled painfully, forcing him to knedl. His back bowed, his blood throbbing
in hisveins, hewas helpless before hislust.

A ddiciouseternity, floating in exquisite limbo, given over to ashower of shivers, symptom of a



longing previoudy unknown to him. His hands curled into tight fists. What unthinkable achemy had she
worked on him?

"Y ou must have her for your own."

The unfamiliar voice made his eyes snap open. He sat up, and when he saw thetall, hooded figure,
wrapped in afluid, floor-length grestcoat, he clasped his|eft forearm.

"My okummmon has been quiescent.” He tried desperately to clear hishead. "I have not been
Summoned to the Temple of Mnemonicsin more than afortnight.”

"l suppose,” thefigure said in adeep booming voice, "you thought after Nith Batoxxx died, the
Comradeship would be in such disarray you could do asyou pleased.” Veradium tassels at the
greatcoat's hem winked and flickered like flames as the figure approached him. "Now you know thefolly
of that assumption. All Gyrgon are linked through the Comradeship's central neural net. | know
everything Nith Batoxxx knew about you, regent.”

Not everything, surely, Kurganthought smugly.

Thefigure drew away the hood. Implanted in the pale amber skull from just above the crimson-irised
eyeswasaneurad net of germanium and tertium wafersfloating in a semiorganic materid. No one knew
whether the Gyrgon were born thisway or were operated upon just after birth. Kurgan would give his
left arm to know, for he longed to usurp the power the Gyrgon held over dl the other VV'ornn castes, both
Great and Lessey.

"] am Nith Nassam," the Gyrgon said.

"Have you taken Nith Batoxxx's place?"

Nith Nassam glanced around the sybaritic kashiggen chamber with alook of mingled rectitude and
disgust. A glowing network of biocir-cuits were constructed as a pair of stubby horns that sprouted from
the top of hisforehead.

The Gyrgon studied him with his eerie, glittery eyes. "'l seethat | was right about you, Stogggul
Kurgan."

Kurgan tense and on guard. "In what way?"

"Periodicdly, through the okummmon, the regent is Summoned by us. Wetest him, digest hisnews,
and give him orders, which he carries out unquestioningly. It has aways been thus. We Gyrgon find it
useful to rule through—"

"—proxy." Nith Nassam's poise gppeared undisturbed. "But you are different. Y ou do not fear usas
others do. This doubtless was Nith Batoxxx's doing, since it was he who trained you. No, for you
something of amore—improvisationd nature—isin order.” He grinned unexpectedly. "A traditiond
Summoning affords you dtogether too much warning.”

"So you found me here."

Nith Nassam circled him, asif ingpecting a craggy bannntor. Theinsde of his greatcoat was apustule
ydlow, the same metallic hue as hision exomatrix. "My dear regent, aslong asthe okummmonis
implanted in your arm | can find you anywhere." He spread his hands, over which, likeal Gyrgon, he
wore neural-net gloves. "Besides, why would you want to hide from me? Have you secrets you have not
disclosed? Have you plansto which | am not privy?"

Kurgan held hisground, said nothing. Gyrgon delighted in lying, obfuscating, deliberately deceiving the
other castesif only to see the resultant reactions. They were scientists, behaviora and otherwise. To
them, the entire Cosmos was an experiment in progress. And their holy grail, the reason they kept the
homeless V'ornn traveling among the stars, absorbing the knowledge of new cultures before ravaging
them, destroying them? Nothing less than the secret of eternd life.

Nith Nassam had come close enough now that Kurgan could feel theion pulses given off by the
Gyrgon'sgloveslikethe bites of tiny insects. At Nith Nassam's merest thought, these ion pulses could
deliver either pain or death. How he would love to don a pair, to wield that power over others.

"Of course you do, Stogggul Kurgan. Y ou eat and drink secrets, they make up the very air you
breathe. Y ou cannot live without them. Like thislust you exhibit for aKundadan femae." He grunted.
"Spend yoursdlf in tender flesh, lose yoursdlf in laagaand sdlamuuun. Indulge yoursdf asyou may, if thet



isyour wish. What do | care about such low matters?' He shook his head. Do you think the secrets you
harbor matter to me? The mistake my brethren have made with you isin trying to discover them. | have
no such designson you." He stuck hisfacein Kurgan's. "But you will obey me, in al matters.
Unquestioningly. Unhesitatingly."

Kurgan noted that he said "obey me," not "obey the Comradeship.” He was only seventeen, but ever
since he could remember he had been under the thumb of adults. In oneway or another, he had managed
to outwit them dl. Now, just when he thought he was free, Nith Nassam wanted to extend his servitude.

"Nith Batoxxx was possessed,” he said in response, "by a Kunda an archdaemon named Pyphoros. |
know agreat ded about this archdae-mon.”

Nith Nassam's eyes glittered evilly. "1t would be wise of you not to persst in perpetuating such
myths”

There was nothing to be gained by engaging in an argument with a Gyrgon. "My obedienceis not
without vaue. What | want in return—"

Nith Nassam flexed hisfingers. "Think not of dictating termsto a Gyrgon.”

"What | want isthe sdlamuuun trade.”

The Gyrgon'slaugh was ghastly, as were the darming teeth he bared. "Like the mgority of your caste.
The sdlamuuun trade is the dominion of the Ashera”

"But why?'

"ItisEdict. ItisLaw."

"Y ou are Gyrgon. Y ou can bend the Law, change it—"

"Y ou do not understand.”

"Thisismy point."

"Y ou are wasting my time. Y ou would have to be Gyrgon to understand.” Nith Nassam snapped his
fingers. "Now, come. Thereiswork to be done." And he spread his greatcoat, encompassing them both.

Ri ane was staring into the mirror when everything disappeared, her reflection included. She saw hersdlf

walking through awindswept landscape, knees held high as she crunched through deep snow. The sky
was purple, the sun glaring. She squinted, shading her eyes againgt the glare. Now and again granulated
ice swept off the mountain crest in chittering swarms. She continued trekking up the steep dope. Every
detail wasfamiliar to her, asif she werefollowing a path unseen except in her mind.

She came at length to high walls and, fitting an enormous key into an iron lock, she opened the front
gates of basalt dabs bound in incised bronze. The courtyard that confronted her waslaid with pink
gravel, carefully raked into awave pattern. It was bisected by a black-basalt path. There was no snow,
no ice. Not even a puff of wind to disturb the perfect pattern of the pink gravel and the thickly lesfed
sheared trees. A pair of pale carved-stone fountains were set in the gravel on their side of the path. The
soft plink-plink of water was soothing. Overhead arced a perfectly cloudless sky of apiercing
purple-blue.

Asadreamer would, she walked aong the centra path without seeming to move her legs. She
stopped when she came abreast of the fountains. There were Vencarunes carved into their massive
basins. The ones on theright spelled out the word MEMORY . The ones on the | eft spelled out the word
oblivion.

No one came here but her. No one knew of this place but her.

Shewas absolutely aone. . . .

She opened her eyes and gasped. Her heart was pounding hard in her chest.

"What isit?' The concern on Giyan's face degpened. "Ah, | know. It must be so hard seeing yoursdlf
likethat."

Riane said with alumpin her throat, "Y es, it'sdifficult and disquieting. At times| fed asif | am broken
in two, cut off, being driven insane. But why should | think of those things? Look what | have become.
What | want, Giyan. | long for arduous quests, dark days, facing down evil."



"That isthe V'ornn in you talking, Teyjéttt. The Annon | remember, that | raised from an infant. Y our
Kunddan warrior hearts still beat strong. Had | the power to turn back time—"

"Please don't.” Giyan'sanguish was like astonein her heart.

"In order to save your lifel put your essenceinto the body of thisdying Kunddan girl." Giyan'svoice
dropped to awhisper. "What else could | have done?’

"Y ou did what you had to do. | would not be diveif you hadn't. | say that for Annon and Riane. You
saved us both." Riane reached out. "Giyan, | fed closer to you than | did to my own mother. Thisiswhat
had to be."

What had to be, Giyan thought. Of course. | fell in love with Eleusis Ashera. It had to be. |
secretly bore him a son named Annon. It had to be. | passed on my Gift to him. It had to be. And
now | cannot bear to tell my beloved child the truth for fear he will hate me forever for lying to
him.

They needed, both of them, to return to the present. "What did you see, Teyjéttt?' Using the
affectionate name she had called Annon when hewasasmall child restored her inner equilibrium. Thelife
of her child was so preciousto her that Giyan would have gladly died that ingtant if it assured her safety.
"Another fragment of Rianeslife?' The origind Riane had lost her memory inafdl. "Tel mewhat
happened.”

Riane stared again into the mirror. Her reflection wavered, dissipating like breath on afrosty day. An
instant of sheer whitenessand then . . . She spoke to Giyan, describing everything as she traveled the
pink-gravel courtyard in the shadow of the Gresat Rift high in the Djenn Marre. The twin fountains of
MEMORY and OBLIVION were at her back, and she was moving farther down the black-basdlt path.

Onthefar sde of the courtyard lay along, low, symmetrica building with aroof that curved up on
either end, covered in celadon-colored tiles. It was the most beautiful structure she had ever seen. She
crossed the sea of gravel on the basdlt path and entered the building. It was cool and calm inside. She
could hear the echo of her boot soles against the green-marble floor.

Shewasin acentral vestibule. It was cubic; light was diffuse, neither too bright nor too dim. On either
Sde dretched interminable corridors down which sound-dampening runners had been laid, but the floor
of the vestibule itsalf was bare. In the center of the stone flagging was set amosaic medallion depicting
the face of amaewith aflaming red beard. The corners of his blue eyes were crinkled, and he seemed to
be smiling at her. He was so familiar she was on the verge of saying his name, but she could not
remember it.

OBLIVION.

She moved along the corridors, past door after door. Each one had a brass plate affixed to it where
she knew arune would be engraved. All the plates were blank, all the rooms were locked.

At the end of the long corridor on her left were two doors, opposite each other. One held the rune for
Moon. She opened the door, and there, chapter by chapter, page by page was Utmost Source, the
sacred book of Miinashe had memorized, carefully arranged in verticd files along the shelvesthat lined
the room.

The door opposite held the rune for Night. She opened the door and there chapter by chapter, page
by page was The Book of Recantation, the other sacred book she had memorized.

"So thisis Riang's congruct,” Giyan said, when her child had returned from her vision. "The Riane
before you entered her, Teyjattt. It isher memory that iseidetic.”

"Ironic, Snce she can remember her past only in small disassociated shards.”

"The congtruct allows her to store dl the things she wanted to remember in the rooms.”

"But so many are marked OBLIVION and are unavailable.

"You will smply haveto work on that. Thereisno easy answer, no quick cure for memory loss. Even
sorcery avals uslittle Giyan shook her head. "Listen to me, Teyjattt, thisfema e whose body you have
inherited isavery specid creature. Even though we areignorant of her origins, we know three very
important things about her: she possesses an eidetic memory, sheisfluent in Venca, and sheisan
accomplished mountain climber. My advice isto keegp these thingsin mind as you seek to solvethe
puzzle of her past.”



"Could she have been aRamahan?"

"Doubtful." Giyan shook her head. "1 know of no abbey that taught VVenca. Even the highest konara of
Floating White have no expertiseinit.”

"She must be Druuge, then.”

"That isaposshbility, yes. But what would Druuge be doing so high in the Djenn Marre? They have
settled in the desart, the Grest Voorg.”

"But they do travel. All over, if rumors areto be believed.”

"| shall haveto ask Perrnodt.” She held out ahand. "Now show it to me please.”

Riane handed over asmall milk-white wand.

"Sothisistheinfinity-blade."

"You activateit by pressing thetiny gold disc just there. But it won't work now. When Minnum gave it
to me he said there were only two charges|eftinit. | used them up in the Korrush."

"And it isagoron-particle beam?"

"That iswhat Minnum told me." Rianetook it back. "And hewasright. With it | wasableto kill Nith

Giyan frowned. "Where did it come from? It is not V'ornnish technology.”

"No. And Minnum had no idea."

"If we had more of these, we could reclam Kundada."

"1t does no good wishing for lightning." Shewas staring at the wand, rolling it in her hand. "We have
no other wands, and this one is now useless. | know of no way to repower it."

Giyan, attuned to her child'semotions, said, "What isit about the infinity-blade, Teyjattt?"

"l don't know." Ralling it back and forth from fingertips to base of thumb. "I could dmost believe...."
She put ahand to her temple, asif she could conjure the memory to life. "Thefed of thewand in my
hend isso familiar.”

"Areyou implying that Riane once had use of such awegpon?’

Riane shook her head. "I don't know why it feesright, or how."

"L eave the memory thread aone, and sooner or later it will be sureto surface.” Giyan's hand wason
her child's shoulder, squeezing reassuringly. "Put it away now, Teyjattt. We have more pressing matters
to occupy us. With the archdaemons banished back to the Abyss, the Storehouse Door will now open
for you. It istime you returned to your quest for The Pearl.”

"l am more than ready.”

Giyan nodded. "L et us gather the others and make our plans.”

"Quickly, now." Riane leading the way asthey strode into the larger cavern. "I have grown weary of
this sunless underworld.”

At once, darkness became visible. There was a sensation of falling, and Kurgan grew dizzy. In an

instant, the greatcoat was pulled aside, like atheater curtain. They were on anarrow glassy caiwalk. All
around them loomed vast space and the throaty thrumming of massed engines. It was a sound with which
he had become familiar. They were insde the Gyrgon Temple of Mnemonics.

Ashefollowed Nith Nassam down the catwalk, Kurgan could dimly make out other such pathways,
so many it seemed asif he was|ooking at a metropolis of spiderwebs. Presently, the thrumming became
aroar, and he saw looming on hisleft a sphere, gleaming deep bronze. 1t was so enormous he could
make out neither top nor bottom. From an opening avivid rubicund glow infused the surrounding area,
and through the thrumming he could hear the rhythmic beats as of ahammer striking an anvil.

"What isthat?' Kurgan craned his neck; but they had passed it so quickly he was left with only a
fleeting glimpse, compressed like dream memory, of ruddy clouds passing with unnatural swiftnessover a
kind of metdlic landscape through which misshapen shadows flickered and darted like wraiths or flames.

Of course, Nith Nassam did not provide an answer, and Kurgan had an uncharacteristically vague
feding of anxiety, asif someone unseen had been probing hisinnermost organs.



Ever pragmatic, he shook off the freakish sensation and returned to the mind-bending task of trying to
outwit yet another Gyrgon.

Within moments, they climbed aboard amoving catwalk, which even asit conveyed them forward,
swung them horizontaly through grey space. At length, they reached their destination, another enormous
sphere. It, as Kurgan guessed, was accessed viaacircular hatch, through which Nith Nassam bent, and
disappeared. Kurgan hesitated one long breathless instant, then he, too, stepped through.

Thirteen tear-shaped globes spinning in an ova orbit spilled cold purple-blue light onto a
lozenge-shaped chamber around which the Gyrgon sphere had been constructed. The original Kundalan
murds, asfanciful asthey were ornate, covered the wals, which were overgrown with awebwork of
fragrant orangeswest vines. Thiswas Nith Batoxxx's |aboratory. Kurgan again passed his fingertips over
the scar in the hollow of his neck. The last time he had been there it was as the prisoner of Pyphoros.
That was where the dow drip of the archdaemon of daemons sdivahad burned the foul inverted
crescent into hisflesh.

"Y ou have been here before,” Nith Nassam was saying. Do not bother denying it." He was activating
vast holopanelsthat depended from the ceiling like cool, clear stdactites. He turned from the softly
glowing panels, studying the sharp-edged planes of Kurgan's face before dighting on the predatory
night-black eyes. "1 would take that asalesson, if | were you, regent.”

There was nothing Kurgan despised more than being spoken to asif he were achild.

"The Comradeship was once of one mind,” Kurgan said, seizing the offengive. "It must have come as
quite a shock to discover that you had been betrayed by one of your own."

"Nith Batoxxx was not the true betrayer; Nith Sahor was," Nith Nassam said. "What excuse did Nith
Sahor have for embracing Kun-dalan culture?' Histhin bluish lips held asneer. "But then, Stogggul
Kurgan, you have had ample experience with betrayal. Y our hand-picked Star-Admird, in league with a
rogue Line-Generd, tried to nate you." The sneer had turned into asmirk. "Have you yet named a
successor? The Khagggun cannot for long operate at full efficiency without a supreme commander. What
amy can?'

Kurgan was beginning to enjoy this. There was nothing like verbal jousting to keep the mind sharp. "It
seems | wasrecklesswith my first choice. | am being more circumspect with thisone.”

"That iswise. But | wonder whether it will be sufficient. Y our father wasimprudent in promising the
Khagggun Great Caste status. Only resentment and ferment has come of it. The high command grows
digtracted by the pursuit of amassing fortunes like you Bashkir while the rank-and-file warriors are
resentful of their superiors growing wedlth. In short, your father has put arazor-raptor in among the
gwawd."

"And what do you propose for asolution?' Kurgan asked.

"1?" Nith Nassam waved a gloved hand, sending tiny ion arcs spinning. "l am not concerned with such
mundane matters. Thisisaquestion for the regent to answer."

Kurgan did not for amoment believe him. There was a saying anong the Bashkir: What Gyrgon
cannot control, they destroy.

"Once the waste chute is open you cannot put the excrement back in," Kurgan said.

"1 have heard that said amongst the Khagggun,” Nith Nassam replied, without atrace of amusement.

"Because it has not been debated in Gyrgon convocation does not make it any lesstrue.” Kurgan
glanced at the shiny surface of the sinister egg-shaped chamber that stood to one side of the laboratory,
then studioudy ignored it. "My task isto find and train a Khagggun who shares my views, not those of his
cage.”

His comment seemed to arouse Nith Nassam'sinterest. Y ou mean to name as Star-Admira a
Khagggun not currently of the high command?’

"That isprecisely what | mean to do.”

"Heet-Admira Pnin Ardusswill not be pleased. Are you prepared for the consequences?”’

"1 have lived among the Khagggun, Nith Nassam. | know how they think. I know what they will fight
for. | know for whom they will die. So, yes, dl indl, | would say that | am prepared.”

Nith Nassam turned back to the holoscreens, having apparently lost interest. Kurgan, for his part, was



satisfied that at least in the early going of this unorthodox Summoning he had held hisown. How well he
knew that Gyrgon tended to ook upon the Bashkir as dightly wayward children, requiring guidance and,
at times, gtrict discipline to keep them functioning at peak capacity. In order to eke out amodicum of
their respect one had to display decisiveness and commitment.

AsNith Nassam's fingers worked the holoscreen a circular door corkscrewed openinthe
egg-shaped chamber. "Do you know what thisis?'

Kurgan shook his head, though he knew very well that it was a goron-wave chamber.

The Gyrgon turned to him. "Y ou know what | found in there, don't you, regent?’ Heled Kurgan
across the laboratory to the doped edge of the chamber and gestured. " There was a Sarakkonian captain
named Courion indde. He was quite dead. Histeeth had disintegrated, and his eyeballs were entirely
white. His heart was shriveled to the Sze of aclemett pip. What killed him was the same thing that killed
so many of usat Hellespennn. Goron particles. This meansthat Nith Batoxxx was experimenting with the
source of Centophennni weapons. It seems reasonable, then, to assume that he knew things he chose not
to share with the rest of the Comradeship.”

"] thought that wasimpossible," Kurgan said, though he knew perfectly well that Nith Batoxxx had
found away to go off-line without being detected. "The Comradeship isakind of hive mind linked
through the core databanks, isit not?"

Nith Nassam turned away asif he either had not heard or did not care. He stood staring into Nith
Batoxxx's goron-wave chamber.

Asfar asthe Comradeship was concerned, their sole interest in the Sarakkon was their handling of
radioactive substances, techniquesthey readily shared with the Gyrgon in exchange for being left alone.
The trouble was, the Sarakkon were immune to the radioactive effects of these substances and V'ornn
were not. Judging by how Courion had died, however, the Sarakkon were as susceptible to goron
particles as V'ornn were.

Nith Batoxxx had once told Kurgan that in the early days of the occupation the Gyrgon had made
selective experiments on Sarakkon, using very few so as not to engender suspicion. But all attemptsto
discover what it was about the Sarakkon that gave them immunity against radiation proved fruitless, and
the experiments were halted.

Then Courion had been bombarded with agoron wave. Curious. What was Nith Batoxxx up to?

Here was an opportunity, Kurgan knew, to be both bold and brave. And there was every chance that
Nith Nassam's anger could be aroused. But Kurgan would never gain the power he sought over the
Gyrgon unless he grabbed the opportunity by the throat.

"l have no ideawhat Nith Batoxxx wanted with Courion," helied. "But | am willing to wager that if
you dlow metimein here, | can come up with the answer."

"Allow you accessto a Gyrgon laboratory? Y ou are delusona..”

"My knowledge of the Sarakkon exceedsthat of any other V'ornn." Kurgan peered into the interior,
saw what was |eft of Courion. He had taken the chance that if Nith Nassam knew al the answers, the
Gyrgon would not have bothered bringing him there in the first place. Which meant that something in the
lab frightened even Gyrgon. "Besides, Courion was afriend. It isonly fitting that you give me achanceto
discover the manner of hisdeath.”

"You have no friends," Nith Nassam said. "That isknown.”

"What can | do to convince you of my sincerity?"

"Savethetak of Sncerity for those foolish enough to listen.”

"Y ou are making amistake."

"Enough!” The laboratory shuddered to the expression of Nith Nassam's wrath. ™Y ou think you can
play your scheming gameswith me? In the performance of your duties, regent, you will say what | tell you
to say. You will givethe orders| direct you to give. Nothing more, nothing less." The Gyrgon pointed a
finger. "I know what you want, Stogggul Kurgan, but let me assure you that the status of the salamuuun
tradeisfixed in sone. Y ou cannot haveit, and you will not be dlowed to Sedl it."

Full of sudden fury, Kurgan bowed his head. It was at that moment he decided he must find away to
make Nith Nassam eat those words.



Reachi ng the caverns below the regent's palace will be the difficult part; once you areinsde the

Storehouse you are safe.” Giyan rose, handing back the Nawatir's sword. They stood in acircle, the
better to bind them to acommon purpose. "The guardian of The Pearl isaHa-goshrin, and the Hagoshrin
will bewaiting for you, Dar Sda-at." "How will it know me?' Riane asked.

"Y ou will cometo the Storehouse Door, you will put your finger through the Ring of Five Dragons and
the Door will open. Only the Dar Sdla-at can do that.”

"And then what?'

"That isunknown," Giyan said. "But trust mewhen | tell you that the Hagoshrin are unlike any
crestures you have ever encountered before. They are loyal, utterly fearless, and unbelievably ferocious.
Thisiswhy onewas chosen to guard The Pearl. He will tel you only the truth. He cannot lie. And so, in
turn, you must spesk truthfully to him."

"Now that it's settled,” the Nawatir said, "what are we waiting for?"

"You and | must return to the Abbey of Floating White, both to ensureits safety and to help Konara
Inggresreturn itsfunctioning to Miinas origina purpose,” Giyan sad. "1 have afeding that in the coming
weeksit will become increasingly important to shore up its defenses.” None of the band of outsiders
guestioned Giyan'sintuition. "Besdes," shewent on, "too many of us skulking around Axis Tyr posesan
unacceptable risk. The regent has ten thousand spies. We are bound to be spotted no matter how careful
weae."

Sheturned to Riane. "Y ou will take Thigpen. Shewill protect you."

"I think | should be the one to go with the Dar Sdla-at,” Eleanasaid a once. "I know the secret
byways and hidden passages of Axis Tyr better than anyone here." She held up ahand at the sound of
Giyan's protest. "Better than you, First Mother." Eleands gaze swung to Riane. "Better even than Annon
Asheraever did.”

Giyan and Riane exchanged a quick look.

Thisis a mistake, Teyjattt, Giyan whigpered in Riangs mind.

| do not think so.

She had a difficult childbirth just a month ago.

No matter. Sheisawarrior. We are still very much fugitives from the regent and his
Khagggun. As she said, | need her.

You are allowing your personal feelingsto get in the way of —

This has nothing to do with how | feel about her.

Itisn't that | don't understand, mind you. You have spent many months apart, Teyjattt. And
those months have been, up until now, the most perilous of your lives. It is natural for you to resist
parting again so soon.

It isthat you still do not trust her, isn't it?

One of your band will betray you, Dar Sala-at. Thisis certain. It iswritten in Prophecy.

| would trust my life to Eleana. She would never harm me.

Sill, | fear for her, as| fear for you.

At least sheis Kundalan. Rekkk is, at hearts, a V'ornn.

As are you, Teyjattt. But of all of the band of outsiders, it is Eleana who suspects your true
identity. It isuselessto deny it. | see how she looks at you, asif you were still Annon Ashera. In
that, her love makes her powerful. But if it should become known to even one of your many
enemies that Annon Ashera is not, indeed, dead as they now believe, the danger to you, well, we
are not yet ready to deal with such dire consequences.

And yet, if she does not go, who will get us safely through Axis Tyr?

Annan's memory should be sufficient Annon was the regent's son. He never knew the secret
passages made by the Resistance. Neither do you. Remember, without her knowledge we never
would have gotten the Ring of Five Dragons to the Storehouse Door in time to save Kundala from



being blown apart.

Giyan, dtill staring into her child's eyes, gave a curt nod, and addressed those assembled in clipped
tones. "Thisishow it will be. Thig-pen will accompany the Dar Sdla-at to protect her in Axis Tyr and in
the caverns. Eleana, it will be your responsibility to get them safely through Axis Tyr."

A look of relief washed over Eleanasface. "Thank you, First Mother."

Giyan drew Eleanaaway from the others. "Beware, my child. Guide them to the caverns, but go no
farther. | fear there are dangers awaiting you in Middle Pdace.



3
TheBlack Finger

The bandy-legged sauromician named Minnum, face asround and hairy asathistle, kind eyesand a

kinder heart, waslooking for hisrazor to cut anoxiouswart off a hoary knuckle when he discovered that
the banestone was missing. He and Sornnn SaTrryn, working happily together at the vast archeological
dig of ZaHara-at, had unearthed the banestone. It was twice as large as Sornnn's fist and astonishingly
dense, causing Minnum to groan in unexpected strain when he had first picked it up. Not that he had
used his bare hands. Cautioning Sornnn not to do so either, he fashioned ading from an old hat he never
wore and brought it up out of its deep hole asif it were ababy in itsrocker.

It was shaped like the egg of sometitanic reptile. Though its striated surface was smooth as obsidian,
it absorbed light instead of reflecting it. The moment helifted it he felt the agonizing echo of its power,
and hisblood ran cold. It was an evil omen; very evil, indeed.

He knew &l too well the banestones purposefor, like the legendary Pearl, they had been much
coveted by the league of sauromicians.

Now it was gone. Frantic, he searched his quarters from top to bottom, then from bottom to top, and
al theareaaround, using every method at hisdisposd, including spells. Alas, he could find no trace of it.
It had vanished as completdly asif it had never existed. Truth to tell, part of him wasrelieved, for asingle
banestone, like alone spotted wolf, could only cause evil, and often the consequence of an attempt to
use one was nothing like what the user had intended. Only by linking al of them, as had long ago been
donein ZaHara-at, could they be relied upon absolutdly. Quite naturaly, another part of him was
terrified; for he knew that during the events of the past several weeks, long-buried Za Hara-at had begun
to come dive again, and Miinaonly knew what was |eft behind when the daemon constructors were
banished. Ancient beasts and wyr-goblins stirred in its darkling bowels.

And s0 he sat, brooding in hiswind-blasted tent, while the ruddy Kundaan sun, gravid with its dark
purple spot, plunged behind the bloody-toothed lower jaw of the Djenn Marre. The mouth of night stole
inlike alonged-for lover, exhaling constellations of stars across the great steppe sorawling 250
kilometers northeast of Axis Tyr. It was at thistime, especidly, when he heard the voice of ZaHara-dt,
gtill half-drowned in the red sandy soil of the Korrush. It was avoice of secrets, of ancient battles, the
murmurous agitation of scarred legionsled to their deaths, creaking through the warren of streetsand
boulevards, temples, storehouses, structures whose purpose was yet to be discovered or might never be.
So powerful had been the sorcery enacted there that itsincandescent residue had leached into the very
rock-work of the city. Even the rubble was precious, for it preserved inits dust atruth that transcended
that which could be seen, touched, tasted, smelled, or heard.

All thisMinnum was aware of, dancing tantaizingly beyond his ken. Even the eventua appearance of
his newfound friend, Sornnn SaTrryn, could not rouse his spirits from blackness.

"I would have been here sooner, but | ran into aKhagggun patrol.” With agust of gritty wind, Sornnn
strode in with around of traditiona flatbread in one hand and aflask of winein the other. He was quiet
for aV'ornn, ingtilled with the solemnity and serenity of the Korrush, well schooled by hisfather aswell
as the Rasan Sul spice merchants with whom he did business. He had thoughtful eyesand amind likea
chron-osted trap. "The Khagggun are supposed to be protecting the Mesa-gggun architects here to help
rebuild ZaHaraat, not harass poor Bashkir like me." Minnum and Sornnn were both secretly members
of the band of outsiders, consisting of both Kundalan and V'ornn, who had pledged themsdlvesto the
Dar Sda-at.

"And you the Prime Factor," Minnum grunted.

"Itisbecause | am the arbitrator for al Bashkir disputes that they cannot understand why | would



prefer to deep in thistent rather than be tucked warm and cozy behind protectiveion fieldsin the V'ornn
compound half akilometer away." Sornnn SaTrryn sat down beside the diminutive sauromician. He was
handsome, tall, lean, well muscled. His hairless bronze skin was deeply burnished. "And it is because |
am Prime Factor that | cannot remain here, though it would be my wish."

"Y ou're not going to leave me here on my own?'

"My dutiescal me back to Axis Tyr. | have numerous disputes awaiting adjudication.”

"Typicd of my lifel" Minnum tore off ahunk of flatbread. The dense jungle of wiry hair madeahao
round his outsize, bearded head. "I don't care what anyone says. Those packs of Khagggun makes me
unessy.”

Sornnn nodded. "I am al too familiar with the horrors they perpetrate.” Though he was the head of the
wedlthy and powerful SaTrryn trading house, he had learned from hisfather to love the Kundalan.
Hadinnn SaTrryn had spent dmost dl histime on Kundala here in the Korrush, trading for spices. From a
very early age, Sornnn had gone with him. He was fluent in the languages of dl the Five Tribes of the
Korrush, knew their customs better than any V'ornn. "1 have seen the aftermath of firefights, when the
only ones moving are the Deirus, there to administer to the dead and the dying.”

"Deirus make me uneasy, t00." Nervoudy, Minnum cast an eye toward Sornnn, who was searching
through the trove of artifacts they had unearthed and catal oged.

Sornnn, confirming the sauromician'sworst fears, said, "Minnum, what have you done with the
banestone?’

"Best to forget the banestone, my friend.”

Sornnn turned and, with hands on hips, faced him. Minnum could barely meet his gaze.

"Minnum, whereisit?"

Wincing, hetold Sornnn that the banestone had vanished. " The banestone was buried here for
millennia," he added hurriedly. "Perhapsitisal for the best that it has beenlost again.”

"Isthat whet you believe?'

Minnum spread hisarms. "What other possibility isthere?!

"There were other sauromicians here just weeks ago.”

" Speak not to me of them. | severed my tieswith the Dark League years ago.”

Sornnn threw him alook, dark and penetrating. "I think it is high time you told me about the
sauromicians." He had about him the utter tillness Minnum knew well from the Korrush, thet patient,
watchful demeanor so atypica of his quick-tempered race. Sornnn also possessed a seemingly infinite
capacity to absorb Kundaan lore.

While Sornnn settled himsdlf on a carpet, Minnum sighed and took another swig of wine, extradeep
thistime, to prepare him for the tale. Wiping hisred lips with the back of ahairy paw, he began.

"Once the sauromicians were Ramahan in the service of the Great Goddess Miina. Wewerethe male
sorcerers, whally integrated with the femal e priestesses. As you doubtless know, in those days well
before the invasion, ours was a society where males and fema es were partnersin everything. Then, one
hundred and two years ago, acaba of mae Ramahan grew restive. | was one of them. We coveted The
Pearl, from which al Kundaawas born, from whaose limitless power the future of our race would be
fashioned. With force unknown before in the abbeys, we overthrew Mother, ripped from the Keeper's
hands this Pearl. For our sins, Miinacast us down into darkness. In trying to escape her wrath weran to
the farthest ends of Kundaa. But shefound us dl, and those who survived she marked with asixth finger,
black asnight, even as she burned away parts of our memories."

"But you have no sixth finger, black or otherwise.”

"The Druuge interceded for me when | agreed to become curator of the Museum of False Memory. |
was on probation, you see, when | was enlisted to help the Dar Sdla-at in her search for the Vel of a
Thousand Tears.”

"Y ou were being tested.”

Minnum nodded. "And then to protect the Dar Sdla-at | killed asauromician, right herein ZaHara-at.
And not just any sauromician. Taaasa, one of the Dark League's archons.”

"There are others?'



"Indeed, yes." Minnum took another quick, nervous swig and gulped, nearly choking. "There are
three. Alwaysthree." A dribble of wine crawled into the thicket of his beard. "Doubtless they will be
looking for the perpetrator of Talaasas death.”

"What if the sauromicians did stedl the banestone? What would they do with it?!

"l don't want to know." Minnum shivered and stared out at the ruins of ZaHaraat, lit by torches
within and without by the eerie bluish light thrown off by the nearby V'ornn encampment of Mesagggun
architects and their Khagggun bodyguards. The wind dug its clawsinto corners, screeching. His
expression was bleak. "And believe mewhen | tdll you that you don't want to know, either.”

Reoeivi ng Spirit had once been a Kundaan hospice that the V'ornn had turned into amedica facility.

Assuch, it wasrun by the Gen-omatekk caste but, asin dl things V'ornnish, it was directed in secret by
the Gyrgon.

Kurgan felt aripple of unexpected emation run through him as he walked into the vast, high-ceilinged
lobby. Though hisyounger brother Terrettt had been incarcerated there for many years, Kurgan had not
once cometo see him. That unsavory task heleft to hissister Marethyn, who had taken on the role of
Terrettt's nursemaid.

On the other hand, he owed his sister adebt of gratitude (not that he would ever tell her), for it was
through her persistent probing of the Deirus who took care of the mentally unstable Terrettt that she had
discovered that Nith Batoxxx had somehow managed to manipulate Terrettt's genes, doubtless causing
his madness. Chillingly, he had discovered in Nith Batoxxx's laboratory not only Terrettt's birth caul, but
his own. Could this mean that the Gyrgon had manipulated his genesaswell? And if o, why?

And s0 he had finally come to the massive bone-white structure at the northern edge of Harborside,
not so much to see Terrettt asto talk to the Deirusin charge of him to find out everything he knew.
Leaving his Haaar-kyut guards to terrorize those unlucky enough to bein the lobby, he went up the wide
filigreed gairs, which in typically ornate Kundaan style were built in the shape of aspira mollusk's shell.
He hoped he would not run into Marethyn. Ever since she had declared her independence, she had
become an embarrassment to the family. She was Tuskugggun, of a caste inferior to males, and yet she
refused to acknowledge the order of things. Worse, sherebelled againgt it, declaring to al who would
listen that Tuskugggun werethe equal of males. Hewas till smarting at the way she had barged into their
father's Rescendance ceremony, approaching him asif she were a Great Caste male, berating him for not
alowing Terrettt to attend. Asif hewould ever have any intention of allowing Terrettt to make a public
gpectacle of himsdlf. He had heard reports of his brother's violent outbursts, his spewing of insane idess.
Perhaps his madness made him the popular painter he had become among the Bashkir and even severd
of the higher-echelon Khagggun, though Kurgan could see no talent there.

On thethird floor, he asked to see the Deirusin charge of his brother's case. Not long after, asmall,
wiry individua appeared. He had the corpsdike palor of hisclients. Heintroduced himself as Kirlll
Qandda.

"l imagine you are here to see your brother," the Deirus said.

"My dgter isn't here, isshe?”!

"Oh, dear, no," Kirlll Qandda said with anervous laugh Kurgan found ingtantly annoying. "I haven't
seen her for anumber of days. Um, or isit weeks?"

"Well, whichisit?' Kurgan said irritably. He had not liked this place the moment he stepped in, and
each moment he was there was making him more uncomfortable.

"Wadl, to be honest, | am so wrapped up in my work—your brother's case, not to put too fine apoint
onit—I hardly know thetime, let done what week it is"

"Y ou mean you are here day and night?"

"Often, yes." The Deirus gestured. "Please, regent, come thisway. | will take you to see Terrettt.”

He led Kurgan through awarren of corridors. Asthey went, Kurgan was careful to keep his distance
from Kirlll Qandda. It was not that the Deirus cared for the dead. Someone had to do it and better them



than him. No, it was the fact that the Deirus consorted with their own gender that sickened him.

They entered another corridor and were thrust into abustle of Deirus, going about their gridy chores.
Kurgan saw few Genomatekks now. From timeto time, he heard small anxious murmurings and soft
pitiable cries. Theair held afigt of bitter medicina scents.

They paused at the doorway to asmall cubicle rife with holoscreens and data-decagons.

"My home," Kirlll Qanddasaid, rather patheticaly. ™Y our brother'sroom isjust over here.”

"Perhapsit would be better to have this discussion in your office," Kurgan said, not moving a
millimeter.

Kirlll Qanddafrowned, then ducked his head. "Asyou wish, regent." He was more nervous now, and
aloud crash ensued from his overeager attempt to clear aspace for the regent to sit. Kurgan was not
interested in Stting anyway.

"l have heard," Kurgan said without preamble, "that my brother has been the subject of a Gyrgon
experiment.”

"l believethat is so"—Kirlll Qandda ducked his head again—"though | can tell you that | have spent
monthsin avain attempt to locate any records of it."

"You might aswell stop trying,” Kurgan said. "The experiments were performed by a particular
Gyrgon, now deceased, who did not enter hiswork into the records of the Comradeship.” However, that
did not mean that he had kept no records. Kurgan was willing to wager heavy coin that those records
existed somewhere in Nith Batoxxx's |aboratory. That was why he had tried to convince Nith Nassam to
alow him access.

Finding aniche of cleared pace, he leaned back againgt the wal. "What exactly was doneto my
brother?'

Kirlll Qanddaturned to a holoscreen and tapped the photonic interface. A profile of aVV'ornn head
appeared. The Deirus tapped the interface again, and the flesh and bone vanished, revedling across
section. "Herewe have atypica V'ornn brain." Hisfinger stabbed out. "Y ou see? The nine main lobes,
dud forebrains, four transverse lobes, two in each Sde, here and here, and beneath these six, the sylvidt,
where the senses are decoded, the sinerea, the central |obe where cor-tasyne and other chemicalsare
manufactured in larger amountsin the Khagggun, you know, fascinating, a subject for future sudy.” His
finger moved again. "For our purposes, however, it isthe ativar, the primitive brain that is of interest. You
see how smdl and compact it is, dmost like an afterthought, avestigia areawithout known function.”

Kirlll Qandda brought up another image on a second holoscreen. "Terrettt'sbrain. In al ways, it
gppears norma." Finger jabbing out. "Save here. His ativar isthree times the norma size. Notice how it
has devel oped extensions that have twined themsalves around the Sinerea.”

Kurgan peering at the holoimage with great concentration. "What does this mean?"

"Congdering the curious admixture of chemicals he manufactures| would say that the retroset tivar is
gimulating the Sinerealin ways we cannot yet fathom.”

"You sad retroset.”

Kirlll Qandda nodded. "Asyou know the centra core databank was severely damaged and partialy
destroyed in the cataclysm that obliterated our homework! countless millenniaago. And you aso know
that much of the datathat survived isunreliable and often false."

Kurgan waved ahand for the other to continue.

"Ingtinct drew me back to the surviving medica database. My research there has uncovered a
fascinating fact.”

The image on thefirst holoscreen vanished, and another appeared. Kurgan looked from oneto
another. "Isthisanother view of Terrettt'sbrain? The ativar on this one looksidentical to his”

"You are looking at a cross section of the brain of amember of our specieswho lived hundreds of
thousands of sdered yearsago.”

Kurgan, enraged, shot erect. "What are you telling me?”'

"If the ancient data can be believed, your brother's brain islike that of the V'ornn who first set out on
our gdactic quest.”

Kurgan's mind was working overtime. What could Nith Batoxxx have wanted? "What was the point?"



The Deirus offered awan smile. "Now you know why | have been working day and night. | do not
know the point." Heturned off the holoscreens. "But it may be that our own present-day ativar have
atrophied. Who knows, it may bethat Terrettt's brain isin some ways, at least, more normal than ours.”

Kurgan frowning, disbdieving. "Then why the seizures, the violent episodes?”

Kirlll Qandda hesitated only aninstant. "If | had to guess, | would say that whatever was done to him
failed. It produced these unfortunate Sde effects.”

"Unfortunate isan interesting description of insanity.”

"Teretttisnot insane.” Kirlll Qanddastood up. "Shal we pay him avigt?'

Acrossthe corridor was alocked door with acrystal viewing pand setinto it at eyelevel. Throughiit,
Kurgan saw achamber with alarge south-facing window overlooking Harborside, the Promenade
teeming, the Sea of Blood aboil with Sarakkon ships and fishing boats. On one wall hung alarge color
topographica map of the northern continent. There seemed to be anumber of circles, smears, and
scribbles on it, the sure sign, Kurgan thought, of amad V'ornn.

Kirlll Qanddawas saying, "He has scars, as you will see, but they are old. | can control the seizures
better now."

Kurgan staring at the photon lock. "But you have been unable to stop them.”

"The abnormd outflow from the simulated sinerea, you see.”

Agan he heard the Deirus say, Terrettt is not insane. It wasthen that he caught aglimpse of his
brother, and was startled at how alike they looked. Terrettt's eyes were wide and feverish as he came
into view. Three paintbrushes were clutched in hisfist. With amanic energy that could be felt even
through the closed door, awide-legged stance, and atensaly hunched back he began to apply pigment to
canves.

Kirlll Qandda had only opened the door a crack, when Kurgan said, "No, wait. | ... Heisat work."

"Oh, | am sure hewill be most pleased to see you, regent.”

The musclesin Terrettt's cheeks bunched and bulged like those in hisback. "I do not wish to disturb
him," Kurgan said.

"If you change your mind, | will bein my office." He was about to turn away when hesad, "If | may
ask, regent, when did you see your brother last?!

Kurgan could not recal. He was sorry he had seen him now.

The Abbey of Floating White was a spectral stone edifice, with nine dender minarets topped by

slver-leaf domes, rising from the bedrock of the Djenn Marre like the very hand of the Great Goddess
Miina. It wasthere that Giyan had been trained as a Ramahan before she and those other few Ramahan
born with the Gift had been exiled.

Nowadays, the abbey was overseen by Konaralnggres, a solid piece of carpentry, strong of limb and
will, red-cheeked, intuitive, resourceful, gifted. She had ressted the daemonsinfesting Floating White,
and, with help, had ousted them. But evil had many guises, as she was beginning to learn.

At thismoment, she was at supper in the large, skylit refectory that she had restored. She st at the
head of atable empty savefor her visitors, Giyan, the Nawatir, and a Druuge named Perrnodt. She
hersdf had answered the visitor's bell, wel coming them with open arms as they dismounted the
magnificent night-black narbuck, the Nawatir's great single-horned steed.

Shelooked around the refectory with mixed emotions. There wastherdlief of being free from evil's
clutches but also a deep and abiding sadnessthat less than haf the tables were filled with Ramahan.

Konaralnggressighed. "It isagreet relief to have you returned to us, First Mother."

Giyan smiled. "Y ou have been making excellent progress here since we exorcized the archdaemon
and his sauromician minions. We are dl very proud of you, Konaralnggres, which iswhy you have been
named head of the Dea Cretan."

"Though our ruling bodly is but a shadow of itsdf,” the konarasaid.

"And yet for thefirgt timein centuriesit ispure again." Perrnodt wastal and thin, skin pale and



tranducent, and she gave the fal se gppearance of fragility. Thetraditional Druuge mistefan had to agreat
extent tamed her night-black hair, though unruly wisps escaped here and there, framing aface severeasa
dagger blade. "Thisisanew beginning. We must rgoicein that."

Konaralnggres shook her head. "Intruth, | can fed littlejoy. | would not believe it, so many of our
ssters gone, bewitched by the sauromicians.”

"Itiseaser to believe afantasy,” Perrnodt said, "than to face the Sruggle of redlity.”

Konaralnggres nodded. "Miina has been gone so long. Ever since the V'ornn came, ever since The
Pearl waslost, many of my sisters have dso lost hope. Their faith had been hollowed out, they had begun
to worship their growing fears."

"Thisiswhat the sauromicians excel a." Perrnodt knew the tastes of the Druuge. "It was how they
usurped power over a century ago, how they cameinto possession of The Pearl.”

"And yet now they have enlisted many of my ssters. Their power waxes again. Surely they must have
recruited alies”

"Coerced them, morelikely," Giyan said, "for that isthe Dark Leaguesway."

A soft susurrus, wind through afield of glennan, swept through the refectory, aflurry of furtive glances
in therr direction and hushed whisperings.

"Y ou mugt forgive my Ramahan, Perrnodt,” Konaralnggres said. "They have never seen aDruuge.
Some may have stopped believing in ther existence.”

Perrnodt smiled. "It isonly to be expected.”

"But, after dl, the Druuge were the origina Ramahan. Y ou were thefirgt to sense the growing evil.”

"And for that reason | think there remains adegree of resentment.” Perrnodt had finished with her
food. "For we Druuge | eft the abbeys, withdrawing into the Great V oorg.”

"Which remindsme." Giyan pushed away her plate. "Are you aware of Druugein the high Djenn
Marre?!

"Well, of course we move everywhere, when the need arises. But | am aware of no particular activity
there

"Still," Giyan sad, "it ispossible for Druuge to be moving through the 9 opes and passes.™

Perrnodt nodded. "I suppose o, yes."

Konaralnggres, refilling the flagons with ice-cold water, was till concerned with the impresson her
Ramahan were making on her distinguished guest. " Perhgps resentment istoo strong aword for what my
chargesfed. Do not judge them too harshly. | am quite certain they are only curious asto why you did
not say to fight the evil."

"Isthat aquestion?' Perrnodt said with some asperity.

Konaralnggres flushed deeply. "If it would not offend you, | would ask it."

"We each do battle in our own way, Konara Inggres. The Druuge withdrew to the desert so that we
might continue our work unimpeded. We did not flee, as some of you might believe. We fought the battle
in other ways, by paving the way for the Dar Sala-at, for instance. Among other things, we gave her an
dly in the sauromician Minnum.”

"One sauromician?"

"Oh, heisspecid," Perrnodt said. "Y es, Minnum isvery specid, indeed." Shelooked down at
Konaralnggres feet, where lay one of the two Ja-Gaar, ferocious sacred felines of Miina, who now
hel ped guard the abbey. "And we had ahand in bringing these to life." She drained her flagon. "There are
many waysto join the battle. Raisng your fist isonly one of them.”

"How then will you help us battle the return of the sauromicians?’ "Giyan and | have discussed that in
depth,” Perrnodt said. "It isclear that for years the sauromicians were being aided by the archdaemon
Pyphoras. Now that he has once again been incarcerated in the Abyss with the rest of hiskind, it would
belogicd to assume that we may easily return our sstersto thefold. But as| put no store in assumptions,
the question must be researched further. But fret not. | will cometo you just after midnight with the
answver."



After leaving the pathetic husk of his brother, Kurgan uncharacteristically lost hisway. He went down

one unfamiliar corridor after another without encountering a soul. He was about to turn around when he
spied a set of double doors. Through the barred panes of crystal he saw a number of Khagggun standing
guard over astraggly line of haf-naked children who stood shivering, silent, and fearful. He looked upon
them with acertain distaste. Why the Gyrgon were bothering with such refuse was beyond him. The
children were the repellent mixed-race progeny of the thousands of Kundaan femaleswho had been
raped by Khagggun packs. He had heard rumors of recombinant gene resequencing experiments being
performed on them by the Gen-omatekks at Gyrgon behest. Why not kill them outright and be done with
the mess? That would be his solution. The shadowy rumors doubtless made their way to the Resistance,
fuding their rage, redoubling their determination.

"Likewhat you see, regent?’

Kurgan turned to see a Gyrgon in an exomatrix biosuit, his taloned and winged helm completely
covering hisface and skull.

"l am Nith Immmon.”

"Areyou in charge of the experiments?’

"The children arein my care," Nith Immmon said obliquely. "Would you care to interview one or
two?'

“No."

A dow smile spread across aloyed lips. How they managed to manipulate meta dloy asif it were
V'ornn flesh wasamysery. "I did not think s0." He pointed a gloved finger. " The recombinant
experiments were of particular interest to Nith Batoxxx. But | suppose being so close to him you knew
that.”

Kurgan did not, and he was smart enough to keep his mouth shut about it.

"That being the case," Nith Immmon said equably, "it has become the specid interest of Nith
Nassam."

Kurgan found this exchange fascinating. Gyrgon did not reved information without areason. If Nith
Immmon wanted him to know that Nith Batoxxx and Nith Nassam had been dlied, it was because he
wastheir enemy. Sornnn SaTrryn had once told him of aKorrush saying: The enemy of my enemy ismy
friend. That went so againgt the V'ornn grain, which wasto kill an enemy as soon as he wasidentified as
such, it had made him laugh. In the present Situation, however, there was nothing funny about it. It
occurred to him, not without irony, that aGyrgon aly could prove useful, at least in the short run.

"It seems," he said with perfect candor, "that Nith Nassam has aspecia interestin me aswell."

"Doubtless, you would enjoy astroll through the ward beyond this door,” Nith Immmon said asif he
had not heard Kurgan.

He pushed open the doors, and they went through. A forest of small cubicleswithin which
Genomatekks were examining very young children. He saw the patients pale facesfill with fear asheand
the Gyrgon passed.

"What will happen to the half-breeds?’ he said.

"That isNith Nassam'sdecison.”

"l find it interesting,” Nith Immmon said. "No Summoning was scheduled.”

"Nith Nassam'sidea of a Summoning isthat he appears anytime he wants, anywhere he chooses."

Nith Immmon clasped his hands behind his back and pursed hislips. "What was the purpose of this
most recent Summoning?'

"Y ou mean hedid not report it to the Comradeship?' When Nith Immmon did not reply, Kurgan went
on. "He asked mewhat | knew about Nith Batoxxx's experiments.”

"This Summoning occurred where?!

"Nith Batoxxx's |aboratory."

Nith Immmon stopped and turned to Kurgan. ™Y ou mean he took you into the Temple of
Mnemonics?'

"Everything was as it had been |eft. Not even the corpse of the Sar-akkon Courion had been



removed.” Kurgan searched the Gyrgon's eyes benegth the hem for clues. "He is extremely curious about
Nith Batoxxx's experiments.”

"He has no authorization to stick hissnout into the investigation.”

"That fact has not stopped him," Kurgan said.

"It istimeto speak of you, Stogggul Kurgan." The Gyrgon's hands were once again clasped behind his
back. "Make no mistake. There is a darkness about you. How shdl | characterizeit in aterm you may
understand? A penumbra, perhaps. In any event, it setsyou apart.” Nith Immmon lowered hisvoice,
though every Deirus they passed shied away from them. "Though it goes againgt protocol, | will be
candid. There are those in the Comradeship—chief among them the late Nith Batoxxx—who believe you
to be adestroyer, the culmination, so to speak, of the storied Stogggul line. Thisfaction expects a great
dedl from you. They seeyou asthe grest fist of the V'ornn." Greenish ion sparks arced off his upraised
forefinger. "But there are otherswho interpret this darknessin another way. Their faction believesyou to
be irredeemably tainted by the hand of the Kundalan archdaemon. That faction wishes you dead.”

Nith Immmon waited for amoment, then turned to Kurgan. "How doesit fedl to be threatened by
Gyrgon?'

"Thereisnt aday inmy lifewhen | haven't felt threatened by Gyrgon,” Kurgan said. "And yet, here

Nith Immmon gave alittle chuckle in which rows of very sharp yellow teeth glistered in thefusion
lamplight. Y ou have been taught well, Stogggul Kurgan. | will give Nith Batoxxx that much.”

Three weeks!" Sornnn shook his head. "Three weeks and | have heard no word of Marethyn.”

"Ah, yes." Minnum nodded as he brushed grit off Item 358b from their dig. “The regent's wayward
Sder”

"] should never have alowed her to join the Resistance.”

Item 358b was carved into the shape of afigure seated cross-legged. Minnum picked up Item 358a,
ahead they had unearthed severd days earlier, placed it onto the broken neck of theidol. Thefit was
just about perfect.

"Widll, | suppose you could have bound and gagged her."

Sornnn paused, staring at the little sauromician. Then hislipscurled in awry smile. Y ou areright, of
course. There was no way to stop her.”

"Precisgly. So put it out of your mind.”

"] cannot. | worry about her safety.”

Anidoal, no doubt about it, and amost curious one a that. Minnum turned the small, beautifully crafted
figure around and around. Half-femae, haf-male. The breasts and nipples seemed swollen asif full of
milk, the male member long and rigid, curving upward againgt theidol's belly, like ascimitar. He frowned.
It was not a statue of Miinaor any of her sacred creatures. Who wasiit, then? And what race had left it
therein numinous ZaHara-at?

"Thenitiswell that you are leaving for Axis Tyr tomorrow,” Minnum said.

Sornnn stared out into the utter stillness of the night. "Tomorrow isalong way off."

"Ah, lovel" Minnum affixed theidol's head to its broken body. "I sSmply don't understand it. A
sauromician'slifeisalonely one, and none more than mine. During my long years of exile herein the
Kor-rush and then, later, as curator of the Museum of False Memory in Axis Tyr | grew used to my
olitude”

"Then | pity you, my friend."

Minnum shrugged. "There are benefitsto being done.”

"Nameone," Sornnn said shortly.

"Y ou are beholden to no one."

"That isabenefit?'

"Y ou know your problem?Y ou are an inveterate romantic.” Minnum started packing up their



excavation gear. "And don't worry about me. | can manage quite well on my own. | dways have.”
Sornnn laughed.

Perrnodt was down in the triangul ar-shaped Kell, one of three such 1 chambers where, in ancient days,

the Great Goddess would periodically appear to monitor the holy work of her disciples. Perrnodt had
cometo this particular Kell because the triangle was Miina's most sacred symbal, representing asit did
the three medial points: the Seat of Dreams, at the heart, the Seat of Truth, at the crown of the head, and
the Seat of Deepest Knowledge, at the center of the forehead.

These were the body's power spots and she touched them with the forefinger and index finger of her
left hand as she knelt in the center of the chamber. Her gaze lingered upon the image of Mima's sacred
butterfly graven into the sonewall. Sowly, she dlowed her eyesto close. Her breathing dowed until it
became imperceptible. In her lap lay her closed |eft hand, and in it an opa nestled. For millennia, the
most powerful Ramahan konara had used opals to communicate and to divine the nature of far-off things.
Gradually, after the Druuge retreated to the Great V oorg, that skill waslost. So far as she knew, among
Ramahan, only Giyan possessed the skill to cast the opas power.

A dight tremor had begun to loosen Perrnodit's lower lip. Asif it were acresture with alife of itsown,
thistremor proceeded down her arm, coursing over her breast, through her abdomen, into her pelvisand
thighs. When it reached the soles of her fest, it rose, rippling through her body into her shoulders, down
her arms, until it reached her left hand.

Her fingers were flung open asif plucked by unseen strings. The opd, vibrating, rose off the pam of
her hand and began to rotate. Throwing off sparks—green, blue, red—that bathed her in their milky light.
Flashes of color, winking faster and faster until they blended together.

Perrnodt's eyes opened, but it was with afixed stare that she peered deeply through the linkage of
light into the opd's depths. She was seeking the Ramahan of the abbey who had been lost to the
sauromi-cians pernicious blandishments. To her they were like cor, momentarily led astray by poachers
offering the promise of richer food, warmer quarters, and the power to defend themselves against
snow-lynxes. Shefully expected to find them abandoned and confused, trying to fend for themselves,
unsure of the greeting they would find when they returned to the abbey they had so foolishly betrayed.

