
        
            
                
            
        

    
CALDE OF THE LONG SUN


by Gene Wolfe

 

Chapter 1 — The Slaves of Scylla

 

As unruffled by the disturbances shaking the city as by the furiousthunderstorm that threatened with every gust to throw down itsshiprock and return its mud brick to the parent mud, His CognizancePatera Quetzal, Prolocutor of the Chapter of This Our HolyCity of Viron, studied his present sere and sallow features in thepolished belly of the silver teapot.

 

As at this hour each day, he swung his head to the right andcontemplated his nearly noseless profile, made a similar inspectionof its obverse, and elevated his chin to display a lengthy andnotablywrinkled neck. He had shaped and colored face and neck with careupon arising, as he did every morning; nevertheless, there remainedthe possibility (however remote) that something had gone awry byten: thus the present amused but painstaking self-examination.

 

“For I am a careful man,” he muttered, pretending to smooth onethin white eyebrow.

 

A crash of thunder shook the Prolocutor’s Palace to its

foundations at the final word, brightening every light in the room toa

glare; rain and hail drummed the windowpanes.

 

Patera Remora, Coadjutor of the Chapter, nodded solemnly.

“Yes indeed, Your Cognizance. You are indeed a most—ah—advertentman.”

 

Yet there was always that possibility. “I’m growing old, Patera.

Even we careful men grow old.”

 

Remora nodded again, his long bony face expressive of regret.

“Alas, Your Cognizance.”

 

“As do many other things, Patera. Our city… The whorl itselfgrows old. When we’re young, we notice things that are young, likeourselves. New grass on old graves. New leaves on old trees.”

Quetzal lifted his chin again to study his bulging reflection throughhooded eyes.

 

“The golden season of beauty and—um—elegiacs, Your Cognizance.”

Remora’s fingers toyed with a dainty sandwich.

 

“As we notice the signs of advancing age in ourselves, we seethem

in the whorl. Just a few chems today who ever saw a man who saw aman who remembered the day Pas made the whorl.”

 

A little bewildered by the rapid riffle through so manygenerations,

Remora nodded again. “Indeed, Your Cognizance. Indeednot.” Surreptitiously, he wiped jam from one finger.

 

“You become conscious of recurrences, the cyclical nature ofmyth. When first I received the baculus, I had occasion to surveymany old documents. I read each with care. It was my custom todevote three Hieraxdays a month to that. To that alone, and toinescapable obsequies. I gave my prothonotary the straitestinstructions

to make no appointments for that day. It’s a practice I recommend,

Patera.”

 

Thunder rattled the room again, lightning a dragon beyond thewindows.

 

“I will, um, reinstitute this wise usage at once, YourCognizance.”

 

“At once, you say?” Quetzal looked up from the silver pot,

 

resolved to repowder his chin at the first opportunity. “You may goto young Incus and so instruct him, if you want. Tell him now,

Patera. Tell him now.”

 

“That is—ah—unfeasible, I fear, Your Cognizance. I sent PateraIncus upon a—um—errand Molpsday. He has not—um—rejoined us.”

 

“I see. I see.” With a trembling hand, Quetzal raised his cupuntil

its gilt rim touched his lips, then lowered it, though not so far asto

expose his chin. “I want beef tea, Patera. There’s no strength inthis.

I want beef tea. See to it, please.”

 

Long accustomed to the request, his coadjutor rose. “I shallprepare it with my own hands, Your Cognizance. It will—ah—occupyonly an, um, trice. Boiling water, an, um, roiling boil. YourCognizance may rely upon me.”

 

Slowly, Quetzal replaced the delicate cup in its saucer as hewatched Remora’s retreating back; he even spilled a few dropsthere, for he was, as he had said, careful. The measured closing ofthe door. Good. The clank of the latchbar. Good again. No onecould intrude now without noise and a slight delay; he had designedthe latching mechanism himself.

 

Without leaving his chair, he extracted the puff from a drawer onthe other side of the room and applied flesh-toned powder delicatelyto the small, sharp chin he had shaped with such care upon arising.

Swinging his head from side to side as before, frowning and smilingby turns, he studied the effect in the teapot. Good, good!

 

Rain beat against the windows with such force as to drivetrickles

of chill water through crevices in the casements; it pooledinvitinglyon the milkstone windowsills and fell in cataracts to soak the

carpet.

That, too, was good. At three, he would preside at the privatesacrifice of twenty-one dappled horses, the now-posthumous offeringof Councillor Lemur—one to all the gods for each week sinceThin more substantial than a shower had blessed Viron’s fields. Theycould be convened to a thank offering, and he would so convert them.

 

Would the congregation know by then of Lemur’s demise?

Quetzal debated the advisability of announcing the fact if they didnot. It was a question of some consequence and at length, for thetemporary relief the act afforded him, he pivoted his hinged fangsfrom their snug grooves in the roof of his mouth, snapping eachgratefully into its socket and grinning gleefully at his distortedimage.

 

The rattle of the latch was. nearly lost in another crash ofthunder,

but he had kept an eye on the latchbar. There was a second andlouder rattle as Remora, on the other side of the door, contendedwith the inconveniently-shaped iron handle that would, when itsbalky rotation had been completed, laboriously lift the clumsy barclear of its cradle.

 

Quetzal touched his lips almost absently with his napkin; when hespread it upon his lap again, his fangs had vanished. “Yes, Patera?”

he inquired querulously. “What is it now? Is it time already?”

 

“Your beef tea, Your Cognizance.” Remora set his small tray onthe table. “Shall I—um—decant a cup for you? I have, er, obtained aclean cup for the purpose.”

 

“Do, Patera. Please do.” Quetzal smiled. “While you were gone, Iwas contemplating the nature of humor. Have you ever considered it?”

 

Remora resumed his seat. ‘i fear not, Your Cognizance.”

 

“What’s become of young Incus? You hadn’t expected him to begone so long?”

 

“No, Your Cognizance. I dispatched him to Limna.” Remora spooned

 


beef salts

into the clean cup and added water from the small copper kettle hehad

brought, producing a fine plume of steam. “I am—ah—moderatelyconcerned. An, um, modicum of civil unrest last night, eh?” Hestirred

vigorously. “This—ah—stripling Silk. Patera Silk, alas. I knowhim.”

 

“My prothonotary told me.” With the slightest of nods, Quetzalaccepted the steaming cup. “I’d have thought Limna would be safer.”

 

“As would I, Your Cognizance. As did I.”

 

A cautious sip. Quetzal held the hot, salty fluid in his mouth,

drawing it deliciously through folded fangs.

 

“I sent him in search of a—ah, um—individual, Your Cognizance.

A, er, acquaintance of this Patera Silk’s. The Civil Guard issearching for Patera himself, hey? As are, er, certain others.

Other—ah—parties. So I am told. This morning, Your Cognizance, Idispatched still others to look for young Incus. The rain, however,

ah, necessitous, will hamper them all, hum?”

 

“Do you swim, Patera?”

 

“I, Your Cognizance? At the—um—lakeside, you mean? No. Orat least, not for many years.

 

“Nor I.”

 

Remora groped toward a point he had yet to discern. “A healthfulexercise, however. For those of, um, unaugmented years, eh? A hotbath before sacrifice, Your Cognizance? Or—I have it!—springs.

There are, er, reborant springs at Urbs. Healing springs, mosthealthful. Possibly, while—affairs are so—ah—unsettled here, eh?”

 

Quetzal shook himself. He had a way of quivering like a fat manwhen he did that, although on the few occasions when Remora hadbeen obliged to lift him into bed, his body had in fact been lightand

sinuous. “The gods…” He smiled.

 

“Must be served, to be sure, Your Cognizance. I would be on thespot—ah—ensuring that the Chapter’s interests were vigilantlysafeguarded, hey?” Remora tossed lank black hair away from hiseyes. “Each rite carried out with—um—”

 

“You must recall the story, Patera.” Quetzal swayed from side toside, perhaps with silent mirth. “A-man and Wo-man like rabbits ina garden. The—what do you call them?” He held up a thin,

blue-veined hand, palm cupped.

 

“A cobra, Your Cognizance?”

 

“The cobra persuaded Wo-man to eat fruit from his tree,


miraculous

fruit whose taste conferred wisdom.”

 

Remora nodded, wondering how he might reintroduce thesprings. “I recollect the—um—allegory.”

 

Quetzal nodded more vigorously, a wise teacher proffering praiseto a small boy. “It’s all in the Writings. Or nearly all. A godcalled

Ah Lah barred Wo-man and her husband from the garden.” Heceased to speak, apparently wandering among thoughts. “We seemto have lost sight of Ah Lah, by the way. I can’t recall a singlesacrifice to him. No one ever asks why the cobra wanted Wo-man toeat his fruit.”

 

“From sheer, er, wickedness, Your Cognizance? That is what Ihad always supposed.”

 

Quetzal swayed faster, his face solemn. “In order that she wouldditrib his tree, Patera. The man likewise. Their story’s not overbecause they haven’t climbed down. That’s why I asked if you hadconsidered the nature of humor. Is Patera Incus a strong swimmer?”

 

“Why, I’ve—ah—no notion, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Because you think you know why the woman you sent him tolook for visited the lake with our scamp Silk, whose name I see on

 

walls.”

 

“Why, er, Your Cognizance is—ah—great penetration, as always.”

Remora fidgeted.

 

“I saw it scratched on one five floors up, yesterday,” Quetzalcontinued as though he had not heard, “and went wide.”

 

“Disgraceful, Your Cognizance!”

 

“Respect for our cloth, Patera. I myself swim well. Not so wellas a

fish, but very well indeed. Or I did.”

 

“I’m pleased to hear it, Your Cognizance.”

 

“The jokes of gods are long in telling. That’s why you ought tosift

the records of the past on Hieraxdays, Patera. Today’s Hieraxday.

You’ll learn to think in new and better ways. Thank you for my beeftea. Now go.”

 

Remora rose and bowed. “As Your Cognizance desires.”

 

His Cognizance stared past him, lost in speculation.

 

Greatly daring, Remora ventured, “I have often observed thatyour own way of thinking is somewhat—ah—unlike, as well as muchmore, um, select than that of most men.”

 

There was no reply. Remora took a step backward. “Upon every-ah—

topicwhatsoever, Your Cognizance’s information is quite, um, marvelous.”

 

“Wait.” Quetzal had made his decision. “The riots. Has theAlambrera fallen?”

 

“What’s that? The Alambrera? Why—ah—no. Not to myknowledge, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Tonight.” Quetzal reached for his beef tea. “Sit down, Patera.

You’re always jumping about. You make me nervous. It can’t begood for you. Lemur’s dead. Did you know it?”

 

Remora’s mouth gaped, then snapped shut. He sat.

 

“You weren’t. It’s your responsibility to learn things.”

 

Remora acknowledged his responsibility with a shamefaced nod.

“May I inquire, Your Cognizance—?”

 

“How I know? In the same way I knew the woman you sent Incusafter had gone to Lake Limna with Patera Calde Silk.”

 

“Your Cognizance!”

 

Once again, Quetzal favored Rernora with his lipless smile. “Areyou afraid I’ll be arrested, Patera? Cast into the pits? You’d beProlocutor, presumably. I’ve no fear of the pits.” Quetzal’s long—

skulled,

completely hairless head bobbed above his cup. “Not at myage. None.”

 

“None the less, I implore Your Cognizance to be more—ah-circumspect.”

 

“Why isn’t the city burning, Patera?”

 

Caught by surprise, Remora glanced at the closest window.

 

“Mud brick and shiprock walls. Timbers supporting upper floors.

Thatch or shingles. Five blocks of shops burned last night. Why isn’tthe whole city burning today?”

 

“It’s raining, Your Cognizance,” Remora summoned all his courage.

“It’s been raining—ah—forcibly since early this morning.”

 

“Exactly so. Patera Calde Silk went to Limna on Molpsday with awoman. That same day, you sent Incus there to look for anacquaintance of his. A woman, since you were reluctant to speak ofit. Councillor Loris spoke through the glass an hour before lunch.”

 

Remora tensed. “He told you Councillor Lemur was no longeramong us, Your Cognizance?”

 

Quetzal swung his head back and forth. “That Lemur was stillalive, Patera. There are rumors. So it would appear. He wanted meto denounce them this afternoon.”

 

“But if Councillor Loris—ah—assures—”

 

“Clearly Lemur’s dead. If he weren’t, he’d speak to me in person.

Or show himself at the Juzgado. Or both.”

 

“Even so, Your Cognizance—”

 

Another crash of thunder made common cause with Quetzal’sthin hand to interrupt.

 

“Can the Ayuntamiento prevail without him? That’s the question,

Patera. I want your opinion.”

 

To give himself time to consider, Rernora sipped his now tepidtea. “Munitions, the—ah—thews of contention, are stored in theAlambrera, as well as in the, um, cantonment of the Civil Guard,

cast of the city.”

 

“I know that.”

 

“It is an, er, complex of great—um—redoubtability, YourCognizance. I am informed that the outer wall is twelve cubitsin—ah—laterality. Yet Your Cognizance anticipates its surrendertonight? Before venturing an opinion, may I enquire as to thesource of Your Cognizance’s information?”

 

“I haven’t any,” Quetzal told him. “I was thinking out loud. Ifthe

Alambrera doesn’t fall in a day or so, Patera Calde Silk will fail.

That’s my opinion. Now I want yours.”

 

“Your Cognizance does me honor. There is also the—um—dormantarmyto consider. Councillor Lemur—ah—Loris will undoubtedly issuean—ah—call to arms, should the, um, situation,

in his view, become serious.”

 

“Your opinion, Patera.”

 

Remora’s cup rattled in its saucer. “As long as the—ah—fidelityof

the Civil Guard remains—um—unblemished, Your Cognizance,” hedrew a deep breath, “it would appear to me, though I am assuredlyno—um—master hand at matters military, that—ah, um—PateraCalde cannot prevail.”

 

Quetzal appeared to be listening only to the storm; for perhapsfifteen tickings of the coffin-shaped clock that stood beside thedoor, the howling of the wind and the lash of rain filled the room.

At last he asked, “Suppose that you were to learn that part of theGuard’s gone over to Silk already?”

 

Remora’s eyes widened. “Your Cognizance has—?”

 

“No reason to think so. My question’s hypothetical.”

 

Remora, who had much experience of Quetzal’s hypotheticalquestions, filled his lungs again. “I should then say, Your Cognizance, that should any such unhappy circumstance—ah—circumstanceseventuate, the city would find itself amongst—ah—perilouswaters.”

 

“And the Chapter?”

 

Remora looked doleful. “Equally so, Your Cognizance. if notworse. As an augur, Silk could well, ah, proclaim himself Prolocutor,

as well as calde.”

 

“Really. He lacks reverence for you, my coadjutor?”

 

“No, Your Cognizance. Quite the, um, contrary.”

 

Quetzal sipped beef tea in silence.

 

“Your Cognizance—ah—intends the Chapter to support the—um-host

of, er, Patera Calde?”

 

“I want you to compose a circular letter, Patera. You have nearlysix hours. It should be more than enough. I’ll sign it when we’rethrough in the Grand Manteion.” Quetzal stared down at thestagnant brown liquid in his cup.

 

“To all the clergy, Your Cognizance?”

 

“Emphasize our holy duty to bring comfort to the wounded andthe Final Formula to the dying. Imply, but don’t say—” Quetzalpaused, inspired.

 

“Yes, Your Cognizance?”

 

“That Lemur’s death ends the claim to rule the councillors had in

the past. You say you know Patera Calde Silk?”

 

Remora nodded. “I conversed with him at some—ah—extensivelyScylsday evening, Your Cognizance. We discussed the financial—um-trials

of his manteion, and—ah—various other matters.”

 

“I don’t, Patera. But I’ve read every report in his file, thoseof his

instructors and those of his predecessor. Thus my recommendation.

Diligent, sensitive, intelligent, and pious. Impatient, as is to beexpected at his age. Respectful, which you now confirm. A tirelessworker, a point his instructor in theonomy was at pains to emphasize.

Pliable. During the past few days, he’s become immenselypopular. Should he succeed in subjugating the Ayuntamiento, he’sapt to remain so for a year or more. Perhaps much longer. Charteralgovernment by a young augur who’ll need seasoned advisors toremain in office…”

 

“Indeed, Your Cognizance.” Remora nodded energetically. “Thesame—ah—intuition had occurred tome.”

 

With his cup, Quetzal gestured toward the nearest window. “Wesuffer a change in weather, Patera.”

 

“An, um, profound one, Your Cognizance.”

 

“We must acclimate ourselves to it. That’s why I asked if youngIncus swam. If you can reach him, tell him to strike out boldly. HaveI made myself clear?”

 

Remora nodded again. “I will, um, strive to render the Chapter’swholehearted endorsement of an—ah—lawful and holy governmentapparent, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Then go. Compose that letter.”

 

“If the Alambrera doesn’t—ah—hey?”

 

There was no indication that Quetzal had heard. Remora left hischair and backed away, at length closing the door behind him.

 

Quetzal rose, and an observer (had there been one) might havebeen more than a little surprised to see that shrunken figure grownso tall. As if on wheels, he glided across the room and threw openthe broad casement that overlooked his garden. admitting poundingrain and a gust of wind that made his mulberry robe stand outbehind him like a banner.

 

For some while he remained before the window, motionless,

cosmetics streaming from his face in rivulets of pink and buff, whilehe contemplated the tamarind he had caused to be planted theretwenty years previously. It was taller already than many buildingscalled lofty; its glossy, rain-washed leaves brushed the windowframeand now even, by the width of a child’s hand, sidled into hisbedchamber like so many timid sibyls, confident of welcome yethabitually shy. Their parent tree, nourished by his own efforts, wasof more than sufficient size now, and a fount of joy to him: asheltering presence, a memorial of home, the highroad to freedom.

 

Quetzal crossed the room and barred the door, then threw off hissodden robe. Even in this downpour the tree was safer, though hecould fly.

 

The looming presence of the cliff slid over Auk as he sat in the bow,

and with it a final whistling gust of icy rain. He glanced up at thebeetling rock, then trained his needler on the augur standing to thehalyard. “This time you didn’t try anything. See how flash you’regetting?” The storm had broken at shadeup and showed no signs ofslackening.

 

Chenille snapped, “Steer for that,” and pointed. Chill tricklingsfrom her limp crimson hair merged into a rivulet between her fullbreasts to flood her naked loins.

 

At the tiller, the old fisherman touched his cap. “Aye, aye,

Scaldin’ Scylla.”

 

They had left Limna on Molpsday night. From shadeup toshadelow, the sun had been a torrent of white fire across a dazzlingsky; the wind, fair and strong at morning, had veered and died away

 

to a breeze, to an occasional puff, and by the time the marketclosed, to nothing. Most of that afternoon Auk had spent in theshadow of the sail, Chenille beneath the shelter of the half deck; heand she, like the augur, had gotten badly sunburned just the same.

 

Night had brought a new wind, foul for their destination.

Directed by the old fisherman and commanded to hold ever closerby the major goddess possessing Chenille, they had tacked andtacked and tacked again, Auk and the augur bailing frantically onevery reach and often sick, the boat heeling until it seemed thegunnel must go under, a lantern swinging crazily from the mastheadand crashing into the mast each time they went about, going out halfa dozen times and leaving the three weary men below in deadly fearof ramming or being rammed in the dark.

 

Once the augur had attempted to snatch Auk’s needler from hiswaistband. Auk had beaten and kicked him, and thrown him overthe side into the churning waters of the lake, from which the oldfisherman had by a miracle of resource and luck rescued him with aboathook. Shadeup had brought a third wind, this out of thesoutheast, a storm-wind driving sheet after gray sheet of slantingrain before it with a lash of lightning.

 

“Down sail!” Chenille shrieked. “Loose that, you idiot! Drop theyard!”

 

The augur hurned to obey; he was perhaps ten years senior toAuk, with protruding teeth and small, soft hands that had begun tobleed almost before they had left Limna.

 

After the yard had crashed down, Auk turned in his seat to peerforward at their destination, seeing nothing but rainwet stone andevoking indignant squawks from the meager protection of his legs.

“Come on out,” he told Silk’s bird. “We’re under a cliff here.”

 

“No out!”

 

Dry by comparison though the foot of the cliff was, and shieldedfrom the wind, it seemed colder than the open lake, reminding Aukforcibly that the new summer tunic he had worn to Limna wassoaked, his baggy trousers soaked too, and his greased riding bootsfull of water.

 

The narrow inlet up which they glided became narrower yet,

damp black rock to left and right rising fifty cubits or more abovethe masthead. Here and there a freshet, born of the storm,

descended in a slender line of silver to plash noisily into the quietwater. The cliffs united overhead, and the iron mast-cap scrapedstone.

 

“She’ll go,” Chenille told the old fisherman confidently. “Theceiling’s higher farther in.”

 

“I’d ‘preciate ter raise up that mains’l ag’in, ma’am,” the oldfisherman remarked almost conversationally, “an’ undo them reefs.

It’ll rot if it don’t dry.”

 

Chenille ignored him; Auk gestured toward the sail and stood tothe halyard with the augur, eager for any exercise that might warmhim.

 

Oreb hopped onto the gunnel to look about and fluff his dampfeathers. “Bird wet!” They were gliding past impressive tanks ofwhite-painted metal, their way nearly spent.

 

“A Sacred Window! It is! There’s a Window and an altar

right there! Look!” The augur’s voice shook with joy, and hereleased

the halyard. Auk’s kick sent him sprawling.

 

“Got ter break out sweeps, ma’am, if there’s more channel.”

 

“Mind your helm. Lay alongside the Window.” To the augurChenille added, “Have you got your knife?”

 

He shook his head miserably.

“Your sword then,” she told Auk. “Can you sacrifice?”

 

“I’ve seen it done, Surging Scylla, and I got a knife in my boot.

That might work better.” As daring as Remora, Auk added, “But abird? I didn’t think you liked birds.”

 

“That?” She spat into the water.

A fender of woven cordage thumped, then ground against stone.

Their side lay within a cubit of the natural quay on which the tanksand the Window stood. “Tie us up.” Chenille pointed to the augur.

“You, too! No, the stern, you idiot. He’ll take the bow.”

 

Auk made the halyard fast, then sprang out onto the stone quay.

It was wet, and so slimed that he nearly fell; in the watery light ofthe cavern, he failed to make out the big iron ring at his feet untilhe

stepped on it.

 

The augur had found his ring sooner. He straightened up. “I—I_am_ an augur, Savage Scylla. I’ve sacrificed to you and to allthe Nine many times. I’d be delighted, Savage Scylla. With hisknife…”

 

“Bad bird,” Oreb croaked. “Gods hate.” He flapped his injuredwing as if to judge how far it might carry him.

 

Chenille bounded onto the slippery stone and crooked a finger atthe old fisherman. “You. Come up here.”

 

“I oughter—”

 

“You ought to do what you’re told, or I’ll have my thug kill youstraight off.”

 

It was a relief to Auk to draw his needler again, a return tofamiliar ground.

 

“Scylla!” the augur gasped. “A human being? Really—”

 

She whirled to confront him. “What were you doing on my boat?

“Who sent you?”

 

“Bad cut,” Oreb assured her.

 

The augur drew a deep breath. “I am H-his Eminence’s

prothonotary.” He smoothed his sopping robe as if suddenly consciousof his

bedraggled appearance. “H-his E-e-eminence desired me to l-locate

a particular y-y-young woman—”

 

Auk trained his needler on him.

 

“Y-you. Tall, red hair and so forth. I didn’t know it was you,

Savage Scylla.” He swallowed and added desperately, “H-his interestwas ha-wholly friendly. H-his Eminence—”

 

“You are to be congratulated, Patera.” Chenille’s voice wassmooth and almost courteous; she had an alarming habit of remainingimmobile in attitudes no mere human being could have maintained formore than a few seconds, and she did so now, her pivotinghead and glaring eyes seemingly the only living pans of her lushbody. “You have succeeded splendidly. Perhaps you identified theprevious occupant? You say this woman,” she touched her chest,

“was described to you?”

 

The augur nodded rapidly. “Yes, Savage Scylla. Fiery hairand—and s-skill with a knife and…”

 

Chenille’s eyes had rolled backward into her skull. until onlythe

whites could be seen. “Your Eminence. Silk addressed him like that.

You attended my graduation, Your Eminence.”

 

The augur said hurriedly, “He wished me to assure her of oursubmission. Of the Chapter’s. To offer our advise and_support_, and declare our loyalty. Information H-his Eminencehad received indicated that—that you’d g-gone to the lake withPatera Silk. His Eminence is Patera’s superior. He—I—wedeclare our undying loyalty, Savage Scylla.”

 

“To Kypris.”

 

There was that in Chenille’s tone which rendered the words

unanswerable. The augur could only stare at her.

 

“Bad man,” Oreb announced virtuously. “Cut?”

 

“An augur? I hadn’t considered it, but…”

 

The old fisherman hawked and spat. “If’n you’re really Scaldin’Scylla, ma’am, I’d like ter say somethin’.” He wiped his grizzledmustache on the back of his hand.

 

“I am Scylla. Be quick. We must sacrifice now if we’re tosacrifice

at all. My slave will arrive soon.”

 

“I been prayin’ and sacrificin’ ter you all my life. You an’ yourpa’sthe only ones us fishermen pay mind to. I’m not sayin’ you owe meanythin’. I got my boat, an’ I had a wife and raised the boys. Alwaysmade a livin’. What I’m wantin’ ter say is when I go you’ll be losin’one of your own. It’s goin’ ter be one less here for you an’ ol’ Pas.

Maybe you figure I took you ‘cause the big feller’s got his stitchin’gun. Fact is, I’d of took you anywheres on the lake soon as I knowedwho you was.”

 

“I must reintegrate myself in Mainframe,” Chenille told him.

“There may be new developments. Are you through?”

 

“Pretty nigh. The big feller, he does anythin’ you want him, justlike what I’d do in his britches. Only he b’longs ter Hierax, ma’am.”

 

Auk started.

 

“Not ter you nor your pa neither. He maybe don’t know it hisself,

but he do. His bird an’ that needler he’s got, an’ the bighangersword,

an’ his knife what he tells he’s got in his boots, they all showit. You got ter know it better’n me. As fer this augur you’re gettin’set ter offer me up, I fished him out O’ the lake last night, andt’other

day I seen another fished up. They do say—”

 

“Describe him.”

 

“Yes’m.” The old fisherman considered. “You was down in the

cuddy then, I guess. When they’d got him out, I seen him look overour way. Lookin’ at the bird, seemed like. Pretty young. Tall as thebig feller. Yeller hair—”

 

“Silk!” Auk exclaimed.

 

“Pulled out of the water, you said?”

 

The fisherman nodded. “Scup’s boat. I’ve knowed Scup thirtyyear.”

 

“You may be right,” Chenille told him. “You may be too valuableto sacrifice, and one old man is nothing anyway.”

 

She strode toward the Window before whirling to face themagain. “Pay attention to what I say, all three of you. In a moment,

I’ll depart from this whore. My divine essence will pass from herinto the Sacred Window that I have caused to be put here, and bereintegrated with my greater divine self in Mainframe. Do youunderstand me? All of you?”

 

Auk nodded mutely The augur knelt, his head bowed.

 

“Kypris, my mortal enemy and the enemy of my mother, mybrothers, and my sisters—of our whole family, in fact—has beenmischief-making here in Viron. Already she seems to have won toher side the meager fdol this idiot—What’s your name, anyhow?”

 

“Incus, Savage Scylla. I-I’m Patera Incus.”

 

“The fool this idiot calls His Eminence. I don’t doubt that she

intends to win over my Prolocutor and my Ayuntamiento too, if shecan. The four of you, I include the whore after I’m through with her,

are to see to it that she fails. Use threats and force and the powerof

my name. Kill anyone you need to, it won’t be held against you. IfKypris returns, do something to get my attention. Fifty or a hundredchildren should catch my eye, and Viron’s got plenty to spare.”

 

She glared at each man in turn. “Questions? Let’s hear them now,

if there are any. Objections?”

 

Oreb croaked in his throat, one bright black eye trained warilyupon her.

 

“Good. You’re my prophets henceforth. Keep Viron loyal, andyou’ll have my favor. Believe nothing Kypris may tell you. My slaveshould be here shortly. He’ll carry you there, and assist you. Seethe

 

Prolocutor and talk to the commissions in the Juzgado. Telleveryone who’ll listen about me. Tell them everything I’ve said toyou. I’d hoped that the Ayuntamiento’s boat would be in this dock.

It usually is. It isn’t today, so you’ll have to see the councillorsfor

me. The old man can bring you back here. Tell them I mean to sinktheir boat and drown them all in my lake if my city goes over toKypris.”

 

Incus stammered, “A th-theophany, S-savage S-s-scylla, w-would—”

 

“Not convince your councillors. They think themselves too wise.

Theophanies may be useful, however. Reintegrated, I may considerthem.”

 

She strode to the damp stone altar and sprang effonlessly to itstop.

 

“I had this built so your Ayuntamiento might offer privatesacrifices and, when I chose, confer with me. Not a trace of ash!

They’ll pay for that as well.

 

“You.” She pointed to Auk. “This augur Silk’s plotting tooverthrow

them for Kypris. Help him, but show him where his duty lies.

If he can’t see it, kill him. You’ve my permission to rule yourselfas

my Calde in that case. The idiot here can be Prolocutor undersimilar circumstances, I suppose.”

 

She faced the Window and knelt. Auk knelt, too, pulling thefisherman down. (Incus was kneeling already.) Clearing his throat,

Auk began the prayer that he had bungled upon the Pilgrims’ Way,

when Scylla had revealed her divine identity. “Behold us, lovelyScylla, woman of the waters—”

 

Incus and the fisherman joined in. “Behold our love and our needfor thee. Cleanse us, O Scylla!”

 

At the name of the goddess, Chenille threw high her arms with astrangled cry. The dancing colors called the Holy Hues filled theSacred Window with chestnut and brown, aquamarine, orange,

scarlet, and yellow, cerulean blue and a curious shade of rosebrushed with drab. And for a moment it seemed to Auk that he

glimpsed the sneering features of a girl a year or two fromwomanhood.

 

Chenille trembled violently and went limp, slumping to the altartop and roiling off to fall to the dark and slimy stone of the quay.

 

Oreb fluttered over to her. “God go?”

 

The girl’s face—if it had been a face—vanished into a wall ofgreen water, like an onrushing wave. The Holy Hues returned, firstas sun-sparkles on the wave, then claiming the entire Window andfilling it with their whirling ballet before fading back toluminescent

gray.

 

“I think so,” Auk said. He rose, and discovered that his needlerwas still in his hand; he thrust it beneath his tunic, and askedtentatively, “You all right, Jugs?”

 

Chenille moaned.

 

He lifted her into a sitting position. “You banged your head onthe

rock, Jugs, but you’re going to be all right.” Eager to do somethingfor her, but unsure what he should do, he called, “You! Patera! Getsome water.”

 

“She throw?”

 

Auk swung at Oreb, who hopped agilely to one side.

 

“Hackum?”

 

“Yeah, Jugs. Right here.” He squeezed her gently with the armthat supponed her, conscious of the febrile heat of her sunburnedskin.

 

“You came back. Hackum, I’m so glad.”

 

The old fisherman coughed, striving to keep his eyes from

 

Chenille’s breasts. “Mebbe it’d be better if me an’ him stayed on theboat awhile?”

 

“We’re all going on your boat,” Auk told him. He picked upChenille.

 

Incus, a battered tin cup of water in his hand, asked, “Youintend

to disobey?”

 

Auk dodged. “She said to go to the Juzgado. We got to get back toLimna, then there’s wagons to the city.”

 

“She was sending someone, sending her slave she said, to take usthere.” Incus raised the cup and sipped. “She also said I was to be_Prolocutor_.”

 

The old fisherman scowled. “This feller she’s sendin’, he’ll have


a

boat o’ his own. Have ter, ter git out here. What becomes o’ mine ifwe go off with him? She said fer me ter fetch the rest back ter seethem councillors, didn’t she? How’m I s’posed ter do that if I ain’tgot my boat?”

 

Oreb fluttered onto Auk’s shoulder. “Find Silk?”

 

“You got it.” Carrying Chenille, Auk strode across the quay toeyethe open water between it and the boat; it was one thing to springfrom the gunnel to the quay, another to jump from the quay to theboat while carrying a woman taller than most. “Get that rope,” hesnapped to Incus. “Pull it closer. You left too much slack.”

 

Incus pursed his lips. “We cannot possibly disobey theinstructions

of the goddess.”

 

“You can stay here and wait for whoever she’s sending. Tell himwe’ll meet up with him in Limna. Me and Jugs are going in Dace’sboat.”

 

The old fisherman nodded emphatically.

 

“If you wish to disobey, my son, I will not attempt topreventyou. However—”

 

Something in the darkness beyond the last tank fell with a crash,

and the scream of metal on stone echoed from the walls of the

cavern. A new voice, deeper and louder than any merely humanvoice, roared, “I bring her! Give her to me!”

 

It was that of a talus larger than the largest Auk had ever seen;


its

virescent bronze face was cast in a grimace of hate, blinding yellowlight glared from its eyes, and the oily black barrels of a flamerand a

pair of buzz guns jutted from its open mouth. Behind it, the blackdark at the back of the cavern had been replaced by a sickly greenishglow.

 

“I bring her! All of you! Give her to me!” The talus extended alengthening arm as it rolled toward them. A steel hand the size ofthe altar from which she had fallen closed about Chenille and

plucked her from Auk’s grasp; so a child might have snatched asmall and unloved doll from the arms of another doll. “Get on myback! Scylla commands it!”

 

A half dozen widely spaced rungs of bent rod laddered the talus’smetal flank. Auk scrambled up with the night chough flappingahead of him; as he gained the top, the talus’s huge hand depositedChenille on the sloping black metal before him.

 

“Hang on!”

 

Two rows of bent rods much like the steps of the ladder ran thelength of the talus’s back. Auk grasped one with his left hand andChenille with his right. Her eyelids fluttered. “Hackum?”

 

“Still here.”

 

Incus’s head appeared as he clambered up; his sly face lookedsick

 

in the watery light. “By—by Hierax!”

 

Auk chuckled.

 

“You—You—Help me up.”

 

“Help yourself, Patera. You were the one that wanted to wait forhim. You won. He’s here.”

 

Before Auk had finished speaking, Incus sprang onto the talus’sback with astonishing alacrity, apparently impelled by the musculararm of the fisherman, who clambered up a moment later. “You’dmake a dimber burglar, old man,” Auk told him.

 

“Hackum, where are we?”

 

“In a cave on the west side of the lake.”

 

The talus turned in place, one wide black belt crawling, theother

locked. Auk felt the thump of machinery under him.

 

Puffs of black smoke escaped from the joint between the uprightthorax and long wagon-like abdomen to which they clung. It rocked,

jerked, and skewed backward. A sickening sidewise skid ended in ageyser of icy water as one belt slipped off the quay. Incus clutchedat

Auk’s tunic as their side of the talus went under, and for a dizzyingsecond Auk saw the boat tossed higher than their heads.

 

The wave that had lifted it broke over them like a blow, asuffocating, freezing whorl that at once drained away; when Aukopened his eyes again Chenille was sitting up screaming, herdripping face blank with terror.

 

Something black and scarlet landed with a thump upon hissopping shoulder. “Bad boat! Sink.”

 

It had not, as he saw when the talus heaved itself up onto thequayagain; Dace’s boat lay on its side, the mast unshipped and tossinglike driftwood in the turbulent water.

 

Huge as a boulder, the talus’s head swiveled around to glare atthem, revolving until it seemed its neck must snap. “Five ride! Thesmall may go!”

 

Auk glanced from the augur to the fisherman, and from him tothe hysterical Chenille, before he realized who was meant. “You canbeat the hoof if you want to, bird. He says he won’t hurt you if youdo.”

 

“Bird stay,” Oreb muttered. “Find Silk.”

 

The talus’s head completed its revolution, and the talus lungedforward. Yellow light glared back at them, reflected from thecurved white side of the last tank, leaving the Sacred Window emptyand dead looking behind them. Sallow green lights winked intobeing just above the talus’s helmeted head, and the still-tossingwaters of the channel congealed to rough stone as the caverndwindled to a dim tunnel.

 

Auk put his arm around Chenille’s waist. “Fancy a bit of company,

Jugs?”

 

She wept on, sobs lost in the wind of their passage.

 

He released her, got out his needler, and pushed back thesideplate; a trickle of gritty water ran onto his fingers, and heblew

into the mechanism. “Should be all right,” he told Oreb, “soon as itdries out. I ought to put a couple drops of oil on the needles,

though.”

 

“Good girl,” Oreb informed him nervously. “No shoot.”

 

“Bad girl,” Auk explained. “Bad man, too. No shoot. No go away,

either.”

 

“Bad bird!”

 

“Lily.” Gently, he kissed Chenille’s inflamed back. “Lie down ifyou want to. Lay your head in my lap. Maybe you can get a littlesleep.”

 

As he pronounced the words, he sensed that they came too late.

The talus was descending, the tunnel angling downward, if only

 

slightly. The mouths of other tunnels flashed past to left and right,

darker even than the damp shiprock walls. Drops of water clingingto the unchanging ceiling gleamed like diamonds, vanishing as theypassed.

 

The talus slowed, and something struck its great bronze head,

ringing it like a gong. Its buzz guns rattled and it spat a tongue ofblue fire.

 

Chapter 2 — Silk’s Back!

 

“It would be better,” Maytera Marble murmured to Maytera Mint,

“if you did it, sib.”

 

Maytera Mint’s small mouth fell open, then firmly closed.

Obedience meant obeying, as she had told herself thousands of times;

obedience was more than setting the table or fetching a plate ofcookies. “If you wish it, Maytera. High Hierax knows I have novoice, but I suppose I must.”

 

Maytera Marble sighed to herself with satisfaction, a hish fromthe speaker behind her lips so soft that no ears but hers could hearit.

 

Maytera Mint stood, her cheeks aflame already, and studied thecongregation. Half or more were certainly thieves; briefly shewondered whether even the images of the gods were safe.

 

She mounted the steps to the ambion, acutely conscious of themurmur of talk filling the manteion and the steady drum of rain onits roof; for the first time since early spring, fresh smelling rainwas

stabbing through the god gate to spatter the blackened altartop-thoughthere

was less now than there had been earlier.

 

Molpe, she prayed, Marvelous Molpe, for once let me have avoice. “Some—” Deep breath. “Some of you do not know me…”

 

Few so much as looked at her, and it was apparent that those whodid could not hear her. How ashamed that gallant captain who hadshowed her his sword would be of her now!

 

Please Kypris! Sabered Sphigx, great goddess of war .

 

There was a strange swelling beneath her ribs; through her mind aswirl of sounds she had never heard and sights she had not seen: therumbling hoofbeats of cavalry and the booming of big guns. theterrifying roars of Sphigx’s lions, the silver voices of trumpets,


and

the sharp crotaline clatter of a buzz gun. A woman with abloodstained

rag about her head steadied the line: Form up! Form Up!

Forward now! Forward! Follow me!

 

With a wide gesture, little Maytera Mint drew a sword not evenshe could see. “Friends!” Her voice broke in the middle of the

word.

 

Louder, girl! Shake these rafters!

 

“Friends, some of you don’t know who I am. I am Maytera Mint, a.

sibyl of this manteion.” She swept the congregation with her eyes,

and saw Maytera Marble applauding silently; the babble of severalhundred voices had stilled altogether.

 

“The laws of the Chapter permit sacrifice by a sibyl when noauguris present. Regrettably, that is the case today at our manteion. Fewof you, we realize, will wish to remain. There is another manteionon Hat Street, a manteion well loved by all the gods, I’m sure,

where a holy augur is preparing to sacrifice as I speak. Toward themarket, and turn left. It’s not far.”

 

She waited hopefully, listening to the pattering rain; but not

 


one

of the five hundred or so lucky enough to have seats stood, and noneof the several hundred standers in the aisles turned to go.

 

“Patera Silk did not return to the manse last night. As many ofyouknow, Guardsmen came here to arrest him&151”

 

The angry mutter from her listeners was like the growl of someenormous beast.

 

“That was yesterday, when Kind Kypris, in whose debt we shallalways be, honored us for a second time. All of us feel certain thatthere has been a foolish enor. But until Patera Silk comes back, wecan only assume that he is under arrest. Patera Cub, the worthyaugur His Cognizance the Prolocutor sent to assist Patera Silk,

seems to have left the manse early this morning, no doubt in thehope of freeing him.”

 

Maytera Mint paused, her fingers nervously exploring thechipped stone of the ancient ambion, and glanced down at theattentive worshipers crouched on the floor in front of the foremostbench, and at the patchy curtain of watching faces that filled thenarthex arch.

 

“Thus the duty of sacrifice devolves upon Maytera Marble andme. There are dozens of victims today. There is even an unspottedwhite bull for Great Pas, such a sacrifice as the Grand Manteioncannot often see.” She paused again to listen to the rain, and for aglance at the altar.

 

“Before we begin, I have other news to give you, and mostparticularly to those among you who have come to honor the godsnot only today but on Scylsday every week for years. Many of youwill be saddened by what I tell you, but it is joyful news.

 

“Our beloved Maytera Rose has gone to the gods. in whoseservice she spent her long life. For reasons we deem good andproper, we have chosen not to display her mortal remains. That isher casket there, in front of the altar.

 

“We may be certain that the immortal gods are aware of herexemplary piety. I have heard it said that she was the oldestbiochemical person in this quarter, and it may well have been true.

She belonged to the last of those fortunate generations for whichprosthetic devices remained, devices whose principles are lost evento our wisest. They sustained her life beyond the lives of thechildren of many she had taught as children, but they could notsustain it indefinitely. Nor would she have wished them to. Yesterday they failed at last, and our beloved sib was freed from thesufferings that old age had brought her, and the toil that was heronly solace.”

 

Some men standing in the aisles were opening the windows there;

little rain if any seemed to be blowing in. The storm was over,

Maytera Mint decided, or nearly over.

 

“So our sacrifice this morning is not merely that which we offerto

the undying gods each day at this time if a victim is granted us. Itis

our dear Maytera Rose’s last sacrifice, by which I mean that it isnot

just that of the white bull and the other beasts outside, but thesacrifice of Maytera herself.

 

“Sacrifices are of two kinds. In the first, we send a gift. Inthe

second, we share a meal. Thus my dear sib and I dare hope it willnot shock you when I tell you that my dear sib has taken for her usesome of the marvelous devices that sustained our beloved MayteraRose. Even if we were disposed to forget her, as I assure you we arenot, we could never do so now. They will remind us both of her lifeof service. Though I know that her spirit treads the Aureate Path, Ishall always feel that something of her lives on in my sib.”

 

Now, or never.

 

“We are delighted that so many of you have come to honor her, asit is only right you should. But there are many more outside, menand women, children too, who would honor her if they could, butwere unable to find places in our manteion. It seems a shame, forher sake and for the gods’ as well.

 

“There is an expedient, as some of you must stirely know, thatcan

be adopted on such occasions as this. It is to move the casket, thealtar, and the Sacred Window itself out into the street temporarily.”

 

They would lose their precious seats. She half expected them toriot, but they did not.

 

She was about to say, “I propose—” but caught herself in time;


the

decision was hers, the responsibility for it and its execution hers.

“That is what we will do today.” The thick, leather-boundChrasmologicWritings lay on the ambion before her; she picked it up.

“Horn? Horn, are you here?”

 

He waved his hand, then stood so she could see him.

 

“Horn was one of Maytera’s students. Horn, I want you to choosefive other boys to help you with her casket. The altar and the SacredWindow are both very heavy, I imagine. We will need volunteers tomove those.”

 

Inspiration struck. “Only the very strongest men, please. Willtwenty or thirty of the strongest men present please come forward?

My sib and I will direct you.”

 

Their rush nearly overwhelmed her. Half a minute later, the altarwas afloat upon a surging stream of hands and arms, bobbing androcking like a box in the lake as a human current bore it down theaisle toward the door.

 

The Sacred Window was more difficult, not because it washeavier, but because the three-hundred-year-old clamps that held itto the sanctuary floor had rusted shut and bad to be hammered. Itssacred cables trailed behind it as it, too, was carried out the door,


at

times spitting the crackling violet fire that vouched for theimmanent

presence of divinity.

 

“You did wonderfully, sib. Just wonderfully!” Maytera Marble hadfollowed Maytera Mint out of the manteion; now she laid a handupon her shoulder. “Taking everything outside for a viaggiatory!

However did you think of it?”

 

“I don’t know. It was just that they were still in the street,


most of

them, and we were in there. And we couldnn’t let them in as weusually do. Besides,” Maytera Mint smiled impishly, “think of all theblood, sib. It would’ve taken us days to clean up the manteionafterward.”

 

There were far too many victims to pen in Maytera Marble’s littlegarden. Their presenters had been told very firmly that they wouldhave to hold them until it was time to lead them in, with the resultthat Sun Street looked rather like the beast-sellers quarter in themarket. How many would be here, Maytera Mint wondered, if ithadn’t been for the rain? She shuddered. As it was, the victims andtheir presenters looked soaked but cheerful, steaming in the sunshineof Sun Street.

 

“You’re going to need something to stand on,” Maytera Marblewarned her, “or they’ll never hear you.”

 

“Why not here on the steps?” Maytera Mint inquired.

 

“Friends…” To her own ears, her voice sounded weaker thanever here in the open air; she tried to imagine herself a trumpeter1then a trumpet. “Friends! I won’t repeat what I said inside. This isMaytera Rose’s last sacrifice. I know that she knows what you’ve

 

done for her, and is glad.

 

“Now my sib and her helpers are going to build a sacred fire onthe

altar. We will need a big one today—”

 

They cheered, surprising her.

 

“We’ll need a big one, and some of the wood will be wet. But thewhole sky is going to be our god gate this afternoon, letting in LordPas’s fire from the sun.”

 

Like so many brightly-colored ants, a straggling line of littlegirlshad already begun to carry pieces of split cedar to the altar, whereMaytera Marble broke the smallest pieces.

 

“It is Patera Silk’s custom to consult the Writings beforesacrificing.

Let us do so too.” Maytera Mint held up the book and opened it atrandom.

<blockquote>

Whatever it is we are, it is a little flesh, breath, and the ruiingpart. As if you were dying, despise the flesh; it is blood, bones,


and

network, a tissue of nerves and veins. See the breath also, whatkind of thing it is: air, and never the same, but at every momentsent

Out and drawn in. The third is the ruling part. No longer let thispartbe enslaved, no longer let it be pulled by its strings like amarionette. No longer complain of your lot, nor shrink from thefuture.

</blockquote>
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“Patera Silk has told us often that each passage in the Writingsholds two meanings at least.” The words slipped out before sherealized that she could see only one in this one. Her mind gropedfrantically for a second interpretation.

 

“The first seems so clear that I feel foolish explaining it,

though itis my duty to explain it. All of you have seen it already, I’m sure.


A

part, two parts as the Chrasmologic writer would have it, of our dearMaytera Rose has perished. We must not forget that it was the baserpart, the part that neither she nor we had reason to value. Thebetter part, the part beloved by the gods and by us who knew her,

will never perish. This, then, is the message for those who mournher. For my dear sib and me, particularly.”

 

Help me! Hierax, Kypris, Sphigx, please help!

 

She had touched the sword of the officer who had come to arrest

Silk; her hand itched for it, and something deep within her, denieduntil this moment, scanned the crowd.

 

“I see a man with a sword.” She did not, but there were scores ofsuch men. “A fine one. Will you come forward, sir? Will you lendme your sword? It will be for only a moment.”

 

A swaggering bully who presumably believed that she had beenaddressing him shouldered a path through the crowd. It was ahunting sword, almost certainly stolen, with a shell guard, a staggrip, and a sweeping double-edged blade.

 

“Thank you.” She held it up, the polished steel dazzling in thehot

sunshine. “Today is Hieraxday. It is a fitting day for final rites. Ithink it’s a measure of the regard in which the gods held MayteraRose that her eyes were darkened on a Tarsday, and that her lastsacrifice takes place on Hieraxday. But what of us? Don’t theWritings speak to us, too? Isn’t it Hieraxday for us, as well as forMaytera? We know they do. We know it is.

 

“You see this sword?” The denied self spoke through her, so that

 

she—the little Maytera Mint who had, for so many years, thoughtherself the only Maytera Mint—listened with as much amazement asthe crowd, as ignorant as they of what her next word might be. “Youcarry these, many of you. And knives and needlers, and those littlelead clubs that nobody sees that strike so hard. And only Hieraxhimself knows what else. But are you ready to pay the price?”

 

She brandished the hunting sword above her head. There was awhite stallion among the victims; a flash of the blade or some notein

her voice made him rear and paw the air, catching his presenter bysurprise and lifting him off his feet.

 

“For the price is death. Not death thirty or forty years fromnow,

but death now! Death today! These things say, I will not cower toyou! Jam no slave, no ox to be led to the butcher! Wrong me, wrongthe gods, and you die! For I fear not death or you!”

 

The roar of the crowd seemed to shake the street.

 

“So say the Writings to us, friends, at this manteion. That isthe

second meaning.” Maytera Mint returned the sword to its owner.

“Thank you, sir. It’s a beautiful weapon.”

 

He bowed. “It’s yours anytime you need it, Maytera, and a hardhand to hold it.”

 

At the altar, Maytera Marble had poised the shallow bowl ofpolished brass that caught falling light from the sun. A curl ofsmoke

arose from the splintered cedar, and as Maytera Mint watched, thefirst pale, almost invisible flame.

 

Holding up her long skirt, she trotted down the steps to face theSacred Window with outstretched arms. “Accept, all you gods, thesacrifice of this holy sibyl. Though our hearts are torn, we, hersiblings and her friends, consent. But speak to us, we beg, of timesto come, hers as well as ours. What are we to do? Your lightest wordwill be treasured.”

 

Maytera Mint’s mind went blank—a dramatic pause until sherecalled the sense, though not the sanctioned wording, of the rest ofthe invocation. “If it is not your will to speak. we consent to that,

too.” Her arms fell to her sides.

 

From her place beside the altar, Maytera Marble signaled thefirst

presenter.

 

“This fine white he-goat is presented to…” Once again, MayteraMint’s memory failed her.

 

“Kypris,” Maytera Marble supplied.

 

To Kypris, of course. The first three sacrifices were all forKypris.

who had electrified the city by her theophany on Scylsday. But whatwas the name of the presenter?

 

Maytera Mint looked toward Maytera Marble, but MayteraMarble was, strangely, waving to someone in the crowd.

 

“To Captivating Kypris, goddess of love, by her devoutsupplicant—?”

 

“Bream,” the presenter said.

 

“By her devout supplicant Bream.” It had come at last, themoment she had dreaded most of all. “Please, Maytera, if you’d doit, please…?” But the sacrificial knife was in her hand, andMaytera Marble raising the ancient wail, metal limbs slapping theheavy bombazine of her habit as she danced.

 

Hegoats were supposed to be contumacious, and this one hadlong, curved horns that looked dangerous; yet it stood as quietly asany sheep, regarding her through sleepy eyes. It had been a pet, nodoubt, or had been raised like one.

 

Maytera Marble knelt beside it, the earthenware chalice that hadbeen the best the manteion could afford beneath its neck.

 

I’ll shut my eyes, Maytera Mint promised herself, and did not.

The blade slipped into the white goat’s neck as easily as it mighthave penetrated a bale of white straw. For one horrid moment thegoat stared at her, betrayed by the humans it had trusted all itslife;

it bucked, spraying both sibyls with its lifeblood, stumbled, androlled onto its side.

 

“Beautiful,” Maytera Marble whispered. “Why, Patera Pikecouldn’t have done it better himself.”

 

Maytera Mint whispered back, “I think I’m going to be sick,” andMaytera Marble rose to splash the contents of her chalice onto thefire roaring on the altar, as Maytera Mint herself had so often.

 

The head first, with its impotent horns. Find the joint betweenthe

skull and the spine, she reminded herself. Good though it was, theknife could not cut bone.

 

Next the hooves, gay with gold paint. Faster! Faster! They wouldbe all afternoon at this rate; she wished that she had done more ofthe cooking, though they had seldom had much meat to cut up. Shehissed, “You must take the next one, sib. Really, you must!”

 

“We can’t change off now!”

 

She threw the last hoof into the fire, leaving the poor goat’slegsragged, bloody stumps. Still grasping the knife, she faced theWindow as before. “Accept, O Kind Kypris, the sacrifice of this finegoat. And speak to us, we beg, of the days that are to come. Whatare we to do? Your lightest word will be treasured.” She offered asilent prayer to Kypris, a goddess who seemed to her since Scylsdayalmost a larger self. “Should you, however, choose otherwise…”

 

She let her arms fall. “We consent. Speak to us, we beg, throughthis sacrifice.”

 

On Scylsday, the sacrifices at Orpine’s funeral had beenill-omened to say the least. Maytera Mint hoped fervently for betterindicants today as she slit the belly of the he-goat.

 

“Kypris blesses…” Louder. They were straining to hear her.

“Kypris blesses the spirit of our departed sib.” She straightened upand threw back her shoulders. “She assures us that such evil as

Maytera did has been forgiven her.”

 

The goat’s head bunt in the fire, scattering coals: a presage ofviolence. Maytera Mint bent over the carcass once more, strugglingfrantically to recall what litfie she knew of augury—remarksdropped at odd moments by Patera Pike and Patera Silk, half-heartedlessons at table from Maytera Rose, who had spoken asmuch to disgust as to teach her.

 

The right side of the beast concerned the presenter and the augurwho presided, the giver and the performer of the sacrifice; the leftthe congregation and the whole city. This red liver foretold deeds ofblood, and here among its tangled veins was a knife, indicating theaugur—though she was no augur—and pointing to a square, thesquare stem of mint almost certainly, and the hilt of a sword. Wasshe to die by the sword? No, the blade was away from her. She wasto hold the sword, but she had already done that, hadn’t she?

 

In the entrails a fat little fish (a bream, presumably) and ajumbleof circular objects, necklaces or rings, perhaps. Certainly thatinterpretation would be welcomed. They lay close to the bream, oneactually on top of it, so the time was very near. She mounted thefirst two steps.

 

“For the presenter. The goddess favors you. She is well pleasedwith your sacrifice.” The goat had been a fine one, and presumablyKypris would not have indicated wealth had she not been gratified.

“You will gain riches, jewels and gold particularly. within a shorttime.”

 

Grinning from ear to ear, Bream backed away.

 

“For all of us and for our city, violence and death, from whichgood will come.” She glanced down at the carcass, eager to becertain of the sign of addition she had glimpsed there; but it hadgone, if it had ever existed. “That is all that I can see in thisvictim,

though a skilled augur such as Patera Silk could see much more, I’msure.”

 

Her eyes searched the crowd around the altar for Bream. “Thepresenter has first claim. If he wishes a share in this meal, let himcome forward.”

 

Already the poor were struggling to get nearer the altar. MayteraMarble whispered, “Burn the entrails and lungs, sib!”

 

It was wise and good and customary to cut small pieces when thecongregation was large, and there were two thousand in this one atleast; but there were scores of victims, too, and Maytera Mint hadlittle confidence in her own skill. She distributed haunches and

quarters, receiving delighted smiles in return.

 

Next a pair of white doves. Did you share out doves or burn themwhole? They were edible, but she remembered that Silk had burneda black cock whole at Orpine’s last sacrifice. Birds could be read,

although they seldom were. Wouldn’t the giver be offended,

however, if she didn’t read these?

 

“One shall be read and burned,” she told him firmly. “The otherwe will share with the goddess. Remain here if you would like it foryourself.”

 

He shook his head.

 

The doves fluttered desperately as their throats were cut.

 

A deep breath. “Accept, O Kind Kypris, the sacrifice of thesefine

doves. And speak to us, we beg, of the times that are to come. Whatare we to do? Your lightest word will be treasured.” Had she reallykilled those doves? She risked a peek at their lifeless bodies.

“Should

you, however, choose otherwise…”

 

She let her arms fall, conscious that she was getting more bloodon her habit. “We consent. Speak to us, we beg, through thissacrifice.”

 

Scraping feathers, skin, and flesh from the first dove’s rightshoulder blade, she scanned the fine lines that covered it. A birdwith outspread wings; no doubt the giver’s name was Swan orsomething of the sort, though she had forgotten it already. Here wasa fork on a platter. Would the goddess tell a man he was going to eatdinner? Impossible! A minute drop of blood seemed to have seepedout of the bone. “Plate gained by violence,” she announced to thepresenter, “but if the goddess has a second message for me, I am tooignorant to read it.”

 

Maytera Marble whispered, “The next presenter will be my son,

Bloody.”

 

Who was Bloody? Maytera Mint felt certain that she shouldrecognize the name. “The plate will be gained in conjunction withthe next presenter,” she told the giver of the doves. “I hope thegoddess isn’t saying you’ll take from him.”

 

Maytera Marble hissed, “He’s bought this manteion, sib.”

 

She nodded without comprehension. She felt hot and sick,

crushed by the scorching sunlight and the heat from the blaze on thealtar, and poisoned by the fumes of so much blood, as she bent toconsider the dove’s left shoulder blade.

 

Linked rings, frequently interrupted.

 

“Many who are chained in our city shall be set free,” sheannounced, and threw the dove into the sacred fire, startling alittle

girl bringing more cedar. An old woman was overjoyed to receivethe second dove.

 

The next presenter was a fleshy man nearing sixty; with him was a

 

handsome younger one who hardly came to his shoulder; theyounger man carried a cage containing two white rabbits. “ForMaytera Rose,” the older man said. “This Kypris is for love, right?”

He wiped his sweating head with his handkerchief as he spoke,

releasing a heavy fragrance.

 

“She is the goddess of love, yes.”

The younger man smirked, pushing the cage at Maytera Mint.

“Well, roses stand for love,” the older man said, “I think these

 

should be all right.

Maytera Marble sniffed. “Victims in confinement cannot be

 

accepted. Bloody, have him open that and hand one to me.”

The older man appeared startled.

Maytera Marble held up the rabbit, pulling its head back to bare

 

its throat. If there were a rule for rabbits, Maytera Mint hadforgotten it; “We’ll treat these as we did the doves,” she said asfirmly as she could.

 

The older man nodded.

 

Why, they do everything I tell them, she reflected. They acceptanything I say! She struck off the first rabbit’s head, cast it intothe

fire, and opened its belly.

 

Its entrails seemed to melt in the hot sunshine, becoming asurging line of ragged men with slug guns, swords, and crude pikes.

The buzz gun rattled once more, somewhere at the edge ofaudibility, as one stepped over a burning rabbit.

 

She mounted the steps again, groping for a way to begin. “The

 

message is very clear. Extraordinarily clear. Unusual.”

A murmur from the crowd.

“We—mostly we find separate messages for the giver and the

 

augur. For the congregation and our city, too, though often thoseare together. In this victim, it’s all together.”

The presenter shouted. “Does it say what my reward will be fromthe Ayuntamiento?”

 

“Death.” She stared at his flushed face, feeling no pity andsurprised that she did not. “You are to die quite soon, or at leastthe

presenter will. Perhaps your son is meant.”

 

She raised her voice, listening to the buzz gun; it seemedstrangethat no one else heard it. “The presenter of this pair of rabbits hasreminded me that the rose, our departed sib’s nameflower, signifieslove in what is called the language of flowers. He is right, andComely Kypris, who has been so kind to us here on Sun Street, isthe author of that language, by which lovers may converse withbouquets. My own nameflower, mint, signifies virtue. I have alwayschosen to think of it as directing me toward the virtues proper to aholy sibyl. I mean charity, humility, and—and all the rest. But_virtue_ is an old word, and the Chrasmologic Writings tell usthat it first meant strength and courage in the cause of right.”

 

They stood in awed silence listening to her; she herself listenedfor the buzz gun, but it had ceased to sound if it had ever reallysounded at all.

 

“I haven’t much of either, but I will do the best I can in thefight tocome.” She looked for the presenter, intending to say somethingabout courage in the face of death, but he had vanished into thecrowd, and his son with him. The empty cage lay abandoned in thestreet.

 

“For all of us,” she told them, “victory!” What silver voice wasthis,

ringing above the crowd? “We must fight for the goddess! We willwin with her help!”

 

How many remained. Sixty or more? Maytera Mint felt she hadnot strength enough for even one. “But I have sacrificed too long.

 

I’m junior to my dear sib, and have presided only by her favor.” Shehanded the sacrificial knife to Maytera Marble and took the secondrabbit from her before she could object.

 

A black lamb for Hierax after the rabbit; and it was anindescribable

relief to Maytera Mint to watch Maytera Marble receive it andoffer it to the untenanted gray radiance of the Sacred Window; towail and dance as she had so many times for Patera Pike and PateraSilk, to catch the lamb’s blood and splash it on the altar—to watchMaytera cast the head into the fire, knowing that everyone waswatching Maytera too, and that no one was watching her.

 

One by one, the lamb’s delicate hoofs fed the gods. A swiftstroke

of the sacrificial knife laid open its belly, and Maytera Marblewhispered, “Sib, come here.”

 

Startled, Maytera Mint took a hesitant step toward her; MayteraMarble, seeing her confusion, crooked one of her new fingers.

“Please!”

 

Maytera Mint joined her over the carcass, and Maytera Marblemurmured, “You’ll have to read it for me, sib.”

 

Maytera Mint glanced up at the senior sibyl’s metal face.

 

“I mean it. I know about the liver, and what tumors mean. But Ican’t see the pictures. I never could.”

 

Closing her eyes, Maytera Mint shook her head.

 

“You must!”

 

“Maytera, I’m afraid.”

 

Not so distant as it had been, the buzz gun spoke again, itsrattle

followed by the dull boom of slug guns.

 

Maytera Mint straightened up; this time it was clear that peopleon the edge of the crowd had heard the firing.

 

“Friends! I don’t know who’s fighting. But it would appear—”

 

A pudgy young man in black was pushing through the crowd,

pracfically knocking down several people in his hurry. Seeing him,

she knew the intense relief of passing responsibility to someoneelse.

“Friends, neither my dear sib nor I will read this fine lamb for you.

Nor need you endure the irregularity of sacrifice by sibyls anylonger. Patera Gulo has returned!”

 

He was at her side before she pronounced the final word,

disheveled and sweating in his wool robe, but transported withtriumph. “You will, all you people—everybody in the city—have areal augur to sacrifice for you. Yes! But it won’t be me. PateraSilk’s

back!”

 

They cheered and shouted until she covered her ears.

 

Gulo raised his arms for silence. “Maytera, I didn’t want to tellyou, didn’t want to worry you or involve you. But I spent most ofthe night going around writing on walls. Talking to—to people.

Anybody who’d listen, really, and getting them to do it, too. I tooka box of chalk from the palaestra. Silk for calde! Silk forcalde! Here he comes!”

 

Caps and scarves flew into the air. “SILK FOR CALDE!”

 

Then she caught sight of him, waving, head and shouldersemerging from the turret of a green Civil Guard floater—one thatthrew up dust as all floaters did, but seemed to operate in ghostlysilence, so great was the noise.

 

“I am come?” the talus thundered again. “In the service of Scylla!

Mightiest of goddesses! Let me pass! Or perish!” Both buzz gunsspoke together, filling the tunnel with the wild shrieking ofricochets.

 

Auk, who had pulled Chenille flat when the shooting began,

clasped her more tightly than ever. After a half minute or more the

 

right buzz gun fell silent, then the left. He could hear no answeringfire.

 

Rising, he peered over the talus’s broad shoulder. Chems litteredthe tunnel as far as the creeping lights illuminated it. Several wereon fire. “Soldiers,” he reported.

 

“Men fight,” Oreb amplified. He flapped his injured winguneasily.

“Iron men.”

 

“The Ayuntamiento,” Incus cleared his throat, “must have calledout the Army.” The talus rolled forward before he had finished, anda soldier cried out as its belts crushed him.

 

Auk sat down between Incus and Chenille. “I think it’s time youand me had a talk, Patera. I couldn’t say much while the goddesswas around.”

 

Incus did not reply or meet his eyes.

 

“I got pretty rough with you, and I don’t like doing that to anaugur. But you got me mad, and that’s how I am.”

 

“Good Auk!” Oreb maintained.

 

He smiled bitterly. “Sometimes. What I’m trying to say, Patera,


is

I don’t want to have to pitch you off this tall ass. I don’t want tohave

to leave you behind in this tunnel. But I will if I got to. Backthere

you said you went out to the lake looking for Chenille. If you knewabout her, didn’t you know about me and Silk too?”

 

Incus seemed to explode. “How can you sit here talking about_nothing_ when men are dying down there!”

 

“Before I asked you, you looked pretty calm yourself.”

 

Dace, the old fisherman, chuckled.

 

“I was praying for them!”

 

Auk got to his feet again. “Then you won’t mind jumping off tobring ‘em the Pardon of Pas.”

 

Incus blinked.

 

“While you’re thinking that over,” Auk frowned for effect andfelt

himself grow genuinely angry, “maybe you could tell me what yourjefe wanted with Chenille.”

 

The talus fired, a deafening report from a big gun he had notrealized it possessed; the concussion of the bursting shell followedwithout an interval.

 

“You’re correct.” Incus stood up. His hand trembled as hejerked astring of ranling jet prayer beads from a pocket of his robe. “You’reright, because Hierax has prompted you to recall me to my duty.

I—I go.”

 

Something glanced off the talus’s ear and ricocheted down thetunnel, keening like a grief-stricken spirit. Oreb, who had perchedon the crest of its helmet to observe the battle, dropped into Auk’slap with a terrified squawk. “Bad fight!”

 

Auk ignored him, watching Incus, who with Dace’s help wasscrambling over the side of the talus. Behind it, the tunnelstretched

to the end of sight, a narrowing whorl of spectral green varied byfires.

 

When he caught sight of Incus crouched beside a fallen soldier,

Auk spat. “If I hadn’t seen it… I didn’t think he had the salt.” Avolley pelted the talus like rain, drowning Dace’s reply.

 

The talus roared, and a gout of blue flame from its mouth lit thetunnel like lightning; a buzz gun supported its flamer with a long,

staccato burst. Then the enormous head revolved, an eye emitting apencil of light that picked out Incus’s black robe. “Return to me!”

 

Still bent over the soldier, Incus replied, although Auk couldnot

 

make out his words. Ever curious, Oreb fluttered up the tunneltoward them. The talus stopped and rolled backward, one of itsextensile arms reaching for Incus.

 

This time his voice carried clearly. “I’ll get back on if youtake

him, too.”

 

There was a pause. Auk glanced behind him at the metal maskthat was the talus’s face.

 

“Can he speak!”

 

“Soon, I hope. I’m trying to repair him.”

 

The huge hand descended, and Incus moved aside for it. Perchedon the thumb, Oreb rode jauntily back to the talus’s back. “Stilllive!”

 

Dace grunted doubtfully.

 

The hand swept downward; Oreb fluttered to Auk’s shoulder.

“Bird homer’

 

With grotesque tenderness fingers as thick as the soldier’sthighsdeposited him between bent handholds.

 

“Still live?” Oreb repeated plaintively.

 

Certainly it did not seem so. The fallen soldier’s arms and legs,


of

painted metal now scratched and lusterless, lay motionless, bent atangles that appeared unnatural; his metal face, designed as a modelof valor, was filled with the pathos that attaches to all brokenthings.

Singled out inquiringly by one of Oreb’s bright, black eyes, Aukcould only shrug.

 

The talus rolled forward again as Incus’s head appeared above itsside. “I’m going to—he’s not dead,” the little augur gasped. “Notcompletely.”

 

Auk caught his hand and pulled him up.

 

“I was—was just reciting the liturgy you know. And I saw—Thegods provide us such graces! I looked into his wound, there wherethe chest plate’s sprung. They train us, you know, at the schola, torepair Sacred Windows.”

 

Afraid to stand near the edge of the talus’s back, he crawledacross it to the motionless soldier, pointing. “I was quite good atit.

And—And I’ve had occasion since to—to help various chems.

Dying chems, you understand.”

 

He took the gammadion from about his neck and held it up forAuk’s inspection. “This is Pas’s voided cross. You’ve seen it manytimes, I’m sure. But you can undo the catches and open up a chemwith the pieces. Watch.”

 

Deftly he removed the sprung plate. There was a ragged hole nearits center, through which he thrust his forefinger. “Here’s where aflechette went in.”

 

Auk was peering at the mass of mechanisms the plate hadconcealed. “I see little specks of light.”

 

“Certainly you do!” Incus was triumphant. “What you’re seeing iswhat I saw under this plate when I was bringing him the Pardon ofPas. His primary cable had been severed, and those are the ends ofthe fibers. It’s exactly as if your spinal cord were cut.”

 

Dace asked, “Can’t you splice her?”

 

“Indeed!” Incus positively glowed. “Such is the mercy of Pas!


Such

is his concern for us, his adopted sons, that here upon the back ofthis valiant talus is the one man who can in actual fact restore


him to

health and strength.”

 

“So he can kill us?” Auk inquired dryly

 

Incus hesitated, his eyes wary, one hand upraised. The talus wasadvandng even more slowly now, so that the chill wind that had

 

whistled around them before the shooting began had sunk to themerest breeze. Chenille (who had been lying flat on the slantedplate that was the talus’s back) sat up, covering her bare breastswith

her forearms.

