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The Ghost Herd
CHAPTER 1
Mars

Dreams-of-War was hunting the remnants of men on the dopes of the Martian Olympus when she
came across the herd of ghosts. The armor bristled at the approach of the herd, whispering caution into
her ear, and at first Dreams-of-War thought that it was warning her against the presence of
men—hyenae, perhaps, or vulpen, or others of the Changed. She whedled around, activating the
hand-spines of the armor, but there was nothing there. The cold, tawny dopesrolled into the distance,
empty of everything except scrub and the sparse desert life that congregated around the canals and sinks.
Far on the horizon, the col-umn of Memnaos Tower pointed upward, just visble now againgt adarkening



sky. Dreams-of-War frowned. The ar-mor remained aert, porcupine spikes forming and reform-ing as
she moved.

"What?' Dreams-of-War said aloud, impatiently.

"Thereis someone here" the armor said. Sometimes it spoke with the voice of the warrior who had
first im-printed it, but sometimes the voice sounded more akin to that of Dreams-of-War herself. That
was the trouble with haunt-tech; one was never sure whether one was imagin-ing things. But perhaps one
could expect no less from something that had been granted by diens.

"] seeno one," Dreams-of-War said.
"Y et someoneisherg,”" the armor ingsted.

And now Dreams-of-War could, indeed, fed some-thing: an irritation over her guarded skin, like an
insect crawl. Sheflinched within the protective carapace.

"Look," thearmor said.

They were risng out of the ground, formed from dust and solidifying soil, then sharp-edged and red.
There were perhaps twenty or so: women with long horns and backward-danting legs, but they stood
vertically. Their eyeswere red, with narrow pupilsthat burned gold—aflame within coals. They gazed at
Dreams-of-War with akind of placid curiosity, despite their demon eyes, switch-ing long tapering tails.

Dreams-of-War stood in frozen shock. They were more than illuson. She could smell them: the scent
of long-dead grasdands, woodsmoke, and blood. They smelled like prey. And asif they had seen the
thought in her eyes, the herd turned as one and began to run, loping swiftly dong the dope until they were
swalowed by the gathering twilight. Their smal hooves made no sound. They moved in silence, and then
were gone.

Dreams-of-War stared after them, fedling foolish. She should at least have made an attempt to
capture one of them.

She said adoud, "There have not been such beings on Mars since ancient times. 1 have seen the
records. They roamed the Crater Plain. No one knows who created them, what |aboratory, or why."

"They werelong dead by my day," the armor—itself a hundred years old—remarked with atrace of
wigfulness

"Thousand-year-old ghosts," Dreams-of-War mused. "But why have they appeared now? | suppose
Memnos must be told. We should go back." She spoke with reluc-tance. She didiked setting out on a
hunt and returning empty-handed, and thiswould be her last opportunity. Soon she would be headed for
Earth, which now shone above her in the heavens, blue as an eye. The maw of the Chainwas aso visble:
afaint glitter high above the surface of the world. She thought of hurtling into the maw, emerg-ing above
that blue star... More dien tech. Dreams-of-War's lip began to curl.

The prospect of that journey, however, was super-seded by the thought of the men-remnantswaiting
intherocks. It irritated Dreams-of-War. She could fed it in the armor, too: awildness, aneed for killing,
for flesh and death. She had spotted no redl prey all day, only the ghosts and the smdll creatures of the
plain, and she had thought that the night would provide her with achance. The vulpen, at least, dunk out
of their holes after dusk, in search of the dactylate birds that were their staple diet.

With asigh, Dreams-of-War repressed the impulse to continue. She set off back down thelong
stone-strewn dope to the plain, to where the Memnos Tower was waiting.

CHAPTER 2



Nightshade

Y skatarina lye was named for the sounds she made on her emergence from the growing-skin—first a
hissand then acry. A daughter of the [ab clans, grown in Tower Cold, on the world of Nightshade at the
Chain's end and the system's edge, avery long Way from the sun.

The name—her child-name, not the gppellation of her Nightshade clan—proved difficult to didodge
and Y skata-rinaretained it into adulthood, aong with the Animus that grew beside her from ahatchling
no bigger than adragon-fly. The Animus, spawned from the ancient genetic lineage of the clan just as
Y skatarina herself had been, possessed no name. Y skatarinatried various permutations, yet none
Seemed tofit.

Her aunt Elaki told her from an early age how fortu-nate she was to have an Animus. how women on
other worlds could not be bonded with amale, for there were so few remaining, and those were inferior.
Shewas lucky,

Y skatarinaknew, that the Elders of Nightshade still sought to return to the old ways, when men and
women walked the worlds together, when both genders lived in harmony, each seeking their other sdif.
And the Animus was not a human male, for they had proved too weak, but some-thing better.

Her Animuswhispered to Y skatarina as she dept, throughout the long illnesses that marked her
childhood: dreamfevers, ferd maaises, and the modified infestations that would enable her not only to
suffer the transforma-tion when the time came, but to welcome it. She spent the endless dark of
Nightshade with the Animus crouched be-side the cot like amurmuring spider, spinning webs of words.

Transformation nearly killed her. It had been ex-plained to her by her aunt that it would make her
stronger, but she did not understand what "transformation” meant.

"What am 1 to be transformed into?" she had asked Elaki. But her aunt replied only, ™Y ou will see.”

When thetime came, Y skatarinalay, asmal uncompre-hending form, in the sparkling dark of the
blacklight ma-trix asthe engrams rewrote her: aprocess of achemica change she was powerlessto
resd.

The blacklight powered down into agleaming cube of air. Y skatarina blinked, waking. It felt as
though she had been wrenched across avast distance, torn through the remnants of boiling suns. There
wasasmell of fireand aterrible heaviness, aweight. Shetried to raise her head, but it felt too large for
her fragile neck. Someone bent over her. Y skatarinalooked up, but it was severa moments before the
strange shape floating before her congeded into human features.

She saw along face, cheeks puffed out into veined pouches on either sde of athin, hooked nose.
The skin was unlined, unnaturally smooth and shiny as porcelain. The eyeswere set in deep hollows,
filled with bloodshot gold. The hair was feathery: dirty-black, coiling in wispy tendrils from beneath the
high hat.

Then, Y skatarinas vision shifted and she redlized that it was her aunt Elaki peering down at her. Y et
for amo-ment it seemed that there was someone e se looking out from Elaki's eyes, someone who cried
out in horror.

"Youl" Elaki shrieked.
"Aunt?' Her own voice sounded faint, athin croaking. Elaki reached down and shook her.
"It's you, isn't it? 1'd know you anywhere."

"Aunt, what iswrong?' Something squirmed insde Y skatarina's head, running in turn from Elaki's
anger, tun-neling down to hidein the degp channds of her mind.



Elaki's face became thoughtful and cold, asif acrucia decison had been reached. She turned on her
hedl and spoke to someone unseen, probably the Animus Isti, who followed always at her hedls.

* "Prepare the matrix once more. There are some fur-ther modifications to be made.”

Darkness sivept over Y skatarinalike awing. There was atearing, rending sensation, alightning bolt
through her brain. It felt as though she were being split in two, and the pain sent her squedling down into
the abyss.

Shedid not wake for along time. At last, swvimming up through unconsciousness, she found hersdf no
longer in the blacklight chamber, but in her own room. Her head fdlt like agreat hot bag, too heavy to lift.
She put up ahand to fed her brow, but nothing happened. Alarmed, Y skata-rinatried to move her arams
and legs. Therewas no sensa-tion at al. She cried out for Elaki.

"Ah! You'reawake," her aunt said, bustling in.
"l can't fed my arms, or my legd™

Elaki placed aclammy hand on Y skatarina's forehead. "l fear that is because they are no longer there.
Y ou suf-fered arare meninged infection after the transformation process, and your limbs were damaged
by gangrene. We were forced to remove them."”

"Aunt?" Y skatarinawhispered, in fright and shock.

"Wewill make new limbsfor you," Elaki promised. Her face softened, dmost imperceptibly, but there
was something behind her eyesthat darmed Y skatarina be-yond measure. "Better ones. So do not make
such afuss”

When El&ki l€eft, Y katarina stared numbly up to find the Animus above her, in chrysdisform. She
reached out for him, before she remembered. He hung in amotionless silver-black shape from the celling
of the laboratory, de-pending from apiece of growing bone. After her own ex-periences, Y katarinadid
not expect the Animusto emerge dive, but emerge he did, gliding from the tinsdl wreckage of the
chrysdis. arachnid, escorpionate, baleful.

Y skatarina knew then that there was nothing she would not do to keep the Animus beside her. Hadn't
they always been together? And after the dreadful experience of transformation, the Animuswasthe only
being on which she could rely.

There was another change, too. Before, Y skatarina had been afraid of her aunt: dreading the touch of
Elaki's pde, plump hands, hating the way her aunt's great eyes would gaze a her with such chilly
caculation. But after the trans-formation, she a so became aware of how much shetruly loved Elaki. The
feeling overwhelmed her. She sat shiver-ing on the cot, filled with longing, and when Elaki next cameto
see her, she threw her new arms around her aunt's shrouded form. Elaki pushed her away, wincing.

"Y ou must learn to operate your limbswith more care, Y skatarina. The servomechanisms are
powerful.”

"Thank you, Aunt. Thankyou." But she could not have said what she was thanking El&ki for. It
occurred to her, vagudly, that this should have bothered her, but somehow she dismissed it.

When she was well enough to venture forth, Y skatarina and the Animus wandered together through
the shadowy passageways of Tower Cold. They learned the secret ways between the walls; they dipped
past hidden chambers as Y skatarinas artificial feet crunched and crackled on the thousand-year-old
bones of mice. Concealed behind living tapestries, they watched as the Steersmen Skull-Faces bot-tled
up the canopic jars and dispatched them into the boats that would carry them to the gates, there to be
launched upon the Night Seafor their endless journey. They traveled down to the depths, where the



mute-kin daved on the production lines, assembling haunt-devices. They sat for hours above the docking
bays as the service ships headed out toward the Chain. They scuttled through the Weighing Chamber,
while the mourn-women sang the ancient songs, conjuring—so they said—the spirits of the future dead,
untied from the rivers of time. But Y skatarina did not understand what they meant by that, and when she
asked her aunt, Elaki only laughed and said that the mourn-women werefilled with superstitions and
non-sense. The only places Y skatarina and the Animus did not go were the haunt-laboratories of Tower
Cold, sedled be-hind horrifying weir-wards, open only to Elaki.

And it wasthe Animuswho learned with Y skatarina, upon the eve of her nineteenth birthday, that it
was to be her task to seek out one girl from the teeming billions of Earth and Mars and the inner worlds.
To seek her out and day her.

CHAPTER 3
Mars

Two days before her departure for Earth, Dreams-of-War left the Memnos Tower and made a short
journey across the Crater Plain to Winterstrike, in order to register her depar-ture documents, undergo a
necessary modification, and take amedica assessment for her suitability to withstand the temporal forces
of the Chain. Thislast was merely afor-mdity; Dreams-of-War wasin excellent physica shape. She
knew, however, that at least once aweek some luckless passenger was found shriveled and wizened at
the end of avoyage, ruthlesdy aged by the forcesthat governed travel within the confines of the Chain.

It was, after dl, aform of haunt-tech, and thus ittle understood except by the technicians of
Nightshade and presumably by the Kami who had given it to them. It was dien and could not be trusted,
at least if you were Dreams-of-War. The only piece of haunt-tech with which she was prepared to dedl
was the armor, and that only because its previous occupant had been such agreat warrior. And while
Dreams-of-War trusted the armor's spirit, it till oc-curred to her to wonder whether thiswas wise.

She further distrusted the prospect of the modificartion that she was about to undergo—more dien
tech— and she did not care much for Winterstrike, either. The city was ancient, dating back before even
the Lost Epoch. Its black-and-crimson mansions and narrow streets were a testament to its age: basalt,
iron, ssone—old materiasfor an old city The more recent buildings rose up around the edges, etched
metal towers and turrets connected by hang-ing bridges.

Dreams-of-War took arider, crammed with standing passengers, in through the southern gate of the
city, past the clan holdings and mansions, and findly past the sunken fortress of the meteorite crater that
had given Win-terdirike its name. She looked neither right nor left, though when the rider rumbled by the
great lip of the crater, her head involuntarily turned and she gazed into the pit: acaldera of garnet stone,
pockmarked with holes and rifts. The fortressrose up at its center, a place of shat-tered spires, haf-ruin,
half-home to the city's digpos-sessed, of which there were many.

The fortress was agrim place, but better this, thought Dreams-of-War, than the Crater Plain and the
moun-tains. There, the ordinary women who were not warriors would not fare well againgt the
men-remnants: the hyenae and vulpen and awts. Better they remain here, living off the verminous birds
that infested the pits of the crater wall.

Thefortress passed by; Dreams-of-War once more stared ahead. Thislong, winding street, fringed
with en-gine shops and child-supply emporia, was the road to the spaceport. She would be coming this
way again tomorrow, in the cold early light, to take aship for the Chain and Earth: the city known as
Fragrant Harbor. She had been told little enough about her mission. Therewas achild, it seemed, and the
need to guard her.

Dreams-of-War had done her best to find out more, by devious routes she didiked pursuing, but she



had failed. Thisinitself was disquieting. Memnos only both-ered to keep closemouthed about those
secrets that were a danger to the bearer, and they had seenfit to tell her noth-ing. Thoughtfully,
Dreams-of-War jostled her way to the front of the rider as it approached the next stop, and stepped
down onto the street.

The medica evauation was carried out in aMatri-archy building: aweedwood-and-basalt tower
behind thick walls. Dreams-of-War sensed the prickling discom-fort of weir-wards over the exposed
skin of her face as she walked through the gate, but she passed through with-out incident. Insde, she
presented her credentials, but it seemed that they were dready expecting her. A woman wearing a
doctor's robe and high red hat ushered her through a hushed corridor into the blacklight cham-ber. The
doctor's hands had been modified, Dreams-of-War noted; ascalpel blade shone briefly beneath one

fingernall.
"You'll haveto take that off," the doctor said, barely glancing in the direction of Dreams-of-War.

"Very wel." Dreams-of-War stood at the center of the room, before the flickering glitter of the
blacklight matrix. "Armor!"

The armor flowed smoothly from her body, forming for amoment the gaunt figure of its previous
owner. "No, that won't be necessary. | don't want to talk to you. Just keep out of the way."

She watched asthe armor folded itsdlf into asmal, curdled sphere, no bigger than her fist. It struck
her, somehow, as sad. She glanced down at her own exposed skin. Tattoos covered her arms and
breasts: spirals, spikes, the mathematical gematria of Memnos. The small child-markings were afaded
indigo around her wridts.

"And that," the doctor remarked, glancing at the bands of her black rubbery underhamess. "And welll
need to do something about your hair." Without asking, the doctor seized ahandful of Dreams-of-Wars
pale hair and bundled it up into aknot. Dreams-of-War jerked away, snatching the coil from the doctor's
probing fingers.

"Don't touch me!”

"Stop complaining.”

Dreams-of-War stood, fuming, as the doctor made the find preparations.

"Why couldn't this be donein the Memnos Tower? They have amore extensve matrix there.”

"It's off-limitsfor now," the doctor said. "They have acdlient coming in who wants something special.”
"Spedid?

"Someone all the way from |0-Beneath, gpparently. Y ou know that the matrices can be hired.”
Dreams-of-War gave asnort. "For theright price.”

"Of course. Now lie down. No, not there. With your feet facing the wall."

Dreams-of-War did as she wasingructed. The black-light matrix sparkled over her, causing anitchy
crackleto cross her skin and raise the hair on the back of her neck.

"Areyou al right?' the doctor asked, clearly caring lit-tle asto the answer. "Not scared?’

"Of course | am not scared! | do not like the sensation, that isall.”

"No oneliving is supposed to likeit. It brings you close to the Eldritch Ream, to the spirit
dimendons”

"I've faced death many times," Dreams-of-War said, affronted.



"That isnot what | meant. It isaneurophysiologica reaction. In the case of wetheliving,
consciousness iswelded to body and brain, until the point of physical death when the particul ates that
compose the spirit detach from the shore-surface of the brain and leave the interface between the
dimensions. Y ou're not about to die; you are, in fact, along way away from it as a healthy young person.
But now your spiritistrying to tug free, drawn by the martrix, and that iswhy you're uncomfortable.”

Dreams-of-War squinted up at the doctor. "And if it did tug free, what then? Would | die?’

"Y es. Body and soul would part company, and then your essence would drift into the blatklight matrix
and be snapped through into the Eldritch Realm. Thisiswhat be-falls you when you enter the Chain,
except that in there, people are held together by theinternd structures. Usu-dly. But nothing likethat is
going to happen to you now. I'm going to put you under—"

"Oh no, you are not!" But before Dreams-of-War could utter another word of protest, the doctor
touched a deep-pen to her neck. Dreams-of-War fell, snarling, be-tween the warp and weft of life and
death, and knew no more.

When she awoke, it was dark outside. She was lying on an ordinary metal bed, her head supported
by aniron pillow. The armor reposed in aglistening lump on atable by the bedside. The doctor was
nowhere to be seen.

Shakily, Dreams-of-War sat up. She could not see her underharness, but no matter.
"Armor!"

Ingtantly, Embar Khair'sarmor uncurled itself from itsresting form and flowed across her outstretched
hand. Soon she was covered in familiar gleaming green. Dreams-of-War stood up, supported by the
armor. Shefelt no different—at first. But when she looked into her-sdlf, she was conscious of anew,
sore spot ingde her head. Dreams-of-War probed it, imagining fingers gingerly touching, and the result
was aflooding anxiety, an adrena-line rush that made her gasp. She closed her eyes, and had asudden
disquieting image of the interior of her mind. Normaly as dark, hard, and resolute as meta, her inner salf
now contained asmall hole, pink and tender from re-cent bleeding. The sensation was as compelling asa
stolen tooth.

The door opened. The doctor's face was disapproving beneath the high scarlet hat.

"Y ou should not be on your feet! And who told you that you could get dressed?’
Dreams-of-War took a single stride across the room and sei zed the doctor by the throat.
"What have you done to me? What have you put in -my head?"

"Rather," the doctor said faintly, scrabbling at the hand around her neck, "you should be asking what
it isthat we have removed. Now let me go.”

"Removed?"

The doctor was gasping. The scal pd blade shot out from beneath her fingernail. Desiring answers,
Dreams-of-War let go and experienced a curious and unfamiliar sense of relief.

"Thisiswhat | have done," the doctor said, massaging her neck. "Thereisapsychological calusthat
isgrown on the mind of awarrior, that increases day by day after your release from the growing-skin. It
isthat callusthat enablesyou to act fearlesdy, to make your goasyour only focus, that permitsyou to go
forth and daughter your enemieswith aslittle compunction as | fed when | swat aweed bug down from
thewadll at night. That emotiona callus makes you everything that you are, and now it isgone. Y ou will
fedl asanorma made-human fedls. Y ou will fed love, af-fection, need, and anxiety for achild.”



"l have no intention of having achild!™ Stting by a growing-skin for months while someone
congeal ed within, fol-lowed by years of restriction and worry? No thanks.

"No, but you will be looking after one. An indif-ferent guardian isno guardian a dl. Y ou haveto
care. And Memnosis determined to make you care. | do not under-stand you warrior clans. What is
wrong with having emo-tions?'

Dreams-of-War dtared at her. "Nothing at al. Emo-tions are afine and necessary thing—pride,
aggression, loydty... Asfor caring,” she added, bristling, "my duty asawarrior should be enough.”

"1t seems Memnos does not think so."
"How much have they told you about this child whom | am to guard?’ Dreams-of-War asked.
"They havetold mevery little. In dl probability,” the doctor added, "aslittle asthey have told you.”

"And what about me?' Dreams-of-War asked uneasily. "If this—this cork in my psyche permitted me
to function asawarrior, to kill without qualm, what will happen now that it is gone?*

"Since you have just recently embarked upon my throttling,” the doctor said, rubbing a bruised throat,
"I wouldn't worry too much about that .

CHAPTER 4
Earth

Tersus Rhee waddled dowly through the chamber, check-ing with thick fingersthe drip-feedsthat led
to the growing-skins, monitoring the minor changes and dterations that might token an incipient systems
falure. They had dready lost the previous children. If this one, too, failed, the Grand-mothers had told
her, then the project might have to be terminated. And that would be a great shame. The Grand-mothers
had gone to an immense amount of trouble on be-hdf of the child in the growing-skin. The services of
Tersus Rhee hersdf had been procured. A Martian warrior was now on her way, a no smal difficulty
and expense, to guard the child.

Tersus Rheg, for various reasons of her own, did not want the project to be terminated. The
Grandmothers had told her little enough about thisline of made-humans, this special strain to whose care
she so diligently attended. But then, despite her skills, she knew that she was nothing more than the hired
help to the Grandmothers, just an-other kappa, indistinguishable from dl the rest of her kind. She did not
expect to betold agreat deal. She knew only that the child in the bag was known asthe hito-bashira,
the woman-who-hol ds-back-the-flood. She had her own suspicions asto what this might mean.

But speculation had aready run rife throughout the clans of the kappawhen it was learned that she,
Tersus Rhee of Hallstone Shore, was to be sent dl the way south to Fragrant Harbor to servethe
Grandmothers.

How much do you know about the Grandmothers?" the clan leader had asked Rhee.

"Very little." Rhee shuffled her wide feet in a supplicatory gesture and spread her webbed hands
wide.

"Unsurprising. No one knows anything of them, it ssems—who they are, where they come from.
Now, they keep to their mansion of Cloud Terrace, but it is not known how long they have been there.
They sguat above the city like bats. Then, suddenly, they send word to me, asking for agrower, acarer.
An expert.”

Rhee frowned. "Why are you telling methis? Am | to be that expert?’
The clan leader gave adow frog blink. "Just 0."



"But what about my duties here?'

"Thisismoreimportant.” The puffed eyelids drifted shut and tightened. Rhee knew that she would say
nothing further.

"Whenam | to leave?' Rhee asked in resgnation.
"On the third day of the new moon, when thetimeis auspicious. Take what you need.”
And o, with ahired junk waiting in the harbor below,

Tersus Rhee had packed her equipment: the box of scalpels, the neurotoxin feedsthat, if carefully
applied, would ater genetic development to the desired specifications, and ahandful of the starter mulch
that had now been in her family for seven generations, nurtured and handed down like a precious yees!.
For dl else, she would be obliged to rely on the Grandmothers of Cloud Terrace, and the thought did not
please her.

The journey south pleased her even less. She would be traveling not as an expert hired by Cloud
Terrace, but incognito, asahired help. This was so commonplace for the kappa as to be unremarked. It
was, after dl, they who provided most of the worlds drudgery. Rhee traveled in the commund hold of the
junk but spent most of the day on deck, watching the peaks of the Fire Idands recede into the distance
until they were no bigger than pins againg the lowering skies. From then on, the journey was un-eventful:
only ocean, like so much of Earth, wave after endlessrolling wave. Rhee passed her timein the passive,
contemplative trance that was the default mode of her people, and made doubly sure that no one noticed
her. The kappa spoke little among themsalves, anyway, when away from the clan-warrens.

On the third day out, however, there was excitement during asudden squall. A commotion at the
prow of the junk suggested an unusua occurrence, with al the crew rushing to see. Rhee was sitting
under afurled sall, just far enough into the rain to be comfortable. She roseto her feet with difficulty on
the dick, plunging deck, and ambled toward the prow. Everyone was shouting and pointing, but Rhee
was too short to see what they were dl looking at. With placid determination, she shoved her way
through and stared.

Something was risng on the horizon: ahuge, curling shell. From this distance, Rhee estimated, the
thing must be hundreds of feet high. Cailing, spatul ate tentacles drifted out from the main bulk, forming a
nimbus against the stormlight. When it once more sank, the rain had passed, leaving aclear ky inits
wake.

"What wasthat?' Rhee asked a crewmember. The woman, red-clad like al sailors, turned toward the
kappa. Her face was wizened with alifetime of saltspray and wind; she bore the mark of 1zanami, crestor
goddess of ocean, between eyeslike black currants.

Rhee thought she already knew what manner of thing it had been, looming up out of the waters, but
she wanted to be sure.

"Why, it was a Dragon-King," the crewmember said. She touched the mark between her browsin
respect. "Did you seeitswhips?'

"l did," the kappa said. "Are Dragon-Kings common in these parts?'

"Do you not know?"

Rhee shook her head with the affectation of doleful stupidity.

"Why, there are said to be no more than four of the great beasts, which survived the Drowning. Once,
the world wasfull of dragons, so they say—from what are now the Shattered Lands to the idands of
Altai and Thibet. But then they raised the wrath of the ocean, of 1zanami, and the searose up and



drowned the world and al the dragons with it. And now there are only the sea dragons I eft, the great
kings who once bore pearlsin their claws and jewelsin their manes.”

The kappaforbore from saying that the thing they had just seen had neither claws nor mane, and the
great polished shell more closely resembled metd than scales, only inclined her head and mumbled, asif
in awe. The crewmember moved on and Rhee wandered thoughtfully back bel owdeck.

Later, abandit boat was seen, coming out from one of theinlets, but it veered away after the junk
raised awarn-ing, and sped back toward the ruined shores of its home.

After that, there was nothing of note until the towers and typhoon shelters of Fragrant Harbor
appeared, with the mansion of the Grandmothers squatting amid the great houses at its summit. They
arrived at dusk, with the lights of the city glowing out across the harbor, flickering and changing in the
choppy water, mirroring nothing. The kappa choseto takeit asasign.

Once shewas actudly in Cloud Terrace, immured in the growing-chamber for most of the day, the
Stuation pleased the kappa even less. The manson—itsdlf in adidrict filled with the ancient and decaying
houses of the long-dead rich—was labyrinthine, full of weir-wards that the kappa congtantly had to avoid
activating. The Grandmothers had been forced to make some alowance for her inherent clumsiness—it
was clear that the mansion had been de-signed for classical human form and not for the Changed, despite
the Grandmothers own appearance—but they had been clear in their disapprovd. And Rhee, inturn,
hated the weir-wards. the formsthey conjured up, beings of the distant past and distant deep, al teeth
and eyes, svimming through the empty air of the passages andhall-ways, snapping at things that were not
there. But if some-one unauthorized had fallen into their path, the kappa knew, then the teeth would have
proved dl too red.

She hoped for the Martians sake that the warrior would retain some grace in the dightly different
gravity. Two of them stumbling about the mansion, summoning the lost beasts of the Eldritch Realm, did
not bear thinking abot.

So Rhee kept mainly to the growing-chamber, whose wards were outside the door in order to avoid
disruption to the delicate life-form within the skins, and she dept on apallet. It suited her to do this, too,
for when it came to the moment of hatching, it was vitd that she should be present. She hoped the
Martian would be therefor this new child, aswell. The woman should see what manner of thing wasto
be guarded, right from the start. But for now, the skin was quiescent, dangling from itslong feedslike a
ripefruit. Only asmdl pulse at the base of the stem indi-cated that there was anything livinginit at al. But
soon, the kappaknew, it would reach fruition.

And then everything would change.
CHAPTER 5
Mar</Earth

Dreams-of-War waited impatiently as the ship joined the queue of vesselswaiting to dock. Therewas
little traffic from the edges of the system. She gazed out at freighters and passenger craft with lunar
markings, theinsgniaof some of the client factories of Earth: dl of it pockmarked, scarred, old.

"Approach,” she heard the ship's consciousness say, formed, perhaps, of some past pilot or a
composite of pi-lots, haunt-shifted into the ship's blacklight system.

The ship was entering the Martian maw of the Chain, ready for the rush. The maw gaped before
them, amile or more in width, lined with rotating spines to keep out in-truding traffic—the disaffected of
the lesser worlds, who occasionally tried to disrupt the flow of the Chain. At the back of the maw,
Dreams-of-War glimpsed the energy spi-rasthat would take them onward: atwisting glint. In the next



few minutes they would be passing through the di-mensiond interfaces that the Chain manipulated to
com-pensate for different planetary orbits and then entering the Eldritch Realm, the dimension of the
dead, before once more emerging through another maw into the atmosphere of Earth. Or so one hoped.

Strapped into her seat, Dreams-of-War was uneasily reminded of the experience that she had so
recently un-dergone benesth the blacklight matrix. She closed her eyes and leaned back. The ship roared
and shuddered asit en-tered thefirst portals of the maw. Dreams-of-War hoped it would hold up. Often
ships did not; rent and sundered by the forces within, they emerged as antiques, or not at dl.

Restless, she opened her eyes again and looked around at her fellow passengers. Most were Martian:
the bleached women of the north, dressed in elaborate swathes and robes, dl overlapping folds. Suitable
for the chilly Martian plains, thought Dreams-of-War, but the ship was iflingly hot. The women showed
no signs of discomfort, however. They sat upright, cold and wan as stone,

Other passengers were less easily placed: awoman with dark skin and protruding vertebrae, a
too-long neck that continually angled and flexed asif seeking comfort; asquat person with adepression
in the top of her head, deep enough to hold liquid. The Changed, thought Dreams-of-War with distaste.
She glowered down at her own armored self. The Changed passengers passed by, heading for
econ-omy class.

The ship juddered asit began to enter tempora recal-ibration. A bewildering kaleidoscope of images
whirled and wheeled before Dreams-of-War's eyes.

Shesaw asmall, grublike child lying in ablack metal bed in the depths of atower, ice riming the
interior win-dows. ..

... A w@man stood on the deck of aship, staring out at storms..

... A single dark wing spiraled down from out of the clouds and Dreams-of-War felt rain on her face,
before touching her hand to her cheek. Her fingers came away dimy with blood and ichor...

Dreams-of-War jumped, filled with sudden dismay Possible futures, possible pasts, unskeining asthe
in-terior of the Chain folded and refolded time, enveloping it in upon itself, merging and sifting. She could
fed time running past and through her, traveling in both directions. Dimly, she was aware of the other
passengers. The pae northerners wore identical expressions of deep affront.

The ship was entering the find stages of recaibration. It did with ashriek into the deeplight web of the
Chain. Shadow-space rose up to enfold it. Then memory rose up and engulfed Dreams-of-War astime
changed.

Shewas only just out of the clan house. A warrior was missing; it was assumed that hyenae had taken
her, high in the crags. Or perhaps the warrior had dipped and falen, and now lay at the bottom of one of
the sharp ravines. Dreams-of-War hoped it was hyenae. She didiked killing beasts, because of their
beauity, but the men-remnahts were another matter.

Warriors did not work well together, and it was not expected of them. The women set off in the early
morning, just before dawn. It was cold, with aground frost that snapped a Dreams-of-War's hedls. She
was not wearing the armor of Embar Khair, for thiswas ayear before she had earned it. A leather apron,
underharness, boots, and a gutting knife were al that she wore, but her denta im-plants had recently
been made. Her gumswere sore, and they il bled first thing in the morning. Dreams-of-War recalled
looking up from the ice-cracked basin and seeing scarlet running down her chin, reflected in the metal
walls of the bathroom. She had borne the pain with pride, nurs-ing it as warriors were encouraged to
bear dl small an-guishes, that they might better be accustomed to pain when it madeitsfirst true visits
upon them in the combat-ring, or life.



Unlike the other girls, Dreams-of-War chose adifficult route into the mountains: up the face of Mount
Haut, which rosein asheer rock cliff from the stones of the plain. Usudly the canyonsthat led to this cliff
were to be avoided; it was known to be a place where Earthbones were found, with pits and trapsin the
ground leading to the devouring flesh beneath. Dreams-of-War smeared | at-tice pulp on the soles of her
boots to disguise her odor and was careful where she waked, but she could still smdll the Earthbones as
she dipped through the canyon: afaint trace of rotten meat. She avoided any place where the sl
appeared ungtable or bloody; the Earthbones exuded a seep of purulence upward into the earth, to form
their en-trapping webs. But it was still too easy to take a misstep; two warriors had been lost that year
done.

It was adifficult ascent up the cliff. Dreams-of-War was compelled to remove her boots halfway up
and climb barefoot, to give hersdf abetter grip. When she reached aledge alittle way below the summit,
she was swesting and her mouth was filled with blood from where her new teeth had snagged her lip. She
gpat in acrimson arc down toward the plain, and looked forth.

The sun was bursting up over the horizons edge, cast-ing sharp shadows across the plain. She could
see the an-gular buildings of the clan house, risng up through the nest of trees, haf-lost in ahaze of
smoke from the still-smoldering fires of the previous evening. The Memnos Tower broke theline of the
horizon. Beneath the plain ran alabyrinth of tunnds, reaching out from the Tower into the hills.
Dreams-of-War looked at the Tower with dis-taste. It wasthe place to which al €lse must defer, the
gov-erning seat of Mars and thereby of Earth, aplace full of politics and intrigue. Dreams-of-War was
not apolitica being.

She dismissed the view with acurl of the lip. She would be relieved to be free of the clan house,
too—freeto win her armor and travel the dopes of Olympus, the sands of the Crater Plain. Therewas
no doubt in her mind that the armor would be won, when the time came. Now, how-ever, she turned and
looked upward.

The crags towered above her, ochre and rust and blood. She could smel smoke—from the clan
house?— but it was surely too distant. A faint trace of burning mest: hyenae, then. Hoperosein her. She
started to clamber up, following the scent. As she crested the top of ahigh ridge, she found them below.
Four of the men-remnants were crouched in ahollow in the rock around afire. They were, indeed,
hyenae, from the degp fastness of the mountains, unusud, to find them thisfar west, away from their
cav-erns and the female remnants with which they bred. Dreams-of-War repressed a shudder at the
thought. Coarse, tawny hair spilled down their backs; the long, overshot jaws bore small up-reaching
tusks and their eyes resembled black, shiny seeds. Occasionaly, one of them gave voicein agrunting
bark of satisfaction. They were eating what remained of the missing warrior.

Ohwell, thought Dreams-of-War. Not anoble end, but probably she had died fighting and there
were enough of the hyenae on which to exact areasonably satisfactory vengeance. She legped down
from theridge, did dong abank of scree, and uttered aroar. The hyenae looked up, startled, with
fragments of human flesh raised halfway to their tusks. They had alimb each, she noted. Very equi-table,
but Dreams-of-War was not about to give them the chance to benefit.

She digpatched one with the gutting knife, another on abackhand swing, kicked thethird in the face
and crushed his skull. The fourth bolted, still clutching afire-blackened portion of arm. Dreams-of-War
dtarted after him, but he was gone down the ravine, leaping from crag to crag with engineered speed. She
retrieved the warriors logt inggniafrom the flames, tucked it into her gpron, then made her way sulkily
back. She had not even had a proper chance to try out the new teeth.

Dreams-of-War returned to the present with a start. Shadow-space was fading back into deeplight as
the Eldritch Realm did away. Shefelt it pass through her soul asit left, acold burn followed by anausea



that was closer to revulsion than motion sickness.
Earth and Fragrant Harbor lay ahead.
Cloud Terrace
CHAPTER 1
Earth
8 MONTHSLATER...

Lunae wasin the tower room of Cloud Terrace, achrysdisin her hand, when Dreams-of-War came
to find her. The chrysdisrested velvet-light against Lunag's skin, awoven parcd too large for her childish
fingersto close dl the way around. She sat cross-legged on the window sest, looking out over the
jumbled tenements as they stretched down from the Peak toward the harbor. Her Grandmoth-ers ill
used the old namesfor the city: Hong Kong, Fra-grant Harbor, the City of Sails. She tested each one on
her tongue, staring down into the late-afternoon shadows be-tween the immensity of the tenements.

Acrossthe water, at the edges of High Kowloon, the crimson sign of the Nightshade Mission burned
through the haze, casting aglitter over the sea. A junk was coming in from the eadt, the filament sails
turning in aglare of gold to catch the wind. Lunae thought she glimpsed its dragon figurehead and
imagined it gliding over long-drowned lands, coming into port beneath the vol canoes of the north.

Far above the horizon, the maw of the Chain arched upward: the initial segment of the Earth-Mars
pathway. Even in daylight, Lunae thought she could identify incom+-ing ships asthe maw turned, but it was
hard to see through the smoky air, so she looked back to the chrysaisin her hand.

There was a sudden twitch inside her head. Beyond the window, the view changed: adarker day,
with the red sgn of the Mission flickering through fog. Farther east agrest lamp glowed, warning ships
away from thewalls of the fortress-temple of Gwei Hel. The chrysdis, too, shifted and dtered. A
slk-moth now sat upon Lunag's palm, beat-ing iridescent wings.

Lunae's mind twitched again. The chrysalis was back, astightly wrapped as before. The afternoon
sunlight flooded in. Lunae smiled, but then avoice behind her said, "And what do you think you're
doing?'

Lunae jumped. Dreams-of-War stood in the doorway, her armored hand tapping impatiently against
the lac-quered wood. Lunae looked up into her guardian'sicy green glare.

"Nothing."

"What's that you're holding?' Dreams-of-War strode across the room, steel-shod feet clicking on
driftwood boards, razor teeth glistening wet in asudden shaft of sun-light. Her wan hair flowed down her
back, unbound to-day, suggesting that her guardian must bein ardatively good mood. Enbol dened,
Lunae held up the chrysdlis. It rested in her palm, innocent, untransformed.

"| found it under thewindowslll. 1t will be asilk-moth one day."

"Soit will," Dreams-of-War said, seemingly appeased, then added, " one day. Y ou are not to
exercise your talents, except at the beginning and end of your lessons. I've told you before—the
Grandmothers have ingsted upon it. Do you understand?’

Lunae nodded. "I understand.” Then she added, re-luctantly, "I'm sorry." There had been atime, not
long ago, when she had obeyed her guardians without question, but recently the restrictions placed upon
her had begun to chafe. No point in asking for forgiveness, though. Dreams-of-War did not believeinit.
It was not, she had said, a Martian concept.



Lunae looked up at her guardian. The armor, as green and iridescent as an insect's carapace, flowed
over the Mar-tian woman's skin, covering everything except Dreams-of-War's angular face and her hair.
A dragonfly-Samurai, Lunae thought; rows of needles bristled from Dreams-of-War's breastplate like
viridian thorns. Her mailed hands were demon-clawed.

Once, Lunae had woken with atoothache and, unable to locate her nurse, had sought out
Dreams-of-War in-stead. She had often wondered whether her guardian even dept, but sure enough,
when she stepped into the red lac-quer room at the far end of the eastern wing, there was
Dreams-of-War, lying on the bed, neck resting on an iron pillow. Her arms were crossed austerely over
her breast and she was sill wearing her armor, like some ancient statue. L unae could not help wondering
whether the ar-mor provided some kind of support system; certainly Dreams-of-War never seemed to
remove it, and she had never joined Lunae in the bathing chamber. Thiswas per-haps arelief. Lunae
thought that it would be disturbing to see her guardian naked. She imagined Dreams-of-War as cold and
pale, with flesh as hard as marble. Surely she was never as vulnerable as the unraveled contents of the
chrysdis.

Dreams-of-War had told her that the armor was old and that it marked her as amember of the
Memnos Matri-archy. When Lunae had been able to access her buried memories, she had learned of the
women of the Memnaos Tower—the current rulers of Mars and Earth. She learned how they had taken
pity on the weakness of humans and created the kappa and other creaturesto serve the people of Earth.

Her guardian's words echoed in her mind: " The Mar-tians have always been superior. It is, after
all, we who colo-nized Earth thousands of years ago. My ancestors come from the ice palaces of
the far south; they roamed the snow-seasin far prehistory."

Now Dreams-of-War reached out a spiny hand and, careful not to touch Lunag's face, took a strand
of hair be-tween her fingers. Lunae squinted down, surprised, for Dreams-of-War had long ago
expressed adidike of inti-mate contact. The dark red threads glistened against the Martian woman's
fingernalls, the armored hand changing, becoming spidery and ddlicate.

"I'm glad you understand me," Dreams-of-War said. "Y ou are nine months old, amaost grown. Soon
you will beawoman. Y ou are old enough to obey instruction without mutiny.”

"l dothebest | can,” Lunae protested.

"Y ou do tolerably well, at that. But you must do better, and that means practicing restraint.”
Dreams-of-War squatted on armored hedls until she was level with Lunae's gaze. The armor flowed
smoothly to accommodate the movement: needles retracting, joints shifting.

L unae shifted uncomfortably on the window ledge.
"What's the matter?'
"It'sjust—how am | ever to grow and learn if | am not alowed out of the house?

She had seen little even of the harbor, except glimpses from the heights of Cloud Terrace and through
the spy-eyesthat the Grandmothers had installed in the streets be-tween the tenements of the Peak.
Lunae spent hoursin front of the oreagraph, watching everyday life pass before the spy-eyes. She knew
that the Grandmothers would for-bid thisif they knew, but Dreams-of-War had once caught her in front
of the oreagraph and had turned away without saying aword. Later, she had devoted alesson to the
work-ings of the oreagraph: ostensibly atheoretical study, but Lunae took it for approval nonethel ess.

From the dtered perspective of the spy-eyes, the man-sion in which Lunae now sat resembled a
wrecked vessdl, asprawling black mass of uneven wings and curling gables, pagoda-roofed, as though
cast up by someimpos-sbly high tide. Cloud Terrace was avulture-house, she thought, with the



Grandmothers squatting &t its heart.

On therare occasions that L unae had been taken down into the streets of the Peak, beyond the
weir-wards of Cloud Terrace, she had been made to stay in an en-closed litter. Frustrated, confined by
lacquer walls, Lunae had listened to the multiple babble of Cantonese, Kitachi Maaya, and the Lost
Tongues of the north, smelled smoke and kimchi and lemongrass, the odors of the teastalls, and the
blood that ran from the daughter-racks of the meat market. She had been unable to catch even aglimpse
of the world around her. But for once, Dreams-of-War and her kappa nurse had been in agreement with
the Grand-mothers dictates: L unae should not be exposed to the view of the general populace. Lunae
did not understand why this should be.

But now rebellion rose in Lunae's breast like the silk-moth in its captive web. She knew only her
home, loved the kappa, respected Dreams-of-War, and obeyed her Grandmothers, but she so greetly
wanted to see what it was like elsewhere, to witness the world beyond the weir-wards and the
oreagraph. With sudden longing, she re-membered the junk running in from the north.

"When am | to be dlowed outside?" she asked once more, for her guardian had not yet replied.

"Not today," Dreams-of-War replied, smultaneoudy fanning and withering Lunag's hopes. Frustration
rose to choke her.

"When, then?'
"When you are reedy.”
"I would loveto travel the Chain," Lunae ventured.

Dreams-of-War laughed. "Would you? My home of Mars, perhaps, the Nine Cities of the Crater
Plain? Winter-strike and Caud? Or would you prefer to ride the links al the way to Nightshade, seethe
sun as nothing more than apinprick star?' She added after amoment, "Not that one can enter
Nightshade space. Thelab clanswon't dlow it."

"Everything,” Lunae said, wide-eyed. | want to see everything.”
"Wdl, you have spirit, I'll give you that,” Dreams-of-War answered.

When Dreams-of-War had gone, L unae rose restlessly from the window seat and made her way
down the twist-ing stairs. Her footsteps clattered on the boards, for dl that shetried to be quiet. The
Grandmothers waystold her off for making a noise, and when she told Dreams-of-War how hard she
endeavored to keep slent, the Martian merely snorted and said that the floorboards were made
deliberately creaky, so that the Grandmothers would a-ways hear who was coming. Lunae did not find it
at dl dif-ficult to believe this explanation and she took additional painsto walk softly.

She passed the door that led to the Grandmothers chamber and paused, but no sound came from
within. The hdlway smelled musty at this point, as though some-thing old and forlorn had lesked benegth
the door and permeated the atmosphere. Lunae hurried on, seeking fresher air. Soon she found hersdlf in
the narrow kitchen. The stove had been lit, which made the room smoky. L unae sneezed once, then went
to the back door. She was not alowed to go into the garden without the kappa or Dreams-of-War, but
shetried the door handle anyway, half-expecting the weir-wards to shriek up. They did not, suggesting
that the kappa was dready outside. It would surely be permissible, Lunae told herself, to go in search of
her nurse. Stedlthily, she opened the door and stepped out into the garden.

The back of the mansion was overhung with trees— maple and oak, which towered up above the
lower storys of the building. The skeins of mossthat hung from their branches cast the garden beneath
into awan green light. The air was humid. Lunae made her way between over-grown rows of hibiscus,
crimson flowers rearing out of the gloom, stretching long furred tongues toward her. A drag-onfly, jade



and armored, hummed past her ear and Lunae smiled, reminded of Dreams-of-War. She could seethe
kappanow, bending over apile of compost some distance awvay and digging industrioudy init witha
smdl sharp tool. She did not see L unae, who was about to call out be-fore she checked herself. Instead,
shedid past until she was conceded from the sight of the kappa by the hanging moss.

At thefar edge of the gardens stood agreat oak, an-cient and gnarled. Only afortnight before, Lunae
had stood under it in the company of Dreams-of-War and had noted, idly, that she was too short to
clamber up to the lowest branches. But she had grown since then. Without stopping to think, she reached
up and clasped the branch, then swung herself up into the tree. It was not easy, dressed as shewasin an
ankle-length robe, so when she wasin amore secure position, she reached down and tucked the robe up
into her sash. Then sheinched out aong the coiling branch that grew in the direction of the wall.

At the end, she looked back. The kappa had risen from the compost with asnort. Lunae held her
breath. The nurse picked up a basket and began to waddle back toward the house. L unae looked ahead
once more. She could see the crackle of the weir-wards along the wall, ablack-arid-silver sparkle. They
were intended to keep out intruders, linked as they were to the mansion's blacklight matrix, but they were
also designed to keep the occupantsingde. An adult would not have been able to crawl under the
blacklight sparks, but Lunae was not yet fully grown. She crawled to the very end of the branch and
ducked be-negath. The wall was wide enough for her to lie baanced acrossit. She could hear the snap
and sizzle of the weir-wards above her head. She swung her legs around, grasped the edges of thewall,
and dropped down.

It was amuch longer drop than she had anticipated and it knocked the breath out of her. She sat
down on the curb, momentarily winded. But she was out of the house, and the redlization hit her dmost
as hard asthefal. She had not really meant to escape. Shelooked back up at the wall. It was smooth
and vitrified, with no handholds. If she wereto get back into the mansion, she would have to go round to
the front gate. The Grandmothers would be furious. Dreams-of-War would grow even colder and icier.
Lunae thrust these images from her mind and concen-trated on the present. If she went straight back to
the house, she would till be punished. She might as well make the most of the experience.

She scrambled up from the gutter, rearranged her robe, and hurried down the street. Here, she was
sur-rounded by the other great houses that she had glimpsed from the tower: sprawling, decaying
mans ons topped with moldering cupolas, half-gilded, roofs askew, porches dipping into the mass of
undergrowth, starred with flow-ersthat grew in profusion over what had once been forma gardens. The
ar wasfilled with the scent of bloomsand rot. Lunae, fascinated, longed to explore, but something held
her back. The interiors of the mansionswere dark, save for afew. Even though it was still afternoon,
lamps burned in some of the upper windows, casting asickly light out into the foliage.

At the end of the Street, L unae looked back. She could see the tower room rising above the oaks.
Ahead, along street doped down to become lost in the teeming maze of the lower Peak. The spy-eyes
would surely be watching, but perhaps she might see alittle, at least, before she was spotted. Lunae
hesitated for amoment, but the prospect of investigating the streets that she had only experienced from
theinterior of alitter wastoo aluring. She thrust thoughts of the spy-eyes from her mind and ran down
theroad, heading for the maze.

Little by little, the mansions gave way to narrower, more crowded streets. The great houses
wer& replaced by tenements, rising in tottering columns up from the road-way, covered with rickety
bal coniesfilled with vegetation. The tenementslooked like great vertica gardens. Birds sang from cages,
captive crickets whirred. Crowds of women in the traditional black, red, or jade jackets thronged the
streets, whedling ancient bicycles, leading cats on leashes, carrying mesh shopping bags that bulged with
vegetables. No one took any notice of Lunae, who felt happily invisble. That thiswas clearly just an



ordinary af-ternoon for these people made the day even more specid. There was a heady, complex smell
of gpice and shit, smoke and dust. Lunae made her way dowly aong the road, pok-ing into baskets filled
with seeds, dried snakes, cat food, laundry powder. Then, at alittle junction, someone stepped out into
her path.

This person was asmal woman, clearly of Sheng ori-gins, with amoon-face and blank black stare.
Her mouth was dack, rleasing adring of spittle. At firgt, Lunae thought that she was having difficulty in
focusing, because the woman seemed blurred and out of phase. But then she realized that everything else
in the street was clear.

"You are different! Who are you?' the woman said, and there was a strange overlay of sound, a
buzzing hum benegth the words.

"My nameisLunae"

"What are you?' The woman stepped up to Lunae and thrust her face close. Lunae moved back and
around her; she noticed that people were starting to edge away. She heard someone mutter,
"Possesson!™

Therewas alow, uneasy susurrus of sound from the crowd. Lunag, becoming frightened, tried to
turn, but the woman reached out and grasped her by the arms.

"| asked you what you werel" The woman was even more blurred now, asif shaken in agitation.

"l do not understand you," Lunae answered. She pulled away, but the woman clasped her by the
hand.

Lunae felt her fingers enveloped in something hard and spiny. Startled, she looked down and saw the
woman's smdl fingers and bitten nails, but it felt nothing like ahu-man hand. Shefdt asthough shewas
clutching alobster. Shetried to tug free, but the woman's grip was too strong.

The next moment, the street cracked open, splitting with soundless speed. The apartment blocks, the
crowds, were dl gone. Lunae was standing on agreet plain, gazing toward the banks of ariver. The
grass was hazy with pae flowers; there was no sgn of sun, or moon, or any living thing. Then something
brushed her face and the grassrip-pled as though a bird was flying acrossiit. She thought she glimpsed a
shadow moving swiftly over theland.

"Wheream |?" she asked aoud, but the words van-ished into the empty air. She could not breathe.
She spun around, panicking, but there was no one to help her. The plain stretched into an immensity of
distance, the horizon afaint black line.

Then she was back in the street, gasping for breath.

"What are you doing?' someone cried. An armored hand reached over her shoulder and struck the
woman in the face, sending her bloodied into the gutter. The crowd vanished like a conjuring trick, fleeing
into doorways and beneath awnings. "Lunae? Areyou al right?' Dreams-of-War's face was amask of
fury.

The woman clambered up from the gutter and fled. The Martian sprang forward, but the woman was
gone into the maze of the lower Peak. Lunae looked up at her guardian with grateful trepidation.
"What was that woman?"'

"A Kami." Above the throat-spines of her armor, Dreams-of-Wars face was pinched and pale, but
her eyes were firecracker-bright. With alarm, Lunae redlized that Dreams-of-War was not only angry,
but afraid.



CHAPTER 2
Nightshade

Upon the day of her nineteenth birthday, Y skatarina hastened through Tower Cold, hedlstapping
across the meta floor, sending out glassy codesto the ever-present listeners, the ears of the Elder Elaki.
Devicesflickered within the walls, monitoring, reporting back. They could be fooled, and she had learned
how to do so, but Y skata-rina could still hear them at night—or, perhaps more ac-curately, when she
dept, for there was no such thing as day on Nightshade. And deep wasfitful, often disrupted by the
murmuring, Soined embrace of the Animus. The Ani-mus's needs were becoming insistent. He was, after
dl,amde.

Y skatarina did not mind, however. She had needs of her own, and moreover, it marked the Animus
as something that was truly hers, even though they were both supposed to be the property of the clan.
Her aunt was alway's trying to make more: coaxing embryaos out of the growing-skins, mingling monkey
and dragonfly and bee, scorpion and marmoset with the old genes of Earth. But dthough the An-imus
had been a success, the great-eyed, thorn-armed crea-tureslived for no more than anight before
expiringwithadggh.

Elaki made others, of course: the mute-kin that worked on the production lines, the disposable
workerswho were sent out into the Sunken Plain. All of these beings did without difficultiesfrom their
growing-bags, overseen by the mourn-women. But these were lesser creatures, with limited sentience or
none a dl, and they did not live long. The Animus had been her greatest success, and Y katarina knew
that thisinfuriated Elaki. She was aware that her aunt had tried to replicate the Animus, scraping off cells,
carefully experimenting with shed fragments of scale and skin, but the clones never seemed to take. She
was unsure whether the Animus could fed true amusement, but on the news of yet another failure,

Y skatarina thought that he had. But to dwell on this more closaly would have meant criticizing her aunt,
and Y skatarinafound thistoo hard. The guilt at her own disobedience often came closeto
overwhdm-ing her.

She ran ahand down anearby tapestry, asif admir-ing it. The tapestry glowed briefly, the
nerve-threads woven within it sending out ambiguities, false informartion, bewilderment to the
ever-present spy-eyes. She knew that it would give her no more than a minutes grace, but it was enough
to dip behind the tapestry, out of the Sight of the spies, and into the glassy hollow of the wall. From here,
she could make her way up Tower Cold to the genet-icslab. Here, she was forced to double over, for
the labyrinth of thewall wasredly only large enough for achild. But even at nineteen, Y skatarinawas
more flex-ible than awhole adult. An artificial arm could be un-screwed, or legs removed to permit her
to snake through gaps, like agrub within ahive. And she wanted to find out what Elaki wasrealy
planning. Her aunt, on the previ-ous night, had told her little: only that a child had been grown on Earth
that would somehow be athresat to Night-shade.

"But who grew the child?" Y skatarina had asked.
"Our enemies" Elaki answered.
"But who are they?'

"Let metell you astory,” Elaki said. Y skatarina set-tled down to listen, for sheloved her aunt'stales:
the story of how the Ship of Elders had fled from Earth to Night-shade a thousand years ago, bringing
their forbidden maeswith them, the perils they encountered on their long journey, how the ship sacrificed
itself to grow thelittle colony ...

But the story that Elaki now told was different.



"A hundred years ago this clan held key information about modifications to the human genome,
prepared by its greatest scientists—two sisters, of Tower Cold." A pause. "My sisters. We worked
together, united, while the other clans sank into an atrophied insularity from which they have never
emerged. And together, it was we who contacted the Kami, and learned so much thereby. To-gether, we
deveoped the paradigms of haunt-tech. But when our clan offered that technology to the Martian
Matriarchy, there was—a disagreement. The ssters and their Animus—for they had only one between
them—fled to Marsin a prototype haunt-ship, taking the data store with them. They vanished for many
yearsand | believed them to be dead. But recently 1 have tracked them down, to a place called Fragrant
Harbor. It seemsthey have been biding their time, plotting against me, preparing awesgpon.”

"What kind of weapon?'
"Thegirl whom you aretokill."

"How can agirl be aweagpon? And why do you not go to Earth and kill them?Why not day this child
whenitisdill initsbag?' Elaki scowled and Y skatarinaadded, pan-icking, "1 do not mean to criticize,
please do not think that. Only—"

"Itisafar question,” Elaki said, somewhat grudgingly. "I could not get near them. They know metoo
well, and— agpart from yoursaf—they know those close to me. They have been keeping an eye on those
members of our clan who inhabit our Mission on Earth.”

"Could not someone there hire an assassin?"
"1 do not wholly trust those at the Mission,” Elaki said after a pause.

"Why not?" Y skatarina frowned. She remembered the group who had |eft for Earth some years
before: ninessters, al with afaint look of Elaki. They had terrified Y skatarina, but she could not have
sadwhy.

"Y ou would not understand. | need someone on whom | canrely.” Thetight porcelain skin of Elaki's
face seemed to soften. " Someone whom 1 love, Y skatarina.”

And Y skataring, flattered beyond words, asked no more questions.

But now, no more than aday later, those awkward issues were starting to chew once more at the
edges of her psy-che. Where had the Kami come from, for instance? And what was the nature of the
transformation that she and the Animus had undergone? Y skatarinas love for her aunt was as strong as
ever, but she could fed cracks beginning to appear.

She made her way to the ditsin thewall, painstak-ingly carved with adiamond knife over the course
of agn-gle night, years ago now. She had been ten. The Animus had kept watch. She had never
regretted the risk she had run, though if her hands had been made of flesh, they would have bled. It had
felt, however, asthough her heart itsalf had begun to weep blood, her implanted conscience reminding
her in an incessant interna whisper of how much she owed her aunt, how greetly Elaki wasloved,
a-mogt to the point of worship.

Almogt, but not quite.

She put an eye to acrack and peered through. There was Elaki, wrapped in ablack shift with atall
medica cowl, moving dowly about the laboratory.

Beyond her aunt's shoulder, Y skatarina caught a glimpse of moving starlight: aship coming in over the
wagtes of Nightshade. Within the growing-tanks, things twitched long limbs. A black spine crept over the
lip of atank. Elaki batted it back. Y skatarinafrowned; it looked too much like the Animus.

Isti wasthere, too, the ever-present shadow at her aunt's hedls. Y skatarina did not know what kind



of thing Isti was, whether machine or bio-organism or hybrid. He was short and squat, with thick fingers
and asquashed face. But hisloyadty to Elaki was certain, greater even than Y skatarinas own.

"Heis bound to your aunt, as | am bound to you," the
Animus had said once, asit clumsily melded the brush that tore at Yskatarina's long black hair.

"As we are bound to each other," Yskatarina had said, gently reproving. She stared into the
dark wells of her own re-flection, and would not look up at the Animus. The brush had tugged and
pulled, but the Animus said nothing.

"Whet if Y katarinafaills?" It asked.

"Tokill thegirl? Shewill not fail. But | will give her an additiond incentive. If shefails, | shal tell her 1
will have her Animus taken away and returned to the vat.”

Y skatarinafet her heart grow cold and still within her.
"Would you do such athing? It isthe only success of itskind."

"I will sacrificeitif | haveto. But | do not expect it to be necessary. The threat should be enough to
secure Y skatarina's compl ete cooperation.”

"Have you told her exactly why the girl must be killed?'

"Of course not. Y skatarinaisloya to me—I made quite sure of that—but there may till be cracksin
the blacklight programming. | do not want her to start think-ing, Isti. She shows enough sSgnsof it
aready. | havetold her enough of the truth, which appears to have contented her.”

Ligening inthewalls, Y skatarinathought of losng the Animus and had to clench her teeth againgt her
tears. Y et her conscience chattered and whispered within: You know your aunt has only your best
interests at heart, that sheis all-wise; you know that you must love her—must love, must, must...

| have told her enough of the truth...

Conflict chattered and hammered insde her head, bringing lightnings of painin itswake. The cracks
were widening. With agreet effort, Y Skatarina shut off theinner voice and made her way unsteadily
down through the walls. But as she went, she told hersdf that she would not let Elaki take the-Animus
from her, whatever she had to do to prevent it.

CHAPTER 3
Earth

Upon their return to Cloud Terrace, Dreams-of-War had gone straight to the Grandmothers and
informed them of what had taken place. It had not been an easy dis-cussion.

"She stood there, in the street, while that creature held her hand?' the Grandmothers demanded,
gpesking asone. "Disgugting! 1s sheinjured?’

"Her hand ishurt alittle. That gppearsto bedl." The Grandmothers eyes gleamed. They shifted on
the bed: two women, joined to each other at one side, with only two arms between them. Left-Hand
Grandmother was wizened, with black eyesin amass of wrinkled skin, and the hand that rested on the
counterpane was gnarled. Right-Hand Grandmother appeared no more than eigh-teen, hawk-faced, with
acoil of white-streaked dark hair, though Dreams-of-War knew that the two were the same age. "Do
you think it learned anything?' It was Right-

Hand whose voice was clearest, but Left-Hand echoed al that she said.

"Who can say?' Dreams-of-War replied, endeavoring to keep the coldness from her voice.



Typica of the Grandmothersto exhibit outrage: They were the onesto enjoy contral, to dink or barge
into a per-son's mind and body, commit al manner of violations be-fore retreating, but woe betide
anyone else who tried such athing.

"If the Kami now know sheisthe hito-bashira,” the Grandmothers said, "they will not suffer her to
live"

Dreams-of-War frowned. "Why not?"

"Y ou would not understand.”

"If you only told mewhat ismeant by hito-bashira, perhaps| might,” Dreams-of-War said,
exasperated. "Isit to do with thisthing she does, thisfolding of time? Three timesaweek | watch as she
flicks the minutes forward, turns seed into flower or fruit, then back to seed. | watch, and yet | have no
ideawhat she'sredly doing, because you won't tell me. | assume that the term hito-bashira has
something to do with her talents, but what? The girl asks and asks, and what can | tell her? She pesters
both myself and the kappafor answers. We fed obliged to pretend, for otherwise we look likeidiots. It
istimed| of usaretold.”

"No! And you are nothing more than a hired hand. Do not presume.”

But Dreams-of-War was unwilling to be stopped. "And what isto be done now? Can she turn back
timein order to changeit?

"Not yet. And so we must send L unae away, now that the Kami know sheishere. Itisno longer
safe. We can hide her no longer; we must find a safe placefor her.”

"Then why raise her here, in the city of the Night-shade Mission, where the Kami are known to be
present?’