Through the lens of the opd'slight the northern continent throbbed in her head. A pain began just
behind her eyes, spreading rapidly to enclose her brain in avise that exerted an intolerable pressure.

Perrnodt whimpered allittle, but pressed on, the trail moving west, ever west, past the town of
Exchange Pledges, bustling with the business brought to it by the V'ornn strip minesto the north. Inthe
dense smoky depths of the Borobodur forest, the pain brought her low. Her chest congtricted, she
labored to take a breath. Through lipsthat could barely move, sheinvoked Crossed-Wrists, aVenca
defensive pdll. The cessation of the pain made her weep with relief, but within momentsit was back,
more agonizing than ever. She was obliged to cast ever more powerful spells, but even with that the
periods of relief became shorter and shorter.

That confused and frightened her, for shefdt certain that it was the Dark League that had turned their
collectivefacein her direction in order to keep her from finding the abbey's Ramahan. The lens of the
opal had turned opague. No matter what she tried, it would not clear. From what inferna source were
the sauromicians drawing their energy? She had heard stories—whispered, clandestine even among the
Druuge—of the aleged power of necromancy, but, of course, that wasimpossible. Even the
sauromicians would not dare to keep the dead from their cosmic fate.

Sheinvoked Dragonfly in an attempt to use the opd to reved to her the source of the sauromicians
newfound power. The opal began to shudder and shake asiif it weretrying to shatter itself againgt the
sorcerous barrier it had come up againgt. And, then, al a once, the lensrevealed to her aflash so horrific
her mind could barely contain it. She saw the corpses of young Ramahan priestesses. Saw the look of
fury frozen on their faces. In afrenzy, they had turned on each other.

Pain exploded, a searing firebdl in her head, bursting nerves and blood vessels dike. She fell onto her



back, her mouth working silently. Her heart thudded heavily in her chest. Her eyeswere full of blood,
and ablackness engulfed her that, gradualy, she redlized would not dissipate.



4
Returnto Axis Tyr

Kurgan had been shadowing Nith Immmon for ten minutes a ong stone-clad corridors, through waiting
areas flagged with agate tiles, down green-onyx and cor-blood-red-porphyry staircases, across
abandoned skylit plazas, sudded with obsidian plinths that had once held the trembling bodies of animas
sacrificed to the Kun-dalan goddess Miina

Kurgan, making adecison purdly from intuition, had not walked out of Receiving Spirit after
concluding hisinterview. Instead, as Nith Immmon had glided down the corridor away from him, moving
deeper into the labyrinth the V'ornn had made of Receiving Spirit, he had hurried on silent feet after the
Gyrgon.

Nith Immmon's gait now shortened, and Kurgan saw that he was approaching a heartwood door
bound in bands of thick bronze incised with Kundalan runes. It wasfitted with acomplicated lock of
Gyrgon manufacture. Nith Immmon put his palm againgt the lock, which opened withasightoreved a
space of utter blackness. Nith Immmon vanished through the open door, and amoment later it began to
swing shut. Kurgan sprinted to it just in time to throw hims=lf sideways through the opening. The door
clicked shut behind him.

Pressing himself againgt the closed door, he scarcely dared breathe. Where was Nith Immmon? The
guestion was soon answered as a pool of lambent blue light illuminated a corridor composed of rough
stone blocks, white as the facade of the building. Up ahead, he saw the origin of thelight, aglowing bdl
that hung suspended in midair just above Nith Immmon's cupped hand. The Gyrgon was moving away
fromhim.

Kurgan, following Nith Immmon, made his cautious way down the corridor, which, unlike those on
the other sde of the door, was cramped and low-ceilinged, the sides doping inward as they went up. The
utter sllence pressed in on him, asif even the sound of his breathing was being muffled.

Presently, the corridor made a ninety-degree turn to the left, and Kurgan cameto ahat. Thrown upon
thefar wall wasaruddy glow, dim and flickering. It reminded him of something, but he could not
immediately think of what. Nevertheess, hefelt acrawling in hisbely, as of insects stirring to life. It was
then that a shadow flitted across the ruddy glow, and he knew where he had encountered this before: the
sphere Nith Nassam had led him past on hisway to Nith Batoxxx's |aboratory.

He craned his neck, peering around the corner. The corridor ended a short way farther on,
debouching onto a spherica chamber, lit by a series of fusion lamps exuding the reddish light. It had a
metallic floor that was smdller than the chamber itself by perhaps three meters. It was connected to the
corridor by anarrow wakway that spanned the waterless moat. The floor contained a number of
horizontal chambers shaped like laaga ticks connected by photon lines to what he thought must be
Gyrgon fusion engines, though they did not conform to any design he had ever seen.

Nith Immmon, his helm held in the crook of one arm, was standing before one of them. He had along,
mournful face and small earsthat rather comicaly stuck out from his skull. The lobes glowed with
implanted biocircuits, and there was a smdl germanium stud above each eye winking to the rhythm of his
pumping blood. He was looking upward and, when Kurgan followed the tilt of his skull, he saw agreat
shadow descending from near the top of the sphere where another set of chambershung in anion gasis
fidd.

Asthe shadow dropped into the ruddy light, Kurgan saw to his astonishment that it had wings, which
folded asit dighted in front of Nith Immmon. Kurgan could see that the figure was carrying something in
itsarms, but he was for the moment too fascinated by the creature itsalf to take heed.



His astonishment doubled, for it was astal as Nith Immmon, the hairless conical head clearly
V'ornnish, the amber hue paler but, again, digtinctly V'ornnish. But the eyes, large and expressive, had in
the center of their black irises pure white pupils. Then, his bresth was taken away by another detail. A
string of Gyrgon biocircuits spiraed up the skull. What is this thing? he asked himsdlf.

He shifted dightly in order to better hisfield of view. From there he could see that the creature was
naked. Its breasts marked it asafemale, but then, as he lowered his gaze, he saw the distinct outlines of
V'ornn male tender parts.

"Areweready?' Nith Immmon asked.

"As| said." The creature had avoice both silky and throaty. The sound of it set the insectsin the pit of
Kurgan'slowest bely to scrambling again, asif an unconscious part of him recognizediit.

The creature set down its burden, which, Kurgan saw, was amale child. He looked somewhat like a
V'ornn, but there were differences, subtle and otherwise. For one thing, he had hair on the top of his
head.

"Show mewhat he can do,” Nith Immmon said.

The creature took the child by the hand and waked him to one of the chambers. Kurgan could see
that the creature had very long, dextrous fingers. A wave of the creature's hand and one of the chambers
opened. It helped the mae child in, and the lid came down, sedling the child within.

"Will an exposure of three minutes be sufficient?' the creature asked.

" At what concentration?"

"The goron wave smulates that encountered at Hellespennn.”

"Hellespennn, when the starsfell.” Nith Immmon was racked by a shudder. "Commence."

Sound like aknife caused Kurgan to dam his handsto his ears. His eyes began to tear.

When the sound ceased, the door to the chamber opened, and the creature hel ped the child climb out.
Unlike Courion, he appeared unharmed by the terrible radiation.

Nith Immmon held out his hand, and the child walked toward him. He was dmost there when his
pupils and irises vanished, and he collgpsed.

"Another faillure" Nith Immmon said sorrowfully.

"Thisisthelongest one has survived,” the cresture said. "I see progress, not failure.”

"That is because we have different priorities,” Nith Immmon said. "'l seek to prepare usfor what isto
comeandyou..."

"| create," the creature said.

"Of course. You are Breeder." Nith Immmon put on hishem. "Still, it isamystery to me, Gul Aluf,
that you are comfortable being outside the Temple of Mnemonics without your ion exomatrix."

Sheamiled. "No. Thered mystery iswhy you lieto me, Nith Immmon, about these experiments.”

"Do you doubt my loydty to the Comradeship, to thisvery Swarm?"

"Not at al." Her wings flashed up and down once. "But | also know that once these experiments work
you will wield amost unlimited power among the Comradeship. Nith Sahor. Nith Batoxxx. Our stewards
are gone. Thereisdisunity among the Comradeship—and worse, the beginnings of internecine warfare.”

"Worse gill, we suddenly are directionless. And why isthat? Nith Sahor was betrayed and murdered
by Nith Batoxxx and his cabal. Nith Batoxxx was possessed by a Kundaan archdaemon of great
power—a power we neither foresaw nor can understand no matter how much wetry. Here on Kundala
areforces we neither control nor comprehend. Do you not consider the possibility that Nith Sahor was
right about how special Kundaais?'

"No. We are V'ornn. The Kundalan are nothing more than animals." "Y ou see?’ Nith Immmon said.
"Thisiswhy the Comradeship isat an impasse. And for us—at thisjuncture in our history—any impasse
isdangerous.

Riane, Eleana, and Thigpen arrived in Axis Tyr in the evening of what had been a bright brittle
early-spring day. The chill wasreturning to the air, areflection of winter's grip, but the sysa treeswere so
bursting with incipient buds that the gimnopedes felt safe flitting through the knobby branches.

Thetrio had dipped secretly into the city viathe network of tunnels the Res stance had spent years
digging. Riane could seeright away why they needed Eleana For security reasons the Resistance



periodicaly filled in tunnel entrances, dug othersin different locations. It was difficult work,
time-consuming, backbreaking, but it saved countlesslives. They emerged more or lessin the heart of the
gpice market, which at thistime of day was thronged with buyers, sellers, idle onlookers, and others bent
onillicit deds.

They had flown on the back of the fulkaan, the enormous avian with which Riane had been
connected in her former life. The fulkaan had | et them down in adense copse of ammonwood within five
kilometers of the city walls. From there, Eleana had led them on foot to the hidden entrance to one of the
Res stance tunnd s that honeycombed the surrounding area.

They passed the glowing windows of Spice Jaxx's, where Looorm and Deirus congregated in their
off-hoursor, in the Looorms case, off-moments between acrobatic sexud liaisons with wealthy Bashkir
clients. It was aso where members of Res stance cadres sometimes met to exchange information and to
eat heartily before the dangerous trip home to the hillsides north of the city. The Deirus presence
guaranteed that Khagggun and inquisitive members of other casteswould give it awide berth. 1t was
comfortable, a hushed and low-lit establishment, the better to accommodate the clandestine nature of its
clientele.

Thigpen curled across Riane's shoulders, hidden beneath her voluminous travel cloak asthey wended
their way through the milling crowd, immersed in the babble of voices, the singsong trills of the spice
merchants hawking their wares. Laughter was passed around small groups of V'ornn asif it were
ludd-wine, and a heady mix of spice dust sparkled in the dusk. Long shadows sprang up as lanterns were
lighted. A Kundaan mae haggled with adealer on behaf of hisV'ornn magter, a Tuskugggun put a
fingertip to her mouth, deciding between two grades of cinnamon. A patrol hoverpod, weapons bristling,
droned by overhead, making contact with apair of Khagggun, who had dl at once materidized like
spectres from afogbank. The travelers continued in their dogged way to the edge of the market, whose
demarcation was ascraggly line of Kundalan with lost or maimed limbs, scarred faces, and hopeless
eyes.

Riane stopped to speak to each one, crouching down, touching their outstretched hands, murmuring
Venca prayersthat would initiate auras of healing around them. As she sgnaled Eleanato fetch some
water, shefelt Thigpen'stail curling around her neck.

"Thisisnot perhaps the wisest course of action.” Thigpen's whiskers twitched benesth Riane's cloak.
"Condder the heightened Khagggun presence.”

"Theseare my folk," Riane whispered back. "It is prophesied that | will bring them out of their
endavement. | will not ignorether torment until that time comes.”

With tearful eyes and murmurings of gratitude, they accepted the water that Eleana brought. However,
one there was with red-rimmed eyes who rose and dipped into the crowd, shadowing them asthey
passed on.

Cinnabar Street was part of arather quiet digtrict lined with expensive artigts villas, the beautifully
ornate Kundalan architecture and designs perfectly preserved. High stone walls, expertly carved and
patterned, inset with graven bas-relief medallions, preserved the privacy of the owners.

"L ook at how they live here amid beauty and tranquillity.” Thigpen bristled with anger. "L ook, look!
Not only V'ornn live here. Kundalan who collaborate with them. For them, the war scarcely exists.”

At length, they crossed Constance Street and turned into Divination Street, awider thoroughfare more
gopropriate for the beginning of acommercid didtrict, containing armories and large adiers, bristling
unashamedly with weelth and power. There, two sides of V'ornn culture existed elbow to elbow despite
being polar opposites. They saw on display the latest suits of armor, loaded with new biocircuitsthe
distribution of which had been sanctioned by the Gyrgon comradeship, new shock-swords,
lighter-looking, more letha even than those Rekkk and Eleana possessed, mean-looking ion maces. And
then, in the next shop, photonic sculptures, brilliant, ethered, lighter than the air itsdlf, which seemed to
breathe on their own. In the next, atrue oddity, reading matter caught not in the facets of decagons but
on supple wry-grass paper, lovingly handmade, bound with cor-tail thread, surrounded by covers
fashioned from the speckled hides of razor-raptors, dyed hin-demuth, pebbled searay, even,
agonishingly, perwillon.



A brief hush herdded dusk, alull drifting across the streets. Shops closing, the Tuskugggun armorers
and artists needing to return to their hingattato seeto their children. Divination Street saw its crowds melt
avay.

Eleanawent up the wide steps of alarge shanstone building that had once been atemple. The V'ornn
had turned it into the Bashkir Forum of Adjudication. It was there that Sornnn SaTrryn weighed disputes
between Bashkir families.

Asluck would have it, the forum was between sessions, and the guards were nowhere about. Their
boot soles rang on the green polished shanstone flooring as they wended their way between fluted
columns. The harsh bluish light thrown off by the VV'ornn fusion lamps seemed to wash out the natura
colors of the stones. In the rear, Eleana opened anarrow door so plain it was scarcely visible, and they
found themsalvesin autility area—a small successon of cubicles with rough-hewn rock wallsand
ceallings, piled with the rags, brushes, buckets, brooms, and cleansers of the Kundalan work crew.
Thigpen, who had legpt down the moment they had come inside, wrinkled her nose a the harsh chemica
sndls

"Civilization," she sad huffily. "Who needsit?'

"Shhh!" Eleanawarned them both.

They stood very dill, listening to the soft echo of footfals outside. Following Eleana'slead, they crept
from cubicleto cubicle until they werein the last one. It was smdller than the others, with makeshift
shelving. A magnificent red-jasper Ramahan dtar incised with images of Miina's sacred butterfly had
been shoved againgt the back wall asif it were a piece of junk.

They could hear adeep voice, uttering the harsh, clipped vernacular of Khagggun-speak. "In here,
comeon."

"Why?" came the higher-pitched voice of a Tuskugggun. "This place gives methe chills.”

"The only thing giving you chillstonight isme." The Khagggun laughed. "1 told you. Therésan old
Kundaan dtar inthere”

The voiceswererapidly drawing closer, and Riane and Eleanalooked at each other. Eleanamade to
draw her shock-sword, but Riane grasped her hand to stay her.

"Their priestesses sacrificed animas on thisthing.” Shadows skittered. The Khagggun and hisLooorm
were in the next chamber. "Climbing on, naked, joining our tender parts where so much blood had been
spilled. Trust me, thereés nothing likeit.”

"Thelast timel trusted aKhagggun,” the Looorm said, "I broke my collarbone.”

The Khagggun was laughing, in high spirits when he found Eleanain the chamber wherethe VV'ornn
had consigned the dtar. She stood with her hands behind her back, her breasts provocatively thrust out.

"What can thisbe?' He was abig, hulking specimen of thewarrior caste. The purple color of hisbody
armor marked him asafoot soldier in the regent's Haaar-kyut guard.

"Listen, skcettta," the Looorm said with a sneer, "work your own territory and get out of mine.”

"No, no, thisistoo good to pass up!" the Khagggun boomed. "Two femaesfor the price of one!" He
approached Eleana, who was|eaning back dightly, her legs soread. "The dtar will receive agood
workout tonight, en?!

He reached for Eleana, but before his meat hook hand could wrap itself around her arm, Thigpen
legpt from her hiding place behind the dtar. Extruding her long, needle-sharp claws, she bared her teeth
a him. Rappawere carnivores, and had the rending teeth of creatures many timestheir sze.

The Looorm screamed, lurched into the Khagggun. Off-balance, he took aswipe at Thigpen, for his
effort feding her teeth sink into the back of his hand. He whipped her into thewall, then swung his
shock-sword free. Riane dropped from the ceiling, where with her body's mountain-climbing expertise,
she had found adeguate handholdsin the pockmarked rock. As she hit the floor, adagger in her fist, the
Khagggun turned to face her, and Eleana drew her shock-sword from behind her back. He heard the
telltale sound of the ion flow as Eleanathumbed her wegpon to life. With abattle cry, he swung ablind
blow behind him that, had she not nimbly danced away, would have severed her abdomina muscles.

He was dowed by his shock that she was afemae, and aKundaan, to boot. She wasted no time,
engaging his sword tipswith her own, diding her twin blades down the length of histo the hilt. Theion arc



flowing back and forth between her blades caused a powerful feedback loop that sent a nerve-numbing
shock al theway up into his shoulder. He yelped, dropping hisweapon as much in surpriseasin pain.

Riane jammed her dagger into the interstice between the plates of hisalloy armor, and he swatted a
her, asif she were someform of biting insect. She staggered alittle, but held on to the hilt, twisting the
blade ingde him, bringing a grimace to his face but no sound to hislips. Khagggun were stoics, trained to
take physica punishment aswell asto giveit.

Ignoring the growing pain in hisside, he unhooked hision mace and, in one fluid motion, svung itina
short vicious arc. Eleanaleapt back, but acluster of spikes dragged acrossthe front of her left shoulder,
sending an agonizing shock through her. The regent's guardsman took a stride toward her and, grabbing
the front of her tunic, lifted her off her feet.

He wrapped theion mace's chain around her neck and pulled. Riane withdrew the dagger, stabbed
again in another spot. The Haaar-kyut ignored her as he continued to squeeze the life out of Eleana. And
he ignored Thigpen when shelanded on hisback. Deftly, sheflicked off hishelm, sank her teeth into his
ear, and scraped both sets of foreclaws down his skull. He screamed as his blood flew, Eleana collapsed
onto the dtar, her eyesrolling up in her head. Riane scrambled across the floor, grasped the Haaar-kyut's
shock-sword and, without a second's thought, droveit point first just above the spot where the hilt of her
dagger protruded.

The Haaar-kyut staggered a pace before faling to his knees. His hands were spasming; he had no
control over them. Hislipswere moving. He wastrying to contact his Pack-Commander, though his
photonic link had been severed when Thigpen had wrenched off hishem.

The Rappaleft him to Riane, skittered across the floor on extended claws, jumping onto the dtar
where Eleanalay. The Haaar-kyut, relentless to the end, grabbed Riane's cloak, pulling her toward him.
Histeeth gnashed and his jaws came down on her. She twisted, jammed her elbow hard into his throat,
and hisgrip on her loosened.

She ran to where Thigpen was crouched over Eleana.

"How isshe?' Riane panted, staring down at Eleanas pae face. "How badly is she hurt?'

Thigpen shook her head. She had unwound the ion mace's chain, which had |eft deep red welts
around Eleanas neck.

Riane conjured Earth Granary, surrounding Eleanawith its potent healing and was about to gather her
into her arms, when Thigpen tapped her on the shoulder. She turned to see the Looorm incongruoudy
wielding the Haaar-kyut's shock-sword.

"Careful,” Riane said softly. "That thing can kill you aseadly asit canme”

"Who areyou?' The Looorm's eyes were wide and staring. She was clearly panicked.

"l am Riane, thisis Thigpen, and Eleana.”

"Do you know what you have done? Y ou've murdered amember of the regent's dite guard.”

"Not murdered,” Riane said reasonably. "It was self-defense.”

"Do you think that matters?' The Looorm waswildly swinging the shock-sword in their direction. She
was small and dender, no more than achild, redly, and her face seemed al eyesand pouty lips. She
looked born to the profession of sex. She was without the traditional Tusku-gggun sifeyn, of course, and
her skull, perfumed and oiled, gleamed provocatively inthelight. "Y ou are Kundaan. Y ou will diefor this
afront.”

"What isyour name?' Riane asked, al the while spreading Earth Granary like abalm over Eleands
body.

"What?'

"Y ou know our names. What isyours."

"No one asks a L ooorm's name.”

"You do have one.

"Why, yes, | ..." The Looorm's shock had turned to something akin to confusion. "My nameis Jura.”

"Ligten to me, Jura. Y ou have many choices.”

"Youlie, crimind. My pathislaid out for me." Juratossed her head. "1 will run you through myself and
collect the vengeance reward the regent is bound to give me."



Riane did not turn to face her, nor in any way moveto defend hersdf. Y ou are Tuskugggun. Worse,
you are Looorm. The only thing the regent islikely to do isthrow you on the garbage heap.”

"Impudent Kundaan, how do you know—" Juras jaw jutted in defiance. "How can you say that?"

"Weare femaes. Just like you." She gathered Eleanain her arms, rocking her dightly. *Now do what
youwill. I have my friend'slifeto save."

The banestone, black as pitch, heavy as ahindemuth's head, seemed to wink at Kurgan fromits hiding

placein hisresdence. Ashe stared at it, he wondered what it was. Even Minnum was unable to say
what, precisdly, it could do. The two key pieces of information he had managed to glean were that it was
known as a banestone (whatever that was!) and that it was very, very valuable. That waswhy he had
solenit just before he had made hisway out of ZaHara-at. He had thought about ordering Sornnn
SaTrryn to come with him, but had changed his mind. The SaTrryn had the Korrush in their blood, and
none more than Sornnn, that was clear enough. If he wanted to spend histime mucking around in the
dead city, let him. All the better to advise Kurgan when the Mesagggun rebuilt it.

Hearing aknock on his door, he put away the banestone, but, oddly, he still felt its presence, likea
heart that had been pulled from aliving victim.

"Come," he said, turning, and saw Firg-Captain Kwenn standing in his doorway. A rather smdlish
Khagggun, possessed of amild manner uncharacteristic of the species. But Kurgan had discovered that
he harbored under his placid surface afierce and determined nature. He could lull you to deep with his
dull manner, but he had amind like atritan-ium trap. He never forgot anything.

"Deck-Admira lin Mennus has arrived,” the head of the regent's Hasar-kyut said. "Shall | have him
escorted to the great hall?"

"No pomp. Thisisasocid cal," Kurgan dissembled. "Have him brought directly here.”

"It shdl be done, regent,” he said, turning on his heel and marching out.

Firg-Captain Kwenn knew how to take orders; he did not overthink situations. Best of al, he heard
things, kept his snout to the ground. He could find the bones, no matter how deeply buried.

Kurgan glanced down at his crystal reader. Though he had aready committed them to memory, he
skimmed again the information that had been compiled for him on the glowing green data-decagon in the
reader's dot. Then he switched it off and looked up at the wall studded with weaponsfrom al the
star-flung races the V'ornn had conquered. Well-oiled blades gleamed darkly, curved, twisted, straight,
hanging side by side with wegpons that transmuted and discharged al manner of energy. Not agoron
particle among the lot, however. The V'ornn had not conquered the Centophennni. Their battles, when
they occurred, were so fierce that al was obliterated in the frenzy. Not one goron-particle weapon had
ever been salvaged, and so the origin of their terrifying power remained an enigma. What he would not
give to possess a goron-based weapon!

A discreet cough announced Deck-Admird lin Mennus being shown through the doorway. After the
Haaar-kyut guard closed the door, the Deck-Admira proceeded across the room as warily asif he were
crossing enemy territory.

"Good evening." To which Kurgan received only the most perfunctory of nods. The Deck-Admira
was not known for his courteous manner or his respect for authority, especialy what he considered
civilian authority. He was ashort, squat Khagggun with amisshapen skull and a hideous scar that pulled
down theleft corner of his mouth. Any competent Genomatekk could havefixed it. That he had chosen
otherwise said something about hisfiercenessand hispride. "1 amwho | am!" Kurgan could hear him
booming.

In fact, though, his voice was as silken as a shock-sword being withdrawn from its scabbard and
seemed quite out of place emanating from that brutish physiognomy.

"Quite acollection you have here." The Deck-Admird stood, spread-legged, in front of the wespons
display. He then turned to stare at Kurgan with his small, close-set eyes. "But rather crude, I'd say, asa
meansof intimidation.”



"] thought you would gppreciate these trophies.”

"Why? Because | am Khagggun? But you know nothing about me, regent.”

Kurgan's smile was without a blood drop of warmth. ™Y ou are the primary maein alitter of eight
children. Y our mother isan armorer in hingattaliiinado butha, where she reared her femae offspring.

Y our father distinguished himsalf in service before dying on the line at Hel-lespennn. Y our first younger
brother, Hannn Mennus, is a Pack-Commander with a commendable record of killsand crudty.” Kurgan
cocked hishead. "How am | doing so far?”'

"1 had heard rumors concerning your elaborate network of spies,” Deck-Admira Mennus said sourly.
"Aswdl asyour vault of dossers.”

" 'Information and vigilance breeds victory.

Deck-Admira Mennustook aNieobian push-dagger off thewall. "Excellent balance." Heran thetip
of histhick, scarred forefinger down the composite S-curve blade. ™Y ou speak like a Khagggun, yet | do
not think you mock me."

"1 have only the highest regard for you, Deck-Admiral.”

lin Mennus returned the push-dagger to its place on the wdll. "Regent, | have many duties. My timeis
limited.”"

"Areyou so eager, then, to spill more Resistance blood?”

The Deck-Admira shrugged chronostedl-cable shoulders. "What other pleasuresdo | have?"

Kurgan laughed. "Y ou are too long away from Axis Tyr."

"1 do well keeping my distance from a place whose many fleshpots would blunt my most faithful
companion, the sword edge of death.”

Kurgan held up ahexagona crystal decanter. "Fire-grade numaaadis? A laaga stick to share.”
Mennus glowered, "No, | suppose not." He gestured. "Won't you at least St and make yourself
comfortable?'

"Comfort isfor Bashkir."

Kurgan, looking at the wall of weapons, caressed afantasy to life, imagining them one by one struck
to the hiltsin Mennus flesh.

"Degpite my admiration for you, Deck-Admird, | assure you there will come amoment when you will
have crossed aline from which you cannot retrest.”

"Shdl | trest with respect one who seeks to weaken me by implanting an okummmon in my flesh?!

"Isthat why you think | have brought you here?"

"1 am the only Khagggun of my rank without one. What eseam | to think?"

"And yet nothing could be further from the truth.”

"The newsis most welcome." Mennus scar had gone dead white. "I meant no offense, regent.
Khagggun are not diplomats. We are blunt, sometimes to afault, perhaps. In the shedding of blood, this
bluntness serves uswell. We have ajob to do, we do it, end of story.”

Kurgan cocked his head again. "Isthere no other way for you?'

Mennus shook his head. ™Y ou know thereisnot.”

Having received confirmation of what the data had suggested, namely that this particular Khagggun
had no interest in palace intrigue, Kurgan crossed the room, pulled aside a et of thick dark blue drapes,
and opened the window-doors onto the terrace. As he stepped out, he heard the Deck-Admiral moving
behind him. There wasasmall low table on which rose a coruscating spird. At its peak was ashallow
veradium bowl filled with five small pentagons carved out of bone. Kurgan and Mennus stood &t the
scul pted stone balustrade. Beyond had once been Eleusis Ashera's star-rose garden. When Kurgan's
father had briefly been regent, he had turned it over to his sorceress-migtress. Kurgan had lately planted
rows of orangesweet because Nith Batoxxx had despised the scent. Breathing in the perfume served to
bring him akind of contentment, if only briefly.

At length, lin Mennus gestured &t the coruscating spirdl. "l takeit you play warrnixx, regent.”

"l have afondnessfor the game, yes."

"It takes a certain kind of mind to master warrnixx. | would judge your level of expertise.”

"And | yours." When Kurgan turned to Mennus he was smiling alittle. "1 wish to make you my new



Star-Admird."

Mennus eyes opened wide. "Regent?’

"There has of late been much unrest among the high command. The last two Star-Admirasturned
treasonous, plotting against their regent.” Kurgan took astep toward his guest. "I mean to stop it right
here, right now."

"l am awarrior, regent. | would be usdess as an adminigtrator.”

Kurgan came even closer. "Between you and me, Deck-Admird, | no longer trust the members of the
high command. They have, asyou so accurately put it, spoent too much timein fleshpots, in idleness that
breeds envy and rancor. The recent theft by the Resistance of an entire convoy of the Khagggun's newest
wegponry isjust the latest example of their laxity. They have become rotten. They must be swept into
oblivion. Order, stahility, and obedience will be restored to the Khagggun. Otherwise, we become
vulnerable—to the Res stance and to others.”

"The regent must know that | am the last Khagggun to bend hiskneeto civilian authority."

"Which iswhy, once you desiroy those who have diseased the corps, the otherswill fal in line without
awhimper of protest.”

Mennus gripped the stone balustrade with hislarge, square hands and looked down &t the rows of
tortured vines newly bursting into flower. "If | were ever to have agarden, which isunlikely, | would sow
it with the bleached skulls of our enemies. What do you think | would regp, intime?' "I do not know."

"Nothing, regent. Absolutely nothing.” He turned to Kurgan. "1 want nothing more than the continued
strength of our Swarm. If | were to accept. . . the entire Khagggun structure would have to be
drategicaly rethought and overhauled." Kurgan said nothing. "And thereis another thing."

From beyond the palace's thick walls came the ten thousand songs sung by Axis Tyr as darkness
crept close, the hush of evening ended, another raucous night stepping out of the wings, eager to beginits
dance. Kurgan said nothing. He was content to wait for what he knew would be the Deck-Admira'sfina
request.

"It isthis nonsense about giving Khagggun Great Caste Statusthat is at theroot of our rot. The high
command isfar too busy scrambling to make coin on dedls best | eft to the Bashkir than in honing the
edge of death. | know you must agree. During your short reign, you have done everything in your power
to wipe away every last vestige of your father'slegacy.”

"Y ou surprise me, Deck-Admira. Being cast away in the west countries has done you no harm.”

" Intelligence and vigilance,' regent,” lin Mennus said.

Kurgan nodded. Thisinterview had gone better than he had imagined. "Give meyour am." They
gripped each other'sforearmsin the seigggon, the solemn blood oath. "It is done. From this day forward,
the order for Great Caste satus for Khagggun isrescinded. Y ou will make certain that high command
report to Receiving Spirit to have their okummmon removed.”

"And if they obfuscate or refuse?!

"1 commend the members of the high command into your care, Star-Admird lin Mennus. Do with
them asyou seefit.”

Jura struck the dead Haaar-kyut in the chest with his own shock-sword. "I have dreamed of doing that.”

She droveit down again, grunting with the effort, and thistime split the alloy armor. "He paid well, but |
lost count of thetimes he hurt me." Shelooked at Riane. "To be honest, they al hurt me, themales, in
oneway or another. Oh, they excd in that."

Riane was Sitting next to Eleana, her arm around her. Eleana had regained consciousness moments
after Jura stopped waving the wegpon around. Her breath was alittle raspy, and her voice sounded
semigtran-gled. Otherwise, the pell had done its work. Thigpen was crouched beside them, silent, her
brushlike tail switching back and forth, content for the moment to play the part of the dumb domestic pet.

"If you transform yoursdlf," Riane said, "it will dter what happensto you."

Juralaughed thinly. ™Y ou must be joking." She had aflat, guileful face with adecidedly ferd cast, an



animd's natural magnetism. Beneath her cloak she wore atunic through which her enviable charms could
now and again be glimpsed in tantdizing fashion. "It was my misfortune to be born into the caste of the
lowest form of Tuskugggun. | havelived dl my life on Isinglass Street. Thereisno hope of dtering
anything."

"And yet," Rianesad, "in here you have been transformed. Do you not seeit?"

"All | seeisthat | am out my richfee," Jurasaid tartly. She dropped the shock-sword to rifle through
the Haaar-kyut's armor. In amoment, she rose with a stack of coinsin her hand. "It ismorethan | could
haveimagined." Shetook a step toward the doorway. ™Y ou will not stop me, or turn mein?”

"Goinsdfety,” Rianesad.

"Usethe coinswisdy," Eleanaadded.

For amoment, Jura stood dumbfounded, then adly grin broke out across her face. " Transformation,
isn't that the word you used?' She hefted the bag of coins. "I will remember what happened here. | will
not forget you." Then she vanished with only awhisper of sound.

I t had been Sornnn SaTrryn'sintention to make al haste back to Axis Tyr, thereto return to his duties

both as Prime Factor and as a de facto member of the Kundalan Resistance. In thisway, he hoped to
retain the ear of the regent and to gain knowledge of Marethyn's whereabouts and her well-being.

But the Korrush, asis often its wont, had different idess. He was not a hundred metersfrom Za
Hara-at when he was met by two Rasan Sul. Like him, they wore thick-striped robes. Like his, their
heads were covered with the traditiona sinscha. Though one was old and one was young, they both had
long, curling beards. Their rugged, wind-roughened features, shadowed and deeply seamed, peered out
at himwith agravity, asense of purpose that could only have been forged in the hogtile environment of
the Great Northern Plains. The sky was clear save for asingle streamer of cloud, long and low and
immohilewith the weight of memory.

"Greetings, wa tarabibi," the old one said. He had sunken cheeks, skin the color of Korrush dust, a
soft but forceful way of speaking. His name was Nasaga. He had known Sornnn since Sornnnwas a
child. The other one, Bagesh, was his bodyguard. He was large, tongueless at the hands of the Jeni Ceii,
very good a what he did.

"Greetings, wise one," Sornnn said. "What bringsyou to ZaHara-at?"

Nasaga smiled, showing white but irregular teeth. "1 am cometo say a prayer for your father here at
the Holy of Holies." He stroked hislong, tangled grey beard. "He brought you to the Korrush, wa
tarabibi, but it was aready inyouto love us."

"Y ou honor me with both action and words." Sornnn knew very well, and Nasaga knew he knew,
that thisjourney to ZaHara-at was not Smply about meditation and prayer.

Nasagaraised ahand. "Walk with me."

They proceeded around the perimeter of the ZaHara-at dig, at first seeming to make little progress,
for the ruined city was huge. Presently they arrived at alow plateau completely removed from the
shimmering energy field protecting the V'ornn encampment. In theimmediate distance, the squat shanties
of the poor village of Im-Thera could be seen, the Beyy Das villagers moving about their chores.

All a once, Nasaga turned to Sornnn. His eyeswere piercing in their intense scrutiny. "Recently, we
were vidted by the Ghor and learned from them that the Gyrgon have been using their ingdious influence
with the kapudaan of the Five Tribes. They would have uskill each other off in thefrenzy of ardigious
war."

"Now that you know the truth can't you cal acouncil of leadersto defuse the Stuation?”

"Some, doubtless, will be dissuaded, but most will not. The ancient embers of smoldering hatreds and
distrusts have been fanned into flames. The mgjority are convinced that thisisthe beginning of the
She'ajj, the holy war promised us by Jharre. What we will haveingtead is self-immolation for dl the
Korrush."

A bird cdled from the blue roof of heaven, its cry echoing through the barren stillness. They waked



on, seeming far away from everyone and everything.

"We cannot alow this, Nasaga. Y ou and | must find away to stop thisinsane talk of war."

"But, you see, the Jeni Cerii are already arming, and the Ghor tdll usthat the Gazzi Qhan gird
themsdlves for war. Skirmishes have broken out on ether sde of the two tribes borders.” "Have the
Rasan Sul been affected?’

"Not yet. But it isonly amatter of time." Nasagaraised hishand. "1 know what isin your mind. We
are dready storehousing spices.”

Sornnn spread his hands. "My concern is for more than our spice trade, Nasaga. Thereisa
long-standing friendship between the SaTrryn and the Rasan Sul. Whatever service | may perform, if itis
in my power to do so, | will."

"We need your knowledge and your expertise to help us combat the insidious seeds of destruction the
Gyrgon have sown. Will you stand by my side when the war commences?

Sornnn was stunned. "Nasaga, | am sick with worry for you, for the Korrush, for the business, but |
am Prime Factor of al the Bashkir caste. | cannot smply abandon my position. The regent would not
dlow it. Not to mention the Gyrgon.”

Nasaga nodded. "Y our reply was preordained. Indeed, considering the outcome, some of my council
cautioned me not to have this meeting.”

"Then why did you?'

"Because | believe with al my heart that you will help us" Nasagasaid.

" regret thereisnothing | can do.”

"Regret nothing, wa tarabibi, and yourswill be ahappy life" theold onesaid. " A falah katra." Unil
we mest again.

While it seemed on first glance that the dtar had been shoved against the rear wall of the cubicle, that

was not the case. Therewas, in fact, alittle more than ameter of space into which Eleananow crawled.
Reaching the center point, she tapped on the rock face in apeculiar rhythm, and a section swung silently
inward. She dithered through feetfirst. Thigpen scampered after her, then, Riane, with alast look at the
doorway through which Jura had disappeared.

The cleverly concedled entrance siwvung shut behind them, and Riane looked around. They wereina
shaft made of huge square shanstone blocksinto which were set, at regular intervals, small nicheswhere
oil lampsburned, giving off warms pools of light. They stood on asmal landing from which depended an
elegantly carved but vertiginoudy steep shanstone spird stairway, down which they descended, Eleana
leading the way.

Riane did not care for this roundabout route to gain entrance to the regent's palace, but, as Giyan
pointed out, they had no choice. Kurgan had had the run of the palace for months. He had been prowling
the caverns when she had placed the Ring of Five Dragonsin the Storehouse Door. He knew she had
found her way in somehow. The underground entrance into the pal ace cavern viaBlank Lane was
untrustworthy. Someone must have seen Giyan and Annon exit the paace on the night of the coup
because the Khagggun arrived so quickly after them in Stone Border.

Brushing aside these dark thoughts, she touched Eleana on the shoulder.

"Do not worry," Eleanawhispered. "Y our spell has done wonders." Shetook Riane's hand, briefly
squeezed it, and for that moment their gazes locked.

Thigpen, running on al sixes and sniffing the astringent air, missed this brief exchange. Her keen ears
had dready picked up what the other two soon heard: a deep, rhythmic booming as of an animad
bresthing or acomplex machine running. It was neither, however. By the time they reached the bottom of
the stairs, they recogni zed the percussive backbeat of music.

They moved down anarrow passageway whose celling waslost in gloom. Itswallswere darkly
gleaming and seamless.

"Over thereisthe entrance to aclub called Cthonne," Eleanasaid, pointing to bronze doors, studded



with shanstone cabochons. "It is unknown to either the regent or the Khagggun. Children come herein
secret to dance the night away."

"Kunddan children.”

"Kunddan and V'ornn," shetold him. "What would strike them as more subversive?'

"How do you know about it?" Riane asked.

"It isamesting place, for Resistance and those V'ornn who believe in its cause.”

"There are V'ornn who believe in the Kundaan Resistance?" Thigpen asked.

"Besides Sornnn and Sahor?' Riane said to her.

Eleananodded. "The Deirus, for one. They know what it is like to be beaten down, persecuted,
indiscriminately killed."

They were nearing Cthonne's bronze doors, which were haf-open. Just outsde was athin,
grey-skinned Deirus. He was talking to two Kundalan youths, possibly Resistance. He glanced at them,
and Thigpen immediately legpt into degp shadow. It was unclear whether he noticed her or not.

"1 wonder what they are plotting.” Riane was clearly fascinated.

"Come on, you two," the Rappa hissed with afurtive glance a the inquisitive Deirus. "Therésno time
towage."

They hurried past the knot of conspirators and around a corne.

Y ouwill dowhat I tell you," Nith Nassam said to Kurgan, "and only what | tell you."

They stood alonein theintimacy of Kurgan's private suite in the regent's paace. Kurgan would have
much preferred meeting with the Gyrgon in the Temple of Mnemonics, but it ppeared that Nith Nassam
had a penchant for intrusion. On the walls were arrayed the regent's collection of weapons, of comfort to
him perhaps, though it wasignored by the Gyrgon.

"Asyouwish."

"Precisdly s0." Nith Nassam's biocircuit horns sparked gold and green likeagtarfidd influx. "Tell me,
regent, what you know about the Or-ieniad.”

"The Orieniad isthe Sarakkon ruling council.”

"Tdl mesomething | don't know."

Kurgan wasslent.

"l see." The ghost of asmile played around Nith Nassam's mouth. " Courion was a member of the
Orieniad. Did you know that?'

Kurgan effectively hid hissurprise. "No. | didn't.”

"Since you are asdf-professed expert on the Sarakkon | want to know what such a high-ranking
Sarakkon was doing in Axis Tyr. Why was he hiding hisidentity? What was his businesswith Nith
Batoxxx? It isclear that Nith Batoxxx had layers of identities he hid from the Comradeship. Do thisfor
me, and | will alow you accessto Nith Ba-toxxx's |aboratory.”

"Congder it done" Kurgan said.

Nith Nassam's smile grew broader. "We shall see" he said as he turned and | ft.

Kurgan stared after him, hismind whirling. Then helet out along-held bregth. He had just pulled off
his tunic when First-Captain Kwenn rapped on the door.

"Come," hesad curtly.

Firgt-Captain Kwenn crossed the residence chamber in his crisp gait to stand at the regent'sside. His
dloy armor shot fromiits highly polished surfaces alegion of reflectionsinto every corner of the chamber,
which was as pleasingly spare ashisown smadl quarters. Thisregent, so different from the last, had
stripped the resdence of virtually al of the excesses hisfather had piled into it.

"Regent, thereisaline of functionaries with memoranda, proposed law changes, petitions, Bashkir,
Mesagggun, and Kundadan, waiting for you in the great hall. Many have been there since before dawn.”

"Y ou know, First-Captain, you have taken on the duties of a court functionary, and this displeases me
greatly,” Kurgan said tartly. He sdlected, then rejected one tunic top after another. I am giving you an



assgnment. | wish you to find out where my sster Marethyn is. She seemsto have vanished. Use dl your
formidable array of sources.”

"Regent—"

"Licit and otherwise, Firg-Captain. Thisisan order.”

"Yes, regent.” First-Captain Kwenn pointed to atunic, of a deep brown matte fabric, and Kurgan put
iton. "Thereisaposshility ..."

Kurgan turned. "Y es?"

"Thereisthe whisper of arumor—and let me emphasizethat it isjust that, arumor—of a Tuskugggun
in the north country.”

"ldiotic! And certainly not Marethyn."

"Nevertheless, | fed | ought to probe further.”

"Asyou like." There was athoroughness about this Khagggun that Kurgan particularly liked—hewas
aprofessona through and through. And he congratulated himsdlf on the sagacity of hischoice.

Therewas a discreet knock on the door, and Kwenn went to see who it was. He returned a moment
later. "Blood-Worm is asking to see you directly,” he said.

Kurgan turned from his contemplation of himself in the mirror. "Ah, the one-armed one." He laughed
to see Firg-Captain Kwenn wince.

"We have given al our spies code names for agood reason, regent,” Kwenn said.

"Y es, but must the names be so foolish-sounding?' Kurgan donned dark leggings, snapped hisfingers
severd timesin succession. "Make anote. From now on, we will give them the names of libidinous
Looorm."

First-Captain Kwenn winced again. "Regent, the crystalwork involved ..."

"All right, dl right," Kurgan said crosdy. "Bring him in. But | warn you, Firg-Captain, | have but a
moment to spare.”

First-Captain Kwenn returned amoment later with afilthy Kundalan with red-rimmed eyes. His back
was bowed, and he was cupping the ssump of hisarm in the pam of his hand. Despite his bout with the
Khagggun interrogators, there was nothing wrong with his memory. He described in detail the two
Kundalan females he had seen.

"Shall | marshal apack of Haaar-kyut?' Kwenn asked after he had paid the beggar and seen him out.

"Yes." Kurgan held up ahand. "On second thought, First-Captain, | think it would be best if you and |
went ourselves.”

"Without a proper detachment of guards?’

"Wherewe aregoing,” Kurgan said in atone that brooked no further contradiction, "they would only
get intheway." He hurriedly finished dressing, donning atraveling cloak. From one of three hidden
drawers he chose several small weapons. There was astrange and, to First-Captain Kwenn's way of
thinking, unsettling grin on the regent's face. "We would not want to aert our prey to our presence, now
would we, Firgt-Captain?'

Giyan was discussing with Konara Inggres the copying and dissemination of thelong-lost Utmost

Source, one of the Sacred Texts of Miina, when the calm core of her exploded. The opal has
shattered, shethought. Quickly excusing hersdf, sheimmediately Thripped into the Kells, thereto find
Perrnodt crumpled on the floor. By her side was the shattered opal.

"Perrnodt!" she cried, knedling beside the stricken Druuge. "Oh, my dear, what has happened?'

Perrnodt's pae lips moved ever so dightly, but no sound emerged. Cagting Earth Granary, Giyan
gathered the Druuge into her arms. But the spell wasn't working. It was encountering resistance of amost
peculiar sort. It was asif its healing properties were beings sucked through ten thousand tiny holesin
Perrnodt's aura.

Hold on. Giyan communicated mind to mind with the Druuge. Just hold on.

Giyan conjured Penetrating Inside, but the smple Osoru spell to divine the nature of things also failed



completely. Now she cast Transverse Guest, afar more complex spell in the same category. She could
seethe energy trails eating their way through Perrnodt's auralike afistful of squirming serpents. All
creatures possessed auras, they were the physical manifestation of the spirit in just the same way
sorceresses possessed Avatars, creatures to house their spirits when they traveled through Otherwhere,
Those with the Gift, the Druuge very much among them, possessed a heightened aurathat, like acastle
moat, was part of their protection, in this case, from evil spellsand creatures.

Whatever Perrnodt had encountered was so powerful that when she had peered through the light lens
of the opd it had serioudy compromised her aura. To work so profoundly upon a Druuge, far more
powerful than any Ramahan, it must be exceedingly strong. How was it possible? She shivered.

Perrnodt was trembling in her arms. Thefistful of serpents continued to edt into her aura, tearing great
rentsin it. Giyan conjured spell after spdll, but nothing in her formidable arsenal had any effect, and she
knew that if she wasto have any chance of saving the Druuge, she had to find out what happened.

Perrnodt. . . Perrnodt, what did you see when you looked through the opal? Did you find the
lost Ramahan?

Perrnodt stirred, and Giyan almost recoiled at the echo of the agony rending her.

| saw them, shesaid very faintly. But they are not lost.

Where are they, then?

Hidden. They have been hidden.

What has happened to them?

They set one upon the other. Those who would not obey were tortured, and when they had
given up their secrets they were given to be kitted to those who would obey in order to bind them,
as proof of their loyalty.

But thisis monstrous, Giyan said. Who would do such a thing? Who are they obeying?

The. . . Perrnodt writhed in her agony. The sauromicians.

Impossible. The sauromicians lack the power.

No longer.

What do you mean?

Tears of blood were leaking out of Perrnodt's eyes, and her head lolled. Clearly, she had faleninto a
kind of ddlirium. Giyan felt despair begin to overwhelm her. Perrnodt was dying. She could not alow that
to happen, and yet she was powerless. No Osoru spell was powerful enough to combat this pernicious
enchantment.

And then Giyan began to weep, for she knew that she was nat, in fact, helpless. There was one
weapon in her arsena that had a chance to save Perrnodt. But it was aweapon she had turned her back
on, aweapon she had vowed never to use. Her ability asaseer. She knew the path she would embark
upon if shewillingly choseto invoke it, because once she opened the psychic door there was no going
back; she would not be able to close it again. And, as history had proved, like as not what lay at the end
of the path was complete and utter madness.

Shewas shaking asif with an ague, but as she looked down into the agonized face of Perrnodt, she
knew she had no choice. If there was a chance to save the Druuge, she had to takeit.

And s0 she opened the psychic locks she had spent years constructing as her oracular abilities
clamored ever moreforcefully to be heard. Time dissolved into arain puddle from which ripples spread
outward from so many points a oncethat at first shewas dizzied and grew afraid. It was asif, sightless
from birth, she could suddenly see. At first, there was a sense of aterrifying randomness. And then, dl a
once, the new world made sense and was thus forever transformed.

She searched amid dl the skeins running thisway and that, finding Perrnodt's and following its many
convoluted branchings—for alife, any life, had agreat many possible futures—to the particular end she
sought. There she found Perrnodt's shriveled spirit unable to support lifein her physica body. Asshe
suspected, knowing how the Druuge might meet her end gave her aclue asto how to combat the spell.
She had very little time, she saw, before the process becameirreversible.

Perrnodt had not been killed by the sorcerous serpents eating away at her aura, but by a certain
xi-wraith. The serpents were but the advance guard, there to open the way so that the xi-wraith could



penetrate the auraand enter Perrnodt's spirit through Crooked Spring Gate.

Giyan had had experience with xi-wraiths because her training had made her intimately familiar with
the fifteen Spirit Gates that kept the body and mind healthy and free of evil intent. Each Spirit Gate was
susceptible to adifferent xi-wraith, which were created as psychic safeguards against any Ramahan
ganing too much power and upsetting the delicate bal ance between mae and femae members of the
order. Over the centuries, there were those who found ways not only to circumvent the xi-wraiths but to
corrupt them to use for their own purposes.

Giyan closed her eyes, went into Ayame, Osoru's deep trance-state. She fdlt jihe, the moment of
disconnection with her corporeal body, and then, as her Avatar, the great bird Ras Shamra, shewas
passing across the grey, white, and black landscape of Otherwhere.

In the distance, she saw, half-hidden behind the black line of jagged mountains, the dreaded shape of
the Eye of Ajba, Avatar of apowerful Kyofu sorcerer. From the corner of the Eye, she could see
dripping like atear the xi-wraith asit waited for its chance to infiltrate Perrnodt's aura. The presence of
the Eye of Ajbd was further proof—if any was needed—of the extent of the power that had formed
behind the Dark L eague.

She knew she had to work fast to defeat the xi-wraith before the Eye noticed her and turned its black
light in her direction. Sheflew directly at the xi-wraith and began to conjure Great Bell. This particular
xi-wraith ate truths, transforming them into lies. The clear, pure tone of Great Bell wasthe only way to
defedt it. The trouble was, she needed to get within ahundred meters of it in order for Great Bell to
work. Therisk wasthat the Eye of Ajba would spot her before she could complete the spell.

She dipped down, skimming just above the shadowless topography of Otherwhere. She found
thermal s there which she rode, keeping her avian form utterly still. She was perhaps three hundred meters
from the xi-wraith, which was now depending from the corner of the Eyelikeanicicle. Asshe neared i,
it began to take form: aglobular body, hairy as a skorpion-spider, from which amultitude of tentacles
protruded in a sudden fury of impatient questing. The xi-wraith scented the clearing path to Perrnodt's
Crooked Spring Gate.

Two hundred meters, and Giyan did not think she would makeit in time. She had to risk flapping her
wings, gaining the added speed. She arched them up and down, and again. One hundred fifty meters, and
now the Eye of Ajba seemed to blink and, in blinking, began to turnin her direction.

Giyan felt aflood of terror, and she pushed her Avatar to its very limits, flashing across the landscape.
The pupil of the Eye of Ajba opened, turning afiery hue asit set its Sghts on her. Giyan sensed the
onrushing peril and banked to the right as aflash of lambent energy sped by her. She banked again, this
timeto the left, fedling the scorch of the energy blast dl across her belly. The Eye wastrying to get her to
rise so that it could get aclear shot at her. Shehad to resist that at al costs.

Twenty metersto go and the third energy blast tumbled her over onto her back. Sherighted hersdlf,
flew right into another before she could regain her momentum. Rubble blew at her, striking pinionsand
breast. She flew through it, heading directly at the xi-wraith. Shewas close. Almost there. The Eye was
readying itsdlf for its most powerful blast, and she uttered the last words, completing the spell.

Great Bell's clear, plangent tone extended outward in waves. When the leading edge encountered the
xi-wraith, the tone changed, rising in pitch, echoing through Otherwhere. The xi-wraith gave alittle yip of
surprise and pain and shattered like a crystal goblet thrown against a shanstone wall.

The Eye of Ajba had turned directly into Giyan's path, tracking her, waiting to see which way she
would bank so it could burn her out of the ether. Instead, sheflew directly at it, her heart pounding
painfully in her breath. 1t grew to monstrous size and, thiscloseto it, she could seetiny evil thingslike
weevils or wyr-maggots crawling like veins across its convex surface.

Shefelt the gathering of its Kyofu power, the imminence of its attack, and sill sheflew oninacollison
course with the dilated pupil. The energy beam commenced to erupt from it, and Giyan entered Ayame,
inaningant letting go of her psychic sAf, removing hersdf from Otherwhere,

Shaken, she opened her eyes. Shewasin the Kdlsin the Abbey of Floating White; she was il
holding Perrnodt. Of the sorcerous serpents or the xi-wraith there were no sgns. She leaned over, kissed
the Druuge's clammy forehead. Pulse and breathing were returning to normal. Perrnodt was safe.



Now she conjured Earth Granary, enveloping them both in its hedling warmth. Her head throbbed and
her skin felt scorched where parts of her psychic being had been exposed to the near misses of the Eye
of Ajba's pernicious energy emissons.

It terrified her that the sauromicians had returned, backed by such power. Who or what could be
behind their rise? What horrific deal had they made in exchange for this newfound dominion? She
shuddered to think. She looked down into Perrnodt's pale and haggard face and her fists clenched. Why
hadn't Miinakilled the sauromicians when She had had a chance? And then she thought of Minnum and
was grateful that the Great Goddess had been merciful.

She returned her atention to Perrnodt, stroked her cheek, and murmured to her until the Druuge rose
into consciousness.

"Perrnodt, Perrnodt,” she whispered, as the Druuge's eyes opened. "Y ou are safe now. | have
destroyed the xi-wraith. Itisdl right.”

But then she saw Perrnodt's eyes, eerily pale, opagque as chakstone, and she knew it wasn't al right.

Perrnodt, what has happened?

| amblind, Giyan. Her psychic voicewasfrail and hdting. The Dark League has blinded me.

Dear Miina! Giyan cried. How is this possible?

They have. . . punished me.

Giyan bent over her. Through Earth Granary, she could sense that Perrnodt was till in shock. She
knew that she ought to wait to continue questioning her, but she could not stop hersaf. Why did they
punish you, Perrnodt? What was it they were so desperate to keep secret?

The source of their power. . . .

What is the source?

The Cthers. . . .

The Others? Giyan leaned closer. Who are the Others?

Abbey.

Giyan frowned. Abbey? Yes, you are back in Floating White.

No, no, no. ...

Perrnodt's mind was fading, dipping back into unconsciousnessin order to better try to heal the
psychic and physica traumato which it had been subjected.

Perrnodt. Perrnodt:. What do you mean? Where are our strayed Ra-mahan?

No, no no wo. ... Perrnodt's voice grew fainter, then ceased atogether.



5
Down in the Farm

Y ou should not have exposed him to me," Gul Aluf said. Nith Nassam was gartled. ™Y ou mean you

knew?' She turned from one of her biovats from which ten thousand thermionic filaments, circuits of
elementd particles suspended in water, emanated like hair from agiant's scalp. In the center of the vat
hung an adolescent V'ornn to which the filaments were attached. "What did you think you were up to?
Kurgan Stogggul caught aglimpse of me, of everything." "But he saw nothing, he understood nothing.”

All around them the degp hum of Gyrgon ion engines. They werein her fiery lab-orb in the Temple of
Mnemonics, the official one, the one known to every member of the Comradeship. The Crown of
Crestion, where the chosen V'ornn were genetically manipulated, bioengineered into Gyrgon.

Nith Nassam laughed. "It was ajoke.”

"A jokeyou say." Gul Aluf'sexpression told him that she was not amused.

"Of courseit wasajoke, and if you had asense of humor, you would seeit." He crossed hisarms
over hischest. "Kurgan Stogggul could have been one of us. He very well might have been, along with
Annon Ash-erg, save for Nith Batoxxx." He cocked his head. "If memory serves, you would have been
the assgned Breeder.”