 

“Why, ah, no,” Incus said at last. He took a diminutive blackdevice rather like a pair of very small tongs or large tweezers froma

pocket of his robe. “This is an opticsynapter, an extremely


valuable

tool. With it—Well, look there.”

 

He pointed again. “That black cylinder is the triplex, the partcorresponding to your heart. It’s idling right now, but itpressurizes_his_ working fluid so that he can move his limbs. The primary cableruns to his microbank—this big silver thing below the triplex-conveyinginstructions

from his postprocessor.”

 

Chenille asked, “Can you really bring him back to life?”

 

Incus looked frightened. “If he were dead, I could not,

SuperlativeScylla—”

 

“I’m not her. I’m me.” For a moment it seemed that she mightweep again. “Just me. You don’t even know me, Patera, and I don’tknow you.”

 

“I don’t know you either,” Auk said. “Remember that? Only I’d

 

like to meet you sometime. How about it?”

She swallowed, but did not speak.

“Good girl!” Oreb informed them. Neither Incus nor Dace

 

ventured to say anything, and the silence became oppressive.

 

With an arm of his gammadion, Incus removed the soldier’s skullplate. After a scrutiny Auk felt sure had taken half an hour atleast,

he worked one end of a second gamma between two thread-like wires.

 

And the soldier spoke: “K-thirty-four, twelve. A-thirty-four,

ninety-seven. B-thirty-four…”

 

Incus removed the gamma, telling Dace, “He was scanning, doyou follow me? It’s as if you were to consult a physician. He mightlisten to your chest and tell you to cough.”

 

Dace shook his head. “You make this sojer well, an’ he could killall on board, like the big feller says. I says we shoves him over theside.”

 

“He won’t.” Incus bent over the soldier again.

Chenille extended a hand to Dace. “I’m sorry about your boat,

Captain, and I’m sorry I hit you. Can we be friends? I’m Chenille.”

 

Dace took it in his own large, gnarled hand, then released it totugthe bill of his cap. “Dace, ma’am. I never did hold nothin’ aginyou.”

 

“Thank you, Captain. Patera, I’m Chenille.”

 

Incus glanced up from the soldier. “You asked whether I couldrestore life, my daughter. He isn’t dead, merely unable to actuatethose parts that require fluid. He’s unable to move his head, hisarms, and his legs, in other words. He can speak, as you’ve heard.


He

doesn’t because of the shock he’s suffered. That is my considered

opinion. The problem is to reconnect all the severed fiberscorrectly.

Otherwise, he’ll move his arms when he intends to take astep.” He tittered.

 

“I still say—” Dace began.

 

“In addition, I’ll attempt to render him compliant. For oursafety.

It’s not legal, but if we’re to do as Scylla has commanded…” He

 

bent over the recumbent soldier again.

 

Chenille said, “Hi, Oreb.”

 

Oreb hopped from Auk’s shoulder to hers. “No cry?”

 

“No more crying.” She hesitated, nibbling her lower lip. “Othergirls are always tellirig me how tough I am, because I’m so big. Ithink I better start trying to live up to it.”

 

Incus glanced up again. “Wouldn’t you like to borrow my robe,

my daughter?”

 

She shook her head. “It hurts if anything touches me, and my backand shoulders are the worst. I’ve had men see me naked lots.

Usually I’ve had a couple, though, or a pinch of rust. Rust makes iteasy.” She turned to Auk. “My name’s Chenille, Bucko. I’m one ofthe girls from Orchid’s.”

 

Auk nodded, not knowing what to say, and at length said, “I’mAuk. Real pleased, Chenille.”

 

That was the last thing he could remember. He was lying face downon a cold, damp surface, aware of pervasive pain and soft footstepshastening to inaudibility. He rolled onto his back and sat up, thendiscovered that blood from his nose was dribbling down his chin.

 

“Here, trooper.” The voice was unfamiliar, metallic and harshlyresonant. “Use this.”

 

A wad of whitish cloth was pressed into his hand; he held itgingerly to his face. “Thanks.”

 

From some distance, a woman called, “Is that you?”

 

“Jugs?”

 

The tunnel was almost pitch dark to his left, a rectangle ofblack

relieved by a single remote fleck of green. To his right, somethingwas on fire—a shed or a big wagon, as well as he could judge.

 

The unfamiliar voice asked, “Can you stand up, trooper?”

 

Still pressing the cloth to his face, Auk shook his head.

 

There was someone nearer the burning structure, whatever itwas: a short stocky figure with one arm in a sling. Others, men withdark and strangely variegated skins… Auk blinked and lookedagain.

 

They were soldiers, chems that he had sometimes seen in parades.

Here they lay dead, their weapons beside them, eerily lit by theflames.

 

A small figure in black materialized from the gloom and gave hima toothy grin. “I had sped you to the gods, my son. I see they

sent you back.”

 

Through the cloth, Auk managed to say, “I don’t remembermeeting any,” then recalled that he had, that Scylla had been theircompanion for the better part of two days, and that she had notbeen in the least as he had imagined her. He risked removing thecloth. “Come here, Patera. Have a seat. I got to have a word withyou.”

 

“Gladly. I must speak with you, as well.” The little augurlowered

himself to the shiprock floor. Auk could see the white gleam of histeeth.

 

“Was that really Scylla?”

 

“You know better than I, my son.”

 

Auk nodded slowly. His head ached, and the pain made itdifficult to think. “Yeah1 only I don’t know. Was it her, or just adevil pretending?”

 

Incus hesitated, grinning more toothily than ever. “This israther

difficult to explain.”

 

“I’ll listen.” Auk groped his waistband for his needler; it wasstill in

place.

 

“My son, if a devil were to personate a goddess, it would

 


become

 

that goddess, in a way.”

Auk raised an eyebrow.

“Or that god. Pas, let us say, or Hierax. It would run a

 


grave risk

of merging into the total god. Or so the science of theodaimony

teaches us.”

 

“That’s abram.” His knife was still in his boot as well, hishanger athis side.

 

“Such are the facts, my son.” Incus cleared his throatimpressively.

“That is to say, the facts as far as they can be expressed in purely_human_ terms. It’s there averred that devils do not often dare to

personate the gods for that very reason, while the immortal gods,


for

their part, never stoop to personating devils.”

 

“Hoinbuss,” Auk said. The man with the injured arm was circlingthe fire. Changing the subject, Auk asked, “That’s our talus, ain’tit?

The soldiers got it?”

 

The unfamiliar voice said, “That’s right, we got it.”

Auk turned. There was a soldier squatting behind him.

“I’m Auk,” Auk said; he had reintroduced himself to Chenille with

 

the same words, he remembered, before whatever had happenedhad happened. He offered his hand.

“Corporal Hammerstone, Auk.” The soldier’s grip stopped justshort of breaking bones.

 

“Pleased.” Auk tried to stand, and would have fallen ifHammerstone

had not caught him. “Guess I’m still not right.”

 

“I’m a little rocky myself, trooper.”

 

“Dace and that young woman have been after me to haveCorporal Hammerstdne carry you, my son. I’ve resisted theirimportunities for his sake. He would gladly do it if I asked. Heand I

are the best of friends.”

 

“More than friends,” Hammerstone told Auk; there was no hint ofhumor in his voice. “More than brothers.”

 

“He would do anything for me. I’m tempted to demonstrate

that,

though I refrain. I prefer you to think about it for a while, alwayswith some element of doubt. Perhaps I’m teasing you, merely_blustering_. What do you think?”

 

Auk shook his head. “What I think don’t matter.

 

“Exactly. Because you thought that you could throw me from thatfilthy little boat with impunity. That I’d drown, and you wouldbe

well rid of me. We see now, don’t we, how misconceived that was.

You have fodeited any right to have your opinions heard with the_slightest_ respect.”

 

Chenille strode out of the darkness carrying a long weapon with acylindrical magazine. “Can you walk now, Hackum? We’ve beenwaiting for you.”

 

From his perch on the barrel, Oreb added, “All right?”

“Pretty soon,” Auk told them. “What’s that you got?”

“A launcher gun.” Chenille grounded it. “This is what did for our

 

talus, or that’s what we think. Stony showed me how to shoot it.

You can look, but don’t touch.”

Although pain prevented Auk from enjoying the joke, he managed,

“Not till I pay, huh?”

 

She grinned wickedly, making him feel better. “Maybe not eventhen. Listen here, Patera. You too, Stony. Can I tell all of you whatI’ve been thinking?”

 

“Smart girl!” Oreb assured them.

Incus nodded; Auk shrugged and said, “I’m not getting up for a

 

while yet. C’mere, bird.”

Oreb hopped onto his shoulder. “Bad hole!”

Chenille nodded. “He’s right. We heard some real funny noises

 

while I was back there looking for something to shoot, and there’sprobably more soldiers farther on. There’s more lights up that waytoo though, and that might help.”

 

Hammerstone said, “Not if we want to dodge their patrols.”

 

“I guess not. But the thing is, Oreb could say what he did aboutanyplace down here, and he wouldn’t be wrong. Auk, what I wasgoing to tell you is I used to have a cute little dagger that Istrappedonto my leg. It had a blade about as long as my foot, and I thoughtit

was just right. I thought your knife or your needler or whatevershould fit you, like shoes. You know what I’m saying?”

 

He did not, but he nodded nevertheless.

“Remember when I was Scylla?”

“It’s whether you remember. That’s what I want to know.”

“I do a little bit. I remember being Kypris, too, maybe a little

 

better. You didn’t know about that, did you, Patera? I was. I wasthem, but underneath I was still me. I think it’s like a donkey feelswhen somebody rides him. He’s still him, Snail or whatever hisname is, but he’s you, too, going where you want to and doing whatyou want to do. And ifhe doesn’t want to, he gets kicked till he doesit anyhow.”

 

Oreb cocked his head sympathetically. “Poor girl!”

 

“So pretty soon he gives up. Kick him and he goes, pull up andhe stops, not paying a lot of attention either way. It was like thatwith me. I wanted rust really bad, and I kept thinking about itand how shaggy tired I was. And all at once it was like I’d beendreaming. I was in a manteion in Limna, then up on an altar in acave and fit for sod. And I didn’t remember anything. or if I did Iwouldn’t think about it. But when I was bumping out to theshrine, up on those high rocks, stuff started coming back. Aboutbeing Kypris, I mean.”

 

Incus sighed. “Scylla mentioned it, my daughter, so I did know.

Sharing your body with the goddess of love! How I envy you!

It must have been wonderful!”

 

“I guess it was. It wasn’t nice. It wasn’t fun at all. But themore I

think, the more I think it really was wonderful in a abram sort ofway. I’m not exactly like I used to be, either. I think when theyleft,

the goddesses must have left some crumbs behind, and maybe theytook some with them, too.”

 

She picked up the launcher, running her fingers along the pinsprotruding from its magazine. “What I started to say was that afterthe talus got hit I saw I’d been wrong about things fitting, mydaggerand all that. This stuff isn’t really like shoes at all. The smallersomebody is, the bigger a shiv she needs. Scylla left that behind, Ithink, or maybe something I could use to see it myself.

 

“Anyway, Auk here plucks a dimber needler, but I doubt heneeds it much. If I lived the way he does, and I chose to do, I’dneed

it just about every day. So I found this launcher gun, and it’sbigger.

It was empty, but I found another one with the barrel flat where thetalus had gone over it, and it was full. Stony showed me how youload and unload them.”

 

Auk said, “I think I’ll get something myself, a slug gun, anyhow.

There’s probably a bunch of ‘em lying around.”

 

Incus shook his head and reached for Auk’s waist. “You’d better

allow me to take your needler this time, my son.”

 

At once Auk’s arms were pinned from behind by a grip that wasquite literally of steel.

 

With evident distaste, Incus lifted the front of Auk’s tunic andtook his needler from his waistband. “This wouldn’t harm CorporalHammerstone, but it would kill me, I suppose.” He gave Auk atoothy smile. “Or you, my son.”

 

“No shoot,” Oreb muttered; it was a moment or two before Aukunderstood that he was addressing Chenille.

 

“If you see him with a slug gun, Corporal, you’re to take itfrom

him and break it immediately. A slug gun or any other suchweapon.”

 

“Ahoy! Ahoy there!” The old fisherman was shouting and waving,

silhouetted by orange flames from the burning talus. “He says he’sdyin’! Wants to talk to us!”

 

Silk lifted himself until he could sit almost comfortably upon theturret, then waved both hands. His face was smeared with the mudof the storm, mud that was cracking and falling away now; the gaudytunic that Doctor Crane had brought him in Limna was daubed withmud as well, and he wondered how many of those who waved andcheered and jumped and shouted around the floater actuallyrecognized him.

 

SILK FOR CALDE!

 

SILK FOR CALDE!

 

Was there really to be a calde again, and was this new calde tobe

himself? Calde was a title that his mother had mentioned

occasionally,

a carved head in her closet.

 

He looked up Sun Street, then stared. That was, surely, thesilver-gray of a Sacred Window, nearly lost in the bright sunshine—aWindow in the middle of the street.

 

The wind carried the familiar odor of sacrifice—cedar smoke,

burning fat, burning hair, and burning feathers, the mixture strongerthan that of hot metal, hot fish-oil, and hot dust that wrappedthe floater. Before the silver shimmer of the Window, a black sleeveslid down a thin arm of gray metal, and a moment later he caughtsight of Maytera Marble’s shining, beloved face below the waving,

flesh-like hand. It seemed too good to be true.

 

“Maytera!” In the tumult of the crowd he could scarcely hearhis

own voice; he silenced them with a gesture, arms out, palms down.

“Quiet! Quiet, please!”

 

The noise diminished, replaced by the troubled bleating of sheepand the angry hissing of geese; as the crowd parted before thefloater, he located the animals themselves.

 

“Maytera! You’re holding a viaggiatory sacrifice?”

 

“Maytera Mint is! I’m helping!”

 

“Patera!” Gulo was back, trotting alongside the floater, hisblack

robe fallow with dust. “There are dozens of victims, Patera! Scores!”

 

They would have to sacrifice alternately if the ceremony were notto be prolonged till shadelow—which was what Gulo wanted, ofcourse; the glory of offering so many victims, of appearing before solarge a congregation. Yet he was not (as Silk reminded himselfsharply) asking for more than his due as acolyte. Furthermore, Gulocould begin immediately, while he, Silk, would have to wash andchange. “Stop,” he called to the driver. “Stop right here.” Thefloater

settled to the ground before the altar.

 

Silk swung his legs from the turret to stand at the edge of the

 


deck

before it, admonished by a twinge from his ankle.

 

“Friends!” A voice he felt he should recognize at once, shrillyetthrilling, rang from the walls of every building on Sun Street. “Thisis

Patera Silk! This is the man whose fame has brought you to thepoorest manteion in the city. To the Window through which thegods look upon Viron again!”

 

The crowd roared approval.

“Hear him! Recall your holy errand, and his!”

Silk, who had identified the speaker at the fourth word, blinked

 

and shook his head, and looked again. Then there was silence, andhe had forgotten what he had been about to say.

 

An antlered stag among the waiting victims (an offering toThelxiepeia, the patroness of divination, presumably) suggested anapproach; his fingers groped for an ambion. “No doubt there aremany questions you wish to ask the gods concerning these unsettledtimes. Certainly there are many questions I need to ask. Most of all,

I wish to beg the favor of every god; and most of all to beg StabbingSphigx, at whose order armies march and fight, for peace. Butbefore I ask the gods to speak to us, and before I beg their favor, Imust wash and change into suitable clothes. I’ve been in a battle,

you see—one in which good and brave men died; and before Ireturn to our manse to scrub my face and hands and throw theseclothes into the stove, I must tell you about it.”

 

They listened with upturned faces, eyes wide.

 

“You must have wondered at seeing me in a Guard floater. Someof you surely thought, when you saw our floater, that the Guardintended to prevent your sacrifice. I know that, because I saw youdrawing weapons and reaching for stones. But you see, theseGuardsmen have endorsed a new government for Viron.”

 

There were cheers and shouts.

 

“Or as I should have said, a return to the old one. They wish usto

have a calde—”

 

“Silk is calde!” someone shouted.

 

“—and a return to the forms laid down in our Charter. I

encountered some of these brave and devout Guardsmen in Limna,

and because I was afraid we might be stopped by other units of theGuard, I foolishly suggested that they pretend I was their prisoner.

Many of you will have anticipated what happened as a result. OtherGuardsmen attacked us, thinking that they were rescuing me.” Hepaused for breath.

 

“Remember that. Remember that you must not assume that everyGuardsman you see is our enemy, and remember that even thosewho oppose us are Vironese.” His eyes sought out Maytera Marbleagain. “I’ve lost my keys, Maytera. Is the garden gate unlocked? Ishould be able to get into the manse that way.”

 

She cupped her hands (hands that might have belonged to a biowoman) around her mouth. “I’ll open it for you, Patera!”

 

“Patera Gulo, proceed with the sacrifice, please. I’ll join youas

soon as I can.”

 

Clumsily, Silk vaulted from the floater, trying to put as muchweight as he could on his sound left leg; at once he found himselfsunounded by well-wishers, some of them in green Civil Guarduniforms, some in mottled green conflict armor, most in brighttunics or flowing gowns, and more than a few in rags; they touchedhim as they might have touched the image of a god, in speechesblurted in a second or two declared themselves his disciples,

partisans, and supporters forever, and carried him along like therush of a rain-swollen river.

 

Then the garden wall was at his elbow, and Maytera Marble at the

 

gate waving to him while the Guardsmen swung the butts of the slugguns to keep back the crowd. A voice at his ear said, “I shall comewith you, My Calde. Always now, you must have someone toprotect you.” It was the captain with whom he had breakfasted atfour in the morning in Limna.

 

The garden gate banged shut behind them; on the other sideMaytera Marble’s key grated in the lock. “Stay here,” the captainordered a Guardsman in armor. “No one is to enter.” He turned

back to Silk, pointed toward the cenoby. “Is that your house, MyCalde?”

 

“No. It’s over there. The triangular one.” Belatedly. he realizedthat it did not appear triangular from the garden; the captain wouldthink him mad. “The smaller one. Patera Gulo won’t have locked

the door. Potto got my keys.”

 

“Councillor Potto, My Calde?”

 

“Yes, Councillor Potto.” Yesterday’s pain rushed back: Potto’sfists and electrodes, Sand’s black box. Scrupulous answers thatbrought further blows and the electrodes at his groin. Silk pushedthe memories away as he limped along the graveled path, thecaptain behind him and five troopers behind the captain, passing thedying fig in whose shadow the animals that were to die for Orpine’sspirit had rested, the arbor in which he had spoken to Kypris andchatted with Maytera Marble, her garden and his own blackberriesand wilting tomato vines, all in less time than his mind required torecognize and love them.

 

“Leave your men outside, Captain. They can rest in the shade ofthe tree beside the gate if they like.” Were they doomed, too? Fromthe deck of the floater he had talked of Sphigx; and those whoperished in battle were accounted her sacrifices, just as thosestruck

by lightning were said to have been offered to Pas.

 

The kitchen was exactly as he recalled it; if Gulo had eatensince

moving into the manse, he had not done it here. Oreb’s water cupstill stood on the kitchen table beside the ball snatched from Horn.

“If it hadn’t happened, the big boys would have won,” he murmured.

 

“I beg pardon, My Calde?”

 

“Pay no attention—I was talking to myself.” Refusing thecaptain’soffer of help, he toiled at the pump handle until he could splash hisface and disorderly yellow hair with cold water that he could nothelp imagining smelled of the tunnels, soap and rinse them, and rubthem dry with a dish towel.

 

“You’ll want to wash up a bit, too, Captain. Please do so while Ichange upstairs.”

 

The stair was steeper than he remembered; the manse, which hehad always thought small, smaller than ever. Seated on the bed thathe had left unmade on Molpseday morning, he lashed its wrinkledsheets with Doctor Crane’s wrapping.

 

He had told the crowd he would burn his tunic and loose brown

trousers, but although soaked and muddy they were still practicallynew, and of excellent quality; washed, they might clothe some poorman for a year or more. He pulled the tunic off and tossed it intothe

hamper.

 

The azoth he had filched from Hyacinth’s boudoir was in thewaistband of the trousers. He pressed it to his lips and carried itto

the window to examine it again. It had never been Hyacinth’s, fromwhat Crane had told him; Crane had merely had her keep it, feelingthat her rooms were less likely to be searched than his own. Cranehimself had received it from an unnamed Idlanum in Trivigauntewho had intended it as a gift for Blood. Was it Blood’s, then? If so,

it must be turned over to Blood without fail. There must be no more

 

theft from Blood; he had gone too far in that direction on Phaesday.

 

On the other hand, if Crane had been authorized to dispose of it(as it seemed he had), it was his, since Crane had given it to him asCrane lay dying. It might be sold for thousands of cards and themoney put to good use—but a moment’s self-examination convincedhim that he could never exchange it for money if he had any right toit.

 

Someone in the crowd beyond the garden wall had seen himstanding at the window. People were cheering, nudging each other,

and pointing. He stepped back, closed the curtains, and examinedHyacinth’s azoth again, an object of severe beauty and a weaponworth a company of the Civil Guard—the weapon with which he hadslain the talus in the tunnels, and the one she had threatened himwith when he would not lie with her.

 

Had her need really been so great? Or had she hoped to makehim love her by giving herself to him, as he had hoped (herecognized the kernel of truth in the thought) to make her love himby refusing? Hyacinth was a prostitute, a woman rented for a nightfor a few cards—that was to say, for the destruction of the mind ofsome forsaken, howling monitor like the one in the buried tower.

He was an augur, a member of the highest and holiest of professions.

So he had been taught.

 

An augur ready to steal to get just such cards as her body soldfor.

An augur ready to steal by night from the man from whom he hadalready bullied three cards at noon. One of those cards had boughtOreb and a cage to keep him in. Would three have boughtHyacinth? Brought her to this old three-sided cage of a manse, withits bolted doors and barred windows?

 

He placed the azoth on his bureau, put Hyacinth’s needler and hisbeads beside it, and removed his trousers. They were muddier eventhan the tunic, the knees actually plastered with mud, though theircolor made their state less obvious. Seeing them, it struck him thataugurs might wear black not in order that they might eavesdrop onthe gods while concealed by the color of Tartaros, but because itmade a dramatic background for fresh blood, and masked stainsthat could not be washed out.

 

His shorts, cleaner than the trousers but equally rain-soaked,

followed them into the hamper.

 

Rude people called augurs butchers for good reason, and therewas butchery enough waiting for him. Leaving aside his proclivitytoward theft, were augurs really any better in the eyes of a god suchas the Outsider than a woman like Hyacinth? Could they be betterthan the people they represented before the gods and still representthem? Bios and chems alike were contemptible creatures in the eyesof the gods, and ultimately those were the only eyes that mattered.

 

Eyes in the foggy little mirror in which he shaved caught his. Asbe stared, Mucor’s deathly grin coalesced below them; in a travestyof coquetry, she simpered, “This isn’t the first time I’ve seen youwith no clothes on.”

 

He spun around, expecting to see her seated on his bed; she wasnot there.

 

“I wanted to tell you about my window and my father. You weregoing to tell him to lock my window so I couldn’t get out and botheryou any more.”

 

By that time he had recovered his poise. He got clean undershortsfrom the bureau and pulled them on, then shook his head. “I wasn’t.

I hoped that I wouldn’t have to.”

 

From beyond the bedroom door: ‘My Calde?”

 

“I’ll be down in a moment, Captain.”

 

“I heard voices, My Calde. You are in no danger?”

 

“This manse is haunted, Captain. You may come up and see foryourself if you like.”

 

Mucor tittered. “Isn’t this how you talk to them? In the

 

glasses?”

 

“To a monitor, you mean?” He had been thinking of one; couldshe read his thoughts? “Yes, it’s very much like this. You must haveseen them.”

 

“They don’t look the same to me.”

 

“I suppose not.” With a considerable feeling of relief, Silkpulledon clean black trousers.

 

“I thought I’d be one for you.”

 

He nodded in recognition of her consideration. “Just as you useyour window and the gods their Sacred Windows. I had not thoughtof the parallel, but I should have.”

 

Unreflected, her face in his mirror bobbed up and down. “Iwanted to tell you it’s no good any more, telling my father to lockmy window. He’ll kill you if he sees you, now. Potto said he had to,

and he said he would.”

 

The Ayuntamiento had learned that he was alive and in the city,

clearly; it would learn that he was here soon, if it had not already.


It

would send loyal members of the Guard, might even send soldiers.

 

“So it doesn’t matter. My body will die soon anyway, and I’ll befree like the others. Do you care?”

 

“Yes. Yes, I do. Very much. Why will your body die?”

 

“Because I don’t cat. I used to like it, but I don’t any more.

I’d

rather be free.”

 

Her face had begun to fade. He blinked, and nothing but thehollows that had been her eyes remained. A breath of wind stirredthe curtains, and those hollows, too, were gone.

 

He said, “You must eat, Mucor. I don’t want you to die.” Hopingfor a reply, he waited. “I know you can hear me. You have to eat.”

He had intended to tell her that he had wronged her and her father.

That he would make amends, although Blood might kill himafterward. But it was too late.

 

Wiping his eyes, he got out his last clean tunic. His prayerbeads

and a handkerchief went into one trouser pocket, Hyacinth’sneedler into the other (He would return it when he could, but thatproblematic moment at which they might meet again seemedagonizingly remote.) His waistband claimed the azoth; it waspossible that augury would provide some hint of what he ought to dowith it. He considered selling it again, and thought again of thehowling face that had been so like Mucor’s in his minor, andshuddered.

 

Clean collar and cuffs on his second-best robe would have to do.

And here was the captain, waiting at the foot of the stair andlooking nearly as spruce as he had in that place—what had it beencalled? In the Rusty Lantern in Limna.

 

“I was concerned for your safety, My Calde.”

 

“For my reputation, you mean. You heard a woman’s voice.”

 

“A child’s, I thought, My Calde.”

 

“You may search the upper floor if you wish, Captain. If you finda woman—or a child, either—please let me know.”

 

“Hierax have my bones if I have thought of such a thing, MyCalde!”

 

“She is a child of Hierax’s, certainly.”

 

The Silver Street door was barred, as it should have been; Silkrattled the handle to make certain it was locked as well. The window

was shut, and locked behind its bars.

 

“I can station a trooper in here, if you wish, My Calde.”

 

Silk shook his head. “We’ll need every trooper you have andmore, I’m afraid. That officer in the floater—”

 

“Major Civet, My Calde.

 

“Tell Major Civet to station men to give the alarm if the

 

Ayuntamiento sends its troopers to arrest me. They should be astreet or two away, I suppose.”

 

“Two streets or more, My Calde, and there must be patrolsbeyond them.”

 

“Very well, Captain. Arrange it. I’m willing to stand trial if Imust,

but only if it will bring peace.”

 

“You are willing, My Calde. We are not. Nor are the gods.”

 

Silk shrugged and went into the sellaria. The Sun Street door waslocked and barred. Two letters on the mantel, one sealed with theChapter’s knife and chalice, one with a flame between cuppedhands; he dropped them into the large pocket of his robe. Both theSun Street windows were locked.

 

As they hurried through the garden again and into the street, hefound himself thinking of Mucor. And of Blood, who had adoptedher; then of Highest Hierax, who had dropped from the sky a fewhours ago for Crane and the solemn young trooper with whom heand Crane had talked in the Rusty Lantern. Mucor wanted to die, toyield to Hierax; and he, Silk, would have to save her if he could.

Had it been wrong of him, then, to call her a child of Hierax?

 

Perhaps not. Women as well as men were by adoption thechildren of the gods, and no other god so suited Mucor.

 

Chapter 3 — A Tessera for the Tunnel

 

“Bad thing,” Oreb muttered, watching the burning talus to seewhether it could hear him. When it did not react, he repeated moreloudly, “Bad thing!”

 

“Shut up.” Auk, too, watched it warily.

 

Chenille addressed it, stepping forward with her launcher ready.

“We’d put out the fire if we could. If we had blankets or—oranything we could beat it out with.”

 

“I die! Hear me!”

 

“I just wanted to say we’re sorry.” She glanced back at the fourmen, and Dace nodded.

 

“I serve Scylla! You must!”

 

Incus drew himself up to his full height. “You may rely upon meto

do everything in my power to carry out the goddess’s will. I speakhere for my friend Corporal Hammerstone, as well as for myself.”

 

“The Ayuntamiento has betrayed her! Destroy it!”

 

Hammerstone snapped to attention. “Request permission tospeak, Talus.”

 

The slender black barrel of one buzz gun trembled and the gunfired, its burst whistling five cubits above their heads and sendingscreaming ricochets far down the tunnel.

 

“Maybe you better not,” Auk whispered. He raised his voice,

“Scylla told us Patera Silk was trying to overthrow them, andordered us to help him. We will if we can. That’s Chenille and me,

and his bird.”

 

“Tell the Juzgado!”

 

“Right, she said to.” Dace and Incus nodded.

 

A tongue of flame licked the talus’s cheek. “The tessera!

Thetis!

To the subceltar…” An interior explosion rocked it.

 

Needlessly, Auk shouted, “Get back!” As they fled down thetunnel, fire veiled the great metal face.

 

“She’s done fer now! She’s goin’ down!” Dace was slower eventhan Auk, who tottered on legs weaker than he had known sinceinfancy.

 

A second muffled explosion, then silence except for thesibilation

 

of the flames. Hammerstone, who had been matching strides withAuk, broke step to snatch up a slug gun. “This was a sleeper’s,” hetold Auk cheerfully. “See how shiny the receiver is? Probably neverbeen fired. I couldn’t go back for mine ‘cause I was supposed towatch you. Mine’s had about five thousand rounds through it.” Heput the new slug gun to his shoulder and sighted down the barrel.

 

Oreb squawked, and Auk said, “Careful there! You might hit Jugs.”

 

“Safety’s on.” Hammerstone lowered the gun. “You knew herbefore, huh?”

 

Auk nodded and slowed his pace enough to allow Dace to catchup. “Since spring, I guess it was.”

 

“I had a girl myself once,” Hammerstone told him. “She was ahousemaid, but you’d never have guessed it to look at her. Pretty asa picture.”

 

Auk nodded. “What happened?”

 

“I had to go on reserve. I went to sleep, and when I woke up Iwasn’t stationed in the city any more. Maybe I should’ve gonelooking for Moly.” He shrugged. “Only I figured by then she’d foundsomebody else. Just about all of them had.”

 

“You’ll find somebody, too, if you want to,” Auk assured him. Hepaused to look back up the tunnel; the talus was still in view butseemed remote, a dot of orange fire no larger than the closest light.

“You could be dead,” he said. “Suppose Patera hadn’t fixed you up?”

 

Hammerstone shook his head. “I can’t ever pay him. I can’t evenshow how much I love him, really. We can’t cry. You know about that?”

 

“Poor thing!” Oreb sounded shocked.

 

Auk told him, “You can’t cry either, cully.”

 

“Bird cry!”

 

“You meatheads are always talking about how good us chemshave it,” Hammerstone continued. “Good means not being able toeat, and duty seventy-four, maybe a hundred and twenty, hours at astretch. Good means sleeping so long the Whorl changes, and yougot to learn new procedures for everything. Good means seven oreight tinpots after every woman. You want to try it?”

 

“Shag, no!”

 

Dace caught Auk’s arm. “Thanks for waitin’ up.”

 

Auk shook him off. “I can’t go all that fast myself.”

 

More cheerfully Hammerstone said, “I could carry you both, onlyI’m not supposed to. Patera wouldn’t like it.”

 

Dace’s grin revealed a dark gap from which two teeth weremissing. “Mama, don’t put me on no boat!”

 

Auk chuckled.

 

“He means well,” Hammerstone assured them. “He cares aboutme. That’s one reason I’d die for him.”

 

Auk suppressed his first thought and substituted, “Don’t youthink about your old knot any more? The other soldiers?”

 

“Sure I do. Only Patera comes first.”

 

Auk nodded.

 

“You got to consider the whole setup. Our top commander oughtto be the calde. That’s our general orders. Only there isn’t one, andthat means all of us are stuck. Nobody’s got the right to give anorder, only we do it ‘cause we’ve got to, to keep the brigaderunning. Sand’s my sergeant, see?”

 

“Uh-huh.”

 

“And Schist and Shale are privates in our squad. He tells me and

 

tell them. Then they go sure, Corporal, whatever you say. Onlynone of us feels right about it.”

 

“Girl wait?” Oreb inquired. He had been eyeing Chenille’sdistant,

naked back.

 

“Sooner or later,” Auk told him. “Snuff your jaw. This isinteresting.”

 

“Take just the other day,” Hammerstone continued, “I was

 

watching a prisoner. A flap broke and I tried to handle it, and hegotaway from me. If everything was right, I’d’ve lost my stripes overthat, see? Only it’s not, so all I got was a chewing out from Sandand

double from the major. Why’s that?” He leveled a pipe-sized fingerat Auk, who shook his head.

 

“I’ll tell you. “Cause both of them know Sand wasn’t authorizedto

give anybody orders in the first place, and I could’ve told himdee-dee if I’d wanted to.”

 

“Dee-dee?” Oreb peered quizzically at Hammerstone.

 

“You want the straight screw? I felt pretty bad when it happened,

but it was a lot worse when I was talking to them. Not ‘cause ofanything they said. I’ve heard all that till I could sing it. ‘Causetheydidn’t take my stripes. I never thought I’d say that, but that’s whatit

was. They could’ve done it, only they didn’t ‘cause they knew theydidn’t have authority from the calde, and I kept thinking, you don’thave to tell me to wipe them off, I’ll wipe them off myself. Onlythat

would just have made them feel worse.”

 

“I never liked working for anybody but me,” Auk told him.

 

“You got to have somebody outside. Or anyhow I do. You feelingpretty good now?”

 

“Better’n I did.”

 

“I been watching you, ‘cause that’s what Patera wants. And youcan’t hardly walk. You hit your head when the talus bought it, andwe figured you were KIA. Patera sort of liked it at first. Only then,

not so much. His essential nobility of character coming out. Knowwhat I’m saying?”

 

Dace put in, “That big gal cryin an’ yellin’ at him.”

 

“Yeah, that too. Look here—”

 

“Wait a minute,” Auk told them. “Chenille. She cried?”

 

Dace chuckled. “I felt sorrier fer her than fer you.”

 

“She wasn’t even there when I woke up!”

 

“She run off. I was over talkin’ ter that talus, but I seen her.”

 

“She was around when I came to,” Hammerstone told Auk. “Shehad that launcher, only it was empty. There was another one, allsmashed up, where we were. Maybe she brought it, I don’t know.

Anyhow, after I talked to Patera about you and a couple otherthings, I showed her how to disarm the bad one’s magazine and loadthe SSMs in the good one.”

 

Dice told Hammerstone, “She got her’n up the tunnel whilst theaugur was fixin’ you. This big feller, he was off watch, and didn’tnobody know rightly how bad he’d got hurt. When she come backan’ seen he wasn’t comin’ ‘round, she foundered.”

 

Auk scratched his ear.

 

“You’ve broke your head-bone, big feller, don’t let nobody tellyou no different. I seen it afore. Feller on my boat got a rap fromthe boom. He laid in the cuddy couple nights ‘fore we could fetchhim ashore. He’d open the point an’ talk, then sheer off downweather. We fetched him the doctor an’ I guess he done all he wasable but that feller died next day. You’re in luck you wasn’t hit noworse.”

 

“What makes it good luck?” Hammerstone asked him.

 

“Why, stands ter reason, don’t it? He don’t want ter be dead, nomore’n me!”

 

“All you meatheads talk like that. Only look at it. No moretrouble and no more work. No more patrols through these tunnelslooking everywhere for nothing and lucky to get a shot at a god. Nomore—”

 

“Shot god?” Oreb inquired.

 

“Yeah,” Auk said. “What the shag are you talking about?”

 

“That’s just what we call them,” Hammerstone explained.

“They’re really animals. Kind of like a dog, only ugly where a realdog’s all right, so we say it backwards.”

 

“I’ve never seen any kind of shaggy animal down here.”

 

“You haven’t been down here long, either. You just think youhave. There’s bats and big blindworms, out under the lake especially.

There’s gods all around here, only there’s five of us and me asoldier, and quite a few lights on this stretch. When we get tosomeplace darker, watch out.”

 

“You don’t mind dyin’,” Dace reminded him. “That’s what yousays a little back.”

 

“Now I do.” Hammerstone pointed up the tunnel to Incus, ahundred cubits ahead. “That’s what I was trying to tell you. Auk saidhe didn’t need an outfit or a leader like Patera, or anything likethat.”

 

“I don’t,” Auk declared. “It’s the shaggy truth.”

 

“Then sit down right here. Go to sleep. Dace and me will keepgoing. You feel pretty sick, I can tell. You don’t like walking.

Well,

there’s no reason you’ve got to. I’ll wait till we’re about to losesightof you, then I’ll put a couple slugs in you.”

 

“No shoot!” Oreb protested.

 

“I’ll wait till you’ve settled down, see? You won’t know it’scoming. You’ll get to thinking I’m not going to. What do you say?”

 

“No thanks.”

 

“All right, here’s what I been trying to get across. It doesn’tsound that good to you. If I kept on about it, you’d say you had totake care of your girl, even when you’re hurt so bad you can’thardly take care of yourself. Or maybe look out for your talkingbird or something. Only it’d all be gas, ‘cause you really don’twant to, even when you know it makes more sense than whatyou’re doing.”

 

Sick and weak, Auk shrugged. “If you say so.”

 

“It’s not like that for us. Just sitting down somewhere down hereand letting everything slow down till I go to sleep, and sleeping,


with

nobody ever coming by to wake me up, that sounds pretty good. Itwould sound all right to my sergeant, too, or the major. The reasonwe don’t is we’re supposed to look out for Viron. That means thecalde, ‘cause he’s the one that says what’s good for Viron and what’snot.”

 

“Silk’s supposed to be the new calde,” Auk remarked. “I knowhim, and that’s what Scylla said.”

 

Hammerstone nodded. “That’ll be great if it happens, but ithasn’t

happened yet and maybe it never will. Only I’ve got Patera now,

see? Right now I can walk in back of him like this and keep lookingat him just about all the time, and he isn’t even telling me not tolook like he did at first. So I don’t want to sit down and die anymore

than you do.”

 

Oreb bobbed his approval. “Good! Good!”

 

Farther along the tunnel, Incus asked with some asperity, “Are you_sure_ that’s all, my daughter?”

 

“That’s everything since Patera Silk shrived me, like I said,”

Chenille declared, “everything that I remember, anyhow.”

Apologeticallyshe added, “That was Sphixday, so there wasn’t time for a lot, andyousaid things I did when I was Kypris or Scylla don’t count.”

 

“Nor do they. The gods can do no evil. At least, not on our

 

level.”

Incus cleared his throat and made sure that he was holding hisprayer beads correctly. “That being the case, I bring to you, mydaughter, the pardon of all the gods. In the name of Lord Pas, youare forgiven. In the name of Divine Echidna, you are forgiven. Inthe glorious ever-efficacious name of Sparkling Scylla, loveliest


of

goddesses and firstborn of the Seven and ineffable patroness of_this_,

our—”

 

“I’m not her any more, Patera. That’s lily.”

 

Incus, who had been seized by a sudden, though erroneous,

presentiment, relaxed. “You are forgiven. In the name of Molpe,

you are forgiven. In the name of Tartaros, you are forgiven. In thename of Hierax, you are forgiven.”

 

He took a deep breath. “In the name of Thelxiepeia, you areforgiven. In the name of Phaea, you are forgiven. In the name of_Sphigx_, you are forgiven. And in the name of all lesser gods,

you are forgiven. Kneel now, my daughter. I must trace the sign ofaddition

over your head.”

 

“I’d sooner Auk didn’t see. Couldn’t you just—”

 

“Kneel!” Incus told her severely, and by way of meriteddisciplineadded, “Bow your head!” She did, and he swung his beads forwardand back, then from side to side.

 

“I hope he didn’t see me,” Chenille whispered as she got to herfeet, “I don’t think he’s jump for religion.”

 

“I dare say not.” Incus thrust his beads back into his pocket.

“While

you are, my daughter? If that’s so, you’ve deceived me mostcompletely.”

 

“I thought I’d better, Patera. Get you to shrive me, I mean. Wecould’ve been killed back there when our talus fought the soldiers.

Auk just about was, and the soldiers could have killed us afterwards.

I don’t think they knew we were on his back, and when hecaught fire they were afraid he’d blow up, maybe. If they’d beenright, we’d have got killed by that.”

 

“They will return for their dead, eventually. I must say the

 

prospect concerns me. What if we encounter them?”

“Yeah. We’re supposed to get rid of the councillors?”

Incus nodded. “So you, possessed by Scylla, instructed us, my

 

daughter. We are to displace His Cognizance as well.” Incuspermittedhimself a smile, or perhaps could not resist it. “I am to have theoffice.”

 

“You know what happens to people that go up against theAyuntamiento, Patera? They get killed or thrown in the pits. All ofthem I ever heard of.”

 

Incus nodded gloomily.

 

“So I thought I’d better get you to do it. Shrive me. I’ve got adayleft, maybe. That’s not a whole lot of time.”

 

“Women, and augurs, are usually spared the ignominy ofexecution,

my daughter.”

 

“When they go up against the Ayuntamiento? I don’t think so.

Anyhow, I’d be locked up in the Alambrera or tossed in a pit. Theyeat the weak ones in the pits.”

 

Incus, a full head shorter than she, looked up at her. “You’ve_never_ struck me as weak, my daughter. And you have struck me,

you know.”

 

“I’m sorry, Patera. It wasn’t personal, and anyhow you said itdoesn’t count.” She glanced over her shoulder at Auk, Dace, and

 

Hammerstone. “Maybe we’d better slow down, huh?”

 

“Gladly!” He had been hard put to keep up with her. “As I said,

my daughter, what you did to me is not to be accounted evil. Scylla

has every right to strike me, as a mother her child. Contrast thatwith that man Auk’s behavior toward me. He seized me bodily andcast me into the lake.”

 

“I don’t remember that.”

 

“Scylla did not order it, my daughter. He acted upon his own_evil

impulse_, and were I to be asked to shrive him for it again, I am_far_

from confident I could bring myself to do so. Do you find himattractive?”

 

“Auk? Sure.”

 

“I confess I thought him a fine specimen when I first saw him.


His

features are by no means handsome, yet his muscular masculinity


is

both real and impressive.” Incus sighed. “One dreams…I mean ayoung woman such as yourself, my daughter, not infrequentlydreams of such a man. Rough, yet, one hopes, not entirely lackinginner sensitivity. When the actual object is encountered,

however,

one is invariably disappointed.”

 

“He lumped me a couple of times while we were hoofing out tothat shrine. Did he tell you about that?”

“About visiting a shrine?” Incus’s eyebrows shot up. “Auk andyourself? No indeed.”

 

“Lumping me, I meant. I thought maybe… Never mind. Once Isat down on one of those white rocks, and he kicked me. Kicked myleg, you know. I got pretty sore about that.”

 

Incus shook his head, dismayed at Auk’s brutality. “I shouldimagine so, my daughter. I, for one, am disinclined to criticizeyoufor it.”

 

“Only by-and-by I figured it out. See, Kypris had—you know,

what Scylla did. It was at Orpine’s funeral. Orpine’s a dell I usedto

know.” Transfering the launcher to her other hand, Chenille wipedher eyes. “I still feel really bad about her. I always will.”

 

“Your grief does you credit, my daughter.”

 

“Now she’s lying in a box in the ground, and I’m walking in thisone, only mine’s a whole lot deeper. I wonder whether this is whatbeing dead seems like to her? Maybe it is.”

 

“Her spirit has doubtless united itself with the gods inMainframe,”

Incus said kindly.

 

“Her spirit, sure, but what about her? What do you call thistunnel

stuff? They make houses out of it, sometimes.

 

“The ignorant say shiprock, the learned navislapis.”

 

“A big shiprock box. That’s what we’re in, and we’re just asburied as Orpine. What I was going to say is Kypris never told Auk,

Patera. Not like Scylla. She told him right away, but he thoughtKypris was me, and he liked her a lot. He gave me this ring, see?

Then she talked to people in Limna and went in the manteion andwent away. Went clear out of me and left me all alone in front of theWindow. I was scared to death. I had some money and I kept buyingred ribbon—”

 

“Brandy, my daughter?”

 

“Yeah. Throwing it down, trying to pretend it was rust becauseit’s

about the same color. It took a lot before I got over being scared,

and then I still was, a little, way back in my head and deep down in

 

my tripes. Then I saw Auk, this was still in Limna, so I hooked himbecause I was out of gelt, and I was just some drunk, some olddrunk trull. So naturally he lumped me. He never did lump me ashard as Bass did once, and I’m sorry I lumped you. Aren’t the godssupposed to care about us, Patera?”

 

“They do, my daughter.”

 

“Well, Scylla didn’t. She could’ve kept me out of the sun andkeptmy clothes so I wouldn’t get so burned. We got hot when I wasrunning for her and they got in our way, so she just tore them offand threw them down. My best winter gown.”

 

Incus cleared his throat. “I have been meaning to speak to youabout that, my daughter. Your nudity. Perhaps I ought to havedone so when I shrove you. I foresaw, however, that you mightmisunderstand. I, myself, am sunburned, and nudity is wrong,

you know.”

 

“It gets bucks hot. Mine does, I mean, or Violet. I saw a buckpractically jump the wall once when Violet took off her gown, andshe wasn’t really naked, either. She had on one of those real goodbandeaus that hike up your tits when they look like they’re justshoving them back.”

 

“Nudity, my daughter,” Incus continued gamely, “is wrong notonly because it engenders concupiscent thoughts in weak men, butbecause it

is often the occasion of violent attacks. Concupiscent thoughtsare wrong in themselves, as I suggested, though they are not_seriously_

evil. Violent attacks, on the other hand, are seriously evil.

In the matter of concupiscent thoughts, the fault lies with you whenby_intentional_ nudity you give rise to them. In that of violentattacks, the fault lies with the attacker. He is obliged to_restrain_

himself, no matter how severe a provocation is offered him. But Iask you to consider, my daughter, whether you wish any human spiritto

be rejected by the immortal gods.”

 

“Getting beat over the head the way they do,” Chenille saidpositively, “that’s the part I’d really hate.”

 

Incus nodded, gratified. “There is that, as well. You mustconsider

that the men most inclined to these attacks are by no means themost

noble of my sex. To the contrary! You might actually be killed.

Women frequently are.”

 

“I guess you’re right, Patera.”

 

“Oh, I am, my daughter. You may rely upon it. In our presentcompany, your nudity does little harm, I would say. I, at least,


am

proof against it. So is the soldier whose life I, by the grace andaid of

Fairest Phaea, contrived to save. The captain of our boat—”

 

“Dace.”

 

“Yes, Dace. Dace is also proof against it, or nearly so, Iwould

imagine, by virtue of his advanced age. Auk, of whom I hadentertained the gravest fears for your sake has now, by theintercession of Divine Echidna, who ever strives to safeguard thechastity of your sex as well as my own, been so severely injuredthat

he is most unlikely to attack you or—”

 

“Auk? He wouldn’t have to.”

Incus cleared his throat again. “I forbear to dispute the matter,


my

 

daughter. Your reason or mine, though I greatly prefer my own.


But

consider this, also. We are to enter the Juzgado, using thetessera

the talus supplied. Once there—”

 

“Is that what we’re supposed to do when we get back? I guess itis,

but I haven’t been thinking about it, just about getting Auk to adoctor and all that. I know a good one. And sitting down and gettingsomebody nice to wash my feet, and some powder and rouge andsome decent perfume, and drinks and something to eat. Aren’t youhungry, Patera? I’m starving.”

 

“I am not wholly unaccustomed to fasting, my daughter. To_revert_ to our topic, we are to enter the Juzgado, or so that_talus_

informed us as the claws of Hierax closed upon him. Hisinstructions were Scylla’s, he said, and I credit him. He told usthe Ayuntamiento must be destroyed, as Scylla herself did uponthat unforgettable occasion when she announced that she haschosen me her Prolocutor. The talus indicated that we were to

announce her decision to the commissioners, and provided a_tessera_ by which we are to penetrate the subcellar for thatpurpose. I must confess I had not known that such a subcellarexisted, but presumably it does. Consider then, my daughter, thatyou will soon—”

 

“Thetis, that was it, wasn’t it? I wondered what he meant when hesaid that. Does it work like a key? I’ve heard there are doors likethat.”

 

“Ancient doors,” Incus informed her. “Doors constructed by_Great

Pas_ at the time he built the whorl. The Prolocutor’s Palace has


such

a door. Its tessera is known to me, though I may not reveal it.”

 

“Thetis sounds like a god’s name. Is it? I don’t really know verymuch about any of the gods except the Nine. And the Outsider.

Patera Silk told me a little about him.”

 

“It is indeed.” Incus glowed with satisfaction. “In the_Writings_, mydaughter, the mechanism by which we augurs are chosen isdescribed in beautiful though picturesque terms. It is theresaid…”

He paused. “I regret that I cannot quote the passage. I mustparaphrase it, I’m afraid. But it is written there that each newyearPas brings is like a fleet. You are familiar with boats, mydaughter.

You were upon that wretched little fishing boat with me, afterall.”

 

“Sure.”

 

“Each year, as I have indicated, is likened to a fleet of boatsthat

are its days, gallant craft loaded with the young men of thatyear.

Each of these day-boats is obliged to pass Scylla on its voyageto

infinity. Some sail very near to her, while others remain at agreater_distance_, their youthful crews crowding the side most distant


from

her loving embrace. None of which signifies. From each of theseboats, she selects the young men who most please her.”

 

“I don’t see—”

“But,” Incus continued impressively, “how is it that these_boats_

 

pass her at all? Why do they not remain safe in harbor? Or sail_someplace else?_ It is because there is a minor goddess whosefunction it is to direct them to her. Thetis is that goddess, andthus a

most suitable tessera for us. A key, as you said. A ticket or_inscribed

tile_ that will admit us to the Juzgado, and incidentally release


us from

the cold and dark of these horrid tunnels.”

 

“You think we might be close to the Juzgado now, Patera?”

 

Incus shook his head. “I do not know, my daughter. We traveled_some distance_ on that unfortunate talus, and he went_very_ fast. I dare hope we are beneath the city now.”

 

“I doubt if we’re much past Limna,” Chenille told him.

 

Auk’s head ached. Sometimes it seemed to him that a wedge hadbeen pounded into it, sometimes it felt more like a spike; in eithercase, it hurt so much at times that he could think of nothing else,

forcing himself to take one step forward like an automaton, onemore weary step in a progression of weary steps that would never beover. When the ache subsided, as it did now and then, he becameaware that he was as sick as he had ever been in his life and mightvomit at any moment.

 

Hammerstone stalked beside him, his big, rubber-shod feetmaking less noise than Auk’s boots as they padded over the dampshiprock of the tunnel floor. Hammerstone had his needler, andwhen the pain in his head subsided, Auk schemed to recover it,

illusory schemes that were more like nightmares. He would pushHammerstone from a cliff into the lake, snatching his needler asHammerstone fell, trip him as they scaled a roof, break intoHammerstone’s house, find him asleep, and take his needler fromHammerstone’s strong room… Hammerstone falling headlong,

somersaulting, rolling down the roof as he, Auk, fired needle afterneedle at him, viscous black fluid spurting from every wound topaint the snowy sheets and turn the water of the lake to black bloodin which they drowned.

 

No, Incus had his needler, had it under his black robe; butHammerstone had a slug gun, and even soldiers could be killed withslugs, which could and often did penetrate the mud-brick walls ofhouses, the thick bodies of horses and oxen as well as men, slugsthat left horrible wounds.

 

Oreb fluttered on his shoulders, climbing with talon and crimsonbeak from one to the other. Peering though his ears Oreb glimpsedhis thoughts; but Oreb could not know, no more than he himselfknew, what those thoughts portended. Oreb was only a bird, andIncus could not take him from him, no more than his hanger, nomore than his knife.

 

Dace had a knife as well. Under his tunic Dace had the old

thick-bladed spear-pointed knife he had used to gut and fillet thefish they had caught from his boat, the knife that had worked soquickly, so surely, though it looked so unsuited to its task. Dacewas

not an old man at all, but a flunky and a toady to that old knife, athing that carried it as Dace’s old boat had carried them all whenthere was nothing inside it to make it go, carrying them as theymight have been carried by a child’s toy, toys that can shoot or flybecause they are the right shape though hollow and empty as Dace’sboat, as crank as the boat or solid as a potato; but Bustard wouldsee

to Dace.

 

His brother Bustard had taken his sling because he had slungstones at cats with it, and had refused to give it back. Nothingabout

Bustard had ever been fair, not his being born first though his name

 

began with B and Auk’s with A, not his dying first either.


Bustard

had cheated to the end and past the end, cheating Auk as he alwaysdid and cheating himself of himself. That was the way life was, theway death was. A man lived as long as you hated him and died onyou as soon as you began to like him. No one but Bustard had beenable to hurt him when Bustard was around; it was a privilege thatBustard reserved for himself, and Bustard was back and carryinghim, carrying him in his arms again, though he had forgotten thatBastard had ever carried him. Bustard was only three years older,

four in winter. Had Bustard himself been the mother that he,

Bustard, professed to remember, that he, Auk, could not? Nevercould, never quite, Bustard with this big black bird bobbing on hishead like a bird upon a woman’s hat, its eyes jet beads, twitchingand bobbing with every movement of his head, a stuffed birdmocking life and cheating death.

 

Bustards were birds, but bustards could fly—that was the Lilytruth, for Bustard’s mother had been Auk’s mother had been Lilywhose name had meant truth, Lily who had in truth flown away withHierax and left them both; therefore he never prayed to Hierax, toDeath or the God of Death, or anyhow very seldom and never in hisheart, though Dace had said that he belonged to Hierax andtherefore Hierax had snatched Bustard, the brother who had been afather to him, who had cheated him of his sling and of nothing elsethat he could remember.

 

“How you feelin’, big feller?”

 

“Fine. I’m fine,” he told Dace. And then, “I’m afraid I’m goingto

puke.”

 

“Figure you might walk some?”

 

“It’s all right, I’ll carry him,” Bustard declared, and by thetimbre

of his harsh baritone revealed Hammerstone the soldier. “Patera

said I could.”

 

“I don’t want to get it on your clothes,” Auk said, andHammerstone

laughed, his big metal body shaking hardly at all, the slug gunslung behind his shoulder rattling just a little against his metalback.

 

“Where’s Jugs?”

 

“Up there. Up ahead with Patera.”

 

Auk raised his head and tried to see, but saw only a flash offire, athread of red fire through the green distance, and the flare of theexploding rocket.

 

The white bull fell, scarlet arterial blood spilling from itsimmaculate

neck to spatter its gilded hooves. Now, Silk thought, watchingthe garlands of hothouse orchids slide from the gold leaf thatcovered its horns.

 

He knelt beside its fallen head. Now if at all.

 

She came with the thought. The point of his knife had begun thefirst cut around the bull’s right eye when his own glimpsed the HolyHues in the Sacred Window: vivid tawny yellow iridescent withscales, now azure, now dove gray, now rose and red and thunderousblack. And words, words that at first he could not quite distinguish,

words in a voice that might almost have been a crone’s, had it beenless resonant, less vibrant, less young.

 

“Hear me. You who are pure.”

 

He had assumed that if any god favored them it would be Kypris.

This goddess’s unfamiliar features overfilled the Window, herburning eyes just below its top, her meager lower lip disappearinginto its base when she spoke.

 

“Whose city is this, augur?” There was a rustle as all who heardher

knelt.

 

Already on his knees beside the bull, Silk contrived to bow.

“Your

eldest daughter’s, Great Queen.” The serpents around her face-thicker

than a man’s wrist but scarcely larger than hairs in proportionto her mouth, nose, and eyes, and pallid, hollow cheeks—identifiedher at once. “Viron is Scalding Scylla’s city.”

 

“Remember, all of you. You most of all, Prolocutor.”

 

Silk was so startled that he nearly turned his head. Was itpossiblethat the Prolocutor was in fact here, somewhere in this crowd ofthousands?

 

“I have watched you,” Echidna said. “I have listened.”

Even the few remaining animals were silent.

“This city must remain my daughter’s. Such was the will of her

 

father. I speak everywhere for him. Such is my will. Your remainingsacrifices must be for her. For no one else. Disobedience invites

destruction.”

 

Silk bowed again. “It shall be as you have said, Great Queen.”

Momentarily he felt that he was not so much honoring a deity assurrendering to the threat of force; but there was no time to analyzethe feeling.

 

“There is one here fit to lead. She shall be your leader. Let herstep forth.”

 

Echidna’s eyes, hard and black as opals, had fastened on MayteraMint. She rose and walked with small, almost mincing steps towardthe awful presence in the Window, her head bowed. When shestood beside Silk, that head was scarcely higher than his own,

though he was on his knees.

 

“You long for a sword.”

If Maytera Mint nodded, her nod was too slight to be seen.

“You are a sword. Mine. Scylla’s. You are the sword of the Eight

 

Great Gods.”

 

Of the thousands present, it was doubtful if five hundred hadbeen able to hear most of what Maytera Marble, or Patera Gulo, orSilk himself had said; but everyone—from men so near the cantedaltar that their trouser legs were speckled with blood, to childrenheld up by mothers themselves scarcely taller than children—couldhear the goddess, could hear the peal of her voice and to a limiteddegree understand her, Great Echidna, the Queen of the Gods, thehighest and most proximal representative of Twice-Headed Pas. Asshe spoke they stirred like a wheatfield that feels the coming storm.

 

“The allegiance of this city must be restored. Those who havesuborned it must be cast out. This ruling council. Kill them. Restoremy daughter’s Charter. The strongest place in the city. The prisonyou call the Alambrera. Pull it down.”

 

Maytera Mint knelt, and again the silver trumpet sounded. “Iwill,

Great Queen!” Silk could hardly believe that it had emanated fromthe small, shy sibyl he had known.

 

At her reply the theophany was complete. The white bull lay deadbeside him, one ear touching his hand; the Window was emptyagain, though Sun Street was still filled with kneeling worshippers,

their faces blank or dazed or ecstatic. Far away—so distant that he,

standing, could not see her—a woman screamed in an agony of rapture.

 

He raised his hands as he had when he had stood upon the

 

floater’s deck. “People of Viron!”

Half, perhaps, showed some sign of having heard.

“We have been honored by the Queen of the Whorl! Echidna

 

herself—”

The words he had planned died in his throat as a searing

 

incandescence smashed down upon the city like a ruinous wall. Hisshadow, blurred and diffused as shadows had always been under thebeneficent radiance of the long sun, solidified to a pitch-blacksilhouette as sharp as one cut from paper.

 

He blinked and staggered beneath the weight of the white-hotglare; and when he opened his eyes again, it was no more. The dyingfig (whose upper branches could be seen above the garden wall) wason fire, its dry leaves snapping and crackling and sending up acolumn of sooty smoke.

 

A gust fanned the flames, twisting and dissolving their smokecolumn. Nothing else seemed to have changed. A brutal-lookingman, still on his knees by the casket before the altar, inquired,

“W-was that more word from the gods, Patera?”

 

Silk took a deep breath. “Yes, it was. That was word from a godwho is not Echidna, and I understand him.”

 

Maytera Mint sprang to her feet—and with her a hundred ormore; Silk recognized Gayfeather, Cavy, Quill, Aloe, Zoril, Hornand Nettle, Holly, Hart, Oont, Aster, Macaque, and scores ofothers. The silver trumpet that Maytera Mint’s voice had becomesummoned all to battle. “Echidna has spoken! We have felt thewrath of Pas! To the Alambrera!”

 

The congregation became a mob.

 

Everyone was standing now, and it seemed that everyone wastalking and shouting. The floater’s engine roared. Guardsmen,

some mounted, most on foot, called, “To me, everyone!” “To me!”

“To the Alambrera!” One fired his slug gun into the air.

 

Silk looked for Gulo, intending to send him to put out theburningtree; he was already some distance away, at the head of a hundredor more. Others led the white stallion to Maytera Mint; a manbowed with clasped hands, and she sprang onto its back in a waySilk would not have thought possible. It reared, pawing the wind, atthe touch of her heels.

 

And he felt an overwhelming sense of relief. “Maytera! Maytera!

“

Shifting the sacrificial knife to his left hand and forsaking thedignityaugurs were expected to exhibit, he ran to her, his black robebillowing in the wind. “Take this!”

 

Silver, spring-green, and blood-red, the azoth Crane had givenhim flashed through the air as he flung it over the heads of the mob.

The throw was high and two cubits to her left—yet she caught it, ashe had somehow known she would.

 

“Press the bloodstone,” he shouted, “when you want the blade!”

 

A moment later that endless aching blade tore reality as it sweptthe sky. She called, “Join us, Patera! As soon as you’ve completedthe sacrifices!”

 

He nodded, and forced himself to smile.

 

The right eye first. It seemed to Silk that a lifetime had passedbetween the moment he had first knelt to extract the eye from itssocket and the moment that he laid it in the fire, murmuring Scylla’sshort litany. By the time he had completed it, the congregation haddwindled to a few old men and a gaggle of small children watched byelderly women, perhaps a hundred persons in all.

 

In a low and toneless voice, Maytera Marble announced, “Thetongue for Echidna. Echidna has spoken to us.”

 

Echidna herself had indicated that the remaining victims were tobe Scylla’s, but Silk complied. “Behold us, Great Echidna, Motherof the Gods, Incomparable Echidna, Queen of this Whorl—” (Werethere others, where Echidna was not Queen? All that he hadlearned in the schola argued against it, yet he had altered herconventional compliment because he felt that it might be so.)

“Nurture us, Echidna. By fire set us free.”

 

The bull’s head was so heavy that he could lift it only withdifficulty; he had expected Maytera Marble to help, but she did not.

Vaguely he wondered whether the gold leaf on the horns wouldmerely melt, or be destroyed by the flames in some way. It did notseem likely, and he made a mental note to make certain it wassalvaged; thin though gold leaf was, it would be worth something. Afew days before, he had been planning to have Horn and some ofthe others repaint the front of the palaestra, and that would meanbuying paint and brushes.

 

Now Horn, the captain, and the toughs and decent family men ofthe quarter were assaulting the Alambrera with Maytera Mint,

together with boys whose beards had not yet sprouted, girls noolder, and young mothers who had never held a weapon; but if theylived…

 

He amended the thought to: if some lived.

 

“Behold us, lovely Scylla, wonderful of waters, behold our loveand our need for thee. Cleanse us, O Scylla. By fire set us free.”

 

Every god claimed that final line, even Tartaros, the god ofnight, and Scylla, the goddess of water. While he heaved thebull’s head onto the altar and positioned it securely, he reflectedthat “by fire set us free” must once have belonged to Pas alone. Orperhaps to Kypris—love was a fire, and Kypris had possessedChenille, whose hair was dyed flaming red. What of the fires thatdotted the skylands beneath the barren stone plain that was thebelly of the Whorl?

 

Maytera Marble, who should have heaped fresh cedar around thebull’s head, did not. He did it himself, using as much as they wouldhave used in a week before Kypris came.

 

The right front hoof. The left. The right rear and the left, thislast

freed only after a struggle. Doubtfully, he fingered the edges of hisblade; they were still very sharp.

 

Not to read a victim as large as the bull would have beenunthinkable, even after a theophany; he opened the great paunchand studied the entrails. “War, tyranny, and terrible fires.” Hepitched his voice as low as he dared, hoping that the old peoplewould be unable to hear him. “It’s possible I’m wrong I hope so.

Echidna has just spoken to us directly, and surely she would havewarned us if such calamities awaited us.” In a corner of his mind,

Doctor Crane’s ghost snickered. Letters from the gods in the guts ofa dead bull, Silk? You’re getting in touch with your ownsubconscious,

that’s all.

 

“More than possible that I’m wrong—that I’m reading my ownfears into this splendid victim.” Silk elevated his voice. “Let merepeat that Echidna said nothing of the sort.” Rather too late herealized that he had yet to transmit her precise words to thecongregation. He did so, interspersing every fact he could recallabout her place at Pas’s side and her vital role in superintendingchastity and fertility. “So you see that Great Echidna simply urgedus to free our city. Since those who have left to fight have gone ather behest, we may confidently expect them to triumph.”

 

He dedicated the heart and liver to Scylla.

 

A young man had joined the children, the old women, and the oldmen. There was something familiar about him, although Silk,

nearsightedly peering at his bowed head, was unable to place him.

A small man, his primrose silk tunic gorgeous with gold thread, hisblack curls gleaming in the sunshine.

 

The bull’s heart sizzled and hissed, then burst loudly-fulminated

was the euchologic term—projecting a shower of sparks. It was asign of civil unrest, but a sign that came too late; riot had becomerevolution, and it seemed entirely possible that the first to fall inthis

 

revolution had fallen already.

 

Indeed, laughing Doctor Crane had fallen already, and thesolemn young trooper. This morning (only this morning!) he hadpresumed to tell the captain that nonviolent means could beemployed to oust the Ayuntamiento. He had envisioned refusals topay taxes and refusals to work, possibly the Civil Guard arrestingand detaining officials who remained obedient to the four remainingcouncillors. Instead he had helped unleash a whirlwind; hereminded himself gloomily that the whirlwind was the oldest of Pas’ssymbols, and strove to forget that Echidna had spoken of “the EightGreat Gods.”

 

With a last skillful cut he freed the final flap of hide from thebull’s haunch; he tossed it into the center of the altar fire. “Thebenevolent gods invite us to join in their feast. Freely, they returnto

us the food we offer them, having made it holy. I take it that thegiver is no longer present? In that case, all those who honor thegodsmay come forward.”

 

The young man in the primrose tunic started toward the bull’scarcass; an old woman caught his sleeve, hissing, “Let the childrengo first!” Silk reflected that the young man had probably notattended sacrifice since he had been a child himself.

 

For each, he carved a slice of raw bull-beef, presenting it onthe

point of the sacrificial knife—the only meat many of these childrenwould taste for some time, although all that remained would becooked tomorrow for the fortunate pupils at the palaestra.

 

If there was a tomorrow for the palaestra and its pupils.

 

The last child was a small girl. Suddenly bold, Silk cut her apiecesubstantially thicker than the rest. If Kypris had chosen to possessChenille because of her fiery hair, why had she chosen MayteraMint as well, as she had confided to him beneath the arbor beforethey went to Limna? Had Maytera Mint loved? His mind rejectedthe notion, and yet… Had Chenille, who had stabbed Orpine in animiety of terror, loved something beyond herself? Or did self-loveplease Kypris as much as any other son? She had told Orchid flatlythat it did not.

 

He gave the first old woman an even larger slice. These women,

then the old men, then the lone young man, and finally, to MayteraMarble (the only sibyl present) whatever remained for the palaestraand the cenoby’s kitchen. Where was Maytera Rose this morning?

 

The first old man mumbled thanks, thanking him and not thegods; he remembered then that others had done the same thing atOrpine’s final rites, and resolved to talk to the congregation aboutthat next Scylsday, if he remained free to talk.

 

Here was the last old man already. Silk cut him a thick slice,


then

glanced past him and the young man behind him to MayteraMarble, thinking she might disapprove—and abruptly recognizedthe young man.

 

For a moment that seemed very long, he was unable to move.

Others were moving, but their motions seemed as labored as thestruggles of so many flies in honey. Slowly, Maytera Marble inchedtoward him, her face back-tilted in a delicate smile; evidently shefelt as he did: palaestra tomorrow was worse than problematical.

Slowly, the last old man bobbed his head and turned away, gumsbared in a toothless grin. Ardently, Silk’s right hand longed toenter

his trousers pocket, where the gold-plated needler Doctor Cranehad given Hyacinth awaited it; but it would have to divest itself ofthe sacrificial knife first, and that would take weeks if not years.

 

The flash of oiled metal as Musk drew his needler blended with

 

the duller gleam of Maytera Marble’s wrists. The report wasdrowned by the screech of a wobbling needle, unbalanced by itspassage through the sleeve of Silk’s robe.

 

Maytera Marble’s arms locked around Musk. Silk slashed at thehand that grasped the needler. The needler fell, and Musk shrieked.

The old women were hurrying away (they would call it running),

some herding children. A small boy dashed past Silk and dartedaround the casket, reappearing with Musk’s needler precariouslyclutched in both hands and ridiculously trained upon Musk himself.

 

Two insights came to Silk simultaneously. The first was thatVillus

might easily fire by accident, killing Musk. The second, that he,

Silk, did not care.

 

Musk’s thumb dangled on a rag of flesh, and blood from his handmingled with the white bull’s. Still trying to comprehend thesituation, Silk asked, “He sent you to do this, didn’t he?” Hepictured the flushed, perspiring face of Musk’s employer vividly,

although at that moment he could not recall his name.

 

Musk spat thick, yellow phlegm that clung to Silk’s robe asMaytera Marble wrestled him toward the altar. Horribly, she benthim over the flames. Musk spat again, this time into her face, andstruggled with such desperate strength that she was lifted off herfeet.