"Becauseit isthereby easier for usto see what the Mis-sion might be up to. And we have learned
from them, too. Our enemy has been making swift progress, and this proj-ect, dwaysimportant, has now
become amatter of ur-gency." Left-Hand nudged Right. "Do not tell her so much.”

Dreams-of-War stared at the Grandmothers, who stared unblinkingly back. She could fedl depths
and mys-teries. She did not believe for amoment that they had told her the truth. Dreams-of-War
scowled. "l didike secrets.”

The Grandmothers grinned in unison. "And you, a creature of Memnos?'
"That iswhy | didike secrets.”

"Y ou should have learned to live with them by now. Enough of this. There are arrangementsto be
mede."

"Very wel," Dreams-of-War said through gritted teeth.
"Y ou say that both L unae and the woman disap-peared?”

"For no more than afraction of a second. But as you know, that can be deceptive." Dreams-of-War
hesitated. "1 was angry and darmed. Perhaps | misperceived the situa-tion. Who knows how long they
were redly absent, wher-ever they were? Who knows what might have taken place?’

"Go," the Grandmotherstold her. "Take her to the kappa and get her hand attended to. Then bring
Lunaeto us."

Dreams-of-War climbed the endlessflights of stairsto the tower, to find her charge Sitting up in bed,
looking pde.



"Lunae?' Dreams-of-War asked. That feding again: dl fright and anxiety and concern.
Dreams-of-War fought it aside and took refuge in anger. "What were you thinking of ? 1 told you never to
go beyond the house." She paused. "How did you get out, anyway?"

"I climbed atrec

Dreams-of-War felt a swift flicker of pride and shoved that away, too. "Y ou should not have done
0."

"1 wanted to get out of the mansion." Lunae stared at her, defiant.

"Well, now you have your wish," Dreams-of-War said. "I've spoken with your Grandmothers.
They're going to send you away."

Excitement flashed across Lunag's face.
"Where? Somewherefar?'
"l don't know yet."

Dreams-of-War sat down on the edge of the bed and studied the girl. It was obvious that L unae had
aged overnight. The planes of her face were different, more ma-ture, and Dreams-of-War could see the
curves of her breasts beneath her night robe. Silently, Dreams-of-War took stock of the months from the
hatching pod. Lunae had her lessons, as prescribed by the Grandmothers, on three occasions every
week. That made it nearly one hun-dred and twenty times that L unae had now folded time, dipped
through the cracksinto elsewhere, cheeting the rules of the continuum. Dreams-of-War thought of hersdlf
going under the blacklight matrix, of the doctor's voice as she spoke of the Eldritch Realm. Benegth the
armor, Dreams-of-War suppressed a shiver.

But the success of the project was clear. Lunae was ag-ing as predicted by the schematics drawn up
by the Grand-mothers, and unlike her previous ssters-in-skin, showing no signs of cellular degeneration
or menta ingtability. And it could not be good for her to be kept cooped up in this an-tique mansion.
Angry and scared though she had been, Dreams-of-War could not blame Lunae for escaping.

When Dreams-of-War had been Lunae's age, she had felt as though she owned half of Mars: the
Demnotian Plain running red to the horizon, as far asthe ragged mountains and the great cone of
Olympus. Dreams-of-War's earliest memories were of that plain and those rocks, glimpsed from the
reinforced windows of the clan house. She had spent her days outside, Ieft to run wild with
Knowledge-of-Pain and the other girls, ice crackling be-neath their wind-skates as they hurtled across
the Sea of Snow toward the towers of Winterstrike; the brief summer heat causing the maytidsto crawl
out from their cocoonsin the soil and be snap-roasted in thefirepits; the fed of her keilin mount under
her asthey charged through the Tharsis Gorge. ..

Dreams-of-War wished that L unae could have had such achildhood, felt the lack of it evenif Lunae
did not. Now, looking at the girl and seeing the end of that child-hood aready upon her, Dreams-of-War
wasfilled with an uncomfortable sensation: amingled guilt and unease, so unfamiliar to her that shedid
not know what to do withiit.

Lunae saved her from the inconvenience of her emo-tions. "Y ou said that woman was a Kami. She
did not look aiento me, only strange, asif unfocused.”

"From what we know of the Kami, they do not have bodies. They possess the bodies of others,
usualy those who are of aweak mind."

"But who arethe Kami?"

"No oneredly knows. They started appearing on Earth only afew years ago, shortly after the



establishment of the Nightshade Mission, but they have been on Night-shade for much longer. There
were afew terrorist attacks on the Mission by Kitachi Maayainsurgents. But the Kami were like ghosts
who manifested themselves in human bodies, and in no form other than shadowsin the midday sun. And
the Mission itself: impregnable, made of an un-known substance that withstood al attacks and that no
Spy device has ever been able to penetrate.”

"What interest can they havein us?' Lunae wondered. "Where do they come from?"

"I'vetold you, no one knows. They are close to Night-shade; that isdl that isknown. At firgt, people
thought that the Mission was undertaking some kind of mind-control, but the Kami made themselves
known. Lunae, it istimefor you to get up.”

She studied Lunae asthe girl dressed. The process of aging had brought out the bones of Lunae's
face, a sharp-ness to cheekbone and chin that was suddenly familiar. She does not |ook like the people
of Fragrant Harbor, this East-ern ancestry, except in the tilt of her eyes. She looks like a Mar-tian
, Dreams-of-War thought, and wondered that the notion had not struck her before.

But her own people tended to have pae hair, the silver-blond of the Crater Plains, whereas Lunag's
own was that strange dark red. Like a Northern woman, from Caud or Tharsis. Did Lunae have Martian

genes?
Shefound hersdlf looking at Lunae with anewly ap-praisng eye.
"Am | to have lessonstoday?" Lunae asked.

"No. The Grandmothers wish to see you, however. But first you are to go to the kappa and have
your hand at-tended to."

Lunae looked up, darmed. "Are the Grandmothers very angry?'

"They are not precisdy delighted.” Dreams-of-War suppressed a shudder. She had seen the
Grandmotherstake information from the mind: the lightning tendrils arc-ing out, too swift to be seen by
the naked eye, but visble later on the monitorsthat the engineers of Memnos had built into
Dreams-of-War's armor. The Grandmothers used atechnology that Dreams-of-War did not understand;
shedid not want to admit that it darmed her. She was aMar-tian warrior, shetold hersdlf, not someone
to be unnerved by two ancient women.

"Come, Lunae," she said, more sharply than she had intended. "Do not keep the Grandmothers
waiting."

CHAPTER 4

Nightshade

She was gpart from the Animus now; he remained in her chamber, chained to the bed by Iti.
Y skatarinawas painfully aware of the lack of him by her side and she frowned as she walked acrossthe
bitter hall of Tower Cold, to where her aunt awaited the boat sent by the Matriarchs of Memnos.

Stepping into the elevator, she watched the hall grow small beneeth her as she ascended. A hundred
stories, two hundred, three... Then the hall wasinvisible except asatiny dark square, and Y skatarina
rose out into the darkness above Nightshade. The Sunken World lay before her. She could see the
frozen peaks and summits, the craters and gouges made by meteor strikes. At the farthest point,
be-tween the Horns of Tyr, wasthe sun: alittle, blazing star. Above, to the north, Dishung in the
heavens, and then there was nothing but the great gulf, only debrisand dust until the beginning of the
outer systems, light-years distant. Only the boats went farther, filled with the canopies dispatched by the
mourn-women and the Steersmen Skull-Faces—bodies embamed in ultradeep, gliding through the



Eldritch Ream for whatever systems|lay beyond the abyss.

Y skatarina closed her eyesto the dark, thought of the Animus's sharp touch, and was glad when the
elevator did to aglent hat at the top of the tower.

The Elder Elaki's chamber was round, with windows like portholes. Here, when she was not in the
laboratory or the haunt-tech chambers, Y skatarina's aunt sat out her days, her unhuman eyesfixed on
things that no one e se could see. She said nothing when Y skatarina entered, only flicked ahand at a
kneding-chair. The great eyes, owl-yellow, veined with broken blood vessels, blinked with an dmost
audible snap.

"Hasthe ship that isto take meto Mars arrived?' Y skatarina said. Near-worship flooded through her
at Elaki's proximity. She bowed her head before she knew it, then thought of Elaki's overheard threat and
grew cold.

"Not long. It gpproaches down the Chain.” The Elder Elaki gestured toward awindow and
Y skatarinacould, in-deed, see astar coming, rattling fast into the slvery shadow of the Nightshade maw
of the Chain. "Asyou know, you have atask to perform very soon." Elaki frowned. "Y ou appear
discontented. Why?"

But Y skatarinaloved her aunt beyond love, and so, bitterly, said nothing.

"Y our Animuswill accompany you. | have impressed upon you the importance of thistask,
Y skatarina."

Hereit comes, Y skatarinathought.

"Andif you should fail, I will haveto take him away from you." Elaki spokewith atwist of the mouth.
Y skatarinalooked up a her numbly. Lovefor the

Animus poured through her, and lovefor Elaki also. Shefdt tornin two.

"I will not fail, Aunt." Her voice sounded as though it came from the bottom of awell.

"Then the Animuswill say with you, of course.”

"l am grateful,” Y skatarina managed to say.

"Y katarina? Areyou al right?" Elaki asked impa-tiently.

Y skatarinamanaged to mutter, "When will | be leaving?'

"Assoon as| seefit. And now, there arethings | haveto tell you."

Y skatarina's gaze once more traveled to that traveling star, brighter now, blazing like a captured sun
asit was whisked along through the maw of the Chain. A few mo-ments later, the blaze sharpened, then
faded. The boat sent by the Memnos Matriarchs was docking.

Y skatarina knelt before her aunt, head till forcibly bowed, awaiting her orders.
CHAPTER 5
Earth

For once, it was hard to track the kappa down. Usudly the nursemaid hovered protectively near her
charge, but now, perhaps not wanting to distract Dreams-of-War, the kappa seemed to be keeping out
of sght. Lunae trudged through the house, eventually locating the kappain the long chamber at the heart
of the house, atending to the growing-skins.

Steam rose from the ventsin the walls, each config-ured in the form of agargoyl€'s head. Cross-eyed



faces opened mouths to emit plumes of mist; Lunae took care not to go too close. Along the
metal-ridged floor, the racks of feeder orchids turned their faces toward the moisture, their petals
swelling with water. Bronze walls dripped and ran with arainy haze. The air smelled damp and hat, rich
with loam and a meaty undernote of stagnation that only served to enhance the perfume of the orchids.
Lunae d-ways felt safe here, though she did not like to look at the skins, which occasiondly bulged and
writhed asif the contents sought escape. L unae knew, however, that she hersalf had come from one of
those fleshy bags, and per-haps thiswas why shefdt so securein thisroom.

She watched as the kappawafted the mist over each skin. In the heat of the chamber, the mist swiftly
accumu-lated into droplets, which ran down the outside of the skins before bouncing into the trays
beneath, in an atona accompaniment to the kappas movements. L unae gave a delicate cough,
remembering Dreams-of-War's countless instructions not to interrupt people when they were busy

The kappas head moved ponderoudy around, swive-ing on the twisted neck. The toes of her
wrinkled feet gripped the floor; the kappafound it hard to keep her bal-ance on the lacquered boards of
the mansion and the metad floor of the hatching room dike. Lunae could not help fedling atwinge of pity,
which rang as plangently as awaterdrop insde her mind.

"We are above such emotions,” Dreams-of-War had told her in her first weeks out of the
hatchery. "You are a made-being, even if your ancestors practiced bloodbirth, just as the lowest
ordersdo. You are therefore superior, as| am.”

"Are you a made-thing, too?" Lunae said.

"|?" Dreams-of-War replied, with a disdainful tilt of her head. " Of course. And so is your
nurse, when it comes to that. But the kappa is a slave and to be treated as such. Do not waste
emotion upon it."

"I see," Lunae had said, but though she was then nothing more than a weeks-old child, there
seemed something wrong with this picture. It seemed hard on the kappa who was her nursemaid,
who walked as if her feet hurt her, and who seemed so encumbered by her heavy shell-like skin.
And if the kappa were supposed to serve, then why did so many other folk seem

bound to the factories and wage-shops of the city? Perhaps it was different elsewhere. Yet
Fragrant Harbor was rumored to be a good place. It did not seem good to Lunae.

Now the kappa said mildly, "Y ou arein disgrace.”

"1 know. Dreams-of-War has had much to say on the subject.” Lunae looked down at her hand, at a
row of bloody dotsthat were the legacy of her encounter. " She sent meto find you, to bind thisup.”

The kappalooked at L unae's hand and made a small scratchy sound of disapproval. ™Y ou should
never have gone out of the house."

"1 know."
"The Grandmothers want to see you. They are not pleased, Lunae."
"1 know." It was beginning to sound like amantra. "I'm sorry, kappa."

The kappa reached out and gently touched Lunae's hair. "1 was very worried, Lunae. We dl were.
Terrible things could have happened to you.”

Lunae gave an unhappy grimace. "Perhapsterrible things did.”

"That remainsto be seen. Now, give me your hand.” The kapparinsed her fingers beneath a nearby
tap, then took Lunae's hand and began to swab at the bloodied holeswith alegf torn from one of the



plants.
"Doesthishurt?'

"Not very much. Kappa, | don't understand why that woman—that Kami—even noticed me. Isit
because of this—thing | am supposed to be? A hito-bashiraT Her hand was growing cold.

"%hwsl"

"What isa hito-bashiral | have been told so often that thisiswhat | am, but my memoriestell me
nothingand |

can't find theword in any of the data-tablets. Even—" L u-nae stopped, not wanting the kappato
know that she had looked in places forbidden to her. But shed had no choice, she had to find out. Limbo
isbeing born in abag, nursed by dragonfly and spider and toad.

"But it has been explained to you, hasit not? Y ou are to be awoman-who-hol ds-back-the-flood."
"But, nurse, | don't understand what that means. Which flood?"

"Ask the Grandmothers,” the kappa said, as she had answered so many times before. She bound
Lunag's hand with a creeper-bandage.

"But they just tell meto ask Dreams-of-War, and she tells me to ask them, or you. | go round and
round in cir-cles. Why will no one answer me?"

"Perhaps because it might hinder your development,” the kappa said.
"l am old enough!™ Lunaereplied haotly.

The kappas mouth creased, then split open like amelon to reved aflash of pink, shiny tongue. "You
are nine months old, grown far more swiftly than anormal child. | am ahundred and twenty, and people
dill won't tell me anything.”

"But—" Lunae began, then stopped, for what she had been about to say was. That's different.
Dreams-of-War would have approved, she knew, but she till did not fedl that it was right for thereto be
onerulefor the kappa, so old and wise, and one rulefor herself. Perhaps the kappawas right; perhaps
shereally was too young. Maybe that was smply the way the world worked. She had witnessed it only
from afar, heard snatches of sound from the inside of alitter. Who was she to question the workings of
the societies beyond the weir-wards of the mansion? And yet she could not help but question.

The kappa seemed to take pity on her, for she said, "Y ou'll know when thetimeisright. Have
patience. Enjoy your ignorance whileit lasts"

This suggested the knowledge would not make her happy, but it only made L unae fed more eager to
learn. The kappa stepped back from the skinswith an air of sat-isfaction. "That, at least, is one task
finished for today"

"Why do the skins have to be kept moist?' Lunae asked.

"So that they can grow, of course. Though most of these will have to be pruned back, returned to the
mulch." The kappagave agusty Sgh. "A pity. But they aretoo smdl and spindly.”

"Arewe plants, then?" A strange thought. She pictured herself rooted in soil, reaching up toward the
hazy sun.

The kappagave her alipless smile. "Of course not. Y ou are amade-human.”

"And a hito-bashira" Lunae said with resgnation.



"Just 0. There. By this evening, your hand should be heded. And now, the Grandmotherswish to
seeyou." The kappafixed her with around eye, green as moss. She pat-ted Lunae on thearm. "1 know
you find them alittle darming, perhaps. That isonly to be expected. They are ancients, and as such, they
do not behave like you and me. It istheir right. But you should have no fear. | am surethey loveyou, in
their own strange way."

Lunae would have died rather than tell anyone, even the kappa, that the reason she did not want to
vigt the Grandmothers was not Smply fear, but revulsion. If she reveded thisto the kappa, however,
sooner or later the Grandmotherswould travel inside the kappas skull and find the knowledge nestling
indgde the nurse's smple thoughtslike amoth in achrysdis, dl curdled toxic soup. The thought of the
Grandmothers gaining such knowl-edge was enough to make L unae grow cold, for she knew, without
understanding precisaly how, that the Grand-mothers would punish the kappa and not herself. And she
did not want to see the kappa punished.

She sghed. Sometimesiit was as though the old kappa was the child, to be protected and sheltered,
and shethe nursemaid. If shetold anyone of her fedings about the Grandmothers, it would haveto be
Dreams-of-War, and her Martian guardian had afrustrating habit of gppearing to ignore such pieces of
information, only to store them up and deploy them when one was least expecting it. Lunae would smply
have to keep her fedingsto hersdlf.

It was along way from the inner chamber to the Grandmothers room, and the kappa was unable to
move quickly. Lunae, as dways, wondered whether the kappa had originaly been intended to perform
household tasks, or whether she had been bred for another purpose entirely.

Lunae and the kappawalked adong dim corridors, passing the familiar demon-swarming tapestries
that the Grandmothers had brought from the volcano lands. They depicted figures of legend: the
moon-spirits of the lunar craters; the great Dragon-Kings who, it was said, had risen from the depths of
the oceans when the Drowning first be-gan, to help humans hold back the surging tide.

"Nurse, where do you come from?' Lunae asked.

It had never occurred to her to ask this before and shefelt faintly embarrassed by it, as though the
kappawas too much a part of the furniture even to have such an ordinary thing asan origin. But the
kappaonly smiled and said, "'l

come from the north, just like those tapestries. From the Fire Idands, the lands of the change-tigers.”

"Where are the Fire Idands, exactly?' L unae won-dered aoud, but even as she spoke, her buried
memories were bringing forth an image of a scattered chain beyond the water-ringed summits of Fuji and
Hakodate, beyond Sakhalin. Then memory supplied her with aname: Ischa. Thiswasthe word that
Lunae next spoke.

"Yes," the kappareplied. "1 am from the clan-warren of Hailstone Shore, near 1scha, the
southernmost town of the Kamchatka chain." Her head swiveled around. "1t isthe only land left in that
region of theworld. All ese has gone, under flood and fire."

"Why did you cometo Fragrant Harbor?' Lunae asked.

"l was sent here. | had no choice.”

"Do you missyour home?'

"If 1 did," the kappasaid, fill smiling, "would you ask the Grandmothersto send me back?"

"l could try," Lunae ventured, but she dready knew what the answer would be. To the
Grandmothers, asto Dreams-of-War, the kappa was no more than auseful thing. They would no more



consider her desires than they would consider the wishes of a household kettle. The kappa said nothing
more, but Lunae knew that she under-stood.

The shadowy corridors, each lit only by asingle lamp, were comforting and familiar. When they
reached the pas-sage |eading to the Grandmothers room, however, Lunag's heart began to best faster,
lumping aong benesth her ribs.

The kappa paused outside the Grandmothers door.

"Wait," she said, then pressed her wrinkled pam againgt the lock-release and hobbled inside. Lunae
fid-geted in the halway, impatience mingling with reluctance. She wanted the meeting to be over, to leave
Cloud Terrace far behind.

The kappa regppeared at the doorway and surveyed L unae with anervous, rheumy squint. "They say
you areto comein.”

CHAPTER 6
Mars

Y skatarinastood upon legs of iron and glass, artificia feet planted firmly on the old stone floor. Her
hands rested on each side of awindow, from which she gazed out acrossthe Crater Plain. Used as she
was to the dim vaults of Nightshade, the brightness of Mars hurt her eyes. She reached up and touched
the setting of her eyeshade, turn-ing it to maximum. The light made her fedl bleached and wesek; for a
moment, she hated the need that had brought her to Mars. Then guilt kicked in once more. Elaki had
re-quired it, and Elaki must be obeyed. Conflict whispered inside her head, tearing at her. But now that
shewas S0 far away from Elaki, it seemed both easier and more difficult to think. Resentment was
growing dongddethelove.

The Animus had been left outsde the Tower, at the Matriarch'sinsstence.
"Itisamde," the Matriarch had said with papable disgust. "We cannot dlow itingde.”

Y skatarina had acquiesced with a semblance of grace, but she did not like it. It was asthough her
shadow had been torn from her, leaving her exposed in the light. Shelonged to return to the ship, but first
there was business to be done.

From here, at the height of the Memnaos Tower, one could see asfar asthe great conical summit of
Olympus. The plain shimmered in the afternoon light, giving the im-pression of desert heet, but Y sketarina
knew thisto be de-ceptive. It was winter now in this northern region of Mars, with frost in the mornings
in the shadow of the rocks and a bite to the air. She did not know what caused the shim-mer, but she
suspected some manner of force-defense. The Tower had been well guarded from ancient times. If she
looked down, she could see the glazed crimson bricks of thewall, bare of lichen and moss.

Beside her, the Matriarch, dressed in red-and-black, exuded a satisfaction as chilly asthe day.
Y skatarina glanced aside at the Matriarch’'s moon-face: the tight, pursed lips, the pale eyes embedded in
bags of flesh, the molesthat scat-tered the skin like ticks. She set her gaze once more upon the Crater
Pan.

"You see?' the Matriarch said. "Thisisthefirst and last of the old fortresses, save only for theruinin
Winterstrike. Our ancestors built it in the days of the Age of Children, to guard againgt their enemies.”
She reached up to touch the phid around her neck, an intricate silver cage, then let her hand fall.

"What kind of enemieswere those?' Y skatarinaasked, with seeming idleness.

"The forebears of the hyenae and vulpen.” The Matri-arch's mouth grew yet smdler and Y katarina
knew that she was thinking of the Animus. "Males, in the days when such creatures were commonplace.



Ram-women. Sy-rinxes. The beings that later became what we call the Atro-phied, like the Earthbones.”

"I know nothing of these beings," Y skatarina said, tap-ping impatient fingers againgt the hard carapace
of her bodice. "What are Earthbones?’

"A flesh-in-rock. Mounds of moving flesh, merged with the planet.”

Y skatarinafrowned. "With Marsitsaf? How isthat possible?' She wondered about Memnos
mysticism. She did not know agreat deal about their beliefs, only that they differed so crucidly from
Nightshadein their disdain for the male form. Nightshade had little use for superdti-tion, and even lessfor
warrior sects. Those days, according to Y skatarinas mind, should be long gone. But if Mars rulers chose
to play a being primitives, it was not for her to condemn them. All it meant was that they should prove
eader to manipulate. She schooled her face into abecom-ing display of interest and turned to face the
Matriarch, sending the plests of her leather kilt swishing against the surface of her legs.

"Terraforming nanotech, mingling with genetic codes. What was once human became inextricably
welded to theworld. Therewas afashion for it, once. Fanatics, psycho-ecol ogists—who knows? It was
very long ago. But surdly Nightshade knows more of these things than we do. Thet is, after al, why you
arehere”

"| cameto honor an old bargain. Andto call inan old debt,” Y skatarina said.
"Haunt-tech." The Matriarch spoke with asour twist of thelip.

"Quite s0. Y ou have had it now for ahundred years, it and its many ramifications—blacklight,
deeplight, the in-tricacies of shadow-space and entry to the spirit worlds of the Eldritch Realm. We note
that you have made good use of it. Armor, weaponry, surveillance systems, ships. Abovedl, the
advantages of the Chain.”

"It has proved versatile,” the Matriarch acknowledged.

"And now you need further expertise," Y katarina prompted. "Y ou do not have more than abasic
under-standing of it. Y ou cannot develop it further, without the assistance of Nightshade."

"Do not tell her that we ourselves are learning more about haunt-tech and what it can do,"
Elaki had said. "Or that our knowledge has made great strides of late. Pretend to her that we
have always possessed such information."

Yskatarina had stared at her aunt. "ls that not true, then?"

"Haunt-tech isinordinately complex. If we knew a hun-dred years ago what we know now,
then matters would have been a great deal simpler.”

Yskatarina frowned. "How so?"
But Elaki had only smiled a cold smile, and said nothing more.
The Matriarchs face grew yet more sour. " That would seem to be s0."

Y skatarinasmiled. "Y ou received the demongtration versions? Y ou have had time to see what they
can do?'

Far out on the Crater Plain, she could see something moving. Reluctantly, she turned the eyeshade
down anotch to let in more light, and raised the binocular setting. Something was passing swiftly amid a
cloud of dust.

"What might that be, for instance?’ Y katarina feigned charmed surprise.
"Y ou know very wdll," the Matriarch muttered.



"Why, itisaghost herd. Of—what?' Long digointed legs, scarlet from the knee down, asif dipped in
blood...

Y skatarinawas briefly covetous. " Some manner of mu-tated women?'
"Those are creatures known as gaezel les."

"From thefar past?'

"Fromthe Age of Children.”

"They are quite beautiful," Y Skatarinamurmured.

"And dmost entirdly usdess. Asare the other haunts and shades that your technology has recently
conjured up out of the planet's nanomemories and thin air. Sylph-beasts roam the dopes of Olympus.
Demotheas have been seen in the woods of Elyssiane. Mars has become dive with spirits of old
creations—whimsica nightmares, evo-lutionary dead ends. This has never happened before.™

"| used the words ‘demonstration model.' Y ou surely were not so naive asto think we would give you
some-thing of power, straightaway ?"

"Y our aunt promised to Jael p Memnos with the gov-erning of Earth,” the Matriarch said. "l seeno
sgnsthat this help, this power, will be forthcoming, and we need it. There are many dements on Earth
that seek to break free of Martian control. What remains of the Northern Hemi-sphereisfull of
war-madams, carving out independent fiefdoms for themsalves. We send excissieres, who are ef-fective,
but it isacostly and laborious business. | should like to send a permanent subjugating force.”

"And you shal have one," Y katarina promised. "WEell help you raise the Sown."

"When we last spoke to Elaki, she seemed well ac-quainted with the notion of the Sown. Nightshade
must know agreat ded about Mars," the Matriarch said. "Much about its earlier genetic forms and
fancies, about the nano-tech that coils and changes benesth the crucible of its sur-face—technology that
we have lost over the centuries. |

should like to see the records of Nightshade. Y our people must have been most meticulous.”

"We have had along timeto learn," Y skatarina said, watching the Matriarch's face with care asthe
truth dowly dawned. "A hundred years of feedback, from the haunt-tech that is already here.” Fully
aware of the Memnos pro-hibitions about physica contact, she put an iron-and-glass hand on the
Matriarch's deeve in seeming reassurance, and watched with satisfaction as the Matriarch snatched the
deeve away. "Do not worry. | am hereto help.”

"You are hereto sdl," the Matriarch hissed.
"Y es, and you knew there would be aprice. Just like the previous version of haunt-tech.”

"It was awitches bargain." The Matriarch's face was il as stone. Once more, her hand drifted to
the phia at her throat.

"But we are witches, your kind and mine, are we not? We hold the keys, here and now, to aworld of
transformation. With this new technology, updated, you can minethe past. Y ou can revive ancient forms
of being, converse with their unaltered consciounesses, uncover al the secretsthat they hold. And you
can rase an amy, not just spectra fancies.”

"And the price," the Matriarch said, bitter asfrostbite. It was not a question.

The gaezelles were whedling away to the north. Y skatarinawatched them through the binoculars, the
powerful red legs stirring up the dust, the long hair that streamed down their backs, their small curled
hands. She sighed to see such grace.



"Ah, theprice." Y skatarinadrew the Matriarch aside. "Elaki wantsinformation. All the genetic data
that you un-earth must go to her. Sheistrueto the original aims of Nightshade: the ultimate perfection of
the sentient form."”

" She would appear to be some distance away from that,” the Matriarch said, with adubious glance at
Y sketarina.

" She wants your help, too, in another, related, matter,” Y skatarina said, forcing herself to ignore the
dight. "But thereis something else that | want." The thought of be-traying Elaki tore a her heart with
implanted passion, ar-tificid regret. If it had not been for that small, pure undercurrent of hate, Y skatarina
would not have been able to continue. She added, in a gasping whisper, " Something you must do for
me"

CHAPTER 7
Earth

L unae stepped through the door into the shadows of the Grandmothers chamber. The air was musty
with the smell of old lamp ail, pungent with narcotic snuff and a salt-weed odor that reminded L unae of
her sngle clois-tered vist to the shores of Fragrant Harbor. The walls were made of driftwood, apaace
of drowned trees, the beams and rafters black and twisted, as though burned. Y et there was soft fur
benesth her feet: a striped dark-and-gold skin, bright as aflame and perhapsfifteen feet in length. She
thought of Kamchatka, where the kappa had come from, of the Fire Idands. She studied the knots and
the warp of the ancient wood, the striped pelt beneath her feet, not wanting to look toward the bed
where her Grandmoth-erslay.

"Come closer," two voices said, speaking as one. Lu-nae forced hersdlf to glance up. Thelamp that
hung above the bed had not been lit, so that the voices came from the hidden midst of the drapes. Lunae
wa ked to the foot of the bed and halted. " Stay there, child,” the voices said sharply, "where we can see
you." Then the lamp flared up and the Grandmothers faces peered out from between the curtains. one
old, one young. Lunae often thought that it was as though Right-Hand, with her sweet voice and
ca-ressing manner, was dowly but surely draining the life from her companion until there would be
nothing left of old Left-Hand but a husk. She remembered the chrysdis, turning to moth and back again,
and shivered.

"Whereisshe?' Left-Hand asked queruloudy, though Right-Hand's lips also moved in slent
accompaniment, and when Right-Hand answered, "Why, sheis standing before you, blind old thing, do
you not see her?' Lunae heard awhispered echo of the words from the other side of the bed. She
concentrated on their faces, not wanting to glance down and catch aglimpse of thejoined flesh. She had
seen it once, when the robes that the Grandmothers wore had dipped aside to revea amass of scar
tissue, al-most as knotted asthe wood of their chamber, revealing lumps and bulges.

"Why would anyone want to be linked in such away?' she had asked Dreams-of-War the next day,
fighting back revulsion, and the Martian woman, evidently just as bemused, had replied, "I cannot say.
For me, to touch an-other person is difficult enough.”

So Lunae had once asked the kappa why they had been joined, and the kappa had told her that she
did not know, but in her opinion, it was more likely that they had not so chosen, but had come connected
from the growing-bag and were incapable of separation.

"Such things are not uncommon. Sometimes the chil-dren are returned to the mulch, sometimes not. It
depends on the family's wishes, and there are many views on these matters.”

As she stood before the Grandmothers, Lunae was suddenly conscious of her own flesh and the



boundaries of it, her separateness from everyone elsein the room, and she had to force herself to remain
where she stood rather than take a shaky step back. She wanted suddenly to remain just as she was.
not to ater, never grow old. She felt asudden kinship with the kappa, and wondered if this meant that
she, too, were nothing more than an inferior kind of human. She supposed that the thought should have
meade her fed quilty.

"Y ou were disobedient,” the Grandmothers said now. "What do you haveto say for yourself?'

"| wanted to see the city beyond the mansion. | grew tired of being cooped up." Somehow, she had
expected to hear hersalf sound like awhining child, but to her sur-prise, the voice in which she spoke
was adult, a person worthy of consideration. The Grandmothers stared at her, and when they replied, the
tone was digtinctly more con-ciliatory.

"Perhaps that is understandable. But it was unwise, nonetheless. Y ou were spotted, by onewho isan
enemy. Itisno longer safefor you to remain here.”

"Dreams-of-War said that | am to be sent away.” Lunae glanced down and saw something beneath
the bed: atwist of tubes and glistening fluid. Shefixed her gaze on thewall, seeking patternsin the wood.
"Wheream | to go?'

"Dreams-of-War and the kappawill be instructed. It isbest if you yourself are not told until the day of
your de-parture.”

"Will they be going with me?"

"Of course,”" the Grandmothers said. "And you must obey them, and not be so disobedient thistime.
Much de-pendsuponiit.”

Lunae, swalowing hard, glanced at the nurse and saw that the kappa was becoming visibly agitated,
wringing her thick fingerstogether asif confronted with a stubborn piece of laundry. The Grandmothers
paid the kappa no heed. Their gaze remained fixed on Lunae: two pairs of dark, impenetrable eyes.

It was the kappas distress that prompted Lunaeto say, "What if | choose aplaceto go?' It wasa
foolish thing to say and she knew it, but suddenly she wanted to see just where the boundaries lay, what
amadller victoriesmight be within her grasp.

"Choose?' the Grandmothers said together. Lunae fdlt asthough the air were becoming duggish and
dow, curdling around her. It was suddenly difficult to breathe. The tapestries that hung around the bed
loomed larger, so that she could see every detail of the weave, then retreated, as though she peered
through the wrong end of atele-scope.

"Thereisno choice," Right-Hand said, oil-smooth, amused. "No choice for any of us. The sooner you
cometo understand this, the easier thingswill be. Do you not agree?”

Lunae's mouth was too hot and dry for her to answer, so she nodded instead.
"You may go," the Grandmotherstold her. "Remember what we have told you."

L unae bowed and backed away, but as she turned to go through the door, she thought she heard
Left-Hand say, "Make us proud.”

The kappawas trotting after her, so Lunae dived out into the passage and breethed the stuffy air with
relief.

"They did not need to see me! Why couldn't Dreams-of-War tell me dl this? They summoned meto
torment me."

The kappa seized her arm and hastened her down the passage. "Of coursethey did," the kappa said



into Lunag's ear, surprising her. "But do not say so where they can hear you."

"If that's S0, we had best journey to the moon," Lunae said with bitterness, not caring. "I'm sick of
hiding how | fed." She could till fed the Grandmothers presence. It surrounded her, filling her mind, as
cloying and sticky as syrup.

"These moments of rebellion do not wholly displease your Grandmothers, you know," the kappa said,
"though they may pretend otherwise. They complained often of the other child—that she wastoo
malleable, too pliant, that she did everything asked of her, with no more protest than a vegetable makes
before it goesinto the soup.”

"Nurse," Lunae said, for thiswas yet another question without an answer, "who wasthat other child?
What be-came of her? Was she the hito-bashira before me?

"Y es. Shewas your sister-in-skin. She was one of the oneswho died.”

Lunae searched for aflicker of regret in the kappas face, but there was none.

"Did you look after her, asyou care for me?"

"No. The Grandmothers summoned me after her degth. | replaced another genetic grower.”
"Would you missmeif | died?’

"Itishard to say," the kappa mused. Lunae felt some-thing cold and pulpy riseinsde her throat; she
stopped walking and stared at the kappa. Do not think | do not love you," the kappa said in sudden
dismay. "I did not mean that. But your Grandmothers are compassonate, and will not let mefully fed. If
anything wereto befal you, they would extract my emotions, store them safely where | cannot find them.
They arevery kind."

Lunae was doubtful. If someone else was the governor of your emotions, then what was the good of
having them in thefirg place? Why not smply have them removed, like an overactive gland? But perhaps
it was better for the kappato believe that the Grandmothers had her best in-terests at heart. If, indeed,
shedid so believe, and was not merely dissembling.

"And now," the kappawent on, "come with me. There are preparations to be made.”
Memnos

CHAPTER 1

Mars

The Animus hovered anxioudy overhead, wings besting like adow fan. It had taken over an hour of
bargaining to alow him to have accessto the Tower, and even then a squadron of scissor-women had
accompanied him up the spirding airs.

Beneath lay Y skatarina, strapped to ahigh couch. A doctor hovered nearby, with the Matriarch.
They had re-moved her limbs, for fear that she might break free and damage herself or the equipment.
She was now secured by straps at the waist and the throat. At first, she had protested. " Surely the
trestment cannot be that difficult?"

"It strips your neurons down to the level of the un-conscious. It ransacks the pathways that lead to the
far-thest parts of your mind. Y our aunt will, I know, have planted her seeds of affection very deeply.”
The Matriarch'sface, looming above her like a pitted Martian moon, grew pinched. " Shetends a cold
garden, that one."

Y skatarina was about to ask how well the Matriarch knew Elaki, for the words made her angry with
unthink-ing affront. But then: | will be glad to be rid of this, a loyalty that | neither asked for nor



desired.

Let it burn and bleed out into the red night; et it be gone into the shadows of Memnaos. She
wondered where such emotions went, whether they seeped from the black-light matrix to snk into cold
stone and colder air. Shelis-tened to the walls of the Tower around her, yet heard nothing, only the
Matriarchs harsh breath and the steady beat of the Animus above her, like the heart that anchored her to
life

"This process,”" she said, before the doctor began to key the codes into the matrix that covered the
wall and which drifted in cobweb filaments through the ar. "How preciseisit? What damage might it
do?'

Shedid not likethisat dl. It made her fed trapped and choiceless. Only two cultures had thiskind of
tech-nology: Memnos and Nightshade. She felt caught between the dark and the deep. She could not
have this done at home, but there was away's the thought that Memnaos might implant something elsein
her brain, some treacher-ous seed that would only grow to fruition when the time was right, to burgeon
and betray. She had spent the jour-ney here staring out at the spectra images of the Chain and weighing
chancesin the balance. Thoughts of losing the Animus had driven her to thefina decison, but even that
had been aclose-run thing. If Memnos messed with her mind, Nightshade would have to put the damage
right and she would aso have to take the risk that Elaki would not notice that anything else had been
interfered with. And now the guilt was kicking in with crippling force, whispering insde her head, aghast
that she was about to betray Elaki. But the cracksin that loyalty had grown too wide. It was as though
there were a second voice inside her head, another self, buried deep: Elaki will take the Ani-mus
away. You cannot risk that. You have no choice. Do it. Do it now.

"Very precise” the Matriarch answered. "There will be no damage. And wewill honor our bargain.”

"If | find that you have not," Y Skatarina said, "then you will find that the haunt-tech that | have given
you will turn upon you. | have factored in safeguardsthat only | can activate.”

The Matriarch's mouth curled in what Y Skatarinaiini-tidly thought to be her habitua sneer. It was only
amo-ment later that she redlized it was gpproval.

"Areyou ready?'

"Very well." Y skatarinagritted her teeth, helplessasaworm in avise. From the corner of her eye,
she saw the doctor run a hand across the generating tubes of the black-light matrix. The room sparkled
and filled with unnatural sound. Y skatarina blinked. The Matriarch was no longer there. The draft from
the Animus's wings drifted across her face—soft as snowfall, she thought, and wondered where the
thought had come from. And then she was the Animus, awhisper in his head, looking down on her own
bound form. She saw the blacklight matrix sweep across her, outlining first Snew and vein, then bone,
then nerve and neuron. Her brain pulsed with neon fire. She plunged downward, boring into her own
skull. It was like entering the Chain.

Imagesflashed by. Y skatarina saw hersdf in agarden filled with glowing leaves, skeins of tangled
vinesthat pulsed with lights, atower made of glass and water, ebbing and flowing like the tide. She saw
the long ragged edge of the Animusswing, curling through stormy air. She tasted sdt. She saw agirl with
luminous gray eyes and long red hair blowing in awind from the sea.

She knew that it was here somewhere, though she could not have said what it was that she sought.

The landscape changed from the lands of life. She traveled down canyons of mest, over bloody
rivers, across bridges made of sharpened bone and tough neurd fiber, withered as old whips. Benesth,
therewasaboail of fire: aninner, private hell. Things clung to the diffslike ghosts, winged yet spectrd.



They were horribly familiar, and as one of them looked up, Y skatarina saw its shadowy head change.
Her own face looked back at her, and then it was the visage of the Animus, then both at the sametime.
Something within her shrieked in protest.

Shuddering, shelet the vision pass by and glided on. And at last she saw Elaki sitting on acrag with
her feet tucked up benegath her. Y skatarinadipped down to stand beside her aunt.

Elaki showed no sign that she saw Y skatarina. Under the tapering cowl her face was at first withered
and old, and then it smoothed out into fetal vacuity.

"Aunt?' Y katarinasad. "What iswrong?'
But Elaki only muttered and mumbled, tearing with toothless gums at along bloody shred.

"Isthat my love for you?' Y skatarina asked. She reached out and snatched at the shred, but Elaki
shrieked and tore it away. She hdd it at arm'slength, then clutched it to her. Her eyeswere wild; she
roared with panic.

"Giveittomel" Y skatarina cried, and reaching out she struck her aunt in the face. Elaki's cheek tore
open, reved-ing a shadowy hollow behind afountain of stinking blood.

"Giveittome! You took my limbs. Y ou would take my Animus! | owe you nothing."

Elaki'sarmsflailed. Y skatarinagrasped the shred and pulled. It lengthened with unnaturd eladticity,
until Elaki and Y skatarina stood in atug-of-war on either sde of the crag. The recesses of Y katarinas
imagination gaped below, the caverns and oceans of the unconscious mind. She did not like the things
that she saw within; they disgusted her.

Once more she glimpsed the beings that clung to the sides of the cliff, but now the fire was gone and
the place in her vision was bleak and cold and dark. It looked like Nightshade, the region known asthe
Sunken Plain. The creatures howled and cried and she felt their attention turn toward her: hungry and
desperate, abitter yearning for life and blood and flesh. Their need reeled her in, she understood what it
was like to be thus disembodied. Shefdt hersalf begin to shiver and melt.

Then a black-winged shape with ascorpion'stail did out of the abyss, its eyes glowing with trust.
With thelast of her strength, Y Skatarina ripped at the shred and tore it from Elaki's grasp. Elaki withered
into atwist of smoke and blew away, but Y skatarinafet hersdf falling backward into pain, which opened
with nauseating willingnessto let her in.

CHAPTER 2
Earth

"We have made the arrangements,” the Grandmothersinformed Dreams-of-War. "Y ou will leave as
soon as can be arranged, by junk.”

"What, on apublic ship?'

"Of course not. We have hired someone loyal to Mem-naos, you will be relieved to hear. But the ship
IS up-coast at present, and must return. We do not yet know when."

"l am, indeed, relieved,” Dreams-of-War said. "'l should not trust an Earth-owned ship, given the
presence of the Kami here.”

The Grandmothers snorted. "Y ou are arrogant, like all Martians. Y ou are like cats—you al consider
yoursalves superior, and with even lessjudtification. In the matter of the Kami, you know nothing and are
doubtless mistaken in what you think you know. Now go. Make sure that you keep a close eye on the

girl"



Dreams-of-War |€eft, seething.

Onceingde her own chamber, she stood |ooking out across the early morning harbor, grinding one
armored fist into the palm of the other. She had not known that it would be like this when she had joined
the upper eche-lons of the warriors of Memnos. She had been so proud. It had been the culmination of
her youthful military career, and yet it wound down to this: aseries of petty dights and insultsfrom two
twisted old women. If it had not been for the ensuing humiliation, Dreams-of-War would have re-signed
her commisson and returned to Mars.

But then, there was dso Lunae. Dreams-of-War re-membered the conversation that had taken place
after her emotiona modification.

"Y ou have no choice," the Matriarch had told her asthey sat together in the highest tower of
Memnoas, looking out across the white-and-russet winter plain. ™Y ou will need it for her protection.”

"But I've never loved anyone," Dreams-of-War pro-tested. " Only human remnants who remember
the days when they were bloodbirthers fed such natura lovefor their children." Love was a contaminant,
utterly apart from the purities of ssterhood, battle, and duty. She found a strong repugnance for the
fedling, but the Matriarch had been right.

Dreams-of-War recalled standing beside the kappa in the growing-chamber, trying not to get too
closeto this stout toad-woman who seemed to have little sense of per-sond distance and who was
continualy atempting to pat Dreams-of-War in misplaced reassurance. She remem-bered watching the
growing-bag in revulsion asit bulged and writhed. It reminded her of her own birth, and Dreams-of-War
found that distasteful.

As soon as the squirming, grublike thing had been released from its pod in ashower of fluid, however,
the small sore place within her had clicked like a switch of pain, and she knew immediately that she
would dieto protect the infant. It was most vexing, and she resented it with a passon, but thereit was. It
got intheway of dl manner of things; it made her life aworry and amisery, and for thefirst time shewas
conscious of ared fear with which she had no adequate means of dedling. As soon as her dutieswere
discharged, shetold herself, she would re-turn to Memnos, go back benegath the blacklight matrix, and
have the whole package of inconvenient emotions surgically changed.

Now she turned her back on the city and sat down on the metal bed. The cinnabar walls of the room
reminded her of Mars, asthough she might glance through the win-dow and see the Crater Plain
stretching before her, Olym-pus towering on the horizon. The sudden longing-for-place was yet another
feeling to be despised. In afit of irritation, Dreams-of-War said doud, "I need to talk to you!
Sepa-rately.”

Sowly, gliding across her skin, the armor |eft her body and crept across the floor like a serpent.
When the gleam-ing tongue reached a shaft of sunlight, it began to rise up-ward, hardening, reassembling
itself piece by piece. Clad only in the rubbery black underharness, Dreams-of-War watched until the
armor stood before her, waiting.

Dreams-of-War hesitated. Of al the aspects of her marvelous armor, this one was the most
disquieting to her. And it was so0 because the armor incorporated something that was unnatura, dien,
something that had originated with the Kami. Haunt-tech.

It was difficult to separate awarrior from her ghost-armor, for armor became the warrior. Both
formed part of afighting machine. If one died or mafunctioned, the other had atendency to follow. Yet if
the wearer were knocked unconscious, the armor would take over. Dreams-of-War had once woken to
find hersdf pounding acrossaMartian plain, thelegs of the armor pumping while she dangled usdess
within it. Dreams-of-War knew that she had be-come overdependent on the armor, and despiteits



com-forts, she did not like the realization. It had been easier when she had relied on nothing but the
underharness and a gutting knife, hand-fighting men-remnantsin the heights.

"What, then?' the armor said, echoing through the chamber.

"| ask Embar Khair to stand before me," Dreams-of-War said. The armor flowed, glittering, the heim
snapping up over the empty neck and taking on the semblance of aface. Haf of it was missing; Embar
Khair had died in the armor, a chance bolt from amountain-ghost's bow striking her in the side of the
head.

"| want to talk to you about the Kami," Dreams-of-War said to the armor.
"The spiritswho-ride-within?' Embar Khair's muti-lated metal face managed afrown.

"Thediens," Dreams-of-War said patiently. Embar Khair had died only ahandful of years after the
arrival of the Kami, but her armor had been their gift. "I need to know everything you know."

"Itisnot along story. Wefirst learned of the Kami through Nightshade, which had sedled itself away
for cen-turies. Then Nightshade sent a ship to Memnos, with news of new technology that had been
granted by diens. They gave us haunt-tech, and the Chain."

"And what did the Matriarchy think about these gifts?'

"They did not trust Nightshade. | remember—" but here, Embar Khair's form twisted, haf-melting.
"Armor! What isthe matter with you?'

"l cannot recdll... | am hdf-here”

Dreams-of-War rose to her feet and put her face close to the haf-visage of the armor. "But you must

“Cannot..."
"Wait," Dream-of-War ingtructed the armor. "' have an idea. Reduce yoursdlf.”

The armor did so, melting down into its customary ball. Dreams-of-War picked up the ball and
strode swiftly down the halway, to the chamber that contained the man-sion's blacklight matrix.

She had never had reason to enter this chamber be-fore, and she hesitated at the door. Leaning
forward, she spoke quietly into the oreagraph opening.

"The Grandmothers. What are they doing?"
They $leg>, the oreagraph replied after amoment.

"Good. Deactivate the weir-wards to this chamber, then tell me when the Grandmothers wake."
Dreams-of-War leaned closer, so that the oreagraph could scan her soul-engrams through the lenses of
her eyes. She blinked, and then the door was opening. Dreams-of-War carried the bal of armor into the
blacklight chamber and set it upon the couch.

"Resumeyour form.”
The armor did so.

"l am going to activate the matrix," Dreams-of-War said, "to bring your spirit wholly through from the
El-dritch Redm. | am unfamiliar with these matters, so you must ingtruct me. Will thiswork?"

"It should.”
"Thentdl me how to turn thisthing on.”



The armor issued ingtructions, with which Dreams-of-War complied. It was not so very difficult.
Within afew moments, the matrix began to glow.

There was a sound like the echo of a shriek within the chamber. Outside the door, Dreams-of-War
heard the rat-tle of activated weir-wards. She spoke hastily to the orea-graph. "I told you—deactivate!”
The sound stopped. The armor stood before her, calm now, and full-faced. Dreams-of-War stared.

"I am here" Embar Khair said.
"Tdl mewhat | need to know."
And Embar Khair did so.

The women stood at the entrance to the ship. Above them, the Memnos Tower shonered in the last
of the Mar-tian sun. Frost cracked beneath their boots.

"l like none of this," the Matriarch said. Her long head bobbed, balanced on itsthin neck like a bead
on the end of awire. She shuffled unhuman limbs beneath the red-and-black robes.

"No onelikesit," the woman named Essa answered. She put ahand to her head, smoothing the
surface of the curled hornsat her brow. "It comes from Nightshade, after all. Asdo Yri and Yraand their
ship." Essagestured toward the traveling chair that contained the bulky, connected bodies of two
women. "They who sought sanctuary with us, and their male with them. .."

The Matriarch shifted unessily. "Whereisthe male?'

"Confined onthe ship.”

The Matriarch sghed, then drew Embar Khair and

Essato one side. "Y ou've made quite sure? There will be no trace of this haunt-ship, or its voyage?'

Embar Khair nodded. "Y'ri and Yrasay that they have made arrangements. There will be no record of
our pas-sage.”

"l trust none of this" the Matriarch fretted. "This new technol ogy—this ship, the Chain, the armor that
you wear...None."

"Haunt-tech," Essamurmured.
"It isascience of superdtition. | know too little about it.”
Thewarrior grinned, displaying sharpened teeth.

"Who does know? No one except the lab clans of Nightshade. Like all gifts, it is best treasted with
caution. And we are doing theright thing, are we not?"

"Nightshade must be challenged,” Essa agreed. " There's too much power there, out on the system's
edge. Whoever took any notice of Nightshade, before the aliens came? It was nothing more than an
isolated colony, years distant from the inner systems. And now, suddenly, we must take orders from
them if we want the benefits of this haunt-tech.”

The Matriarch looked up to where the Martian maw of the Chain arched across the heavens. Even a
sunset, it was visble: ashadow over the sky. "Look at it," the Matriarch said. "It dominates the worlds.
They say you actudly die, you know." The Matriarch's head wobbled in distress, weaving from side to
sde. "It sends you through into the rellm of the dead and brings you out the other Side, dive once more.
| do not trust it. Itisunnatural.”

"1 am not afraid of death,” the warrior said softly. She glanced over to the ship, to where the others
were waiting. The two women were barely visiblein the folded mass of tubing that surrounded the



carrying chair. "But | wonder about Yri and Yra"
Essa's hand strayed to the horns, stroking the bony carapace.

"Nightshade islooking for them throughout the sys-tem. Marswon't be a haven for them any longer,
and we have to keep them safe, Embar Khair. | doubt whether any other geneticist hasthe skill, or the
technica knowledge, to do what hasto be done. And if this project of theirsfails, then Nightshade
triumphs. Y our job isto get them to Earth. Hide them for aslong as necessary”

Embar Khair inclined her armored head. "1 will do s0."

"Thengo."

Embar Khair strode across to the ship and touched her fingerstoitsside. A hatch hissed open,
responding to the engramswithin her armor. The carrying chair, bearing Yri and Yra, glided up into the
depths of the ship, which twitched like astartled scorpion as the hatch opened. Em-bar Khair followed.
Moments later, the ship spiraled up-ward, skimming over the Crater Plain and leaving the Memnaos

Tower far below. Embar Khair kept her gaze fixed on the growing maw of the Chain, and never once
looked back.

Dreams-of-War stared openmouthed at her armor.
"Y ou chdlenged Nightshade?'

"Y'ri and Yra, the Grandmothers, fled to Memnos from Nightshade, seeking sanctuary. They had
falen out with the rest of their clan, because they despised the Kami. But Nightshades wish eventually
prevailed upon Mars. Night-shade disapproved of most of the Changed—Mars had bred them long ago
for amusement and sport, not ultimate per-fection, and the Changed were seen as lesser beings, genetic
tinkering, nothing more. Essawas forced to—disappesr.

The Matriarch was imprisoned some time later in aMemnos coup and Nightshade equipped her
replacement with the means to control the scissor-women. | returned to Marsto seek out Essa, and that
waswhen | died.”

"But what did the Grandmothers come hereto do?"

"Theintention of the project wasto grow achild, one who would have the ability to chalenge
Nightshade."

Dreams-of-War felt a sudden glow of accomplish-ment. Hereit was, at last.
"The hito-bashira. What is she?"

"l do not know,” Embar Khair said. "'l was only the bodyguard.”
Dreams-of-War stepped back in disappointment.

"You don't know?"

"I know only that the undertaking wasimmensdaly dif-ficult, requiring years of study and preparation.
Yri and Yrawere geneticists of great renown. That isal | know."

"And what of these new ghosts of the ancient past? Do you remember the gaezelles?' She thought of
the ghost herd, their eectric demon gaze.

"I remember," the armor said.

"There have been further reports. | have been keeping in touch with Memnos, but | would not have
needed to. It isin dl the news-views. Over the last months, since we first saw the gaezelles, the sightings
of such ghosts have in-creased. Horned women striding the passages and under-way's of Winterstrike.



Fayed warriorsin armor made of thorns, manifesting in teahousesin Caud. WWomen from the Epoch of
Cold, whose flesh seems made of amber and ice.”

They wake, the oreagraph said suddenly.

"Close the matrix down," Dreams-of-War said. Black-light flickered and died. Embar Khair's spirit
screamed asit fled, leaving only the usud residue behind. And now the armor was starting to lose shape,
the fierce haf-face melt-ing into a gleam of green metal. Dreams-of-War reached out ahand. "Return to
me." The armor did so, enclosing her with hard comfort. Dreams-of-War stood on metal feet and,
protected once more, strode from the chamber.

The encounter had given her information, and more than that, strength: this reminder that she was not
aone, that the former inhabitants of the ancient armor were dl till with her. "Lonely,” however, was
another emotion that Dreams-of-War despised.

CHAPTER 3
Mars

"No one," the Matriarch said, "has been insde thisroom for ahundred years." They were standing
before ametd wall opposite the Tower room, Y skatarinaenvel oped in soot-colored furs, the Matriarch
in ceremonia red-and-black, from which she peered like atoad out of a hole. Behind the Matriarch
stood two of the excisseres: the scissor-fighters of Memnos. Both weretall, angular, with harsh, bony
faces. Y katarinafound it impossibleto tell one from another; they must be from the same growing-bag.
Both wore armor: afaded metallic black, pitted with strikes and gouges. Scissor-images flickered over
exposed flesh, holo-tattoo wounds that faded into instant scars and then were gone, only to appear again.
She was not sure whether it was art, reminder, or penance.

Y skatarinaraised an eyebrow. "It's been seded for dl thistime?!
"Someone was imprisoned here. Wdled in."

"Why?" Y skatarinawas beginning to enjoy needling the Matriarch, watching the woman's face grow
yet more pinched.

"l am not at liberty to say. Enough that you know that she was one of the Changed, a descendant of
the creatures of the Age of Children, and committed acrime againgt us. For that, she was placed in this
room, at the summit of the Tower of Memnos, and the door was welded shut. | do not know how long
shelived &fter that. It isirrdlevant.”

"So her corpseisgill inthere?' Y skatarinalooked toward the metal wall. She could see what might
have been afaint outline in the iron, perhaps a seam, perhaps no more than atrick of the light.

"If itisnot," the Matriarch said, with thefirst flash of anything approaching humor that Y skatarina had
yet seenin her, "l shdl bevery surprised.” She gestured toward thewadll. "Openit.”

The excisseres stepped forward, scissors clattering. Y skatarina frowned, imagining what it would be
like to be hunted by these women. Now, however, the razor-edged weapons remained on their meta
chains, secured to the bodices of the armor. The women carried flame-flowers, which they placed on
either side of the seam. Each touched the iron-hard stems, causing the leavesto rattle. Blue-white acid
gpat forth from the stamens, melting the welded door. Y skatarina stepped back, choking on smoke and
the musty smdll of old fungus, released asthe door fell clear.

"l shall gofirdt,” the Matriarch said. She stepped through the door, Y skatarina close on her hedls.

The thing that crouched in the corner of the room was much larger than a human being. Its head was
sunk into its breast. Pincer-hands rested limply on the floor before it, and around them were curled the



piny remnants of atail, disintegrated into individua vertebrae. The flesh had darkened to ablue-red, the
color of ancient meat, or per-haps, Y skatarinathought, this had been the origina shade of thething. It
reminded her of some of the beingsthat lived in the catacombs beneath the wastes of Nightshade, the
creatures she had occasiondly glimpsed bolting into the shelter of the frozen rocks. She wondered what
the be-ing's crime had been. It seemed to her that Memnos knew few enough limits.

The Matriarch was eyeing the remains with distaste. "1 did not think there would be so much I€ft,” she
muttered.

"A seded room, dry air... It hassmply desiccated,” Y skatarina replied. She found the mummified
remains both pathetic and repulsive.

"Itisvile" the Matriarch stated baldly. "Now, such acreature would never be dlowed to remain
here"

" Standards must have been lower in those days.”

"It isin part because of the crimes of thisthing that the Changed are kept away from Memnos. Shdll
we get on with it?" Y skatarinanodded. The Matriarch gestured to the excisseres. "Takeit down to the
matrix."

The scissor-women stepped forward and picked up the desiccated form.
"Careful!" theMariarch said. "It isfragile.”

Y skatarinafollowed them down the gairs to the chamber that contained the blacklight matrix. A
doctor was waliting, face grim beneath the medical hat. The ex-cisseres set the corpse down on the
couch beneath the matrix.

"Y ou redize thereis no guarantee of success, with something so old?" the doctor said.

"Doasl told you," the Matriarch replied. The doctor gave a shrug and began to manipulate the
dender black tubesthat were the generating device of the matrix.

Sound welled up, shivering the air and causing the hair to rise on the back of Y skatarinas neck. She
gaveasmdl smile of satifaction: This, and the cregping chill that cast itself over her skin, wasasuresgn
that the device was beginning to work. Then she remembered the last time she had been in thisroom, and
had to force herself not to turn away.

"You play it like aninstrument,” the Matriarch re-marked to the doctor, with an evident and unwilling
fasci-nation. "No matter how many times| seethis, it till causes wonderment.”

"Itisaningtrument, in part. It uses sound to conjure the particulates of spirit, to summon them through
from the Eldritch Realm and reassemble them. Watch."

The devicewas singing to itsdlf, aquick, thin song. The air sparked with blacklight. Sowly, asif seen
through heat haze or mist, an essence began to form around the dry thing that crouched on the floor.
Pincers clacked together and made no sound. A lipless face raised its gaze to the ceiling, mouth gaping.
Theimage overlay the mummified form, aghogt, indeed.

The Matriarch stepped forward. "I have questions! |I—"
"Wait," the doctor said. "Giveit timeto assemble.”

The phantom head siwung round to look at the Matri-arch. She found herself gazing into two great
dark eyes, lensed like the eyes of the Animus. The amilarity made her queasy. They wereflat and blank,
with no light behind them. The mouth moved. Moments later, a dry whispering emerged.

"l am dead," the thing said in wonder.



"Yes" Yskatarinaanswered. "Y ou died here a century ago." She glanced at the Matriarch for
confirmation. The

Matriarch gave asour nod. "Thiswoman has questionsfor you," she added.

"Firgt, | wish to ask you something,” the Matriarch said to Y skatarina. Then she turned to the doctor.
"Go." The doctor did so, without demur.

Y skatarina suppressed asigh. "Let me guess. Y ou once more wish for reassurance thet thisisno
trick?’Y ou want again to query how it will be that we can attest to the ac-curacy of the information that
thisbeing provides?"

"That iseadly enough ascertained, or S0 you have as-sured me," the Matriarch said tartly. "The
extraction of particular information, known to none other than this be-ing and mysdf, will be sufficient.
No, the question | haveisdifferent. | want to know how, having raised thisthing, we may contain it.”

"Its essence will disintegrate once the device is pow-ered down," Y skatarinasaid.

The Matriarchs moon-face seemed to swell, asif it were being pumped up. "But ghosts are even now
roaming the Crater Plain, infesting the city streets of Winterstrike. | do not want thisthing to crawl down
thewadlls of the Tower and start babbling critica information to dl and sundry™

The spirit turned its head dowly from sideto side. Y skatarinawondered how much it realy
understood.

"Thisisapure form, not infected by nanotech, asfar as| am aware. Its conjuration will, therefore, not
be sus-tained. It isenergy, rather than partia matter.”

"And you are sure of this?' the Matriarch asked.

"l am certain." Y skatarinalooked the Matriarch in the eye. She saw the flicker of doubt and tried not
to hold her breeth, for shelied to the Matriarch. She intended to keep this old being around for aslong as
possible. It, and the in-formation that it might still carry. First steps, Y katarinatold hersalf. Animate the
thing, and then gpply the means of contralling it.