"l amnot assigned to individuds,” Gul Aluf said hatly. "I choose my children.”

"|sthat what you Breeders call us?'

She turned her back on him, continuing with her work. ™Y ou should not even be here.”

"Andyet | an." Hewaited abeat. "I want your help."

"A foolish desre”

He spread his hands. "Why?'Y ou helped Nith Sahor.”

"Do not mention hisnameto me."

"That'sright. | remember now. It did not end well."

She adjusted a cluster of biowires, dipped twenty more into asteaming vat of enhanced engineered
electrolytes. "It never does.”

"1 need help extracting and deciphering datafrom Nith Batoxxx'slab-orb.”

She added the twenty to the others, inserting them one by one at key points. It waswork that
required agrest deal of concentration.

"Hewasyour child." Nith Nassam took astep toward her. "Y ou knew him better than any of us—his
quirks, his secrets, his methodology.”

"Do you redly think he confided in me?* She turned around, put her hands on her hips. "From thefirst
he was an anomaly. His brain kept transmuting. | dmost terminated his birth."

"Why didn't you?'

Shelooked at him for amoment, then turned away without answering. "Eventually, he found out. He
never forgave mefor it."

"Still, hewasyour child. Help save him. Only you can do it. If you help me, you can rehabilitate his
reputation.”

She stopped what she was doing. "Why are you so interested in what he was working on?"

He came around in front of her, the steaming bio vat between them. "Doesn't it concern you even a
little that a Kundalan archdaemon could take possession of him? Next time it might beyou or me. Ina
way, they collaborated—they must have—before Pyphoros took him over completely. If we can extract
hisfiles, if we can unrave the thread of his experiments, perhaps wewill find away to protect ourselves.”

Though he had avalid point, Gul Aluf was not fooled. He had another agenda, hidden and, therefore,
far more important. But what wasit? She knew there was only one way to find out, but for the moment



at least shewas reluctant to act onit.

"l will takeit under advisement,” she said coolly.

"Thank you."

"And next time, Nith Nassam, kindly ask permission before you enter my Breeding Field.”

See those squinty little eyes glowing in the dark?' Thigpen had hated them asthey had turned a
corner. The darkened corridor, dank, littered with sour smells and refuse, stretched away from them
without a soul to be seen. The sounds from Cthonne had faded away sometime ago. "There is a creature
dead ahead.”

"What isit?" Riane peered into the gloom.

"l don't know." Thigpen'steeth were bared, and her earswereflat againgt her head. "All | can tell you
isthat it hasavery nasty disposition.”

Eleanagave alow whigtle of five or six notes and aguttura growl ricocheted off the heavily stained
and chipped wdls.

"Y ou see?" Thigpen rose up on her four hind legs, her claws unshegthed.

"Cam yoursdlf." Eleanarubbed the place between the Rappas ears.

"Not now," Thigpen snapped.

Eleanalaughed, and cdled out, "Come here, Muzli, my little dar-ling."

They heard the skittering of claws and, again, that low, guttura growl, closer thistime. Thigpen bared
her teeth, snapping her jaws closed with an audible clash.

Eleana crouched down, her arm around Thigpen. "It'sdl right. | know him. Thereisno danger.”

Out of the gloom, they saw a sestapod appear. Its short, stubby legs ended in large curved claws and
itslong, flat head with amatching e ongated muzzle was distinctly reptilian. Its back, ridged with atriple
row of wicked-looking spikes, snaked back and forth. Itswaddling kind of walk seemed dmaost comical
until, &l at once, it shot toward them with astonishing speed.

It rushed right into Eleands chest, ducking its snout under her left arm while she rubbed its skull with
her knuckles.

"It'saclawen!" Thigpen criedindarm.

"Ah, Muzli, ah," she said, laughing. "It's been such along time | wondered whether you would
remember me."

The claiwen rolled its reddish eyesin gpparent ecstasy and wiggled its powerful-looking tail so that the
spikesonit trembled in ablur. Then it gave a hoarse bark and, dithering around, commenced to lead
them down the noisome corridor. They soon discovered an entire encampment, awarren of
one-chamber hovds, filthy, crammed with hollow-faced, sunken-eyed Kundalan, who stared at them
dully from their positions crouched in their open doorways.

"What isthisplace?' Riane said.

"It isknown asthe Black Farm.” Eleanamethodically followed the claiwen'stail. "It is home to those
beaten and broken by V'ornn torture. They can no longer work or be productive in any way, so they are
of no useto the V'ornn. Decades ago, they were swept out of the streets of Axis Tyr. The V'ornn have
logt track of them, but we have not."

"l never knew of the Black Farm's existence.”

"Few do, outside the Resistance and a handful of family members. Every week, adifferent cadre of
Resstance members delivers food and suppliesto these folk.”

Riane was struck by this. It reminded her of one of her chores when she had been an acolyte at the
Abbey of Floating White. Each month, food and supplies were ddlivered to the Ice Caves, amost
directly above the Rappa’s deep cavern homestead. They hel ped feed and clothe the castoffs,
undesirables, and petty criminals excised from Kundalan society, who lived high in the icebound reaches
of the Djenn Marre under crushing physical conditions. Among the Ramahan, it was considered an
onerous task—almogt a punishment—>but if she had not been assigned to it she never would have met
Thigpen, and so many aspects of her life would have been different.

It wasn't long before Muzli directed them into aside corridor that reeked of stde cooking, stae
bodies, fear, and exhaustion. The beast took up a position outside the doorway to achamber closeto the



far end.

"Thisway," Eleanasaid, leading them through the doorway.

The chamber was nest and clean, though as spare asaprison cell. A pae square of streetlight lit the
place through asmall window high up in aheavily sained wall. A warm glow and acomplex scent of
fragrant oils emanated from a Kundaan lamp of rubbed bronze. Benegath their feet was a carpet, sained
and threadbare, of Korrush design. On the carpet stood a stoop-shouldered figure, thin asanail.

"Sagjiiral" Eleanacried, and immediately threw herself into his opened arms.

"My child, my child!" Hisleathery face cracked open, and awide smiletumbled out. "I had lost track
of you, ashad al your friends." He kissed her on both cheeks. "They feared the worgt, but | had faith.”

"Faith, my eye." Eleanalaughed as she hdd him at arm'slength. "I would be very surprisedif you
haven't been following my progress every step of the way.”

"My dear, you know metoo well." He shook hishead. "In my line of work that can be dangerous,
you know."

"Just what isyour line of work?" Thigpen asked.

"By Miinasrobes," Sagiiraexclamed, "what isyour name, Rappa?'

Eleanaintroduced Riane and Thigpen.

Sagiiranodded. "Asto my line of work ..." He held up hisright hand. The sixth finger was black as
soil.

"A sauromician!" Riane exclamed.

Thigpen jumped back, her teeth bared. "We arein asauromician's lair. Eleana, why have you done
this?"

Sagiiraspread hishandswide. "Listen to me, Thigpen. If the regent became aware of my existence, he
would surely seek to incarcerate me. There, you hold my fate in your hands. He and his minions,
however, are the lesser of my concerns. If ever the Dark League should discover my whereabouts, it
would bethe end for me."

Thigpen, ears Hill flat to her head, was hardly mallified. "Onceasauromician ..."

Riane leaned down, ruffled her luxuriant coat, whispered, "Have you so soon forgotten Minnum?'

"The Rappa can beforgiven their little paranoias," Sagiirasaid. "They have been thevictims of terrible
persecution.”

Thigpen eyed him darkly. "Trying to suck up, are you?'

Sagiirasmiled indulgently. When they were al seated on the carpet, he poured them afruit-based
concoction from an earthenware jug. "Lately, the Dark League's focus has turned to one purpose.”
Handing chipped goblets around. "Banestones.”

"Why?" Riane asked.

Sagiirawatched them over thelip of hisgoblet. Hishead, narrow asaruler, was dominated by
amond-shaped eyes, suspended in liquid.

"Whatever hisanswer," Thigpen growled, "it cannot be good.”

"The Rappais correct. Somehow the Dark League has found the lost banestones—eight of them. The
ninth they are till searching for— desperately.”

"Miinasave usal." Thigpen'swhiskerswere twitching violently. "1 told Giyan. | warned her. But when
it comesto you, little dumpling, she is as overprotective as amother. Where's the sense of sparing you
the horrors of theworld, | say. Better by far to be prepared.”

Sagiirabrokeinto adry, brittle laugh. "My word, you are such apessmistic species.”

"Pessmism saveslives" Thigpen muttered. "My father used to say that, and he was right on the
mark."

"What do they mean to do with the nine banestones?' Riane was concentrating harder.

"Clearly, they mean to harness the energy of the ninth in order to increase their power. Difficult to
Speculate just how."

"But if we can stop them from acquiring the ninth banestone?”

"The harnessing cannot take place. Separately each banestoneis dangerous, but their energy makes
their effect unstable, impossible to predict. Putting the nine together focusestheir energy, stabilizesit.”



"Liketheweapon a ZaHara-at."

Sagiirawatching them over thelip of hisgoblet. "I never sad it was awegpon.”

"You didn't haveto.”

"Do you know where the ninth banestone is?* Eleana asked.

Sagiiralooked shriveled, worn, like the nub of an ancient writing implement. "1 know whereit was.
Buried in ZaHara-at and good riddanceto it, caused al manner of troubles. But now it'svanished. The
Dark League knowsthismuch, asdo I. | do not know who took it from Za Hara-at or where it is now.
Neither do they." Looked from one of hisvisitorsto the other. "To business, then. One does not need a
sauromician's skillsto know that you have come for help. What isit that you require?”

"A way into the cavern beneath the regent's palace,” Riane began. But before she could continue,
Muzli's deep-throated growl! brought her to silence.

Sagiiracocked hishead, listening to the very air that eddied around them. "Unwanted visitors."

"Khagggun?' Eleana asked.

"Yesand no." Sagiiraseyes closed for amoment, and they could see very rapid movement benegth
thin, blue lids. "The regent Stogggul and his Haaar-kyut satrap. They are coming thisway.” He stood.
"Quickly now, come. | will tell you what you need to know."

This isnot the safest place for you to be," the regent's Haaar-kyut satrap said.

"1 have spent the better part of the last year trying to hunt these fugitives down,” Kurgan Stogggul
growled. "They have outwitted my best Khagggun. Nothing you say will give me pause. | am going to
take care of them mysdf, Firs-Captain Kwenn."

"Still." Kwenn held at the end of astraining chain alarge, wire-haired wyr-hound. Helet it pokeits
ugly black snout into one miserable hove after another, snuffling at scents. He had his portableion
cannon at the ready. "One can never betoo careful.”

Kurgan appreciated Kwenn's gtrict attention to detail, though he could not admireit. To hisway of
thinking, tiny imaginations bred tiny thoughts.

"1 had no ideathere were so many Kundalan living like rat-molesin the bowels of the city.”

"Asfar as| can see" Kurgan said asthey pressed forward, "they are welcome to the bowels of this
backward city." Thewyr-hound left athin trail of salivawherever it went. "Who trainsthese things,
ayway?'

"A retired Khagggun named Tong, regent. He only breeds the best. They are exceptiondly loyd, you
know."

"Aslong asthey do their job."

"Oh, Unuwill find our quarry.”

"You name these things?' Kurgan wrinkled hisnose. "That isabit much, Kwenn."

"Dont you like animds, regent?'

"Not intheleast," Kurgan said. "I never can fathom what they are going to do next."

"Itisample, redly.” Kwenn went into agtinking cubicle on their right, while the wyr-hound terrified
the inhabitants. "They are not so different from us Khagggun,” he continued upon reemerging. " They
respond negatively to fear and aggression, postively to being rewarded, and they require strong
leadership.” He cocked his head as they made their way down the dank underground corridor. "On the
subject of strong leadership, regent, your choice of Star-Admird will anger many.”

"Those Khagggun, whoever they may be, are of no consequence, First-Captain Kwenn, for they shal
soon succumb to lin Mennus iron fist." Kurgan kept awary eye on the wyr-hound, whose snufflings he
found disgusting. "This change islong overdue. The Khagggun have become soft; they bicker anong
themsdlves. Their Bashkir desire for coinswill gain them only fat bellies™

"You areright, regent. Great Caste satusfor us was nothing more than a noble experiment.”

"It was not even that. It was an ill-considered deal brokered by my father to gain political control over

al Khagggun."



"Then you are wise to rescind the status.”

All a once, they stopped. The fur on the wyr-hound's collar stood up. Its ears had flattened, and its
long greenish teeth gnashed together. Kwenn pointed hision cannon down the corridor.

"Listento me." Therewas afierce and determined look in Kurgan's eyes. "Under no circumstances do
| want the fugitiveskilled. Do you understand me, First-Captain Kwenn?"

"Absolutdly, regent.” First-Captain Kwenn depressed the limiter icon on theion cannon. "I will hit
them with stun burgs”

At that moment, Kwenn was amost taken off hisfeet by the leap of the wyr-hound. "Herewe go!" he
said as he dropped the chain. At once, the wyr-hound bounded down the corridor on his powerful legs,
the two V'ornn right behind him. Kurgan drew awegpon, asmal but Iethal-looking push-dagger with a
dartlike blade that had been dipped in aNieobian paraysis gd. The corridor had sometime ago emptied
of its shambling residents, who were doubtless cowering at the backs of their mean little chambers.

Up ahead, Kurgan could see a creature, something long and sinuous, moving low to the ground. The
wyr-hound leapt upon the cregture, its jaws clashing, seeking to snap the creature's neck. The
creature—he was astonished to see that it was a claiwen—whipped its spiked tail around. The
wyr-hound screamed as the spikes buried themsdlvesin its muzzle and the Sde of itsskull. It dug its
clawsfiercely into the claiwen's side, but the tail whipped up and back again, and the wyr-hound was
thrown against thewall. Even asit bounced off, the claiwen opened its huge jaws and tore out the
wyr-hound's throat.

"Unu!" Kwenn cried, and, as the claiwen turned its bloody face toward them, fired off ablast from the
ion cannon that dropped the thing initstracks.

"Look!" Kurgan hissed.

Down the corridor raced three figures—two Kundalan and another kind of beast that Kurgan had
caught aglimpse of at Za Hara-at. They tore around a corner and disappeared as Kwenn, legping over
hisfallen wyr-hound, fired off another blast that madethe air szzle.

"Concentrate on the femae with the yellow hair," Kurgan said asheran easily at Kwenn'sside.

"L eave the dark-haired oneto me."

We should make dl haste for the under level Sagiiratold us about while we still have alead on them,”

Eleana said as she ran Side by sdewith Riane.

"That isjust what wewon't do,” Riane said. "Y ou heard that sound. The First-Captain is armed with
an ion cannon. He doesn't need to get close to bring us down." They whipped around another corner,
amogt tripping over ahdf-supine Kundalan just starting out of adoze.

"Then what do you suggest?'

They had reached a section of the underground warren that Sagiira had described to them. Here the
corridor opened up into akind of plazawith a succession of nooks and crannies created by massve
Structural columns supporting the buildings above. The plazawas entirely deserted. All was silence, save
for the occasiond creek of the massve stone underflooring above their heads.

"We dtay right here," Riane said.

"What?" Eleanalooked around. "And wait for them to come upon us?"

"Yes" Rianesad. "Exactly s0."

She directed Eleana and Thigpen into niches a bit farther back in the plaza. Then she chose one
hersdlf, closer to where their pursuerswould arrive.

"Say nothing," she whispered. "No matter what happens, keep absolutely quiet.”

Eleana, setting her back against the cold stone column, watched Riane close her eyes. Her lips moved
dightly, and amoment later Eleanafelt overcome by adight dizziness. She blinked. It seemed to her asif
they were underwater. She thought she could detect ripples emanating from Riane, as of a stone thrown
into alake, spirding out to encompass the entire plaza. She had been witness to Flowering Wand once
before. It was a powerful spdll, rendering those within it invisible. Its drawback wasthat it had a short



duration.

Now her thoughts turned el sawhere as her ear detected the pounding of V'ornn boot soles, and into
the plaza burst the regent and his Haaar-kyut First-Captain. She possessed a hedlthy fear of Khagggun.
She knew better than most their ferocity and relentless cruelty. But it was the sight of Kurgan Stogggul
that make her heart turn over in terror. It was he who had raped her, he who had buried his seed degp in
her womb, he who was the father of Sahor, the child she had borne, a child who would have died
without the intervention of the Gyrgon Nith Sahor. Now Nith Sahor dwelt within her child, using Gyrgon
technomagic to age him from infant to sixteen-year-old in amatter of days.

Her mind was filled with Sahor as she watched Kurgan's clever pirate eyes scan the plaza. She
wished that Sahor had not gone to the Museum of False Memory to becomeits new curator while
Minnum stayed on to explore Za Hara-at. She wished that the war was over. She wished to be with her
child and with Riane, whom sheloved more than lifeitself. But here she was, degp underground, with
nowhere to run, confronting the one V'ornn she never wished to see again.

AsKurgan waked dowly and carefully through the plaza, she fdlt aloathing that was closeto
revulson. The sight of him brought up that beautiful sun-dappled day when she had stupidly stopped at
her favorite creek to bathe after completing her act of sabotage against the Khagggun in Axis Tyr. That
was when he had spied her and, coming upon her by surprise, had taken her by force. Abruptly, her
nostrilswerefilled with hisrutting scent. She fdt hisrough hands digging into her flesh, his crushing weight
on top of her. In her ears his bresth panted out hislust.

Tearsfilled her eyes, and hisimage swvam before her.

"Unuisdead. | will kill them al now."

Kurgan whirled to confront his Haaar-kyut. Y ou will do as| havetold you, Kwenn, and help me
capturethem.”

Their voices cameto her asadrifted cloud, dightly muffled, partialy distorted by the spell.

"Unuwas my favorite." Firg-Cgptain Kwenn swung the muzzle of hision cannon thisway and that.
"How many nights| dept with him as| trained him."

"If you harm themin any way—"

"They are Kunddan. They deserveto die”

"That isnot for you to say, First-Captain.” Kurgan took a step toward him. "If you harm Riane or
Eleana, | will kill you mysdif. Isthat clear enough?”

"Yes, regent.”" Kwenn nodded. "Of course. My apologies.”

"When we return to the palace | will procure for you another wyr-hound. Right now, though, we have
fugitivesto find." Kurgan pointed. "Y ou teketheright side, | will take the left.”

He knew her name! Eleana, shaken, saw the Haaar-kyut move off toward where Riane stood. She
held her breath as Kurgan Stogggul advanced in her direction. He worked methodically and thoroughly,
peering into each nook and cranny, looking for adoor or escape hatch. All too soon, he was less than an
arm'slength from where she siood. Though she knew he could not see her, still she had pressed hersdlf
agang the sone asif she could sink into it, vanish for redl.

How did he know her name?

He was s0 close she could smdll him now, and she gave atiny involuntary gasp. At once, his head
came around, and he stared right at her. His black eyes searched the shadows within which she was
secreted. His nogtrilsflared, and his eyesflicked back and forth. His hand came up, hisfingertips
touching the stone beside her cheek.

He could only know her name one way—he had been spying on them in ZaHara-at! What €lse had
he learned? She feared for Riane.

Locked in proximity with him, Eleanafelt asif she were suffocating. She could sense the malevolence
emanating from him. Felt his overweening ambition, hislust for conquest. And something else that
threatened to turn her bones to water—the extraordinary force of his desire. She commenced to tremble,
for she knew with every cedll of her being that this desire was aimed at her.



Ri ane had heard Eleanas gasp and how it had instantly drawn Kurgan's attention. Looking at the

intense expression on hisface, she wondered whether he somehow suspected that Eleanawas there. She
had been stunned to discover that he knew Eleanas name, and she, too, had cometo the inevitable
conclusion that he had not disappeared from ZaHara-at as quickly asit had at first seemed. Then she
reslized what must actualy be happening—H owering Wand was beginning to dissipate. They had only
moments before the spell was gone, leaving them visible and vulnerable to the V'ornn. She had to use her
advantage before it vanished atogether.

Kwenn had just passed her when she stepped out of her niche and dammed her forearm into the back
of his neck. He pitched forward, hisforehead striking the stonewall. Riane jammed her boot into the
back of hisright knee and, as he buckled, snatched the ion cannon out of his grasp.

The small sounds of the scuffle had caused Kurgan to cease his scrutiny of the place where Eleana
was hiding. Heturned, the point of his push-dagger coming up, when Riane fired anion burst into his
chest. He flew backward, crashing to the floor, insensate.

"Come on!" Riane cried as she led the way out of the far side of the plaza.

Sornnn Sarrryn returned to Axis Tyr to find it dull as dishwater. He knew he should have been pumped

up by the prestige and power that went with being Prime Factor, but dl he could muster was indifference.
Within twenty-four hours of listening to Bashkir business disputes, hefelt asif he had been incarcerated in
the Forum of Adjudication for twenty-four years. He found the invidious accusations of hisfellow Bashkir
amost asrisible astheir prevarications. Owing to his absence, the backlog of adjudicationswas
formidable, the Forum's session interminable, the recesses, though brief, hisonly solace.

His mind wasfilled with the kal eidoscopic Korrush, with brooding Za Hara-at, with the portent of
war, and with his disquieting conversation with Nasaga. And he could not help but wonder how Minnum
was getting aong without him. He missed thelittle sauromician, but not as much as he missed Marethyn.
Helonged for her as onelongsfor food, for breath. She had, in short, become an essentiad part of hislife,
and he could not now liveit happily without her.

Hewas briefly pulled out of his misery by Raan Tdlus. He was the solicitor-generd, aclever and
powerful Bashkir, who was now administering the Asherafamily business. Cool-eyed, dark-skinned,
clearheaded. Loved agood verba sparring match. In short, since he was at the center of adispute
involving not only an emperor's ransom of coinage but also of intellectud property heinssted belonged
solely to the Ashera, he brought asingle spark of interest to Sornnn'slife. Sornnn watched in concedled
amusement the ease with which he demolished the opposing Bashkir's arguments while at the sametime
scoring hisown points. It wasimpossible not to be impressed. On the other hand, the matter wasfar
from the open-and-shut case he would have Sornnn believe, and eventudly Sornnn fell back into the
prison that hislife had become.

Mercifully, the session could not go on forever, and when at last time won him histemporary respite,
he roamed the packed streets, restlessy moving from place to place. He walked the entire length of
Divination Street just 0 he could pass Marethyn's atelier. Shuttered now, it had asad air of
abandonment that sent him straight to Gamuit, the cafe where they used to meet in secret, but insdethe
sense of her was S0 pa pable he was forced to leave before he could finish his drink. Divination Street
brought him in close proximity with the subterranean club, Cthonne. He went there after midnight, but
amid the gyrating throng he could find none of his Resistance contacts.

He went next to the umbilical of the vast al-night spice market, to Spice Jaxx's, where he most often
met Mgjjaand Basse, the Res stance members to whom he had introduced Marethyn. They were not
there, and the Resi stance he did find were from different cells, and so knew nothing of them, or of her.
That was frustrating but perfectly normd, the way the Resistance was required to work. Still, he could
not help feding that fate was mocking him. How could Marethyn smply fall off the map?

The next day, during an hour's break—a wel come respite from Raan Talus endless oration filled with



gaaxies of witnesses, affidavit-crystals, case-law precedents—he went to see Tong.

Tong was hisfather's oldest friend, an ancient and war-torn Kha-gggun, who had chosen retirement
rather than having his many-times-broken bones rehabilitated once more by the Genomatekks. Now he
raised wyr-hounds and led a quiet, unremarkablelife.

Tong had hiskennelsin the Northern Quarter, arough areafor Kha-gggun, seeing how it was
populated mostly by the perpetually angry Mesagggun. But there were Looorm, too, which, Sornnn
supposed, was why Tong was there in thefirst place. He had never mated; asfar as Sornnn knew, he
had no children.

It was Tong who had helped Sornnn's father set up the traffic routes to and from the Korrush. Routes
unknown or little guarded by the Khagggun so Hadinnn SaTrryn could move more than spice when he
needed to.

Tong was Sornnn's last resort in finding out news of Marethyn, but he was soon to rue hisdecison to
comethere.

"My friend, I'm &fraid | have some bad news."

Sornnn felt abuzzing in his head, and he sat down in achair Tong provided for him. Wyr-hound pups
nipped at hislegs, begging for attention.

Tong picked one up and set him down in Sornnn's lap, where Sornnn immediately began to stroke his
till-soft fur. The pup licked hisfingers.

"What's hgppened?' Sornnn said in afaint voice. "Tell me straight out.”

Tong sighed. He had been a massive Khagggun once, but age and the disabilities he choseto live with
had whittled him down. His skin, grey-tinged asthe day, lay over atrophied musclesin thick folds. All the
deep copper color seemed to have been lost on the many battlefields he had |eft behind. He still had a
keen eye, though, and ataste for the Looorm he'd bedded in brief bouts between battles.

"Ah, Sornnn, thereis no good way to say this." He poured Sornnn ashot of fire-grade numaaadis.
"The cell Marethyn joined was ambushed whilethey lay in wait for aconvoy of Khagggun war materid.”

The cup dipped from Sornnn's nerveless fingers. He fdlt his ssomach clench, hisgorgerisng. A great
black wall seemed to beriging, obliterating everything inits path. Dimly, he was avare of Tong pouring
him another drink, urging him to swallow it. But when he did he choked, spewed the numaaadis onto the
ground, where the dogs greedily lapped it up. Dimly, he heard someone saying, ™Y our source must be
mistaken. | don't believeit." Eventualy, he recognized his own voice. Hisvison blurred with tears.
Marethyn gone. It could not be. He thought of their love, their time together, so precious, so short. He
heard her laugh, the rustle of her clothes, the luster of her bare flesh. The scent of her! How deeply he
breathed in her presence. Hisbest friend, hislover, hislife. How would he survive without her? He
uttered alow moan.

Tong was patient. When he judged Sornnn ready, he went on. "From what | have learned the cell was
st up.”" Hetook the empty tumbler from Sornnn, but when he went to refill it Sornnn shook his head
sharply. "They walked right into the trap.”

Sornnn felt his hearts congtrict, and he cried out her name. " Surely some of them had to survive," he
sadinadrangled voice.

"None have been reported anywhere. And that convoy disappeared aswdll. If it'sany consolation, it
was adisagter for both sides.” Tong's eyes were very sad. "My friend, isthere anything | can do?"

Sornnn shook his head. The sweet bam of shock had for the moment removed him from everyone
and everything. In hismind he danced with Marethyn, and she spoketo him of dl theintimate things he
longed to hear. Never her touch, never her voice. Never again. The thought was too final to make sense.
In aflood, the bitter tears came, overwhelming him.

Tong took the pup as Sornnn stood up.

"1 should go now." Hefelt dizzy and strangely light-headed, certain that at any moment he would
awaketofind thisdl just aterrible nightmare. "My work iswaiting.”

"Klagh." It wasthewors of the Kradlian curses, aharsh and guttura sound befitting its ugly
sentiment. "' Stay here until you fed yoursdf again.”

Sornnn did not think that he would ever fed himsalf again. Besides, his nervesfdt rubbed raw. To



look at even one sympathetic face that knew what he knew, that felt his pain, seemed intolerable.

He threw himsdlf into hisrole as Prime Fector, but dl the whileit seemed fase, two-dimensiond, asif
he were watching a crysta-vid of someone dsgslife. Nothing was redl, nothing mattered without her. A
veil had descended over the world, isolating him; he moved through hislife like an automaton, functioning
without fedling. He looked into the mirror and no longer recognized the face. By night he wandered the
dtreets, dipped through crowds, pinched his face to make certain he was il there. He was not
reassured. By day he was assaulted by dick-talking representatives of Bashkir familiesjabbering on
about the growing Kundalan labor shortage, the need for dave labor would explode as soon as ground
was broken in ZaHara-at and work in the lortan mines quickly brought on a pernicious lung disease;
how to get in on the coming building bonanza at Za Hara-at; the usuad Smmering resentment toward
Asheraentitlement, their monopoly of the sdlamuuun trade, their mgor investment—aong with the
Stogggul—in ZaHara-at. An overdl theme gpparent to even sunken Sornnn: aground-swell of curiogity
and interest in the rebuilding of the ancient city. Every family, it seemed, wanted to participate. They
could smell the coinage accruing. Sornnn could not recall this degree of anticipation among the Bashkir.
Their fluttery excitement, like Tuskugggun on their way to aparty, only served to depress him further.
The thought of a concerted Bashkir commercid push into the Korrush made him want to scream.

That wasdl on theingde. On the outside, he smiled politely, listening to their arguments, rebutting
when need be. He got caught up in awhirlpoal of linguistics, semantics, staid and static logic, precedents,
the emotiond pushing and shoving for favorable rulings. Cross-talk voices, raised in anger, lowered in
seduction. He interfaced with so many they became ablur, the blur becameapainin hishead, closing
one eye, avein throbbing excessvely in hisskull. Bludgeoning him to a Genomatekk. Perhaps| am
dying, hethought as he sat, waiting. That would be fitting.

Marethyn was dead, and it was his fault. He had brought her into his secret world, had wanted to
share everything with her. Lacked the strength to keep her at arm's length, to be friends. It wastoo heavy
apriceto pay to keep that wall between them as he did with everyone el se. With her, he had wanted it
al, had believed that hewasin control of everything, and now she had paid the ultimate price.

Not athing wrong, the Genomatekk assured him after the half hour of inscrutable diagnostics. Nothing
organic, that is. He knew what was wrong, as he drove himsdf back into the desolation of hislife. The
pain wasloss. The losswas Marethyn.

And at the end of another long and gruding adjudicating session, to which he could see no point, he
was too despairing to go home. Everywhere e se reminded him of her. So he hauled himself acrossthe
dreet to the nearest cafe, ahole caled, of dl things, Alloy Fist. Its depressing chronosted interior
matched his mood perfectly. Thelivid blue lighting made everyone look half-dead. That too was gpt. He
saw that it most of its habitues were grim-faced Khagggun from the nearby barracks. Perfect.

At the bar, he pulled up astool and ordered adrink. After thefirst one, hefelt even worse, if that
were possible. But after the fourth, he couldn't see much reason to leave.

Rekkk, | think sheisdying," Giyan said. She held Perrnodt in her arms. The Druuge was as pale asthe

snowbanks outside. "1 saved her from the xi-wraith, but now . . . now sheisfading again. | cannot
determine what has damaged her so saverely, and | cannot find aspdll to bring her back.”

They, dong with Konaralnggres, were in the abbey'sinfirmary. Enfegbled grey light lay gasping
againg the windows, areflection of the fogbound twilight that had enrobed the ridge on which the abbey
sat. It was so thick it completely absorbed the lights of the nearby village of Stone Border. Even the
upper reaches of the abbey's nine dender minarets were lost to view.

"Perhaps| can help,” the Nawatir said. He undipped hislong cloak and wrapped Perrnodt init. As
they watched, it molded itself to her body. At the sametime, its edges began to flutter asif inawind.
Perrnodt sighed.

"Rekkk, what is happening?’

"l am 4ill learning about the cloak," he admitted. "What | do know isthat it is composed of a materid



not found on Kundala. It was spun by the Dragons and, therefore, hasin its warp and weft a part of their
will, their power. It is both awegpon and a defense, though | have yet to discover the extent of its uses.”
He gently took Perrnodt out of Gi-yan's embrace and put her on the bed. "Nevertheless, | believe the
cloak will heal her." Helooked at Konaralnggres. "If you will be so good asto have one of your
Ramahan watch over her, | think we should leave her. Unless| miss my guess, her recovery will take
ometime.”



6
Scent of Bitterroot

What isthis?" Marethyn Stogggul, holding the glistening dark brown cube in front of her nose. "Braised

bitterroot.” Mgjawaslaughing. "1 am willing to wager you never thought you would be eating such basic
Kundaan food." The Resistance fighter used aworn wooden ladleto fill her blackened wood bowl from
the small cauldron that hung above the crackling fire. Hunkered down beside Marethyn, she began to eat
her midday med. "It smellsworsethan it tastes, believe me.”

Marethyn, long of body, regal efface, an amagam of coal intelligence and burning sensudity, took a
bite, and was surprised. As Magjjahad said, the acrid, amost rank odor did not trandate into the taste,
which was mild and not unpleasant. Furthermore, the braising had imparted to the tuber arich, creamy
texture that was dmost luxurious.

"Not bad,” she said, and the two females laughed together.

Ever snce Marethyn had decided to join the Resistance by helping to hijack a convoy of new
K hagggun weapons, she had been embraced by them despite the fact that she was aV'ornn Tuskugggun.
That was doubtless because she had shown both initiative and courage when the group had been
ambushed, losing dl but three of their number, including their leader, Kasstna. He was the only one
Marethyn did not mourn. He had distrusted her from the beginning, and had made her life with the
Res stance miserable, shouting down any suggestions she had, ordering her to perform the most menia
and humiliating tasks, including clearing out the camp's offal.

It had been Marethyn who had taken Mgjjaand the male Basse with her as she had boarded the
hoverpod, guiding it away from the battle. They had directed her northwest, flying higher into the Djenn
Marre, then due west, over the extreme northwestern triangle of the dense Borobodur forest to agreat
whitish dab of rock known as Recelve Tears Ridge. It offered breathtaking views that trandated, in
Resistance terms, into a great tactica advantage. From it, one could see south into the forest, west to the
Three Fish River, and northwest to the waterfal of Little Rushing. At their backs, to the north and
northesst, rose the high ragged tors of the Djenn Marre, brooding amidst constantly fulminating clouds.
Thewindswere high, chill, and, at times, pierced through even the thickest fur. Still, they were safe there.

Theridge was misty both at dawn and toward sunset, but at noon the sky overhead was
sun-burnished. For a Tuskugggun from the Axis Tyr lowlands, the clarity of the light was extraordinary,
especidly if that Tuskugggun was an arti<t.

"We are safe here, if Kundalan can ever be said to be safe from Khagggun packs,” Gerwa, the
Resistance cell leader said, just after they had arrived. He had greeted Majja and Basse and the contents
of the convoy with exultation. Asto Marethyn, his reception had been, if not hostile, than decidedly
muted.

"After dl," he had said, "you are the enemy. Everything you do or say here will be scrutinized, amatter
of suspicion.”

"Y ou do not owe me an explanation,” she had said asthey had shared aflagon of steaming ludd-wine,
mulled with unfamiliar soices.

"l do owe you that much for the cache of V'ornn weapons you have brought us." Dark eyes and thin,
paelipsin arather narrow face lent him asinister cast. "But, quite frankly, until | am comfortable with
your motivation for joining us you cannot expect to befully trusted.”

"l understand completely. It will be alearning experience,” she said, "for both of us”

That particular conversation was dready several weeks past, and Marethyn's place in the cell was
becoming more readily defined. For one thing, she had gained some respect for Gerwawho, unlike the



brutish and hotheaded Kasstha, commanded through cleverness, not intimidation.

He had refrained from ordering her to do the menid tasksthat had been her lot before, but
occasiondly she volunteered for such chores. Asareward, she supposed, Gerwa had assigned her to
severd recon forays, looking for the myriad Khagggun pairs embedded within the surrounding terrain, put
there by Deck-Admird lin Mennusin order to ambush unwary Resistance members. Though they did not
stray more than five kilometers from the ridge, and though she wasfairly certain that Gerwa had assigned
adifferent Res stance fighter each time to keep an eye on her, she was grateful for the missons, during
which her mind was engaged and her muscles were taxed.

The fire cracked and sparked, protesting awicked gust of wind, and the cauldron in its midst rocked
alittle, creaking like an ancient Kundalan. Maja, hard and lean, black of eye and hair, in peaceful times,
might have had nothing more on her mind than which boy to favor. Now rage and a surfeit of hormones
fueled her, but war and misery had combined to make her akiller. Unlikely asit might seem, she and
Mar-ethyn had become friends; that, too, aproduct of war.

"Y ou eat hitterroot like atrue Kundaan," Mgjasaid. "Too bad Kas-stha cannot see you now."

"Kasstna hated me for who | am,” Marethyn pointed out. "What | did or said wasirrelevant.”

"Good riddanceto him," Mgjasad. "Basse and | spoke often of hisinability to lead us successfully.
His hatred dictated every decison he made; it often clouded hisjudgment.”

Shelighted alaaga stick, and for atime they smoked in companionable silence, passing it back and
forth between them. Marethyn was thinking of Sornnn. She missed him terribly. At night, she dreamed
shelay in hisarms, felt the caress of his hands on her body, the flutter of hislipson hers, and shewould
awake with her cheeks wet with tears. During the day, she did not cry for him; she had more pressing
matters on her mind. Often, though, in the languorous moments before deep swept her away, she had
tried to figure away to send him amessage. Too dangerous, not only for herself but for her compatriots.
She had their welfare to consider, aswell.

The bronze sun beat down, but to the north clouds built against the towering citade of the Djenn
Marre, and thunder commenced to rumblein the far distance, echoing through the ice-gripped interstices
between the mountains. The air wasturning bitter, a certain harbinger, she had learned, of snow.

They broke off smoking the laaga stick as Gerwa approached them. With a pinched face, unkempt
hair and a clenched disposition, product of worry and a sour ssomach, he wore thick grey-black furs
over hisleggings and cor-hide jerkin that stank of smoke and sweat.

Marethyn eyed him warily. "It seemsto me that the cache we brought him has become something of a
two-edged sword.”

Majjanodded. "This cdll has now become the envy of every other, and it is Gerwa's responsibility to
see that the weapons we stole are given into the strongest and most capable hands. That has made him
enemiesaswel| asdlies”

Gerwa sguatted down. "Do not stop on my account.” He took the laaga stick between hislips,
inhaling deeply. When no one replied, he shrugged. "The two of you are on patrol. Southwest quadrant.
Medda has dl the details." He stood and ground the remainder of the laaga stick benesth hished ashe
released in ahissthe last of the smoke.

"Make sure your wegpons are fully charged. Y ou leave at once."

They found Medda and three others at the supply tent.

"We are headed down the southwest dope of theridge." Meddawas charging hision cannon. "It is
the steepest of the descents and the weether is not likely to cooperate. Have acare, dl of you." Then he
turned to Mgja, and said under his breath, "We are taking Kin, Gerwa's younger brother. Heisvery
young and green around the gills. Kegp an eyeon him,”

Marethyn was standing right beside her friend but Medda did not address her at dll.

He turned and led them out of the camp and down off Receive Tears Ridge. Thetop, white as
bleached bone, was entirdly different from the Sdes. It was asif agreet skull had been partially heaved
up from thefiery core of Kundaa, its upper cranium exposed and scoured by the ages.

As Medda had told them, the southwest descent was exceptionaly steep. They were obliged at times
to hold on to the whiplike trunks of immature Marre pines huddled in patches on the stony Sope.



Snow did not come but, worse, deet, which made the footing even more treacherous than it normally
would be. Often, they had no choice but to dide on their backsides as a precaution againgt pitching
headlong into the gathering gloom.

Marethyn was entirdly cam. In fact, sheloved being lost within the Marre pines. Their dender trunks
once again conjured up the dfin forms she had imagined when as a child her grandmother Tettse had
taken her into the forests to paint. Therich, resinous scent they exuded recaled long, golden afternoons
during which she and Tettsie had had the most fascinating discussions on whether form followed function
or function followed form. Asabudding artist, those kinds of ontologica questions helped her grope
toward her own theories of shape and color that brought life to her canvases.

For the moment at least, the deet let up, leaving evening to frost the sky. For most of their descent
they had cleaved to the edge of the precipitous dope, but now Medda took them almost due west,
acrossthe dopesfacein agently descending arc. Possibly he had received intelligence from another
group just back from their patrol. In any event, he gave the clear impression that he knew where he was
gang.

There, out of the biting northeast wind, the stands of Marre pines were higher and sturdier; thicker, as
well, because they were joined by the more ddlicate kudllo-firs, whose long, lacy needles dipped and
rose to the dance of their supple branches.

Their pace dowed, and by then Marethyn was certain that Medda had a destination in mind. The deet
had matted down the needles, icing them in patches. In this pitched terrain, knobby with root knees, it
would be easy to break aleg. Unobtrusively, she worked her way until she was directly behind Kin. Just
aswell, because she had to snatch him up by the scruff of his neck when he skidded on a patch of
icy-crusted leaves.

Thewind shifted and, for amoment, it wasin their faces. Marethyn scented something through the
thick pine resn—thetelltale scent of hyperexcited ions. Quickly, she reached Medda's sde and
whisperedin hisear.

At once, he hunkered down with her as he waved the othersto do likewise.

"Khagggun straight ahead? Are you sure?' he whispered. "Absolutdly.”

"My information isthat if we move directly through here and turn south, we will have their backs.”

She could tdll that he did not quite believe her. What if she were ddliberately leading them into atrap?

"Either your intelligenceiswrong,” she said, "or the Khagggun alowed themsalves to be seen, then
moved so asto catch us."

He looked off into the dripping forest, then back to her. "Unfortunately, thereisno way to be sure
until itistoo late.” "Thereisoneway,” she sad.

He waited for amoment, judging her, judging the moment. " Send me to flush out the Khagggun.”
"What?"

"1 am Tuskugggun. They will neither expect me nor immediatdly fire on me. But they will show
themsdalves, then you will have them.”

Shook hishead. "Too risky. Y ou know the location of our encampment.”

"Shadow me through the woods. Stay close enough so that you can be certain | do not betray you.
Kill meif | do."

He put his back againgt the bole of akuello-fir asif to think it through. She knew hewould agree. Her
plan had no downside. Even as she was thinking this, he nodded. He put hision cannon at the ready, and
the rest of the party followed suit. Marethyn handed him her weapon, rose, and began to walk forward
with aslittle stedlth as possible. She wanted the Khagggun to hear her coming. In fact, it was essentid she
not surprise them atogether, for then, she suspected, with their hair-trigger fingers, they would shoot and
ask questions later.

She made her way through the trees, trying to avoid the dickest patches of iced Marre pine needles.
She could not hear Medda behind her, but she knew he wasthere, hision cannon aimed at the middle of
her back. With her artist's sengbilities, the maze of the forest resolved itsdf into light and shadow, texture
and color, forming a pattern through which she could see herself moving. It il quite astonished her that
her ability to see, collate, and transform what she saw into art was of such vita useto her in her new life



asawarior.

The walft of hyperexcited ions grew vaguer as the wind dissipated the discharge. Nevertheless, she
followed her nose, here and there cracking a dead twig or rotted branch underfoot. Up ahead, in the last
of the slverish light, she saw asmdl clearing, anatura place for aband of weary Resistancefightersto
rest. Without breaking stride, she broke out of the tree line and began to crossit. The place between her
shoulder blades began to itch as sheimagined ion cannons being aimed at her. She paused, turning in this
direction and that, asif she had lost her way. What shewas, in fact, doing was giving the Khagggun a
good look at her face.

She heard a sound then, and froze, alook of fear stitched to her face.

A metdlic voice broke through the trees, "What is a Tuskugggun doing out here?"

"Who isthere?' shecried. "If it isResstance, know that | am Marethyn Stogggul, the regent'ssister. If
you harm me, hewill destroy you and your families.”

A harsh laugh echoed, and she squinted. She could make out a shape moving slently through the
trees, then another.

"Ligten to the Tuskugggun!" Thefirg of the Khagggun entered the smdl clearing, aiming an ion cannon
at her chest. He, like his companion, was wearing specially designed aloy armor that blended in with the
forest. She had seen such armor displayed in the shop windows of Axis Tyr but thiswas her first look at
itinthefidd. "Theregent'ssgter, she says”

The second Khagggun appeared, atowering specimen with shoulderslike awater buttren. "By Enlil's
tender parts, what a beauty sheisl" He wasted no time, striding to where she stood and peering into her
face. "You know, | think she istheregent'ssgter.”

"N'Luuuratakeit!" thefirgt one cried. "Why is she here?"

"l was captured by Resistance," Marethyn said in her best breathless voice. "' waited until they dept,
then | overpowered my guard and snesked out of their camp. | have been walking al day."

"Y ou hear that? She got the best of her guard.” The big one's hands roamed over her shoulders and
biceps. "Yes, | can bdievethat." Then he cupped her large breasts. Y ou will be grateful that we are here
to protect you."

"And escort you back to our base," thefirst one said, "where a hov-erpod will take you back to Axis
Tyr."

"Theregent will reward us." His huge hands were wandering far afield. "Aswill you, Marethyn
Stogggul, for we are your deliverance from the torture that otherwise would have been your fate.”

Thefirgt one grinned. "Y ou will show usthelocation of their camp.”

"But later." The towering Khagggun backed her againgt atree. "In the dead of night." He moved his
hips suggestively againg her. "When al are adegp and unsuspecting.” He held her head in hishands, his
lipscloseto hers. "But now, here, it will bejust us, amoment of—"

His head dammed againgt hers with a sudden crack that made her start, and all at once shewas
covered in blood. The Khagggun staggered, and she kneed him in his swollen tender parts. He groaned,
sank to his knees, and she stepped out of hisgrasp. The smaller Khagggun was spraying the woods with
ionfire. An ingtant later, he was struck from two sides at once and, headless, collapsed where he stood.

Marethyn's companions broke out of their hiding places, and were making their cautious way toward
her. Marethyn went to meet them, but was abruptly jerked off her feet. The huge Khagggun had gripped
her ankle. Before she had a chance to recover, he began to crawl over her. He had sustained a hideous
head wound and was blind in one eye, but his good eye, red and swollen, glowered at her with such rage
and hatred it nearly froze her blood.

She twisted and saw Kin running toward her. But from her vantage point, she saw the green glint of an
ion cannon low to the ground like her. All the Res stance members were in the clearing. The huge
Khagggun grasped her, bellowing in pain and anger. She spotted hision cannon, but it wastoo far out of
reach. Twisting back, she dug her thumb into hisruined eye. As he spasmed, he drew hision pistol from
itship holster.

She groaned at the sudden flare of pain in her sde. The huge Khagggun punched her again. Tears
cameto her eyes. Then Kin appeared, dammed the butt end of hision cannon into the Khagggun's face.



The Khagggun, grinding histeeth in pain and fury, drew Marethyn closer toward him. His burly forearm
dithered across her throat, cutting off her windpipe.

"Back off, child," he growled. "Back off, or shedies.”

Kinamed. Asif hearing asound, hiseyes cut quickly to theleft.

Focused again on Marethyn and the Khagggun, he lowered his wegpon and took a step back.

The Khagggun grinned through bloody teeth. "That's the good boy." Medda, crouched to their | €ft,
fired hision cannon and blew a hole the size of aqwawd egg in the Khagggun's head.

\Mat you mustn't do, Sagiirahad told them, is attempt to enter the cavern by any of the known

escape routes.
Riane, Eleana, and Thigpen crouched in the stifling darkness of the tunndl. They smeled the richness

of the earth and the bitter tang of meta. Small scurryings suggested ghostly voices whispering into hidden
corners.

It is unclear whether Kurgan Sogggul has knowledge of these routes, but what is certainis
that he has embarked on a campaign to find and booby-trap all of them.

Riane caused the Vel of aThousand Tearsto emit aglow, and by itslight they crawled forward in the
cramped space. Riane and Eleanawere on elbows and knees. Thigpen had retracted her claws so as not
to make any noise. Now and again, Riane could fed thetickle of the Rappa's |long whiskers or the soft
brush of her luxuriant fur.

Therefore, the safest way for you to gain accessis through the regent's palace itself.

In the smells that now and again wafted their way, Riane could sense glimpses of Annon'sold life. By
the faded scent of star-roses, which infused the soil around the plant roots even after they had been
ripped out, she knew they were traversing a span that ran benegth Eleusis Asheras beloved garden. Not
long after, they cameto afork, and, as Sagiira had advised them, headed | ft.

They had been reluctant to leave Muzli without knowing whether he was dive or dead, especidly
Eleana, to whom he had long ago endeared himself. But they had had no choice, and, as Thigpen pointed
out, if, in fact, the beast had been killed in trying to buy them time, the very worst thing they could do
would be to make his sacrifice meaningless.

The sweet-sour stink of illness and bodily decay followed them down the corridor. Eleana had been
weeping, but soon dried her eyes as sheforced her practical warrior Sde to the fore. They were moving
S0 fadt, they had overshot the small dimly lit branch corridor to their right. Backtracking hastily, they went
down the very steep flight of stairs as quickly asthey were able consdering the garbage that lay in
bursting bags on dmost every tread.

When, breathless, they at last reached alanding, it was only a brief respite, anarrow cawalk, its
massive stone blocks pitted and cracked, beyond which was nothing on either side save fetid updrafts,
punctuated by occasiona muffled shouts of discord and darm.

They ran along thiswakway for what Riane judged to be the better part of ahdf kilometer. Then,
abruptly, she sumbled over another flight of stairs, this one going up, and knew that they were inddethe
perimeter of the regent's palace.

Ascending farther than they had descended out of Sagiiras corridor, they at length found themselves
inasmdl circular chamber with acelling so low they could barely St up. As Sagiirahad said, eight
tunnels debouched into this odd place, making it akind of nexus point.

| cannot guide you farther, for | myself have never been there, nor am| able, theold
sauromician had told her. But, mark me well, it is easy to become lost, which is the point of this
chamber, to discourage interlopers who are not Ramahan konara.

"Now what?' Thigpen had said when they had had alook around at their options. "We have eight
waysto go. Which istheright one?"

Riane had been thinking about this. She was struck by Sagiiratelling them that he was unable to go
here. Why would that be? Then something occurred to her. One of things she had learned in ZaHara-at



was that the power bournsthat crisscrossed al Kundala deep below the surface wereinimicd to
sauromicians. Furthermore, al Ramahan abbeys were built above mgor bourn nexus points.

With thisin mind, she opened her Third Eye and, as Perrnodt had taught her, searched for the bourns.
She could fed them dmost immediately. Powerful and networked, they pulsed in her mind like the grid of
aglowing spiderweb. With the skein spread out before her like the plan of ametropolis, she turned until
she wasfacing one of the eight tunnel mouths.

"Thisone" shesad.

Such was her conviction that neither Thigpen nor Eleana questioned her decision.

Where the scent of star-rose was strongest, they came upon a bronze-banded hatch of black
mortewood. Riane, however, did not useit. They continued on. Gradually, the scent faded, and for some
time, there was nothing but the musty smell of the foundation stones. Then, Riane picked up the prickly
odors of daturainoxia, then, more pungently, shanin, Pandanus, and latua.

Eleanawrinkled up her nose. "What isthat smdll?"

"Ramahan herbs, roots, and mushrooms,” Riane said. "We are near the garden that Giyan planted.
Giyan had me memorize aplan of the pdacesinterior.”

Eleanadid not believe her, beieving that she had an intimate knowledge of the palace because she
was, in fact, Annon. They had reached another mortewood hatch, the next egress point. Riane was
pushing it open, was dready going through, Thigpen dipping after her. It was now or never. In or out.
Despite Giyan's warning about the danger awaiting her in Middle Paace Eleanawas not about to leave
Riane. Taking adeep breath, Eleanalet it out and followed them into musty darkness.

When Kurgan arose to consciousness and discovered a photon cable inserted into the inside of his|eft

wrist helet out abellow that could be heard in the adjacent wards of Receiving Spirit. A flush-faced
Genomatekk rushed to his side from the holoscreen within the observation chamber from which he had
been monitoring his digtinguished patient'svitd sgns.

"What isthis?' Kurgan demanded.

"Cam yoursdf, regent,” the Genomatekk said. "I am treating you." He was agiitated, hearing by
second- and thirdhand means the extent of Kurgan Stogggul'sire. "Y ou were hit point-blank with anion
cannon burgt. Luckily, it wasalow levd, otherwise—"

Kurgan sat up and ripped out the photon cable. He saw a pair of Khagggun stationed just outside the
doorway. At the sound of hisrage, they had lifted their ion cannonsto port arms. He ignored them.

"Who brought me here?'

"Why, | believe it was one of your own Haaar-kyut, regent." The Genomatekk glanced up at one of
the holoscreens depending from the calling. "Yes, hereit is. A First-Captain by the name of Gynnn
Kwenn. Heisbeing treated just down the corridor for—"

"Cease your jabbering!" Kurgan swung hisfist into the nearest holoscreen, shattering it. He detested
this placein the best of circumstances. He began to dress. "Make yourself useful. Go fetch First-Captain
Kwennfor me."

Hisleggings had been hung next to the second holoscreen. As he pulled them down, he called to the
Genomatekk. "Whosefileisthis?' he said, pointing to the holoscreen.

"Why, it isyours, regent. It isacomplete medica history."

Kurgan fdt alittle chill run through him. The thought thet Nith Batoxxx might have manipulated his
genome as he had Terrettt's was dwaysin the back of his mind, though he comforted himself with the
fact that he exhibited none of hisbrother's symptoms.

Still, he could not help but ask; "Do you see any anomdies? Anything at dl amiss?'

"No, regent,” the terrified Genomatekk stammered.

"Areyou certan? Have you examined the file thoroughly?"

"l have, regent. There are no anomalies whatsoever. Y ou arein peak condition. Y ou always have



Kurgan nodded. "Forget about First-Captain Kwenn," he said. "1 wish to speak with Kirlll Qandda.”

The Genomatekk was rooted to the spot. "I beg your pardon?’

"Areyou deaf aswell asdow?" Kurgan thundered.

"No, but | ... Regent, Kirlll QanddaisaDerus."

"That'sright and | want to gpesk with him thisinstant.”

After the Genomatekk rushed off, Kurgan turned his attention to the whorls and spirals of hismedical
history. What if something was amiss? he wondered. What if thisidiot of a Genomatekk misread the
data? He shivered and amost recalled him. Perhapsit was better not to know, to continue living hislife
as heaways had. But no, if Nith Batoxxx had done something to him, he needed to know.

Kirlll Qandda entered the cubicle and smiled uncertainly. "Y es, regent. How may | be of service?'

Kurgan pointed. "Interpret thismedical history for me.”

Kirlll Qandda gave him abrief glance before turning to the holo-screen. He brought up other pands
Kurgan had not known were there. He scrutinized everything.

"You arein perfect hedth, regent,” he said when he wasfinished.

"Absolutey?*

"Yes, of course

Kurgan fdt adight wave of relief passthrough him, followed dmaost immediately by a spasm of
annoyance a dlowing himsdf to sink into astate of spurious speculation. He dismissed Kirlll Qandda
with acurt wave of hishand.

Rianefelt aong thewall, opened another door. A thin wedge of light reveded theinside of a clost.

They were on the ground floor of the palace. Just above them, on the second floor, was the regent's
resdentia wing. It wasthere that Giyan had once had her quarters. That was where Riane was headed,
for as Annon, she had stumbled upon a secret passageway to the caverns from the balcony that fronted
the chambers of Giyan's suite.

Annon knew perfectly well how to get from the ground floor upstairs without any V'ornn seeing him.
He had sneaked in and around the pal ace innumerable timesin the days before his father had been
daughtered by the Stogggul.

Riane heard the tread and clank of Haaar-kyut guards, and quickly ducked back into the closet. The
harsh gutturas of the Khagggun rose, then drifted off, fading into echoes. She peered out again and,
gesturing, led them down a short corridor made of sea-green shanstone, and into the shadows of a
porphyry spira staircase. Each tread wasincised with an image of Miina's sacred butterfly. Thetrio went
up aslightly asaspray of mist and quickly reached the second floor.

Seeing more Haaar-kyut, Riane cautioned her companions back into deepest shadow, where they
waited in stillnessfor the way to clear. Riane then took them through the fourth door on the right.

It was difficult for her, returning to the royal residence where once Annon'sfather had ruled dl
Kundala, where, in adifferent redlity, Annon would have succeeded Eleusis Asheraas regent. Instead,
both Eleu-ss and Annon were gone, and the usurper Stogggul ruled in their place.