 

Villus asked, “Should I shoot him, Maytera?” When she did notanswer, Silk shook his head.

 

“This fine and living man,” she pronounced slowly, “is presentedto

me, to Divine Echidna.” Her hands, the bony blue-veined hands of aelderly bio, glowed crimson in the flames. “Mother of the Gods.

Incomparable Echidna, Queen of the Whorl. Fair Echidna! Smileupon us. Send us beasts for the chase. Great Echidna! Put forth thygreen grass for our kine…”

 

Musk moaned. His tunic was smoking; his eyes seemed ready tostart from their sockets.

 

An old woman tittered.

 

Surprised, Silk looked for her and from her death’s-head grinknew who watched through her eyes. “Go home, Mucor.”

 

The old woman tittered again.

 

“Divine Echidna!” Maytera Marble concluded. “By fire set usfree.”

 

“Release him, Echidna,” Silk snapped.

 

Musk’s silk tunic was burning; so were Maytera Marble’s sleeves.

 

“Release him!”

 

The perverse self-forged discipline of the Orilla broke at last;

Musk screamed and continued to scream, each pause and gaspfollowed by a scream weaker and more terrible. To Silk, tuggingfutilely at Maytera Marble’s relentless arms, those screams seemedthe creakings of the wings of death, of the black wings of HighHierax as he flapped down the whorl from Mainframe at the EastPole.

 

Musk’s needler spoke twice, so rapidly it seemed almost tostammer. Its needles scarred Maytera Marble’s cheek and chin, andfled whimpering into the sky.

 

“Don’t,” Silk told Villus. “You might hit me. It won’t do anygood.”

 

Villus started, then stared down in astonishment at the dustyblack viper that had fastened upon his ankle.

 

“Don’t run,” Silk told him, and turned to come to his aid,

thereby saving himself. A larger viper pushed its blunt head fromMaytera Marble’s collar to strike at his neck, missing by twofingers’ width.

 

He jerked the first viper off Villus’s ankle and flung it to oneside,

crouching to mark the punctures made by its fangs with the sign of

 

addition, executed in shallow incisions with the point of thesacrificial knife. “Lie down and stay quiet,” he told Villus. WhenVillus did, he applied his lips to the bleeding crosses.

 

Musk’s screams ceased, and Maytera Marble faced them, herblazing habit slipping from her narrow shoulders; in each hand shebrandished a viper. “I have summoned these children to me from thealleys and gardens of this treacherous city. Do you not know who Iam?”

 

The familiarity of her voice left Silk feeling that he had gonemad.

He spat a mouthful of blood.

 

“The boy is mine. I claim him. Give him to me.”

 

Silk spat a second time and picked up Villus, cradling him in hisarms. “None but the most flawless may be offered to the gods. Thisboy has been bitten by a poisonous snake and so is clearlyunsuitable.”

 

Twice Maytera Marble waved a viper before her face as ifwhisking away a fly. “Are you to judge that? Or am I?” Her burninghabit fell to her feet.

 

Silk held out Villus. “Tell me why Pas is angry with us, O GreatEchidna.”

 

She reached for him, saw the viper she held as if for the firsttime,

and raised it again. “Pas is dead and you a fool. Give me Auk.”

 

“This boy’s name is Villus,” Silk told her. “Auk was a boy likethis

about twenty years ago, I suppose.” When she said nothing more, headded, “I knew you gods could possess bios like us. I didn’t knowyou could possess chems as well.”

 

Echidna whisked the writhing viper before her face. “They areeasier what mean these numbers? Why should we let you…? Myhusband…”

 

“Did Pas possess someone who died?”

 

Her head swiveled toward the Sacred Window. “The primecalcula… His citadel.”

 

“Get away from that fire,” Silk told her, but it was too late.


Her

knees would no longer support her; she crumpled onto her burninghabit, seeming to shrink as she fell.

 

He laid Villus down and drew Hyacinth’s needler. His first shottook a viper behind the head, and he congratulated himself; but theother escaped, lost in the scorching yellow dust of Sun Street.

 

“You’re to forget everything you just overheard,” he told Villusas

he dropped Hyacinth’s needler back into his pocket.

 

“I didn’t understand anyway, Patera.” Villus was sitting up,


hands

tight around his bitten leg.

 

“That’s well.” Silk pulled her burning habit from under MayteraMarble.

 

The old woman tittered. “I could kill you, Silk.” She was holdingthe needler that had been Musk’s much as Villus had, and aiming itat Silk’s chest. “There’s councillors at our house now. They’d likethat.”

 

The toothless old man slapped the needler from her hand with hisdripping slab of raw beef, saying sharply, “Don’t, Mucor!” He put hisfoot on the needler.

 

As Silk stared, he fished a gammadion blazing with gems frombeneath his threadbare brown tunic. “I ought to have made mypresence known earlier, Patera, but I’d hoped to do it in private.

I’m an augur too, as you see. I’m Patera Quetzal.”

 

Auk stopped and looked back at the last of the bleared green lights.

It was like leaving the city, he thought. You hated it—hated its

 

nastyugly ways, its noise and smoke and most of all its shaggy shitty itchfor gelt, gelt for this and gelt for that until a man couldn’t fartwithout paying. But when you rode away from it with the darkclosing in on you and skylands you never noticed much in the citysort of floating around up there, you missed it right away and pulledup to look back at it from just about any place you could. All thosetiny lights so far away, looking just like the lowest skylands afterthe

market closed, over where it was night already.

 

From the black darkness ahead, Dace called, “You comin’?”

“Yeah. Don’t get the wind up, old man.”

He still held the arrow someone had shot at Chenille; its shaft

 


was

bone, not wood. A couple long strips of bone, Auk decided,

running his fingers along it for the tenth or twelfth time, scarfedand

glued together, most likely strips from the shin bone of a big animalor maybe even a big man. The nock end was fletched with feathersof bone, but the wicked barbed point was hammered metal.

Country people hunted with arrows and bows, he had heard, andyou saw arrows in the market. But not arrows like this.

 

He snapped it between his hands and let the pieces fall, thenhurried down the tunnel after Dace. “Where’s Jugs?”

“Up front ag’in with the sojer.” Dace sounded as though he was

 

still some distance ahead.

“Well, by Hierax! They almost got her the first time.”

“They very nearly killed me.” Incus’s voice floated back

 


through

 

the darkness. “Have you forgotten that?”

“No,” Auk told him, “only it don’t bother me as much.”

“No care,” Oreb confirmed from Auk’s shoulder.

Incus giggled. “Nor do you bother me, Auk. When I sent

 

CorporalHammerstone ahead of us, my first thought was that you wouldhave to accompany him. Then I realized that there was no harm in_your_ lagging behind. Hammerstone’s task is not to nurse you, butto

protect me from your brutal treatment.”

 

“And thresh me out whenever you decide I need it.”

 

“Indeed. Oh, indeed. But mercy and forbearance are muchdearer

to the immortal gods than sacrifice, Auk. If you wish to stay whereyou are, I will not seek to prevent you. Neither will my tallfriend,

who is, as we have seen, so much stronger than yourself.”

 

“Chenille ain’t stronger than me, not even now. I doubt she’smuch stronger than you.”

 

“But she possesses the best weapon. She insisted for that

reason.

For my own part, I was glad to have her and her weapon near the_redoubtable_ corporal, and remote from yourself.”

 

Auk kicked himself mentally for having failed to realize that thelauncher Chenille carried would flatten Hammerstone as effectivelyas any slug gun. Bitterly he mumbled, “Always thinking, ain’t you.”

 

“You refuse to call me Patera, Auk? Even now, you refuse memytitle of respect?”

 

Auk felt weak and dizzy, afraid for Chenille and even forhimself;

but he managed to say, “It’s supposed to mean you’re my father, likeMaytera meant this teacher I used to have was my mother. Anytimeyou start acting like a father, I’ll call you that.”

 

Incus giggled again. “We fathers are expected to curb the

 


violent

 

behavior of our offspring, and to teach them—I do hope you’ll

excuse a trifling bit of vulgarity—to teach them to wipe their

dirty,

snotty little noses.”

 

Auk drew his hanger; it felt unaccustomedly heavy in his hand,

but the weight and the cold, hard metal of the hilt were reassuring.

Hoarsely, Oreb advised, “No, no!”

 

Incus, having heard the hiss of the blade as it cleared thescabbard, called, “Corporal!”

 

Hammerstone’s voice came from a distance, echoing through thetunnel. “Right here, Patera. I started dropping back as soon as Iheard you and him talking.”

 

“Hammerstone has no light, I fear. He tells me he lost it whenhe

was shot. But he can see in the dark better than we, Auk. Betterthan any biological person, in fact.”

 

Auk, who could see nothing in the pitch blackness, said, “I goteyes like a cat.”

 

“Do you really. What have I in my hand, in that case?”

 

“My needler.” Auk sniffed; there was a faint stench, as thoughsomeone were cooking with rancid fat.

 

“You’re guessing.” Hammerstone sounded closer. “You can’t seePatera’s needler ‘cause he’s not holding it. You can’t see my sluggun either, but I see you and I got it aimed at you. Try to stickPatera with that thing, and I’ll shoot you. Put it up or I’ll take itaway from you and bust it.”

 

Faintly, Auk heard the big soldier’s rapid steps. He was running,

or at least trotting.

 

“Bird see,” the night chough muttered in Auk’s ear.

 

“You don’t have to do that,” Auk told Hammerstone. “I’m puttingit up.” To Oreb he whispered, “Where is he?”

 

“Come back.”

 

“Yeah, I know. Is he as close as that shaggy butcher?”

 

“Near men. Men wait.”

 

Auk called, “Hammerstone! Stop. Watch out!”

 

The running steps halted. “This better be good.”

 

“How many men, bird?”

 

“Many.” The night chough’s bill clacked nervously. “Gods too.

Bad gods!”

 

“Hammerstone, listen up! You can’t see much better’n Patera. Iknow that.”

 

“Spit oil!”

 

“Only I can. Between you and him, there’s a bunch of culls,

waiting quiet up against the wall. They got—”

 

The sound that filled the tunnel was half snarl and half howl. It

was followed by a boom from Hammerstone’s slug gun, and the ringof a hard blow on metal.

 

“Hit head,” Oreb explained, and elaborated, “Iron man.”

 

Hammerstone fired twice in quick succession, the echoing thundersucceeded by a series of hard, flat reports and the torturedshriekings of ricocheting needles.

 

“Get down!” Auk reached for a place where he thought Dacemight be, but his hand met only air.

 

A scream. Auk shouted, “I’m coming, Jugs!” and found that hewas running already, sprinting sightless through darkness thickerthan the darkest night, his hanger blade probing the blacknessbefore him like a beggar’s white stick.

 

Oreb flapped overhead. “Man here!”

 

Auk slashed wildly again and again, half crouched, stilladvancing,

his left hand groping frantically for the knife in his boot. Hisblade struck something hard that was not the wall, then bit deep intoflesh. Someone who was not Chenille yelped with pain and surprise.

 

Hammerstone’s slug gun boomed, close enough that the flash litthe vicinity like lightning: a naked skeletal figure reeled backwardwith half its face gone. Auk slashed again and again and again. Thethird slash met no resistance.

 

“Man dead!” Oreb announced excitedly. “Cut good!”

 

“Auk! Auk, help me! Help!”

 

“I’m coming!”

 

“Watch out!” Oreb warned, sotto voce. “Iron man.”

 

“Get outta my way, Hammerstone!”

 

From his left, Oreb croaked, “Come Auk.”

 

His blade rang upon metal. He ducked, certain Hammerstonewould swing at him. Then he was past, and Oreb exclaiming fromsome distance, “Here girl! Here Auk! Big fight!”

 

“Auk! Get him off me!”

 

A new voice nearly as harsh as Oreb’s demanded, “Auk? Aukfrom the Cock?”

 

“Shag yes!”

 

“Pas piss. Wait a minute.”

 

Auk halted. “Jugs, you all right?”

 

There was no reply.

 

Someone moaned, and Hammerstone fired again. Auk yelled,

“Don’t fight unless they do, anybody. Old man, where are you?”

 

His own fighting frenzy had drained away, leaving him weakerand sicker than ever. “Jugs?”

 

Oreb seconded him. “Girl say. All right? No die?”

 

“No! I’m not all right.” Chenille gasped for breath. “He hit mewith

something, Auk. He knocked me down and tried to… You know.

Get it free. I’m pretty beat up, but I’m still alive, I guess.”

 

The darkness faded, as sudden as shadeup and as faint. A dozenstades along the tunnel, one of the crawling lights was slowlyrounding a corner. As Auk watched fascinated, it came into fullview, a gleaming pinprick that rendered plain all that had beenconcealed.

 

Chenille was sitting up some distance away. Seeing Auk, thenaked, starved-looking man standing over her raised both handsand backed off. Auk went to her and tried to help her up,

discovering (just as Silk had a moment before) that his hand wasencumbered by his knife. Gritting his teeth against pain that seemedabout to tear his head to bits, he stooped and returned the knife tohis boot.

 

“He grabbed my launcher in the dark. Hit me with a club orsomething.”

 

Examining her scalp in the dim light, Auk decided the darksplotch was a bleeding bruise. “You’re shaggy lucky he didn’t killyou.”

 

The naked man smirked. “I could of. I wasn’t tryin’ to.”

 

“I ought to kill you,” Auk told him. “I think I will. Go get yourlauncher, Jugs.”

 

Behind Auk, Incus said, “He intended to take her by force, Idare

say. I warned her on that very point. To force any woman is wrong,

my son. To force yourself upon a prophetess—” Striding forward,


the

little augur leveled Auk’s big needler. “I too am of half a mind tokill

you, for Scylla’s sake.

 

“Patera got both gods,” Hammerstone announced proudly. “Acouple of you meatheads, too.”

 

“Wait up, Patera. We got to talk to him.” Auk indicated the nakedman by a jab of his gory hanger. “What’s your name?”

 

“Urus. Look, Auk, we used to be a dimber knot. Remember thatsweatin’ ken? You went in through the back while I kept the streetfor you.”

 

“Yeah. I remember you. You got the pits. That was—” Auk triedto think, but found only pain.

 

“Only a couple months ago, ‘n I got lucky.” Urus edged closer,

hands supplicating. “If I’d of knowed it was you, Auk, this whole laywould of gone different. We’d of helped you, me ‘n my crew. Only Inever had no way to know, see? This cully Gelada, all he said washer ‘n him.” He indicated Chenille and Incus by quick gestures. “Atall piece out of the piece pit ‘n a runt cull with her, see, Auk? Henever said nothin’ about no sojer. Nothin’ about you. Soon’s Itwigged the sojer walkin’, I was fit to beat hoof, only by then hewas

goin’ back.”

 

Chenille began, “How come—”

 

“Because you ain’t got anything on, Jugs.” Auk sighed. “They taketheir clothes before they shove ‘em in. I thought everybody knewthat. Sit down. You too, Patera, Hammerstone. Old man, you coming?”

 

Oreb added his own throaty summons. “Old man!”

There was no reply from the ebbing darkness.

“Sit down,” Auk told them again. “We’re all tired out—shaggy

 

Hierax knows I am—and we’ve probably got a long way to go beforewe find dinner or a place to sleep. I got a few questions for Urushere. Most likely the rest of you got some too.”

 

“I do, certainly.”

 

“All right, you’ll get your chance.” Auk seated himself gingerlyon

the cold floor of the tunnel. “First, I ought to tell you that whathe

said’s lily, but it don’t mean a lot. I know maybe a hundred culls Ican trust a little, only not too much. Before they threw him in thepits, he used to be one of ‘em, and that’s all it ever was.”

 

Incus and Hammerstone had sat down together as he spoke;

cautiously, Urus sat, too, after receiving a permissive nod.

 

Auk leaned back, his eyes shut and his head spinning. “I saideverybody’d get their chance. I only got this one first, then therest

of you can go ahead. Where’s Dace, Urus?”

 

“Who’s that?”

“The old man. We had a old man with us, a fisherman. His name’sDace. You do for him?”

 

“I didn’t do for anybody.” Urus might have been a league away.

Hammerstone’s voice: “Why’d they throw you in the pit?” Chenille’s:

“That doesn’t matter now. What are you doing here, that’swhat I want to know. You’re supposed to be in a pit, and youthought I’d been in one. Was it no clothes, like Auk said?” Incus:

“My son, I have been considering this. You could hardly haveforeseen that I, an augur, would be armed.” “I didn’t even know youwas one. That cully Gelada, he said there was this long mort, and alittle cull with her. That’s all we knew when we started pullin’lightsdown.” “It was this Gelada who shot the bone arrow at me, I takeit.”

“Not at you, Patera. At her. She had a launcher, he said, so he shot,

only he missed. He’s got this bow pasted up out of bones, only he’snot as good with it as he thinks. Auk, all I want’s to get out, see?

You take me up, anyplace, ‘n that’s it. I’ll do anythin’ you say.”

 

“I was wondering,” Auk murmured.

 

Incus: “I fired twenty times at least. There were beastlyanimals,

and men as well.” Chenille: “You could’ve killed all of us, youknow

that? Just shooting Auk’s needler like that in the dark. That wasabram.” Hammerstone: “Not me.” “If I had not, my daughter, I mightvery well have died myself. Nor was I firing at random. I knew!

Though I might as well have been blind. That was wonderful. Truly

 

miraculous. Scylla must have been at my side. They rushed upon meto kill me, all of them, but I killed them instead.”

Auk opened his eyes to squint into the darkness behind them.

 

“They killed Dace, maybe. I dunno. In a minute I’m going to see.”

Chenille prepared to rise. “You feel awful, don’t you? I’ll go.”

“Not now, Jugs. It’s still dark back there. Urus, you said your

 


culls

took down lights. That was to make a dark stretch here so you couldget behind us, right?”

 

“That’s it, Auk. Getada got up on my shoulders to pull four down,

‘n Gaur run them on back. They spread out lookin’ for dark. Youknow about that?”

 

Auk grunted.

 

“Only they don’t go real fast. So we figured we’d wait flat tothe

side till you went by. Her, I mean, ‘n this runt augur cully. That’sall

we figured there was.” “And jump on me from in back!” “What’d youof done?” (Auk sensed, though he could not see, Urus’s outspreadhands.) “You shot a rocket at Gelada. If it hadn’t been for the bend,

you coulda done for our whole knot.” “Bad man!” (That was Oreb.)

 

Auk opened his eyes once more. “Three or four, anyhow.

Hammerstone, didn’t you say something about a couple animalsPatera shot?”

 

“Tunnel gods,” Hammerstone confirmed. “Like dogs, like I toldyou, only not nice like dogs.”

 

“I got to go back,” Auk muttered. “I got to see what’s happenedto

the old man, and I want to have a look at these gods. Urus, you’reone, and I did for one, so that makes two. Hammerstone says Pateragot a couple, that’s four. Anybody else do for any?”

 

Hammerstone: “Me. One. And one Patera’d shot was still floppingaround, so I shot him again.”

“Yeah, I think I heard that. So that’s five. Urus, don’t give me

 

clatter, I’m telling you. How many’d you have?”

“Six, Auk, ‘n the two bufes.”

“Counting you?”

“That’s right, countin’ me, ‘n that’s the lily word.”

“I’m going back there,” Auk repeated, “soon as the lights get

 


there

and I feel better. Anybody that wants to come with me, that’s allright. Anybody that wants to go on, that’s all right, too. But I’mgoing to look at the gods and see about Dace.” He closed his eyesagain.

 

“Good man!”

 

“Yeah, bird, he was.” Auk waited for someone to speak, but noone did. “Urus, they threw you in the pits. Do they really throwthem? I always wondered.”

 

“Only if you get their backs up. If you don’t, you can ride downin

the basket.”

 

“That’s how they feed you? Put your slum in this basket and letit

down?”

 

“‘N water jars, sometimes. Only mostly we got to catch our own

 

when it rains.”

“Keep talking.”

“It ain’t as bad as you think. Anyhow mine ain’t. Mostly we get

 

along, see? ‘N the new ones comin’ in are stronger.”

“Unless they get thrown. They’d have broken legs and so forth, I

 

guess”

“That’s lily, Auk.”

“Then you kill ‘em right off and eat ‘em while they’re still

 

fat?”

 

Someone (Incus, Auk decided) gasped.

 

“Not all the time, ‘n that’s lily. Not if it’s somebody thatsomebodyknows. We wouldn’t of et you, see.”

 

“So you got stuck in a pit, riding down in this basket, andyou’re abully cull, or used to be. Found out they’d been digging, didn’tyou?” Auk opened his eyes, resolving to keep them open.

 

“That’s it. They meant to dig out, see? Over till they fetchedthe

big wall, then down underneath, deep as they had to. Ours is aboutthe deepest, see? One of the real old ‘uns ‘n one that’s near thewall.

They’d dig with bones, two culls at once, ‘n more carryin’ it out intheir hands. The rest’d watch for Hoppy ‘n tramp it down when itwas scattered ‘round. They told me all about it.”

 

Hammerstone asked, “You hit this tunnel when you went to gounder the wall?”

 

Urus nodded eagerly. “They did, that’s the right of it. They toldme. And the shiprock—it’s shiprock there, it is in lots of place—itwas cracked, see? ‘N they scraped the dirt out, hopin’ to getthrough, ‘n saw the lights. They got wild then, that’s what theysaid.

So they fetched rocks ‘n chipped away at the shiprock, just asnowflake, like, for your wap, fill you can wiggle through.”

 

Incus grinned, exposing his protruding teeth more than ever. “I_begin_ to comprehend your plight, my son. When you had accessed

these horrid tunnels, you found yourself unable to reach the_surface_.

Is that not correct? The fact of the matter? Pas’s justice on you?”

 

“Yeah, that’s it, Patera.” With an ingratiating grimace, Urusleaned toward Incus, appearing almost to abase himself. “Only lookat it, Patera. You shot a couple friends of mine just a minute ago,

didn’t you? You didn’t lend ‘em no horse to Mainframe, did you?”

 

Incus shook his head, plump cheeks quivering. “I thought it bestto let the gods judge for themselves in this instance, my son. As Iwould in yours, as well.”

 

“All right, I was fixin’ to kill you. That’s lily, see? I’m nottryin’ tobilk you over it. Only now you ‘n me ought to forget about all that,

see Patera? Put it right behind us like what Pas’d want us to do. Sohow about it?” Urus held out his hand.

 

“My son, when you possess such a needler as this, I shallconsent

to a truce gladly.”

 

Auk chuckled. “How far you gone, Urus? Looking for a way out?”

 

“Pretty far. Only there’s queer cheats in these tunnels, see? ‘Nthere’s various ones, too. Some’s full of water, or there’s cave-ins.

Some ends up against doors.”

 

Chenille said, “I can tell you something about the doors, Hackum,

next time we’re alone.”

 

“That’s the dandy, Jugs. You do that.” Painfully, Auk clamberedto his feet. Seeing that the blade of his hanger was still fouledwith

blood, he wiped it on the hem of his tunic and sheathed it. “Thingsin

these tunnels, huh? What kinds of things?”

 

“There’s sojers like him down this way.” Urus pointed toHammerstone. “They’ll shoot if they see you, so you got to keeplistenin’

for ‘em. That was how I knowed he was a sojer in the dark, see?

They don’t make much noise, not even when they’re marchin’, butthey don’t sound like you ‘n me, neither, ‘n sometimes you can hearwhen their guns hit up against ‘em. Then there’s bufes, what he calls

 

gods, ‘n they can be devils. Only this cull Eland caught a couplelittle ‘uns ‘n kind of tamed ‘em, see? We had ‘em with us. There’sbig machines, sometimes, too. Some’s tall asses, only not all. Somewon’t row you if you don’t rouse ‘em.”

 

“That all?”

 

“All I ever seen, Auk. There’s stories ‘bout ghosts ‘n things,


but I

don’t know.”

 

“All right.” Auk turned to address Incus, Hammerstone, andChenille. “I’m going to go back there and have a look for Dace, likeI said.”

 

He strolled slowly along the tunnel toward the lingeringdarkness,

not stopping until he reached the point at which the men and beastsshot by Incus lay. Squatting to examine them more closely, hecontrived to glance toward the group he had left. No one hadfollowed him, and he shrugged. “Just you and me, Oreb.”

 

“Bad things!”

 

“Yeah, they sure are. He called ‘em bufes, but a bufe’s awatchdog, and Hammerstone was right. These ain’t real dogs at all.”

 

A crude bludgeon, a stone lashed with sinew to a fire-blackenedbone, lay near one of the convicts Incus had shot. Auk picked it upto look at, then tossed it away, wondering how close the man hadgotten to Incus before he fell. If Incus had been killed, he, Auk,

would have gotten his needler back. But what might Hammerstonehave done?

 

He examined more curiously the one he had cut down with hishanger. He had stolen the hanger originally, had worn it largely forshow, had sharpened it once only because he used it now and thento cut rope or prize open drawers, had taken two lessons fromMaster Xiphias out of curiosity; now he felt that he possessed aweapon he had never known was his.

 

The radiance of the creeping lights was noticeably dimmer here;


it

would be some time before the section in which he had left the old

fisherman was well lit. He drew his hanger and advanced cautiously.

“You sing out if you see anything, bird.”

 

“No see.”

 

“But you can see in this, can’t you? Shag, I can see, too. I justcan’t see good.”

 

“No men.” Oreb snapped his bill and fluttered from Auk’s rightshoulder to his left. “No things.”

 

“Yeah, I don’t see much either. I wish I could be sure this wasthe

spot.”

 

Most of all, he wished that Chenille had come. Bustard waswalking beside him, big and brawny; but it was not the same. IfChenille had not cared enough to come, there was no point going—nopoint in anything.

 

How’d you get yourself into this, sprat, Bastard wanted to know.

 

“I dunno,” Auk muttered. “I forget.”

 

Give me the pure keg, sprat. You want me to window you out? IfI’m going to help, I got to know.

 

“Well, I liked him. Patera, I mean. Patera Silk. I think theAyuntamiento got him. I thought, well, I’ll go out to the laketonight, meet ‘em in Limna, and they’ll be glad to see me for thegelt, for a dimber dinner and drinks, and maybe a couple uphillrooms for us after. He won’t touch her, he’s a augur—”

 

“Bad talk!”

 

“He’s a augur, and she’ll have a couple with her dinner and feellike she owes me for it and the ring, owes for both, and it’ll benice.”

 

What’d I tell you about hooking up with some dell, sprat?

 

“Yeah, sure, brother. Whatever you say. Only then he was gone

 

and she was fuddled, and I got hot and lumped her and went looking.


Only

everybody say’s he’s going to be calde, the new calde—Patera. That

would be somebody to know, if he pulls it off.”

 

“Girl come!”

 

Never mind that. So now you’re going back here, back the way wecome, for this Silk butcher?

 

“Yeah, for Silk, because he’d want me to. And for him, too, forDace, the old man that owned our boat.”

 

You’ve snaffled a sackful like him. You don’t even have his

shaggy boat.

 

“Patera’d want me to, and I liked him.”

 

This much?

 

“Hackum? Hackum!”

 

He’s waitin’, you know. That buck Gelada’s waitin’ for us in thedark next to the old man’s body, sprat. He had a bow. Didn’t any ofem back there have no bow.

 

“Girl come,” Oreb repeated.

 

Auk swung around to face her. “Stand clear, Jugs!”

 

“Hackum, there’s something I’ve got to tell you, but I can’t yellit.”

 

“He can see us, Jugs. Only we can’t see him. Not even the birdcan

see him from here where it’s brighter, looking into the dark.

Where’s your launcher?”

 

“I had to leave it with Stony. Patera didn’t want me to go. Ithink

he thought I might try to kill them with it once I got off a ways.”

 

Auk glanced to his right, hoping to consult Bustard; but Bustardhad gone.

 

“So I said, we’re not going to do anything like that. We don’thate

you. But he said you did.”

 

Auk shook his head, the pain there a crimson haze. “He hates me,

maybe. I don’t hate him.”

 

“That’s what I told him. He said very well my daughter—youknow how he talks—leave that with us, and I shall believe you. SoI

did. I gave it to Stony.”

 

“And came after me without it to tell me about the shaggy doors.”

 

“Yes!” She drew nearer as she spoke. “It’s important, reallyimportant, Hackum, and I don’t want that cully that knocked medown to hear it.”

 

“Is it about what the tall ass said?”

 

Chenille halted, dumbfounded.

 

“I heard, Jugs. I was right there behind you, and doors are mybusiness. Doors and windows and walls and roofs. You think I’d

miss that?”

 

She shook her head. “I guess not.”

 

“I guess not, too. Stay back where you’ll be safe.” He turnedaway,

hoping she had not seen how sick and dizzy he was; the darkeningtunnel seemed to spin as he stared into its black maw, a pinwheelthat had burned out, or the high rear wheel of a deadcoach, allebony and black iron, rolling down a tarred road to nowhere. “Iknow you’re in there, Gelada, and you got the old man with you.

You listen here. My name’s Auk, and I’m a pal of Urus’s. I’m nothere for a row. Only I’m a pal of the old man’s, too.”

 

His voice was trailing away. He tried to collect such strength asremained. “What we’re going to do pretty soon now, we’re going togo back to your pit with Urus.”

 

“Hackum!”

 

“Shut up.” He did not bother to look at her. “That’s ‘cause I canget you through one of these iron doors down here that you can’t

 

solve. I’m going to talk to ‘em in your pit. I’m going to say anybodythat wants out, you come with me and I’ll get you out. Then we’ll goto that door and I’ll open it, and we’ll go on out. Only that’s it. Iain’t coming back for anybody.”

 

He paused, waiting for some reply. Oreb’s bill clacked nervously.

 

“You and the old man come here and you can come with us. Or lethim go and head back to the pit yourself, and you can come alongwith the rest if you want to. But I’m going to look for him.”

 

Chenille’s hand touched his shoulder, and he started.

 

“You in this, Jugs?”

 

She nodded and put her arm through his. They had taken perhapsa hundred more steps into the deepening darkness when an arrowwhizzed between their heads; she gasped and held him more tightlythan ever.

 

“That’s just a warning,” he told her. “He could have put it in usif

he’d wanted to. Only he won’t, because we can get him out and hecan’t get out himself.”

 

He raised his voice as before. “The old man’s finished, ain’t he,

Gelada? I got you. And you think when I find out, it’s all in thetub.

That’s not how it’ll be. Everything I said still goes. We got a augurwith us, the little cull you saw with Jugs here when you shot at her.

Just give us the old man’s body. We’ll get him to pray over it andmaybe bury it somewhere proper, if we can find a place. I neverknew you, but maybe you knew Bustard, my brother. Buck thatnabbed the gold Molpe Cup? You want us to fetch Urus? He’ll capfor me.”

 

Chenille called, “He’s telling the truth, Gelada, really he is. Idon’t think you’re here any more, I think you ran off down thetunnel. That’s what I’d have done. But if you are, you can trustAuk. You must have been down in the pit a real long time, becauseeverybody in the Orilla knows Auk now.”

 

“Bird see!” Oreb muttered.

 

Auk walked slowly into the deepening twilight of the tunnel. “Hegot his bow?”

 

“Got bow!”

 

“Put it down, Gelada. You shoot me, you’re shooting the lastchance you’ll ever get.”

 

“Auk?” The voice from the darkness might have been that ofHierax himself, hollow and hopeless as the echo from a tomb. “Thatyour name? Auk?”

 

“That’s me. Bustard’s brother. He was older than me.”

 

“You got a needler? Lay it down.”

 

“I don’t have one.” Auk sheathed his hanger, pulled off histunic,

and dropped it to the tunnel floor. With uplifted arms, he turned ina complete circle. “See? I got the whin, and that’s all I got.” Hedrew

his hanger again and held it up. “I’m leaving it right here on mygipon. You can see Jugs don’t have anything either. She left herlauncher back there with the soldier.” Slowly he advanced into thedarkness, his hands displayed.

 

There was a sudden glimmer a hundred paces up the tunnel. “I gota darkee,” Gelada called. “Burns bufe drippin’s.”

 

He puffed the flame again, and this time Auk could hear the softexhalation of his breath, “I should’ve figured,” he muttered toChenille.

 

“We don’t like to use ‘um much.” Gelada stood, a stick figure notmuch taller than Incus. “Keep ‘um shut up mostly. Wick ‘boutsnuffed. Culls bring ‘um down ‘n leave ‘um.”

 

When Auk, walking swiftly through the dark, said nothing, herepeated, “Burn drippin’s when the oil’s gone.”

 

“I was thinking you’d make ‘em out of bones,” Auk said

 

conversationally. “Maybe twist the wicks out of hair.” He was closenow, nearenough to see Dace’s shadowy body lying at Gelada’s feet.

 

“We do that sometimes, too. Only hair’s no good. We braid ‘urnout o’ rags.”

 

Auk halted beside the body. “Got him back there, didn’t you? Hiskicks are messed some.”

 

“Dragged ‘im far as I could. “E’s a grunter.”

 

Auk nodded absently. Silk had once told him, as the two had satat dinner in a private room in Viron, that Blood had a daughter, andthat Blood’s daughter’s face was like a skull, was like talking to askull though she was living and Bustard was dead (Bustard whoseface really was a skull now) was not like that. Her father’s face,

Blood’s flabby face, was not like that either, was soft and red andsweating even when he was saying that this one or that one mustpay.

 

But this Gelada’s too was a skull, as if he and not Blood werethe

mort Mucor’s father, was as beardless as any skull or nearly, thegrayish white of dirty bones even in the stinking yellow light of thedark lantern—a talking cadaver with a little round belly, elbowsbigger than its arms, and shoulders like a towel horse, the darklantern in its hand and its small bow, like a child’s bow, of bonewound with rawhide, lying at its feet, with an arrow next to it, withDace’s broad-bladed old knife next to that, and Dace’s old head, theold cap it always wore gone, his wild white hair like a crone’s andthe clean white bones of his arm half-cleaned of flesh and whiter

than his old eyes, whiter than anything.

 

“You crank, Auk?”

 

“Yeah, a little.” Auk crouched beside Dace’s body.

 

“Had the shiv on ‘im.” Stooping swiftly, Gelada snatched it up.

“I’m keepin’ it.”

 

“Sure.” The sleeve of Dace’s heavy, worn blue tunic had been cutaway, and strips cut from his forearm and upper arm. Oreb hoppedfrom Auk’s shoulder to scrutinize the work, and Auk warned him,

“Not your peck.”

 

“Poor bird!”

 

“Had a couple bits, too. You can have ‘um when you get me out.”

 

“Keep ‘em. You’ll need ‘em up there.”

 

From the corner of his eye, Auk saw Chenille trace the sign ofaddition. “High Hierax, Dark God, God of Death…”

 

“He show much fight?”

 

“Not much. Got behind ‘im. Got my spare string ‘round ‘is neck.

There a art to that. You know Mandrill?”

 

“Lit out,” Auk told him without looking up. “Palustria’s what Iheard.”

 

“My cousin. Used to work with ‘im. How ‘bout Elodia?”

 

“She’s dead. You, too.” Auk straightened up and drove his knifeinto the rounded belly, the point entering below the ribs andreaching upward for the heart.

 

Gelada’s eyes and mouth opened wide. Briefly, he sought tograsp Auk’s wrist, to push away the blade that had already ended hislife. His dark lantern fell clattering to the naked shiprock withDace’s old knife, and darkness rushed upon them.

 

“Hackum!”

 

Auk felt Gelada’s weight come onto the knife as Gelada’s legswent limp. He jerked it free and wiped the blade and his right handon his thigh, glad that he did not have to look at Gelada’s blood atthat moment, or meet a dead man’s empty, staring eyes.

 

“Hackum, you said you wouldn’t hurt him!”

 

“Did I? I don’t remember.”

 

“He wasn’t going to do anything to us.”

 

She had not touched him, but he sensed the nearness of her, thefemale smell of her loins and the musk of her hair. “He’d already

 

done it, Jugs.” He returned his knife to his boot, located Dace’sbody with groping fingers, and slung it across his shoulders. It feltno heavier than a boy’s. “You want to bring that darkee? Could begood if we can figure away to light it.”

 

Chenille said nothing, but in a few seconds he heard the tinnyrattle of the lantern.

 

“He killed Dace. That’d be enough by itself, only he ate himsome, too. That’s why he didn’t talk at first. Too busy chewing. Heknew we’d want the old man’s body, and he wanted to fill up.”

 

“He was starving. Starving down here.” Chenille’s voice wasbarely above a whisper.

 

“Sure. Bird, you still around?”

 

“Bird here!” Feathers brushed Auk’s fingers; Oreb was riding atopDace’s corpse.

 

“If you were starving, you might have done the same thing,

Hackum.”

 

Auk did not reply, and she added, “Me, too, I guess.”

 

“It don’t signify, Jugs.” He was walking faster, striding alongahead of her.

 

“I don’t see why not!”

 

“Because I had to. He’d have done it too, like I said. We’regoingto the pit. I told him so.”

 

“I don’t like that, either.” Chenille sounded as though she wereabout to weep.

 

“I got to. I got too many friends that’s been sent there, Jugs.


If

some’s in this pit and I can get ‘em out, I got to do it. Andeverybody in the pit’s going to find out. Maybe Patera wouldn’t tell’em, if I asked nice. Maybe Hammerstone wouldn’t. Only Uruswould for sure. He’d say this cull, he did for a pal of Auk’s and atehim, too, and Auk never done a thing. When I got ‘em out, it’d beall over the city.”

 

A god laughed behind them, faintly but distinctly, themeaningless,

humorless laughter of a lunatic; Auk wondered whetherChenille had heard it. “So I had to. And I did it. You would’ve too,

in my shoes.”

 

The tunnel was growing lighter already. Ahead, where it wasbrighter still, he could see Incus, Hammerstone, and Urus stillseated on the tunnel floor, Hammerstone with Chenille’s launcheracross his steel lap, Incus telling his beads, Urus staring back upthe

tunnel toward them.

 

“All right, Hackum.”

 

Here were his hanger and his tunic. He laid down Dace’s corpse,

sheathed the hanger, and put on his tunic again.

 

“Man good!” Oreb’s beak snapped with appreciation.

 

“You been eating off him? I told you about that.”

 

“Other man,” Oreb explained. “My eyes.”

 

Auk shrugged. “Why not?”

 

“Let’s get out of here. Please, Hackum.” Chenille was alreadyseveral steps ahead.

 

He nodded and picked up Dace.

 

“I’ve got this bad feeling. Like he’s still alive back there orsomething.”

 

“He ain’t.” Auk reassured her.

 

As they reached the three who had waited, Incus pocketed hisbeads. “I would gladly have brought the Pardon of Par to our latecomrade. But his spirit has flown.”

 

“Sure,” Auk said. “We were just hoping you’d bury him, Patera, ifwe can find a place.”

 

“It’s Patera now?”

 

“And before. I was saying Patera before. You just didn’t notice,

 

Patera.”

 

“Oh, but I did, my son.” Incus motioned for Hammerstone andUrus to rise. “I would do what I can for our unfortunate comrade in

any case. Not for your sake, my son, but for his.”

 

Auk nodded. “That’s all we’re asking, Patera. Gelada’s dead.

Maybe I ought to tell everybody.”

Incus was eyeing Dace’s body. “You cannot bear such a weight_far_, my son. Hammerstone will have to carry him, I suppose.”

“No,” Auk said, his voice suddenly hard. “Urus will. Come’re,

Urus. Take it.”

 

Chapter 4 — The Plan of Pas

 

“I’m sorry you did that, Mucor,” Silk said mildly.

The old woman shook her head. “I wasn’t going to kill you. But I

 

could’ve.”

“Of course you could.”

Quetzal had picked up the needler; he brushed it with his

 

fingers,

then produced a handkerchief with which to wipe off the white bull’s

blood. The old woman turned to watch him, her eyes widening as

her death’s-head grin faded.

 

“I’m sorry, my daughter,” Silk repeated. “I’ve noticed you at

 

sacrifice now and then, but I don’t recall your name.”

“Cassava.” She spoke as though in a dream.

He nodded solemnly. “Are you ill, Cassava?”

“I…”

“It’s the heat, my daughter.” To salve his conscience, he added,

 

“Perhaps. Perhaps it’s the heat, in part at least. We should get youout of the sun and away from this fire. Do you think you can walk,

Villus?”

 

“Yes, Patera.”

 

Quetzal held out the needler. “Take this, Patera. You may needit.” It was too large for a pocket; Silk put it in his waistbandbeneath

his tunic, where he had carried the azoth. “Farther back, I think,”

Quetral told him. “Behind the point of the hip. It will be saferthere

and just as convenient.”

 

“Yes, Your Cognizance.”

 

“This boy shouldn’t walk.” Quetzal picked up Villus. “He haspoison in his blood at present, and that’s no little thing, though wemay hope there’s only a little poison. May I put him in your manse,

Patera? He should be lying down, and this poor woman, too.”

 

“Women are not—but of course if Your Cognizance—”

 

“They are with my permission,” Quetzal told him. “I give it. Ialso

permit you, Patera, to go into the cenoby to fetch a sibyl’s habit.

Maytera here,” he glanced down at Maytera Marble, “may regainconsciousness at any moment. We must spare her as much embarrassmentas we can.” With Villus over his shoulder, he tookCassava’s arm. “Come with me, my daughter. You and this boy willhave to nurse each other for a while.”

 

Silk was already through the garden gate. He had never set footin

the cenoby, but he thought he had a fair notion of its plan:

sellaria,

refectory, kitchen, and pantry on the lower floor; bedrooms (four atleast, and perhaps as many as six) on the upper floor. Presumablyone would be Maytera Marble’s, despite the fact that MayteraMarble never slept.

 

As he trotted along the graveled path, he recalled that the altar

 

and Sacred Window were still in the middle of Sun Street. Theyshould be carried back into the manteion as soon as possible,

although that would take a dozen men. He opened the kitchen doorand found himself far from certain of even that necessity. Pas wasdead—no less a divine personage than Echidna had declared it—andhe, Silk, could not imagine himself sacrificing to Echidna again, orso much as attending a sacrifice honoring her. Did it actuallymatter,

save to those gods, if the altar of the gods or the Window throughwhich they so rarely condescended to communicate were groundbeneath the wheels of dung carts and tradesmen’s wagons?

 

Yet this was blasphemy. He shuddered.

 

The cenoby kitchen seemed almost familiar, in part, he decided,

because Maytera Marble had often mentioned this stove and thiswoodbox, these cupboards and this larder; and in part because itwas, although cleaner, very much like his own.

 

Upstairs he found a hall that was an enlarged version of thelanding at the top of the stair in the manse, with three fadedpicturesdecorating its walls Pas, Echidna, and Tartaros bringing gifts offood, progeny, and prosperity (here mawkishly symbolized by abouquet of marigolds) to a wedding; Scylla spreading her beautifulunseen mantle over a traveler drinking from a pool in the southerndesert; and Molpe, perfunctorily disguised as a young woman of theupper classes, approving a much older and poorer woman’s feedingpigeons.

 

Momentarily he paused to examine the last. Cassava might, hedecided, have posed for the old woman; he reflected bitterly thatthe flock she fed could better have fed her, then reminded himselfthat in a sense they had—that the closing years of her life werebrightened by the knowledge that she, who had so little left to give,

could still give something.

 

A door at the end of the hall was smashed. Curious, he went in.

The bed was neatly made and the floor swept. There was water in aewer on the nightstand, so this was certainly Maytera Mint’s roomor Maytera Rose’s, or perhaps the room in which Chenille had spentScylsday night. An icon of Scylla’s hung on the wall, much darkenedby the votive lamps of the small shrine before it. And here was—yeswhat appeared to be a working glass. This was Maytera Rose’sroom, surely. Silk clapped, and a monitor’s bloodless face appearedin its gray depths.

 

“Why has Maytera Rose never told me she had this glass?” Silkdemanded.

 

“I have no idea, sir. Have you inquired?”

 

“Of course not!”

 

“That may well be the reason, sir.”

 

“If you—” Silk rebuked himself, and found that he was smiling.

What was this, compared to the death of Doctor Crane or Echidna’stheophany? He must learn to relax, and to think.

 

When the manteion had been built, a glass must have beenprovided for the use of the senior sibyl as well as the senior augur;

that was natural enough, and in fact praiseworthy. The senioraugur’s glass, in what was now Patera Gulo’s room, was out of orderand had been for decades; this one, the senior sibyl’s, was stillfunctioning, perhaps only because it had been less used. Silk ran hisfingers through his disorderly yellow hair. “Are there more glassesin

this cenoby, my son?”

 

“No, sir.”

 

He advanced a step, wishing that he had a walking stick to leanupon. “In this manteion?”

 

“Yes, sir. There is one in the manse, sir, but it is no longersummonable.”

 

Silk nodded to himself. “I don’t suppose you can tell me whether

 

the Alambrera has surrendered?”

 

Immediately the monitor’s face vanished, replaced by the turretedbuilding and its flanking walls. Several thousand people weremilling before the grim iron doors, where a score of men attemptedto batter their way in with what seemed to be a building timber. AsSilk watched, two Guardsmen thrust slug guns over the parapet of aturret on the right and opened fire.

 

Maytera Mint galloped into view, her black habit billowing abouther, looking no bigger than a child on the broad back of her mount.

She gestured urgently, the newfound silver trumpet that was hervoice apparently sounding retreat, although Silk could notdistinguishher words; the terrible discontinuity that was the azoth’s bladesprang from her upraised hand, and the parapet exploded in ashower of stones.

 

“Another view,” the monitor announced smoothly.

 

From a vantage point that appeared to be fifteen or twenty cubitsabove the street, Silk found himself looking down at the mob beforethe doors; some turned and ran; others were still raging against theAlambrera’s stone and iron. The sweating men with the timbergathered themselves for a new assault, but one fell before theybegan it, his face a pulpy mask of scarlet and white.

 

“Enough,” Silk said.

 

The monitor returned. “I think it safe to say, sir, that theAlambrera has not surrendered. If I may, I might add that in myjudgement it is not likely to do so before the arrival of the reliefforce, sir.”

 

“A relief force is on the way?”

 

“Yes, sir. The First Battalion of the Second Brigade of the CivilGuard, sir, and three companies of soldiers.” The monitor paused. “Icannot locate them at the moment, sir, but not long ago they weremarching along Ale Street. Would you care to see it?”

 

“That’s all right. I should go.” Silk turned away, then back.

“How

were you—there’s an eye high up on a building on the other side ofCage Street, isn’t there? And another over the doors of theAlambrera?”

 

“Precisely, sir.”

 

“You must be familiar with this cenoby. Which room is MayteraMarble’s?”

 

“Less so than you may suppose, sir. There are no other glasses inthis cenoby, sir, as I told you. And no eyes save mine, sir. However,

from certain remarks of my mistress’s, I infer that it may be thesecond door on the left, sir.”

 

“By your mistress you mean Maytera Rose? Where is she?”

 

“Yes, sir. My mistress has abandoned this land of trials andsorrows for a clime infinitely more agreeable, sir. That is to say,


for

Mainframe, sir. My lamented mistress has, in short, joined theassembly of the immortal gods.”

 

“She’s dead?”

 

“Precisely so, sir. As to the present whereabouts of her remains,

they are, I believe, somewhat scattered. This is the best I can do,

sir.”

 

The monitor’s face vanished again, and Sun Street sprang intoview: the altar (from which Musk’s fire-blackened corpse hadpartially fallen); and beyond it, Maytera Marble’s naked metalbody, sprawled near a coffin of softwood stained black.

 

“Those were her final rites,” Silk muttered to himself. “MayteraRose’s last sacrifice. I never knew.”

 

“Yes, sir, I fear they were.” The monitor sighed. “I served herfor

forty-three years, sir, eight months, and five days. Would you careto view her as she was in life, sir? Or the last scene it was my

 

pleasure to display to her? As a species of informal memorial, sir?


It

may console your evident grief, sir, if I may be so bold.”

 

Silk shook his head, then thought better of it. “Is some godprompting you, my son? The Outsider, perhaps?”

 

“Not that I’m aware of, sir.

 

“Last Phaesday I encountered a very cooperative monitor,” Silkexplained. “He directed me to his mistress’s weapons, somethingthat I wouldn’t—in retrospect—have supposed a monitor wouldnormally do. I have since concluded that he had been ordered toassist me by the goddess Kypris.”

 

“A credit to us all, sir.”

 

“He would not say so, of course. He had been enjoined to silence.

Show me that scene, the last your mistress saw.”

 

The monitor vanished. Choppy blue water stretched to thehorizon; in the mid-distance, a small fishing boat ran close-hauledunder a lowering sky. A black bird (Silk edged closer) fluttered inthe rigging, and a tall woman, naked or neariy so, stood beside thehelmsman. A movement of her left hand was accompanied by afaint crimson flash.

 

Silk stroked his cheek. “Can you repeat the order Maytera Rosegave you that led you to show her this?”

 

“Certainly, sir. It was, ‘Let’s see what that slut Silk foistedon us is

doing now.’ I apologize, sir, as I did to my mistress, for the meagerimage of the subject. There was no nearer point from which todisplay it, and the focal length of the glass through which I viewedit

was at its maximum.”

 

Hearing Silk’s approach, Maytera Marble turned away from theWindow and tried to cover herself with her new hands. With averted

eyes, he passed her the habit he had taken from a nail in the wall ofher room, saying, “It doesn’t matter, Maytera. Not really.”

 

“I know, Patera. Yet I feel… There, it’s on.”

 

He faced her and held out his hand. “Can you stand up?”

 

“I don’t know, Patera. I—I was about to try when you came.

Where is everyone?” Harder than flesh, her fingers took his. Heheaved with all his strength, reawakening the half-healed woundsleft by the beak of the whiteheaded one.

 

Maytera Marble stood, almost steadily, and endeavored to shakethe dust from her long, black skirt, murmuring, “Thank you, Patera.

Did you get—? Thank you very much.”

 

He took a deep breath. “I’m afraid you must think I’ve actedimproperly. I should explain that His Cognizance the Prolocutorpersonally authorized me to enter your cenoby to bring you that.

His Cognizance is here; he’s in the manse at the moment, I believe.”

 

He waited for her to speak, but she did not.

 

“Perhaps if you got out of the sun.”

 

She leaned heavily on his arm as he led her through the archedgateway and the garden to her accustomed seat in the arbor.

 

In a voice not quite like her own, she said, “There’s something Ishould tell you. Something I should have told you long ago.”

 

Silk nodded. “There’s something I should have told you long ago,

too, Maytera—and something new that I must tell you now. Pleaselet me go first; I think that will be best.”

 

It seemed she had not heard him. “I bore a child once, Patera. Ason, a baby boy. It was… Oh, very long ago.”

 

“Built a son, you mean. You and your husband.”

 

She shook her head. “Bore him in blood and pain, Patera. GreatEchidna had blinded me to the gods, but it wasn’t enough. So Isuffered, and no doubt he suffered, too, poor little mite, though hehad done nothing. We nearly died, both of us.”

 

Silk could only stare at her smooth, metal face.

 

“And now somebody’s dead, upstairs. I can’t remember who. Itwill come to me in a moment. I dreamt of snakes last night, and Ihate snakes. If I tell you now, I think perhaps I won’t have thatdream again.”

 

“I hope not, Maytera,” he told her. And then, “Think of somethingelse, if you can.”

 

“It was… Was not an easy confinement. I was forty, and hadnever borne a child. Maytera Betel was our senior then, an excellentwoman. But fat, one of those people who lose nothing when theyfast. She became horribly tired when she fasted, but never thinner.”

 

He nodded, increasingly certain that Maytera Marble was possessedagain, and that he knew who possessed her.

 

“We pretended I was becoming fat, too. She used to tease meabout it, and our sibs believed her. I’d been such a small womanbefore.”

 

Watching carefully for her reaction, Silk said, “I would havecarried you, Maytera, if I could; but I knew you’d be too heavy forme to lift.”

 

She ignored it. “A few bad people gossiped, but that was all.


Then

my time came. The pains were awful. Maytera had arranged for awoman in the Orilla to care for me. Not a good woman, Mayterasaid, but a better friend in time of need than many good women.

She told me she’d delivered children often, and washed her hands,

and washed me, and told me what to do, but it would not comeforth. My son. He wouldn’t come into this world, though I pressedand pressed until I was so tired I thought I must die.”

 

Her hand—he recognized it now as Maytera Rose’s—found his.

Hoping it would reassure her, he squeezed it as hard as he could.

 

“She cut me with a knife from her kitchen that she dipped inboiling water, and there was blood everywhere. Horrible! Horrible!

A doctor came and cut me again, and there he was, covered with myblood and dripping. My son. They wanted me to nurse him, but Iwouldn’t. I knew that she’d blinded me, Ophidian Echidna hadblinded me to the gods for what I’d done, but I thought that if Ididn’t nurse it she might relent and let me see her after all. Shenever has.”

 

Silk said, “You don’t have to tell me this, Maytera.”

 

“They asked me to name him, and I did. They said they’d find afamily that wanted a child and would take him, and he’d never findout, but he did, though it must have taken him a long while. Hespoke to Marble, said she must tell me he’d bought it, and his name.

When I heard his name, I knew.”

 

Silk said gently, “It doesn’t matter any more, Maytera. That waslong ago, and now the whole city’s in revolt, and it no longermatters. You must rest. Find peace.”

 

“And that is why,” Maytera Marble concluded. “Why my sonBloody bought our manteion and made all this trouble.”

 

The wind wafted smoke from the fig tree to Silk’s nose, and hesneezed.

 

“May every god bless you, Patera.” Her voice sounded normalagain.

 

“Thank you,” he said, and accepted the handkerchief she offered.

 

“Could you bring me water, do you think? Cool water?”

 

As sympathetically as he could, he told her, “You can’t drinkwater, Maytera.”

 

“Please? Just a cup of cool water?”

 

He hurried to the manse. Today was Hieraxday, after all; nodoubt she wished him to bless the water for her in Hierax’s name.

Later she would sprinkle it upon Maytera Rose’s coffin and in thecorners of her bedroom to prevent Maytera’s spirit from troublingher again.

 

Cassava was sitting in the kitchen, in the chair Patera Pike hadused at meals. Silk said, “Shouldn’t you lie down, my daughter? It

 

would make you feel better, I’m sure, and there’s a divan in thesellaria.”

 

She stared at him. “That was a needler, wasn’t it? I gave you aneedler. Why’d I have a thing like that?”

 

“Because someone gave it to you to give me.” He smiled at her.

“I’m going to the Alambrera, you see, and I’ll need it.” He workedthe pump-handle vigorously, letting the first rusty half-bucketfuldrain away, catching the clear, cold flood that followed in atumbler,

and presenting it to Cassava. “Drink this, please, my daughter. Itshould make you feel better.”

 

“You called me Mucor,” she said. “Mucor.” She set the untastedtumber on the kitchen table and rubbed her forehead. “Didn’t youcall me Mucor, Patera?”

 

“I mentioned Mucor, certainly; she was the person who gave youthe needler to give to me.” Studying her puzzled frown, Silk decidedit would be wise to change the subject. “Can you tell me what hasbecome of His Cognizance and little Villus, my daughter?”

 

“He carried him upstairs, Patera. He wanted him to lie down, likeyou wanted me.”

 

“Doubtless he’ll be down shortly.” Silk reflected that theProlocutor had probably intended to bandage Villus’s leg, and lostsome

time searching for medical supplies. “Drink that water, please. I’msure it will make you feel better.” He filled a second tumbler andcarried it outside.

 

Maytera Marble was sitting in the arbor just as he had left her.

Pushing aside the vines, he handed her the tumbler, saying, “Wouldyou like me to bless this for you, Maytera?”

 

“It won’t be necessary, Patera.”

 

Water spilled from the lip; rills laced her fingers, and rainpanered upon the black cloth covering her metal thighs. She smiled.

 

“Does that make you feel better?” he asked,

 

“Yes, much better. Much cooler, Patera. Thank you.”

 

“I’ll be happy to bring you another, if you require it.”

 

She stood. “No. No, thank you, Patera. I’ll be all right now, Ithink.”

 

“Sit down again, Maytera, please. I’m still worried about you,


and

I have to talk to you.”

 

Reluctantly, she did. “Aren’t there others hurt? I seem toremember others—and Maytera Rose, her coffin,”

 

Silk nodded. “That’s a part of what I must talk to you about.

Fighting has broken out all over the city.”

 

She nodded hesitantly. “Riots.”

 

“Rebellion, Maytera. The people—some at least—are risingagainst the Ayuntamiento. There won’t be any burials for severaldays, I’m afraid; so when you’re feeling better, you and I must carryMaytera’s coffin into the manteion. Is it very heavy?”

 

“I don’t think so, Patera.”

 

“Then we should be able to manage it. But before we go, I oughtto tell you that Villus and an old woman named Cassava are in themanse with His Cognizance. I can’t stay here, nor will he be able to,

I’m sure; so I intend to ask him to allow you to enter to care forthem.”

 

Maytera Marble nodded.

 

“And our altar and Window are still out in the street. I doubt


that

it will be possible for you to get enough help to move them backinside until the city is at peace. But if you can, please do.”

 

“I certainly will, Patera.”

 

“I want you to stay and look after our manteion, Maytera.

Maytera Mint’s gone; she felt it her duty to lead the fighting, andshe answered duty’s call with exemplary courage. I’ll have to go

 

soon as well. People are dying—and killing others—to make me

 

calde, and I must put a stop to that if I can.”

“Please be careful, Patera. For all our sakes.”

“Yet this manteion is still important, Maytera. Terribly

 

important.” (Doctor Crane’s ghost laughed aloud in a corner of Silk’smind.) “The Outsider told me so, remember? Someone must carefor it, and there’s no one left but you.”

 

Maytera Marble’s sleek metal head bobbed humbly, oddlymechanical without her coif. “I’ll do my best, Patera.”

 

“I know you will.” Refilled his lungs. “I said there were twothingsI had to tell you. You may not recall it, but I did. When you beganto speak, I found there were a great many more. Now I must tell youthose two, and then we’ll carry Maytera into the manteion, if wecan. The first is something I should have said months ago. Perhaps Idid; I know I’ve tried. Now I believe—I believe it’s quite likely Imay be killed, and I must say it now, or be silent forever.”

 

“I’m anxious to hear it, Patera.” Her voice was soft, her metalmask expressionless and compassionate; her hands clasped his, hardand wet and warm.

 

“I want to say—this is the old thing—that I could never havestood

it here if it hadn’t been for you. Maytera Rose and Maytera Minttried to help, I know they did. But you have been my right arm,

Maytera. I want you know that.”

 

Maytera Marble was staring at the ground. “You’re too kind,

Patera.”

 

“I’ve loved three women. My mother was the first. The third…”

He shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. You don’t know her, and I doubtthat I’ll ever see her again.” A pillar of swirling dust rose abovethe

top of the garden wall, to be swept away in a moment.

 

“The second thing, the new one, is that I can’t remain the sortof

augur I’ve been. Pas—Great Pas, who ruled the whole Whorl like afather—is dead, Maytera. Echidna herself told us. Do you rememberthat?”

 

Maytera Marble said nothing.

 

“Pas built our whorl, as we learn from the Writings. He built it,


I

believe, to endure for a long, long time, but not to endureindefinitely in his absence. Now he’s dead, and the sun has nomaster. I believe that the Fliers have been trying to tame it, orperhaps only trying to heal it. A man in the market told me oncethat his grandfather had spoken of them, saying their appearancepresaged rain; so all my life, and my mother’s, and her parents’,

too,

have been lived under their protection, while they wrestled the sun.”

 

Silk peered through the wilting foliage overhead at the dwindlinggolden line, already narrowed by the shade. “But they’ve failed,

Maytera. A flier told me yesterday, with what was almost his finalbreath. I didn’t understand then; but I do now, or at least I believeI

may. Something happened in the street that made it unmistakable.

Our city, and every other, must help if it can, and prepare for worsetimes than we’ve ever known.”

 

Quetzal’s tremulous old voice came from outside the arbor.

“Excuse me, Patera. Maytera.” The wilting vines parted, and hestepped inside. “I overheard what you said. I couldn’t help it, it’sso

quiet. You’ll pardon me, I hope?”

 

“Of course, Your Cognizance.” Both rose.

“Sit down, my daughter. Sit, please. May I sit beside you,

Patera?

 

Thank you. Everyone’s hiding indoors, I imagine, or gone off tojoin the fighting. I’ve been upstairs in your manse, Patera, and Ilooked out your window. There isn’t a cart in the street, and you canhear shooting.”

 

Silk nodded. “A terrible thing, Your Cognizance.”

 

“It is, as I overheard you say earlier, Patera. Maytera, you are,

from all I’ve heard and read in our files, a woman of sound sense. Awoman outstanding for that valuable quality, in fact. Viron’s at warwith itself. Men and women, and even children, are dying as wespeak. They call us butchers for offering animal blood to the gods,

though they’re only animals and die quickly for the highest ofpurposes. Now the gutters are running with wasted human blood. Ifwe’re butchers, what will they call themselves when it’s over?” Heshook his head. “Heroes, I suppose. Do you agree?”

 

Maytera Marble nodded mutely.

 

“Then I ask you, how can it be ended? Tell me, Maytera. Tell usboth. My coadjutor fears my humor, and I myself fear at times that Ioverindulge it. But I was never more serious.”

 

She muttered something inaudible.

 

“Louder, Maytera.”

 

“Patera Silk must become our calde.”

 

Quetzal leaned back in the little rustic seat. “There you haveit.

Her reputation for good sense is entirely justified, Patera Calde.”

 

“Your Cognizance!”

 

Maytera Marble made Quetzal a seated bow. “You’re too kind,

Your Cognizance.”

 

“Maytera. Suppose I maintain that yours isn’t the only solution.

Suppose I say that the Ayuntamiento has governed us before andcan govern us again. We need only submit. What’s wrong with that?”

 

“There’d be another rebellion, Your Cognizance, and more riots.”

Maytera Marble would not meet Silk’s eyes. “More fighting, newrebellions every few years until the Ayuntamiento was overthrown.

I’ve watched discontent grow for twenty years, Your Cognizance,

and now they’re killing, Patera says. They’ll be quicker to fightnext

time, and quicker again until it never really stops. And—and…”

 

“Yes?” Quetzal motioned urgently. “Tell us.”

 

“The soldiers will die, Your Cognizance, one by one. Each timethe people rise, there will be fewer soldiers.”

 

“So you see.” His head swung about on its wrinkled neck as hespoke to Silk. “Your supporters must win, Patera Calde. Stopwincing when I call you that, you’ve got to get used to it. Theymust,

because only their victory will bring Viron peace. Tell Loris and therest they can save their lives by surrendering now. Lemur’s dead,

did you know that?”

 

Swallowing, Silk nodded.

 

“With Lemur gone, a few smacks of your quirt will make the resttrot anywhere you want. But you must be calde, and the peoplemust see you are.”

 

“If I may speak, Your Cognizance?”

 

“Not to tell me that you, an anointed augur, will not do what I,

your Prolocutor, ask you to, I trust.”

 

“You’ve been Prolocutor for many years, Your Cognizance. Sincelong before I was born. You were Prolocutor in the days of the lastcalde.”

 

Quetzal nodded. “I knew him well. I intend to know you better,

Patera Calde.”

 

“I was a child when he died, Your Cognizance, a child justlearning to walk. A great many things must have happened then thatI’ve never heard of. I mention it to emphasize that I’m asking out ofignorance. If you would prefer not to answer, no more will be saidabout the matter.”

 

Quetzal nodded. “If it were Maytera here inquiring, or youracolyte, let’s say, or even my coadjutor, I might refuse exactly asyou suggest. I can’t imagine a question asked by our calde that Iwouldn’t feel it was my duty to answer fully and clearly, however.

What’s troubling you?”

 

Silk ran his fingers through his hair. “When the calde died, YourCognizance, did you—did anyone—protest the Ayuntamiento’sdecision not to hold an election?”

 

Quetzal nodded, as if to himself, and passed a trembling handacross his hairless scalp, a gesture similar to Silk’s yet markedlydifferent. “The short answer, if I intended nothing more than ashort answer, would be yes. I did. So did various others. Youdeserve more than a short answer, though. You deserve acomplete explanation. In the meantime, that lucky young man’sbody lies half consumed on the altar. I saw it from your window.

You indicate that you’re not inclined to plead your office toexcuse disobedience. Will you follow me into the street and helpme do what can be done there? When we’re finished, I’ll answeryou fully.”

 

Crouched behind the remaining wall of a fire-gutted shop, MayteraMint studied her subordinates’ faces. Zoril looked fearful, Limestunned, and the big, black-bearded man (she found she hadforgotten his name, if she had ever heard it) resolute. “Now, then,”

she said.

 

Why it’s just like talking to the class, she thought. Nodifferent at

all. I wish I had a chalkboard,

 

“Now then, we’ve just had news, and it’s bad news, I don’t intendto deny that. But it isn’t unexpected news. Not to me, and I hope tonone of you. We’ve got Guards penned up in the Alambrera, wherethey’re supposed to pen up other people.”

 

She smiled, hoping they appreciated the irony. “Anyone wouldexpect that the Ayuntamiento would send its people help. CertainlyI expected it, though I hoped it wouldn’t be quite so prompt. Butit’s

come, and it seems to me that we can do any of three things.” Sheheld up three fingers. “We can go on attacking the Alambrera,

hoping we can take it before they get here.” One finger down. “Wecan withdraw.” Another finger down. “Or we can leave the Alambreraas it is and fight the reinforcements before they can get inside.”

The last finger down. “What do you suggest, Zoril?”

 

“If we withdraw, we won’t be doing what the goddess said for usto.”

 

The black-bearded man snorted.

 

“She told us to capture the Alambrera and tear it down,” MayteraMint reminded Zoril. “We’ve tried, but we haven’t been able to.

What we’ve got to decide, really, is should we go on trying untilwe’re interrupted? Or rest awhile until we feel stronger, knowingthat they’ll be stronger too? Or should we see to it that we’re notinterrupted. Lime?”

 

She was a lank woman of forty with ginger-colored hair thatMaytera Mint had decided was probably dyed. “I don’t think we canthink only about what the goddess said. If she just wanted it torndown, she could have done it herself. She wants us to do it.”

 

Maytera Mint nodded. “I’m in complete agreement.”

 

“We’re mortals, so we’ve got to do it as mortals.” Lime gulped.

“I

don’t have as many people following me as the rest of you, and mostof mine are women.”

 

“There’s nothing wrong with that,” Maytera Mint assured her. “Soam I. So is the goddess, or at least she’s female like us. We knowshe’s Pas’s wife and seven times a mother. As for your not havinglots of followers, that’s not the point. I’d be happy to listen to

 

somebody who didn’t have any, if she had good, workable ideas.”

 

“What I was trying to say—” A gust of wind carried dust andsmoke into their council; Lime fanned her face with one long, flathand. “Is most of mine don’t have much to fight with. Just kitchenknives, a lot of them. Eight, I think it is, have needlers, andthere’s

one who runs a stable and has a pitchfork.”

 

Maytera Mint made a mental note.

 

“So what I was going to say is they’re feeling left out.

Discouraged,

you know?”

 

Maytera Mint assured her that she did.

 

“So if we go home, I think some will stay there. But if we canbeat

these new Hoppies that’re coming, they could get slug guns. They’dfeel better about themselves, and us, too.”

 

“A very valid point.”

 

“Bison here—”

 

Maytera Mint made another note: “Bison” was clearly the black-bearded

man; she resolved to use his name whenever she could untilit was fixed in her memory.

 

“Bison thinks they won’t fight. And they won’t, not the way hewants them to. But if they had slug guns, they’d shoot all day if youtold them to, Maytera. Or if you told them to go someplace andHoppies tried to stop them.”

 

“You’re for attacking the relief column, Lime?”

 

Lime nodded.

 

Bison said, “She’s for it as long as somebody else does thefighting. I’m for it, too, and we’ll do the fighting.”

 

“The fighting among ourselves, you mean, Bison?” Maytera Mintshook her head. “That sort of fighting will never bring back theCharter, and I’m quite sure it isn’t what the goddess intended. Butyou’re in favor of attacking the relief column? Good, so am I! I’mnot sure I know what Zoril wants, and I’m not sure he knows. Evenso, that’s a clear majority. Where would you suggest we attack it,

Bison?”

 

He was silent, fingering his beard.

 

“We’ll lose some stragglers. I realize that. But there are stepswe

can take to keep from losing many, and we might pick up some newpeople as well. Zoril?”

 

“I don’t know, Maytera. I think you ought to decide.”

 

“So do I, and I will. But it’s foolish to make decisions withoutlistening to advice, if there’s time for it. I think we should attackright here, when they reach the Alambrera.”

 

Bison nodded emphatically.

 

“In the first place, we don’t have much time to prepare, and thatwill give us the most.”

 

Bison said, “People are throwing stones at them from the rooftops.

The messenger told us that, too, remember? Maybe they’ll killa few Hoppies for us. Let’s give them a chance.”

 

“And perhaps some of their younger men will come over to us.

We ought to give them as much opportunity as we can to do that.”

Inspired by the memory of games at the palaestra, she added,

“When somebody changes sides, it counts twice, one more for us andone fewer for them. Besides, when they get here the Guards in theAlambrera will have to open those big doors to let them in.” Theirexpressions showed that none of them had thought of that, and sheconcluded, “I’m not saying that we’ll be able to get insideourselves.

