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| wasin atea-house in Caud, head bent over the little antiscribe, when the flayed warrior first appeared.
Everyone stared a her for a moment, tea glasses suspended halfway to gaping mouths, eyes wide, and
then it was as though time began again. The shocked glances did away, conversation resumed about
normal subjects: the depth of last night's snow, the day's horoscopes, the prospect of war. | stared at the
data unscrolling across the screen of the &€ scribe and tried to pretend that nothing was happening.

That wasn't easy. | was donein Caud, knowing no one, trying to be unobtrusive. The tea-house was
closeto one of the main gates of the city and was thus filled with travelers, mostly from the Martian north,
but some from the more southerly parts of the Crater Plain. | saw no one who looked as though they
might be from Winterstrike. | had taken painsto disguise mysdf: bleaching my hair to the paleness of
Caud, lightening my skin ashade or so with pigmentation pills. | had aso been careful to come
anonymoudy to the city, traveling in arented vehicle acrossthe Crater Plain at night, hiring aroomina
dum tenement and staying away from any haunt-locks and blacklight devices that might scan my soul
engrams and reved mefor what | was. HestiaMemar, awoman of Winterdtrike, an enemy.

But now the warrior was here, Sitting down in the empty seat opposite mine.

She moved stiffly beneath the confines of her rust-red armor: | could see the interplay of muscles,
stripped of the covering of skin. The flesh looked old and dry, as though the warrior had spent along
time out in the cold. The armor that she wore was antique, covered with symbolsthat | did not recognize.
| thought that she must be from the very long ago: the Rune Memory Wars, perhaps, or the Age of
Children, thousands of years before our own Age of Ice. Her eyes were the wan green of winter ice,
gtaring at me from the ruin of her face. Her mouth moved, but no sound emerged. | knew better than to
speak to her. | turned away. People were shooting covert glances at me, no doubt wondering why | had
been singled out. The attention drawn to me by thisred, raw ghost wasthe last thing | wanted.

| rose, abruptly, and went through the door without looking back. At the end of the street, | risked a
glance over my shoulder, fearing that the thing had followed me, but the only folk to be seen were afew
hooded figures hurrying home before curfew. Hastening around the corner, | jumped onto a crowded
rider that was heading in the direction of my dum. | resolved not to return to the tea-house: it wastoo
great arisk.

Thusfar, | had been successful in staying out of sight. My days were spent in the ruin of the greet library
of Caud, hunting through what was | eft of the archives. | was not the only looter, sidling through the
fire-blackened racks under the shattered shell of the roof, but we | eft one another alone and the
Matriarchy of Caud had bigger problemsto ded with. Their scissor-women did not cometo the ruins.
Even 50, | was as careful as possible, heading out in the dead hours of the afternoon and returning well
before twilight and thefdl of curfew.



My thoughts dwelt on the warrior astherider trundled along. | did not know who she was, what she
might represent, nor why she had chosen to manifest herself tome. | tried to tell mysdlf that it wasan
unfortunate coincidence, nothing more. Caud wasfull of ghoststhese days.

Halfway dong Gauze Street the rider broke down, spilling passengers out in a discontented mass. We
had to wait for the next available service and the schedule was disrupted. | was near the back of the
crowd and though | pushed and shoved, | could not get on the next vehicle and had to wait for the one
after that. | stood shivering in the snow for dmast an hour, looking up &t the shuttered faces of the
weedwood mansionsthat lined Gauze Street. Many of them were derdict, or filled with squatters. | saw
the gleam of alamp within one of them: it |ooked deceptively welcoming.

By thetime | reached the tenement, varying my route through thefilthy aleysin case of pursuit, it was
closeto the curfew gong. | hurried up the grimy stairs and triple-bolted the steel door behind me. | half
expected the flayed warrior to be waiting for me--sitting on the palet bed, perhaps--but there was no
onethere. The power was off again, o | lit the lamp and sat down at the antiscribe, hoping that the
battery had enough juice left to sustain acall to Winterstrike.