Seeing the familiar surroundings, which had remained essentialy unchanged since the days when Giyan
had dept there, brought up powerful emotions. At the sametime, she was aware of Rianes awe at being
inthe holy Kunddan temple. Shefdt the now eerily familiar dichotomy of Riane's serene and thoughtful
persondity and Annon'sfierce and rageful warrior spirit. The past's sadness, loss, and desire for revenge
vied with the present's need for calm, focus, and perseverance. It was difficult being a odds with onesdif,
odder 4till to fathom the complexities of two personditiesin one mind. Mostly, now, they werein accord,
seeking integration and resolutions. But there were still moments, as now, when one or the other sought
dominance, tearing arift in the uneasy harmony. The origina Riane's concentration was astonishing. For
eons, Middle Palace had been aholy place. Now the V'ornn had desecrated it in their cruel and
deliberate fashion. Where was her desire for revenge?

It will come. Have patience. Our revenge begins now.



The voice, wise and true, emanating from her very core, camed her, and shefdt her focus returning
asthe V'ornn bloodlust burned away likefirein acrucible.

"Riane?"

She started at Eleanas whisper.

"Areyou dl right?"

"Yes, | ..." Rianeblinked and nodded. "I'm fine." She gave Eleanaalittle smile as she led them through
the chambers. The air was close and gill, sale asagrave, asif no one had breathed it since the night of
bloodletting dmost two years before. Heavy curtains had been drawn across the windows, and Riane
pulled them aside, found the door out to the terrace, and opened it.

At thefar end she picked out in deegpest shadow the diver of meta she knew to be there. By thetime
Eleana and Thigpen had reached it, Riane had pried the hidden door open, just as Annon had done on
the night hisfather had been murdered.

It was not without trepidation that she stepped into the fetid darkness of the vertica shaft and started
down the metal spird staircase. Almost at once, the stink of bitterroot caught in the back of her throat,
bringing back Annon's memories of what? Something dark, Snister, rippling, waiting for him on thisvery
dtaircase, just below whereit branched. It exuded the scent of bitterroot, and now, with the rotting smell
in her nodrils, she entertained theirrationa notion thet it fill lay inwait for her, that it knew that Annon
dill existed ingde her.

The farther she descended, the faster her pulse raced. Her eyestried to pierce farther and farther into
the gloom. She was searching for the small triangular landing from which the staircase split into three.
Annon had chosen the right branch and, before long, had been overcome by the sensation of extreme
danger and the certain knowledge that the thing waited for him in the darkness bel ow.

Reaching the landing at last, Riane turned back to her companions, and whispered, "We have cometo
three branchesin the staircase. It isimperative that we take the center one. Isthat clear?' She could hear
their murmurs of assent. "All right. Thelanding | am standing onisvery smal, so wewill haveto move
dowly and carefully because the way istreacherous. Keep in mind that the staircase will give out before
you know it and turn into a chute. Just let yourself go, and you'll befine.”

"1 will gofirgt. Then Thigpen, then Eleana." She reached up and Thigpen legpt into her arms.

"1 do not likethis, little dumpling,” the Rappagrowled. "1 do not likethisat al.”

"Comeon." Riane turned around. Just then, she preferred not to think of the bitterroot beast that might
be lurking in the right branch, but she did not think it wiseto remain therefor long. What if it came lunging
up fromitslar?

"Thereisthe center daircase.” Sheturned to look over her shoulder at the Rappa. "Do you seeit?!

"Of coursel seeit!" Thigpen snapped. "l am wary, not blind."

"1 only asked because the branching is complicated here. | will go last so that | can make certain that
you and Eleana get safely down the center saircase. Then | will follow. Ready?!

"No. But | very much doubt you will give me achoice.”

"You'reright about that,” Riane said, as she gave the Rappaanudge. Thigpen legpt, vanishing a once
down the center stairwell.

Riane turned back. "All right," she whispered, "your turn now, Eleana.”

She reached up and Eleana came into her arms. For a breathless moment, they stood face-to-face.
Heat and musk rose between them, and Riane recalled the e ectric moment not long ago when the two of
them had been donein ZaHara-at.

When we are apart 1 dream about you, Eleanahad said. When | see you | cannot cool my body
down.

And Riane had seen it in her eyes. She must know, Riane had thought with aferociouslift to her
heart. She must know that her beloved Annon still lives inside me.

As she swung Eleanatoward her, she felt Eleana's eyelashes flutter against her cheek. And then
Eleanaturned her head dightly, and their lips brushed. Off-ba ance, Riane shifted her feet. One of them
dipped off the landing, Eleana dewed around, and her boot caught on the back of agtair tread.

In the blink of an eye, shewaswrenched out of Riane's embrace and, tumbling head over hedls, she



shot down the right-hand staircase.



7
Heroes and Villains

M arethyn returned to the Resistance camp a hero. With an abrupt shift in the wind, the deet had

started up again but, dmost immediately, had changed to rain. It bounced off the mottled dloy of the
Khagggun armor in which her compatriots had dressed her. Predictably, she caused quite asensation
when they returned in triumph, flanked by Majaand Kin, who were laden with the weaponry of the

vanquished.

Medda poured them al drinks, and they toasted one another. Kin did not leave Marethyn's side. He
kept looking at her, touching the Khagggun armor. He stammered when she spoke to him, astonished to
be s0 attached to aV'ornn. The smell of the wet Marre pineswas like silver and amonds.

Basse, laughing his sardonic laugh, whispered to her, "It seemsthat you have anew admirer.”

Marethyn smiled in return, but the truth was she had a nagging worry. Asthey were leaving the Site of
the melee she was sure she had detected athird pair of Khagggun boots, though her search had turned
up no other evidence. When she pointed them out to Medda he had had the entire bunch of them fan out
tono avail. In any event, they had returned to camp without incident, and having taken al precautions,
they were quite certain at least that they had not been followed.

"You did well, young Kin," Meddasaid. Over the beaming boy's head, he gave Marethyn abrief nod.

"We are so much better off now that Kasstnais dead,” Majja said, speaking of the leader of their
former Resstance cell.

"Kasstnawas a brave and influential leader,” Basse said.

"Hewasaso distrustful and rigid,” Marethyn said. "Those traits are not the mark of agood leader.”

Majjanodded. "If he had trusted Marethyn enough to listen to her, we would not have suffered such
lossesin the Khagggun ambush.”

"Enough gloomy talk about the past,” Medda said, refilling their goblets. "It'stimeto celebrate!

Not dl joined in the celebration, however. Gerwas lieutenant, a round-faced Resi stance fighter,
approached Medda. "Gerwa wishes to see you and the Tuskugggun,” he said, adding in Meddas ear.
"Judging by hismood and who iswith him, I'd get her out of that V'ornn armor, if | were you.”

"Who'swith him?' Marethyn asked.

The lieutenant looked &t her. "Best not to tarry, Tuskugggun. Waiting will only worsen hismgesty's
foul mood.”

Majja helped Marethyn off with the armor while M edda and Basse watched.

"Likewhat you see?' Marethyn asked archly.

Medda cleared histhroat. "Y ou are hairless. | find that curious. But not as curious aswhy you are
hdping us”

"Y ou mean you are suspicious of my motives."

Medda said, "We need to meet with Gerwa. His patience often wearsthin."

"Then heisnot fit to lead." Marethyn quickly regretted her words.

Basse sad, "Isthat your wish, Marethyn Stogggul ? To lead us?"

Marethyn, dressed now in her dark brown leggings and tunic, came up to him. "I have no such
thought, nor have | earned theright to haveit,” she said softly. "But | am perhaps more objective than any
of you, and what | seeisdisorganization, suspicion, petty jealousies, and perpetud infighting among the
cdl leaders. It ishardly awonder that you are losing the war for independence.”

Medda's brows knitted together. " Say that to Gerwa and see how fast he has you executed.”

"That iswhy | havetold you, and not him."

" She speaks the truth,” Majasaid.



"No one asked you," Medda snapped.

"You know sheisright," Majapersevered. "l have seen her bravery more than once. Without her,
Medda, we never would have gotten the cache of wegpons.”

"Bah!" Meddathrew up hishandsin disgust. "Trust femalesto stick together!™

"This prgudice was not the way of it inthe old days,” Mgjasaid heatedly. "Our society was founded
on females and males sharing responsibility and power."

"Times have changed,” Meddasaid. "We must look to the future, not the pagt.”

"Stop blindly repeating what Kara preaches." Mgjjas eyes sparked with anger. "Think for yourself
and discover the truth.”

"You are not aFollower. Y ou Hill beievein the Goddess, in the old ways, the ways that made us
weak enough to fal to the V'ornn. Kara gives us the strength to break with the old and embrace the

"You arewrong, Medda," Marethyn said. "Karaisareligion created by Gyrgon. It isaruseto keep
you Kundalan disaffected, factiondized, cut off from your past.”

"Enough, Tuskugggun!" Medda's eyes narrowed. "Again | would warn you to keep your mouth shut.”
Hejerked hishead. "Now let us be off to see what Gerwahasin mind for us.”

Asit happened, what Gerwahad in mind for them was far from pleasant. Standing by his sde when
they entered histent was Kasstha, the head of the Resistance cdll into which Marethyn had been
recruited by Mgjaand Basse. Gerwawas Sitting behind his folding camp table, a crude, hand-drawn
map of theimmediate vicinity spread before him. Kasstna stood just to the left of him, hislegsdightly
spread, hisarmsfolded across his massive chest. His brutish, closed face with itsrage-fueled,
diamond-shaped eyes, was further disfigured by apair of wounds, lividly fresh, dashed diagonaly across
theflat planes of hischeeks.

"You are dismissed, Medda," Gerwa said, without looking up from his study of the map.

"l would prefer to Stay,” Medda said, unexpectedly.

Gerwalooked up. "That was not arequest.”

"Let him stay if that ishiswish," Kasstnasaid curtly. "He will soon cometo regret hisfolly.”

Marethyn could see by Gerwa's quick glance that he was peeved at Kasstna's usurpation of his
authority.

Gerwasaid, "Marethyn Stogggul, your cell leader wishes you to answer questions he feels compelled
to put to you."

Kasstna'sirked expression told Marethyn severa things, not the least of which was that Gerwals
verbd retaliation had had its desired effect. There is no love lost between those two, shethought.

"Question number one," Kasstnasaid, as he returned his attention to her. "How did the Khagggun
know when and where we were lying in wait to ambush the wegpons convoy?'

"l do not know,” Marethyn said.

"Don't you?' Kasstna unwound his arms and began to stalk around her. "Almost al my cdll were
killed when we were blindsided.”

"Wedl would have been if | hadn't—"

"Keep il he shouted so loudly the cords of hisneck stood out. ™Y ou will speak only when you are
spoken to. Isthat clear?"

Marethyn stared straight ahead.

"Question two." Kasstnastood behind her. "Am | to believe that you, aV'ornn, the sister of the
regent, did not deliberately set out to infiltrate our cell and set us up for the daughter?!

"Believewhat you will. | did not."

He came around and faced her. "Y ou are V'ornn. Why should | believe anything you say?"

"My actions speak more clearly than any words. Majja, Basse, and | escaped with the weapons
cache and delivered them here."

"To further ingratiate yoursdf with us. To worm your way in." He stuck hisfacein hers. "To gain our
trust S0 you can undermine usfrom theinsde out.”

"It ssemsto me that you are doing an acceptable job of it on your own.”



Kasstnastruck her so hard she staggered. Before she could regain her balance, the point of his dagger
pricked her sde. "I should kill you on the spot, but Gerwa thinks you are too va uable to be thrown in the
offa hegp with the other V'ornn."

"1 hope you are not foolish enough to try to use me as ahostage." She ignored the line of blood that
had begun to ooze from the laceration just beneath her right ear. "Like as not, my brother would dance a
jig & news of my death.”

"Liar!" Kasstnastruck her again.

"Infact, it'sthetruth,” Meddasaid. "According to Mgjaand Basse, the Stogggul family has more or
lesswashed its hands of her. They are intensely embarrassed by her ongoing effortsto gain Great Caste
gatus for the Tuskugggun. None more so than the regent. Their latest row occurred at the barbaric
Rescendance ceremony for their father.”

Kasstna shook his head. "M4gjja and Basse have somehow fallen under the Tuskugggun's spell.”

"Y ou accuse your own cell members?' Meddasaid. "They have spent more time among the V'ornnin
AXis Tyr than the three of us combined.”

"My point exactly," Kasstha shouted. "They have been corrupted.”

"They are part of my subcell,” Meddasaid. "They are brave and fearlesswarriors.”

Kasstna's dagger came up threateningly. "1sthis how you maintain discipline, Gerwa?"

"Actudly, Medda hasapoint." Gerwastood up. "'l have kept aclose eye on your warriors since their
ariva. They hold nothing but hate in their heartsfor the enemy. To suggest otherwiseis—"

But Kasstna was dready holding the edge of his dagger to Marethyn'sthroat. "Y ou see these
wounds?' Hisvoice was throttled with emotion. "Coward! Traitor! Y ou left mefor dead!"

"Asfar as| knew you were dead. When we |eft, we were under heavy fire, and you were surrounded
by Khagggun. If we had hesitated, we al would have been killed."

He shook her as he pointed to his cheeks. "I got these at the hands of your kind."

"My kind treat me just asyou do," Marethyn said. "Thereis no difference between you and my
brother."

Gerwa caught Meddas eye just as Kasstna uttered a guttural cry. It took both of them to drag him off
Marethyn. With adeft motion, Medda disarmed Kasstna while Gerwa pushed him back against the wall
of thetent.

"That isenough now," Gerwasaid in an even tone. "In trying to disgrace me, you have dishonored
yoursdlf."

"Get off mel" Kasstnacried. "Do you even know what you are doing?'

"Show some restraint, Kasstna."

"Redraint? Don't make me laugh." Kassthashook himsdlf free. "Y ou will hand her over. | will take her
to thetribund, where she will be appropriately punished for her crimes.”

"1 will no longer entertain your accusations," Gerwasaid. "And you do not seem in any condition to
take anyone anywhere. | would suggest—"

"Areyou questioning my order?"

"Thisismy cel, my territory."

"But sheisgtill under my command, as are Mgjaand Basse. If you go against mein this, you yoursalf
will be brought up before thetribuna.”

In the ensuing sllence, Kasstnas evil grin seemed to fill the tent. ™Y ou have gained nothing this day,
Gerwa. But you have made a powerful enemy.” He held out his hand without looking at Medda. "My
wegpon."

Medda glanced at Gerwa, who gave him a curt nod, and Medda handed over the dagger, hilt first.

"1 will take possession of my prisoner now," Kassthasaid. "Asfor Mgjaand Basse, you can keep
them. Thethree of you deserve one another."

| remember how you oncewere.” Gul Aluf, standing in Terrettt'sroom in Receiving Spirit, put ahand



out and stroked his cheek. "I remember the promise you held." Her hand was damp with his swesat. He
aways perspired mightily when he dept now. "What happened?!

The |ate-afternoon sun cast a burnished hand upon the wall asit sank into the west. It was the hour
when activity on the Promenade dowed from aroar to awhisper, when the fishing boats lay empty,
rocking at their berths while their crewstook an early supper, when the gresat, ornately prowed Sarakkon
ships were finished off- or on-loading, when the Sarakkon themsalves came out on deck, smoking laaga
or drinking their foul brew from tiny, unbreakable cups, when the frenzy of the day dipped away with an
inaudible sgh, before the furor of the night began.

"How did Nith Batoxxx go wrong?' Gul Aluf stared down at Terrettt's degping face, spasmed in
some nightmare. "'l checked his caculations mysdf. Nothing was amiss. He wasright. Y ou were a choice
candidate. We both agreed on that, and your birth caul confirmed our assessment. What happened?
How did you turn out like this?"

She shook her head while she inserted probes from her own palmsinto his, took measurements,
gathered readings, saved them to her persona databank, and withdrew the probes. Her eyesflickered as
she compared the new data with the previous st.

"No change." Shesghed. "Locked in limbo, in atwilight world of knowing and not knowing, the
pendulum swinging firgt toward genius, then toward lunacy.” She Sghed again, more deeply thistime. "No
wonder you are mad. Any V'ornn would be, given the circumstance.”

She looked around the room, at hislatest paintings—stars and swirls and globules. Her gaze passed
over the topographical map of the northern continent Terrettt's Sster had put up. On it, he had drawn
seven circles, very much like thosein his paintings. Sensdless, usdless. A totd waste of alife. But that
was the risk you ran when you experimented. It was for the greater good that Terrettt had been
sacrificed, she had no doubt about that. But in this case, because Terrettt was a Stogggul, the outcome
was awkward. She had argued with Nith Batoxxx, but he was adamant that the Stogggul usurp the
Ashera power. The father had been afool; not so the son, the present regent. Nith Batoxxx knew thét,
and now she wondered whether he had seeniit dl, that he had known that Stogggul Kurgan would turn
on hisweak father and engineer his death. It was no secret to her that Nith Batoxxx had a specia— one
might say obsessve—interest in Stogggul Kurgan. On one point Nith Batoxxx and Nith Sahor had
agreed: the Asheraand the Stogggul had crucia rolesto play in the future of the VV'ornn on Kundaa

"Poor thing." Shesaid it out of reflex, thinking of the experiment gone awry, mourning theloss. "Poor,

poor thing."

Ri ane hurtled down the stairwell. The instant Eleanavanished, Riane legpt into it after her. A hundred

meters of painful, teeth-jarring small-scae collisions, then, like the center stairway, the treads abruptly
ended, and she was pitched, feetfirst, down aspiral chute.

Thisone, however, wasfar different from the one that had taken Annon to the cavern just outsde the
Storehouse Door. This chute was roughly hacked from the bedrock. Sharp outcroppings and jagged
edges scraped and struck her like arageful enemy, bouncing her from sideto side.

"Eleanal" she managed. "Eleana, where are you?”'

Light rose dong with adraft of warmish air, an exhaation from a corpse, and she saw what appeared
to be agiant mouth, glowing pasty white, open and waiting for her to plungeinto it. Her heart amost
frozein her breast. Had Eleanafdlenintoit?

A jagged outcropping struck her aglancing blow, and she reached up, grabbed hold of it. She cried
out; the sudden halt to her fal had dmost wrenched her arm out of its socket. Riane swung dizzly,
sck-eningly, suspended from her precarious handhold, but not for long. She was dipping. She flung out
her other hand, but encountered nothing to hold on to. There was anarrow ledge below her. Can |
reach it? she asked hersdlf. Is it strong enough to hold me?

She had no time to contempl ate such questions. Extending her left leg, she dropped her handhold, and
landed. Theledge held. Shethrew out her right leg, wedging her boot against the other side of the chute.



Now she was spread-eagled just above the place where the chute opened out into the monstrous maw.
Theillumination, which gppeared to rise from the very depths of the pit, was pearlescent. It was
impossible to make out its source.

Cut, scraped, and bleeding, trying to catch her breath, she stared down into the pit, and there she saw
Eleana, lying on what appeared to be a black-basdt plinth that rose up in the center of the maw.

"Eleand" Rianecdled. "Eleana”

There was no response. Eleanalay on her sdelike acrumpled doll. Is she dead? Rianewondered in
despair. Or simply unconscious?

In the shadowlesslight, she could now make out details of the shaft's jaggedly rippled contours. Eight
or nine meters above her anarrow fissure presented itsalf, doubtless cracked open by one of the seismic
quakes that periodically ground the bedrock plates of the northern continent. Looking elsewhere, she
quickly determined that she could make use of the shaft's erose contours. By employing them asfoot-
and handholds, she began to make her laborious way downward. The effort was extreme, even for
someone used to rock climbing. Drops of her siweat mingled with her blood, vanishing into the depths as
she crept ever closer to Eleana.

Finally, she arrived &t the very edge of the rock maw. Then she was close enough to make out that
Eleanawas, indeed, breathing, and she thanked Miinafor that. Only a space of several meters separated
them, though it might aswell have been kilometerswide. How am | going to reach her without falling
myself? she asked herself.

Blood and swest dripped dolefully off her into the heart of the maw.

"Eleand" shecdled. "Eleana!”

Stll, Eleanadid not stir. Desperate, Riane swept off afew small bits of rubble from the upper side of a
nearby ridge and tossed them onto Eleana. They struck her body without effect. Shetried again, aming
thistime. The one that hit Eleana's forehead caused her eyelidsto flutter open.

Riane called her name, and Eleanaturned dowly, looking up a where Riane painfully clung to the
rocks above her, caling again, keeping her pitch and tone even, an aurd lifeline.

Eleana blinked heavily, her breast rose and fell dowly, asif she were pinned to adream. Her pupils
were unnaturaly dilated and unfocused.

Drip-drip of blood mingled with svest.

Eleana tirred, her eyes moving in the direction of Riang's echoey voice.

"Riane. . ."

"Yes, yes | amright above you!"

At that moment, the pearlescent glow flickered, and Riane amost gagged, for on a particularly strong
updraft of air came the sickening stench of bitterroot. 1t was mingled with the cloying odors of moist earth
and rotting flesh.

Theair gtirred from below, the flickering increased, a shadow formed. Riane felt her heart racing, and
she was suffused with the same overpowering sense of danger Annon had once felt on the stairway
above. The difference was that then Annon had had away out. She did not. She reached for theion
pistal, but it was gone. She must have lost it when she pitched down the stairs after Eleana
"Riane?’ Eleands eyeswere open wide and staring. "'l fed ashuddering, avibration. What. . . what. .
e

"Eleana, lisgen to me." The shadow was codescing, growing in size and dimension asit rose from the
depths of the abyss. "Just stay whereyou are, dl right?" The shadow was obliterating the light asit came.
"Don't move!"

Eleana nodded.

The shadow resolved itself further. Somekind of creature, humped, misshapen, huge beyond
imagining, was climbing the pillar on the top of which Eleanalay. Riane concentrated dl the more.
Drip-drip, her blood and sweat plunged into the pit. A long, ender tentacle whipped up, sucking the
dropsright out of the air. Riane€'s blood ran cold. To her horror, she realized that it was her own blood
that had roused the thing, bringing it up from its subterranean lair.



8
Ran

What isit?" Rekkk asked. "Isit that you gtill do not trust me?' Giyan stirred in the darkness beside

him. Their scents mingled with ahint of dampness, the bitter of old stone. "How can you say that?*

"1 will tel you how, my love. Y ou are the most secretive person | have ever met.”

"More secretive than Nith Sahor?!

"More secretive than he.”

Giyan moved her hands over hisbare flesh. "1 loveto fed the contours of your new body."

"You seewhat | mean?’

"Wha?| am being romantic.”

"Y ou are avoiding the subject. Again.”

Giyan watched thetiny pinpoints of the lamplight asthey squeezed in through the intricately carved
latticework screensthat afforded them absolute privacy. Now and again, asthe evening breeze willed it,
the pungent scents of herbs wafted in from the neatly rowed garden just beyond the screens. Something
eseaswdll, intangible. Among the remaining Ramahan there was nothing but gloom and despair over the
lossof their ssters.

"Giyan?'

She pulled her knees up to her breast, wrapped her arms around them.

"Y ou werethinking dark thoughts."

"Have you become a seer now, aswell asthe Nawatir?'

"They seep out of you like tears.”

Giyan remained Slent.

"Why won't you let me help you?' Hisfrustration burst out of him at last. "The secretsyou carry are
too much of aburden for one person.”

"Thisismy fate," she said quietly. "I cannot changeit.”

"Glya+—"

"Please, Rekkk." She gave abeseeching look. "Ask anything of me— anything seand | will grant it.”

"But this iswhat | want." He rose up on one elbow. The pinpoints of light illuminated hisface. Bold
features, rugged contours. "Don't you see that the secrets you hold so close are abarrier between us?'

"Oh, Rekkk, that is not sol”

"Butitis. If you cannot confidein me, then what is there between us?'

"Can you doubt my lovefor you?'

He sat up, but when she reached for him, he e uded her, moving to the latticework screens.

"Rekkk, in Miinas name, do not do this."

"Likeyou, | have no choice." Hisvoice seemed to come from agregt distance.

"Rekkk!"

He heard the sorrow in her voice, could sense the tears diding down her cheeks, and his hearts
condricted. "For me, loveisdl-consuming, it iseverything. Giyan, | gave up who | was for you. Because
of my love, | wastransformed. Can you not have as much faith in me?"

"It isnot the same.”

"Of courseitis. Thetroubleis, you won't acknowledgeit.”

"|—" Gasping. "Perrnodt!" Giyan was holding her aching head in her hands,

"What has happened?’

Giyan shook her head mutely.

Rekkk gathered up their clothes and, grimly, silently, they dressed together, burst out of their fragrant
bower, and hurried through the abbey to the infirmary. Perrnodt lay wrapped in the Nawatir's cloak just



asthey had |eft her.

Rekkk was darmed by the ashen color of her face.

"Sheisdead." Giyan's voice was leaden.

"But how? My cloak was hedling her."

Giyan put ahand on hisarm as he took a step toward Perrnodt.

"Do not touch her." She pointed. "L ook there. Can you see the crust between her eyelids?’

He looked from the dead Druuge to Giyan. "I had best fetch Konara Inggres.”

“No."

"Another of your secrets.”

She was stung by the sharpness of histone. "Ah, Rekkk, this abbey has had more than its share of evil
news of late. Right now, there s nothing to be gained by adding toit.”

He watched her, mutely, as she took down a basalt mortar from the apothecary cabinets that ran the
length of theinfirmary. She knelt at Perrnodt's Sde. The abbey was very ill. Bellstolled, echoing
through the corridors and courtyards, caling the Ramahan to prayer.

"You see" shewhispered, "Konara Inggresis needed elsewhere.”

Rekkk stood in uncertain light just behind her. The crust between Perrnodt's lids |ooked like diamond
dust.

"Rekkk, may | borrow your smallest weapon?"

Without aword, he handed over anarrow-bladed dagger. He watched while she manipulated thettip,
scooping up some of the crust onto the blade, depositing it into the mortar.

Rekkk leaning closer. "Isthiswhat killed her?!

"Possbly itistheresdue.”

"Do you know what it is?"

"No." Giyan looked up & him. "But perhaps our resdent sauromician will."

Kassina poked Marethyn in the small of the back. "Have | bound your wriststoo tightly?*

Marethyn, waking in front of him, said nothing.

"l hope s0," Kasstnasaid. "I hope you lose dl thefedling in your hands." He laughed. "Once you were
anartis, isn't it? Yes, that iswhat you told Majaand Basse. Y ou used your hands to splash pigment
across canvas." Helaughed again. "Now lifeisdifferent. At the tribund, if | have my way, | will beat your
handsto apulp.” He poked her again, harder thistime, so that she ssumbled over akuelo-fir root and fell
to her knees. "'If you ever makeit to the tribund, that is." He kicked her. "Get up." He watched her use
the bole of the kuello-fir as she struggled to her feet.

They were perhaps akilometer east of the cell encampment, hiking across a heavily forested ridge.
Marethyn had no ideawhere this tribuna he was speaking of was located. Not that it would make a
differenceto her if shedid. She had no illusons. She had been in trouble from the moment Gerwa refused
to stand up to Kasstna. Had she been too idedistic to have expected him to do so? She had done
nothing but help the Res stance ever since she had met Mgjaand Basse. But then she had to remind
hersdlf that she had thrust herself upon them. Even Sornnn had been againgt her joining. But, then, Sornnn
loved her. Wanted to keep her safe.

"Y ou could very easily bekilled, couldn't you, as you attempted to escape.” Kasstna broke in on her
thoughts. He drove her onward asif she were acor or awater buttren. "That very well might happen. It
al depends on your attitude.”

"What attitude?"

"Ah, & lagt. The Tuskugggun speskd”

Marethyn stopped and turned to face him. "What attitude?*

Thickening clouds brought about a claustrophobic dusk. The air was gravid with moisture, but the
wind was out of the south o at |east there was no threat of more snow or deet. A rumbling had returned
across the hillsto the south, where the sky was darkest. The willowy tops of the kudllo-firs bent and



whipped, the friction of their needles mimicking the sound of rushing insects.

Kasstnastudied her for along time. "The attitude you've had dl your life, Tuskugggun.” He camein
closeto her, and she could smell his sour breath. ™Y ou know what | mean. That superiority of yours. The
sureness you have that you are smarter, more clever than anyone dse” He cuffed her alittle. "Y oull have
to lose that attitude, Tuskugggun, in order to make it back to the tribund .”

She kept her expression neutral as she dammed her kneeinto hisgroin. Shewatched him, silent, ashe
doubled over, gasping. Shetried to kick him, but he grabbed her foot in midair and spun her off her feet.
Shelanded hard on her right shoulder.

Knedling over her, hisbreath sawing through his open mouth, he pushed her down onto her back.
Struck her on the sde of her head, which made her moan. Clambering over her, he put his cheek againgt
hers and whispered in her ear, "1 mean to bresk you, see? | mean to have you esting out of my hand, |
mean to have you on your kneestending to my every whim." He grabbed her head in avisdike grip.
"Otherwise, | will kill you herein the forest, where no one can see, where no one can contradict my story
of your attempted escape.” Histongue came out, and he licked the shell of her ear. "Isthere some V'ornn
who loves you, Tuskugggun? Some V'ornn whom you love in return? Think of him now. Because if you
continuein thisway, you will be dead, and he will not even have your body to mourn.”

A gtaircase, of sorts, hacked into the bedrock of the cavern. Thisiswhat Riane had seen from her

spider's-eye position. The treads were old and worn, cracked, in some places missing. Nevertheess, it
was her only way down, so she clambered to the mouth of the chute. It was by no means easy, but her
fingerstold her that she had been on more difficult descents. There she hung by tenuous handholds,
seeing there was no way to get to the top of the steps. Possibly there had once been a bridge of sorts
but, if so, it had sheared off long ago.

She glanced over to the basdt plinth, where Eleanawas watching her. Tentacles wrapped ever higher
on the column, and below was abulk so gigantic it was dowly eclipsing the light.

Riane pulled her attention away, began to rock hersalf back and forth, gaining momentum. At the apex
of the seventh forward arc, she launched hersdlf through space. The stairs came up very fast, and she
splayed hersdlf, sriking the carved rock face. Grabbing for ahandhold, finding it, losing it, dropping to
find another, better, less eroded, secure. She swung one leg, then the other, levered her lower body onto
atread, felt therock crack and give, friable, unsafe, then rolled down two stairs asthefirst one gave
way. Rain of blue-grey shardsfdling into the shadows. The depth could have been eighty metersor eight
hundred, agreet yawning fissure for some reason built into the foundation of the palace.

Scrambling down the tairs, quickly, carefully, she kept secure handholds wherever shewas able. The
sepsfollowed the natura curvature of the cavern wall, sometimes carved into the wall itself, sometimes
hewn from shalow ledges that protruded out. They were scarifyingly inconstant. They provided Riane
with no sense of security at al. She passed the horizontal crevasse, larger than it had looked from a
distance, dash of amouth large enough for severa adultsto dither into on their bellies. Who knew how
far back it went?

She kept descending, concentrating on one step at atime, light step, testing, then alowing her weight
tofal forward gradudly, listening for the telltale crack that would presage another bresk. She was almost
at Eleanaslevd, and sherisked aglance at the base of the plinth.

The monster was massive, hideous beyond description, and shewas seeing only asmall fraction of it.

Eleana, seeing the direction of Riane's gaze, said, "What? What isit?'

"Never mind." Gritting her teeth. ""Concentrate on me."

Asthe stairs turned she came upon a bridge of stone spanning the nine or so metersto the plinth, so
narrow and of such ahueit had been invisble until that moment.

"Eleana, look here, can you see the bridge?”

"No." Eleanamoved closer to the plinth's edge. Looking out, she shook her head. "The span is
incomplete.”" She knelt. "It is broken away where it was supposed to connect.”



Moving farther down, Riane could see that, indeed, the bridge had partialy crumbled.

"Stay whereyou are," shesad. "'l will cometo get you."

"No, it'stoo dangerous. | do not like the way the stones |ook.”

Rianeignored her, stepped out on to the first block of the span. It took her weight, seemed stable
enough, and she stepped out fully. Narrow, though, not any wider than the span of her hand. In her
memory loomed an escarpment, sharp as adagger, crusty with ice and last winter's snow, friable asthis
rock. Dangerous as they come, sinuous as adune, falloffs of athousand meters, more, on either side. She
had picked her way across. How?

Arms up at shoulder height for optimum baance, fingers loose and cupped to warn of wind gusts,
knees dightly bent, hipsrolling. Keep the center of gravity low— ower meant safer, more secure. That
was how Riane made her way toward Eleana on the crumbling stone bridge. Until the last step which, as
she put her foot down, testing, gave way. She picked her foot up just as the stone plunged down.

Lifted foot ill in midair, she took an assessment. Shewas asfar as she could go. Still two meters
between them, and the creature rising like the moon into sunset, like an eclipseinto harvest night.

Into view it came. The head misshapen, looked positively hydroce-phdic. Could it be that the
tentacles were growing out of either Sde of agrizzled snout that extended out into atrunk? They seemed
ableto extend and contract, thin out and thicken at the creature's will.

Dear Miina, it isthe Hagoshrin] Sherecognized it from Giyan's description. She could not tell
whether it had more hair or scales, but she could see that in addition to the tentaclesit had eight legs, four
on each sde, which worked in unison. It seemed to need al of them to haul its bulk up the column.

"Hagoshrin, hear me!" shecdled. "l anthe Dar Sdaat! Cease thisattack at oncel”

"Lying infidd!" the Hagoshrin screamed. "1 know what you have cometo stedl! | know!"

"Riane, what areyou doing?Y ou will only inflameit."

The musclesin Riane's upper body had been so tightly bunched for so long that they had begun to
cramp, and she had lost feding in her right hand. As she shifted alittle to try to loosen up, her left foot
dipped, and she dmost pitched headlong into the pit.

"Riane!" Eleana swung back and forth like apendulum.

"It'sdl right." With difficulty, Riane regained her foothold and her balance, wedging hersdf more firmly
in place. But searing pains were whipping up her arms, and she could fedl fatigue dowing her likeagae
in her face. "I'mdl right.”

She could see that she was running out of time. The Hagoshrin had hauled its upper torso above the
level of the black-basalt dltar, which meant that it was not that far below Eleana.

"Hurry!" Eleanaurged. "Hurry!"

"Infidels" the beast howled. "1 will suck the bones out of you. | will leave your pathetic, flaccid bodies
asawarning for others againgt further trespass into the Holy of Holies."

Riane unwound the Vel from her waist. Leaving only enough to anchor, shethrew therest in abal
that Eleana caught. There was only enough to tieit around her right wrist; shetied it tight with a proper
knot and nodded. Riane moved her eft leg back on the stones, bracing hersdlf as Eleanaflung hersdlf off
the plinth. What if the bridge would not hold? Then they would both fall to their desths. Too late to worry
about that.

Down shewent in ashalow arc to the end of the Vel'slength, coming up then, twisting, lifting her legs
asachild will on aswing, giving her natural momentum aboogt. Closer sherose, closer. She reached out
for the stone bridge, grasped it with her left hand, arm extended, arcing farther, then, suddenly,
shockingly, she was pulled back down.

Riane heard thelittle cry, saw the end of atentacle whipped around Eleanas ankle. Then it flattened
itself, widening into akind of strgp, and Riane could fed it pulling back. Riane jerked harder, only to have
Eleanacry out in pain.

Eleanasface twisted in agony. "Miing, it'sgoing to bresk my leg!"

Riane eased off, but this only alowed the tentacle to gain purchase farther up Eleanasleg. Riane
looked around. What am | to do? shethought. | can't pull her up, and | can't let her go.

Drip-drip. Her swest and blood plinked down likerain.



M arethyn went limp. Therewas no usein fighting Kasstna, not like this, anyway. He had every

advantage, and she had none. "I know when | am beaten,” she said. "Y ou will pardon meif | choose not
to beieveyou." Like a serpent, Kasstna's head came down, and he pressed his mouth against hers. It
was all she could do not to gag. He gave her ashort, hard jab to her solar plexus. All the breath went out
of her. He sat back on his haunches and alowed her to turn on her sidein afeta position.

"Y ou seewhat | mean, Tuskugggun?' He untied her wrigts. Then, abruptly, hisface empurpled, he
threw her onto her back. "Do you see what | mean, Tuskugggun!" His spittle spattered her face. He
trembled with rage and something even more primitive.

Crossing her hands, he rebound her wrists, pushed her arms over her head, ran a cord to the trunk of
the nearest kudllo-fir, where hetied it off. Hisfingers fumbled with the ties of her tunic, and he began to
pant as he uncovered her breasts. He used his powerful legsto spread hers as he ripped off her tunic.

"I've never had ahairlessfemale" he said thickly, as his hands pinched her bare flesh. "Though | have
heard stories of what it isliketo lie with a Tuskugggun.”

In order to numb herself, Marethyn turned her mind to the beauty of the world around her. She
absorbed the endless fulminations of the dark sky, felt the soft wind rustling over her skin, heard the
restless swooshing of the kudlo-firs. She let the tactile rumble of the gpproaching thunder run through
her. And then the rain came, hissing down through the forest, turning the nearby glade into a blue-grey
blur.

Kasstha pulled down her leggings, raised her thighs, and put an ion cannon to her temple.

"Give me even one smal reason to usethis," he whispered.

With hisbulk about to lower upon her, Marethyn felt the hotness of tears mingle with the raindrops on
her face.

Eleana, her dagger out, dashed at the living dastic binding without making even the smalest cut. The

Hagoshrin's free tentacle whipped up and, asit had before, snatched the droplets of blood asthey fell.
Riane could see the end of the tentacle expand into a cuplike shape that had absorbed her blood in a
wink.

Rianelet go of the Veil with one hand, scooped up arock shard, and ground it into her lacerated
shoulder.

"Riane, thisthing has skin like V'ornn aloy. | can't get through.” "Just hold on!™ Her teeth were gritted
in pain, her shoulder was on fire from the salf-inflicted wound. "Get ready to climb!™ "It won't et go. It's
got too tight ahold on me—Riane!" Eleana saw the blood flowing fredly from the open wound. The
creature's free tentacle whipped up to catch the stream, but it could not expend the tip enough to catch dl
of it. In aheartbeat, the second tentacle unwound from Eleanato join its mate in feeding.

"Now!" Riane shouted, and Eleana, banged against stone, sivung hersalf up. Riane bent, helping her,
the tentacles dithering after them both, the Hagoshrin humped across the entire plinth, in places oozing of f
it. Eleanawhirled, brandishing the dagger'stip, warrior to the last. Riane backed them away, one step,
two. The tentacles pursued, narrowing the gap. It wasimpossible to move fast or to maneuver at dl on
the damnable bridge. A tentacle reared back and dapped down againgt the ancient stone. A groaning, a
great crack, and Riane lifted Eleana off her feet where the stones were giving way. Another crack,
another asthey retraced Riane's steps, the bridge falling apart under their combined weight.

Almogt at the steps and Riane knew the bridge wasfailing—all of it. She hoisted Eleanaand threw her
across the remaining space. Knees, one shoulder, then the palms took the brunt of the impact. But then
Eleanawas scrambling up the steps.

"Comeon, Riane! Comeon!”

But Riane had turned. Surely there was some way to reason with the Hagoshrin, someway to



convince him of Riangsidentity.

"Hagoshrin," she cried, "do you not recognize the Dar Sdla-at when you see her?

"The Dar Sda-at opens the Storehouse Door with the Ring!" the Hagoshrin bellowed.

"l havethe Vel." Held up afigtful. "The Vel of aThousand Tears."

"The Vel isDragon seed." Eyesblazing, the Hagoshrin shook hishead. "I damn al Dragonsto the
Abyss"

The tentacles, curling, he reached for Riane. The bridge gave onefina crack that reverberated through
the cavern, and down Riane plunged.



9
ThreeLittle Admirals

Sar-Admi ral lin Mennus stood peering into the interrogation cellsthat lined this section of the cavern

benesth the regent's pdace. Usudly, they werefilled with Kundaan, who went under the implements
lovingly designed to make even alump of slicon talk. Not this evening, however. This evening the three
cdlsinfront of Mennus were occupied by three admirals. All of them had in oneway or another proved
resistant to the philosophy of their new superior.

By Mennus side stood two of his most trusted confederates from his West Country base,
Pack-Commander Teww Dacce and the newly named Line-Commander Hannn Mennus, the
Star-Admird's younger brother. He had hated taking them away from what they loved best—
daughtering the Kundaan Resi stance—but the exigencies of his new post demanded he have those who
were absolutely loya to him close beside him during this dangerous transition phase.

"What is the regent's condition?' Mennus asked Pack-Commander Dacce.

"Moments ago First-Captain Kwenn informed methat heisin remarkable shape,” Pack-Commander
Dacce said. "For aBashkir."

Mennusinclined his head, and his brother went to check on their guests.

"l warrant Kurgan Stogggul islike no other Bashkir," Mennus said. "Heisawarrior born, and a
supremely clever one, to boot. Treat him as anything less a your own peril "

"Yes, gr."

Mennus found that he had begun to harbor a certain fondness for Kurgan Stogggul. This surprised
him, since he had little respect for Bashkir, had had even lessfor the boy's father, the former regent. But
he had to admit that Kurgan was specid. Possibly that arose from his being trained by Gyrgon. That
would change any V'ornn, even a Bashkir! But the ingtinct that had made Mennus aformidable warrior
and agresat leader adso told him that this Stogggul was different for other reasons. Unlike his
predecessors, he was unwilling to dismissthe lad.

"In the matter at hand, Pack-Commander, | want you to strike up afriendship with First-Captain
Kwenn."
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"He hastheregent'sear.”

"l don't think any Khagggun hasthe regent's ear.”

"You aren't paid to think," lin Mennus barked. "Just do asyou aretold."

Hannn Mennus regppeared. He was asmal V'ornn, even smaller by Khagggun standards. His bronze
skull was as scarred as his meat hook hands. Each scar told its story, the raised, whitish fingerslike the
pickets of afence onto which the skeletons of those he had killed had been nailed. His eyes, too, were
freakish, pale and glaucous as migtfern, ghostly as moons on water. And, though for the most part calm
and caculating, hewas given to great gouts of ill temper, during which even those closest to him—if that
term could be used—kept their mouths shut and gave him awide berth.

"Deck-Admiral Whon has goneto N'Luuura,” he said. "Deck-Admiral Lupaasison hisway.
Flegt-Admira Hicheisdtill unconscious™

The V'ornn named were three of the four members of the high command. Y ears ago, they had banded
together to ostracize and banish lin Mennus to the West Country. Now look at them! Mennus cracked
knuckles knotty with scars. He had waited long years for this moment. Now, at long last, he would have
hisrevenge.

While Pack-Commander Dacce went off on his misson, the Mennus brothers entered the cell where
Deck-Admird Lupaaslay dying. He was not a pretty sight, which cheered the Star-Admira immensdly.



For years, he had been dreaming of aday when hewould be alowed full rein, but in truth he had never
redly entertained the notion that it would ever come.

The powerful body that lay on the blood-dark stone dab had aface that was barely recognizable.
With an expert eye, lin Mennus gazed down at the quiltwork wounds. ™Y ou have done afine piece of
work, Hannn."

"Thank you. | gppreciate you alowing me the honor. In thisline of work, experienceis everything.”

"Quiteright." Mennus nodded. "No matter how good the texts are, they never manage to convey the
viscerd quality of thered thing. Fidd training. | ingst oniit for al my troops. That iswhy you arethe best
inyour caste." He caught Lupaas eye, and winked.

The Deck-Admird's bloodshot eyestracked him.

lin Mennus made a clicking sound with histongue. "L upaas, can you hear me?"

"l have heard everything," Lupaas said in agratingly thin voice that spoke of severely damaged voca
cords. " Speaking about me asif | were an examplein acourse.”

"But that is precisdly what you are,” lin Mennus said. "An examplein Didoyalty 101."

"l have never been didoyd."

"Do you deny being part of a conspiracy to assassnate Kurgan Sto-gggul?' the Star-Admira
demanded.

"l know what thisis about. It is about you!"

"Me?| assureyou | could care less about what you or othersthink of me, Lupaas. My only concern
hereisin rooting out the conspirators.”

"Thereisno conspiracy.”

"We are beyond that,” lin Mennus said. ™Y ou have aready been implicated.”

"By whom?" Lupaas asked. "L et me confront my accuser.”

"Deck-Admird Whonisdead," LIN Mennustold him.

"] do not believe. . . Hewould never accuse me."

The Star-Admira shrugged. "It's arazor-raptor eat razor-raptor world. Y ou deny being part of the
conspiracy?"

"Tomy dying breeth.”

"It will cometo that, Lupaas." 1in Mennus bent over him. "1 make you this promise.”

Deck-Admira Lupaas turned his head and spat onto the stonewall.

"Thisisthe respect you show your regent?*

"Foolish stripling]" Lupaas turned back. "It was adark day when he named you Star-Admird." Eyes
filled with loathing. "Who are you loyd to, save lin Mennus? Y ou never follow orders, you will not toe
theline. If your peers despise and distrust you, you have only yoursdlf to blame."

The Star-Admira nodded imperceptibly, and Hannn Mennus applied himsdlf to hiswork.
Deck-Admiral Lupaas eyes opened wide, but he uttered no sound of pain. Hannn Mennus ceased his
ministration just as L upaas was about to pass out.

"Redly, thisisapathetic sight,” the Star-Admirdl said. "One of the high command squirming under
interrogation. Surely you know your death will be dishonorable.”

"What happens to me matters not," L upaas gasped. "My sons died honorably on theline. My
daughter | do not even know, nor careto.” Blood leaked out of hismouth. ™Y ou are the illustration that
proves our system. Y ou are aloose ion cannon, Mennus. Y ou are secretive, selfish, unpredictable,
dangerous. In short, you are everything acommander should not be. If we were fighting the
Centophennni thisvery minute, | would use my first round to blow your brains out. | would—"

That wasthe last word Deck-Admira Lupaas ever uttered for, with abloodthirsty cry, Hannn
Mennus plunged the implement through Lupaas hearts.

For along moment, Hannn Mennus stood panting, while bloody foam bubbled out of Lupaas
haf-open mouth.

lin Mennus said not aword of rebuke. He had always had a soft spot for Hannn and indulged his
hotheaded transgressions, this dwarfish Khagggun who had battled all manner of adversity to arrive a
thisfierce and bloodthirsty state. When his brother had regained control of himsdlf, he said, "Never let



your emotions enter an interrogation. That, Hannn, isyour lesson for today, one | wish you to take back
with you to the West Country now that you are in charge of operations there.”

Eleana, braced, had redlized the bridge was near collapse. Even so, she was amost pulled off her feet.

She staggered, onefoot precarioudy over the edge, hed grinding in rubble, dipping alittle. She gained
footing then, and hauled Riane onto the steps. The Hagoshrin could not reach them. Initstowering rageit
began to hurl rocks aslarge astheir heads at them. Dodging and weaving, they ran up, up, until they
cameto the great mouth in the wall. There was adry, chalky smell to the sundered rock.

"Thereisno way back to the shaft." Riane pointed to the protection of the fissure. She gave Eleanaa
rough-and-tumble boost into the rock mouth, was preparing hersalf to leap up when arock struck her on
the side of the head.

"Risng”

Eleana caught her as shewasfalling back, blood running, that stunned look on her face, reminiscent of
her sister playing behind a bush, face stunned just the same as the Khagggun skewered her on the end of
his shock-sword, letting her dangle there, screaming and crying, then shot Eleanas mother in the belly
with hision pistol when sheran to her daughter'said. Funny what you thought of at atimelikethis.

With agroan like acry of anguish, Eleana hoisted Riane onto the fissure'slip.

"Y ou have not escaped me," the Hagoshrin screamed. "No one here getsout dive.”

Eleanaturned Riane over on her back. Riane was fast |osing consciousness, eyes beginning to roll up,
the way they were when Eleana had found her sister and her mother lying together like dolls. Her mother
with one arm flung out around her daughter, seizing her shoulders, asif to protect her during their long
journey down. All that blood.

"Riane, please, oh, please stay awake!"

All that blood.

Through the soft patter of the rain Marethyn heard the other sound. Kasstna, pedling off hisleggings,

grunted likean animd.

"Shut up!" she hissed, straining her earsto determine the direction of the sound.

Kasstna at first did not hear her.

"Shut up!" Louder thistime.

Helifted hisheed. "Wha—7?"

“Ligen!"

He ground the muzzle of theion pistal into her temple.

"Fool! Ligen! Through therain!”

His head turned as he cocked an ear. "Voices."

"Khagggun voices" shesad. "They are close, and coming closer."

Immediatdy, he took the ion cannon from her head and rolled off her. He sat on his haunches, willing
himsdf to full dertnessashe pulled up hisleggings.

"What arethey saying?'

"Untieme," shesaid.

"S0 you can run to them?' He glared at her, shook his head.

"Untieme. Y ou need my help with them.”

Thumping hischest, hesaid, "'l havekilled my share of Khagggun.”

She cocked her head. "There are three of them. At least. Untie me, Kasstna. | swear | will help you
kill them."

His eyes narrowed. "How do | know—7"

"l have not cried out to dert them. | want to kill them as badly asyou do."



Stll, he hesitated. But then, asif they had crested arise, the Khagggun voices suddenly became
clearer. Kasstna crabbed hisway over to the kudlo-fir and cut the cord. He pulled her into asitting
position, his eyes bored into hers as he dipped the dagger between her wrists and dit her bonds.

"1 need awegpon.” Marethyn drew on her leggings, lacing up her tunic.

He shook his head. Then they both moved behind athicket of underbrush beneath the canopy of
kuelo-fir. An instant later, three Khagggun came into view. They were mud- and blood-spattered. One,
aFirg-Cap tain, was holding the head of amae Resistancefighter. They must have just killed him
because blood was till 1esking from the stump of the neck.

They were laughing as they headed for the nearby glade. Once there, the First-Captain lofted the head
into the rain. It came down on the toe of hisboot, and he kicked it to one of the other Khagggun, who
caught it on the toe of his boot and lofted it again, thistime to the third Khagggun. They played at this
gridy game until the head was too battered to kick in atrue arc.

"Asl told you," one of the Khagggun said, "Kunda an heads are too soft for Peling.”

"Maybe we should use yours, instead, Third-Mgor," the First-Captain said, and they al roared with
laughter.

The First-Captain crunched the head beneath the sole of hisboot. "All right, back to work, you
bile-worms. We have had photon telemetry of consstent Resistance activity in thisarea. That meansan
encampment. We are going to find said encampment before daybreak, or | will know the reason why."

He led them out of the gladein awesterly direction.

"We haveto stop them,” Marethyn whispered, "or at least lead them in another direction,”

"Asyou sad, there are three of them. And who knows how many more they arein contact with? We
can't risk an engagement for which we are inadequately prepared.”

"They will surdy find Gerwas camp.”

"All the better for me," Kasstna hissed. "1 can return to the tribuna with you and clam thisterritory as
my reward.”

"You can't be serious. | have friendsthere. But eveniif | didn't, | couldn't allow—"

He shook her until her teeth rattled. "Y ou will do as| say!"

She put her head down. "All right.”

Snatching the ion cannon out of his hand, she darted through the woods on aparald course with the
Khagggun. Kasstna, cursing under his bresth, sprinted after her.

Assheran, Marethyn allowed her artist's eye to merge with the sharpshooter's ingtincts her
grandmother had nurtured in her as she was growing up. The forest became a pattern of dark grey and
pae grey, agridwork through which she glimpsed the Khagggun. A hurried glance ahead revedled a
smdl gap in the naturd tree grid coming up. Ignoring Kasstha gaining on her from behind, shedrew a
bead on the First-Captain. He went in and out of her sight as she passed clusters of evergreens. She
counted to hersdlf, dowed her pulse, felt her finger curled around the trigger, so that when the gap
opened up she was ready.

She squeezed off ashot. There was abrief bolt of lurid green that took the First-Captain off hisfeet.
Helay inthe bed of wet kuello-fir needles, his hemet a blackened, twisted mass.

By thistime, histwo pack companions had dewed around in her direction, and were raking the
woods with ion fire. Marethyn had not dowed her pace. They were firing behind her. Kasstna legpt and
skidded into her, knocking her off her feet.

"Youfool," hehissed. "Now they are coming after us."

"Better usthan the entire Resistance camp,” she said. "Besides, | killed their First-Captain. Without a
leadler—"

"Look out!" He shoved her down asapair of ion bolts cracked the trees just over their heads,
showering them with sizzling bark and needles.

"Comeon," she whispered. "We can't say here.”

Marethyn circled around them, heading northeast because it was avay from Gerwals encampment.
Kasstnalooked livid, but he had regained some of his previous composure. He had drawn a new-mode
ion pistol he had managed to sted from the cache she had brought to Gerwa. He shook it at her slently,



and mouthed, | will kill you for this.

Marethyn had no time to think about hislatest threat because the terrain had begun to rise more
geeply. Therain had not et up. That was ablessing, for it muffled what little noise they madein their
heste to flee.

"Thisisusdess, you know," Kassthasaid. "Now that you have cast the cor among the perwillon, itis
only ameatter of time before they find usand, if we are lucky, kill us."

He wasright. The Khagggun were using the echo-guidance system hardwired into their helmetsto
track thetwo fugitives.

"Thenwewill just haveto kill them firgt," she said, scrambling up arise.

"And how do you propose to do that? We cannot take them by surprise the way you did the
Firg-Captain.”

"No." She stopped so abruptly heran right into her. "But just possibly there is another way to surprise
them.”

M innum was el bows deep in the rich claylike gumsinto which the roots of ZaHara-a had been sunk

when hefdt thetdltaletingling a the base of his neck.

"Someone thisway Thripps." He ceased his digging and wiped his hands and forearms on the leather
gpron he had fashioned for himsalf. He had been at hiswork al day and saw little of valueto show for it,
save a headache behind his eyes and some not very expert surveillance on the part of a couple of
presumably bored Khagggun. He wished Sornnn was till there. After years as curator of the Museum of
Fdse Memory, living the solitary life, he was astonished a how much he missed Sornnn SaTrryn. This
was just one measure of how much hislife had changed since the Dar Sda-at first poked her
half-drowned head above the rim of hiscistern that dank and rain-filled afternoon. He had never before
hed any experience with friendship and respongbility.

Sapphire evening spread itswings over the great steppe. The air vibrated with the Mokakaddir, the
ecdatic prayer cycle of the Ghor. Ever since the Dar Sda-at had made hersalf known to thisrdligious
sect, agroup of them had made camp outside Im-Thera, there to observe the ongoing project of
restoring ZaHararat to itsformer glory and to pray for the Dar Sdla-at's swift return. Sornnn had goneto
gpesk with them daily, returning with dire snippets of news concerning the imminent war anong the Five
Tribes.

A smdl whirlwind of red dust gathered itsdf before him, then released. Within itswidening gyre, Giyan
appeared. Her face was pale and drawn. Minnum took onelook at her and knew he would not like the
contents of the basalt mortar she held in the crook of one arm.

"Good fortuneto you, Lady Giyan," he said. "What news from the Abbey of FHoating White?'

"All evil," Giyan said as she put down the mortar on the remains of a stone plinth. The city of the dead
rosedl around them in dizzying swaths of temples, plazas, and boulevards, al meticuloudy marked with
mysterious runes meant to invoke at a whispered breath the vast engine of the power bourns that
crisscrossed beneath the foundations. " Perrn-odt is dead, murdered, unless | miss my guess, by
sauromicians.” Shewaslooking a him when she said thisand saw him wince.

Minnum set about brewing gowit tea. The pungent cinnamon aroma soon suffused the air about them.
While the tea was steeping, Giyan said nothing, but sat brooding with her arms crossed over her knees.
Minnum poured the deep rose-colored teainto tiny handleless cups.

"Totheend of evil days." They clinked their cupstogether.

He shook his shaggy head ruefully. "Ever sncethe Dar Sda-at and | encountered the sauromician
archon Tadaasaherein ZaHaraat, | was afraid of this. When wekilled him to stop him from gaining
possession of the Vel of a Thousand Tears, we began awar the sauromicians have for some time been
longing to wage. Bdieve mewhen | tdll you, Lady Giyan, that Perrnodt's death is but the opening sdvoin
their retdiation.”

"l had hoped | waswrong, but..." Giyan nodded. "What we need to discover is the source of their



newfound power," she said. "Perrnodt said something about the Others. Does that word mean anything
toyou?'