But we might. Now them, how are we going to attack?”

 

“Behind and before, with as many men as we can,” Bison rumbled.

 

Lime added, “We need to take them by surprise, Maytera.”

 

“Which is another reason for attacking here. When they get to theAlambrera, they’ll think they’ve reached their goal. They may relaxa little. That will be the time for us to act.”

 

“When the doors open.” Bison drove a fist into his palm.

 

“Yes, I think so. What is it, Zoril?”

 

“I shouldn’t say this. I know what everybody’s going to think,


but

they’ve been shooting down on us from the walls and the highwindows. Just about everybody we’ve lost, we’ve lost like that.” Hewaited for contradiction, but there was none.

 

“There’s buildings across the street as high as the wall,

Maytera,

and one just a little up the street that’s higher. I think we oughtto

have people in there to shoot at the men on the wall. Some of minethat don’t have needlers or slug guns could be on the roofs, too,

throwing stones like the messenger talked about. A chunk ofshiprock falling that far ought to hit as hard as a slug, and theseHoppies have got armor.”

 

Maytera Mint nodded again. “You’re right. I’m putting you incharge of that. Get some people—not just your own, some of theolder boys and girls particularly—busy right away carrying stonesand bricks up there. There must be plenty around after the fires.

 

“Lime, Your women are no longer fighters unless they’ve gotneedlers or slug guns. We need people to get our wounded out ofthe fight and take care of them. They can use their knives orwhatever they have on anyone who tries to interfere with them. Andthat woman with the pitchfork? Go get her. I want to talk to her.”

 

A fragment of broken plaster caught Maytera Mint’s eye. “Now,

Bison, look here.” Picking it up, she scratched two widely spacedlines on the fire-blackened wall behind her. “This is Cage Street.”

With speed born of years of practice, she sketched in the Alambreraand the buildings facing it.

 

There was still a good deal of cedar left, and the fire on the altarhad

not quite gone out. Silk heaped fresh wood on it and let the wind fanit for him, sparks streaking Sun Street.

 

Quetzal had taken charge of Musk’s corpse, arranging it decentlybeside Maytera Rose’s coffin. Maytera Marble, who had gone to thecenoby for a sheet, had not yet returned.

 

“He was the most evil man I’ve ever known.” Silk had not

intended to speak aloud, but the words had come just the same.

“Yet I can’t help feeling sorry for him, and for all of us, as well,

because he’s gone.”

 

Quetzal murmured, “Does you credit, Patera Calde,” and wipedthe blade of the manteion’s sacrificial knife, which he had rescuedfrom the dust.

 

Vaguely, Silk wondered when he had dropped it. Maytera Rosehad always taken care of it, washing and sharpening it after eachsacrifice, no matter how minor; but Maytera Rose was gone, asdead as Musk.

 

After he had cut the sign of addition in Villas’s ankle, ofcourse,

when he had knelt to suck out the poison.

 

When he had met Blood on Phaesday, Blood had said that he hadpromised someone—had promised a woman—that he would pray atthis manteion for her. Suddenly Silk knew (without in the leastunderstanding how he knew) that the “woman” had been Musk. WasMusk’s spirit lingering in the vicinity of Musk’s body and promptinghim in some fashion? Whispering too softly to be heard? Silk tracedthe sign of addition, knowing that he should add a prayer toThelxiepeia, the goddess of magic and ghosts, but unable to do so.

 

Musk had bought the manteion for Blood with Blood’s money;

and Musk must have felt, in some deep part of himself that all hisevil actions had not killed, that he had done wrong—that he had byhis purchase offended the gods. He had asked Blood to pray forhim, or perhaps for them both, in the manteion that he had bought;

and Blood had promised to do it.

 

Had Blood kept his promise?

 

“If you’d help with the feet, Patera Calde?” Quetzal was standingat the head of Maytera Rose’s coffin.

 

“Yes, of course, Your Cognizance. We can carry that in.”

 

Quetzal shook his head. “We’ll lay it on the sacred fire, PateraCalde. Cremation is allowed when burial is impractical. If youwould…?”

 

Silk picked up the foot of the coffin, finding it lighter than hehad

expected. “Shouldn’t we petition the gods, Your Cognizance? Onher behalf?”

 

“I already have, Patera Calde. You were deep in thought. Nowthen, as high as you can, then quickly down upon the fire. Withoutdropping it, please. One, two, three!”

 

Silk did as he was told, then stepped hurriedly away from thelengthening flames. “Possibly we ought to have waited for Maytera,

Your Cognizance.”

 

Quetzal shook his head again. “This way is better, Patera Calde.


It

would be better for you to keep from looking at the fire, too. Doyou know why coffins have that peculiar shape, by the way? Look atme, Patera Calde.”

 

“To allow for the shoulders, Your Cognizance, or so I’veheard.”

 

Quetzal nodded. “That’s what everyone’s told. Would this sibyl ofyours need extra room for her shoulders? Look at me, I said.”

 

Already the thin, stained wood was blackening honestly, charringas the flames that licked it brought forth new flames. “No,” Silksaid,

and looked away again. (It was strange to think that this bent, baldold man was in fact the Prolocutor.) “No, Your Cognizance. Norwould most women, or many men.”

 

There was a stench of burning flesh.

 

“They do it so that we, the living, will know at which end thehead

lies, when the lid’s on. Coffins are sometimes stood on end, you see.

Patera!”

 

Silk’s gaze had strayed to the fire again. He turned away andcovered his eyes.

 

“I would have saved you that if I could,” Quetzal told him, andMaytera Marble, arriving with the sheet, inquired, “Saved him fromwhat, Your Cognizance?”

 

“Saved me from seeing Maytera Rose’s face as the flamesconsumed it,” Silk told her. He rubbed his eyes, hoping that shewould think he had been rubbing them before, that he had gottensmoke in them.

 

She held out one end of the sheet. “I’m sorry I took so long,

Patera. I—I happened to see my reflection. Then I looked forMaytera Mint’s mirror. My cheek is scratched.”

 

Silk took corners of the sheet in tear-dampened fingers; the windtried to snatch it from him, but he held it fast. “So it is, Maytera.

How did you do it?”

 

“I have no idea!”

 

To his surprise, Quetzal lifted Musk’s half-consumed body easily.

Clearly, this venerable old man was stronger than he appeared.

“Spread it flat and hold it down,” he told them. “We’ll lay him on itand fold it over him.”

 

A moment more, and Musk, too, rested among the flames.

 

“It’s our duty to tend the fire until both have burned. We don’thave to watch, and I suggest we don’t.” Quetzal had positionedhimself between Silk and the altar. “Let us pray privately for therepose of their spirits.”

 

Silk shut his eyes, bowed his head, and addressed himself to theOutsider, without much confidence that this most obscure of godsheard him or cared about what he said, or even existed.

 

“And yet I know this.” (His lips moved, although no soundissued

from them.) “You are the only god for me. It is better for me that Ishould give you all my worship, though you are not, than that Ishould worship Echidna or even Kypris, whose faces l have seen.

Thus I implore your mercy on these, our dead. Remember that I,

whom once you signally honored, ought to have loved them both butcould not, and so failed to provide the impetus that might havebrought them to you before Hierax claimed them. Mine therefore isthe guilt for any wrong they have done while they have known me. Iaccept it, and pray you will forgive them, who burn, and forgive mealso, whose fire is not yet lit. Obscure Outsider, be not angry withus,

though we have never sufficiently honored you. All that is outcast,

discarded, and despised is yours. Are this man and this woman, whohave been neglected by me, to be neglected by you as well? Recall themisery of our lives and their deaths. Are we never to find rest? Ihave

searched my conscience, Outsider, to discover that in which l havedispleased you. I find this: That I avoided Maytera Rose whenever Icould, though she might have been to me the grandmother I havenever known; and that I hated Musk, and feared him too, when hehad not done me the least wrong. Both were yours, Outsider, as Inow see; and for your sake I should have been loving with both. Irenounce my pride, and I will honor their memories. This I swear.

My life to you, Outsider, if you will forgive this man and this womanwhom we burn today.”

 

Opening his eyes he saw that Quetzal had already finished, if hehad ever prayed. Soon Maytera Marble raised her head as well, andhe inquired, “Would Your Cognizance, who knows more about theimmortal gods than anyone else in the whorl, instruct me regardingthe Outsider? Though he’s enlightened me, as I informed yourcoadjutor, I would be exceedingly grateful if you could tell memore.”

 

“I have no information to give, Patera Calde, regarding theOutsider or any other god. What little I have learned in the courseof a long life, regarding the gods, I have tried to forget. You sawEchidna. After that, can you ask me why?”

 

“No, Your Cognizance.” Silk looked nervously at MayteraMarble.

 

“I didn’t, Your Cognizance. But I saw the Holy Hues and heardher voice, and it made me wonderfully happy. I remember that sheexhorted all of us to purity and confirmed Scylla’s patronage,

nothing else. Can you tell me what else she said?”

 

“She told your sib to overthrow the Ayuntamiento. Let that be

 

enough for you, Maytera, for the present.”

“Maytera Mint? But she’ll be killed!”

Quetzal’s shoulders rose and fell. “I think we can count on it,

 

Maytera. Before Kypris manifested here on Scylsday, the Windowsof our city had been empty for decades. I can’t take credit for that,


it

wasn’t my doing. But I’ve done everything in my power to preventtheophanies. It hasn’t been much, but I’ve done what I could. Iproscribed human sacrifice, and got it made law, for one thing. Iadmit I’m proud of that.”

 

He turned to Silk. “Patera Calde, you wanted to know if Iprotested when the Ayuntamiento failed to hold an election to

 

choose a new calde. You were right to ask, more right than youknew. If a new calde had been elected when the last died, wewouldn’t have had that visit from Echidna today.”

 

“If Your Cognizance—”

 

“No, I want to tell you. There are many things you have to knowas calde, and this is one. But the situation wasn’t as simple as youmay think. What do you know about the Charter?”

 

“Next to nothing, Your Cognizance. We studied when I was a boy-that

is to say, our teacher read it to us and answered our questions.

I was ten, I think.”

 

Maytera Marble said, “We’re not supposed to teach it now. It wasdropped from all the lesson plans years ago.”

 

“At my order,” Quetzal told them, “when even mentioning itbecame dangerous. We have copies at the Palace, however, and I’veread it many times. It doesn’t say, Patera Calde, that an electionmust be held on the death of the calde, as you seem to believe. Whatit really says is that the calde is to hold office for life, that hemayappoint his successor, and that a successor is to be elected if hedies

without havmg done it. You see the difficulty?”

 

Uneasily, Silk glanced up and down the street, seeing no one nearenough to overhear. “I’m afraid not, Your Cognizance. That soundsquite straightforward to me.”

 

“It does not say that the calde must announce his choice,

you’ll notice. If he wants to keep it secret, he can do it. Thereasons are

so obvious I hesitate to explain them.”

 

Silk nodded. “I can see that it would put them both in anuncomfonable position.”

 

“In a very dangerous one, Patera Calde. Partisans of thesuccessor

might assassinate the calde, while those who’d hoped to becomecalde would be tempted to murder the successor. When the lastcalde’s will was read, it was found to designate a successor. Iremember the exact wording. It said, ‘Though he is not the son ofmy body, my son will succeed me.’ What do you make of that?”

 

Silk stroked his cheek. “It didn’t name this son?”

 

“No. I’ve given you the entire clause. The calde had nevermarried, as I should have told you sooner. As far as anybody knew,

he had no sons.”

 

Maytera Marble ventured, “I never knew about this, YourCognizance. Didn’t the son tell them?”

 

“Not that I know of. It’s possible he did and was killed secretlybyLemur or one of the other councillors, but I doubt it.” Quetzalselected a long cedar split and poked the sinking fire. “If they’ddone

that, I’d have heard about it by this time. Probably much sooner. Nopublic announcement was made, you understand. If there’d beenone, pretenders would have put themselves forward and madeendless trouble. The Ayuntamiento searched in secret. To be frank,

I doubt that the boy would have lived if they’d found him.”

 

Silk nodded reluctantly.

 

“If it had been a natural son, they could’ve used medical tests.


As

it was, the only hope was turn up a record. The monitors of everyglass that could be located were queried. Old documents were readand reread, and the calde’s relatives and associates interrogated,


all

without result. An election should have been held, and I urged onerepeatedly because I was afraid we’d have a theophany from Scyllaunless something was done. But an election would have been illegal,

 

as I had to admit. The calde had designated his successor. They

 

simply couldn’t find him.”

 

“Then I’ll have no right to office if it’s forced on me.”

 

“Hardly. In the first place, that was a generation ago. It’slikelythe adopted son’s dead if he ever existed. In the second, the Charterwas written by the gods. It’s a document expressing their willregarding our governance nothing more. It’s clear they’re displeasedwith the present state of things, and you’re the onlyalternative, as Maytera told you.”

 

Quetzal handed the sacrificial knife to Maytera Marble. “I thinkwe can go now, Maytera. You must stay. Watch the fire until it goesout. When it does, carry the ashes into your manteion and disposeof them as usual. You may notice bones or teeth among them. Don’ttouch them, or treat them differently from the rest of the ashes inany way.”

 

Maytera Marble bowed.

 

“Purify the altar as usual. If you can get people to help you,


take it

back into the manteion. Your Sacred Window, too.”

 

She bowed again. “Patera has already instructed me to do so,

Your Cognizance.”

 

“Fine. You’re a good sensible woman, Maytera, as I said. I wasglad to see that you had resumed your coif when you went back toyour cenoby. You’ve my permission to enter the manse. There’s anold woman there. I think you’ll find she’s well enough to go home.

There’s a boy on one of the beds upstairs. You can leave him thereor carry him into your cenoby to nurse, if that will be moreconvenient. See to it that he doesn’t exert himself, and that hedrinks a lot of water. Get him to eat, if you can. You might cooksome of this meat for him.”

 

Quetzal turned to Silk. “I want to look in on him again, Patera,

while Maytera’s busy with the fire. I’m also going to borrow a sparerobe I saw up there, your acolyte’s, I suppose. It looked too shortfor you, but it should fit me, and when we meet the rebels—perhapswe should call them servants of the Queen of the Whorl, some such.

When we meet them, it may help if they know who I am as well aswho you are.”

 

Silk said, “I feel certain Patera Gulo would want you to haveanything that can be of any assistance whatsoever to you, YourCognizance.”

 

As Quetzal tottered away, Maytera Marble asked, “Are you goingto help Maytera Mint, Patera? You’ll be in frightful danger, both ofyou. I’ll pray for you.”

 

“I’m much more worried about you than about myself,” Silk toldher. “More, even, than I am about her—she must be underEchidna’s protection, in spite of what His Cognizance said.”

 

Maytera Marble lifted her head in a slight, tantalizing smile.

“Don’t fret about me. Maytera Marble’s taking good care of me.”

Unexpectedly, she brushed his cheek with warm metal lips. “If youshould see my boy Bloody, tell him not to worry either. I’ll be allright.”

 

“I certainly will, Maytera.” Silk took a hasty step back. “Goodbye,

Maytera Rose. About those tomatoes—I’m sorry, truly sorry abouteverything. I hope you’ve forgiven me.”

 

“She passed away yesterday, Patera. Didn’t I tell you?”

 

“Yes,” Silk mumbled. “Yes, of course.”

 

Auk lay on the floor of the tunnel. He was tired—tired and weakand dizzy, he admitted to himself. When had he slept last? Daysideon Molpsday, after he’d left Jugs and Patera, before he went to thelake, but he’d slept on the boat a dog’s right before the storm. Herand the butcher had been tired, too, tireder than him though they

 

hadn’t been knocked on the head. They’d helped in the storm, andDace was dead. Urus hadn’t done anything, would kill him if he gotthe chance. He pictured Urus standing over him with a bludgeonlike the one he had seen, and sat up and stared around him.

 

Urus and the soldier were talking quietly. The soldier called,

“I’m

keeping an eye out. Go back to sleep, trooper.”

 

Auk lay down again, though no soldier could be a friend tosomebody like him, though he’d sooner trust Urus though he didn’ttrust Urus at all.

 

What day was it? Thelxday. Phaesday, most likely. Grim Phaea,

for food and healing. Grim because eating means killing stuff to eat,

and it’s no good pretending it don’t. Stuff like Gelada’d killed Dacewith his bad arm and the string around his neck. That’s why youought to go to manteion once in a while. Sacrifice showed you,

showed the gray ram dying and its blood thrown in the fire, andpoor people thanking Phaea or whatever god it was for “this goodfood.” Grim because healing hurts more than dying, the doctor cutsyou to make you well, sets the bone and it hurts. Dace said a bone inhis head was broken, was cracked or something, he was cracked forsure and it was probably true because he got awful dizzy sometimes,

couldn’t see good sometimes, even stuff right in front of him. Awhite ram, Phaea, if I get over this.

 

It should’ve been a black ram. He’d promised Tartaros a blackram, but the only one in the market had cost more than he had, sohe’d bought the gray one. That was before last time, before Kyprishad promised them it’d be candy, before the ring for Jugs, theanklet for Patera. It had been why his troubles started, maybe,

because his ram had been the wrong color. They dyed those blackrains anyhow…

 

Up the tree and onto the roof, then in through the attic window, buthe was dizzy, dizzy and the tree already so high its top touched theshade, brushed the shaggy shade with dead leaves rustling, rustling,

and the roof higher, Urus whistling, whistling from the cornerbecause the Hoppies were practically underneath this shaggy treenow.

 

He stood on a limb, walked out on it watching the roof sail awaywith all the black peaked roofs of Limna as the old man’s old boatput out with Snarling Scylla at the helm, Scylla up in Jugs’s headnot

taking up room but pulling her strings, jerking her on reins, diggingspurred heels in, Spurred Scylla a gamecock spurring Jugs to makeher trot. A little step and another and the roof farther than ever,

higher than the top of the whole shaggy tree and his foot slippedwhere Gelada’s blood wet the slick silvery bark and he fell.

 

He woke with a start, shaking. Something warm lay beside him,

dose but not quite touching. He rolled over, bringing his legs upunder her big soft thighs, his chest against her back, an arm aroundher to warm her and it, cupping her breast. “By Kypris, I love you,

Jugs I’m too sick to shag you, but I love you. You’re all the womanI’ll ever want.”

 

She didn’t talk, but there’d been a little change in herbreathing,

so he knew she wasn’t asleep even if she wanted him to think so.

That was dimber by him, she wanted to look at it and he didn’tblame her, wouldn’t want a woman who wouldn’t look because awoman like that got you nabbed sooner or later even if she didn’tmean to.

 

Only he’d looked at it already, had looked all that he’d everneed to while he was rolling over. And he slept beside her quitecontent.

 

“I shocked you, Patera Calde. I know I did. I could see it in yourface. My eyes aren’t what they were, I’m afraid. I’m no longer goodat reading expressions. But I read yours.”

 

“Somewhat, Your Cognizance.” Together, they were walking up adeserted Sun Street, a tall young augur and a stooped old oneside-by-side, Silk taking a slow step for two of Quetzal’s lame andunsteady ones.

 

“Since you left the schola, Patera Calde, since you came to thisquarter, you’ve prayed that a god would come to your Window,

haven’t you? I feel sure you have. All of you do, or nearly all. Whodid you hope for? Pas or Scylla?”

 

“Scylla chiefly, Your Cognizance. To tell the truth, I scarcelythought about the minor gods then. I mean the gods outside theNine—no god is truly minor, I suppose. Scylla seemed the mostprobable. It was only on Scylsdays that we had a victim, for onething; and she’s the patroness of the city, after all.”

 

“She’d tell you what to do, which was what you wanted.” Quetzalsquinted up at Silk with a toothless smile he found disconcerting.

“She’d fill your cash box, too. You could fix up those old buildings,

buy books for your palaestra, and sacrifice in the grand style everyday.”

 

Reluctantly, Silk nodded.

 

“I understand. Oh, I understand. It’s perfectly normal, PateraCalde. Even commendable. But what about me? What about me,

not wanting gods to come at all? That isn’t, is it? It isn’t, andit’s

bothering you.”

 

Silk shook his head. “It’s not my place to judge your acts oryourwords, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Yet you will.” Quetzal paused to peer along Lamp Street, andseemed to listen. “You will, Patera Calde. You can’t help it. That’swhy I’ve got to tell you. After that, we’re going to talk aboutsomething you probably think that you learned all about when youwere a baby. I mean the Plan of Pas. Then you can go off to Mayterawhat’shername.”

 

“Mint, Your Cognizance.

 

“You can go off to help her overthrow the Ayuntamiento forEchidna, and I’ll be going off to find you more people to do it with,

and better weapons. To begin—”

 

“Your Cognizance?” Silk ran nervous fingers through his haystackhair, unable to restrain himself any longer. “Your Cognizance, didyou know Great Pas was dead? Did you know it already, before shetold us today?”

 

“Certainly. We can start there, Patera Calde, if that’s troublingyou. Would you have talked about it from the ambion of the GrandManteion if you’d been in my place? Made a public announcement?

Conducted ceremonies of mourning and so forth?”

 

“Yes,” Silk said firmly. “Yes, I would.”

 

“I see. What do you suppose killed him, Patera Calde? You’re anintelligent young fellow. You studied hard at the schola, I know.

Your instructors’ reports are very favorable. How could the Fatherof the Gods die?”

 

Faintly, Silk could hear the booming of slug guns, then a long,

concerted roar that might almost have been thunder.

 

“Building falling,” Quetzal told him. “Don’t worry about thatnow.

Answer my question.”

 

“I can’t conceive of such a thing, Your Cognizance. The gods areimmortal, ageless. It’s their immortality that makes them gods,

really, more than anything else.”

 

“A fever,” Quetzal suggested. “We mortals die of fevers everyday.

Perhaps he caught a fever?”

 

“The gods are spiritual beings, Your Cognizance. They’re notsubject to disease.”

 

“Kicked in the head by a horse. Don’t you think that could havebeen it?”

 

Silk did not reply.

 

“I’m mocking you, Patera Calde, of course I am. But not idly.

My question’s perfectly serious. Echidna told you Pas is dead,

and you can’t help believing her. I’ve known it for thirty years,

since shortly after his death, in fact. How did he die? How couldhe?”

 

Silk combed his disorderly yellow hair with his fingers again.

 

“When I was made Prolocutor, Patera Calde, we had a vase at thePalace

that had been thrown on the Short Sun Whorl, a beautiful thing. Theytold me

it was five hundred years old. Almost inconceivable. Do you agree?”

 

“And priceless, I would say, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Lemur wanted to frighten me, to show me how ruthless he couldbe. I already knew, but he didn’t know I did. I think he thought thatif I did I’d never dare oppose him. He took that vase from its standand smashed it at my feet.”

 

Silk stared down at Quetzal. “You—you’re serious, YourCognizance?

He actually did that?”

 

“He did. Look, now. That vase was immortal. It didn’t age. It wasproof against disease. But it could be destroyed, as it was. So couldPas. He couldn’t age, or even fall sick. But he could be destroyed,

and he was. He was murdered by his family. Many men die like that,

Patera Calde. When you’re half my age, you’ll know it. Now a godhas, too.”

 

“But, Your Cognizance…”

 

“Viron’s isolated, Patera Calde. All the cities are. He gave usfloaters and animals. No big machines that could carry heavy loads.

He thought that would be best for us, and I dare say he was right.

But the Ayuntamiento’s not isolated. The calde wasn’t either, whenwe had one. Did you think he was?”

 

Silk said, “I realize we have diplomats, Your Cognizance, andthere are traveling traders and so forth—boats on the rivers, andeven spies.”

 

“That’s right. As Prolocutor, I’m no more isolated than he was.

Less, but I won’t try to prove that. I’m in contact with religiousleaders in Urbs, Wick, and other cities, cities where his childrenhave boasted of killing Pas.”

 

“It was the Seven, then, Your Cognizance? Not Echidna? WasScylla involved?”

 

Quetzal had found prayer beads in a pocket of Gulo’s robe; heran them through his fingers. “Echidna was at the center. You’veseen her, can you doubt it? Scylla, Molpe, and Hierax were in it.

They’ve said so at various times.”

 

“But not Tartaros, Thelxiepeia, Phaea, or Sphigx, YourCognizance?”

Silk felt an irrational surge of hope.

 

“I don’t know about Tartaros and the younger gods, PateraCalde. But do you see why I didn’t announce it? There wouldhave been panic. There will be, if it becomes widely known. TheChapter will be destroyed and the basis of morality gone.

Imagine Viron with neither. As for public observances, how doyou think Pas’s murderers would react to our mourning him?”

 

“We—” Something tightened in Silk’s throat. “We, you and I,

Your Cognizance. Villus and Maytera Marble, all of us are—werehis children too. That is to say, he built the whorl for us. Ruled uslike a father. I…”

 

“What is it, Patera Calde?”

 

“I just remembered something, Your Cognizance. Kypris—you

 

must know there was a theophany of Kypris at our manteion on

 

Scylsday.”

 

“I’ve had a dozen reports. It’s the talk of the city.”

 

“She said she was hunted, and I didn’t understand. Now I believeI may.”

 

Quetzal nodded. “I imagine she is. The wonder is that theyhaven’t been able to corner her in thirty years. She can’t be a tenthas strong as Pas was. But it can’t be easy to kill even a minorgoddesswho knows you’re trying to. Not like killing a husband and fatherwho trusts you. Now you see why I’ve tried to prevent theophanies,

don’t you, Patera Calde? If you don’t, I’ll never be able to make itclear.”

 

“Yes, Your Cognizance. Of course. It’s—horrible. Unspeakable.

But you were right. You are right.”

 

“I’m glad you realize it. You understand why we go on sacrificingto Pas? We must. I’ve tried to downgrade him somewhat. Make himseem more remote than he used to. I’ve emphasized Scylla at hisexpense, but you’re too young to have realized that. Older peoplecomplain, sometimes.”

 

Silk said nothing, but stroked his cheek as he walked.

 

“You have questions, Patera Calde. Or you will have when you’vedigested all this. Don’t fear you may offend me. I’m at your disposalwhenever you want to question me.”

 

“I have two,” Silk told him. “I hesitate to pose the first, whichverges upon blasphemy.”

 

“Many necessary questions do.” Quetzal cocked his head. “Thisisn’t one, but do you hear horses?”

 

“Horses, Your Cognizance? No.”

 

“I must be imagining it. What are your questions?”

 

Silk walked on in silence for a few seconds to collect his

thoughts.

At length he said, “My original two questions have become three,

Your Cognizance. The first, for which I apologize in advance, is,

isn’t it true that Echidna and the Seven love us just as Pas did?

I’ve

always felt, somehow, that Pas loved them, while they love us; andif that is so, will his death—terrible though it is—make a greatdeal

of difference to us?”

 

“You have a pet bird, Patera Calde. I’ve never seen it, but soI’ve

been told.”

 

“I had one, Your Cognizance, a night chough. I’ve lost him, I’mafraid, although it may be that he’s with a friend. I’m hoping he’llreturn to me eventually.”

 

“You should have caged him, Patera Calde. Then you’d still havehim.”

 

“I liked him too much for that, Your Cognizance.”

 

Quetzal’s small head bobbed upon its long neck. “Just so. Thereare people who love birds so much they free them. There are otherswho love them so much they cage them. Pas’s love of us was of thefirst kind. Echidna’s and the Seven’s is of the other. Were you goingto ask why they killed Pas? Is that one of your questions?”

 

Silk nodded, “My second, Your Cognizance.”

 

“I’ve answered it. What’s the third?”

 

“You indicated that you wished to discuss the Plan of Pas withme,

Your Cognizance. If Pas is dead, what’s the point of discussing hisplan?”

 

Hoofbeats sounded faintly behind them.

 

“A god’s plans do not die with him, Patera Calde. He is dead, asSerpentine Echidna told us. We are not. We were to carry Pas’s planout. You said he ruled us as a father. Do a father’s plans benefit

 

him? Or his children?”

 

“Your Cognizance, I just remembered something? Another god,

the Outsider—”

 

“Pateras!” The horseman, a lieutenant of the Civil Guard inmottled green conflict armor, pushed up his visor. “Are you—youthere, Patera. The young one. Aren’t you Patera Silk?”

 

“Yes, my son,” Silk said. “I am.”

 

The lieutenant dropped the reins. His hand appeared slow as itjerked his needler from the holster, yet it was much too quick topermit Silk to draw Musk’s needler. The flat crack of the shotsounded an instant after the needle’s stinging blow.





Chapter 5 — Mail
They had insisted she not look for herself, that she send one of themto do it, but she felt she had already sent too many others. Thistime

she would see the enemy for herself, and she had forbidden them toattend her. She straightened her snowy coif as she walked, and helddown the wind-tossed skirt of her habit—a sibyl smaller and youngerthan most, gowned (like all sibyls) in black to the tops of her wornblack shoes, out upon some holy errand, and remarkable only forbeing alone.

 

The azoth was in one capacious pocket, her beads in the other;

she got them out as she went around the corner onto Cage Street,

wooden beads twice the size of those Quetzal fingered, smoothedand oiled by her touch to glossy chestnut.

 

First, Pas’s gammadion: “Great Pas, Designer and Creator of theWhorl, Lord Guardian of the Aureate Path, we—”

 

The pronoun should have been I, but she was used to saying themwith Maytera Rose and Maytera Marble; and they, praying togetherin the sellaria of the cenoby, had quite properly said “we.” Shethought: But I’m praying for all of us. For all who may die thisafternoon, for Bison and Patera Gulo and Bream and that man wholet me borrow his sword. For the volunteers who’ll ride with me in a

minute, and Patera Silk and Lime and Zoril and the children.

Particularly for the children. For all of us, Great Pas.

 

“We acknowledge you the supreme and sovereign…”

 

And there it was, an armored floater with all its hatches downturning onto Cage Street. Then another, and a third. A good bigspace between the third and the first rank of marching Guardsmenbecause of the dust. A mounted officer riding beside his troopers.

The soldiers would be in back (that was what the messenger hadreported) but there was no time to wait until they came into view,

though the soldiers would be the worst of all, worse even than thefloaters.

 

Beads forgotten, she hurried back the way she had come.

 

Scleroderma was still there, holding the white stallion’s reins.

“I’m

coming too, Maytera. On these two legs since you won’t let me havea horse, but I’m coming. You’re going, and I’m bigger than you.”

 

Which was true. Scleroderma was no taller, but twice as wide.

“Shout,” she told her. “You’re blessed with a good, loud voice. Shoutand make all the noise you can. If you can keep them from seeingBison’s people for one second more, that may decide it.”

 

A giant with a gape-toothed grin knelt, hands clasped to help hermount; she put her left foot in them and swung into the saddle, andalthough she sat a tall horse, the giant’s head was level with herown. She had chosen him for his size and ferocious appearance.

(Distraction—distraction would be everything). Now it struck herthat she did not know his name. “Can you ride?” she asked. “If youcan’t, say so.”

 

“Sure can, Maytera.”

 

He was probably lying; but it was too late, too late to quiz himor

get somebody else. She rose in her stirrups to consider the fiveriders behind her, and the giant’s riderless horse. “Most of us willbe

killed, and it’s quite likely that all of us will be.”

 

The first floater would be well along Cage Street already, haltedperhaps before the doors of the Alambrera; but if they were tosucceed, their diversion would have to wait until the marching menbehind the third floater had closed the gap. It might be best to fillthe time.

 

“Should one of us live, however, it would be well for him—orher—to

know the names of those who gave their lives. Scleroderma, Ican’t count you among us, but you are the most likely to live. Listencarefully.”

 

Scleroderma nodded, her pudgy face pale.

“All of you. Listen, and try to remember.”

The fear she had shut out so effectively was seeping back now.

 

She bit her lip; her voice must not quaver. “I’m Maytera Mint, fromthe Sun Street manteion. But you know that. You,” she pointed tothe rearmost rider. “Give us your name, and say it loudly.”

 

“Babirousa!”

“Good. And you?”

“Goral!”

“Kingcup!” The woman who had supplied horses for the rest.

“Yapok!”

“Marmot!”

“Gib from the Cock,” the giant grunted, and mounted in a way

 

that showed he was more accustomed to riding donkeys.

 

“I wish we had horns and war drums,” Maytera Mint told them.

“We’ll have to use our voices and our weapons instead. Remember,

the idea is to keep them, the crews of the floaters especially,

lookingand shooting at us for as long as we can.”

 

The fear filled her mind, horrible and colder than ice; she felt


sure

her trembling fingers would drop Patera Silk’s azoth if she tried totake it from her pocket; but she got it out anyway, telling herselfthat it would be preferable to drop it here, where Scleroderma couldhand it back to her.

 

Scleroderma handed her the reins instead.

 

“You have all volunteered, and there is no disgrace inreconsidering.

Those who wish may leave.” Deliberately she faced forward, sothat she would not see who dismounted.

 

At once she felt that there was no one behind her at all. She

groped for something that would drive out the fear, and came upona naked woman with yellow hair—a wild-eyed fury who was notherself at all—wielding a scourge whose lashes cut and tore the graysickness until it fled her mind.

 

Perhaps because she had urged him forward with her heels,

perhaps only because she had loosed his reins, the stallion wasrounding the corner at an easy canter. There, still streets aheadthough not so far as they had been, were the floaters, the thirdsettling onto the rutted street, with the marching troopers closingbehind it.

 

“For Echidna!” she shouted. “The gods will it!” Still she wishedfor

war drums and horns, unaware that the drumming hooves echoedand re-echoed from each shiprock wall, that her trumpet had shakenthe street. “Silk is Calde!”

 

She jammed her sharp little heels in the stallion’s sides. Fear

 

was gone,

replaced by soaring joy. “Silk is Calde!” At her right the giant

was firing two needlers as fast as he could pull their triggers.

 

“Down the Ayuntamiento! Silk is Calde!”

 

The shimmering horror that was the azoth’s blade could not beheld on the foremost floater. Not by her, certainly not at thisheadlong gallop. Slashed twice across, the floater wept silvery metalas the street before it erupted in boiling dust and stones explodedfrom the gray walls of the Alambrera.

 

Abruptly, Yapok was on her right. To her left, Kingcup flailed aleggy bay with a long brown whip, Yapok bellowing obscenities,

Kingcup shrieking curses, a nightmare witch, her loosed black hairstreaming behind her.

 

The blade again, and the foremost floater burst in a ball oforangeflame. Behind it, the buzz guns of the second were firing, theflashes

from their muzzle mere sparks, the rattle of their shots lost inpandemonium. “Form up,” she shouted, not knowing what shemeant by it. Then, “Forward! Forward!”

 

Thousands of armed men and women were pouring from thebuildings, crowding through doorways and leaping from windows.

Yapok was gone, Kingcup somehow in front of her by half a length.

Unseen hands snatched off her coif and plucked one flapping blacksleeve.

 

The shimmering blade brought a gush of silver from the secondfloater, and there were no more flashes from its guns, only anexplosion that blew off the turret—and a rain of stones upon thesecond floater, the third, and the Guardsmen behind it, and lines ofslug guns booming from rooftops and high windows. But notenough, she thought. Not nearly enough, we must have more.

 

The azoth was almost too hot to hold. She took her thumb off the

demon and was abruptly skyborn as the white stallion cleared a slabof twisted, smoking metal at a bound. The guns of the third floaterwere firing, the turret gun not at her but at the men and womenpouring out of the buildings, the floater rising with a roar and acloud of dust and sooty smoke that the wind snatched away, untilthe blade of her azoth impaled it and the floater crashed on itsside,

at once pathetic and comic.

 

To Silk’s bewilderment, his captors had treated him withconsideration,

bandaging his wound and letting him lie unbound in anoutsized bed with four towering posts which only that morning hadbelonged to some blameless citizen.

 

He had not lost consciousness so much as will. With mild

surprise,

he discovered that he no longer cared whether the Alambrera hadsurrendered, whether the Ayuntamiento remained in power, orwhether the long sun would nourish Viron for ages to come or burnit to cinders. Those things had mattered. They no longer did. Hewas aware that he might die, but that did not matter either; hewould surely die, whatever happened. If eventually, why not now?

It would be over—over and done forever.

 

He imagined himself mingling with the gods, their humblestservitor and worshipper, yet beholding them face-to-face; and foundthat there was only one whom he desired to see, a god who was notamong them.

 

“Well, well, well!” the surgeon exclaimed in a brisk, professional

 

voice. “So you’re Silk!”

 

He rolled his head on the pillow. “I don’t think so.”

 

“That’s what they tell me. Somebody shoot you in the arm, too?”

 

“No. Something else. It doesn’t matter.” He spat blood.

 

“It does to me: that’s an old dressing. It ought to be changed.”


The

surgeon left, returning at once (it seemed) with a basin of water anda sponge. “I’m taking that ultrasonic diathermic wrapping on yourankle. We’ve got men who need it a lot more than you do.”

 

“Then take it, please,” Silk told him.

 

The surgeon looked surprised.

 

“What I mean is that ‘Silk’ has become someone a great dealbigger than I am—that I’m not what is meant when people say,

‘Silk.’”

 

“You ought to be dead,” the surgeon informed him somewhatlater. “Your lung’s collapsed. Probably better to enlarge the exitwound instead of going in this way. I’m going to roll you over. Didyou hear that? I’m going to turn you over. Keep your nose andmouth to the side so you can breathe.”

 

He did not, but the surgeon moved his head for him.

 

Abruptly he was sitting almost upright with a quilt around him,

while the surgeon stabbed him with another needle. “It’s not as badas I thought, but you need blood. You’ll feel a lot better with moreblood in you.”

 

A dark flask dangled from the bedpost like a ripe fruit.

 

Someone he could not see was sitting beside his bed. He turned hishead and craned his neck to no avail. At last he extended a hand

toward the visitor; and the visitor took it between his own, whichwere large and hard and warm. As soon as their hands touched, heknew.

 

You said you weren’t going to help, he told the visitor. You saidI

wasn’t to expect help from you, yet here you are

 

The visitor did not reply, but his hands were clean and gentleand

full of healing.

 

  

“Are you awake, Patera?”

 

Silk wiped his eyes. “Yes.”

 

“I thought you were. Your eyes were closed, but you were crying.”

 

“Yes,” Silk said again.

 

“I brought a chair. I thought we might talk for a minute. Youdon’t mind?” The man with the chair was robed in black.

 

“No. You’re an augur, like me.”

 

“We were at the schola together, Patera. I’m Shell—Patera Shellnow. You sat behind me in canonics. Remember?”

 

“Yes. Yes, I do. It’s been a long time.”

 

Shell nodded. “Nearly two years.” He was thin and pale, but hissmall shy smile made his face shine.

 

“It was good of you to come and see me, Patera—very good.” Silkpaused for a moment to think. “You’re on the other side, theAyuntamiento’s side. You must be. You’re taking a risk by talkingto me. I’m afraid.”

 

“I was.” Shell coughed apologetically. “Perhaps—I don’t know,

Patera. I—I haven’t been fighting, you know. Not at all.”

 

“Of course not.”

 

“I brought the Pardon of Pas to our dying. To your dying, too,

Patera, when I could. When that was done, I helped nurse a little.

There aren’t enough doctors and nurses, not nearly enough, andthere was a big battle on Cage Street. Do you know about it? I’lltell

you if you like. Nearly a thousand dead.”

 

Silk shut his eyes.

 

“Don’t cry, Patera. Please don’t. They’ve gone to the gods. Allof

them, from both sides, and it wasn’t your fault, I’m sure. I didn’t

 


see

the battle, but I heard a great deal about it. From the wounded, youknow. If you’d rather talk about something else—”

 

“No. Tell me, please.”

 

“I thought you’d want to know, that I could describe it to youand

it would be something that I could do for you. I thought you mightwant me to shrive you, too. We can close the door. I talked to thecaptain, and he said that as long as I didn’t give you a weapon itwould be all right.”

 

Silk nodded. “I should have thought of it myself. I’ve beeninvolved with so many secular concerns lately that I’ve been gettinglax, I’m afraid.” There was a bow window behind Shell; noticing thatit displayed only black night and their own reflected images, Silkasked, “Is this still Hieraxday, Patera?”

 

“Yes, but its after shadelow. It’s about seven thirty, I think.

There’s a clock in the captain’s room, and it was seven twenty-fivewhen I went in. Seven twenty-five by that clock, I mean, and Iwasn’t there long. He’s very busy.”

 

“Then I haven’t neglected Thelxiepeia’s morning prayers.”

Briefly, he wondered whether he could bring himself to say themwhen morning came, and whether he should. “I won’t have to askforgiveness for that when you shrive me. But first, tell me about thebattle.”

 

“Your forces have been trying to capture the Alambrera, Patera.

Do you know about that?”

 

“I knew they had gone to attack it. Nothing more.”

 

“They were trying to break down the doors and so on. But theydidn’t, and everybody inside thought they had gone away, probablyto try to take over the Juzgado.”

 

Silk nodded again.

 

“But before that, the government—the Ayuntamiento, I mean—hadsent a lot of troopers, with floaters and so on and a company ofsoldiers, to drive them away and help the Guards in the Alambrera.”

 

“Three companies of soldiers,” Silk said, “and the Second Brigadeof the Guard. That’s what I was told, at any rate.”

 

Shell nearly bowed. “Your information will be much more accuratethan mine, I’m sure, Patera. They had trouble getting throughthe city, even with soldiers and floaters, although not as much asthey expected. Do you know about that?”

 

Silk rolled his head from side to side.

 

“They did. People were throwing things. One man told me he washit by a slop jar thrown out of a fourth-floor window.” Shellventured an apologetic laugh. “Can you imagine? What will thepeople who live up there do tonight I wonder? But there wasn’tmuch serious resistance, if you know what I mean. They expectedbarricades in the street, but there was nothing like that. Theymarched through the city and stopped in front of the Alambrera.

The troopers were supposed to go in while the soldiers searched thebuildings along Cage Street.”

 

Silk allowed his eyes to close again, visualizing the columndescribed by the monitor in Maytera Rose’s glass.

 

“Then,” Shell paused for emphasis, “General Mint herself chargedthem down Cage Street, riding like a devil on a big white horse.

From the other way, you see. From the direction of the market.”

 

Surprised, Silk opened his eyes. “General Mint?”

 

“That’s what they call her. The rebels—your people, I mean.”

Shell cleared his throat. “The fighters loyal to the Calde. To you.”

 

“You’re not offending me, Patera.”

 

“They call her General Mint and she’s got an azoth. Just imagine!

She chopped up the Guard’s floaters horribly with it. This trooper Italked to had been the driver of one, and he’d seen everything. Doyou know how the Guard’s floaters are on the inside, Patera?”

 

“I rode in one this morning.” Silk shut his eyes again, striving

 


to

remember, “I rode inside until the rain stopped. Later I rode on it,

sitting on the… Up on that round part that has the highest buzz

gun. It was crowded inside, not at all comfortable, and we’d put the

bodies in there—but it was better than being out in the rain,

perhaps.”

 

Shell nodded eagerly, happy to agree. “There are two men and anofficer. One of the men drives the floater. He was the one I talked

to. The officer’s in charge. He sits beside the driver, and there’s aglass for the officer, though some don’t work any more, he said. Theofficer has a buzz gun, too, the one that points ahead. There’sanother man, the gunner, up in the round thing you sat on. It’scalled the turret.”

 

“That’s right. I remember now.”

 

“General Mint’s azoth cut right into their floater and killedtheir

officer, and stopped one of the rotors. That’s what this driver said.

It had seemed to me that if an azoth could do that, it could cutrightthrough the doors of the Alambrera and kill everyone in there, buthe said they won’t. That’s because the doors are steel and threefingers thick, but a floater’s armor is aluminum because it couldn’tlift that much. It couldn’t float at all, if it were made out of iron


or

steel.”

 

“I see. I didn’t know that.”

 

“There was cavalry following General Mint. About a troop is whathe said. I asked how many that was, and it’s a hundred or more. Theothers had needlers and swords and things. His floater had fallen onits side, but he crawled out through the hatch. The gunner hadalready gotten out, he said, and their officer was dead, but as soonas he got out himself, someone rode him down and broke his arm.

That’s why he’s here, and without the gods’ favor he would’ve beenkilled. When he got up again, there were rebels—I mean—”

 

“I know what you mean, Patera. Go on, please.”

 

“They were all around him. He said he would have climbed backin their floater, but it was starting to burn, and he knew that ifthe

fire didn’t go out their ammunition would explode, the bullets forthe buzz guns. He wasn’t wearing armor like the troopers outside,

just a helmet, so he pulled it off and threw it away, and the—yourpeople thought he was one of them, most of them. He said thatsometimes swords would cut the men’s armor. It’s polymeric, didyou know that, Patera? Sometimes they silver it, private guards andso on do, like a glazier silvers the back of a mirror. But it’s stillpolymeric under that, and the troopers’ is painted green like asoldier.”

 

“It will stop needles, won’t it?”

 

Shell nodded vigorously. “Mostly it will. Practically always. Butsometimes a needle will go through the opening for the man’s eyes,

or where he breathes. when it does that, he’s usually killed, theysay. And sometimes a sword will cut right through their armor, ifit’s

a big heavy sword, and the man’s strong. Or stabbing can split thebreastplate. A lot of your people had axes and hatchets. Forfirewood, you know. And some had clubs with spikes through them.

A big club can knock down a trooper in armor, and if there’s a spikein it, the spike will go right through.” Shell paused for breath.

 

“But the soldiers aren’t like that at all. Their skin’s all

metal, steelin the worst places. Even a slug from a slug gun will bounce off asoldier sometimes, and nobody can kill or even hurt a soldier with aclub or a needler.”

 

Silk said, I know, I shot one once, then realized that he had not

 

spoken aloud. I’m like poor Mamelta, he thought—I have toremember to speak, to breathe out while I move my lips and tongue.

 

“One told me she saw two men trying to take a soldier’s slug gun.

They were both holding onto it, but he lifted them right off theirfeet

and threw them around. This wasn’t the driver but a woman I talked

to, one of your people, Patera. She had her washing stick, and shegot behind him and hit him with it, but he shook off the two menand hit her with the slug gun and broke her shoulder. A lot of yourpeople had gotten slug guns from troopers by then, and they wereshooting at the soldiers with them. Somebody shot the one fightingher. She would’ve been killed if it hadn’t been for that she said.


But

the soldiers shot a lot of them, too, and chased them up CheeseStreet and a lot of other streets. She tried to fight, but she didn’thave a slug gun, and with her shoulder she couldn’t have shot one ifshe’d had it. A slug hit her leg, and the doctors here had to cut itoff.”

 

“I’ll pray for her,” Silk promised, “and for everyone else who’sbeen killed or wounded. If you see her again, Patera, please tell herhow sorry I am that this happened. Was Maytera—was GeneralMint hurt?”

 

“They say not. They say she’s planning another attack, butnobody really knows. Were you wounded very badly, Patera?”

 

“I don’t believe I’m going to die.” For seconds that grew to aminute or more, Silk stared in wonder at the empty flask hangingfrom the bedpost. Was life such a simple thing that it could bedrained from a man as red fluid, or poured into him? Would heeventually discover that he held a different life, one which longedfor a wife and children, in a house that he had never seen? It hadnot

been his own blood—not his own life—surely. “I believed I was, notlong ago. Even when you came, Patera. I didn’t care. Consider thewisdom and mercy of the god who made us so that when we’re aboutto die we no longer fear death!”

 

“If you don’t think you’re going to die—”

 

“No, no. Shrive me. The Ayuntamiento certainly intends to killme. They can’t possibly know I’m here; if they did, I’d be deadalready.” Silk pushed aside his quilt.

 

Hurriedly, Shell replaced it. “You don’t have to kneel, Patera.

You’re still ill, terribly ill. You’ve been badly hurt. Turn yourhead

toward the wall, please.”

 

Silk did so, and the familiar words seemed to rise to his lips oftheir own volition. “Cleanse me, Patera, for I have given offense toPas and to other gods.” It was comforting, this return to ritualphrases he had memorized in childhood; but Pas was dead, and thewell of his boundless mercy gone dry forever.

 

“Is that all, Patera?”

 

“Since my last shriving, yes.”

 

“As penance for the evil you have done, Patera Silk, you are toperform a meritorious act before this time tomorrow.” Shell pausedand swallowed. “I’m assuming that your physical condition willpermit it. You don’t think it’s too much? The recitation of a prayerwill do.”

 

“Too much?” With difficulty, Silk forced himself to keep his eyesaverted. “No, certainly not. Too little, I’m sure.”

 

“Then I bring to you, Patera Silk, the pardon of all the god—”

 

Of all the gods. He had forgotten that aspect of the Pardon,


fool

that he was! Now the words brought a huge sense of relief. Inaddition to Echidna and her dead husband, in addition to the Nineand truly minor gods like Kypris, Shell was empowered to grant

 

amnesty for the Outsider. For all the gods. Hence he, Silk, wasforgiven his doubt.

 

He turned his head so that he could see Shell. “Thank you,

Patera.

You don’t know—you can’t—how much this means to me.”

 

Shell’s hesitant smile shone again. “I’m in a position to do youanother favor, Patera. I have a letter for you from His Cognizance.”

Seeing Silk’s expression, he added quickly, “It’s only a circularletter, I’m afraid. All of us get a copy.” He reached into his robe.

“When I told Patera Jerboa you had been captured, he gave meyours, and it’s about you.”

 

The folded sheet Shell handed him bore the seal of the Chapter inmulberry-colored wax; beside it, a clear, clerkly hand had written:

“Silk, Sun Street.”

 

“It’s a very important letter, really,” Shell said.

 

Silk broke the seal and unfolded the paper.

<blockquote>

30th Nemesis 332<br>

To the Clergy of the Chapter,<br>

Both Severally and Collectively<br>

Greetings in the name of Pas, in the name of Scylla, and inthe names of all gods! Know that you are ever in mythoughts, as in my heart.

 

The present disturbed state of Our Sacred City obliges usto be even more conscious of our sacred duty to minister tothe dying, not only to those amongst them with whose recentactions we may sympathize, but to all those to whom, as weapprehend, Hierax may swiftly reveal his compassionatepower. Thus it is that I implore you this day to cultivate theperpetual and indefatigable-</

blockquote>

Patera Remora composed this, Silk thought; and as though Remorasat before him, he saw Remora’s long, sallow, uplifted face, the tipof the quill just brushing his lips as he sought for a complexity ofsyntax that would satisfy his insatiate longing for caution andprecision.

<blockquote>

The perpetual and indefatigable predisposition towardmercy and pardon whose conduit you so frequently must be.

 

Many of you have appealed for guidance in these mostdisturbing days. Nay, many appeal so still, even hourly.

Most of you will have learned before you read this epistle ofthe lamented demise of the presiding officer of the Ayuntamiento.

 

The late Councillor Lemur was a man of extraordinarygifts, and his passing cannot but leave a void in every heart.

How I long to devote the remainder of this necessarilycurtailed missive to mourning his passing. Instead, for suchare the exactions of this sad whorl, the whorl that passes, myduty to you requires that I forewarn you without delayagainst the baseless pretexts of certain vile insurgents whowould have you to believe that they act in the late CouncillorLemur’s name.

 

Let us set aside, my beloved clergy, all fruitless debateregarding the propriety of an intercaldean caesura spanningsome two decades. That the press of unhappy events thenrendered an interval of that kind, if not desirable, thenunquestionably attractive, we can all agree. That it represented,

to judgements not daily schooled to the nice discriminationsof the law, a severe strain upon the elasticity ofour Charter, we can agree likewise, can we not? Theargument is wholly historical now. O beloved, let us resign itto the historians.

 

What is inarguable is that this caesura, to which I have hadreason to refer above, has attained to its ordained culmination.

 

It cannot, O my beloved clergy, as it should not,

survive the grievous loss which it has so recently endured.

What, then, we may not illegitimately inquire, is to succeedthat just, beneficent and ascendant government so sadlyterminated?

 

Beloved clergy, let us not be unmindful of the wisdom ofthe past, wisdom which lies in no less a vehicle than our ownChrasmologic Writings. Has it not declared, “Vox poputi,

vox dei“? which is to say, in the will of the masses we maydiscern words of Pas’s. At the present critical moment in thelengthy epic of Our Sacred City, Pas’s grave words are not tobe mistaken. With many voices they cry out that the time hasarrived for a precipitate return to that Charteral guardianshipwhich once our city knew. Shall it be said of us that westop our ears to Pas’s words?

 

Nor is their message so brief, and so less than mistakable.

From forest to lake, from the proud crown of the Palatine tothe humblest of alleys they proclaim him. O my belovedclergy, with what incommunicable joy shall I do so additionally.

For Supreme Pas has, as never previously, espoused forour city a calde from within our own ranks, an anointedaugur, holy, pious, and redolent of sanctity.

 

May I name him? I shall, yet surely I need not. There isnot one amongst you, Beloved Clergy, who will not knowthat name prior to mine overjoyed acclamation. It is PateraSilk. Again I say, Patera Silk!

 

How readily here might I inscribe, let us welcome him andobey him as one of ourselves. With what delight shall Iinscribe in its place, let us welcome him and obey him, for heis one of ourselves!

 

May every god favor you, beloved clergy. Blessed be youin the Most Sacred Name of Pas, Father of the Gods, in thatof Gradous Echidna, His Consort, in those of their Sons andtheir Daughters alike, this day and forever, in the name oftheir eldest child, Scylla, Patroness of this, Our Holy City ofViron. Thus say I, Pa. Quetzal, Prolocutor.

</blockquote>

 

As Silk refolded the letter, Shell said, “His Cognizance has comedown completely on your side, you see, and brought the Chapterwith him. You said—I hope you were mistaken in this, Patera, reallyI do. But you said a minute ago that if the Ayuntamiento knew youwere here they’d have you shot. If that’s true—” He cleared histhroat nervously. “If it’s true, they’ll have His Cognizance shottoo.

And—and some of the rest of us.”

 

“The coadjutor,” Silk said, “he drafted this. He’ll die as well,


if

they can get their hands on him.” It was strange to think of Remora,

that circumspect diplomatist, tangled and dead in his own web ofink.

 

Of Remora dying for him.

 

“I suppose so, Patera.” Shell hesitated, plainly ill at ease.

“I’d call

you—use the other word. But it might be dangerous for you.”

 

Silk nodded slowly, stroking his cheek.

 

“His Cognizance says you’re the first augur, ever. That—it cameas a shock to—to a lot of us, I suppose. To Patera Jerboa, he said.

He says it’s never happened before in his lifetime. Do you knowPatera Jerboa, Patera?”

 

Silk shook his head.

 

“He’s quite elderly. Eighty-one, because we had a little partyfor

him just a few weeks ago. But then he thought, you know, sort of

 

getting still and pulling at his beard the way he does, and then hesaid it was sensible enough, really. All the others, the previous-the

previous—”

 

“I know what you mean, Patera.”

 

“They’d been chosen by the people. But you, Patera, you werechosen by the gods, so naturally their choice fell upon an augur,

since augurs are the people they’ve chosen to serve them.”

 

“You yourself are in danger, Patera,” Silk said. “You’re innearlyas much danger as I am, and perhaps more. You must be aware of it.”

 

Shell nodded miserably.

 

“I’m surprised they let you in here after this.”

 

“They—the captain, Patera. I—I haven’t…”

 

“They don’t know.”

 

“I don’t think so, Patera. I don’t think they do. I didn’t tellthem.”

 

“That was wise, I’m sure.” Silk studied the window as he hadbefore, but as before saw only their reflections, and the night.

“This

Patera Jerboa, you’re his acolyte? Where is he?”

 

“At our manteion, on Brick Street.”

 

Silk shook his head.

 

“Near the crooked bridge, Patera.”

 

“Way out east?”

 

“Yes, Patera.” Shell fidgeted uncomfortably. “That’s where we arenow, Patera. On Basket Street. Our manteion’s that way,” hepointed, “about five streets.”

 

“I see. That’s right, they lifted me into something—into somesort

of cart that jolted terribly. I remember lying on sawdust and tryingto cough. I couldn’t, and my mouth and nose kept filling withblood.” Silk’s index finger drew small circles on his cheek. “Where’smy robe?”

 

“I don’t know. The captain has it, I suppose, Patera.”

 

“The battle, when General Mint attacked the floaters on CageStreet, was that this afternoon?”

 

Shell nodded again.

 

“About the time I was shot, perhaps, or a little later. Youbroughtthe Pardon to the wounded. To all of them? All those in danger ofdeath, I mean?”

 

“Yes, Patera.”

 

“Then you went back to your manteion—?”

 

“For something to eat, Patera, a bite of supper.” Shell lookedapologetic. “This brigade—it’s the Third. They’re in reserve, theysay. They don’t have much. Some were going into people’s houses,

you know, and taking any food they could find. There’s supposed tobe food coming in wagons, but I thought—”

 

“Of course. You returned to your manse to eat with PateraJerboa, and this letter had arrived while you were gone. Therewould have been a copy for you, too, and one for him.”

 

Shell nodded eagerly. “That’s right, Patera.”

 

“You would have read yours at once, of course. My copy—thisone—it was there as well?”

 

“Yes, Patera.”

 

“So someone at the Palace knew I had been captured, and whereI’d been taken. He sent my copy to Patera Jerboa instead of to myown manteion in the hope that Patera Jerboa could arrange to get tome, as he did. His Cognizance was with me when I was shot; there’sno reason to conceal that now. While my wounds were beingtreated, I was wondering whether he had been killed. The officerwho shot me may not have recognized him, but if he did…” Silklet the thought trail away. “If they don’t know about this already-

 


and

I think you’re right, they can’t know yet, not here at any rate-they’rebound

to find out soon. You realize that?”

 

“Yes, Patera.”

 

“You must leave. It would probably be wise for you and PateraJerboa to leave your manteion, in fact—to go to a part of the citycontrolled by General Mint, if you can.”

 

“I—” Shell seemed to be choking. He shook his head desperately.

 

“You what, Patera?”

 

“I don’t want to leave you as long as I can be of—of help toyou.

Of service. It’s my duty.”

 

“You have been of help,” Silk told him. “You’ve renderedinvaluable service to me and to the Chapter already. I’ll see you’rerecognized for it, if I can.” He paused, considering.

 

“You can be of further help, too. On your way out, I want you tospeak to this captain for me. There were two letters in a pocket ofmy robe. They were on the mantel this morning; my acolyte musthave put them there yesterday. I haven’t read them, and your givingme this one has reminded me of them.” Somewhat tardily, he thrustthe letter under his quilt. “One had the seal of the Chapter. It mayhave been another copy of this, though that doesn’t seem verylikely, since this one has today’s date. Besides, they wouldn’t havesent this to Patera Jerboa this evening, in that case.”

 

“I suppose not, Patera.”

 

“Don’t mention them to the captain. Just say I’d like to have myrobe—all of my clothes. Ask for my clothes and see what he givesyou. Bring them to me, my robe particularly. If he mentions theletters, say that I’d like to see them. If he won’t give them to you,

tryto find out what was in them. If he won’t tell you, return to yourmanteion. Tell Patera Jerboa that I, the calde, order him to gethimself and you—are there sibyls, too?”

 

Shell nodded. “There’s Maytera Wood—”

 

“Never mind their names. That you and he and they are to lock upthe manteion and leave as quickly as possible.”

 

“Yes, Patera.” Shell stood, very erect. “But I won’t go back toour

manteion straight away, no matter what the captain says. I—I’mcoming back. Back here to see you and tell you what he said, and tryto do something more for you, if I can. Don’t tell me not to, please,

Patera. I’ll only disobey.”

 

To his surprise, Silk found that he was smiling. “Yourdisobedience

is better than the obedience of many people I’ve known,

Patera Shell. Do what you think right; you will anyway, I feelcertain.”

 

Shell left, and the room seemed empty as soon as he was out thedoor. Silk’s wound began to throb, and he made himself think ofsomething else. How proudly Shell had announced his intention todisobey, while his lip trembled! It reminded Silk of his mother, hereyes shining with team of joy at some only too ordinary childhoodfeat. Oh, Silk! My son, my son! That was how he felt now. Theseboys!

 

Yet Shell was no younger. They had entered the schola together,

and Shell had sat at the desk in front of his own when an instructor

insisted on alphabetical seating; they had been anointed on the sameday, and both had been assigned to assist venerable augurs whowere no longer able to attend to all the demands of their manteions.

 

Shell, however, had not been enlightened by the Outsider—orhad not had a vein burst in his head, as Doctor Crane would havehad it. Shell had not been enlightened, had not hurried to themarket, had not encountered Blood…

 

He had been as young as Shell when he had talked to Blood andplucked three cards out of Blood’s hand, not knowing that somewherebelow a monitor was mad and howling for want of those cards—as youngor nearly, because Shell might have done it, too. AgainSilk smelled the dead dog in the gutter and the stifling dust raisedbyBlood’s floater, saw Blood wave his stick, tall, red faced, andperspiring. Silk coughed, and felt that a poker had been plungedinto his chest.

 

Somewhat unsteadily, he crossed the room to the window and raisedthe sash to let in the night wind, then surveyed his naked torso inthe

minor over the bureau, a much larger one than his shaving mirrorback at the manse.

 

A dressing half concealed the multicolored bruise left by Musk’shilt. From what little anatomy he had picked up from the victims hehad sacrificed, he decided that the needle had missed his heart byfour fingers. Still, it must have been good shooting by a mountedman.

 

With his back to the mirror, he craned his neck to see as much aspossible of the dressing on his back; it was larger, and his backhurt

more. He was conscious of a weak wrongness deep in his chest, andof the effort he had to make to breathe.

 

Clothing in the drawers of the bureau: underwear, tunics, andcarelessly folded trousers—under these last, a woman’s perfumedscarf. This was a young man’s room, a son’s; the couple who ownedthe house would have a bedroom on the ground floor, a cornerroom with several windows.

 

Chilled, he returned to the bed and drew up the quilt. The sonhad left without packing, otherwise the drawers would be halfempty. Perhaps he was fighting in Maytera Mint’s army.

 

Some part of Kypris had entered her, and that fragment had madethe shy sibyl a general—that, and Echidna’s command. For amoment he wondered what fragment it had been, and whetherKypris herself had known she possessed it. It was the element thathad freed Chenille from rust, presumably; they would be part andparcel of the same thing. Kypris had told him she was hunted, andHis Cognizance had called it a wonder that she had not been killedlong ago. Echidna and her children, hunting the goddess of love,

must soon have learned that love is more than perfumed scarves andthrown flowers. That there is steel in love.

 

A young woman had thrown that scarf from a balcony, no doubt.

Silk tried to visualize her, found she wore Hyacinth’s face, andthrust the vision back. Blood had wiped his face with a peach-coloredhandkerchief, a handkerchief more heavily perfumed thanthe scarf. And Blood had said…

 

Had said there were people who could put on a man like a tunic.

He had been referring to Mucor, though he, Silk, had not known itthen—had not known that Mucor existed, a girl who could dress herspirit in the flesh of others just as he, a few moments before, hadbeen considering putting on the clothes of the son whose room thiswas.

 

Softly he called, “Mucor? Mucor?” and listened; but there was nophantom voice, no face but his own in the mirror above the bureau.

Closing his eyes, he composed a long formal prayer to the Outsider,

thanking him for his life, and for the absence of Blood’s daughter.

When it was complete, he began a similar prayer to Kypris.

 

Beyond the bedroom door, a sentry sprang to attention with anaudible clash of his weapon and click of his heels.

 

Shadeup woke Auk, brilliant beams of the long sun piercing histasseled awnings, his gauze curtains, his rich draperies of puce

 

velvet, and the grimed glass of every window in the place, slippingpast his lowered blinds of split bamboo, the warped old boardssomeone else had nailed up, his colored Scylla, and his shut andbolted shutters; through wood, paper, and stone.

 

He blinked twice and sat up, rubbing his eyes. “I feel better,”


he

announced, then saw that Chenille was still asleep, Incus and Urusboth sleeping, Dace and Bustard sound asleep as well, and only bigHammerstone the soldier already up, sitting crosslegged with Orebon his shoulder and his back against the tunnel wall. “That’s good,

trooper,” Hammerstone said.

 

“Not good,” Auk explained. “I don’t mean that. Better. Betterthan I did, see? That feels better than good, ‘cause when you’refeeling good you don’t even think about it. But when you feel theway I do, you pay more attention than when you’re feeling good.

I’m a dimberdamber nanny nipper.” He nudged Chenille with thetoe of his boot. “Look alive, Jugs. Time for breakfast!”

 

“What’s the matter with you?” Incus sat up as though it hadbeen

he and not Chenille who had been thus nudged.

 

“Not a thing,” Auk told him. “I’m right as rain.” He consideredthe

matter. “If it does, I’ll go to the Cock. If it don’t, I’ll do somebusiness on the hill. Slept with my boots on.” He seated himselfbeside Chenille. “You too? You shouldn’t do that, Patera. Bad onthe feet.”

 

Untying their laces, he tugged off his boots, then pulled off hisstockings. “Feel how wet these are. Still wet from the boat. Wakeup, old man! From the boat and the rain. If we had that tall assagain, I’d make him squirt fire for me so I could dry ‘em. Phew!” Hehung the stockings over the tops of his boots and pushed them away.

 

Chenille sat up and began to take off her jade earrings. “Ooh,


did

I dream!” She shuddered. “I was lost, see? All alone down here, andthis tunnel I was in kept going deeper both ways. I’d walk one wayfor a long, long while, and it would just keep going down. So I’dturn around and walk the other way, only that way went down, too,

deeper and deeper all the time.”

 

“Recollect that the immortal gods are always with you, mydaughter,” Incus told her.

 

“Uh-huh. Hackum, I’ve got to get hold of some clothes. Mysunburn’s better. I could wear them, and it’s too cold down herewithout any.” She grinned. “A bunch of new clothes, and a doublered ribbon. After that, I’ll be ready for ham and half a dozen eggsscrambled with peppers.”

 

“Watch out,” Hammerstone warned her, “I don’t think yourfriend’s ready for inspection.”

 

Auk rose, laughing. “Look at this,” he told Hammerstone, andkicked Urus expertly, bending up his bare toes so that Urus’s ribsreceived the ball of his foot.

 

Urus blinked and rubbed his eyes just as Auk had, and Aukrealized that he himself was the long sun. He had awakened himselfwith his own light, light that filled the whole tunnel, toodazzlinglybright for Urus’s weak eyes.

 

“The way you been carrying the old man,” he told Urus, “I don’tlike it.” He wondered whether his hands were hot enough to burnUrus. It seemed possible; they were ordinary when he wasn’tlooking at them, but when he did they glowed like molten gold.

Stooping, he flicked Urus’s nose with a forefinger, and when Urusdid not cry out, jerked him to his feet.

 

“When you carry the old man,” Auk told him, “you got to do itlike

you love him. Like you were going to kiss him.” It might be a good

 

idea to make Urus really kiss him, but Auk was afraid Dace might

 

not like it.

 

“All right,” Urus said. “All right.”

 

Bustard inquired, How you feelin’, sprat?

 

Auk pondered. “There’s parts of me that work all right,” hedeclared at length, “and parts that don’t. A couple I’m not setabout.

Remember old Marble?”

 

Sure.

 

“She told us she could pull out these lists. Out of her sleeve,

like.

What was right and what wasn’t. With me, it’s one thing at a time.”

 

“I can do that,” Hammerstone put in. “It’s perfectly natural.”

 

Chenille had both earrings off, and was rubbing her ears. “Canyou put these in your pocket, Hackum? I got no place to carry them.”

 

“Sure,” Auk said. He did not turn to look at her.

 

“I could get a couple cards for them at Sard’s. I could buy agoodworsted gown and shoes, and eat at the pastry cook’s till I was readyto split.”

 

“Like, there’s this dimber punch,” Auk explained to Urus. “Ilearned it when I wasn’t no bigger than a cobbler’s goose, and Ialways did like it a lot. You don’t swing, see? Culls always talkabout swinging at you, and they do. Only this is better. I’m not sureit still works, though.”

 

His right fist caught Urus square in the mouth, knocking himbackward into the shiprock wall. Incus gasped.

 

“You sort of draw your arm up and straighten it out,” Aukexplained. Urus slumped to the tunnel floor. “Only with your weightbehind it, and your knuckles level. Look at them.” He held themout. “If your knuckles go up and down, that’s all right, too. Onlyit’s

a different punch, see?” Not as good, Bustard said. “Only not asgood,” Auk confirmed.

 

I kin walk, big feller, he don’t have to carry me, nor kiss meneither.

 

The dead body at his feet, Auk decided, must be somebody else.

Urus, maybe, or Gelada.

 

Maytera Marble tried to decide how long it had been since she haddone this, entering roof and when that evoked only a flood ofdripping ceilings and soaked carpets, attic.

 

A hundred and eighty-four years ago.

 

She could scarcely believe it—did not wish to believe it. Agraceful girl with laughing eyes and industrious hands had climbedthis same stair, as she still did a score of times every day, walkedalong this hall, and halted beneath this odd-looking door overhead,

reaching up with a tool that had been lost now for more than acentury.

 

She snapped her new fingers in annoyance, producing a loud andeminently satisfactory clack, then returned to one of the rooms thathad been hers and rummaged through her odds-and-ends draweruntil she found the big wooden crochet hook that she had sometimesplied before disease had deprived her of her fingers. Not thesefingers, to be sure.