Gennerdsvoice crackled into the air.
"Anything?'
"No, not yet. I'm still looking." | did not want to tell her about the warrior.

"You havetofindit,"” Gennerasaid. "The Stuation's degenerating, we're on the brink. The Caud
Matriarchy isout of control.”

"You'retelling me. The city'samess. Public transport's breaking down, there are scissor-women
everywhere. They seek digtraction, to blame dl their problems on usrather than on their own
incompetence. The news-viewswhip up the population, night after night.”

"And that'swhy we must have adeterrent.”
"If it'sto befound, it will befound in thelibrary. What'seft of it."
"They've ddivered an ultimatum. Y ou saw?'

"l saw. | havethree days." There wasagrowing pressure in my head and | massaged my templesas|
gpoke into the &€ scribe. | felt atingling on the back of my neck, as though something was watching me.
"I haveto go. The battery's running down." It could have been true.

"Cal mewhen you can. And be careful.” The & scribe sizzled into closure.

| put apan of dried noodles over the lamp to warm up, then drew out the results of the day's research:
the documents that were too dirty or damaged to be scanned into the &€ scribe. There wasllittle of use.
Schematicsfor shipsthat had ceased to fly ahundred years before, maps of minesthat had long since
caved in, old philosophica rantsthat could have been either empirical or theoretical, impossible to say
which. | could find nothing resembling the fragile rumor that had sent me here: the story of awegpon.

"If we had such awegpon, it would be enough,” Gennera said. "We'd never need to useit. It would be
aufficient that we had it, to keep our enemiesin check.”

Ordinarily, thiswould have created disagreement throughout the Matriarchy, purdly for the sake of it:
Gennerawas thought to be too popular in Winterstrike, and was therefore resented. But the situation had
become desperate. A conclave was held in secret and they contacted me within the hour.



"They remember what you did in Tharss" Gennerasaid. "Y ou were trained out on the Plains, and these
daysyou are the only soul-speaker in Winterstrike. Y ou have a reputation for accomplishing the

imposshble”

"Tharsswas not impossible, by definition. Only hard. And that was thirteen years ago, Gennera. I'm not
asyoung as | once was, soul-speaker or not.”

"That should benefit you al the more," Gennerasaid.
"If I meet aman-remnant on the Plain, maybe not. My fighting skills aren't what they were."

Even over the & scribe, | could tell that she was smiling. "Y ou'd probably end up sdlling it something,
Hedia"

But | had not cometo Caud to sdll, and | was running out of time.

Inthe morning, | returned to thelibrary. | had to dodge down a series of aleywaysto avoid a squadron
of scissor-women, dl bearing heavy weaponry. These morning patrols were becoming increasingly
frequent and there were few people on the streets. | hid in the shadows, waiting until they had passed by.
Occasiondly, there was the whirring roar of insect craft overhead: Caud was preparing for war. My
words to Gennerarose up and choked me.

| reached theruin of the library much later than | had hoped. The remains of the blasted roof arched up
over thetwisted remains of the foremost stacks. The ground was littered with books, till in their round
casings. It was like walking aong the shores of the Small Sea, when the sand-clams crawl out onto the
beachesto mate. | could not help wondering whether the information | sought was even now crunching
beneath my boot hedl, but these books were surely too recent. If there had been anything among them,
the matriarchy of Caud would be making use of it.

No one knew precisely who had attacked the library. The matriarchy blamed Winterstrike, which was
absurd. My government had far too great arespect for information. Paranoid talk among the tenements
suggested that it had been men-remnants from the mountains, an equdly ridiculous clam. Awts and
hyenae fought with bone clubs and rocks, not missiles. The most probable explanation was that
insurgents had been responsible: Caud had been cracking down on political dissent over the last few
years, and thiswasthe likely result. | suspected that the library had not been the primary target. If you
studied amap, the matriarchy buildings were on the same trgjectory and | was of the opinion that the
missle had smply falen short. But | volunteered thisview to no one. | spoke to no one, after dl.