He shook his head.

Giyan put aside her tumbler and took up the basat mortar to show him its contents. "1 found this grit
stuck between her eydids”

Minnum looked at the crystals asif Giyan had produced a deadly adder. From his knapsack he
produced what |ooked like athin concave implement, but of what materid it might be made was unclear.
Taking asample of the grit onto it, he eyed it speculatively. Rubbing thumb and forefinger together, he
produced a greenish yellow flame that gave off no heat. Thisflame he introduced to the crust of crystas.

Therewas abrief flare, dong with abitter odor that stuck in the back of Giyan'sthroat. All at once,
her eyeballs began to ache, and she was Sick to her somach. Shefdt aquick plunge, asif shewasfalling
off acliff. For agplit ingtant, she was assailed by an army of coruscating colors. Then everything snapped
back to normal.

"As| suspected,” Minnum was saying. "Thisisthe crysta resdue of Madila.”

"l have never heard of it."

"Unsurprisng. Madilais not in any Ramahan plant lexicon. It isanindole didtillation.”

"An halucinogen! So that iswhat | felt just now!"

"Then you canimagine." Minnum nodded. "It is used by sauromiciansfor anumber of purposes
including, | am very much afraid, obtaining information from those otherwise unwilling to divulgeit.” He
dropped the crystal's back into the mortar. "However, in this concentrated form, Madila becomes amost
powerful and toxic compound.” His eyes|ooked bleak. "My Lady, our friend Perrnodt was subjected to
aparticularly horrible death. The compound quite literally drove her mad before it paralyzed her
autonomic nervous system.”

Rod<i ng, rocking. Eleanahdld Rianein her aams. And all the while she eyed the beadt, the Hagoshrin,

whatever it was. Had there ever been such amalevolent creature? Her head ached, but not as much as
her heart. Riane's breathing was quick and shalow. Her shoulder was angry-looking, her swollen, pale
face asure sgn of how much blood she had lost. The violent shivering was what terrified Eleanamost.
Riane was cold asice. Eleanawrapped her asfully as she could inthe Veil, soreading it out, hoping that it
could hed her.

Eleanaclosed her eyesfor amoment, recalling how Riane had saved her from drowning when they
had escaped from the Khagggun pack and the Tzelosin Axis Tyr. How she had wrapped her and healed
her with her Osoru spdlls. How she wished she could do the same now. Instead, she held her tightly,
rocking her alittle, and tried to transmit her own warmth through the Vel to her lost love.

She bent over, her hair abower, drawing them closer. All the loss she had suffered, and now this. A
family of two brothers and asister, mother, father, uncles and aunts, nieces and nephews, who else
spinning away from her memory, gone now, al of them ground to pulp under bloody Khagggun hedls.
And thento fdl inlovewith aVV'ornn! Irony sharp enough to carve you, make you weep. But what could
you say? A heart will flow whereit will, it cannot do otherwise. But how strangelifeis! Stranger than
dreams, more surprising, even, than imagination. The biggest mystery was how aheart so full of hatred
and revenge could love at al. And yet the stone had cracked, broken open, revedling inside an organ hot
and wet and il besting. Ready.

"O, love, | know who you redly are. | thought | had lost you forever. How you cameto beinsdethis
body | cannot imagine. | only know that by some blessed miracle you are not dead. Y ou have come
back to me. | see how you glance at me, and | know that look. It melted me the first time you looked at
me with your V'ornn eyes. | did not care that you were the enemy. | listened to the language of my heart.
| knew that | loved you, that | would love you for dl time. That | would assault the very gates of
N'Luuuraif thet iswherel would find you.”

She held Riane moretightly, asif with her own strength she could stop the other's violent shaking.



"Annon, Annon, Annon! | never thought | would ever again utter your name without the chill of death
running through me. But now you are here ingde thisbody. | fed you. | know you are there. Don't you
dare leave me now!"

In her mind's clear eye, Eleana saw her father, handsin soil dark and damp, dirt streaks painting his
face, never so happy as when he was teaching her to plant medicina herbs. Hetilled smdl plots of soil,
reclaimed from bedrock and tenacious scrub, for the high hills of the Djenn Marre were generdly
inhospitable to farming. That hardship did not stop him. When a patch withered and died he pulled out
the dry roots and replanted. Celebrated what grew, nurtured what grew poorly.

He did not know how to give up. That was her father.

In these memories, in akaedoscope of others, her father lived again. But Annon, in the body of an
dien, what memories did he have? Overhearing alow conversation with Giyan, she had learned that
Riane had no memories, had lost them in afdl. No mother, no father. Brothers, ssters could be dive or
dead. A blank date, or amost s0. A life without memories. She could not conceive of such asad thing.

Rocking Riane. Rocking her and loving her.

Riane, wrapped in the Veil, in Eleanas arms, shook and shivered like a boat tossed on high sees. A
storm of gae-force magnitude blowing through her, rattling her ingdes, trying to shake her apart.

Eleanasfather shaking, his eyesred and rheumy, whittled into premature old age by the deaths of his
beloveds. Holding Eleanaslittle hand at graveside, shaking like aleaf dl the same, kneesturnedtojelly,
his healing knowledge washed away on atide of grief. He took up armsthe next morning early, before
Eleana had awakened, so as not to say good-bye. Not knowing how, or not wanting to, she guessed he
was dead by nightfdl, falen hard, died happy, having taken hisrevenge, ditting the throats of two
Khagggun while they dept, dreaming of blood and victory.

Eleanawas|eft doneto train, to learn how to survive, how to kill. Which was, more or less, how
Annon Ashera had found her. He turned all her preconceptions about V'ornn on their head. Lost love
Annon, returned to her. Rocking her, rocking. She made up her mind. She would not let Riane die.
Remembering, then, something long forgotten, the song her father would sing to her, haf under his breath
astogether they turned over soil, planted the mugwort deep, pruned the low branches off sweet clemett.
A little nonsense rhyme with amelody so smple and lovely it brought tearsto her eyes. Remembering
him fiercdly. Loving him dl over again. Flooding her mind with light and life. . .

Hoursater, Riane started, bringing Eleana back to consciousness. The Hagoshrin had made so little
progressin its attempts to get to them, it had apparently retreated, for there was no sound of it, and its
distinctive scent had faded. Riane opened her mouth and sighed. That was all she did, sgh. Twitched a
little. Gave one last shiver and was done with it.

Because Eleana had dreamed of her father and mother aive amid aherd of cthauros, because she had
awakened with aheavinessin her heart, she leaned down, and whispered, "Listen to me, Annon. | lied to
you when we first met. | told you my parents raised cthauros because we needed themto rideand |
knew you would not trust meif | told you the truth, told you | was stedling them. Who would trust a
thief? | wish my parentsraised cthauros. | wish they were dive." The truth had used up dl the energy she
had woken with. She lapsed into astate of semiconsciousness, dternately drowsing, starting awake with
afreshjolt of anxiety.

Not long after, however, Rian€e's breathing dowed and deepened as she sank into the deep of the
exhausted warrior.

| in Mennus stood in the semidarkness of the interrogation cell and picked up awicked-looking

implement from anarrow shelf. Inits place, he set up asmdl crysta recorder and activated it. Then he
prodded Fleet-Admira Hiche as he if were an underdone side of cor meat. Hiche moaned. So. Not
dead, Mennusthought. Not yet.

Stretched out on the stone bench where for centuries Ramahan priests and priestesses had gone to
cleanse themsdves spiritually by fasting and praying to Miina, Fleet-Admira Hichelay, defeated. He was



tall and broad-shouldered and handsome. In short, he was everything Mennus was not. Or, at least, he
had been. Twenty hours under the merciless minigrations of Hannn Mennus had tenderized hisflesh. His
face looked like a pulped orangeswest.

"Little Admird, can you hear me?"'

Thelump of flesh lying on the bloodstained bench gtirred.

"Look at you, Little Admira. So diminished." He clucked histongue againgt the roof of his mouth.
"Such anignoble end for you. For us, to dieisnothing, am | right? But to diein disgrace, aconspirator, a
traitor, well, that is everything."

Fleet-Admira Hiche uttered a curse, which turned into amoan as Mennus twisted the implement.
"Thereisaway, though. A way out for you. If you are smart enough to takeit."

Hiche muttered something through cracked lips.

"Eh?" Mennusleaned on the implement as he corkscrewed it into the rotting flesh. " Speak up.”

"Wh-what..."

"What," Mennus repested. "Y es, precisely. What can you do to save yoursdlf from adishonorable
death?' He bent closer, trying to ignore the stench that wafted up from the Fleet-Admira. Ina
conversational tone, he said, "Well, you can clear up something for me. Y ou see, another of the Little
Admirals, Lupasas, isdead. With his dying breath he implicated you. Y es, you, Hiche. Hetold me that
you were the ingtigator of the recent nation attempt on the regent."”

"Heet-Admira Lokck Werrrent. . ."

"Yes, we dl thought it began and ended with Werrrent and the former Star-Admira." Mennus barked
alaugh. "But of course you know this. Better than | do, | warrant." Mennus face closed down, and now
it wastruly ugly. "Therewas aconspiracy. That iswhat the Little Admiral Lupaastold mejust before his
spirit departed for N'Luuura. He named you, Hiche. No surprise there, since you were agreat admirer of
the former Star-Admird. So. Who ese wasinvolved? If you tell me, | will absolveyou. | will grant you
an honorable death. Y ou will be a peace, and your family will not be stripped of their rights and your
coins

Eyes muddy with pain stared up a him. "I ... | was not involved,” Hiche rasped. "1 know of no con. .
. congpiracy.”

"In other words Lupaas was lying. Isthiswhat you wish meto believe?"

Therewasfear in Hicheseyes, aswell aspain. "Not lying," he gasped out. "Possibly mis. . .
migtaken.”

"About you or about the conspiracy againgt the regent?”

"Me... 1. ..." Fleet-Admiral Hiche spent afew moments gasping. The gases he thus expelled were
noxiousin the extreme. "I ... had heard of unrest... in certain quarters. . . but thereisaways—"

Mennus twisted the implement buried in the Heet-Admira’sflesh. "Have you knowledge of a
conspiracy, Little Admird, yesor no?"

"Yes," Hiche gasped. "All right. Y es, there was a conspiracy. Be ... between Star-Admira Rydddlin
and Flegt-Admira Werrrent.”

"] care nothing for them." Mennus grimly continued hiswork with theimplement. " Giving mether
nameswill not saveyou.”

"What...?"

"Who ds=wasinvolved?'

Hiche's eyes were squeezed shut, tears ran down his cheeks.

"Who els£?' Mennus said, bearing down.

Hiche's chest was heaving, and beneath his closed lids his eyes were rolling. Mennus knew he was
cutting it close.

"Rydddlin was too young, too inexperienced to come up with such an audacious plan. Fleet-Admira
Pnin. Hewasthe red ingtigator, wasn't he?"

"Ardus Pnin?' Hiche cried stupidly.

"Yes" Mennusdowly, agonizingly stirred Hichesinnards asif brewing astew. "Pnin."

Hiche shook his head from sdeto side. "No. You areinsane.”



Mennus bore down, grinding dowly, inexorably with hisimplement of pain. Hiche's mouth opened ina
rictus of agony, his chest ballooned outward. It was the end. Mennus had gonetoo far. Hislast breath
escaped histrembling lips. Thisair had form and substance.

"Ardus Pnin distrusted Rydddlin,” Hiche sighed with hisfina breath, "as much as he distrusts you.”

With aroar, Mennus swept the crystal recorder off its perch and ssomped it to fragments beneath the
hedl of his bloodstained boot.

A thread, shining, dark, impossible to ignore, had stretched itsalf from the regent's palace dl the way

across Axis Tyr to Receiving Spirit. Thereit intercepted Kurgan.

The banestone called to him.

He returned at once to his quarters at the regent's palace without precisely knowing why. Ashe
crossed the chamber in which he had hidden the banestone, his thoughts were drawn toward Eleanain
much the same way that an animal's attention is directed toward the direction of an oncoming scorm. He
saw her again as he had down in Black Farm, and he felt apainful swelling of histender parts. He had,
by thistime, reached the set of scrollwork drawers within which he had secreted his purloined prize, and
now he pulled open adrawer and unfurled a piece of bloody robe he had ripped from a particularly
resstant Ramahan at the end of along and grueling interrogation. It seemed gppropriate that he wrap the
banestonein thisgridy artifact.

Naked, dark as apit, the banestone woveits spell. It had reached into his mind, found the person he
desired mogt, and attuned itself to her. Now it spoke in Eleanas voice. Her laughter echoed in the
chamber, causing ashiver of anticipation to dither up his spine and explode at the base of hisbrain. All at
once, he was overcome by afever for her that was so intense his knees felt momentarily weak. When his
eyes refocused, he noticed that he was gripping the banestone with white-knuckled tension and that the
veinsin hishands coursed as dark asthe artifact itself.

It struck him that Eleanawas close. He was absol utely certain that thisfeding was neither wishful
thinking nor a premonition.

Eleanawas here, in the paace.

Where are you?

His hands had begun to shake.

| want you. | will have you.

He mouthed these words as he stared into the convex surface of the banestone. No reflection
returned his gaze. Rather, it was Eleana hersalf. The banestone had opened up awindow through time
and space to show him that the object of his desire was somewhere in the caverns below the palace.

They areclose" the Khagggun said to his companion, asthey made their silent way through the

kuello-fir forest. "In fact"—he looked up quickly—"they have ceased to flee"

"Good." The other went down in asemicrouch. "We will take them out aong with this section of the
fores."

Thefirst Khagggun held up hismailed hand. "Hold. For what they have done aquick desth istoo
merciful. Besides, one of them isdown on the ground.” He glanced at his companion. "And the other is
femde”

The second Khagggun grinned. " Sex and death. Double our fun.”

"Stll," thefirst one said, "let us proceed with caution.”

So saying, they separated, converging on the position of the fugitives from different vectors. Therain
continued in rather desultory fashion, plinking down through the webwork of branches and needles,
creating amelancholy sound much like the dreamy breathing of arestless degper. They ignored thetiny
anima sounds, the rustling and scurrying across the beds of fallen needles, or the occasiond twitterings of



warning emitted by huddled birds awakened by scent or sound to the advancing intruders.

The southeast wind brought a clinging mist that rolled dankly through the forest, erasing the farthest
vigbletrees and partially obscuring the rest. The Khagggun made their way through the mottled,
lichen-colored landscape until they saw the fugitives. Much to their surprise, they saw a Tuskugggun
holding an ion pistol on a mae Resistance fighter, who lay on the misty bed of kudlo-fir needles.

She turned suddenly as she became aware of them.

"Who are you, Tuskugggun,” the first Khagggun growled, "and what are you doing so far from
cavilization?'

That was when Kasstha, aiming between Marethyn'slegs, shot the first Khagggun dead. The second
Khagggun legpt back toward the bole of atree, returning Kasstnasfire.

Kasstnadived into athick swath of underbrush as Marethyn ran in a zgzag diagona path in order to
get aclear line of sight. He tracked her with his eyes. When she nodded, he knew she wasin position,
and he commenced a scattershot firing at the remaining Khagggun. The Khagggun returned hisfire, and
hejust missed losing an arm, as athird of the thicket whooshed up in violent green flame. He scuittled
through the mist to the bole of akudlo-fir, firing as he went. Kasstna saw Marethyn roll on one shoulder,
get up on one knee, and fire. The second Khagggun flew backward.

Marethyn rose and went over to the downed Khagggun to check that he was dead. Then she turned
her attention to Kasstna. For along moment, they watched each other with akind of wary distrust.

"l have to admit that | may have migudged you," he said as he walked easily toward her.

Marethyn tensed, and as she raised her weapon, hefired at her in reflex without aiming. She turned
and fled, through the forest, keeping the trees between her and Kasstna.

Kasstna made no attempt immediately to follow her. He would find her, he had no doubt of that. He
fdt the urgeto rlieve himsdlf, which dways came over him after akill, and did so dl over the Khagggun
corpse. It wasashamein away to haveto kill these Khagggun. If not for the Tuskugggun's stupid
actions, the Khagggun would have discovered the camp, contacted their pack, wiped out Gerwaand his
cell. He could have stolen back, liberated the hidden cache of weapons.

He sighed in satisfaction as he finished emptying his bladder. The key to gaining and maintaining
power in the Resistance was having access to Khagggun weapons. The more you had of them, the more
success you would have againgt the V'ornn. And that, in turn, would trand ate into more power. What
remained now was to devise another plan to discredit Gerwaand take control of the weapons cache.

One step at a time, he thought. He needed to take the Tuskugggun back to the tribuna. Ddlivering
her would gain him some power in the eyes of the other leaders, and he knew just the way to doit.
Twisting off the Khagggun's helmet, he placed it on his own head. Of course, owing to the V'ornn's oddly
conicd heads, it did not redly fit, but with some fiddling he was able to sttleit sufficiently in place. He
activated the echo-tracer circuitry. A holoimage appeared, nothing more than ablip, redlly, heading away
from him, amost due north.

The Tuskugggun.

Methodicaly and coldly, he began to dip through the dripping forest after her.

I_ ike a sea creature rising from fathoms deep, the ringing blacknessingde Riane's head was gradually

replaced by the grey, amorphous light not of awatery sun but of words forming like air bubblesrising to
sunlight. These words took on alife of their own, the world melted and metamorphosed, and Riane heard
Eleanawhisperingto her . .. "I listened to the language of my heart. | knew that | loved you, that |
would love you for all time. That | would assault the very gates of N'Luuura if that iswhere |
would find you."

This manifestation of Eleands heartfelt emotion had long been swallowed up in the hollowed-out
intestingl tract of Kundala. And yet it continued to circulate, like awidening gyre of bright-rippled eddies,
in the bubbling preconscious of the heroinewho lay, hedling, in her arms.

Riane, who was yet to wake, had entered that vast whirlpool suspended between time and space. She



was Annon again, with hislife before him, unsullied by danger, deprivation, or degth. There was only the
promise of possbilitiesthat, for ascion of the Ashera, were virtudly limitless. Into this shadowless
Cosmos, Eleanaswords stole like sunlight through a glade, causing Riane to conjurein her preconscious
ascene she cherished. She had just saved Eleanafrom drowning in the cistern in the courtyard of the
Museum of False Memory, and now in her mind resounded her own words: 1 won't let you give up,
Eleana. | love you too much to let you die. | will follow you all the way to the gates of N'Luuura.

That | would assault the very gates of N'Luuura if that iswhere | would find you.

In this state of semiwakefulness, of timelessness, Riane said nothing, for words circled in the pool of
her mind like bright silver fish. Ingtead, she envisoned Eleana, dl theliving details of her, theiconic
minutiae that crowded, unseen, at the corners of one's vision because there was never time enough to
take themin: the sensual angle of her upper leg, the power and promise of her thighs, the languorous arch
of her hip, the perfect arc of sun-burnished shoulder that merged so sweetly into the gently muscled arm,
the moist hollow on theinside of her elbow, the silken threads of veins on the pdeinside of her wrig, the
finedown of her, eraticin theflickering light.

| will followyou . . . | would assault... A prayer from which she arose, asfrom adream of her own
fashioning which, in asenseit was, into the redlity of the conscious moment when place was fixed and
time began again to tick forward.

"Eleana." Her voice was adry cracked reedy whisper.

"Ah, thank Mimal" Eleanakissed Riane's forehead.

"The Hagoshrin?'

She shuddered. "L ook for yourself."

Riane saw the Hagoshrin squatting atop the dtar. Held by its tentacleswas abody. It was Stripping it
of flesh. As each bone was exposed, it dmost daintily drew the bone out, popped it between its massive
jaws, and chewed. When it got to the skull, it wrenched it off what waseft of the spine and, holding it for
amoment between itsteeth asif savoring what was to come, crunched down dowly and methodically,
the sound of bone splintering reverberating through the cavern.

"Isthat what it plansfor us?' Riane looked around. "We cannot go forward, and we cannot go back.
We are trapped here."

"Hush now." Eleanarocking her. "All iswell. | am here, love."

Rian€'s heart thudded in her breast. "What?' She was overcome by a sudden display of nerves.
"What did you say?'

A dow smile spread over Eleanasface, ashy smile, but one also of great pleasure.

Time seemed to have dowed again to ahoney drip. Rianefdt the ghost of Annon rising within her, not
dead, no, far, far from that—felt hisV'ornness, his maleness as one feels the pressure drop at the advent
of astorm, asoft girring in theinner ear.

Eleana touched her, a hand on her arm, awarmth, a current like an eddy in the water made by
something surfacing. She kissed Riane tenderly on both cheeks. "Annon.”

How long had Riane been waiting to hear those words. It might only have been ayear, but it seemed
likedl her life. All the anxiety that had held her rigid drained out of her, the nervesthat had ddlivered
unconvincing denidsto her lips had vanished.

"Giyan sad you knew."

"Shewasright."

Riane, Annon, both at once, reached up, brought Eleana's head closer. Inhaled deeply her tangy
scent. Her lips opened, and she tasted the tip of Eleana'stongue. Riane gave alittle moan of longing, and
for adelicious moment the kiss consumed them both in a perfumed cloud of citrus and musk.

Time stopped for them, asit doesfor dl lovers. The one existed for the other in akind of luminous
suspension large as the Cosmositself. They breathed each other in, felt the other's long-pent-up longing,
felt it astheir own. Tasted each other, the sweeter because each for their own reasons had assumed it
would never be.

For Eleana, Annon had returned from the dead, although it seemed to her that the flame of her hope,
her desire, had resurrected him from darkness invisible, had brought him back to her asunerringly asa



compass needle finds true north. It seemed magicd, impossible, inevitable and right. It did not seem
strange to her to touch Riane and fed Annon. Helay just beneath the surface, like agreat snuousfishina
pond revealed by sudden shadow erasing the sunglare. Shefelt Riane aswell, the mysterious one, not
only to her but to Annon aswell, felt apower and a purpose beyond her understanding. Or maybe it was
her own unleashed passion that made breathing alabor. Losing hersdlf, she did not care.

And what did Riane fed? Riane and Annon had so often been at war, a odds, the unfamiliar grappling
with the unfamiliar like conjoined twins forced by circumstance to learn too much about each other. As
one, now, they rose together to the flame of passion, each bringing different emotions. Annon, who had
loved Eleanafrom the moment he had first seen her through dancing trees, through sunlight and shadow,
taking her hair down, dow asthefdl of moondight. Riane, who had cometo love her, in part through the
force of Annon'sfedings, in part discovering the love on her own, ashock, athrill, awhole new world
undreamed of . Two became one, an integration as much dreaded aslonged for. Here it was, dl at once,
in acircumstance neither could have anticipated. They gave themsdvesup to it, heart and soul.



10
Hagoshrin

Pack—Commander Dacce found First-Captain Kwenn eating adesultory meal in acafe known as Alloy

Fig. It was, not surprisingly, merdy astone's throw from the main Khagggun barracks and even nearer
the Forum of Adjudication, where Bashkir butted heads over who was making more coins. All Dacce
knew wasthat it wasn't him making coins. The V'ornn owners had gutted the interior, incinerating al the
heartwood Kundalan fixtures, replacing them with utilitarian chronosted tables and chairs. Fusion lamps
lent the place the cool bluish cast of an off-world grotto.

Dacce did not immediately approach Kwenn, but rather collected a drink from the bar, a which only
asolitary Bashkir sat. Dacce thought he ought to know him, but he could not quite place the face. Ashe
passed Kwenn'stable, he made sure the First-Captain saw him.

"How goestheinterrogation?' Kwenn asked in histypicaly neutra voice.

"All things congdered, I'd rather bein the middle of awar."

"Wouldn't wedl."

Kwenn kicked out a chair, and Dacce hesitated just long enough to give Kwenn the ideathat he
wasn't redly interested.

"| seeyou're wearing the new star.”

Kwenn looked down at hisuniform. "By the regent's order, al Haaar-kyut must weer it."

"l understand each is coded to your personal DNA."

Kwenn nodded. "It will turn black if someone ése—you, for instance, wereto try to useit.”

Dacce stared at the star. "They say the regent is paranoid.”

"Just careful," Kwenn said. "And after the recent betraya s by former Star-Admiras, I'd say heis
prudent, aswell."

Dacce sipped hisdrink, not redlly tasting it, while they chatted about those things of interest to
born-and-bred warriors: weapons, training, death. When he had judged that enough time had gone by,
Dacce changed the subject. "Tell me something, Pack-Commander, how did you feel about our
so-called elevation to Great Caste status?”

"1 could have predicted the trouble we would get into,” Kwenn said bluntly. "It wasinevitable, redly.
We are bred to defend and to kill. Personaly"—he glanced over at the lone Bashkir nursing adrink at
the bar—"1 have nothing but contempt for Bashkir."

"Savefor their wedlth. So tell me, how did you wind up working for one?"

"Trust me. Kurgan Stogggul isasfar from your typica Bashkir asyou could get."

Dacce was reminded of his superior's respect for Kurgan Stogggul, though he still saw no reason to
shareit.

"Besides," Kwenn added with alopsided grin, "Bashkir know how to pay. | get athousand timesthe
coins| received in Khagggun ranks."

Daccefelt a seriousflush of anger, not only at the First-Captain but at himself for not being shrewd
enough to invest with Bashkir whét little savings he had during the time when it was possible. Now he
saw himsdlf doomed to near-poverty level. He mentally shook himsdlf. He did not want to ook too
closdly a why a Khagggun longed for luxury instead of the acetic cortasyne rush of battle,

"Do you play warrnixx?" First-Captain Kwenn was asking him now.

"When | havethetime.”

Kwenn produced asmal multialoy cube.

"Play for coins?' he asked.

"Played for more than that on battlefidl ds.”



"Shall we say one hundred?"

That lopsided grin appeared again as Kwenn twisted open the cube. A spird appeared from which a
shaft of pureindigo light rose. Out of this fountained twenty-four small decagons, twelve each of red and
black, suspended in the beam of the light, while the two contestants put their left handsinto the edge of
the holographic spird. Black sparks ensued spiraling around each of the hands before tingling against
Dacce. He had the twelve black decagons and would have the first move,

They played quickly and efficiently, as befitted Khagggun. In the end, Dacce won with adaring and
unexpected maneuver with hislast remaining decagon.

"Well done, Pack-Commander.” Kwenn pushed over apile of coins.

"And you, Firs-Captain." Dacce deftly swept the coinsinto his pocket. "'l find your defensve Strategy
most unorthodox.”

"Do you have five thousand to go with those hundred?’ Kwenn said. "Because being at the regent's
sde, | am privy to numerous lucrative deals that make Bashkir fortunes.”

"Fivethousand! | hardly have five hundred!" Dacce exclamed bitterly. "It ismy ill fate to be poor.”

"Pity. Twenty-five hundred and we could have been partners, asmall dip in abig ded that could have
tripled our coinage.”

"Triple! Butitisnow illegd for usto involve oursdvesin Bashkir dedls.”

"It dl depends on whom you know and who looks the other way." Kwenn was saring at the spird,
possibly reliving the game moves. " Are those flecks of blood on your uniform?”

"Admiral'sblood," Dacce said. Then, as Kwenn set the spiral for another game, he laughed. "Little
Admirals."

Kwenn glanced up.

"That iswhat lin Mennus cdlsthem, the members of the high command. Little Admiras." Thelights
glittered on the warrnixx playing field. "How he hates them. It is pal pable, hishatred."

"That isonly naturd after how they trested him."

"No, no. Thisisdifferent." Dacce shook his head. "lin Mennus and his brother have alove affair with
torture. It isnot enough for them to kill their enemies; no, for them death isthe least interesting part of it."
At the bar, Sornnn SaTrryn, whom Dacce should have remembered but did not, pushed away his

haf-finished drink. Hed findly had enough.

M arethyn knew she was running out of options. Therain had finaly stopped. It was growing cold and

clear, the worst kind of weather in which to try to hide from Kasstna. Not to mention the fact that she
was hungry, tired, and frightened. As she ran through the forest, she could fed her nerves overfiring.
Therewas a bitter taste in her mouth, amost like silicon. Her body had been pumping out so much
cortasyne as ameans of salf-preservation that al her sensesfelt asif they were on permanent hyperdert,
but her thinking was muddled.

As aconsequence, she barely reacted as the way ahead pitched upward at a steeper angle. Grasping
handfuls of branches, she hauled hersalf upward, until she became aware that she was leaving a carpet of
stripped buds in her wake. She veered to the west, grasping the boles of trees, but these were often
either too big around or too dippery to be of much use. Twice, shelost her grip and fell backward,
sguandering precious time and energy.

Her lungs began to labor asthe trgectory she was on became even more difficult. Thelast one
hundred meters was dmost a sheer vertica, but a last she made it up to the crest of the intermediate
ridgeline. Above her, the Djenn Marre continued their torturous ascent, thrusting, so it seemed, into the
very heart of the heavens. She took the time to do aquick reconnoiter, and discovered the ridge petered
out perhaps three hundred metersto the east. With no strength left to climb farther, she headed west.

On the semidenuded ridge, the wind was like aknife against her. She knew she had to find some
cover soon, for if Kasstnadidn't kill her, exposure to the degpening night surely would. She loped on,
feding her hearts beating wildly in her breast. Presently she entered aline of Marre pines. Their



unfortunate location had stunted them, however; the tops barely reached eye level.

At least theridge wasfairly flat, and she could rest her aching thigh muscles. A half kilometer farther
on she saw the mountaingde to the north falling back. At first it was so gradua that she barely noticed.
Then, abruptly, it drew back sharply, asif afraid of the precipice its own towering height had built. Just
beyond, she discovered a hollow. It wasfilled with brush, dense and dusty as abroom. Therewasa
peculiar odor in thisarea, bittersweet as burnt spun sugar.

With alittle grunt of thanks, she madefor thisbest of al possible hiding places. But she had only gone
severd metersinto it when her footing gave out and, with abrief rumble of loose stones, she skidded
down into utter blackness and utter silence.

The Hagoshrin was staring up at them with an expression that defied decoding. Rianefdt asif sheand

Eleanawere apair of prehistoric insects trapped in amber. As she had said to Eleana, they could not go
forward or back. She looked around her, desperate to seeif she could find anything useful that she had
overlooked. As shedid s0, shefound once again her dation at finally being with Eleanawithout the wall
of secrecy. She knew Giyan had only her best interests at heart when she had warned Riane of telling
anyone—even Eleana, especially Eleana— her secret. But Rian€'s heart knew what was right, what she
needed to do, and she had done it. Now there was no going back.

"Riane, look!"

Eleanas urgent whisper broke into her thoughts. She was pointing at the Hagoshrin, which had
managed to move forward. Its tentacles reached out, quested along the ruined span, dithering acrossthe
gapsin the arch, moving inexorably toward them.

Riane, however, was on her back. Staring up at the ceiling of the crevasse.

"Love, what are you doing? The Hagoshrin is still coming toward us. It'sadmost & the stairs. What are
we going to do?"

"Move deeper into the crevasse."”

Eleanafollowed the direction of Riane's gaze. "And then? Well just be trapping oursaves.”

"Perhaps not. | have noticed that the crevasseisfar degper than | had thought or expected.” Shedid
deeper ingde, Eleanafollowing. Riane unwound the Vell, itsglow illuminating the rock walls. "Look. Do
you see?'

"Therock issmooth."

"That iswhat caught my attention.” They kept moving farther in, which wasjust aswell, for they could
clearly hear the dry rasping sound of the Hagoshrin's body against the rock dtairs. "My guessisthis
crevasseisnot natural at al."

"1t was made by the Kundalan? But why?"

"1 am hopeful that if we explore far enough, wewill find out.”

A scraping sound caused them to turn their heads. By the Vell's glow, they could see that the
Hagoshrin's serpent form had reached the entrance to the crevasse.

"Show yoursalves, infideldl™ it screamed. "Y ou are trepassing on holy ground!™

"Keep going," Riane whispered. Asthey crawled backward, she kept an eye on the Hagoshrin. Its
coilswerefilling the mouth of the crevasse. It was still coming after them.

The way was becoming more and more narrow. They were forced now onto their bellies, squirming
like reptiles, the rock face just above their heads, brushing their shoulders and buttocks.

"It'sgetting smdler ill," Eleanasad.

Riane, raisng the Ve, saw the space whittled down to athin opening.

"Your flight ishopeess.” The Hagoshrin's cry echoed through the crevasse. "Y ou are trapped.”

"l think it'sright,” Eleanasaid. "'l don't know whether we can squeeze through.”

Behind them, rocks skittered. A dithering drew near.

"Wehaveto," Riane said. She smiled, turned Eleanas hand over, kissed the pam. "Y ou firg."

"l don't want to lose you," Eleanawhispered. "Not now."



"Not ever,” Riane said, kissang her tenderly.

Eleanawent feet first, wriggling and struggling in ashower of pebbles and loose rock. For amoment,
she seemed stuck. Then, in the blink of an eye, shewasthrough.

"Comeon." Her voicefloated back to Riane. "Hurry!" Riane did through on her sscomach. Wriggling
and squirming as Eleana had. She saw the first coils appearing at the far edge of the glow the Vil threw
off. The coilsroiled and roseto fill the whole space. Using her elbows, she levered hersaf backward
through the narrow aperture, could fed the rock digging into her back.

She was hdfway through when the coil abruptly, explosively expanded. Like abeaten drum the
crevasse reverberated with the shock waves. There came aloud crack, and Riane felt the top of the
gperture fracture, aterrible weight pressing down on her. Felt Eleanapulling at her legsto no avail. She
was trapped.

For Kurgan, carrying the banestonein the crook of hisarm like anewborn, it was decidedly odd to

hear the sound of laughter in the caverns. He stopped in histracks, looking around for the source. He
had explored far enough to be aware of the peculiarities of the acoustics. Y ou never knew where sounds
were coming from. He had often speculated that this was deliberate on the part of the Ramahan who had
excavated the space, for he had seen myriad signsthat the origina cavern had been expanded and
redesigned to fit unknown purposes.

The banestone had brought him to an areawith which he was unfamiliar. He was far away from where
Sar-Admird lin Mennus had, until recently, toiled diligently and bloodily over histhree Little Admiras.
He had, of course, violated the protocol of his office by venturing into the caverns without his Haaar-kyut
guards. However, he had no intention of alowing anyone, First-Captain Kwenn included, accessto the
banestone. It was too precious and potentidly powerful an artifact. No one must know of its existence;
otherwise, doubtless, word would reach the Gyrgon, and they would order him to relinquishit.
Eventudly, he might decide to do that, but not unlessit was under his conditions and not until he had
exacted aterrific price.

The ghostly laughter had ceased, and he began to wonder whether he had heard it at al. The
banestone was urging him on, pulsing cold and hot. The thought of finding Eleana, of having her for his
own, goaded him onward. Hefdt hot and clammy. He had an abrupt urge to spit.

He shone hislumane ahead of him. He had long ago |eft the areallit by V'ornn fusion lamps. The rather
organic-looking cavern curled around to hisleft. Upon reaching the elbow, he smelled something dank
and foul, the acrid accretion of rot and decay. He played the powerful lumane beam over the velvet
blackness, half-expecting to have come upon some secret Ramahan burid site. Not that it would have
mattered to him; hismind wasfilled with Eleana. The banestone was like some strange, sorcerous
compass that had locked on to the object of hisdesire, and was bringing him unerringly closer toit.

The banestone's throbbing became more rapid, and Kurgan kept moving forward, the certainty
growing in hismind that he was nearing her position. The lumane's beam revedled to him stonewals
unbroken by crypts or any sign that he had entered a Ramahan tomb.

Somewhat farther on, he came upon an enormous sigil deeply incised into the cavern wall. There was
something about it that struck him. It seemed that the center of it took the form of agreet eye,
surrounded by acircle of what could only betiny pupils.

As he watched, astonished, the pupils began to pulse. But surely that wasimpossible. They werea
part of astone carving. And yet, now, it was unmistakable. Not only were they pulsing, but they were
doing so in sync with the banestone. Abruptly, the banestone chilled in his hand, and the section of the
wall into which the pictogram was incised split silently down the middle, opening inward.

The banestone was pulsing more rapidly than ever. Kurgan gripped the tritanium hilt of his
push-dagger as he stepped through. Hislumane threw out areassuring beacon of cool blue-whitelight,
revealing what appeared to be atunnel through the rock, round and hollow as an intestine.

As he began to move through it, the thick stone doors swung closed behind him.



Ri anelet go of dl the bresth she had been holding in when the gperture collgpsed. Behind her, she

could fed Eleanafranticaly digging at theloose rubble. A space opened just asthe coils were about to
reach her, and she levered hersalf backward with al her strength. A shower of rock, a minicascade,
tumbling. As she popped through, the aperture, no longer held up by her shoulders, collapsed
completely, cutting them off from the Hagoshrin.

They held each other in the semidarkness, breathing hard and shaking with relief.

Eleana dtirred, and whispered, " Since we may diein here—"

"We are not going to die here."

Shetook Riane'sfacein her hands and whispered fiercely, "Our love iswhat we have now, inthis
black and desolate place. It may bedl that we have. Y ou must tell me everything.”

Riane knew that she was right. She told Eleana how the spirit of the dying Annon had by sorcerous
means migrated into the shell of thisKundalan girl. "Riane was dying, too, of duur fever, until | brought
my V'ornn strength to her. She had suffered afall from agreat height. Her memory was wiped clean. Itis
only now beginning to surfacein smdl flashes. | till do not know my own origin."

"But her persondity—"

"Isdill intact. The process of integration isongoing. It has been dow and difficult.” Riane stirred,
abruptly afraid. "And you are not... repulsed?’

Eleanalaughed. "That isthe mde VV'ornn in you talking. | fel inlove with you, not who you were or
what you looked like. Y ou have come back to me from the land of the dead.” Eleana brushed away her
tears. "l fed asif | have been given the most wonderful gift."”

Theinescgpable magnetism of love long held in abeyance overcame them again, and, for atime,
exquisitey, amost painfully, atuned to each other's touch and breeth, they were insensate to everything
elsearound them.

"Listento me," Riane said, when at last she forced herself to pull away. "No one must ever know what
| havetold you."

"Who knows besides Giyan?'

"Possibly Sahor. No one dse, not even Thigpen. Asfar astheworld is concerned Annon isdead. He
must remain dead, for the Stogggul would come after him with al the power at their disposdl if they had
evenahint hewasdill dive

"Not to worry, love." She touched Riane's cheek. "No V'ornn would believe such an outlandish tale.”

"Thisisno joking matter,” Rianewarned. "And you must never, ever cal me by that name."

Eleana's pink tongue came out, itstip questing at the corner of Riane'slips. "Not even when we are
aone?’

"Never. Otherwise, sometime when you least mean to, it will surely dip out.”

Eleanakissed her. "'l understand.”

"l mean it. Giyan did not want meto tell even you."

Eleanatook Riane's head in her hands. Her gaze locked with Rian€e's. "l swear, Dar Sda-at, on my
lifeand thelife of my son, that | will tell no one. Y our secret islike our love; it binds us closer together.”
Shekissed Riane once, twice, threetimes. "No one will ever come between us now.”

They continued to kiss, long and passionately.

After atime, Riane hed up the Vell. They werein achamber hewn out of theliving rock. It was
square, avast cube. At its center was a column, square aswell, gleaming asif lit from within. Metal.
Approaching it, they saw that it ran down through a hole bored into the rock.

"What isthis place?' Eleanawhispered.

Riane shook her head. She did not know. She ingpected the column, saw a pair of narrow vertical
channds set into opposing sides. Feding something surfacing from the depths of Riane's shattered
memory, she began to search around on the front of the column and found alever set flush. Depressing it
st in motion an ingenious system of counterweights. Up aong the channelsrose apair of leather-bound



stirrups and a carved porphyry handgrip.

Eleana staring, openmouthed. "What on Kundda—?"

"It'sthe way down," Riane sad.

"How do you know?"

"l just do." She settled her feet in the stirrups, took a deep breath, and let it out dowly. "Ready to give
thisatry?'

"Do | have achoice?' Eleana put her arms around Riane, clung to her back.

"Hold on." Rianeraised thelever.

The system of counterweights once again began to whir, down went the stirrups and the handgrip,
Riane and Eleanawith them. Fetid wind rushed up their backs, fluttered their hair. Astonishingly, there
was virtualy no vibration, which made the ride unexpectedly essy.

"l do not understand this," Eleana said. "Hereis amachine, admittedly with asingle, smple purpose,
that isof alevel of sophistication beyond anything | thought us capable of. Could it be V'ornn?"

"The V'ornn never explored this part of the paace, | can assure you.”

They were amogt at the bottom of the column. The pearlescent glow had returned, giving an amost
surredl aspect to thispart of their journey. Certainly, they felt the pull of gravity, but their other senses
steadfastly refused to confirm their descent.

Arriving with a soft metdlic clank at the bottom of the column, they found themselves at the edge of a
gtinking moat of aviscous, opague liquid in which could be seen floating huge water lilies, pale and erose
to the point of shapelessness. There was a narrow bridge of white granite that spanned a cesspit reeking
of rot and hitterroot. In the center was the basalt column that was crowned with the atar.

"The Hagoshrin'slair," Riane whispered.

Waking around the cesspit, Eleana peered down at the water lilies, and ashiver raced up her spine.

"Dear Miina, look!"

Riane studied the flowers more closaly, and discovered gtirring not some form of sun-averse plant life
but the rotting remains of what once must have been corpses. The water lilieswere actudly patches of
skin and connective tissue that had come free of the decomposed flesh. What was particularly disturbing
about the gridy sight was that there were no bones or skullsat dl to be seen.

"What do you think happened to the skeletons?' Eleana asked, echoing Riane's thoughts. " Dissolved
inthe moat?'

"By dl the evidence, it appears asif the legends about the Hagoshrin are correct,” Riane said. "The
cresture ests the bones of itsvictims and leavestherest torot."

"Ugh!" Eleana shook hersdf like awet cor as she made dry land. "1 wouldn't want to fal into that
moat." Shelooked around. "How are we ever going to find Thigpen in this maze?"

"Good question.” Riane took the lead.

Reaching awall, they discovered that the chamber at the bottom of the shaft was circular. Embedded
within the carved rock were veins of minute creatures, viruses or colonies of bacteria, perhaps, which
emitted the shadowless glow. At preciseintervas, the wall was incised with asingle repesting glyph that
looked like astylized eye with acirclet of pupils. The glyph was not Venca, not any language Riane or,
for that matter, Annon recognized. As she possessed alinguist's mind, this fascinated her. Wasthisglyph
part of alanguage even more ancient than Venca, a protolanguage even, pictograms thought up by
Riane's ancient ancestors? Or was it more sophisticated than that, another language dtogether, long since
fdlen from memory like so many things of ancient Kundaa buried in thistomb aong with the Hagoshrin®?

She became aware of Eleana softly caling her name. It appeared asif she had found one section of
thewall without aglyph onit.

"Dar Sdaat," Eleanasaid, "what do you see?’

"A blank wall."

"Come here, then."

Eleanawas standing directly in front of the center of the blank area. When Riane came and stood
beside her, she saw what Eleana saw: ashadowed archway and, beyond, alamplit corridor.

Riane moved to her right, and the archway vanished. "M ore technology we cannot account for,” she



sad.

Eleananodded. "It seemsasif thisarea of the cavernsis better at raising questions than providing
answers”

With a papable sense of rdlief, they |eft behind thelair of the Hagoshrin. The corridor was smaller
than any other Riane had been in down there and, oddly, was asround astheinside of abarrdl. It bore
few, if any, traits recognizable as being Kundaan in origin. But if the place was not built by Kundalan,
who, then, had created it?

They had walked only severa hundred meters when they saw before them akind of hump rising out
of the concave floor. Riane knew what it was even before they neared it.

It wasacrystd oculus.

She was eated. Annon had seen the one embedded in the ceiling just outside the Storehouse, the one
Giyan told her had been created by a series of sorcerous spells.

Kneedling, she peered down through it and gasped.

"Eleanal Look herel" She could scarcely contain her excitement as Eleanaknelt beside her atop the
oculus. "We are just above the Storehouse Door!"

At that moment, the oculus occluded. Stress fractures zigzagged through it, and it collapsed, sending
them tumbling down into the cavern below.

Riane groaned, put her arm around Eleanaswaist as the other shook her head groggily. And there
was the Storehouse Door, amammoth, circular affair, studded with deeply carved runes. In its center
was a carved dragon, and in the dragon's mouth was embedded the Ring of Five Dragons Riane hersdlf
had placed there.

Sherose and stood before the Door. She put her finger in the Ring and heard a deep rumbling. At
last, the Door began to open. She would have access into the Storehouse, there to begin her search for
thelong-lost Pearl.

As she stared, awestruck, the Door rolled open, revedled adark and odoriferousinterior. She called
to Eleana, but in that instant two powerful tentacles shot out. Riane tried to back away, but the pain in her
head exploded and, before she knew what was happening, the tentacles twined about her waist. Eleana
grabbed her, but Riane was jerked away, snatched into the Storehouse, where the Hagoshrin crouched,
hungrily waiting.

Eleanaleapt after her, but the Door rolled closed, separating the two of them.

The stench of Marethyn's temporary abode threstened to make her pass out. Even in the darkness, it

had not taken her long, stooping, feding around, to ascertain that she had sstumbled into amass grave.
Like one newly blind, she discovered the wealth of information her fingertips could provide. For one
thing, she found that al the bodies she touched were female. For another, they wore Ramahan robes. But
what would Ramahan be doing there in the wilderness of the West Country so far from aworking
abbey? Perhaps they had become lost. There could be no doubt that this poor band of priestesses had
run afoul of aKhagggun patrol. But if so, why were there no burn holesin their robes, why wasthere no
aftersmedl| of disspated ion-fusion weapons?

Marethyn lay back against the steeply doping side of the mass grave and contemplated a multitude of
guestions without answers. Could the Ramahan have gotten trapped on this densdly forested ridge during
the winter? Had they died of starvation and exposure? Running her fingertips over severa of the corpses
at random, she determined that the bodies were freshly dead. Further, none of them felt emaciated. So,
then, what had killed them? That was when she found thefirst of the daggers. Soon enough, she found
others, some il clutched in the fists of the dead. What were Ramahan doing with weapons? Surely, they
must have used them to defend themselves because the other explanation was too bizarre. Of course they
could not have falen upon each other.

"Miina? Great Goddess, isthat you?"

Thefaint sibilance made her gtart. Then she heard agtirring, followed by asmal moan of pain.



Climbing over the mounds of corpses, she cameto abody that moved dightly beneath her touch.

"l an Marethyn," she whispered.

"Y ou have aV'ornnish name and a V'ornnish accent.”

The Ramahan was covered in dried blood and nearly dead. There was nothing Marethyn could do for
her.

"What happened here?’

"Y ou don't know, do you, V'ornn?" A dry cackle quickly turned into a cough thick with blood and
phlegm. "Shhhh." The return of the cackle-cough made Marethyn's gorgerise.

"Won' you tel me something? Perhaps| can help.”

"How can you help?' the Ramahan whispered. "'l am adready dead.”

Then she did something strange. She grabbed Marethyn's hand in adry, trembling grip. ™Y ou want to
help, V'ornn? Here." She pinched thetip of each of Marethyn's fingersin turn while she counted off,
"One, two, three, four, five. What do you see?’

"My fingers"

"Stupid V'ornn. Five pivots. Do you understand now?"

"No, [—" Marethyn stopped in midsentence. The Ramahan was aready dead. She sighed, reached
out to close her eyes and, with alittle cry, snatched her hand away from the empty sockets.

She heard something then, atwig snap or abranch swooshing in thewind. Or wasit afurtive footfa|?
She turned from her macabre encounter and gazed toward the opening down which she had did.

Sheligtened.

The soughing of thewind. Therustle of rodents. Hearts beating fast.

The skitter of stones.

And then, so abruptly it pardyzed her, she was hit with abrilliant blue-white light.

"Y ou weren't 0 hard to find, Tuskugggun.”

Kasstnas harsh voice seemed to emanate from the center of the light. She shaded her squinting eyes,
and he laughed.

"A ra-moleinitshole”

She turned this way and that, but there was nowhere to run or hide.

"How doesit fed, Tuskugggun, to be the hunted? To know you are going to die?"

The achingly bright light threw into sharp relief the dashed corpses. Two were locked in adeath
sruggle. So they had fallen upon one another, shethought distractedly. The Ramahan dead grinned as
if urging her to join them. She was trapped, and nothing could save her. She turned back to see Kasstna
aming hision pigol a her.

"Y ou are far more trouble than you are worth," he said, "so | will kill you and bring your severed head
back asatrophy for the tribuna leaders.”

Marethyn did not beg for her life. On the contrary, she found that she was resigned to her fate. From
the moment she had embarked on this dangerous path, she had always known that her life could end this
way. She did have regrets, however. She wished she could see Sornnn one more time. She thought of
her grandmother. Tettsie, | hope for a brief moment, at least, you were proud of me.

Theion blast resounded shockingly loud in her ears, and she stumbled backward. But, on her knees,
sheredlized that she had lost her balance because of the noise. She remained unhurt.

Thelight source was canted a an angle that cast her in a penumbra.

Quickly, she dragged over a couple of the corpses. Standing on tiptoe on the gridy mound, she gained
ahandhold and levered hersdlf up.

"Marethyn?' A blessedly familiar voice.

Shegained her feet, her hearts beeting fast. "Mdgjja?" The bright light filled her field of vision. "Isthat
you?"

"Here," Mgjasad. "Help mewith Basse. He has been hurt.”

Marethyn made her way to where Mgjja crouched, Basse's head in her |ap.

"What happened?'

"He wounded Kasstna and went after him. Kasstna shot him. | think | killed Kasstna, but | can't be



ure”

Marethyn found the light source—a battle-grade lumane used by Khagggun—and turned it down to
low. By itsillumination, she saw that Mgjja had pressed her hand over a spot on Basse's abdomen. His
clothes were soaked in blood, and he was unconscious.

When Mgjjatook her hand away, Marethyn could see a pink iridescence that made her ssomachs
want to rebel. She stripped off the deeves of her blouse and, tearing them into strips, wrapped them
tightly around the wound.

"How did you find me?" she asked, as much to keep thelook of fear off Mgjasface asto cam
hersdif.

"Did you think we would just let Kasstnatake you away like that?"

"Y ou followed us?'

"l findly persuaded Gerwa." Mgjalicked her lips. "We must get him back to camp.”

Marethyn looked down at the pale, drawn face, and said asilent prayer.

"We cannot move him," she said quietly. "Y ou know that."

Majjas eyes searched hers. "We cannot let him die. We cannot!”

Ri anel" Eleana, dizzy with fear, pounded on the Door.

"Riand”

Eleana's shock-sword was out, striking the Door over and over again with heavy two-handed blows.
After not too long at this the twin blades exploded into smithereens.

"l amglad | saw that for mysdlf." Kurgan stood grinning at her. "Because if you had told me that
Kundaan stone could destroy V'ornn dloy, | would have caled you liar."

Blood freezing in her veins, shelet go afoul oath, lunged at him, the ragged stump of the shock-sword
raised. But rage and terror blunted her reflexes, dlowing him to dance lithely away from her rather clumsy
attack. His push-dagger was aready out, and deftly, gently, amost lovingly, he pricked her sde with its
needidiketip.

It did not take long for the Nieobian paralysis gd to work. Her cursesturned to unintelligible durring.
She stumbled over her own boots.

"Come here, swestling." Kurgan sighed deeply.

Eyesralling up, Eleanafdl into hisarms.



Krystren's Journey

Krystren, at the western edge of the idand onto which she had been washed up, rolled a cube of worn

red jade between her fingers, seawrack doshing at her feet. She heard the call of the Sea of Blood. She
inhaled the sharp, clean tang of the ocean. In the bright, tender days of her childhood, before the Onnda
had come to claim her, she and Courion had swum with giant spotted rays and dancing deep-water
snapper. Theinteligent cephaopods, which he had loved best, sheleft for him, preferring the cities of
corabright, colonies of shellfish, armies of circling glittery edls. It wasfor him to peer into the deep, and
see there the shadows of immense creatures no Sarakkon had ever encountered.

They had been born in the Great Southern Arryx, an enormous Swath of undulating valeysthat ran
through a chain of douch-doped volcanos. Centuries ago, in the Time before the Imagining, it was said
that apair of Dragons cavorted acrossthe Arryx, their sexua couplings creating the first Sarakkon.
Perhaps thiswastrue, for al around the Arryx was an arid place. No tree rose from the nutrient-poor
soil, no flowering plant pushed up through the sharp-edged igneous rock.

She sat in the lee of ablue-black fang of rock with her knees drawn up, staring out at the Sea of
Blood, and thought of the time she had returned home from the absolute isolation of Onnda training to
find Orujo moping on the veranda. His family name was Aersthone, but for many reasons they aways
caled him by hisgiven name. Hewas smply Orujo. He had come looking for Courion, who was away at
sea. For two daysthey sat drinking ahighly potent digtillation of ogeyya, therare fungusthat grew inthe
caderaof Oppamonifex, regent of the volcano chain, while they spoke of Courion, whom they both
loved. When they ran out of the digtillation, he suggested they hike into the calderato gather more of the
fungus

At the summit of Oppamonifex, the air was so thin that those raised in the coastd cities could scarcely
catch their breath. Clouds passed ghostlike below them. Wind and sun scoured their faces raw, dried
therr lipsasif they werein the desart. They felt their heartslaboring, the blood rushing through their veins.
Peering over thelip into the crown-like calderathey saw an area blasted by naturd cataclysminto a
landscape both surreal and wondrous, for it looked like nothing else on Kundala.

Krystren had tried to take everything in, to do more than remember it—to somehow absorb it, keep it
forever whole and throbbing and alive just asit was at that moment. It was, more than anything ese, the
gpontaneity of their decision, like acolor pure, rich, fresh, thet filled their hearts with such dation. If only
each decison in life could be this quick and clean, aknife dash across the throat.

And she had succeeded, because these were the dominant images that occurred to her now, vivid and
breathtaking till after dl thistime. The wind quartering in off the Sea of Blood smelled of torment, the
torment of memory.

"It is S0 gpectacular,” Orujo had said, dight in histurquoise jacket at Oppamonifex's summit. "Thank
you. | never would have gotten Courion up here.”

He spread hisarmswide, Orujo the adventurer, who preferred hanging three thousand metersin the
air to sailing on the deep. Which was where the nettles of his relationship with Courion resided.

"Let'sseeif we can find some ogeyya,” Orujo had said with his unquenchable enthusiasm, "before we
losethelight."

"Areyou sure?'

Orujo flashed the smile that Krystren loved and which made Courion wesk. "Even you and | will
likely never passthisway again.”

And so they had begun the precipitous descent, entering the miraculous Oppamonifex caldera, home
of living Dragons, seedbed of ogeyya, of, so the Sarakkon believe, Kunddaitsdf.

The blasted world opened wide to meet them, the harsh blue sky dipping away just asif they had



dived into deep water. The darkness of the calderarose up, loose rubble and powdery ash dithering
away likewild rivuletsin atempest. Glassy fingers of obsidian, wicked as daggers, proliferated on the
gteep incline. Once or twice, Orujo dmost lost his balance as the friable rock underfoot gave way. He
laughed as Krystren reached for him. He did not need her arm around his narrow waist but, being Orujo,
he enjoyed the attention.

Their descent was methodical and cautious. There was no cause for concern or darm. High above, in
the dwindling ova of the sky, enormous golden-winged vistures circled silently, scanning for prey with
telescope eyes.

Orujo'sthick, braided hair was pulled back from hisface, tied with aband of silver runes, in histhick
beard was a cube of red jade, ancient and worn, given to him by Courion on their first anniversary. His
dender, open face was dight with the impromptu adventure. Or was it impromptu? Krystren found
hersaf wondering whether Orujo had thisin mind al dong, atrophy greater than any other to take back
to hislover, Krystren's brother, Courion.

By the timethey were athird of the way down, the calderawas pitched at adizzyingly steep angle.
They dowed even more, picking their way carefully down the precarious dope. Above them, the sky
was deegpening, color impastoed onto the undersides of clouds as the sun swung lower in the sky.