 

Back in the hall, she reached up as the girl who had been herselfhad and hooked the ring, wondering whimsically whether it hadforgotten how to drop down on its chain.

 

It had not. She tugged. Puffs of dust emerged from the edges ofthe door above her head. The hall would have to be swept again.

She hadn’t been up there, no one had-

 

A harder tug, and the door inclined reluctantly downward,

exposing a band of darkness. “Am I going to have to swing on you?”

she asked. Her voice echoed through all the empty rooms, leaving

 

her sorry she had spoken aloud.

 

Another tug evoked squeals of protest, but brought the bottom ofthe door low enough for her to grasp it and pull it down; the foldingstair that was supposed to slide out when she did yielded to a hardpull.

 

I’ll oil this, she resolved. I don’t care if there isn’t any oil.

I’ll cut

up some fat from that bull and boil it, and skim off the grease andstrain

it, and use that. Because this isn’t the last time. It is not.

 

She trotted up the folding steps in an energetic flurry of blackbombazine.

 

Just look how good my leg is! Praise to you, Great Pas!

 

The attic was nearly empty. There was never much left when asibyl died; what there was, was shared among the rest in accordancewith her wishes, or returned to her family. For half a minute,

Maytera Marble tried to recall who had owned the rusted trunk nextto the chimney, eventually running down the whole list—every sibylwho had ever lived in the cenoby—without finding a single tin trunkarnong the associated facts.

 

The little gable window was closed and locked. She told herselfthat she was being foolish even as she wrestled its stubborn catch.

Whatever it was that she had glimpsed in the sky while crossing theplayground was gone, must certainly be gone by this time if it hadever existed.

 

Probably it had been nothing but a cloud.

 

She had expected the window to stick, but the dry heat of thelast

eight months had shrunk its ancient wood. She heaved at it with allher strength, and it shot up so violently that she thought the glassmust break.

 

Silence followed, with a pleasantly chill wind through thewindow.

She listened, then leaned out to peer up at the sky, and at last(as she had planned the whole time, having a lively appreciation ofthe difficulty of proving a negative after so many years of teachingsmall boys and girls) she stepped over the sill and out onto the thinold shingles of the cenoby roof.

 

Was it necessary to climb to the peak? She decided that it was,

necessary for her peace of mind at least, though she wondered whatthe quarter would say if somebody saw her there. Not that itmattered, and most were off fighting anyhow. It wasn’t as noisy as ithad been during the day, but you could still hear shots now andthen, like big doors shutting hard far away. Doors shutting on thepast, she thought. The cold wind flattened her skirt against her legsas she climbed, and would have snatched off her coif had not onehand clamped it to her smooth metal head.

 

There were fires, as she could see easily from the peak, one justa

few streets away. Saddle Street or String Street, she decided,

probably Saddle Street, because that was where the pawnbrokerswere. More fires beyond it, right up to the market and on the otherside, as was to be expected. Darkness except for a few lightedwindows up on Palatine Hill.

 

Which meant, more surely than any rumor or announcement, thatMaytera Mint had not won. Hadn’t won yet. Because the Hill wouldburn, would be looted and burned as predictably as the sixth term ina Fibonacci series of ten was an eleventh of the whole. With the

Civil Guard beaten, nothing-

 

Before she could complete the thought, she caught sight of it,

wayto the south. She had been looking west toward the market andnorth to the Palatine, but it was over the Orilla… No, leaguessouth of that, way over the lake. Hanging low in the southern sky

 

and, yes, opposing the wind in some fashion, because the wind wasin the north, was blowing cold out of the north where night was new,

because the wind must have come up, now that she came to think ofit, only a few minutes before while she had been in the palaestracutting up the last of the meat and carrying it down to the rootcellar. She had come upstairs again and found her hoarded wrappingpapers blown all over the kitchen, and shut the window.

 

So this thing—this huge thing, whatever it might be—had beenover the city or nearly over it when she had glimpsed it above theback wall of the ball court. And it wasn’t being blown south anymore, as a real cloud would be; if anything, it was creeping northtoward the city again, was creeping ever so slowly down the sky.

 

She watched for a full three minutes to make sure.

 

Was creeping north like a beetle exploring a bowl, losing heartat

times and retreating, then inching forward again. It had been here,

had been over the city, before. Or almost over it, when the wind hadrisen—had been taken unawares, as it seemed, and blown away overthe lake; and now it had collected its strength to return, wind or nowind.

 

So briefly that she was not sure she had really seen it,

somethingflashed from the monstrous dark flying bulk, a minute pinprick oflight, as though someone in the shadowy skylands behind it hadsqueezed an igniter.

 

Whatever it might be, there was no way for her to stop it. Itwould

come, or it would not, and she had work to do, as she always did.

Water, quite a lot of it, would have to be pumped to fill the washboiler. She picked her way back to the gable, wondering how muchadditional damage she had done to a roof by no means tight to beginwith.

 

She would have to carry wood in, enough for a big fire in thestove. Then she could wash the sheets from the bed she had died in

and hang them out to dry. If Maytera Mint came back (and MayteraMarble prayed very fervently that she would) she could cookbreakfast for her on the same fire, and Maytera Mint might evenbring friends with her. The men, if there were any, could eat in thegarden; she would carry one of the long tables and some chairs outof the palaestra for them. Luckily there was still plenty of meat,

though she had cooked some for Villus and given more to his familywhen she had carried him home.

 

She stepped back into the attic and closed the window.

 

Her sheets would be dry by shadeup. She could iron them and putthem back on her bed. She was still senior sibyl—or rather, wasagain senior sibyl, so both rooms were hers, though she probablyought to move everything into the big one.

 

Descending the folding steps, she decided that she would leavethem down until she oiled them. She could cut off some fat and boil

it in a saucepan while the wash water was getting hot; the boilerwouldn’t take up the whole stove. By shadeup, the thing in the airwould be back, perhaps; if she stood in the middle of Silver Streetshe might be able to see it quite clearly then, if she had time.

 

Auk felt sure they had been tramping through this tunnel forever,

and that was funny because he could remember when they hadturned off the other one to go down this one that they had beengoing down since Pas built the Whorl, Urus spitting blood andcarrying the body, himself behind them in case Urus neededwinnowing out, Dace and Bustard so they could talk to him, thenPatera with the big soldier with the slug gun who had told them howto walk and made him do it, and last Chenille in Patera’s robe, withOreb and her launcher. Auk would rather have walked with her and

had tried to, but it was no good.

 

He looked around at her. She waved friendly, and Bustard andDace had gone. He thought of asking Incus and the soldier what hadbecome of them but decided he didn’t want to talk to them, and shewas too far in back for a private chat. Bustard had most likely goneon ahead to look things over and taken the old man with him. Itwould be like Bustard, and if Bustard found something to eat he’dbring him back some.

 

Pray to Phaea, Maytera Mint instructed him. Phaea is the foodgoddess. Pray to her, Auk, and you will surely be fed. He grinned ather. “Good to see you, Maytera! I been worried about you.” Mayevery god smile upon you, Auk, this day and every day. Her smileturned the cold damp tunnel into a palace and replaced the waterygreen glow of the crawling light with the golden flood that hadawakened him. Why should you worry about me, Auk? I haveserved the gods faithfully since I was fifteen. They will not abandonme. No one has less reason to worry than I. “Maybe you could getsome god to come down here and walk with us,” Auk suggested.

 

Behind him, Incus protested, “Auk, my son!”

 

He made a rude noise and looked around for Maytera Mint, butshe was gone. For a minute he thought she might have run ahead totalk to Bustard, then realized that she had gone to fetch a god tokeep him company. That was the way she’d always been. The leastlittle thing you happened to mention, she’d jump up and do it if shecould.

 

He was still worried about her, though. If she was going toMainframe to fetch a god, she’d have to pass the devils that madetrouble for people on the way, telling lies and pulling them off theAureate Path. He should have asked her to go get Phaea. Phaea andmaybe a couple pigs. Jugs would like some ham, and he still had hishanger and knife. He could kill a pig and cut it up, and dish up herham. Shag, he was hungry himself and Jugs couldn’t eat a whole pig.

They’d save the tongue for Bustard, he’d always liked pig’s tongue.

It was Phaesday, so Maytera would most likely bring Phaea, andPhaea generally brought at least one pig. Gods generally broughtwhatever animal theirs was, or anyhow, pretty often.

 

Pigs for Phaea. (You had to get them all right if you wanted tolearn the new stuff next year.) Pigs for Phaea and lions or anyhowcats for Sphinx. Who’d eat a cat? Fish for Scylla, but some fishwould be all right. Little birds for Molpe, and the old ‘un had limedperches for ‘em, salted ‘em, and made sparrow pie when he’d gotenough. Bats for Tartaros, and owls and moles.

 

Moles?

 

Suddenly and unpleasantly it struck Auk that Tartaros was theunderground god, the god for mines and caves. So this was hisplace, only Tartaros was supposed to be a special friend of his andlook what had happened to him down here, he had made Tartarosshaggy mad at him somehow because his head hurt, his head wasn’tright, something kept sliding and slipping up there like a needlerthat wouldn’t chamber right no matter how much you oiled it andmade sure every last needle was as straight as the sun. He reachedunder his tunic for his, but it wasn’t right at all—was so wrong, infact, that it wasn’t there, though Maytera Mint was his mother andin need of him and it.

 

“Poor Auk! Poor Auk!” Oreb circled above his head. The wind

from his laboring wings stirred Auk’s hair, but Oreb would notsettle on his shoulder, and soon flew back to Chenille.

 

It wasn’t there any more and neither was she. Auk wept.

 

The captain’s salute was much smarter than his torn and soiledgreen uniform. “My men are in position, My General. My floater ispatrolling. To reinforce the garrison by stealth is no longerpossible.

Nor will reinforcement at the point of the sword be possible, untilwe are dead.”

 

Bison snorted, tilting back the heavy oak chair that wastemporarily his.

 

Maytera Mint smiled. “Very good, Captain. Thank you. Perhapsyou had better get some rest now.”

 

“I have slept, My General, though not long. I have eaten as well,

as you, I am told, have not. Now I inspect my men at their posts.

When my inspection is complete, perhaps I shall sleep another hour,

with my sergeant to wake me.”

 

“I’d like to go with you,” Maytera Mint told him. “Can you waitfive minutes?”

 

“Certainly, My General. I am honored. But…”

 

She looked at him sharply. “What is it, Captain? Tell me,

please.”

 

“You yourself must sleep, My General, and eat as well. Or youwill be fit for nothing tomorrow.”

 

“I will, later. Please sit down. We’re tired, all of us, and youmust

be exhausted.” She turned back to Bison. “We have a principle in theChapter, for sibyls like me and augurs like Patera Silk. Discipline,

it’s called, and it comes from an old word for pupil or student. Ifyou’re a teacher, as I am, you must have discipline in the classroombefore you can teach anything. If you don’t, they’ll be so busytalking among themselves that they won’t hear a thing that you say,

and draw pictures instead of doing the assignment.”

 

Bison nodded.

 

Recalling an incident from the year before, Maytera Mint smiledagain. “Unless you’ve told them to draw pictures. If you’ve toldthem to draw, they’ll write each other notes.”

 

The captain smoothed his small mustache. “My General. We havediscipline also, we officers and men of the Civil Guard. The word isthe same. The practice, I dare say, not entirely different.”

 

“I know, but I can’t use you to patrol the streets and stop thelooting. I wish I could, Captain. It would be very convenient, and nodoubt effective. But to many people the Guard is the enemy. Therewould be a rebellion against our rebellion, and that’s exactly whatwe cannot afford.”

 

She turned back to Bison. “You understand why this is needed,

don’t you? Tell me.”

 

“We’re robbing ourselves,” he said.

 

His beard made it difficult to read his expression, but she triedand decided he was uncomfortable. “What you say is true. Thepeople whose houses and shops are being looted are our people,

too, and if they have to stay there to defend them, they can’t fightfor us. But that isn’t all, is it? What else did you want to say?”

 

“Nothing, General.”

 

“You must tell me everything.” She wanted to touch him, as shewould have touched one of the children at that moment, but decidedit might be misconstrued. “Telling me everything when I ask you tois discipline as well, if you like. Are we going to let the Guard bebetter than we are?”

 

Bison did not reply.

 

“But it’s really more important than discipline. Nothing is moreimportant to us now than my knowing what you think is important.

You and the captain here, and Zoril, and Kingcup, and all the rest.”

 

When he still said nothing, she added, “Do you want us to fail,


so

you won’t be embarrassed, Bison? That is what is going to happen ifwe won’t share concerns and information: we will fail the gods anddie. All of us, probably. Certainly I will, because I will fightuntil

they kill me. What is it?”

 

“They’re burning, too,” he blurted. “The burning’s worse than thelooting, a lot worse. With this wind, they’ll burn down the city ifwe

 

don’t stop them. And—and…”

 

“And what?” Maytera Mint nibbled her underlip. “And put out thefires that are raging all around the city already, of course. You’reright, Bison. You always are.” She glanced at the door. “Teasel? Areyou still out there? Come in, please. I need you.”

 

“Yes, Maytera.”

 

“We’re telling one another we should rest, Teasel. It seems to bethe convention of this night. You’re not exempt. You were quite illonly a few days ago. Didn’t Patera Silk bring you the Peace of Pas?”

 

Teasel nodded solemnly; she was a slender, pale girl of thirteen,

with delicate features and lustrous black hair. “On Sphixday,

Maytera, and I started getting better right away.”

 

“Sphixday, and this is Hieraxday.” Maytera Mint glanced at theblue china clock on the sideboard. “Thelxday in a few hours, so we’llcall it Thelxday. Even so, less than a week ago you were inimminent danger of death, and tonight you’re running errands forme when you ought to be in bed. Can you run one more?”

 

“I’m fine, Maytera.”

 

“Then find Lime. Tell her where I am, and that I want to see herjust as soon as she can get away. Then go home and go to bed.

Home, I said. Will you do that, Teasel?”

 

Teasel curtsied, whirled, and was gone.

 

“She’s a good, sensible girl,” Maytera Mint told Bison and thecaptain. “Not one of mine. Mine are older, and they’re off fightingor nursing, or they were. Teasel’s one of Maytera Marble’s, verylikely the best of them.”

 

Both men nodded.

 

“Captain, I won’t keep you waiting much longer. Bison, I hadbegun to talk about discipline. I was interrupted, which served meright for being so long-winded. I was going to say that out of twentyboys and girls, you can make eighteen good students with discipline.

I can, and you could too. In fact you would probably be better at itthan I am, with a little practice.” She sighed, then forced herselfto

sit up straight with her shoulders back.

 

“Of the remaining, two one will never be a good student. Hedoesn’t have it in him, and all you can do is stop him fromunsettlingthe others. The other one doesn’t need discipline at all, or at leastthat’s how it seems. Pas’s own truth is that he’s already disciplinedhimself before you ever called the class to order. Do you understandme?”

 

Bison nodded.

 

“You’re one of those. If you weren’t, you wouldn’t be mysurrogate now. which you are, you know. If I am killed, you musttake charge of everything.”

 

Bison grinned, big white teeth flashing in the thicket of hisblack

beard. “The gods love you, General. Your getting killed’s one thingI don’t have to worry about.”

 

She waited for a better answer.

 

“Hierax forbid,” Bison said at last. “I’ll do my best if ithappens.”

 

“I know you will, because you always do. What you have to do isfind others like yourself. We don’t have enough time to establishreal discipline, though I wish very much that we did. Choose menwith needlers, won’t need slug guns for this—older men, who won’tloot themselves when they’re sent to stop looters. Organize them ingroups of four, designate a leader for each group, and have to tell-

 

“Don’t forget this, it’s extremely important. Have them telleveryone they meet that the looting and burning have to stop, andthey’ll shoot anyone they find doing either.”

 

She rose. “We’ll go Captain. I want to see how you’ve arrangedthis. I’ve a great deal to learn and very little time to learn it

 

in.”

Horn and Nettle, he with a captured slug gun and she with aneedler, had stationed themselves outside the street door.

 

“Horn, go in the house and find yourself a bed,” Maytera Minttold him. “That is an order. When you wake up, come back here andrelieve Nettle if she’s still here. Nettle, I’m going around theAlambrera with the captain. I’ll be back soon.”

 

The wind that chilled her face seemed almost supernaturalafter so many months of heat; she murmured thanks to Molpe,

then recalled that the wind was fanning the fires Bison feared,

and that it might—that in some cases it most certainly would—spreadfire from shop to stable to manufactory. That there was agood chance the whole city would burn while she fought theAyuntamiento for it.

 

“The Ayuntamiento. They aren’t divine, Captain.”

 

“I assure you, I have never imagined that they were, MyGeneral.” He guided her down a crooked street whose name shehad forgotten, if she had ever known it; around its shuttered storefronts, the wind whispered of snow.

 

“Since they aren’t,” she continued, “they can’t possibly resistthe

will of the gods for long. It is Echidna’s will, certainly. I thinkwe

can be sure it’s Scylla’s too.”

 

“Also that of Kypris,” he reminded her. “Kypris spoke to me, MyGeneral, saying that Patera Silk must be calde. I serve you becauseyou serve him, him because he serves her.”

 

She had scarcely heard him. “Five old men. Four, if HisCognizanceis right, and no doubt he is. What gives them the courage?”

 

“I cannot guess, My General. Here is our first post. Do you see

 

it?”

She shook her head.

“Corporal!” the captain called. Hands clapped, and lights kindled

 

across the street; a gleaming gun barrel protruded from a secondfloor

window. The captain pointed. “We have a buzz gun for thispost, as you see, My General. A buzz gun because the street offersthe most direct route to the entrance. The angle affords us alongitudinal field of fire. Down there,” he pointed again, “a step ortwo more, and we could be fired upon from an upper window of theAlambrera.”

 

“They could come down this street, straight across Cage, and gointo the Alambrera?”

“That is correct, My General. Therefore we will not go farther.

 

This way, please. You do not object to the alley?”

“Certainly not.”

How strange the service of the gods was! When she was only a

 

girl, Maytera Mockorange had told her that the gods’ service meantmissing sleep and meals, and had made her give that response eachtime she was asked. Now here she was; she hadn’t eaten sincebreakfast, but by Thelxiepeia’s grace she was too tired to be hungry.

 

“The boy you sent off to bed.” The captain chuckled. “He willsleep all night. Did you foresee that, My General? The poor girl willhave to remain at her post until morning.”

 

“Horn? No more than three hours, Captain, if that.”

 

The alley ended at a wider steet. Mill Street, Maytera Mint toldherself, seeing the forlorn sign of a dark coffee shop called theMill.

Mill Street was where you could buy odd lengths of serge and tweedcheaply.

 

“Here we are out of sight, though not hidden from sentries on thewall. Look.” He pointed again. “Do you recognize it, My General?”

“I recognize the wall of the Alambrera, certainly. And I can see

 


a

floater. Is it yours? No, it can’t be, or they’d be shooting at it,


and

the turret’s missing.”

 

“It is one of those you destroyed, My General. But it is minenow.

I have two men in it.” He halted. “Here I leave you for perhaps threeminutes. It is too dangerous for us to proceed, but I must see thatall

is well with them.”

 

She let him trot away, waiting until he had almost reached thedisabled floater before she began to run herself, running as she hadso often pictured herself running in games with the children at thepalaestra, her skirt hiked to her knees and her feet flying, the fearof

impropriety gone who could say where.

 

He jumped, caught the edge of the hole where the turret hadbeen, pulled himself up and rolled over, vanishing into the disabledfloater. Seeing him, she felt less confident that she could do ittoo.

 

Fortunately she did not have to; when she was still half a dozenstrides away, a door opened in its side. “I did not think you wouldremain behind, My General,” the captain told her, “though I daredhope. You must not risk yourself in this fashion.”

 

She nodded, too breathless to speak, and ducked into the floater.

It was cramped yet strangely roofless, the crouching Guardsmenclearly ill at ease, trained to snap to attention but compressed bycircumstance. “Sit down,” she ordered them, “all of you. We can’tstand on formality in here.”

 

That word stand had been unwisely chosen, she reflected. Theysat anyway, with muttered thanks.

 

“This buzz gun, you see, My General,” the captain patted it,

“once

it belonged to the commander of this floater. He missed you, so it isyours.”

 

She knew nothing about buzz guns and was curious despite herfatigue. “Does it still operate? And do you have,” at a loss, shewaved a vague hand, “whatever it shoots?”

 

“Cartridges, My General. Yes, there are enough. It was the fuelthat exploded in this floater, you see. They are not like soldiers,

these floaters. They are like taluses and must have fish oil orpalm-nut oil for their engines. Fish oil is not so nice, but weemployit because it is less costly. This floater carried sufficientammunition

for both guns, and there is sufficient still.”

 

“I want to sit there.” She was looking at the officer’s seat.

 

“May I?”

“Certainly, My General.” The captain scrambled out of her way.

The seat was astonishingly comfortable, deeper and softer than

 

her bed in the cenoby, although its scorched upholstery smelled ofsmoke. Not astonishing, Maytera Mint told herself, not really. Tobe expected, because it had been an officer’s seat, and theAyuntamientotreated officers well, knowing that its power rested onthem; that was something to keep in mind, one more thing she mustnot forget.

 

“Do not touch the trigger, My General. The safety catch isdisengaged.” The captain reached over her shoulder to push a smalllever. “Now it is engaged. The gun will not fire.”

 

“This spider web thing.” She touched it instead. “Is it what youcall

the sight?”

 

“Yes, the rear sight, My General. The little post you see at the

 


end

of the barrel, that is the front sight. The gunner aligns the two, sothat he sees the top of the post in one or another of the smallrectangles.”

 

“I see.”

 

“Higher rectangles, My General, if the target is distant. To leftor

right if there is a strong wind, or because the gun favors one sideor

another.”

 

She leaned back in the seat and allowed herself, for no more thana second or two, to close her eyes. The captain was sayingsomething about night vision, short bursts hitting more than longones, about fields of fire.

 

Fire was eating up somebody’s home while he talked, and Lime(if Teasel had found her quickly and she hadn’t been far) waslooking for her right now, going from sentry post to post to post topost. Looking for her and asking people at each post whether theyhad seen her, whether they knew where the next one was andwhether they would take her there because of the fires, becauseBison had known, had rightly known that the fires must be put outbut had been afraid to say it because he had known his peoplecouldn’t do it, could not, men and women who had fought so longand hard already all day, fight fires tonight and fight againtomorrow.

Bison who made her feel so strong and competent, whose thickand curling black beard was longer than her hair. Maytera Mockorangehad warned her about going without her coif, which was notjust against the rule but stimulating to a great many men who werearoused by the sight of women’s hair, particularly if long. She hadlost her coif somewhere, had gone without it though her hair wasshort, though it had been cropped short on the first day, all of it.

 

She fled Maytera Mockorange’s anger down dark cold halls full ofsudden turnings until she found Auk, who reminded her that shewas to bring him the gods.

 

“I am Colonel Oosik, Calde,” Silk’s visitor informed him. He was abig man, so tall and broad that Shell was hidden by his green—

uniformed bulk.

 

“The officer who directs this brigade,” Silk offered his hand.

“In

command. Is that what you say? I’m Patera Silk.”

 

“You have familiarized yourself with our organization.” Oosik sat

 

down in the chair Shell had carried in earlier.

“Not really. Are those my clothes you have?”

“Yes.” Oosik held them up, an untidy black bundle. “We will

 

speak of them presently, Calde. If you have made no study of ourorganization charts, how is it you know my position?”

 

“I saw a poster.” Silk paused, remembering. “I was going to thelake with a woman named Chenille. The poster announced theformation of a reserve brigade. It was signed by you, and it toldanyone who wanted to join it to apply to Third Brigade Headquarters.

Patera Shell was kind enough to look in on me a few minutesago, and he happened to mention that this was the Third Brigade.

After he had gone, I recalled your poster.”

 

Shell said hurriedly, “The colonel was in the captain’s room whenI got there, Patera. I told them I’d wait, but he made me come inand asked what I wanted, so I told him.”

 

“Thank you,” Silk said. “Please return to your manteion at once,

Patera. You’ve done everything that you can do here tonight.”

Trying to freight the words with significance, he added, “It’salreadylate. Very late.”

 

“I thought, Patera—”

 

“Go,” Oosik tugged his drooping mustache. “Your calde and Ihave delicate matters to discuss. He understands that. So should

you.”

 

“I thought—”

 

“Go!” Oosik had scarcely raised his voice, yet the word was likethe crack of a whip. Shell hurried out.

 

“Sentry! Shut the door.”

 

The mustache was tipped with white, Silk observed; Oosik woundit about his index finger as he spoke. “Since you have not studiedour

organization, Calde, you will not know that a brigade is thecommand of a general, called a brigadier.”

 

“No.” Silk admitted. “I’ve never given it any thought.”

 

“In that case no explanation is necessary. I had planned to tellyou, so that each of us would know where we stand, that though Iam a mere colonel, an officer of field grade,” Oosik released hismustache to touch the silver osprey on his collar, “I command mybrigade exactly as a brigadier would. I have for four years. Do youwant your clothes?”

 

“Yes. I’d like to get dressed, if you’ll let me.”

 

Oosik nodded, though it was not clear whether his nod was meantto express permission or understanding. “You are nearly dead,

Calde. A needle passed through your lung.”

 

“Nevertheless, I’d feel better if I were up and dressed.” It wasa

lie, although he wished fervently that it were true. “I’d be sittingon

this bed then, instead of lying in it; but I’ve got nothing on.”

 

Oosik chuckled. “You wish your shoes as well?”

 

“My shoes and my stockings. My underwear, my trousers, mytunic, and my robe. Please, colonel.”

 

The corners of the mustache tilted upward. “Dressed, you mighteasily escape, Calde. Isn’t that so?”

 

“You say I’m near death, Colonel. A man near death mightescape, I suppose; but not easily.”

 

“We have handled you roughly here in the Third, Calde. Youhave been beaten. Tortured.”

 

Silk shook his head. “You shot me. At least, I suppose that itwas

one of your officers who shot me. But I’ve been treated by a doctorand installed in this comfortable room. No one has beaten me.”

 

“With your leave.” Oosik peered at him. “Your face is bruised. Iassumed that we had beaten you.”

 

Silk shook his head, pushing back the memory of hours ofinterrogation by Councillor Potto and Sergeant Sand.

 

“You do not wish to explain the source of your bruises. You havebeen fighting, Calde, a shameful thing for an augur. Or boxing.

Boxing would be permissible, I suppose.”

 

“Through my own carelessness and stupidity, I fell down a flightof

stairs,” Silk said.

 

To his surprise, Oosik roared with laughter, slapping his knee.

“That is what our troopers say, Calde,” he wiped his eyes, stillchuckling, “when one has been beaten by the rest. He says he felldown the barracks stairs, almost always. They don’t want toconfess that they’ve cheated their comrades, you see, or stolenfrom them.”

 

“In my case it’s the truth.” Silk considered. “I had been tryingto

steal, though not to cheat, two days earlier. But I really did falldown steps and bruise my face.”

 

“I am happy to hear you haven’t been beaten. Our men do itsometimes without orders. I have known them to do it when it was

contrary to their orders, as well. I punish them for that severely,

 

youmay be sure. In your case, Calde,” Oosik shrugged. “I sent out anofficer because I required better information concerning theprogress of the battle before the Alambrera than my glass could giveme. I had made provisions for wounded and for prisoners. I neededto learn whether they would be sufficient.”

 

“I understand.”

 

“He came back with you.” Oosik sighed. “Now he expects a medaland a promotion for putting me in this very difficult position. Youunderstand my problem, Calde?”

 

“I’m not sure I do.”

 

“We are fighting, you and I. Your followers, a hundred thousandor more, against the Civil Guard, of which I am a senior officer, anda few thousand soldiers. Either side may win. Do you agree?”

 

“I suppose so,” Silk said.

 

“Let us say, for the moment, that it is mine. I do not intend tobe

unfair to you, Calde. We will discuss the other possibility in amoment. Say that the victory is ours, and I report to theAyuntamientothat you are my prisoner. I will be asked why I did notreport it earlier, and I may be court-martialed for not havingreported it. If I am fortunate, my career will be destroyed. If I amnot, I may be shot.”

 

“Then report it,” Silk told him, “by all means.”

 

Oosik shook his head again, his big face gloomier than ever.

“There is no right course for me in this, Calde. No right course atall.

But there is one that is clearly wrong, that can lead only todisaster,

and you have advised it. The Ayuntamiento has ordered that you bekilled on sight. Do you know that?”

 

“I had anticipated it.” Silk discovered that his hands wereclenched

beneath the quilt. He made himself relax.

 

“No doubt. Lieutenant Tiger should have killed you at once. Hedidn’t. May I be frank? I don’t think he had the stomach for it. Hedenies it, but I don’t think he had the stomach. He shot you. Thereyou lay, an augur in an augur’s robe, gasping like a fish andbleedingfrom the mouth. One more shot would be the end.” Oosik shrugged.

“No doubt he thought you would die while he was bringing you in.

Most men would have.”

 

“I see,” Silk said. “He’ll be in trouble now if you tell theAyuntamiento that you have me, alive.”

 

“I will be in trouble.” Oosik tapped his chest with a thickforefinger. “I will be ordered to kill you, Calde, and I will have todo

it. If we lose after that, your woman Mint will have me shot, if shedoesn’t light upon something worse. If we win, I will be marked forlife. I will be the man who killed Silk, the augur who was, as thecityfirmly believes, chosen by Pas to be calde. If it is wise, theAyuntamiento will disavow my actions, court-martial me, and haveme shot. No, Calde, I will not report that I hold you. That is thelast

thing that I will do.”

 

“You said that the Guard and the Army—I’ve been told there areseven thousand soldiers—are fighting the people. What is thestrength of the Guard, Colonel?” Silk strove to recall hisconversation

with Hammerstone. “Thirty thousand, approximately?”

 

“Less.”

“Some Guardsmen have deserted the Ayuntamiento. I know that

 

for a fact.”

 

Oosik nodded gloomily.

 

“May I ask how many?”

 

“A few hundred, perhaps, Calde.”

 

“Would you say a thousand?”

 

For half a minute or more, Oosik did not speak; at last he said,

“I

am told five hundred. If that is correct, almost all have come frommy own brigade.”

 

“I have something to show you,” Silk said, “but I have to ask youfor a promise first. It’s something that Patera Shell brought me,

and I want you to give me your word that you won’t harm him orthe augur of his manteion, or any of their sibyls. Will you promise?”

 

Oosik shook his head. “I cannot disobey if I am ordered to arrestthem, Patera.”

 

“If you’re not ordered to.” It should give them ample time toleave, Silk thought. “Promise me that you won’t do anything to themon your own initiative.”

 

Oosik studied him. “You are offering your information verycheaply, Calde. We don’t bother you religious, except under themost severe provocation.”

 

“Then I have your word as an officer?”

 

Oosik nodded, and Silk took the Prolocutor’s letter from underhis quilt and handed it to him. He unbuttoned a shirt pocket and gotout a pair of silver-rimmed glasses, shifting his position slightlyso

that the light fell upon the letter.

 

In the silence that followed, Silk reviewed everything Oosik hadsaid. Had he made the right decision? Oosik was ambitious—hadprobably volunteered to take charge of the reserve brigade as wellas his own in the hope of gaining the rank and pay to which hisposition entitled him. He might be, in fact he almost certainly was,

underestimating the fighting capabilities of soldiers like Sand andHammerstone; but he was sure to know a great deal about those ofthe Civil Guard, in which he had spent his adult life; and he wasconsidering the possibility that the Ayuntamiento would lose. TheProlocutor’s letter, with its implications of increased support forMaytera Mint, might tilt the balance.

 

Or so Silk hoped.

 

Oosik looked up. “This says Lemur’s dead.”

 

Silk nodded.

 

“There have been rumors all day. What if your Prolocutor issimply repeating them?”

 

“He’s dead.” Silk made the statement as forceful as he could,

fortified by the knowledge that for once there was no need to hedgethe truth. “You’ve got a glass, Colonel. You must. Ask it to findLemur for you.”

 

“You saw him die?”

 

Silk shook his head, saying, “I saw his body, however,” and Oosikreturned to the letter.

 

Too much boldness could ruin everything; it would be worse thanuseless to try to make Oosik say or do anything that could bebrought up against him later.

 

Oosik put down the letter. “The Chapter is behind you, Calde. Isuspected as much, and this makes it very plain.”

 

“It is now, apparently.” Here was a chance for Oosik to declarehimself. “If you suspected it before you read that letter, Colonel,


it

was doubly kind of you to let Patera Shell in to see me.”

 

“I didn’t, Calde. Captain Gecko did.”

 

“I see. But you’ll keep your promise?”

 

“I am a man of honor, Calde.” Oosik refolded the letter and putit

in his pocket with his glasses. “I will also keep this. Neither of us

 

would want anyone else to read it. One of my officers, particularly.”

 

Silk nodded. “You’re welcome to.”

 

“You want your clothes back. No doubt you would like to havethe contents of your pockets as well. Your beads are in there, Ithink. I imagine you would like to tell them as you lie here.”

 

“I would, yes. Very much.”

 

“There are needlers, too. One is like the one with which you wereshot. There is also a smaller one that seems to have belonged to awoman named Hyacinth.”

 

“Yes,” Silk said again.

 

“I see I know her, if she is the Hyacinth I’m thinking of. Anamiable girl, as well as a very beautiful one. I lay with her onPhaesday.”

 

Silk shut his eyes.

 

“I did not set out to give you pain, Calde. Look at me. I’m oldenough to be your father, or hers. Do you imagine she sends melove letters?”

 

“Is that…?”

 

“What one of the letters in your pocket is?” Oosik noddedsolemnly “Captain Gecko told me the seals had not been brokenwhen he found them. Quite frankly, I doubted him. I see that Ishould not have. You have not read them.”

 

“No,” Silk said.

 

“Captain Gecko has, and I. No one else. Gecko can be discreetif I order it, and a man of honor must be a man of discretion, also.

Otherwise he is worse than useless. You did not recognize her seal?”

 

Silk shook his head. “I’ve never gotten a letter from herbefore.”

 

“Calde, I have never gotten one at all.” Oosik tugged hismustache. “You would be well advised to keep that before you. Manyletters from women over the years, but never one from her. I sayagain, I envy you.”

 

“Thank you,” Silk said.

 

“You love her.” Oosik leaned back in his chair. “That is not a

question. You may not know it, but you do.” His voice softened. “Iwas your age once, Calde. Do you realize that in a month it may beover?”

 

“In a day it may be over,” Silk admitted. “Sometimes I hope itwill be.”

 

“You fear it, too. You need not say so. I understand. I told youI

knew her and it gave you pain, but I do not want you to think, later,

that I have been less than honest. I am being equally honest now.

Brutally honest with myself. My pride. I am nothing to her.”

 

“Thank you again,” Silk said.

 

“You are welcome. I do not say that she is nothing to me. I amnot

a man of stone. But there are others, several who are much more.

To explain would be offensive.”

 

“Certainly you don’t have to go into details unless you want meto

shrive you. May I see her letter?”

 

“In a moment, Calde. Soon I will give it to you to keep. I thinkso,

at least. There is one further matter to be dealt with. You chanced

to mention a woman called Chenille. I know a woman of that name,

too. She lives in a yellow house.”

 

Silk smiled and shook his head.

 

“That does not pain you at all. She is not the Chenille you tookto

the lake?”

 

“I was amused at myself—at my stupidity. She told me she hadentertained colonels; but until you said you knew her, it had neverentered my mind that you were almost certain to be one of them.

 

There can’t be a great many.”

 

“Seven besides myself.” Oosik rummaged in the bundle of clothingand produced Musk’s big needler and Hyacinth’s small, gold-platedone. After holding them up so that Silk could see them, he laid themon the windowsill.

 

“The little one is hers,” Silk said. “Hyacinth’s. Could you seethat

it’s returned to her?”

 

Oosik nodded. “I shall send it by a mutual acquaintance. Whatabout the large one?”

 

“The owner’s dead. I suppose it’s mine now.”

 

“I am too well mannered to ask if you killed him, but I hope hewas not one of our officers.”

 

“No,” Silk said, “and no. I confess I was tempted to kill himseveral

times—as he was undoubtedly tempted to kill me—but I didn’t. I’veonly killed once, in self-defense. May I read Hyacinth’s letter now?”

 

“If I can find it.” Oosik fumbled through Silk’s clothes again,


then

held up both the letters Silk had taken from the mantel in the mansethat morning. “This other is from another augur. You have nointerest in it?”

 

“Not as much, I’m afraid. Who is it?”

 

“I have forgotten.” Oosik extracted the letter from its envelopeand unfolded it. “‘Patera Remora, Coadjutor.’ He wishes to seeyou, or he did. You were to come to his suite in the Prolocutor’sPalace yesterday at three. You are more than a day late already,

Calde. Do you want it?”

 

“I suppose so,” Silk said; and Oosik tossed it on the bed.

 

Oosik rose, holding out Hyacinth’s letter. “This one you will notwish to read while I watch, and I have urgent matters to attend to. Imay look in on you again, later this evening. Much later. If I am toobusy, I will see you in the morning, perhaps.” He tugged hismustache. “Will you think me a fool if I say I wish you well, Calde?

That if we were no longer opponents I should consider yourfriendship an honor?”

 

“I’d think you were an estimable, honorable man,” Silk told him,

“which you are.”

 

“Thank you, Calde!” Oosik bowed, with a click of his bootedheels.

 

“Colonel?”

 

“Your beads. I had forgotten. You will find them in a pocket ofthe robe, I feel sure.” Oosik turned to go, but turned back. “Amatter of curiosity. Are you familiar with the Palatine, Calde?”

 

Silk’s right hand, holding Hyacinth’s letter, had begun totremble;

he pressed it against his knee so that Oosik would not see it. “I’vebeen there.” By an effort of will, he kept his voice almost steady.

“Why do you ask?”

 

“Often, Calde?”

 

“Three times, I believe.” It was impossible to think of anythingbut

Hyacinth; he could as easily have said fifty, or never. “Yes, threetimes—once to the Palace, and twice to attend sacrifice at the GrandManteion.”

 

“Nowhere else?”

 

Silk shook his head.

 

“There is a place having a wooden figure of Thelxiepeia. As anaugur, you may know where it is.”

 

“There’s an onyx image in the Grand Manteion—”

 

Oosik shook his head. “In Ermine’s, to the right as one entersthe

sellaria. One sees an arch with greenery beyond it At the rear,

there is a pool with goldfish. She stands by it holding a mirror. The

 

lighting is arranged so that the pool is reflected in her mirror, andher mirror in the pool. It is mentioned in that letter.” Oosik turnedupon his heel.

 

“Colonel, these needlers—”

 

He paused at the door. “Do you intend to shoot your way tofreedom, Calde?” Without waiting for Silk’s reply he went out,

leaving the door ajar behind him. Silk heard the sentry come toattention, and Oosik say, “You are dismissed. Return to theguardroom immediately.”

 

Silk’s hands were still shaking as he unfolded Hyacinth’s letter;


it

was on stationery the color of heavy cream, scrawled in violet ink,

with many flourishes.

<blockquote>

O My Darling Wee Flea:

 

I call you so not only because of the way you sprang frommy window, but because of the way you hopped into mybed! How your lonely bloss has longed for a note from you!!!

You might have sent one by the kind friend who brought youmy gift, you know!

</blockquote>

 

That had been Doctor Crane, and Doctor Crane was dead—had

died in his arms that very morning.

<blockquote>

Now you have to tender me your thanks and so much more,

when next we meet! Don’t you know that little place up on

the Palatine where Thelx holds up a mirror? Hieraxday.

<p class=r>Hy

</blockquote>

 

Silk closed his eyes. It was foolish, he told himself. Utterly

foolish.

The semiliterate scribbling of a woman whose education had ended

at fourteen, a girl who had been given to her father’s superior as a

household servant and concubine, who had scarcely read a book or

written a letter, and was trying to flirt, to be arch and girlish and

charming on paper. How his instructors at the schola would have

sneered!

 

Utterly foolish, and she had called him darling, had said shelonged for him, had risked compromising herself and Doctor Craneto send him this.

 

He read it again, refolded it, and returned it to its envelope,


then

pushed aside the quilt and got up.

 

Oosik had intended him to go, of course—had intended him toescape, or perhaps to be killed escaping. For a few seconds he triedto guess which. Had Oosik been insincere in speaking of friendship?

Oosik was capable of any quantity of double-dealing, if he was anyjudge of men.

 

It did not matter.

 

He took his clothing from the chair and spread it on the bed. IfOosik intended him to escape, he must escape as Oosik intended. IfOosik intended him to be killed escaping, he must escape just thesame, doing his best to remain alive.

 

His tunic was crusted with his own blood and completelyunwearable; he threw it down and sat on the bed to pull on hisundershorts, trousers, and stockings. When he had tied his shoes,

he rose and jerked open a drawer of the bureau.

 

Most of the tunics were cheerful reds and yellows; but he found ablue one, apparently never worn, so dark that it might pass for blackunder any but the closest scrutiny. He laid it on the pillow besidethe

letters, and put on a yellow one. The closet yielded a small

 


traveling

bag. Slipping both letters into a pocket, he rolled up his robe,

stuffed it into the bag, and put the dark blue tunic on top of it.

 

The magazine status pin of the big needler indicated it wasloaded; he opened the action anyway trying to recall how Auk hadheld his that night in the restaurant, and remembering at the lastmoment Auk’s adjuration to keep his finger off the trigger. Themagazine appeared to be full of long, deadly-looking needles, ornearly full. Auk had said his needler held how many? A hundred ormore, surely; and this big needler that had been Musk’s must hold atleast as many if not more. It was possible, of course, that it hadbeen

disabled in some way.

 

There was no one in the hall outside. Silk closed the door, andafter a moment’s thought put the quilt against its bottom and shutthe window, then sat down on the bed, sick and horribly weak.

When had he eaten last?

 

Very early that morning, in Limna, with Doctor Crane and thatcaptain whose name he had never learned or had forgotten, and thecaptain’s men. Kypris had granted another theophany, hadappeared to them, and to Maytera Marble and Patera Gulo, andthey had been full of the wonder of it, all three of them newly cometo religious feeling, and feeling that no one had ever come to itbefore. He had eaten a very good omelet, then several slices of hot,

fresh bread with country butter, because the cook, roused fromsleep by a trooper, had popped the loaves that had been risingovernight into the oven. He had drunk hot, strong coffee, too;

coffee lightened with cream the color of Hyacinth’s stationery andsweetened with honey from a white, blue-flowered bowl passed tohim by Doctor Crane, who had been putting honey on his bread.

Now Doctor Crane was dead, and so was one of the troopers, thecaptain and the other trooper most likely dead too, killed in thefighting before the Alambrera.

 

Silk lifted the big needler.

 

Someone had told him that he, too, should be dead—he could notremember whether it had been the surgeon or Colonel Oosik.

Perhaps it had been Shell, although it did not seem the sort of thingthat Shell would say.

 

The needler would not fire. He tugged its trigger again andreturned it to the windowsill, congratulating himself on havingresolved to test it; saw that he had left the safety catch on, pushedit

off, took aim at a large bottle of cologne on the dresser, andsqueezed the trigger. The needler cracked in his hand like abullwhip and the bottle exploded, filling the room with the cleanscent of spruce.

 

He reapplied the safety and thrust the needler into his waistbandunder the yellow tunic. If Musk’s needler had not been disabled,

there was no point in testing Hyacinth’s small one, too. He madesure its safety catch was engaged, forced himself to stand, anddropped it into his trousers pocket.

 

One thing more, and he could go. Had the young man whosebedroom this was never written anything here? Looking around, hesaw no writing materials.

 

What of the owner of the perfumed scarf? She would write tohim, almost certainly. A woman who cared enough to drop a silkscarf from her window would write notes and letters. And he would

keep them, concealing them somewhere in this room and replying innotes and letters of his own, though perhaps less frequently. Thestudy, if there was one, would belong to his father. Even a librarywould not be sufficiently private. He would write to her here,

surely, sitting—where?

 

There had been no chair in the room until Shell brought one. Theoccupant could only have sat on the bed or the floor, assuming that

 

he had sat at all. Silk sat down again, imagined that he held aquill,

pushed aside the chair Shell had put in front of the little nighttable,

and pulled it over to him. Its shallow drawer held a packet ofnotepaper, a discolored scrap of flannel, a few envelopes, fourquills, and a small bottle of ink.

 

Choosing a quill, he wrote:

<blockquote>

Sir, events beyond my control have forced me to occupyyour bedchamber for several hours, and I fear I have brokena bottle of your cologne, and stained your sheets. In extremeneed, I have, in addition, appropriated two of your tunicsand your smallest traveling bag. I am heartily sorry to haveimposed on you in this fashion. I am compelled, as Iindicated.

 

When peace and order return to our city, as I pray thatthey soon will, I will endeavor to locate you, make restitution,

and return your property. Alternately, you may applyto me, at any time you find convenient. I am Pa. Silk, of Sun Street</blockquote>

 

For a long moment he paused, considering, the feathery end of thegray goose-quill tickling his lips. Very well.

 

With a final dip into the ink, he added a comma and the word_Calde_ after “Sun Street,” and wiped the quill.

 

Restoring the quilt to the bed, he opened the door. The hall wasstill empty. Back stairs brought him to the kitchen, in which itappeared at least a company had been foraging for food. The backdoor opened on what seemed, from what he could see by skylight,

to be a small formal garden; a white-painted gate was held shut by asimple hook.

 

Outside on Basket Street, he stopped to look back at the house hehad left. Most of its windows were lit, including one on the secondfloor whose lights were dimming; his, no doubt. Distant explosionsindicated the center of the city as well as anything could.

 

An officer on horseback who might easily have been the one whohad shot him galloped past without taking the least notice. Twostreets nearer the Palatine, a hurrying trooper carrying a dispatchbox touched his cap politely.

 

The box might contain an order to arrest every augur in the city,

Silk mused; the galloping officer might be bringing Oosik word ofanother battle. It would be well, might in fact be of real value, forhim to read those dispatches and hear the news that the gallopingofficer brought.

 

But he had already heard, as he walked, the most importantnews, news pronounced by the muzzles of guns: the Ayuntamientodid not occupy all the city between this remote eastern quarter andthe Palatine. He would have to make his way along streets in whichGuardsmen and Maytera Mint’s rebels were slaughtering eachother, return to the ones that he knew best—and then, presumably,

cross another disputed zone to reach the Palatine.

 

For the Guard would hold the Palatine if it held anything, and infact the captain had indicated only that morning that a full brigadehad scarcely sufficed to defend it Molpsday night. Combatants onboth sides would try to prevent him; he might be killed, and theexertions he was making this moment might kill him as surely as anyslug. Yet he had to try, and if he lived he would see Hyacinthtonight.

 

His free hand had begun to draw Musk’s needler. He forced itback to his side, reflecting grimly that before shadeup he mightlearn some truths about himself that he would not prefer toignorance. Unconsciously, he increased his pace.

 

Men thought themselves good or evil; but the gods—the Outsider

 

especially—must surely know how much depended upon circumstance.

Would Musk, whose needler he had nearly drawn a fewseconds before, have been an evil man if he had not served Blood?

Might not Blood, for that matter, be a better man with Musk gone?

He, Silk, had sensed warmth and generosity in Blood beneath hiscunning and his greed, potentially at least.

 

Something dropped from the sky, lighting on his shoulder so

 

heavily he nearly fell. “Lo Silk! Good Silk!”

“Oreb! Is it really you?”

“Bird back.” Oreb caught a lock of Silk’s hair in his beak and

 

gaveit a tug.

“I’m very glad—immensely glad you’ve returned. Where have you

 

been? How did you get here?”

“Bad place. Big hole!”

“It was I who went into the big hole, Oreb. By the lake, in that

 

shrine of Scylla’s, remember?”

Oreb’s beak clattered. “Fish heads?”





Chapter 6 — The Blind God
Oreb had eyed Dace’s corpse hopefully when Urus let it fall to thetunnel floor and spun around to shout at Hammerstone. “Why wegot to find him? Tell me that! Tell me, an’ I’ll look till I can’tshaggywalk, till I got to crawl—”

 

“Pick it up, you.” Without taking his eyes off Urus, Hammerstoneaddressed Incus. “All right if I kill him, Patera? Only I won’t beable

to carry them both and shoot.”

 

Incus shook his head. “He has a point, my son, so let usconsider

it. Ought we, as he inquires, continue to search for our friendAuk?”

 

“I’ll leave it up to you, Patera. You’re smarter than all of us,

smarter than the whole city’d be if you weren’t living there. I’d doanything you say, and I’ll see to it these bios do, too.”

 

“Thank you, my son.” Incus, who was exceedingly tired already,

lowered himself gratefully to the tunnel floor. “Sit down, all ofyou.

We shall discuss this.”

 

“I don’t see why.” Tired herself, Chenille grounded her launcher.

“Stony there does whatever you tell him to, and he could do for meand Urus like swatting flies. You say it and we’ll do it. We’ll haveto.”

 

“Sit down. My daughter, can’t you see how very illogical

you’rebeing? You maintain that you’re forced to obey in all things,

yet you will not oblige even the simplest request.”

 

“All right.” She sat; and Hammemtone, laying a heavy hand onUrus, forced him to sit, too.

 

“Where Auk?” Oreb hopped optimistically across the damp grayshiprock. “Auk where?” Although he could not have put the feelinginto words, Oreb felt that he was nearer Silk when he was with Aukthan in any other company. The red girl was close to Silk as well,


but

she had once thrown a glass at him, and Oreb had not forgotten.

 

“Where indeed?” Incus sighed. “My daughter, you invite me to bea

despot, but what you say is true. I might lord it over you both if

 

chose. I need not lord it over our friend. He obeys me very

 

willingly,

as you have seen. But I am not, by inclination, training, or

native

character inclined toward despotism. A holy augur’s part is to lead

and to advise, to conduct the laity to rich fields and unfailing

springs, if I may put it thus poetically.

 

“So let us review our position and take council, one withanother.

Then I will lead us in prayer, a fervent and devout prayer, let itbe,

to all the Nine, imploring their guidance.”

 

“Then we’ll decide?” Urus demanded.

 

“Then I will decide, my son.” By an effort, Incus sat upstraighter.

“But first, allow me to dispel certain fallacies that have alreadycreptinto our deliberations.” He addressed himself to Chenille. “You, mydaughter, seek to accuse me of despotism. It is impolite, butcourtesy itself must at times give way to the sacred duty of_correction_. May I remind you that you, for the space of nearly_two

days, tyrannized_ us all aboard that miserable boat? Tyrannized me

largely by means of our unfortunate friend, for whom we havealready searched, as I would think, for nearly half a day?”

 

“I’m not saying we ought to stop, Patera. That was him.” Shepointed to Urus. “I want to find him.”

 

“Be quiet, my daughter. I am not yet finished with you. Ishall

come to him soon enough. Why, I inquire, did you so tyrannize us?


I

say—”

 

“I was possessed! Scylla was in me. You know that.”

 

“No, no, my daughter. It won’t do. It is what you have_maintained_,

deflecting all criticism of your conduct with the same shabby

defense. It shall serve you no longer. You were domineering,

oppressive, and brutal. Is that characteristic of Our SurgingScylla? Iaffirm that it is not. As we have trudged on, I have reviewed allthat

is recorded of her, both in the Chrasmologic Writings and in ourtraditions likewise. Imperious? One can but agree. Impetuous attimes, perhaps. But never brutal, oppressive, or domineering.”


Incus

sighed again, removed his shoes, and caressed his blistered feet.

 

“Those evil traits, I say, my daughter, cannot have been_Scylla’s_.

They were present in you when she arrived, and so deeply rootedthat she found it, I dare say, quite impossible to expunge them.

Some there are, or so I have heard it said, who actually prefer

domineering women, unhappy men twisted by nature beyond thenatural. Our poor friend Auk, with all his manifest excellencies of_strength_ and manly courage, is one of those unfortunates, so itwould seem. I am not, my daughter, and I thank Sweet Scylla for it!

Understand that for my part, and for our tall friend’s here, as Idare

to say, we have not sought Auk for your sake, but for his own.”

 

“Talk talk,” Oreb muttered.

 

“As for you,” Incus shifted his attention to Urus, “you

appear tobelieve that it is only because of my loyal friend Hammerstone thatyou obey me. It that not so?”

 

Urus stared sullenly at the tunnel wall to the left of Incus’sface.

 

“You are silent,” Incus continued. “Talk and more talk,

complainsour small feathered companion, and again, talk, talk and talk.


Not

impossibly you concur. No, my son, you deceive yourself, as youhave deceived yourself throughout what I feel certain must havebeen a most unhappy life.” Incus drew Auk’s needler and leveled itat the silent Urus. “I have but little need of my tall friendHammerstone, where you are concerned, and should this endless_talk_ that

you complain of end, you may find yourself less pleased than ever

with that which succeeds it. I invite a comment.”

 

Urus shook his head. Hammerstone clenched his big fists, clearlyitching to batter him insensible.

 

“Nothing? In that case, my son, I am going to take theopportunityto tell you something of myself because I have been pondering that,

with many other things, while we walked, and it will bear upon whatI mean to do, as you will see.

 

“I was born to poor yet upright parents, their fifth and_final_ child.

At the time they were wed, they had made solemn pledge to Echidnathat they would furnish the immortal gods with an augur or a sibyl,

the ripest fruit of their union and the most perfect of all_thank

offerings_ for it. Of my older brothers and sisters, I shall saynothing.

Nothing, that is to say, except that there was nothing to be hopedfor

from them. No more holy piety was to be discovered in the four ofthem than in four of those horrid beasts with which you, my son,

proposed to attack us. I was born some seven years after myyoungest sibling, Femur. Conceive of my parents’ delight, I inviteyou, when the passing days, weeks, months, and years showed evermore plainly my predilection for a life of holy contemplation, of_worship_ and ritual, far from the bothersome exigencies thattrouble

the hours of most men. The schola, if I may say it, welcomed mewith arms outspread. Its warmth was no less than that with whichI,

in my turn, rushed to it. I was together pious and brilliant, acombination not often found._ Thus endowed_, I gained the friendshipof older men of tastes like to my own, who were to extendthemselves without stint in my behalf following my designation.

 

“I was informed, and you may conceive of my rapture, my_delight_,

that no less a figure than the coadjutor had agreed to make me hisprothonotary. With all my heart I entered into my duties, draftingand summarizing letters and depositions, stamping, filing, andretrieving files, managing his calendar of appointments, and ahundred like tasks.”

 

Incus fell silent until Chenille said, “By Thelxiepeia I couldsleepfor a week!” She leaned back against the tunnel wall and closed hereyes.

 

“Where Auk?” Oreb demanded, but no one paid him the leastattention.

 

“We are all exhausted, my daughter. I not less than you, andperhaps with more reason, because my legs are not so long, nor amI, by a decade and more, so young, nor so well fed.”

 

“I’m not even a little bit well fed, Patera.” Chenille did not

openher eyes. “I guess none of us are. I haven’t had anything but watersince forever.”

 

“When we were on that wretched little fishing boat, you_appropriated_

to yourself what food you wished, and all that you wished, mydaughter. You left to Auk and Dace, and even to me, an anointedaugur, only such scraps as you disdained. But you have forgotten

that, or say you have. I wish that I might forget it, too.”

 

“Fish heads?”

 

Chenille shrugged, her eyes still closed. “All right, Patera, I’msorry. I don’t suppose we’ll ever find any food down here, but if wedo, or when we get back home, I’ll let you have first pick.”

 

“I would refuse it, my daughter. That is the point I am_striving_ tomake. I became His Eminence’s prothonotary, as I said. I entered the_Prolocutor’s Palace_, not as an awestruck visitor, but as an_inhabitant_.

Each morning I sacrificed one squab in the Private chapel belowthe

reception hall, chanting my prayers to empty chairs. Afterward, Ienjoyedthat same bird at my luncheon. Upon a monthly basis, I shrovePatera

Bull, His Cognizance’s prothonotary, as he me. That was the wholecompassof my duties as an augur.

 

“But from time to time, His Eminence assigned to me sucherrands as he felt, or feigned to feel, overdifficult for a boy.


One

such brought me to that miserable village of Limna, as you know. Iwas to search for you, my daughter, and it was my ill luck tosucceed. Your own life, I suppose, has been, I will not say_adventurous_, but tumultuous. Is that not so?”

 

“It’s had its ups and downs,” Chenille conceded.

 

“Mine had not, with the result that I had assumed myself_incapable_. Had some god informed me,” Incus paused to thrustAuk’s needler back into his waistband, then contemplated hisscabbed hands, “that I should be forced to serve as the entire crew


of

a fishing vessel, bailing, making sail, reefing, and all the rest,


and

this during a tempest as severe as any the Whorl has ever seen, Ishould have called it quite impossible, declaring roundly that Ishould die within an hour. I would have informed this whollysupposititious divinity that I was a man of intellect, now largelyaffecting to be a man of prayer, for my early piety had long sincegiven way to an advancing scepticism. Had he suggested that I might_yet_ become a man of action, I would have declared it to be_beneath_

me, and thought myself profound.”

 

Urus said, “Well, if you didn’t have a needler ‘n this big chem,

we’d see.”

 

Incus nodded his agreement, his round, plump little face seriousand his protuberant teeth giving him something of the look of aresolute chipmunk. “We would indeed. Therefore, I shall kill you,

Urus my son, or order Hammerstone to, whenever it appears that Iam liable to lose either.”

 

“Bad man!” It was not immediately apparent whether Oreb

 

intended Incus or Urus.

Chenille said, “You don’t really mean that, Patera.”

“Oh, but I do, my daughter. Tell them, Corporal. Do I mean what I

 

say?”

 

“Sure, Patera. See, Chenille, Patera’s a bio like you, and bioslike

you and him are real easy to kill. You can’t take chances, or himeither. You got a prisoner, he’s got to toe the line every minute,

 

cause if you let him get away with anything, that’s it. If it was upto

me, I’d kill him right now, and not chance something happening toPatera.”

 

“We need him to show us how to get to the pit, and that door thatopens into the cellar of the Juzgado.”

 

“Only we’re not going to either one now, are we? And I knowwhere the Juzgado is if I can get myself located. So why shouldn’t Iquiet him down?” As if by chance, Hammerstone’s slug gun waspointing in Urus’s direction; his finger found its trigger.

 

“We have not been going to the pit, I am happy to say,” Incustold

them. “It was Auk who wished to go there, for no good reason that_I_

could ever understand. Unfortunately, we haven’t been going to theJuzgado, either, though it was to the Juzgado that Surging Scylladirected us. I am the sole person present who recollects herinstructions, possibly. But I assure you it is so.”

 

“All right,” Chenille said wearily, “I believe you.”

 

“As you ought, my daughter, because it was through your mouth

that Scylla spoke. That very fact brings me to another point. Shemade Auk, Dace, and myself her prophets, specifying that I am toreplace His Cognizance as Prolocutor. Dace has departed thiswhorl,

so grievously infected by evil, for the richer life of Mainframe.

Succoring Scylla might recall him if she chose, perhaps. I_cannot_. If

our search for Auk is to be given up, or at least postponed, andI

confess there is much that appeals to me in that, only I remainof

Scylla’s three.

 

“Earlier, bedeviled by multiple interruptions, I strove toexplainmy position. Because neither of you has patience for thatexplanation,

though it would occupy but a few moments at most, I shall state

it. Pay attention, both of you.”

 

Incus’s voice strengthened. “I have awakened to myself, both as_man_ and as augur. A servant of Men, if you will. A servant of the_gods_, most particularly. You are three. One loves, two hate me. Iam not unaware of it.”

 

“I don’t hate you,” Chenille protested. “You let me wear thiswhen

I got cold. Auk doesn’t hate you either. You just think that.”

 

“Thank you, my daughter. I was about to remark that from whatI’ve learned from my brother augurs concerning manteions, theproportion implied is the one most frequently seen, though our_congregation_ is so much less numerous. Very well, my good people,

I accept it. I shall do my best for each and for all, nonetheless,

trusting in a reward from the east.”

 

“See?” Hammerstone nudged Chenille. “What’d I tell you? The

 

greatest man in the Whorl.”

Oreb cocked his head at Incus. “Where Auk?”

“Nowhere to be found in that shining city we name Reason, I

 

fear,” Incus told him half humorously. “He hailed someone. I sawhim do it, though there was no one to be seen. After saluting this_unseen being_, he dashed away. Our good corporal pursued him, asyou saw, but lost him in the darkness.”

 

“These green lights don’t work the way people think, see,

Chenille. People think they just crawl around all the time and don’tcare where they’re at, only they’re not really like that. If it’sbrightone way and dark the other, they’ll head for the dark, see? Real

 

slow, but that’s how they go. It’s what keeps them spread out.”

Chenille nodded. “Urus said something about that.”

“In a little place, they get everything worked out among

 


themselves

after a while and don’t hardly move except to get away fromthe windows in the daytime, but in a big place like this they don’tever settle down completely. Only they don’t ever go down much,

‘cause if they did, they’d get stepped on and broken real fast.”

 

“Lots of these tunnels slope down besides the one Auk ran down,”

she objected, “and I’ve seen lights in them.”

“Depends on how dark it is down there, and how steep the slopeis. If it’s too steep, they won’t go in there at all.”

 

“It was pretty steep,” Chenille conceded, “and we went down itquite a ways, but later we took that one that went up, remember? Itdidn’t go up as steep as the dark one went down, and it had lights,

but it climbed like that for a long time.”

 

“I think, my daughter—”

“So what I’ve been wondering is would Auk have gone back uplike we did? He was kind of out of it.”

 

“He was deranged,” Incus declared positively. “I would hopethat

condition was only temporary, but temporary or not, he was not_rational_.”

 

“Yeah, and that’s why we took the tunnel that angled back up thatI was talking about, Patera. We’re not abram and we knew wewanted to get back up to the surface, besides finding Auk. But ifAuk was abram… To let you have the lily word, all you bucksseem pretty abram to me, mostly, so I didn’t pay much attention.

Only if he was, maybe he’d just keep on going down, because that’seasier. He was running like you say, and it’s pretty easy to rundownhill.”

 

“There may be something in what you suggest, my daughter. Wemust keep it in mind, if our discussion concludes that we shouldcontinue our pursuit.

 

“Now, may I sum up? The question is whether we are tocontinue,

or to break off our search, at least temporarily, and attempt toreturn

to the sufface. Allow me, please, to state both cases. I shall strivefor concision. If any of you has an additional point, you arefree to

advance it when I have concluded.

 

“It would seem to me that there is only one cogent reason to_protract_ our search, and I have touched upon that already.

It is that Auk is one of the triune prophets commissioned by_Scylla_. As a prophet he is a theodidact of inestimable value,


as

was Dace. It is for that reason, and for it alone, that I_instructed_

Hammerstone to pursue him following his precipitate departure. It isfor that

reason solely that I have prolonged the pursuit so far. For I,

also, amsuch a prophet. The only such prophet remaining, as I have said.”

 

“He’s one of us,” Chenille declared. “I was with him at Limnabefore Scylla possessed me, and I remember him a little on the boat.

We can’t just go off and leave him.”

 

“Nor do I propose to do so, my daughter. Hear me out, I begyou.

We are exhausted and famished. When we return to the surface with

Scylla’s messages, in fulfillment of her will, we can gain rest andfood. Furthermore, we can enlist others in the search. We will—”

 

Urus interrupted. “You said we could put in stuff of our own,

right? All right, how about me? Do I get to talk, or are you goin’ to

 

have the big chem shoot me?”

 

Incus smiled gently. “You must understand, my son, that as yourspiritual guide, I love you no less and no more than the others. Ihave threatened your life only as the law does, for yourcorrection.

Speak.”

 

“Well, I don’t love Auk, only if you want to get him back itlooks

to me like you’re goin’ about it wrong. He wanted us to go to thepit,

remember? So maybe now that he’s gone off by himself that’swhere. We could go ‘n see, ‘n there’s lots of bucks there that knowthese tunnels as well as me, so why not tell ‘em what happened ‘nget ‘em to look too?”

 

Incus nodded, his face thoughtful. “It is a suggestion worthy of

 

consideration.”

“They’ll eat us,” Chenille declared.

“Fish head?” Oreb fluttered to her shoulder.

“Yeah, like you’d eat a fish head, Oreb. Only we’d have to have

 

fish heads to do it.”

“They won’t eat me,” Hammerstone told her. “They won’t eatanybody I say not to eat, either, while I’m around.”

 

“Now let us pray.” Incus was on his knees, hands clasped behindhim. “Let us petition the immortal gods, and Scylla particularly,


to

rescue both Auk and ourselves, and to guide us in the ways theywould have us go.”

 

“I twigged you don’t buy that any more.”

 

“I have encountered Scylla,” Incus told Urus solemnly. “I haveseen

for myself the majesty and power of that very great goddess. Howcould I lack belief now?” He contemplated the voided cross suspendedfrom his prayer beads as if he had never seen it before. “Ihave suffered, too, on that wretched boat and in these detestable

tunnels. I have been in terror of my life. It is hunger and fear thatdirect us toward the gods, my son. I have learned that, and I wonderthat you, suffering as you clearly have, have not turned to themlongago.

 

“How do you know I haven’t, huh? You don’t know a shaggy

 

thing about me. Maybe I’m holier than all of you.”

Tired as she was, Chenille giggled.

Incus shook his head. “No, my son. It won’t do. I am a fool,

 

perhaps. Beyond dispute I have not infrequently been a fool. Butnot such a fool as that.” More loudly he added, “On your knees. Bowyour heads.”

 

“Bird pray! Pray Silk!”

 

Incus ignored Oreb’s hoarse interruption, his right hand makingthe sign of addition with the voided cross. “Behold us, lovelyScylla,

wonderful of waters. Behold our love and our need for thee. Cleanse

us, O Scylla!” He took a deep breath, the inhalation loud in thewhispering silence. “Your prophet is bewildered and dismayed,

Scylla. Wash clear my eyes as I implore you to cleanse my spirit.

Guide me in this confusion of darkling passages and obscureresponsibilities.” He looked up, mouthing: “Cleanse us, O Scylla.”

 

Chenille, Hammerstone, and even Urus dutifully repeated, “Cleanseus, OScylla.”

 

Bored, Oreb had flown up to grip a rough stone protrusion in hisred claws. He could see farther even than Hammerstone throughthe yellow-green twilight that filled the tunnel, and clinging thusto

the ceiling, his vantage point was higher; but look as he might, he

 

saw neither Auk or Silk. Abandoning the search, he peered hungrilyat Dace’s corpse; its half-open eyes tempted him, though he felt surehe would be chased away.

 

Below, the black human droned on: “Behold us, fair Phaea, ladyof the larder. Behold our love and our need for thee. Feed us, OPhaea! Famished we wander in need of your nurture.” All thehumans squawked, “Feed us, O Phaea!”

 

“Talk talk,” Oreb muttered to himself; he could talk as well asthey, but it seemed to him that talking was of small benefit in suchsituations.

 

“Behold us, fierce Sphigx, woman of war. Behold our love andour need for thee. Lead us, O Sphigx! We are lost and dismayed, OSphigx, hemmed all about by danger. Lead us in the ways we shouldgo.” And all the humans, “Lead us, O Sphigx!”

 

The black one said, “Let us now, with heads bowed, put ourselvesin personal communion with the Nine.” He and the green one andthe red one looked down, and the dirty one got up, stepped over thedead one, and trotted softly away.

 

“Man go,” Oreb muttered, congratulating himself on having hit onthe right words; and because he liked announcing things, herepeated more loudly, “Man go!”

 

The result was gratifying. The green one sprang to his feet anddashed after the dirty one. The black one shrieked and flutteredafter the green one, and the red one jiggled after them both, fasterthan the black one but not as fast as the first two. For as long asit

might have taken one of his feathers to float to the tunnel floor,

Oreb preened, weighing the significance of these events.

 

He had liked Auk and had felt that if he remained with Auk, Aukwould lead him to Silk. But Auk was gone, and the others were notlooking for him any more.

 

Oreb glided down to a convenient perch on Dace’s face anddined, keeping a wary eye out. One never knew. Good came of bad,

and bad of good. Humans were both, and changeable in theextreme, sleeping by day yet catching fish whose best parts theygenerously shared.

 

And—so on. His crop filled, Oreb meditated on these pointswhile cleaning his newly-bright bill with his feet.

 

The dead one had been good. There could be no doubt aboutthat. Friendly in the reserved fashion Oreb preferred alive, anddelicious, dead. There was another one back there, but he was nolonger hungry. It was time to find Silk in earnest. Not just look.

Really find him. To leave this green hole and its living and deadhumans.

 

Vaguely, he recalled the night sky, the gleaming upside-downcountry over his head, and the proper country below.

 

The wind in trees. Drifting along with it looking for things ofinterest. It was where Silk would be, and where he could be found.

Where a bird could fly high, see everything, and find Silk.

 

Flying was not as easy as riding the red one’s launcher, butflyingdownwind through the tunnel permitted rests in which he had onlyto keep his wings wide and sail along. There were twinges at times,

reminding him of the blue thing that had been there. He had neverunderstood what it was or why it had stuck to him.