Even though thiswas not my city, however, | could not ssem a sense of losswhenever | laid eyeson the
library. Caud, like Winterstrike, Thars's, and the other cities of the Plain, went back thousands of years,
and thelibrary was said to contain data scrollsfrom very early days. And al that information had been
obliterated inasingle night. It wasalossfor usdl, not just for Caud.

| made my way as carefully as| could through the wreckage into the archives. No one else was there and
it struck methat this might be abad sign, aresult of the increased presence of the scissor-women on the
dreets. | began to Sift through fire-hazed data scrolls, running the scanning antenna of the &€ scribe up
each one. In the early days, they had written bottom-to-top and left-to-right, but somewhere around the
Age of Children this had changed. | was not sure how much difference, if any, thiswould maketo the
antiscribe's pattern-recognition capabilities: hopefully, little enough. | tried to keep an ear out for any
interference, but gradually | became absorbed in what | was doing and the world around me receded.

The sound penetrated my consciousnesslike abeetlein thewall: aninsect clicking. Ingantly, my
awareness snapped back. | was crouched behind one of the stacks, afilmy fragment of documentation in



my hand, and there were two scissor-women only afew feet avay.

It wasimpossibleto tell if they had seen me, or if they were communicating. Among themsalves, the
scissor-women do not use speech, but converse by means of the patterns of hol ographic wounds that
play acrosstheir flesh and armor, alanguage that isimpossible for any not of their ranks to comprehend.
| could see the images flickering up and down their legs through the gapsin the stack--raw scratches and
gaping mouths, mimicking injuriestoo severe not to be fatd, fading into scars and then blanknessin
endless permutation. Therewas acold wind across my skin and involuntarily | shivered, causing the
scattered documentsto rustle. The play of wounds became more agitated. Alarmed, | looked up, to see
the ghost of the flayed warrior beckoning at the end of the stack. | hesitated for amoment, weighing
ghastliness, then rose silently and crept toward it, setting the &€ scribeto closure as | did so in case of
scanning devices.

The ghost led me dong afurther row, into the shadows. The scissor-women presumably conversed and
findly left, heading into the eastern wing of thelibrary. | turned to the ghost to thank it, but it had

disappeared.

| debated whether to leave, but the Situation was too urgent. Keeping awatch out for the scissor-women,
| collected an assortment of documents, switching on the antiscribe a infrequent intervalsto avoid
detection. | did not see the ghost again. Eventually, the sky above the ruined shell grew darker and | had
to leave. | stowed the handfuls of documentation away in my coat. They rustled like dried leaves. Then |
returned to the tenement, to examine them more closdly.

The knock on the door came in the early hours of the morning. | sat up in bed, heart pounding. No one
good ever knocks at that time of night. The window led nowhere, and in any case was bolted shut behind
agrate. | switched on the antiscribe and broadcast the emergency code, just asthere was aflash of
ire-palm from the door lock and the door fell forward, blasted off its hinges. The room filled with acrid
smoke. | held little hope of fighting my way out, but | swept one of the scissor-women off her feet and
tackled the next. But the razor-edged scissors were at my throat within asecond and | knew she would
not hesitate to kill me. Wounds flickered across her face in a hideous display of slent communication.

"I'll comequietly,” | said. | raised my hands.

They said nothing, but picked up the antiscribe and stashed it into ahold-al, then made a thorough
search of the room. The woman who held the scissors at my throat looked into my face dl thewhile,
unblinking. At last, she gestured. "Come." Her voice was harsh and guttural. | wondered how often she
actualy spoke. They bound my wrists and led me, sumbling, down the dairs.