Krystren prudently called ahdt, and they drank deeply from their water flasks. Orujo pointed. Below
them was arufous patch of ogeyya. He grinned & her, for it wasfar larger than they could have
envisioned, and they said what wasin their minds, that spontaneity caused lifeto be at itsmost surprising.
So much ogeyya would makethemrrich.

If shereplayed the next few momentsin her mind ten thousand times, Krystren would never quite
fathom how helost hisgrip on her flask. Perhaps his hand was stiff and sore from being used asabrake
to halt his descent. Perhaps the flask itsalf was overbeaded with moisture. In any event, helost control of
it, and it began to bounce away. She watched Orujo reach for it, his outstretched fingers most grasping
it onitsfirg rebound off the rubble, and then that stretch—the stretch of his beautiful sculptured,
hard-muscled body, abody whose every square centimeter Courion knew and cherished—as he leaned
out over the sheer dope. In that one gesture was embodied the very essence of his eternally open and
optimigtic persondlity, the absolute belief that anything he tried he would excd at. It was amoment, fixed
intime asfirmly, asirrevocably asthe point of acompass, at once exquisite and horrifying.

And s0 he had stretched past the limit of any Sarakkon's ability, and grabbed the water flask oniits
way down. Theweight, tiny asit was, had unbalanced him.

Inaflutter of brilliant turquoise, hefdll.

Down into the crisped center of the cadera he had plunged so shockingly, so quickly that Krystren
wasfrozen in place. Rivulets of ash followed him down, disappearing with him, completdly, irrevocably,
with no trace at dl that he had ever stood beside her.

Orujo!

She dipped into the Sea of Blood. Bright plumefish skirted reefs of cordbright and the ballet dance of
the searays asthey moved in and out of the danting shafts of sunlight. They swam with Krystren, and
wept for Orujo, understanding why aweek after dazedly hauling hersalf out of the Oppamonifex cadera
she was waiting at the port of Celiocco when Courion's ship had nosed in. Coming down the gangplank,
he had seen the truth in her eyes before she could say aword, and that night, over her bitter protests, he
had shipped out, never to return home.

Did he blame her for Orujo's death? He never said. And yet, his absence had spoken louder than any
anger he might have raised againgt her, for he never wrote to her, and despite her best efforts she had
faled for yearsto locate him. Until she had been summoned by the Orieniad. Cerro himself had told her
that her brother had been sent on a secret mission on the northern continent, then charged her with the
mission of finding him and delivering into hishands asmall, wrapped parcd, sedled with wax. It did not
seem possible that after al thistime she would be reunited with her brother. How would he greet her?
What would she say to him? What was there |eft to say?

Only everything.

Everything that had been |eft unsaid, that had festered like an un-buried corpse in the house of their



youth. The spectre of Orujo's death lay between them like amysterious fen, fogbound and treacherous,
causing them to lose each other forever. Except now, this mission had given them one last chanceto
remember who they once had been.

A shadow moving in the unknowable deep brought her up short. She backpedaed away from the
searays, from the cordbright so full of life.

Though Courion had loved them and had professed to understand them, she had an unreasoning fear
of orquidia. With aspasm of terror, she turned her back on the shadow and in fifteen long, strong strokes
made it back to the safety of thetidal pool.

The sun had begun to melt into the Sea of Blood, turning the shallow water in which shelazed into a
bowl of liquid silver. She had been on the idand for severa weeks now, deeping during the day, never in
the same grotto twice, making her reconnaissance at night, sticking to the moondight.

It had been her initid intention to find away off theidand as quickly as possible. But when she had
seen who was advising the sauromicians, she felt it her duty to learn as much as she could about the
clandegtine activities on the idand before she continued her journey to find Courion in the dense crush of
Axis Tyr. When Cerro had made her privy to the information she required to carry out her mission he
had aso reveded to her why Courion had been sent to the northern continent. He had Ieft it up to her to
connect the dots. So she had stayed in order to discover how much the Sintire knew of the Onnda's
plans.

In the course of her eavesdropping, she had discovered, among others things, that the west side of the
idand was the most treacherous for asailor. It aso contained a hidden grotto choked even at low tide
with deadly surf fueled by fiercely swirling crosscurrents. The discovery had amost cost her her life. But
she had made it inside, finding an entrance up into the core of the granite towers, thick now with
sauromicians, their new pupils, and their advisors.

The sun had bloodied the western horizon. The last crescent thumbnail of it emblazoned the sky with
fiery color. Three of the five moons had risen. It was amost timefor her to make her way into the Chaos
Grotto, as she had named it, taking the winding staircase up into the heart of the sauromician citadd,
there to begin her nightly session of soying. However, this evening she sat unmoving in the pale green
moondight.

She had heard the whisper behind her, an onshore breeze rustling the hems of 1ong robes. Without
turning around, she knew that two males had emerged onto a cave mouth amost directly above her.
They stood gazing at the same violet swath of twilit seathat sretched before her. The three moons were
in apregnant phase; their reflected illumination was bright as dawn.

"1 would hardly believeit," said avery degp voice she recognized as belonging to Haamadi. "We have
successtully killed a Druuge. And without possessing the Vel of a Thousand Tears." Haamadi wasthe
youngest, and newest, of the sauromician archons. From what Krystren had gleaned, he had been
elevated following Taaasas desth in Za Hara-at.

"Tdaasasfalure wasinevitable, aswetold you." Thisvoice was higher. "It was afortunate
occurrence not only for you, personally, but for sauromician and Sntire dike." The voice possessed the
soft whispery ingdiousintonations of the Sntire Ardinal named Lujon. "Through us, you seethat you
need not rely on the Vell. Through you, we have along-sought-after toehold of power on the northern
continent.”

"L everage over the Druuge, you mean.”

"Yousadthat," Lujon sad. "Wedid not."

"No, of course not. Y ou wouldn't." The sauromician snorted. "The perfect symbioss.”

"Isit skepticism, Haamadi, that we hear in your voice?'

"We were born sucking at the grest teat of Miina," the sauromician said. "Now we are sucking a
yours."

"Caligo and Vardado not seeit that way," Lujon said. "They have been archonsfor many years."

"That isthe problem,” Haamadi said. "Their frustration makes them impatient. Their impatience makes
them incautious.”

"Y ou would do well not to discount their experience.”



"Their experienceisin being thwarted by the Druuge.”

"Thisiswhy they have asked usfor help in locating the ninth bane-stone."

"And in return you have asked usto use our sorcery to find acertain Sarakkon. Tell me, Lujon, what
iss0 specia about thisfema €?'

There followed ashort pause. "Sheis an agent of our sworn enemy.”

"Andthat isal?'

"That ismore than enough, believe us.”

Haamadi grunted. "And what of the ninth banestone?"

"What of this agent named Krystren?”

Thelr laughter spilled over the edge of the dliff, echoing harshly acrossthetida pool where Krystren
sat dtill, breathless, and, because of her power, invisible to them both.

"We discovered that the ninth banestone was hidden at ZaHara-at," Lujon said. "Unfortunately, it
was taken from there before we could get to it. Rest assured that we will discover by whom."

"l am counting onit."

"But having it isnot enough, isit? Y ou dso have to complete the Cage that has imprisoned—"

"Do not invoke the Dragon's name," Haamadi cautioned. "Not here. Not anywhere."

"And why not?"

"|ts power isvaster than your mind can comprehend, Lujon." Another pause, after which Lujon said,
"Raiding a Ramahan abbey has been quite informative. Our knowledge has increased a thousandfold
adong with yours."

"An unfortunate consequence of our new relationship.” Haamadi's innate paranocia could turn any
statement into an implied threat. "1 foresee atime when your so-called toehold of power on the northern
continent will increase to a point when an dliance with us will become disadvantageousto you."

"Youfed weareusing you."

Haamadi smiled with small, pointed tegth.

"But you areusng usaswell," Lujon pointed out. "Thisisthe nature of symbioss™

"No," Haamadi snapped. "The nature of symbiossistwo entitiesin a mutually beneficial
relationship.”

"Y our outlook isentirely too pessmigtic.”

"l amaredis." Haamadi pointed. "Seethat tidal pool below us?Init liveamyriad of crestures
coexigting peacefully. Until, that is, one or another of them gets hungry enough to devour its neighbor.”

"What isyour point?' Lujon said shortly.

"It matters not whether we rely on the Vel or the Sintire for our power,” Haamadi replied. "Inside,
we sauromicians are as hollow asthisrock fortress we are forced to inhabit. We remain stripped of our
power."

"The power you were judged to have misused. In that regard, Miinadid Her job well."

"Isit any wonder we areimpatient to regain it?" he cried.

Lujon, crossing hisarms over his chest, said nothing.

Haamadi regarded him for amoment. ™Y ou do not like us."

Lujon laughed. "On the contrary. Despite everything, Haamadi, you welike."

"Insofar as Sntire canfed anything.”

"Thatisanoldlie" Lujon said with some asperity. "We are not machines.”

"l have heard otherwise." There was ashort pause during which Krystren could imagine Haamadi
shrugging. "But perhaps| am misinformed.”

"Y outh is often tempted to draw conclusonsfrom the flimsiest of evidence.”

"That isdangerous,” Haamadi admitted. "It is aso dangerousto believe that age and wisdom are
Synonymous.”

"Both of us spesk arebdlioustongue,” Lujon said in a contemplative tone of voice, "and yet we
represent ancient federations.”

"Asfor mysdf, | amn no proponent of monalithic thinking."

"Come, Haamadi," Lujon said. "L et us drink together. Sooner or later, we think, wewill reach a



consensus as to how best to accommodate one another.”

"Drunk or sober," the sauromician said, "l will never fully trust you."

"It seemsto usthat isbecause you recognize in us something precious to you: the pearl of ambition.”

"Andif 07"

Lujon forced ar between histeeth in atuneless stream. "We now have afirm basis on which to move
forward."

For sometime after they had retreated into the rock fortress, Krystren remained in the tidal pool,
trying to digest al that she had heard. Theimplicationsrippled out in al directions, multiplying dizzyingly.
Sintire onthe Oomaloo; Sntire inleaguewith sauromicians. Sntire so desperate to find her they had
made a dedl with sauromicians. She shuddered. On the other hand, she was gaming an understanding of
both the ramifications and the urgency of her mission. She could spend al spring eavesdropping on the
sauromicians and their new alies, but this conversation had served to make it even more urgent that she
find Courion and ddiver to him theinformation she carried.

And so she cast her mind toward how to get off the accursed rock. It wastoo far and too treacherous
to swim to the mainland, and she had not discovered where the Sintire had stowed their ship. Besides,
she had no wish to dert them to her presence; stedling one of their small boats would only inflame their
curiosity, not to mention their determination to get it back.

Something interrupted her pondering. Fifteen meters out, where a short time ago she had been
swimming, where the seabed plunged into the deep, she saw adark stain upon the water. Asthe tide was
coming in, it was dowly making its way toward her. When it was close enough to recognize, she rose and
gtood shivering on the sdt-rich evening air.

It was an orquidia.

Unreasoning panic sent achill through her, but she found that she could not move. The cresture had
arisen from the deep, and was now making itsway toward her with each successve wave. It must be
over sx meterslong. She knew she should climb out of thetidal pool, gain as much height as she could in
order to protect herself. Obdurately, she stayed where she was, even as, one after the other, the
creature's tentacles dopped over the rocksinto thetidal poal.

She watched the suckers, big as her ears, brown asthe agae that turned the bottom of the tidal pool
furry, expand and contract asthey drew ever nearer. Shame mixed with her pardytic terror. Shewas
deeply, inconsolably ashamed that she, crifica Onnda, should fed such fear. Where did it come from,
this horror that drained her of rational thought and action? From deep inside her, sheredized, inthe
mysterious underworld where dreams are born, the kind of dreams from which she started awake, her
hair plastered damply to her cheeks, the kind of dreams that stayed with her, dulling the day to pastel
trand ucence.

A particularly powerful wave washed the orquidias head partway into the tidal pool, causing ascream
to bubblein her clotted throat. The rubicund beak was curved as atalon, sharp as any raptor's. One
terrifying saucerlike eye stared evilly at her, and she fdt like vomiting. It was quite some time before she
redlized that the eye was filmed over. The orquidiawas dead, murdered by some enemy in the deep. It
moved at the whim of thetide; it was harmless.

Whispering a short prayer to Y ahé, she cupped her hand into the tidal pool, splashed water onto her
face. Shefdt like laughing, but she could not rid herself of the shame. That it wasinvoluntary wasal the
worse, for her Onnda training was meant to supplant such vulnerabilitieswith the iron fists of
concentration, determination, and perseverance.

Only Courion knew of her phobia. He had tried to free her of it, to no avail. Now he would not talk to
her. Her own brother.

The orquidialay spread out before her. Waves |gpped its filmed eyes. Six of itstwelve powerful
tentacleslay limp inthetida pool. Smdll fish were sucking tiny morsels off the suction cups. If they were
unafraid, why wasn't she?

Sherosg, at last. Wading through the warm water, she took a deep breath and ripped off the
orquidia's beak. Using it in lieu of aknife blade, she began to cut off the tentacles. Then she bound the
body with half of them, making it narrower and deeper so that it took on the shape of a canoe. She cut



the hollow trunks of dead softwood treesthat storms had felled aong the shoreline into gppropriate
lengths, bound them with the remaining tentacles on ether sde as bdlast. She split abranch lengthwise
and clambered aboard her makeshift water-craft.

Dipping the branch into the water, she paddled furioudy past the surf to get beyond the idand's
westernmost headland. Thiswas the difficult part, because she was headed perpendicular to thetide. She
leaned in, putting her entire body into it, and presently she found herself far enough out so that she quit
paddling. Her orquidia craft quickly turned north into the tide, and now the going was agreat dedl easier.
Still, she could fed the current obdurately pushing her in awesterly direction. She concentrated on
paddling againgt it, maintaining a course due north, for the farther west she went, the farther she would be
from Axis Tyr and Courion.

It took her the better part of five hoursto gain the mainland. When, at |ast, she clambered off the
orquidia, she could barely stand, and her scomach cried out for food and water. Still, deep was her
overriding priority. She crawled through the muck of thetide line, finding shelter between apair of
massive rocks, and set her back into the groove. For atime, she gazed out through soft moondight and
brigtling garlight a the rising black hulk of theidand known as Suspended Skull. She could not imagine
what evil Haamadi and Lujon were plotting.

She fdll adeep fingering the worn cube of red jade. In her dreams she rode upon the back of alive
orquidiaand, strangely, experienced the joy Courion must have felt riding one. Then hisship, cleaving the
waves at full sail, struck the orquidia head-on. It split in two, and she burst asunder.



Book Two:
GATE OF BLINDED
PATH

For a sorceress, Third Sight isall im-portant. If
Gate of Blinded Path is closed or otherwise
impaired, errorsin judgment are inevitable. Now
the futureisfilled with brambles and thorns. And
many a sorceress has come to a bloody end, trying
to claw her way out.

—Utmost Source,
The Five Sacred Books of Miina



11
Einon

With aggh that caused the sky-blue velvet curtains of his quartersto tremble, Nith Immmon unwound

himsdf from hision exomatrix. Removing the dloy suit that both protected and hid Gyrgon when they
were outs de the Temple of Mnemonics was a ddicate and difficult task. For onething, it was laced with
skeins of quasi-organic veins and arteries of biocircuits. These bio-circuits were chains of computer
chips. The chips processed photons through amnemonic liquid, which both held them in specified
patterns and magnified their power. For another, each and every vein and artery was connected to
specific poresin Nith Immmon's skin, linking into the Gyrgon's autonomic, endocrine, and nervous
gysems.

Nith Immmon'’s hermaphroditic body looked asif it was bleeding from every pore. But instead of
drooling down his naked form, the blood followed a spird course that eventudly linked every square
centimeter of the Gyrgon'sform. A kind of garment was thus knitted, section by section, forming a
three-part, body-fitting tunic, leggings, cape with aneck cowl that roseto the level of the Gyrgon'sears,
al of agreenish blue hue. It was composed of an exhaustively complex network of quasi-organic
biocircuits whose skin, metallic and burnished, coruscated in the light.

The Teyj, sitting on the branch of asmall, potted sysal tree whose gnarled roots Nith Immmon
periodicaly pruned, observed this al-too-familiar transformation with acocked head and abrilliant eye.

"l suppose you must missthis," Nith Immmon said.

The Teyj ruffled its four multicolored wings and gave alittletrill.

Nith Immmon laughed. "Y ou dways did have awicked sense of humor, Nith Einon."

| am not Nith now, the Teyj said in Nith Immmon's mind. My time has come and gone.

"Tdl me, did disassembly pain you as much asit pansme?'

It took me a long time to discover that the pain was part of the privilege of being Nith.

Nith Immmon finished storing the exomatrix and gpproached the bird. Y our time has not come and
gone, Nith Einon. On the contrary, it ismy belief that it isjust beginning.” He held out hisleft arm, but the
Teyj declined to flutter ontoit. "Asyouwish.”

He turned and, making a sweeping passwith hisright arm, plunged his quartersinto darkness.

A throbbing commenced. Light bloomed in the breathing darkness, at first just a pinpoint, then a
pinwhed expanding. Stars burgt into galaxies and nebulag, gas clouds, and the unimaginably vast
emptiness of gpace. At Nith Immmon's behest, the starfield shifted and changed, until they werelooking
at asingleshod of gars.

"Behold," Nith Immmon said. "Hellespennn.”

Isthis the past or a simulation!

"Thisiswherethe sarsfell." Objects could be seen moving amidst the shod. "Thisiswherewe
engaged the Centophennni.” Not vectoring, drifting. V'ornn gravshipstorn to twisted pieces, reamed
ingde out, someal but unrecognizable lumps. "Thisis our end, Nith Einon. Unlesswe can learn the
secrets of the Centophennni, we arelooking at our end.” A graveyard of amost an entire V'ornn flet,
tumbling end over end in eternd torment. "' For the Centophennni are searching for us.”

This was a widespread theory even in my time.

Abruptly, the starfield shifted to another quadrant entirely, to another shod of starswithin the galaxy,
to more V'ornn gravshipstorn gpart and tumbling like deadweight.

"It istheory no longer.” Nith Immmon's sigh rustled the curtains. " Twenty-seven Sdered days ago
Heet 1011 was engaged by the Centophennni. Nineteen gravships. Thirty thousand of us." Theimage
was closer now, the horrifying details piling up into amagnitude that staggered the mind. "All gone.”



| see no sign of Centophennni casualties.

"Thereare none."

Just as at Hellespennn.

Therewas akind of numb silence.

How far?

Nith Immmon knew Nith Einon meant how far away wasthis. "Not far enough,” he said. "The
Centophennni have gotten the scent of us. Sooner or later they will be coming.”

Have you informed Gul Aluf?

Nith Immmon noted that Nith Einon did not mention the convocation or even the Gyrgon
Comradeship asawhole. But then why should he be surprised that Nith Einon would know where the
true power lay?

"l havenot," hesaid.

Surely that was a mistake.

"] wanted to get your opinion first."

My opinion:. Nith Einon tried to snort hisderision, but as a Teyj could not snort. What he produced
was a sound hafway between awhistle and acaw. | am permanently disassembled. Why would you
care about my opinion?

"Because you are who you are. And because you are Nith Sahor's father.”

Nith Einon fluttered the Teyj's four wings, seitling back on the potted sysal tree. Turn up thelights. |
find this starfield depressing.

Nith Immmon shut down the photon exciter, and raised the lights. "I know what you had been
researching just before your desth.”

| was retired, Nith Einon said shortly. | had returned to my sculpture.

"Yes, yes. | am familiar with the stories you and your son disseminated.” Nith Immmon waved a hand.
"All lies"

Nith Einon pecked at imaginary nitsin his gloriousjewd-hued fegthers.

Drawing up achair beside the potted sysd tree, Nith Immmon sat down, crossed hislegs. "L ook
here, | know you blame me in some measure for your son'sdemise.”

How quaint a phraseis demise, Nith Einon said acidly. How neat and . . . antiseptic.

Nith Immmon opened his hands, pams up.

Oh, murder will do nicely, Nith Einon said. And, yes, | do in pan hold you to blame.

"Unlike Niths Settt and Nassam | did not join Nith Batoxxx in hisfata attack on Nith Sahor."

You feel that you deserve praise even though you did not lift a finger in my son's defense?

"I | had, | would have been murdered aswell."

Good riddance!

"But | am gtill here, and Nith Batoxxx is dead.”

No thanks to you. And now you have Nith Nassam to fear.

Nith Immmon sighed. "Nith Einon, | want only to hep you."

My son isdead:. He and | are both beyond your—or any other Gyrgon's—help.

Nith Immmon sat sadly gazing at the Teyj. At length, hesaid, "All | ask isachanceto proveyou
wrong."

Bring back Nith Sahor.

"l cannot do theimpossible.”

Thisis the promise we promulgate among the other castes.

"But we are herein the Temple of Mnemonics. Itisonly you and I. Y ou know better than any our
limitations”

If you cannot do what | ask, then we have nothing further to discuss.

Nith Immmon rose and quietly brought the chair back toitsorigina place. He took meticulous care to
ensure that the foot of each leg was settled in its exact spot. Everything in his quarters had the same air of
being precisay placed and never moved, or at least, like the chair, not for long. There was asense of the
magic of this placement, asif the physicality of the quarters was part of an ungpoken incantation.



"When the Centophennni find us," Nith Immmon said softly, asif to himsdlf, "it will be the end for us.”

After all the bloody wars we have waged, the endless destruction we have caused, if that is the
consequence of our actions, then we should be strong enough to accept it.

"Sincewhen areyou afadis?"

It ill becomes you, Nith Immmon, to pretend to know me. Nith Einon lifted oneleg, then the other,
the only outward sign of hisinner agitation. WWe Gyrgon—and by extension the V'ornn as a whole—
have been going down the wrong road for aslong as| can recall. Mine was a lone voice in the
wilderness. | wasignored, then, when | would not remain quiet, | was reviled. That animus
devolved on my son when he took up the cause, refining the theories | had only time enough to
outline.

"Y ou were not done, Nith Einon. And neither washe."

Coward! It istoo late] Your holoimages of the new front prove it. Now you will reap what your
inaction has sown. The Centophennni will do to us what we have done to the Kundalan. If you
have even a grain of sense, you can see how perfectly the consequence fits our crime.

"1, for one, refuseto believe that.”

Then do what you should have done days ago, Nith Einon advised. Show Gul Aluf what you
have just shown me.

"|sthisanother of your peculiarities, consorting with Gul Aluf?!

The Teyj tried to laugh. Possibly, Nith Immmon, it is the only thing we have in common.

M innum'stent within the vast archeological dig at ZaHara-a was abrim with warm lamplight and the

amells of roagting dingbok and brewing badu. The dwarfish sauromician was at thefire, fist on hip,
dtirring aflame-blackened pan in which he was stir-frying blood-rose petasin abit of limoniq ail.

"1 did not know you were such acook," Giyan said, standing just behind him and observing everything
hedid.

"Y oumay find that | have many hidden talents.” He tossed in apinch of cinnamon. "Living on your
own, Lady, makes good cooking a necessity. Especialy when you have my refined taste buds!” He
glanced over a her. "Pardon my bluntness, but you realy should get off your feet. Y ou look exhausted.”

"An occupationa hazard, | am afraid.”" Giyan offered him a smile as she poured herself acup of strong
thick badu. "But | thank you for your concern.”

"Areyou hungry? Y ou must edt, at least.”

"Everything looks ddlicious.” She bent her head as he offered her ataste of the stir-fried blood-rose.
"Anditigd"

She sat, then, and sipped her baldu. Minnum had pitched histent insde aruined temple that fronted
Reconnaissance Boulevard. Minarets rose in dender but truncated columns, fluted sentindsin the
windswept night. She could hear the stirring of ZaHararat al around her. It was these emanations, she
was certain, that made the Khagggun guard uneasy. They ventured insde the ruined city only briefly
during the day when they accompanied the architects. At night, they kept their distance behind the energy
field the Mesagggun had erected around the V'ornn encampment.

"What have you discovered here?' she asked.

Minnum paused in hisstirring for only an ingtant. He hooked athumb over his shoulder. "Our prizes
are arranged in the corner there."

Giyan rose and went to take alook. Crouched down, sheran ahand over each item, absorbing its
internd vibration.

Minnum looked nervoudy over his shoulder. He had come to have a hedlthy respect for Giyan's
power. He knew she was, among other things, one of the Ramahan Chosen, a seer, and he wasterrified
that she would somehow intuit that he and Sornnn had found a banestone. She had in her hand the
broken idol, half-mae, haf-female, he had found.

"Curious, isn't it?" he said.



"Extremely.” Giyan ran her fingertip over the surface. "It isclearly adeity, but it isnot Kunddan. Do
you know itsorigin?'

"l do not, Lady. | confess| have never seenitslike before.”

"L ook at thisface. What do you see?’

He shook his head mutely.

"Acceptance and death,” she said, "in equal measure.”

She put it aside and, after picking through ahaf dozen other artifacts, came across the ceremonia
dagger that had been beside the bane-stone. Minnum's heart flipped over in his chest, and he cursed
himsdlf for not hidingiit.

Giyan rose and, with the dagger in the palm of her hand, turned to him. "Where did you find this?'

With asick feding, hetold her.

"Take methere”

"But, Lady, our supper isamost ready."

"Now."

Minnum knew an order when he heard one. He put down the wooden spoon and set the pan aside.
Grabbing alumane Sornnn had |eft behind, he took her into the rune-laden sireets of ZaHara-t.

Asthey hurried dong, he said, "The templeis on the boulevard Gather the Unknowing,”

"Of courseitis”

Shewas staring at the dagger, which was carved out asingle dab of lavender jade. Its hilt and handle
had been fashioned into Vencarunes. From her scrutiny, Minnum intuited that she attached some
importanceto it. There had been an urgency in her voice that gave him pause. He thought of the
banestone found and as quickly lost. If he had fouled up again, he did not know what he would do.

At length, they turned onto Gather the Unknowing, awide and, therefore, important thoroughfare. Just
past the Plaza of the Unfinished Rune, the beam of hislumane found the enclosing wall of thetemple.
Following it around to what was | €ft of the entrance, he took her insde. His skin began to prickle, asif he
had been infested with athousand insects. His shoulders twitched, and he tried to even out his breathing.

Thetemple had acomplicated structure. Even with the roof off and many of the columns destroyed it
was possible to get lost within the labyrinthine form, especidly at night. A cold wind skittered red dust
aong the stone flooring. Over the eonsthe dust had filled in some of the heavily incised runes, giving them
an eexily reddish cadt.

"Itisjust here, Lady," he said as he led her down an aid e between two rows of corkscrew
green-porphyry columns.

At the aid€e's end, he came upon the site. "Sornnn and | determined that there had once been a
ceremonid dtar here. But it was either destroyed or carried away by looters.”

She kndtin front of the dig. As her posture could be interpreted as reverential, he felt compelled to
knedl beside her. He wanted to ask her ahundred questions, but he was terrified to speak. He was on
probation, after dl, and he had every reason to believe that the Druuge were monitoring his behavior.
Giyan had the authority to return him to theterrible limbo life he had been living before the advent of the
Dar Sda-at at the Museum of False Memory. Having tasted freedom, he did not think that he could go
back to the living death to which he had been consigned.

He watched, trembling asif ill with the ague, as she applied the tip of the jade dagger to the bed of the
dig he and Sornnn had worked so assduoudy. He peered into her face, trying to divine her thoughts, but
it remained unreadable. At length, she sat back on her haunches.

"Minnum," she said dowly and deliberately, "what € se did you and Sornnn SaTrryn find here?

"L adly?

"Do not dissemble," she snapped. Her eyes bored into his very depths. ™Y ou have come such along
way. Do not revert now."

"My Lady, |—"

"Minnum, lisen to me. We arein the Temple of the Avenging Spirit. Itisaholy place. Well, of course
al of ZaHara-at isholy. But thistempleisthe Holy of Holies. It is place where the entire engine that is
this city was controlled. Do you understand me? In the language of ZaHara-at, 'holy’ may be trandated



as'power.' " Shelooked around them. "Once, there was power here. The secret isthat it abides. The
power has never left ZaHara-at. It only lies degping, waiting for al the pieces of the puzzle to be fitted
into place, waiting for the day of itsresurrection.”

Her gaze gathered him in, surrounded him, enfolded him. For him, there was nothing else but her.

"Minnum, | will ask you for the second and last time. What else did you find here?"

"Therewas something else, Lady." Tears began to leak out of Minnum's eyes. "It lay just beneath the
dagger you hold."

"I know," shesaid. "l knew it themoment | held it."

Hefdt asmiserable, asaone as he had in the bowe s of the terrifying Museum of False Memoary.

"Now you must tdl me."

And receive my punishment, hethought. | am trapped by my own stupidity. How on Kundala
could I have lost the thing? He sighed deeply. "It was a banestone, Lady. Sornnn and | found a
banestone here.”

Giyan closed her eyesfor amoment, and it seemed to him that in that moment she aged ten years. She
sad, "And whereisit now?'

Minnum was weeping again. "Well, that'sjust it. | do not know."

Giyan sat watching him, sllent, patient, waiting as ZaHara-at to avenge itself on those who had been
foolish enough to believe that they had destroyed it.

"It. .. Lady, it just disappeared. As of its own accord.”

"A banestone can do many things," Giyan said, "but walk off on itsown is not one of them. What,
then, isyour concluson?”’

"Lady, | do not—"

"But you do, Minnum. Y ou did not lose the banestone. It was stolen.”

Oh, avenging Mima, now what? he thought. Thisiswhat Sornnn had warned him of, what he had
refused to believe because the possibility made him deathly afraid.

"Minnum," she said softly, "who could have golen it?"

"Not Sornnn."

"Don't be absurd. It would never enter hismind.”

"One of the Beyy Das, then. The archeologicd assstants are known for their venality.”

"They tradein petty trinkets. Small objectsthey know they can smuggle out undetected. Of course
you know the penalty exacted if they are caught.”

Minnum shuddered. "It must have been a Khagggun.”

"A Khagggun would never come this degp into Za Hara-at because they escort only the V'ornn
architects. Even they who know no fear are afraid of this place.”

"Then who?" he cried. "Who could have stolenit?' But he knew. He knew as surely as he knew his
ownsns,

Giyan rose, and now she led him back down the aide. Minnum wasin an agony of despair. He had
known from the moment he had discovered the banestone missing that he had made the gravest error by
not hiding it more thoroughly.

When they had returned to the Plaza of the Unfinished Rune, she said to him in her gentlest voice, "I
know you think you are about to be punished.”

"l do, Lady."

"Well, stop it. We must both turn our thoughts from what has happened to what is about to be." She
stopped them near the stone cenote at the center of the plaza. "We must assume the worst has
happened.”

He dmost choked. "The sauromicians.”

"Yes. It seemslikely that they have stolen the banestone. That would explain how they were ableto
block Perrnodt's opal exploration, and the means by which they were able to introduce the Madilaiinto
her system.”

"Lady, what can | do to repair the damage?’

"Not feeling sorry for yoursalf would be agood place to start. Ensuring that you do not repesat your



error would be another.” She put a hand on his shoulder. "Asfor the rest, have patience and faith.” She
looked around them and took a deep breath of the stirring city. "It isgood to be in Zahara-at, Minnum,
for | fed asif | have come home."

"1, too, fed an affinity for this place. But this makes my foolishness al the more egregious.”

"l don't know about you," Giyan said, rubbing her hands together, "but | am suddenly famished.”
They returned to Minnum'stent in time to save the haunch of ding-bok from being charred through
and through, but the blood-rose stir-fry was beyond redemption. They atetheir fill of the meat, long with
hunks of spicy flatbread the Beyy Das made from the flour of pedda-pads. Afterward, they drank badu

until it was gone. Then Minnum broke out a bottle of nagffita, ajade-green liquor, whose smokey
richness held hints of cloves, cinnamon, and burnt orange.

They lounged on Han Jad carpets, and, as the night wore on, wrapped themsalves in patterned Beyy
Das blankets to keep the chill at bay. They spoke of many thingsimportant and trivia, happy and sad,
and each was pleased to get to better know the other.

"Tel mesomething,” Giyan said at last. "This sauromician herb Madila, isit commonly grown and
harvested among sauromicians?'

"Oh, no, Lady," Minnum said. "In fact, because the soil in the Kor-rush was inhospitable the archons
had no accesstoit for dl thetime | wasthere.”

"Then we can deduce that the archons have left their exile in the Korrush. More evidence that they
have gained apowerful aly."

"1 would say thet is an inescgpable conclusion.”

"Since they now have accessto Madila, they must be inhabiting an areawhere the mushroom naturaly
grows, for they would not have had enough time to sow spores and bring them to harvest.”

"Again, aclever deduction, Lady." Minnum nodded. "In my experience, thereisonly one place on the
northern continent where thisherb is naturally occurring. | myself used to go there, fromtimeto time, in
order to pick it. But that was many long years ago."

"And where would that be?' Giyan asked patiently.

Minnum took along draught of naeffita. "Ah, in the West Country. High in the Djenn Marrefoothillsin
the far northwest quadrant of the Borobodur forest. On Receive Tears Ridge.”

"Prepare yoursdlf, Minnum, for that iswhere we are bound.”

Thelittle sauromician shuddered. "Oh, my Lady, would that you would ask anything else of me.”

Giyan's gaze caught hisin itsweb and would not let go. "But thisiswhat | am asking of you, Minnum.
Wewill go together.”

"Alone?"

"Why?"

A cold wind had sprung up, moaning through the bones of the ruined city like mournersat afunerd.
Minnum grabbed a cloak, wrapped it around him.

"The West Country isdangerous,” he said, "and the territory around Receive Tears Ridge most of al.”

"l know." Giyan nodded. "The Khagggun patrols.”

"The V'ornn and their wegpons will be the least of our worries, my Lady.” He shivered. "If the
mushroom fields are still there, then chances are so are the sauromicians.”

Sahor could not deep. However much hetried to cdm himsdlf, hefailed. He rose and, lighting lamps

that guttered in insidious drafts, padded out of his deeping quarters and into the warren of gdleries of the
Museum of False Memory. This curious structure, guarded by gar-goyled and crenellated stonewalls,
crouched like a hunchback at the end of Fifth Division Street in the far western digtrict of Axis Tyr. From
itsramparts, if one dared to walk them, could be seen the Great Phosphorus Marsh, where nocturna
hunters had, for centuries, stalked the large and dangerous amphibious claiwen. The gargoyles crowning
itsforbidding parapets were, in fact, artful depictions of daemons, those frightening creatures whom the
Great Goddess Miina had imprisoned in the sorcerous Abyss eons ago, and whose sole purpose, so the



legends said, was to free themsalves and overrun al of Kundaa

Sahor wasimmensdaly excited to be there. When he had been the Gyrgon Nith Sahor he and Eleusis
Ashera had spent much time there, learning al they could about the mysterious treasures housed in the
museum. But that excitement, intense though it was, did not account for hisinsomnia. Ever since he had
left ZaHara-at, he had thought of nothing but hisfather.

Now, as he prowled the dim, packed galleries, he knew what he must do. In fact, he had known ever
since he had arrived weeks earlier. What had stayed his hand was the sheer danger of it. He did not
know how many enemies Nith Sahor till had among the Gyrgon Comradeship, but under Nith Batoxxx
that cabal had been both numerous and powerful. Now they believed him dead. Therisk that they should
think otherwise was, at that moment in time, unacceptable. He was still getting used to his new body, still
struggling with not being Gyrgon, not being Nith. He did not yet know the extent of his powers, for,
despite being reborn through technomancy into Eleana's son, he dtill retained much of his Gyrgon DNA.
It had been irreversibly fused to the child's hybrid DNA.

He paused before amirror, saring at hisface. It waslong, angular, predatory. He could not get used
to the crudty etched by the acid of heredity into its physiognomy. There was no avoiding the truth. It was
the face of Stogggul Kurgan, the baby's father—his father, now that he wasingde this body. He
shuddered at the thought. Hisfather was Nith Einon. To think otherwise was to court madness. Sahor he
might now be, but he could not let go of his Gyrgon roots.

Swiftly, he returned to his quarters and dressed in patterned black robes of Kundalan design and
manufacture. Thiswas one aspect of hisnew life that he enjoyed immensely, for as Nith Sahor he had
had to keep secret hislove of al things Kundaan.

Clouds made phosphorescent by moondight sailed in the black night sky. A small dusting of the
brightest stars could be seen through the harsh VV'ornn-made light haze that emanated from the softly
thrumming aity.

By back aleys and narrow deserted streets, he made his circuitous way into the northern digtrict,
home to the hardworking Mesagggun and the dluring Looorm. Severd times he hdted, shrinking back
into shadowed doorways or runed arches to avoid being seen by Khagggun patrolling onfoot and in
hoverpods. Not that anyone would recognize him, but he had no desire to be stopped and questioned.

Presently, he arrived at the section of the city that was his destination, al crooked streets and
dead-end lanes. On Black Chronos Stireet, he stood watching the dumb, unlovely facade of the
warehouse Nith Sahor had known so well. Under various false identities, he had over the decades
acquired space in severd quarters of Axis Tyr, there recreating parts of hislab-orb in the Temple of
Mnemonics. His devious strategy served two purposes. Firdt, its forced redundancy ensured that his
research would survive even the most catastrophic cataclysm. Second, it protected both him and his
work from thelegion of enemiesthat over the years had grown up around him.

That was hardly surprising, given the sundering of the Kundaan Comradeship. Its shift from the
pursuit of scienceto the amassing of political power had broken the whole into fractious blocs. It had
been the |ate unlamented Nith Batoxxx who had engineered thistragic ateration in the Gyrgon way of
life. But it was Nith Einon's central theory that haunted his son's every waking thought. From the
moment we first engaged the Centophennni, nothing inside the Comradeship has been the same,
Sahor'sfather had posited. That one act tainted us with what the doctrine of Enlil spoke of as the
Original Sn. How could he be wrong? Sahor asked himself. There seemed little doubt that thisfear, as
deep-seated as it was unspoken, was what had moved the Comradeship officialy to repudiate the
religion, to ban itsworship, to systematically destroy its priesthood and persecute those who stubbornly
refused to surrender their faith in the VV'ornn god Enlil. It was not coincidence, Sahor knew, that his
swarm of V'ornn had come upon Kundala at just thistime. Ever since he had set foot on this planet,
Sahor had felt adeep and abiding conviction that the V'ornn had reached a nexus point in their existence.
And he had posited his own theory, an adjunct to Nith Einon's: Here we will make our stand. Here, the
great scythe of evolution will reach us. Here, we will, as a species, either survive or be plowed
under.

There were shadows in the street, shifting, and he tensed. But it was only awyr-hound, thin of legs,



belly grotesquely distended, sniffing itsway through strewn garbage and regurgitated sewage. All at once,
it stopped, lifted its head. Its glittering eyes searched for the source of the scent it had picked up. It
watched the shadows, the rhythmic riseand fall of itsrib cageits only movement. It growled, baring its
ydlow teeth asit lowered its hindquarters.

With a swift, practiced stride, a Khagggun emerged from the doorway where he had been hidden
and, drawing his shock-sword, dedlt the animd afata blow.

"Why did you bother?" avoice said from the deep shadows of the same doorway.

"Disease-ridden pests.” His companion wiped off the twin blades on the wyr-hound's patchy fur.

"1 know you too well." The other Khagggun emerged into the street. Y ou're just bored.”

"Who wouldn't be?' Thefirst Khagggun sheathed hiswegpon. " Standing out here, night after night,
guarding this abandoned building. What for? What have we done to deserve the short stick?”

The second Khagggun shrugged. "Part of thejob.”

"No. We are being punished, | tell you."

"Well, anyway, it'samost dawn.”

"Y ou can play at being the obedient little Khagggun for dl the good it will do you. For my part, I've
had more than enough boredom for one night. What say we go find some Mesagggun and mete out our
own brand of punishment?’

The second Khagggun took onelast look at the entrance to the warehouse. "To N'Luuurawith it, let's
go."
Sahor watched them gtalk off in search of bloody mayhem. He might have pitied the Mesagggun those
two would ferocioudly attack, had not his mind been working &t fever pitch. He crossed to where the
wyr-hound lay in apool of itsown blood and touched it in akind of benediction. Without it, he would
have run afoul of the Khagggun. He knew why they had been sent there to guard this " abandoned
warehouse." But who had sent them?

Some clever Gyrgon, one who had been with Nith Batoxxx when he had launched his near-fatal
attack, was doubtless behind the Khagggun guard. The fact that the auxiliary laboratory was still being
watched so long after his"desath” gave him pause. The unknown Gyrgon was ensuring that no other
Gyrgon loya to Nith Sahor would gain entrance without hisidentity being noted. All thismade him
approach with extreme caution. He could, of course, have gone to either of the other two locationsin
AXxis Tyr, but there had always been an uncharacteristic sentimental stresk in him. His transformation into
ahybrid corpus had only enhanced that atypica V'ornn trait. Eleusis Ashera had possessed it; so had his
son Annon.

Thiswarehouse was where he and hisfather had last been together. By means of complex
technomancy, he had resurrected Nith Einon. In secret, he had |abored many months to manufacture a
fiendishly complex bio cortica net in the form of a Teyj to house Nith Einon's e ectromagnetic force. His
father had been with him at the time of the attack. Sahor had managed to collapse the bio cortical net into
agtream of iconic positronsjust before the final conflagration that would make the body of Nith Sahor
unableto support life.

Thus he had returned to the place of hisfather'stemporary interment in order once again to bring him
back to life. He could not accomplish that from another location. He needed to resurrect him from the
place where he had been deconstructed.

It waswell that his guard was up. Upon reaching the musty entrance, he discovered anull-wave net,
much like those deployed in and around the Temple of Mnemonics. Upon close inspection, however, he
discovered that it was avery specid one. Entering it would not only immobilize any intruder, even a
Gyrgon, but it would send a photon pulse of awholly unfamiliar sequence that only the Gyrgon who had
constructed the net would pick up.

Thetruly astonishing thing wasthat he ill saw asa Gyrgon without in any way being connected to
the Comradeship neural net. How this was possible he was yet to understand.

He went swiftly around to the side of the warehouse. A dust-blown sysal tree spread akris-spider
web of shadows onto the blank facade. Scaling the tree, he reached a place perhaps midway to the
doping roof. There, he stretched himsdlf full length on asturdy branch.



Taking out adender dagger, he tapped its hilt againgt sections of the facade until he heard the hollow
sound he had been seeking. He used the dagger point to dig into the whitewash. Chunks of it pattered to
the ground at the base of the tree. He continued in this fashion until he had outlined a square more or less
three-quarters of ameter across. Then he pushed with the heels of his hands, and the square fell into the
interior. Sahor followed itin.

The single chamber was completely bare, devoid of any sign of habitation. Thefirst thing hedid ashe
crouched in the dark was to search for another null-wave net. Finding none, he retrieved the
whitewashed wooden pand he had constructed and set it back in place. Needing no light, he crossed to
the baseboard in the far corner, pressed the center of it three times, then twice, then five times. A section
did back, and he manipulated asmall pand he had hidden within.

In an ingtant, pale blue fire flared and flickered, causing the entire chamber to shimmer. Into view
popped al of Nith Sahor's equipment negtly arranged and cataloged just as he had left it. Quickly, he
activated the center touch pandls, entering the formulae that would return hisfather to life.

Nothing happened.

Assuming that in his haste he had made amistake, he reentered the figures, more dowly thistime. An
empty void loomed where the bio cortical net should have been. Sahor stepped back. There could be no
mistake.

In afrenzy, he entered another formula, one far smpler than the first one. Death was so much smpler
to fabricate than life.

In atrice, hewas out the escape window he had made, shinnying down the sysal tree. Happily,
heavier clouds had rolled in, obscuring al three moons. Only adisma smudge indicated their location low
in the western sky. Dawn was almost upon him.

Like awraith, he stole sllently from shadow to shadow, certain that his movements remained
undetected. On Green Canthus Lane, he entered asmall, gritty, unmarked tavern. A cadaveroudy thin,
stoop-shouldered Mesagggun stood behind the flyblown counter picking on a plate of grey scraps. Sahor
ordered and sat a a corner table, watching two bleary-eyed locas play warrnixx. The stoop-shouldered
Mesagggun brought agoblet of crudely made ludd-wine. Sahor drank it anyway.

What worried him was this: some Gyrgon knew the formulae to bring the bio cortica net out of stasis.
Whoever that Gyrgon was must have been in on Nith Batoxxx's attack to know of the laboratory's
location. Doubtless, he was the one who had set the traps around the warehouse. How he had known
about the bio cortical net's existence was a complete mystery, one that Sahor knew he had to solve as
quickly as possible. He would not rest until he had hisfather back.

He was munching on aplate of freshly fried |leeestawhen the explosion rocked the tavern.
Somewhere, crysta windows blew out with the tinkling of tiny bellsthat filled the awful slencefollowing
the percussion. The two warrnixx adversaries legpt up and raced out the door to see what had
happened. The stoop-shouldered Mesagggun did not ook up. He wiped the counter with an
ungpeakably filthy rag and kept his own counsdl.



12
The Forest Primeval

Worki ng together, Marethyn and Mgjamanaged to half dide, haf drag Basse back to the edge of the

mass grave. Marethyn did not like how much blood he I eft in the detritus of the forest floor where he had
lan.

"Why have we brought him here?' Mgjja asked, her nose wrinkling with the stink. "There wasthe
pleasant scent of burnt spun sugar back where we were."

"It isaready growing cold, and we need a protected spot to keep Basse as warm as possible through
the night." Marethyn was using the lumane to probe the darkness below. "We need to get him down
there”

"What, into that stinking pit? Y ou haveto bejoking!"

"Bassewill die of exposureif we do not keep him warm. Do you have a better idea?!

"Infact, | do,” Majasaid. "We cover him with this" She scooped up handfuls of the dried needles
that carpeted the forest floor. "We use thisal the time as roof thatching for temporary shelters. It's good
camouflage, better insulation.”

Marethyn nodded. "L et's stay near the pit, though, just in case we need to hide from Khagggun
patrols."

"All right." Mgjjabegan to cover Basse. "But don't expect me to go down there with you. The place
makes my skin crawl.” Mgjjashuddered as the beam of Marethyn's concentrated photonic beam
exposed corpse after corpse.

"It can't be that you are afraid of the dead.”

"So many Ramahan daughtered—I'd only heard stories from my parents, whole abbeys of them
wiped out. But seeing thiswith my own eyes. . ." She piled the needlesin compact bunches around
Basse. "Tradition says that we cannot touch, cannot even approach a dead Ramahan. The Ramahan
prepare their own dead. Sacred prayers must be said to guide their spirits.” She shook her head.
"Though | haveto tell you that there are some Res stance who would rejoice at the Sight of this daughter.”

Marethyn glanced at her.

"Many in the Resistance are convertsto Kara. They have turned their backs on the Goddess Miina
because She turned Her back on them. They had begun to resent the power of the Ramahan even before
your kind came.”

Majjawiped her face with her forearm. "Heisaswdl insulated as he can be. But without medical
attention | don't know how long hewill last.” Mgjja stood up and went to stand beside Marethyn. "They
are dso heders, you know. Many carry small leather pouches of herba mixtures used for treating al
manner of allments and wounds. They are very powerful, so | have heard.”

Marethyn played the lumane over the grave pit. There were weapons and blood and ripped robes.

"Y ou stay here with Basse. | have the advantage of having aready been down there. I'll seeif | can find
one of those pouches.”

Majjawiped sweeat off her forehead. "We're going to need food and water. I'll go forage. With luck
I'll be back soon with abrace of gim-nopedes or afine, fat qwawd."

Marethyn nodded and squeezed her friend's shoulder. 1t was odd, she thought as she did down into
the gridy pit, how you could fed closer to amember of adifferent speciesthan to amgority of your
own.

Together, they notched out afalen tree trunk then, lifting it, did it end first down into the pit.

She watched Magjja expertly thread her way through the forest without disturbing a branch or bending
aneedle, quickly disappearing into the undergrowth. She turned and, wrapping her legs around the tree



trunk, climbed down into the fetid pit. The stench was dmaost overwhelming, and she gagged alittle.
Breathing through her mouth, she bent her back, stedled her somachs, and methodicdly turned over the
corpses one after another. Once, she dipped and fell to her knees. When her lumaneilluminated what she
had ssumbled over, she gave alittle cry.

Despite her resolve, she soon grew dizzy at the gridy work. Nothing in her life could have prepared
her for death on this scale. The evidence of suffering and agony, the unmitigated horror of it staggered
her, and, without redizing it, she was weeping. Biting her lip in concentration, she redoubled her efforts,
for shedid not think she could remain there much longer. The first pouch she found had burst open, its
contents scattered and useless. The second pouch was saturated with blood. But the third, which had
been thrown from the Ramahan wearing it when she had been attacked, waslying in acorner, intact and
dry. Stuffing it between her breasts, Marethyn gratefully returned to the crude ladder and scrambled up.

Thelight waswan in theindigo forest, grey as the faces of the dead Ramahan.

For sometime, she kndlt, her back bowed, weeping and breathing in the air that carried the faint
aromaof burnt spun sugar. She concentrated on thet asif it were alifelinethat drew her dowly away
from the hellpit below. She fdt the soft crush of Marre pine needles againgt her forehead. She grabbed
handfuls as her fists beat softly against the packed earth. She uttered one sob and stopped, abruptly. The
slence of theforest was amogt sifling, like the atmosphere grown heavy and charged just before a
ranstorm. Shelifted her head. No birds twittered, no mammals foraged. Save for the dmost
imperceptible buzz of insects, the swale was utterly Hill.

Majja. Where was Mgjja?

She rose and went to check on Basse. Despite histhick coat of needles, he was shivering. His
forehead was hot and clammy when she touched it. He was burning up with fever, doubtless because his
wound was becoming infected. If she did not do something immediately, sepsiswould kill him.

Brushing aside the needles on his chest, she saw that he had bled right through the impromptu
bandage she had fashioned. Firg, shetore off the lower haf of her tunic, then she unwound thefilthy,
bloodstained cloth. The wound was purple and swollen around the edges. She felt the Ramahan herbal
pouch between her breasts and took it out. Opening the drawstring, she smelled the heady, musky odor
of herbs and ground mushrooms. She wished Mgjjawere there so that she could ask her advice, but the
probability was that she would have no better idea of what wasin the pouch or what it was meant for
than Marethyn did. But Ramahan were heders, Mgjjahad said so. That was al Marethyn had to go on.

Shaking out asmall handful of the powdered herba mixture, she gpplied it directly to the wound. Then
she rebandaged it with the cloth from her tunic and piled the Marre pine needles over him.

She sat back on her haunches and waited. She was thirsty and hungry and very tired. Putting her back
againgt the bole of aMarre pine, she closed her eyes. Just for amoment, she thought. Just for amoment.

She started awake at a sound, and her ion cannon was out and aimed as Mgjja appeared. Grinning,
she held up afreshly killed qwawd by itsfeet, shook it in avictory Sgn. Hearing a soft moan, Marethyn
looked down at Basse. He was pae as moondight and shaking dl over.

She gave alittle moan as Basse began to spasm. She heard Mgjjarunning up, felt her knedl beside
them.

"What happened?' Mgjjaasked breathlesdly.

Marethyn briefly recounted what she had happened. "Oh, M4jja, what have | done? Whatever wasin
those herbs has made him worse, not better.”

At precisaly the midnight hour of avery long and tiring day, Fleet-Admira Ardus Pnin returned to his

villafrom delivering his reluctant grandson Miirlin back to his hingatta. To clear hismind of the questions
the child asked of him that he could not answer, he took astroll around the Kundalan garden he had
refused to have torn out when he had taken possession of thevilla. It was at the center of the property, at
the nexus, one might say, of thevilla, for therewerewalls dl around it, but none within the garden itself. It



was aforma garden, with four rows of smooth-trunked heartwood trees, planted at right anglesto one
another. They were bisected by paths of green porphyry up and down which he trod. He walked with his
square head down, his huge hands clasped behind his back.

He was abig Khagggun, an aged Khagggun, a many-scarred Kha-gggun who had reached a surfeit of
war and degth, but could not bear to admit it to himsdlf. In the dead of night, he would descend into a
recurring dream in which hewas lying on a high bed, a veritable mountain composed of the skulls of his
enemies. Scrupuloudy picked clean, the skullswere, yellow-white like candle tall ow, smooth as drowned
stones. Just before he woke up, he discovered their mouths moving, sharp, curved teeth nipping at him,
tearing into hisflesh, rending it from sinew and bone.

He awoke so immersed in this dream he had difficulty remembering hewasin hiswell-guarded villa
His routine from then on was dways the same. He would rise and, naked, stare into the night, hismind
crowded with the timesthat he had crunched across battlefield morasses, blood streaming from a
multitude of wounds, daughtering as he went. He had been trained to be an efficient killing machine, and
that iswhat he had become. Save that amachine running at pesk efficiency does not dream of being rent
aiveby itsvictims. It does not have thoughts that question and, therefore, undermine its sole purpose.

Of late, hefailed to find solace even in the libidinous arms of hisfavorite Looorm. When one was
drowning in blood it was difficult to get one'stender partsto swell. Only his daughter, Leyytey, could
make him fed cam. She was an armorer, amagnificent artisan. Mot of his colleagues knew nothing of
their female offspring's whereabouts, let alone their trade. But he had kept an eye on her progress and,
unbeknownst to her or her mother, had helped finance her training with the finest armorers on Kundaa.
Now she had her own atdlier and all the top-echelon Khagggun were armed with her creations. It
seemed along time ago that he would visit her in her hingatta

Truthis, | am getting old, Fleet-Admird Pnin told himsdf as he passed between the narrow rows of
heartwood trees. A breath of air from the south rustled the immature leaves. Truth is, | should step
aside and let lin Mennus have his day in the sun. But he could not; defeat Smply wasnot in him.
Besides, he harbored a deep distrust of Mennus. The Khagggun corps was built on rules and regulations,
and for avery good reason. Khagggun were created to follow orders, to be part of aunit,acogina
colossa whed that kept rolling forward no matter what terrain or enemies or adversity it encountered. In
his experience, Khagggun were uncomfortable when the strict limits within which they had been born and
raised were dtered or lifted. The limits made them fedl safe and secure, they ensured that Khagggun
would direct their entire concentration on each mission asit was presented to them. To put it another
way, they were bred for the trenches. That was their world. Narrow and redtrictive though it might seem
to members of other castes, Khagggun themselves found it was where they operated best.

There had been dtogether too much turnover at thetop. First Star-Admira Kinnnus Morchamade a
highly politica, and, therefore, highly suspect dedl to give Khagggun Great Caste status. Now, lin
Mennus, the latest Star-Admira, had begun to clean out the high command of those against whom he
held apersonal grudge. Asfar as Pnin could see, the Khagggun caste was aready rotten with
guestionable palitics and persona vendettas. He laid this sorry State of affairs squarely at the feet of the
Stogggul family. The moment they had succeeded in murdering Eleusis Asheraand hisimmediate family,
the warrnixx die was cast. Why the Gyrgon would sanction such an action was completely beyond him,
but then who could fathom the matives of Gyrgon? Now he saw himsdf asthe last bastion of the old
guard, the last sane Admird in acaste rotted by itstaste of ambition and intrigue.

"Such heavy steps,” afamiliar voice said softly from the shadows. " Surely you will wear away these
magnificent porphyry tiles.

Fleet-Admira Pnin paused in his pacing, his clear-eyed gaze fixed at a spot between two of the
largest heartwood trees, where he knew awhite marble bench to be.

"Come, Ardus. Sit beside me," thefigure said. "For the night isdark, and | am in need of company.”

Pnin entered the deeper shadows of the trees, where the villas fusion lamplight did not penetrate, and
settled himsdf besdethetal, powerfully built figure.

"You dl right, Sornnn? Anything | can bring you?"'

"Congdering our relationship, that isavery odd thing to say.”



"l hear the painin your voice."

"Thefemael loveisdead.”

Pnin bowed hishead. "I am truly sorry. Isthere something | can do? Thereisnothing | can say.”

"Thank you, no."