 

Downwind along this hole and that, through a little hole (helanded and peered into it cautiously before venturing in himself)

and into a big one where dirty humans stretched on the ground orprowled like cats, a hole lidded like a pot with the remembered skyof night.

 

Sword in hand, Master Xiphias stood at the window looking at thedark and empty street. Go home. That was what they’d told him.

 

Go home, though it had not been quite so bluntly worded. That

 

dunce Bison, a fool who couldn’t hold a sword correctly! That dunceBison, who seemed in charge of everything, had come by while hewas arguing with that imbecile Scale. Had smiled like friend andadmired his sword, and had only pretended—pretended!—tobelieve him when he had stated (not boasting, just supplying a plain,

straightforward answer in response to direct, uninvited questions)

that he had killed five troopers in armor in Cage Street.

 

Then Bison had—the old fencing master grinned gleefully—hadgaped like a carp when he, Xiphias, had parted a thumbthick ropedangling from his, Bison’s, hand. Had admired his sword and wavedit around like the ignorant boy he was, and had the gall to say inmany sweet words, go home like Scale says, old man. We don’t needyou tonight, old man. Go home and eat, old man. Go home andsleep. Get some rest, old man, you’ve had a big day.

 

Bison’s sweet words had faded and blown away, lighter and morefragile than the leaves that whirled up the empty street. Theirimport, bitter as gall, remained. He had been fighting—had been afamous fighting man—when Bison was in diapers. Had been fightingbefore Scale’s mother had escaped her kennel to bump tails withsome filthy garbage-eating cur.

 

Xiphias turned his back to the window and sat on the sill, hishead

in his hands, his sword at his feet. He was no longer what he hadbeen thirty years ago, perhaps. No longer what he had been beforehe lost his leg. But there wasn’t a man in the city—not one!—whodared cross blades with him.

 

A knock at the front door, floating up the narrow stair from thefloor below.

 

There would be no students tonight; his students would befighting on one side or the other; yet somebody wanted to see him.

Possibly Bison had realized the gravity of his error and come toimplore him to undertake some almost suicidal mission. He’d go,

but by High Hierax they’d have to beg first!

 

He picked up his sword to return it to its place on the wall,


then

changed his mind. In times like these-

 

Another knock.

 

There had been somebody. A new student down for tonight,

came with Auk, tall, left-handed. Had studied with somebody elsebut wouldn’t admit it. Good though. Talented! Gifted, in fact.

Couldn’t be here for his lesson, could he? With the city like this?

 

A third knock, almost cursory. Xiphias returned to the windowand peered out.

 

Silk sighed. The house was dark; when he had been here before, thesecond floor had blazed with light. He had been foolish to think thatthe old man might be home after all.

 

He knocked for the last time and turned away, only to hear awindow thrown open above him. “It’s you! Good! Good!” Thewindow banged down. With speed that was almost comic, the doorflew wide. “Inside! Inside! Bolt it, will you? Is that a bird? A petbird? Upstairs!” Xiphias gestured largely with a saber, his shadowleaping beside him; whipped by the night wind, his wild white hairseemed to possess a life of its own.

 

“Master Xiphias, I need your help.”

 

“Good man?” Oreb croaked.

 

“A very good man,” Silk assured him, hoping he was right; hecaught the good man’s arm as he turned away. “I know I wassupposed to come tonight for another lesson, Master Xiphias. Ihaven’t. I can’t, but I need your advice.”

 

“Been called out? Have to fight? What did I tell you? Whatweapons?”

 

“I’m very tired. Is there a place where we can sit down?”

 

“Upstairs!” The old man bounded up them himself just as he had

 

on Sphixday night. Wearily, Silk followed.

 

“Lesson first!” Lights kindled at the sound of the old man’svoice,

brightened as he beat the wall with a foil.

 

The traveling bag now held only the yellow tunic, yet it seemedas

heavy as a full one; Silk dropped it into a corner. “Master Xiphia—”

 

He snatched down another foil and beat the wall with that as

well.

“Been fighting?”

 

“Not really. In a manner of speaking I have, I suppose.”

 

“Me too!” Xiphias tossed Silk the second foil. “Killed five.


Ruins

you, fighting! Ruins your technique!”

 

Oreb squawked, “Look out!” and flew as Silk ducked.

“Don’t cringe!” Another whistling cut, this one rattling on thebamboo blade of Silk’s foil. “What do you need, lad?”

 

“A place to sit.” He was tired, deadly tired; his chest throbbedand

his ankle ached. He parried and parried again, sickened by therealization that the only way to get this mad old man to listen wasto

defeat him or lose to him; and to lose (it was as if a god hadwhispered it) tonight was death: the thing in him that had kept himalive and functioning since he had been shot would die at his defeat,

and he soon after.

 

Feinting and lunging, Silk fought for his life with the bamboosword.

 

Its hilt was just long enough for him to grip it with both hands,

and he did. Cut right and left and right again, beating down the oldman’s guard. He was still stronger than any old man, howeverstrong, however active, and he drove him back and again back,

slashing and stabbing with frenzied speed.

 

“Where’d you learn that two-handed thrust, lad? Aren’t youleft-handed?”

 

Dislodged from his waistband, Musk’s needler fell to the mat.


Silk

kicked it aside and snatched a second foil from the wall, parryingwith one, then the other, attacking with the free foil, right, left,


and

right again. A vertical cut, and suddenly Xiphias’s foot was on hisright-hand foil. The blunt tip of Xiphias’s foil thumped his wound,

bringing excruciating pain.

 

“What’ll you charge, lad? For the lesson?”

 

Silk shrugged, trying to hide the agony that lightest of blowshad

brought. “I should pay you, sir. And you won.”

 

“Silk win!” Oreb proclaimed from the grip of a yataghan.

Silk die, Silk thought. So be it.

“I learned, lad! Know how long it’s been since I had a student

 


who

could teach me anything? I’ll pay! Food? You hungry?”

 

“I think so.” Silk leaned upon his foil; in the same way thatfaces

from his childhood swam into his consciousness, he recalled that hehad once had a walking stick with the head of a lioness carved on itshandle—had leaned upon it like this the last time he had been here,

although he could not remember where he had acquired such a thingor what had become of it.

 

“Bread and cheese? Wine?”

“Wonderful.” Retrieving the traveling bag, he followed the oldman downstairs.

The kitchen was at once disorderly and clean, glasses and dishesand bowls, pots and ladles anywhere and everywhere, an iron

 

bread-pan already in the chair Xiphias offered, as if it fullyexpectedto join in their conversation, though it found itself banished to thewoodbox. Mismatched glasses crashed down on the table so violentlythat for a moment Silk felt sure they had broken.

 

“Have some? Red wine from the veins of heroes! Care for some?”

It was already gurgling into Silk’s glass. “Got it from a student!

Fact!

Paid wine! Ever hear of such a thing? Swore it was all good! Not so!

What do you think?”

 

Silk sipped, then half emptied his glass, feeling that he wasindeed

drinking from the flask that had dangled from his bedpost, drinkingnew life.

 

“Bird drink?”

 

He nodded, and when he could find no napkin patted his mouthwith his handkerchief. “Could we trouble you for a cup of water,

Master Xiphias, for Oreb here?”

 

The pump at the sink wheezed into motion. “You been out? Cityin an uproar! Dodging! Throwing stones! Haven’t thrown stonessince I was a sprat! Had a sling! You too? Better armed!” Crystalwater rushed forth like the old man’s words until he had filled a

battered tankard. “This new cull, Silk! Going to show ‘em! We’llsee… Fighting, fighting! Threw stones, ducked and yelled! Fivewith my sword. I tell you? Know how to make a sling?”

 

Silk nodded again, certain that he was being gulled butunresentful.

 

“Me too! Used to be good with one!” The tankard arrived with acracked green plate holding a shapeless lump of white-rinded cheeseonly slightly smaller than Silk’s head. “Watch this!” Thrown fromacross the room, a big butcher knife buried its blade in the cheese.

 

“You asked whether I’d been out much tonight.”

 

“Think there’s any real fighting now?” Abruptly, Xiphias foundhimself siding with Bison. “Nothing! Nothing at all! Snipers shootingshadows to keep awake.” He paused, his face suddenly thoughtful.

“Can’t see the other man’s blade in the dark, can you? Interesting.

Interesting! Have to try it! A whole new field! What do you think?”

 

The sight and the rich, corrupt aroma of the cheese had awakenedSilk’s appetite. “I think that I’ll have a piece,” he replied withsudden

resolution. He was about to die—very well, but no god hadcondemned him to die hungry. “Oreb, you like cheese, too, I know.

It was one of the first things you told me, remember?”

 

“Want a plate?” It came with a quarter of what must have been agargantuan loaf on a nicked old board, and a bread knife nearly aslarge as Auk’s hanger. “All I’ve got! You eat at cookshops, mostly? Ido! Bad now! All shut!”

 

Silk swallowed. “This is delicious cheese and wonderful wine. I

thank you for it, Master Xiphias and Feasting Phaea.” Impelled byhabit, the last words had left his lips before he discovered that hedid

not mean them.

 

“For my lesson!” The old man dropped into a chair. “Can youthrow, lad? Knives and whatnot? Like I just did?”

 

“I doubt it. I’ve never tried.”

 

“Want me to teach you? You’re an augur?”

 

Silk nodded again as he sliced bread.

 

“So’s this Silk! You know Bison? He told me! Told us all!”

Xiphias raised his glass, discovered he had neglected to fill it, anddid so. “Funny, isn’t it? An augur! Heard about him? He’s anaugur too!”

 

Although his mouth watered for the bread, Silk managed, “That’swhat they say.”

 

“He’s here! He’s there! Everybody knows him! Nobody knows

 

where he is! Going to do away with the Guard! Half’s on his sidealready! Ever hear such nonsense in your life? No taxes, but he’lldig canals!” Master Xiphias made a rude noise. “Pas and the rest!

Could they do all that people want by this time tomorrow? Youknow they couldn’t!”

 

Oreb hopped back onto Silk’s shoulder. “Good drink!”

 

He chewed and swallowed. “You should have some of this cheese,

too, Oreb. It’s marvelous.”

 

“Bird full.”

 

Xiphias chortled. “Me too, Oreb! That’s his name? Ate when I gothome! Ever see a shoat? Like that! All the meat, half the bread, andtwo apples! Why’d you go out?”

 

Silk patted his lips. “That was what I came to talk to you about,

Master Xiphias. I was on the East Edge—”

 

“You walked?”

 

“Walked and ran, yes.”

 

“No wonder you’re limping! Wanted to sit, didn’t you? Iremember!”

 

“There was no other way by which I might hope to reach thePalatine,” Silk explained, “but there were Guardsmen all along oneside of Box Street, and the rebels—General Mint’s people—hadthree times as many on the other, young men mostly, but womenand even children, too, though the children were mostly sleeping. Ihad trouble getting across.”

 

“I’ll lay you did!”

 

“Maytera—General Mint’s people wanted to take me to her whenthey found out who I was. I had a hard time getting away fromthem, but I had to. I have an appointment at Ermine’s.”

 

“On the Palatine? You should’ve stayed with the Guard! Thousandsthere! Know Skink? Tried about suppertime! Took a pounding! Twobrigades!

Taluses, too!”

 

Silk persevered. “But I must go there, without fighting if I can.


I

must get to Ermine’s.” Before he could rein in his tongue he added,

“She might actually be there.”

 

“See a woman, eh, lad?” Xiphias’s untidy beard rearrangeditself in a smile. “What if I tell old whatshisname? Old man,

purple robe?”

 

“I had hoped—”

 

“I won’t! I won’t! Forget everything anyhow, don’t I? Askanybody! We going tomorrow? Need a place to sleep?”

 

“Day sleep,” Oreb advised.

 

“Tonight,” Silk told the old man miserably, “and only I am going.

But it has to be tonight. Believe me, I would postpone it untilmorning if I could.”

 

“Drinking wine? No more for us!” Xiphias recorked the bottle andset it on the floor beside his chair. “Watch your bird! Watch andlearn! Knows more than you, lad!”

 

“Smart bird!”

 

“Hear that? There you are!” Xiphias bounced out of his chair.

“Have an apple? Forgot ‘em! Still a few.” He opened the oven doorand banged it shut. “Not in there! Had to move ‘em! Cooked themeat! Where’s Auk?”

 

“I’ve no idea, I’m afraid.” Silk cut himself a second, smallerpieceof cheese. “I hope he’s home in bed. May I put that apple you’relooking for in my pocket? I appreciate it very much—I feel a greatdeal better—but I must go. I wanted to ask whether you knew aroute to the Palatine that might be safer than the principalstreet—”

 

“Yes, lad! I do, I do!” Triumphantly, Xiphias displayed a brightred apple snatched from the potato bin.

 

“Good man!”

 

“And whether you could teach me a trick that might get me pastthe fighters on both sides. I knew there must be such things, andAuk would certainly know them; but it’s a long way to the Orilla,

and I wasn’t sure that I’d be able to find him. It occurred to me


that

he’d probably learned many from someone else, and that you were alikely source.”

 

“Need a teacher? Yes, you do! Glad you know it! Where’s yourneedler, lad?”

 

For a moment Silk was nonplussed. “My—? Right here in mypocket.” He held it up much as Xiphias had the apple. “It isn’tactually mine, however. It belongs to the young woman I’m to meetat Ermine’s.”

 

“Big one! I saw it! Fell out of your pants! Left it upstairs!


Want me

to get it? Eat your cheese!”

 

Xiphias darted through the kitchen door, and Silk heard himclattering up the stair. “We must go, Oreb.” He rose and droppedthe apple into a pocket of his robe. “He intends to go with us, and Ican’t permit it.” For a second his head spun; the walls of thekitchen

shook like jelly and revolved like a carousel before snapping backinto place.

 

A dark little hallway beyond the kitchen door led to the stair,


and

the door by which they had entered the house. He steadied himselfagainst the newel post, half hoping to hear the old man on the floorabove or even to see him descending again, but the old house couldnot have been more silent if he and Oreb had been alone in it; itpuzzled him until he recalled the canvas mats on the floor of thesalon.

 

Unbolting the door, he stepped into the empty, skylit street. Thetunnels through which he had trudged for so many weary hourspresumably underlay the Palatine, as they seemed to underlieeverything; but they would almost certainly be patrolled by soldierslike the one from whom he had escaped. He knew of no entranceexcept Scylla’s lakeshore shrine in any case, and was glad at thatmoment that he did not. A big hole, Oreb had said. Was it possiblethat Oreb, also, had wandered in those dread-filled tunnels?

 

Shuddering at the memories he had awakened, Silk limped awaytoward the Palatine with renewed determination, telling himselfthat his ankle did not really hurt half so much as he believed itdid.

His gaze was on the rutted potholed street, for he knew that despitewhat he might tell himself, twisting his ankle would put an end towalking; but regardless of all the self-discipline he brought tobear,

his thoughts threaded the tunnels once more, and hand-in-hand withMamelta reentered that curious structure (not unlike a tower, but atower thrust into the ground instead of rising into the air) that shehad called a ship, and again beheld below it emptiness darker thanany night and gleaming points of light that the Outsider—at hisenlightenment!—had indicated were whorls, whorls outside thewhorl, to which dead Pas and deathless Echidna, Scylla and hersiblings had never penetrated.

 

You was goin’ to get me out. Said you would. Promised.

 

Auk, who could not quite see Gelada, heard him crying in thewind that filled the pitch-black tunnel, while Gelada’s tears drippedfrom the rock overhead. The two-card boots he had always keptwell greased were sodden above the ankle now. “Bustard?” he calledhopefully. “Bustard?”

 

Bustard did not reply.

You had the word, you said. Get me out O’ here. “I saw you that

 

time, off to one side.” Unable to remember when or where he hadsaid it last, Auk repeated, “I got eyes like a cat.”

 

It was not quite true because Gelada had vanished when he hadturned his head, yet it seemed a good thing to say. Gelada mightwalk wide if he thought he was being watched.

 

Auk? That your name? Auk? “Sure. I told you.” Where’s theJuzgado, Auk? Lot o’ doors down here. Which ‘uns that ‘un, Auk?

“I dunno. Maybe the same word opens ‘em all.”

 

This was the widest tunnel he had seen, except he couldn’t seeit. The walls to either side were lost in the dark, and he might, forall he knew, be walking at a slant, might run into the wallslantwise with any step. From time to time he waved his arms,

touching nothing. Oreb flapped ahead, or maybe it was a bat, ornothing.

 

(Far away a woman’s voice called, “Auk? Auk?“)

 

The tunnel wall was aglow now, but still dark, dark with apeculiar sense of light—a luminous blackness. The toe of one bootkicked something solid, but his groping fingers found nothing.

 

“Auk, my noctolater, are you lost?”

 

The voice was near yet remote, a man’s, deep and laden withsorrow.

 

“No, I ain’t. Who’s that?”

 

“Where are you going, Auk? Truthfully.”

 

“Looking for Bustard.” Auk waited for another question, but nonecame. The thing he had kicked was a little higher than his knees,


flat

on top, large and solid feeling. He sat on it facing the luminousdark, drew up his legs, and untied his boots. “Bustard’s my brother,

older than me. He’s dead now, took on a couple Hoppies and theykilled him. Only he’s been down here with me a lot, giving meadvice and telling me stuff, I guess because this is under the groundand it’s where he lives on account of being dead.”

 

“He left you.”

 

“Yeah, he did. He generally does that if I start talking tosomebody else.” Auk pulled off his right boot; his foot felt colderthan Dace had after Gelada killed him. “What’s a noctolater?”

 

“One who worships by night, as you worship me.”

 

Auk looked up, startled. “You a god?”

 

“I am Tartaros, Auk, the god of darkness. I have heard youinvoke me many times, always by night.”

 

Auk traced the sign of addition in the air. “Are you standingover

there in the dark talking to me?”

 

“It is always dark where I stand, Auk. I am blind.”

 

“I didn’t know that.” Black rams and lambs, the gray ram whenPatera Silk got home safely, once a black goat, first of all the pairof

bats he’d caught himself, surprised by day in the dark, dusty atticof

the palaestra and brought to Patera Pike, all for this blind god.

“You’re a god. Can’t you make yourself see?”

 

“No.” The hopeless negative seemed to fill the tunnel, hanging inthe blackness long after its sound had faded. “I am an unwilling god,

Auk. The only unwilling god. My father made me do this. If, as agod, I might have healed myself, I would have obeyed verywillingly, I believe.”

 

“I asked my mother… Asked Maytera to bring a god down hereto walk with us. I guess she brought you.”

 

“No,” Tartaros said again; then, “I come here often, Auk. It isthe

oldest altar we have.”

 

“This I’m sitting on? I’ll get off.”

 

(Again the woman’s voice: “Auk? Auk?“)

 

“You may remain. I am also the sole humble god, Auk, or nearly.”

 

“If it’s sacred…”

 

“Wood was heaped upon it, and the carcasses of animals. Youprofane it no more than they. When the first people came, Auk,

they were shown how we desired to be worshiped. Soon, they weremade to forget. They did, but because they had seen what they hadseen, a part of them remembered, and when they found our altarson the inner surface, they sacrificed as we had taught them. First ofall, here.”

 

“I haven’t got anything,” Auk explained. “I used to have a bird,

but he’s gone. I thought I heard a bat a little while ago. I’ll tryto

catch one, if you’d like that.”

 

“You think me thirsty for blood, like my sister Scylla.”

 

“I guess. I was with her awhile.” Auk tried to remember when thathad been; although he recalled incidents—seeing her naked on awhite stone and cooking fish for her—the days and the minutesslipped and slid.

 

“What is it you wish, Auk?”

 

Suddenly he was frightened. “Nothing really, Terrible Tartaros.”

 

“Those who offer us sacrifice always wish something, Auk. Often,

many things. Rain, in your city and many others.”

 

“It’s raining down here already, Terrible Tartaros.”

 

“I know, Auk.”

 

“If you’re blind…”

 

“Can you see it, Auk?”

 

He shook his head. “It’s too shaggy dark.”

 

“But you hear it. Hear the slow splash of the falling dropskissingthe drops that fell.”

 

“I feel it, too,” Auk told the god. “Every once in a while onegoesdown the back of my neck.”

 

“What is it you wish, Auk?”

 

“Nothing, Terrible Tartaros.” Shivering, Auk wrapped himself inhis own arms.

 

“All men wish for something, Auk. Most of all, those who saythey wish for nothing.”

 

“I don’t, Terrible Tartaros. Only if you want me to, I’ll wishfor

something for you. I’d like something to eat.”

 

Silence answered him.

 

“Tartaros? Listen, if this’s a altar I’m sitting on and you’rehere

talking to me, shouldn’t there be a Sacred Window around heresomeplace?”

 

“There is, Auk. You are addressing it. I am here.”

 

Auk took off his left boot. “I got to think about that.”

 

Maytera Mint had taught him all about the gods, but it seemed tohim that there were really two kinds, the ones she had told about,

the gods in his copybook, and the real ones like Scylla when she’dbeen inside Chenille, and this Tartaros. The real kind were a lotbigger, but the ones in his copybook had been better, and strongersomehow, even if they were not real.

 

“Terrible Tartaros?”

 

“Yes, Auk, my noctolater, what is it you wish?”

 

“The answers to a couple questions, if that’s all right. Lots oftimes

you gods answer questions for augurs. I know I’m not no augur. Sois it all right for me to ask you, ‘cause we haven’t got one here?”

 

Silence, save for the ever-present splashings, and the woman’svoice, sad and hoarse and very far away.

 

“How come I can’t see your Window, Terrible Tartaros? That’smy first one, if that’s all right. I mean, usually they’re sort ofgray,

 

but they shine in the dark. So am I blind, too?”

 

Silence fell again. Auk chafed his freezing feet with his hands.

Those hands had glowed like molten gold, not long ago; now theywere not even warm.

 

“I guess you’re waiting for the other question? Well, what Iwanted to know is how come I hear words and everything? At thispalaestra I went to, Maytera said when we got bigger we wouldn’tbe able to make sense out of the words if a god ever came to ourSacred Window, just sort of know what he meant and maybe catch acouple of words once in a while. Then when Kypris came, it was justlike what Maytera’d said it was going to be. Sometimes I felt like Icould practically see her, and there was a couple words she said thatI heard just as clear as I ever heard anybody, Terrible Tartaros. Shesaid

love and robbery, and I knew it. I knew both those words. AndI knew she was telling us it was all right, she loved us and she’dprotect us, only we had to believe in her. But when you talk, it’slike

you were a man just like me or Bustard, standing right here with me.”

 

No voice replied. Auk let out his breath with a whoosh, and puthis freezing fingers in armpits for a moment or two, and then beganto wring out his stockings.

 

“You yourself have never seen a god in a Window, Auk mynoctolater?”

 

Auk shook his head. “Not real clear, Terrible Tartaros. I sort ofsaw Kindly Kypris just a little, though, and that’s good enough forme.”

 

“Your humility becomes you, Auk.”

 

“Thanks.” Lost in thought, Auk reflected on his own life andcharacter, the limp stocking still in his hand. At length he said,

“It’s

never done me a lot of good, Terrible Tartaros, only I guess I neverreally had much.”

 

“If an augur sees the face and hears the words of a god, Auk, hesees and hears because he has never known Woman. A sibyl, also,

may see and hear a god, provided that she has not known Man.

Children who have never known either may see us as well. That isthe law fixed by my mother, the price that she demanded foraccepting the gift my father offered. And though her law does notfunction as she intended in every instance, for the most part itfunctions well enough.”

 

“All right,” Auk said.

 

“The faces we had as mortals have rotted to dust, and the voiceswe once possessed have been still for a thousand years. No augur,

no sibyl in the Whorl, has ever seen or heard them. What youraugurs and sibyls see, if they see anything, is the self-image of thegod who chooses to be seen. You say that you could nearly makeout the face of my father’s concubine. The face you nearly saw washer own image of herself, her self as she imagines that self toappear. I feel confident that it was a beautiful face. I have nevermet

any woman more secure in her own vanity. In the same fashion, wesound to them as we conceive our voices to sound. Have I made

myself clear to you, Auk?”

 

“No, Terrible Tartaros, ‘cause I can’t see you.”

 

“What you see, Auk, is that part of me which can be seen. That isto say, nothing. I came blind from the womb, Auk, and because of itI am incapable of formulating a visual image for you. Nor can I showyou the Holy Hues, which are my brother’s and my sisters’ thoughtsbefore they have coalesced. Nor can I exhibit to you any face at all,

whether lovely or terrible. You see the face I envision when I thinkupon my own. That is to say, nothing. When I depart, you willbehold once more the luminous gray you mention.”

 

“I’d rather you stayed around awhile, Terrible Tartaros. If

 

Bustard ain’t going to come back, I like having you with me.” Auklicked his lips. “Probably I oughtn’t to say this, but I don’t meananyharm by it.”

 

“Speak, Auk, my noctolater.”

 

“Well, if I could scheme out some way to help you, I’d do it.”

 

There was silence again, a silence that endured so long that Aukfeared that the god had returned to Mainframe; even the distantwoman’s voice was silent.

 

“You asked by what power you hear my words as words, Auk, mynoctolater.”

 

He breathed a sigh of relief. “Yeah, I guess I did.”

 

“It is not uncommon. My mother’s law has lost its hold on you,

because there is something amiss with your mind.”

 

Auk nodded. “Yeah, I know. I fell off our tall ass when he gothit

with a rocket, and I guess I must’ve landed on my head. Like, itdon’t bother me that Bustard’s dead, only he’s down here talking tome. Only I know it would’ve in the old days. I don’t worry aboutJugs, either, like I ought to. I love her, and maybe that cull Urus’strying to jump her right now, but she’s a whore anyhow.” Aukshrugged. “I just hope he don’t hurt her.”

 

“You cannot live in these tunnels, Auk, my noctolater. There isno food for you here.”

 

“Me and Bustard’ll try to get out, soon as I find him,” Aukpromised.

 

“If I were to possess you, I might be able to heal you, Auk.”

 

“Go ahead, then.”

 

“We would be blind, Auk. As blind as I. Because I have never hadeyes of my own, I could not look out through yours. But I shall gowith you, and guide you, and use your body to heal you, if I can.

Look upon me, Auk.”

 

“There’s nothing to see,” Auk protested.

 

But there was: a stammering light so filled with hope andpleasureand wonder that Auk would willingly have seen nothing else, if onlyhe could have watched it forever.

 

“If you’re actually Patera Silk,” the young woman at the barricade

 

told him, “they’ll kill you the minute you step out there.”

 

“No step,” Oreb muttered. And again, “No step.”

 

“Very possibly they would,” Silk conceded. “As in fact theyalmost

certainly will—unless you’re willing to help.”

 

“If you’re Silk you wouldn’t have to ask me or my people foranything.” Uneasily she studied the thin, ascetic face revealed bythe

bright skylight. “If you’re Silk, you are our commander and evenGeneral Mint must answer to you. You could just tell us, and we’dhave to do whatever you said.”

 

Silk shook his head. “I am Silk, but I can’t prove that here. Youwould have to find someone you trust who knows me and canidentify me, and that would consume more time than I have; so I’mbegging you instead. Assume—though I swear to you that this iscontrary to fact—that I am not Silk. That I am—this, of course, isentirely factual—a poor young augur in urgent need of yourassistance. If you won’t help me for my sake, or for that of the god

 

serve, do so for your own, I implore you.”

 

“I can’t launch an attack without an order from Brigadier Bison.”

 

“You shouldn’t,” Silk told her, “with one. There’s an armoredfloater behind those sandbags. I can see the turret above them. Ifyour people attacked, they would be advancing into its fire, and I’veseen what a buzz gun can do.”

 

The young woman drew herself up to her full height, which was aspan and a half less than his own. “We will attack if we are orderedto do so, Calde.”

 

Oreb bobbed his approbation. “Good girl!”

 

Looking at the sleeping figures behind the barricade, childrenof fifteen and fourteen, thirteen and even twelve, Silk shook hishead.

 

“They’re pretty young.” (The young woman could not have beenmore than twenty herself.) “But they’ll fight if they’re led, andI’ll

lead them.” When Silk said nothing, she added “That’s not all. I’vegot a few men, too, and some slug guns. Most of the women—theother women, I ought to say—are working in the fire companies.

You were surprised to find me in command, but General Mint’s awoman.”

 

“I am surprised at that, as well,” Silk told her.

 

“Men want to fight a male officer. Besides, the women ofTrivigaunte are famous troopers, and we women of Viron are in noway inferior to them!”

 

Recalling Doctor Crane, Silk said, “I’d like to believe that ourmen are as brave as theirs, as well.”

 

The young woman was shocked. “They’re slaves!”

 

“Have you been there?”

 

She shook her head.

 

“Neither have I. Surely then it’s pointless for us to discusstheir

customs. A moment ago you called me Calde. Did you meanthat…?”

 

“Lieutenant. I’m Lieutenant Liana now. I used the title as a

courtesy, nothing more. If you want my opinion, I think you’re whoyou say you are. An augur wouldn’t lie about that, and there’s thebird. They say you’ve got a pet bird.”

 

“Silk here,” the bird informed her.

 

“Then do as I ask. Do you have a white flag?”

 

“For surrender?” Liana was offended. “Certainly not!”

 

“To signal a truce. You can make one by tying a white rag to astick. I want you to wave it and call to them, on the other side.


Tell

them there’s an augur here who’s brought the pardon of Pas to yourwounded. That’s entirely true, as you know. Say he wants to crossand do the same for theirs.”

 

“They’ll kill you when they find out who you are.”

 

“Perhaps they won’t find out. I promise you that I won’tvolunteer

the information.”

 

Liana ran her fingers through her tousled hair; it was the samegesture he used in the grip of indecision. “Why me? No, Calde, Ican’t let you risk yourself.”

 

“You can,” he told her. “What you cannot do is maintain thatposition with even an appearance of logic. Either I am calde or I amnot. If I am, it is your duty to obey any order I give. If I’m not,


the

life of the calde is not at risk.”

 

A few minutes later, as she and a young man called Linsanghelped him up the barricade, Silk wondered whether he had beenwise to invoke logic. Logic condemned everything he had done sinceOosik had handed him Hyacinth’s letter. When Hyacinth hadwritten, the city had been at peace, at least relatively. She had nodoubt expected to shop on the Palatine, stay the night at Ermine’s,

and return-

 

“No fall,” Oreb cautioned him.

 

He was trying not to. The barricade had been heaped up fromanything and everything: rubble from ruined buildings, desks andcounters from shops, beds, barrels, and bales piled upon one

 

another without any order he could discern.

 

He paused at the top, waiting for a shot. The troopers behind thesandbag redoubt had been told he was an augur, and might know ofthe Prolocutor’s letter by this time. Seeing Oreb, they might knowwhich augur he was, as well.

 

And shoot. It would be better, perhaps, to fall backward towardLiana and Linsang if they did—better, certainly, to jump that way ifthey missed.

 

No shot came; he began a cautious descent, slightly impeded bythe traveling bag. Oosik had not killed him because Oosik had takenthe long view, had been at least as much politician as trooper, asevery high-ranking officer no doubt had to be. The officer commandingthe redoubt would be younger, ready to obey the orders ofthe Ayuntamiento without question.

 

Yet here he was.

 

Once invoked, logic was like a god. One might entreat a god tovisit one’s Window; but if a god came it could not be dismissed, norcould any message that it vouchsafed mankind be ignored, suppressed,

or denied. He had invoked logic, and logic told him that heshould be in bed in the house that had become Oosik’s temporaryheadquarters—that he should be getting the rest and care he neededso badly.

 

“He knew I’d go, Oreb.” Something closed his throat; he coughedand spat a soft lump that could have been mucus. “He’d read herletter before he came in, and he’s seen her.” Silk found that hecould

not, even now, bring himself to mention that Oosik had lain withHyacinth. “He knew I’d go, and take his problem with me.”

 

“Man watch,” Oreb informed him.

 

He paused again scanning the sandbag wall but unable todistinguish, at this distance, rounded sandbags from helmetedheads. “As long as they don’t shoot,” he muttered.

 

“No shoot.”

 

This stretch of Gold Street had been lined with jewelers, thelargest and richest shops nearest the Palatine, the richest of allclinging to the skirts of the hill itself, so that their patronscould

boast of buying their bangles “uphill.” Most of the shops were emptynow, their grills and bars torn from their fronts by a thousand arms,

their gutted interiors guarded only by those who had died defendingor looting them. Beyond the redoubt, other richer shops waited, stillintact. Silk tried and failed to imagine the children over whoserecumbent bodies he had stepped looting them. They would not, ofcourse. They would charge, fight, and very quickly die at Liana’sorder, and she with them. The looters would follow—if theysucceeded. This body (Silk crouched to examine it) was that of a boyof thirteen or so; one side of his face had been shot away.

 

He had not been on Gold Street often; but he was certain that ithad never been this long, or half this wide.

 

Here a trooper of the Guard and a tough-looking man who mighthave been the one who had questioned him after Kypris’stheophany lay side-by-side, their knives in each other’s ribs.

 

“Patera!” It was the rasping voice that had answered Liana’shail.

 

“What is it, my son?”

 

“Hurry up, will you!”

 

He broke into a trot, though not without protest from his ankle.

When he had feared a shot at any moment, this lowest slope of thePalatine had been very steep; now he was scarcely conscious of itsgrade.

 

“Here. Grab my hand.”

 

The Guard’s redoubt was only half the height of the rebelbarricade, although it was (as Silk saw when he had scrambled to thetop) rather thicker. Its front was nearly sheer, its back stepped for

 

the troopers who would fire over it.

 

The one who had helped him up said, “Come on. I don’t knowhow long he’ll last.”

 

Silk nodded, out of breath from his climb and afraid he had tornthe stitches in his lung. “Take me to him.”

 

The trooper jumped from the sandbag step; Silk followed morecircumspectly. There were sleepers here as well, a score of armoredGuardsmen lying in the street wrapped in blankets that wereprobably green but looked black in the skylight.

 

“They going to rush us, over there?” the trooper asked.

 

“No. Not tonight, I’d say—tomorrow morning, perhaps.”

 

The trooper grunted. “Slugs’ll go right through a lot of thatstuff in

their fieldwork. I been lookin’ it over, and there’s a lot offurniture

in there. Boards no thicker than your thumb in junk like that. I’mSergeant Eft.”

 

They shook hands, and Silk said, “I was thinking the same thingas

I climbed over it, Sergeant. There are heavier things as well,

though, and even the chairs and so forth must obstruct your view.”

 

Eft snorted. “They got nothin’ I want to see.”

 

That could not be said of the Guard, as Silk realized as soon ashe

looked past the floater. A talus had been posted at an intersection ahundred paces uphill, its great, tusked head (so like that of the onehe had killed beneath Scylla’s shrine that he could have believedthem brothers) swiveling to peer down each street in turn. Lianawould have been interested in it, he thought, if she did not knowabout it already.

 

“In here.” Eft opened the door of one of the dark shops; hisvoice

and the thump of the door brightened lights inside, where troopersstripped of parts of their armor and more or less bandaged lay onblankets on a terrazzo floor. One moaned, awakened by the noiseor the lights; two, it seemed, were not breathing. Silk knelt by thenearest, feeling for a pulse.

 

“Not him. Over here.”

 

“All of them,” Silk said. “I’m going to bring the Pardon of Pasto all of

them, and I won’t do it en masse. There’s no justification for that.”

 

“Most’s already had it. He has.”

 

Silk looked up at the sergeant, but there was no judging histruthfulness from his hard, ill-favored face. Silk rose. “This man’sdead, I believe.”

 

“All right, we’ll get him out of here. Come over here. He’s not.”

Eft was standing beside the man who had moaned.

 

Silk knelt again. The injured man’s skin was cold to his touch.

“You’re not keeping him warm enough, Sergeant.”

 

“You a doctor, too?”

 

“No, but I know something about caring for the sick. An augurmust.”

 

“No hurt.” Oreb hopped from Silk’s shoulder to the injured man’schest. “No blood.”

 

“Leave him alone, you silly bird.”

 

“No hurt!” Oreb whistled. “No blood!”

 

A bald man no taller than Liana stepped from behind one of theempty showcases. Although he held a slug gun, he was not in armoror even in uniform. “He—he isn’t, Patera. Isn’t wounded. At leasthe doesn’t—I couldn’t find a thing. I think it must be his heart.”

 

“Get a blanket,” Silk told Eft. “Two blankets. Now!”

 

“I don’t take orders from any shaggy butcher.”

 

“Then his death will be on your head, Sergeant.” Silk took hisbeads from his pocket. “Bring two blankets. Three wouldn’t be too

 

many. The men watching the rebels can spare theirs, surely. Threeblankets and clean water.”

 

He bent over the injured man, his prayer beads dangling in theapproved fashion from his right hand. “In the names of all the godsyou are forgiven forever, my son. I speak here for Great Pas, forDivine Echidna, for Scalding Scylla, for Marvelous Molpe…”

 

The names rolled from his tongue, each with its sonoroushonorific, names empty or freighted with horror. Pas, whose Planthe Outsider had endorsed, was dead; Echidna a monster. Theghost that haunted Silk’s mind now, as he spoke and swung hisbeads, was not Doctor Crane’s but that of the handsome, brutalchem who had believed himself Councillor Lemur.

 

“The monarch wanted a son to succeed him,” the false Lemur hadsaid. “Scylla was as strong-willed as the monarch himself but female.

Her father allowed her to found our city, however, and manyothers. She founded your Chapter as well, a parody of the statereligion of her own whorl. His queen bore the monarch anotherchild, but she was worse yet, a fine dancer and a skilled musician,

but female, too, and subject to fits of insanity. We call her Molpe.

The third was male, but no better than the first two because he wasborn blind. He became that Tartaros to whom you were recommendingyourself, Patera. You believe he can see without light. Thetruth is that he cannot see by daylight. Echidna conceived again,

and bore another male, a healthy boy who inherited his father’svirile indifference to the physical sensations of others to the pointof

mania. We call him Hierax now—”

 

And this boy over whom he bent and traced sign after sign ofaddition was nearly dead. Possibly—just possibly—he might derivecomfort from the liturgy, and even strength. The gods whom he hadworshiped might be unworthy of his worship, or of anyone’s; but theworship itself must have counted for something, weighed in somescales somewhere, surely. It had to, or else the Whorl was mad.

 

“The Outsider likewise forgives you, my son, for I speak here forhim, too.” A final sign of addition and it was over. Silk sighed,

shivered, and put away his beads.

 

“The other one didn’t say that,” the civilian with the slug guntold

him. “That last.”

 

He had waited so long in fear of some such remark that it camenow as an anticlimax. “Many augurs include the Outsider among theminor gods,” he explained, “but I don’t. His heart? Is that what yousaid? He’s very young for heart problems.”

 

“His name’s Cornet Mattak. His father’s a customer of mine.” The

little jeweler leaned closer. “That sergeant, he killed the otherone.”

 

“The other—?”

 

“Patera Moray. He told me his name. We chatted awhile whenhe’d said the prayers of the Pardon, and I—I— And I—” Tearsflooded the jeweler’s eyes, abrupt and unexpected as the gush froma broken jar. He took out a blue handkerchief and blew his nose.

 

Silk bent over the cornet again, searching for a wound.

 

“I said I’d give him a chalice. To catch the blood, you know whatI mean?”

 

“Yes,” Silk said absently. “I know what they’re for.”

 

“He said theirs was yellow pottery, and I said—said—”

 

Silk rose and picked up the small traveling bag. “Where is hisbody? Are you certain he’s dead?” Oreb fluttered back to hisshoulder.

 

The jeweler wiped his eyes and nose. “Is he dead? Holy Hierax! Ifyou’d seen him, you wouldn’t ask. He’s out in the alley. Thatsergeant came in while we were talking and shot him. In my ownstore! He dragged him out there afterward.”

 

“Show him to me, please. He brought the Pardon of Pas to all

 

these others? Is that correct?”

Leading Silk past empty display cases toward the back of the

 

shop, the jeweler nodded.

“Cornet Mattak hadn’t been wounded then?”

“That’s right.” The jeweler pushed aside a black velvet curtain,

 

revealing a narrow hallway. They passed a padlocked iron door andstopped before a similar door that was heavily barred. “I said whenall this is over and things have settled down, I’ll give you a goldone.

I was still emptying out my cases, you see, while he was bringingthem the Pardon. He said he’d never seen so much gold, and theywere saving for a real gold chalice. They had one at his manteion, hesaid, before he came, but they’d had to sell it.”

 

“I understand.”

 

The jeweler took down the second bar and stood it against thewall.

“So I said, when this is over I’ll give you one to remember tonightby.

I’ve got a nice one that I’ve had about a year, plain gold but notplainlooking, you know what I mean? He smiled when I said that.”

 

The iron door swung open with a creak of dry hinges thatreminded Silk painfully of the garden gate at the manse.

 

“I said, you come into the strong room with me, Patera, and I’llshow it to you. He put his hand on my shoulder then and said, myson, don’t consider yourself bound by this. You haven’t sworn by agod, and—and—”

 

“Let me see him.” Silk stepped outside into the alley.

“And then the sergeant came in and shot him,” the jewelerfinished. “So don’t you go back inside, Patera.”

 

In the chill evil-smelling darkness, someone was murmuring theprayer that Silk himself had just completed. He caught the names ofPhaea and Sphigx, followed by the conventional closing phrase. Thevoice was an old man’s; for an eerie moment, Silk felt that it wasPatera Pike’s.

 

His eyes had adjusted to the darkness of the alley by the timethe

kneeling figure stood. “You’re in terrible danger here,” Silk said,

and bit back the stooped figure’s title just in time.

 

“So are you, Patera,” Quetzal told him.

 

Silk turned to the jeweler. “Go inside and bar the door, please.


I

must speak to the—to my fellow augur. Warn him.”

 

The jeweler nodded, and the iron door closed with a crash,

leaving the alley darker than ever.

 

For a few seconds, Silk assumed that he had simply lost sight ofQuetzal in the darkness; but he was no longer there. Patera Moray—ofan age, height, and weight indeterminable without more light—layon his back in the filthy mud of the alley, his beads in his handsand his arms neatly folded across his torn chest, alone in the finalsolitude of death.

 

Chapter 7 — Where Thelx Holds Up a Mirror

 

Silk stopped to look at Ermine’s imposing facade. Ermine’s hadbeen built as a private house, or so it appeared—built for someonewith a bottomless cardcase and a deep appreciation of pillars,

arches, friezes, and cornices and the like; features he hadpreviouslyseen only as fading designs painted on the otherwise stark fronts ofshiprock buildings were real here in a jungle of stone that toweredfully five stories. A polished brass plaque of ostentatiously modest

 

proportions on the wide green front door announced: “Ermine’sHotel.”

 

Who, Silk wondered almost idly, had Ermine been? Or was hestill alive? If so, might Linsang be a poor relation—or even a richone who had turned against the Ayuntamiento? And what aboutPatera Gulo? Stranger things had happened.

 

Though he felt cold, his hands were clammy; he groped for hisrobe before remembering that it was back in the borrowed travelingbag with the borrowed blue tunic, and wiped his hands on the yellowone he was wearing instead.

 

“Go in?” Oreb inquired.

 

“In a minute.” He was procrastinating and knew it. This wasErmine’s, the end of dreams, the shadeup of waking. If he waslucky, he would be recognized and shot. If he was not, he would findThelxiepeia’s image and wait until Ermine’s closed, for evenErmine’s must close sometime. An immensely superior servantwould inform him icily that he would have to leave. He would stand,

and look about him one last time, and try to hold the servant inconversation to gain a few moments more.

 

After that, he would have to go. The street would be gray withmorning and very cold. He would hear Ermine’s door shut firmlybehind him, the snick of the bolt and the rattle of the bar. He wouldlook up and down the street and see no Hyacinth, and no one whocould be carrying a message from her.

 

Then it would be over. Over and dead and done with, never tolive again. He would recall his longing as something that had onceoccupied an augur whose name chanced to be his, Silk, a name notcommon but by no means outlandish. (The old calde, whose bust hismother had kept at the back of her closet, had been—what? Had hebeen Silk, too? No, Tussah; but tussah was another costly fabric.)

He would try to bring peace and to save his manteion, fail at both,

and die.

 

“Go in?”

 

He wanted to say that they were indeed going in, but foundhimself too dismayed to speak. A man with a pheasant’s feather inhis hat and a fur cape muttered, “Pardon me,” and shouldered past.

A footman in livery (presumably the supercilious servant envisioneda few seconds before) opened the door from inside.

 

Now. Or not at all. Leave or send a message. Preserve theillusion.

 

“Are you coming in, sir?”

 

“Yes,” Silk said. “Yes, I am. I was wondering about my pet,

though. If there are objections, I’ll leave him outside.”

 

“None, sir,” A faint, white smile touched the footman’s narrowlips like the tracery of frost upon a windowpane. “The ladies notinfrequently bring animals, sir. Boarhounds, sir. Monkeys. Yourbird cannot be worse. But, sir, the door…”

 

It was open, of course. The night was chill, and Ermine’s wouldbe comfortably warm, rebellion or no rebellion. Silk climbed thesteps to the green door, discovering that Liana’s barricade had beenneither higher nor steeper.

 

“This is your first visit to Ermine’s, I take it, sir?”

 

Silk nodded. “I’m to meet a lady here.”

 

“I quite understand, sir. This is our anteroom, sir.” There weresofas and stiff-looking chairs. “It is principally for the removal ofone’s outer garments, sir. They are left in the cloakroom. You maycheck your bag there, if you so desire. There is no hospitality herein

the anteroom, sir, but one can observe all the guests who enter ordepart.”

 

“Good man?” Oreb studied the footman through one bright, blackeye. “Like bird?”

 

“Tonight, sir,” the footman leaned nearer Silk, and his voicebecame confidential, “I might be able to fetch you some refreshment

 

myself, however. We’ve little patronage tonight. The unrest.”

 

“Thank you,” Silk said. “Thank you very much. But no.”

 

“Beyond the anteroom, sir, is our sellaria. The chairs are rathermore comfonable, sir, and there is hospitality as well. Somegentlemen read.”

 

“Suppose I go into your seilaria and turn to the right,” Silkinquired, “where would I be then?”

 

“In the Club, sir. Or if one turns less abruptly, in theGlasshouse,

sir. There are nooks, sir. Benches and settees. There is hospitality,

sir, but it is infrequent.”

 

“Thank you,” Silk said, and hurried away.

 

Strange to think that this enormous room, a room that held fiftychairs or more, with half that many diminutive tables and scores ofpotted plants, statues, and fat-bellied urns, should be called by thesame name as his musty little sitting room at the manse. Swerving tohis right he wound among them, worrying that he had turned tooabruptly and feeling that he walked in a dream through a house ofgiants—while politely declining the tray proffered by a deferentialwaiter. All the chairs he saw were empty; a table with a glass topscarcely bigger than the seat of a milking stool held wads ofcrumpled paper and a sheet half covered with script, the only signsof human habitation.

 

A wall loomed before him like the face of a mountain, or moreaccurately, like a fog bank through rents in which might be glimpsedscenes of unrelated luxury that were in truth its pictures. He veeredleft, and after another twenty strides caught sight of a marble archframing a curtain of leaves.

 

It had been as warm as he had expected in the sellaria; passingthrough the arch he entered an atmosphere warmer still, humid, andfreighted with exotic perfumes. A moth with mauve-and-gray wingslarger than his palms fluttered before his face to light on a purpleflower the size of a soup tureen. A path surfaced with what seemedprecious stones, narrower even than the graveled path through thegarden of his manteion, vanished after a step or two among vinesand dwarfish trees. The music of falling water was everywhere.

 

“Good place,” Oreb approved.

 

It was, Silk thought. It was stranger and more dream-like thanthe

sellaria, but more friendly and more human, too. The sellaria hadbeen a vision of opulence bordering on nightmare; this was a gentlerone of warmth and water, sunshine and lush fertility, and thoughthis glass-roofed garden might be used for vicious purposes, sunshineand fertility, water and warmth were things in themselvesgood; their desirability could only be illustrated more clearly bythe

proximity of evil. “I like it,” he whispered to Oreb. “Hyacinth musttoo, or she wouldn’t have told me to meet her here, where all thiswould surely dim the beauty of a woman less lovely.”

 

The sparkling path divided. He hesitated, then turned to hisright.

A few steps more, and there was no light save that from the skylandsfloating above the whorl. “His Cognizance would like this as much aswe do, I believe, Oreb. I’ve been in his garden at the Palace, andthis reminds me of it, though that’s an open-air garden, and thiscan’t be nearly as large.”

 

Here was a seat for two, masterfully carved from a single blockof

myrtle. He halted to stare at it, longing to sit but restrained bythe

fear that he would be unable to stand again. “We have to find thisimage of Thelxiepeia,” he muttered, “and there must be places to sitthere. Hyacinth won’t come. She’s at Blood’s in the country, she’sbound to be. But we can rest there awhile.”

 

A new voice, obsequious and affected, murmured, “I beg your

 

pardon, sir.”

“Yes, what is it?” Silk turned.

A waiter had come up behind him. “I’m rather embarrassed, sir. I

 

really don’t know quite how to phrase it.”

 

“Am I not supposed to be in here now?” As Silk asked, heresolved not to leave without a fight; they might overwhelm himwith a mob of waiters and footmen, but they would have to—nomere order or argument would suffice.

 

“Oh, no, sir!” The waiter looked horrified. “It’s quite allright.”

The desperate struggle Silk had visualized faded into the mist ofunactualized eventualities.

 

“There is a gendeman, sir. A very tall gentleman, sir, with alongface? Rather a sad face, if I may say so, sir. He’s in the Club.”

 

“No go,” Oreb announced firmly.

 

“He would not give me his name, sir. He said it was notrelevant.”

The waiter cleared his throat. “He would not give your name either,

sir, but he described you. He said that I was to say nothing if youwere with someone, sir. I was only to offer to bring you and anyonewho might be in your company refreshment, for which he wouldpay. But that if I found you alone, I was to invite you to join him.”

 

Silk shook his head. “I have no idea who this gentleman is. Doyou?”

 

“No, sir. He is not a regular patron. sir. I don’t think I’veever

seen him before.”

 

“Do you know the figure of Thelxiepela, waiter? Here in theGlasshouse?”

“Certainly, sir. The tall gentleman instructed me to look for youthere, sir.”

 

Colonel Oosik was tall, Silk reflected, though so massive thathis

height had not been very noticeable; but Oosik could scarcely becalled longfaced. Since only he and Captain Gecko had readHyacinth’s letter, the longfaced man was presumably Gecko. “Tellhim I can’t join him in the Club,” Silk said, choosing his words.

“Express my regrets. Tell him I’ll be at the figure of Thelxiepeia.


and

I’m alone. He may speak to me there if he chooses.”

 

“Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. May I get you anything, sir? I could

 

bring it there.”

Silk shook his head impatiently.

“Very well, sir. I will deliver your message.”

“Wait a moment. What time is it?”

The waiter looked apologetic. “I have no watch, sir.”

“Of course not. Neither do I. Approximately.”

“I looked at the barman’s clock, sir, only a minute or two before

 


I

came here. It was five until twelve then, sir.”

“Thank you,” Silk said, and sat down on the carved wooden seatwithout a thought about the difficulty of getting up.

 

Hieraxday, Hyacinth’s letter said. He tried to recall her exactwords and failed, but he remembered their import. She hadmentioned no time, perhaps intending late afternoon, when shewould have finished her shopping. The barman’s clock was in theClub, no doubt; and the Club would be a drinking place, primarilyfor men—a rich man’s version of the Cock, where he had foundAuk. The waiter was unlikely to have glanced at the barman’s clockafter speaking to the longfaced man, whoever he was; so it hadprobably been ten minutes or more since he had noticed the time.

Hieraxday was past. This was Thelxday, and if Hyacinth had waited

 

for him (which was highly unlikely) he had not come.

 

“Hello, Jugs,” Auk said, emerging from the darkness of a sidetunnel. “He wants us to work on Pas’s Plan.”

 

Chenille whirled. “Hackum! I’ve been looking all over for you!”

She ran to him, surprising him, threw her arms around him, andwept.

“Now,” he said. “Now, now, Jugs. Now, now.” She had beenunhappy, and he knew it and knew that in some ill-defined andtroubling way it was his fault, although he had meant her no harm,

had wished her well and thought of her with kindness when he badthought of her at all. “Excuse,” he muttered, and let go ofTartaros’s

hand to embrace her with both arms.

 

When at last she ceased sobbing, he kissed her as tenderly as hecould, a kiss she returned passionately. She wiped her eyes,

sniffled,

and gulped, “Oh, Hierax! Hackum, I missed you so much! I’ve beenso lonesome and scared. Hug me.”

 

This baffled him, because he already was. He tried, “I’m sorry,

Jugs,” and when it seemed to do no good, “I won’t ever leave youagain unless you want me to.”

 

She nodded and swallowed. “It’s all right, as long as you keepcoming back.”

 

He noticed her ring. “Didn’t I give you that?”

 

“Yeah, thanks.” Stepping back, she held it up to show it offbetter,

although the bleared greenish lights could never do it justice. “Ilove

it, but you can have it back anytime if you need the gelt.”

 

“I’m flush, but I gave it to you?”

 

“You forget, huh?” She looked at him searchingly. “On account ofhitting your head. Or maybe a god got you like Kypris did me? It’sstill pretty hard for me to remember lots of things that happenedwhen she was boss, or Scylla.”

 

Auk shook his head, and found that it no longer ached. “I’venever had no god bossing me, Jugs, or wanted to either. That’s lily.

I never even knew about Kypris, but you were a lot different whenyou were Scylla.”

 

“Some of that was me, I think. Hold me tighter, won’t you? I’mreally cold.”

 

“Your sunburn don’t hurt any more?”

 

She shook her head. “Not much. I’m starting to peel a little.

The bird was pulling on the peels before he left, only I made himstop.”

 

Auk looked around. “Where is he?”

 

“With Patera and Stony, I guess. That Urus beat the hoof and theytook off after him. Me, too, only we came to a split in the tunnel,

you know?”

 

“Sure. I’ve seen a lot of them.”

 

“And then I thought, they’re not going to look for Auk anymore,

and that’s what I want to do. So I sort of slowed down, and whenthey went one way I went the other. I guess the bird went withthem.”

 

“That was you I heard calling me.”

 

Chenille nodded. “Yeah. I yelled until my pipe gave out. Oh,

Hackum, I’m so glad I found you!”

 

“We found you,” he told her seriously. “Why I ran off, Jugs…”

He fell silent, massaging his big jaw.

 

“You saw somebody, Hackum. Or anyhow you thought you did. Icould see that, and Patera said so, too.”

 

“Yeah. My brother Bustard. He’s dead, see? Only he was downhere talking to me. I was going to say he wasn’t really, I just sortof

 

dreamed it, only now I’m not so sure. Maybe he was. Know what Imean?”

The gray shiprock walls seemed to press in upon her. “I think so,

Hackum.”

 

“Then he went away, and I missed him a lot, just like when hedied. So then when I saw him again, maybe it was a couple, threehours later, I waved and yelled and tried to catch up, only I neverdid. Then I got lost, but I didn’t care because I was looking forBustard, and he could’ve been anywhere. Then I ran into this god.

Into Tartaros. Mostly I call him Terrible Tartaros, ‘cause I can’tsaythe other right.”

 

“You met a god, Hackum? Like you’d meet somebody in thestreet, you mean?”

 

“Sort of.” Auk sat down on the tunnel floor. “Jugs, will you siton

my lap, the way you used to do in the old days? I’d like that.”

 

“All right.” She did, laying her launcher flat, crossing her longlegs, and leaning back in his arms “This is really better, Hackum.

It’s a lot warmer Except I don’t do it much any more because Iknow I’m a pretty good load. Orchid says I’m getting fat. She’s beentelling me for a couple of months now.”

 

He held her closer, reveling in her softness. “She’s fat. Realfat.

Not you, Jugs.”

 

“Thanks. This god you met. Tartaros, right? He’s for you like

 

Kypris is for us.”

“Yeah, except he’s one of the Seven.”

“I know that. Tarsday.”

“He’s got a whole bunch of stuff besides us. The main thing is,

 

he’s

the night god. Anywhere it’s dark, that’s a special place for him.

Sleep and dreams, too. I mean, any god can send a dream if hewants to, but the regular kind that seem like nobody sent ‘em arehis. I call him Terrible Tartaros ‘cause you had to say terrible orthe

other, or Maytera’d stomp you. I’d lay he could cut up rough, buthe’s been a bob cull with me. He came along to show how to findyou and get out of here, and all that. He’s next to us right now,

onlyyou can’t see him ‘cause he’s blind.”

 

“You mean he’s here with us?” Chenille’s eyes were wide.

 

“Yeah, he’s sitting right here with me, only I wouldn’t try toreach

over and feel. Maybe he wouldn’t do anything—”

 

She had already, waving her free arm through the empty space on

 

Auk’s right.

He shook her, not roughly. “Don’t, Jugs. I told you.”

“He’s not there. There’s nothing there.”

“All right, there’s nothing there. I was shaving you.”

“You shouldn’t do that.” She got up. “You don’t know how shaggy

 

scared I am down here, or how shaggy hungry.”

Auk rose too. “Yeah, it wasn’t very funny, I guess. I’m sorry,

 

Jugs. I won’t do it again. C’mon.”

“Where are we going?”

“Out.”

“Really, Hackum?”

“Sure. You’re hungry. So am I. We’re going to go out and get a

 

dimber dinner, probably at Pork’s or one of those places. After that,

we can rent a room and get a little rest. He says I got to rest.


After

that, maybe we’ll do what Scylla said, only I don’t know. I’ll have


to

ask him.”

 

“Tartaros? That’s who you’re talking about? You really met him?”

 

“Yeah. It’s real dark in there and pretty wet. Water’s sort ofraining through the roof. If you saw it, you probably didn’t go in,

but there’s nothing in there that’ll hurt you. I don’t think so,

anyhow.”

 

“I’ve still got this lantern that Gelada had, Hackum, onlythere’s

no way to light it.”

 

“We don’t have to,” he told her. “It’s not very far.”

 

“You said we were going out.”

 

“It’s on our way.” He stopped and faced her. “Only we’d be goingeven if it wasn’t, ‘cause he’s got something to show us. He just toldme, see? Now listen up.”

 

She nodded, drawing Incus’s robe around her.

 

“This’s a real god. Tartaros, just like I told you. My head’s notright ‘cause I got a bruise in there and a big gob of blood, too, hesays. He’s trying to fix it, and I been feeling better ever since hestarted. Only we got to do like he says, so you’re coming if I got tocarry you.”

 

“Wood girl,” Oreb called. “Here girl!”

 

Silk sat up; the ‘girl’ might be Hyacinth. If there was the leastchance, one in a thousand or ten million—if there was any chance atall—he had to go. He made himself stand, picked up the bag,

coughed, spat, and stumbled away. The path wound right then left,

dropped into a tiny vale, and forked. White as ghosts, enormousblossoms dripped moisture. “I’m coming, Oreb. Tell her I’m coming.”

 

“Here, here!”

 

The bird sounded very near. He stepped off the glittering path,

his feet sinking in soft soil, and parted the leaves; the face thatstared into his own might have been that of a corpse, hollow-cheekedand dull-eyed. He gasped, and saw its bloodless lips part. Oreb flewto him, becoming two birds.

 

He advanced another step, sparing the crowding plants as muchas he could, and found himself standing upon red stones thatbordered a clear pool no bigger than a tablecloth, which a pathapproached from the opposite side.

 

“Here girl!” Oreb hopped to the wooden figure’s head and rappedit smartly with his beak.

 

“Yes,” Silk said, “that’s Thelxiepeia.” No other goddess hadthose

tilted eyes, and a carved marmoset perched upon the figure’sshoulder. He tapped his reflected face with a finger and clapped hishands, but no monitor appeared in the silvered globe she held. “It’sjust a mirror,” he told Oreb. “I hoped it might be a glass—thatHyacinth might call me on it.”

 

“No call?”

 

“No call on this, alas.” With help from a friendly tree, hewalked

the stony rim of the pool to a swinging seat facing the water. Here,

as Oosik had said, one saw the pool reflected in Thelxiepeia’smirror, and her mirror reflected in it.

 

Hieraxday had been the day for dying and for honoring the dead.

Crane had died; but he, Silk, had done neither. Today, Thelxday,

was the day for crystal gazing and casting fortunes, for tricks andspells, and for hunting and trapping animals; he resolved to do noneof those things, leaned back in the swing, and closed his eyes.

Thelxiepeia was at once the cruelest and kindest of goddesses, moremercurial even than Molpe, though she was said—it would be whyher image was here—to favor lovers. Love was the greatest ofenchantments; if Echidna and her children succeeded in killingKypris, Thelxiepeia would no doubt, would doubtless…

 

Become the goddess of love in a century or less, said theOutsider,

 

standing not behind Silk as he had in the ball court, but before

him—standing on the still water of the pool, tall and wise and kind,


with a

face that nearly came into focus. I would claim her in that case,


long

before the end. As I have so many others. As I am claiming Kypris

even now because love always proceeds from me, real love, true love.

First romance.

 

The Outsider was the dancing man on a toy, and the water thepolished toy-top on which he danced with Kypris, who was Hyacinthand Mother, too. First romance, sang the Outsider with the musicbox. First romance. It was why he was called the Outsider. He wasoutside-

 

“I, er, hope and—ah—trust I’m not disturbing you?”

Silk woke with a start and looked around wildly.

“Man come,” Oreb remarked. “Bad man.” Oreb was perched on a

 

stone beside Thelxiepeia’s pool; when he had concluded hisremarks, he pecked experimentally at a shining silver minnow thatdarted away in terror.

 

“Names are not—um—requisite, eh? I know who you are. Youknow me, hey? Let that be enough for both of us.”

 

Silk recognized his swaying visitor, started to speak, andassimilatingwhat had been said remained silent.

 

“Capital. I—ah—we are taking a risk, you and I. An—ah—rash

 

gamble. Simply by, urp, being where we belong. Here on the hill, eh?”

“Won’t you sit down?” Silk struggled to his feet.

“No. I—ah—no.” His visitor belched again, softly. “Thank you. I

 

have been waiting in the—ah—bar. Where, ump, I have beencompelled to buy drinks. And—um—drink. Standing’s best. Um, atpresent, eh? I’ll just, er, lean on this, if I may. But please—ah-be

seated yourself, Pa—” He covered his mouth with his hand. “Seatedby all means. It is I who should—and I do. I, um, am. As you see,

eh?”

 

Silk resumed his place in the swing. “May I ask—”

 

His visitor raised a hand. “How I knew I should find you here? Idid not,

Pa—Did not. Nothing of the sort. But while I was—rup!—sitting inthat, er, whatchamacallit, I observed you to enter theroom. Not the—um—one I sat in, that, ah, darksome and paneleddrinking place, hey? The other. The outer room, much bigger.”

 

“The sellaria,” Silk supplied.

“Ah—quite. I, um, went to the door. Spied upon you.”

The visitor shook his head in self-reproach.

“It was excusable, surely, under the circumstances. I have

 

recentlydone far worse things.”

“Good of you to say so. I—um—waylaid that waiter. You spoke

 

with him.”

Silk nodded.

“I had, um, observed you to pass under—ah—through the arch. I

 

had never had the, er, pleasure myself, eh? I, ah, apprehended thatit was—ah, is—some sort of garden, however. I inquired about it.

He, um, indicated that it was—is, I surmise—employed for, um,

discussions of a—ah—amorous nature.”

 

“You knew that I would be here, at this particular spot.” Silkfound it extremely inconvenient to be unable to say Your Eminence.

“You told him to look for me here.”

 

“No, no!” His visitor shook his head emphatically. “I, ah,

anticipatedyou might, um, possibly have an appointment. As he had,

um, inadverted. But I—ah—in addition, um, however, ah,

considered that you might wish to, um, petition the immortal gods.

 

As I, ah, myself. I inquired about such a place in this, um,

conservatory. He mentioned the present, ah, xylograph.” The visitor

smiled “That’s the spot, I told him. That’s where you’ll find him.

Would you mind if I, um, sat myself, now? There by you? I’m—ah-quite

fatigued.”

 

“Please do.” Hastily, Silk moved to one side.

 

“Thank you—ah—thank you. Most thoughtful. I have had nosupper. Hesitated to order anything in—ah—that place. With thewine. Parsimony. Foolish—ah—imbecile, actually.”

 

“Catch fish,” Oreb suggested.

Silk’s visitor ignored him. “I’ve funds, eh? You?”

“No, nothing.”

“Here, Pa—My boy. Hold out your hands.” Golden cards

 

showered into Silk’s lap. “No, no! Take them! Others—ah—more.

Where they came from, eh? Wait for the waiter. Buy yourself a bit

of food. For me, ah, in addition. I am, um, in need. Of help. Of-ah—

succor.

Such is, um, the long and short of it. I cast myself—um.

Ourselves. I—we—cast ourselves upon your—ah—commiseration.”

 

Silk looked searchingly at Thelxiepeia, who returned his lookwith

wooden aplomb. Was this enchanted gold that would (figuratively atleast) melt at a touch? If not, what had he done to earn her favor?

“Thank you,” he managed at last. “If I can be of any service toYour—to

you, I will be only too happy to oblige you.” He counted them bytouch: seven cards.

 

“They came to the Palace. To the—ah—Palace itself, if you can,

um, credit that.” His visitor sat with his head in his hands. “I was,

um, dining. At dinner. In came a, ah, page, eh? One of the boyswho runs with messages for us, hey? You do that?”

 

“No. I know of them, of course.”

 

“Some of us did, eh? I, myself. Many years ago. We—ah-matriculate

to schola. Ah—afterwards. Some of us. Fat little boy.

Not I. He was. Is. Said they’d arrest me. Arrest His Cognizance! Isaid, ah, balderdash. Ate my sweet, eh? They—um—arrived.

Unannounced. Officer—um—captain, lieutenant, something.

Troopers with him, Guardsmen everywhere, eh? Looked everywhere forHis Cog—Turned the whole place upside down. Couldn’tfind him though. Took me. Bound my hands. Me! Hands tiedbehind me under my robe.”

 

“I’m very sorry,” Silk said sincerely.

 

“They, er, carried me to the headquarters of the Second Brigade.

A temporary headquarters. Do I make myself—ah—intelligible?

Brigadier’s house. No more—ah—titular generals in the CivilGuard, hey? No generalissimo any more. Only this, er, brigadiers.

Quizzed me, eh? Hours and hours. Absolutely. Old Quetzal’sletter, hey? You know about it?”

 

“Yes, I’ve seen it.”

 

“I—ah—composed it. I didn’t—ah—inform the brigadier, eh?

Didn’t ‘fess up. Would have shot me, eh? We—ah—I’d expectedtrouble. Labored to phrase it softly. His—He wouldn’t hear of it.”

His visitor looked around at Silk with the expression of a whippedhound, his breath thick with wine. “You apprehend whom I—ah-intend?”

 

“Of course.”

 

“He sent it back. Twice. Hadn’t happened in years, eh? The thirdstuck. ‘How readily here might I, ah, inscribe—’ Yes, inscribe. Ah,

‘Let us welcome him and obey him as one of ourselves. With whatdelight do—shall I inscribe in its place, let us welcome him and,

ump,

obey him, for he is one of ourselves!” That’s what got the third

 


draft past

His—ah—past the person known to us both, eh? So I—um—presume.

Proud of it, hey? Still am. Still am.”

 

“With reason,” Silk told him. “But the Civil Guard can’t havecared for it. I’m surprised they let you go.” He yawned and rubbedhis eyes, discovering that he felt somewhat better, refreshed by hisfew moments of sleep.

 

“Talked my way out, hey? Eloquent. No one speaks of me likethat. Dull at the ambion, eh? What they say. I know, I know.

Eloquent tonight, though. Swim or sink, and I did Pa—I did. Gobetween. Peacemaker. End rebellion. Used their glass to talk toCouncillor Loris. Harmless, ump! Let him go. Bad feeling in theranks, hey? Augurs shot, eh? A sibyl, too. The—um—missive. Layclothing, as you, er, wise. Fearful still. Terribly frightened. Not,

er,

shamed by the accusation—admission. Still afraid, sitting in theresipping. Looking over my shoulder, hey? Afraid they’d come forme. Sprang up like a rabbit when a porter dropped something in thestreet.”

 

“I suppose that every man is frightened when his life isthreatened.

It’s very much to Your—to your credit that you are willing to admitit.”

 

“You will—ah—assist me? If you can?”

Oreb looked up from his fishing. “Watch out!”

“I’m tired and very weak,” Silk said, “but yes, I will. Will we

 


have

to walk far?”

 

“Won’t have to walk at all.” His visitor thrust his hand beneath


his

cream-colored tunic. “I’ve, ah, informed you it wasn’t me theywanted, eh? After old Quetzal, actually. The Prolocutor. HisCognizance. Signed the letter, hey?”

 

Silk nodded.

 

“They’d have shot him, eh? Earlier. Earlier. When they—ah-constrained

me. That was then, hum? This is—er—the presentinstant. After midnight. Nearly one, eh? Nearly one. Late whenthey released me. I’ve said it? Suppertime—after suppertime,

really. They know your—um—profession. Vocation, hey? Mint’s asibyl. You take my meaning?”