Asweleft the tenement and stepped out into theicy night, | saw the flayed warrior standing in the
shadows. The scissor-woman who held the chain a my wrists shoved me forward.

"What are you looking at?'
"Nothing."

She grunted and pushed me on, but as they took me toward the vehicle | stole a glance back and saw
that the warrior was gone. It occurred to me that it might have led the scissor-women to me, but, then, in
thelibrary, it had helped me, or had seemed to. | did not understand why it should do either.

They took meto the Mote, the matriarchy's own prison, rather than the city catacombs. That suggested
they might have identified me, if not as Hestia Memar, then as acitizen of Winterdirike. That they
suspected me of something major was evident by the location, and the immediacy and nature of the
questioning. Even Caud had abandoned the art of direct torture, but they had other means of persuasion:



haunt noise, and drugs. They tried the haunt-tech on mefirgt.

"Y ou will be placed in thisroom," the doctor on duty explained to me. She sounded quite matter of fact.
"The blacklight matrix coversthewalls. Thereisno way out. When you are ready to come out, which will
be soon, squeeze thisalarm.” She handed me asmall black cube and the scissor-women pushed me
through the door.

The Matriarchies keegp atight hold on the more esoteric uses of haunt-tech, but everyone will be familiar
with the everyday manifestations: the locks and soul-scans, the weir-wards that guard so many public
buildings and private mansions. This chamber was like amagnified verson of those wards, conjuring
spirits from the psycho-geographical strata of the city's consciousness, bringing them out of thewalls and
up through thefloor. | saw dreadful things: awoman with thornsthat pierced every inch of her flesh, a
procession of bloated drowned children, vulpen and awts from the high hillswith glistening eyes and
splinter teeth. But the matriarchy of Caud was accustomed to breaking peasants. | had grownupina
weir-warded house, filled with things that swam through the air of my chamber at night, and | was used to
the nauseous burn that accompanied their presence, the sick shiver of the skin. Thiswasworse, but it
was only aquestion of degree. Fighting the urgeto vomit, | knelt in acorner, in ameditationa control
posture, placed the alarm cube in front of me, and looked only at it.

After an hour, my keepers evidently grew tired of waiting. The blacklight matrix sizzled off with afierce
electric odor, likethe air after athunderstorm. From the corner of my eye, | saw thingswink out of sight.
| was taken from the chamber and placed in acell. Next, they tried the drugs.

From their point of view, this may have been more successful. | cannot say, since | remember little of
what | may or may not have said. Haunt-tech is supposed to terrify the credulousinto speaking the truth.
The mind-drugs of the matriarchies are crude and bludgeon one into confession, but those confessions
aredl too frequently unreliable, built on fantasies conjured from the depths of the psyche. When the drug
that they had given me began to ebb, | found my captors staring a me, their expressions unreadable.
Two were clearly matriarchy personne, wearing the jade-and-black of Caud. The scissor-women
hovered by the door.

"Put her under,” one of the matriarchs said. She sounded disgusted. | started to protest, more for the
form of it than anything else, and they touched a deep-pen to my throat. The room fell away around me.

When | cameround again, everything was quiet and the lights had been dimmed. | rose, stiffly. My wrists
were gtill bound and the chains had chafed the skin into araw burn. | peered through the little window set
into the door of the cell. One of the scissor-women sat outside. Her armor, and the few inches of
exposed skin, were silent, but her eyes were open. She was awake, but not speaking. | could not seeif
there was anyone esein the room. | knocked on the window. | needed her undivided attention for afew
minutes and the only way | could think of to do that was by making afull confession.

"'l tak," 1 said, when she came across. "But only to you.”

| could seeindecision in her face. It was not realy aquestion of how intelligent the scissor-women were;
they operated on agendas that were partialy programmed, and partly opague to the rest of us. Her voice
camethough thegrill.

"| am activating the antiscribe,” she said. " Speek.”