Pnin laced hisfingerstogether. "How swiftly time passes, Sornnn. The death of someone close does
that, you know, makes you see your life differently. It occursto me that we have been meeting like this
for dmost ayear.”

"A Khagggun and aBashkir, skulking around like clandegtine lovers.”

"Cagtes be damned!” Pnin laughed. "I like to think that when heintroduced us Line-General Werrrent
knew we would become good friends."

"Werrrent is best forgotten since he wasimplicated in the aborted plot to nate the regent.”

"Thought highly of you, Sornnn. His hearts were pure.”

"Hewasatraitor."

Pnin sighed. "Hewas my friend.” He shook his head. "The grest pity of it ishe didn't succeed.”

The comment interested Sornnn. As asecret member of the Kun-dalan Resistance he was dways on
the lookout for potential sympathizers. He smply never considered that it might come from so high a
quarter. Though he did not need to remind himself that this particular quarter might not makeit to High
Summer. It was Pnin's current troubles that had brought him out of himself, had cleared avay the morass
of sdf-pity in which he had walowing, had returned to him at least asemblance of hisold life.

Sornnn watched Pnin out of the corner of his eye with the concern a Genomatekk might havefor a
patient in critical condition. "l have been hearing rumors. . . Y our Situation has become untenable, hasn't
it, Ardus?'

Pnin nodded. "Fleet-Admiral Hiche, Deck-Admira Lupaas, Deck-Admirad Whon, my aliesinthe
high command, have been taken into custody by the new Star-Admird."

"Soitistrue. Theregent hasgiven lin Mennus the power to do whatever he wishes."

Pnin'svoice was very low. "I must assume the worst. My colleagues are dl dead, or they will be
shortly."

All a once, he gripped his head in his hands. He bent over, rocking alittle. He emitted astring of
awkward sounds as drool spilled out of his half-open mouth.

Sornnn dug into a pocket and dipped ahandmade pellet, black as mud cake, into the Fleet-Admird's
mouth. He pressed hisjaws together, tipped back hishead until Pnin swallowed convulsively.

"Y ou have been remiss," Sornnn said. "When wasthe last time you took the da'ala? A week at least,
| warrant." He watched the blood come dowly back into Pnin'sface. "Why must you test yourself so?

"l am Khagggun," Pnin said thickly. "I should need no nostrum, Kun-dalan or otherwise."

Sornnn sighed. "Ah, my friend, what a stubborn caste you belong to. Y ou have atumor deep inside
your brain. Y ou should have long ago gone to a Genomatekk."

"Bah, Genomatekks know nothing." Feet-Admird Pnin coughed up part of dinner and spat it out.
"Besdes, | would beimmediately relieved of active duty if it ever cameout.”

"Then keep to your twice-a-day regimen. The Korrush spice at least keeps the tumor from growing as
well as keeping these seizures under control.”

Pnin stared bleakly at the shadows that cloaked the garden, and nodded. " One day soon our meetings
will cometo an end. Itisonly ametter of time before lin Mennus comes after me.”

"Whet will you do?'

Pnin sucked in his cheeks. "That, my friend, isthe question.” He exhaded. "I must now decide whether
| haveit in meto fight one moretime."

Sornnn was genuinely shocked. "How could it be otherwise?!

Pnin could not help but think of hisrecurring dream. "I have killed too many times, Sornnn. Standing in
an ocean of blood. Perhaps | should get out before| drown.”

"Y ou are Khagggun. Y ou cannot escape.”

Pnin rubbed histemples. "Possibly lin Mennus would grant me an honorable death.”

"Y ou arefooling yoursdlf. Hewill revel in denying you just that." And Sornnn told Pnin of the



conversation he had overheard between Pack-Commander Dacce and Firgt-Captain Kwenn a Alloy
Fist, wherein Dacce had talked of the Mennus brothers fixation with torture,

"If you surrender to them,” he concluded, "they will take even longer in killing you. And the very last
thing they will grant you isan honorable death.”

"If you areright.”

"Y ou know that | am,” Sornnn said. "Besides, thereisyour family to think of."

"What do you know of my daughter?' Pnin said atrifle sharply.

"Only what you have told me, only what | have observed the few times we have met.”

"Then you cannot tell mewhy she ill lovesthe father of her son.”

"On the contrary. The explanationissmple.”

Pnin hesitated only an ingtant, then he nodded his assent.

"Sheloveshim,” Sornnn said, "because he reminds her of you."

The Fleet-Admird started asif he had been pricked by asword blade. "'If you were anyone ese,”" he
growled, "believe me you would be dead by now."

Sornnn sat very ill. "l tel you thisasafriend, sir, asafriend.”

Pnin said nothing for thelongest time. He was shaking allittle. He tried concentrating on hisrecurring
dream and what it wastrying to tell him. He did not want to think of his daughter or of what Sornnn had
said about her.

"Please understand that | will help you, Ardus," Sornnn said, "in any way | can.”

Pnin's chest felt condtricted. He needed to lash out at something, someone, and had to restrain himself.
Hewilled hisbody to relax, hisbreathing to dow. He knew that if Sornnn had not made him take the
da'ala he would have had another saizure. "'l will need friendslike you," he said, "in the days and weeks
ahead.”

"Not only me"

Pnin's head swung around. "What?'

Ever snce Sornnn had overheard Dacce and Kwenn his mind had been calmly and methodicaly
working out how to use his knowledge to its best advantage.

"Dacceis coin-obsessed,” he said. "My senseisthat heis deeply unhappy in his current position. That
can be exploited.”

"Buttodoso..."

“That'sright,” Sornnn said. "Y ou will need your daughter."

Those Khagggun who had stared death in the face saw in the eyes of Line-Commander Hannn Mennus

the same blank stare that hinted of nullity and infinity &l & once. It wasacuriosity to findit in the newly
dead, aterror to observeit in one il living. He had been captured, so the story went, on Lethe, an
ash-grey wilderness world once used by the Centophennni as aspyglassto observe, godlike, that
quadrant of the galaxy. Possibly they werelooking for the V'ornn; in any case, that was the suspicion.

What was known and undisputed was that Hannn Mennus led a scouting pack ordered by the high
command to confirm advance intelligence of Centophennni activity. Among the rank and file, speculation
wasrife that the high command never expected the pack to return. Hannn Mennus was not informed of
this, of course. Instead, he led his pack into the inscrutable jaws of death. Every one of them had been
obliterated, ashes scattered to the winds. Save him. He had no memory of what transpired on Lethe,
and, of course, his Khagggun could no longer give up their secrets. Had the Centophennni ambushed
them? But there was no evidence of goron particles. Had Hannn Mennus gone mad and killed them
himsdlf, pyred them to N'Luuura? No one could say. And so it remained a mystery.

Perhaps the Gyrgon discovered something during their three-day debriefing of him, prying into the
recesses of hisbrain like fervid speleologidts, but, if so, the findings never made their way into data
crystds, afact the speculators found particularly ominous. At length, the Gyrgon released him into the
flow of everyday life. There remained about him, however, the sain of an unsolvable mystery, awnhiff of



suspicion; and if there was anything Khagggun didiked it was those things. He commanded well,
employed excessive force and cruety with abandon. They respected him for that. He was also a canny
leader. He had killed many Kundaan, ripping the tongues from their mouths, displaying like so many bird
feathersthe dried, shriveled remains on the shaft of hisfluttering standard.

It was Kasstndsill fortune to be discovered by a pair of Hannn Mennus Khagggun. He heard them
coming, but wounded as he was he was scarcely in any position to outrun them. Foolishly, hetried to kill
them, but his hands were so palsied from hision cannon wounds that he missed them completely. They
came after him. Then he compounded his error by trying to hide from them. He was bleeding too badly
and left atrail impossible to miss. Perhaps the loss of blood had addled hisbrain, for he neglected to
remove his Khagggun helm and throw away hision cannon before they dragged him from hisinadequate
hidey-hole. Seeing him wesaring the contraband ignited their rage, but they were Hannn Mennus own and
he had trained them well. They beat him quietly, camly, methodicaly and for avery long time which had
the advantage of prolonging their pleasure aswel as preventing them from making the fatal mistake of
killing him.

Instead, one of them threw him over his shoulder like aside of freshly butchered meet, which by that
time Kasstha resembled. In due course, they delivered him to their Line-Commander in the tense and
ritudistic manner of warriorswho place an important sacrifice before their shaman-king.

Kassthawas at that point in no condition to resist torture—especially the formsin which Hannn
Mennus excelled. Besides, Kasstna had no specific sense of loyalty to Gerwa, for whom both the
Mennus brothers had been unsuccessfully searching for years. In fact, he had every reason to see Gerwa
destroyed. It did not take long for him to spill hisguts, both figuratively and literdly. He gave the
Khagggun chapter and verse on where to find Gerwa's encampment, the size of his complement, and the
leve of training of his Resistance fighters. But in one matter he perversdy held his tongue—the cache of
stolen Khagggun war materidl, for even then he harbored the insane hope that he would be lft diveto
one day soon enter Gerwa's burnt-out encampment and find the weapons that would ensure his entry into
the council. He had perhaps five minutes to warm himsdf in the fire of that improbable dream before
Line-Commander Mennus, having determined that he had bled this specimen dry of intelligence, dit open
his abdomen.

An hour later, Mennus, a the head of aWing that comprised fully five packs of heavily armed
Khagggun, moved out through the dripping foliage on hisway to annihilate the infestation on Receiving
TearsRidge.



13
The Garden of Law and Chaos

Riane had been dreaming of Eleana. It was so peaceful, so perfect she did not want to leave theworld

she had created, she did not want the dream to end. Then al was grey ash dispersed on the wind, and
her eyes snapped open and a chill whipped through her just asif she had been plunged into ice water.
Her heart beat so fast it was dmost painful.

Eleana!

Where was she? Left donein the caverns patrolled by Haaar-kyuit.

She sat up and found herself entirely alone in the center of agarden. It was, however, unlike any
garden she had ever seen or heard spoken of. For one thing, it had the aspect of an oasisin the desert.
That isto say, ingtead of aninfinity of sand, dl around it loomed the massive granite chambers of the
Storehouse—dark, cyclopean, forbidding— grinding and moaning like ice floes to the subtle shifts of the
tectonic plates out of which it had been hewn. For another thing, the entire scene was quite impossible.
Honeyed sunlight filtered through smooth, curving tri-pam trees, the undersides of their deep green
fronds gravid with nut-brown fruit. FHlower-lined lawns stretched in every direction, crisscrossed by a
forma grid of white-marble paths. At each intersection of the grid, water tinkled in snowflake obsidian
fountains, each one breathtakingly carved into the shape of acolossa Vencarune. Gim-nopedes
swooped and flitted through the fronds, chasing each other in carefree fashion, following soft breaths of
ar sweset beyond comprehension.

Riane shook her head. Firgt, the sudden loss of Eleanaand now thisimpossible place dl set her mind
reeling. And then she remembered where she was. The Storehouse was the place she had been trying to
get into ever since she had become the Dar Sdla-at. The sacred repository where the Great Goddess
Miina had ordained The Pearl must be kept. It was written in Prophecy that she would find The Pearl
and lead al of Kunddato freedom and their ultimate destiny. Now, at long last, shewas a the starting
point, the place where Miinahad cast down The Pearl after the caba of sauromicians had wrested
control of it from Mother and, profaning the Holy of Holies, had gazed into its depths. She had achance
now to right those wrongs, to bring The Pearl back into Miina's White Light.

A sudden shadow, as of ahulking cloud passing before the white sun glare, caused her to turn. She
saw the Hagoshrin. Its hideous head with its thick trunk and questing tentacles was turned toward her. Its
sau-cerlike eyes, with their eerie circle of pupils, were fixed on her. The vee dash of its mouth,
half-obscured by the ciliated trunk with an obscene hole a the end, opened and closed in terrible silence.

Riane took an involuntary step back, and the Hagoshrin followed her, a movement made dl the more
menacing by its colossa bulk. She said, "Do you know who | am?”

"1 know you." The Hagoshrin possessed avoice like arasp abrading metal. 1t sent shivers down
Rian€s spine, it invaded her brain like a parasite, worming itsway past al the psychic barriers she put up.
"Do you know who | am?'

"Y ou are the Hagoshrin that guards The Pearl. Y ou dmost killed me and my companion Eleana.”

"That iswhat | am meant to do."

"Y ou would not lissen when | told youwho | was."

"Over the centuries, dl who havetried to enter thisholy place havelied. All who havetried have
failed. That was before the Storehouse Door opened for you. Y ou told the truth. Y ou are the Dar
Sdaa." Its head shot forward with alarming speed, and its nogtrils dilated quickly. "Yes. Y ou are not on
the surface whom you appear to be." The eyes squinted. "1 discernin you V'ornnish traits. | seefirein
your blood. I smell the scent of vengeance on your swest."

Riane was gartled. "Y ou do not seem to be the monster legend paints.”



"Legends are dangerous,” the Hagoshrin said. "Like history they can be easily manipulated. After dl,
who isto gainsay those who remain to rewrite them to their own benefit. To the survivors the spoils.”

Riane looked hard into the hideous face. It was astruggle not to let that terrible visage color her
expectations of temperament and intellect. "Thisisnot how | imagined you would be."

"It isbest to have no expectation when facing the unknown.” The Hagoshrin bared its enormous teeth,
whether in laughter or in remorse, it wasimpossbleto tell. Y ou are in the Garden of Law and Chaos.
Here everything isin perfect balance—Darkness and Light, Good and Evil, Love and Hate, Order and
Chaos. Those things that rely on imbalance are rendered inert. The Vel of a Thousand Tears, for
indance.”

Riane unwound the Vel from her waist. The Hagoshrin was right. No matter how much shetried she
could not hear the voices of the Dragons whose tears were enmeshed in the sorcerous fabric of the Vell.

"A good lesson to be learned, Dar Sdla-at. Do not overly rely on any single implement, sorcerous or
otherwise. Rely rather on your wits."

Riane shook her head. Imagine getting advice from aHagoshrin! Nevertheless, she knew that it would
be well to take its advice to heart. Giyan had told her that the Hagoshrin spoke only the truth. But she
wasin adaemonicdly difficult Stuation. Eleanawas donein the caverns, and who knew where Thigpen
had gotten to? Y et she had aresponsbility hereto fulfill her destiny and locate The Pearl.

AsRiane rewound the Ve, the Hagoshrin said, "In the Time that was No-Time, before the Imagining
when the Kundalan were born, Mima constructed this place by weaving the bourn linestogether. The
Garden of Law and Chaosis pure energy.”

"A perfect place to store The Pearl,” Riane said. "I am come now. Deliver to me The Pearl or lead me
to where Miinahid it."

"Asyou wish, Dar Sda-at!"

The Hagoshrin bellowed so loudly that Riane clapped handsto her earsin avain attempt to protect
herself, for it gpoke aVencaword, and there was no protection. It caused the entire garden to tremble.
The sun winked out. What was |eft was agrey light, dim and occluded, filthy as sewage. A fearsome
black sphere had formed that seemed all maw. The tri-palm fronds were bent low, their root balls sucked
from the ground as they, aong with the frolicking gimnopedes vanished into it. Thelovely fountains
frothed, disassembling. Their plashing water spewed in athunderous cloudburst. The last vestiges of the
magnificent garden was sucked whole cloth into the sphere of the Hagoshrin's powerful spellcasting.

The silence was oppressive, the darkness absolute. The stench of bitterroot took on athird dimension,
asharp-toothed rodent crawling through shadow. Livid bluish light bloomed in four corners, asif there
exigted within the sphere a cube of lambent energy.

Riane peered into the eerie semidarkness. "Whereisit?'

"It will take abit of time," the Hagoshrin said. 'l am not as| oncewas. Y our coming has freed me
from thisaccursed prison but not in the way | imagined. | am coming gpart from the inside out. After eons
beyond number the sorcery isunraveling.”

"This has been your prison?'

The Hagoshrin snorted. "Do you think | would willingly choose to belocked away in this
Goddess-forsaken fortress? No, no. | was promised all that | wished for—and then | was tricked,
ensorceled, burdened with this agonizing existence. For the love of Kundala, ook what has become of
ma"

"1 would think guarding The Pearl would be an honor beyond measure.”

"Ah, Dar Sda-at, how much you have yet to learn.”

The Hagoshrin rolled the middle part of its ungainly torso over to reved ahuge navel. "Y es, there, you
see, itiscoming.” From its depths, it plucked a sphere that glowed every color imaginable.

"The Pear|!" Riane whispered.

"Yed TheHoly of Holies. The granter of al wishes, the bringer of dreams, the one instrument of al
power." The Hagoshrim offered it. "Here, then, is The Pearl.”

It fet insubstantid, lighter than air. Riane's hands began to tremble. Here she was on the brink of
understanding, on the brink of fulfilling her destiny asthe Dar Sdla-at. With the Pearl shewould lead a



rebellion such asthe V'ornn have never witnessed—the Res stance would rise up and, joined by the
entire Kundaan population, throw off the V'ornn yoke and drive the aliens completely off Kundaa.

"The Prophecies aretrue," she whigpered. She could not control her trembling. There with her in spirit
were Mother and Giyan and dl the devout Ramahan who had died at the hands of the V'ornn and the
sauromician traitors. All the pain and suffering she had endured, al that had been taken away from her, dl
the sacrifices she had made— everything made sense now as she saw her purpose taking form in front of
her eyes. She wasfilled with dation and the prick of fear. Here was the moment of Transformation
spoken of in both of Miinas sacred texts, Utmost Source and The Book of Recantation.

"What do the Prophecies say?" the Hagoshrin asked.

"That the Dar Sdla-at will look into the depths of The Pearl and see the future of the Kundalan, that
shewill seetheway to their salvation, the return to their former glory.”

"Your moment isat hand,”" the Hagoshrin said. "Fulfill the Prophecy.”

Riane stared into the sorcerous depths of The Pearl. At first she saw nothing, aswirl of colors, like
pigments stirred in an artist's pot. Then, like acurtain of mist parting, she saw ascene. It was of an
armada of ships—V'ornn ships—darkening the sky over the northern continent. As the ships descended
through the atmosphere, agroup of male Ramahan were seen emerging from Middle Palace, walking
through the thronged streets of Axis Tyr to the North Gate. A contingent of VV'ornn were dready waiting
to greet them asthey passed through the gate. The V'ornn were unarmed. There were no hogtilities,
merely an exchange of greetings, then an exchange of culturd gifts.

Riane, stunned, looked up at the Hagoshrin, who was grinning from ear to ear.

"Thisisn't thefuture," she said in despair. "It isn't even the past. Thisisn't what happened.”

"Indeed not. What you are seeing is precisaly what the caba saw, what caused them to open the
gates of Axis Tyr—of al Kundala, in fact—to the V'ornn.”

Riane was shaking her head. "This cannot be. It is some ruse—"

"Y ou are seeing what caused the Kundalan to be massacred and endaved without even a modicum of
afight. They believed—because the cabal believed—that the V'ornn were benign. Isit any wonder that
the remains of this caba—the sauromicians—have turned away from Miina, will now fight to the death to
destroy Her teachings and Her followers?'

"l do not believeyou."

" pity you, then, for you will remain deluded for the rest of your days. | am incgpable of lying.”

"Maybe you cannot lie," Riane said, "but surely you are capable of hiding the true Pearl you are svorn
to protect.”

"l am sworn to protect it, yes. But | am aso sworn to deliver it into the hands of the Dar Sdla-at. This
| have done."

Rianefet asif shewere plummeting down an endless shaft. Rage, confusion and despair dl swirled
insde her like the colors 0ozing across the surface of The Pearl.

"It cannot be true!™

"l assureyou itis”

She thought of al she had been subjected to, coming near to death, Annon's essence ripped out of his
body, rudely thrust into a Kundalan shell, healed by some sorcery she could not even now fathom. She
thought of al she had been taught, al she had endured within the corrupt confines of the Abbey of
Hoating White. She was overcome by nausea and amounting sense of dread.

"But Mother used The Pearl. Shetold me s0."

"Mother saw what Miinawished her to see, no more and no less. Like everyone else, she was
convinced that The Pearl wasreal. The deception had to be absolute in order to fool the sauromicians.”

Riane felt Annon's rage—the male V'ornn that was part of her, wanting revenge, needing to dash and
burn everything in Sght. She clenched her fists, threw her head back, and screamed until her throat was
raw and aching.

"l fed your pain,” the Hagoshrin said.

"Like N'Luuurayou do!" Riane staked off.

In utter darkness, she stared into an infinity of nothingness. Shefdt asif she had been adeep for along



time, only to awake into anightmare. She had trusted in Giyan, in Mother, the teachings of the
Ra-mahan. In the Great Goddess Miina. Was nothing on thisworld what it appeared to be? She
recognized hers asa V'ornn thought and was grateful, for she would need Annon'sindomitable strength
now more than ever. How grateful shewasto be part of this new fused entity, now that the world was
spinning around her at aspeed and in an orbit entirely new to her. The question was how to proceed.
Part of her— the part that was in despair, that was parayzed with dread—wanted to do nothing more
than curl up there in the darkness, go to deep, and never wake up. Even so, she recognized that asa
fantasy, flight from what seemed an unknowable and unknown future bereft of dl the supports she had
counted on.

Shefdt done—and yet she was not done. Behind her the Hagoshrin was waiting, and right now the
cresture was her only hope of going on. Because she knew that no matter how deep her despair and
desperation went, she would go on. She could do nought else.

Seeing her regppear, the Hagoshrin said, "Y es, Dar Sda-at. It is much to absorb.”

"That isan understatement.” She wasfighting to catch her bregth, but she appreciated the Hagoshrin's
empathy. "Why would Miinado this?'

"l am not agod. And, in any event, | never had the Goddess's ear.”

"But | am written in Prophecy—"

"The Prophecies are the invention of the Five Sacred Dragons. They are spun from imagination,
conjecture, wish fulfillment—the hubris of thinking one can control the skein of the future. Thetruth isthat
any sense of control isan illuson. One cannot control anything. The Cosmosisin entropy. It was born, it
lives, and, like dl of uswho exist withinitsweb, it will die. What any of us does or faillsto do will not
changeit.”

"Thisisinsane. It isagaingt everything | know or was taught.”

"Think the processthrough, Dar Sdla-at," the Hagoshrin said with infinite patience. " The Pearl was
purported to be the source of the greatest power and, therefore, it became the lodestone for the greatest
corruption. It was ameansto cull from the ranks of the Ramahan al those who were corrupt. It was
meant to draw them into aboil that in one stroke could be lanced, freeing the body of the faithful from the
poison debilitating it. And Her ploy worked. The Pearl lured the sau-romiciansinto the open.”

"But beyond that it failed,” Riane said. "Corruption still infiltrates the Ramahan.”

"Even after the bail islanced, there remains asmaller seepage of toxin—from the deepest levels,
therefore the most virulent and dangerous—that requires extirpation.”

She wanted to spit in the Hagoshrin's face, she wanted to believe that it was demented, but she could
not. Everything it said explained so many otherwise unfathomable questions. She had never truly believed
that Miinawould have created The Pearl only to let it so easlly fall into the hands of those who would
become sauromicians. Slowly, shelet go of the breath she had been holding.

"If you speak the truth, then who am I? Why was| created?’ "Ah, do not ask me for the meaning of
life" There was an infinite sadness etched into the Hagoshrin'sface. "I cannot even answer for my own
poor soul.”

"What you are saying isthat everything | learned isalie. | am not the savior of the Kundalan race, |
will not be able to deliver them, and we are doomed to the living desth to which the V'ornn have
condemned us."

"|sthat what | have said?'

"So much pain, so much suffering, desths beyond count, misery beyond measure. Surely this cannot
be the fate Miinawould want for Her chosen.”

"Her chosen betrayed Her and Her teaching.” "But to take such adrastic sep ..."

"Possibly drastic measureswere caled for. But if you wish an answer, perhaps that, too, will become
part of your journey."

Shewas aware of anumbness setting in, akin to that which binds your flesh in cotton wool when first
you are pierced by aweapon, a salf-defense mechanism that alows you to fight on despite even a
grievous wound. She sat for along time saying nothing. Her mind seemed to have gone blank, and why
not? Everything she believed in was called into question, everything she was so certain she would



become was gone. She stared a The Pearl. A bauble, the Hagoshrin cdled it. It was nothing more than a
holoscreen showing the same lies over and over. She opened her hands, and The Pearl dropped,
bounced once, twice, then rolled along the ground until it vanished into the blackness of the sphere.

Riane looked up bleakly. "I don't know whereto go, | don't know what to do.”

"Y ou are the one. Hold tight to your belief, Dar Sala-at, for that which remains after the boil has been
lanced, the mogt virulent of the toxin, requires an agent—fearless, pure of heart—to destroy it utterly and
fordl time"

"But without The Pearl's power | am nothing.”

"No. The Pearl isonly an object. We do not better ourselves through objects. Without your belief in
yoursdlf you are nothing. Thisand thisaoneiswhat you must take awvay with you." A tentacle curled
around her, dmost tenderly. "And now you must marshd yoursdf, for thereisatask at hand both vita
and perilous. It involves the banestones.”

Shetold it what Giyan and Sagiira had told her about banestones.

"The banestones, mined by daemons, were originaly used in ZaHara-a. They powered the great
engine that staved off the destruction of Kundaa. After the crisiswas averted, ZaHara-at was deemed
too powerful to remain intact. By dedgehammer and sorcery it was dismantled, the banestones scattered,
buried, so none could reharnesstheir power.

"But someone has. The sauromicians.”

"Theinformation you were given is correct. They have eight. They are searching for the ninth."

"Why?What do they mean to do?'

"They are building the Cage of Nine Banestones, for once the nine are linked their power becomes
steady, accurate, immense. They will be able to open the Portals to the Abyss and free the daemons.
They have aready made a pact with the archdaemon Pyphoros. With the daemons and the nine
banestones they will be able to resurrect the great wespon of ZaHara-at. They will annihilate those who
have sought to destroy them—the Ramahan. Then they will endave dl those who remain on Kundala."

"If | had The Pearl, if it actudly existed, | would be able to stop them.”

"Y ou must forget that line of thinking, Dar Sda-&t. It will only lead to despair.”

"Wheat other path have | now?"

"1 do not know. But whatever it isyou must discover it ingde yoursalf."

"Will you hdp me?'

"1 will try. | have located one of your companions. At least, she says sheisyour companion.”

Riane's heart legpt. "Eleana?”’

And out of the darkness popped Thigpen.

"Thank you for that overwheming greeting,” she sniffed as she shook out her fur.

"Thigpen!" Riane knelt down, embraced the Rappa. Briefly, she outlined what had befalen her and
Eleana after the mishap on the stairs. Then she turned to the Hagoshrin. "But what about Eleana, the
female who was with me earlier. She was|eft outside the Storehouse Door when—"

"Sheisof interest to you, Dar Sda-at?'

"Sheismy beloved.”

The Hagoshrin's hideous head moved from sideto Sde. "'l am afraid sheisnot whereyou left her."

"Whereis she, then? Do you know?"

"Sheisin the hands of the regent.”

"Kurgan!" Riane cried. "How could you let her be—"

"Evenif | had known she was your beloved, | would have not been able to save her. The regent has
the ninth banestone.”

"Y ou knew where the ninth banestonewas dl aong?’

"Of course”

Sheran her handsthrough her hair. "Why didn't you tell methis before?”

The creature shuddered. "Banestones can kill Hagoshrin." ™Y ou have got to get usto Kurgan. Who
knows what he meansto do with her?"

"Ah, Kurgan Stogggul,” the Hagoshrin said, nodding. "He loves her, you know."



Riane's heart skipped a besat, and she felt asicknessin her belly. "What do you say?'

"Foolishly, recklessly, absolutdly."”

Rianefet asif al the breath had been knocked out of her. "Kurgan loves Eleana?' Riane's thoughts
raced back to the golden afternoon when Annon and Kurgan had come upon her bathing in asylvan
creek. "But he only met her once."

"Who can explain love?"

"Thisisanightmare. Kurgan raped Eleana. She hates and fearshim. Y ou must help me rescue her and
get the banestone.”

"Asyou wish." The Hagoshrin uttered three words in Venca and Riane shivered as a current went
through her. The lights winked out, the black sphere was gone. They were in the garden again.
Gimnopedes twittered as they darted here and there.

"A word of warning," the Hagoshrin said. " Should we succeed, Kurgan Stogggul will stop a nothing
to get her back. Y ou must understand fully the implications of what | say, Dar Sda-at, and act
accordingly.”

"Fine, fing," Riane said, as she stooped to wake Thigpen.

A tentacle rose and wrapped itself gently around Riang's wrist, making her turn.

"Y ou cannot alow Kurgan Stogggul to seeyou, Dar Sda-at," the Hagoshrin said gravely. "For if he
does, hewill hunt you down and kill you."

Riane took a deep breath, her heart beating fast. "1 understand. L et's get on with it before—"

"Beforel die?' The Hagoshrin laughed dryly. "Y es, yes, best we hurry then.”

Amid the humid, ghostly whispered warren of chambers, halls, loggia, oculi, and other ornate

unfathomabl e abandoned spaces that stretched beyond the regent's quarters was a bedchamber. It had
ceased to be lived in the moment the V'ornn had arrived and dragged the Ramahan from their [air. In the
years since then, it had remained forgotten, unlooted, and unexplored.

It was around chamber, turretlike, with walls of pale-veined marble into which, a intervals, were
sunk aseries of voluptuous black-onyx columns. Still and dl, it had about it an air not only of desolation
but of desiccation and degath, which made the high, domed ceiling even more astonishing. On it had been
painted alarge and eaborate nightlily. It was an exquisitely wrought single-stemmed flower with eight
sword-like petals. In its center was a clutch of five dender samens, ruddy as the Kundalan sun, the
anthers a their tipsthe purest cadmium yedlow. How something so alive could exist in thismusty
wildernesswas amystery that would not let him go. There was something intensely erotic about the
nightlily, which as depicted was both phdlic and softly, dewily open. Though Kurgan would hardly admit
it, even to himsdlf, there was something intensdly attractive aswell as repulsive about the dudity.

It was there that he took Eleana, laying her on avast bed whose purpose could only be guessed at.
He climbed upon the bed to the fluttering of a century of dust, the senescent wings of extinct birds. For
an eternity he did nothing but St on his haunches and watch her face.

Hewasin an agony of longing. He had dreamed of this moment for more than ayear, could hardly
believeit had arrived.

Smply by her existence there the entire bedchamber had come dlive, the marble and onyx gleaming
where before they had been dull with dust. The room pulsed with the triple beat of his hearts, with the
rhythmic drumbest of blood through his arteries, its ebb and flow through his veins. Each piece of
furniture—tiered tables, deep chairs, sensual lounges, dl in threes—wereflorid, filigreed, frescoed,
feverish even for the Kundaan. Light filtered down from cleverly hidden nichesto provide asoftly diffuse
illumination that overlaid the bedchamber like a digphanous gown. Now with her there it seemed clear
that the space had been designed for amorous trysts, not religious asceticism. Doubtless, that waswhy he
had first been drawn to it, why he continued to come back. And yet, he had felt enjoined from reveding it
to anyone e se, including the parade of Looorm, who amost nightly shared hisbed. At last he knew why.

He wanted Eleana, and only Eleana, there.



His hands dug into histhigh muscles so hard the pain finaly penetrated his haf supor. He felt drugged,
dow-witted, and dull. All the things he needed to do were swept away by theindelible fact of her
presence. He was stunned. He weypt at hisinability to think clearly, and was shaken by a sudden
murderous rage.

With an inchoate cry, he closed his hands around her neck. Hisfingers seemed seared by thefirst
contact with her flesh, and hisface turned lupine, ferd, hisnodrilsflaring asthey filled with her ravishing
rosaceous ruinous odor. He was possessed by athrobbing, as of thunder overflowing distant dells. He
fdt asif he must explode. Instead, hisfingerstightened on her windpipe.

Her chest heaved, and she began to choke. He forced himsdlf to pretend that the rippled cartilage
beneath the gently veined silken skin of her throat was the stock of anion cannon.

Her face had turned very white, and she was thrashing. He bent over and pressed hisfeverish lipsto
hers, hard enough that he could fedl her bared teeth, the life soughing out of her with each beet of her
heart. He wanted to possess her and to kill her. He desired her, and he despised her, both beyond
measure. His brain was clotted with bloodlust and desire. He wept and called her name. Had he been
another kind of V'ornn he might have prayed for deliverance.

In any event, ddliverance arrived. His okummmon activated, the telltale tingling running up hisright
arm, increasing in intengity until, centimeter by centimeter, it led him back from the precipice on which he
had been precarioudy balanced.

He was being Summoned.

Out loud, he cursed the interruption, but as he withdrew his hands, as he crawled off the huge bed and
before exiting the bedchamber, he remembered to place the smal milky alabaster box on aheavily
filigreed table next to where she lay.

He made hisway back through the labyrinth into asmdlish atrium whose faraway ceiling was pierced
by an oculus. He stood for amoment in ashaft of dun-colored sunlight. Thethick, dusty illumination that
could have belonged to any time of day seemed with its unnatural weight to penetrate clear through him.

He stepped nimbly out of the light and turned the searchlight of hisbrain onto other matters. He
thought of the banestone hidden like a seed in the aabaster box he had placed beside the bed. The
banestone had proved its worth. The Nieobean paralysis gel would not wear off for another eighteen
hours. By then surely he would have decided whether to take her or kill her. Either way, shewashis.

By thetime he had returned to his suite, hewasin full command of al hisfaculties. Just aswell, since
Nith Nassam was dready there. His taoned arms were crossed over his chest. His biocircuit horns were
fulminating orange and red as he stood, spread-legged, turning thewall of weapons impotent.

"What have you learned about Courion?" he growled without preamble.

"Nothing asyet. Thesethings are ddlicate. They taketime."

"l am not interested in excuses.”

Kurgan had but an instant to decide which tack to take. "' Since you have not climbed into the
Kalllistotos ring with the Sarakkon as| have, let me explain something to you. They are adeeply
suspiciousrace. It took me along time just to get them to acknowledge me, let lone dlow meinto their
company. | cannot smply ask them the questions you seek answersto. | gain their trust ever so gently.
Onefase movewill saver my connection with them forever. | know you cannot want that."

"You have noideawhat | want." Nith Nassam dowly, ominoudy, unwound hisarms. lon arcs
sparked from thetips of his clawed, dloyed gloves. "Know that | have no tolerance for dackersor
dissemblers. Nevertheless, in this matter and this matter done | am willing to give you the benefit of the
doubt." He pointed. "Do not try my patience, however. Answers must be forthcoming soon.”

Kurgan, who now had his own reasons for ensuring the process met with quick success, said, "l
understand completely, Nith Nassam. Rest assured that | will have information for you before theweek is



14
Deceptions

I_ eyytey, Fleet-Admira Ardus Pnin's daughter, looked nothing like him. She was small and dark-eyed,

but as determined as he ever was. Asalittle girl, she worshiped him, absorbed every word he uttered to
her. Tried her best to please him. He made her laugh, he terrified her, it felt to her that when he walked all
Kundaatrembled. And then one day when she was sixteen she discovered the truth about him. On the
day helogt both his sons at Hellespennn, he mercilesdy cursed the twist of fate that had left him with only
adaughter. Leyytey'sface went white, and she could scarcely breathe. Panicked, she looked to her
mother, whose eyes, cast down, refused to meet hers. Her father, made temporarily mad by the death of
his sons, continued to rail against her because he could not bring himself to utter one bad word about his
dead sons.

Shereveded nothing of that in her public life, of course. With the fataistic conviction of a Khagggun,
she could not help believing that his periodic visitsto the workshops where she learned her art and later
to her own adlier, wasfor him akind of perverse self-punishment. And yet, for dl that, she could not
turn her back on him, could not cut him out of her life. Each time she saw him, however, she was racked
with anguish.

And 0, toward evening, a the end of her long day, when she saw him stride into her atdlier, shewas
buffeted by these familiar vicious crosscurrents. If she had been born amale like her brothers, shewould
be standing by his side, proud and armor-clad, seeking his sage advice before going to war. She dmost
never thought of her brothers, but they sometimes appeared in her dreams as floating faces with
disembodied voices. Often, shewastrying to say something to them, but they could not hear her and,
when she awoke she retained no memory of what she might have been trying to say to them. They were
dead. What wasthere to say, anyway? What had she ever said to them—or they to her— before they
had flown off to be ground up in the jaws of the Cento-phennni?

She fixed her father in the corner of her eye, watching him the way a Khagggun would look at atimed
fuson bomb. Theirony wasthat because of her avocation she knew more waysto take life violently than
most Khagggun. The knowledge was anecessity in order for her to design and forge the finest weapons
and armor.

Aswas hiswont, Fleet-Admira Ardus Pnin stood unobtrusively against awal, hands clasped behind
his back. His curious golden eyes, dmost al pupil, watched everything at once. The sight of hismerciless
scrutiny reduced her to nothing.

His gaze pierced the gloom of the atelier, alighting only for an instant on Pack-Commander Teww
Dacce, standing spread-legged in one of thetrid booths, testing the new ion mace Leyytey had made for
him. Pnin took a deep breath and, for the time being, put Dacce out of hismind.

He was fascinated by the cleverly articulated suits of armor. Lit by pools of bronze light, they revolved
dowly asif dancing to an unheard begat. He deeply appreciated the fed of Leyytey'sbladesin hishand,
the balance perfect to use sword tip for thrusting or razor edge for dashing, the heft idedl for cleaving
skulls. He liked to watch her agilefingers, lit by the bright purple sparks from her ion anvil, sained
copper by the metallurgica seeds of her art.

All thisremained locked inside his head, theoretica as a Gyrgon experiment. Child of his she might be,
but she was Tuskugggun. What Leyytey could not know was that deep down in the shadows of hissoul,
he possessed no tools for understanding her. Ever since she had produced her first schematic for a
shock-sword at a preternaturdly early age, he had not known what to make of her. If she had the mind
of aKhagggun, then why in Enlil's accursed name could she not have been born one?

Theair cracked and sparked, brittle as mica. It was acrid with ozone and other trace chemicals. Lit



by the crimson flames of her ion forge, they began in short sentences, avkward and stilted, that proved
them strangersto themsalves aswdll asto one another.

"Daughter, busnessisgood, | see.” He hefted a magnificent shock-sword, newly forged, not yet
shipped to the Temple of Mnemonics, where it would be ion-charged by Gyrgon. With an expert eye, he
asessed the perfect dignment of the twin blades.

"Getting better dl thetime, Fleet-Admira.” Hision-bound law dictated that she address him formdlly.

Pnin nodded.

"Miirlin misses you. He does not understand why you turned him out of your villa."

"1t will take time for my grandson to learn everything he needsto know."

"Lesstimethan either of usthink. Heisextremely precocious, surprising his mentors at every turn.”
Leyytey had mated and bred because she had heard her father say many times that the good warrior lays
down his bloody sword long enough to ensure the future of hisline. She had cared little for her mate, but
his genomic profile was excellent and, in any event, he was her father's choice for her. Involuntarily, her
gaze passed over Pack-Commander Dacce, remembering the fleeting furnace of their frenzied mating.
After that, nothing. Thefirethat had flared so brightly had been banked by a surfeit of indifference,
though not from her.

"That isgood. When Miirlinisof agel will make him into agreat Khagggun leader.” The wegpon
resounded with a proper pure, clean note as he tested it. "Have an heir to continue my line, my work."

Leyytey reacted to this backhand rebuke with afurious blush that was thankfully lost in the rubicund
glow. All she had ever wanted was his gpprova. She felt defeated by circumstance, by the inescapable
prison of her gender, the reflection that leered back at her each morning when she stood naked and
hel pless before the mirror in her bedroom. She wanted to turn away, to look at anything but his
intimidating face, so shewilled hersdlf to gaze into his cold golden eyes.

"l want Miirlinto be safe.”

"1 will kegp him safe”

"And who will keep you safe, Heet-Admira?' To his surprised look, she said; "Isn't that why you
placed him back in the hingatta?"

"Willfulnessill becomes a Tuskugggun!" His raised voice was enough to turn the heads of her
assstants, who crept, sllent and cowed, into the shadows.

Still shewould not look away. "' have heard disturbing rumors of late.”

He stared stonily at her.

"Rumorsthat the new Star-Admird is disbanding the high command.”

Pnin's gaze did not flicker. "Pack-Commander Dacce's tongue has been wagging.”

"Wdl?lsit true?'

"Heissamply trying to frighten you."

"In that case, heésdone afairly good job of it."

Grasping the shock-sword in atwo-handed grip, Fleet-Admira Pnin held it up so that the blades
threw darts of reflected light into the air between them. "1 want thiswespon.”

"No." Shetook it from him. "It was made for asmaller Khagggun, one less powerful than you. The
baanceisadl wrong, for onething."

"Changeit,” Pnin said. "Change whatever you have to. Makeit mine."

Leyytey set the shock-sword down. "Asyou wish, Fleet-Admiral."

She was about to take her hand away when he put his over it. Shelooked up into hisface, and he
leaned in, lowering hisvoice.

"Notdl | wish."

"Another wegpon?'

He shook his head. "Y ou must do something for me. Something extremely important.” He drew her
away, into acorner wherethe livid light from the ion forge could not reach them. "Thereistrouble
brewing of amost serious nature.”

She could not keep the flash of fear out of her eyes. "Heet-Admird—"

Pnin put hisforefinger across her haf-parted lips. "In due course the threst will be dedlt with. This|



swear. But you must do as| tdll you.”

Leyytey's body vibrated asif it were a Kundaan bow from which an arrow had just been loosed.
"Whatever you ask of mel will doit. Y ou know that." Her father had never asked anything of her.

Hiseyesraked her face. "It will require dl of your discretion, aswell asagreet ded of guile.”

Her eyeswatched his carefully.

He drew her farther into the shadows. "It involves Pack-Commander Dacce.”

Therewas an dmogt painful condriction in her chest. "Please continue.”

"Areyou certan?'

She nodded, for the moment not trusting herself to spesk.

"Tdl him you are going to work for the Prime Factor—"

Shefdt agtab of terror, asif anightmare she had had asachild had finally cometrue, asif astalker
from her past had emerged from the shadows to grab her by the throat. "Why?" she said, rather wildly.
"Why the Prime Factor? Why, of al Bashkir, the SaTrryn?'

"Tdl himinamanner hewill not deem suspicious. Tell him that Sornnn SaTrryn has offered you a
great dedl of coins—more than he could ever imagine.”

"A Bashkir hiring me? | doubt he would beieve me."

"Thisgtory has about it the advantage of being absolutely true,” Pnin said. "He knowsthe SaTrryn
livelihood iswrapped up in the spice trade. The Five Tribes of the Korrush are on war footing. Dacce
may or may not aready know that, it does not matter, because hewill find it easy to confirm. Dacce will
understand that Sornnn SaTrryn needsto protect the Rasan Sul. The Khagggun will not step in, of
course, so what is his other recourse? Arm them himself."

"Heet-Admird, how isthis—?"

"Ligten." Pnin'sgrip on his daughter tightened and his voice lowered to a harsh whisper. "Lessyou
know the better."

"Doubtless you would tdl Miirlinyour plan, though heisonly nine."

"N'Luuuratakeit, daughter, will you doit?'

She longed to tell him that she would do anything to help protect him, but she knew he would despise
her for saying it, would despise her even moreif he should ever learn . . . Her mind shied awvay from the
dire consegquences. No, he never would, she would seeto that. Ever the good daughter, she sad, "I hate
lin Mennusand dl he standsfor.”

The ghost of asmile briefly played across Flegt-Admira Pnin'slips. Y our filid devotion isnoted.”

Cooooned within thejdlified body of the Hagoshrin, Riane and Thig-pen were transported through the

[abyrinthine substructure of the regent's palace with almost frightening ease. Though the beast was
immensg, it had afacility for reshaping itself and squeezing insectlike around corners, through echoing air
shafts and into musty utility ducts unknown even to most of the Ramahan who had previoudy inhabited
Middle Palace.

"I likethisnot,” Thigpen said tedtily.

What she didn't like, Riane thought, was that she had been unconscious during crucia moments and
therefore usdess.

Asif to confirm this suspicion, she added, "I fear this Hagoshrin is as crazy as a sunstroked claiwen.
How do we know that it will not crush usonawhim.”

"It could just as easily have killed you as rendered you unconscious,” Riane pointed out, asthe
Hagoshrin whipped and dithered into the pdace's living quarters. "And, for the record, it isnot mad.”

"How ese would you describe something that ingsts The Pearl does not exist!”

"1 showed you The Pearl."

Thigpen bared her very sharp teeth. "That wasn't The Pearl. | don't know what it was. The Pearl has
been logt. Miinacagt it out of the Storehouse.”

When Riane did not answer, Thigpen said, "What isthe matter with you?Y ou will now take the word



of abeast who has been incarcerated for millennia? That would drive even a Rappa mad!”

"Giyan sad that the Hagoshrin doesn't lie" Riane said gternly. "It is not med, either.”

Thigpen fidgeted for abit "What's the point, then? Without the promise of The Pearl to save uswe are
doomed.”

Riane who had been in despair ever since she had looked into The Pearl, felt overburdened. She
could not take on the Rappa’s despair also. Shetried to keep in her mind the Hagoshrin'swarning to hold
fast to her bdief that she was the one. But what was the point? Without The Pearl, al Kundalan were
doomed. She would not, however, give vent to her pessmism.

"Thepoaintislife" shesad, trying to convince hersef aswel as Thigpen. "The point isto go on, no
matter what."

"But without The Pearl how will we ever defeet the V'ornn?”

| have no idea, Rianethought. And that is the problem.

"l can sense her," the Hagoshrin said, interrupting them. It had dowed to acrawl. "'l can scent Eleana
as| can scent you, Dar Sda-at, but even could | not, | would have been ableto find her. There are three
placesin Middle Pdace that Kurgan Stogggul usesfor his private meetings. He confers with the Gyrgon
in hiswespons chamber, he takes his Looorm to what were the old wash chambers, and he goes by
himsdlf to the nightlily bedchamber. That iswhere he hastaken Eleana.”

"Isshedl right?' Riane asked anxioudy. "Can you tell if he has harmed her in any way?"

"1 doubt that he has," the Hagoshrin said. It sniffed disdainfully. "He is not much of aregent, you
know. Despisesthe daily tasks, leaves them to his underlings. He will cometo ruin over that oversight,
mark me."

"If you can foretdl| thefuture,” Thigpen said rather nedtily, "tell uswhat we will do without The Pearl.”

They were tossed around by the Hagoshrin's chuckle. "Tell her, Dar Sda-at."

Riane related how, according to the Hagoshrin, no one could foretell the future.

"No?' Thigpen said with afierce grin. "Then how do you explain the Ramahan seers?'

"They arelike small boatstossed in high seas" the Hagoshrin said. "Oncein awhile, at the crest of a
wave, they may get aglimpse of an onrushing storm. But which storm? There are many redlities, many
futures. Which onewill cometo pass? That is the question they cannot answer. Seeing dl those futures,
the chaos of possihilities, iswhat eventualy drives them mad.”

Thigpen clamped her jaws shut and growled deep in her throat. "All you Hagoshrin, you never liked
the Dragons, were jealous of their rank and status, coveted their power. But then what €lse could you
expect,” she sneered, "from acreature that eats the bones of Kundalan?'

The Hagoshrin winced. "Why isthat dwaysthrown up in my face? Isit my fault? Who made methis
way? Miina, the Great Goddess. If | am ahorror, it is Shewho must answer for it. | can no more change
how | get my nourishment than you can.”

"Thereis more than this one Hagoshrin?' Riane asked as much for her own curiogity asto put an end
to thelr contentious colloquy.

"What made you think there was only one?' Thigpen said. "Have you ever heard of arace conssting
of asnglebeing?'

"Then where are the others?'

Both the Hagoshrin and the Rappa shook their heads mutely, and, in silence, they continued their
snaking travels through the bowels of the paace.

The keening sounded like degth. The ion mace made the eerie sound as Pack-Commander Teww

Dacce swung it. The sound was peculiar to theion-macesforged by Leyytey, owing to the composite
congtruction of the ball. Other armorers had tried to copy her design; al had failed.

"| trustitisto your satisfaction," Leyytey said, coming up beside Dacce.

Hedid not look at her; he swung harder, the keening rising in pitch. Then he lashed out with hisarm,
and the bal struck the wall, splintering lathe, plaster, and brickwork.



"It will do,” hesaid.

"l will haveto charge lin Mennusfor the damage.”

"1 will pay for it," he said quickly. Mennus would not pay for it. He would dock Dacce the coinage,
dresshim down in public, and never let him forget it.

Leyytey peered at the extent of the damage. "'Y ou cannot afford it."

"1 will pay it off over time" he said shortly.

She shrugged. "It does not matter, redly. | am closng my businessto thetrade.”

"Whet?'

For thefirst time helooked &t her, and she felt alittle shiver run down between her breasts. He had
aways made her fed like that, from the moment they had first met. When he had abandoned her and
Miir-lin she had beeniill for amonth. Thefirst night, she had wanted to ram one of her own
shock-swords through her gut. She might have, but for her son. It got better after that, but not much. Not
aday went by that she did not miss him. When they were together she felt complete, competent, serene.
She had dept deeply and dreamlesdy in the crook of hisarm. Her empty bed howled at night.

"1 have been offered an exclusive contract." Shetold him the story her father had given her.

"Work for the SaTrryn? For a Bashkir house? That isincredible.”

"Only inevitable," she sad.

"Inevitable? Why?'

Then she told him how much the SaTrryn was paying her and al the bresth went out of him. It was
interesting to see the change in him, and she exulted in the effect of her words. Maybe now he would pay
more attention to her. Maybe now she could win him back.

Maybe she was right because he asked her to dinner.

It was amixed blessing because he took her to Offworld, a restaurant on the third floor overlooking
the Promenade and the Sea of Blood. It was one of the few places that had not been taken over from a
Kun-dalan establishment. The building had once been awarehouse, but a Bashkir family had turned it
into aclub downgtairs and atwo-tiered restaurant upstairs. It was difficult to get into, but not for a
ranking member of the new Star-Admira’s staff. It was a so the restaurant where they had dined the night
before he had walked out on her, so aswith everything surrounding Teww Dacce it tasted bitterswest.
There were fresh wildflowers on the table and not a chronosted chair or tablein sight.

Lights along the Promenade glittered on the water, on the deek hulls of Sarakkon ships. The
Sarakkon themselves, tall, dender, their gleaming skin russet as a sunset in winter seemed like living art
with their bejeweled beards and tattooed skulls. The calls of the fishers, the raucous sounds of the tavern
patrons, the roars of the crowd out for blood at the nearby Kalllistotos ring wafted in waves like mist,
mingling with the fragrant smoke from the restaurant's open-air grill.

Dacce wanted to know what she had been doing, and he was so attentive that for atime she could
deceive hersdlf into believing that things could change between them. But after atime, when it was clear
that he was not going to ask her about Miirlin, shelooked down at their fingerslaced together and tried
to accept the truth. 1t was the coinage she had comeinto to which he was drawn. She excused herslf,
stumbled through the low-lit restaurant to the washrooms, where she locked hersdlf in astall and wept so
bitterly she thought her heartswould shatter. The worst part was that she still loved him, fiercely, deeply,
sadly. It was asif the more he removed himself from her, the more she loved him. She banged her head
against the stall door. How could she possibly be so perverse? But wasit perverseto believe that love
could conquer everything, that it could turn aseemingly shalow, self-interested Khagggun into a decent
V'ornn? For the hope had not yet died that beneath his emotiona armor besat the hearts of amale as
capable as she was of kindness, love, and devotion. And she was sure that she and only she possessed
the key to unlock that armor, to reveal the true Teww Dacce behind that aloy-hard reserve.

She returned to find that he had ordered them drinks, forgetting completely that she did not touch
anything fermented. When she reminded him, hetold her not to worry. He drank both, one after the
other, so quickly it took her breath away. He had begun to drink like thisin the weeks before he | eft her.

And that was how the evening went. She ate, and he drank. He seemed not to beinterested in food at
al, and he did not gppreciate her trying to feed him. He complained bitterly about his position, about how



lin Mennus did not appreciate his skills. He bemoaned hislack of coinage, and she patiently listened,
hoping against hope that the conversation would move on. But it did not; and, with a sadness she could
not express, she saw it happening al over again, the old dynamic between them returning, unchanged,
like arubber band that snaps back no matter how wideit ispulled. And at last she redized how it was
going to be, that it did not matter whether or not he loved he—or even if he was capable of loving
her—because eventually hewould leave her again, as surdly as night followed day.

How then he ended up in her bed, how she ended up crawling dl over him, pouring out her need, her
pain, her love she never quite understood. She only knew that after afeverish night of nonstop
love-making that held her for hours quivering and ecstatic initsthral, she awoke in the ash-grey light of
predawn to find him gone.

She had risen from deep to put her arms around him, found instead bedcovers stained with their
mingled secretions. Grabbing handfuls, she had pressed them againgt her nose, inhaing the scent of him,
thelast of him, and could not bear to part with it. Tears welled up, unbidden, staining her cheeks even as
she wondered how he could be so crud, how he could have |ft, stedling away in the night, after what
they had shared. What, after al, could it have meant to him?

And she exhded aheartsrending sob. She gathered hersdf to hate him, but only wound up wanting
him more.

There isaproblem,” the Hagoshrin said. They were jammed in an air duct clogged with soot, ash, and

the smdl of burnt flesh that seemed baked into the wals. How many Ra-mahan had died in theinitid
onrush of the Khagggun attack on Middle Paace? It seemed asif even the screams of the dying had
been trapped there, distorting the echoes of their voices.

"Y ou are Hagoghrin," Thigpen said shortly. "Fix it."

"Eleanais being guarded.”

"How many Haaar-kyut?' Riane asked.

"The regent's guards would pose little problem, if there were any, which there aren't.” The Hagoshrin's
voice had taken on adark, morose tone. "She is being guarded by asgil of evil."

"And what would that be?' Thigpen said skeptically. Riane could tel she dtill thought the beast
haf-mad.

"Dar Sdla-at, | do not know how better to say this, but it is a bane-stone.”

"A banestone!" Thigpen cried so loudly that Riane admonished her to keep her voice down.

"How in Miinas name did a VV'ornn come into possession of abanestond” Thigpen was so agitated
that her whiskers were twitching madly.

"How ismeaningless,” the Hagoshrin said. "What mattersisthat it has become attuned to Eleana.”

"What doesthat mean?' Riane asked quietly and firmly. She had a specific misson to accomplish. She
was gtarting to fed in control again.

"That we are dready a risk," Thigpen said nervoudly.

"The Rappais correct, Dar Sda-at." The Hagoshrin craned its neck, somehow managing to shoveits
head through the aperture. "Timeis of the essence.” Its voice came back to them asif from adistant
dimengion. "Rescuing Eleana has become secondary.”

"What?' Riane could not believe what she was hearing.

"It isthe ninth banestone, Dar Sdla-at," the beast said. "The one that will complete the Cage, the one
that will kill Sedlin. We must gain contral of it, destroy it if we haveto.”

Thigpen snorted. "Thereis no way to destroy a banestone.”

The Hagoshrin lifted acurved yellow claw. "Ah, but thereis. It must be taken into Otherwhere and
there cast into the mouth of the white dragon.”

"Whose Avatar isthat?" Riane asked.

"It isashared thing and so both more and lessthan other Avatars,” the Hagoshrin said. "It belongsto
the archdaemon Pyphoros and histhree children.”



"We defeated them,” Riane said. "I sent Pyphoros back to the Abyssat ZaHara-at.”

"And yet the white dragon il sailsthrough Otherwhere. | know. | have seen him.”

"Y ou have the ability to Thrip?' Thigpen sad. "I did not know—"

"There are many things you Rappa do not know about us." The Hagoshrin sniffed.

"Enough of this" Riane began to squirm her way toward the el ongated neck of the creature. "Y ou will
retrieve the banestone while | fetch Eleana”

She was brought up short as a tentacle wrapped itself around her waist. "Y ou do not understand.”
The Hagoshrin's stinking muzzle had turned back to the aperture of the air shaft. "I cannot touch the
bane-gtone. It isthe one thing—"

"Then you get Eleana, and | will go after the banestone.”