"Then let usbegin,” the current Matriarch said. "'l must ask you to leave. Thisthing can provide
information that must remain confidential to Memnos. Y ou may return when | have completed my
inquiries”

"Of course. | understand,” Y skatarina said. She bowed her head, and let the excissieres lead her from

the room. The matrix would, she knew, record the sesson inits en-tirety, and transmit it to Nightshade. It
was not necessary for her to be present.

Later that evening, Y skatarina and the Animus dipped from the ship to stand in the shadows.
"Whereisit?' the Animus asked.

"There. That fourth window. Y ou can glimpse the blacklight within."

"They will have weir-wards on the windows."

Y skatarinasmiled. "There are advantages to being the purveyor of atechnology. 1 have deactivation
runes. Just get me up there."

She did her arms around the Animus's torso and clung to him. The Animus sailed upward, to hover
like abat outside the window of the blacklight chamber. Y skata-rinarisked a glance below. There was
no oneto be seen. A monstrous face swam out of the darkness, hissing. Neon flickered acrossitsjaws.

"Hush," Y skatarinawhispered. She leaned forward until her face was close to the visage, and



murmured the deactivartion sequence. The face, with acomica grimace of dismay, vanished. The
window lay before them, unprotected. The

Animusdrew closer. Y skatarina once more murmured an in-cantation, thistime to the haunt-lock.
The window opened without a sound. She climbed from the Animus's back onto the slll.

The body lay within, benegth the cold filaments of the matrix. It was still strapped to the couch. It
raised its head and looked at Y skatarina as she entered.

"Y ou were here before,” it said.
"Yes. I've cometo help you."
"I do not believe you. Y ou are of Nightshade," the thing said. "I remember Nightshade.”

Y skatarina flexed the sensors within her legs and squatted down beside the ancient thing. Y ou were
the Matriarch, were you not, a hundred years ago? Do you re-member two sisters? Yri and Yra?"

"Y es. They sought sanctuary with us. We sent them to Earth.”
"Do you know where they went? And what happened to the ship they traveled in?”

"1 will not tell you," the old Matriarch said. Feebly it raised itself up, hissing. Y skatarinaacted quickly
There were excisseres just beyond the door and she did not want them to hear. She touched a deep-pen
to the crearture's neck and it dumped back onto the high couch. Then she switched on the matrix and
whispered Elaki's se-quenceinto it.

She had never seen this particular function of the ma-trix before. It was different. The familiar sparks
darkened above the prone figure, forming spirds and coils of black-light. Then, as the sequence took
hold, the world opened up and Y skatarinafound herself staring down into the hellish abyssthat she had
glimpsed during her own modi-fication. Shefdl back, hand over her mouth, trying not to cry out. There
was adreadful sense of familiarity, recogni-tion, that sent her soul cowering within her.

Something rushed upward. She saw amouth agape in aglent shriek. Then it was gone, evaporating
into the fig-ure on the couch. The gap closed. The blacklight disap-peared, with aburst that hurt the
eyes. Y skatarina stepped forward and released the bonds. The thing on the cOuch sat up.

"l andive" it said, wonderingly. "1 have abody.”

"Yes, youdo," Yskatarinasad in relief. The Kami |ooked out a her from the former Matriarch's dull
gaze. Y skatarinaheld up asmall slver phia. "Thisisacopy of that which belongsto the current
Matriarch. My aunt gave it to me. It contains the substance that controls the ex-cissieres. And | now will
tell you what you must do, when you are strong enough. ...”

Fragrant Harbor
CHAPTER 1
MargEarth

Y skatarina held tight to the spiny claw of the Animus as the ship—a public carrie—wheeled over the
Crater Plain. Other passengers shifted and grumbled around them. She did not like being confined so
closdly with so many others, but at least al kept their distance from the Animus, eyeing it askance,
drawing skirts and robes aside.

From the view port, misted with droplets of ice, Y skata-rinacould seethe plainin its entirety, al the
way to the dopes of Olympus. The Memnos Tower rose up out of the red earth like a diseased finger.
Y skatarina, with atrace of wistfulness, remembered the gaezelles and wondered where they now ran.



Shewas pleased with her work at the Tower. She was confident, after afurther conversation with the
Kami that now occupied the body of the former Matriarch, that Memnos would be unableto tell the
difference. Very soon, now, the Kami would be able to carry out its task. She wondered that the current
Matriarch had taken the risk of reanimating the ancient thing, given Nightshade'sinvolve-ment. But
Martians were adways arrogant, always over-reached themselves.

Then there had been the emotion-wipe, of which few memories remained. Something about a shred
of flesh, and Elaki Stting on acrag... Nothing more than this, but when Y sSkatarinalooked within, to the
place where that turbulent storm of resentment and loyalty and love had raged, therewas only asmall
dark hole. Wonderful to fed nothing but hate for the woman who had threatened to take the Animus
away from her—no more conflict, no more tearing on the mind's rack. She felt whole for thefirst time
since childhood. Now she could begin to plan. Now she could keep the Animus safe. She did wonder,
for amo-ment, whether dl of her emotions had been smilarly im-planted, whether the bond that existed
between hersdlf and the Animus had artificid origins, but then she dis-missed the thought. That bond was
agiven; there was no voice within, telling her that it waswrong.

She had been luxuriating in hate for over two days now. Memnaos had done itswork well. 1t remained
to be seen whether they had dipped anything else past her men-tal guards: some small neura bomb.
There was nothing Y skatarina could have done about it if they had; they would just have to cross that
bridge when they cameto it. But she now had aweapon, in the form of the old Matriarch.

Thinking of this, Y Skatarinasmiled.

The ship flew on, arching past Olympus and around, across the cities that populated the eastern part
of the planet. The Small Sealay at the edge of the horizon, the green-blue glow of dgae forming avivid
contrast with the soil. One by one, the cities fell away: Caud, Winter-strike, Ardent, and Ord. Y skatarina
watched them pass without emotion. Soon, the ship reached the Martian edge of the Chain.

Night was falling over the South China Seawhen Y skata-rinas craft emerged from the Earth-end of
the Chain above the Kita Hub. Passengers stirred and muttered restlessly around her; she longed to be
aonewith the Animus. Shelooked through the view port to see an ocean of lights be-low, towers nailing
the sky. Along anarrow channel, boats starred a narrow harbor.

"What isthat city?'
"Fragrant Harbor," the monitor said. Itsvoice took on atinny qudity. "First city of theregion.”
"l canh seeidands.” Then, asthe ship turned, "Itis all idands”

She surveyed the ragged, esten edge of the coast. Hel pfully, the seat oreagraph sent a highlighter
running through the view port, so that each idand was delineated with atiny ring of light. There must have
been hundreds: arash of land.

"Ancient mountains and artificialy raised settlementslike Fragrant Harbor are dl that remains. The
city has been devoured by the sea, countless times, and each time built again.”

To Y skataring, used to the frozen wastes of Night-shade, it seemed strange to be looking down on
this great wash of ocean. It gave her aspinning, disoriented fedling, as though she stood on the deck of a
seagoing vessd rather than that of a spacecraft.

She sat impatiently until the-ship docked, then caught atransit into High Kowloon with the Animus.
Compared to the relative emptiness of Nightshade or Mars, the city felt packed. She could sensethe
pressof bodiesdl around her, fed the city going down and down into its multiple layers, buildings built
upon the wreckage of buildings.

"Thisisanold place,”" the Animus said, echoing her thoughts.



"Old and dying." She looked through the grimy win-dows of the trangit at the pedling paint of atemple
wall, ahail of gilt flakes catching the lamplight like golden snow. The bulks of the factory digtrict rose
ahead, symbols blaz-ing through the dark. The digtrict went on and on, seem-ingly unending. Figures
trudged by, carrying baskets, whedling carts, and Y skatarina realized that for much of thisworld's
people, little must have changed since the ear-liest days of history. For these women, Mars must be
noth-ing more than acruel, cold dream, and yet it ran their lives.

Eventudly they emerged from the factory digtrict. Streetslined with old mansions appeared,
half-hidden by treestrailing with moss. But these folk, too, would be de-pendent on the whim of Mars:. of
the Houses of Winter-gtrike, or Ord, and ultimately Memnositself. Y skatarina shifted in her seet and
forced open awindow. The scent of night jasmine and unburned fuel drifted through, catching at the back
of her throat. Thetrangt ground to ahat in front of atowering building, and Y katarinaat last felt safe.

Accompanied by the Animus, she made her way into the hotel lobby and was assigned to asuite at
the summit of the tower. Ascending in the sllent eevator brought back memories: of Memnas, of Tower
Cold. She probed the place where Elaki had lain like a serpent in her mind and again found nothing, only
apainless hollow. When she stepped out onto the hotel terrace, it was with an over-powering sense of
freedom. Fragrant Harbor stretched be-low, a sprawl of lamplight and shadow, neon and water glitter.

"Tomorrow wetravel north," shetold the Animus. "I have to make arrangements, speak to the
Mission, to find out what they have learned.”

The Animusflexed and coiled. "Y ou will sill follow Elaki's orders?”

"l want to discover just why thisgirl isso important to her. Why should it not be | who rulesin Tower
Cold?If I can gain an advantage over my aunt, | wish to do so."

"What of her ssters? Would you seek an aliance with them?”

"They betrayed Tower Cold," Y skatarinasaid. "What-ever one might think of Elaki, | could not trust
them.”

"And those in the Mission? They, too, are of the clan.”

"l remember the ones who went to the Mission, the nine ssters. Something about them horrified me. |
would be reluctant to encounter them again. Perhapsit wasjust that | wasonly achild... | will contact
them. And regard-ing other matters, Memnos has put me in touch with a war-madam who supposedly is
reiable”

"We could just disappear,” the Animus said with atrace of wistfulness.
Y skatarinaran ahand dong its gleaming hide. "And perhaps we will. But not yet."
After apause, the Animus said, "Do you know where we're going?"

Y skatarinanodded. "A place where no one will think to ook, that everyone except the old Matriarch
has forgot-ten. And perhaps Yri and Yra."

They |eft before dawn, flying north over the city,

Y skatarina clinging to the Animus's back. If anyone had looked up, they would have seen nothing
more than a shadow crossing the sky, and perhaps not even that.

By noon, flying high above the dappled expanse of seaand idand, they reached the end of the
Ydlow River estu-ary. The Animusflew low over sand flats and marsh, steaming with hest, to thetangle
of forested bluffs beyond.

"Not far now," the Animus said, voice half-swalowed by the wind.



"l can seeit! There, onthedliff."

Y skatarinalooked down at the thick walls of the house that had, many years before, belonged to the
skin-sgters of the Elder Elaki. The house, once amansion of massve stone, was now amost aruin, with
the sea en-croaching fast upon the cliffs on which it stood. Asthey flew lower, she saw that at some point
inits hisory some-one had constructed a veranda around its base, afrivolous, teetering edifice of moldy
wood, with astraw roof that had long since been eaten away by the seawinds. The verandawas
incongruous, addicate, rotting lace around the bulk of the mansion. The Animus descended to dight
upon it. Y skatarina did down from its back. There was not much left to explore. They set up arough
base in the inner court-yard, then went out to the surrounding jungle to search for any sgns of the lost
ship. They found no sign of it. Re-turning to the ruin, Y skatarina put two callsin to the anti-scribe and
waited.

Toward the end of the afternoon, the Animus glanced up to asky that was heavy with rain.

"Isthere any word from the Misson?' he asked.

"No, none." Y skatarinafrowned at the antiscribe. "I

can't understand it. The call went through. They should have responded by now. Y et there is nothing.”
"But at least the other has answered,” the Animus said. "Look."

Y skatarinalooked up. Something was floating down from the heavens. asmdl insectoid craft.
Y skatarina stood, legs braced, waiting for the arriva of the ship. It touched the rough boards of the
terrace and the hatch opened with a crackling snap.

A smooth-faced form stepped down to stand before her, robed in jet and tranducent armor.
Y skatarina frowned, wondering whether the featurel ess visage was amask, or the things own face.
Impossibleto tell whether it was metd, or seamless slvery skin. The eyeswere like wells, but asthething
turned its head, they seemed asflat asglass.

"You sent for me,” thething said inavoice like abell.

"Indeed. Thetarget has been located and her identity confirmed. Y ou areto kill those who guard her,
and bring her to me."

"My mistress wants assurance of payment.”

"l have sent a guarantee to your war-madam. It con-tains codes, secretsthat will become activated
upon com-pletion, assoon as | hear from you. | will speak with your mistress directly, in due course.”

"My migtress has asked for further clarification.”

"She cannot haveit," Y skatarinasaid sharply. There was a short, tense pause. She went on, "No, you
must bring the target here. Kill everyone else and secure the weir-wards at the mansion so that no one
elsecan getin. Thereissomething | wish to look for."

"l understand.”
"Then | shdll leave you to do your work."

The n performed a polite bow in acknowledg-ment of this courtesy, then spun, looking down
a itslong hands. A split opened up the length of each pam, to reved adouble row of splinter teeth.
Y skatarinawatched with curiogty. Carefully, the n adjusted the contents of itsjaw: blow-fumes
and needleswitches.

"l amready."



"Good," Y skatarina said. The ship rose up from the ve-randa, enfolding the assassin, and began the
long glide out to sea.

CHAPTER 2
Earth

The house seemed quiet today, Dreams-of-War thought as she made her way to Lunag's chamber.
Even the hum-ming of the growing-room, which usualy she could detect againgt the background murmur
of equipment and the oreagraph sensors, was muted. She wondered uneasily whether the enhancements
on the armor were mafunction-ing, whether the blacklight matrix had affected it.

Outsde the chamber Dreams-of-War paused for amoment. She could hear nothing within; perhaps
Lunae was adeep. She knocked lightly on the door. There was no reply. Frowning, Dreams-of-War
touched her pam to the lock release. The door glided open. Dreams-of-War stepped through. Lunae's
bed was shrouded behind the draperies and the blinds were drawn down over the win-dows, casting the
chamber into an underwater gloom. There was no sSgn of Lunae.

Somewhere beyond the window, someone was singing: athin, sweet song that captivated
Dreams-of-War. She stood mesmerized, her head on one side as the intricate notes fell around her, filling
the room. She gave no more thought to Lunae. The song held her, trapping her in aweb of sound,
running filaments dong the neural skeins of the armor un-til Dreams-of-War could not have moved even
if she had wanted to. Shefet no dismay at this, only fascination as she followed the song. She did not
even react when afigure stepped out from the shadows beside the bed: something tal, with aslvery face
and hollow eyes, dressed in black. I1ts mouth was pursed, asif whistling. It carried asword like aweb of
lights, athin katana curve that glittered through the air asit brought the sword down upon
Dreams-of-War's un-resisting head.

The world opened up. Dreams-of-War was faling through sudden space. She saw the sword whirling
againgt abackdrop of gars, spinning toward asun. A black form hurtled far bel ow, face openmouthed
with surprise. Dreams-of-War twisted to see agreat dark world rising to meet her. She cried out and a
hand curled around her wrist and pulled.

She was back in the chamber, sprawling on the floor-boards and gasping with outrage and fear. She
snatched her hand away from Lunae's grasp.

"It'sdl right,”" Lunae said above her, fierce asahunting cat. "l took it avay. You are safe”

L unaes memories of the n and what she had done with it remained hazy and blurred. She
recalled the gray plain and the dow-flowing river, aglimpse of stars and the way that the assassin's hand
had twisted in her own, asthough she clutched abestle in its death throes. But the memorieswere
incomplete, and faded as a dream fades once morning has begun.

After she had taken the n away and returned, the kappa had come, fussing and quivering, and
ingsted that L unae go to bed.

"Will Dreams-of-War be punished?' Lunae asked hes-itantly.
"l do not know."
"What was that person? Wasit one of the Kami, do you think?"

"Hush," said the kappa, in awhisper like the sea. She helped Lunae into bed and folded the covers
around her.

Lunae did not remember faling adeep, but suddenly, she was dreaming. She stood in a cavern of red
stone. Smokefilled the air, causing the sunlight to become uncer-tain.



"Wheream 1?' Lunae asked into nothing, and avoice said, "Why, thisis our home. Don't you know
it?'

Lunae turned to see awoman shrouded in layers of in-digo vells. She could not see the woman'sface,
and yet she was strangely familiar. The woman came to stand by her, and whispered secretsinto her ear
in an unknown lan-guage. Lunae knew they were secrets, for the woman smiled and put afinger to her
veiled lips, looking around her with thestrical covertness. The woman's voice was like the wind, asighing
rustlein thereeds.

"Who are you?" Lunae asked.
"Don't you know?' the woman said again.

L unae frowned, and the woman swept the veils aside. She was looking into her own face, perhaps
twenty years older, the eyes hollow and filled with dreadful things.

"No," Lunae said, and stepped back.

"I've been herefor such along time," the woman-who-was-herself said. "But now you're here to take
my place, and everything will bedl right." Before Lunae could utter aword of protest, she began to fade,
until there was nothing left except darkness and silence.

The next morning, Lunae awoke to find Dreams-of-War pacing the room. The Martian woman's
armor bristled; her footsteps crackled on the floorboards as though some kind of ectrica field had been
acti-vated. Dreams-of-War's face was as set as an angry marble statue.

Lunae sat up and swung her legs over the side of the bed. Dreams-of-War spun to face her.

"Wewill beleaving tomorrow. Y ou have your wish." Dreams-of-War's mouth compressed and
Lunae redlized the reason for her gpparent anger: Dreams-of-War did not like to fail. Lunae wondered
whether her guardian re-sented the fact that her charge had succeeded in the remova of the n,
where she hersdlf had not, and a sudden, curious emotion flooded through her, akind of dation. It was,
however, swiftly followed by dismay. She redized that Dreams-of-War would not take kindly to ef-forts
to reassure her.

"Where are we going?" she asked. Best to focus on the practicdities, Dreams-of-War was generally
good at those.

"A safer place than here. The Grandmothers have deemed it best that you are not informed.”

Dreams-of-War's eyes had narrowed into that don't ask questions look that Lunae knew so well,
but thistime she thought of the n'sface as she spirited it out of the room, out of the world and
beyond. Sheroseto her feet, looked her guardian full in theface, and said, "Tell me."

Dreams-of-War's gaze did not fater or fall. It waslike staring down awell. But after amoment she
sad camly, "Very well. We go to the Fire Idands, to the place where the kappa comes from."

"For how long? And how will we get there?' Lunae asked, excitement causing the words to spill out
one over the other like beansfrom ajar.

"How long depends. | have ordered alitter to fetch us at noon tomorrow and convey usto the
harbor. It isthe earliest that could be arranged.”

"What am | to take with me?* Lunae asked. The prospect of leaving Cloud Terrace was unsettling,
but swiftly overcome by excitement. She longed for tomorrow to come. Otherwise, shefelt, the
Grandmothers might change their minds, or Dreams-of-War might decide that she would be safer here.
At once, there seemed athousand possible obstaclesto the actudlity of leaving.



"l have asked the kappa to prepare suitable traveling attire." Dreams-of-War |ooked L unae over with
an gp-praising eye. "A pity we are not on Mars. Then you could fight for armor.”

"Did you fight for yours?' Lunae asked, wide-eyed. Dreams-of-War gave asmal, grim nod of
stifaction.

"Of course.”

"How many women did you haveto fight?'
"Five, inthefind rounds. Twelve, before that.”
"What happened to them? Did you kill them?”

"No, it israrely afight to the death. Four returned to the clan house, to undertake lesser work. One
ran off into the heights, and was never heard from again. Perhaps she fdll prey to bandits, or
men-remnants. | do not know." Nor greatly care, Dreams-of-War's expression said.

"l do not know how to fight," Lunae murmured, but suddenly it seemed afinething to learn.

Dreams-of-War said, with grudging approval, "It seems you have your own methods of dispatch.
However, if you wish to learn more conventional means, | will teach you. But for now, you will haveto
wat."

CHAPTER 3
Earth

Y skatarina paced the long veranda of the house, l0ok-ing out across the estuary. The Animus
crouched in adark corner, half-concedled in atumbling mass of jas-mine.

"It has not yet returned,” she said into the empty air. "It isvery late.”
"Perhgps something has delayed it," the Animus mur-mured.

"Perhaps. But it should have been back by now, bringing the hito-bashira withit. I'll contact its
war-madam." Y skatarinadgpped therail, splintering the wood. " Still nothing from the Mission, elther. Let
me look at the antiscribe." She began to unscroll thelittle device.

Traces of ancient woes showed in the foliage that sur-rounded the ruin; the flowers of the jasmine
emitted afaint, unpleasant glow once the sun had gone down.

Everything seemed sticky, asthough the air itsalf exuded aresin. Y skatarind's clothes and hair were
matted with it, and it crept into the joints of her artificia limbs. As she had lain awake that night, staring
into the perfumed dark-ness, she wondered whether it was not a product of an ob-solete chemical
weaponry, after al, but smply curdled hate, seeping from the walls of the mansion and fastening upon
hersdf, Elaki's dmogt-child. From what she knew of the relationship between Elaki and her long-lost
sders, it seemed dl too plausible an explanation. The newly formed hollow within her head had never
seemed so com-forting.

The ruin was very different from Tower Cold, from Memnos, and yet it till seemed to have some of
the same atmosphere, amiasma of wrath and disgppointment. Y skatarinaand the Animus were camping
out in the shat-tered, fire-blackened courtyard, deeping amid weedsin the hazy sunlight of the day,
waking once the comforting night had falen, to plot and plan.

"What are you going to do if the n does not re-turn?’ the Animus asked from his place benegath
the jas-mine. She could smdll him beneath the strong, sickly scent of the flowers: the odor of fungal musk,
the odor of Night-shade. "Will you hire another?



"1 will take steps. | have spoken to my aunt. Elaki isnot pleased. She demands results.” Y skatarina
shrugged. "Sheisold, querulous. | have honeyed her with promises, which she choosesto believe.”
Y katarina stretched, bal-ancing on deek plastic. There was such ddight in being ableto criticize.

In the scrub at the edges of the veranda, something moved. Y skatarinalooked sharply up from the
antiscribe. "What was that?'

The Animus uncoiled himself, centipede swift, and flowed over the Side of the veranda. Therewasa
brief thrashing in the bushes. The Animus emerged, bloody.

"Now thereisnothing there."

Y skatarinawent to the railing of the veranda and peered over. Something large lay onitsside,
twitching. She saw the dull gleam of too-large eyes, agaping hole where the mouth should have been.
Y skatarinafrowned.

"Woasthat human?'
"Once" the Animus said thickly.

The night air seemed suddenly bitter, the salt harsh againgt Y skatarina's skin. The taste of Tower Cold
was metalic insde her mouth. For amoment, it was as though the hollow in her head had becomefilled.
It felt like an in~vasion. She shivered once, and turned back to the anti-scribe.

An hour later, she sat back in disappointment, star-ing down at the antiscribe. "The assassin has
disappeared. I've been searching for it for an hour now. Thereisno sgn.”

"How s0?"' the Animus asked, puzzled. "Has someone removed itstracking device?"

"Thetracker is hardwired into its nervous system. Y ou could not remove it without removing the
whole of its neura network. | suppose that's one possibility.”

"What are others?"

Y skatarina spread her hands. "That it isno longer on Earth. But that isn't possible. Thetracejust
winked out, from one moment to the next. Evenif you put the thing in one end of the Chain and shot it
out of amaw, there would still be agradual decrease as it entered shadow-space and then the Eldritch
Redm. Where hasit gone?'

The Animus, wisdly, was silent. Y skatarinarose and walked to the end of the veranda, but thistime
shedid not stop. Treading carefully, she walked down the rickety steps, half-eroded with mold, and
down the cliff path to the shore of the Y ellow River estuary. Neon vegetation glowed, sickly with colors
that shifted in the moonlight. She should have felt more comfort in the darkness, she thought, but thiswas
nothing like Nightshade, nothing like Tower Cold. She could fed theweight of Earth press-ing in againgt
her, dl the guilt and pain of that ancient cra-dle.

I do not belong here. | was born on the system's edge.

But her ancestors had come from thisworld; they haunted her down the DNA line. Their whispering
had grown louder ever since the ship had docked at the Kita Hub. She did not know how long she
would be able to bear it. Suddenly shelonged for Tower Cold, for the famil-iar sghts of the
mourn-women preparing the canopies, for the shadows beyond the tower's portals.

But she did not long for the Elder Elaki. There were till things for which to be grateful.

Behind her, she heard the rustle and hiss of wings. The Animus spiraled lazily down the side of the dliff
with dactylate ease, waiting with his customary cour-tesy for her to set foot upon the estuary shore
beforedighting.



The shore was amess of black sand and brackish creeks, diding down the face of the bluffs, to seep
into the sea. It smelled of deeth. Ancient things occasionally washed up to lie putrefying upon the sand
until rotting down into skeins of cartilage and pools of flesh. Even the carrion birdsleft them done, asif
they were cursed. There was one here now, perhaps twenty feet in diameter. Impos-sibleto tell what it
had been. There were the suckered ropes of squid, the long tendrils of man-0'-war, along, feathery neck
ending in a spatulate head. A great dark eye stared hopelesdy upward.

Ignoring the smell, Y skatarina poked the thing with her toe. It wobbled for amoment, then was till.
Shethought of dl unnaturd things, of the Animus, and her-sdf. It would al cometo thisone day: theflesh
melting down into noxiousness.

Restless and alarmed, she marched back to the ruin to seeif there had been any word from the
assassin or from the Mission. To her annoyance, there was not.

But there was amessage.

The settlement was perched high on the edges of acliff. At some point, the seahad sheared it avay,
so that where there had once been houses and atemple, there was now only ajumble of ochre rock
marked by afew ragged posts, and awooden platform that had once formed the templ€'s main entrance.

Y skatarina stood in the cold wind from the sea, wrapped in black fur. She had chosen to wear gloves
for this appointment, not wanting her hands to be noted too closdly. Her face was half-hidden by ahood
and the eye-visor.

Behind her, a the entrance to where the temple had once been, stood a demon with a curved and
upraised sword. Its lips were stained with blood, which Y skatarinaknew to be red. The Animus had
whispered thisto her in the moments before Y skatarina had sent him away to circlein the cloudy upper
ar abovetheidand.

Now, she waited for her appointment to come, patience swiftly running out. The being, akappa, was
aready late, yet it had been the one to approach her, had |eft that dis-quieting message on thelittle
antiscribe. First the disap-pearance of the assassin, then the Mission's sillence, and now this... She had
again arranged for more creatures to be sent, but she did not hold out hope. The denizens of Cloud
Ter-race would be on their guard.

She had told them to strike at the Martian first. With Dreams-of-War out of theway, the
Grandmothers could be more easily dedt with. And Lunae hersdf wasjust agirl, despite her powers.

Y skatarina had formed her own opinions of the peo-ple known as the kappa, involving timidity,
inferiority, lack of real will. She knew little enough about them. They were the dregs of Earth, the
remnants of ancient error. Y et how had they known where to find her? How had they ob-tained her
coordinates? It did not accord with the image of an underclass.

Impatient, she roamed about the platform, then turned to see that the kappa was finaly here,
waddling and wheezing across the platform toward her. Y katarinafelt arisng distaste. Old error, yes,
but so were the gaezelles of the Martian plain... She could not help but make comparisons.

"Sorry, sorry," the kappa panted. "There was delay, the storms..."
"Thisdoesn't concern me," Y skatarinasaid.
"Of course, | understand...”

"My timeislimited. | need information.” Y skatarinalooked down into abland yellow gaze. "In your
message you spoke of a ship, sent from Marsto Earth, one hundred years ago. A ship that Nightshade
believes may contain the details of a secret project, to breed a creature called a hito-bashira. And how



did you find me?"

"Asto finding you, the place where you are staying is known to us from the old days. We keep a
watch. And we do know of an ancient ship,” the kappa said, "but not of its exact location.”

Briefly, Y skatarina closed her eyes. "Then do you know who does havethisinformation?*

"Comewith me," the kappa said. She turned and began waddling toward the entrance to the former
tem-ple. With aglance up at the Animus, Y skatarinafol-lowed.

The kappadisgusted Y skatarina: the stout, sweating form, the anxious manner, the stringy hair. She
thought again of the long legs of the gaezdlles, her own atificid limbs, the Animus's deek winged shape.
These lesser people should not exist. Nothing ugly should exist. But for the mo-ment, the kappawas
useful, and could be used. Let her believe that Y skatarinawould give her something in ex-change.

"See?' the kappa said, pointing.

Y skatarinalooked in the direction indicated by the kappas thick finger. But at that moment, there
was ashriek from the heavens and the Animus dropped like astone. Y skatarinawhedled around, just in
time to avoid the swing of the demon's sword. It was wielded by a second kappa, thinner and swifter,
with the green light of fury in her eyes. Y skatarina blocked and the sword skittered from her arm, striking
sparks. Behind her, there was awailing cry asthe Animusfel upon her informant in atangle of black
pines.

The kappa" wielding the sword rushed forward. Y skatarina struck up and out, grasped the kappa's
dimy wrigt, twisted, and sent the sword flying across the plat-form. She killed the kappawith astrike to
the throat. The Animus had dready seen to thefirst.

"Throw them into thesea" Y katarinainstructed, drawing along, calm breeth. "And then let usbe
gone.”

CHAPTER 4
Earth

The missive came to Dreams-of-War in amogt old-fashioned way: borne within the body of a
semiartificial cricket. The creatures had, she knew, been formed for gambling purposes. They were
durable, ingenious, put up many good and long-lasting fights, and the war-madams of the city fringes had
once prized them as aMartian might prize her armor. But fashions changed and moved onward, to more
impressive forms of battle. So when, shortly after her conversation with Lunae, the cricket soared in
through the window, Dreams-of-War initidly thought that it was aliving insect. She swatted at it witha
casua hand, but the armor’'s servos powered in and caught it gently within her mailed figt.

Dreams-of-War looked down. The cricket lay whirring in her hand, legs twitching. Coils of brass
spun outward, flickering with smdll fire. The cricket legped, to land with aclatter on the metal edge of the
bed. Letters formed across Dreams-of-War's pam, glowed with neon brightness before fading to afaint
gtain on the skin of the armor.

We must talk. Meet me in the teahouse next to the fortress-temple of Gwel Hei. Four o'clock.

There was no signature, and no indication from whom the message had come. Dreams-of-War
frowned, scenting traps. She looked for the cricket, which was now sitting on thewindows!|. Before she
could make amove, it was gone, sailing out into the waning sunlight.

She spent the next hour or so in someindecision. At last, however, the need for action overwhelmed
her. Firgt, she went to see Lunae. The girl was deeping, so Dreams-of-War did not disturb her. Instead,
she made sure that the room was warded. She was unable to find the kappa and, reining in her



annoyance, she headed out into the fading day.

Night came early at these latitudes, and the sky above Fragrant Harbor was dready diminishing to the
color of an old rose. Acrossthe water, the lights of the tenements were beginning to burn. The great
torch that stood at the en-trance to the fortress-temple of Gwei Hel sent a column of smoke up against
the evening sky.

Dreams-of-War headed swiftly down through the narrow streets, dodging the litters and steamcarts
that filled the alleys. People eyed her askance as she passed, but Dreams-of-War ignored them. To the
sdes of the streets, braziers spilled hot coa-smoke and the fragrance of crisping seaweed into the
evening air. At the bottom of the stepsthat led from the Peak she ran into a col-umn of festival goers,
firecrackers sngpping around their feet. They wore masks of moths, with long, trembling antennae. They
spun around her, never quite touching, moving with somber purpose, as though her presence among them
was a choreographed part of their dance. Smal cymbals clattered arrhythmicaly in their hands. There
seemed to be no pattern to the sounds that they made and it affronted Dreams-of-War's sense of order.
She stood 4tiff and Hill, waiting as they flowed around her. She could seethe glint of their eyesthrough
the feathery masks. Their gaze was dull and inward-looking. Some narcotic, no doubt. A variety of
substances were rife among the little splinterings of the city's many cults. She would have felt more
comfortable if those eyes had con-tained athrest.

Dreams-of-War squinted upward as the last moth-masked woman passed her by, longing for
emptiness. Earth, she had long since decided, had too many peoplein too small a space, and most of
them seemed to be crammed into the eroding confines of Fragrant Harbor. At last she was out onto the
dock.

Theferry, an ancient black hulk, rode low in the warter. The steersvoman was dready pulling away.
Dreams-of-War legped the few feet from the dock, landing with a clatter on the gangway. Passengers
moved hastily aside. Dreams-of-War thrust a handful of coins at the steers-woman and strode up the
steps onto the upper deck, seek-ing fresher air. When she grasped therailing for balance, the palm of her
armor came away encrusted with salt and rust. She stood back, reluctant to entrust her weight to therail.
The seaheaved below, heavy with oil and afilm of garbage, mainly fish debris. There was astrong smell
of rotting vegetables and weed.

From here, she watched theidand fal behind as the ferry made the short crossing to High Kowloon.
The tene-ments were amass of shadows and light against the ruby sky. The mansion district was clearly
vigble a the summit of the Peak, asdistinct in its own way and place as the Memnos Tower.
Dreams-of-War frowned, thinking of the Grandmothers, of Lunae. She did not likeleaving the girl, even
for this short span. Her thoughts returned with ob-sessive regularity to that conversation with the
Grand-mothers, who had told her so little, less even than Memnos. And aso to the conversation with the
shade of Embar Khair.

She turned her back on theidand and Cloud Terrace and stared grimly ahead as the ferry wallowed
toward High Kowloon.

It took Dreams-of-War some time to find the teahouse amid the maze of passagesthat led up from
the High Kowloon side of the harbor. By the time the ferry docked, the sky had hazed to twilight, and the
High Kowloon side was not aswell lit as the dopes around the Peak. Dreams-of-War clambered up
steps and around the poles of awnings, curaing beneath her breath. The quickest route to the temple was
through the labyrinth of the jade mar-ket. She strode past skeins of water-colored necklaces, small gods
the shade of frogs and leaves, carved lotus and pam. The jade sellers, dressed in the traditiona black
with the mark of the trade stenciled upon each cheek, were careful not to look at her directly as she went
by, but she felt their eyes on her as she passed.



Then shewas again out into the musty twilight and at last came dongside the temple wal: amass of
polished, ancient brick. She could smell incense, something sharp and pungent, overpowering the odor of
the garbage that was piled up against thewalls.

The teahouse stood at the end of the adjoining street: atottering structure squeezed onto the end of a
tenement.

Trailing plants, spidery in the haf-light, sprawled from the bal conies of the upper storys. Dim radiance
spilled out onto the street. Dreams-of-War paused, uncertain, then strode up the steps.

The teahouse was empty Taking care to keep her back to the wall, Dreams-of-War moved
cautioudy into the room: ajumble of chairs and tables. An enormous steam-ing urn was set on abrazier
at thefar end. Stairsled to an upper room; she could hear the murmur of voices. Dreams-of-War went
upward.

Before she reached the upper room, however, some-one stepped out onto the small halfway landing.
Reflex-ively Dreams-of-War activated the hand wegpons of her armor, but even as her arm flashed up
she saw that the fig-ure was that of akappa.

"Don' gtrike," the kgppa said quickly. "It'sme.

"Nurse?' Dreams-of-War frowned. She could not tell one of the creatures from another, and bundled
up asthey dl were, it was dmost impossible to tell them apart by dress. "What are you doing here? |
thought you were back at Cloud Terrace.”

"Come," the kappa said. She ushered Dreams-of-War through a curtain into asmall adjoining niche.
There was the reek of teaand old opium: acoarse, burnt smell. "We cannot talk at Cloud Terrace. Too
many eyes. Too many spies. The tentacles of the oreagraph spread everywhere.”

"It was you who sent the cricket?"
"ltwasl."
"What'sgoing on?"

"I need to talk to you about the Grandmothers,” the kappa said. "'l need to hear your thoughts,
warior."

The kappas eyes gleamed in the dimness. She spoke with decision, with no trace of the dithering
fussnessthat Dreams-of-War had adways associated with the nurse.

"What do you know of them, Dreams-of-War?' Some-how it was a shock to hear the kappa speak
her actual name. Normally, the nurse made do with a sort of deferen-tiad mumble.

"I know very little," Dreams-of-War said, taken aback. She did not want to reved to the kappa how
much knowl-edge she possessed. " The Grandmothers are rumored to be ancient.”

"And sothey are”

"How do you know this?' Dreams-of-War almost added, You are only a kappa, but for once
thought better of it. The kappa echoed her, however.

"Because | am only alesser creature?' The wide, lipless mouth widened into something that could
have been asmile. "You arelearning tact... | madeit my businessto find out, because | care about
Lunee"

"But wheredid you find out from?'

"From my people. No one pays any attention to us. But we are everywhere. In the factories and



wharves and warehouses, in the spacedocks and the shipping runs. In the homes of therich and
powerful, tending their young as they emerge from the growing-chambers. Menid. Invis-ble." The kappa
gaveashrug. "Everywhere.

Slowly Dreams-of-War nodded. "1 see.”
"What if | wereto tell you that the Grandmothers origindly came from Nightshade?!

Dreams-of-War tried to dissemble. "Why are you telling thisto me? Y ou know | am awarrior of the
Matri-archy and in the Grandmothers hire. How do you know | won't report straight back?"

"Because you lovethegirl. | know about your mater-nal modifications. Y ou don't likeit, do you? But
you won't betray her." The green gaze sharpened. "Will you?'

"No," Dreams-of-War said after apause. "1 will not.”
"And you do not seem surprised to learn of the Grandmothers origins.

"l have reason to believe," Dreams-of-War said care-fully, "that there have been links between
Nightshade and Memnos for some consderabletime.” There. That was sufficiently opague.

The kappas gaze sharpened.
"Of course there have. Nightshade gave haunt-tech to the Matriarchy. Everyone knows that.”

Oh, forget intrigue. It'stoo complicated. Dreams-of-War related her conversation with the armor
to the kappa.

"How interesting. The kappa know about the ship, but | didn't know the details.”

"The Grandmothers would seem to have fdlen out with Nightshade," Dreams-of-War said, "over the
issue of the Kami. And the Kami appear interested in Lunae.”

"] think it was dmost certainly the Kami who sent the assassin. Lunae meets a possessed woman in
the street; ashort time later, a death-dedler dips past the weir-wards."

"And what do you know about the Kami?"

"All that weredlly know," the keppa said, "isthat they come from Nightshade. | think it'stimewe
investigated them.”

"That meansthe Mission. Therésno way in. People havetried.”

"Thereisaway," the kappasaid. "My people know of it. It runs under the pier that houses the meat
market. It's arunoff from an old culvert that takes the blood down into the rendering tanks."

"It will have to be done today, then. We leave tomor-row, asyou know." -

"l suggest this evening, when the market closes,” the kappa said, with narrowed eyes.

"And you want me to be the oneto run therisk," Dreams-of-War said.

"You areawarrior," the kappareplied blandly.

"Indeed." Dreams-of-War and the nurse stared at each other for amoment.

"l do not want to be too long away from the house," the kappa said finaly. "And neither should you."

The nurse left through asmall door at the back of the empty downstairs room. Dreams-of-War
walked back out onto the street. Crowds of people drifted past. She saw kappa, human, other modified
beings. For thefirgt time she was moved to wonder about the Changed: what se-crets they might hold,
what desires they might cherish. Somehow she had never thought of such beings astruly redl. The kappa



hersalf had been nothing more than amumbling nursemaid, a convenient servant with little more
intelligence than a plainshound. Now, this was re-veded not to be the case. Dreams-of-War did not like
fed-ing foolish, or wrong.

She strode angrily down the crowded streets in the di-rection of the harbor. She had not gone very
far down one of the Streets of steps when afamiliar throng stepped from the shadows. Ther faces were
conceal ed behind the masks of moths. Their eyes were dead. They carried blades. And they rushed
toward her in aslent mass.

Dreams-of-War kicked up and out, scything aside ablade. Its bearer hissed and whistled—weird,
in-human sounds that were immediately familiar. The as-sassin had sounded like this. Two others rushed
forward, moving in aquick, strange crouch. Sonar pinged from the surface of walls and armor, or so the
remote voice of Embar Khair informed her. Her assailants were communi-cating.

Dreams-of-War struck down with a hand-prong be-tween the trembling proboscis of the moth-mask.
The dull eyesdid not change as the thing crumpled. Seizing the blade, she wheeled around and cut
through two others. They fel messily in haf without a sound. Dreams-of-War glanced at the bloody
blade with approva. She liked sharp things. And the creatures were revealed as or-ganic; blood and
dimeand athick, sticky ichor that coated the blade like lace. But acloser glimpse reveded the glint of
metal deep within—not so organic asdl that, then.

Now there was only one moth-mask, dancing forward, sting-gun raised. It fired. Dreams-of-War
threw hersdf to the ground, rolling over and lashing out at the as-sassn's shins. Again, the blade diced
through flesh asthough it were bean curd. Truncated, the assassinfell. A sting shot upward and fell short.
The assassin lay twitch-ing. Dreams-of-War snatched off the mask. A rudimen-tary face wasreveded: a
dit of amouth, the round dim eyes. As she watched, the face shriveled and desic-cated, likealeaf ina
flame. Beneath, there was only smooth silver.

"Who areyou?' Dreams-of-War demanded. "What are you? Answer me!"

But the assassn was dlent. A tiny hole appeared at the base of this new mask, pursed in and out,
before puckering once and sinking into smoothness. The nlay bleed-ing at her feet, the blank
slver countenance becoming dull and rubbery. Soon, it held no more vitaity than an un-stringed puppet.

Dreams-of-War, after ashort internal debate, |ooked about her. No one could be seen. She hoisted
what re-mained of the assassin across her shoulder and set off in search of arickshaw.

CHAPTER5
Earth

| do not know what it is," the kappa said, as they stood staring down at the remnants of the n's
corpse.

"Y ou've never seen anything like it before?' Dreams-of-War asked. They had peeled back the silver
counte-nance, first with care, and then with impatience as the surface proved hard to remove. Thething
was like an onion, its face constructed from layers. Eventudly, how-ever, they had cometoitstrue
physique: ademihuman visage with no nose or hair and alamprey's mouth. Needle teeth ringed around
hole; within was aseries of seg-mented grinding edges.

"Not as such. It'sadeath-deder of somekind. I'm not sure exactly what. There are many variations:
the war-madams breed them. It has some kind of reptilian her-itage,” the kappa said. "See? It has
vedigid scaes”

"But who sent it? The Kami ?"



The kappasighed. "Mogt likdly. Y our guessisasgood asmine.”

"We had best put it in the freezer until we can work out what to do with it, or find out where it's come
from, or both."

"That doesn't leave much time."

"Best we find out as much as we can, then, as quickly as possible. This supposed entrance to the
Mission. Do you have details? Plans or maps?”'

"Thereisamap.”

“I'll go now." Dreams-of-War paused. "Watch Lunae closdly while | am gone. Sheisgrowing
increasingly rest-less. | don't want anything to go amissbeforewe leave."

"Y ou cannot blame her," the kappa pleaded.
"Who sad anything about blame?"

With the kappa's directions safely downloaded into her armor, Dreams-of-War made her way
through amaze of streets, avoiding as much as she could of thelitter that strewed the rough concrete.
The stepsthat led down toward the harbor were dimy with weed and mol dering vegetables, but the way
was a |least clear. Between the tee-tering tenements, the garbage covered the fird three so-rys.
Dreams-of-War wondered whether anyone lived in those lower tenements, and concluded that they
amost certainly did. Temporary shacks had been constructed on the current level of the garbage; wan
faces peered forth. The makeshift roofs, sheets of corrugated plastic salvaged from the flooded ruins at
the city's edge, were already coated with litter thrown from the summits of the tower blocks.

Dreams-of-War grimaced and carried on, shouldering her way through muttering passersby The
armor prickled, sensng their didike, but Dreams-of-War remained indif-ferent. The assassins sonar had
proved impossible to de-crypt, but the armor had nonethel ess retained an imprint of it. If there were any
more of the things, Dreams-of-War would be derted. She could not help but fed agrim satis-faction. It
was amogt reminiscent of her dayson Mars.

The eastern entrance to the meat market lay at the end of the steps: columns of soot-blackened stone
marked with ancient symbols so eroded by acidic rain that they were barely visible. One of theiron gates
was dready drawn across the entrance, Sgnifying that the market was about to close. Dreams-of-War
dipped quickly through the gate and entered the main hall.

Thefloor was dick with black blood, dripping from the carcasses that hung on hooked racks from the
celling. Dreams-of-War |ooked up to see cylinders of mesat: head-less torsos hung on metal bolts. Each
torso ended in asmooth stump. These were tank-grown things, only aive in the barest sense of the word,
grown in the vats that cov-ered the roof of the meat market and extruded forth to be bled and butchered.
Dreams-of-War wondered vagudly what kind of anima these things had once come from, what
combination of genes had gone into the mix to make these huge sausages of flesh. The meat was not
uniform: Some of the cylinders were dark and mottled, marbled with pale veins of fat, while otherswere
composed of atranducent white mest, veined like the rings of atree. A thin stream of blood was
channeled into araised culvert, leading to a sequence of vats.

The lamprey-mouthed ns had dmost certainly been vat-grown. The more she thought about
them, the more convinced she became that they were someone's private army. But whose? The kappa
was busy making inquiries and Dreams-of-War was startled to redlize that she actualy trusted the nurse
to come up with something. But it took power to raise creatures of that level of sophistication, ade-gree
of power that was equivaent to aMartian's.

Memnos's excissere squads were claimed to be ruth-lessin cutting back those who sought to



challenge Martian authority. But Dreams-of-War distrusted the say-so of her mistresses. Who knew
what lay in the northern lands, be-yond Kamchatka and the Fire Idands? The excisseresrarely seemed
to venture beyond the lands of the Y ellow River, beyond the Thibetan city states, beyond the Rift or the
Altai queendoms or Andea: the settled mountain lands of the middle planet. At present, the only capacity
to find answerslay with the kappa.

She was not disturbed by the meat market. The sight of the meat did nothing for her appetite. This
was not freshly hunted and dain, and as such had little gppedl for her. But the smdll of the blood was
invigorating. Dreams-of-War stepped carefully around the pools that had accumulated on the stone floor
and walked to the edge of the chamber. She could hear voices coming from behind the row of vats.
Stepping closer, shelistened. Idietalk, nothing more, re-garding technical mattersfor which
Dreams-of-War had no concern. She moved on, seeking discrepanciesin the wals, the armor measuring
echo distances to search for gaps and spaces behind the stained brick. If the entrance to the Mis-sion lay
anywhere around here, Dreams-of-War intended to find it.

The depths of the market were cavernous. Behind the racks of hanging meat lay the way to the
growing-chambers. Spird stairways led upward. Dreams-of-War craned her neck, seeing the faint
shapes of the tanks through the plastic celling. There waslittle of interest up there. She moved around the
walls, concentrating on the information filtered back by the armor.

Then awoman stepped out of thewall. Dreams-of-War |egped back. There had been no warning of
her pres-ence. The woman was smdll, dark-haired, dant-eyed. There was avapid vacancy to her face.
She stood before Dreams-of-War, evincing no surprise, saying nothing.

"l waslogt," Dreams-of-War said abruptly. "1 was searching for the payment section. Perhaps you
can advise me?" Dissembling did not come naturally to her, but it sounded a reasonably convincing
excuse. Thewoman re-mained dlent, only stared.

"Did you hear me?' Dreams-of-War said. The woman's head tilted dowly back. She opened her
mouth and emit-ted a high-pitched hiss. Then her form blurred and shifted, as though she were nothing
more than a badly tuned image.

"You arelogt?" avoice said from behind her. Dreams-of-War spun around to seeasmall group of
women clad in blood-soaked overdls. One of them held amesat cleaver. "Perhaps we can advise you.
Themain gateisinthisdirec-tion.”

"What iswrong with your coworker?' Dreams-of-War asked as the woman dunk away.
"Wrong?'
"Thereis something the matter with her eyes. She hissed at me. Sheis possessed, isshe not?"

The women murmured among themselves. One said, "Sheis not thefirst. There have been othersthus
afflicted— most often those who are lacking in their wits. They walk the streets endlesdy, seeking
something. Often they claw and bite at others. Sometimes they talk in alanguage that no one can identify
like mad people. But it isjust one of many woesthat afflict us. There are ahundred diseases a any given
time." She spoke with indifferent despair. " And many other afflictionsareworse."

Dreams-of-War frowned. "'Isthere no medicd provi-son?

"Against so much sickness?' Now the woman's face was no longer placid. ™Y ou do not know how
we live, Mar-tian witch. Y ou do not know what we suffer. Y ou've seen the city. What wonder that
plaguesinfest it?

"Then do something about it," Dreams-of-War said. "Y ou do not haveto livein squalor.”



"What would you have us do? Spend time and energy throwing the refuse of athousand yearsinto the
sea? The waves are edting in upon Fragrant Harbor. Already land has been lost thisyear. The seasrise
higher and nothing can be done. We cannot keep raising the city forever. The edges of the idands are st
marsh and soon they will be gone. Thereisno more land on Earth. Our daughterswill have to taketo the
boats or die."

"Itistheway of things,” Dreams-of-War said uneasily.

"But once there was the meansto contral it. The Dragon-Kings. The great beings who rose out of the
seas when the world began to sink, who worked in harness with humankind to keep the waters back.”

Dreams-of-War smiled, remembering the tapestries that hung on thewalls of Cloud Terrace,
depicting ancient gods. "The Dragon-Kings are amyth, nothing more.”

"No, that isnot s0," another of the women said, very earnest. "They have been seen by sallors, out
upon the deep. They are ill here. If their worship was restored—"

"Y ou should not put your faith in fairy tales" Dreams-of-War told her, askindly as she could.
"Itisnotade." Thewoman glared at her.

Dreams-of-War sighed. " Show me back to the en-trance, then. Perhapsitisbestif | leaveyou to
your work."

She dlowed the women to conduct her back to the beginning of the meat market, and there she
waited, fidg-eting with impatience behind a pitted pillar. The sky dark-ened to rose. Shortly after twilight
had fallen, the women emerged from the meat market, till clad in their blood-stained wraps and robes.
They moved with quick, shuf-fling steps, murmuring to one ancther in hushed voices, looking neither right
nor left. Informing the armor to re-main vigilant, Dreams-of-War crept back to the iron gates and picked
the lock.

The market was dark and silent, reeking of the day's bleeding. Mindful of the Kami she had seen,
Dreams-of-War walked warily, directed by the kappa's map, until she reached the place where the
culvert raninto thewal. It was only just large enough to accommodate her, with the armor thinned until it
was no more than adeek film of skin.

The culvert stank, not only of blood, which would have been quite acceptable, but of other
substances that she was unable to identify. What exactly was the blood rendered into? Food products of
some description, no doubt, at the cheaper end of the comestible chain. She fol-lowed the stained
passage to the point indicated by the kappas map. There was no sign of any opening.

"Armor? Where do | go from here?'

"Thereisavariancein the texture of thefloor,” the ar-mor said after a pause. Dreams-of-War knelt
and placed ahand in thetrickle of blood that still seeped through the culvert from the day's catch. She
could fed abolted pandl, some two feet in diameter. Dreams-of-War began to prize it apart.

The boltswere rusted tight. Cursing, Dreams-of-War used dl the implementation of which the armor
was caparble, and after much wrestling, wrenched the panel free. Blood dripped stickily into the resulting
hole. Cautioudy, Dreams-of-War lowered hersdf into it. There was a short drop and she dmost dipped
on the bloody patch benegath. At least there was now only asingle option open to her. A narrow passage
led onward, canted sharply down.

Clearly, no one had been along here for many years. She wondered what the passage had origindly
been: per-haps a drainage system of some sort. It was dank and smelled of the sea. Pools and puddies
formed on the floor, and occasionaly she wasforced to clamber over drifts of refuse that seemed to have



washed in from e sawhere. The wallswere dick with patches of weed.

Dreams-of-War was starting to consider that the pas-sage might end in the ocean that lapped at the
evereroding shores of Fragrant Harbor, when she came to an abrupt halt. Something was blocking the
way. Bemused, Dreams-of-War put out a hand and touched a smooth surface, like warm glass. The
lights of the armor reflected nothing, but the barrier was quite impenetrable. This must be thewall of the
Mission, running down far into the earth. Dreams-of-War tried to cut through, but the hand-tools of the
ar-mor merely glanced off without making a scratch. Frustrated, Dreams-of-War pressed her faceto the
barrier and peered inside.

She could see something within: columns of apae, insubstantial substance that writhed like smoke.
And there were facesingdeit, forming and fading like the metal visage of Embar Khair. Dreams-of-War
counted nine of them. Thefaceswere dl alittle alike, with puffy cheeks and lank black hair. But now
they had seen her. They be-gan to cluster to face the barrier.

"Help us" she heard them cry. "Set usfree! They have imprisoned us, moved on. Set usfree...” The
voices bore the unmistakable quality of powerful haunt-tech; the hair rose at the back of
Dreams-of-War's neck. Before she redl-ized what she was doing, she was backing away, then turn-ing
to run down the passage, toward the meat market and the night beyond.

TheFireldands
CHAPTER 1
Earth

The next day, the hours before noon seemed interminable. Eventualy, Lunae grew tired of kicking her
heels on the bed and made her way to the uppermost part of the tower. She curled up once more on the
windows|l and stared out across the harbor. There was afine mist this morning, blurring the contours of
the city Shipsdrifted through the fog like spirits, their lights soft asflowers, but a shaft of sunlight bathed
the Pegk. Farther dong the sl lay the silk-moth chrysdlis, where Lunae had left it. She watched it, hoping
that it would split and release the moth into the morning air, but the chrysdisremained astightly sedled as
alotus bud. It crossed her mind that she might once more accelerate time, win afew daysfor the
slk-moth, but something held her back. Today was her timefor flight, not the moth's. Still filled with fear
that her leaving would, after all, be prevented, she jumped from the window seat and ran back down to
her room. The kappawas waiting.

"The Grandmothers wish to see you before you go," the kappa said.

The nurse seemed agitated, her thick fingersfluttering about the folds of her clothing. Lunae followed
her along the corridors. The Grandmothers were waiting, bright-eyed and spidery, amid the hangings of
the bed. There were no last-moment revelations of pride or love. Right-Hand did most of the talking,
echoed in a senile mumble by her companion.

"Dreams-of-War hastold you where you are to go. Obey her; do not rely too heavily upon your own
judg-ment. Remember that you havelittle experience and are till unformed. We will send messages. Do
not think we will forget about you." Right-Hand beckoned. "Come closer.”

With reluctance, Lunae did so. Left-Hand seized her wrigt, pulling her down onto the bed. L eft-Hand
smdlled of old, musty flesh; flesh that had lived too long, L unae thought. She would rather be closeto the
kappa, with her shore and seaweed odors, than the Grandmothers.

"Remember what you are," the Grandmothers hissed. "Now go. Thelitter iswaiting for you."
Right-Hand gave Lunae a push, none too gently. Lunae |eft the Grandmoth-ers chamber and did not
look back.



Dreams-of-War was standing on the steps of Cloud Terrace, impatiently tapping an armored foot.
"Have you seen the Grandmothers?* she asked.

"es"

"And?Did dl gowdl?'

Dreams-of-War's face was as anxious asit could be, so Lunae answered only, "Y es. We discussed
the voyage. | anto obey youindl things.

"You cantdl meadl about it inthelitter. It'sa the gate. But firdt, there is something we must do."

Today Dreams-of-War's armor was covered with por-cupine spines; her head rose above a column
of linked sted rings. Sheis afraid, Lunae thought. She bristles.

"Comewith me," Dreams-of-War said. She marched down to the mansion's blacklight chamber,
normally a place where L unae was forbidden to go.

"What are we doing here?' Lunae asked. Dreams-of-War closed the door behind them.
"Armor!"

L unae watched asthe armor flowed from Dreams-of-War's body, leaving her stlanding in her
underhamess, as hard and marmored as Lunae had imagined her. The ar-mor's shattered head turned
toward itsmistressin inquiry and Lunae stared at the half-faced form.

"Whoisshe?' Lunae breathed.

"Sheis Embar Khair, the warrior whose spirit inhabits thisarmor.” Dreams-of-War turned to the
armored form. "This girl who stands before you. Envelop her."

"Dreams-of-War—!" Lunae started to protest, but the armor was aready flowing obligingly over her.
It weighed her down and she gave amuffled cry at the unaccustomed pressure,

"Let her imprint you," Dreams-of-War commanded. "Her soul-engrams, her DNA. Read her well and
filetheinformetion.”

It lasted only amoment. Minutes later, Lunae stood ruffled on the floor of the blacklight chamber and
the ar-mor was once more moving to encase Dreams-of-War.

"What was that for?"

"| wanted the armor to have arecord of you. If we are ever in apostion of grave danger, then | have
instructed the armor to respond to you aswell asto me. It will also be able to detect you if you are lost.
1 should have done this before. | was remiss. And now, the litter iswaiting."

At the gate, Lunae looked around at the tangled gar-den, then back at Cloud Terrace, which rosein
itsuntidy jumble above her to blot out the sun. She wondered whether, in time, she might come to missit.
She was cer-tain that she would not miss the Grandmothers. It had been wonderful to stand before them
and believe that this might be the last time she would ever set eyes upon them. With this thought, Lunae
turned and hurried to the litter.

The journey down through the streets of the Peak was as frustrating as ever. Lunae pleaded for the
shutters to be drawn back just afraction, so that she could see what was passing by, but
Dreams-of-War refused. Beside her, the kappa nodded in eager agreement.

"Now morethan ever, it isdangerous,” the kappa said. "What if someone were to spot you? Besides,
the shutters are shielded.”



"What does that mean?"'
"They'refilled with deflection traceries, to baffle scan-ners,” Dreams-of-War murmured.
"Do you think that the Kami might be trying to trace me?"

Dreams-of-War frowned. "It's not known what equip-ment the Kami use, soit'simpossibleto
protect oneself againgt it." Lunae saw her mailed fist contract. "I would prefer it if 1 knew for certain that
they could not tell where you were going. | suspect them of being behind the assas-ains.”

"Assassins? But there was only one." Shefrowned at Dreams-of-War, but the Martian did not reply.
"But why? Why would they want me dead? Because of what | am?”
"l do not know."

Lunae pressed her face againgt thewall of thelitter, trying to glean sounds from the world outside.
Imagina-tion and memories supplied thelack of vison. She saw remedy-women with baskets of dried
snakes and engi-neered glands; the ancient shopfronts of circuit makers, hands genetically attenuated to
perfect the finest details, Mday traders with racks of chegp simulants. Even after the incident with the
Kami, she longed to break from the litter and bolt into the maze of streets. It was so tempting to think
that she might ater time, just for ahandful of minutes, find away to step outside and see.

But Dreams-of-War was right; it was a dangerous situ-ation. And how must an ordinary child fed,
confined by parenta dictate for weeks, months, years, without Lunae's own accelerated pace of growth?
She thought that it would drive her mad to be such a child, and perhaps this was what happened to most
people; that by the time they were fully grown it was aready too late, and they were driven crazed by
their own lack of control.

That would explain the demeanor of the Grandmoth-ers, she thought, but Dreams-of-War seemed
different. Perpetudly irate she might be, but not actualy demented. But then, Dreams-of-War's girlhood
seemed to have been relatively free. For along moment, Lunae envied her, then sghed. No point in
rewriting the past, certainly not now, when the future lay before her with dl itsintricate poss-hilities.

The litter lurched aong, its bearers stumbling through the streets. Dreams-of-War knocked sharply on
thewall.

"Where are we? IsthisHeng Seng?'
A muffled reply came back. Dreams-of-War leaned back against her seat, apparently satisfied.

"It won't be long before we reach the harbor.” She gave Lunae asharp glance. "Do you fed anything,
senseany-thing?”

"No. Only confinement,” Lunae muttered. Thelitter had grown stuffy and hat, filled with the scent of
old sweat and dried lacquer.

Dreams-of-War smiled thinly. "I didikeit, too. | shal be glad when we are out upon the high sees.”

"There are seas on Mars, aren't there? Have you sailed on them?"

"The Smdll Seaislittlein comparison with the oceans of Earth,” Dreams-of-War remarked, giving
Lunaethe dis-tinct impression that it was an unfortunate thing for a planet to be so wet. Perhaps she was
right. Lunae had seen the ancient maps, when Earth possessed awedth of land.

Dreams-of-War leaned forward, asif scenting the air. "The harbor. | can smdll it."

Thelitter at last jolted to ahdt. The shutters did back, flooding them with sunlight. Therewasa
strange electric Sizzle, presumably asthe localized weir-wards were switched off. Needing no



encouragement, L unae scram-bled down to find herself standing on adock. A hot sat wind washed
around her, redolent with weed and the smell of dead shellfish. Lunae took a deep, uncritical breath.
Warm stone baked up through the soles of her boots. Eagerly, she looked about her, seeing the harbor
stretching before them. The great junks rocked under the wind, tethered like stormclouds, crimson sails
furled. She could hear the creak and ache of wood bowing before the dements. wind, water, sun. She
thought of the Grand-mothers chamber and the twists of driftwood. Had that come from ancient forests,
long drowned, or from more recent wrecks? A swift image flickered across the face of her mind: an
empty shore, the Grandmothers scuttling sdeways dong it like a pair of contorted crabs, snatching up a
fragment of prow, atatter of sall...