 

“Of course,” Silk said.

 

His visitor produced an elegant ostrich-skin pen case. “On theother side, old Quetzal is, hey? Unmistakable. The letter shows it.

And there is that—ah, um—other matter. Vocation, eh? Brigadierthinks he and I might arrange an—urp—hiatus in hostilities. Atruce, hey? His word. Been one alread, eh? So why not?”

 

Silk straightened up. “There has? That’s wonderful!”

 

“Little thing, eh? Few hundred involved. Didn’t last. But anaugur—seethe connection? This augur, one of our—ah—of the Chapter’sown, crossed the lines. One side to the other, eh? Got them to stopshooting so he could. Colonel’s son, wounded. Nearly dead. This—ah-holyaugur

brought him the Pardon. So far so good? Rebels—ah—tendered anextension. Both sides, um, sweep up bodies. Claimtheir dead, hey? They did. So why not longer? Old Quetzal mightdo it. Respected by both sides. Man of peace. You follow me?”

 

Silk nodded to himself.

 

“If your, ah, supporters learn the brigadier sent me, eh? Whatthen? Shoot, eh? Possibly. Very possibly. So I require some, um,

document from you, Pa—From, ah, you. Signed,” the visitor’s voicefaded to a whisper, “with your—ah—as the—um—your civiltitle.”

 

“I see. Certainly.”

 

“Capital!” He took a sheaf of paper from the pen case. “These,

um,

fanciful leathers are not—ah—conducive to penmanship. But thepaper should help, hey? I’ll hold the ink bottle for you. Brief, ah,

inconsiderable. Concise. The, um, bearer, eh? Respect his—ah—um…”

 

“No shoot,” Oreb suggested.

He handed Silk a quill. “Point suit you? Not too fine, eh? My

 

prothonotary, Pa—Incus. You know him?”

“I met him once when I was trying to see you.”

“Ah? Hm.”

The pen case braced on both knees, Silk dipped the quill.

“He—ah—Incus. He points them for me. Had him do it, ah,

 

Molpsday. Too fine, though. Hairsplitters. I shall rid myself ofIncus, ah, presently. Could be dead this moment. ‘Mongst the gods,

eh? Haven’t laid eyes on him for days. Gave him a—um—errand.

Never came back. All this unrest.”

 

Bent above the paper, Silk hardly heard him.

<blockquote>

To General Mint, her officers and troopers.

 

The bearer, Patera Rernora, is authorized by me and by…

</blockquote>

 

Silk looked up. “To whom did you speak? Who was this brigadierwho released you?”

 

“Brigadier, er, Erne. Signed for me, too, eh? His side.”

<blockquote>

Brigadier Erne to negotiate a truce. Please show him everycourtesy.

</blockquote>

 

The wavering tip of the quill stopped and began to blot; there

seemed to be no more to say. Silk forced it to move on.

<blockquote>

If the whereabouts of His Cognizance the Prolocutor are

known to you, please conduct the bearer to him in order that

he may assist His Cognizance in conducting negotiations.

</blockquote>

 

Oreb dropped a struggling goldfish and pinned it with one foot. “No

shoot,” he repeated. “Man hide.”

<blockquote>

I hold you responsible for the safety of the bearer, and that

of His Cognizance. Both are to be permitted to pass

unharmed. Their movements are not to be restricted in any

fashion.

 

A truce made and kept in good faith is greatly to bedesired.

I am Pa. Silk, of Sun Street, Calde</blockquote>

 

“Capital! Yes, capital, Pa—Thank you!”

With his beak pointed to the glass roof, Oreb gulped down amorsel of goldfish and announced loudly, “Good man!”

 

“There is a—um—dispenser in here someplace.” The visitorretrieved his pen case and took out a silver shaker. “If you requiresand, eh?”

 

Silk shuddered, added the date, blew upon the paper, then spatcongealing blood into the moss at his feet.

“I thank you. I have—ah—so expressed myself, um, previously. I,

 

er, recognize. I am, um, in your, ah, books, eh? Your debtor.”

Silk handed him the safe-conduct.

“I, ah, surmise that I can stand now, er, walk. All the rest.

 

Taken a bit dizzy there, eh? For an, er, momentarily.” He

 

climbed to his feet, holding tightly to the chain from which theirseat was suspended. “I shall partake of an, er, morsel of food, Ibelieve. An, um, collation. Much as I should like—ah—may beimprudent…”

 

“I had a good supper,” Silk told him, “and it might be dangerousfor us to be seen together. I’ll stay here.”

 

“I, um, consider it would be best myself.” His visitor releasedthe

chain and smiled. “Better, hey? Be all right with a bite to eat. Toomuch wine. I—ah—concede it. More than I ought. Frightened, butthe wine made it worse. To think that we, ump, we pay—” He fellsilent. Slowly his smile widened to a death’s-head rictus. “Hello,

Silk,” he said. “They made me find you.”

 

Silk nodded wearily. “Hello, Mucor.”

 

“It’s smoky in here. All smoky.”

 

For a moment he did not understand what she meant.

 

“Dark, Silk. Like falling down steps.”

 

“The fumes of the wine, I suppose. Who made you find me?”

 

“The councillors will burn me again.”

 

“Torture, unless you do as they say?” Silk tried to keep theangerhe felt out of his voice. “Do you know their names, these councillorswho threaten to burn you?”

 

The visitor’s grinning head bobbed. “Loris. Tarsier. Potto. Myfather said not, but the soldier made him go.”

 

“I see. His Eminence—the man you’re possessing—told me he’dtalked with Councillor Loris through a glass. Is that why youpossessed him when you were sent to look for me?”

 

“I had to. They burned me like Musk.”

 

“Then you were right to obey, to keep from being burned again. Idon’t blame you at all.”

 

“We’re going to kill you, Silk.”

 

Foliage beside the pool shook, spraying crystal droplets as warmas blood; a white-haired man stepped into view. In one hand be helda silver-banded cane with which he had parted the leaves. The otherpoised a saber, its slender blade pointed at the visitor’s heart.

 

“Don’t!” Silk told him.

 

“No stick,” Oreb added with the air of one who clarifies adifficult

situation.

 

“You’re Silk yourself, lad! You’re him!”

 

“I’m afraid I am. If you left your place of concealment toprotectme, I would be somewhat safer if you didn’t speak quite so loudly.”

Silk turned his attention back to the death-mask that had supplantedhis visitor’s face. “Mucor, how are you supposed to kill me? Thisman has Musk’s needler now; he followed me here to return it tome, I imagine. Do you—does the man you’re possessing have aweapon?”

 

“I’ll tell them, and they’ll come.”

 

“I see. And if you won’t, they’ll burn you.”

 

The visitor’s head bobbed again. “It brings me back. I can’t staygone when they burn me.”

 

“We must get you out of there.” Silk raised the ankle he hadbroken jumping from Hyacinth’s window and rubbed it. “I’ve saidyou’re like a devil—I told Doctor Crane that, I know. I thought it,

too, when I saw the dead sleepers; I forgot that devils, who tormentothers, are themselves tormented.”

 

The saber inched forward. “Shall I kill him, lad?”

 

“No. He’s as good a chance for peace as our city has, and I doubtthat killing him would ensure Mucor’s silence. You can do no goodhere.”

 

“I can protect you, lad!”

 

“Before I left you, I knew that I’d meet Hierax tonight.” Silk’s

 


face

was somber. “But there’s no reason for you to die with me. If you’ve

tracked me through half the city to return the needler I dropped,

give it to me and go.”

 

“This, too!” He held out the silver-banded cane. “Lame, aren’tyou? Lame when we fought! Take it!” He threw the cane to Silk,

then drew Musk’s needler and tossed it into Silk’s lap as well.

“You’re the calde, lad? The one they tell about?”

 

“I suppose I am.”

 

“Auk told me! How’d I forget that? Gave your name! I didn’tknow until this augur said it. Councillors! Loris? Going to killyou?”

 

“And Potto and Tarsier.” Silk laid Musk’s needler aside, thoughtbetter of it, and put it into his waistband. “I’m glad that youbroughtthat up. I’d lost sight of it, and it strains probability. Mucor, doyouhave to return to Loris right away? I’d like you to do me a favor, ifyou can.”

 

“All right.”

 

“Thank you. First, did Councillor Loris tell you about the manyou’re possessing? Did he ask you to find him?”

 

“I know him, Silk. He talks to the man who’s not there.”

 

“To Pas, you mean. Yes, he does, I’m sure. But Loris told you.

Did he say why?”

 

The visitor’s head shook. “I have to go soon.”

 

“Go to Maytera Mint first—to General Mint, they’re the sameperson.” Silk’s forefinger traced a circle on his cheek. “Tell herwhere I am, and that they’ll come here to kill me. Then tell MayteraMarble—”

 

“Girl go,” Oreb remarked.

 

The corpse-grin was indeed fading. Silk sighed again and rose.

“Sheath that sword, please. We’ve no need of it.”

 

“Possession? That’s what you call this, lad?”

 

“Yes. He’ll come to himself in a moment.”

 

Silk’s visitor caught hold of the chain to steady himself. “Youproferred a comment, Pa—? I was taken, ah, vertiginous again, Ifear. Please accept my—um—unreserved apology. This—ah—gentlemanis…”

 

“Master Xiphias. Master Xiphias teaches the sword, Your Eminence.

Master Xiphias, this is His Eminence Patera Remora,

Coadjutor of the Chapter.”

 

“Really, ah, Patera, you might be more circumspect, hey?”

 

Silk shook his head. “We’re past all that, I’m afraid, YourEminence. You’re in no danger. I doubt that you ever were. Myown is already so great that it wouldn’t be much greater if youand Master Xiphias were to run up to the first Guardsman youcould find and declare that Calde Silk was at Ermine’s awaitingarrest.”

 

“Really! I—ah—”

 

“You spoke to Councillor Loris, so you told me, through BrigadierErne’s glass.”

 

“Why, er, yes.”

 

“For a moment—while you were dizzy, Your Eminence—Ithought that Loris might have told you where to find me; that acertain person in the household he’s visiting had told him that Imight be here, or had confided in someone else who did. It couldhave come about quite innocently—but it can’t be true, since Lorissent someone to you in order to locate me. Clearly the informationtraveled the other way: you knew that I might come here tonight. Idoubt that you actually told Loris that you knew where to find me;

you couldn’t have been that certain I’d be here. You said somethingthat led him to think you knew, however. In his place, I’d haveordered Brigadier Erne to have you followed. Thanks to some

 

careless remarks of mine Tarsday, he didn’t need to. Will you tell

 

me—quickly, please—how you got your information?”

“I swear—warrant you, Patera—”

“We’ll have to talk about it later.” Silk stood up less steadily

 


than

Remora had, leaning on the silver-banded cane. “A moment ago Itold Master Xiphias not to kill you; I’m not certain it would havebeen wrong for me to have told him to go ahead, but I don’t havetime for questions—we must go before the Guard gets here. You,

Master Xiphias, must return home. You’re a fine swordsman, butyou can’t possibly protect me from a squad of troopers with slugguns. You, Your Eminence, must go to Maytera Mint. Don’t botherfilling your belly. If—”

 

“Girl come!” Oreb flew to Silk’s shoulder, fluttered his wings,


and

added, “Come quick!”

 

For a wasted second, Silk stared at Remora, searching for signsof

Mucor in his face. Hyacinth was in sight before he heard the rapidpattering of her bare feet on the path of false gems and saw her,

mouth open and dark eyes bright with tears above the rosyconfusion of a gossamer dishabille, her hair a midnight cloud behindher as she ran.

 

She stopped. It was as if the sight of him had suspended her inamber. “You’re here! You’re really here!”

 

By Thelxiepeia’s spell she was in his arms, suffocating him withkisses. “I didn’t—I knew you couldn’t come, but I had to. Had to, orI’d never know. I’d always think—”

 

He kissed her, clumsy but unembarrassed, trying to say by hiskiss

that he, too, had been forced by something in himself stronger thanhimself.

 

The pool and the miniature vale that contained it, always dark,

grew darker still. Looking up after countless kisses, he saw idlingfish of mottled gold and silver, black, white, and red, hanging inair

above the goddess’s upraised hand, and for the first time noticedlight streaming from a lamp of silver filigree in the branches of astunted tree. “Where did they go?” he asked.

 

“Was—somebody—else here?” She gasped for breath and smiled,

giving him sweeter pain than he had ever known.

 

“His Eminence and a fencing master.” Silk felt that he shouldlook

around him, but would not take his eyes from hers.

 

“They must have done the polite thing,” she kissed him again,

“and

left quietly.”

 

He nodded, unable to speak.

“So should we. I’ve got a room here. Did I tell you?”

He shook his head.

“A suite, really. They’re all suites, but they call them rooms.

 

It’s a

game they play, being simple, pretending to be a country inn.” Shesank to her knees with a dancer’s grace, her hand still upon his arm.

“Will you kneel by the pool here with me? I want to look at myself,

and I want to look at you, too, at the same time.” Abruptly. thetears

overflowed. “I want to look at us.”

 

He knelt beside her.

 

“I knew you couldn’t come,” a tear fell. creating a tiny ripple,

“so I

have to see us both. See you beside me.”

 

As in the ball court (though perhaps only because he hadexperienced it there) it seemed that he stood outside time.

 

And when they breathed again and turned to kiss, it seemed tohim that their reflections remained as they had been in the quietwater of the pool, invisible but forever present. “We—I have togo,” he told her. It had taken an enormous effort to say it. “Theyknow I’m here, or they soon will if they don’t already. They’llsend troopers to kill me, and if you’re with me, they’ll kill you,

too.”

 

She laughed, and her soft laughter was sweeter than any music.

“Do you know what I went through to get here? What Blood will doto me if he finds out I took a floater? By the time I got onto thehill,

past the checkpoints and sentries—Are you sick? You don’t look atall well.”

 

“I’m only tired.” Silk sat back on his heels. “When I thoughtabout

having to run again, I felt… It will pass.” He believed it as soonas

he had said it, himself persuaded by the effort he had made tocompel her belief.

 

She rose, and gave him her hand. “By the time I got to Ermine’s,


I

thought I’d been abram to come at all, drowning in a glass of water.

I didn’t even look in here,” happy again, she smiled, “because Ididn’t want to see there wasn’t anyone waiting. I didn’t want to bereminded of what a putt I’d been. I got my room and started gettingready for bed, and then I thought—I thought—”

 

He embraced her; from a perch over the filigree lamp, Orebcroaked, “Poor Silk!”

 

“What if he’s there? What if he’s really down there, and I’m uphere? I’d unpinned my hair and taken off my makeup, but I diveddown the stairs and ran through the sellaria, and you were here, andit’s only a dream but it’s the best dream that ever was.”

 

He coughed. This time the blood was fresh and red. He turnedaside and spat it into a bush with lavender flowers and emeraldleaves and felt himself falling, unable to stop.

 

He lay on moss beside the pool. She was gone; but their reflectionsremained in the water, fixed forever.

 

When he opened his eyes again, she was back with an old manwhose name he had forgotten, the waiter who had offered himwine in the sellaria, the one who had told him of Remora, thefootman who had opened the door, and others. They rolled himonto something and picked him up, so that he seemed to floatsomewhere below the level of their waists, looking up at the bellyof the vast dark thing that had come between the bright skylandsand the glass roof. His hand found hers. She smiled down at himand he smiled too, so that they journeyed together, as they hadon the deadcoach in his dream, in the companionable silence oftwo who have overcome obstacles to be together, and have noneed of noisy words, but rest—each in the other.





Chapter 8 — Peace
Maytera Marble smiled to herself, lifting her head and cocking it tothe

right. Her sheets were clean at last, and so was everything else—

MayteraMint’s things, a workskirt that had been badly soiled at theknees, and the smelly cottons she had dropped into the hamperbefore dying.

 

After strenuous pumping, she rinsed them in the sink and wrungthem out. Her dipper transferred most of the sink water to the wash

 

boiler before she took out the old wooden stopper and let the restdrain away; when it had cooled, the water in the wash boiler couldbe given to her suffering garden.

 

With her clever new fingers, she scooped the white bull’scongealingfat from the saucepan. A rag served for a strainer; a chipped cupreceived the semiliquid grease. Wiping her hands on another rag,

she considered the tasks that still confronted her: grease thefoldingsteps first, or hang out this wash?

 

The wash, to be sure; it could be drying while she greased thesteps.

Very likely, it would be dry or nearly dry by the time she finished.

 

Beyond the doorway, the garden was black with storm. Thatwouldn’t do! Rain (though Pas knew how badly they needed it)

would spot her clean sheets. Fuming, she put aside the wickerclothes-basket and stepped out into the night. a hand extended tocatch the first drops.

 

At least it wasn’t raining yet; and the wind (now that she cameto

think of it, it had been windier earlier) had fallen. Peering up atthe

storm cloud, she realized with a start that it was not a real cloudat

all—that what she had taken for a cloud was in fact the uncannyflying thing she had glimpsed above the wall, and even stared atfrom the roof.

 

A memory so remote that it seemed to have lain behind hercurved metal skull stirred at this, her third view. Dust flew, asdust

always does when something that has remained motionless for along time moves at last.

 

“Why don’t you dust it?” (Laughter.)

 

She would have blinked had she been so built. She looked

down again, down at her dark garden, then up (but reasonablyand prudently up only) at the pale streaks of her clotheslines.

They were still in place, though sometimes the children tookthem for drover’s whips and jump ropes. Started upward thusprudently and reasonably, her gaze continued to climb of its ownvolition.

 

“Why don’t you dust it?”

Laughter filled her as the summer sunshine of a year long pastdescends gurgling to fill a wineglass, then died away.

 

Shaking her head, she went back inside. It was a trifle windy yetto hang out wash, and still dark anyway. Sunshine always made thewash smell better; she would wait till daylight and hang it outbefore

morning prayer. It would be dry after.

 

When had it been, that sun-drenched field? The jokes and thelaughter, and the overhanging, overawing shadow that had madethem fall silent?

 

Grease the steps now, and scrub them, too; then it would be lightout and time to hang the wash, the first thin thread of the long suncutting the skylands in two.

 

She mounted the stair to the second floor. Here was that

picture again, the old woman with her doves, blessed by Molpe.

A chubby postulant whose name she could not recall had admiredit; and she, thin, faceless, old Maytera Marble, flattered, had saidthat she had posed for Molpe. It was almost the only lie she hadever told, and she could still see the incredulity in that girl’seyes,

and the shock. Shriven of that lie again and again, she neverthelesstold Maytera Betel at each shriving—Maytera Betel, who was dead now.

 

She ought to have brought something, an old paintbrush, perhaps,

 


to dab

on her grease with. Racking her brain, she recalled hertoothbrush, retained for decades after the last tooth had failed.

(Shewouldn’t be needing that any more!) Opening the broken door toher room… She should fix this, if she could. Should try to,

anyhow. They might not be able to afford a carpenter.

 

Yet it seemed tonight that she remembered the painter, the littlegarden at the center of his house, and the stone bench upon whichthe old woman (his mother, really) had sat earlier. Posing gownedand jeweled as the goddess with a stephane, the dead butterflypinned in her hair.

 

It had been embarrassing, but the painter had wonderful brushes,

not in the least like this worn toothbrush of hers, whose woodenhandle had cracked so badly, whose genuine boar bristles, once soproudly black, had faded to gray.

 

She pushed the old toothbrush down into the bull’s soft, whitefat,

then ran it energetically along the sliding track.

 

She could not have been a sibyl then, only the sibyls’ maid; butthe artist had been a relative of the Senior Sibyl’s, who had agreedto let her pose. Chems could hold a pose much longer than bios. Allartists, he had said, used chems when they could, although he hadused his mother for the old woman because chems never looked

old…

 

She smiled at that, tilting her head far back and to the right.


The

hinges, then the other track.

 

He had given them the picture when it was done.

 

She had a gray smear on one black sleeve. Dust from the steps,

most likely. Filthy. She beat the sleeve until the dust was gone,


then

started downstairs to fetch her bucket and scrub brush. Had the

bull’s grease done what it was supposed to? Perhaps she should havepaid for real oil. She lifted the folding steps tentatively. Thegreasehad certainly helped. All the way up!

 

Grafifyingly smooth, so she had saved three cardbits at least,

perhaps more. How had she gotten them down? With the crochethook, that was it. But if she did not push the ring up she would notneed it. The steps would have to come down again anyway when shescrubbed them, and she itched to see them work as they should. Aneasy tug on the ring, and down they slid with a puff of dust that washardly noticeable.

 

“Why don’t you dust it?”

 

Everyone had laughed, and she had too, though she had been soshy. He had been tall and—what was it? Five-point-twofive timesstronger than she, with handsome steel features that faded when shetried to see them again.

 

All nonsense, really.

 

Like believing she had posed, after she had told Maytera over andover that she had lied. She would never have taken these new partsif… Though they were hers, to be sure.

 

One more time up the steps. One final time, and here was her oldtrunk.

 

She opened the gable window and climbed out onto the roof. Ifthe neighbors spied her, they would be shocked out of their wits.

Trunk evoked only her earlier search for its owner.

 

Footlocker, that was it. Here was a list of the dresses she had


worn

before they had voted to admit her. Her perfume. The commonplacebook that she had kept for the mere pleasure of writing in it,

of practicing her hand. Perhaps if she went back into the attic andopened her footlocker, she would find them all, and would never

 

have to look at the thrumming thing overhead again.

 

Yet she did.

 

Enormous, though not so big you couldn’t see the skylands oneach side of it. Higher up and farther west now, over the marketcertainly and nosing toward the Palatine, its long axis bisected byCage Street, where convicts were no longer exposed in cages. Itsnoise was almost below her threshold of hearing, the purr of amountain lion as big as a mountain.

 

She should go back down now. Get busy. Wash or cook—thoughshe was dead, and Maytera Betel and the rest dead, too, andMaytera Mint gone only Pas knew where, and nobody left to cookfor unless the children came.

 

Enormous darkness high overhead, blotting the sun-drenchedfield, the straggling line of servants in which she had stood, andthe

soldiers’ precise column. She had seen it descend from the sky, atfirst a fleck of black that had seemed no bigger than a flake ofsoot;

had said, “It looks so dirty.” A soldier had overheard her andcalled,

“Why don’t you dust it?”

 

Everyone had laughed, and she had laughed, too, though she hadbeen humiliated to tears, had tears been possible for her. Angry anddefiant, she had met his eyes and sensed the longing there.

 

And longed.

 

How tall he had been! How big and strong! So much steel!

 

Winged figures the size of gnats sailed this way and that belowthe

vast, dark bulk; something streaked up toward them as she watched-flared

yellow, like bacon grease dripping into the stove. Some fell.

 

“Here we are,” Auk told Chenille. It was a break in the tunnel wall.

 

“This leads into the pit?”

 

“That’s what he says. Let me go first, and listen awhile. Beatthe

hoof if it sounds a queer lay.”

 

She nodded, resolving that she and her launcher would havesomething to say about any queer lay, watched him worm his waythrough (a tight squeeze for shoulders as big as his), listened forminutes that seemed like ten, then heard his booming laugh, faintand far away.

 

It was a tight squeeze for her as well, and it seemed her hipswould not go through. She wriggled and swore, recalling Orchid’sdire warnings and that Orchid’s were twice—at least twice!—the sizeof hers.

 

The place she was trying so hard to get into was a pit in thepit,

apparently—as deep as a cistern, with no way to go higher, thoughAuk must have found one since he was not there.

 

Her hips scraped through at last. Panting as she knelt on theuneven soil, she reached back in and got her launcher.

 

“You coming, Jugs?” He was leaning over the edge, almostinvisible in the darkness.

 

“Sure. How do I get out of here?”

 

“There’s a little path around the sides.” He vanished.

 

There was indeed—a path a scant cubit wide, as steep as a stair.

She climbed cautiously, careful not to look down, with Gelada’slantern rattling on the barrel of her launcher. Above, she heard Auksay, “All right, maybe I will, but not till she gets here. I want herto

see him.”

 

Then her head was above the top and she was looking at the pit. astade across, its reaches mere looming darkness, its sheer sides

 

faced with what looked like shiprock. A wall rose above it on theside nearest her. She stared up at it without comprehension. turnedher head to look at the shadowy figures around Auk, and looked upat it again before she recognized it as the familiar, frowning wallof

the Alambrera, which she was now seeing from the other side forthe first time.

 

Auk called, “C’mere, Jugs. Still got that darkee?”

 

A vaguely familiar voice ventured, “Might be better not to lightit, Auk.”

 

“Shut up.”

 

She took Gelada’s lantern off the barrel of her launcher and

advanced hesitantly toward Auk, nearly falling when she trippedover a roll of rags in the darkness.

 

Auk said, “You do it, Urus. Keep it pretty near shut,” and one ofthe men accepted the lantern from her.

 

The acrid smell of smoke cut through the prevailing reek ofexcrement and unwashed bodies; a bearded man with eyes likethe sockets in a skull had removed the lid of a firebox. He puffedthe coals it held until their crimson glow lit his face—a face shequickly decided she would rather not have seen. A wisp of flameappeared. Urus held the lantern to it, then closed the shutter,

narrowing the yellow light to a beam no thicker than herforefinger.

 

“You want it, Auk?”

 

“I got no place to put it,” Auk told him; and Chenille, edgingnearer, saw that he had his hanger in his right hand and a slug gunin

his left. The blade of the hanger was dark with blood. “Show herPatera first,” he said.

 

On legs as thin as sticks, the shadowy figures parted; a pencilof

light settled on a dark bundle that stared up at her with Incus’sagonized eyes. A rag covered his mouth.

 

“Looks cute, don’t he?” Auk chuckled.

 

She ventured, “He really is an augur…”

 

“He shot a couple of ‘em with my needler, Jugs. It got ‘em mad,

and they jumped him. We’ll cut him loose in a minute, maybe.

Urus, show her the soldier.”

 

Hammerstone was bound as well, though no rag had been tiedover his mouth; she wondered whether it would work on a chemanyway, and decided that it might not. “I’m sorry, Stony,” she said.

“I’ll get you out of this. Patera, too.”

 

“They were going to stab him in the throat,” Hammerstone toldher. “They’d grabbed him from behind.” He spoke slowly andwithout rancor, but there was a whorl of self-loathing in his voice,

“I

got careless.”

 

“Those ropes are made out of that muscle in the back of yourleg,”

Auk told her conversationally. “That’s what they got him tied upwith. They’re pretty strong, I guess.”

 

Neither she nor Hammerstone replied.

 

“Only I don’t think they’d hold him. Not if he really tried. It’dtake chains. Big ones, if you ask me.”

 

“Hackum, maybe I shouldn’t say this—”

 

“Go ahead.”

 

“What if they jump you and me like they did Patera?”

 

“I was going to tell you why Hammerstone here don’t break loose.

Maybe I ought to do that first.”

 

“Because you’ve got his slug gun?”

 

“Uh-huh. Only they had it then, see? They got hold of Incus, andthey made Hammerstone give it to ‘em. It takes a lot to kill asoldier, but a slug gun’ll do it. So’ll that launcher you got.”

 

She scarcely heard him. When she had struggled through thenarrow opening in the side of the tunnel, the deep humming fromabove had so merged with the rush of blood in her ears that she hadassumed it was one with it; now she realized that it actuallyproceeded from the dark bulk in the sky that she (like MayteraMarble) had thought a cloud. She peered up at it, astonished.

 

“We’ll get to that in a minute,” Auk told her, looking upwardtoo.

“Terrible Tartaros says it’s a airship. That’s a thing kind of likethe

old man’s boat, see? Only it sails through the air instead of water.

The Rani of Trivigaunte’s invaded Viron. That’s another reason forus to do like he showed us down there—”

 

Hammerstone heaved himself upright, throwing aside four stick—


limbed

men who tried to hold him down. The sinews that bound his

wrists and ankles broke in a rattattoo of poppings, like the burningof a string of firecrackers.

 

Almost casually, Auk thrust his hanger into the ground at hisfeet

and leveled the slug gun. “Don’t try it.”

 

“We got to fight,” Hammerstone told him. “Patera and me. We gotto defend the city.”

 

Reluctantly, Chenille trained the launcher Hammerstone hadtaught her to load and fire at his broad metal chest. He knelt totear

off Incus’s gag, snapping the cords that had secured Incus’s handsand feet between his fingers.

 

“Look! Look!” Urus shouted and pointed, then futilely directedthe beam of Gelada’s lantern upward. Others around him shoutedand pointed, too.

 

Another voice, remote but louder than the loudest merely humanvoice silenced them, filling the pit with its thunder: “Convicts,

youare free! Viron has need of every one of you. In the name of allthe—in

the Outsider’s name, forget your quarrel with the Civil Guard,

which now supports our Charter. Forget any quarrel you may havewith your fellow citizens. Most of all, forget every quarrel amongyourselves!”

 

Chenille grasped Auk’s elbow. “That’s Patera Silk! I recognizehis voice!”

 

Auk could only shake his head, unbelieving. Something—atumbling, flying thing that appeared, incredibly, to have a turretand

a buzz gun—had cleared the parapet on the wall and was driftinginto the pit, dropping lower and lower, an armed floater blownupwind by a wind that was none, hundreds of cubits above theAlambrera.

 

Chenille’s launcher was snatched from her hands and fired as

soon as it had left them, Hammerstone aiming at the immense shapefar above the floater, directing a single missile at it (or perhapsat

the winged figures that streamed from it like smoke), and watchingit expectantly to observe the strike and correct his aim.

 

“There Auk!” thundered a hoarse voice from the floater tumblingslowly overhead. “Here girl!”

 

A second missile, and Auk was firing the slug gun that had beenHammerstone’s, too, shooting winged troopers who swooped andsoared above the pit firing slug guns of their own.

 

A minute dot of black fell from the vast flying thing Auk hadcalled an airship. She saw it streak through the milling cloud ofwinged troopers. An instant later, the dark wall of the Alambreraexploded with a force that rocked the Whorl.

 

Silk stood in his boyhood bedroom, looking down at the boy whohad been himself. The boy’s face was buried in his pillow; by aneffort of will he made it look toward him; each time it turned, itsfeatures dissolved in mist.

 

He sat down on the sill of the open window, conscious of theborage growing under it and of lilacs and violets beyond it. Acopybook lay open, waiting, on the sleeping boy’s small table; therewere quills beside it, their ends more or less chewed. He ought towrite, he knew—tell this boy who had been himself that he wastaking his blue tunic, and leave him advice that would be of help inthe troubles to come.

 

Yet he could not settle upon the right words, and he knew thatthe

boy would soon wake. It was shadeup, and he would be late at hispalaestra; already Mother approached the bed.

 

What could he say that would have meaning for this boy? Thatthis boy might recall more than a decade later?

 

Mother shook his shoulder, and Silk felt his own shouldertouched; it was strange she could not see him.

 

Fear no love, he wrote; and then: Carry out the Plan of Pus.

But Mother’s hand was shaking him so hard that the final words werepractically unreadable; of Pas faded from the soft, blue-linedpaperas he watched. Pas was, after all, a thing of the past. Like the boy.

 

Xiphias and the Prolocutor were standing at the foot of the boy’sbed, which had become his own.

 

He blinked.

 

As if to preside over a sacrifice at the Grand Manteion, theProlocutor wore mulberry vestments crusted with diamonds andsapphires, and held the gold baculus that symbolized his authority;

Xiphias had what appeared to be an augur’s black robe folded overhis arm. It seemed the wildest of dreams.

 

His blankets were pushed away; and the surgeon, standing next tohis bed beside Hyacinth, rolled him onto his side and bent to pulloff

the bandages he had applied earlier. Silk managed to smile up atHyacinth, and she smiled in return—a shy, frightened smile that waslike a kiss.

 

From the other side of the bed, Colonel Oosik inquired, “Can youspeak, Calde?”

 

He could not, though it was his emotions that kept him silent.

 

“He talked to me last night before he went to sleep,” Hyacinthtold Oosik.

 

“Silk talk!” Oreb confirmed from the top of a bedpost.

 

“Please don’t sit up.” The surgeon laid his hand—a much largerand stronger one than the hand that had awakened him—upon Silk’sshoulder to prevent it.

 

“I can speak.” he told them. “Your Cognizance. I very much regrethaving subjected you to this.”

 

Quetzal shook his head and told Hyacinth, “Perhaps you’d betterget him dressed.”

 

“No time to dawdle, lad!” Xiphias exclaimed. “Shadeup in an hour!

Want them to start shooting again?”

 

Then the surgeon who had held him down was helping him to rise,

and Hyacinth (who smelled better than an entire garden of flowers)

was helping him into a tunic. “I did this for you last Phaesdaynight,

remember?”

 

“Do I still have your azoth?” he asked her. And then, “What inthe

Whorl’s going on?”

 

“They sent Oosie to kill you. He just came back and he doesn’twant to.”

 

Silk was looking, or trying to look, into the corners of theroom.

Gods and others who were not gods waited there, he felt certain.

watching and nearly visible, their shining heads turned toward him.

He remembered climbing onto Blood’s roof and his desperatestruggle with the whiteheaded one, Hyacinth snatching his hatchetfrom his waistband. He groped for it, but hatchet and waistband hadvanished alike.

Quetzal muttered, “Somebody will have to tell him what to tellthem. How to make peace.”

 

“I don’t expect you to believe me, Your Cognizance—” Hyacinthbegan.

 

“Whether I believe you or not, my child, will depend on what yousay.”

 

“We didn’t! I swear to you by Thelxiepeia and Scalding Scylla—”

 

“For example. If you were to say that Patera Calde Silk hadviolated his oath and disgraced his vocation, I would not believeyou.”

 

Standing upon the arm of his mother’s reading chair, he hadstudied the calde’s head, carved by a skillful hand from hard brownwood. “Is this my father?” Mother’s smile as she lifted him down,

warning him not to touch it. “No, no, that’s my friend the calde.”

Then the calde was dead and buried, and his head buried, too—buriedin the darkest reaches of her closet, although she spoke attimes of burning it in the big black kitchen stove and perhapsbelieved eventually that she had. It was not well to have been afriend of the calde’s.

 

“I know our Patera Calde Silk too well for that,” Quetral wastelling Hyacinth. “On the other hand, if you were to say that nothingof the kind had taken place, I would believe you implicitly, mychild.”

 

Xiphias helped Silk to his feet, and Hyacinth pulled up a pair ofunbicached linen drawers that had somehow appeared around hisankles and were new and clean and not his at all, and tied the cordfor him.

 

“Calde—”

 

At that moment, the title sounded like a death sentence. He said,

“I’m only Patera—Only Silk. Nobody’s calde now.”

 

Oosik stroked his drooping, white-tipped mustache. “You fearthat because my men and I are loyal to the Ayuntamiento, we willkill you. I understand. It is undoubtedly true, as this young womanhas said—”

 

In the presence of the Prolocutor, Oosik was pretending he didnot know Hyacinth, exactly as he himself had tried to pretend hewas not calde;; Silk found wry amusement in that.

 

“—and already you have almost perished in this foolishfighting,”

Oosik was saying. “Another dies now, even as we speak. On our sideor yours, it does not matter. If it was one of us, we will kill oneof

you soon. If one of you, you will kill one of us. Perhaps it will beme.

Perhaps my son, though he has already—”

 

Xiphias interrupted him. “Couldn’t get home, lad! Tried to! Bignight attack! Still fighting! Didn’t think they’d try that. You don’tmind my coming back to look out for you?”

 

Kneeling with his trousers, Hyacinth nodded confirmation. “Ifyou listen at the window, you can still hear shooting.”

 

Silk sat on the rumpled bed again and pushed his feet into thelegs. “I’m confused. Are we still at Ermine’s?”

 

She nodded again. “In my room.”

 

Oosik had circled the bed to hold his attention. “Would it not be


a

great thing, Calde, if we—if you and I, and His Cognizance—could

 

end this fighting before shadeup?”

 

With less confidence in his legs than he tried to show, Silkstood

to pull up and adjust his waistband. “That’s what I’d hoped to do.”

He sat as quickly as he could without loss of dignity.

 

“We will—”

 

Quetzal interposed, “We must strike fast. We can’t wait for youto

recover, Patera Calde. I wish we could. You were startled to see mevested like this. My clothes always shock you. I’m afraid.”

 

“So it seems, Your Cognizance.”

 

“I’m under arrest, too, technically. But I’m trying to bringpeace,

just as you are.”

 

“We’ve both failed, in that case, Your Cognizance.”

 

Oosik laid his hand upon Silk’s; it felt warm and damp. thickwith

muscle. “Do not burden yourself with reproaches, Calde. No!

Success is possible still. Who had you in mind as commander of yourCivil Guard?”

 

The gods had gone, but one—perhaps crafty Thelxiepeia. whoseday was just beginning—had left behind a small gift of cunning. “Ifanyone could put an end to this bloodshed, he would surely deservea greater reward than that.”

 

“But if that were all the reward he asked?”

 

“I’d do everything I could to see that he obtained it.”

 

“Wise Silk!” Oreb cocked a bright black eye approvingly from thebedpost.

 

Oosik smiled. “You are better already, I think. I was greatlyconcerned for you when I saw you.” He looked at the surgeon.

“What do you think, Doctor? Should our calde have more blood?”

 

Quetzal stiffened, and the surgeon shook his head.

 

“Achieving peace, Calde, may not be as difficult as you imagine.

Our men and yours must be made to understand that loyalty to theAyuntamiento is not disloyalty to you. Nor is loyalty to youdisloyalty to the Ayuntamiento. When I was a young man we hadboth. Did you know that?”

 

Xiphias exclaimed, “It’s true, lad!”

 

“There is a vacancy on the Ayuntamiento. Clearly it must befilled. On the other hand, there are councillors presently in theAyuntamiento. Their places are theirs. Why ought they not retainthem?”

 

A compromise; Silk thought of Maytera Mint, small andheartrendingly brave upon a white stallion in Sun Street. “TheAlambrera—?”

 

“Cannot be permitted to fall. The morale of your Civil Guardwould not survive so crushing a humiliation.”

 

“I see.” He stood again, this time with more confidence; he feltweak, yet paradoxically strong enough to face whatever had to befaced. “The poor, the poorest people of our quarter especially, whobegan the insurrection, are anxious to release the convicts there.

They are their friends and relatives.”

 

Quetzal added, “Echidna has commanded it.”

 

Oosik nodded, still smiling. “So I have heard. Many of ourprisoners say so, and a few even claim to have seen her. I repeat,

however, that a successful assault on the Alambrera would be adisaster. It cannot be permitted. But might not our calde, upon hisassumption of office, declare a general amnesty? A gesture at oncegenerous and humane?”

 

“I see,” Silk repeated. “Yes, certainly, if it will end thefighting—ifthere’s even the slightest chance that it will end it. Must I comewith

you, Generalissimo?”

 

“You must do more. You must address both the insurgents andour own men, forcefully. It can be begun here, from your bed. Ihave a means of transmitting your voice to my troops, defendingthe Palatine. Afterward we will have to put you in a floater andtake you to the Alambrera, in order that both our men and Mint’smay see you, and see for themselves that there is no trickery. HisCognizance has agreed to go with you to bless the peace. Manyknow already that he has sided with you. When it is seen that mybrigade has come over to you as a body, the rest will come as well.”

 

Oreb crowed, “Silk win!” from the bedpost.

 

“I’m coming, too,” Hyacinth declared.

 

“You must understand that there is to be no surrender, Calde.

Viron will have chosen to return to its Charter. A

calde—yourself—and an ayuntamiento.”

 

Oosik turned ponderously to Quetzal. “Is that not the system ofgovernment stipulated by Scylla. Your Cognizance?”

 

“It is, my son, and it is my fondest desire to see itreinstated.”

 

“If we’re paraded through the city in this floater,” Silk said,

“manyof the people who see us are certain to guess that I’ve beenwounded.” In the nick of time he remembered to add, “Generalissimo.”

 

“Nor will we attempt to conceal it, Calde. You yourself haveplayed a hero’s part in the fighting! I must tell Gecko to work thatinto your little speech.”

 

Oosik took two steps backward. “Now someone must attend to allthese things, I fear, and there is no one capable of it but myself.

Your pardon, my lady.” He bowed. “Your pardon, Calde. I willreturn shortly. Your pardon, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Bad man?” mused Oreb

 

Silk shook his head. “No one who ends murder and hatred is evil,

even if he does it for his own profit. We need such people too muchto let even the gods condemn them. Xiphias, I sent you away lastnight at the same time that I sent away His Eminence. Did you leaveat once?”

 

The old fencing master was shamefaced. “Did you say at once,

lad?”

 

“I don’t think so. If I did, I don’t recall it.”

 

“I’d brought you this, lad, remember?” He bounded to the mostremote corner of the room and held up the silver-banded cane.

“Valuable!” He parried an imaginary opponents’s thrust. “Useful!

Think I’d let them leave it behind in that garden?”

 

Hyacinth said, “You followed when we carried him up here, didn’tyou? I saw you watching us from the foot of the stairs, but I didn’tknow you from a rat then.”

 

“I understand.” Silk nodded almost imperceptibly. “His Eminenceleft at once, I imagine. I had told him to find you if he could, YourCognizance. Did he?”

 

“No,” Quetzal said. With halting steps, he made his way to a redvelvet chair and sat, laying the baculus across his knees. “Does itmatter, Patera Calde?”

 

“Probably not. I’m trying to straighten things out in my mind,

that’s all.” Silk’s forefinger traced pensive circles on his beard—

roughcheek. “By this time, His Eminence may have reachedMaytera Mint—reached General Mint, I should say. It’s possiblethey have already begun to work out a truce. I hope so, it couldbe helpful. Mucor reached her in any event; and when GeneralMint heard Mucor’s message, she attacked the Palatine hoping torescue me—I ought to have anticipated that. My mind wasn’t asclear as it should be last night, or I would never have told herwhere I was.”

 

Hyacinth asked, “Mucor? You mean Blood’s abram girl? Was shehere?”

 

“In a sense.” Silk found that by staring steadfastly at theyellowgoblets and chocolate cellos that danced across the carpet, it waspossible to speak to Hyacinth without choking, and even to think ina patchy fashion about what he said. “I met her Phaesday night, andI talked to her in the Glasshouse before you found me. I’ll explainabout her later, though, if I may—it’s appalling and rather complex.

The vital point is that she agreed to carry a message to General Mintfor me, and did it. Colonel Oosik’s brigade was being held in reservewhen I spoke to him earlier; when the attack came, it must havebeen brought up to strengthen the Palatine.”

 

Hyacinth nodded. “That’s what he told me before we woke you.

He said it was lucky for you because Councillor Loris ordered himto send somebody to kill you, but he came himself instead andbrought you a doctor.”

 

“I operated on you yesterday, Calde,” the surgeon told Silk, “butI

don’t expect you to remember me. You were very nearly dead.” Hewas horse-faced and balding; his eyes were rimmed with red, andthere were bloodstains on his rumpled green tunic.

 

“You can’t have had much sleep, Doctor.”

 

“Four hours. I wouldn’t have slept that much, if my hands hadn’tstarted to shake. We have over a thousand wounded.”

 

Hyacinth sat on the bed next to Silk. “That’s about what we got,

too—four hours, I mean. I must look a hag.”

 

He made the error of trying to verify it, and discovered that hiseyes refused to leave her face. “You are the most beautiful woman inthe Whorl,” he said. Her hand found his, but she indicated Quetzalby a slight tilting of her head.

 

Quetzal had been dozing—so it appeared—in the red chair; helooked up as though she had pronounced his name. “Have you amirror, my child? There must be a mirror in a suite like this.”

 

“There’s a glass in the dressing room, Your Cognizance. It’llshow

you your reflection if you ask.” Hyacinth nibbled at her full lowerlip. “Only I ought to be in there getting dressed. Oosie will comeback in a minute, I think, with a speech for Patera and one of thoseear things.”

 

Quetzal rose laboriously with the help of his baculus, and Silk’sheart went out to him. How feeble he was! “I’ve had four hours

sleep, Your Cognizance; Hyacinth less than that, I’m afraid, and thedoctor here about the same; but I don’t believe Your Cognizancecan have slept at all.”

 

“People my age don’t need much, Patera Calde, but I’d like amirror. I have a skin condition. You’ve been too well bred to

remark upon it, but I do. I carry paint and powder now like awoman, and fix my face whenever I get the chance.”

 

“In the balneum, Your Cognizance.” Hyacinth rose, too. “There’sa minor, and I’ll dress while you’re in there.”

 

Quetzal tottered away. Hyacinth paused with one hand on thelatch-bar, clearly posing but so lovely that Silk could have forgivenher things far worse. “You men think it takes women a long while toget dressed, but it won’t take me long this morning. Don’t gowithout me.”

 

“We won’t,” Silk promised, and held his breath until the boudoirdoor closed behind her.

 

“Bad thing,” Oreb muttered from a bedpost.

 

Xiphias displayed the silver-banded cane to Silk. “Now I can showyou this, lad! Modest? Proper? Augur can’t wear a sword, right?

But you can carry this! Had a stick first time you came, didn’t you?”

 

“Bad thing!” Oreb dropped down upon Silk’s shoulder.

 

“Yes, I had a walking stick then. It’s gone now, I’m afraid. Ibroke it.”

 

“Won’t break this! Watch!” Between Xiphias’s hands, the cane’s

 

head separated from its brown wooden shaft, exposing a straight,

slender, double-edged blade. “Twist, and pull them apart! You tryit!”

 

“I’d much rather put them back together.” Silk accepted the canefrom him; it seemed heavy for a walking stick, and somewhat lightfor a sword. “It’s a bad thing, as Oreb says.”

 

“Nickel in that steel! Chrome, too! Truth! Could parry an azoth!

Believe that?”

 

Silk shuddered. “I suppose so. I had an azoth once and couldn’tcut through a steel door with it.”

 

The azoth reminded him of Hyacinth’s gold-plated needler;

hurriedly, he put his hand in his pocket. “Here it is. I’ve got toreturn

this to her. I was.afraid that it would be gone, somehow, though Ican’t imagine who might have taken it, except Hyacinth herself.” Helaid it on the peach-colored sheet.

 

“I gave your big one back, lad. Still got it?”

 

Silk shook his head, and Xiphias began to prowl around theroom, opening cabinets and examining shelves.

 

“This cane will be useful, I admit,” Silk told him, “but I reallydon’t

require a needler.”

 

Xiphias whirled to confront him, holding it out. “Going to makepeace, aren’t you?”

 

“I hope to, Master Xiphias, and that’s exactly—”

 

“What if they don’t like the way you’re making it, lad? Take it!”

 

“Here you are, Calde.” Oosik bustled in with a sheet of paper anda black object that seemed more like a flower molded from syntheticthan an actual ear. “I’ll turn it on before I pass it to you, and allyou’ll have to do is talk into it. Do you understand? My loudspeakerswill repeat everything that you say, and everyone will hear you.

Here’s your speech.”

 

He handed Silk the paper. “It would be best for you to read itover

first. Insert some thoughts of your own if you like. I would notdeviate too far from the text, however.”

 

Words crawled across the sheet like ants, some bearing meaningin their black jaws, most with none. The insurgent forces. The CivilGuard. The rebellion. The commissioners and the Ayuntamiento.

The Army. The arms in the Alambrera. The insurgents and theGuard. Peace.

 

There it was at last. Peace.

 

“All right.” Silk let the sheet fall into his lap.

 

Oosik signaled to someone in the outer room, waited for a replythat soon came, cleared his throat, and held the ear to his lips.

“This

Is Generalissimo Oosik of the Calde’s Guard. Hear me all ranks,

and especially you rebels. You’re fighting us because you want tomake Patera Silk Calde, but Calde Silk is with us. He is with theGuard, because he knows that we are with him. Now you soldiers.

Your duty is to obey our calde. He is sitting here beside me. Hearhis instructions.”

 

Silk wanted his old chipped ambion very badly; his hands soughtit blindly as he spoke, rattling the paper. “My fellow citizens, whatGeneralissimo Oosik has just told you is true. Are we not—” Thewords seemed predisposed to hide behind his trembling fingers.

 

“Are we not, every one of us, citizens of Viron? On this historicday, my fellow citizen—” The type blurred, and the next line begana meaningless half sentence.

 

“Our city is in great danger,” he said. “I believe the wholeWhorl’s

in great danger, though I can’t be sure.”

 

He coughed and spat clotted blood on the carpet. “Please excuseme. I’ve been wounded. It doesn’t matter, because I’m not going to

 

die. Neither are you, if only you’ll listen.”

 

Faintly, he heard his words re-echoed in the night beyondErmine’s walls: “You’ll listen.” The loudspeakers Oosik hadmentioned, mouths with stentorian voices, had heard him in somefashion, and in some fashion repeated his thoughts.

 

The door of the balneum opened. Framed in the doorway,

Quetzal gave him an encouraging nod, and Oreb flew back to hispost on the bedpost.

 

“We can’t rebel against ourselves,” Silk said. “So there is norebellion. There is no insurrection, and none of you are insurgents.

We can fight among ourselves, of course, and we’ve been doing it. Itwas necessary, but the time of its necessity is over. There is acalde

again—I am your calde. We needed rain, and we have gotten rain.”

He paused to look across the room at the rich smoke-gray drapes.

“Master Xiphias, will you open that window for me, please? Thankyou.”

 

He drew a deep and somewhat painful breath of cool, damp air.

“We’ve had rain, and if I’m any judge of weather, we’ll get more.

Now let’s have peace—it’s a gift we can provide ourselves, one moreprecious than rain. Let’s have peace.”

 

(What was it the captain had said whole ages ago in that inn?)

“Many of you are hungry. We plan to buy food with city funds andsell it to you cheaply. Not free, because there are always people whowill waste anything free. But very cheaply, so that even beggars willbe able to buy enough. My Guard will release the convicts from thepits. Generalissimo Oosik, His Cognizance the Prolocutor, and I aregoing to the Alambrera this morning, and I’ll order it. All convictsare pardoned as of this moment—I pardon them. They’ll be hungryand weak, so please share whatever food you have with them.”

 

He recalled his own hunger, hunger at the manse and worsehunger underground, gnawing hunger that had become a sort ofillness by the time Mamelta located the strange, steaming meals ofthe underground tower. “We had a poor harvest this year.” he said.

“Let us pray, every one of us, for a better one next year. I’veprayedfor that often, and I’ll pray for it again; but if we want to haveenough to eat for the rest of our lives, we must have water for ourfields when the rains fail.

 

“There are ancient tunnels under the city. Some of you canconfirm that because you’ve come upon them while digging foundations.

They reach Lake Limna—I know that, because I’ve been in them. If wecan

break through near the lake—and I’m sure we can—we can use them tocarry water to the farms. Then we’ll all haveplenty of food, cheaply, for a long time.” He wanted to say, untilit’s

time for us to leave this whorl behind us, but he bit the words back,

pausing instead to watch the gray drapes sway in the breeze andlisten to his own voice through the open window.

 

“If you have been fighting for me, don’t use your weapons againunless you’re attacked. If you’re a Guardsman, you have sworn thatyou’ll obey your officers.” (He could not be sure of that, but it wasso probable that he asserted it boldly.) “Ultimately, that meansGeneralissimo Oosik, who commands both the Guard and theArmy. You’ve already heard what he has to say. He’s for peace. So amI.”

 

Oosik pointed to himself, then to the ear; and Silk added,

“You’ll

hear him again, very soon.”

 

He felt that the shade should be up by now—indeed that it waspast that time, the hour of first light, and time for the morningprayer to Thelxiepeia; yet the city beyond the gray drapes was stilltwilit. “To you whose loyalty is to the Ayuntamiento, I have two

 

things tosay. The first is that you’re fighting—dying, many of you—for aninstitution that needs no defense. Neither I nor Generalissimo Oosik


nor

 

General Mint desires to destroy it. So why shouldn’tthere be peace? Help us make peace!

 

“The second is that the Ayuntamiento was created by our Charter.

Were it not for our Charter, it would have no right to exist, andwouldn’t exist. Our Charter grants to you—to you, the people ofViron, and not to any official—the right to choose a new caldewhenever the position is vacant. It then makes the Ayuntamientosubject to the calde you have chosen. I need not tell you that ourCharter proceeds from the immortal gods. All of you know that.

Generalissimo Oosik and I have been consulting His Cognizance theProlocutor on this matter of the calde and the Ayuntamiento. He ishere with us, and if I have misinformed you he will correct me, Ifeel

certain.”

 

With his left hand Quetzal accepted the ear; his right traced atrembling sign of addition. “Blessed be you in the Most SacredName of Pas, the Father of the Gods, in that of Gracious Echidna,

His consort, in those of the Sons and their Daughters alike, this dayand forever, in the name of their eldest child, Scylla, Patroness ofthis—”

 

He continued to speak, but Silk’s attention deserted him; thedoor of the dressing room had opened. Hyacinth stepped through it,

radiantly lovely in a flowing gown of scarlet silk. In a low voiceshe

said, “The glass in there just told me the Ayuntamiento’s offeringten thousand to anybody who kills you and two thousand each forOosie and His Cognizance. I thought you should know.”

 

Silk nodded and thanked her; Oosik muttered, “It was only to beexpected.”

 

“Consider, my children,” Quetzal was saying, “how painful it mustbe to Succoring Scylla to see the sons and daughters of the city thatshe founded clawing one another’s eyes. She has provided everythingwe require. First of all our Charter, the foundation of peaceand justice. If we wish to regain her favor we need only return toit.

If we wish to reclaim the peace we have lost, again we need onlyreturn to her Charter. We wish justice, I know. I wish it myself, andthe wish for it has been planted in every bosom by Great Pas. Eventhe worst of us wish to live in holiness, too. Perhaps there are afew

ingrates who don’t, but they are very few. We wish all these things,

and we can make them ours by one simple act. Let us return to ourCharter. That is what the gods desire. Let us accept this anointedaugur, Patera Calde Silk. The gods desire that, too. To conform toSustaining Scylla’s Charter, we must have a calde, and the smallestof our children know on whom the choice has fallen. If you have anydoubts on these topics, my children, I beg you to consult theanointed augur into whose care you are given. There is one, youknow, in every quarter. Or you may consult the next you see, or anyholy sibyl. They will tell you that the path of duty is not difficultbut

simple and plain.”

 

Quetzal paused, exhaling with a slight hiss. “Now, my children, amost painful matter. Word has come to me that devils in humanshape are seeking our destruction. Falsely and evilly. they promisemoney they have not got and will not pay, for our blood. Do notbelieve their lies. Their lies offend the gods. Anyone who slays goodmen for money is worse than a devil, and anyone who slays formoney he will never see is a fool. Worse than a fool, a dupe.”

 

Oosik reached for the ear, but Quetzal shook his head.

 

“My children, it will soon be shadeup. A new day. Let it be a dayof peace. Let us stand together. Let us stand by the gods, by theirCharter, and by the calde they have chosen for us. I bid you farewellfor the present, but soon I hope to talk to you face-to-face andbless

you for the peace you’ve given our city. Now I believe GeneralissimoOosik wants to speak to you again.”

 

Oosik cleared his throat. “This is the Generalissimo. Operationsagainst the rebels are canceled, effective at once. Every officerwill

be held responsible for his obedience to my order and for the actionsof his troopers or soldiers, as the case may be. Calde Silk and HisCognizance are going through the city on one of our floaters. Iexpect every officer, every trooper, and every soldier to receivethem in a manner fully in accordance with loyalty and gooddiscipline.

 

“My Calde, have you anything further to say?”

 

“Yes, I do.” Silk leaned toward him, speaking into the ear.

“Please

stop fighting. It was needful, as I said; but it’s become senseless.

Stop them if you can, Maytera Mint. General Mint, please stopthem. Peace is within our grasp—from the moment we accept it, allof us have won.”

 

He straightened up, savoring the wonder of the ear. It reallydoes

look like a black flower, he thought, a flower meant to bloom atnight; and because it’s bloomed, shadeup is on the way, even if thenight looks nearly as dark as ever.

 

To the ear he added, “We’ll be with you in a few minutes, on thefloater Generalissimo Oosik told you about. Don’t shoot us, please.

We certainly won’t shoot you. No one will.” He turned to Oosik forconfirmation, and Oosik nodded vigorously.

 

“Not even if you shoot me. I’ll stand up if I can, so you can seeme.” He paused. Was there more to say?

 

Attenuated like distant thunder, his words flew back to himthrough the window, an ebbing storm: “Can see me.”

 

“Those who fought for Viron will be rewarded, regardless of theside on which they fought. Maytera Marble, if you can hear this,

please come to the floater. I need you badly, so please come. Auk,

too, and Chenille.” Had Kypris possessed Hyacinth, rendering herirresistible? Could she possess two women simultaneously? For asecond he pondered the question among the remembered faces ofhis teachers at the schola. He ought to end this, he thought, byinvoking the gods; but the time-worn honorifics caught in his throat.

 

“Until I see you,” he said at last, “please pray for me—for ourcity,

and for all of us. Pray to Kind Kypris, who is love. Pray especiallyto

the Outsider, because he is the god whose time is coming and I amthe help he’s sent us.”

 

He let the hand that held the ear fall, and Oosik took it fromhim.

“For which we all give thanks,” Oosik said, and Oreb muttered,

“Watch out.”

 

No one spoke after that. Although Oosik and his surgeon,

Xiphias, and Quetzal were all present, the bedroom felt empty.

Beyond the window, a hush hung over the Palatine. No streetvendor hawked his wares and no gun spoke.

 

Peace.

 

Peace here, at least; for those on the Palatine and thosesurroundingit, there was peace. Incredible as it seemed, hundreds—thousands-had

ceased fighting, merely because he, Silk, had told them to.

 

He felt better; perhaps peace, like blood, made one feel better.

He was stronger, though he was still not strong. The surgeon hadpoured blood—more blood—into him while he slept, and that sleepmust have been something akin to a coma, because the needle hadnot awakened him. Another’s blood—another’s life—had let him

live, though he had been certain the night before that he would diethat night. Premonitions born of weakness could be frustrated,

clearly; he would have to remember that. With friends to help, aman could make his own fate.





Chapter 9 — Victory
Xiphias, it transpired, had gone to the Palace, bringing back oneof Remora’s fine robes. It fit Silk surprisingly well, although itcarried in its soft fabric a suggestion of somber luxury he founddetestable. “They won’t know you outside of this, lad,” Xiphiassaid. He, shaking his head, wondered how they could possiblyknow him in it.

 

Oosik returned. “I have had more lights mounted on your floater,

Calde. There will be a flag on its antenna as well. Most will be onyou, two on the flag.” Without waiting for a reply, he asked thesurgeon, “Is he ready?”

 

“He shouldn’t walk far,” the surgeon said.

 

“I can walk around the city if need be,” Silk told them.

 

Hyacinth declared, “He should lie down again till it’s time togo,”

and to please her, he did.

 

Within half a minute, it seemed, Xiphias and the surgeon werelowering him into a litter. Hyacinth walked beside him as she hadwhen the waiters had carried him out of the Glasshouse, and itseemed to him that his mother’s garden walked with her; from theother side, Quetzal asperged him with benedictions, his robe ofmulberry velvet contributing the mingled smells of frankincense andsomething else to the cool and windy dark. At his ears, the_frou-frou-frou_ of Hyacinth’s skirt and the whish-shish

of Quetzal’s robe sounded louder than the snap of Oosik’s flag.

Trooperssaluted, clicking their heels. One knelt for Quetzal’s blessing.

 

“It would be better,” Oosik said, “if you did not have to becarried

into the floater, Calde. Can you do it?”

 

He could, of course, rising from the litter with the help ofXiphias’s cane. A volley of shots crackled in the distance; it wasfollowed by a faint scream, rarefied and unreal. “Men fight,” Orebcommented.

 

“Some do,” Silk told him. “That’s why we’re going.”

 

The entry port let spill a sallow light; the surgeon wascrouchinginside to help him in. “Blood’s floater was open,” Silk remarked,

remembering. “There was a transparent canopy—a top that youcould see through almost as well as air—but when it was down, youcould stand up.”

 

“You can stand in this, too,” the surgeon said, “right here.” Hesteered Silk toward the spot. “See? You’re under the turret here.”

 

Straightening up, Silk nodded. “I rode in one of theseyesterday—on theoutside, when the rain stopped. It wasn’t nearly as roomy as this.”

Corpses,

including Doctor Crane’s, had taken up most of the space inside.

 

“We took out a lot of ammo, Calde,” the trooper at the controlstold him.

 

Silk nearly nodded again, although the trooper could not see his

 

head. He had found the ladder he recalled, a spidery affair of metalrods, and was climbing cautiously but steadily toward the openhatch at the top of the turret.

 

“Bad thing,” Oreb informed him nervously. “Thing shine.”

 

To his own astonishment Silk smiled. “This buzz gun, youmean?” It was dull black, but the open breech revealed brightsteel. “They won’t shoot us with it, Oreb. They won’t shootanyone, I hope.”

 

The surgeon’s voice floated up from below. “There’s a saddle forthe gunner, Calde, and things to put your feet in.”

 

“Stirrups.” That voice had been Oosik’s, surely.

 

Silk swung himself onto the leather-covered seat, almost but notquite losing his grip on Xiphias’s cane. There were officers onhorseback around the floater, and what seemed to be a full companyof troopers standing at ease half a street behind it. The footman whohad admitted him to Ermine’s was watching everything from hisstation by the door; Silk waved to him with the cane, and he wavedin return, his grin a touch of white in the darkness.

 

It’s going to rain again, Silk thought. I don’t believe we’ve hada

morning this dark since spring.

 

Quetzal’s head rose at his elbow. “I’m going to be besides you,

Patera Calde. They’re finding a box for me to stand on.”

 

With as much firmness as he could muster, Silk said, “I can’tpossibly sit while your Cognizance stands.”

 

A hatch opened at the front of the floater; Oosik’s head andshoulders emerged, and he spoke to someone inside.

 

Quetzal touched Silk’s hand with cold, dry fingers that mighthave

been boneless. “You’re wounded, Patera Calde, and weaker thanyou think. Stay seated. That is my wish.” His head rose to the levelof Silk’s own.

 

“As Your Cognizance desires.” With both hands on the rim of thehatch, Silk heaved up his unwontedly uncooperative body. For aninstant the effort seemed too great; his heart pounded and his armsshook; then one foot found a corner of the box on which Quetzalstood, and he was able to hoist himself up enough to sit on thecoaming of the open turret hatch. “The gunner’s seat remains forYour Cognizance,” he said.

 

The floater lifted beneath them, gliding forward. Louder than theroar of its engine, Oosik’s voice seemed to reach into every streetin

the city: “People of Viron! Our new calde is coming among you as wepromised. At his side is His Cognizance the Prolocutor, who hasconfirmed that Calde Silk has the favor of all the gods. Hail him!

Follow him!”

 

Brilliant white lights glared to left and right, less than anarm’s

length away, more than half blinding him.

 

“Girl come!” Oreb exclaimed.

 

A black civilian floater had nosed between their floater and the

troopers, and was pushing through the mounted officers. Hyacinthstood on its front seat beside the driver; and while Silk watchedopen mouthed, she stepped over what seemed to be a low invisiblebarrier, and onto the waxed and rounded foredeck. “Your stick!” shecalled.

 

Silk tightened the handle, leaned as far back as he dared, andheld

it out to her; the civilian floater advanced until its cowlingtouched

the back of the floater upon which he rode.

 

And Hyacinth leaped, her scarlet skirt billowing about her barelegs in the updraft from the blowers. For an instant he was certainshe would fall. Then she had grasped the cane and stood secure on

 

the sloping rear deck of his floater, waving in triumph to themounted officers, most of whom waved in return or saluted. As thefloater in which she had come turned away and vanished into thetwilight beyond the lights on their own, Silk recognized the driverwho had returned him to his manse Phaesday night.

 

Hyacinth gave him a mischievous grin. “You look like you’ve seena ghost. You didn’t expect company, did you?”

 

“I thought you were inside. I should’ve—I’m sorry, Hyacinth.

Terribly sorry.”

 

“You ought to be.” He had to put his ear to her lips to hear her,

and she nipped and kissed it. “Oosie sent me away. Don’t tell himI’m up here.”

 

Lost in the wonder of her face, Silk could only gasp.

Quetzal raised the baculus to bestow a benison, although Silkcould see no one beyond the glare that enveloped the three of themexcept the mounted officers. The roar of their floater was mutednow; an occasional grating hesitation suggested that its cowling wasactually scraping the cobbles.

 

“You said you took a floater,” Silk told Hyacinth. “I thought youmeant that you just, well, took it.”

 

“I wouldn’t know how to make one go.” Sitting, she edged nearer,

grasping the coaming of the turret hatch. “Would you? But thatdriver’s my friend, and I gave him a little money.”

 

They rounded a corner, and innumerable throats cheered fromthe dimness beyond the lights. Someone shouted, “We’ve gone overto Silk!”

 

A thrown chrysanthemum brushed his cheek, and he waved.

Another voice shouted, “Live the calde!” It brought a storm ofcheering, and Hyacinth waved and smiled as if she herself were thatcalde, evoking a fresh outburst. “Where are we going? Did Oosietell you?”

 

“To the Alambrera.” Silk had to shout to make himself heard.

“We’ll free the convicts. The Juzgado afterward.”

 

A jumble of boxes and furniture opened to let them pass—Liana’sbarricade.

 

Beside him, Quetzal invoked the Nine: “In the name of MarvelousMolpe, you are blessed. In the name of Tenebrous Tartaros…”

They trust the gods, Silk thought, all these wretched men; andbecause they do, they have made me their leader. Yet I feel I can’ttrust any god at all, not even the Outsider.

 

As if they had been chatting over lunch, Quetzal said, “Only afool

would, Patera Calde.”

 

Silk stared.

 

“Didn’t I tell you that I’ve done everything I could to preventtheophanies? Those we call gods are nothing more than ghosts.

Powerful ghosts, but only because they entailed that power tothemselves in life.”

 

“I—” Silk swallowed. “I wasn’t aware that I had spoken aloud,

Your Cognizance. I apologize; my remark was singularlyinappropriate.”

Oreb stirred apprehensively on his shoulder.

 

“You didn’t, Patera Calde. I saw your face, and I’ve had lots ofpractice. Don’t look at me or your young woman. Look at thepeople. Wave. Look ahead. Smile.”

 

Both waved, and Silk tried to smile as well. His eyes hadadjustedto the lights well enough now for him to glimpse indistinct figuresbeyond the mounted officers, many waving slug guns just as hewaved the cane. Through clenched teeth he ventured, “Echidna toldus Pas was dead. Your Cognizance confirmed it.”

 

“Dead long ago,” Quetzal agreed, “whoever he really was, poorold fellow. Murdered by his family, as was inevitable.” Deftly hecaught a bouquet. “Blessings on you, my children. Blessings,

 

blessings… May Great Pas and the immortal gods smile upon you

 

and all that you own, forever!”

 

“Silk is calde! Long live Silk!”

 

Hyacinth told him happily, “We’re getting a real tour of thecity!”

 

He nodded, feeling his smile grow warm and real.

 

“Look at them, Patera Calde. This is their moment. They havebled for this.”

 

“Peace!” Silk called to the shadowy crowds, waving the cane.

“Peace!”

 

“Peace!” Oreb confirmed, and hopped up onto Silk’s head flappinghis wings. The day was brightening at last, Silk decided, in spiteof the storm-black cloud hanging over the city. How appropriatethat shadeup should come now—peace and sunlight together! Acheering woman waved an evergreen bough, the symbol of life. Hewaved in return, meeting her eyes and smiling, and she seemedready to swoon with delight.

 

“Don’t start throwing flowers to yourself,” Hyacinth told himwith

mock severity. “They’ll be blaming you soon enough.”

 

“Then let’s enjoy this while we can.” Seeing the woman with thebough had recalled one of the ten thousand things the Outsider hadshown him—a hero riding through some foreign city while acheering crowd waved big fan-like leaves. Would Echidna and herchildren kill the Outsider too? With a flash of insight, he felt surethey were already trying.

 

“Look! There’s Orchid, throwing out the house.”

 

A light directed at the flag showed her plainly, leaning so farfrom

the second-story window through which Kypris had called to himthat it seemed she might fall any moment. They were floating downLamp Street, clearly; the Alambrera could not be far.

 

As Hyacinth blew Orchid a kiss, something whizzed past Silk’sear, striking the foredeck like a gong. A high whine and a boomingexplosion were followed by the rattle of a buzz gun. Somebodyshouted for someone to come down, and someone inside the floatercaught his injured ankle and pulled.

 

He looked up instead, to where something new and enormousthat was not a cloud at all filled the sky. Another whine, louder,

mounting ever higher, until Lamp Street exploded in front of them,

peppering his face and throwing something solid at his head.

 

Oosik shouted, “Faster!” and disappeared down his hatch, slammingit behind him.

 

“Inside, Patera Calde!”

 

He scooped Hyacinth into his arms instead, dropping the caneinto the floater. It was racing now, careering along Lamp Street andscattering people like chaff. She shrieked.

 

Here was Cage Street, overlooked by the despotic wall of theAlambrera. Hanging in the air in front of it was a single trooperwith

wings—a female trooper, from the bulge at her chest—who leveled aslug gun. He slid off the coaming and dropped, still holdingHyadnth, onto the men below.