"My nameisAletheriaTole. | am from Thards. | assumed another identity, which wasimplanted. | came
here looking for my sister, who married awoman from Caud many years ago...."

| continued to speak, taking care to modulate the rhythm of my voice so that it became semi-hypnoatic.



The scissor-women had programming to avoid mind control, but thiswas something e se entirely. As|
spoke, | looked into her pale eyes and glimpsed her soul. | drew it out, as | had been taught so many
years before on the Plains. It span acrossthe air between us, adarkling glitter. The door was no barrier.
| opened my mouth and sucked it in. It lay in my cheek like alump of ice,

The scissor-woman's face grew dack and blank.

"Step away from the door,” | said. Shedid so. | bent my head to the haunt-lock and released her soul. It
fled into thelock, tracing its engrams through the circuit mechanisms, grateful to be free of me. The door
swung open; | stepped through and struck the scissor-woman at the base of the skull. She crumpled
without a sound. My own &€ scribe was sitting on a shdlf: they would have copied its contents. |
snatched it up and ran through the maze of corridors.

Discovery was soon made. | heard a cry behind me, feet drumming on the ceiling above. | headed
downward, reasoning that in these old buildings the best chance of escape lay in the catacombs below.
When | reached what | judged to be thelowest level, | ducked into a chamber and flicked on the
antiscribe as| ran. | could not get asigna for Winterstrike. But then, turning the corner, | found the
flayed warrior before me.

"Where, then?' | said aoud, not expecting her to respond, but once more the ghost beckoned. | followed
the rugt-red figure through the labyrinth, through tunnds swimming with unknown forms: women with the
heads of coyu and aspiths, creatures that might have been men. | ignored the weir-wards, being careful
not to touch them. Sometimes the warrior grew faint before me and | was beginning to suspect why this
should be. | could hear no signs of pursuit, but that did not mean that none were following. The
scissor-women could be deadly in their Sllence.

At last we cameto adoor and the warrior halted. In experiment, | closed down the &€ scribe and she
was no longer there. | put it on again, and she reappeared.

"You'reno ghogt," | said. She was speaking. There was il no sound, but the words flickered acrossthe
screen.

She was not conversing. Thewordswere ligts of archived data, skeins of information. | had not been
entirely correct. She was not the ghost of awarrior. She was the ghost of the library, the animated form
of the cached archives that we had believed to be destroyed, and that the Caud matriarchy, in their
ignorance, had not bothered to find.

| knew what | had to do. | hastened past the warrior and pushed open the door, kicking and shoving until
the ancient hinges gave way. | sumbled out into afrosty courtyard, before afrozen fountain. The mansion
before me was dark, but something shrieked out of the shadows: aweir-form, activated, of awoman
with long teeth and trailing hair. She shot past my shoulder and disappeared. | heard an darm sounding
insde the house. But the &€ scribe had a broadcasting signd again and that was dl that mattered. | caled
through to Winterstrike, where it was aready mid-morning, and downloaded everything into the
matriarchy's data store, dong with amessage. The warrior's face did not change as she dowly vanished.
When she was completely gone, | shut down the &€ scribe and waited.

The scissor-women were not long in finding me. They took me back to Mote, to adifferent, smaller cell.
| was not interrogated again. Later the next day, a stiff-faced cleric appeared in the doorway and
announced that | was freeto go.

| walked out into a cold afternoon to find the streets thronged with people. There would be no war. The
matriarchy had, in its wisdom, come to a compromise and averted catastrophe, or so the women of
Caud said, mouths twisting with the sourness of disbelief.



| wondered what Gennera had discovered in the library archivesthat had given Winterstrike such alever.
It would most likely be aweapon, and | wondered also what | had done, in handing the power over one
city acrossto another, even though it was my own. For governments can change, so swiftly, and
benevolence never lasts. But | caught arider through the gates of Caud al the same, heading for one of
the way-gtation towns of the Plain and then for Winterstrike, and did not look behind me.