The kappa tugged at her hood. "Keep your face hid-den!”

Lunae turned from her reverie to note that Dreams-of-War's armor had al but vanished, forming a
dick sheen across her skin. The kappamelted away into the shadows.

"Whereisshegoing?'
"To seeif therés anyone about,” the Martian said grimly.

The air was suddenly acrid, chemical-tinged, asafreighter salled up the harbor. A dick of oily water
washed up againg thewall, leaving afaint gleam in itswake. Be-hind them, the tumbling towers of the
Peak stretched all the way up to the toad-presence of Cloud Terrace. Lunae turned swiftly back to stare
out across the harbor to High Kowloon. Dozens of smaller boats rode the waves, an-chored in a
[abyrinthine network that extended halfway across the harbor. Between the boats, she could see columns
of rotting stone encrusted with shellfish. The green-black spears of mussals gleamed in the watery light;
the pale muscular neck of aclam waved briefly forth be-fore retresting.

"What are those columnsfor?"

"Ruins. This part of the city was high above water once. Thisisthe typhoon shelter," Dreams-of-War
ex-plained. "Our vessd waits beyond.”

The kappa came bustling back. Dreams-of-War glanced questions at her, but the kappa pursed her
lips and shook her head. Dreams-of-War led Lunae down aflight of rickety steps and across the deck of
anarrow pon-toon. A young girl was banging a mass of writhing tenta-cles against the harbor wall with
rhythmic, precise ferocity. She threw down the pulped mass of octopus, reached into a bucket, drew
forth a second, and swung it. There was the sound of soft meet hitting stone, awet successon of thuds.
Lunae swalowed and turned away.

Before her, women were frying fish in awok, shred-ding green fronds of weed, talking in hrill, hissng
voices. The bite of chili and hot fat caught at the back of Lunag'sthroat, smelling nothing like the bland
and ddlicate foods of Cloud Terrace. She was suddenly ravenous.

"Can we get something to egt?"
"Not here. I'll find food on the boat."

Resentfully, Lunae followed her guardian across the deck. No one paid any attention to their passage;
it seemed quite usua for strangers to be making their way through other folks homes. She badly wanted
to stop and ook at the strings of charmsthat hung from the lintel s of doorways and portals, at the icons
of bronze and glossy wood that stood in every available niche, at the skeins of dried fish, as desiccated
and gnarled asleather. But Dreams-of-War marched on like a one-woman army, look-ing neither right
nor left, pausing only to help Lunae along the swaying, tottering ladders that led from boat to boat. Lunae
shook off her guardian's assisting hands, irritated by the assumption that she was a child, needful of help.
Dreams-of-War appeared not to notice.



"Whereisour vessd?' Lunae whispered as they crossed the dippery plank between two black-hulled
prows.

Dreams-of-War pointed. "There."

Thejunk lay alittle distance from the maze of boats, riding gently on an unseen current. Its Sideswere
wegth-ered ebony and its ruby sails billowed in the wind. A dragon figurehead crested above the waves,
eyes bulging, mouth flared wide to display gilded aligator teeth. The ropesthat secured its sails snapped
and cracked. To Lu-nag, it was the embodiment of freedom.

Asthey reached the last boat of al, ascull skirted the junk's black hull and veered toward them.

"For us, | hope," Dreams-of-War said, shifting rest-lessly from foot to foot. A woman sat in the
prow, dressed from head to foot in ragged red clothes, rowing vigoroudy.

"Whoisthat?"

"] don't know. One of the sailors, | assume.”
"Why isshe dressed in red?"
"Itistraditiond.”

The scull edged dongside the tethered boats and a rope was thrown to secure it. Then the sailor was
standing before them. L unae saw along face, narrow eyes above adab of cheekbone, hair scrunched up
in atopknot and dicked with something wet. The skin of her face and fore-arms was covered with
tattoos; intricate whorls and spi-rals, like carved wood beneath the ragged deeves.

"Who areyou?' Lunae whispered.
"l am your captain. My nameis Ayadatarahime Sek. Y ou may cal me'Captain.™

A harsh voice, and a strange accent. Lunae had diffi-culty in understanding some of the words. Sek
grinned, displaying teeth stained black by chewing-nut. Certain of the teeth, like the Martian's, had been
filed into points, or perhaps wereimplants. Her eyeswere aflat darkness. Lu-naetook an ingtant didike
to her. She stared ahead, but Sek must have seen the flicker in her eyes, for the captain's sharp, rotten
smilewidened.

"Y ou have had no trouble?' Dreams-of-War asked sharply.

"Thereisawaystrouble. Raiders from the Sberian Is-lands, from Hakodate. In the Fire [Idands,
problemsdl thetimewith your people." She nodded toward the kappa, who fluttered her hands. " They
delight in putting obsta-clesin my way. And in the city, bureaucrats al wanting their cut of the harbor
revenue, whether or not they are entitled to it. I do not know which isworse." Sek sounded both
sdlf-righteous and aggrieved. Lunae's didike degp-ened, unreasonably

"But nothing unusua?' Dreams-of-War persisted.

"l have seen something of a Dragon-King on thisvoy-age."
"A Dragon-King?' Dreams-of-War looked Startled.

"But gpart from that, nothing unusud. Get in."

Lunae stepped over the side into the scull, which rocked, throwing her forward. Dreams-of-War
turned, but it was Sek who caught her. The captain's hands were like gnarled iron, and they lingered.
Lunae pulled away.

"Be careful,” Dreams-of-War snapped.



"Shelll learn,” Sek said without rancor, and cast off. The scull skimmed over the greasy water, to rest
benesth the great black hull of the junk. Lunae looked up to see the sailsrattling in the breeze. A rope
ladder was flung forth. Sek swarmed up it and caled to Lunae, "Now you. Hold tight; don't look down."

L unae hesitated.
"Go on," Dreams-of-War said. "Youwon' fal. And if you do, the kappaand | will catch you."

Lunae did as she wastold. The ladder was dimy with weed, as though it had been towed underwater,
and en-crusted with barnacles. She found it difficult to grip, and the rough mouths of the barnacles hurt
her hands. She felt weak and ineffectua in front of Sek, who was peering im-patiently over theside. To
the captain, she was suddenly sure, Lunae was no more than a pampered passenger. She clambered
upward, bracing her feet against the sides of the hull.

Gradudly, as she climbed, the air became filled with an unfamiliar sound: a hissing, rushing whisper.
At firgt Lunae thought that this was no more than the movement of the waves againg the hull, but as she
reached for the rungs of the ladder, she redlized that the noise was com-posed of many voices.

"The sea, the sea..."
"Water filled my lungs; | knew nothing more..."
"The Dragon-Kings took me, swallowed me whole..."

"Lunae!" The voice was sharp and irritated. Lunae looked down. Dreams-of-War stood with hands
on hips, glaring upward. "Why have you paused? Areyou afraid?’

"l can hear voices."

"What?'

"The boat is speaking to her," Sek spoke softly from above. " She hears the stories of the dead.”
Dreams-of-War's mouth opened in surprise. "What?'

Sek did not answer.

L unae began once more to climb, puzzled. Did this boat, then, use haunt-tech? It appeared entirely
antique to her: the wooden boards, the crimson sails. Resolutely, sheignored the voices, filing her
questions away for later, and soon they faded to nothing more than the murmur of the waves.

When she reached the top, Sek hauled her onto the deck.

"Wl enough.”

Lunaelooked ruefully a her hands and garments, which were now tinged afaint and gleaming green.
She was reminded of Dreams-of-War's armor, but now she stank of old weed. Dreams-of-War and
then the kappa ap-peared beside her on the deck.

"We leave now?' Dreams-of-War demanded.

Sek nodded. "As soon as you are ready. But the girl must go below.”
Dreams-of-War nodded. "Very well."

"I should like to stay on deck," Lunae ventured, but the kappa protested.
"No, no, it is not safe; you must do asthe captain tells you.”

Lunae bit back a sharp reply and followed the kappa down the steps to a cabin. Lunae was
immediately re-minded of thelitter: no windows, enclosng walls, and only afaintly glowing lamp on the
shelf. She sat down dissmally on anearby bench and folded her handsin her |ap, dready beginning to



plot escape. The kappa sank into amoist bundle beside her.
CHAPTER 2
Earth

Y skatarina stood before the doors of Cloud Terrace, the Animus at her shoulder. 1t was dusk. The
lamps of the city glowed below. The air wasfilled with the soft wings of moths, brushing against
Y skatarinas arms with addlicacy that she could not fedl.

"They will not let usin,” the Animus whispered.

Y skatarinasmiled. "Of course not. All the weir-wards are up. They suspect something iswrong.”
Earlier that day, she had sent amessage to the Grandmothers, asking for an audience. She gave an
assumed name, not wanting any connection to be made to Nightshade, or Elaki. But the Grandmothers
denied her request.

"Weareold, and weary," Left-Hand quavered, echoed by her sister. "Y ou can have no reason to
wish to seeus. We live quietly, in secluson. We intend to remain there." And then the link was severed
with insulting abruptness.

Y skatarinawas not surprised. The Grandmothers

intelligence network was both extensive and capable. The nation attempt by the kappa had
suggested that, and Y skatarina was certain that her brush with murder could be traced back to the doors
of Cloud Terrace. Noth-ing was secure. However, Y skatarinaintended to make sure that the spiders at
the heart of the web would spin no more.

"Do aswediscussed," she said to the Animus.

The Animuss mandibles opened to their widest ex-tent, revealing alensed opening. Y skatarina kept
well back, out of theway. Thelensdid asde, reveding aflicker of teeth. Then abolt of cold flame shot
from the depths of the Animuss throat. When it struck the door, the metal melted, dripping into iron lace.

"Good," Y skatarina said with satisfaction. When the molten meta flow stopped, she stepped through.

The hallway was empty, but Y skatarina did not imme-diately proceed. She stood till and raised her
hand before her. A host of stinging things burst from thewall and swarmed up her arm. If it had been
flesh, she knew, they would have stripped it from her bones, but they could make no headway on the
armored stedl. Again, that cold fire, enveloping her arm for the briefest moment, and then the swarm was
nothing more than a coating of ash.

"Therewill be other safeguards,” the Animus said.
"Then go beforeme."

When they reached the end of the hallway, atoxic mist appeared. The Animus consumed itinasingle
breath, breathed it forth again from the ventsin its sdes as nothing more than steam.

Going past the tapedtries, they encountered a sudden whirling mass of blades, which Y skatarina
blocked with ablow of her hand. She lost three fingers, which clattered to the floor and writhed like
worms. But the blades ground to atangle of metal and then she and the Animus were stand-ing before
the door of the Grandmothers chamber.

Y skatarinakicked it open with awhine of servomech-anisms. The Animus sidled through, but met no
resis-tance. The Grandmothers stared at Y skatarina from the depths of the bed, eyes bright.

"Y ou are from Nightshade," Right-Hand whispered, echoed by her companion.



Y skatarinagrinned. "And you are my aunts. Elaki, you—al sstersfrom the same skein. Family
quarrels..."

"Elaki's child?' The Grandmothers sared at her.

"Exactly s0. 1 have comefor the hito-bashira. And this, of course, ismy Animus.” The Animuss
mandibles clicked open. "He can blast you to powder with asingle breath," Y skatarinasaid.

"It does not matter what you do to us. Y ou will not find what you are looking for."

"If you don't givethegirl tome" Y skatarinasaid, "'l will order the Animusto fry you, asdowly asa
pair of prawns. You will sizzle and shriek, my aunts.”

The Grandmothers mouths widened into shark-smiles. ™Y ou will not find her. We cannot summon
her. Sheisnot here”

"Whereis she, then?' Y skatarina asked, feding adow temper begin to build, like athunderhead.
"We have sent her away, to a place where you and Elaki will never find her. Sheissafe”

"Tel meor die" Ykatarinasad.

The Grandmothers looked at Y skatarina, then at the Animus, then at each other.

"We have lived long enough,” they said, and before Y skatarina could order the Animusto act,
Right-Hand reached down and tugged at one of the tubes that ran be-neath the bed. A thick whitefluid
flooded out, seeping across the driftwood floor like atide.

"Wait," Y skatarina said, but the Grandmothers were crumpling and folding, shrinking asthough it had
been nothing more than the fluid that had animated them, as, perhaps, was the truth. Their eyesremained
bright with vindictivenessright up until the moment that Y Skatarina, temper bresking at last, shrieked to
the Animus, "Do it! Make them burn"—and the joined women vanished be-hind a sheet of ire-pam.

Y skatarinawatched until there was nothing left except an ashy dime upon the floor, and then she
began to search the room with frantic haste, muttering as she did so—per-haps to the Animus, perhaps
to hersdf. There was no data pertaining to the lost haunt-ship, but there was other in-formation, instead.

When she found it, she sat, crouched on her heds by the antiscribe, staring at the name it bore.
Sowly, her thin smilegrew.

CHAPTER 3
Earth

Lunae woke. Light flickered about her. V oices came and went. She thought she heard the kappa,
gpeaking in alow undertone, tense with worry, but she did not recognize the other voice: awoman. She
thought back, but could not remember very much. The light fluttered and changed, and suddenly she was
somewhereese.

She was standing on the edge of a chasm, looking down. The chasm fell away benegth her, hundreds
of feet to athinriver of black water. She knew the place inti-mately, but she could not have said what it
was cdled, or even the world upon which it might lie. She thought that it might have been Mars, for the
spongy rocks were al manner of shades of red, from vivid scarlet, to peony-crimson, to rust and garnet,
to pale, fleshy rose. It felt like home, but it also felt unhappy. A vast weariness possessed her, asif she
had been here for aeons, knew every speck of dust, every pebble. There was a curious, familiar scent:
dust and smoke, perfumed with something that she knew to be akind of wood, but could not have
named.

Slowly Lunae waked aong the chasm's edge. She knew that she was waiting for someone, but there



wasno joy init, only akind of dreary anticipation. She had done this a thousand times before; shewould
do it again. There was a cold wind blowing, causing her skin to rise up in goose bumps aong her bare
arms, and she shivered.

Findly, she saw it: aspinning, whirling dot at the very edge of the horizon, coming in fast over the
chasm. It looked like adrop of rain, yet Lunae knew that it had not rained here for centuries. The
raindrop grew, hovered for aliquid moment overhead before spirding down to where Lunae was
ganding—

—and then she was back on the boat, fedling thetilt and turn of the junk. There was arattling dide up
the boards: the anchor, Lunae surmised, being raised. She waited until she was certain that they were
moving, then stole a glance at the kappa. The nurse's chin was sinking toward her breast; her round eyes
were closing. Hope legped within Lunae. She watched until the kappa fell adeep, then roseto her feet.

She stood before the locked door of the cabin, closed her eyes, and shifted time: just afew seconds.
When she opened her eyes again, she was on the other side of the door, standing in the narrow corridor.
She touched thewall: salvaged wood, scrap meta hammered into uneven pandls, the roughness of cogs
and gears benegath her fin-gers. Thiswhole ship was nothing more than a patchwork, remnants of older
vessdls, perhaps. The old philosophica conundrum cameto her: If the sails, the wood, the nailsare all
replaced, then can it be the same boat? If so, Lunae thought, then thisjunk could have been sailing the
seas snce the Drowning.

She remembered the voices: old ghosts, locked within waterlogged wood. But that was asign of
haunt-tech, not age. It was science that conjured ghosts, rather than na-ture. Turning, she ran dong the
passage, seeking the sair-well, air, and light.

Therewas arolling unsteadiness beneath her fet, a distant hum from deep within the junk. It must be
moving under its own power, independent from the wind. Perhaps the sails were nothing more than an
emergency measure. At the bottom of the stairwell Lunae paused and listened. Nothing. Holding tightly to
therail, she climbed the stairs and stepped out onto the deck.

It was later than she had thought. The sun had dropped below the horizon, leaving a stain upon arosy
sky. The mirror-lights of the city flashed over the water: tower upon tower, risng up from the sea-walled
land. It took her amo-ment to regain perspective. They were passing the edges of High Kowloon.
Tenements climbed periloudy above the water, overhanging the shore. She could see nets and lines cast
down from the windows, between the bob of lights from the fishing dhows. A babble of voices floated
acrossthe water from the streets: arguments, enticements. After the quietness of the mansion, the world
seemed filled with un-necessary sound.

Lunae looked back, but the heights of the Peak were cast in darkness. Cloud Terrace was aline of
irregular shadow. She turned her back oniit.

A red wall rose before her, gleaming in the lights of the city, and Lunae recognized the Nightshade
Mission. She gared at it with wary fascination. It looked like ablock of congealing blood, with a
curioudy waxen quaity Up close, thewalls appeared gdlatinous, more like trand ucent flesh than stone, a
shadowy darkness, shot with fire. Had it been built or grown? She thought of the Kami, the spirits-within,
then of the assassin. She could still fed itstouch upon her hands, like the last remnants of ascab. She
watched the Mission asif hypnotized, until it fell behind.

More tenements, and then the immense bulk of the fortress-temple, Gwel Hei. This, too, rose straight
from the water: obsidian and iron, encrusted with the faces of demonsto keep away the hungry ghosts of
the sea. A/eng shut mirror, some ten feet across and lamp-bright, glared out across the harbor like a
baeful eye. Lunae smelled smoke and blood, the sharp tang of industria pollution, but the night wind was



warm on her face and she leaned back againgt the mast, happy to be outside.
"Well," avoicesad. "l see you'vefound your way on deck."

Lunae, sartled, looked up to see Sek. The captain's eyes were sea-dark, narrowed with disapproval,
anger, ad-miration—L unae could not tell. Sek's tattooed arms were clasped behind her. She smelled
srongly of something in-congruoudy flowery, that Lunaefindly identified as syn-thetic jasmine.

"Y ou should not be up here. | told you to stay below." Sek frowned. "How did you get out of the
cabin?'

Lunae's eyes widened in smulation of meek inno-cence. "The door was not locked. I'm sorry to
disobey. | wanted to seethe city. I've never seen it so close”

The captain stared at her for amoment. "How old are you?"

"Fifteen," Lunae said, using the lie that Dreams-of-War and the Grandmothers had established
between them.

"And you've never been dlowed outsde?' The captain clicked her tongue. "Y ou're ashdtered little
thing, aren't you?' But her scorn did not seem directed at Lunae. "Whereisyour guardian?’

"l don't know. My nurseisin the cabin.”

"Come with me and find your guardian. | will ingtruct her to keep closer to you.”
"Shell make me stay below again.”

"Likdy s0."

Reluctandy, L unae followed the captain to the prow, where an armored figure stood looking out to
seq, legs braced.

"Princess?’

Dreams-of-War turned, her mouth turned down in distaste. When she caught sight of Lunae, it
lengthened to dismay.

"|s something wrong?'

"Our guest felt unwell; | had her brought on deck for someair,” the captain said smoothly, cregting a
sudden bond of complicity between them that made L unae un-comfortable. Didiking Sek asshe did, she
did not want the captain to have that kind of hold over her. Or perhaps Sek, believing that the door had
indeed been unlocked, merely wanted to conceal her own negligence.

"| see. Areyou feding better now?" It was clear from the arch of the Martian woman's eyebrows that
Dreams-of-War did not believe her.

"Yes" Lunae muttered.
"Sead cknessis unpleasant. | think you should remain with her, princess.”
"Princess?’ Lunae questioned.

"She'saMartian warrior, isn't she? Best to humor her," the captain said with aflicker of contempt and
something that, L unae thought, could amost have been envy. Dreams-of-War's face grew still and cold.
The captain laughed. "1t'smy ship, princess. My ship, and my favor."

Dreams-of-War gave asmall, curt nod. "Lunae will stay herewith me," she sad, asif it had been
her.decison aone.

Sek wandered back along the deck.



"Shedoes not likeme," Lunae murmured.

Dreams-of-War shot her apuzzled glance. " She didikes me, dso. But why should we care? She does
not haveto."

"But | wonder why. Perhaps sheisafraid of the Grand-mothers.” At this, Lunae could not help
looking back in the direction of Cloud Terrace.

It was burning.

Forgetting the prohibition, Lunae clutched at the Mar-tiansarm. "L ook!"

High on the Peak, the manson waslogt in aflare of unnaturd light, amauveflicker.
"Ire-pdm," Dreams-of-War said, openmouthed.

"My Grandmothers?'

"They will be dead." Dreams-of-War's mouth was atight line, but she had not, the girl noticed,
removed L u-naes hand from her armored arm.

"The Kami?'

"l do not know. But | will gtart asking questions.”
"Dreams-of-War? I s this ship usng haunt-tech?"
"It should not be."

"But | heard voices."

"l know. | am not dismissing this, Lunae. | just don't know what to make of it." Dreams-of-War
glanced around her. She shifted L unag's hand from her arm, but she did so gently. They stood in silence
on the deck, watching as

Cloud Terrace burned. At last, the amethyst flare blazed out in afinal column of sparks.

Fragrant Harbor was falling behind. They were pass-ing the headlands at the edges of the city now,
and the sub-urbs had grown sparser until there waslittle more than a thin band of lamps aong the shore:
the fishing settlements and outcast villages that clung to the cliffs along the dark reaches of the coast.

The junk was now passing the beacon light that led into the Y ellow Sea. The gleam at the top of the
tower flickered, sending complex data out to shipping. Lunae smelled sagebrush and sdt, thewarm
scents of sun-warmed earth, fading into night.

Then they were around ablack rim of cliff and out into open waters. The city wasinvisible. The gars
were bright seeds and flowerheads away from the city's muted glow. A crescent moon hung low on the
horizon and behind it arched the maw of the Chain, outlined in phos-phorescence againgt the drop of
night, flares and flashes dl dong its perimeter. Lunae breathed asigh of rdlief. It was good to get away
from the city, and the ashes of what had so recently been her home. She thought of the Grandmothers,
and there was nothing but relief there, too. She could not muster even the semblance of regret. They had
given her life and childhood and fear; she was glad to be rid of them. The night air seemed easier to
breathe.

"Look," Dreams-of-War said with athin satisfaction, and pointed. A red dot burned in the east.
"Mars. It's very close now, the closest it has been for over athousand years.”

L unae reached out to touch her guardian’'s arm again, but remembered just in time and snatched back
her hand.



After amoment Dreams-of-War said tiffly, "It'sdl right." But she did not invite afurther touch, and
Lunae did not expect her to. They stood, watching Mars rise and the Chain turn, asthe sails creaked and
twisted above them and the junk pulled farther out to sea.

CHAPTER 4
Earth

"Wewill haveto go to him," the Animus said, dighting in abundle of wet wings upon the veranda of
the ruined fortress. Steam rose from the damp boards; the air was heavy with humidity. Fragrant Harbor
and the ruins of Cloud Terrace lay far behind.

"| was not expecting to do otherwise," Y skatarina an-swered, vinegar-sour. She wrapped her arms
about hersdlf, swayed in the sormlight on fragile legs. "What did you make of this Prince Cataract when
we spoke across the anti-scribe? The Grandmothers Animus?”

"Heisold. He repeated himself over and over. | do not think heis sane.”

"Sane or not, he surely has knowledge that we can make use of. Knowledge of the haunt-ship that
brought them al from Nightshade, the place where Tower Cold'slost records are stored, where details
of the hito-bashira areto be found."

"He may have such knowledge, but why should hetell us?1 would not put much faith in Prince
Cataract."

Y skatarina snorted. "1 do not. Especialy since he de-serted Elaki's ssters. | am surprised that he
even agreed to seeme, and he only did so after | told him | had informartion about them. We will haveto
see what we can offer him. | have not, obvioudy, told him that | am Elaki'sreative. - "Have you
spoken with Memnos today?"

"No, but recently. They were guarded, liptica, eva-sve as ever, but the old Matriarch will very
soon be strong enough to act. In the meantime, lets see what we can get out of Prince Cataract.” - "Do
you wish to go now?"

Y skatarina nodded.
"Then| shdl takeyou," the Animus said.

Y skatarinadipped her arms around the Animus's ab-domen and hung on. The missng fingers made it
difficult to grip. The Animuss spined wings unfolded, beating out into therainy air. Y Skatarinalooked
back asthey spiraded up into the sky, to seethe ruined fort fall behind, asmall gray square againgt the
darkness of theidand. Far out across the South China Seallay awall of storms: agreen flash of lightning,
the distant mutter of thunder across the horizon. The Animus turned and whedled toward the storm.

Soon they were out across the sea. The Dragon-King would rise, or so they had been told.

Y skatarina closed her eyesfor amoment, and rested her cheek againgt the Animuss dick hide. It
occurred to her that the only body of water on Nightshade was frozen:

She had never needed to learn to swim. But if shefell from this height, there would be no chance of
survivd, inany case.

A series of distant needlesrose out of the sea, black against the heaving water. The Animus flew
lower. The needles resolved themselves into spires and pinnacles of rock, rising straight from the sea. A
lacy collar of white-green tide encircled each one.

At firg, Y skatarinathought they were about to land on the spires, but the Animus, circling, soared
lower yet. The waves towered up, so high that Y skatarina gasped, think-ing they were about to be



engulfed. Then she saw that the wall of water that rose before them was not water at al, but a greet
glassy hull, rearing up upon bone-white struts.

"What is that ?'

"The Dragon-King," the Animus said. It plunged down before Y skatarina could utter aword of
protest, and alighted on the uppermost leve of the hull, awakway protected by the struts.

Y skatarinadid from its back and stood shaking, her back pressed against a strut. Sea streamed past
her. She wished that she had not chosen such light legsfor the pur-poses of flight: tranducent plastic,
supported by inner steel. When she looked down, she seemed to be floating. Only aglassy smear of
seawater across the transparent sur-face of her shins betrayed their presence. It made her fed flimsy, as
if the next gust might blow her away. She reached out and took tight hold of one of the Animussarms.

"Whereishe?' Her voice sounded raw and unused.

"Hemust be bedow" The Animus sidled through acrack in thewal, angling itsdf through likea
suashed spider. "And there may be others."

"What kind of others? His children?" Y skatarina, with afina wary glance out to ses, followed.

Shefound hersdf in atight niche, pressed againgt the Animus. But next moment, the niche opened up.
Shewasfdling, hurtling down on adide of seainto the depths of the Dragon-King.

CHAPTERS5
Mars

The Memnos Matriarch sat donein her chamber, scrib-bling upon ascroll, which whirred dowly out
from the anti-scribe. Although she wrote busily, the thoughts that she was noting down were inchoate and
fragmented: names, dates, idess... The Matriarch wastrying to make sense of what Nightshade might be
planning.

Therewasafaint clicking sound in the direction of the door. The Matriarch did not glance up. Both of
her per-sonal excisseres were on guard duty, beyond the small stone chamber that was the Matriarch's
sanctuary. From time to time she heard their harsh whispered voices as they conferred with each other.
The Matriarch found it re-assuring. It had been along time since she had been awar-rior, perhaps fifty
years or more since she had worn armor and strode out across the Crater Plain. Now the armor
be-longed to another warrior and the Matriarch could barely remember what it had been like to stalk and
kill. She had been protected ever since the day that the armor had been returned to the challenge racks
and she had climbed the stone stairs of the Memnos Tower naked, to return wear-ing the red-and-black
of the Matriarchy. At thetime, it had seemed like afair exchange, but sometimes still, she won-dered.

The clicking sound came again. There was the noise of adoor opening, and thistime the Matriarch
looked up. The excissieres stepped into the chamber, moving as though controlled by the same string.

"Yes?' the Matriarch asked absently. "What isit?"

The excissieres did not reply. Instead, they glided for-ward. Their armor bristled; the moving images
of cuts and wounds appeared and vanished across the few inches of exposed flesh, glowing raw and red
inthelamplight.

"What?' the Matriarch said again.

Each woman plucked the scissors from her belt with aglittery snick. Their eyeswere blank. The
Matriarch stood abruptly. Her chair fdll to the floor. She dodged behind the desk, reaching for the phia
at her throat. The excisseres grabbed the edge of the desk and turned it over. The Ma-triarch fell against



the window, which swung open. Sheredled over the sill, looking down onto a hundred feet of air. The
frosty rim of the sill dug into her back. The ex-cisseres scissors were the same silvery cold asthey came
downward, and shefelt atug asthey ripped the phia from her neck. The Matriarch saw asingle star in
the sky above her, and she thought that it might be Earth, but then it waslost behind afountain of blood.
The excisseres grasped a her, but she was dready fadling. Her last thought was that the two worlds were
the closest now that they had been for athousand years.

The excisseres watched her fal. When the tumbling body hit the ground, each pressed acareful
tongue to the surface of the scissorsand licked it clean.

"Go down and bring that body back," said the thing behind them, its possessed and resurrected body
sham-bling into the chamber that had once been its own.

CHAPTER 6
Earth

Y skatarina, gasping, was afloat in green phosphorescent water. Her head pounded and throbbed like
athunder-cloud. She thrashed and sank, kicked out, rose again. She had never been in deep water
before. Through the mutable light she glimpsed a drifting shape, awhite, terrified face: awoman, perhaps
her own age or alittle older. Y skatarina cried out to the woman.

"Hepme"

The woman's mouth moved as Y skatarina herself spoke, but there was nothing more than an echo,
and it wasthen that Y Skatarinaredlized it was her own reflection.

"Wearein aroom," the Animus said, soaring over-head. He swooped, Y skatarinalunged and was
lifted to the top of aflight of steps. Water lapped gently against her feet with the rock of the machine.

Themirror filled onewall. Y skatarinas face gppeared spectrd, aglistening green. The Animusflew in
adow cir-cle. The room was vast, hangar-sized, paneled with rotten wood. Far above therewas acold
crysta glitter asachan-ddier caught the sea-light. But the water, though chill, had not beenicy, and a
warm bregth of air madeitsway through the cracksin the splintered wood.

"Where are we?"

"l do not know," the Animus said. "We fdl along way, down a chute—look. Y ou can see the end of
it up there." Asit folded itswings, Y skatarina saw that one edge was ragged, like afraying deeve.
Droplets of black ichor starred the boards beneath their feet.

"You'rehurt!" shesad, filled with dismay.

"It does not matter. Look there."

Y skatarinalooked up and noticed aragged hole in the paneled wall.

"Thereisaso adoorway," the Animus said.

The door itsdlf had long gone. Now there was only a second holein thewall.

"Don't leave me!" Y skatarina swallowed alump of panic.

"Do not worry." The Animuss eyes were luminousin the darkness. "There are dairs a the end.”

Y skatarina clutched the Animus and was taken for-ward over chill, oily water. The place smelled
stagnant, salty, and rank with weed and mold. Soon, however, her feet knocked against something solid.

"I will hoist you up,” the Animus said. Y ou must fed your way up the stars. Thereisarail to your
left. Holdontoit."



Groping, Y skatarinafound therail and the first step. She made her way shakily upward. The Animus
followed. There wasthe sound of clicking talons on wet wood.

"Be careful. Many of these sepsarefragile”
Y skatarina kept closeto therail and climbed.
"Thereisadoor at thetop," the Animus said.
"Isit closed?'

"Y es. Perhaps locked, but 1 see no bolt."

The night-sight of those lamp-eyes must be sharp. To Y skatarina, even accustomed as she wasto the
gloom of Nightshade, the blackness was complete. She reached out and touched a door. She could find
no handle, no lock. The door was firmly shuit.

"Wait," the Animussaid. "1 will try."
Y skatarina felt the Animus's body push past her, then athud.
"Areyou bresking down the door?"

"l amtrying to do s0," the Animus said after apause. Again the thud, the sound of rending wood, and
agleamof light.

"Areyou dl right?'
"I am unharmed. The door is open.”

Y skatarina's hand was taken in the Animus's spiny grasp and it pulled her through into a passageway.
She stood on thick carpet, patterned with crimson dragons. Mirrors lined thewalls, reflecting ornamenta
sconces. Most were unlit, but two still burned with an antique glow. The discrepancy between this
interior and the dien out-sde of the great shell was darming, but now that she looked more closely, there
were signs of connection. Thin struts of bone ran aong the edges of some of the panels, fanning out to
form skeleta networks, faint as the marks | eft by weed torn from the face of arock.

When she examined these patterns, Y skatarina could see that some of them were trand ucent; awhite
liquid fell and rose within. It was as though organic technology had grown across the surfaces of this
older vessdl, incorporat-ing the structural integument of the ship into itself. Y skatarinas head ached anew,
the thought struck her that perhaps this was no more than some lingering dream, ex-perienced on the
verges of death. The Eldritch Realm seemed suddenly very close. She shivered.

"If the lights are on, perhaps thereis someone around,” Y skatarina whispered.

"Perhaps. But perhaps not—I would have thought that Prince Cataract would keep to less damaged
levels, if thereare such." The Animus paused. "And | have heard of things.”

"What kind of things?'

"Ghostsin the fortress, in the ruins... They spoke of specter-ships, deserted by passengers and crew.
Plague boats, crewed by the rotting dead. Asylum craft, where the long-ago results of failed experiments
were pushed out to seg, to drift over the horizon and away from guilt and shame.”

Y skatarina did not know what to say. She had never heard the Animus speak in this manner and it
adarmed her.

"You did not tell methis," she said. "Y ou should have done 0. If thereis any trace of haunt-tech
around the ruin—"



The Animus blinked his black-lens gaze and the im-pression was dispdlled. "We need to find a safer
place" hesad.

They made their way through slent passageways, mirror-lined, lit erratically by shattered sconces.
Carpets were thick and moldering benesath their feet, emitting wisps and puffs of decay. The heads of
carved dragons reared out from the walls, the gilding upon their teeth chipped and faded, their eyeswild
and blank.

"Thisis nothing more than awreck," Y skatarina mur-mured. "1sthis the Dragon-King itsdlf, or some
other ves-sd that it has absorbed?!

The Animuss eyes gleamed in thedim light. "Some-thing is till generating power. Thisistoo old a
ship to be running under its own; it must be drawing from the great machine." The Animus broke off, and
skittered down the corridor.

More doors led into afurther maze of passages. Here were signs, with arrows, clearly leading
somewhere, but Y skatarina did not recognize the language.

"Wheat a phabet isthat? Do you know?"
"l do not."

They proceeded up astaircase, with a banister of ebony. Traces of varnish gtill remained benegth a
coating of mildew. At the top of the curve of the stair stood another mirror: green with age, filmed with
sdt dain. Y skatarinawatched herself and the Animus climb the tair. Her own face was ill ghost-pale;
her hair, drying now, fanned out like dark fire.

The mirrored walls were deceptive. She kept glimps-ing figures in the shadows, which darted avay
and proved to be hersdf or the Animus, their imagesflickering in theroll of the ship. But sometimes, she
was not so certain. Shefelt eyes upon her that were not her own mirror-self, heard whispers.

"Animus? I'm sure there's someone close by

"l see no one."

They reached the top of the staircase. Y skatarinalooked back. The halway below was empty.
"Where now?"

"If we can reach the deck,” the Animus said, "maybe we can find out wherewe are.”

"If itssafe," Y katarinasaid. The ship seemed huge, yet it plunged and rolled nonetheless. She
wondered what kind of seathe Dragon-King sailed through, what kind of storm.

"Wewill soon see”" the Animusreplied.

More passages lay ahead, in better repair than those below. At the end of the final corridor wasa
door. Y skata-rinaand the Animus looked at each other.

"Thereareno Sgns,” the Animussad.

"Openit." Y katarinawondered for a disquieting mo-ment if it might lead beyond the ship. Would
they open the door to find the howling, whirling interior of the Dragon-King? Or empty sea?

The Animus stepped forward and tugged at the door. It swept open at once, to ablast of humidity
and heat. Y skatarina gasped, welcoming the sudden warmth after the dankness of the lower levels.
Within, dl waswan and green, like the growing-chamber in the Grandmothers house.

"Plants" the Animus said. They went through. Y skata-rina saw peppers on the vine, the sour blue
pods cdled k'oan, the tendrils of oqui, and othersthat she did not recognize. The air smelled wet; athick



dimefilled long tanks

"Hydroponics," Y skatarinamurmured. " These have been tended recently.” She touched a pruned
spear of growth; picked up apair of smal black scissorsin the shape of acrane's beak. "But thisis
huge," she added in wonder. "There are whole crops of vegetables." Corn waved gently before her, asif
in an unfelt breeze. Rows of outsized pak choi, each leaf ameter or more in diameter, formed athick
forest around the edges of the room. She looked down at the floor, which seemed to be formed of a
semitransparent plastic, to see the faint green fronds of rice below.

"Enough to feed ashipload.” Y skatarina glanced about her, seeking facesin the greenery. "Then
where are they? Are they watching? We have seen no one.”

"l do not know the answersto any of these questions.”

Y skatarina pushed aside the veils of vines. At thefar end of the chamber, she found a series of pods.
The place reminded her of Elaki'slaboratory. It was not a happy memory. She half-expected It to
scuttle out from behind the fronds.

"Growing-skins." The Animusleaned forward and sniffed. Y skatarinasaw the lensesflutter. "Thisis
nothing humen.”

Y skatarinastared at the skins, which pulsed with aveiny best. "Then what'sin there?"
Gently, the Animus prodded one of the skins. Some-thing prickled againgt the surface from within.
"It smdlsof insect. Thisone—" The Animuss mandiblestwitched. "Perhapsreptile.”

"It's more than two feet long." Y skatarina took a care-ful step back. "I suggest we leave well enough
aone. Let'sseewhat dsewe can find."

She pushed the door at the far end of the chamber, but it was locked. Y skatarina and the Animus
pulled and tugged, to no avail.

"WEéll haveto go out theway we camein,” the Animus said. They returned to the other end of the
chamber. But here, too, the door was tightly closed.

"Thiswas not locked when we entered,”" the Animus said.
"Areyou sure?"

"l am certain." The Animus pulled harder. He emitted athin whistle of concern. "Perhapsthe ceiling
has panels? Or the floor?”

They searched the chamber, but there was no sign of any access: no hatches or entryways. The
chamber was en-tirely sealed. At last Y skatarina and the Animus stood in the center of the room,
surrounded by the drip of water and the smell of growth.

Therewas arustle from thefar end of the chamber, a soft splitting sound like aripe fruit faling to the
floor.

"What wasthat?"

Together they walked toward the source of the sound. It came again, awet, heavy noise. When they
reached the end of the chamber, Y skatarina saw that two of the growing-skins were dangling limp and
empty on the growing-racks. There was a pungent organic odor that made her eyes water.

" Something has hatched,” the Animus said softly.
"A child?'



"A child would not be able to move from the skin. Someone would haveto be hereto helpit.” The
Animus paused. "That is, if it wasa human child."

Greenery rustled from two separate directions. In the midst of the growing corn, something hissed and
was an-swered.

"Where arethey?' Y skatarinawhispered.

"l can smell them,” the Animus said. His mandiblesfluttered once more. “They are haf-human.”

Y skatarinaeyed it askance. "What's the other haf?"

"l cannot tell. But it smells of predator.”

"They are only just out of the skin. How dangerous can they be?’

Something darted through the greenery at Y skatarinas feet. She glimpsed asmal, pae shape.

"It's probably frightened.”

"Don't go near it." The Animuss claw seized Y skatarina by the arm and propelled her toward the
doors at the other end of the chamber. There was a scuttling among the vines. They had almost reached
the doors when the vines shook and trembled. Two things spilled out of the tendrils, crawl-ing swiftly
between Y skatarina, the Animus, and the doors. Human children, very small, with round black eyesand
the jaws of asnake. Soft, gristly mouthparts opened and closed. Y skatarina could see the long fangs

within. A fleshy tongue flickered between the needle teeth. The small hands, plastered flat to the floor,
were webbed, but the in-fants had no legs or feet, only tapering paetails.

The infants hissed, a noise more reminiscent of arasp-ing saw than a serpent. They shuffled forward
with alarm-ing speed; Y skatarinaand the Animus legped back. Beads of something clear and sticky
oozed down the curve of the needle teeth.

"They arehungry,” the Animus said.

Aninfant bolted forward and struck out at the Ani-mus. Y skatarina shouted awarning. The Animus
reached down and snatched the infant up by thetail. Thetail parted company from the infant's body with
adamp snap. Theinfant fell to the floor and hid under agrowing-tank, squeaking and hissng. The
Animusflung the dimy tail across the room. The second infant's teeth met in the plas-tic of Y skatarina's
cdf. She shouted, striking down at theinfant in revulsion. The Animus forced aclaw into the in-fant's
mouth, behind the fangs, and pulled it away. He hurled the infant across the growing-chamber. The
snake-child hit thewall with asound like a sand-filled sack, and its skull shattered. It did to thefloor,
with agreenishichor leaking from its deflating head.

CHAPTER 7
Earth

Dreams-of-War stood before the cabin's antiscribe, to-gether with the kappa. L unae hovered around
them, peer-ing over their shoulders at the flickering screen. Her guardian and the nurse were ignoring her
presence, and it irked her.

"Isthere any news?" Lunae asked.
"The main network speaks only of afire. It suggests adomestic accident at Cloud Terrace.”
"That isfoolish," Dreams-of-War snapped. "Anyone watching will have seen thet it wasire-pam.”

"The network news comes from the Ruling Council of Fragrant Harbor," the kappa said, "and in this
instance, the Council will do asit isingructed by Memnos. Even those who saw the destruction will get



the message. It may be of advantage. Whoever set the blaze intended no trace to re-main. Perhaps
whoever set it will assume that we, too, are dead.”

"But whoisthat?' Lunae asked. "The Kami?"

"Or the Grandmothers themselves?" the kappa sug-gested. Lunae stared at her. The nurse had
dropped the fluttering, flustered demeanor that seemed to form her protective persona. Lunae barely
recognized her.

"The Grandmothers? That's athought,” Dreams-of-War mused.

"They knew we were safely away They have connec-tions. Someone would have had to have helped
them leavethe manson.”

"And then set thefire" Dreams-of-War said. "But if that isthe case, | fed itislikely that the
Grandmothers would contact us. And they have not done so."

"Not yet." The kappa stared back at the antiscribe.

"And neither has anyone else. | placed a Chain missive to Memnos soon after we boarded. That is
now aday ago and | have heard nothing. Silence from Memnosis not agood thing. | fed asthough we
have been cast adrift on thetides." Dreams-of-War spoke angrily. "I have been told lit-tle enough by the
Grandmothers asit is—only that we areto travel north and seek sanctuary. | was expecting more
information. Asusud, | did not get it."

"Do not worry, warrior. Y ou know that we are heading for the Fire Idands, for the protection of my
people. Once we are within the sea-space of the kappa, thingswill be different.”

But from the look that Dreams-of-War bestowed upon her, Lunae thought the Martian was not
reassured.

CHAPTER 8
Earth

Findly, Y skatarinaand the Animus managed to force open the door. Had Y skatarina's hands been
flesh, they would surdly have bled. The Animusstough claws were scuffed and dulled. Thetailless
snake-child had retreated to the far end of the room, where it sat nursing the sstump of its wound and
garing at them with unblinking, reptilian re-sentment. Y skatarina kept glancing over her shoulder, but
there was no sign of movement from within any of the remaining growing-skins.

"Do you think it was ddliberate?" she asked the Ani-musin an undertone, asthey worked on the
door. "That someone locked usin with these things?

"Two grown beings, againgt babies?' the Animus mused.
"Thereisacrue kind of whimsy about it. | think someoneiswatching us. | think someoneis bored.”

The frame of the door gave way with awrenching of wood, releasing ashower of beetlesthat
scattered around Y skatarinas feet. Pale light flooded through into the growing-room.

The Animus glided past her and stopped. Something was standing in the passage.

It was another of the snake-children, but this one was older. It was the height of the Animus. It wore
along gray shift, hiding thetail on which it balanced. It regarded them gravely, from eyeslike obsidian
marbles, its smal hands clasped before it. The protruding mouthparts worked in silent rhythm.

"I have cometo take you to Prince Cataract,” it said. Itsvoice was shilant and hoarse, asif
infrequently used.



"He knowswe are here?' the Animus asked.
"Of course"

"Wewerelocked inthere" Y skatarina said, voice ris-ing. She pointed to the growing-chamber.
"Y our shlings attacked us. Why?'

"They hatched. Y es, you werelocked in."
"One of your shlingsisdead,” Y skatarinasaid.

"No matter," the snake-child said, serene. "It will pro-vide food for the others when they hatch. And
more can be grown. Comewith me."

Y skatarina and the Animus followed it down corri-dors, until it came to adoor. She saw athick, split
tongueflicker out, leaving afilm of sdivaacrossacomplex lock.

The door opened. They stepped through into ahigh, narrow room. Portholes, just benegth the calling,
let in astormy diver of moonlight. Y skatarinasfeet ticked against metd.

In the sudden light, something at the end of the room shifted and glittered. The snake-child bowed
low and glided smoothly away.

"Prince Cataract?'

"Why, you are from Nightshade," the thing said. She could not seeit clearly, only an angular hulk. An
equine head reared up, swaying on atoo-thin neck. There was the oyster-shell gleam of asingle eye.
Teeth snapped in the long jaw. It was surrounded by a pile of—something. She stepped alittle closer.
She could see the dull shine of scales. Snakeskin? But the pattern did not ook quiteright. Perhapsthe
cresture shed... She sensed an ancient, bewil-dered evil.

"Come here" thething said. "Itisalong time since | tasted the blood of Nightshade.”

Y skatarinatook a skittering step back. "Y ou'd know about Nightshade and blood, wouldn't you?
Y ou were the Animus of the women known as the Grandmothers. My aunts.”

"And S0 you are my niece, one might say. | hear that Yri and Yraare dead. Did you kill them?'-
Y katarina hesitated.

"It does not matter,” Prince Cataract said. "We quar-reled along time ago now, irrevocably.”

"| don't remember,” the thing said, very bland.

"Youarelying."

"Givemeblood, and I will tell you. Or asmall piece of flesh,” the thing said, wheedling. "Only a
drop... | live off fish and gulls and the snake-kin, these days. But they have ichor in their veins. It is not
the same”

Y skatarinaforced alaugh. "I havelittle enough spare flesh.”

There was awhispering murmur in return, not quite mirth. ™Y ou may yet have morethan 1.
"What will you do for me, then, if | give you this—thistaste?'

"1 will tell you what you wish to know."

"About the vessd that brought you from Mars?' Shetried not to sound too eager, but she thought she
might havefailed.



"What do you know about that vessel?"

"That my aunts, your bonded females, cameto Earth viaMars, on astolen haunt-ship. 1 am
interested in that ship.”

"Y ou understand that | do not know al?"

"But do you know where the ship is hidden? With its records, with details of the hito-bashira?'
"Let metaste, and | will tell you."

"No. | need more than that."

"The hito-bashira isan ancient project. | know of it, of course. But 1 have told you enough, without
blood.”

The Animus made asmall whickering noise, perhaps of protest or darm. Y skatarinaignored him.
"Youwill haveto takeit frommy sde.”

She pulled the bodice free of its straps and rolled it up, then stepped grudgingly forward. She
motioned to the An-imus to keep close, for it occurred to her that the thing might try to exact vengeance
for the deaths of itswomen. "Here."

Somehow, she expected Prince Cataract to be both hesitant and dow. He was not. The long head
darted for-ward and struck. Lightning danced down her side, as though she had been stabbed with a
thousand needles. She cried out. Her vision swam black. Then the head was weaving back again,
preparing for another blow. The Ani-mus came forward in arush and dragged her to the com-parative
safety of the opposite wall. Y skatarina panted with shock and outrage. Her side burned. When she
looked down, aspiral of scarlet drops marked the trans-parent surface of her legs, as though she stood
on athin column of blood. Thething in the chamber clicked and clattered itsteeth.

"Now tell mewhat | came hereto learn,” Y skatarina said, above the racing of her heart.
Thething sank back intoitspile of skin. "Very well."

CHAPTER 9

Mars

The Kami that occupied the former Matriarch was be-coming accustomed to its new body. At firdt,
the desic-cated corpse had proved difficult to animate effectively, as the woman from Nightshade had
warned. Limbsflailed, striking out in random directions without control. Had it not been for the assstance
of the excisseres, it would have taken the former Matriarch severa hours to descend from the room at
the top of the Tower. As soon as she had man-aged to activate the replacement phid, however, the
ex-cisseres had taken immediate, steps, driven by the unquestioning loyalty engramsthat had been
pro-grammed into their kind for those who possessed the Ma-triarcha DNA..

Even now, understanding came and went, ebbing and flowing like some psychic tide. Mars, a least,
was not so greatly changed. Accessing the former Matriarch's memo-ries, the Kami recognized the old
clan names of Caud,

Winterstrike, and other places, and the Tower was the same. But the influence of Mars was waning.
Therule of Earth was garting to dip from Memnos, and Nightshades grip was stronger than it had ever
been. The Kami re-joiced.

Using old codes, the former Matriarch summoned the records from their secret caches, undisturbed
for ahun-dred years. Haf-forgotten names flowed past her gaze: Yri and Yra, the Ssters-in-skin who
had journeyed to Earth, there to initiate a forbidden project. Embar Khair, the war-rior who had traveled



with them on the first of the haunt-ships. Embar Khair had returned. The ship and the Sisters had not.
There had been a horned woman, too: Essa? Im-possible to know what had become of her.

An excissere, moving with brisk efficiency, operated the controls of the Chain-connection. Shortly
after, the El-der Elakis face flowed across the antiscribe.

"Y ou have not changed" wasthefirst thing that Elaki said.

"Think again,”" the old Matriarch replied. Her voice was il rusty, the voice box partly withered. "1 am
Kami now."

Elaki grinned. "Does your revival make the Matriarch your predecessor, or your descendant? | have
been won-dering.”
"In either case, sheisdead. Shefell to apulp on the rocks.”

"At some point, it would be helpful to have her reani-mated, too. She must possess some useful
information.”

"The body may betoo broken, but we will try. There are many ghostsrising now," the old Matriarch
sad. "Gaezdles, ram-horns, others.”

"Frivalities, nothing more. Y ou know my views on such sports.”

"That once included this body."

Eleki gaveathin smile. "Soit did. But you—your body, that is—was till Matriarch. The phid is
keyed into your genetic line. It cannot be used by just anyone.”

"Y ou did not approve of genetic dead ends," the Matri-arch said. "l remember what you said at this
body'strid: that Nightshade sought perfection of form. And yet here you are seeking the help of
something that was one of the Changed. Now, what of those 'frivolities? Shall | send them back to the
Eldritch Relm?’

"No, leave them. They are harmless enough. It isthe others that we require before we can proceed.
Thearmies. The Sown."

"Dragon's Teeth," the old Matriarch whispered from her decaying throat.
"Just s0. Y ou areto begin to raise them. Raise them now.”

Behind Elaki's visage, the Kami that possessed the old Matriarch could see only darkness: the abyss
that lay be-yond Nightshade. It seemed to her that it was here that the Eldritch Realm itsdf must lie:
Hades, Dis, the dimension of the dead to which al spiritsflew. To those who lived long ago, it had been
only fancy, afairy tale againgt the end of life. But these days, after the emergence of haunt-tech, spirits
were known to be real. And spirits could fly back again.

CHAPTER 10
Earth

Wearily, her sde il bleeding, Y skatarina undertook the flight back to the ruin. She clung tightly to
the Ani-mus, wishing never to let him go. All the same, she thought she must have fainted, for she woke
to find hersdlf on solid ground, with the Animus weaving over her. Wet wood was rough beneath her
exposed sKin.

"Wherearewe?" Y skatarinaraised her head and saw that she was lying upon the veranda of the
mangon.

"You must rest," the Animus said, anxious.



"No. Not yet." Y skatarinastruggled to her feet, winc-ing with pain. She leaned ahand againgt apillar
of wood, breathing in the scent of salt and jasmine. The seaair should have been refreshing; insteed, she
fet stifled, weighed down by humidity and the lingering heat of the day. Her Sde burned and stung. "Il
need the medical kit. Band-gtats, and ablood test. Those teeth must have been filthy."

The thought reminded her of something. Y skatarina smiled as she took along diver of ivory from an
inner pocket of therobe. It was razor-sharp, bloody at the root. She thought she might have it polished,
then mounted in slver, with perhaps afew sea-pearlsfor contrast, and wear it as an ornament. A
souvenir. "At least he gave mewhat | needed.”

Y skatarinagave asmdl, grim smile, remembering the pile of skin and the bonesit sheltered. The
Animus had been merciful enough initsfirg grike, in payment for the mouthful of Y skatarinasflesh. The
snake-children had done the rest, cregping from the cracks and seams of the room to fal in silence upon
the body of their creator.

Shedid not think anyone would greatly miss Prince Cataract, the creature that had once been an
Animus of Nightshade. It had been too easy. But then, perhaps the prince had merely grown tired of
being alive. Aswell asthetooth, she had taken a sample of the skin for andyss. Shewaslooking
forward, she found, to having the run of Elaki's laboratories when the time came. Thefirst to go would be
Iti... After Elaki hersdlf, of course.

She thought back to Prince Cataract. How would shefedl if the Animus decided that he wanted to go
his own way? The thought was almost inconceivable, and swamped her with dismay.

"It was useful. We now know where the haunt-ship was hidden." Y skatarina hesitated. She moved to
the rot-ting railing and leaned bone-and-plastic hands upon it. The missing fingers il irritated her. The
hot damp night had drawn in now, and there was only an occasiond flutter of lightning across the horizon
to show that there was ocean there at al. She thought of the Dragon-King, sub-merging into the depths
of the sea as she and the Animus spiraled upward, of the sad, viciousthingsit contained. She turned from
the storm-dark, heading for theinner courtyard and the antiscribe.

"l have spoken to the boat, to Sek. Rule has changed in Memnos, so that is another task
accomplished.”

The Animus wove over her shoulder, neck snaking out in aseries of popping vertebrae. "Do you trust
Sek?!

"Sek isloyal to the Matriarchy, not to any particular Matriarch. If the Matriarch changes, then her
loyalty changeswith it. Sheisours now, if she wantsto keep her boat and its modifications. They have
thegirl onboard," Y skatarina continued. "From now on, she, too, ismine."

The Animuss mandibles whispered across her neck.
"Perhaps you should not become too confident.”

Y skatarina laughed. "Why not? Coming here, | redize how isolated Nightshade has become, how
limited is Elaki's understanding. Put in aline to the contact. It istime we made the acquaintance of the
hito-bashira."

CHAPTER 11
Earth

Dreams-of-War woke. There was a chilly light in the east, and the wind blowing through the cracks
of the porthole was cool. She was immediately aware of difference, of wrongness. It took her amoment,
aided by the armor's feedback, to realize that this emerged from the sdt-laden air, the wetness that



created afaint sheen over the sur-face of the armor. She missed the desart air of Marswith asudden
pang, and as quickly suppressed it.

There was a sound from deep within the junk, alittle cry. Acrossthe cabin, Lunaelay curled and
unmoving. The kappa's wide mouth was open, reveding ameon-pink in-terior and athick diver of
tongue, but she made no noise other than an occasiona rasping breath. Frowning, Dreams-of-War rose
from the bed and padded to the door, cat-quiet as the armor's foot-servos went onto maximum. She
opened the door and looked out. The passage was empty. The cry came again: thin, filled with adistant,
des-olate anguish.

Dreams-of-War looked back at Lunae in momentary hesitation. The problem of having a charge who
could bilocate at will was beginning to be brought forcibly hometo her. Lunae was long past the stage
where she would au-tomatically obey. Dreams-of-War could not help but re-spect this, yet it was
disconcerting dl the same. What if the girl took it into her head to undertake amgjor shift, and ended up
in the middle of the ocean? She had not been properly trained in her talents. Hardly surprising, Snce no
one knew quite what they were. And that, of course, included Lunae hersdf. If she becomes a liability,
what then? Dreams-of-War was seized by a claw of resent-ment against the Grandmothers, who had
told her so little. Were they truly dead? Still, she had heard nothing.

The cry came once more. It occurred to her that it might be some kind of distracting trick. She did
not like being so hesitant. She thought of Lunae, snatched or daughtered in her deep while her guardian
was lured off on some wild-goose chase. What if something happened to the kappa? Dreams-of-War
imagined the kappa's wrin-kled body, pierced and probed, and her mouth was suddenly lemon-dry. She
had no empathy for the nurse, but dl the same... Silently, Dreams-of-War cursed her recently acquired
emotions. They were supposed to apply only to Lunae, but they appeared to be spreading. It was an
inconvenience that Dreams-of-War could well live without. She quelled the rising flood of worry with as
much ruthlessness as she could muster and applied hersdf to more immediate issues.

"Separate,” she whispered, drawing the gutting knife from the armor's thigh. The armor crept from her
skin, to stand unsteadily on the rocking floor of the cabin, until she was clad only in the underharness.
"Remain. Protect.”

Armed with the knife, Dreams-of-War locked the door behind her and made her way aong the
passage. The crieswere coming at regular, breathy intervals from within the hold; it sounded like some
small creature in torment. Dreams-of-War went down the stairway and found a pas-sage leading through
the hold. This part of the junk was damp, the walls and floor sat-dick beneath Dreams-of-War's bare
feet. There was an unwholesome seaweed smell that reminded her of the Grandmothers chamber. At the
end of the corridor lay ahatch. She hastened to it and looked in through a crack.

A woman lay supine on along, raised couch at the center of the room, facing the opposite wal. She
was naked. Both of the woman's legs were missing benegth the groin; Dreams-of-War could seethe pae
knob of thejoints, protruding and polished. The woman's arms were thin spines of bone, fleshlessfrom
the shoulder down-ward, interlaced with gold and jet. Something was crouched over her.
Dreams-of-War saw faceted eyesin avisage half-human, haf-insect, amolten black carapace, jointed
arms pinning the woman's shoulders to the couch. A spiked spur the length and thickness of
Dreams-of-War's forearm hammered between the woman's artificia legs, ro-tating like ascrew.

Dreams-of-War had never seen anything likeit; at least, nothing that was bigger than a beetle. Wasp
or scor-pion? Ant or crab? It was dl of these, and more. It should have resembled a patchwork
abortion: instead, it pos-sessed a gaunt and unnatural wholeness, aglistening, sin-ister beauty.

Dreams-of-War had seen worse sightsin battle, but this disgusted her. Her mouth filled with bile and
she drew a short sharp breath. The woman's head rolled back. Dark hair fell in ashining sweep to the



floor. The woman was grinning, but her eyeswere as glazed as glass. The sounds came from deep within
her throat. On her shoulder, Dreams-of-War caught sight of a curious symbol, etched into the flesh: a
bristling gold-and-black star.

Slowly, the woman arched her spine and began to cir-cle her hips. Dreams-of-War backed away,
fled down the corridor, and did not look back. The sounds followed her al the way to the cabin. She
assumed the armor like one shutting hersdlf inside abox, confining and safe, and sank down onto the seat
by the porthole. She remained there until the sun was up, staring out over the great clean sweep of the
sea

CHAPTER 12
Earth

When Lunae awvoke, Dreams-of-War was stting on the porthole seat, armored knees drawn up
againg her chest and bristling like aporcupine.

"What timeisit?" Lunae asked.
"Almogt eight,” Dreams-of-War said.

"Iseverything dl right?' The Martians face looked pinched around the mouth and her eyeswere
gritty. Wisps of pae hair had comeloose from her plait, giving Dreams-of-War an uncharacteristicaly
disheveled appear-ance.

"Everything isfing," Dreams-of-War snapped.
"Where are we?'

"How should | know? The sealooks al the same; | have seen no land. Stay here, don't answer the
door, and don't take it into your head to go wandering. I'm going to find Sek."

"Why? Is something wrong?' For Dreams-of-War was emanating awire-taut sensation, akind of
psychic jan-gling.

Inreply, her guardian turned on an armored hedl and marched out.

Lunae crossed over to the porthole and looked through. Beyond the narrow line of deck and the
railing, she could see nothing but ocean, stretching hazy and blue to the horizon's edge. Now that they
were beyond Fragrant Harbor, the water had changed to a deep, rolling swell, flecked with foam. Lunae
watched, enchanted, as each wave rolled up, green and clear as molten glass.

The junk lurched and swayed. Lunae kept waiting for sickness, but to her relief, it never came. She
rested her e-bows on the rim of the porthole and watched the sea churn. Then something passed across
her vison: akind of blurring. Lunae frowned, wondering if her vision was af-fected, and thinking with
dread of the Kami. It came again: a sudden dimming of the view of deck and horizon, asif two pillars of
heat had passed by L unae squinted up-ward and saw a strange thing.