The Hagoshrin heaved asigh, dithering its bulk through the aperture. Riane followed it, levering herself
out into the palace corridor— adark and airless place she guessed must be one of the myriad service
ha lways that honeycombed the paacesliving quarters.

Over the undulating body of the Hagoshrin Riane caught aglimpse of Eleanain the nightlily
bedchamber onto which this end of the corridor debouched, and her heart felt squeezed within her
breast. She could barely breathe, and there was aroaring in her ears.

She was on her way toward the bed when she heard an explosion so close by it knocked them
againg the corridor wall, and the Hagoshrin began to scream.

Kurgan, on the run, grabbed the ion cannon out of his bodyguard's grip and waved him and another

tense Haaar-kyut off. Had they not became inured to this regent's peculiar whims, they would have
flanked him anyway; but neither wanted the public dressing-down and humiliating loss of rank that would
be a sure consequence.

As he flew down the corridors, moving deeper and deeper into his residence wing, hewas glad to be
alone. No one had seen him bring Eleana up from the nether regions of the paace, and he wanted no
such observers now.

The banestone was tolling—an ominous sound in the center of hismind. It was, however, asclear as
any Khagggun clarion cdl to battle.

He saw a noxious Kundalan cregture crouched over Eleana as he entered the bedchamber, and he
flipped up the photon rangefmder, took a preiminary reading, and shot from the hip. The thing was so big
he could hardly have missed even if he were stone drunk.

The blast disintegrated alarge patch of ciliathat covered much of the beast's seemingly shapeless
body. It threw its head back and roared. Kurgan came on, shooting without aiming properly, till
believing, despite the mounting evidence, that theion cannon could put aholein the thing.

It had Eleanawrapped in one of its tentacles, and Kurgan kept hisfire awvay from her. But another
tentacle shot out and dammed him back againgt the far wall of the bedchamber. Half-dazed, he raised the
ion cannon to deliver ablast directly into the beast's face, but the accursed tentacle lashed out, spoiling
hisaim. Then thetip of it wrapped itsalf around the barrel of the wegpon.

Kurgan was dragged forward, smashed into achair, overturning it. One leg splintered, flew acrossto
the table on which sat the alabaster box. The table canted over, the box did off, and Kurgan let go of the
ion cannon, legping and twisting to cradle the box againg his chest. His momentum rolled him over into
the side of the bed. The lid of the aabaster box popped open, and, asif having amind of its own, the
banestoneralled into his hand.

It felt at once hot and cold. A kind of liquid flowed through him, and he rose, holding the banestone
before him, scrambling over the rumpled bed on hisknees,

The beast had retreated, taking Eleanawith it. How it had found her, he had no idea. But of onething
he was absolutely certain, he was not going to dlow it to take her from him. He was abruptly overcome
with arage that commanded him to hurl the banestone at the beast. He cocked his arm back.

"Stop!" the beast cried in darm.



Kurgan did not know whether he was more surprised that it could talk or that it was afraid of the
banestone, but its fear was what he homed in on. He threw the banestone directly at it.

The Hagoshrin was dying. It had fdlt the life force draining out of it even beforeit cameto the place

where Kurgan Stogggul had secreted Eleana. 1ts dying had progressed. The ddliquescing, the warmth
that had run through it, was gone, overridden by a certain duggishness of foot, a shortness of breath. That
was followed by aterrible systemic weakness. It was so debilitating, in fact, that by the time Kurgan fired
at it, the ting of theion blast reverberated through its corpus. The stench of its own hair burning made it
nearly faint. Stupid to have attempted this rescue with death so near, with the terrible danger the
banestone represented. It had tried to tell the Dar Sala-at the truth about the banestone, although not
very forcefully. Thetruth wasit could not bear to disappoint the Dar Sda-at, not after the awful shock it
had given her. The Hagoshrin had been astonished by its fondness for the Dar Sdla-at. Odd. Never
during the centuries of incarceration had it ever imagined such athing. And then there was that damnable
Rappa! It did not want to gppear weak in front of her, not with her aready lowly opinion of Hagoshrin.
The Rappawere aclever race, but their weakness was their hubris, their annoying sense of superiority.

These ruminations, typical of the time just preceding death, were what made it hesitate, and the
hesitation wasfatal. Before it could react—indeed, if it could have effectively reacted at dl iniits
debilitated state—the banestone struck it square on the forehead. The Hagoshrin went down asif
poleaxed, and lay upon the dusty floor, staring up at the greast murd of the nightlily in its overgrown,
feverish garden. Eleanalay insensate within the cradle of one tentacle and, becoming once again aware of
this, the Hagoshrin attempted to haul its disgusting bulk up and makefor the air shaft in the corridor. It
wasn't so far away, that dim aperture. And yet, it seemed to be on the other side of Kundaa. Oh, the
agony the banestone had inflicted on him, and now it lay close. The Hagoshrin could fed it pulsing,
feeding, growing in power.

Kurgan Stogggul was scrambling across the floor in search of the ion cannon gtill weakly clutched in
the Hagoshrin's other tentacle. The Hagoshrin tried to move it out of theway, but it saw Kurgan
withdraw athin, triangular-bladed dagger and, reveraing it in hisfigt, stab down so that it dit the tentacle
down themiddle.

Pain lanced through the Hagoshrin, and more of itslife force leached away. Still, it held stubbornly to
the ion cannon, while Kurgan tried to jerk the weapon free. If only the Dar Sala-at understood what the
Hagoshrin was doing. If only the Dar Sda-at would usethe Vel of a Thousand Tearsto protect her from
the effects of the banestone, for if she touched it with her bare hands as Kurgan Stogggul hed . . .

The Hagoshrin shuddered as Riane shot across its flank on her way toward the banestone. It tried to
voice awarning, but al that came out of its V-shaped mouth was an unintdlligible croak. To die like
this, it thought, a hideous beast, where is the justice in that?

Ri ane broke into a sprint at the Hagoshrin's cry of pain. She had been witnessto everything that had

transpired, and now she raced down the corridor and into the bedchamber. Without waiting to assess
fully the Stuation, she struggled across the Hagoshrin's supine bulk and there she came face-to-face with
Kurgan Stogggul. The regent looked at her, and recognition flooded hisface.

"You," he grated through clenched teeth.

The banestonelay to theright of Riane, dark and evil-looking. A vibration rippled through the Vel of
aThousand Tears, akind of reflexive shudder. Riane could hear the voices of the Dragonswailing in her
mind, warning her. She still harbored the hope that she could get the banestone and save Eleana. She
took one step toward the bane-stone, but at that moment the Hagoshrin's strength gave out, and Kurgan
wrenched theion cannon out of itsgrip.

Therewas no time for thought, for logic. Riane, reacting on pure emotional ingtinct, changed directions



and scooped Eleanainto her arms. Kurgan squeezed off a shot, but the Hagoshrin's head rose upward,
taking the violent energy discharge squarely between the eyes. At the sametime, its body rippled,
pushing Riane across the mountain of itsbulk.

Riane, Eleanain her arms, did to the floor and ran. By that time, Kurgan had managed to change his
vantage point. Sensing the beast was no longer athreat to him, he concentrated on Riane.

The Hagoshrin gave onelast scream, and Riane threw hersdlf to the floor, her body covering Eleanas
asaglowing blue bolt of hyperexcited ions passed over her head and blew out achunk of the marble
wal.

The Vel of aThousand Tears was singing, and she unwound it from her waig, letting it unfurl asshe
rose. The Vel wastransformative, she knew, and she reasoned that it would not alow theion blast to
reach her inits native form. She turned to see Kurgan's grim face.

"If you fireagain, you will harm her aswell asme" shesaid.

She saw Kurgan pull thetrigger, just asif she had given him adare. Shelifted her arm, the Vell
floating in front of her. When the blast struck the Vel the hyperexcited ions metamorphosed into inert
pebbles that dropped to the floor in an impotent clatter.

"Y ou will have to do better than that, Kurgan, to come after me." Riane and Kurgan stood staring at
one another acrossthe gulf of time, race, culture, memory. There was, she was astonished to discover,
some elemental force that drew them together as strongly asit repulsed them. Therewas acircle—the
Vencaword for it was yannam, which sgnified amode of knowledge, away of seeing theworld, a
particular state of being—uwithin which the two of them existed. Riane could seethat it mattered not that
Annon had been thrust into the form of aKundalan female. Just as hislove for Eleanasurvived the
transformation so did the peculiar friendship-enmity between Annon and Kurgan.

Kurgan, for his part, was unaware of this, and yet so absolutely was their fate, their yannam, tied
together, that he sensed something, as one scents afirelong before it becomesvisible, beforeit can be
determined whether in the dead of winter it isablessing or adanger. Riane saw in hisface aflicker—not
of recognition, that would be impossible—but of that precognitive sensation that crawls down the spine
andiscdledintuition.

"Kurgan, you must give me the banestone," Riane said. Kurgan laughed, a caustic, unpleasant sound.
"I will die beforel give you anything you want."

"Y ou do not understand. There are creatures searching for the bane-stone. They will stop at nothing
togetit."

"Redlly?' Kurgan sneered. "And who are these creatures?’ Of course Riane did not know. "One
banestone they all are searching for," the Hagoshrin had told her. Only it had neglected to tell her
who they were. But even if she knew, she doubted that Kurgan would believe her.

She was caught on the barbs of an insoluble dilemma: try to get the banestone from Kurgan or save
Eleana

As she began to back away into the corridor, Kurgan said, in amatter-of-fact tone, "L eave her here.
Wheat could she mean to you? Just another soldier in your doomed fight.”

Riane watched his face as she continued to retreat. Either way, she would lose, and something
precious would beirretrievably lost.

Then hisvoice changed again. "Listen. Listen to me." Softened now with his expression. "Why
bother?' Cgoling. "Shewill dieanyway." Beguiling even. "If not today, then tomorrow or next week.
Likeyou." Shadows crept over Riane, stealing Eleana’s face. She sensed the corridor behind her, could
amel itsfamiliar and comforting fustiness. Almost there.

Asif Kurgan redlized what she was thinking, hisface abruptly twisted, and he shouted; "If you take
her, 1 will track you down, punish her by killing you dowly, piece by piecein front of her. This| swear on
my own life”

Riane dipped completely into the shadows and, turning, ran for the air shaft aperture.

With alow growl, Kurgan scrabbled over theinert bulk of the creature. He ran after them.

The banestone, pulsing its eerie power, sank Riane's barb more deeply into his psyche. You mil have
to do better than that, Kurgan, to come after me. Imagine, he thought, furious, a Kundaan taunting



him! Again and again, he fired wildly into the corridor, the hyperexcited ionsricocheting off thewalls,
floor, and ceiling.

The utility corridor was heeting up like a porcelain oven. Riane reached the aperture, and Thigpen

scrambled away from the edge, where she had been waiting, tense and agitated.

"Thank Miinayou're safe," she said. "Did you get the banestone?”

Riane shook her head. She was busy unwrapping the Vel of a Thousand Tears from around her
wad.

"Little dumpling, what are you doing?'

Riane had no time to answer her. Wrapping the Vel around Eleanasinert form, shesaid, "If I'm not
back in five minutes, snk your teeth into the Vel and pull Eleanato safety.”

"And leave you behind? | most certainly will not.”

Rianeglared a her. "l amtheDar Sala-at! Youwill do asl tell you."

"It isbecause you arethe Dar Sda-at that | cannot comply. | am bound to protect you,"

"Eleanais my beloved. Y ou are bound to protect her aswell.”

"Sheisnot the savior of al Kundda"

"Apparently, neither am 1." Riane reached out and ruffled Thigpen's fur between her ears. "Ligtento
me. If | fail to recover the banestone, you and Eleanamust survivein order to warn Giyan. You
understand that, don't you?"

The Rappa sat back on her haunches, her forearms crossed angrily over her breast.

"Thigpen—"

"Yes. All right, by Miina, | understand!”

Riane nodded, then, with alast look at Eleana, she turned and poked her head out of the aperture.

"Come out, come out, or | will smoke you out." Kurgan's voice echoed down the corridor. He had
apparently regained his senses, for he had stopped firing.

Dropping slently to the utility corridor'sfloor, Riane crept out toward the nightlily bedchamber. The
razor's whisper of an ion blast caused her to drop to the floor and cover her head.

"l can seeyou," Kurgan whispered. " Shadow moving against shadow.”

Another blast, ricocheting back and forth, searing Riane's shoulders, the backs of her hands.

"l can seeit'sjust you," Kurgan cdled. "What have you done with her?!

Riane said nothing as she cast Flowering Wand, the smple cloaking spell. Then she began to crawl
toward Kurgan. She could see him hiding behind the bulky folds of the dead Hagoshrin.

"What are you doing? Y ou have disappeared,” Kurgan cried. "Ah, | see. You've cast aspell.”

How could he know that? Riane asked hersdf and, amost immediately, received an answer.

"The banestone is throwing off shocks. It may not know you yet, but it has attuned itsalf to your
spdlcagting." He commenced to move, crabwise, across the mountain of flesh. "Evenif you areinvisible,
itwill leed metoyou."

Can this be true? Riane wondered. She cast Penetrating Insideto try to learn the nature of the
banestones attuning ability.

"Thereyou are!" Kurgan leveled hision cannon and squeezed off a shot.

Only Riane's quick reflexes saved her, but the beam of hyperexcited ions struck close enough to sear
her lungs, left her gasping and dizzy.

"Keep up your spellcadting,” Kurgan crowed in delight as he scrambled closer. "It will lead meright to
you!"

How could the banestone counteract Osoru spells? Riane wondered. She had no other means of
combating the ion cannon. Kurgan was close enough o thet retreat was no longer an option. Surely, with
the bane-stone's help, he would shoot her in the back as she ran. But how was sheto fight him?

She switched to the far more powerful Eye Window sorcery that was a combination of Osoru and
Kyofu, taught to her by Perrnodt in the wastes of the Korrush. Speaking the Venca runes, she conjured



up Re-weaving the Veins. But immediately she saw the offensive spell turned back on herself by some
mysterious property of the banestone, and she murmured the counterspell just intime.

Kurgan was laughing, holding the banestone high, ddirious with its power.

Despairing, Riane cast her mind into its darkest recesses for away to counteract the banestone. And
then she thought of something. Reaching back into the fortress of her memory, passing the twin fountains
of memory and oblivion into the entryway, down the silent corridor into the proper room. There, The
Book of Recantation waswaiting for her, and she mentdly leafed through the pages. Her expertisein
Kyofu spellswas at best incomplete, but she did not think she had another dternative,

She found the right page and incanted the sigils, invoking Hly's-Eye, a spdll that had once been used
againg her to confuse her.

Almost a once, Kurgan stopped his advance. He looked around this way and that. He put one hand
to his head and squeezed his eyes shut. The Kyofu spell was working; he was clearly disoriented.

At afull sprint, Riane broke out of the shadows of the corridor, legpt at Kurgan, bowling him over
backward. Riane reached out, but the banestone just evaded her fingertips, rolling down agroovein the
Ha-goshrin's body. Riane, scrambling over Kurgan's body, stretched for it, and Kurgan brought the butt
of theion cannon down into her ssomach. All the bresth went out of her, and she doubled up, gagging.
Her grip on Hy's-Eye wavered, and Kurgan reversed the ion cannon, hisforefinger tightening on the
trigger asthe muzzle camelevel with Ri-an€'s head.

Riane dammed her |eft elbow againgt the middle of weapon and an ion burst cracked the ceiling,
raining plaster down on them. Fighting to regain her breeth, Riane kicked theion cannon away. For that,
she absorbed three devastating punchesin arow. She thought she heard arib crack, but it might have
beenin her mind.

Asthetwo grappled together Riane could fed waves of V'ornn energy pulsing up from her core. That
was good, for it increased both her strength and her determination. But at the same time, shefelt Annon's
conflicted emotions. As much as he hated the Stogggul, when it came to Kurgan, he could not quite give
up his childhood friend, could not quite believe that the evil that flowed through hisfather and grandfather
before him had irrevocably infected Kurgan. Therewasapart of him that till loved himin that intimately
interconnected way only children with shared experiences can, part of him that was certain that he could
save hisfriend from hisfamily's curse. And so he held on to him, fairly embraced him, even while they
pummeled each other, the love and the hatred commingling until they became indistinguishable.

In this subtle way, Riane was|osing the battle, and inside her the Riane persondity, that had ceded
control to her V'ornn counterpart, reemerged into the light to take control. Blocking down hard on
Annon's persondity, she used her legs as she had been taught in another forgotten life. She clung to
Kurgan asif he were a sheer mountainside, asif faced with adrop of athousand kilometers, because as
on atreacherousice-encrusted tor she knew that her very life depended on her tenacity and agility. She
dammed Kurgan onto his back, saw his eyesflutter, knew that he was|osing consciousness, and she
rolled over him, down the Hagoshrin's fleshy embankment, following the path of least resstance the
banestone had taken.

She saw it gleaming darkly, rolled and tumbled toward it, had it within her grasp when atremendous
blow landed on the back of her head. Everything went sheet-white, snowstorm, silent as the bottom of a
well. She could barely hear hersdlf groan as she turned over.

Kurgan reared up over her, the butt end of the ion cannon he had retrieved at head height, ready to
drive down onto her neck, cracking her windpipe.

Even through her pain and disorientation Riane tried to get her hands up to protect hersdlf, but her
amsfédt like sone, and she could hardly move them, let done maneuver them into a defensive postion.
Shetried to get her brain to work, to conjure up another Kyofu spell, but her mind seemed asleaden as
her body. Her last glimpse of Kurgan revealed him, torso arched, musclesrippling.

Kurgan, about to deliver the letha blow, felt rather than saw ablur of red-and-black fur daminto his
leg. When it reached a nerve bundle, he collapsed heavily, tumbling head over heels over the last hillock
of the gargantuan corpseto the floor.

As Thigpen darted for the banestone, Kurgan fired awkwardly from his prone position, cursing the



creature asit retreated. Kegping one eye on the banestone, he gritted his teeth and began to clamber
back up the mountain of stinking flesh until he reached the ravine where Riane lay. But she was gone, and
0 wasthelittle besst.

Curang dl the more loudly, he tried to go after them, but hisleg gave out, and he banged hishead on
the way down. Hefired into the utility corridor, and kept on firing until the wegpon's power pak was
drained.



15
Along Came a Gul

| t wasthat time of the day when the light was apellucid blue, the treetops burnished a deep gold, and

the shadows grown long. Across alapidary sky wasthrown a paragraph of high, thin cloudsin the
curlicue shapes of anuminous language. The dense forest of West Country Marre pine cut thewind into
innocuous puffs that soughed through the needle-laden branches, causing them to dip and sway like the
wavelets of abecamed sea. Birds sang happily and insects buzzed industrioudy and every now and again
there came the sound of asmall mammé foraging through the underbrush.

It was athoroughly pastoral setting in which one would find the sight of spilled blood particularly
shocking.

So it was with Giyan and Minnum as they hiked down a shadowed northern embankment of Recelve
Tears Ridge on their way to the deep forest where the sauromicians had long ago harvested the
mushroom known as Peganis harmel ea from which Madilawas derived. They hed arrived viathe
network of ancient cenotes built throughout the northern continent. Giyan had learned to use them when
she had returned to the Abbey of Floating White the previous year. With the sauromicians abroad and
very active, sherightly felt thisasafer means of travel than Thripping, which—she suspected—the Dark
League now had the meansto monitor.

They broke through agap in the tree line and began to traverse an upd oping highland meadow, lush
with waving wrygrass, digphanous milk-nettle and tall stands of whistleflower, their clear blue buds just
beginning to open.

Giyan dropped to one knee, her fingers tapping, tracing patterns on the ground here and there.

"Wheat do you sense, Lady?" Minnum asked.

"Thisridgeisfar from deserted.”

"Khagggun?' Minnum spun around.

"Khagggun and Resistance both." Sherose. "We are crossing a nexus point of somekind. A
battleground, past, future, present.”

They continued on with a heightened sense of awareness and were relieved to |leave the openness of
the meadow behind. Once again, the forest closed about them, but now the Marre pineswere
interspersed with hard-needled, bluish green kudlo-fir, and the rocks held more moss and lichen. The
needle bed across which they walked was thick and springy and pleasantly fragrant.

They roseto anarrow ridge. The far Sde descended more steeply, and they bent their knees asthey
went to take the strain off their lower backs.

"Look familiar?' Giyan asked.

"It has been many years, Lady.” Minnum |looked around. "Put me down anywhere in the Korrush, and
| cantell you within half akilometer wherel am. But | was never so & homein foreststhat | could
digtinguish one part from another.”

No more than a quarter of the way down, Giyan stopped. Her nostrilsflared, and she swept up a
handful of dead needles. They were dark, matted together.

"Kundaan blood," Minnum said, and she nodded.

A little farther on, they cameto apock whose paelichen was smilarly stained. She reached out. " Still
dicky," shesad.

They continued their descent. She had them pause often, cocking her head asif listening to periodic
reports brought to her by the wind. Minnum was very glad to bein her company, but observing her
command of sorcery he could not help but fed atwinge of sorrow for al that had been taken from him. It
was harder to be sghtlessif at onetime you had had your vision, because it was impossible to forget



what was no longer yours, what had once been.

The dope was accel erating its descent. At the same time, the forest became more dense, darker. The
treetrunks were thicker, taller. What light filtered down was turned amottled blue-green asif they were
traveling underweter.

"There are fewer animashere,” Giyan whispered. "And no birdsat dl."

This sounded ominous, but a that moment Minnum paused, sniffing the coal, crigp air. "Smdl| that?"

"The odor of burnt spun sugar?'

He nodded. " The mushrooms give off that distinct odor. We're close now to the harvest field.”

They proceeded at aquickened pace. He led the way, winding through damp underbrush and large,
moss-encrusted rocks that grew denser the farther they advanced into the forest. All a once, Giyan
reached out, pulling him clean off hisfest.

His head swiveed. "Wha—7"

But she hushed him and hefdt theripplein the air around them, adight darkening againgt his second
sght that Sgnaled aspdll being cast.

Hidden within Fowering Wand, an Osoru cloaking spell, the two of them peered back up the ridge.
From behind them, Minnum heard what Lady Giyan must have sensed amoment ago: thetdlltde
click-clack of Khagggun armor. And then thefirst column gppeared, moving steadily, inexorably along
the snaking ridgeline, more than a pack, and then a second column, athird, fourth, and fifth.

"It looks like an entire Wing ison the move," Minnum whispered. "That cannot be good newsfor the
Resgance.”

All a once, the column hdted. A short, helmed Khagggun at its head swiveled thisway and that. His
aloy armor bore the inggnia of a Wing-Commander.

Minnum felt ashiver run down hisspine. "Surely they cannot see us, Lady?"

The Wing-Commander gestured, and a phalanx of Khagggun broke out of the column. They fanned
out aong the ridge and headed dowly down it toward the thick forested areawhere Giyan and Minnum
crouched.

Giyan cursed her memory lapse. It had been so long since she had had to ded with Khagggun that she
had forgotten that their helms were equipped with photonic sensors that could detect body het.
Fowering Wand was of no use against that technology.

Asthe Khagggun advanced, they swung their ion cannons off their shoulders and toggled the arming
mechanisms.

"What are they seeing insde those hdms?* Minnum whispered.

Giyan, feding hisshiver, put her arm around him and squeezed him tight.

No talking, shesadinhismind. In a moment, they mil be close enough to pick up our molecular
vibrations.

What are we going to do, First Mother?

The Khagggun had moved into awedge formation with the center Khagggun in the lead. They werein
constant communication, a hive mind, asthe hardware insgde their helms performed multiple scans across
increasingly wider arcs of theforest.

Giyan knew that their body heat would soon betray them. She could not let that happen. She looked
around. They were crouched between two boulders. She could smell the musty aroma of the moss that
lay in thick swaths across the north rock faces. Putting out her hand, she touched the soft wet spongy
surface. Cool as stone, cool as metal. She ripped off apiece.

Quickly now, shesaid. Tear off as much of the moss as you can find and cover yourself with it.

But, Lady, why—

Do asl tell yout. Now!

They tore great handfuls of the moss, ripping it wholesae off the rock face, and when they had
denuded those rocks, they scrabbled behind them for others. Crouched in afeta position, huddled
together, they covered themsdlvesin the cool must of the moss. Small insects wriggling through the moss
bottom crawled acrosstheir cheeks and arms, bands of tiny ciliarippling, antennae questing. All esewas
gill.



Giyan heard their hearts beating, the blood rushing through their veins. She stilled her breathing to
amogt nothing, dipping into ameditative sate. It took Minnum amoment longer to get hisracing
heartbeet, hisfright, under control. Giyan extended her pool of calm to encompass him, and at length he,
too, drifted into the sorcerous twilight.

Above them, the lead Khagggun stopped, and the others stopped with him. He looked to the left, and
they dl looked with him. They dl looked to the right together.

"What do you see?' Hannn Mennus spoke in their ears. "Did you find the anomalies | picked up?*

"Thereis nothing, Wing-Commander,” the lead Khagggun said.

"Two bodies,” Hannn Mennus said. "It seemed like two bodies."

"We have registered abrood of six qwawd, two adults, three juveniles, and apair of snow-lynx."

"No Kunddan."

"No, Wing-Commander."

"The snow-lynx?' Hannn Mennus said. "Coming toward us or away from us?"

"They must have sensed us," the lead Khagggun said. "They have changed direction and are moving
away to the north."

"Catch them now, kill them deanly,” Hannn Mennus said. "'l want to wear their hides."

When Sahor, reading dense and difficult textsin one of the myriad lamplit galleries of the Museum of

Fase Memory, heard the sound, he looked up. What he had heard had been small—tiny even—

the whispered click of arodent's claws on the stone flooring, or perhaps the soft metallic clash given
off by anocturna insect. Transparent wings beating against the windowpane.

It wasthislast possibility that caused him to gpproach the crystal window. Beyond the eterna
V'ornn-made night glow of the city, the Sky was clear and full of stars. He could sense them, rather than
see them, burning brightly, enigmaticaly, semaphoring their Cosmic messages. And where were the
Centophennni? Were they seeing the same congtdllations that were strewn across the Kundalan sky? His
new Kun-dalan body gave a brief, involuntary shudder, his gaze trended downward, and he saw the
face.

It was on the other side of the windowpane, pale asice, tranducent as an old holophoto. What did he
fed insgde? How was he to say? He had been quite certain that he would never see it again, and now that
he had been transformed he had in fact put it out of his mind atogether. Now up it popped, there of al
places.

Theface smiled a him, and he went to the door, unlatched it, and pulled it open. She waswrapped in
an ankle-length greatcoat, dark and dusty and travel-worn, though from what he knew of her she never
traveled at all. Her face was not dissimilar to other Tuskugggun faces, long and copper-colored, with high
cheekbones and a bow of amouth and dark eyes. Except she was more beautiful—far more beautiful,
eveninthisguise of her own creation. Possibly, though, he was dready seeing beneath the photon shell.

"May | helpyou?' hesaid. "We are closed.”

"You areawaysclosed,” shereplied. "These days.”

They stood facing one another, he in the doorway, she wrapped in her cloak and the early spring
night. Insects, roused from their winter dormancy by the change in light and temperature, whizzed and
shrieked, softly, shrilly, their linen wings beating againgt the darkness. There was a sudden heavinessto
theair that spoke of acoming change.

"Aren't you going to ask mein?'

"Do | know you?'

Her laughter, deep and clear, a perfect note, was areminder of the old days, of the pain she had
caused him, but also of the incandescence, bitterswest, that had engulfed them both.

He stepped aside and, without amoment's hesitation, she entered. As he relatched the door, she
swept off the greatcoat and, with it, the photon shell. And there she wasfacing him againin al her terrible
glory, wings beeting, biocircuits spiraling up her gleaming glabrous skull, white pupilsdilated in the



dimness, lipsformed in the familiar enigmatic haf amile.

Gul Aluf.

"How did you find me?' hesaid.

"Offer meadrink,” Gul Aluf said. "Please offer meadrink.”

He went to awell-stocked sideboard. Minnum had liked his brews. His hand went automaticaly to
the oldest fire-grade numasaedis, which was her favorite, "Not that,” she said. "Something . . . Kundaan.”
And when he turned to look at her questioningly, she added, "1n honor of the new you, something
quintessentidly Kundadan.”

"Thisisan exceptiond ludd-wine."

She nodded her assent.

His hand moved to another crystal decanter. "A favorite of the Ra-mahan konara.”

"Sol amtold.”

The ludd-wine wasthe color of dried cor blood and amost asthick. He handed her acrystal goblet,
and they both took a sip. She wore a deeveless black ion-mesh tunic that aternately hid and revealed her
body as she moved. He had forgotten the lustrous sheen of her skin.

"An acquired taste," he said, noting the look on her face.

"Asiseverything Kunddan." She put the goblet to her lips, swallowed morethistime. "1 had another
null-wave net in the [aboratory," she said softly. "That ishow | found you."

"Impossble. | checked.”

"As| knew you would."

She gazed at him over the rim of the goblet. Was shelaughing a him? It would be so like her to do
that.

"That would assume you knew thet | wasdive."

"| suspected.” Her gaze never wavered. "1 hoped.”

He spent some time digesting that |ast sentence. He discovered, much to hisdismay, that he fervently
wanted to explore theimplications. Part of him, of course, wanted nothing more than to shy away. He
had vowed along time ago that he would never alow himsalf to become entangled with her again.

Shetook more ludd-wine, drank it al down. "I know what you are thinking."

"I doubt it."

Her wings beat arhythmically, ahabit he had found &t first endearing, then astheir relationship
deepened, frankly erotic.

"Asyouwish." But her smile—that maddening, ripe, atogether luscious smile—informed him
otherwise.

"Who dse suspects,” he said abruptly. "Who e se hopes?' "None. But Nith Immmon suspects.”

"Yes." Sahor nodded. Nith Immmon had been one of hisfather'sadmirers. Clever at political
maneuvering, quite abit less so asascientist. "Of course.” And then, sadly, because he could not help
himsdf: " Are you connected with him?"

Gul Aluf moved in her gliding manner. Her feet barely touched the cool stone squares. As she passed
the sideboard, she placed her goblet on it. She stopped not a pace from where Sahor stood. She placed
ahand on his shoulder. In anyone e se it would have been aneutra gesture, but with her nothing was
neutrd, everything was, like anion, charged.

"| like your new form," shesaid. "Yes, | do." Her hand dowly skimmed acrosshisskin. "It isunusud.
But so young. So taut. So vital. It waswise of you to manufacture this Kunda an-like photon shell, the
better to hide from your enemies. One day you must show me the neura-net schemata." She cocked her
head. "But how did you manage to go off-line from the Comradeship's matrix?"

"Nith Batoxxx managed it,” hesaid. "So did I."

"Only the two of you. Y ou can trust me, Sahor."

Of course he could not tell her how he had gone off-line. She still believed him to be Nith. If she got
even ahint that hewasaV'ornn-Kundaan hybrid . . .

But at the moment he had other worries.

"l won' let it happen again,” he said in avoice clotted with emotion.



She leaned her cheek againgt his chest. "Won't let what happen?”

Her scent wasinvading him; the only way to avoid it wasto stop breathing, and, he suspected, it
would still creep through his pores. "Don't say you missed me.”

"Bvenif itisthetruth?'

"It couldn't possibly bethetruth," he said tartly, somewhat defensively, because he felt her voice, as
well asheard it. Felt it degp down in hisbones asif it belonged there, twined with his marrow.

"Why?'

"Because you left me." Hisvoice wastinged with an anguish that seemed freshly bitter.

"Everything with you isblack or white."

"If you think that, then you know nothing about me."

"Quiteright. That was unfair. On the other hand . . . Isn't it true that you had begun to despise me?"

Helooked around the gdlery, vainly searching for away out. Or was he?

"Why have you come?' He wanted to push her away, to maintain a safe distance, but he found much
to hisdismay that he lacked the strength to do so. "What do you want?*

"Y ou aready know. To confirm that Nith Batoxxx had not killed you."

"And now that you have?"

"Y ou were always far more clever, far more resourceful than he was— smarter, too. It wasjust that
you—"

"Jugt thet | what?'

"Somehow you became adreamer, when | knew that you were meant to be aleader.”

"You knew."

Shelooked up a him. "I wonder whether you know how much contempt you packed into those two
words."

Thetrouble was he did know.

"Y ou disconnected yoursdlf from the Comradeship at just the time you should have seized power.”

"That was your wishfor me, your desre.”

"Y ou could have made a difference.” Shelooked him inthe eye. "My desire wasfor you, Sahor."”

Hefdt aspear in hisside. "It no longer matters.”

"Then why did you ask meif | had connected with Nith Immmon?"

"Knowing you, it seemed thelogicd question to ask.”

"Knowing Nith Immmon, itismogtillogica." Shereturned hersdf to hisbody, pressing herself againgt
thelength of him.

"Somehow, dliancesfor you aways have a sexua component.”

"We both know why you asked."

"Letit go." Heclosad hiseyes. "Everything has changed now."

Small sounds from the degp eaves and the windowpanes, a swift, startled spatter, and then the
steadier best of rain. It had been raining the night she had turned away from him, hadn't it?

"Yes. You. Me. The Comradeship. Everything has changed.”

"The Comradeship has devolved into paliticd infightersintent on persond gain.”

"It has splintered, yes. Without you—without your vision and your strength—the center could not
hold."

"My path ismy path." "How can you be so damnably sure?' "Because | have dready made a
difference” "How?Y ou have beenin hiding." "In ways you could never fathom.”

She shook her head, angry a him, impatient with hersdlf for failing to move him. "No matter, because
now, something else has ... We need you more than ever."

So that iswhy she had set her null-wave trap, why she had patiently lain in wait for him to surface,
why she had come tonight. He had been wrong: not everything had changed. Her immoderate ambition,
for one thing, remained intact. She needed to make her power play. She was no better than the rest of
the Comradeship. Something that had been about to be reborn inside him punctured and sank into
darkness. She stirred, abruptly restless. "Y ou are slent when you shouldn't be." "I have nothing to say.”
"Y ou have not heard me out.” "I have heard enough.” "Y ou will hear what | haveto say!" "Y our power



over me ended along time ago.” "If you hate me, that is one thing. But don't et persona—" "Areyou
serious? Everything with you ispersond.” " Sdlfish, contemptuous creature!" At last the outburg, like the
first spate of rain. "How can you abandon the Comradeship in crisis? Y our species needsyou!™

"Y ou are not the leadt bit convincing.”

She sghed, and her wings folded in upon themselves. "'l seehow itisgoing to be." That hdf amile
again, hinting at secrets he could only guess at. "We havethe Teyj you created.” Her aams were crossed
over her chest, folded like her wings. "We have your father, Nith Einon."



16
Unforgiven

The SaTrryn were headquartered in alarge, rambling villacomplex in the far reaches of the eastern

digrict. It wasimpaosing, not to say intimidating, but perhaps the effect was ddiberate. The buildings had
been magnificently restored to their former luster by ahost of Kundaan craftsfolk, much to theinvidious
talk of the other Bashkir families. It was entirely possible, though, that envy rather than patriotism had
given riseto the whisperers. The smple fact was that the SaTrryn had made afortunein their spice trade
with the Rasan Sul, vaulting them to the top tier of Bashkir families. Sornnn SaTrryn's gppointment to the
post of Prime Factor was merely validation of their satusfor, in point of fact, they owed their fantastic
success to the care and energy Hadinnn SaTrryn had put into cultivating his relationship with the Korrush
spice merchants. Sornnn's father hadn't been much of ahusband, but he had trained his eldest sonwell in
theintricacies of Korrush lore and etiquette; and it was well that he did, for he died so quickly and
prematurely that surely the family businesswould have foundered had not Sornnn been there to step into
hisfather's position.

However, Hadinnn's presence could still be felt anywhere one cared to look inside the compound. A
gargantuan holoportrait of him hanging in the vast echoing front court stared down at Leyytey as shewas
shown through the imposing polished heartwood double doors. Aswas the Kundaan tradition, the front
court was partialy open to the dements and so on thislate morning in spring it wasfilled with sunlight, the
sound of twittering gimnopedes, and the scent of neetly planted star-roses. She was shown out into the
adjacent garden, to a stone settee beneath apair of twined sysa trees, and offered a selection of cold
drinks by auniformed attendant. Because it was Kundalan, the settee was more comfortable than it had
any right to be. Nevertheless, Leyytey, drink in one hand, did not settle back, but rather perched on the
edge. One knee rode up and down, asign of her nerves. Bad enough she had to see Sornnn SaTrryn,
but in the very placewhere. ..

She caught hersdlf, immediately turned her thoughts el sewhere. The garden had been set squarein the
middle of the compound. It was planted in the Kundalan manner—that isto say both lushly and formaly,
with an eye toward the repesting triangles, emblematic of the Goddess Miina, and Leyytey could see
how in this setting the repetitions in pathways, flower beds, trees, and other close-sheared foliage created
akind of language that merged with the villas, whose stained-crystal windows echoed the shapes. But
though shetried to enjoy the undeniable beauty and harmony of her surroundings, she could not. For one
thing, she was being watched by abronze-and-dloy bust of Had-innn SaTrryn. Shetook agulp of her
drink, placed the frosted crystal against her forehead, let the coolness of it Sink in.

A few moments later, Sornnn SaTrryn emerged from a shadowed doorway and strode down a
green-limestone path toward her. She rose to greet him and &l a once became conscious of how much
time she had spent dressing for thisinterview. She had chosen leggings of amimetic fabric that clung to
her like a second skin, a belted chain-aloy jerkin she had designed hersdf over amilk-white blouse of
feather-slk, afavorite Kundaan materid. High boots clad her small feet in matte black aloy, her delicate
ankles, her muscled calvesin cream-colored cor hide. Her sifeyn was aso of her own
desgn—ion-forged of achain mall sofineasto bedl butinvishble.

Her interest in impressing him so shocked her that when Sornnn greeted her she ssumbled over her
response. To his credit, he made no comment. Instead, he sat beside her on the stone settee.

"Areyou enjoying thedrink?"

"Yes. Very much.” She could not remember whether she was, but she could not think of what elseto
sy.

"It'siced gibta, aconcentrated form of baldu. From the Korrush. Refreshing, isn't it?”



Leyytey took asip and agreed that it was. She peered a Sornnn over the rim. She had not seen him
for sometime, so maybe she was mistaken, but he looked thinner, more haggard than she remembered.
He sat very Hill. She could see hislarge eyes watching her, steady as two beaconsin the night.

"Thank you for agreeing to this arrangement,” he said.

"Y ou are paying me amountain of coinage."

"Y ou know what | mean. It cannot be easy dedling with Pack-Commander Dacce.”

Immediately her eyes sparked and her voice got flinty. "I am not afraid of him, if that iswhat you

"Y ou misunderstand me, Leyytey. | meant... Heisadifficult Kha-gggun to understand.”

"Y ou don't seem to have any problem understanding him," she said tartly. But it wasn't Sornnn she
was angry with, and she knew it.

"That isbecause | am not in love with him.”

Shelooked away and felt ashamed of being so transparent. "He came back, of course, after that first
night. He bought me presents. | took him to see Miirlin. In hismind, heisbeing kind and loving. To me, it
isdl brittleand false. It's perfectly clear what he wants.”

Responding to her disiress, he said, "It'sal right, we dl do foolish things.”

"| hatethis," she said more vehemently than she had intended.

"Y ou do not haveto go through withit."

She shook her head. "That isnot what | mean. | fed asif | know nothing about love.”

He laughed, and the sad note it struck made her turn back to him.

"Oh, when it comesto love | confess| know lessthan nothing!" he exclamed. "Loveis as mysterious
to measthe Gyrgon."

Hearing hiswords, shelooked at him asif for thefirst time, and she saw through her fear and her
memories and realized that he was aslost as she was. He, the scion of the SaTrryn! And she knew with a
certainty that floored her that some profound trauma had befalen him, for he bore the scar as bloody, as
livid asif it had happened an hour ago.

"| gpologize, anyway," hesad. "Pleaseforgiveme.”

Her tongue cleaved to the roof of her mouth. She did not know how to respond.

"We have much to discuss and forma documentsto sign,” he said asherose. "The midday med is
prepared. Will you join me?’

What could she say? That she wanted nothing more from the day than to be freed from thisgrim
place, that she could no longer bear Hadinnn SaTrryn's accusatory eyes on her, that she was so afraid of
letting her father down that she dare not leave, dare not even give Sornnn SaTrryn areason to suspect
that she knew—

Why hadn't she said something before? Because doubtless her life would have been in jeopardy the
moment she opened her mouth. Her father would not have been able to save her; no one could have.
And s0 she had chosen to say nothing, she had chosen to push it away, convince hersdf that it had
happened to someone else. But she had not forgotten, and now that she was here in the SaTrryn
compound, now that she was in the company of the oh-so-charming, the oh-so-sad son, she seemed to
be awakening from adream. It had not happened to some other Tuskugggun, it had happened to her. All
the self-deception was erupting to the surface to drag her down.

"Leyytey, areyou dl right?'

Sornnn had alook of concern on hisface.

"Y ou'reflushed and swegting. Areyou ill ?*

"No, I—" She put atrembling hand to her brow. N'Luuuratake it, he wasright. Her skin felt hot and
dammy.

"Here, St down," he said, indicating the stone settee.

"l do not requirerest,” she said sharply. "I am neither aweskling nor achild.”

He nodded. "Of course not. | meant no offense.”

He was 0 polite he set her teeth on edge, mainly because she had no reason to trust his sincerity.
Leyytey was something of an anomaly among Tuskugggun. She was revered by Khagggun (and even



some Bashkir) for what she did even while she was secretly demeaned for what she was. How many of
her warrior clients spoke of wanting to bed her in the crudest possible terms, just asif shewerea
common Looorm. Perversealy, her very expertise spurred their libidos like the most potent aphrodisiac.
She was weary of being mentaly undressed by every male with whom she came in contact. Just as she
was weary of being used and tossed aside by the one Khagggun she loved.

Not that she necessarily thought that of Sornnn. In fact, by the time they began the midday med she
redlized that she could not quite figure out what he was about, gpart from obvioudy wanting to impress
her. If he'd had hisway, they would have dined in the enormous porphyry-clad second-floor hal of the
villathat lay directly in front of the bust of Hadinnn SaTrryn. Rather than impressing her, its gargantuan
sze had the effect of making her fed anxious, and she asked if they could move to the lone table on the
sun-dappled balcony. It was small, the thick disk of itstop alovely intarsaof perhaps ahalf dozen
woods. It was only after she was dready seated on a spira-heartwood chair that she redlized that she
had a perfect view of that accursed bust. Hadinnn SaTrryn's accusatory stare had locked onto her likea
photon-powered wegpon. She lost her appetite but she kept on eating anyway, dowly, methodicdly,
grimly so that Sornnn would not ask her again if shewasal right. Because the truth was she was not
right. Not by along shot. Sitting there across from Hadinnn's son, she was consumed with guilt and did
not know what to do about it.

On the other hand, Sornnn made certain that she did not have much time to think about it, since he
regaled her with stories about his beloved Korrush, al of which she found fascinating. It made her redize
that she had never been outside the gates of Axis Tyr, had never redlly considered why she would want
to. Sornnn'stales made her think otherwise.

"Y ou understand that | will need to see these Rasan Sul mysdlf,” she said, "before | can make
weapons for them. | will need to assesstheir size and strength aswell as the manner in which they do
baitle

He nodded. "That can be easily arranged. | will take you mysdf.”

Hisintense eyesrested on her and, once again, she wondered what he really wanted.

When the plates were cleared away, he said, "I need you to tell me the truth about something.”

"Of course. If | can.”

He gave her athin smile. " Spoken like a Khagggun.”

Shefelt hersdf flush a the compliment. No one had ever said that to her before and meant it. Shefelt
that in this he was sincere. He had been hurt too badly; he was not interested in bedding her.

"What isit you want to know?' she urged him, because suddenly she was eager to find out what was
onhismind.

"How do you fed about usng him?"

She knew he meant Teww Dacce. "I don't know." And then, after ashort pause: "Y ou said you
wanted meto be honest.”

He sat back and pursed hislips. "Thismust be very difficult for you."

Her innate anger flared once more. "Would you say that if | really was a Khagggun?'

"Absoluty.”

She sat forward, put her elbows on thetable. "Now | need you to tell the truth.”

Helooked away for amoment, and it seemed to her asif he was studying the bust of hisfather, asif
somehow trying to communicate with him. Then his gaze did back to her.

"All right. | doubt that | would ask this of you if you were a Khagggun.”

Her eyes opened wide. Thiswas the last response she had expected. "I don't understand.”

"It'sample, redly. When it comesto love and sex, it seemsto me that Khagggun—most male V'ornn,
actualy—have an on-off switch. They tend not to see subtleties or nuances. All the grey areasarelost on
them because in such things they are not complex. Frankly, if you wereamae, | doubt you could do
what we are asking you to do."

Leyytey was stunned. He might have been talking about Teww Dacce, which was how she knew that
he was right. She could not believe he had that indgght, and, despite her wariness, she felt aconnection
forming. But then the sun emerged from behind an attenuated fair-weather cloud and Hadinnn SaTrryn



glittered in her eyes, and her skin grew clammy again.

"But you are different, isthat it?" Too late, she redized how enraged she sounded.

"Leyytey, for your father's sake aswell asfor mine | want thisto proceed as smoothly as possible.
Have | done something to offend you?"

"No, [—" Now it was her turn to look away. Tell him, avoicein her head whispered recklesdy. For
the love of N'Luuura, tell him! But she only shook her head and looked rueful. "Sorry, | have no
excuse. Y ou have done nothing but be extraordinarily kind to the Fleet-Admird and to me."

" "The Heet-Admird'?" He had awry look on hisface. "Isthat how you refer to your father?'

"Itishiswish," she said smply, though there was certainly nothing smple about the statement. It was
loaded with so much emotiona freight she could not bear to examineit.

Asif sending that, Sornnn said, "Relationships with parents are tricky. | was estranged from my
mother for many years."

"But you're not anymore?"

"No. There was a misunderstanding. It arose because she and | failed to talk to one another.”

"Why do you think that was?'

"We didn't know how to communicate.”

"And now you do?"' She seemed skeptical.

"| think we were afraid to say what had to be said, afraid that the other would—I don't know, that we
would say something unforgivable.

Leyytey rose then and stood looking out into the garden. Her hands gripped the wrought-iron
balustrade so hard they turned white as her blouse. That we would say something unforgivable. That
wasjust what she felt when her father was around—that she would say or do something unforgivable,
that he would go away, withdraw even the unwitting verba abuse to which he subjected her. Because
she knew that that abuse was better than nothing, that shewas il hislittle girl, that skill or competence
or success had nothing to do with it, that she would dwaysfed thus.

After along time, she said; "When it comesto the Fleet-Admird | have done something unforgivable."

She heard him get up and come to stand beside her. She could smell his clean, masculine scent. "What
could you have done, Leyytey?'

"l was born a Tuskugggun.”

Hesghed. "I felt like that once.”

"What happened?'

"1 met a Tuskugggun. A very specid Tuskugggun. But now she's dead, and for me everything died
with her.”

Soon theresfter, she went back to her atdlier, and that night, when Teww Dacce came like a death
moth to aflame, when she twined with him, when she whispered in his ear the things she was supposed
to say, she saw Sornnn in her mind's eye and heard hiswords as clearly asif they werethetolling of a
bell.

Blood was everywhere. Minnum and Giyan found patches of it on the forest floor, greet, frightening

gouts spurted onto tree boles, lichen-matted rock shoulders. The Khagggun Wing had passed by after
running down the two snow-lynx. They were magnificent animas, and Giyan wanted to save them, but to
do so0 she would have exposed hersalf and Minnum. Hearing their desth screams, she said aprayer for
ther spirits.

With the Khagggun's departure, the birds and smal mammals had returned, though in their fluttering,
their nervous foraging she could detect the patterns of fear.

"Over herel"

Minnum's excited whisper brought Giyan down to anarrow plateau on the dope. He was knedling
amid atidal pool of mushrooms.

"Peganis harmela." Minnum brushed his hands across the bowed mushroom tops. "Thisisthe



harvest glade where | used to come.”

But Giyan waswalking right by him, through the sea of mushroomsto the far edge of the plateau.
Minnum looked up. To him, she had the appearance of a deepwalker, and when he called her name,
when she did not answer, herose and hurried after her, afraid in his heart of what she saw, of what might
be lurking in the dense forest. And he came up short with a gasp as she waked right into the muzzle of an
ion cannon.

TheAbbey of Hoating White was deathly quiet after Lady Giyan left. Konara Inggres had not redlized

how much life and hope Giyan had brought to the abbey until she was no longer there.

Now the daylight hours werefilled to the brim with classes and curriculum and correcting the evil
errorsin gospel that had been fulminating through the sorcerous syllabus for decades. After ameager
dinner—these days she was never very hungry—hours were spent counseling the leynaand younger
shimain the wake of the trauma that had beset them. Late a night, dmost insensate, shefell onto her cot
and dept soundly, dreamlesdy for two hours, possibly three. Then, without any trangition, she started
awake, her heart papitating painfully in her breast. Shelay in asheen of swest, listening to her blood
rush.

Her mind was besieged by death—Perrnodt's death: abrupt, shocking, horrifying. She was haunted by
the sight of those eyes, glued shut and rimed. She sat up and, reaching out in the darkness, emptied the
small vitreoustray into her cupped pam. The shattered shards of Perrnodt's opa lay inert and ominous.
Their fire had been extinguished. She wondered whether that was an omen of what was to come.

KonaraInggres had risen to power not out of desire, but rather necessity. She had had grestness
forced upon her, but still she had been more than up to the task. Her process was smple: she thought,
she considered, she acted. She knew no other way to be.

Lady Giyan had departed abruptly, and no word from her al theselong days. Where had she gone?
What had she found? As she gtirred, the Ja-Gaar that dept with her rose and padded to her. Its lambent
green eyeswatched her, waiting for adirection to which her anxiety would point it.

There came adiscreet knock on her door, and she rose soundlesdy, drew on her robe, and lighted an
oil lamp. She crossed to the door and stood aside for the Nawatir to enter. The Ja-Gaar made no move;
likeits brethren it loved the Nawatir and obeyed his every command.

He seemed to fill the room, seemed like a planet eclipsing the sun of the flame. His shadow ran dong
the stone floor, up the sonewall whereit mimicked his stillness. She studied hisface: the double curve of
hisfull lips, thetwin jutsof his cheeks, histhick blond hair and beard. His sartlingly pae eyeslooked
back at her enigmaticaly. Oh, what she would give to know what he was thinking!

"l have heard from Lady Giyan," he said, and the silence stretched on for so long that Konaralnggres
ceased to breathe.

"The sauromiciansareon therise" hetold her ominoudy. "We must immediatdy turn our effortsto
protecting the abbey."

"Areweinimminent danger of attack?"

"That | do not know," he conceded. "But what is clear is that the sauromicians must not gain control of
Foaing White"

She nodded, terrified al over again. With the return of First Mother to the abbey where she had been
trained, Konara Inggres had become more optimistic for the future. But now, just asthey had defeated
the daemonic thresat, the sauromicians wererising to take their place. All at once, she was acutely
conscious of the Nawatir's strong arm and keen mind. Of course she had the sorcerous Ja-Gaar to help
her guard the abbey, but they were only beasts, ferocious and powerful enough to battle daemons asthey
were. They could give her no guidance, no reassurance. She redlized that, for thefirst timein many years,
shefet safe with the Nawatir roaming the abbey grounds, standing spread-legged in the gardens,
practicing with his miraculous sword. More than once, she had had to shoo away the younger leynawho,
passing on their way to class or prayer, were transfixed at the sight of him. She dwayslingered, however,



watching himin sunlight and shadow, mist and rain and moondight.

He put his hand on her shoulder. His coal fire crept through her, and shefdt agtirring and was
instantly ashamed. She pushed hersdf away and kept her distance. But she could not keep her heart from
racing or her pulse from pounding. She recited prayers while he spoketo her, hisvoicefilling the
chamber, clasping her as surdly has had his hand.

"Konaralnggres" he said sharply, "are you listening to me?

"Yes, Nawatir." Her cheekswere flaming. "I wasthinking of my charges. They have been though so
much dready."

"Listento me." Hetook a step toward her. "The red Dragon, the one who transformed me into the
Nawatir, told me of thiswar. Be forewarned, hetold me. Everything—everything you know or have
ever believed true—will change.”

"Mother of Miina" Konaralnggres shivered. "What doesit mean?"

"Prepare yoursdf iswhat | am saying, for | fear that erelong we will al be called upon to do whatever
it takesto safeguard the Dar Sdla-at and Kundala."

Then he was gone, and she fdlt his absence like awound that would not hedl. She put her fist to her
mouth and bit down, pain as punishment for what her body felt, what she knew she must not fedl. Blood
stained her teeth, ran along her lower lip, and she sucked t it, asif she could suck into hersalf her own
fedings

Wheat he had told her—the implications—it was too much to absorb al at once.

Everything you know or have ever believed true will change.

Change—how will it change?

With alittle moan, she turned her thoughts to Perrnodt, aware that the exercise was asalve aswell as
anecessity. She had considered the implications of Perrnodt's death, the interference with the opal
casting, the fact Perrnodt was a Druuge and, therefore, very powerful. Still, an evil of great power had
destroyed her. Something stronger, more clever, smarter. She had been working out how to protect the
abbey from such afoe and had come to the conclusion that with the limited means at her disposa she
could not. She had only just begun the process of determining which, if any, of the remaining Ramahan
possessed the Gift that had been so long outlawed in the abbey. And even if every one of her charges
proved Gifted, it would il take timeto train them properly so that they could protect themselvesfrom a
concerted sorcerous attack. That |eft only her, the Nawatir, and the three Ja-Gaar. Now wasthetimeto
act. She could not put it off.

Dumping the shards on the floor, she rose and went to her cabinet. She required no light to find what
shewas looking for. She held the casting opa between the tips of her fingers, saw it asclearly asif she
were standing in sunlight. She could fed itsfire.

The danger inherent in what she was about to attempt was extreme. She had aready considered that
fact, had congdered the implications for the abbey if shewereto die. But the threet to dl Ramahan—dll
Kunddan, in fact—was extreme. The sauromicians push to return to power would mean the annihilation
of what abbeyswere |eft, and the abbey wasthe last vestige of life on Kundala asit had been centuries
ago, of lifeas, Miinawilling, it would be once again. First Mother and the Nawatir were right. The abbey
had to be defended at all costs.

Her plan was smple. Communication between the abbeys, once free-flowing, had broken down at
thefirst V'ornn assault. Early on, when attempts to contact the nelghboring abbeys had failed, the
communication process had been abandoned. Then, when it became known that the inhabitants of other
abbeys such as Ligening Bonein Axis Tyr, Warm Current outside Middle Seat and Glistening Drum
outside Joining the Valeys had been either killed outright or dragged back to the capital to be
interrogated and tortured, a strict regime of silence and isolation had been ingtituted by KonaraMossa
and then Konara Bartta. There had never been a concerted effort to communicate with other, more
far-flung abbeys, and within decades even the names and | ocations of those abbeys passed from current
Ramahan consciousness.

But in the course of her clandestine studies she had come across alist. It was decades old and
ydlowed and frayed at the edges. Insects had eaten into it, making the reading of it more like deciphering



atext athousand years old. Using an inspired combination of cross-referencing and intuition, she was
ableto piece together the list. The one thing she could not be certain of was whether or not it was
complete.

Now, standing in the center of her cell, she said a prayer to Miina and began the casting. Unlike
Perrnodt, she was self-taught, becauise opa casting, like so many other traditions, had been abandoned,
then banned outright by the previous administrations. She had learned her lessonsin the dead of night,
alone and unaided, from books secreted in the Library. Her clever and inventive mind had been her only
guide as she mentored hersdlf, and so inured to secrecy was she that no one, not even Lady Giyan, was
aware of thefull extent of her knowledge and abilities.

Andyet. ..

And yet, they had never been fully tested. She did not even know whether to trust fully the texts s