A woman was hovering above the deck. She wore a short leather kilt. Above was ablack metal
bodice that reached down to her hips. Long dark hair, unbraided, swept to her waist. She was|ooking
out to sea, so Lunae was able to see her profile: apale, sharply etched face, with a sensuous mouth. The
eyes were hidden behind round lenses, like the eyes of an insect. Her arms were nothing but bone and
metal, the shoulders peaked like wings and the fingers skeletal and long, but her body ended at the hips.
She had no thighs, no shins, no feet. Lunae stared as the woman moved away, and now she could see
that the woman was supported, after al: by two trangparent legs ending in spiked hedls. Artificia toes
tapped across the deck. Despite the height of her heels and the motion of the deck, the woman moved
quickly and with assurance. She was soon gone up the stepsthat led to the upper levels of the junk.



When Dreams-of-War marched back in, Lunae told her of what she had seen. By thistime, the
kappa had aso awoken and sat blinking.

"Thiswoman," Dreams-of-War said, frowning, "what did she look like? Did you see her face?'

"Yes," sad Lunae. "She was beautiful, with long black hair. But her face was cold and closed, all
angles. Shedid not look like anyone | have ever seen before. There was a—aforeignnessto her face,
yet it reminded me of some-one. And she had no arms, and no legs. They were glass, or plagtic, and
transparent. It didn't seem to hinder her in walking."

She was surprised to see an expression of distinct un-ease cross her Martian guardian's countenance.
"Do you know her?" Lunae asked.

"No," Dreams-of-War replied, too quickly. "But | have reason to believe that we are not the only
passengers. Why should we be, after al?"

"There are many strange thingsin the north,” the kappa said. She waddled closer to Lunae and patted
her arm. "Do not worry. | am here. Dreams-of-War is here.”

"And I'm grateful,” Lunae said.
The Martian turned to the kappa. " Strange things? Have you seen thiswoman before?"

The kappa stared at her, bemused. "I have not. But you must know how common it isin the more
primitive regionsfor children to come from the growing-bags with-out limbs."

Dreams-of-War looked at her with papable disgust. "Why aren't such infants terminated?”

"Because it takes time and expense for poor folk to grow achild,” the kappasaid. "And some women
do not regard that child as disposable.” Lunae thought there was a hint of anger in the kappa's answer,
but perhaps she wasimagining it. The nurse's moon-face was as placid as ever.

"What about another kind of cresture? A sort of gigan-tic dragonfly, with ahide like black armor? A
scorpion'stal?’

The kappa's eyes grew wide with darm. "1 have never seen or heard of such amonstrosity, and | do
not wishto."

Dreams-of-War acknowledged thiswith anod. Turn-ing to Lunae, she added, "Areyou ill feding
Sck?'

"A little," Lunae answered quickly. Shelonged to go on deck and watch thewaves. "If | could go
outsde..." Shefaked agrimace.

"l will maketes," the kappa said, and began to busy hersalf over the cabin's small iron stove.

"Comewith me" Dreams-of-War said. "If you are go-ing to beill, best you are closer to the sde.”
Her face wrin-kled with distaste. The Martian did not, Lunae felt, approve of bodily functions. She
wondered again whether the armor took care of elimination for Dreams-of-War, but it was not a subject
that shefelt able to broach.

Shefollowed her guardian onto the deck. There was no land in Sght, only the heaving seaunder a
clear, cerulean sky, but far on the horizon Lunae saw asmudge risng up from the water.

"What'sthat?"
"Smoke," Dreams-of-War said. "Hakodate, perhaps, or one of the more southerly volcanoes.”

"|s Hakodate arift-volcano?"



"No. Theonly rift fill active isthe one benesth the Shattered L ands—what was once known asthe
Western Continent. It issaid that it wasthisrift that caused thefal of prehumans and precipitated the
Drowning. Thereisonly afragment relating to it; it saysthat many folk died in the cataclysm and after,
when the clouds of ash and smoke blotted out the sun. Diseases would have been rife. But ge-ologists
believe that the Drowning was aready well under way at that time. The greet rift of the volcano merely
hes-tened matters.”

"Do we know anything about the people of Earth at that time?' L unae asked, scouring her memories,

"They were certainly nothing but savages—apes or some such, half-humans and men-remnantslike
the hye-nae of Mars, al teeth and whiskers. But by then, Martians had devel oped spaceflight; we did
what we could to sal-vage the remains of Earth." Dreams-of-War paused. " There were—experiments, a
thistime. A mingling of Martian and indigenous genes. Some of these experiments were perhaps unwise.”
Lunae could tell from the sour twist of her guardian's mouth that Dreams-of-War hated to admit any
misstep on the part of her people. "1t took centuries for rebuilding to take place. But there are many such
re-mains of the thingsthat lived before the rift and the floods: the tailed women of the western tribes, the
Mottled Elders, the Hollow Children.”

"l have seen none of these. Are there pictures?’

"Y es, but why should you have an interest in such creatures? Y ou are an advanced being, a
made-human from the civilized East. Relaively civilized," Dreams-of-War amended.

"Thereisagory that Fragrant Harbor dates from be-fore the Drowning."

"Certainly, Fragrant Harbor isancient,” Dreams-of-War conceded. "But probably it waslittle more
than afish-ing village. When we reach the idands of the kappa, you will seethekind of thing | mean.”

And with that, Lunae had to be content.
CHAPTER 13
Earth

Y skatarinawas certain that they were being watched. She had felt eyes upon them that morning, on
deck, and she did not think that the crew alone were curious. Sek hersdf treated Y skatarinawith awary
respect, but Y skata-rinawas confident that the captain'sloyalties to the Matri-archy would hold.

The girl was, so Sek had assured her, confined to a cabin below with her nurse and her guardian.
Y skatarina set eyes on the Martian warrior later in the day, as she stood conversing with Sek in the
prow. A formidable fig-ure, but perhaps no more than a hollow one; bound to the dictates of
Memnos—rigid, unquestioning. She was not so stupid asto take thisfor granted, but Dreams-of-War
ap-peared the typicd Martian, and thusfar, Y skatarina had not been disappointed by the race. Perhaps
the earlier at-tempts to dispatch her had been unnecessary. And then there was Dreams-of-War's armor,
apiece of haunt-tech that had traveled on the stolen ship... Prince Cataract had implied that the armor
contained memories of that ship and its operation. Y skatarinaintended to explore this a the earliest
opportunity.

The nurse was akappa, and as such, did not present agresat threat, though after the previous
nation at-tempt, Y skatarinaremained wary of the toad-women. Since the attempt to snatch the girl
had ended in failure, sheintended to try another tack, and perhapsit was better thisway. She planned to

intrigue Lunae, and then befriend her. The Martian would not interfere, if instructed not to do so by
Memnos.

She rested bone-and-metd fingers on therailing of the ship and contemplated the churning sea. It was
good to have a change of limbs once more. Her spare parts had fi-ndly been delivered, arriving viaa



scow the previous day. But she did not like this expanse of water; it seemed some-how unnatura. And
she wondered what lived beneath those waters. She thought of the Dragon-King, gliding dong the
seabed. What might it be thinking? Did any ves-tige of consciousness or memory remainto it? Did it
re-member the cataclysmic rift that had shattered the world?

Prince Cataract had been elusive on the subject, but Y skatarina thought it more probable that he
smply had not known. He had told her that the Grandmothers had raised the great machine from the
seabed, deeming it asuitable place on which to hide. But he had not told her why they had quarrelled,
and the idea continued to dis-tress her. The Animus glided to the railing beside her, re-garded her with
dark lambent eyes. She reached out a hand to touch itsclaw. "I have put acal through to Night-shade.
Elaki iswaiting.”

Y skatarinasmiled to hersalf. One could tell that they were far from home. On Nightshade, the Animus
would never have dared to describe Elaki thus, without any hon-orific.

"More respect,” she murmured, teasing.

But the Animus said nothing, and not for the first time, Y skatarinawondered whether hetruly
possessed thoughts and ambitions that were separate from her own. Elaki had claimed that such athing
was not possible, and indeed, she had never questioned this before. But then, that was before they had
come across Prince Cataract. And Elaki and Iti, too, seemed less closely linked than the An-imus and
hersdf. Abruptly, she turned away from therail and the ocean's expanse.

"I'll talk to her, then," she muttered.

Elaki's voice crackled and spattered over the antiscribe like hot fat.
"Y skatarina? Where are you? Why have 1 not heard from you?"'
"You have heard," Y skatarinasaid. "I've sent regular re-ports.”

"I need to hear your voice," Elaki said with angry im-patience.

So that you can tell whether or not 1 am lying to you, Y skatarinathought, and this was precisdy
why she had not wanted to spesk to her aunt directly. She wasfilled with relief a the thought of the
emotiona loss that Mem-nos had given her, and terror that it would show.

"I contacted you," Y skatarinasaid. "I told you that the Matriarch gave me the whereabouts of the
hito-bashira, and | made the necessary arrangements. The Matriarch, as| trust you know, is dead. Her
predecessor has been reani-mated, and has replaced her.”

"l have spoken to the thing. | am pleased, Y skatarina, with what you have done.”

A handful of weeks before, such acompliment would have dlated Y katarinafor days. Now there
was only amerciful numbness. Shetried to infuse her voice with an appropriate degree of gratitude.

"Thank you, Aunt. Thank you. And other matters are proceeding well."
"Did you spesk to the Misson?"
"| tried, but there was no response.”

"Something iswrong a the Mission,” Elaki fretted. "1 have heard nothing since they sent word to me
about thegirl."

"Don't worry. | am no more than ahandful of yards away from the hito-bashira."
"And you will kill her," Elaki stated. "I understand. Y ou are seeking the best opportunity, even now."
"That iss0," Y katarinalied, as smoothly as she could manage. "That is s0."



CHAPTER 14
Earth

Toward noon the heat grew until the reek of weed and dead fish envel oped the junk. Lunae, whom
Dreams-of-War suspected of having feigned sickness, grew pale in earnest and now asked to go
bel ow—a request to which Dreams-of-War readily agreed. Lunag's absence gave her the opportunity to
seek out Sek. It had not escaped her at-tention that Lunae did not like Sek, and Dreams-of-War was
not sure what to make of this. Her ward had met so few people, after al—an acquaintance limited to
herself, the kappa, the Kami and the n (who could hardly be said to count), and the
Grandmothers. Perhaps Lunae was smply nervous and defensive. .. but then again, perhaps not. There
was something about Sek that made Dreams-of-War uneasy, something familiar. She resolved to
ques-tion Lunae at the next opportunity. A fresh eye, she fdlt, was often hel pful.

Neither had- she been told where the Grandmothers had found the captain. Was she under contract
to them? An independent operator? Dreams-of-War had tried to find out, but failed.

She located the captain at the helm. Sek squinted out to sea, paying no attention to her visitor.
Dreams-of-War watched her for amoment. Where did Sek originate? She did not have the look of a
Northerner, though Dreams-of-War knew that the vessel was registered in the Siberian Is-lands. There
was something strange about her and yet familiar: an outworld fed that made Dreams-of-War's skin
prickle beneath the sheltering cover of the armor. The cap-tain had an dmost Martian look to her. Sek
seemed sur-rounded by sudden darkness: a star before the abyss of night. Dreams-of-War blinked. Sek
was once more the sat-stained sailor in ragged red clothes, rough hands trac-ing the intricate fretwork of
thehdm.

"| should liketo see wherewe are," Dreams-of-War said abruptly. "Are there charts?"
"Of course." Sek spoke mildly. She ran her palm across a nearby screen. "Here."

Dreams-of-War studied the map that unscrolled itself acrossthe surface of the screen. There, at the
far bottom corner, lay Fragrant Harbor: atiny scattering of idands bi-sected by the wide waterways.
Dreams-of-War touched afinger up the splintered coast to askein of idands: the southern reach of
Hakodate. They were heading for the port of 1scha. She looked through the porthole. The sea stretched
before her, untroubled. Dreams-of-War walked to the other side of the cabin. Nothing but water until the
far horizon.

"Why can't 1 seethe coast?"

"Because we are too far out to sea," Sek said patiently.

"Why are we not following the coastline? Would it not be safer, given the chance of sorms?!
"There are dark-shipsthat lurk in theinletsand is-lands. 1 deemed it best that we sail the open sea.”
"Dark-ships? Do you mean pirates?’

"Of akind. There are marauders al adong this coast. They do not seek to endave or stedl; they seek
to destroy. They speak of holy waters, of violation by the shipping trade. They come from nowhere, their
ships materiaiz-ing in clouds of mist. They use old, half-forgotten tech-nologies. No one knows much
about them. No one would wish to."

Dreams-of-War tapped impatient fingers on the sur-face of the screen. "Y esterday you spoke of
Dragon-Kings. What of them?"

"How much do you know of the Dragon-Kings?'



"I believed them to be amyth. | have been doing some research. | now know that they arerare,
dangerous, their origins unknown. | also know that they can rise up and cause even the greatest vessels

to disappear.”
Sek nodded. "Essentialy accurate. They hunt aone, emerging from the deep seabed.”

"And you sad that you glimpsed one on the voyage here?’

“Inthe distance. A shell was seen. We lowered the sail, which can attract their attention’™or soitis
said. No one knows for certain. It came no closer.”

Dreams-of-War frowned. "Where are we now? Are we anywhere near the place where you saw the
Dragon-King?'

"The chart should show the junk's passage. And no, it was farther north.”

When Dreams-of-War looked more closely, she saw that thiswas so. The junk appeared as a minute
crimson dot, trailing dowly acrossthe screen like aleaking droplet of blood, leaving afaint wake behind
it. Yet she dtill did not understand why they were so far out to sea. The junk looped away from Fragrant
Harbor. 1t had been Dreams-of-War's understanding that the junk was heading directly for the Fire
Idands.

She glanced at Sek, whose face was turned to the sea. Sek appeared as serene as a stone.
"What are you looking for? Land? Or danger?"

"Both, or ether,” Sek replied absently. "Does your ar-mor give you farsight?”

"It can," Dreams-of-War admitted. "But possibly no better than those binoculars.”

"L ook through them. Tell mewhat you see.”

Dreams-of-War did s0. After amoment, she found the faint line of the horizon and scanned it. The
line—darker water, paler sky—was unbroken.

"l seeno land. Y et we are supposed to be nearing the southern reaches of Hakodate and | can see
no sign of it. | thought |1 saw smoke thismorning. A volcano.”

"Thereisasingle peak surrounded by idets. The weather has been gentle. Y ou seefor yoursdlf; the
water isplacid as milk and there has been little wind. We cannot have strayed off course.”

"Perhgps your ingruments are mafunctioning,” Dreams-of-War suggested.
"The crew are checking them now. Did you come here merely to question me about our course?’

Dreams-of-War thought back to that dawn glimpse: the woman with artificial legs soread, the thing
poised above her, drilling inward, and was glad that the armor concealed a shudder. "No. | havea
question about awoman. | assume sheis another passenger and not one of your crew.”

"Ah." Sek amiled. "Y ou mean Y katarinalye. The woman with the ornamentd limbs."
"1 did not see her onboard when we arrived.”
"That is because she was not here at that point. She ar-rived by speed-scull in the night.”

"Just s0. Thismorning—" Dreams-of-War paused, re-luctant to conjure once more the scene that she
had wit-nessed. She chided herself for cowardice. "1 saw her in one of the cabins. In sexual congress
with a—thing."

"That isher companion.”
Dreams-of-War stared at her. "Y ou knew about this?"



"How not? It accompanied her on board; it belongsto her."

"But what isit?"

"l have been given to understand that it isabio-artifact, a once akind of artistic representation and
the repository of her family's memories.”

"I have never seen such athing before," Dreams-of-War said.

"No?Yet it seemed to methat it isin part the same kind of technology as that armor you wear.
Sentient, aware, capable of storing and interpreting information, old memories. Capable of acting
independently.” Sek looked at Dreams-of-War and afaint smile crossed her mouth, like aghost's.

"l do not rely upon my armor for sexud gratification," Dreams-of-War said, cold asthe sea.
Sek shrugged. "That isyour affair. And what Y skata-rina does with her creature is her own business.”
"And her aams and legs? An accident? A birth defect?

"l have not liked to ask. She had her prosthetic limbs shipped aboard shortly after her arrival.
Sometimes they are metal, encrusted with ornamentation; she showed me apair that end in clawslike the
feet of agreat bird. They can be used for battle. Perhaps you should discussit with her." Sek turned
back to her contemplation of the horizon and reached out a hand for her binoculars.

"But where does she come from? Was she bom on Earth?' Were you? Dreams-of-War amost said,
but bit back the words.

"l do not know," Sek said blandly. "Perhaps she isfrom the North. There are many people there who
come un-whole from the growing-skins, who are geneticaly af-fected by ancient disasters. | have seen
otherslike Y skatarina. We al bear our wounds as best we may. It isnot my business.”

"| can see something," Dreams-of-War said. It was nothing more than a speck, coming fast acrossthe
sea. Thoughts of Dragon-Kings, of pirates, of unknown dan-gers raced through her head.
Dreams-of-War touched the helmet control at her throat and in a second, her head was encased within
the armor's hood.

"Sight,” Dreams-of-War said. Her voice echoed within the confines of the helmet. The visor ratcheted
up its mag-nification until Dreams-of-War could see the oncoming thing more clearly.

It was black and shining. Bands of jade light played along itsSides, likeasmall traveling sorm.
Something much larger was carried within it: a hunched shape. As she watched, the edges of the cloud
gplit and broke agpart, shattering into athousand whirling fragments before re-forming. It seemed to bea
flock of something very small, bearing athing the size of ahuman.

"What isthat?" breathed Dreams-of-War.
Sek grasped thewiring of the helm.

"l do not know!" The words snapped back through the calm air. Dreams-of-War sprinted along the
deck, heading for Lunag's cabin.

The cabin was aplace of peace. Soft air drifted through the open window; light marbled the ceiling so
that the cabin resembled an underwater sanctuary. L unae was sitting on the bench, reading something on
an anti-scribe, and the kappawas occupying hersalf with amess of tangled knitting.

"Bolt the porthole," Dreams-of-War ordered.
Lunaelooked up in darm. "What's hgppening?'

"We're under attack."



"Fromwhat?' The kappawas gaping a her.
"A cloud of things. Do you know what they might be?’
The kappa's eyes opened wide. "l have no idea."

L unae was scrambling from the bench, her face fierce. For amoment, Dreams-of-War barely
recognized her. "l cantake care of it! Let me, Guardian.”

"No!" Dreams-of-War said, swalowing abolt of pride. "It's some kind of swarm; you can't grasp it
asyou did the assassin. Besides, it's too dangerous. We don't know what the consequences might be.”
She pictured Lunae ending up in the middle of the ocean. "We stay here, with the door locked. The crew
will take care of it." She hated being left out of afight.

They waited: Dreams-of-War poised by the door, blades bristling, the kappa holding tightly to
Lunagsre-ssting hand. Dreams-of-War closed her eyesfor amo-ment, to listen. There was something
whirring overhead, a sound like an orthocopter, shouts, a deafening crashing crack. The junk shuddered.

"What wasthat?' the kappa quavered. "Is the mast down?'

"How should | know?" It was all Dreams-of-War could do not to throw open the door and run onto
the deck. A second later, she did not have to.

The side of the cabin exploded inward in ashower of splinters. In the exposed gap appeared whirling
blades, amass of black propdlers. The air wasfilled with something sparkling and hot. Dreams-of-War
thrust her longest knifeinto the nearest row of blades. Metd shrieked on metd. The front part of the
swarm swung up and over, headed downward. She glimpsed the passenger behind, riding on a cloud of
knives.

"Armor!" she cried, intending to protect Lunae, but it wastoo late. The kappa, seizing Lunae by the
hand, dragged her through the gap and was gone over the side of the junk before Dreams-of-War could
utter aword of protest.

Cursing, Dreams-of-War caught the rider by the back of the hood and hauled it to itsfeet. It was
wheezing, but it samped and flailed, striking out at her. It spat out a sticky ochre stream that trickled
down her armor, leaving molten meta in itswake. It reached no further than the armor’s epidermis, but
Dreams-of-War was outraged. She tore away the hood to find areptilian face. A forked tongue snaked
out from amouth ringed with teeth. Dreams-of-War seized the tongue between finger and thumb,
armor-servos on maximum, and gave ashort, sharp tug. The entire jaw tore away, leaving abloody,
gaping hole.

Dreams-of-War flung the jaw over the Side in disgust and peered into theremains. A brain, definitely,
but differ-ently lobed than a humans. Dreams-of-War |et the thing fall to the deck and rushed to the side
of the boat. Sek was ducking beneath the sail, shouting out.

"Princess! Seewhat it'sbrought..."

Dreams-of-War, hanging half over therail, ignored her. There was no sign of either Lunae or the
kappa, only the churning, foam-flecked sea and something rising fromiit.

CHAPTER 15
Earth

The kappa moved with such uncharacteristic swiftness that L unae had been taken aback. Asthey
hurtled through the gaping hole in the cabin wall, toward therailing, shetried to pull free, but the kappa
held her hand tightly in aclammy grip. Shetried to shift time, but something congtricted her throat and



brain, sending wire-hot pain through her synapses. She remembered the sudden sparkling of the
air—but then they were over the side of the junk and faling.

The kappadived like an arrow, clutching Lunae to her breast. They hit the water with agreat rush of
sound, and then were down under the waves. Lunae was dazzled by light and water. It waslike being
encased in shining green stone, fading to darkness as they sank. The breath had been knocked out of her.
She thought her lungs would burst, her head explode, but the kappa's grip was like an iron band. She
saw the kappa's mouth gape open, skeins of air stream forth. A ditted fan opened at the kappas throat,
but Lunae was choking on water. The kappakicked out. They began to rise toward the light, broke out
through the surface of the sea. Lunae took arasping breath of clean air. Her eyes burned with salt. She
saw atiny red square, far behind them: the junk, sailing swiftly on. The kappas mouth was open, her face
appd led, her gaze fixed on apoint just beyond Lunag's shoulder.

"l don't—" she Sarted to say. L unae squirmed around.

Something was coming up behind them: an immense length of curving shell. Spokesrose fromit,
fanning out into gleaming silver-black petas. Water streamed past as L unae and the kappa were caught
in the lattice of the spokes. Lunae reached out and clung to them; they felt like wet bone. The kappa's
eyeswere wide—with fear, awe, redlization. Bubbles poured from her gillslike acollar of pearls.

Lunag, dill clutching the lattice, lay gasping on the curve of the shell. It was, she noted digtantly,
warm, like damp ceramic. She raised her head and looked down its vast length. More spokes were
sailing up from the gaping joints of the shell, forming awebbed network. The shell now bore afan behind
it: the spokes unfurling like some-one opening a great, many-fingered fist. Each onewas at least twice the
length of the mast of the junk. Lunae had never known that something so big existed benegth the waves.

"What isit?"

"ItisaDragon-King," the kappa breathed. The webbed lattice did, Lunae thought, ook very much
likethe ruff of animperia dragon, but there was agrinding sound deep within, an engine-hum.

"It'samaching"

She saw the kappanod. But then the joint below them began to open. Lunae glimpsed a
thousand-foot mesh of gears, cails, flickering lights as the | attice Sarted to with-draw. Shetried to hang
on, but the wet struts moved easly and swiftly through her hands. The portion of shell on which they lay
curved more sharply yet. Lunae and the kappa started to dide toward the open joint. Lunae, pan-icking,
tried to hold on and could not. The bone strut re-tracted fully. Her hands scrabbled briefly on the surface
of the shell, and then she was dipping down toward the joint. Her last glimpse was of the shell arching
above her, blotting out the stormy sky, and then, frantic, she thought to reach inside her mind and twist
time.

CHAPTER 16

Earth

Dreams-of-War watched, frozen, as the Dragon-King rose up from the sea. It was perhaps a
half-mile or more from the junk, but it towered up from the churning waveslike anidand. Six black
necks spanned out from either end of its cargpace, terminating in flat spatul ate heads that probed the air.
Water poured down the sdes of its shell. She could see thejoints that separated the segments begin to
gplit open. Spines emerged from within.

She heard Sek cry, "Turn! Turn the ship around!” Ponderoudly, lurching on a heaving sea, the junk
be-gan to spin. Dreams-of-War grasped Sek by atattooed arm.

"Send out aboat! We haveto find Lunae." Sek turned on her, face snarling, voicecam. "We



can-not. Thejunk isligting; thereisaholein the hull. That thing launched a bolt of fire; we have only just
brought it under control. Y ou see what awaits us on the horizon, what demon. My ship criesout in
anguish; | can sparenotime.”

"Y ou do not haveto. Issue me adinghy, araft—any-thing. | will set out upon ateatray, if | must.”

"Can you not see?" Sek pointed to the horizon, and the thing that rose up against agreen boiling
cloud.

"My ward—"

"Sheiswith her nurse. | saw them go over the side. The kappa can breathe beneath the waves. 1t will
beinitseement.”

"Lunae isamade-human, not amutated sea-breathing thing. What if she drowns?!
"The kappawill keep her safe. My concern isfor my ship. The demon iswaiting."

"That isno demon,” Dreams-of-War said. "What you cal a Dragon-King is an antiquated
sea-schemer—a wesather-control device. Old Martian tech. | recognized the thing immediately.”

"Whatever the casg, it's dangerous. It could swallow thisvessel whole." Sek grabbed apassing
crewwoman, is-sued urgent orders. " See?"

Curdled cloud occupied the whole of the eastern hori-zon. Dreams-of-War had never seen such a
sight, not even during theworst of al Dust Seasons of the Crater Plain. The jade clouds towered
hundreds of feet above the sea, anvil heads forming and collapsing within seconds. Light-ning flashed,
green asthe eye of agod.

"Itisgarting itswork, that isdl,” Dreams-of-War said. "It is summoning a storm. Who knows why?
Its pro-gramming is probably damaged.”

"And in amoment, the seabed will move beneath us and this vessal will go down. | need to spesk
with the ship." A moment later, Sek was gone below.

Dreams-of-War hung over the side, desperately searching for sight of Lunag, but the seawas a
heaving mass of cold. From behind her, avoice said, "I may be ableto help, should you wish."

Dreams-of-War turned. The woman named Y skata-rinalye stood behind her, balancing on serrated
metal legs. Abovetherisng wind, Dreams-of-War could hear the faint whirring of the servomechanisms,
keeping her sup-ported and upright. Y skatarina's pale face peered forth from a voluminous bundle of
garments. Black metal glinted between sheaves of wool and velvet; something stirred benesth
Y skatarinas cloak. The woman's face was remote and cold. Dreams-of-War forced herself to remain
where she was and not to step back.

"How?' Dreams-of-War asked. "And more to the point, why?"

Y skatarina spread a protective hand across her breast, caressing something within the gathered cloak.
"We arefelow passengers, and | sorrow for your loss. My compan-ion can help you.” There was no
shamein her face, Dreams-of-War noted with disgust, only adistant, reflec-tive wistfulness. "1 can send
him out, to scan the sea.”

"Thank you," Dreams-of-War said, Sartled into cour-tesy by this unexpected offer. "But Sek told me
that the thing is very old, containing the memories of your family. I'm surprised you'd risk it. And why
should | trust you?"

Y skatarina lye laughed. "Perhaps you should not. And my companion isnot so easily destroyed.
Maybe you will have a chance to see what he can do. Come with me."



"I think not.”

Y skatarina spread artificial hands. ™Y ou have other op-tions, perhaps?’

Dreams-of-War was slent.

"At least let me make afew suggestions. Come.”

With misgivings, Dreams-of-War followed Y skatarina down the swaying steps and into the cabin.

The room was bare except for adablike bed and along metal chest. Slats of wood were piled
againg thewals, and there was astrong smell of the sea. The place felt damp. The memory of
Y skatarinalye, legs splayed, face contorted, rose uncomfortably to mind. Dreams-of-War felt her own
skin growing hot beneath the armor.

"Youtravel light,” Dreams-of-War said.

"I had it sent on," Y katarina said, following Dreams-of-War's gaze toward the chest. "It contains my
limbs, my garments.” She drew aside her robes. The creature un-coiled itsdlf; the black glittering eyes
fixed on Dreams-of-War. Long fingers flexed and curled, twice the length of ahuman's and multijointed.
Now that Dreams-of-War could study thething at greater leisure, she saw that the long head was more
skull-like than insectoid, terminating in a narrow mandibular mouth. Protuberances, like thin coiled horns,
emerged from ether sde of the skull. Facedown and horizonta, the thing would resemble athin, horned
scorpion. Thetip of itstail bristled with unknown armory. It was covered in adick black-and-iron hide.
Wing points showed above its narrow shoulders.

The creature did downward until balanced on the coiled tip of itstail. It crossed itslimbs over its
narrow breast and hissed. Dreams-of-War glimpsed along tongue inside its convoluted mouth. There
wasno sgn of thedrill-like phalus.

"lan't he beautiful ?' Y katarina said softly.
"Whdt isit?'
"Heisabio-organism, manufactured in the first of the lu-nar |aboratories, before the moon was

blighted," Y skatarina said smoothly. Her smile became condescending. "But | sup-pose you have
encountered few male beings.”

"Obvioudy not. Hyenae, and awts," Dreams-of-War said with disdain. Nor do | wish to make the
acquaintance of another .

She could not hel p wondering about the nature of that lunar |aboratory. It must be old, for the lunar
colonies had falen two hundred years ago, overrun by stone-plague. Besides, Y skatarina's cresture went
beyond mere practica-ities, was surely sculpted into perversity. She had never heard of such thingsbeing
made on the moon. A toy, per-haps, from aday when sexua behavior was till the norm? Or was
Y skatarinasmply lying and the thing originated somewhere eke entirely? Dreams-of-War repressed a
shudder.

"They havether uses, blieveme" Y katarinasaid.
Tmaure™

Y skatarina's face was reflective. She looked Dreams-of-War up and down. "Perhapsif you
relinquished that ar-mor, we could show you."

"I have no intention of removing my armor. Y ou said you would help me."

The memory of the Dragon-King boiling up out of the ocean flickered at the forefront of
Dreams-of-War's brain. What was the great machine doing now? Were they about to be consumed?



She thought of Lunae floating down through turmoil and weed, and momentarily despaired. "Best that |
go, | think."

"Wait one moment. | overheard your conversation with Sek," Y skatarinasaid. " The kappa took your
ward?'

"Y es. They went over the Side before | could stop them.”

"If sheisin the water with akappa, even under such circumstances, it islikely that she will be safe.
How much do you know about the kappa?'

"1 have never thought to inquire.”

Y skatarinagave abrief, dry smile. "No, | suppose you did not. But they are water-breathing, after al.
My com-panion can carry a person upon his back, to search the sea.” Y skatarina's manner was earnest.
"Heisvery srong, but the armor will weigh him down unlessyou removeit.”

"NO!"
"Then reduceit to its minimum setting. It will be ees-ier that way."
"l shdl not."

But the woman had a point. What other means of |o-cating L unae did she have? She could not set
forth in one of the sculls, not on this heaving sea. Dreams-of-War hesi-tated. The prospect of atrap
loomed large. She had no rea-son to trust Y skatarina, or her sinister creature. She could, perhaps,
remain on board and wait, but Dreams-of-War was loath to take this particular course. Action, of
what-ever kind, wasthe only viable solution.

"Very well," Dreams-of-War said, with poor grace. "Armor!"
Liquid flowed across her skin, redefining itself until it was only athin epiderma covering.

The creature reached out a spidery limb and drew afinger down Dreams-of-War's breastbone.
Dreams-of-War legped back. "Never touch me!"

The creature's mandibles opened in wet anticipation. She could see the probing tongue within. A chill
trickle was snaking its way down her body, where the thing had touched her, but she was covered by the
armor. She must beimagining things, she thought.

Shefollowed Y skatarina and the creature onto the deck.

The creature opened spiny gossamer wings. Its head went back, asif in exultation. Dreams-of-War
wondered if it relished the sudden freedom. Impaossible to know what went on inits mind, if anything.

"Climbon," Yskatarinalye said.

Dreams-of-War once more hesitated. She pictured herself falling from the back of the thing, spinning
down into the waves. If the creature had designs upon her life, she would make sure that she took it with
her.

She placed her feet on either sde of the thing'stail, and put her hands on its shoulders. The touch sent
ashudder through her. Revolting, to be so close to another being.

"Armor!" Her fingers stretched, elongated, and wrapped around the creature's shoulders, securing
Dreams-of-War to its back. Y katarinalye watched with some amusement.

"Hewont let youfal," Y skatarinasaid.

"I've made sure of that," Dreams-of-War informed her.



The creature spread itswings and they were up in arush. Dreams-of-War did not even have timeto
gasp. Thething's body moved benegth her, snuous and strong.

Dreams-of-War stared grimly ahead. Thejunk fell be-hind, and then there was only the sea.
The Temple

CHAPTER 1

Elsewhere

The ocean, the sorm, and the Dragon-King were gone. Lunae and the kappa, drenched with
seawater, stood on dry land before an empty reach.

Here, everything was drawn in shades of black and gray, silver and shadow, asfar asaridge of
mountains that ran around the perimeter of the horizon. The moun-tains themselves were red and jagged.
Even from this distance, L unae could see every rock and crag, ddineated in asharp, cold light. Yet there
was no sign of sun or moon. The sky stretched above them, an opaescent lid upon the bowl of the
world. Lunae looked for the out-lines of the Chain and found them, but they were con-torted and
shattered. She could see ablacklight flicker in the heavens, as though amaw had been snapped by some
immense force and | ft the gateway to the Eldritch Realm exposed. The sight filled her with horror; she
had to ook away.

Reedsrudtled at their feet, in awind that could not befelt. A river, perhapsten feet or so in width, did
between deep banks of black earth, but it looked more like oil than water, duggish and dow.

"Whereisthis place?' the kappa whispered.

"1 don't know. But 1 think I've been here before. | think thiswaswhere | took the n." Lunae
looked around, dry-mouthed and wary, but there was no one to be seen, only the grass and the reeds.
"Can you breathe?"

"Y es, without difficulty” The kappaturned to face L u-nae, eyes round with panic. "Where have you
brought us?"

"Kappa, | told you, | do not know. | don't even know if thisis Earth. Do you think we could be on
Mars? Those summits are red.”

The kappa stumped down to theriver, diding alittle on the dense, packed earth, and dipped a
cautious forefin-ger in. She snatched it back. "It burng! This placeis poi-soned. | can fed it. The earth,
the water—all iswrong." She stumbled with difficulty back up the bank. "Still, we are no longer on the
cursed vessdl. That isone good thing." She wrung thick fingers. "' Can you teke us back, to aplace of

Hety?

Lunae looked a her nurse. "But | have no idea how to navigate through time. 1 haven't been ableto
learn. | can move forward and back alittle way, enough to snatch someone from the world or get out of
trouble, but you have to understand that | don't really know what I'm do-ing. | don't even know what 1
am, or how I'm ableto do what | do. A hito-bashira, so they tell me, but what isthat? And you? Do
you know anything about me? | sometimes fedl, kappa, that this placidity of yoursis nothing morethan a
disguise." She gestured around her. "Thereis nothing and no one here. No oneto over-hear, no oneto
report back to the Grandmothers—if they ill live—or anyone dse. If you know anything, tell me now."

The kappa stared at her, once more seeming un-human, unknown, the eyes aglow in the moon of her
face.

"l will tell you this. Itisasmuch as| or you know: that you were created by the Grandmothers.”



"I know that. But why? And what isa hito-bashiraT

"A hito-bashira, awoman-who-hol ds-back-the-flood, is a person who is not tied to time, but one
who can movethrough it at will, asyou do."

"But that's the principle behind haunt-tech, isn't it? That spirit and flesh are not one and can be
Separated?’
" Spirits can be summoned through time, but no spirit can exist without aliving body. | think you area

combination: aliving person whose spirit behaves asthough it were free of the time stream, and who can
move yourself and othersthroughit.”

"But what does it mean—hold back the flood? And are there others like me?"

"| believethat it meansthat there will be a certain event, in which your ability to ater timewill prove
crucid. | do not know the form that this event will take. The Grandmothers did not discussit with me. |
know only what | overheard them say, and they were careful when they spokein front of me.”

"Whet did they say?"

"That you would know what to do when the barrier was breached and the time came," the kappa
said. "Asfor ssters—yes, there were others, but as you know, they died. | do not think there are any
other beingslikeyou,

Lunae. Whatever your kind might be, it is unstable. The flesh does not withstand it so well."
"How did they die?' Lunae asked.

"One withered in the skin. When the time came to open it, so the Grandmotherstold me, something
small and shrunken and ancient fell forth. Another passed through time upon emergence, flickering past
their sight until there was nothing left but abag of bones. Another— disappeared, after weeks of growth.
And one would not grow at al, but remained as an infant for afew days, before the opposite process
occurred. She shrank back into afetal state over the course of aweek, becoming smaller and smaller
until there was nothing there, only adroplet of blood like the eye of ademon. | havetold you al that |
know. Truly. My purpose in the household was to nurture you, and | have done thisto the best of my
ability."

Lunae smiled a the kappa, thinking how strange it was to be undergoing this conversation here, on
this un-known plain, between these dien crags. ™Y our ability has been great.”

The kappa sighed. "I do not know if | have succeeded. Here we stand, in a place that seemsto be no
place at dl. We havelost your guardian; the world we know isgone. | confess, | do not know what we
should do next."

"l cantry to take usout of time again,” Lunae offered, but something within her shrank at the notion.

"Itisso unpredictable. Unlessit istruly necessary"— Unless we are once more attacked, Lunae
could see the kapparefrain from saying—"you should hold back.”

"| agree. We can't stay here. | think we should start walking and see what we can find."
"In that case, we should follow theriver."

Lunaelooked dubioudy at the glistening water.

"If itis, indeed, ared river, and not merely atoxic drain.”

"Even atoxic drain must lead somewhere." The kappa turned and began waddling aong the stony
bank.



CHAPTER 2
Earth

Dreams-of-War and Y skatarina's companion flew across the water. She looked down on aturgid
swell. Glancing to either Side, she saw the creatures wings reach out in agraceful sweep of black lace
wire, seemingly too fragile to ride the churning winds. Pulses of information, of acom-plexity that the
armor was unable to anadyze, sngpped aong the synapses of the creatures spidery limbs and ran along
theinteriors of the horns. Some kind of broadcast-ing equipment, or sonar. But Dreams-of-War aso
detected akind of exultation running through the thing—an emo-tion that was familiar and yet entirely
unhuman.

"Y ou will not understand me, passenger,” the thing warned. Its voice hummed and buzzed inside her
mind likeadigant hive.

"l do not intend to try," Dreams-of-War replied.

"Y ou should gpprove of me," the creature said, very dy. "Am | not amade-thing, like dl higher forms
of life?'

"You are clearly one of the Changed.”

"Parts of melived and died asmen," the thing in-formed her.
"Asmen? Or humans?'

"Theformer."

"l am unfamiliar with male things" Dreams-of-War said curtly. The cresture wheded, wings breaking
the crest of avast curl of wave. "There arefew of them left.”

"Have you ever met aman, girl of Mars?' Thevoicewas sdling, filled with mockery.

"As| told your mistress'—unfortunate term, but she had spoken too quickly—"1 am familiar with
men-remnants. There are ahandful in the amusement circusesin Caud. They keep them for sport. And
there arethose that live in the hills. hyenae, vulpen, avts—mutations al. But they are the brute form, with
litleintdlect left."

"Amusement parks,” the creature voice said with won-der. "Y es, | have been to Mars. It does not
urpriseme.”

Was there mockery in that inner echo? Almogt cer-tainly.

"Why should humanity bother with outmoded and antique dudlities, or with the complications of
outworn in-stincts? We are al made-beings now, with no need of mat-ing, of sex, of the desiresand
emotionsthat are thereby entailed. Pleasure can be attained through devices.

"Doyou dtainit 07"

"That is none of your business!" Dreams-of-War snapped. "But, in point of fact, | do not bother. |
consider pleasure to be overrated. Loyalty and power are all that matter.” But again, that maternd rip
and twang whenever she thought of Lunae... Loyalty, shethought. It isall loy-alty, all duty. Thereis
no need to think of love.

"Indeed," the thing agreed with amild peacefulness.
"We are all made. Now, take note and care. We are close to the storms heart."

Dreams-of-War looked toward the far horizon. The storm crackled with green fire dong its edge.
Therewas no longer any sign of the Dragon-King.



"That machine should have been destroyed,”" Dreams-of-War snapped. " Such things are dangerous,
running on ancient programming. And what isit doing here? There are somein the Small Sea, but | recall
no attempt by Marsto reform thisworld after the Drowning."

"Perhaps not. But it seems attempts were made, never-theless” the creature said. "1 believe that the
storm isaby-product of its weather-control operations.”

"Can lightning affect you?' Dreams-of-War asked. She was not exactly afraid, riding upon the body
of thiscre-ation, but she could not help but wonder what might be-fall her should the creature be struck
down.

"Of course," the creature said, surprised. "I am endur-ing, not indestructible.”

"It was kind, then, of Y skatarinato lend you to me," Dreams-of-War said grudgingly, but she
wondered what Y skatarinas motives really were. Kindness surely did not enter into them. "Could her
family build another, if you are destroyed?”

"Perhaps,” the creature said. "L ook downward. Can you seeit?'
Dreams-of-War peered ahead. They were approaching agreat roil of water, a canopy of sea-spouts
risng up from the waves, drawn on thewind. The green fire flashed be-tween them, casting the sea

benesth into pools of grassy light. Dreams-of-War had asudden longing for desert, for the bleak
endlessness of sand.

"1 seethe storm," she said.
"No, not the sorm. The machine."

Focus ratcheted in as the armor undertook visual ad-justment, and now Dreams-of-War could see
the Dragon-King bel ow. The weather-forming machine had split, its parts separating so that she could
seewithinit. Itsinterior was studded with wrecks: ametal vortex of captured ship-ping, contorted and
welded to the lattice. At the heart of it, haf-consumed, lay aliner bigger than any she had ever seen. Its
prow rose up as an immense double arch: It had clearly been some kind of hydrofail. It was perhapsa
mileor moreinlength.

"What isthat ship?' Dreams-of-War demanded. "Where doesit come from?' She did not know of
any city-state that had possessed such alarge vessdl.

"It isfrom thefar past.”

"What? They had no such vesselsthen, surely. Are we going down to the machine?' Dreams-of-War
asked. But surely thiswasfar from where Lunae had falen into the water, and if she had somehow been
drawn into this huge device... Dreams-of-War, with woe, redlized that she would not know whereto
gtart looking. No matter, shetold hersdf. The armor would know, sinceit had im-printed L unae.

But the creature said swiftly, "No. We must nat; it istoo dangerous.”
"Undable, you mean?'

"Inamanner of spesking." Thething turned, gliding at the edges of the storm. "I have scanned the
waves dl thiswhile. Thereisno sign of your companions. And below, | can sense, there are small
swarms of crestures, but they are not human.”

"Areyou sure? Then what are they?"
"Made-creatures. The crestions of the one who piloted thisvessdl. The girl isnot among them.”

"Then Lunaeisdrowned," Dreams-of-War whispered, and felt hersalf grow cold. The armor had
detected no trace.



"Do not give up hopejust yet." The creature arced above awave, dived down through icy Spray.

"Wait!" Dreams-of-War cried, but the creature was a-ready flying swiftly back to the junk. "Wait,
|—" But the seawas speeding benegath them.

CHAPTER 3
Earth

Inthelight cast by the lamp, the Animus's hide gleamed bloodred. It lay coiled before the antiscribe,
the lensesflick-ering beforeits eyes. Y skatarinawatched as information unskeined itself, unraveling from
the faceted eyes of the Animus down into the antiscribe's lenses. She knew that it was only illusion, a
whimsica by-product of the download process, but it seemed strange dl the same, to see these numbers
and |etters drifting through the air like moths.

"There was no sgn of her?'Y ou are certain?”'

"There wasno sign. | tasted her DNA from a hair she shed on the deck. | would be able to sense her
if she had been anywhere within the radius of my sonar.”

Y skatarina shook her head, pacing the confines of the cabin. "The thing that attacked us was one of
Prince Cataracts creatures, | am sure.”

"You think it wasaming at you and me, rather than the girl ?"

"I believe Prince Cataract's children are seeking re-venge." She paused. "He was not the kindest
parent, per-haps, but al they knew, and they were male, and bred for war and vengeance, too, perhaps.
And now Lunaeislog. If she hasdrowned... Wdl, Elaki will be pleased. But not 1." Y skatarina d apped
her pam down on thetable. "I still do not understand why sheis so important to Elaki. We have to keep
looking for her. | will spesk to Sek.”

"Y et something good has come out of this, at least. We have more understanding of that piece of
amor."

"You are sure that you have al the specifications?"' Y skatarina asked. "That armor isthe key to the
ship, I'm sure of it. Prince Cataract suggested as much, and | have spoken to the former Matriarch. The
Kami has accessed some of its memories. Embar Khair went with the Grand-mothers when they traveled
from Memnosto Earth. She was the one who flew the ship. Two pieces of early haunt-tech, both
connected. Understand that armor, and we un-derstand the ship.”

"| answered you before," the Animus murmured. "'l haveit dl.”

"And she suspected nothing?" Y skatarina paused. "More to the point, the armor suspected nothing? |
would not be surprised if the Martian failed to see her hand in front of her face on aclear day."

"l do not know what the Martian may have thought. | cannot seeinside her head.”

Y skatarinasighed. There were times when the Animus was overliterd, or perhapsit wasjust that his
thoughts ran upon a different track. "But the armor?*

"l do not know. | don't think so. | was careful.”
"It should not have been ableto tell," Y skatarinamused. "It isan old piece of tech.”

The Animus turned back to the antiscribe. In silence, Y katarinawatched the codes ratchet down into
nothing-ness.

"Itisdone" the Animussaid.

"Good." Her eyes met those of the Animus. "Nothing of this goes back to Nightshade. | am working



for mysdlf now. For us."

"Do you missit?' the Animus asked. "Y our loyaty and love for her?' There was a curious sadnessin
hisartificid voice and it Struck Y skatarinaas strange, then, that out of al those whom she had known, it
sometimes seemed that the Animus was the one who most completely understood what it wasto love.

"No," shesaid dowly. "l do not missit. Memnos has freed me from her." She touched ahand to the
Animussclaw. "All of these d ements—the Martians armor, Prince Cataract, the Dragon-King—all are
linksin the chain that will get usto aplace of power. Trust me."

The Animus sared at her. "Y ou want Nightshade.”

"Yes" Yskatarinasad, very softly. "1 have become sick of being controlled by others. | want
Nightshade. And then | want more.”

CHAPTER 4
Elsewhere

The plain wasllittered with chasms and boulders, oblig-ing L unae and the kappato follow the lower
banks of the river. They made dow progress and at last the kappa sank down onto a nearby rock.

"l can go no farther. My feet hurt.”

Lunae sat disconsolately beside her. "So do mine.” She had tucked the skirts of her robe up under the
sash, but a-ready the hem had become ragged and frayed, torn on the sharp stones.

"And thereis nothing to eat,” the kappa said after a pause.
"Or drink."
They looked at each other.

"Lunae, | think you are going to have to move us once again. | know why you're reluctant. Believe
me, | shareit. But even <0..."

They sat in slencefor afew minutes.

"Weought to try to rest,” Lunae said at last. The kappalooked as miserable, footsore, and hungry as
she hersdlf felt. The kappa nodded.

"l suppose s0."

Together, they scraped aside the loose stones, reved-ing athick layer of earth, then wrapped
themselvesin their garments as best they could and lay down, back to back. Lunae lay awake for what
seemed to be hours, worrying about the kappa, Dreams-of-War, hersdlf. At last she fdl into an uneasy
doze, plagued by strange haf-waking dreams in which the Grandmothers, separate now, stood over her
and berated her in their echoing voices.

Then shewasfully awake. The strange twilight glow was unchanged, but she could hear voices,
carried on thewind that was now blowing over the rocks and striking her face with ahot sft of sand.

Free us. Free us. We would be free...
The words were unchanging and desperate.
"Who areyou?' Lunae whispered. "Where are you?"'

But there was no answer, only the wind-borne voices, speaking now in amultiplicity of tongues. The
kapparolled over, to lie blinking and alarmed amid the stones.

"Lunae! What isit?'



"l can hear voices." She seized the kappa by the arm.
But the kappawas garing. "What is that ?'

Away to theleft, apatch of earth was beginning to move, congedling until it formed aglobule of black
liquid, shot with blood red. It began to rise, gathering the thin soil into itself and liquefying it. Lunae hel ped
the kappato her feet and they started to back away, but more areas of soil were assuming form. A face
appeared at the crest of thefirst shape; distorted into asilent howl.

The kappa said suddenly, "Look!"

Something was floating above the horizon, catching the unseen light like adiamond.
"Wha isit?"

It was gliding swiftly over therocks: ateardrop in the sky.

"It'sawet-ship," the kappa said.

L unae began to wave frantically. A forest of shapeswas emerging around them, the voices crying out
once more, pleading and begging. And now the wet-ship was drifting downward, pulsing gently, to land
beside them.

The woman who stepped from the wet-ship was, at first, transparent: Lunae could see the rocks
through her body. She wore along, loose shift colored ruby, like the sail of the junk. Her facewasovd,
her eyes blue. Russet hair was piled upon her head between a pair of coiled horns.

"Who are you?" Lunae breathed.

As shewalked swiftly forward, the woman became more solid. The tranducence faded. Her lips
were moving, but no sound emerged. Then, her voice suddenly cameinto phase, ablurring glide of
Speech that resolved itself into Lunae's own tongue.

"l am Essa," the woman said. She glanced at the forms emerging from the soil. "And we must leave.
Now, before they assume their whole form. They won't be able to sus-tain it for long, but it will belong

enough.”
The kappa bustled up behind her, agitated.
"Tersus Rhee," the horned woman said, turning.
The kappa rocked back. "Y ou know my name?'
"Y ou have aname?' Lunae said, Sartled.

"Come," Essasaid. Skirting the forms, she took Lunae and the kappa by the hands. Her skin felt cool
and smooth, not quite human. Lunae hung back. "Quickly," Essasaid sharply. "It will not take them long."

The formswere towering now, six feet in height and more. The tortured faces dangled from thin necks
and the columns of their bloodshot bodies were starting to grow limbs.

"But what are they?"

"Thelast remnants of bio-tech. There are not many left. Be thankful.” Swiftly, Essaled them to the
wet-ship.

"I'm taking you to aplace of safety. Relative safety, at least. Goin. Just touchit.”

Lunae put out a hand. The wet-ship did up her arm. There was a gasping, drowning moment asthe

surface dipped across her face, and then she was inside. The kappa and Essa followed. Reaching down,
Lunae ran an experimental hand over the floor. Her fingers passed acrossit, and came away with awet



sheen.
There were no visible controls within the water-pod, only alow curving seet.

"There are no straps? No means of containment?' The kappawas visibly nervous. Lunae could not
blame her.

"None are needed. Sit."

Lunae did so. Again, she touched the side of the pod. Again, her hand was moistened. "How do you
get it to hold together?' Lunae asked in fascination. She had heard of such things on Earth, but never
seenthem.

"It isan old technology. | cannot answer your ques-tion, for | do not know," Essasaid, and reached
out to stroke a glistening wing. The craft rose, faltered, then dipped over the plain, leaving the
haf-formed beingsfar behind.

"Where are we?' the kappa asked.
"Mars. Or what isleft of it."
"Mars?'

Essa stroked the sde of the ship and it moved into a steep glide, diding down the hazy air toward a
chaam.

Lunae had asudden glimpseinto the heart of the chasm. A bristling masslike agreat seaurchin lay
bel ow, nestling between the cliff walls. Shadows wreathed its spines. It moved gently, in and out, as
though impelled by bresth. A face swam up from the cobwebby depths, mouthing something in fear or
anger. Next moment, it was gone, like aghost in sunlight. Lunae jerked back. Essa showed no sign that
anything unusua had occurred. She touched awing. The craft veered, then sailed out toward the curve of
the world and the red range.

CHAPTER 5

Earth

"S0," Y<katarinasaid. "Y ou did not find them. | am sorry."

"Do not be sorry yet," Dreams-of-War told her. "For they will befound.”

The creature had been folded up in ahuddle of legs and wingsin a corner when she had next cometo
see Y skatarina. Dreams-of-War turned her back on it. She could till fedl its presence, like a spider,
sticky and itch-ing. She had no desire to bein the same room as the thing for amoment longer than she
had to. And she did not feel much happier about Y skatarina.

"Canwetdk outsde?' she said abruptly to Y skatarina.

Y skatarinabowed her deek head. "Of course. | have spoken to Sek. The Dragon-King has dived.
The storm has gone with it; the air on deck will be fresher.”

Dreams-of-War thought of Y skatarina seducing the crea-ture, or perhaps the one who had been
seduced, and shud-dered. She was thankful to close the cabin door behind her.

When she stepped onto the deck, she saw that Y skata-rina had been correct. The storm had passed;
the horizon lay in an untroubled line. The air waswarm and humid, covering her armor with amist of
droplets. Sek's crew worked to repair the fallen sails, which spilled over the deck like blood.
Dreams-of-War remembered the swarm and its passenger.

"Your cregture,” she began. Y skatarinaturned to her, serene and smiling.



"Hewasofhelp.lhope?”

"It did itsbest,” Dreams-of-War informed her sourly. "I am grateful. But the thing that attacked
us—what might that have been, do you think? Did you seeit?'

Y skatarinawas smiling still. "I saw it. But | do not know what it could have been.”

"You are certain? Y ou have no theories?' The Memnos Matriarchy had long ago tried to introduce
Dreams-of-War to the concept of subtlety; she would be the first to agree that they had failed to ingill it.
A pity that such methods could not be installed with the same facility asemotions.

"| assureyou, | have none. But there are many strange thingsin this part of old Earth. Many fragments
and rem-nants of logt cultures and species. Most of them seem to war with one another.”

"Y our companion,” Dreams-of-War mused. "Do other families, other clans of Earth, possess beings
like this one?"

"Perhaps. | could not say." Y skatarinaturned to face her. Her limbs, which were today fashioned of
wrought metd, flashed in the sunlight. "Thereisagreat ded that you do not know about Earth. Thereis
much that we do not yet know. The lunar |aboratories were extensive aswel as ancient, and there are dl
manner of rumors regarding their production lines before the stone-plague petrified the folk. They
manufactured for every aspect of lifein the so-lar system—pleasure, pain, industry, war.”

Interesting list order, Dreams-of-War thought. And if anywhere could be said to have been the
originator of ge-netic modification lines, it was not the moon, but Mars and Nightshade. " The history of
thisworld iswell docu-mented,” she said, taken aback.

"By Martians"
"Of course. By who se?'

Y skatarinasmiled again. "'Y ou must understand that the Martian story is not the whole story. There
are other accounts, secret histories of how the world came into be-ing, how societies have formed.”

"Naturdly,"” Dreams-of-War replied. "There will a-ways be myths and legends, stories of origin.”

"That isnot quite what | meant." Y skatarinaleaned back upon therail. "Let me digress. What of your
own his-tory, the story of Mars? The history of your own sect?

"Thisiswedl-known," Dreams-of-War said, pleased to have a chance to boast allittle after the
discomfiture of her flight. "The manuscripts date back many thousands of years. They tell of atimein our
far past, when the cities of the plain were connected by great canas, where the Riders went out to
subdue unruly men-remnants. They tdll of the distant origins of my own people, the Roya Warriors of the
Age of Children and the Lost Epoch.”

"I have heard of the Martian candls," Y skatarinasaid. "'l have visted Mars, for ashort while, and
glimpsed the cands only from the air. But | should like to study them more closdly.”

"No traces of those ancient cities or their waterways remain,” Dreams-of-War told her. "They were
lost in the dust torms that ravaged the planet during the Lost Epoch.

What you see on Mars today—the Grand Channel, for ex-ample—is are-creation of those great
structures. But these are themselves antique, dating back to the period before the colonization of Earth."”

"What would you say if | told you that thereisaleg-end that it was not you Martians who colonized
thisworld, but the other way around? Men and women of Earth who traveled to Marsin distant
antiquity, before the Drowning, and set up settlements? Who, over the course of amillennium, creeted an
amosphere and terraformed the planet until what had been barren, freezing desert be-came the lands of



seas and plains and cities that you know today? That there were no great candls, only ancient sto-ries,
which werelater held up astruth?"

Dreams-of-War smiled. "1 would say that a conquered people need to recover their pride as best
they may, and that a comforting lieis as good away to accomplish thisasany.”

Y skatarinainclined her head. "Y ou are entitled to your opinion. | tell you merely asamatter of
curiogty.”
"Itisanintriguing myth," Dreams-of-War conceded, for the sake of courtesy.

"l need to speak with Sek," Y skatarina said after a pause, "'so that my companion may tell her what
he has seen.”

"Do you wish meto be present?' Dreams-of-War asked.

"Thereisno need. My companion will tell her every-thing that must be known." Y katarinaflicked a
finger. The creature emerged on deck, facedown now and bouncing on insect limbs. Thetail coiled
aboveits head, flickering and caressing the horns. "Come," Y skatarinaingtructed it. She bent, locking the
door of the cabin. To Dreams-of-War she added, "We will speak later.”

Dreams-of-War watched as the creature, obedient as a plainshound, followed her dong the deck.

Its mistress, indeed, Dreams-of-War thought with re-vulsion. But Y skatarinainterested her. There
was some-thing about the woman, aforeign scent, ademeanor different from any that Dreams-of-War
had yet encoun-tered. Shelooked back at Y skatarinas cabin, then aong the deck. The figures of
Y skatarinaand her companion were moving toward the prow: Y skatarinastalking on ee-gant metd legs,
the creature scuttling behind like a spider's shadow. Dreams-of-War decided to take her chance. Swiftly,
she activated the hand-tools of the armor and picked the lock, then ducked through the doorway into
Y skatarina's cabin.

She did not know what to look for, and what if there was nothing? In the chest she discovered
Y skatarinas spare limbs, stacked negtly in pairs. Some were ornate: gleaming black metal ornamented
with pearls, a substance that re-sembled carved garnet, intricate plastic cages.

Her next investigation proved more fruitful. Within the chest was anarrow box, chased with a
lacquered phoenix. It would not open.

"Asss me" Dreams-of-War commanded her armor. It obliged with anarrow, pointed spire that,
when inserted into the keyhole, caused the lid of the box to click up. In-side, negtly packed, were
gar-charts. "Tell meif you hear someone coming,” Dreams-of-War said to the armor. Shefished thefirst
of the chartsfrom the box and unscrolled it.

It was amap of the solar system: familiar, unremark-able. Here was Earth, with the Chain clearly
marked in sil-ver etching. Here was Mars—Dreams-of -War suppressed a sudden nostalgic pang—and
the made-worlds surrounding 1o-Beneath and the Belt. And here, out beyond the ancient boundaries,
was the planet of Nightshade, depicted by ablack sphere and agolden star. The star was many-pointed,
abristling mass, identica to the symbol on Y skatarina's shoul der.

Dreams-of-War flicked through the rest of the charts. Planetary maps, trade routes, nothing out of the
ordinary. She put them back in the box and closed the lid, then sat back on her hedls. If Y skatarinawas
from Nightshade, then what did this mean?

"Someone comes,” the armor said into her ear. Dreams-of-War thrust the box back into its place and
did out into the passage, locking the door behind her. She could hear footsteps approaching aong the
deck, an arachnid rustle. Quickly, Dreams-of-War dodged along the passage and around the comer.



Y skatarina seemed to be humming to herself, or perhaps it was the creature speaking in some speech of
itsown.

Dreams-of-War hastened back to her own ruined cabin and sat down with the seawind whistling
around her. Lu-nae's absence was pal pable. With difficulty, she turned her thoughts back to the matter in
hand.

Nightshade. She had heard al the rumors. The planet had been founded long ago by areligious sect,
commonly supposed to be mad, who believed in sustaining the cre-ation of male forms and who sought
the creation of a per-fect being. Dreams-of-War thought of Y skatarinas creature with distaste. The
world was closed to ordinary traffic. Thelab clansinssted upon it, and it was a condition of keep-ing the
end of the Chain secure. But secure from what? Dreams-of-War asked herself, as so many had asked
before her. Nothing had been known to cross the great chasm of space between the systems, unless one
counted the Kami.

Dreams-of-War scowled. If Y skatarinawas a member of a Nightshade clan, then what was she
doing al theway here on Earth, on the same boat as Lunae? And Y skatarinafelt wrong, asif she did not
belong here on thisworld. Thiswas not Smply her own ingtinct, Dreams-of-War redlized now, but that of
the armor: a sengitivity of semisentient haunt-tech, relying on cuesthat were unavailable to human senses.

Dreams-of-War'sfirgt inclination was to return to Y skatarina's cabin and best the truth out of her, but
after amoment of temptation, she dismissed thisasauseful course of action. She was not afraid of
Y skatarind's creature, she told hersdlf, but she did not know of what it might be capable. She sat
glowering out to sea, until the sun dropped over the horizon and the sea sank into atwilight haze.

Later, shewent to stand at the prow of the junk asit limped through the waves. At last, she thought,
they were approaching land. Memories of the desert nagged at her, combined with the guilty, frustrated
ache of Lunag'sloss. The emotion had become o all-encompassing that she had almost ceased to notice
it.

Theidands rose up from the horizon like the humps of a sea-serpent, sharply arched.
Dreams-of-War thought of the Dragon-King and grew colder yet.

"This place weregoing to," she said to Y skatarina, who had cometo join her on the deck. "What isit
caled? We are not heading for |scha—that isfarther north.”

"According to Sek, these are the southernmost points of the Fire Idands,” Y Skatarinareplied. "Were
putting in to repair the damage to the ship. This harbor isknown as Tokeui. Y ou will see many of the
kappathere. | do not know what they cal it."

"l see no smoke," Dreams-of-War said. Remembering the discrepanciesin the navigation charts, she
was starting to wonder whether this had not been Sek's detination al dong. But if so, why?

"This part of the archipelago is hot volcanic. That ismore the nature of the northern idands, which
border on the Great Rift. We are too far south to see many volcanoes yet."

"I will not be traveling north," Dreams-of-War said. "1 shall seek the help of the kappafrom Tokeui.”

Y skatarina glanced at her, askance. "'l did not like to say so before, but you redize that in al
likelihood your ward and her nurse are dead?"

"I will not believeit."

"Will not—or aretoo afraid? What becomes of you, if your mistresses learn that you have let the girl
dip from your care?'

Dreams-of-War glared at her, but Y skatarina had spo-ken neutrally, with no hint of athrest.



"Nothing will '‘become’ of me. 1 shall hunt down that which attacked us and return to Mars, that isall.”
"Memnoswill nat punish you?"

"Why should they?' Dreams-of-War braced armored hands on the rail and leaned out into the sea
wind. But pri-vately she was by no means certain. She remembered the honeycomb of cells benegath the
Memnos Tower and what they contained. She pictured the Matriarch squatting at the center of those
cdlslike awasp queen, exuding poi-son. The thought reminded her uncomfortably of the Grandmothers.
Warriors had disappeared before, never to be seen again, mourned with the full rites and mealy-mouthed
sanctimony, when everyone had suspected the truth. But these were the secrets of Memnos and not for
the ears of Y skatarina.

"You arefortunate,” Y skatarina murmured. Dreams-of-War looked at her. Y skatarinawas gazing
blandly out to sea, yet there were undertones, swift currents beneath the placid surface. Dreams-of-War
wondered how the clans of Night-shade might deal with those who failed. It crossed her mind that now
might be agood moment to challenge Y skatarina, but an unfamiliar caution held her back. The creature
stalked behind its mistress, upright now, armsfolded in atight knot.

"Look," Yskatarinasaid. 'Y ou can see Tokeui."
"Where?'

"The black smudge at the edges of the shore. Seeit?"
"Y ou have good eyesight,” Dreams-of-War remarked.
Y katarinamerely smiled.

They reached the smd| port astwilight wasfaling, the gloss of lamps casting out across the still weter.
Dreams-of-War watched as ripples and wakes made their way out from the long harbor wall, heading
for the junk. It was amoment before she recognized the round heads of kappa, perhaps twenty or so, as
swift in the water as sedls.

"They will bring usin," Y skatarinainformed her.

"Y ou seem to know alot about the manner in which things are done,” Dreams-of-War remarked.
"Have you traveled thisway before?"

"Perhaps," Y skatarinasaid, but did not amplify.
'Y ou have family in the region, maybe?' Dreams-of-War probed.
"Something likethat." Y katarinaturned away from therail. "Wewill dock shortly | must prepare.”

When she had returned to her cabin, Dreams-of-War went in search of Sek. She found the captain
on the bridge, inscribing coordinates into the sail monitor.

"Captain, | need information. How isit best to contact the kappa? Shall | speak to them when they
board?"

"Theres an office a the end of the dock. The har-bormistress worksthere. But it is late; she may
have gone. In that case, you will haveto wait until morning.”

"Do you believe that they could have saved Lunag?’

"The kappa are easly underestimated,” Sek said. "They are astrange, secret people. It'ssaid that
they have access to ruined palaces benesth the waves, tall columns of buildings many storys high, that are
home to shark-monkeys and porpoise; long-drowned templesto lost gods. The kappa have been
persecuted relentlesdy throughout their history. They have ways of keeping safe.”



Seething with anticipatory frustration, Dreams-of-War went back down to the deck and stood in the
prow. The port was clearly visble: amuddle of tumbled houses heading up the hill, lit erraticaly by
lamps. Along the shore, severd lights were flickering, asif about to go out. A smell of mingled sogp and
fat drifted out across the water.

A poor place, thought Dreams-of-War, but this came aslittle surprise. Most of Earthwasinasmilar
condition. She was sure that they preferred it that way. The Memnos Matriarch's words echoed from
some hdf-forgotten con-versation: " The people o] Earth are lazy, slack-willed. They do not
understand discipline.”

Dreams-of-War longed suddenly for Mars: for stone and metd, for deek hard lines against sand. She
began to doubt that the kappawould be able to proffer anything re-sembling aid. Animage cameto her,
of Lunaetossing within the embrace of the waves, eyes open and hair streaming through the water like
bloodstained weed. She gripped the rail more tightly and willed the junk into port.

CHAPTER 6
Elsewhere

Essatook the wet-ship low over the red range, skim-ming between serrated peaks and through
bands of light and shadow. Y et there was no sign of asun in the palid sky, only the vast, shattered
congtruct of what remained of the Chain's maw.

"Whereisthe sun?' Lunae asked. "And where are we going?'

"Thellluminant givesthisworld itslight now. All the land worlds of the solar sysem have undergone
such—re-modeling, transformation, shattering. Asfor your destina-tion, we are going to visit someone.”

The ram-horned woman stroked the wall into a shower of dropletsthat sailed through the air and fell
againg Lunag'sface. "The crevasse is beneath us now. That's where we are headed.”

Lunae |ooked down and saw arent in thered land.

"| can't see the bottom,” she said. "How deep isit?’
"No one knows. No one has ever measured it."

"Have they not tried to fly to the bottom?"

"Thisisthe only craft we have. | do not want to risk it."

Lunae pictured the vehicle disintegrating into gentle rain, and shivered. Essa once more stroked the
wall. The craft swerved and dived, heading for the chasm.

"Let usnot test it, in that case!" the keppa said in darm. Essasmiled.
"We are not about to do so. The person we are going to seelivesin the chasm, not far from the lip."

The craft took them down, gliding over spongy rock. But asit drew closer to the ground, Lunae
could seethat it was not stone at al, but banks of lichen and fungus, shad-ing into bloodier colorsin the
shadows of the crevasse. The wallslooked asrich and soft as velvet.

"Thisiswhat givesthered rangeitsname," Essasaid. "Mars has become covered with lichen like this.
Thereare entire forests of hugefungi..."”

L unae thought of Dreams-of-War with atwinge of an-guish. Her guardian would never, shefdt, take
her to see the plains and forests of their own day, now.

The kappa frowned. "Thiswas not the casein my time."



"Perhaps it seeded when Mars underwent the Blight.”

"The Blight?' Lunae could cope with the height, the ravine, the racing craft, but the distances of
history left her feding fragile and dizzied.

"The splintering of the Chain,” Essareplied. "See wherethe temple lies?!

L unae peered through the shimmering wall of the craft to see anarrow ledgejutting out from the Side
of the ravine. They were descending swiftly now, the shadows of the surrounding peaks casting darkness
over the land.

"Who isthe temple dedicated to?" the kappa asked, |eaning forward.

"Itisno longer known. Perhaps the one who lives there may know, but if so, she has not told me."
Essatouched thewadll of the craft, sending it gliding toward the platform. Asthey drew near, Lunae could
seethat the plat-form was carved out of the fungus: agresat jutting ridge of it, the underside of the bracket
grooved with runnds, through which the little craft could easily have dipped.

The kappasaid, surprisng Lunag, "Doesit ever spore?”

"Every so often. We have to keep inside, then. The chasm isfilled with the dust when the brackets
emit their charge of spores, and it saturates the lungs benesth even the finest masking.”

The craft swooped toward the platform, landing in a puff of dust. Lunae and the kappa climbed forth,
to stand on the spongy surface. The columns of the temple rose up before them: worn, weathered stone
stained by ancient rain, mottled asif spattered with acid. The stone wasthe color of roses, of the dust of
other worlds. Thear smelled like the insde of a cupboard: hot and dry, with amush-room mustiness.
There was no wind.

Lunae watched as Essa placed both hands on the side of the craft. It melted down into a smooth lake,
shininginthelast of the light and creating an oily film over the velvet of the fungus.

"Won'tit dry up?' the kappa asked nervoudly.

Essa smiled, made agesture of negation. "It isnot quite like water. Y ou have no need to worry. Now,
let usgowithin."

CHAPTER 7
Earth

The kappa of Tokeui crowded around the dock, secur-ing the junk with ropes. Sek stood with both
hands on the prow, eyes closed.

"What is she doing?' Dreams-of-War said to Y skatarina.

"Shelisgtensto the ship," Y skatarinareplied.

"It spesksto her?' She remembered Lunae'stalk of voices when they had first arrived.

"So shesays."

"But thisis surdly afilament vessd, not haunt-tech. How can it possess sentience?"

"I don't know," Y skatarina murmured. " Perhaps when she told me of it, she spoke in metaphor.”

But Lunae had meant it literally, Dreams-of-War was certain. What would be comprised of
haunt-tech, in aves-sal such asthis? The most likely possibility was the naviga-tion system. But what if
Sek had some other agendathat she was pursuing? Did that connect with the goal's of

Y skataring, or not? If Y skatarina had summoned the swarm-assassin... And she also wondered



whether thiswas the original destination, as ordered by the Grand-mothers, or somewhere else. And if
somewhere e se, then why? Dreams-of-War was sure that they had started to change course before
Lunae had gone missing. The Situa-tion was as murky as the waters of the harbor below.

"By theway, | meant to ask if you have traveled much in space?' Dreams-of-War said, as casudly as
she could manage. "Y ou said that you have visited Mars."

"I have been off-world once or twice. | have visited some of the worlds; | have been to the Crater
Pain, where | believe you yoursdf comefrom." Y skatarina spoke smoothly, and did not look at the
Martian.

"How do you know that?"

"The Martian clans are not so extensive or so greet in their complexity that | cannot recognize an
accent,” Y skatarinasaid. "l know alittle of the origins of the War-rior Clans of Memnos."

"| thought perhaps awoman of your means might have traveled farther,” Dreams-of-War remarked.
"To lo-Beneath, perhaps, or Europa? Or do you just mean farther up the Chain?'

"It costs money to make such voyages,” Dreams-of-War said, "but you haveriches, clearly. If | had
that kind of wedlth, | would wish to journey asfar as| could, to the very ends of the Chain, perhaps even
asfar as Night-shade.”

Y skatarinalaughed. ™Y ou would not be permitted to visit Nightshade. The lab clans do not admit
outsiders; you must know that."

Dreams-of-War shrugged. "1 was not sure if they made exceptions.”
"They make no exceptions. Believeme."

Y skatarinds voice was light, dancing like the reflection of the lamps on the water, but
Dreams-of-War wondered once more about the currents that ran below.

"I know little of Nightshade," she said, probing.
"No onedoes," Y skatarinareplied, fill lightly "It isadark, closed world."

"I've heard rumors that they run programs, to cross-breed, to mix human genes with those of ancient
animals, to produce a perfect being. Do you think they have had any success?' Dreams-of-War said,
carefully casud.

"l have noidea. It's out-world rumor, probably noth-ing more. Interesting, though.” Y skatarina
sounded sin-cere, but Dreams-of-War was not deceived. "L ook, they have secured the junk.”

"l need to go ashore," Dreams-of-War said. "I have questions that must be answered.”
Y skatarinanodded. "Very wel. | will seeyou later. Good luck with your questions.”

Impatiently, Dreams-of-War |eft the ship and brushed past the throng of kappa that congregated
along the dock, which was no more than amass of roughly cut blocks of stone, dippery with seaweed
and water. Shefelt the treads of the armor ater against the soles of her feet, to provide her with a better
grip, but even so, she nearly fell. Humili-ated, Dreams-of-War glanced around to see who might be
watching. The keppawere dl gazing at her, gleaming eyes betraying nothing. Dreams-of-War strode
angrily on. At the end of the dock she was forced to press through aknot of the creatures that huddled,
murmuring in low liquid voices, beforeasmal metd gate.

"Let methrough!" Dreams-of-War said, and her voice sounded harsher and more panicky than she
would have liked. Half adozen mild eyes stared at her incurioudy, but the kappa did not move. "Out of



my way!" She was grate-ful for the armor, which kept out the touch of their thick clammy bodies, but she
was till forced to make contact. Repelled, she ssumbled out of the gate into the street.

Hereit was silent, and there was no one in sight. Dreams-of-War stalked through soft darkness,
illuminated periodicaly by glowing lamps. She recdled the dry burn of the moss-lamps of the clan house
with adigtant, haf-redized nostdgia

A tumble of tenements rose above her, climbing up-ward from the street, ascending in layers. Small
windows curved out at thelevel of Dreams-of-War's feet; she reached down and touched them with
brief curiosity. They were smooth and warm to the touch. She recognized some kind of plastic; they must
be very old. Certain of the win-dows were partidly buried in the packed earth, as though the buildings
had sunk beneath their own weight. Dreams-of-War |ooked up. The upper reaches of the tenements
were equaly unusud: wood and thick laminated paper. So many of the trees of Earth were under the
floodwaters, sad rotting stumps. Had they imported the wood from some lunar forest? She thought of
Tsukiyomi on Luna, last remaining outpost after the stone-plague: the acres of fir beneath sparkling
domes, the air eectric with resin and quietness, sudded with entrances to the under-ground labyrinth of
the laboratories. But imported wood was surely a province of the very wedlthy. Perhaps the kappa had
taken over the mansions of the rich and the dead...

Along the upper storys, faux metal gleamed in the lights from the bay. Dreams-of-War reached the
end of the street and looked around her. No sign of the harbor of -

"They make no exceptions. Bdieveme."

Y skatarinas voice was light, dancing like the reflection of the lamps on the water, but
Dreams-of-War wondered once more about the currents that ran below.

"I know little of Nightshade," she said, probing.
"No onedoes," Y skatarinareplied, till lightly. "It isadark, closed world."

"I've heard rumors that they run programs, to cross-breed, to mix human genes with those of ancient
animals, to produce a perfect being. Do you think they have had any success?' Dreams-of-War said,
caefully casud.

"l have noidea. It's out-world rumor, probably noth-ing more. Interesting, though.” Y skatarina
sounded sin-cere, but Dreams-of-War was not deceived. "L ook, they have secured the junk.”

"I need to go ashore," Dreams-of-War said. "'l have questions that must be answered.”
Y skatarinanodded. "Very wdl. | will seeyou later. Good luck with your questions.”

Impatiently, Dreams-of-War |eft the ship and brushed past the throng of kappa that congregated
along the dock, which was no more than amass of roughly cut blocks of stone, dippery with seaweed
and water. Shefelt the treads of the armor ater against the soles of her feet, to provide her with a better
grip, but even 0, she nearly fell. Humili-ated, Dreams-of-War glanced around to see who might be
watching. The kappawere dl gazing at her, gleaming eyes betraying nothing. Dreams-of-War strode
angrily on. At the end of the dock she wasforced to press through aknot of the creatures that huddled,
murmuring in low liquid voices, beforeasmall meta gate.

"Let methrough!" Dreams-of-War said, and her voice sounded harsher and more panicky than she
would have liked. Haifadozen mild eyes stared at her incurioudy, but the kappa did not move. "Out of
my way!" Shewas grate-ful for the armor, which kept out the touch of their thick clammy bodies, but she
was till forced to make contact. Repelled, she ssumbled out of the gate into the street.

Hereit was sllent, and there was no one in sight. Dreams-of-War stalked through soft darkness,



illuminated periodicaly by glowing lamps. She recdled the dry burn of the moss-lamps of the clan house
with adigtant, haf-realized nogagia

A tumble of tenements rose above her, climbing up-ward from the street, ascending in layers. Small
windows curved out at the level of Dreams-of-War's feet; she reached down and touched them with
brief curiogity. They were smooth and warm to the touch. She recognized some kind of plastic; they must
be very old. Certain of the win-dows were partidly buried in the packed earth, as though the buildings
had sunk benegath their own weight. Dreams-of-War |ooked up. The upper reaches of the tenements
were equally unusua: wood and thick laminated paper. So many of the trees of Earth were under the
floodwaters, sad rotting stumps. Had they imported the wood from some lunar forest? She thought of
Tsukiyomi on Luna, last remaining outpost after the sone-plague: the acres of fir beneath sparkling
domes, the air eectric with resin and quietness, sudded with entrances to the under-ground labyrinth of
the laboratories. But imported wood was surely a province of the very wealthy. Perhaps the kappa had
taken over the mansions of the rich and the deed...

Along the upper storys, faux metal gleamed in the lights from the bay Dreams-of-War reached the
end of the street and looked around her. No sign of the harbor of-fice and no oneto ask...
Dreams-of-War quietly seethed. Then she spotted anarrow aley, leading between two of thetall houses.
A light shone at itsend.

Dreams-of-War stepped into the dley. It smdled pun-gent, of rotting fish and something else,
something spicier that she was unable to identify. There was nothing to remind her of thear of Mars,
odor congtantly betraying the absence of home. Dreams-of-War found the source of the light and halted.
A low building, made of driftwood, the cracks crammed with dried weed, was stuffed in between the
neigh-boring buildings. Not promising. Dreams-of-War banged imperioudly upon the door.

After amoment, it opened. An anxious, moonlike face peered forth.

"Yes? What isit?"

"I'm looking for the harbormistress.”

"Comein."

Dreams-of-War followed the shuffling figure into aroom so low that she could not stand upright.

"Sit, St." It was akappa, indistinguishable from dl others. Perhaps the armor might be ableto tell
them gpart. She did not like the idea of being surrounded by a horde of identica creatures: too much
room for ambivalence, error, deceit. Could Lunag's nurse be trusted? Dreams-of-War was no longer
certain and, now that she considered the is-sue, she was not sure that she had ever been.

"Y ou are not from Earth,” the kappa said.
"Obvioudy not. | anaMartian warrior."

"Indeed, you have an Arian air," the kapparemarked whimsicaly. It seemed to be clad in sackcloth;
it had astrong, shdllfish smell. Dreams-of-War decided to breathe through her mouth.

"Doubtless s0. | have come because of adifficulty. My ship was attacked, and—"
"Y ou have comein on the junk belonging to Aya-datarahime Sek?'Y es, we heard about it."
"Do you know what attacked us?'

The kappa shrugged. Folds of flesh did up its bared arms, formed tight rolls of fat, did away once
more. "A be-ing riding aswarm-hogt."

"A swarm-host?' Dreams-of-War frowned. "What's that?"



"Some form of nanotech. | don't know how they make it behave asit does." The kappagave an
indifferent shrug.

"Do you know where they come from?”

"Desth-dedlers are commonly owned by the war-madams, of whom there are many, but only one
person commands swarm-technology in these waters, and that is Prince Cataract.”

"Who isshe? He," Dreams-of-War corrected.

"Heisawarlord. No one knows where his base isto be found, but he has aprivate army of
snake-kin and other made-beings.”

"Do they often prey upon shipping?"

"No. Heisnot abandit. It isunusua.”

"Do you have any ideawhy thisthing attacked us?'
"l do not know. What became of thisthing?"

"I killed it. It was not human. | pulled its face away. There was some kind of rudimentary braininsde
the skull."

"And what was the ship carrying?'

"l wasin charge of my ward. Sheisjust ayoung girl, nothing more. She went overboard with the
kappawho is her nurse. Someone spoke of sea palaces. If thereis any hope that the kappatook her to a
place of safety, | must know."

"This kappa. What was her name?"
Dreams-of-War bridled. "I have no idea. Do you have names?"

She thought that the kappa smiled, but it was hard to tell from the broad, lipless mouth. Perhapsthe
kappa snarled.

"Of course, just asyou do. It would be hel pful if we knew which clan she comes from. Everyone has
their se-cret harbors, their holds and sanctuaries. | could not tell you where they dl lie. We have our
tribes and factions. Just asyou do.”

"This particular kappawas employed by folk in Fra-grant Harbor. Everyone calls them the
Grandmothers, they lived in amansion cdled Cloud Terrace, at the sum-mit of the Pegk, which hassince
been destroyed.”

"I know of them. | will makeinquiries. I think I may know aready whom you mean. In which
case—well. We shall see. Return to your ship; do not linger. There are those here who have no love for
the people of Mars. | will send word to the ship when | haveit. It isunlikely to be before morning.”

"Very wel," Dreams-of-War said, though shedid not likeit. "I will do asyou suggest.”
She left thedank room with relief, feeling cramped and tainted.

There are those here who have no love for the people of Mars. What was that supposed to
mean? The ingratitude of the people of Earth was a continud irritant to Dreams-of-War, like agrain of
sand between the armor’s heel and her skin. There was no reason for such hatred. No doubt it was
attributable solely to resentment of those who were congenitaly superior, Dreams-of-War reminded
hersdlf, and ingtantly felt better.

Shereturned to the junk without incident. The decks were empty. She passed Y skatarind's cabin, but



the door was firmly shut and there was no sound from within.

Much later, Dreams-of-War snapped from deep. She did not know what had awoken her, but the
armor was bris-tling and prickling like awild creature. It would, she thought, make amess of the
mattress. There was a sound coming from outside the ship, in the direction of the dock: athin, high
keening. It did not sound like either kappa or human. There was a hissfrom the armor: asingle word.

"Excissieres.”

Dreams-of-War was up off the bed and onto her feet before the sibilance had faded.

"Memnos's executioners? Here? Why have they come? Can you hear them? Are they broadcasting?”
"They've cometo takeyou in,” Y skatarinas voice said from the shadows. Dreams-of-War turned.
"Youl"

"My companion picked up their frequency just now. They arrived by drop-boat a short time ago.
Memnos has sent them.”

"And you cameto tdl methis because—7?"
"l can help you, if youll let me."
"Always so hepful. Why?"

"l don't have any love for Memnos. It would take too long to explain why." The creature crackled in
the corner of the room, sinking down into abony knot of limbs. "That makes usdlies, of akind. You've
faled, have you not? Y ouvelost the girl, and they're going to bring you back." Without the customary
lenses, Y skatarinas eyes were huge in the darkness, bearing afaint luminescence.

"Y ou're from Nightshade, aren't you? | thought they did good business with Memnos. I'm wearing
part of it."

Y skatarina betrayed no surprise, did not ask her how she knew. "I suggest we make amove,” she
sad.

"I'm not going anywhere with you." Y skatarinawas surely not Kami, for she did not shift and blur, but
shewas of Nightshade, and that was bad enough. Y et Dreams-of-War was unwilling to face a squadron
of excisseres.

"They are coming!" the armor said urgently.

Y skatarina shrugged. "Have it your own way. But | can get you out of here. All that | am proposing is
atemporary dliance, nothing more."

"Where are we to go, then?' Dreams-of-War asked.

"l have aplan. Follow me."

CHAPTER 8

Elsewhere

Within, the cavern was cool and strangdly bright. Lu-nae could not tell where the light was coming
from, but it fel al around her as softly asrain. The walls were covered with carvings, but they were so
old that nothing more than atrace of the reliefs remained. Then she looked again, and thought that
perhaps the patterns were only fungd infesta-tions, or therivulets carved by water. The floor, however,
was smooth and hard, marble-veined. At the far end of the cavern stood a statue, but when she looked
a it again, it was just an outcrop of stone.



Essa, ignoring her surroundings, glided forward.

"Whereisthis person?’ the kappa demanded, sibilant voice hissing in echo from thewalls of the
temple.

"She will be down among the fumes," Essasaid. She paused for amoment to pat the rough russet hair
between her horns back into place, then vanished into thewall. Lu-nae, startled, followed and found a
ditted opening. A bregth of heavy air camefromiit: resnous and strong, forest-fragrant, followed by the
sudden, salt-laden scent of the sea. Lunae stepped into it and followed Essa downward.

The light here was somehow faded and stained, but still enough by which to see. Lunae trod upon
metd steps, sending echoes up against the walls. The scent changed and grew stronger: old roses, an
amberous pungency. Soon, the air itsalf began to thicken, until Lunae de-scended through a sultry haze.
Behind her, the kappa be-gan to wheeze.

At the base of the steps, Lunae found herself inasmall, round chamber filled with fumes. The smoke
was S0 heavy that it was difficult to see. Her eyes watered.

"Come forward," she heard Essa say.

Stumbling alittle, Lunae did so. A figure siwam out of the smoke, seeted at atripod brazier. Essa
grasped her hand and again there was that odd sensation of unhuman fingers againgt her own. But when
shelooked down, Essa's supple hand seemed wholly usud. For Lunae, however, the betraying sensation
could not be overlooked. She snatched her hand away.

"What are you? Areyou Kami?'

"Not Kami. Sheisahaunt." Thefigure seated at the tripod spoke.
"A haunt?'

"A spiritinashel of flesh."

"lan't that what everyoneis?'

"Y ou know that the Kami possess others? They seek bodiesfor their convenience. But unlessthe
possession is undertaken in early childhood, or lasts over along period so that spirit and body have a
chanceto settleinto phase, the new flesh retainsamemory of itsorigind physica host. That iswhy so
many of them look one way and fed another. But Essaiisborn out of the land itself: nanotech, inhabited
by aspirit from the far past.”

"And who, in that case," the kappa said, till wheez-ing, "areyou?'

L unae went to crouch by the figure, looking up into her face. But the hood that the seated woman
wore was en-veloping, and her features were conced ed within. The voice was remote and distorted by a
curious buzz of static: aproduct of voice-technology or adeliberate device to hide identity? There was
something familiar about thefig-ure, dl the same.

"Y ou should not fear Essa," the form continued. * She does not share the ambitions of the Kami. This
iswhy we have brought you here."

IIWel?l

"It hasn't been easy to bring you through time," the woman said. " To take advantage of the snatched
moments when you shifted the tempora fabric, drifted free within the stream of time and could be
ensnared.”

"Like afish on ahook?"



"Likeafishinanet. | did not think we would suc-ceed.”

"But why?'

"Because you are the hito-bashira, the woman-who-will-hol d-back-the-flood.”

Lunae sad, "'l have grown tired of asking what this means.”

"Thenitistimeyou knew Y our world and your time face an invasion, one which has aready begun.”
The kappafrowned. "From the Kami?'

"Just s0. Y ou may believe the Kami to be dien, but they are not—though it is not quite true to say
that they are human anymore.”

"Then what arethey?"
"Ghosts?" the kappa whispered.

"In away—but not ghosts from the pagt, like Essa. They are the spirits of the future living, the last
conscious remnant of humanity within the solar syssem. They come from aday when nothing remains of
humanity in its an-cient home except for disembodied semihuman con-sciousnesses. In your own day,
Nightshade has found away to summon these disembodied consciousnesses back through the Eldritch
Realm, to harnesstheir knowledge, their power."

"Haunt-tech," Lunae said.

"But thereisagreat irony. Humanity has achieved its greatest degree of knowledge of consciousness
at the very end of human history, when nothing remains of the great worlds except ruin or flood, and
thereisno other life and little means of sustaining it except the eking out of an exis-tence underground.
The consciousnesses that are the Kami cling to thewalls of their craters, thousands of them, like spectra
bats. Until Nightshade summoned them, they were trapped in formlessness, but now they seek new
bod-iesto inhabit, and Nightshade has helped them to find them—in the past, in other bodies."

"And do those people ask to be possessed?’

"Would you?'

"I | wanted knowledge, perhaps. But | would have to want it very badly, | think."

"But what istheir am?' the kappa asked. " To change history? Or just to provide themsdves with
bodies?'

"They may wish to change history, but the outcome would adways be the same. Nothing can save a

dying sun. No, thelast of humanity want alast chance at life: possess-ing the bodies of the living, holding
sway over theworlds.

Do not think that they will be generous mistresses. They are no longer human. Some seek power, but
most just want the amusements of the flesh. Wars and combat, sex-udlity, perhaps—and on agrand
scde. If ther invasion goes ahead, the system will become their playground.”

"And how do you know this?'

"Because | have seenit happen,” the voice said. The blurring was growing fainter now, the true voice
coming through. It was the voice that Lunae heard every day within the confines of her head, or coming
from her own lips. She sat back on her hedls, staring.

"Yes" theoraclesaid. "Yes, of course you know me." She put back the hood to reveal the woman
Lunae had seen within her dreams. her own sdif. "Do you wish to see what aworld under the Kami
would belike?' her self con-tinued, "for | can show you.”



Lunae swallowed hard. "Show me, then."

Her older sdlf reached out and took her hands. Lunae closed her eyes, but her older salf said sharply,
"Kegp them open!”

Lunae stared ahead asthe walls of the cavern began to blur. She could feel her older sdf'shands
clasping her own, but then the sensation faded and next moment, she was skimming across water. Her

own voice said into her ear, "Thisis Earth, shortly after the Kami invasion. We are not redlly here; | am
weaving thisout of memory Y ou are about to see Fragrant Harbor. Or what isleft of it."

Land appeared on the horizon and L unae recognized the Peak. Seconds later, they were diving down
toward High Kowloon. Many of the tenements lay in ruins, burned and stripped of their carefully
cultivated exterior vegetation, which now lay in steaming hegpsin the stret.

"It ismuch hotter now," her own voice said. "The Kami like the heat. They have spent too long in the
cold.”

L unae's consciousness skimmed through the streets. At ajunction, she saw a makeshift edifice: a
series of poles, joined by crosshars. From the poles hung the bodies of kappa. They appeared curioudy
deflated, as though their bodies had been sucked dry of flesh from within. But asthey drew closer, Lunae
saw that one of the kappawas ill dive. Its skin had dried into amass of cracks. Benegth it apool of
thick fluid had accumulated. 1t blinked bewildered bloodshot eyes. A group of women stood below it,
prod-ding at it with sharpened stakes.

"What arethey doing toit?' Lunae slently cried.

"The Kami are obsessed with physicdity in adl its man-ifestations. And because they are disembodied
conscious-nesses, they have little real understanding of pain. It fascinates them. They like to experiment.
They move from body to body, wearing them out and leaving them be-hind.”

They flew on, leaving the tormented kappa behind, but there were other scenes. Lunae watched in
horror as haf-formed infants were methodically torn from growing-bags and dissected. She saw a
woman chased to the end of atyphoon shelter and ripped to pieces. The women doing these things all
had the same out-of -phase appearance.

But on the dopes of the lower Peak, Lunae saw agroup of peculiar beings. heavy and armored, like
lumber-ing haf-human turtles. The faces that squatted benegath their lowering browsweretight and
gnarled, with small glistening eyes. They carried Martian weapons: shot-bolts and scissors, but the
weapons seemed part of their bodies rather than separate tools. But they, too, were blurred and hazy,
moving inand out of direct vison.

"What are they?" Lunae whispered.

"They are the Sown. In your day, they lie within the Martian soil, bio-tech prototypes, waiting to be
cdled forth. The Kami have called them and inhabit them now. They are the vanguard of the Earth
invasion and they svarm across Mars, also."

"Thisisadreadful Sght,” Lunae said.

"Itishell,” her older slf agreed. "The Kami have brought hell to this system. Have you seen enough?”
"Ohyes"

"Then close your eyes and open them again.”

Lunae did so. She was back in the Martian cavern, holding her older self's handsin her own.
CHAPTER9



Earth

Y skatarinas companion rustled behind them through the village of the keppa. All was qui€t, the
high-piled houseswalled in behind night and st air. The lamps were burning down to amisty dimness.
From up in the crags Dreams-of-War heard something cry out, perhaps a hunting seabird. Y et despite
the tillness, she could not help feding that the town was awake and listening, that the kappawere only
pretend-ing to deep. She thought of thick bodies, motionless aslumps, waiting to rise up in toad-silence
and strike. The ar-mor drew in upon her, diding close over her skin. Shelis-tened ceaselesdy for the
excisseres, but there was no sound. It meant nothing, of course. The excisseres were huntresses of
astonishing skill, and preferred to play alittle before the strike. The thought raised the hair at the nape of
Dreams-of-War's neck.

"Do you know wherewe are going?'

Ahead, she saw Y skatarinanod. "But it will not be easy," the woman from Nightshade said.
Dreams-of-War bristled. "1 am not accustomed to 'easy.™

Y skatarinagmiled. "Just aswdll.”

The creature unfolded itswings with arattle and took off, circling up through the narrow cracks
between the houses.

"Whereisit heading?' Dreams-of-War said in some darm. She had visions of the thing triggering
adarms, rous-ing the town—assuming, once again, that they dept. "What if the excisseres seeit?’

"That'sthe point," Y skatarina said with barely re-strained patience. "It's gone to keep an eye on them,
and if they cometoo closg, itll draw them off."

Dreams-of-War eyed her askance. "What if they harm it?"

"They will not. It knows how to hide." Y skatarina spoke with confidence, but Dreams-of-War had
Seen an excissere shoot adactylate out of the Martian sky at dusk with noth-ing more than adingshot.

It was not just the excissieres who concerned her. There was aso Sek, in the Grandmothers pay,
who had been carrying the Grandmothers most precious posses-sion, yet with no guards on the junk. ..
Where was Sek, and what might she be doing now? Not to mention Y skatarina, and why Memnos might
be after her. Assum-ing it was even true, and she was not leading Dreams-of-War into atrap... But in
that case, why not smply let the scissor-women catch up with her?

"We are looking for something,” Y skatarinasaid. She put out ahand, bringing Dreams-of-War to an
abrupt hdt.

"Wait." Her eyes were closed, her face dreaming. "Ah, | haveit." Dreams-of-War saw her smile.
"What are you doing?' Dreams-of-War demanded.
"Il show you."

Y skatarina stepped into adiver of apassage, picked her way with exaggerated delicacy over mounds
of dis-carded fish heads.

. "Thereisnothing down here, surely? Or do you seek aplace to hide?"
Y skatarina glanced over her shoulder. "I am not accus-tomed to hiding."
She said nothing more. Dreams-of-War, seething, fol-lowed.

The armor bristled and prickled as they went, relaying information to Dreams-of-War's weary,
paranoid cortex. Y skatarinawalked with surety through alabyrinth paved with fish refuse and shit, as



though she knew exactly where she was headed. In some instances, the passages were so narrow that
Dreams-of-War was obliged to turn sidewaysto enter them. Y skatarinas secrecy was beginning to grate
even more severely upon her. Shefelt congtricted, con-fined, and when she glanced upward, she could
no longer seethe gars, only ahaze across the sky. After the burning Martian nights and the clear desert
air, this place fet rank, dank, and hostile. Occasiondly, Y skatarinas creature passed overhead like a
gredt rattling bat.

"That thing of yourswill attract attention,” Dreams-of-War hissed. " Someone will see”
"It hasitsown safeguards,” Y skatarinareplied, infuri-atingly cam. "Do not worry."

But Dreams-of-War could aready fed aglaze of swesat frosting her skin underneath the armor. Who,
exactly, had Memnos sent? She thought of the excissieres, bearing their scissors before them. Or the
rarer cenulag, perhaps, seduc-ing you with nets of sound and song, holding you in atrance before you
complied with whatever they might de-sire you to do. Humiliation would be apart of it, she was sure: the
warrior's greatest fear.

The sooty, stinking passageway grew even narrower. To calm herself, Dreams-of-War thought of her
heroines, the women from the old stories: Teoris of the Plain, who had captured athousand men when
the brutes fill roamed fredy about Mars, Dei of the Olympian Heights, living with animals and spesking
their speech. None of these woman had, to the best of Dreams-of-War's knowl-edge, ended up in an
alien maze that reeked of fisher-women's offal. It wasthe indignity of the whole affair that rankled, rather
than afear of Memnos. Or so Dreams-of-War told hersdlf.

"Your creature will tdll usif they are near?’ shesaid to Y skatarina.
The woman looked absently back. "Who?'
"The excisseres. Or the kappa. Or whoever €lse doesn't like us and might even now bein pursuit.”

Y skatarinanodded. "It will tell me. Ah" She stopped, and began scuffling again in thefish refuse.
Dreams-of-War eyed her with distaste.

"What are you doing?"

"My companion tellsmeit ishere." Y skatarinastood to reveal aweb of dark fire set into the stones of
the pas-sage.

"What isthat?'
"A door."

Dreams-of-War stared at the glittering square. "That is no technology of the kappa. They have surely
progressed no further than the wheel and the village pump.”

Y skatarina smiled. "Perhaps s0. Y et here is a haunt-lock, nonethel ess.”

Her creature rocketed down to join them in aclatter of wings. It placed its mouthpartsto the fiery
web, and whis-pered.

"And it isdoing what, exactly?'
"Opening the door."

"Where did it get the incantation runes?'
"From something old and dead.”

The haunt-lock flared up. A crackle of scarlet spread outward, like flame applied to charcod. A
moment later, ahole appeared in the floor of the passage. Dreams-of-War peered cautioudy inward.



"Areyou surethisisadoor?| can't seeathing.”

Y skatarina stepped onto the hole and stood there, os-tensibly floating on air. "It is not open space.
Thisisan d-evator.” She reached out ahand. The creature sdled closeto her. "Come."

Ignoring the hand, Dreams-of-War moved to stand beside them. The surface was glassy beneath her
feet. Then they were hurtling downward, coming to ahdt far below the earth.

Dreams-of-War peered dubioudly into the darkness.
"Where are we?"'

Y skatarina gppeared pleased, dmost smug. She said nothing. Her face wavered through the halo of
light that emanated from nodules along her creatures abdomen.

"Wel|?' Dreams-of-War folded her arms. "I shall go no farther until 1 know where we are going and
what manner of placethisis. This cannot be the doing of the kappa.”

Y skatarinas creature, wings folded, skittered up the wall and glided aong the ceiling of the passage.
"If thisplaceiswhat | think itis, thenitisold,” Y katarinasad.

"Old?Y ou mean, thismay be an early Martian ingalation?' But this blacklight technology did not
look quite like anything that Dreams-of-War had seen before. An-cient haunt-tech? The feel wasthe
same—the same queasy otherness, the sad itch in the head, the heaviness of the heart—but there was no
such thing as ahomegrown ver-sion of haunt-tech on Earth. Therefore, this had to have come from
elsawhere,

"No," Y skatarina said with amused patience.

"But what is this? What isthe function of this place? It fedslike haunt-tech, but there was surely none
such on old Earth, even if what you say"—she swallowed abolt of disdain—"about the Martiansis
partidly true." Shewould not concede dl of it. She was reluctant to accept even this much.

"Perhaps’ wasdl that Y katarinasaid. "If | am right, we will soon see”

Y skatarinawas clearly following her companion, but how did the thing know whereto go? Its spidery
form bus-tled unerringly around corners, down passageways, through arches. This place must be vast,
Dreams-of-War thought with unease, extending right under the hill. Al-ready they must have walked
more than amile. And what of oreagraphs, py-eyes, weir-wards? Why were they being permitted to
wander around like this? And, most pressing of all, where were the excisseres?

Moreover, the sense of haunt-tech was growing: ghosts whispering insde her skull, as neura echoes
bounced forward and back; a sweaty quivering of the spine; the chill trickle of dien presence throughout
her veins... Dreams-of-War at last acknowledged to herself that she did not merely fear the Kami, but
hated them. And yet she wore the wegpon that they had supplied: the mesh between armor and ghog,
the inhabited shell that kept her safe and on which she had so cometorely...

Y skatarina paused before awall formed of interlock-ing plates, curved and overlapping like the shell
of apan-golin. Her companion's chitinous mandibles moved dowly over the surface.

"What isit doing?"

"Tasting for welr-sequences,” Y skatarinasad.

The lights winked out. The curve did open. Y skatarina and Dreams-of-War stepped through into a
cavern. The place smelled of eectricity and age. Something lay at the center of the cavern: dark and

glassy, with viridian shadows rippling acrossits membranes. The sense of haunt-tech grew to ascreaming
pitch insde Dreams-of-War's body and mind. She did not recd| ever feding its presence so strongly



before, eveninsdethe Chain.

"It'saship,” Dreams-of-War whispered. "How did it get here?' Her voice seemed to echo around the
chamber, hollow and small.

Y skatarina placed both pams againgt the vessd's deek flank. "Ah. Quiet, now. But it will wake."

Dreams-of-War's armor was beginning to filter back technica specifications, storing details of meta
and manu-facture, skeins of eso-technic information. It grew clammy againgt her skin, asthough
absorbing the negative energies of haunt-tech and feeding them back across her body. Shefdlt asthough
sheinhabited the armor with a thousand ghosts. Her skin began to crawl.

| remember this, thearmor said. | remember you.

Findly, suspicion began to dawn. Dreams-of-War stepped back, unable to bear the sensation any
longer, but it was too late. The hand of her armor elongated and flowed out to weld to the side of the
ship. Her arm was suddenly encased in aloose-flowing deeve as the armor softened.

"What—? Return to me! ™

But the armor, for thefirst timein their mutua life to-gether, did not obey. Instead, it continued to
flow, gliding up the Side of the ship in athick coat of moving metal. Dreams-of-War stood dismayed,
clad only in her under-harness. She turned on Y skatarina, but the woman was no longer there.

"Openit!" sheheard Y skatarinacry.

An ova hole sprang apart the side of the ship, releas-ing agreen fungal light. Dreams-of-War darted
forward, growling, but was encased in sharp arms. Y skatarinas crea-ture, clasping her from behind,
plucked her up off thefloor asif she were featherlight, and threw her to the ground. Dreams-of-War
sprawled across the floor as the ship began to move. Rolling over and throwing her arms over her heed,
she saw the creature disappear through the hole, which closed. The ship was powering up, sending
shudders throughout the cavern. Dust and shattered stone showered down on Dreams-of-War.

"Come back!" She could till seethe armor, abulky lump smeared across the top of the ship. The
face of Embar Khair appeared briefly from the mass: eye closed, mouth open in distended horror. Then
the roof of the cav-ern began to split gpart. The ship wastoo high and too smooth for her to scale.
Dreams-of-War scrambled up from the floor and ran to the sides of the cavern, where she cowered
behind an outcrop of rock and shielded her face. The ship glowed, bright as a grest jade eye.

Then the roof of the cavern gave way. A mass of masonry tumbled inward: shards of tile, a carved
dragon, asplintering fal of wood. Above the sea-rush of the craft, Dreams-of-War heard athin,
unhuman waliling. Then sound broke over her like atide, stunning her, and the ship was no morethan a
gar in the riven heavens, fading fast. Then the edge of the cavern gave way. Moments | ater,
Dreams-of-War was buried benegth atorrent of faling stone.

CHAPTER 10

Elsewhere

Lunae's hands were trembling. She said, "How do you cometo be here?
"l havelived on."

L unae gaped at her. "Lived on? For how long?’

"Between thisday, and the day onwhich | failed in my task. The day on which | failled to be the
hito-bashira, failed to hold back the flood. Asyou have now seen, the Kami took sway over the system,
ruled it, turned it into hell, sent more emissaries out into the Abyssto engineer other hells on other worlds.



And now the end of timesis here. They will go acrossthe Abyssrelatively soon, leaving oneladt little
redoubt behind them."

"I've glimpsed theend of Mars," Essasaid. "It goesout infire, asbefitsaMartid world.”
"They haveruled for dl thistime? For millennia? And they let you live?'

"Theyhadno choice. | —we—cannot die, Lunae. Instead, we jump, just at the moment of the last of
life. We spin time, like aweaving. We have adegree of magtery over it, and yet it fill bendsustoiits
condraints. And that iswhy Essaand | are going to send you back, to the days before the invasion, to
ful-fill your role as hito-bashira. To Marsin your own day"

"If al thisisso," the kappa said, "why can't you escape from this place yoursalf?'

"The Kami bound meinto time. | can only watch, or snare my earlier sdf, and then only when she
unties her-sdf front the time-stream. Lunae the Y ounger is much more powerful than |, but untrained. She
has not had the timeto learn what | have learned, and | no longer have her abilities."

"But what must | do? Will | not be destined—was | not destined—to fail again?'

"| cannot say." Her own older face grew sad. "I do not know, after al thistime, what | was meant to
accomplish. It may bethat al thisisfor nothing and you will fail again. But we haveto try.”

"Canyou a least give me adate?"

"All I can say for certain isthat the event will take place a the Memnos Tower and you must go
there. Night-shade had a machine there, a haunt-engine. | was discov-ered, and taken." She paused.
"Y ou have to understand that on the day of theinvasion, timewas eratic. | cannot give you an exact
day—and by thetime you return, the day may have changed, anyway. Timeis o fluid whereyou and |
are concerned. However, do not trust anyone but your immediate companions. Do not trust the
Matriarchy, or the woman known as Y skatarinalye. Y skatarinais of Nightshade, and in your day,
Memnosisruled by one of the Kami in an inhabited body."

"And this person"—here the kappa gestured toward Essa—"where does she fit in?
"l amof Mars" Essasaid. "'l endure.”
"And sheisto betrusted?' the kappa asked.

"Asgreatly asanyone can be," Lunaethe Elder said with atrace of sadness. "When you return, try to
find Essa, if you can. Shewill be ableto tell you more; shewill bein that time-stream.”

"Y ou said you could send us back." Lunae shifted from one foot to the other. The small chamber was
suddenly sti-fling, pressing in upon her with the weight of claustropho-bia. "'l ask you to do so.”

"And so wewill," Lunaethe Elder said. "But you must makethefirst move." She gaveafant amile, as
if remem-bering. "l envy you your recent memories, little-sdlf. | should like to see aseaonce more...
Takemy hand." She reached out to both Lunae and the kappa.

"l wish you luck," Essasaid. She seemed to be fading back into the smoke, her featuresindistinct and
blurring.

"Now shift," Lunaethe Elder told her.

There was afamiliar sensation ingde Lunag's mind, much more powerful than any that she had ever
experi-enced: the relationship of pindrop to thunderclap. She cried out, echoed by the kappa. The last
thing she saw wasthe face of her eder salf, eyesfilled with tears, asthe red world spun below and fell

away.



CHAPTER 11
Earth

Dreams-of-War awoke to find herself moving. Shetried to sit up, but could not. She squinted around
her, seeing curved wallsand alow celling. Her arms weretied, aswere her ankles, but she was not
gagged. Dreams-of-War spoke. "Where am |? Where am | being taken?' No one answered. She tugged
at the bonds, twisting in order to break free, but they were secure. Their edges were sharp, biting into her
flesh a wrists and ankles. She could fed the motion of a vehicle beneath her, something riding and
bouncing on pockets of air. Therewas astrong smell of raw meat, filling the enclosed space.
Dreams-of-War was suddenly conscious of hunger. Her mouth filled with sdiva. She turned her head to
one side and spat.

A sudden surge of acceleration hammered her against the wall. Dreams-of-War raised her head asfar
as she could, and squinted dong the length of her body. Beneath arough layer of sacking, she was naked
except for the un-derharness. The memory of her armor being whisked into space on the back of the
ancient ship was a sharp and piercing pang. Dreams-of-War lay stiffly back on the couch to which she

was strapped.

Loss of armor meant loss of her status as awarrior. She had often considered that she might be
taking the armor too much for granted, and now that dependency had led to this: the armorsloss, ina
moment of migudgment, and her own hel plessness. Moreover, there was the knowledge that someone
had handled her while she lay naked and unconscious. She wondered with fury what other liberties they
might have taken. If anyone had attempted anything extreme, it waslikely that they would have lost

fingers...

That thought reminded her that she was not entirely without weapons. There were her teeth and nails.
surgi-cally enhanced with asmall but effective range of toxins. There were the retractable barbs that
Memnos had im-planted into the Sides of her tongue, the inlay that circled her scalp, thevagind
modifications. But none of it was as good as the armor, and unless she could free her hands, lit-tle of it
was of any useto her, ether.

The vehicle was dowing. Soon it drew to a hdt. Dreams-of-War heard voices, low and murmuring.
Kappa? Memnoss excisseres? She could not repress ashudder at the thought. The clicking of
ceremonid dispatching scissors suddenly seemed alarmingly loud, echoing within the confines of her
paranoid mind. But she was beginning to wonder if the ex-cissieres had even been red, or an excuse
conjured by Y skatarinato lure her down to the ship.

From her limited viewpoint, thisdid not look like aMatriarchy vehicle, but then again, it was unlikely
to be-long to the kappa. Dreams-of-War ground sharpened teeth. And what of Lunag?

The back of the vehicle swung open. A dismd artifi-cid light flooded in, making Dreams-of-War
blink.

"Princess?’ avoicesad. "Y ou awake?'

Dreams-of-War recognized it immediately. Sek. Her heart legped within her for alunatic moment,
before the redization camethat it was probably Sek who had sold her out in thefirst place. Next
moment, her suspicions were confirmed. Sek said, quite without expression, to someone beyond,
"You've donewdl. Thisis, indeed, the woman. Her armor ismissing, | see. That should makethingsal
the more interesting. Take her to the combat ground.”

Dreams-of-War snapped at Sek's hand, missed. "Y ou betrayed me!™
"I haveto follow my orders,” Sek said with ashrug. She did not seem greetly perturbed. "Memnaos



ownsmy boat; | do what | am told to do, nothing more.”
"But why should Memnaos betray me?' Dreams-of-War demanded.

"Thereisanew Matriarch now. I'm sorry, princess." But Sek sounded entirely ungpologetic. "I follow
the or-ders of the Matriarch done. They said they would grant you to me as payment.”

"Y skatarina. Shel'sfrom Nightshade, isn't she? Tell methetruth! And who isthe new Matriarch?
What happened to the current one?' Dreams-of-War was too angry to re-flect that she was not in the
best position to begin making demands, but Sek only shrugged again.

"l do not know about Y skatarina. | do not ask such questions; it is not within the terms of our
contract. Asfor the Matriarch, | know only that she carries the sedls of au-thority. | am of Memnos
origin, likeyoursdlf. Y ou know what that means.”

"You arelying. Y skatarina has documents pertaining to Nightshade in her possession. | know where
she comes from. Y ou took usto a place other than our origind desti-nation. Wasthisdl aruse, togain
control of the ship? Has everything been because of aneed for my ghost-armor?’

"l donot lie," Sek said, gpparently unaffronted. ™Y skatarinatold me nothing, save where to voyage
and what—or whom—to carry with me."

"Y our boat. It uses haunt-tech.”
"| purchased the navigation system from Memnos. 1 paid dearly for it, too, but it has been worth it."

"And what of now?Why have | been brought here? What is going to happen to me?”
Dreams-of-War tried to keep arising panic from her voice.

"Why, | have already said it. Y ou are to be taken to acombat ground, where you'l fight."
" "Fght'? Fight whet?"
Above her, Sek gave adigant smile. Y ou will see”

Remember, Dreams-of-War reminded hersdlf |ater, donein asmal cramped cell. Remember what
you used to be, so little time ago, a few years, no more. You have not always had your armor to
rely upon. And what had the armor truly done for her, along with the spirit that animated it? Noth-ing
more than possession, if one considered it in acertain light. There was a time when it was only 1 and
none other to aid me...

Sek's people had released her from her bonds, at least, and now she sat up and inspected the scars
that covered her from shoulder to hip. Here: an arrow-wound from a skirmish out near Y dingen Fort.
Those dappled, silvery bands: scar tissue from an electric flail, wielded by awar-madam whose name she
could no longer recdl. This notch: a hyenag's tooth from alater engagement, knocked out by its contact
with her rib. And then she had earned her armor and there were no more scars.

She sat up with sudden resolution. | will just have to re-turn to what | was. But resolution ebbed,
draining away from her like water. Dreams-of-War, to her horror, was by no means sure that going back
was even possible anymore,

Thefaint light had long since died behind the cracks of the shuttered window when they next came for
Dreams-of-War. Sek, accompanied by another woman, stood war-ily in the doorway, bearing shields
and aprod that snapped and crackled with blue fire. Dreams-of-War stud-ied the stranger. She did not
look like either warrior or sailor, though she wore the latter's salt-stained crimson. Her face was flat and
closed, pinched in upon itself asthough her features were suffering from permanent cold. Thetilted eyes
spoke of the north, but her hands, encased in fmgerless red leather mittens, were as thick and shape-less



as akappas own. A hybrid? thought Dreams-of-War, and dismissed the notion with revulsion.
"Here," Sek said. "These arefor you.”
It wasfamiliar fighting garb: akilt, boots, underhar-ness.

"ThisisMartian gear," Dreams-of-War stated, shaking out the kilt. It was dmost identica to the one
she had worn as agirl: standard battle wear, with anarrow metal waist-strip that was now bare of
inggnia. If shewasto fight, she would be doing so anonymously. No doubt, Dreams-of-War thought
with bitterness, it was no more than she deserved.

"Of course." The sour-faced woman spoke with impatience. "Y ou are aMartian warrior. Thisis
what they have cometo see”

"Who?'
"Your audience.”
"Thisisan arenic fight? Gladiatorid ?'

Sek laughed. "A little grandiose, perhaps. Though, ob-vioudly, it isan arranged form of combat. Get
ready; 1 am sureyou are anxiousto begin."

Sek was, in fact, right. Dreams-of-War was burning for action of any description. She was not, she
thought, well-suited to enforced contemplation.

"Very well." She put on the boots and the kilt, then bound up her breasts while the women watched
impas-Svely.
"Hold out your hands," Sek said. "Y es, Sraight in front of you, like that. Good."

When she steps close to me, | will strike, Dreams-of-War thought. Her mouth was suddenly dry.
The spines aong her tongue did forth, prickling her gums. Mucus welled up from the floor of her mouth,
coating the soft partswith a protective, hardening saliva. Claw-implantstwinged at thetips of her fingers.

But Sek was taking no chances. Sheraised the prod and touched a button. Azure fire flicked out and
wrapped itsdf with barbed-wire pain around Dreams-of-War's wrists. Shetried to pull free, but the
flame szzled and hissed, singeing her skin until sheforced her handsto re-lax withinitsfiery grip. Thenit
subsided, to a sharp ache and aband of bright blue.

"Follow me," the woman accompanying Sek said.

Dreams-of-War did so, sumbling alittle. Sek kept well out of the way. They stepped out into afilthy
passage, luminous with opa escent mold.

"Where are we?' Dreams-of-War asked.

Over her shoulder, Sek said, "Thisisavery ancient place. It dates back to before the Drowning,
before the eruptions. It was buried for millennia; it isknown only to afew.”

"Isit atemple? A pdace?'
“No one knows."

The passage ended in athick metal door rimmed with rust. Sek pushed it open and Dreams-of-War
followed her out into an echoing space. The ceiling was low and made of somekind of artificia stone.
Columns of amilar mate-rid ran a regular intervasinto the farther reaches of the chamber.

"Those markings. What are they?"

"L etters, in some lost tongue, or numerds, or symbols only. Again, no one knows what they mean.”



Therewere dso marks on thefloor: thin yellow lines and white squares.
"It isbdlieved they haveritua content,” Sek informed her.
"Thisaudience," Dreams-of-War said, impatient. "Where arethey?”'
The next moment, her question was answered.

People streamed through the metal doorsthat stood at intervals along the chamber. Most were human
women, though some were kappa and some, she was sure, were the Changed. There were afew whom
Dreams-of-War was unable to place: facesthat were out of proportion to their bodies, arms that ended
in clubbed fists rather than hands, eyes set too deeply into the skull. She could have sworn that a handful
of them were male. Perhaps these, too, were crossbreeds. It was forbidden, not to mention difficult, but
there were al manner of backwoods genetics operationsin these distant districts, impossibleto regulate.
She stared at them asthey formed loose lines, stood unsmiling and silent, but she could fed their avidity.

"Here," Sek said. She gave Dreams-of-War a shove be-tween her bare shoulder blades. The blue
flame sizzled around her wrists and disappeared. "Thisis your wegpon."

It was agutting knife with ascale handle. It fitted Dreams-of-War's pam as though madefor it.

"What am | to fight? These folk? | thought they were here to watch.” There were at least two hundred
of them, too many with which to do battle. Dreams-of-War re-solved to kill as many as she could before
she hersdlf es-caped. She would not countenance the possibility of being vanquished; that wasthe first
lesson that she had learned asawarior.

"No, you are correct. They are the audience.”
"Thenwhomam| tofight?"
"Wait."

Dreams-of-War could hear alow humming note echo-ing throughout the chamber. Minutes later, a
glide-car ap-peared, swiveling on low-dung motors so that its back was toward the audience, and
sending spirds of dust up from the floor. The vehicle waslarge, with ahigh back. Asit drew to ahalt,
something within the enclosed section thudded against the wall. The glide-car rocked on itsjets. The
crowd sent up alow murmur of pleased anticipation. Sek gave Dreams-of-War another shove.
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Dreams-of-War moved forward into a crouch, with the gutting knife drawn. A hatch did openinthe
back of the glide-car, to revea acage. Something stirred heavily within. The cage door rattled up. Two
beings leaped out and sprang to elther side of the chamber, dodging behind pillars. Dreams-of-War had
afleeting, confused impres-son of striped skins, gaping mouths, hot yellow eyes, and human hands. The
crowd howled. Dreams-of-War glanced from right to left and back again. There was no way ouit.

The change-tigers closed in, one on each side.
The Crater Plain

CHAPTER 1

Mars

At firgt, Lunae thought that the long voyage back in time had been no more than anilluson. The place
inwhich they now stood was a'so small, dark, and filled with smoke. It took her amoment to redlize that
the smoke was coming from afire, blazing alittle distance from the entrance to a cave. Snatches of
muttered conversation came from the di-rection of the flames: harsh voices, abrupt words. The cave was
filled with apungent smell, abloody, overwhelming odor.



"Someoneis cooking mest," the kappa hissed, picking hersalf up from abone-strewn floor.

"Isthat what it iS?" Lunae had never smelled anything like it before. Cautioudy, she stepped to thelip
of the cave and peered out.

Two dender crescents hung low over the horizon, againgt asparkle of gars. After amoment, Lunae
recog-nized familiar congtdlations, angled differently through clear sharp air. A blue star shoneinthe
heavens between two ragged peaks.

"There," the kgppasaid in her ear. "Earth!”

There was rough sandstone under Lunag's hand, red in the light of the fire. And huddled around the
blaze were three figures. squat, maned, licking short-clawed fingers.

"Hyenee."
Very quietly, Lunae and the kappa made their way back into the recesses of the cave.
"What areweto do?"

"Perhaps theré'saway out at the back of the cave," Lu-nae said. But investigation proved fruitless.
The cavern ended in asmooth wall of rock. The only exit lay past the hyenae, whose homethis
all-too-clearly was.

The kappa nudged her. "1f worse comesto worst, you must bend time for us.”
Lunae shivered. "I wish never to bend time again. Look whereit's got-us."

"Y es, but now we are back on Mars, in what | fervently hope to be the present day. And it isthanks
to your gift. Or," the kappaamended, "what your gift isto become.”

"l don't want to teke the risk."
The kappa sighed. "Then we must find another way out.”

Lunae returned to the entrance of the cavern. The hyenae il sat, bickering over snatched scraps of
gory mest.. The smell of the meat, and of their bodies, was so strong that she hoped they would not be
ableto detect ei-ther hersdlf or the kappa. But at some point they would surely return to the cave, when
the night became danger-ous and colder, and there was nowhere within it to hide. She could dmost fed
eyeson her back... The sensation was so overwhelming that L unae whipped around.

Therewas, indeed, an eye, yelow asalion's, peering out at her from within the wall.
L unae sprang away and cannoned uncomfortably into the kappa.

"Wha isit?"

“Look!"

The kappa stared. The eyerolled around, angry and darmed.

"Someoneisin there. They've waled them up!”

A breath pf sound, nothing more. Lunag, after amo-ment's hesitation, put her ear to thewall. The
kappa was dready beginning to scrabble at its base, where asmall pile of stones had been accumulated.

"Help me, Lunee.”

"We must be quieter!" She cast an anxious glance at the cave mouth. The hyenae were dill there, but
their medl wasamost over. A mound of bones, glistening with sdlivain thefirdight, had grown behind
them. Lunae clawed at the stones, placing each one gently on the ground. The kappa's broad hands
paddled away, scraping stone and mortar both. The mortar released a clear, gummy sub-stance that



clung to Lunae's hands and stank. Soon, bound feet were reved ed, then legs. The prisoner was not,

L unae noted, wearing armor. More space was cleared and the prisoner writhed downward, angling her
body through the newly made hole and struggling clear. The kappa hacked at the bonds on wrists and
ankleswith arock, free-ing her.

There was a high-pitched yell from the mouth of the cavern. Lunae turned to see a hyenae bounding
toward them on al fours, jaws gaping. The teeth were like a ba-boon's; claws rasped on the rocky floor.

The prisoner tore afilthy gag from her mouth, gave ayell of her own and rushed forward. Lunae
snatched up arock and threw it at the hyenae. The kappa emitted awar-bling cry like atrapped frog.
Her tongue lashed forth to catch the hyenae undernegth the ear. It fell, with abloody puncture staining the
matted mane. Two more entered the cavern, fanning outward. The prisoner kicked up, catch-ing one of
the hyenae in the groin. It reeled back, whim-pering. The second creature grasped L unae around the
waist and lifted her up, spinning to avoid the kappas tongue.

The prisoner cried out in Martian, along and hissing string of syllables. Something—fire-blackened,
gtained, unnatural—rose up in aliquid column from thefloor. It fell upon the hyenae that held Lunae and
flowed smoothly about his head and shoulders. Lunae, abruptly released, dropped to the floor. Muffled
cries came from within the enveloping mass, but soon were stifled. The mass glided away, to rest a the
warrior'sfeet. The hyenae lay whereit had falen, tonguelolling, quite dead.

Lunae stared at the corpses in fascinated horror. When she next looked up, the prisoner was encased
in ar-mor that resembled that worn by Dreams-of-War, except that this was ochre and fawn instead of
burnished green. Therewas afaint facia resemblance, but Lunae could not tell if this might be dueto
genetics, or amply Martian ar-rogance. Besides, thiswoman had red hair.

"Who are you?' the kappa gasped.

"I amawarrior!" The voice could have been that of Dreams-of-War: arrogant, irritated. "Who are
youT the warrior demanded.

Improvising hastily, Lunae said, "We have come in search of a—kinswoman of yours. We last saw
her on Earth. Perhaps she has returned to Mars." Asfar as she knew, thiswas far from the truth, but she
felt compelled to offer some explanation for their presence.

The warrior frowned. "1t was as though you appeared out of the air.”

"Not s0. We wandered the region and found ourselves in the hands of these creatures. Perhaps you
lost con-sciousness for amoment,” the kappa remarked smoothly.

"Perhaps," the warrior said reluctantly, clearly uncon-vinced.
"And yoursdf?'
The warriors face became arictus of anger and dis-dain,

"l was captured.” Having spent months in the com-pany of Dreams-of-War, Lunae could tell what
thisadmis-sion cost her. "They knocked me unconscious and stripped me of the armor. They prize such
things, though they do not understand how to use them. They fight and snagp and bicker endlesdy, trying
to coerce our technology to do their bidding. They never succeed.”

"But they didn't kill you."

"No. | waswith others, who are now dead. The hye-nae are not wholly unintelligent. They walled me
up, to make sure that | was secure, until they wished to eat me."

"l am surprised,” the kappa said with care, "that amed was al they had in mind for you. | know the



reputa-tion of maes.”

Thewarrior snorted. "It would have been the worse for them had they tried. | have interna
modifications, like al members of thewarrior clans.”

A short, contemplative sllence ensued.

"What manner of creature are you?"' the warrior asked at last, scowling at the kappa.
"l am akappa, from the northern regions of Earth. | am the nurse of this girl."

"Y ou are an amphibian or some such?'

"An amphibian, yes"

Thewarrior's scowl deepened. "Y ou will not find it easy in this part of Mars. Thisisthe lsdis Reach,
the southern part of the Crater Plain. We are far from the Small Sea or the lake lands.”

"l will haveto manage," the kappasaid with asigh.

"What isyour name?" Lunae asked.

Thewarrior drew hersdf up with afamiliar show of pride. "I am named Knowledge-of-Pain.”
" think | have heard that name before.”

"Naturdly. | aminfamous”

"I think it may have been spoken by my guardian, awoman of Mars—the person we have come here
tofind."

"Her name?"
"Dreams-of-War."

Thewarrior gave adow nod. "I know her. Sheand | grew up in the clan house together. We do not
make bonds, as you know, but she and | are not wholly antago-nistic, except insofar asisnaturd. 1 had
heard that she was sent to Earth. | don't know anything of her return.”

"Do you know the oneswho sent her?"

"Of course. They arethe Memnos Matriarchy, who govern usal. They will know what has become
of her." Thewarrior paused. "How did you become separated?”

"It'salong story." Lunae wasthinking of the words of her future-sdf: Do not trust the Matriarchy.

Thewarrior nodded. "Very well. Asyou can see, it isdark, and | am hungry. | have had no food for
three days. They would not remove the gag, in case | summoned my armor.”

"There may be roots or berries, perhaps," the kappa ventured. Knowledge-of-Pain gave a hiss of
disapprova and rolled the body of ahyenae over with her toe.

"Nonsense. Thereis plenty of meet." She plucked aknife from someinner fold of the armor and
tossed it a the kappas feet. " Start guitting.”

CHAPTER 2
Earth

Dreams-of-War ran backward until she was up against one of the stone pillars. The crowd kept up its
muted sound, amost alow growl. It did not sound like anything that should come from a human throat,
and perhaps, Dreams-of-War grimly reflected, it did not. The change-tigers were prowling, playing,
paying little attention to her. They bore afaint resemblance to the hyenae of the Martian mountains. of



amilar height, but less bulky, products of an-cient and whimsica engineering, crude soldiersfor an-other
age. Dreams-of-War had to admit, however, that they were impressive. Upright, the rib cage was
massive; she could see the complex weave of bone benegth short, shaved fur. The legs bent forward at
the kneg, like ahuman's, but the jaws and skull were long. They moved with blurred speed, amost faster
than she could track, occasionally dropping to al fours and bounding. One of them pranced up to her, tail

coiling, jaws agape.
"Get away from me," Dreams-of-War hissed, and struck out with the gutting knife.
"Ohno," thetiger said, low and purring. "That would be no fun at dl.”

Some kind of mechanism whirred and clicked in its throat, permitting speech. Its eyeswere
noon-bright, filled with amusement. It batted Dreams-of-War with acasua clawed hand, ablur of
sripes. She dodged away, shifting asde from the feint, but the next blow sent her sprawling. The
change-tiger turned and |oped away. Dreams-of-War scrambled to her fet.

The second tiger was Sitting in aneat heap between two pillars, energeticdly licking ahind foot.
Dreams-of-War stole a glance at the crowd. Sek stood, arms folded, with the dour woman at her side.
Thefaces of the crowd were impassive, and Dreams-of-War redlized with ashock that thiswas not
some frenzied audience baying for blood. Thiswas just an ordinary night out for them. The muted
howling was the equivaent of polite goplause. They did not redlly care who killed what, aslong askilling
was done and they got to see some blood at the end of the evening, to puncture the tedium of their
everyday lives. And if by chance she killed the change-tigers, what then? They would only capture more,
and the same scenario would be replayed until Dreams-of-War was torn to pieces or the crowd became
bored.

But what option did she have? Hight was next to im-possible and so was strategy, of which
Dreams-of-War was not in any case enamored. No, it would have to be direct battle, she decided with
relief. She uttered ayell and rushed forward.

One of the change-tigers, still coiled in aknot to wash, glanced up with mild yellow surprise, and rose
languidly to itsfeet. It towered above her, perhaps seven feet or more. Telling hersdf that it was no
different from the hye-nae, Dreams-of-War feinted, darted aside as the tiger swiped, stabbed again,
legped aside. She fought with grim determination; the tiger had not even begun. It grinned at her, tolerant,
ahuman adult confronting an angry child. Dreams-of-War fought as though the whole of her
concen-tration had become focused upon this single foe, asif the odds against her had caused her to
grow desperate. She fought as though there was not a second beast, sdling up behind her, discernible
from scent and shadows and the growing, expectant hush of the crowd.

Ghostly claws, like some monstrous shadow puppet, appeared on the pillar before her, cast by the
flickering light. The beast before her grinned again, made a small, mock pounce. Dreams-of-War
dodged, and without look-ing, stabbed back in asweeping arc with the gutting knife.

The change-tiger was too close to avoid the blow. Dreams-of-War felt hot, wet satisfaction, asthick
asthe blood that spattered her bare spine. She ripped upward with the gutting knife, dmost losing her
grip on its han-dle. She did not glance back to see what had become of it; she saw the shadow go down.
The beast before her uttered awailing snarl and dived forward. Dreams-of-War stepped with precison
into the widening pool of blood and did, fetching up with her back againg the pillar.

Thetiger turned and threw itsalf upon her. Shedid not think it cared any longer if it lived or died. Indl
the old stories, the cunning warrior-maiden would have turned the tale around: spoken softly to thetiger,
offered it inducementsto flight, fled with it into the mountains, away from the people who exploited it. But
Dreams-of-War knew she did not possess the necessary guile. She brought up the gutting knife asit



legped. It speared itsdlf, burying her in atide of blood and torn skin and fur. Shefdt itsfina hot breath
wash across her face, stinking of old mest. It winked at her asit died: alast cat-joke.

The crowd surged forward with ahowl. Dreams-of-War thrust the corpse away, sprang to her fedt,
and ran for the nearest door. If the crowd were in the way, she thought as she ran, so much the worse for
them.

Behind her, aterrible baying filled the air. At first, she wondered if it might be one of thetigers, not
dead as hoped, but a swift ook back told her that it was the nor-mally languid Sek: head thrown back,
eyestightly shut, mouth openin an anima howl. Dreams-of-War decided not to waste time on what this
might mean. Thrusting the scattering crowd out of her way, she kicked open the door and was through.

Hours later, Dreams-of-War stood on the edge of a head-land, staring out across the ocean. It was
not long since dawn and the maw of the Chain glittered in the west, catch-ing the light of the rising sun
like askein of captured stars. Dreams-of-War chafed cold, scraped hands and cursed be-neath her
breath, but inwardly, she exulted. She had thrown off her pursuers at some point in the night, running
through the tangle of forest behind the combat ground.

Sek's howls dtill echoed in her head. Dreams-of-War frowned. Memnos has a new Matriarch now.

What did that imply? Nothing good, surely. At least she no longer had to suffer Y katarinas
cregture's crawling presence.

Somewhere out there was Lunag, floating in those green waves, tossed by the world'stide.
Dreams-of-War's exultation faltered and faded. Whatever her current state of freedom, she had failed,
and Lunae'sloss bit at her, sharper than atiger'stooth. She did not like fegling so helpless. Ingtinct told
her to go on searching, but Dreams-of-War knew that in this case, ingtinct lied.

You do not mourn the dead. They are gone, and will not thank you.

The Martian way was to remove all traces of the per-son: warriorsinsgniamelted down, images
destroyed, the name never mentioned, even to oneself. There were, of course, exceptions, relating
principaly to armor and weapons, but that was alegacy of haunt-tech rather than any ingrained stoicism
in the face of mortdity If the spirits of the dead can be used as a source of power, then that power must
be contained and limited. Dreams-of-War knew that it was not so superstitioudy smple asthat, but she
gtill could not help but believe.

Lunae is gone. You mourn a memory. Your emotions are a product ojyour modification,
nothing more.

She squinted into the sun, imagining that the flash and glare of itslight was scouring her mind clean,
leaving behind only what was necessary. And then she turned and began walking along the dliff, heading
west, as the Chain spun into shadow overhead.

It was close to dusk before she redlized that she was be-ing followed. She had made her way aong
the headland, following the coast, hoping to come across some village from which aboat or flyer could
be procured. Dreams-of-War had little compunction about stealing from the locals. Asfar as shewas
concerned, the planet was Martian prop-erty Once she had transport, she planned to return to one of the
cities—not Fragrant Harbor, as they would be watch-ing out for her there, but one of the other coastal
centers. There was nothing, however—no villages or settlements, just the endless coast and athundering
searisgng up againg the dliffsin clouds of spray. The only sign of habitation was the gradud turn of the
Chain's maw, thousands of miles above her head. Dreams-of-War trudged on into a steamy afternoon,
longing for Martian cold.

Apart from the gulls and theflies, she saw only one other living creature: asmall, doe-eyed beast that



stood tremuloudly at the edge of aclearing. It stared at her with dreaming innocence, to which
Dreams-of-War swiftly put paid with athrow of the gutting knife. The anima fell without asound, to lie
twitching on the forest floor. Dreams-of-War stripped it of itsskin and ateit raw, saving aleg for later.
The forest grew more densdly here, and she was forced to dash and hack her way through the
vegeta-tion, becoming so absorbed in her task that at first she failed to notice the new sound that had
snaked its way through the cries of birds and the hum of insects. When she noticed it, however, she
froze.

It was asteady, throbbing pulse, reverberating from the trees and seeming to deaden the air.
Dreams-of-War's head rang with it, but not so painfully that she did not dis-cern the other sound that lay
beneath it: the quick snick-ety echo of scissors. She turned, snarling, with the knife a the ready, but it
was aready too late.

Excisseresburg into the clearing, clad in waxy armor that did over their skin in amultiple patterning
of scales, eyes bright behind black visors, the sharp blades of their scis-sors clicking and hissing. Both
bore prominent and unmis-takable inggnia. The Memnaos Matriarchy had found her.

CHAPTER 3
Mars

Lunaetried not to think of their med asflesh that had, however far back in genetic history, been
human, but it was hard. The kappa seemed to have no such difficulties, and Knowledge-of-Pain wolfed
down the scraps and sinews without bothering to cook them over thefire,

"Good," she said when she had finished. "And it isacold night. Therest of the meat will keep. We
can butcher it, divideit into partsfor the journey™

"Thejourney?' Lunae questioned.

Knowledge-of-Pain stared at her. "To the Memnos Tower. That iswhere you wish to travel, |
thought? To seek Dreams-of-War?"

"Areyou intending to guide us?' the keppasad.

"l am intending to return there in any event. It iswhere 1 am based. It isthe base of al members of
thewar-rior clans when they have left the clan houses. | thought you would know this"

"In onetower?' Dreams-of-War had given Lunae the impression that there were many warriors
within the Memnos Matriarchy.

"In the complexes, not the Tower itsdf. And many arein temporary residencein Winterstrike and the
cities. Be-9des, | do not wish to insult you, but how would agirl and an amphibian fare on their own?
Already you have met the hyenae, and there are worse, by far, roaming the Crater Plain, especidly this
closeto the beginning of win-ter. All manner of things hunt now, to store food for the colder months.”

L unae could not imagine what that must be like. The night was aready chill, forcing her to huddle
close to the hyenaes blaze, and she could tell that the kappa was shiv-ering. Her future-salf had told her
not to trust the Matri-archy. What, then, of this offer of aid? But they could not roam Marsaone,
searching fruitlesdy for answers, and her future-salf had told her that if the flood wasto be held back, it
wasa Memnos. Yet it was dso a Memnos that her future-self had been captured. .. Lunae swallowed
fear.

"Y ou come from awarmer climate?' Knowledge-of-Pain asked.
"Warm and humid."



"You will find little of that here. Marsisacold world, good for the flesh and the spirit both.”
"l seenovirtuein cold,” the kapparemarked, discon-solately.

K nowledge-of-Pain laughed. It reminded Lunae of the hyenaes bark. "And | nonein warmth. It must
make you soft, vulnerable, overly secure.”

"Perhaps the cold merely numbs;" the kappa said. -
"And what'swrong with that?" Knowledge-of-Pain asked, frowning once more.

They dept closeto the fire, with the armor keeping watch. Lunae woke oncein the night to seeit
standing above her. It had retained its human shape and was a mer-curid gray in the light of the moons.
Itsface swam out of the liquid depths: the visage of a proud and angry woman, no longer young, with a
hooked blade of nose and arched eyebrows. The face came and went, emerging from shadow. It was,
indeed, like watching aghost. Lunae regarded it for afew minutes before Iapsing back into deep.

They awoketo a chilly dawn and athin band of light above the horizon. Shortly afterward, the
Martian day grew on, light spreading over the red rocks and casting solid-seeming shadows over the
ridges of earth and stone. Lunae lay blinking in the new light, watching as Knowledge-of-Pain opened her
eyes and roseimmediately to her feet. The kappalay like aboulder on the other side of thefire.

"First we eat. Then we move," the warrior said.

She turned, summoning the armor with aflick of her hand. Her back was amass of scar tissue. Lunae
could not help gasping.

"Wheat?'
Tour back..."

"What of it? Old wounds. Vulpen in the hills, wanted my spine asatrophy Hedid not get it," she
added need-lesdy "Ingtead, | removed his own backbone and had it gilded. It hangs on thewall of my
chamber."

There seemed little to say to this. Lunae crawled closer to the fire and gnawed reluctantly on ascrap
of cold flesh. The kappa woke with afaint cry.

"Will it get any warmer?' Lunae asked.

Knowledge-of-Pain gave her astrange look. "Haven't you noticed? At thistime of the year, the
wegther isadways the same, unlesswe get a storm up from the south. Cold at dawn, then milder
throughout the day, but never lessthan ground frost. Have you finished? Good. Then we douse thefire
and take the rest of the meat.”

Lunae and the kappa worked in silence, carving chunks of flesh from the corpses of the hyenae.
"I'd prefer vegetables," Lunae remarked after atime.

"And| fish." The kappasighed.

K nowledge-of-Pain produced packs of 1oose webbing in which to carry the mest. It dripped.
"How long will it take usto reach the Memnos Tower?' Lunae asked.

"Perhaps three days."

"And there's no way except on foot?"

K nowledge-of-Pain shot her adisdainful glance. "Of course, Mars has flyers, but what doesawarrior
need of such technology?Walking isgood for the spirit.”



"Wearein ahurry, however. We are anxious about our companion.”

"Dreams-of-War isawarrior. Thereis no reason to be concerned. Either she has died fighting or she
issafe” Knowledge-of-Pain's expression left no doubt as to what was the most desirable option.

"Nevathdess..."

"Inany event, | have no means of summoning aflyer," Knowledge-of-Pain went on. "The possbility
of rescue softensthe soul.”

Lunae refrained from asking about the armor. Knowl-edge-of-Pain was beginning to bristle, rather in
the manner of her absent clanswoman. With the meet safdly, if messily, stowed, they set off down the
dope.

After therigors of their recent spin through time, Lu-nae could not help feding relieved at being in one
place and one age—one, moreover, in which she had been made. De-spite the threats of the Crater
Plain, she enjoyed the first morning of the journey: the chill, the frost that crackled be-nesth her feet, the
clear skies across which the occasiond dactylate raptor glided, lesther-winged and bronze-scaled, like
flying statues. The Crater Plain stretched out before them and there was aperiodic glint of water in the
distance, asign of the Grand Channel. The landscape was studded with ruins: the remains of ancient
fortresses, dating, so Knowledge-of-Pain informed her, from the Rune Memory Wars.

Lunae did not find hersdlf to be well informed about Martian history, afact that appeared to horrify
Knowledge-of-Pain. She launched into an immediate monologue, cov-ering the building of the cands, the
Beast Time, the Age of Children, the thousand-year rule of the ISidis Monarchy, and innumerable other
periods of interest. Lunae listened, half from courtesy, haf from genuine interest. The kappagrumbled
aong behind.

".. 1 Of course, our own history does not resemble your own. Some believe otherwise, but itismy
own view that Mars has only ever possessed one gender, unlike the splitting that occurred on Earth—it is
thought, due to changesin the genetic structure from the adverse effects of solar radiation, or vira
infection.”

"But there are male creatures on Mars," Lunae protested. "The hyenage, others..."

"Stray mutations, nothing more. Kept for purposes of amusement or the hunts," Knowledge-of-Pain
announced firmly.

"l wonder that there seem to have been so many of them on Earth.”

"They were phased out swiftly enough,” Knowledge-of-Pain said. "What isthe point of having two
kinds of hu-mans, after al?"

"But there are many kinds of humans and protohu-mans," Lunae said.
"And most of them areasingle gender. A degree of purity isthus maintained.”
The kappa was frowning. "How, then, do creatures like the hyenae breed?!

"There arefemales, but few of them, and without in-telligence. They livein caverns, where they pup.
They never seethelight of day." Knowledge-of-Pain dropped to a crouch and ran ahand over the loose,
sony earth. "Tracks."

"More hyenae?"
"Perhaps. Or more likely, mirror-men.”
"What arethey?'



"Other dwdlers of the plain. If we meet one, you will find out.” Knowledge-of-Pain grimaced. "1 do
not like to talk about them.” She rose and strode onward.

CHAPTER4
Mars

Dreams-of-War struck out with the gutting knife. The blade glanced over the excissiere's Side, adding
ared leson to the flickering images that crossed the woman'sflesh. The excissere snarled, lashing a
war-whip. It caught Dreams-of-War acrossthe thigh. Shefdl into aroll, came up again. Theexcissere
bent, dashing with her scissors. Dreams-of-War's teeth met in her forearm, releasing amouthful of
tox-icity into the excissiere's bloodstream. The scissor-woman dropped, twitching in the dusty earth.
Dreams-of-War tried to rise and could not. There was the whistle of a sec-ond war-whip, then only the
hot dark.

When she next returned to consciousness, she knew im-mediately that shewason Mars. The
knowledge came to her with agreat glad rush, swiftly followed by dismay. If shewas, indeed, on her
home world, that could only mean one thing: capture and disgrace. The armorslack was a papable
sensation; she felt as though she had been stripped of her skin. She raised her aching head and looked
around.

Her limbswere free, but the flesh was striped and mottled with dashes and bruising. The second
excissere must have held back, since she was whole and not in a thousand tiny pieces, but the skin over
her ribs ill burned with the ritual scissor-strikes, and the lash of the war-whip had raised agreat wedl
across her shoulders. The torn flesh had been dressed with oil and held together with clamps.

She lay upon ameta bed: atraditiond piece of clan furniture, with awaving headboard decorated by
horned skulls. When she siwung hersdlf from the bed, her bare feet scraped softly upon the coldness of an
iron floor. Therewasawindow inthewadl, atal, narrow opening through which an occasiond gust of
wind whipped. Dreams-of-War got to her feet and went unsteadily to the window. Bracing her hands
againg meta wals, she peered through.

Olympusrose in the distance, a snow-tipped, perfect cone towering up against the sky. She could see
arusset patch of forest spreading around itsfoot, the ruin of the T lur Fortress snaking up between the
trees. Familiarity, memories, home. She knew exactly where she was. She knew this view, had spent
hours or more crouched in awindow seat during the days of her warrior induction after leaving the clan
house, gazing out acrossthat great cone, those distant forests beyond the Crater Plain. That view had
been different only in that it had been seen from lower down. She wasin the Tower of the Memnos
Matriarchy.

Dreams-of-War stood by the window for along time, gazing out across the plain. Shetold hersdlf
that she should move, act, plan—but something kept her there be-side the window, drinking in the view
likewine. At last she dragged herself away and crossed to the door. It was, un-surprisingly, locked.
Dreams-of-War picked and scratched at the edges with her nails, more for the sake of it than out of any
genuine hope, and returned to sit on the bed and take stock.

She dtill retained most of her interna armory, which was apromising sign. If they had not stripped her
of everything, then it seemed feasible that she would be per-mitted to make ashowing for hersef ina
hunt. That did not hold much chance of surviva, but at least it might give her the opportunity to slvage
some dignity. Things, Dreams-of-War considered, were looking up. At least, if she did not think too
closdly about Lunae.

The day dragged on. Dreams-of-War, after a compul-sory session of banging on the door and
berating her cap-tors, felt that honor was partidly satisfied. She went to perch on the windowsll, to Sare



out acrossthefaling dusk. The air was colder yet. She redized with dismay that she had lost track of the
year on Mars, but it was bound to be one of the long winter months. Summer at these lati-tudes was
mercifully brief. Dreams-of-War breathed chill air and thought with a shudder of the humid reek of
Fra-grant Harbor. It al seemed suddenly so distant, nothing more than adream. Only Lunae seemed
red.

Earth rose. A small moon crept over the horizon and lay in the east like adropl et above the edge of
the world. High on Olympus alight flickered. The ruin of the Tellur Fortresswas a patch of shadow
againg the dope. The air became suddenly e ectric and anticipatory. There was the whisper of a
haunt-lock being disengaged. Dreams-of-War waited, holding her breath. The door of the room swung

open.
Four women entered. One was Y skatarinalye, whose eyes did over Dreams-of-War with careful

indifference. There was no sign of her companion. She was followed by two excisseres, both in full
armor, scissors at the readly.

The fourth person was one of the Changed, moving with unsteady concentration. Her head wobbled
back and forth as though seeking balance, and occasionaly she blurred in and out of phase. She smelled
of death. Dreams-of-War thought: She has been reanimated. Sheis a Kami. The being wore the robes
of aMatriarch. Dreams-of-War surged up from the windowsl |l and launched hersdlf at Y Skatarina's
throat.

"Whereisthe previous Matriarch? And where is my armor ?'

The excisseres hauled her unceremoniousy back and pushed her onto the bed. Dreams-of-War sat
quivering with fury, apair of glassy blades a her throat.

"Thearmor issafe," the Matriarch said, voice creaking from her throat.

The armor. Not: your armor. Well, Dreams-of-War thought, biting back rage, it will never be mine
again, but no matter. I'll still kill her.

Y skatarina nudged the Matriarch. "Y ou told me that you would make adecison.”

"l am aware of that," the Matriarch said. She blurred again. "And it has been made. Thereisaform,
which dl hunts must follow. Y ou know this, | assume?”

Y skatarinainclined her head. "Of course. But | protest.” She stared at the Matriarch. "'l should not
have trusted Sek to do the job. | want her killed now, without ceremony."”

The Matriarch gave athin crescent amile, displaying arow of sharp teeth. She gestured to the
excisseres and they stepped forward, brandishing scissors. Y skatarinadid back in darm.

"But the excisseres ill answer to me. And | should like to see ahunt, even through afar-viewer. This
body re-membersit.” The Matriarch'sdull eyesfilled with asud-den, dreadful eagerness.

Dreams-of-War could see from Y skatarina's face how little she liked this, but then she seemed to
acquiesce.

"Very wdl, then. Aslong asshedies.”

"l amto engage in ahunt?' Dreams-of-War queried.

The Matriarch stared into the twilight, but Y skatarina answered, "Just s0."

"Hrgt the change-tigers, now this. And what has be-come of my armor? Am | to useit for the hunt?"

"No. Thearmor of Embar Khair is safe, though you may not recognize it when you seeit again,”
Y skatarinain-formed her. ™Y ou will be hunted in what | understand to be the traditiona manner, by



excisseres”
The Matriarch turned, and without another word, lurched from the chamber. Y katarina stared after
her in what appeared to be some consternation, then added with atrace of irony, "I'm sure it will be an

honorable death.” She, too, departed, followed by the excissieres. The door was locked behind her,
leaving Dreams-of-War to seethein slence.

They camefor her after twilight: two excisseres, bear-ing hunting gear. Desperate to be free of the
confines of the room, Dreams-of-War swiftly put it on and strode to the door.

"You are anxious for thisto be over with," one of the excisseres said with arazor smile.
"Of course. | am awarrior."

"Thehuntisin traditiona form. Y ou will be given athree-hour start. At midnight, the hunterswill set
forth and will search until they find you. Y ou will fight, and die.”

"| am aware of theformat," Dreams-of-War said with hauteur.
"It is expected that you will put up asuitable defense.”

"Of course.” Shelonged to be outside the Tower, into the clear night air. And if Y Skatarinalye was
close by, then what did that imply about her armor?

The excisseresled her down the sairs of the Tower. Memories assailed her. Thelast time she had
trod these worn iron steps had been when she left Marsto travel to Earth. Then, her armor-shod feet had
rung on ancient metal, and Embar Khair had whispered inside her mind. Now, her leather boots made
little sound, as though she were already no more than aghost in thisworld. Wasthiswhat it wasliketo
be dead? Dreams-of-War wondered. Did Embar Khair fedl thisway, perhaps, trapped in the
ghost-armor, aprisoner in the shell? Living no life except that which was granted to her through someone
esgseyes? For thefirg timein her life, Dreams-of-War fdlt truly afraid. She halted abruptly on the sair,
causing the ex-cissiere behind her to sumble and curse.

"What are you doing?'

"A thought, nothing more." Through the ditted win-dow of the Tower, an affectation from the days
when Marswas at war with itsalf and the bow-women prowled, she could see asingle glowing star. Was
that Earth? Venus? From this angle, she could not tell. There was the snagging touch of scissors between
her shoulder blades.

"Move. Do you wish to live to see the hunt?'

Dreams-of-War acquiesced with anod of the head. She continued down the staircase until they
reached the stone vault of the hall. This place must be wreathed in ghosts, she thought, even without
haunt-tech. In the Lost Epoch, the bones of warriors had gone to make the walls, embedded into plaster
and girdled with Isdis adamantine. The practice had been discontinued thirteen centuries be-fore—or so
the Matriarchy claimed—but the bones re-mained, fragmentary now, hard as the stone that contained
them. And so are we, the living. Hard as Mars itself, tough as our world-cradle, little difference
between us. | am about to die, Dreams-of-War reflected. My bones will make Mars. Therewasa
certain comfort in the notion.

The excissere was hauling open the oldest door: anarrow plate of sheet metd, thinner and taler than
any Dreams-of-War had ever known. Almost as though the door had been made for something not
human, a curi-oudy twisted opening that one had to angle oneself through to pass. Asthe excissere
opened it, the door emit-ted aringing note like abell, to sgnd the beginning of the hunt.

"Y our wegpon,” the excissere said. She handed Dreams-of-War a knife-flame. The blade flickered in



thetwilight, adiver of gleam.
"Go," the excissere said, but Dreams-of-War was d-ready through the door.
CHAPTER 5
Mars

Toward late afternoon, they reached the banks of the Grand Channel. Ramparts of crumbling crimson
stone tumbled down to the water, frosted with athin glitter of icein the shadows. The canal was perhaps
aquarter of amile wide, big enough to take the great barges that L unae had seen on the image-viewer,
traveling to and fro aong the curve of the world. Knowledge-of-Pain frowned.

"Thecand islow."
"Where does the water come from?" the kappa asked.

"From the poles. It's channeled down the Ninth Meridian, dl the way to the Smal Sea." She climbed
to the summit of the rampart and stood, looking out across the plain. The frown remained.

"What'swrong?' Lunae asked, clambering up to stand beside the warrior. Up here, the air was even
colder, acrud drift of wind acrossthe plain.

"Look."

A tower stood beyond spires and pillars of rock, so twisted and convoluted that at first Lunae thought
it was no more than therock itself. Even from this distance, she could tell that it must be huge, risng out
of the floor of the plain in amottled sequence of red and black, al blood and bruises.

"That isthe Tower of the Memnos Matriarchy," Knowl-edge-of-Pain informed her.
Smoke was emanating from the summit of the Tower, smudging the clear sky.
"Isitonfire?'

Knowledge-of-Pain shook her head. "No. The smoke signas the beginning of ahunt. Once the sun
goes down, some transgressor will be sent out into thewilds, to fight for lifeand fail."

Lunae stared a her in horror. "They'll hunt the person down?”'

"It'sthe ancient way." Knowledge-of-Pain seemed un-concerned. "Y ou have similar things on your
world."

Lunaewas silent. After dl, Earth was hardly ahaven of peace... "What do you haveto do, to be
hunted 07"

K nowledge-of-Pain shrugged. "It depends on the whim of the Matriarchs. Offenses may be dight, or
mgor."
"Do you know if you've offended them? Isthere a— rulelist, or some such?’

"Of course not." Knowledge-of-Pain gave aferd grin. "It al addsto the excitement of being. The
Matriarchsre-flect its unpredictability. Memnosisamirror of life."

Cruelty, suffering, and woe, Lunae thought, but did not say. What of beauty, of gentleness? She
looked from Knowledge-of-Pain's sharp profile to the sharper silhouette of the Tower, and reflected that
there waslittle point in voicing her doubts. Mars and the Martianswere adl of apiece.

"Wefollow the cand," Knowledge-of-Pain said now. "It runs past the Tower; it isthe straightest
way."

"What of the hunt?*



K nowledge-of-Pain looked blank. "What of them? They are occupied with their own endsand aims.
They will not bother us." She began climbing back down the ramparts, Sdling, surefooted. The kappa
hung back.

"We cannot trust her."
"But do you think that she really knowswhat's go-ing on?"

"Whether she does or not, we cannot smply stroll into Memnos and ask for clarification. Remember
what your future-self said.”

"l have never forgotten it. And there has been no sign of Essa.”

The kappa sighed. "'l do not even understand what Essais.”

"My future-self said that things would be decided at Memnos. She said | had to go there.”
"Maybe we can trick Knowledge-of-Pain in someway," the kappa said. "Lose her, perhaps.”
"] think that might be difficult."

The warrior was waiting impatiently at the bottom of the ramparts. Lunae took alast ook at the
Tower, like afire-twisted arrow in the distance, and did down to join her.

"Who are the huntresses?' she asked. "Other war-riors?"

"Y es. They are the most extreme of us, the most evolved. They are excisseres, the
killing-women—nothing more, nothing less.”

The kappa snorted. "I would not call that evolved.”

"Y ou are not asked to do s0," Knowledge-of-Pain snapped. "What can you know of power? The
huntresseslive for the chase, just asin the most ancient texts of the time before dl time. The bow-women
of the Martian forests are legend.”

Lunae and the kappafollowed her to agap in the ram-parts, leading to anarrow walkway.
"Thisisthe towpath. Wefollow it."
The kappa frowned. "I have seen images of barges. What could be used to tow something so large?’

But Knowledge-of-Pain was aready striding ahead out of earshot. It was not long, however, before
they found out.

The barge was moving swiftly, at first no more than ablack squarein the distance, but rapidly
resolving into acurling hull, ribs of ridged wood, a cabin formed of meta arches upon the deck. It was
perhaps a couple of hundred feet in length, at once sinister and whimsical. Fretwork decorated its Sides,
like cobwebs. But it was the thing that pulled it that made L unae stare, openmouthed.

The creature was attached to achain, leading the barge dong close to the bank. It wasthe sze of a
beast she had seen pictured in an ancient image book: a pachyder-mic genetic cross. Itshidewasa
moittled jade-and-black, stretched over prominent bones that gave it the look of ahuge moving skeleton.
Its eyes were as dull and mild as the surface of aweedy pond. Its back was covered in over-lapping
scaes. It padded, splayfooted, aong the towpath, bony jaws moving in rhythmic counterpoint.

"What isthat?' Lunae breathed.

"A water-beast," Knowledge-of-Pain informed her in-differently. "They use them throughout the cand
net-work."

"l don't see anyone on the barge.”



"That is because no one isthere. The water-beast guards the barge, from both land and cana-side.”
"Doesit haveintelligence?' the kappaasked doubt-fully. "It does not look asthough it does.”

"Of course not. It is programmed, nothing more.”

The barge glided on, keeping pace with them.

"It'sdowing down," Lunae sad.

"The beasts appear to like company. No one knowswhy."

"But it hasn't even glanced a us.”

Knowledge-of-Pain shrugged. "Who isto say why they do what they do?'

Lunae studied the creature for awhile, but it did noth-ing remarkable and eventualy she grew tired of
looking at it. It became part of the landscape: the glowing sky, the crimson and ochre rocks, the padding
skeletd leviathan. Lunae sank into akind of trance, till dightly nauseated from the meet she had eaten.

They had been walking for perhaps an hour aongside the barge before the sun started to sink down
over the horizon. A moon hung low in the west, like a chewed bone. The shadows lengthened, until even
the kappa ap-peared as atdl, dender figure, gliding over the waterglow. The air grew colder and
Lunae's mouth tasted of metal every time she took abreath. Knowledge-of-Pain said, without pausing,
"Soon, we will halt and make afire. Best we keep away from the cana when true darknessfalls. Things
liveinit, which are drawn up by the moons.”

"Whet kind of things?'
" gt things”

A long, trembling note rang out across the plain and faded into silence. Knowledge-of-Pain's head
went up.

"The hunt'sbegun.”

Lunae could not help thinking about the woman who must, even now, be sprinting for her life across
the stony ground. Did she care that she was about to die? Did she re-gret what she had done to bring her
to this pass? Or was she as cold as dl these Martian women seemed to be, without any red feelings
beyond duty and rage? It was at once admirable and unnatural. Lunae drew closer to the kappa, another
unnatura being, and yet somehow closer in her humanness, despite her amphibian form. The sun
vanished. Twilight drew on.

CHAPTER 6
Mars

Dreams-of-War moved swiftly acrossthe plain, heading for the hills. The cone of Olympus quivered
on the hori-zon, catching the light from the sinking sun and glowing like abeacon of rose-and-whiteice.
Dreams-of-War fixed her gaze on its distant promise and ran on, pausing only to reach down and snatch
ahandful of fragrant grass from the edges of adewpond. When she reached the edge of the rocks,
where the ground became littered with boulders and the going was no longer so easy, she dowed, then
halted. She doubled up, panting, clutching at her chest, asif winded. Let whoever might be watching from
afar think that her time, on Earth had lessened her fitness. With her other hand, working swiftly, she
twisted off astrap of leather from the back of her harness and |ooped it into a snare. She hung thisfrom a
point of rock above a sage bush, and ran on, paying "close attention to her harness, where it rubbed and
chafed.

For the next haf hour she dodged around boulders, through a narrow canyon that smelled of herbs



and death, and back to where she had set the snare, taking a different route through the stones.

The snare was snaking about, turning and writhing. Dreams-of-War reached back between her
shoulder blades and found what she sought: around nub of metal attached to the harness. It wasa
tracking device. Shetoreit free, then bent to the snare. Within it, caught by the neck, was aplains hare,
itsgreat dark eyesfrantic in the growing light of alittle moon. Dreams-of-War reached down and
grasped it firmly behind its ears, then, with difficulty, se-cured the tracking device with aleather thong
around the struggling creaturesthroat. When she released it, the hare shot off into the shadows,
Zigzagging away up into the canyon. Dreams-of-War rose from her crouch and took the steepest route
up therock face.

Thiswas, she was now sure, the place where she had confronted the four hyenae al those years ago.
She could almost smdll the charred odors of human flesh, fire, sweat. And above dl these scents was the
rank-blood and rotten-mesat signature of the Earthbones, which lay concedled and congealing beneath the
treacherous soil.

She looked up into the starlit sky, wondering if Y skata-rinas stolen ship was somewherein orhbit.
Y skatarinawould surely not have risked bringing the armor back to Mars, Dreams-of-War thought, for
she must know that Dreams-of-War would stop at nothing to retrieveit.

She turned, looking back toward the Memnaos Tower for thefirst time. It was shrouded in darkness
now, but she could gtill seethe dying glare of the torch that blazed at its summit, Sgnaing the hunt. They
would have started out by now, would be heading across the plain. She wondered where the hare might
be. Wherever, it would not deceive them for long. Thiswas as good a place as any to make a stand.
Dreams-of-War strode aong the canyon, and began to make her preparations.

She worked quickly, listening to thewind al the whilefor signs of approaching pursuit. The huntresses
would be expecting atrap of some kind. Dreams-of-War had no way of knowing how much they were
aware of the nature of this particular piece of terrain, but it was the only advan-tage that she currently
possessed and she intended to make full use of it. She had stripped hersdlf of everything but the
knife-belt, and was now engaged in covering every remaining inch of flesh with amixture of ash, earth,
and water from the nearest smdl pool. She bound her hair into atight knot, smothering it with mud. The
night was freez-ing, but she had long since learned to ignore the cold. Then she retreated into the
shadows, to watch and wait.

Pursuit was not long in arriving. She heard them com-ing along the pass, scented them on thewind
above the moldering smell of the Earthbones and the rankness of her own mud-smeared skin.
Dreams-of-War closed her eyes againgt any betraying gleam and crouched lower between the rocks.
Therewere three of them, moving swiftly and slently, with only the occasiona snap of brushweed under
foot or theroll of apebbleto indicate their presence. Dreams-of-War held her breath.

Findly, they were visble: shadowsin the double moon-light, gliding past the walls of the canyon. She
knew that they had spotted her. A shadow paused, raised the great bow, notched an arrow... It was
then that Dreams-of-War broke cover, mimicking panic, bolting up from the rocks and dashing through
the scrub toward the only apparent exit: the cavern mouth. An arrow sang past her, whizzing into the
bushes, and she heard the huntresss whistle, send-ing sonar trails out against the canyon wall. But
Dreams-of-War was into the cavern and down, dodging past the first mouth of the Earthbones.

Her intention was that the mud and ash would dis-guise her scent long enough to enable her to dodge
past theinitiad maw, but it became immediately apparent that the plan was not flawless. Perhaps she had
not covered hersalf adequately, or perhaps the Earthbones was more sendtive than she had given it credit
for. Thewalls of the cavern began to grind inward, athousand needle spines curling out from the surface
and gtiffening asthey scented her. Dreams-of-War dodged between the spines, throwing herself to the



floor, rose again on a patch of ground that was in the middle of the second mouth. Here, the spineswere
longer, and barbed. But there was a sudden wailing shriek from behind her, followed by shouts. Theair
filled with araw iron odor. Dreams-of-War slently rejoiced.

Thefirst mouth had, it seemed, claimed a victim from the huntresses. That |eft two to go.

As shedived through the twists and turns of the sec-ond mouth, the spines caught her skin, snagging
it. Shetore hersdlf free, snatching at aspine and wrenching it from thewall. The Earthbones shuddered
and heaved. Thefloor buckled; Dreams-of-War went down. A further short shower of arrows, notched
and fired at random, struck the wall, releasing an acrid stream of liquid that smelted more minera than
animal. Thefloor rocked like aship a sea. Dreams-of-War dithered forward, out of the maw and into
the sultry, dank realm that led down to the third mouth and the gut.

"Gome back!" The call camefrom behind. "Y ou will diein the maw, digested dowly. But we will
makeit aquicker death..."”

Dreams-of-War did not answer. Instead, choosing her position with care, she paused at the lips of
the third mouth and began hacking swiftly at the curling spines with the gutting knife. The spines thrashed
and coiled, lashing out with barbed tips that bit deep into Dreams-of-War's flesh, sending lightning along
the wounds made by the excissieres. Behind her, the padding feet of the huntresses drew closer.

Ducking between the spines, Dreams-of-War made adeep vertical cut in thewall of thelip. It drew
back, flat-tening out againgt the earth. Now she could see the threads of the Earthbones, running
red-veined through the soil. Moonlight flooded through as the breathing vent opened, and in another
second Dreams-of-War was swarming up the side of the third maw, using the spines as aladder. She
was dready forcing hersdf through the vent into the cold night air, emerging from thegroundina
witch-haze of smoke, as the third mouth turned back upon the huntresses. Dreams-of-War listened to
their brief crieswith agrim satisfaction, before dl fell silent. At her feet, the vent closed once morewith a
wet snap.

Dreams-of-War strode away down the canyon, and did not look back. With the Earthbones evaded
and her pursuers dead, she was now free to plan. When she reached the end of the canyon, she squatted
at the edge of a spring sink, gazing out across the shalow water. Rust-red reeds swayed in the breeze,
cracking theicethat lay acrossthe sink. Dreams-of-War welcomed the cold.

There were, to her mind, only two true choices. She could remain out here in the wilds, battling
hyenae and other men-remnants, for an indefinite period. The notion held a certain apped.
Dreams-of-War was sick of people, particularly her own kind. But thoughts of Lunae kept in-truding,
weakening her. To restore her spirits, she drew more closdly to the fire of anger: arage that was directed
purely at Y skatarina and the Memnos Matriarchy. That, then, was the second choice: to return to the
Tower and extract vengeance. To Dreams-of-War's mind, this was by far the most aluring option.
Besides, the Memnos Tower seemed to present the greatest opportunity for gaining in-formation.

She splashed the cold water over her face and stood, scenting the air. She was now to the east of the
Tower, per-haps aday's wak. Taking a roundabout route through the canyons, she set off.

The horned woman stepped out of nowhere. One mo-ment, Dreams-of-War was walking through an
empty canyon, the next, the woman was standing in front of her.

It wasimmediately apparent to Dreams-of-War that she was not redl, nor yet ahallucination, like the
herd of gaezellesthat she had encountered before. The woman was dightly trangparent. Coiled horns
grew up from her head, lending her atop-heavy appearance. Her feet, which resembled hooves, were
small. Shetapered to apoint, like ajar. Dreams-of-War had seen her like before, on the stele that
decorated theinterior of the Memnos Tower: an an-cient people, whose name had long since been



forgotten.
"Y ou are from the past,” Dreams-of-War said. "Are you aghost?'

"l am Essa. | am amessage,” the ram-horned woman said. "From ahundred years ago. | have been
programmed into the soil. | have cometo find you. It has not been easy.”

"A hologram, then?"

The ram-horned woman smiled. Her eyes, Dreams-of-

War noted, wereintensdly blue, the color of the skies of Earth.

" 'Ghodt' isbetter. | programmed mysdf in many per-mutations.”

"Why do you appear to me now, then?' The armor had spoken of someone caled Essa, she
remembered now..

"Because once we prepared for this day—the old Ma-triarch and I, and she whose armor you wore,
and the twinned women Yri and Yra. We set thingsin motion. Some of usdied, for atime. And now |
am back, and learn-ing. Haunt-tech is feeding back upon itsalf, sending infor-mation out and retrieving it
from thetech in the land. It was through this | found out about your return and the hunt. Moreover, a
ghogt isrunning Memnos. Did you know this?'

"l had noticed. How did that happen?’

"The Matriarch had her reanimated. Once, she was my mistress, but now sheis governed by
Nightshade. Sheis Martian no longer, but the excisseres listen to her, be-cause she holds the Matriarchs
phia. And the warriors obey her because she controlsthe excisseres.”

Dreams-of-War snorted. "It'stime for some changes at Memnos."

"Comewith me." The ram-horned woman turned and began to walk. Warily, Dreams-of-War
followed the woman a ong the canyon. She seemed to be solidifying, growing harder and sharper-edged
with each step she took. Dreams-of-War wondered whether the program-ming was more detailed the
farther one went into the rocks. It seemed likely. Even without the armor, she could sensethe
programming: ahum in theair, the flickering of the shadows. Lost technology: an ancient by-product of
terraforming, perhaps nano-driven, in which the very soil could speak. 1t made her wonder how this
might be used againgt the Matriarchy. And it was homegrown Martian, which gave her alittle pride.
Haunt-tech was not the only technology that could be useful.

"Wherearewe going?"

"To find my ship. And your armor."
CHAPTER7

Mars

L unae was awoken by the armor.

" Someone gpproaches!™ it said.

Lunae sat upright, quivering. The kappa stirred. Knowledge-of-Pain was aready on her feet and
stepping across the smoldering fire to the armor, which flowed smoothly over her body. Next moment,
an arrow-bolt shot past Lunae's head and embedded itself in the Sde of the barge. Knowledge-of-Pain
cursed. The kappa, moving with startling speed, grabbed L unae by the hand and pulled her down the
rampart to the towpath. Other bolts were coming through the dark, hissing into the waters of the canal.
Something gave amournful cry, rose from the depths, and sank once more. The kappa and L unae sprang



for the Sde of the barge and fell sprawling onto the deck. Then, keeping low, they made for the
protection afforded by the other side of the cabin. No onewasin sight.

"Who arethey?' the kappa gasped. "Isthat the hunt?’
"Knowledge-of-Pain said that they had no interest in ugl™
"But Knowledge-of-Pain isof Memnos," the kappa muttered.

" She's been away for sometime, evidently. | don't know what to think," Lunae said. A terrible
squalling broke through the hissing darkness. Gripping the metal edging of the cabin, Lunae peered
across the deck. The tow-beast was plunging at the end of its chain, causing the barge to rock up and
down. A bolt stood out from a crack between the bone plates.

"The poor thing's been hit," the kappa said.

"What's happened to Knowledge-of-Pain? Do you think we should try and make a break for it?
Swim across the cana? Are they even shooting at us?' She paused. "I could take us through time—but |
just don't know, kappa. What if thisis my moment of failure?"

"l do not know. Asfor swimming, thewarrior said that there are creaturesin the cand,” the kappa
replied. "1 might be successful, but you might not. Thereis nowhere eseto go. We are trgpped.”

They could hear shouting, but could not distinguish the words. L unae fretted, wondering whether she
should take the risk and move them forward. Just an hour or so might be enough. .. But she thought of
her future-self and the memory was enough to stop her. The barge continued to plunge, then the deck
was doused in asudden wave, drenching the kappaand Lunae. The prow of the barge veered sharply
around, heading for the opposite bank of the canal.

"The tow-beast'sgonein,” Lunae cried, spitting bitter water.

From the bank came acry of rage. Once more L unae peered around the casing of the cabin, thistime
to see that they were dready far from shore. The tow-beast was swim-ming as swiftly asan arrow, the
chain stretched taut be-tween the boat and itsthroat. A figure sprinted a ong the towpath, armor rippling.
There was a hiss of arrows. Knowledge-of-Pain gave a sharp cry, but ran on.

The kappa threw hersdlf to the boards and shuffled to the side of the boat.

"Thisisawar-arrow," she called back. "Only warriors use these bows. And the tow-beast is heading
down-stream, toward the Memnos Tower."

Lunae gtared at her in dismay. The barge sailed on, moving swiftly.

Soon even the running form of Knowledge-of-Pain was no more than a distant shadow on the bank.
The tow-beast arrowed through the oily waters of the canal like afish, its lumbering land form forgotten.
Occasiondly its Snuous spine broke the water, thelong tail rippling in sea-serpent configuration.

"When will it stop?"' the kappa asked at last, Sitting disconsolately on the deck, with her back to the
casing. "It has been swimming for more than two hours. Do you think it will ever sop? Or will it take us
to the very pole?'

"Perhaps when it'slight well be ableto swimfor it," Lunae said. She looked at the heaving black
water and shuddered. "Maybe the creatures are nocturna .”

"Perhaps." The kappa sounded doubtful.

"The attackerswill surely catch up to usa some point, too." Lunae stood, hastily. "It's heading for the
bank."



The tow-beast was dowing asit changed direction, and now they could see that alock was opening
up ahead.

"It'staking usin," Lunae said. The Tower of Memnos clawed upward, filling the sky. Smoke drifted
againg the brightness of the stars. The tow-beast clambered out of the water in a bulky mass of bones, to
stand shuddering upon the bank. The barge sank dowly down, stretching the chain. In the Sde of the
Tower, agate svung open and fig-ures poured forth.

"Lunae," the kappas voice was urgent. "We haveto go."

L unae nodded. They were now close enough to the sides of the lock to swing down over the side of
the barge and cling to the rust-stained struts. Below, the barge sank, and then was gone through the lock
gate. The tow-beast padded forward, where it was greeted with faint cries, like the voices of birds.
Lunae and the kappa gripped the struts and turned their facesto thewall.

"What if they see us?'

"They will have to comelooking," the kappasaid. The lock gate closed with amuffled clang. They
were aone.

They waited until the sounds of voices had disgp-peared, then clambered up thewdll of thelock. A
narrow ledge led up toward the Tower. There was no way back; the gates of the Tower were closed
behind them. They were within the complex of Memnos.

Lunae and the kappa sidied around the edges of the Tower. Voices floated down from the dit
windows, but outside, dl was silent. They ran behind atowering pyra-mid of barrels, then through a
storeroom and out into a courtyard, covered by the shadows cast by the Tower it-sdlf. The kappa seized
Lunae and drew her back behind the barrels, ahand over the girl's mouth. They watched as a squadron
of excisseres came by, weapons at the ready. The women's faces were fierce and blank, wounds gliding
over their skin. They looked like the walking dain. There were, perhaps, adozen of them.

L unae crouched down behind the barrels.
"We can't stay here. They'll find us. Maybe thiswas how | was captured.”

The kappagave her alittle shake. "That was adifferent timeline. Y our future-sdf said so. What isto
come, isnot set in stone.”

"Bven0."
"Let's see what we can find."

They made their way around the perimeter of the courtyard, keeping to the shadows. More
excisseresran by: apair, thistime, wearing black armor. Their faceswere setin asnarl.

"They dl look so angry,” Lunae whispered.
"Martiansareawaysangry," the kappareplied. "All thetime."
"| can hear something.” L unae stopped.

"Wha isit?"

Therewas an itching insgde her mind, a prickle of El-dritch energy. Lunae shook her heed, trying to
Clear it.

"Lunae? Areyou dl right?"
"Something'scalling to me."



"What's the matter?'
"L ook!"

There was a ghost standing before them. She could see the barrelsthrough its body. It wore afamiliar
armor. Half of itsface was missng.

"Embar Khair! Thearmor must be close by."

The ghost raised amailed hand and beckoned, then drifted backward across the courtyard. Lunae
and the kappa followed, around a corner into agreat open space.

A ship rested on alanding pad, raised some distance from the Martian earth. From this distance, it
looked like a scorpion, crouching above the red soil, tail curved aboveits spine, al dark glitter and
menace. Lunae supposed that it could have been beautiful, but it was too ancient, too dien, for her to fed
anything but afraid. The ghost of Em-bar Khair gestured: come.

Then the ship itself moved and the ghost began to fade. L unae blinked and drew back. Therewasa
creeping glide across the surface of the ship, as though the skin of the ship had begun to crawl. Lunae felt
her own spine shiver in response. A single droplet, green and glistening, fell to the dusty earth. Lunae and
the kappa backed away. The droplet el ongated, became awrithing serpent that an-gled itself through the
dust, so swiftly that she barely had time to dodge out of the way. The kappa cried out. And then the
snake was upon Lunae, rising out of the dust, neck arched, eyeless and striking. She gave amuffled cry,
but the snake struck her wrist as gently asadrop of rain. A moment later, her hand was coated in ajade
glove. Shelooked down at adissociated fragment of armor.

The hand pulled a her skin, gripping it, tugging. It wastrying to draw her in the direction of the ship,
and a first sheresisted. But the hand reached out, raising Lunaes arm, the fingers pointed and quivering.
She took areluc-tant step forward. The kappatried to drag her back, but the pull of the ship was as
strong as amagnet. The skin of the ship shivered, rippling like grassin the wind. Lunae took another step,
led by theingstent hand. Thetail of the ship sorang into life, hammering down into the earth likea
pile-driver. Lunae dodged, ducked, tried to turn and run, but the hand exerted a magnetic pressure upon
her, drawing her forward. Again thetail struck out, pounding down into the dirt.

"Kappa Run!"

The ground shook. A column of dust rose up, obscur-ing the moving skin of the ship. Lunae doubled
up over the unnaturd hand, coughing and choking, but then something wasrising out of the dust: apillar
with ahaf-formed head at its summit. It bowed over her, embedding her in awatery coolness. Shefdt
another consciousness dide over her own, just asthe armor encased her.

Winterstrike

CHAPTER 1

Mars

The armor of Embar Khair, carrying Lunae with it, marched toward the ship.

"Wait!" Lunae cried. "Turn back! It'sattacking us. It—" but the armor paid no attention to its
passenger. It strode onward. The scorpion-sting of the ship once more quivered and plunged, sending
shivers and reverberations through-out the armor's shell.

"Kappa" But she was unableto look back. The armor moved swiftly, diving and twisting through the
cloud of dust. Lunaefelt shock wavestravel across her joints. She did not like being at the mercy of the
armor. lts strength was horri-fying; the shell moved with forces that seemed far beyond what the human
body could normaly bear. She remembered its weight from the moment when it had imprinted upon her.



Y et Dreams-of-War had welcomed it. Were Martians so dif-ferent? The armor was bearing her beneath
the body of the ship, reaching up to run ahand acrossthe dick surface.

"Ship! Bedill. Thereisno danger,” said the disembod-ied voice.
"What are you doing?'

The armor did not reply, but she could hear Embar Khair talking to itsdlf, or perhaps to athrong of
others, in-side the armors helmet.

The babd grew, ahissing susurrus of inner sound, like the waves on some distant shore. Therewasa
wet click. The side of the ship peeled back, reveading awakway.

"Upward!" Embar Khair said insde Lunae's mind. It marched her up the walkway and into the ship.

Within, it was dark and quiet. Skeleton-ribs lined each wall, curving inward. The armor had to duck
asthey moved forward.

"Wait," Lunae said, desperate. "What are you doing? My nurseis back there, she—"

"The duty of my former occupant wasto protect you. That duty remains. She who stole meis absent.
The ship prefersaliving pilot.”

"But where are we going? We cannot |eave the kappal
"To find she who owns me, where dse?' The armor evinced adistant surprise.
"Y ou mean, Dreams-of-War?"'

The armor said nothing. It raised a hand and beck-oned. Struts angled down from the celiling, sedling
the ar-mor in a standing web.

"Prepare yoursdlf."

For what? Lunae was about to ask, but in the next mo-ment, she was suddenly and horribly awvare
of themind of the ship. It touched her mind—dy and sidling, somehow harsh and spined, like the
scorpion discovered, too late, in the toe of ashoe. It felt ancient, powerful, and perverse.

She could not withstand it. She thought of the kappain despair.
"Tdlittolift."

L unae would have disobeyed, but the thought of lift-ing was enough. The ship swayed onits struts.
She could fed the dust rising up around it, was aware of cold air. Then they were up and soaring through
the Martian sky.

V oices whispered insde Lunag's head: the ship, the ar-mor—it was hard to differentiate them after a
while. Linked to the ship, she could see severd dimensions at once: the wheeling heavens above, the
Martian terrain be-low, fed back to her with abewildering onrush of infor-mation. Gradualy, she redized
that the ship spoke in different tongues, some in languages that she could not understand. She did not
think that al the voices were even femae.

"Who are these people?’ she asked aloud, when the whispers of conflicting advice became too great
to heed. It reminded her disquietingly of Sek's boat.

"They are the pilots of past ships,” the armor said. "Those who flew spacecraft in and out of
Nightshade. They were brought back from the Eldritch Realm to pro-vide the knowledge base of this
craft. A mass.of down-loaded souls.”

And what, Lunae could not help but wonder, had the ship in mind for her? She longed for



Dreams-of-War.
"The one who wore you," she said to the armor. ™Y ou said you could find her."
"The ship is scanning the land, even now, for the Sg-nature of her being. It will not belong.”
"Sheis dill dive, int he?'

"I would know if shewerenot,” the armor said, with such confidence that Lunae had to believeit. But
what about the poor kappa? She thought with horror of the ex-cissieres. The ship swooped downward,
crossing aragged lip of rock. The plainslay before them, rolling to the edge of the world and arising
moon.

"Sheisnear," thearmor sad, very softly.

The landscape scrolled out before Lunag's linked gaze. She saw a chasm between the rocks, sharply
black in the dying sunlight. A tal, paefigure stood at the entrance, and there was something besideit,
something flickering and insubstantid.

"What isthat?' Lunae asked.
"A ghodt."

The ship flew downward, dighting in a puff of dust. Lunae was at the door and opening it before the
ship had settled, then was out and running. And as she did so, she saw that the ghost was Essa.

"Lunae!" Dreams-of-War strode forward, held out her hands, let them fal before Lunae could fling
her arms around her. "You're dive." She sounded astonished. "I'm— relieved.”

"Guardian," Lunae said. "So am |." She stared in hor-ror at the lacerated wounds that covered her
guardian's body. Few places remained unbruised or untorn.

"What happened to you?"
"Little of note." Dreams-of-War gave her arazor-edged grin. "Where is the kappa?"

"At the Memnos Tower." Lunae felt her smilefade. "The ship brought me here." Sheturned to Essa
"l didn't expect to seeyou.”

The ghost looked puzzled. "Y ou are the hito-bashira." She smiled. "I have waited a hundred years
for you, and you know who | am. How s0?"

"Wevemet," Lunae said, "but not in thisday and age."

She turned to Dreams-of-War. ™Y ou should take this back." She gestured to the armor and saw her
guardian's face contract with disbelief, relief, asudden joy, and some-thing else. Unease? She could not
tell. But thistime, Dreams-of-War held out her hands without hesitation. The armor flowed from Lunae,
up and over. Dreams-of-War was again the martid, bristling figure that L unae remembered so well.

"l need to gain information. | will be back,” the ram-horned ghost said, and began to face back into
the inter-face of the rock.

"Wait!" Lunae cried, but Essawas aready gone.

"Lunae. Comewith me." Dreams-of-War made for the ship, Lunae followed.
CHAPTER 2

Mars

Y skatarina stood at the base of the Memnos Tower, listening into the darkness. She could hear
nothing.



"Animus? What's hgppening?'

"Someoneiscoming,” the Animus said.

"Do you know who?"

"They are shod in metd. They have ahuman weight.”

"Excisseres?' Y skatarinasaid.

"Perhaps the Matriarch has sent them.”

"l do not have much faith inthe Matriarch,” Y skatarrinasaid. "Kami or not."
"] think sheismad.”

"Not surprisingly.” She stepped forward as the ex-cissieres reached the bottom of the sairs. The
Animus melted back into the shadows.

"The Matriarch wantsto see you," one of the women said.
"Veywdl."
"Your creature? Isit here?' The excissere sniffed thear suspicioudy.

"No," Yskatarinalied. "I told it to stay beyond the perimeter of the Tower. Have you located the
ship?'

"It has not left Martian orbit; we are certain of that. But it continuesto baffle the sensors.”

"It should not," Y katarina said. " The tech we gave you should be able to detect it."

"But the shipisold,” the second excissere said. "It uses frequencies to which our equipment is not
attuned.”

"The ship must befound,” Y skatarinasaid in agita-tion. "It isagreet prize. | cannot let it dip away”

"It will befound,” the excissere said. "The raven-ships are out looking for it, even now." She shifted
impatiently. "Do not keep the Matriarch waiting."

Y skatarina, acquiescing, followed her up the stairs. With every step that she took away from the
Animus, it fet asthough alink between them was being stretched, an amost physica ache. Eventudly,
they reached the top of the Tower.

"Inthere," the excissere said. Y skatarina stepped through the door and halted.

The study of the former Matriarch had changed. The furniture was gone, leaving bare ssonewallsand
floor. Wires and tubes ran from the center of the room, channd-ing down through the floor, pulsing with
palid fluid. Y skatarinawasimmediately reminded of the Grandmoth-ers chamber; thiswas the same
kind of tech, keeping the desiccated corpse of the former Matriarch sufficiently in-tact to permit her spirit
to animateit. The resultswere mixed. The body moved in a series of twitches and jerks, thejaw
unhinged and gaping. Y skatarina wondered how long the ghost had to spend hooked up to this apparatus
each day. Thelong head siwung up to stare blearily at

Y skatarina. The excissieres sood close behind her. She could fed their breath on her neck, like the
edge of ablade.

"Send them away," Y katarina said to the Matriarch's ghost, without looking behind her.
The ghost gave aoft, whigtling exhdation. "Why should 17?*
"Because they will not like what we are about to say.”



The long head dipped and nodded. Y skatarina saw the knobbed line of vertebrae, now bound
together with skeinsof dimy wire.

"Go," the ancient voice said. Y katarinawaited until the excisseres had clattered from the chamber,
then she closed the door.

"| wonder that you bother with that body," she said. "We could arrange for you to inhabit anew one."
"| could take another body, if | so chose. Thisoneis— interesting.”
"It'samummified corpse. It'sfdling apart.”

"Sll, itsdecay intriguesme. When it finaly fals gpart, then | shal move on. And it givesme such
power. Thelightest word from me," the thing went on, "and the excissereswill come running. They will
cut you to rib-bonsand | will mount your limbs on decorative plaguesin this chamber. And thereisaso
your cregture.”

Y skatarinagrew cold and ill.
"If you harm him—"

"No one has harmed him yet," the Matriarch said. "And no onewill do so. At least, not until the
ariva of your aunt El&ki."

CHAPTER 3
Mars

Dreams-of-War was silent once L unae had finished telling her what had befallen them. She sat
frowning, en-cased in the armor, on the deck of the stolen ship. Phobos rose up through the porthole,
casting athin light across the floor. The ship remained on the floor of the canyon; Dreams-of-War did not
want to risk orbit just yet. Lunae, racked with fatigue, sat beside her.

"The Kami are the ghogts of the future? Returning to the past to possessthe living?”

"Thisiswhat 1 wastold by my future-sdf," Lunae said. "And what | sasv—Earth isbecome ahell.
Marswas awasteland. My self spoke of other worlds, names | did not know."

"And the Kami control Nightshade now?"'
"l believe 0."

"It would make a certain degree of sense. Nightshade has always been agpart from the rest of the
system, first as arenegade colony, now as a powerhouse. It Stsat the sys-tem'sedge, draining it of life
and wedlth. It isavampire planet.”

"And it gave the system haunt-tech.”

"If haunt-tech isnot an old discovery,” Dreams-of-War said, "but adiscovery that comes from the far
future, it ex-plains how it seemed to emerge from nowhere. It is a sci-entific anomaly, an unexpected
direction. For thousands of years, the physical sciences held sway. And then, quite suddenly, via
Nightshade, the Kami appear. They have no bodies, they tell taes of a place where the dead go—the
Eldritch Realm. Superdtition isreveded astruth. Ghosts are aredlity. Consciousness can be separated
from form. Seanceisaviable form of scientific methodology and tech-nical development. Once, this
would have been seen asddlusion.” Sheblinked. "A strange thought.”

"And now the Kami areto invade, and | am to be the one who holds them back.” Lunae rubbed eyes
that were reddened by the Martian dust. "Thetroubleis, | have no idea how to go about it."

"What did your future-sdf have to say on the matter?"



"My future-sdf said that she had failed. Essawas there—the horned ghost with whom you were
speaking. They told me that there would be atime when | could act, but she could tell melittle about it.
Sheimplied that time could be changed. And this makes me most reluctant to shift time." She looked at
Dreams-of-War. "What if | do the wrong thing?'

"Thereisno way of knowing what the right thing might be," Dreams-of-War said. "And thereis
another is-sue. That woman, Y skataring, is here. Sheis of Night-shade; she and the reanimated
Matriarch control Memnos now."

"And the kappais till & Memnos. If anything has happened to he—"

"Don't worry," Dreams-of-War said, but it was clear to Lunae that she did not believe this. "We will
save her, if that'swhat you wish." Shelooked around her at the ship. "Do you know what is happening a
Memnos?'

"Memnos has been broadcasting,” the ship said with tartling abruptness. " The woman from
Nightshadeisraising anarmy."

The approach of twilight saw Dreams-of-War standing at a crack in the cliff face: the entrance to the
eadtern tunnels. Lunae remained with the ship. Dreams-of-War gpproached the entrance cautioudly,
expecting guards, but no one seemed to be there. Dreams-of-War dipped insde.

The tunnels were old, dating back to the foundations of the Matriarchy and perhaps before.
Dreams-of-War waked on smooth, bare sone, mottled with the drop-pings of the small dactylates that
lived high in the cavern roof. She could hear them now, twittering and rustling, and thiswas agood sign.
Shewould not put it past the Matriarchy to flood the tunnels with gas. But this was only the beginning.

Shewalked for perhaps an hour or more, trying to re-member the twists and turns of the [abyrinth. It
had been years since she had trodden these paths, and the network was ddliberately disorienting.
Dreams-of-War had argued with Lunae of the wisdom of attempting to rescue the kappain the face of
everything el se that was going on. It would, the Martian argued, be smpler to leave the nurseto her fate,
rather than risk capture. The kappa hersalf would not expect them to place themsalvesin danger on her
behdf. Dreams-of-War thought that she had con-vinced the girl, for Lunae had falen silent and
contemplative at last.

"Moreover, remember what the Grandmotherstold you," Dreams-of-War said, pressng homethe
message.
"The Grandmothers are dead,” Lunae murmured. "But yes, | remember.”

Satisfied, Dreams-of-War had gone to the ship'sinter-face to ingpect the monitoring relays. When she
returned, Lunae had gone.

Heart pounding, Dreams-of-War made sure that the girl was nowhere on the ship, then raced outside.
L unae was hdfway down the canyon, walking quickly

"Where are you going?' Dreams-of-War cried. Lunaelooked at her, quite calm.

"Torescue my nurse,” she said, asif none of the previous conversation had taken place. Recognizing
defeat, Dreams-of-War had marched L unae back to the ship and gonein her stead. But the incident had
findly made her redize some-thing. In the span of time over which they had been apart, Lunae had
become an adult, however willful. If the Stuation had not been so desperate, Dreams-of-War would have
stood back and given in. She could control a child. She would not control awoman who, to all
appearances, was not even so very far from her own age. And that thought, too, was disturbing: When
would L unae stop aging?



Another long hour, and she stood benesth the founda-tions of the Matriarchy, before the iron doors
that led into the cellar chambers. Here, the wals radiated an icy chill and the stone felt damp to the touch,
rimed with the rem-nants of cobwebs. Dreams-of-War doubted that even spi-ders lived down here these
days. The doors were tightly shut, the ancient locking mechanism blackened with soot and age. Last time
these doors had been opened, to the best of her knowledge, had been when she herself had forced them
from the other side. It was easy to believe that they had not been opened since. She could fedl the Tower
rising above her, sense the weight of it. The holding cham-bers were deep underground, banded by
weir-wards gen-erated by the Tower's blacklight matrix. If the kappadtill lived, which Dreams-of-War
doubted, she would be kept down here.

"Armor," she said. Thefingers of Embar Khair's battle-dress snaked out, spreading into hand-tools.
Dreams-of-War tried to stifle the sense of relief that being back in the armor had granted her, and failed.
She had managed with-out it, she told herself. She had fought change-tigers and excissieres, had survived
the Earthbones and the Crater Plain. But resuming the armor had felt like coming home. Never mind
Lunae's own aging, Dreams-of-War thought. | myself have grown old. Old and soft.

The doors did open. Ahead lay the sparkle of weir-wards, and beyond that, the holding cells.
CHAPTER 4
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Y skatarina stood with the Matriarch at the summit of the Memnos Tower.

Tour aunt Elaki ishere. All the way from Nightshade, to overseethearmy,” the Matriarch murmured.
"The en-gineisbeing prepared.”

Two excisseres now walked with Y skatarinawherever she went, and did not let her out of their Sight.
Failure gnawed at her. She had not found Lunae, did not know why the girl was so important to Elaki,
athough the Matriarch had now explained to her what Elaki planned to do. She did not know where the
Animus was being kept. On the previ-ous night, she had tried to creep from her chamber and search, but
the doors were firmly bolted. After some minutes of fruitless scratching at the locks, the door had opened
to revedl one of the scissor-women: arms folded, holographic wounds chasing acrossflesh, and a
dreadful eagernessin her eyes. Y skatarina had stepped quickly back into the room.

Even now, the excissereswere making the find ad-justmentsto the haunt-engine in the basement of
the Memnos Tower. When dl was ready, the Matriarch would give the word and the engine would be
switched on. Al-ready, the blacklight matrix was linked up to the broad-casting facilities of the Tower,
connecting with dormant nanomemories across the Crater Plain and the Olympian dopes, sending ancient
sgnasout to the ghogtsthet lay latent in the Martian soil and that would be summoned to feed the
haunt-engine.

Y skatarinawas biding her time. The Animuswould, she knew, be working to free himself and come
to her. She had to have faith. She had gambled and, for the moment, failed. One question was, however,
besetting her. Did Elaki know of her earlier modification? Was her aunt aware that Y katarinawas no
longer bound by that morti-fying love? The previous Matriarch had been instructed to keep no records,
justin case, and Y skatarina could not be-lieve that she had discussed it with her reanimated succes-sor.
If the current Matriarch did not have knowledge of Y skatarinas changed state, then it might be possible
to de-ceive El&ki.

It was one of the few cards remaining to Y skatarina, and sheintended to useiit.
CHAPTER 5

Mars



Within the confines of the ship, Lunae soon became bored. The ship itsalf waswilling to talk to her,
but for most of the time its speech was such amad jumble that Lunae at |last asked it to be sllent. She
prowled restlesdy about the deck, trying to access the databanks, but much of them were written in an
alphabet that she did not un-derstand. At last she activated the screens and sat gazing out across the floor
of the canyon.

After afew minutes, movement captured her atten-tion. Something was walking aong the canyon.
Frowning, Lunae peered at the screen. For astartled moment, she thought it was Essa. There was
something familiar about the movement, about the gliding walk, but then she saw that this being was
different, and not alone.

They wererising up out of the ground. There were many of them, perhaps fifty or so: red-legged
gaezdles, women with speckled skin and tails. They cameto cluster around the sides of the ship, staring
at it in wonder from great golden eyes.

"Ship?' Lunae asked with some darm. "What do they want?"
"We do not know," the ship said after a pause.

The creatures made no attempt to touch the ship. Their hands remained by their sides, or held upin
front of them in the manner of paws. They milled around for afew minutes, whispering to one another.
Lunae could hear them over the monitor, but their speech made no sense, and perhaps it was not even
words. Then they turned and began to ran, moving swiftly away down the canyon, asif summoned.
Lunae watched them until they had disap-peared. None of them |ooked back.

"Morearerisng,” the ship said. It was by now quite dark. The ship lay at the bottom of the canyon,
asif it had * fdlen down awell.

"More?' Lunae said. She peered into the blackness. "I can't see anything.”

"Wewill not put on thelights," the ship said. "It will draw them forth like moths. They likethelight.
Thereislittle enough of it in the Eldritch Realms.”

"But aren't they ghosts?' Lunae said. "'Phantoms?”
"These are animated ghosts," the ship said. "These are solid.”

Asif to punctuate its words, something heavy dammed against the Side of the vessdl, causing it to
rock. Lunae leaped up.

"What wasthat?"

"1 do not know."

"Put the lights on! They're dready here—I want to see what that was."
A moment's pause, and then the canyon was flooded with light.

The things were everywhere: massive armored shapes, moving with heavy purpose. They werea
world away from the delicate gaezelles. Beneath the armored hems, their faces were stripped down to
gaunt bone, and in the next moment, L unae saw that they were not covered in armor at al, but thick hide.
She had seen them before, overrun-ning Fragrant Harbor.

"What arethey?'

"They arethe Sown," the ship said. "Who once were known as Dragon's Teeth. Armies seeded into
the earth, to lie dormant until needed.”

The creatures were swarming around the ship. She could hear their tread above her. The ship



swayed.

"They're attacking usl Can they get in?"

Through the viewscreen, she saw the scorpion-tail of the craft spin across and strike. A swath was
cut through the Sown. They fell without a sound, severed limbs tum-bling to the earth. They oozed black

fluid, like mud. Lu-nae bresthed again, but the ghosts were once more rising, gestated by the soil itself. A
rhythmic thundering led the Sides of the ship.

"They'retrying to bresk in," Lunae said.
"There are too many of them,” the ship said-
"Thentakeoff."

The ship shifted, engines powering. A moment later, it rose, lurching into the Martian sky. The
Sown-fell from its Sdeslike leaves. Lunae ran to the viewscreen and watched as they drifted down
toward the mouth of the canyon. A needle shape appeared on the ship's monitor, moving fast and closing
in.

"Memnos hasfound us" said the ship.
CHAPTER 6
Mars

Dreams-of-War set the armor to maximum protection and stepped into the passage that led to the
holding cdlls. She held out ahand. The blacklight matrix sizzled, send-ing sparks cascading acrossthe
surface of the armor. Even through the protective casing, the workings of the matrix stung her skin,
passing through meta and bone dike into the Eldritch Realm. But if she held her hand therefor long
enough, the armor would be able to create afeedback loop within the matrix. Hopefully, without
attracting too much attention from the excisseres...

Bone and blood, a sensation of binding tightness, as though her nerveswere ascrew, linking her with
the El-dritch Realm. And then the blacklight matrix hissed once and fdll silent. She could fed energy
elsawhere, some-where at the back of her head, but the way before her was silent. She strode forward
toward the holding cells.

Thefirg cell wasempty of dl but afew chewed bones.

She could not tell what they might have been. The second cell, too, was bare, and the third, and the
fourth. The kappa was nowhere to be found. Dreams-of-War ground her teeth in frustration. 1t seemed
increasingly probable that the nurse had met her end, after al. Lunae would be disappointed, but thiswas
the nature of things. Dreams-of-War herself was merdly aggrieved at the redlization of awasted journey.

Then, asshe cameto thelast cdl of dl, something flung itself at the encasing field.

"Kappa?' Dreams-of-War cried. She stepped forward, the lights of the armor sparkling off a
shadowed shape. But it was not the kappa. It was Y skatarinas creature.

Dreams-of-War sprang back.
"What are you doing here?"
"They haveimprisoned me," the thing hissed. "My migtressis betrayed. Nightshade comes.”

"What do you mean, Nightshade comes?' Dreams-of-War asked. She spared little thought for
Y katarina. Be-trayed sounded good enough to her.

"The Elder El&ki is here, to oversee thefind phase. Her ship orbits. Excisseresareingalling the



engine”
"Find phase?Y ou mean, the Kami?'

"Memnos raises ancient armies from the Martian soil. Elaki will summon the flood of future souls, to
inhabit the bodies of the Sown. Once they have subdued Mars, they will move on to Earth, and other
bodies. Set mefree," thething pleaded. "Let me go to my mistress.”

"An excdlent idea," Dreams-of-War spoke coldly. "To bring succor to she who stole my armor and
sold meto the arena. Further help to her surely featureslarge in my plans. And how did they cometo
cage you? Did you not Eght?"

"They threatened Y skataring," the creature said. "'l

would have fought my way to her, but it was not politic. She needs Memnos. She wanted to
negotiate. Now, 1 do not know what is happening. But you should know that my mistress has no love for
her aunt. What the Elder Elaki intends, my mistresswill try to prevent.”

"Yourelying."

"l can hdp you.” Thething rustled and rattled againgt the walls of the holding cell. "Excisseresare on
their way. Ligen."

Dreams-of-War redlized that it spoke the truth. The sound of metal-shod feet was approaching.
Activating the armor, she cut aholein the shield of the holding cdll. The creature surged out like an
uncaged bat. Three ex-cissieres charged around the corner, scissors snicking. Dreams-of-War threw the
gutting knife and caught one in the throat. The woman sprawled to the floor. The creature shot forward, a
sheet of ire-pdm gushing from itsthroat. There was agticky hiss, the smdl of mdting flesh. The
ex-cisseres dissolved before Dreams-of-War's eyes.

"The Grandmothers,” she said. "It wasyou."

"Y skatarinawanted them gone," the thing said. It crouched over the remains of the excissieres, eyes
glowing. It spoke, Dreams-of-War thought, with a strange innocence, asif it did not know that it wasa
wicked thing. And perhapsit did not. It seemed to care about nothing except Y skatarina, its world.
Dreams-of-War had lost any hope of finding the kappa. It struck her that the remova of the Matriarch
might be agood next step. She wasloath to rely on the help of Y skatarinas companion, but then again...

"Let'sgo,” Dreams-of-War said.

CHAPTER7

Mars

More needles danced across the screen, moving in fast. '

"Can you evade them?" Lunae asked. She did not like being at the mercy of the ship, and the vessdl
was once again garting to talk to itsdf: aswift and rapid mumble, only haf-intelligible. Animage
appeared before her, hang-ing in the air and connected by a sequence of lines: the at-tacking ships, in
three-dimensiond representation. The centra vessel was amber-black, ablacklight matrix flicker-ing
acrossits sides. It bore aneedle-pointed star onitsside.

"What's thet?"

"That isthe craft of the Elder Elaki," the ship said. It twisted, shooting downward and arrowing aong
acanyon.

"Do you have wegpons?'



"Nonethat will be of use"

Thewadlls of the canyon shot past with barely a hairs-breadth between the sides of the ship and the
rock. Lunae was thrown to one side. Looking up, she saw that the amber-black craft had atered course.

"It travelsto Memnos," the ship said.

L unae experienced amoment of relief before she saw that the other ships were splitting in formation.
Mogt were dtill following. The ship wasfilled with asudden blast of indigo light, sizzling out acrossthe
system banks.

"We are struck,” the ship said, with such soft gentle-nessthat Lunae at first thought she had imagined
it. But the craft was plummeting now, the dark surface of Mars coming up fast beneath them, the
viewscreen showing the point of impact in merciless detaill—

—and in panic, Lunae shifted time, before even think-ing about it. The next minute, the ship was
gliding bumpily aong the desert floor, hammering the dust into grest red clouds. There was daylight
outside, wallsrisng up to meet them... Lunae cried out, but the ship had a-ready stopped.

"Where are we?'

Slence

"Ship?'

But the voiceswere till. A sparkle of indigo shim-mered across the system banks and then the ship
was quiet. The viewscreens died, one by one. Lunae waited. She could hear nothing. After afew
moments, she hauled hersdlf to her feet, walked unsteadily across to the doors, and pressed her hand to
the code pad. The door fell openinamusty hissof air. The ship was canted to one side, with along drop

benesath the opening. Lunae hesitated, then jumped down, landing heavily in the dust. She looked around
her.

Red walls rose up before the nose of the ship. The city was acrown of towers, walkways hanging
between them and glittering in the harsh sunlight. The air smdlled of dust and water. Close by ran the high
banks of the Great Chan-ndl. Lunae recognized it from her lessons: It was the city known as
Winterdtrike, first city of the Crater Plain.

She heard the voices of the ghost herd before she saw them. They clustered, murmuring, behind the
tall of the ship. Lunae turned, darmed, to see the gaezelles waiting for her, red-legged and golden-eyed.

The ghost herd flowed around Lunae, surrounding her. Shetried to push them away, finding to her
surprise that they were solid. Their breath smelled of grass and sagebrush. They made no attempt to
touch her, and when she, panicking, moved back, they moved with her. Their eyeswere mild. A figure
gppeared in their midst: awoman with coiled horns.

"They will not harm you,” Essasaid. "They seek to keep you safe, on my ingtructions.”
"Safe?" Lunae fdtered. "How?'

"My kind herded the gaezelles, once. Asfor now, the streets of Winterstrike are haunted. The Sown
arise and are attacking. Darknessfallsfrom the sysems edge. It'stime.”
Time.

"Whenisthis?' Lunae asked. "l changed time, to bring me here." The memory camein acold rush of
dismay. What if this had been the wrong thing to do, the forerun-ner of failure? She thought of herself and
Essa, enduring down thousands of years. What would they find to say to each other, during dl that time?



Essasad, "It isthe afternoon of the day on which

Mars may, or may not fall. Y ou must leave the city, return to Memnos. The Tower iswhere the flood
will rise”

"But have | donetheright thing?'
Essaonly stared. "1 do not know."

The gaezelles drifted dongside. Lunae could hear them murmuring among themsalves, wondered
again if they possessed proper speech. They seemed to converse in fragments, quickly losing interest.

Thewadlls of Winterstrike were asolid, ruby stone, un-like the bloodshot walls of the Nightshade
mission. Lunae thought of Dreams-of-War and the kappa and fought back agitation. Asthe ghost herd
came near, taking Lunae with it, she saw that the great metal gates of Winterstrike lay open. The clan
houses lay beyond: towering constructions of metal and basalt. All that Dreams-of-War had told her of
Marsflooded obligingly back. Each house bore an in-signia, hanging before it. The Sreetswerefilled
with steam-cars and land-boats, al abandoned, without any discernible care.

Then they turned the corner. A crowd of women were racing toward them, screaming in horror. The
gaezelles closed around Lunae, jostling her into an dleyway. She was pushed and pulled up aflight of
stepsto abacony. The gaezelles milled into the rooms beyond, but L unae hung back. The balcony
afforded an excellent view of the street. She was looking down on the heads of the crowd. Many of them
were bleeding from ragged wounds. Close after them came aknot of the Sown, lumbering shapes
wielding scissors that were part of thelr flesh: heavy pincer arms, weapons skittering out from their Sdes.
They wereidentical to the creaturesthat her future-self had shown her in Fragrant Harbor.

"They will become the Kami when the flood is sum-moned through,” Essasaid beside her. "We have
togo."

They had been seen. Two of the Sown broke ranks and clambered after them, but the fragile
staircase broke be-neath their weight, sending them tumbling back into the street. They roared with rage
and struck about them. A woman crumpled to the ground, her torso severed from her legs. The crowd
were being methodically butchered. The air reeked of death and blood.

"Hurry!" Essatugged at Lunag's arm, drawing her through a pair of ornamental doors and into the
depths of amansion. Therewas no sign of any inhabitants.

"They havefled," Essasaid over her shoulder, "or per-hapsthey hidein the cdlars.” She pulled Lunae
down adaircase.

"Don' they have guards?' But Lunae did not think that much could withstand the Sown.

"They would have raised their armies and fought, but Memnos has sabotaged the weir-wards of their
mansons. If they are wise, they have left Winterstrike for the sanctu-ary of the hills. Folk would rather
face awts and vulpen than the armies of earth. Y ou have seen why."

"And if they catch up with us?' Lunae sad. "With me?'

"They will tear usdl to pieces. They are not like the gaezelles, who once existed in life and lived out
their time on the Crater Plain. The Sown are souls who were destined for war, but never born. Their
formslay dormant in the soil, like seeds—much harder to raise, but Nightshade can do it now. Their
spirits boil with anger. Now their time has come and they cannot be held back. Ultimately, they will be
amed at Earth and then the lesser worlds. The ships are waiting on the other side of the city. Nightshade
will com-mandeer the Chain for theinvasion.”

They hurried through deserted streets. The cries of the crowd faded and died. Other spirits dunk



forth. Some were little more than air, but many were solid flesh. Lunae saw crestures that were formed of
bones, covered only by tight red skin, beingsthat stalked on digointed legs but had the serene faces of
human women. Sometimes they chattered and laughed, speaking either to the air or to that which shewas
unable to see, but most moved slently, with unknown purpose. Of them, none resembled the Sown. But
L unae thought she could hear the army behind, the march of iron-shod feet.

Then the fortresslay before them, nestling at the heart of the crater: amass of red meta spires, risng
in fretwork lace againgt the darkening sky. During the Lost Epoch, Knowledge-of-Pain had said, one of
the towers had been shattered. The stump still strutted up, never mended. Light flared withinit.

"There's someone up there."
"| told you. Folk have taken shelter there."

But thelight did not ook natural to Lunae: aflicker-ing, wan mist that wreathed around the stump of
the spire. She hesitated, but the gaezelles moved her gently onward.

"We go around," the ram-horned woman said.

AsLunae and the herd gpproached the lip of the crater, something fell shrieking from the spire and
bounded up the wdlls. It fell upon the nearest gaezelle, which uttered apiercing cry and fell bloodily to the
ground. The thing surged forward, mouth gaping. L unae glimpsed teeth within teeth: a humanoid shape
moving on dl fours, with astump of atall. It had no eyes, only awide, batlike snout and a pair of fanned
ears. The gaezelles closed around her in a protective mass of reanimated flesh.

"Awt," the horned woman whispered.

"A ghost?' The gaezelles were pressing her forward, but at the edges of the herd there were shrieks
and squedls. The odor of blood was strong in the air.

"Living flesh. As soon asthe city gates were opened, the men-remnants came through.”

A red limb wasflung at Lunag's feet. But before she had time to respond, Essa and the herd were
pressing her toward the city gate. She needed no urging. She hurried through the shadows, trying to
ignore the cries behind her, and stumbled out into the expanse of the plain.

CHAPTER 8
Mars

Dreams-of-War, accompanied by the hovering form of Y skatarinal's companion, raced up the stairs
of the Memnos Tower. They encountered resistance only once, in the form of asingle excissere, and she
was swiftly cut down. But it was clear that something was occurring in the base of the Tower. They could
hear athrumming, a note that traveled up Dreams-of-War's spine and raised the hair on the back of her
neck.

Onthethird level, afigure sumbled out of the shad-ows, astout woman clad in crimson.
Dreams-of-War saw a sour moon-face that |olled and rolled on a snapped neck.

"Matriarch?"

"She—" the Matriarch said, through twisted vocal chords. But then she started to fade—no true
raised ghogt, after al, but ashadow only, the spirit recalled, with dl its fleeting memories of form and
flesh,

"Haunt-tech,”" Dreams-of-War said. "That noise below us. It'sahaunt-engine.”

But the sounds from the basement were themsalves drowned out by a greater roar from outside the
Tower.



"What'sthat?' Dreams-of-War hurried to adit win-dow. An amber-black ship was setting down on
the banks of the cand, bristling with weaponry, the star of Night-shade prominent upon its sde. Amassed
ranks of ex-cisseres sood waiting, explaining the lack of their presencein the Tower.

"The Elder Elaki comes," the Animus said. But Dreams-of-War was aready hafway up the next flight
of gairs.

By the time they reached the landing of the seventh leve, spirits were swarming from thewalls of the
Tower. Thefilmy forms of dead excisseresflocked past them, mouths agape. Warriors wearing kilts and
armor, or naked save for their battle scars, milled about the stairs. Outside, the Elder Elaki's vessel could
be heard, powering down.

"They'll be at the summit," Dreams-of-War shouted. As she stepped onto the landing, however, the
armor be-gan to melt from her body, forming an iridescent green pool adong thefloor. "What are you
doing? Stop!"

"I cannot." Embar Khair's shattered face rose from theichor. "It summons me."
"What, the haunt-engine?'

But Embar Khair'sface was already transforming. In the next moment, the armor rose up, resumed its
form, and strode down the gtairs. "Wait!" But the armor had gone. Dreams-of-War was once morel€eft in
her underhar-ness with the gutting knife, still dick with the blood of the excissere. She swore,

"Y ou will haveto do without it," the cresture advised, unnecessarily.

"I have done so before," Dreams-of-War snapped. She angled her way through the ranks of spirits,
ran up moreflights. At last, they reached the final landing. Ghosts watched from the shadows:. older
things, creatures that were half-human and mae, crouched, waiting with a pae-eyed gaze.
Dreams-of-War paid no attention to them, for the double iron doors that led to the Matriarchs chamber
were gliding open.

A shambling figure shuffled forth: the Matriarch, with Y skatarina at her elbow. Excisseres stood
behind them. Dreams-of-War saw Y skatarina's eyes widen with an un-holy joy as she caught sight of her
companion. It flew to her, wrapped her in its spined embrace.

"Take them," avoice commanded from below. Dreams-of-War looked down. A figure stood
beneath her on the stairs: black-robed, with atall hat.

Y skatarinas voice echoed down the sairwdl. " Aunt Elaki!"
CHAPTER 9
Mars

Y skatarinawatched as Dreams-of-War paused, caught between the Matriarch and the Elder Elaki.
Y katarina per-mitted herself amoment of grim satisfaction. Dreams-of-War had proved irritatingly
difficult to kill. But Dreams-of-War was a nuisance, not the primary threat. That stood farther down the
dairs, intheform of Elaki hersdlf.

Y skatarina's courage dmost failed her at the sight of her aunt, and if it had not been for the presence
of the An-imus, she would have faltered when she said, with as con-vincing apretense a joy as she
could manage, "Aunt! You are herel”

"Y skatarina" Elaki's voice was as grating as ever. Isti, Y sSkatarina was unsurprised to see, hovered a
Elaki's hedslike aconjured familiar. "Thiswarrior. The woman in the Grandmothers employ. Y ou told
me shewasto die. And where is the girl?'



"Thewarrior was supposed to die. There was a hunt.

It failled. Blame whoever occupiesthe Matriarch, not me." The hollow in her head might till be
present, but old habits died hard in the face of Elaki'sicy disgpproval. "The girl ishere, on Mars." Best
not to tell Elaki what had hap-pened just yet.

"Then kill thewarrior now. Y our creature may do it"— Elaki clearly regarded thisasa
concesson—"inthetimethat istill remaining to it. And why isthe girl till dive?"

"I'mtaking care of it," Y skatarinalied. Bide your time. Wait. Besides, she had no argument with the
demise of Dreams-of-War. The Animus uncoiled itsaf from her body and whipped around. Its mandibles
opened. Dreams-of-War danced back, but the bolt of ire-pam was dready siz-zling out.

It did not, however, strike Dreams-of-War. She threw hersdf to the floor and rolled. Theire-pam
shot overhead, leaving amottled stain upon the wall of the Tower.

"Therel" Y skatarina shrieked. The Animuswheeled, but Dreams-of-War was aready up on her feet.
She leaped onto the balustrade of the stairs and threw herself from the edge as another bolt of ire-pam
gushed toward her.

Elaki frowned. Y skatarina rushed to the balustrade and |ooked down. Dreams-of-War's spinning
shape was a-ready as small as abroken doll. No one could survive such adrop, unarmored.

* "Get down therel" Elaki shook anearby excissiere by the shoulder. "I want you to make sure she
dies™

"The haunt-engineis running, Aunt." Y skatarina has-tened to distract Elaki's atention from the
Animussfail-ure.

"| can seethat.” Elaki grasped her firmly by the arm and led her through to the window. Y skatarina
looked out across the plain. From the banks of the Grand Channd onward, the Sown were rising from
the ground, rank upon rank. She could see the great armored heads moving from side to sde, thetight
multiple limbs, smilar to those of the Animus but more massive, beginning to unfold. Far on the horizon, a
linewas crawling.

"They march on Winterstrike and the spaceports,” the Matriarch said. She gestured upward. The
Chain glinted. "It opens. For Earth.”

CHAPTER 10
Mars

Dreams-of-War had had little thought of anything other than escape, but on thelong way down, it
struck her forcibly that this had not been the best way to go about it. The round circle that wasthe hall of
the Memnos Tower was growing with terrifying speed. Dreams-of-War flung out an arm, grabbing at one
of the lower balustrades. Her hand dipped, then held, with awrench that came close to pulling her arm
from its socket. Dreams-of-War hauled hersdlf over the baustrade, to stand on alower landing.

Two storys above, she caught aglimpse of Embar Khairs armor, moving swiftly downward amid a
flock* of spirits.

"Armor!" Dreams-of-War cried. She struggled up the stairsto meet it. "Wait!"

The armor's face worked; it reached out a tentative hand toward her—but then it was turning away
and walking on, called by the lure of the haunt-engine. Higher up the stairwell, she could hear pounding
feet: the ex-cisseres, presumably. Dreams-of-War ducked through adoor, flinging it closed behind her.
It was awarriors chamber. A battlesword hung on thewall; Dreams-of-War seized it. Behind her, the



door was kicked open. Y skatarina stood in the entrance, the Animus at her shoulder.

"| have decided to finish you mysdlf," Y skatarinasaid. She drew along knife from her belt. The
Animus soared up to float above them in the chamber.

"You are ahaf-person,” Dreams-of-War said with de-liberate scorn. "What harm can you do me?”
Y skatarinagrinned. ™Y ou might be surprised.”

She charged. Dreams-of-War swung the sword in an arc, but Y skatarina easily dodged out of the
waly. Her speed turned her into a blur. Dreams-of-War once more lashed out; again, Y skatarinawas not
where she had been, but aready across the other side of the chamber. A long bloody dash had appeared
across Dreams-of-War's breast, from aknife so sharp that she had barely felt it. She whedled around.

Y skatarina stood at her shoulder. Dreams-of-War looked into her eyes and thought: Sheis quite mad.

"A hdf-person?' Y katarina said softly. "Then what does that make youT

Dreams-of-War lunged. Y skatarinawas away and turn-ing. Again, awound appeared, thistime
along Dreams-of-War's forearm. She feinted, struck, feinted again, and skewered Y skatarinathrough the
shoulder. Y skataring, hissing, pulled avay. Dreams-of-War |ooked down to see an 0ozing hole beneath
her underharness, where Y skata-rina's blade had entered.

"My aunt has offered me abargain,” Y skatarinasaid in conversationd tones. "If | kill you, shewill let
the Animuslive”

"Thisisfoolish." Dreams-of-War spoke through gritted teeth. "Y ou do not trust her. Y our creature
told meso."

Y skatarinagrinned again. "'l did not believe her, and neither did my Animus. | kill you because | want
to." Shelunged. Dreams-of-War twisted away and threw the sword upward with al her strength. Black,
sticky rain spattered downward. Y skatarina shrieked, an eerie, unhuman cry. The Animus made no
sound. It spun, then crashed to the floor whereit lay twitching. The sword had pierced its exoskeleton,
where a heart should be. Ire-pam flickered wanly across the floor.

Y skatarinafdl to her knees. Dreams-of-War kicked her hard in the jaw; shefell, sprawling, but next
mao-ment, with awhine of mechanisms, she was once more standing. The Martian grasped the knife by
the blade and twisted it from Y skatarina's hands. Y skatarina turned, but the knife tore through her breast.
A torrent of blood gushed forth. Y skatarina, however, was il upright. She swung to face
Dreams-of-War. Her eyeswere welling up, and at first, bewildered, Dreams-of-War thought that she
wept. But it was the glitter of ablacklight matrix that filled Y skatarinas gaze. The blood till fountained
from her breast; one hand reached upward, groping, and seded off the wound.

"Weare not so easy tokill," the Animus said from the floor, with a hissthat might have been alaugh.
And it seemed to Dreams-of-War that the voice was no longer the artificially modulated tones of the
Animusitsdlf, but Y skatarinas own.

"Animus?' Y skatarinafatered. Her voice was arasping murmur. Something was uncoiling behind her
eyes. "l remember—"

"l, too," the Animus whispered. "You and | areone.”

"What?' Dreams-of-War snarled, but she was be-ginning to suspect that she already knew. "Y ou're
both Kami, aren't you? The vanguard. And so isthat aunt of yours."

Y skataring, eyesfull of blacklight, meta hand sedl-ing the gaping wound in her chest, spoke with
diffi-culty.



"l remember... Atlagt, | remember. Elaki brought me back. Do you know what it islike, to cling to
thewalls of aworld, etheredl, incorporedl, with the Eldritch Realm waiting only amoment away? Our
ancestors betrayed us. When they strove for the mind-body separation, they thought to liberate us from
the flesh. They sought to make usimmortd. Instead, they turned usinto liv-ing ghosts with only the dark
to cling to. | sought true death, for al of us. Elaki, as she was then, disagreed. She fled back, to possess
the woman who summoned her.”

"But you and the Animus—you're the same soul ?*

Blood oozed between Y skatarinas metal fingers; shetottered. Surely, Dreams-of-War thought, she
cannot stand for much longer, reanimated or not. Give her a moment, then strike, and we'll see
who isfar from the Eldritch Realm then.

"Shesolitme" Yskatarinasaid. Shefell to her knees. "Wewere old rivds, in the redlms of the last
night. When she summoned a Kami to possess her niece, she brought me back, and only then knew me
for an enemy. She could not kill me, for then her niece's body would die aso, but more important, it
would serve nothing—I would flee back to the Eldritch Realm and plot againgt her. So she separated me,
sent me deep into this body's mind and that of the Animus, kept me separate, so that | would be
pow-erful and yet under her control.” The bitterness was pal-pable.

"No wonder you hate her," Dreams-of-War said.
"No wonder." Shethought Y skatarinamight havetried to laugh.
"And what isLunaeto you?'

"Lunaeisthe enemy of dl of us" the Animus said, for Y skatarina's voice was now no morethan a
husk. It crawled to its mistress, its other self, and curled around her as she sank to the floor.

"But if you hate Elaki—"

"l want to bring my people here, then send them into the Realm,” the Animus said, and Y skatarinas
mouth moved in aslent echo. Dreams-of-War was reminded of the Grandmothers, and filed that thought
away for later. "But I've no love for you or your kind. I will not help you, if that'swhat you are hinting."

"l never hint,” Dreams-of-War said. "I do not agree with the prospect of bringing the Kami here. | do
not be-lieve you. And your ability to help anyoneisin serious question." She looked down at them.
Y skatarinaknelt on metdl legs, hand till clutching at her breast, and the blood pooling with the dark ichor
of the Animus. If she struck off their heads—but would that make any difference to areanimated
far-future ghost? And Y katarinawas, at least, giving her answers...

But Dreams-of-War did not believe in either intrigue or mercy. She diced through the throats of both
Y skatarinaand the Animus, severing nerve and sinew.

There was a bolt-bow hanging on the chamber wall. She took that, too. Then she strode through the
door of the chamber, locking it behind her. Later, she thought, she would come back and check that they
stayed dain. Once she had dealt with Elaki.

CHAPTER 11
Mars

The gaezelles moved swiftly Lunae was soon out of breath and sscumbling to keep up. The hard
Martian ground beneath her feet was uneven, strewn with boulders and stones. The herd flowed
smoothly around ancient pits and craters, up and down the hills and hollows of the plain. Lunag, panting,
could see the Memnos Tower in the double moonlight. 1ts summit was a blaze of light, casting the
crawling shadows of the plain into sharp relief.



"Those are more of the Sown," L unae gasped.

"We haveto head for the canal,” Essasaid.

"L ook at the ground. There."

Lunaedid so. A little way ahead, the earth was broken into long, regular furrows.
"They'verisen from here," she whispered.

"And they may not have finished risng. If another phalanx risesup and findsusin their mids... We
must reach the cand. The banks, at least, will be safe from the emerging Sown. But not from excisseres.”

"Do you have wegpons?"

"The gaezdleswill digtract them.” The horned woman spoke serendly enough, but L unae remembered
the havoc wreaked by the awt, and grew cold.

A short time later, they reached the banks of the candl. It was as Lunae remembered it: flowing dow
asoil be-tween the high ridges. The hooves of the gaezelles clat-tered on worn, ancient stone, but it was
eader to run. Lunae was, however, having to pause more frequently for breath. She fdlt like the kappa,
permanently wheezing— and what had happened to the nurse? To Dreams-of-War? She took a deep
breath and carried on. The profile of the Memnos Tower became sharper in the growing gray light. Dawn
was not far away.

The gaezelles dowed and paused as they came to the gates of the lock. They had met no excissieres,
no resis-tance aong the banks of the canal, and now Lunae could see why. The Sown filled the plain
before the Tower of Memnos. She could not have dipped a blade between them. They stood with their
skull-faces turned to the blaze at the summit of the Tower. Lunae could not tell what was causing the
light; it did not look natural. It wasfilled with sparks and dark spaces, which seemed somehow solid.

"What isthet?"

"Haunt-tech,” Essasaid. To Lunag's dismay, she seemed to be growing fainter. Her voicewasa
murmur on the wind and the ranks of the Sown were visble through her body. The gaezelles, too, were
growing less clearly delin-eated. Their flesh wasfilled with shadows, their eyeswith light. They whispered
among themsalvesin pa pable dismay

"What's happening?' Lunae asked, but the horned woman was now no more than a shade, and the
gaezdlesthemsdaves were twisting into spiras of pae and red, like colored smoke.

"Lunae, |—" Essasaid, and was gone.

The smoke drifted up into the air and was sucked in the direction of the Tower. Lunae stood, staring
at the ranks of the Sown in dismay. Then therewas arattle of rock and another phalanx sprang out of the
soil.

It's feeding from them, Lunae thought. The Tower has taken the gaezelles, used the energy to
feed the Sown.

"Essa?' she whispered, but there was no reply.

The new phalanx lay behind her. If they spotted her, then her only means of escape would be the
cand or atime shift, and she was afraid of what the latter might bring. The only thing to do wasto go on.
Lunae dipped into the shadows beneath the bank and continued walking swiftly toward the Tower.

CHAPTER 12



Mars

The moment Dreams-of-War stepped through the door, she was forced to dodge back again behind
acolumn. The El-der Elaki and the Matriarch were coming down the stairs, surrounded by excisseres.
Dreams-of-War waited until they had passed, then followed.

Avoiding the main staircase, she took the sde stairsthat led down the Tower. There must be a way
actually to kill these things, she thought as she ran. Her limbs ached, the war-whip weal across her
shoulders stung and burned, and the edges of her numerous cuts were starting to fray once more with
blood.

Y skatarina had implied that the Kami were only amo-ment away from the Eldritch Realm, and if they
could be dispatched there, they would need to be summoned back again through a haunt-tech interface
before they could re-turn. But how to day them?If they were living ghogts, in-habiting flesh as one might
put on asuit of clothes—or wasit that smple? She thought of the faces trapped in the cdllars of the
Mission, of the possessed woman in the meat market. How connected were the Kami to their borrowed
bodies? Could the tie be severed voluntarily? If shewas smply to kill Elaki, strike off her head from
behind, what would the inhabiting consciousness be capable of once it was released into the air?
Anything? Nothing? Could they move from body to body? Useless to theorize, Dreams-of-War
decided as she reached the small door that led into the main halway Just kill as many as you can and
see what happens.

She paused before the door, placing an ear to it to lis-ten. If she had been in possession of the
armor—but Em-bar Khair's battledress was marching down to the basement, drawn by the magnet of
the haunt-engine. Cau-tioudly, she opened the door. The hallway was empty. But she could hear voices
and the gtrike of metal-shod feet on stone. Once again, Dreams-of-War went in pursuit.

At the bottom of the basement steps, before the begin-ning of the weir-wards that marked the
entrance to the holding cells, she caught up with Elaki's entourage. The excissieres were massed &t the
back of the hallway: asolid phalanx of bristling armor and clattering weapons. Ahead stood Elaki and the
Matriarch. They were standing before a set of iron doors, some twenty feet or morein height. Theseled
to the [abyrinth of passagesthat ran beneath the Crater Plain. But before the passages lay acavern.

"Open thedoors," she heard the Matriarch say initsrusty, wheezing voice. An excissere sepped
forward and placed apalm on the side pand. The doors hissed gpart. There was a blinding moment of
blacklight, and the haunt-engine lay exposed.

The engine was massive, reaching out to the wals of the cavern chamber. From the back of the
crowd of ex-cissieres, Dreams-of-War gazed, aghast. She could not, at first, work out how they had
gotten it into the Tower, but asthe thing shifted and coiled, she redlized that they had not. It had been
grown down from Memnoss own black-light matrix, and it was still growing. Spirdsand sparks of light
arced out from the twisting burn of its core, seeking purchase on the stones of the cavern wall. "When a
spira touched the stone, it stuck, merging, transmitting pulses down the light-line into the core. It was
drawing on the la-tent tech of the planet, sapping information, learning.

The Elder Elaki strode forward, accompanied by the Matriarch.

"It isworking," she said. She put out a black-gloved hand and held it just short of the haunt-engine.
Sparks cracked out and were repelled again, asif by the touch of Elaki's hand. Dreams-of-War
watched, mesmerized, as Elaki circled the engine, hands outheld.

"How big will it become?' Dreams-of-War heard the Matriarch say.
"It will encompassthe Tower," Elaki replied without turning her head. She continued to stroke the



energy com-ing from the haunt-engine, like someone soothing a pet. " The matrix down here will spread
and merge, seek infor-mation buried in the walls of the Tower. Already it has brought forth many of the
ghoststhat are embedded here. They gotofeed it."

My armor , thought Dreams-of-War. What had hap-pened to the animating spirit of Embar Khair?
Had it been sucked into the vampire-drain of the haunt-engine, leav-ing the armor empty? Or had the
armor itsalf melted away into apool of nanoenergy? Dreams-of-War reached for the stolen bow that
now hung at her sde.

"It grows," the Matriarch said. The echo of her whis-pering voicefilled the chamber. Dreams-of-War
raised the bow and notched the bolt, feding it quiver, aming at the figure of the Elder Elaki.

Can you kill these juture ghosts? We shall see.

Her sght was directed on Elaki, but it was becoming hard to see. The air around the blacklight matrix
sparkled, and Elaki appeared as through a haze. But Dreams-of-War had trained on men-remnantsin the
half-light and she had good aim. Sheraised the bow to fire,

CHAPTER 13
Mars

Y skatarina, headless, reached out and clasped the spined claw of the Animus. Her detached and
splintered conscious-ness drifted above her shattered body, tied by a thread.

"How badly are you hurt?' She thought the words.
"l amwounded.” The Animustwisted acrossthe sword. "But | will live. | am dready heding.”

And with her fading sight, Y skatarina saw that the flow of ichor was dowing, the space between the
Animuss chitinous plates was starting to close and sinews regrow-ing to resttach its head.

"1 will not," shewhigpered. "I cannot hed this. Y ou haveto take meinsgdeyou." As she thought the
words, Y skatarinawas conscious of avast relief. A handful of hu-man years, and an eon before that.

"It will be asbefore,” the Animus said softly. "It will be better. Do you remember now the walls of the
world? The crater lip of Nightshade? We had no body then. But now, wewill."

"l remember. It was anightmare. Another life, another sdf. It will be strange, to returnto being a
angleform.”

"I tell you, it will be better. At least wewill have aform.”

"Yes, it will be better. Take me. And we will go and look for Elaki."
CHAPTER 14

Mars

Just as Dreams-of-War was about to fire, she was struck from behind in atangle of spiny black
limbs. To-gether, Dreams-of-War and the Animus fell from the stepsinto the midst of the excisseres.
They hit thefloor of the cavern in atangle of limbs and bowstring. Any illusionsthat Dreams-of-War
might have entertained about the An-imus's state of health were now dispelled. The strength that she had
earlier discerned during their flight over the seawas back in full force. The thing was hissing, snaking
around, spinesripping through her flesh. 1t waslike wrestling with agiant scorpion. Excisseres milled
about them, reaching out. The Animusstail lashed forth and brought two of them sprawling. Thetail
snaked up and over, striking down at Dreams-of-War's face. Sherolled, pinning the creature benesth
her. The sense of the Eldritch was redoubled when she looked into its black lens gaze and saw
Y skatarinalooking back at her.



"That body isdead,” the Animus spat. "And we are back together again.”

"Congratulations." Dreams-of-War stabbed a thumb into one of the lenses. It shifted beneath her
touch, then snapped back again, taking Dreams-of-War's thumb with it. The severed digit vanished into
the depths of the Animus's eye. Dreams-of-War sworein mingled pain and fury.

"Wheat is happening?' she heard the Elder Elaki cry. There was acommotion among the excisseres.
They parted. Dreams-of-War had a brief glimpse of black robes as Elaki strode through. The Animus's
tail was thrashing about behind her. Shefelt the Sde of the sting graze her shoulder, twisted to one side.
Seizing the razor-sharp bow-string, she wrapped it around the Animus's wasp neck and pulled it tight. It
lacerated her bloodied hands, but the An-imus's head again parted company from its body.
Dreams-of-War legped to her feet and kicked the head into the haunt-engine just as an excissere's
scissors plunged into her side. Dreams-of-War doubled up, but as she did so, she saw the till-twitching
tail of the Animus benesth her. She grasped it, dragging the body upward, and thrust the sting into Elaki's
abdomen.

The sting went through the Elder's robes with ease. Elaki's mouth gaped open. Her hands drifted up,
dowly, dowly, to clagp thetall.

"Out..." shesaid.

But the neurotoxins were already taking effect. Redl-ing back, Dreams-of-War saw black glitter
gpark through Elaki's veins, lighting her from within. Her eyesfel shut, opened again amoment later. And
once more Dreams-of-War saw Y skatarinalooking back at her from someone else's eyes.

"I'm here," she heard Elaki say, and then the Elder dropped to the floor. The excissieres stared in
mute shock. No one moved. A spinning shape flowed from the Elder's open eyes, bicolored slver and
black, and was sucked into the haunt-engine.

"Not wise," Dreams-of-War heard someone say. She could not think who it might be. "Kill her.
Throw the body to the Sown, to feed upon.”

Dreams-of-War looked up and saw the swaying shape of the Matriarch standing before her. But the
cavern and dl it contained were overlaid by somewhere ese; avast calderaof night, filled with sars so
small that Dreams-of-War could have reached out and grasped them in her hand. She was standing on
the edges of the Eldritch Realm, on the lip of death.

"Dreams-of-War!"
The voice was very digtant. This, she thought, cannot possibly be important.
"Dreams-of-War, listen to me. Open your eyes.”

Sheforced hersdf to do so. The Matriarch was il standing in front of her, but it, too, had no head.
A littletrickle of blood, nothing more, seeped from the severed tendons and arteries of itsneck. Then it
crashed to the floor. Dust, the color of old iron, gushed out. The kappa stood behind, asword clasped in
thick fingers.

“You!"

"l have been biding my time," the kappa said mildly. "Not agood ideato die, right now. Y ou'd enter
the Realm in very bad company.”

Stepping to Dreams-of-War's Sde, she strapped atorn strip of cloth over the wound in the Martian's
sde. Cold antitoxins flooded through, making Dreams-of-War gasp. "Now your hand,” the nurse
commanded. Numbly, Dreams-of-War raised her injured hand to the attention of the kappa. The Eldritch
Realm was receding, adark line at the limits of vison. And now that it was going, she saw that the



excissereswere standing in aslent crowd, rigid and unmoving.
"Why aren't they doing something?”

"They have no leader, | suspect. The Matriarch isdead.” The kappanodded toward the falen figure
of the old creature, now decaying into ash. "Whatever inhabited it is goneinto the engine—I saw it.
They're controlled by the key in that perfume locket. It'stied into their DNA. Y ou're of the Memnosline,
aren't you? I'd suggest taking it, once I've attended to your hand.”

Dreams-of-War stood watching as the kappa bound her wound and then, stooping, picked up the
little phid.

"Here," the kappa said, unstoppering it. She sprayed amist of perfume onto Dreams-of-War's skin,
making Dreams-of-War cough. It stung for amoment, then seeped out through the chamber. The
excisseres stirred into life. Asone, they turned and looked in the direction of Dreams-of-War. She heard
the snick of scissors. She had an army, but behind them, the haunt-engine was still growing.

CHAPTER 15
Mars

Lunae watched as aflood of excisseres poured through the gates of the Tower. The dawn light was
glowing rose and white above the distant Olympian cone. Certain that the excissereswere comingtojoin
the ranks of the Sown, Lunae shrank back against the bank of the canal. But the sounds from the foot of
the Tower suggested otherwise: shrieks of fury, and the clash of battle. Unable to resist cu-riosity, Lunae
did up over the top of the bank again and looked out. Excisseres and thefirst rank of the Sown were
fighting.

The Sown surged forward, leaving the plain empty be-fore Lunae. Stumbling aong the bank of the
cand, sheran, skirting the army. The Sown paid no attention to her, but asthe light grew, she could see
that the excissereswere faling. The Sown moved inexorably onward, surrounding the Tower. Soon,

L unae reached the edges of the lock. The Tower reared up above her. BlackUght poured out of the dit
windows, vying with the dawn. Lunae stood in aglittering twilight. Sparks poured from the chitinous
carapaces of the Sown, running into the ground, which churned and boiled as the mass of the Sown
passed acrossit.

Then, running up onto the edge of the bank, L unae saw awoman. Her pale hair streamed out behind
her. She wore body harness, carried a bow. Beside her, struggling to keep up, was afamiliar squat
figure. Lunae amogt cried out, but the Sown were too close. She clambered up the lock gate, clinging to
wet plintered wood, and dropped down to the other side. She landed painfully on her hands and knees.
Thefall knocked the breath out of her and it took a moment for her to haul herself to her feet. When she
did so; Dreams-of-War and the kappa had vanished. Gasp-ing, Lunae continued aong the bank and
looked down.

A glimpse of long blond hair and white skin, like a candleflame through the shadows. The Sown were
cutting their way through aline of excisseres. The scissor-women went down as easily asthe gaezelles
had done. The Sown, trudging forward, caught up with Dreams-of-War and the kappa and surrounded
them.

"Dreams-of-War!" Lunae shouted. The Martian whipped around.

"Lunae! Stay on the bank! Don't—" She struck out. There was a swords gleam. Two of the Sown
fell. Black-light was till pouring out of the Tower and then, as abruptly asif someone had flicked a
switch, it stopped. The Sown turned. In the skull-faces of those nearest to her, just a step down now
from the edge of the bank, Lunae saw life stop for an instant, and another consciousness flood through.



The Kami had come, conjured through time. She had failed to stop the Flood.

She paused in indecision at the top of the bank. If she acted now, would it be theright time? If she
moved hersdf through time, what would it accomplish? She might find herself in the very midst of the
Sown, about to be cut down. Her future-self had said she could not die, would move forward at the
moment of death... But it was not herself that she was worried about.

One of the Sown, perhaps swifter or stronger than the rest, whedled around from its temporary
interruption. A great arm came down upon the kappa's head.

Lunae did not know whether or not she cried out. There was no more room for indecision. Instead,
she shifted.

Sheintended, in that split second, to move only the kappa and hersdlf. But as she made the shift, she
felt the presence of the Kami, rank upon rank. The shift attracted their attention. In the smallest space
between times, shefelt them turn. And she could fed the haunt-engine, too: agreat pulsing best at the
edge of theworld, agateway to the Eldritch Ream.

She a so saw the scene below her with anguished clar-ity: Dreams-of-War bloody, bandaged,
half-naked; the kappa, a second away from desth a the Sown'sfig, the red Tower, thearmy... Lunae,
gtill in that space between times, turned her full concentration upon the haunt-engine. She could seeit,
now, as though she stood in two places at once. It filled the Memnos Tower: agate of black-light.
Beyond it, she could see what must be the Eldritch Realm itsdf, awhirling, spinning mass of darkness and
light and something in between that she could not de-scribe. A stream of sparks arced out from the mass,
haf-resolving into faces before fading into smoke and pouring into the haunt-engine.

Before, she had taken the chrysdis through time, and then the kappa. She knew that she could shift
solid objects. But that had only been under her own power. The power of the haunt-engine, designed like
asmaller version of the Chain, to bring spirits through time, was far grester. Lunae reached out with
shifting senses and touched the edges of the blacklight matrix. It surged through her like areleased sea.
Shelooked down into the abyss of the Eldritch Realm itsdlf: the million layers and nations of the dead.
Into that realm she shifted the haunt-engine. She felt Mars turn be-neath her feet—aterrible sensation. A
weight of bodies and souls moved in behind her, drawn in the enginés wake, and finaly the gateway itsdlf
collgpsed inward.

She knew where to take them. She had been there be-fore. Thistime, it was not the toxic, funga
mountains of Mars, but the very end of the world: the gray plain. She drew everything behind her, skirting
the Eldritch Realm, which flashed fast by. She glimpsed things that she could not comprehend; in those
glimpses, she saw that the Ream itself was dlive. Something was coming to join her, spiraling up from the
chaos below: the tiniest spark of light. She did not have timeto study it. With agreat effort, she set her
thoughts on the plain. Then the Realm wasfaling behind, beyond—and Marslay below.

She was once more standing on the plain, but it was darker now, and colder. The grass beneath her
feet was crisp with frogt. The only light came from the Memnos Tower itself, as though shadows cast
shadows.

"Lunagl" Dreams-of-Wars voice came out of the dark like an arrow. She sensed a mass of bodies
shifting dl around her: the Sown, groaning into consciousness.

"Dreams-of-War! Where are you?"'

But there was some light, she saswv—atiny spark, no larger than afirefly. 1t danced above the heads of
the Sown, spreading what at first Lunae took to be light in its wake. But then she saw that it was not light
at dl, but fire. She thought of the thing that she had brought from the El-dritch Realm.



A hard wet hand clamped itsdlf to her arm.
"Lunae! What have you done?' Dreams-of-War hissed.

"I took usthrough,” Lunae said, but as she spoke, she remembered Essa speaking of the end of
Mars.

And of firestorms.

"Where's the kappa?"

"I am here," the nurse said, seeming to bustle out of the darkness.

Dreams-of-War was staring at the spark, which spun frantically above the dazed heads of the Sown.
"It'slooking for abody."

The thing was crying out, in ahigh, thin voice like awasp. Dreams-of-War gaped &t it. " Yskatarina?'

There was nothing to contain the spark, torn from the Realm. The haunt-engine was deed, the Tower
quite dark now. But the coarse grass had caught, blazing up like burning hair. Lunae saw each one of the
Sown burst like a pitch torch, fire streaming from beneath the chitinous helm-heads. She heard the Kami
shrieking, fleeing their borrowed bodies—but there was nowhere to go. Next mo-ment, she looked up
into afirewall. A blast of heat struck her, so intense that it felt cold. Lunae snatched Dreams-of-War and
the kappa up and out.

The Eldritch Realm once more lay before them, but thistimeit seemed acalm and ordered place: a
seaof night, filled with stars and sparks, each gliding around its appointed sphere. The Realm spoketo
her.

"Areyou disembodied?’ It did not sound grestly dis-turbed, merely somewhat puzzled, asthough the
smallest cog in its mechanism had devel oped a minute perturba-tion.

"I don't know."

The Redm made aminuscule adjustment, turning in upon itsalf, leaving room for Lunae to take them
back to the place they had left—to the Martian morning and therising sun.

Epilogue

They stood in the Martian dawn, staring down into the newest crater of the plain. Where the Memnos
Tower had stood for thousands of years, where the Sown had risen and the Kami poured back through
time, there was now only agaping hole, awound in the red earth.

"No matter." Dreams-of-War, latest Matriarch of Mars, spoke briskly. She stood in only her
sunderharness, un-weaponed. But not, L unae suspected, for long. "I've never liked that place. Too much
intrigue. | don't likeintrigue. Now that | have the Matriarch's phid, | shdl return to the clan house and
recruit from the women of Winterstrike. Wewill live aswe once lived, out on the plains and moun-tains,
doing what we do best.”

"And what of Earth?' the kappa said, mild as ever. "Who will govern our world, now that Memnosis
gone?'

"l don't know." Dreams-of-War gave her ablank look. ™Y ou kappa are pretty much running its
industries and services, asfar as| can see. Sort something out.”

"That isyour only piece of advice, Matriarch?"
"Why should | care?’



"Why, indeed?"' the kappa said after amoment. She turned to Lunae. "And you?'

L unae thought back to Fragrant Harbor, to the smol-dering ire-palmed ruin that had once been her
only home. Then she looked at the crater, now starting to flood as the cana seeped forth into it.

"Do you redly understand what you are?’ the kappa asked.
Dreams-of-War scowled. "What is she, then?”

"Sheisthefirg of the Kami, really A person who can move through time. Perhapsthe only
one—though we do not know what has become of the Mission on Earth, whether any remain there.”

"Well, | can't think of her as Kami," Dreams-of-War spoke firmly.

"Yet sheis"" Thekappagave agrim smile. "And what if Lunag's existence causes the kind of future
we have just prevented to unscroll again?”

Dreams-of-War made adismissve gesture.

"Don't trouble me with paradoxes. | have decided not to believe in them.”
"The kappaisright,” Lunaesaid. "And | know what | want to do."
"Thenwhat isthat?"

"l told you, back at Cloud Terrace. | want to travel asfar as| can. First to Nightshade, to look for
answers. And then—perhaps—beyond. If | can shapetime, perhaps|

can shape space, too. Who knowswhat | may be able to do? Who knows where | might be able to
go?'

"Who knows?' ,the kappa agreed, and they fol-lowed her gaze upward, to where the Chain was
dowly turning.
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