 

They sprawled in a tangle of arms and legs, like beetles sweptinto

a jar. Someone stepped on his shoulder and swarmed up the spideryladder. The turret hatch banged shut. At the front of the floaterOosik snapped, “Faster, Sergeant!”

 

“We’re getting a vector now, sir.”

 

Silk tried to apologize, to tug Hyacinth’s scarlet skirt (aboutwhich Hyacinth herself seemed to care not a cardbit) over herthighs, and to stand in a space in which he could not possibly havestood upright, all at once. Nothing succeeded.

 

Something struck the floater like a sledge, sending it yawing

 


into

something else solid; it rolled and plunged and righted itself, itsstraining engine roaring like a wounded bull. Reeking of fish, a wispof oily black smoke writhed through the compartment.

 

“Faster!” Oosik shouted.

 

The turret gun spoke as if in response, a clatter that went onand

on, as though the turret gunner were intent on massacring the wholecity.

 

Scrambling across Xiphias and the surgeon, Silk peered overOosik’s shoulder. Fiery red letters danced across his glass:

<font size=2>VECTOR UNACCEPTABLE</font>.

 

Something banged the slanted foredeck above their heads, andthe thunder of the engine rose to a deafening crescendo; Silk feltthat he had been jerked backwards.

 

Abruptly, their motion changed.

 

The floater no longer rocked or raced. The noise of the enginewaned until he could distinguish the high-pitched song of theblowers. It ascended to an agonized scream and faded away. A redlight flared on the instrument panel.

 

For the second time in a floater, Silk felt that he was trulyfloating; it was, he thought, like the uncanny sensation of themoving room in which he had ridden with Mamelta.

 

Behind him, Hyacinth gasped. A strangely-shaped object hadrisen from Oosik’s side. Before Silk recognized it, it had completeda leisurely quarter revolution, scarcely a span in front of his nose.


It

was a large needler, similar to the one in his own waistband; and ithad bobbed up like a cork, unimpelled, from Oosik’s holster.

 

“Look! Look! They’re picking us up!” Hyacinth’s full breastspressed his back as she stared at the glass.

 

He plucked Oosik’s needler out of the air and returned it to itsholster. When he looked at the glass again, it showed a sprawlingpattern of crooked lines, enlivened here and there by crimsonsparks. It looked, he decided, like a city in the skylands, exceptthat

it seemed much closer. Intrigued, he undogged the hatcheover overOosik’s seat and threw it back. As he completed the motion, bothhis feet left the floor; he snatched at the hatch dog, missed it by afinger, and drifted up like Oosik’s needler until someone insidecaught his foot.

 

The pattern he had seen in the glass was spread before himwithout limit here: a twilit skyland city, ringed by sunbright brownfields and huddled villages; and to one side, a silver mirroranchored

by a winding, dun-colored thread Oreb fluttered from his shoulderas he gaped and disappeared into the twilight.

 

“We’re flying.” Incredulity and dismay turned the words to a sighthat dwindled with the black bird. Silk coughed, spat congealedblood, and tried again. “We are flying upside down. I see Viron andthe lake, even the road to the lake.”

 

Quetzal spoke from inside the floater. “Look behind us, PateraCalde.”

 

They were nearer now, so near that the vast dark belly of thething roofed out the sky. Beneath it, suspended by cables thatappeared no thicker than gossamer, dangled a structure like a boatwith many short oars; Silk’s lungs had filled and emptied before herealized that the oars were the barrels of guns, and half a minutecrept by before he made out the blood-red triangle on its bottom.

“Your Cognizance…”

 

“You don’t understand why they’re not shooting at us.” Quetzalshook himself. “I imagine it’s only that they haven’t noticed us yet.

A wind is forcing them to hold their airship parallel to the sun, sothey’re peering down at a dark city. At the moment our floater’s

 

presenting its narrowest aspect to them. But we’re turning, and soonthey’ll be looking straight down at us. Let’s duck inside and shutthe

hatch.”

 

The glass showed Lake Limna now. Watching its shoreline creepfrom one corner to the other, Silk thought of Oosik’s needler; theirfloater seemed to be tumbling through the sky in the same dilatoryfashion.

 

Clinging to him, Hyacinth whispered, “You’re not afraid at all,

are you? Are we up terribly high?” She trembled.

 

“Of course I am; when I was out there, I was terrified.” Heexamined his emotional state. “I’m still badly frightened; butthinking about what’s happening—how it can possibly have comeabout except by a miracle—keeps my mind off my fear.” Watchingthe glass, he tried to describe the airship.

 

“Pulling us up, lad! That’s what she said! Think we could cutit?”

 

“There’s nothing to cut; if there were, they’d know where we wereand shoot us, I believe. This is something else. Was it you who heldmy foot, by the way? Thank you.”

 

Xiphias shook his head and indicated the surgeon.

 

“Thank you,” Silk repeated. “Thank you very much indeed,

Doctor.” He grasped the operator’s shoulder. “You said we weregetting a vector. Exactly what does that mean?”

 

“It’s a message you get if you float too fast, My Calde, eithernorth

or south. You’re supposed to slow down. The monitor’s supposed tomake you if you don’t, but that doesn’t work any more on thisfloater.”

 

“I see.” Silk nodded, encouragingly he hoped. “Why are yousupposed to slow down?”

 

Oosik put in, “Going too fast north makes you feel as if someonewere shoveling sand on you. It is not good for you, and makeseveryone in the floater slow to react. Going south too fast makesyou giddy. It feels like swimming.”

 

Almost too softly to be heard, Quetzal inquired, “Do you knowthe shape of the whorl, Patera Calde?”

 

“The whorl? Why, it’s cylindrical, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Are we on the outside of the cylinder, Patera Calde? Or on theinside?”

 

“We’re inside, Your Cognizance. If we were outside, we’d falloff.”

 

“Exactly. What is it that holds us down? What makes a book fallif

you drop it?”

 

“I can’t remember the name, Your Cognizance,” Silk said, “butit’s

the tendency that keeps a stone in a sling until it is thrown.”

 

Hyacinth had released him; now her hand found his, and hesqueezed it. “As long as the boy keeps twirling his sling, the stonein

it can’t fall out. The Whorl turns—I see! If the stone were a—a

mouse and the mouse ran in the direction the sling was going, itwould be held in place more securely, as though the sling were beingtwirled faster. But if the mouse were to run the other way, it wouldbe as if the sling weren’t twirling fast enough. It would fall out.”

 

“Gunner!” Oosik was staring at the glass. “Your gun should bear.”

As he flicked off his own buzz gun’s safety, the red triangle creptinto view.

 

“Trivigaunte,” Hyacinth whispered. “Sphigx won’t let them makepictures of anything. That mark’s on their flag.”

 

Auk stood, unable for a moment to recall where he was or why hehad come. Had he fallen off a roof? Salt blood from his lips trickled

 

into his mouth. A man with arms and legs no thicker than kindlingand a face like a bearded skull dashed past him. Then another andanother.

 

“Don’t be afraid,” the blind god whispered. “Be brave and actwisely, and I will protect you.” He took Auk’s hand, not as Hyacinthhad put her own hand into Silk’s a few minutes before, but as anolder man clasps a younger’s at a crisis.

 

“All right,” Auk told him. “I ain’t scared, only kind of shookup.”

The blind god’s hand felt good in his own, big and strong, with longpowerful fingers; he could not think of the blind god’s name and wasembarrassed by his failure.

 

“I am Tartaros, and your friend. Tell me everything you see. Youmay speak or not, as you wish.”

 

“There’s a big hole with smoke coming out in the middle of thewall,” Auk reported. “That wasn’t there before, I’m pretty sure.

There’s some dead culls around besides the ones Patera killed and

the one I killed. One’s a trooper, like, only a mort it looks like.


Her

wings broke, I guess, maybe when she hit the ground. Everything’sbrown, the wings and pants and a kind of a bandage, like, over herboobs.”

 

“Brown?”

 

Auk looked more closely. “Not exactly. Yellowy-brown, morelike. Dirt color. Here comes Chenille.”

 

“That is well. Comfort her, Auk my noctolater. Is the airshipstill

overhead?”

 

“Sure,” Auk said, implying by his tone that he did not require agod to coach him in such elementary things. “Yeah, it is.” Chenillerushed into his arms.

 

“It’s all right, Jugs,” he told her. “Going to be candy. You’llsee.

Tartaros is a dimber mate of mine.” To Tartaros himself, Aukadded, “There’s this hoppy floater that’s falling in the pit, onlyslow,

while it shoots. That’s up there, too. And there’s maybe a couplehundred troopers like the dead mort flying around, way up.”

 

The blind god gave his hand a gentle tug. “We emerged from asmaller pit into this one, Auk. If you see no other way out, it wouldbe well to return to the tunnel. There are other egresses, and I knowthem all.”

 

“Just a minute. I lost my whin. I see it.” Releasing Chenille,


Auk

hurried over, jerked his hanger from the mire, and wiped the bladeon his tunic.

 

“Auk, my son—”

 

He shooed Incus with the hanger. “You get back in the tunnel,

Patera, before you get hurt. That’s what Tartaros says, and he’sright.”

 

The floater was descending faster now, almost as though it werereally falling. Watching it, Auk got the feeling it was, only notstraight down the way other things fell. Until the last moment, itseemed it might come to rest upright; but it landed on the side ofits

cowling and tumbled over.

 

Something much higher was falling much faster, a tiny dot ofblack that seemed almost an arrow by the time it struck the ruinedbattlement of the Alambrera’s wall, which again erupted in a gout offlame and smoke. This time masses of shiprock as big as cottageswere flung up like chaff. Auk thought it the finest sight he had seenin his life.

 

“Silk here!” Oreb announced proudly, dropping onto his shoulder.

“Bird bring!” A hatch opened at the front of the fallen floater.

 

“Hackum!” Chenille shouted. “Hackum, come on! We’re goingback in the tunnel!”

 

Auk waved to silence her. The wall of the Alambrera had taken

 

its death blow. As he watched, cracks raced down it to reappear asthough by magic in the shiprock side of the pit. There came a growldeeper than any thunder. With a roar that shook the ground onwhich he struggled to stand, the wall and the side of the pit camedown together. Half the pit vanished under a scree of stones, earth,

and shattered slabs. Coughing at the dust, Auk backed away.

 

“Hole break,” Oreb informed him.

 

When he looked again, several men and a slender woman inscarlet were emerging from the overturned floater; its turret gun,

unnaturally canted but pointing skyward, was firing burst after burstat the flying troopers.

 

“Return to the woman,” the blind god told him. “You must protecther. A woman is vital. This is not.”

 

He looked for Chenille, but she was gone. A few skeletal figureswere disappearing into the hole from which he and she had emergedinto the pit. Men from the floater followed them; through thebillowing dust he could make out a white-bearded man in rustyblack and a taller one in a green tunic.

 

“Silk here!” Oreb circled above two fleeing figures.

 

Auk caught up with them as they started down the helical track;

Silk was hobbling fast, helped by a cane and the woman in scarlet.

Auk caught her by the hair. “Sorry, Patera, but I got to do this.”

Silk’s hand went to his waistband, but Auk was too quick—a pushon his chest sent him reeling backward into the lesser pit.

 

“Listen!” urged the blind god beside Auk; he did, and heard therising whine of the next bomb a full second before it struck theground.

 

Silk looked down upon the dying augur’s body with joy and regret.

It was—had been—himself, after all. Quetzal and a smaller,

younger augur knelt beside it, with a woman in an augur’s cloak anda third man nearly as old as Quetzal.

 

Beads swung in sign after sign of addition: “I convey to you,

Patera Silk my son, the forgiveness of all the gods.”

 

“Recall now the words of Pas—”

 

It was good; and when it was over, he could go. Where? It didn’tmatter. Anywhere he wished. He was free at last, and though hewould miss his old cell now and then, freedom was best. He lookedup through the shiprock ceiling and saw only earth, but knew thatthe whole Whorl was above it, and the open sky.

 

“I pray you to forgive us, the living,” the smaller augur said,


and

again traced the sign of addition, which could not—now that hecame to think of it—ever have been Pas’s. A sign of addition was across; he remembered Maytera drawing one on the chalkboardwhen he was a boy learning to do sums. Pas’s sign was not the crossbut the voided cross. He reached for his own at his neck, but it was

gone.

 

The older augur: “I speak here for Great Pas, for Divine Echidna,

for Scalding Scylla.”

 

The younger augur: “For Marvelous Molpe, for Tenebrous Tartaros,

for Highest Hierax, for Thoughtful Thelxiepeia, for FiercePhaea, and for Strong Sphigx.”

 

The older augur: “Also for all lesser gods.”

 

The shiprock gave way to earth, the earth to a clearer, purer airthan he had ever known. Hyacinth was there with Auk; in a slantingmass of stones, broken shiprock rolled and slid to reveal a gropingsteel hand. Glorying, he soared.

 

The Trivigaunti airship was a brown beetle, infinitely remote,


the

Aureate Path so near he knew it could not be his final destination.

 

He lighted upon it, and found it a road of tinsel down a whorl nobigger than an egg. Where were the lowing beasts? The spirits of theother dead? There! Two men and two women. He blinked and

stared and blinked again.

 

“Oh, Silk! My son! Oh, son!” She was in his arms and he in hers,

melting in tears of joy. “Mother!” “Silk, my son!”

 

The Whorl was filth and stink, futility and betrayal; this waseverything—joy and love, freedom and purity.

 

“You must go back, Silk. He sends us to tell you.”

 

“You must, my lad.” A man’s voice, the voice of which Lemur’shad been a species of mockery. Looking up he saw the carved brownface from his mother’s closet.

 

“We’re your parents.” He was tall and blue-eyed. “Your fathersand your mothers.”

 

The other woman did not speak, but her eyes spoke truth.

 

“You were my mother,” he said. “I understand.”

 

He looked down at his own beautiful mother. “You will always be

 

my mother. Always!”

“We’ll be waiting, Silk my son. All of us. Remember.”

  

Something was fanning his face.

 

He opened his eyes. Quetzal was seated beside him, one long,

bloodless hand swinging as regularly and effortlessly as a pendulum.

“Good afternoon, Patera Calde. I would guess, at least, that it maybe afternoon by now.”

 

He lay on dirt, staring up at a shiprock ceiling. Pain stabbedhis

neck; his head, both arms, his chest, both legs, and his lower torsoached, each in its separate, painful way.

 

“Lie quietly. I wish I had water to offer you. How are youfeeling?”

 

“I’m back in my dirty cage.” Too late, he remembered to add YourCognizance. “I didn’t know it was a cage, before.”

 

Quetzal pressed down on his shoulder. “Don’t sit up yet, PateraCalde. I’m going to ask a question, but you are not to put it to thetest. It is to be a matter for discussion only. Do you agree?”

 

“Yes, Your Cognizance.” He nodded, although nodding tookimmense effort.

 

“This is my question. We are only to speak of it. If I were tohelpyou up, could you walk?”

 

“I believe so, Your Cognizance.”

 

“Your voice is very weak. I’ve examined you and found no brokenbones. There are four of us besides yourself, but—”

 

“We fell, didn’t we? We were in a Civil Guard floater, spinningover the city. Did I dream that?”

 

Quetzal shook his head.

 

“You and I and Hyacinth. And Colonel Oosik and Oreb. And…”

 

“Yes, Patera Calde?”

 

“A trooper—two troopers—and an old fencing master thatsomeone had introduced me to. I can’t remember his name, but Imust have dreamed that he was there as well. It’s too fantastic.”

 

“He is some distance down the tunnel now, Patera Calde. Wehave been troubled by the convicts you freed.”

 

“Hyacinth?” Silk struggled to sit up.

 

Quetzal held him down, his hands on both shoulders. “Lie quietlyor I’ll tell you nothing.”

 

“Hyacinth? For—for the sake of all the gods! I’ve got to know!”

 

“I dislike them, Patera Calde. So do you. Why should either of ustell anyone anything for their sake? I don’t know. I wish I did. Shemay be dead. I can’t say.”

 

“Tell me what happened, please.”

 

Slowly, Quetzal’s hairless head swung from side to side. “Itwould

 

be better, Patera Calde, for you to tell me. You’ve been very neardeath. I need to know what you’ve forgotten.”

 

“There’s water in these tunnels. I was in them before, YourCognizance. In places there was a great deal.”

 

“This is not one of those places. If you have recovered enough tograsp how ill you are and keep a promise, I’ll find some. Do youremember blessing the crowds with me? Tell me about that.”

 

“We were trying to bring peace—peace to Viron. Blood hadbought it—Musk, but Musk was only a tool of Blood’s.”

 

“Had bought the city, Patera Calde?”

 

Silk’s mouth opened and closed again.

 

“What is it, Patera Calde?”

 

“Yes, Your Cognizance, he has. He, and others like him. I hadn’tthought of that until you asked. I’d been confusing the things.”

 

“What things, Patera Calde?”

 

“Peace and saving my manteion. The Outsider asked me to saveit, and then the insurrection broke out, and I thought I would havesaved it if only I could bring peace, because the people made mecalde, and I would save it by an order.” For a second or two, Silklaysilent, his eyes half closed. “Blood—men like Blood—have stolenthe city, every part of it except the Chapter, and the Chapter hasresisted only because you are at its head, Your Cognizance. Whenyou’re gone…”

 

“When I die, Patera Calde?”

 

“If you were to die, Your Cognizance, they’d have it all. Muskactually signed the papers. Musk was the owner of record—the manwhose body we burned on the altar, Your Cognizance. I rememberthinking how horrible it would be if Musk were the real owner andclenching my teeth—puffing myself up with courage I’ve neverreally had and telling myself over and over that I couldn’t allow itto

happen.”

 

“You’re the only man in Viron who doubts your courage, PateraCalde.”

 

Silk scarcely heard him. “I was wrong. Badly mistaken. Muskwasn’t the danger, was never the danger, really. There are scores ofMusks in the Orilla, and Musk loved birds. Did I tell you that, YourCognizance?”

 

“No, Patera Calde. Tell me now, if you wish.”

 

“He did. Mucor told me he liked birds, and he’d brought her abook about the cats she carried for Blood. When he saw Oreb, hesaid I’d gotten him because I wanted to be friends, which wasn’ttrue, and threw his knife at him. He missed, and I believe heintended to miss. Blood, with his money and his greed for more, hasdone Viron more harm than all the Musks. Everything I’ve done hasbeen trying to pry bits of the city from Blood. I was trying to savemy manteion, I said; but you can’t save just one manteion—I can’tsave our quarter and nothing else. I see that now. And yet I likeBlood, or at least I would like to like him.”

 

“I understand, Patera Calde.”

 

“Little pieces—the manteion, and Hyacinth and Orchid, and Auk,

because Auk matters so much to Maytera Mint. Auk…”

 

“Yes, Patera Calde?”

 

“Auk pushed me, Your Cognizance. We had been together in thefloater, Hyacinth and I. Your Cognizance, too, and—and others.

We were coming down, and Colonel Oosik—”

 

“You’ve made him Generalissimo Oosik,” Quetzal reminded Silkgently.

 

“Yes. Yes, I did. He passed me the ear, and I talked to theconvicts, telling them they were free, and then we hit the ground.

We opened a hatch and Hyacinth and I climbed out—”

 

“I’m satisfied, Patera Calde. Promise me you won’t try to standuntil I come back, and I’ll look for water.”

 

Silk detained him, clasping one boneless, bloodless hand. “Youcan’t tell me what’s happened to her, Your Cognizance?”

 

Again Quetzal’s head swung from side to side, a slow and almosthypnotic motion.

 

“Then Auk has her, I don’t know why, and I must get her backfrom him. What happened to me, Your Cognizance?”

 

“You were buried alive, Patera Calde. When the floater crashed,

some of us climbed out. I did, as you see, and you and your youngwoman, as you say. The fencing master, too, and your physician.

I’m sure of those. The convicts were running to a hole in the groundto escape the shooting and explosions. Do you remember them?”

 

This time Silk was able to nod without much difficulty, althoughhis neck was stiff and painful.

 

“There was a ramp down the side of the hole, and a break in thistunnel at the bottom. The fencing master and I ducked through.

Almost at once there was another explosion, and the hole fell inbehind us. We were lucky to have gotten in. Do you know mycoadjutor’s prothonotary, Patera Calde?”

 

“I’ve met him, Your Cognizance. I don’t know him well.”

 

“He’s here. I was surprised to see him, and he to see me. Thereis

a woman with him called Chenille who says she knows you. Theywent into the tunnel yesterday, at Limna. They had been trying toreach the city.”

 

“Chenille, Your Cognizance? A tall woman? Red hair?”

 

“Exactly so. She’s an extraordinary woman. Soon after theexplosion, the convicts attacked us. They were friendly at first, butsoon demanded we give them Patera and the woman. We refused,

and Xiphias killed four. Xiphias is the fencing master. Am I makingmyself clear?”

 

“Perfectly, Your Cognizance.”

 

“We tried to dig our way out and found you. We thought youwere dead, and Patera and I brought you the Peace of Pas.

Eventually we stopped digging, having realized that the effortwas hopeless. For a dozen men with shovels and barrows, twodays might be enough.”

 

“I understand, Your Cognizance.

 

“By then I was exhausted, though I had dug less than the woman.

The others left to look for another way out. She and Patera arefamished, and they have a tessera that they believe will admit themto the Juzgado. They promised to return for your body and me. Iprayed for you after they had gone.”

 

“Your Cognizance distrusts the gods.”

 

“I do.” Quetzal nodded, his hairless head bobbing on its longneck.

“I know them for what they are. But consider. I believe in them. Ihave faith. You mentioned your quarter. How many there reallybelieve in the gods? Half?”

 

“Less than that, I’m afraid, Your Cognizance.”

 

“What about you, Patera Calde? Look into your heart.”

 

Silk was silent.

 

“I’ll give you my thoughts, Patera Calde. This young manbelieves, and he loves the gods even after seeing Echidna. I toobelieve, though I distrust them. He would want me to pray for him,

and that’s my office. I’ve done it often, hoping I wouldn’t be heard.

This time it’s possible one will restore him, to prove she’s not atbad

as I think.”

 

Faint yet unmistakable, the crack of a needler echoed down thetunnel.

 

“That will be Patera, Patera Calde. We’ve been lucky in thematter of weapons. Xiphias has a sword, and had a small needler hesaid was yours. You left it on your bed, and he took charge of it foryou. He gave it to the woman. We found a large one in your

 

waistband. Patera took it, surprising me again. Our clergy havehidden depths.”

 

In spite of pain and weakness, Silk smiled. “Some do, perhaps,

Your Cognizance.”

 

“Last night before you saw me in the alley, Patera Calde. I metyour acolyte, young Gulo. He is most embarrassed.”

 

“I’m sorry to hear that, Your Cognizance.”

 

“You shouldn’t be. His uncle is a major in the Second Brigade.

One uncle of many. Were you aware of it?”

 

“No, Your Cognizance. I don’t know much about Patera.”

 

“Neither do I, though he was one of our copyists until mycoadjutor sent him to you. He commands several thousand now. It’sa great responsibility for someone so young. More join every hour,

he tells me, because they know he’s your acolyte.”

 

Silk managed to swallow. “I hope he won’t waste their lives, YourCognizance.”

 

“So do I. I asked if it was hard. He said he discussed each

operation with those who would have to fight. He finds themsensible, and he knows something of war from his uncle’s table talk.

He fights in the front rank afterward, he says.”

 

“Your Cognizance mentioned that he was embarrassed.”

 

“So he is, Patera Calde.” Quetzal shook himself, lifting onecorner of his mouth by the thickness of a thread. “He hascaptured his uncle. Our clergy have hidden depths. The olderman is humiliated. It’s an awkward situation, I’m afraid, but Iwas amused.”

 

“So am I, Your Cognizance. Thank you.”

 

Quetzal rose. “We’ll find our own amusing, when we find our wayout. May I look for water?”

 

“Of course, Your Cognizance.”

 

“You won’t try to stand until I’m back? Give me your word,

Patera Calde.”

 

Silk sat up.

 

“Please, Patera—”

 

“I have to go with you, Your Cognizance. I have to find water,

wash, and drink, so I can do whatever I can for Viron and Hyacinth.

You’ve got nothing to carry water in, and all four of you couldn’tpossibly carry me far.”

 

“You’ve been suffocated, Patera Calde,” Quetzal bent over him.

“We merely thought you dead, and I shouldn’t have hinted at amiracle. No god can turn back death, and if they could, no godwould to please us. You were still alive when we dug you out. Yourevived naturally—”

 

Unaided, Silk staggered to his feet. “I had a cane, YourCognizance.

Master Xiphias gave it to me. I didn’t need it then, or at leastnot much. Now I do.”

 

Quetzal offered him the baculus. “Use this.”

 

“Never, Your Cognizance. Councillor Lemur called me—No, Iwon’t.”

 

The tunnel behind them was nearly choked with earth; a trampledpath led Silk to an opening in the wall. “Is this where you found me,

Your Cognizance? In there?”

 

“Yes, Patera Calde. But if your young woman is in there, she issurely dead by now.”

 

“I realize that.” Silk put his head through the opening, “and Ibelieve she’s in the pit with Auk, anyway; but Master Xiphias valuesthat cane, I need it, and it’s probably very close to the place whereyou found me.” He began to work his shoulders through.

 

“Be careful, Patera Calde.”

 

The wall was shiprock, little more than a cubit thick. Beyond itlay a cavity hollowed from the tumbled soil that seemed utterlydark. When Silk tried to stand, he found his head capped by a roughdome; earth and small stones showered him invisibly. “This could

 

collapse any moment,” he told the swaying figure in the tunnel.

 

“So it could, Patera Calde. Come out, please.”

 

His questing fingers had come upon stubby protuberances heassumed were roots. Exploring his pockets, he discovered the cardsRemora had given him and used one to scrape away the soil. Oneroot wore a ring. He cleared away more soil until he could get a firmgrip on the hand, tugged, dug farther, and tugged again.

 

“There are new sounds in this tunnel, Patera Calde. You hadbetter leave that place.”

 

“I’ve found someone, Your Cognizance. Somebody else.” Silkhesitated, unwilling to trust his judgement. “I don’t think it’sHyacinth. The hand is too big.”

 

“Then it doesn’t matter whose it is. We must go.”

 

Getting a firm grip on the arm, Silk heaved with all the strengththat remained to him, and was rewarded by a cataract of earth and adead man’s embrace.

 

I’m robbing a grave, he thought, spitting grit and wiping hiseyes.

Robbing this man’s grave from below—stealing his grave as well ashis body.

 

It should have been at least as amusing as Gulo’s uncle themajor,

but was not. Holding onto the jagged edge of the opening in thetunnel wall, he succeeded in pulling his own partially buried bodyfree. Back in the tunnel (suddenly very glad of its cold, sighingairs

and watery lights) he was able to extract the corpse from the loosesoil that had reclaimed it. Quetzal was nowhere to be seen.

 

“He’s gone to look for water,” Silk muttered. “Perhaps watercould

revive you the way something revived me,” but the dead man’s earswere stopped with earth. As he cleaned the pitiful face, Silk added,

“I’m sorry, Doctor.”

 

He searched his pockets again; his beads were not there, leftbehind with his own worn and dirty robe at Ermine’s. It seemed avery long time ago.

 

He wriggled back into the dark cavity beyond the tunnel wall.

Hyacinth had bathed him in their bedroom at Ermine’s, undressinghim, and scrubbing and drying him bit by bit. He ought to have beenembarrassed (he told himself); but he had been too exhausted tofeel anything beyond vague satisfaction, a weak pleasure at findinghimself the object of so beautiful a woman’s attention. Now all herconcern had been undone, and Remora’s fine robe, scarcely worn,

ruined.

 

“You returned me to life, Outsider,” Silk murmured as heresumed digging, “I wish you’d cleaned me up, too.” But theOutsider had doubtless been, as Doctor Crane had maintained, nomore than a vein’s bursting.

 

Or had Doctor Crane—who had thought himself, or at any ratecalled himself, an agent of the Rani—been in truth an agent of theOutsider? Doctor Crane had made it possible for him to proceed inhis attempt to save the manteion despite his broken ankle; andDoctor Crane had freed him when he had been taken by theAyuntamiento. It was conceivable, even likely, that Doctor Crane’sscepticism had been a test of faith.

 

Had he passed?

 

Weighing that question, he dug harder than ever, making thedark, evil-smelling earth fly. If he had, he would almost certainlybe

tested again, after this surrender to doubt.

 

The card struck something hard. At first he assumed it was astone, but it was too smooth; another half minute’s work bared thenew find: a slender hook. As soon as he grasped it to pull it free,


he

 

knew that he had found the silver-banded cane Xiphias had broughtto Ermine’s for him.

 

Without warning, brilliant light flooded the cavity. He turnedaway from it, covering his eyes.

 

“I see you in there. Come on out.”

 

There was something familiar about the harsh voice, but it wasnot until its owner said, “Put your hands where I can see them,” thatSilk recognized it as Sergeant Sand’s.

 

Sitting the white stallion in the middle of Fisc Street, Maytera Mintsurveyed the advancing ranks. Every one of those soldiers would beworth three of her best, but they were few. Hearteningly few, andthe troopers from Trivigaunte had come. Just a few hundred now,

but thousands more were on the way.

 

“Fire and fall back,” she called softly, adding under her breath,

“Gracious Echidna, grant that I be heard by our people but not bythose soldiers.” Then, a trifle louder, “Not too quickly. But not tooslowly, either. This isn’t the time to impress me. Don’t getyourselveskilled.”

 

The first level metal rank was practically within sluggun range.

She wheeled her stallion and cantered off, hearing the firing breakout behind her, the whiz…bang! of missiles and the dull boomingof slug guns.

 

Someone cried out.

 

I told them to, she reminded herself. I emphasized it in thebriefing.

 

Yet she knew the wound had been real. She reined in the stallion

and turned to look again: behind the soldiers, Rook’s blocking forcewas straggling into position. Too early, she thought. Far too early.

You never appreciated men like Bison and the captain—men whohelped you make plans and carried them out—until you gotsomething like this.

 

One long cable had been looped around each pillar of the CornExchange; it was not taut yet, nor should it have been. She risked aglance up at the towering facade, another at Wool and his bullockmen, motionless in the shadows half a street away. He and theystood ready beside their animals, waiting for her signal.

 

The bullock men trusted her. So did the ragged men and womenwho were shooting and retreating as she had taught them. Shootingand dying, because they had trusted a weak woman—trusted herbecause Brocket had taught her to ride when she was a child.

 

She clapped heels to the stallion’s sides. He had been used longand hard yesterday, yet he surged forward, a foaming wave ofstrength. Patera Silk’s azoth was in her hand; she thumbed thedemon.

 

Seeing its terrible blade split the sky, Wool’s bullock menprodded their animals. The cable tightened, a slithering monster ofsteel and silence, Echidna’s greatest serpent.

 

The soldiers halted and faced about at a loud command, theirofficer having seen Rook’s force and detected the trap. They wouldhave to attack in earnest now, but her own voice (she told herself)

was incapable of launching troops against the enemy. Her voicewould not inspire anyone, so her person must. She neck-reined thestallion, and the silver trumpet that was her voice in fact echoedfrom every wall.

 

Five chains away, the blade of the azoth wrecked a fusiongenerator, and the soldier whose heart it had been died.

 

Forward! Past her own disorderly line. Another soldier down,

and another! Forward!

 

The stallion stumbled, crying out like a man in pain.

 

A half-dozen soldiers dashed forward. The stallion fell, too weakto stand; it seemed to her that the street itself had struck her,


casting

 

all its clods and ridges at her at once. Steel hands laid hold of

her,

and bios wrestled with chems in a desperate foolish fight. A woman

three times her size swung a wrecking bar. The soldier she struck,

struck her with the butt of his slug gun; she fell backward and did

not rise.

 

Maytera Mint struggled in a soldier’s grasp. The azoth was gone-No!

Was under her shoe. He lifted her, his arms clamping her liketongs; she stamped on the azoth with all her strength, and itslancingpoint sheared off his foot. Smoking black fluid spurted from thestump of his leg, slippery as so much grease. They fell, and his gripweakened.

 

She tore herself away, stooping for the azoth, and ran, nearlyfalling again, pursued with terrifying speed until the facade of theCorn Exchange frowned above her and she whirled to cut down asoldier whose blazing, arcing halves tumbled at her feet. “Run! Run!

Save yourselves!”

 

Her people streamed past in full flight, though to her, her voicewas a powerless wail.

 

“Hierax, accept my spirit.” The azoth blade struck the firstpillar,

and it shattered like glass. Another, and the facade seemed to hangin air, an ominous cloud of grimy brick.

 

A soldier leveled his slug gun, firing an instant before herblade

split his skullplate. She felt the slug tear her habit, smelled thepowder smoke, and fled, slashing wildly at a third pillar withoutbreaking stride—stopped and turned back, hot tears streaming.

“You gods, for twenty years! Now let me go!”

 

The weightless, endless blade came up. The weightless, endlessblade came down. And the facade of the Corn Exchange wascoming down too, falling like a picture, nearly whole and almostmaintaining its graceless design as it fell, its stone sills fallingneither

faster nor slower than its tons of brick and timber. Her right hand,

still clutching the azoth, had begun the sign of addition when Rockgrabbed her from behind and dashed away with her.





Chapter 10 — Calde Silk
“Let me go,” Maytera Marble insisted Phaesday morning. “Theywon’t shoot me.”

 

Generalissimo Oosik regarded her through his left eye alone; hisright was concealed by a patch of surgical gauze. He shrugged.

General Saba, the commander from Trivigaunte, pursed pendulouslips. “We’ve wasted a shaggy hole too much time on this countryhouse already, when nobody can say—”

 

“You’re quite wrong, my daughter,” Maytera Marble told herfirmly. “Mucor can and does. Our Patera Silk is a prisoner in there,

just as the Ayuntamiento claims.”

 

“Spirits!”

 

“Only hers, really. I’d never seen anyone possessed until shebegan doing it to our students. I find it very upsetting.” Shebeckoned Horn. “You’ve made me a white flag? Wonderful! Such anice long stick, too. Thank you!”

 

General Saba snorted.

 

“You don’t like my bringing our boys and girls.”

 

“Children shouldn’t have to fight.”

 

“Certainly not.” Maytera Marble nodded solemn agreement. “Butthey were, and some have been killed. They’d run off with GeneralMint, you see, almost all of them. I tried to think who might help me

 

after Mucor left, and our students were the only ones I could thinkof. Horn and a few others are really mature enough already, moregrown up than a great many adults. It got them away from the city,

too, where the worst fighting was.” She looked to Oosik for support,

but found none.

 

“Where it still is,” General Saba snapped. “Where the troopswe’ve

got out here are badly needed.”

 

“They were fighting your girls, some of them, as well as ourArmy,

and some are dead. Have I told you that? Some are dead, some hurtvery badly. Ginger’s had her hand blown off, I’m told. No doubtsome of your girls are hurt as well.”

 

“Which is why—”

 

“You said we’re wasting time.” Maytera Marble sniffed; she hadacquired a devastating sniff. “I couldn’t agree more. It will onlytake a minute to shoot me, if they do. Then you can attack atonce. But if they don’t, I may be able to talk to the councillors inthere. They can order the Army and the Guards who are stillfighting you—”

 

“The Second,” Oosik supplied.

 

“Yes, the Second Brigade and our Army.” Maytera Marble bowedin humble appreciation of his information. “Thank you, my son. Thecouncillors could order them to give up, but no one knows whetherthere are really councillors in the Juzgado.” Without waiting for areply, she accepted the flag from Horn.

 

“I’m coming with you, Sib.”

 

“You are not!”

 

He followed her nearly as far as the shattered gate just thesame,

ignoring a pterotrooper who shouted for him to stay back, andwatched unhappily as she picked her way through its tumbled stonesand twisted bars, somberly clad but conveniently short-skirted inMaytera Rose’s best habit.

 

Two dead taluses smoked and guttered on the close-mowngrassway between the gate and the villa. A few steps past the first,

General Saba’s adjutant sprawled face down beside her own flag oftruce. Disregarding all three, Maytera Marble cut across the lushlawn toward the porticoed entrance, keeping well clear of thefountain to avoid its windblown spray.

 

This was Bloody’s house, she reminded herself, this grand place.

This was where the little man with oily hair had come from, the oneshe and Echidna had offered to her. It had been practicallyimpossible, for a time, for her to remember being Echidna; now theimage of the little man’s agonized face had returned, framed byflame as she forced him down onto the altar fire. Would Divine

Echidna help her now, in gratitude for that sacrifice? The Echidnashe had pictured at prayer over so many years might have condemnedher because of it.

 

But there had been no shot yet.

 

No missile. No sounds at all, save the soughing of the wind andthe snapping of the rag on the stick she held. How young she felt,

and how strong!

 

If she stopped here, if she looked back at Horn, would theyshoot,

killing her and waking the children? The children were asleep, mostof them. Or at least they were supposed to be, back there beneaththe leafless mulberries. The summer’s unrelenting heat, the desertheat that she had hated so much, had deserted just when thechildren needed it, leaving them to sleep in the deepening chill ofan

autumn already half spent, to shiver huddled together like piglets orpuppies in unroofed houses with broken windows and slug-pocked,

fire-scarred walls, though most of them had liked that better than

 

their studies, they said: had preferred killing Ayuntamientados andpillaging their dead.

 

A mottled green face appeared at the window next to the bigdoor. Only the face, Maytera Marble noted with a little shiver ofrelief. No slug gun, and no launcher.

 

“I’ve come to see my son, my son,” she called. “My son Bloody.

Tell him his mother’s here.”

 

Shallow stone steps led up to a wide veranda. Before she put herfoot on the last, the door swung back. Through it she saw soldiers,

and bios in silvered armor. (Bios got up like chems, as she put it toherself, because chems were braver.) Behind them stood anotherbio, tall and red-faced.

 

“Good morning, Bloody,” she said. “Thank you for bringing thosewhite bunnies. May Kypris smile upon you.”

 

Blood grinned. “You’ve changed a little, Mama.” Some of thearmored men laughed.

 

“Yes, I have. When we can talk in private, I’ll tell you allabout it.”

 

“We thought you wanted to cut a deal for Hoppy.”

 

“I do.” Maytera Marble surveyed the hall; though she knew littleabout art, she suspected that the misty landscape facing her was aMurtagon. “I want to talk about that. We’ve knocked down a gooddeal of your wall, I’m afraid, Bloody, and I’d like to see yourbeautiful house spared.”

 

Two soldiers stood aside, and Blood came to meet her. “So wouldI, Mama. I’d like to see us spared, too.”

 

“Is that why you didn’t shoot? You killed that poor womanGeneral Saba sent, so why not me? Perhaps I shouldn’t ask.”

 

Blood glanced to his right. “A shag-up over there. We didn’tshoot

the fussock with the flag, and I want that settled right now. Ifthere’s

a question about it, there’s no point in talking. I didn’t shoot her,

and didn’t tell anybody to. None of the boys did, either, and theydidn’t get anybody to do it. Is that clear? Will you say Pas to that,

nothing back?”

 

Maytera Marble cocked and lifted her head, thus raising aneyebrow. “Someone shot her from a window of your house, Bloody.

I saw it.”

 

“All right, you saw it, and Trivigaunte’s going to make somebodypay. I don’t blame them. What I’m saying is that it shouldn’t be meor the boys. We didn’t do it, and that’s not open to argument. I wantthat settled before the cut.”

 

Maytera Marble put a hand on his shoulder. “I understand,

Bloody. Do you know who did? Will you point them out to us?”

 

Blood hesitated, his apoplectic face growing redder than ever.

“If…” His eyes shifted toward a soldier almost too swiftly to beseen. “Yes, absolutely.” Several of the armored men mutteredagreement.

 

“In that case it’s accepted by our side,” Maytera Marble toldhim.

“I’ll report to my principals, Generalissimo Oosik and GeneralSaba, that you had nothing to do with it and are anxious to testifyagainst the guilty parties. Who are they?”

 

Blood ignored the question. “Good. Fine. They won’t attackwhile I’m talking to you?”

 

“Of course not.” Silently, Maytera Marble prayed that she wasbeing truthful.

 

“You’d probably like to sit. I know I would. Come in here, and Ithink we can settle this.”

 

He showed her into a paneled drawing room and shut the doorfirmly. “My boys are getting edgy,” he explained, “and that gets meedgy around them.”

 

“They’re my grandchildren?” Maytera Marble sank into a tapestry

 

chair too deep and too soft for her. “Your sons?”

 

“I don’t have any. You said you were my mother. I guess youmeant you came to talk for her.”

 

“I am your mother, Bloody.” Maytera Marble studied him, findingtraces of her earlier self in his heavy, cunning face, as well as fartoo

many of his father. “I suppose you’ve seen me since you found outwho I was or had somebody look at me and describe me, and nowyou don’t recognize me. I understand. You’re my son, just the same.”

 

He grasped the advantage by reflex. “Then you wouldn’t want tosee me killed, or would you?”

 

“No. No, I wouldn’t.” She let her stick and white flag fall tothe

carpet. “If I had been willing to have you die, everything would havebeen a great deal easier. Don’t you see that? You should. You, ofall people.”

 

She paused, considering. “I was an old woman before you foundout who I was, and I think I must have looked older. I was alreadyforty when you were born. That’s terribly old for a bio mother.”

 

“She came a few times when I was little. I remember her.”

 

“Every three months, Bloody. Once in each season, if I could getaway alone that often. We were supposed to go out out in pairs. andusually we had to.”

 

“She’s dead? My mother?”

 

“Your foster mother? I don’t know. I lost track of her when youwere nine.”

 

“I mean y—! Rose. Maytera Rose, my real mother.”

 

“Me.” Maytera Marble tapped her chest, a soft click.

 

“It was her funeral sacrifice. The other sibyl said so.”

 

“We burned parts of her,” Maytera Marble conceded. “But mostlythose were parts of me in her coffin. Of Marble, I mean, though I’vekept her name. It makes things easier, with the childrenparticularly.

And there’s still a great deal of my personality left.”

 

Blood rose and went to the window. The dull green turret of aGuard floater showed above a half-ruined section of wall. “You

mind if I open this?”

 

“Certainly not. I’d prefer it.”

 

“I want to hear if they start shooting, so I can stop it.”

She nodded. “My thought exactly, Bloody. Some of the childrenhave slug guns, and nearly all the rest have needlers. Perhaps Ishould have taken them, but I was afraid we’d need them on thewalk out.” She sighed, the weary hish of a mop across a terazzofloor. “The worst would have hidden theirs anyway, though none ofthe children are really bad.”

 

“I remember when she lost her arm,” Blood told her. “She used topat me on the head and say, you know, my, he’s getting big. Oneday it was a hand like your—”

 

“It was this one.” Maytera Marble displayed it.

 

“So I asked her what happened. I didn’t know she was my motherthen. She was just a sibyl that came sometimes. My mother wouldhave tea and cookies.”

 

“Or sandwiches.” Maytera Marble supplemented his account.

“Very good sandwiches, too, though I was always careful not to eatmore than a fourth of one. Bacon in the fall, cheese in winter,

pickled burbot and chives on toast in spring, and curds andwatercress in summer. Do you remember, Bloody? We always gaveyou one.”

 

“Sometimes it was all I got,” Blood said bitterly

 

“I know. That’s why I never ate more than a founh.”

 

“Is that really the same hand?” Blood eyed it curiously.

 

“Yes, it is, It’s hard to change hands yourself, Bloody, becauseyou have to do it onehanded. It was particularly hard for me,

because by then I already had a great many new parts. Or rather, I

 

had reclaimed a great many old ones. They worked better, that waswhy I wanted them, but I wasn’t used to the new assembly yet,

which made changing hands harder. It would have been wasteful toburn them, though. They were in much better condition than my oldones.”

 

“Even if it is, I’m not going to call you Mother.”

 

Maytera Marble smiled, lifting her head and inclining it to theright as she always did. “You have already, Bloody. Out there. Youcalled me Mama. It sounded wonderful.”

 

When he said nothing, she added, “You said you were going toopen that window. Why don’t you?”

 

He nodded and raised the sash. “That’s why I bought yourmanteion, do you know about that? I wasn’t just a sprat nobodywanted any more. I had money and influence, and I got word mymother was dying. I hadn’t spoken to her in fifteen, twenty years,

but I asked Musk, and he said if I really wanted to get even it mightbe my last chance. I saw the sense in that, so we went, both of us.”

 

“To get even, Bloody?” Maytera Marble lifted an eyebrow.

 

“It doesn’t matter. I was sitting with her, see, and she neededsomething, so I sent Musk. Then I said something and called herMom, and she said your mother’s still alive, I tried to be a motherto

you, Blood, and I swore I wouldn’t tell.”

 

Turning from the window to face Maytera Marble, he added, “Shewouldn’t, either. But I found out.”

 

“And bought our manteion to torment me, Bloody?”

 

“Yeah. The taxes were in arrears. I’m real close to the

Ayuntamiento.

I guess you know that already or you wouldn’t have comeout here shooting.”

 

“You have councillors here, staying with you. Loris, Tarsier, andPotto. That was one reason I wanted to talk.”

 

Blood shook his head. “Tarsier’s gone. Who told you?”

 

“Like your foster mother, I’ve sworn not to tell.”

 

“One of my people? Somebody in this house?”

 

“My lips are sealed, Bloody.”

 

“We’ll get into that later, maybe. Yeah, I’ve got them stayinghere. It’s not the first time, either. When I found out about you—ifyou’re who you say you are—I talked to Loris, just one friend toanother, and he let me have it for taxes. Know how much it was?

Twelve hundred and change. I was going to leave you hanging, keeptalking about tearing the whole thing down. Then Silk came outhere. The great Calde Silk himself! Nobody would believe that now,

but he did. He solved my house like a thief. By Phaea, he was athief.”

 

Maytera Marble sniffed. It was at once a devastating and aconfounding sniff, the sniff of a destroyer of cities and aconfronter

of governments; Blood winced, and she enjoyed it so much that shesniffed again. “So are you, Bloody.”

 

“Lily.” Blood swallowed. “Only your Silk’s no better, is he? Nota

dog’s right better. So I saw a chance to turn a few cards and have alittle fun by making the whole wormy knot of you squirm. I’d gotyour manteion for twelve hundred like I told you, just a littlethankyou from Councillor Loris, and I was going to tell Silk thirteenhundred, then double that.” Blood crossed the room to an inlaidcabinet, opened it, and poured gin and water into a squat glass.

 

“Only when I’d talked to him a little, I made it thirteen_thousand_,

because he really thought those old buildings in the middle of thatslum were priceless. And I said I’d sell them back to him fortwenty-six thousand.”

 

Blood chuckled and sat down again. “I’m not really a bad host,

 

Mama. If I thought that you’d drink it, I’d stand you a drink, evenafter you called me a thief.”

 

“I was speaking of fact, Bloody, not calling names. Here inprivateyou may call me a trull or a trollop any other such filthy sobriquet.

That is what I am, or at any rate what I’ve been, although no manbut your father ever touched me.”

 

“Not me,” Blood told her. “I’m above all that.”

 

“But not above defrauding that poor boy because he valued thethings given to his care, and was so foolish as to imagine youwouldn’t lie to an angur.”

 

Blood grinned. “If I were above that, Mama, I’d be as poor as heis. Or as he was, anyhow. I don’t remember how much time I gavehim to come up with the gelt. A couple of weeks, maybe, orsomething like that. Then when I had him crawling, I said that if hebrought me something next week or whatever, I might let him havea little more time. Then after a couple days, I sent Musk to tell himI had to have it all right away. I figured he’d come out here againand beg me for more time, see? It looked like it was going to be anice little game, the kind I like best.”

 

Maytera Marble nodded sympathetically. “I understand. I supposeall of us play wicked little games like that from time to time. Ihave, I know. But yours is over, Bloody. You’ve won. You havehim here, a prisoner in your house. The person who told me that thecouncillors were here told me that, too. You have me as well. Yousay you wanted to avenge yourself on the foster mother we foundfor you, and you bought our manteion so you could avenge yourselfon me, because I gave you life and tried to see that you were takencare of.”

 

Blood stared at her and licked his lips.

 

“You’ve won both games. Perhaps all three. So go ahead, Bloody.

A single shot should kill me, and I saw a lot of slug guns out therein

your foyer. Then the Trivigauntis can kill you for killing GeneralSaba’s adjutant, or Generalissimo Oosik can shoot you for shootingme. Possibly you’ll be given your choice. Would you rather diejustly? Or unjustly?”

 

When Blood did not reply, she added, “Perhaps you ought to askyour friend Musk about it. He advises you, from what you’ve said.

Where is he, anyway?”

 

“He stayed behind after we brought the doves. He said he had acouple things to take care of, and he doesn’t get into town veryoften. I thought maybe your side picked him up when he tried tocome home.

 

Maytera Marble shook her head.

 

Blood took a liberal swallow from his glass. “I wasn’t going toshoot you, Mama, and I didn’t shoot her. You agreed to thatalready. Let’s pin it down. In about an hour, the Guard could knockthis house down and kill everybody. I know that. They’re not doingit because they know we’ve got Silk in here. Isn’t that right?”

 

Maytera Marble nodded. “Free him, turn him over to me, Bloody,

and we’ll go away and leave you alone.”

 

“It’s not that easy. He’s here all right, right here in my house.


But

it’s the councillors and their soldiers who’ve got him, not me.”

 

“Then I must speak with them. Take me to them.”

 

“I’ll bring them in here,” Blood told her, “they’re all over.”


Under

his breath he added, “It’s still my hornbussing house, by Phaea’sfeast!”

 

Potto opened the door at the top of the cellar steps and crooked hisfinger at Sand. “Bring him up, Sergeant. We’re getting them alltogether.”

 

Sand saluted with a crash of titanium heels, his slug gunvertical

before his face. “Yes, Councillor!” He nudged Silk with the toe ofhis

right foot, and Silk rose.

 

He fell as he attempted to mount from the second step to thethird, and again halfway up. “Here,” Sand told him, and returnedXiphias’s stick.

 

“Thank you,” Silk murmured. And then, “I’m sorry. My legs feel atrifle weak, I’m afraid.”

 

Potto said cheerfully, “We’re going to try to give you back toyourfriends, Patera, if we can get them to take you.” Grabbing the frontof Remora’s ruined robe, he jerked Silk up the remaining step.

“You’d like to lie down again, wouldn’t you? Get in a little nap?

Maybe something to eat? Help us, and you’ll get it.”

 

He released Silk so suddenly that he fell a third time. “Has hetried to escape again, Sergeant?”

 

Silk did not hear Sand’s reply; he was thinking about a greatmanythings. Among them, names.

 

His own and Sand’s were similar—each had four letters, eachcontained a single vowel, and each began with an S. They could notbe related, however, because Sand was a chem and he a bio. Yetthey were related by the similarity of their names. Not inconceivably(he found it a tantalizing idea). Sand was a cognate, a version ofhimself in some whorl of a higher order. Many things the Outsiderhad shown him seemed to imply that there were such whorls.

 

Sand prodded him from behind with the barrel of his slug gun,

and he staggered against a wall.

 

Since chems were never augurs, it could not be that Sand hadbeen meant to be an augur. Was it possible then, that he, Silk, hadbeen meant to be a Guardsman? If he were a Guardsman instead of

a failed augur, the many correspondences (already so marked)

linking them would be much more perfect, and thus this inferiorwhorl they inhabited more perfect, too.

 

But, no his mother had wanted him to enter the Juzqado, tobecome a clerk there like Hyacinth’s father and perhaps rise tocommissioner. How glowingly she had spoken of a political career,

almost up until the day he left for the schola.

 

“This way,” Potto told him, and pushed him through a door andinto a gorgeous room full of lounging soldiers and armored men. “Isthat the calde?” one of the men asked another; the second nodded.

 

He was in politics at last, as his mother had wished.

 

He had pulled a chair over to her closet and stood on the seat toexamine the calde’s bust on its dark, high shelf; and she, findinghim

there intent upon it, had lifted it down for him, dusted it, and setit

on her dressing table where he could see it better—wonder at thewide, flat cheeks, the narrow eyes, the high, rounded forehead, andthe generous mouth that longed to speak. The calde’s carvedcountenance rose again before his mind’s eye, and it seemed to himthat he had seen it someplace else only a day or two before.

 

Streaming sunlight, and cheeks that were not smooth wood butblotched and lightly pocked. Was it possible he had once seen thecalde in person, perhaps as an infant?

 

“Now listen to me.” Potto was standing before him, his plump,

pleasant face half a head lower than Silk’s own.

 

…had seen the calde outside, because even without his lostglasses he had noticed the powder on the cheeks and the flaws thatthe powder tried to cover—had seen him, in that case, under theauspices of the Outsider, in a sense.

 

Blood and Maytera Marble were sitting side-by-side when Potto

 

shoved Silk into the room; he was so surprised to see her that for amoment he failed to notice Chenille, Xiphias, and a drooping augurlined up against the wall.

 

A still handsome elderly man standing by the fireplace said, “I’mCouncillor Loris. I take it you’re Silk?”

 

“Patera Silk. His Cognizance the Prolocutor has not yet acceptedmy resignation. May I sit down?”

 

Loris ignored the last. “You’re the insurgent calde.”

 

“Others have called me calde, but I’m not involved in aninsurrection.” Potto pushed him to the wall beside Chenille.

 

Loris smiled, his blue eyes glinting like chips of ice; and theseduction of his craggy wisdom was so great that even a mockingsmile made it almost irresistible. “You killed my Cousin Lemur, didyou, Calde?”

 

Silk shook his head.

 

Maytera Marble said, “I don’t know these others, except Chenille.

Shouldn’t I introduce myself?”

 

“I’ll do it,” Blood told her, “it’s my house.” With a slightstart, Silkrealized that Blood was in the chair he had occupied a week earlier,

and that this was the same room.

 

“This is Councillor Loris,” Blood began unnecessarily, “the newpresiding officer of the Ayuntamiento. This other councillor’sCouncillor Potto.”

 

“Calde Silk and Councillor Potto are old acquaintances,” Lorispurred. “Isn’t that right, Calde?”

 

“I don’t know this soldier myself,” Blood continued, and pausedto

sip his drink. “It probably doesn’t matter.”

 

“Sergeant Sand,” Silk told him. “He and Councillor Pottointerrogatedme Tarsday. It was very painful, and I suppose it’s quitepossible they’re going to do it again.”

 

Sand came to attention and appeared about to speak, but Silkstopped him with a gesture. “You were only doing your duty.

Sergeant. I understand. In justice to you, I ought to add that youhad treated me well earlier.”

 

Potto said, “We won’t need you here, Sergeant. You know whatto do.” Sand looked at Silk, saluted, executed an about-face, andleft, shutting the door behind him.

 

“A very handsome young man,” Maytera Marble remarked. “I wassorry to hear that he behaved badly toward you, Patera.”

 

Blood indicated her with his glass. “This holy sibyl’s MayteraRose—”

 

Chenille tittered nervously. Maytera Marble said, “I’m MayteraMarble, Bloody. Remember? I explained about that. Chenille and Ihave met, and naturally Patera knows me well.”

 

“Patera Silk, she means,” elucidated the small augur in thecorner.

“I, too, am entitled to the honorific, as well as my more customaryones.

Calde, I have been appointed the new Prolocutor of Viron by_Subleviating Scylla_, who during that same theophany confirmed_you_ as its calde. Am I, as I dare hope, the firstto—”

 

Silk managed to smile. “It’s a pleasure to see you again,

Patera.”

 

Chenille blurted, “Why weren’t you dead? I’ve just been standinghere… We couldn’t, none of us—”

 

Xiphias cackled. “He’s a tough one! Student of mine, too! Truth!”

 

Silk said, “Maytera, do you know Master Xiphias? Master Xiphiasis teaching me to fence. Master Xiphias, this holy sibyl is MayteraMarble. She’s the senior sibyl now at my— Of the manteion on SunStreet.”

 

Maytera Marble added softly, “I’m also the representative of ourGeneralissimo Oosik and the Trivigauntis’ General Saba, Patera.

I’ve come to arrange your release.”

 

His voice thick with mock sincerity, Loris said, “We hold the keyto the crisis now, you see, the generous gods having flung the ringinto our laps. How foolish are those who scorn the power of theimmortal gods!”

 

A black shape darted through the open window, landing with athump on Silk’s shoulder. “Bird back!”

 

“Oreb!” Silk looked around at him, surprised and more pleasedthan he would have been willing to admit.

 

“Scourging Scylla,” ignoring Oreb, Incus had leveled hisforefingerat Loris, “has given you nothing.”

 

“In that case, we have gained our present advantage by merit.”

Loris smiled. “We thank the undying, ever-generous gods for ourtalents.”

 

Oreb cocked an inquiring head. “Good gods?”

 

“She will destroy all of you, should you harm either of theholyaugurs present, or this sibyl. We are sacred.”

 

“We’ll risk her wrath if need be. Old man, stop reaching for yoursword. It’s gone. Were you thinking of overpowering us?”

 

Xiphias shook his head. “You think I don’t know there’s soldiersout there?”

 

“You could not even if there were none.” Loris took a bookend

from the mantle; it shattered between his fingers with a sharpreport and an explosion of snowy chips. The door flew open,

revealing Sand and two other soldiers with leveled slug guns.

Oreb whistled.

 

Potto told them, “It’s all right. Shut it.”

 

“Calde Silk is a strong young man, but he’s been severelywounded. You are an old one, unarmed, and not as strong as yousuppose. Our new Prolocutor’s not physically imposing. Need Icontinue?”

 

Silk said, “I can understand how you came to be in the tunnel,

Master Xiphias—both you and His Cognizance. You ran for coverjust as Hyacinth and I did—”

 

Blood interrupted. “You’ve got her? Where is she?”

 

“I don’t. I had her, if you like. We were separated.” Turningback

to Xiphias, Silk continued, “After you dug me out of the loose soil,

you went down the tunnel to look for water with Chenille andPatera, leaving His Cognizance with me—with my body, as youthought. Is that right?”

 

Xiphias nodded.

 

“Only we didn’t think your body,” Chenille told Silk, “We knewyou were alive. His Cognizance said there was a pulse, only wedidn’t understand how you could be alive after getting buried likethat.”

 

Loris rattled what remained of the bookend in his hand. “What

puzzles me—excuse my interrupting your conference—is yourmention of His Cognizance. I take it you don’t refer to our friend,

but to the actual head of the Chapter? Was he in the tunnel withyou, Calde?”

 

“Yes, he was. Perhaps I shouldn’t have mentioned it.”

 

Potto said happily, “He’s an old man. One of the patrols willpickhim up, Cousin.”

 

“A clever old man.” Loris looked grim. “A troublemaker.”

 

Privately, Silk was trying to reconcile Quetzal’s tellingChenille

that he, Silk, was alive with his saying that they had thought himdead. He had lied in one or the other, but why?

 

“Bad thing!” Oreb told everyone.

 

Silk ventured, “A patrol headed by Sergeant Sand—one like thepatrol that arrested me originally, I suppose—must have comeacross Master Xiphias, Patera Incus, and Chenille. I was surprisedto see them here, but I believe I understand now. Sand must havesent the other man back here with them and gone on alone until hefound me, perhaps because he’d heard my voice—I’d been talkingto His Cognizance. Is that correct?”

 

“Where is this tunnel, Patera?” Maytera Marble asked. “Are you

 

talking about a tunnel underneath the house?”

Potto grinned at her, displaying gleaming teeth.

Blood put down his drink. “Yeah, we’re right over it, Mama, and

 

it hooks up with a bunch of others.”

 

Loris told her, “That’s the first item you ought to pass on toyourprincipals, Maytera. They think they have us like rats in a cauldron.

Nothing could be further from the truth. We can leave this house,

and them, whenever we wish.”

 

Blood added, “Only I don’t want to. It’s my house.”

She looked thoughtful, a finger pressed to her cheek.

“Bad hole.” Oreb ruffled his feathers apprehensively. Chenille

 

whispered, “Your bird was down there with us. Auk had him on theboat.”

 

“You’re sunburned!” Inwardly, Silk reproached his own stupidity.

“I’ve been looking at you—gaping actually, I suppose. I hope you’llexcuse it, but I couldn’t imagine how your face had gotten so red, soclose to the red-brown color of a wood-carving my mother used tohave.”

 

“She wore nothing on the boat,” Incus interposed. “Then myrobe.

Maytera forced them to give her that gown.”

 

Loris snapped, “Is this germane?”

 

“Perhaps not,” Silk admitted. “It’s just that Chenille hasreminded

me of a childhood incident, Councillor.”

 

Loris waved aside Chenille’s sunburn, tossing the largestfragmentof the bookend onto the rosewood end table at MayteraMarble’s elbow. “Marble? Isn’t that your name, Maytera? The caldejust reminded us of that.”

 

“It is.”

 

“That was what this knickknack was, I’d say. Real marble fromthe Short Sun Whorl, precisely like you.” For an instant, Loris’sface

was no longer attractive. “I’ll leave that chunk there so you don’tforget it.”

 

“I shan’t,” Maytera Marble promised. “It would be wise for you tokeep in mind that you’re surrounded by thousands of well-armedtroops, Councillor. I suppose most people in my position would beinclined to exaggerate their numbers, but I won’t. I’ll tell you thetruth, so you won’t be able to say that you were deceived, or evenmisled, afterward. There are two companies of Trivigauntipterotroopers, almost the entire Third Brigade of the Civil Guard,

and elements of the Fourth. I asked Generalissimo Oosik what he

meant by ‘elements’ and he said four floaters and the heavyweapons company. Besides all those, there are about five thousandof Maytera Mint’s people, with more arriving from the city all thetime. They’ve heard that Patera Silk’s in here, and they want tocharge the house. When I left, General Saba and GeneralissimoOosik were afraid they might not be able to prevent them withoutusing Guardsmen and creating more friction.”

 

“Fight now?” Oreb inquired.

Smiling, Maytera Marble turned to Silk. “That’s the bird I sawhopping into your kitchen when Doctor Crane was treating you,

 

isn’t? Later on my glass, and on your shoulder like that in thegarden. I knew I’d seen him before.

 

“No, little bird, no fighting. Not now, or not yet. ButGeneralissimo

Oosik told me quite frankly that if there’s no way to stopMaytera Mint’s insurgents from attacking short of firing on them,

he’ll stand back and let them do it. You see, I confided to thechildren that your master was in here. They seem to have told agreat many other people before we left the city, so the whole thing’smy fault. I feel very badly indeed about that, and I’m trying to makeamends.”

 

Blood added, “But she won’t say who told her. Or have you

 

changed your mind about that, Mama?”

“Certainly not. I gave my word.”

Loris, who had been leaning against the mantel, left it to stand

 


in

front of Maytera Marble. “This little conference has already run toolong. Allow me to tell you what we want, Maytera. Then you can goback out there and repeat it to the Trivigauntis and Mint’s fivethousand rioters, if there are actually that many, which I amungentlemanly enough to doubt. Our position is not negotiable.

You accept our terms or we’ll kill these prisoners, Silk included,


and

crush the rebellion.”

 

Incus stood again. “You have no authority—”

Potto’s fist striking Incus’s cheek sounded almost as loud as thebreaking of the bookend.

 

“So, we’ve come to that.” Maytera Marble smoothed the blackskirt covering her metal thighs. “It will be needlers and knivesnext,

no doubt.”

 

Silk said, “I warn you, Councillor Potto, not to do that again.”

 

“Or you’ll break my neck?” Potto’s smile was that of a fat boycontemplating a stolen pie. “Beat little butcher, big butcher bark?

We’ve had some games of strength already. If you’ve forgottenthem, I can teach you the rules again.”

 

Incus spat blood. “The just gods avenge the wrongs of augurs.


A

doom…”

 

Potto lifted his hand, and Incus fell silent.

“No hit,” Oreb suggested.

“The gods may or may not,” Silk murmured. “I don’t know, and if

 

I were forced to choose, I’d probably say that they did nothing ofthe sort.”

Loris applauded with a sardonic smile; a half-second too late,

Potto joined him.

 

Abruptly Silk’s voice dominated the room. “The law does,

however. Maytera told you how many troops Generalissimo Oosikhas, saying—very fairly and reasonably, I thought—that she didn’twant you to feel you’d been tricked when all this is over. You shouldhave listened more carefully.”

 

“Tell ‘em!” Xiphias put in.

 

“I’m attempting to.” Silk nodded, mostly (it appeared) tohimself.

“Because it will be over soon. There will be a trial, and you,

Councillor Potto, and you, Councillor Loris, will hear Maytera,

Chenille, Master Xiphias, and Patera Incus testify to what they sawand heard—and felt, as well—to a judge who will no longer be afraidof you.”

 

Potto giggled and glanced at Loris. “Is this what they picked toreplace us?”

 

Surprising everyone, Blood said, “Yeah, I didn’t get it at first,


but

I’m starting to.”

 

Maytera Marble told Potto, “All human things wear out and mustbe replaced eventually, Councillor.”

 

“Not me!”

 

“I’d think you’d welcome it. How long have you toiled, worryingand planning, for our ungrateful city? Fifty years? Sixty?”

 

“Longer!” Potto dropped into a gilt settee.

 

Silk inquired, “Councillor, do you—not the authentic Potto downin your underwater boat, but you yourself to whom I speak—recallthe Short Sun Whorl? Councillor Loris implied that marble could bequarried there. I don’t know anything about antiques, but I’veheard that it is a stone that’s never found in its natural state in


our

whorl.”

 

“I’m not that old.”

 

Loris snapped, “I was about to outline our demands. I’d like togeton with it.”

 

Maytera Marble left her chair to stand beside Silk. “Do,

Councillor,

please.”

 

“As I said, they’re not negotiable. The following five conditionsembody them, and we’re prepared to accept nothing less.” Lorisfished a square of paper from an inner pocket and unfolded it with asnap.

 

“First, Silk must declare publicly, without reservation, that heis

not and has never been calde, that Viron has none, and that theAyuntamiento alone is its sole governing body.”

 

To bring peace I’ll be happy to, Silk told him; and only when hehad completed the final word realized that he had not spoken aloud.

 

“Second, there must be no new election of councillors. Vacantseats are to remain vacant, and the present members of theAyuntamiento are to remain in office.

 

“Third, the Rani of Trivigaunte must withdraw her troops fromVironese territory and furnish us with hostages—whom we willname—against further interference in our affairs.

 

“Fourth, the Civil Guard must surrender its treasonous officersto

us, the Ayuntamiento, for trial and punishment.

 

“Fifth and last, the rioters must surrender their arms, whichwill

be collected by the Army.”

 

Through bruised lips, Incus muttered, “I suggest you pray longand hard over this, my son, and sacrifice. The wisdom of the godshas not enlightened your councils.”

 

“We don’t need it,” Potto told him.

 

“When Splenetic Scylla learns—”

 

Maytera Marble interrupted. “What have you to offer the Rani,

the rioters, as you call them, and the Guard in return?”

 

“Peace and a general amnesty. The captives you see here,

including Silk, will be released unharmed.”

 

“I see.” Maytera Marble laid a hand on Silk’s shoulder. “I’m verydisappointed. It was I who persuaded General Saba and GeneralissimoOosik that you were reasonable men. They listened because ofthe courage of my sib General Mint. And because of her victories,

of which we’re all very proud, if I don’t offend the good gods whogave them to her by saying so. Now I find that by interceding for youI’ve squandered all the credit she’s earned us.”

 

Loris began, “If you think us unreasonable now—”

 

“I do. You say Patera Silk isn’t really calde. What good is hisdeclaration then? What do you want him to tell the people? That theaugur of the Sun Street manteion says that your Ayuntamiento is tocontinue to govern the city? You’ll only make yourselves ridiculous.”

 

Potto snapped, “Why didn’t you laugh?”

 

“Calde?” Loris smiled. “Those are our demands. The Prolocutor

hasn’t freed you from your vows, you said, the implication beingthat you want him to. Are you willing to resign this caldeship you’venever really had as well?”

 

“Yes, I’d like nothing better.” Silk had been leaning onXiphias’ssilver-banded cane; he straightened up as he spoke. “I did notchoose to become involved in politics, Councillor. Politics choseme.”

 

“Good Silk,” Oreb explained.

 

Loris returned his attention to Maytera Marble. “You heard that.

You’ll want to tell Oosik what you heard.”

 

“Unfortunately,” Silk continued, “the remainder of your terms arenot feasible. Take the second. The people demand that governmentreturn to our Charter, the foundation of the law; and the lawrequires elections to fill the empty seat in the Ayuntamiento.”

 

“We ought to kill you,” Potto told him.”I will.”

 

“In which case you would no longer hold the calde. The people-the

rioters, as you call them—will choose a new one, no doubt amuch better and more effective one than I am, since they couldhardly do worse.”

 

He waited for someone else to speak, but no one did; at length headded, “I’m not an advocate, Councillors—I wish I were. If I were, Icould easily imagine myself defending you on nearly every chargethat could be brought against you thus far. You suspended theCharter, but I believe there was some uncertainty regarding thewishes of the old calde, and it was long ago in any case. You triedto

put down the riots, but in that you were doing your duty. Youquestioned Mamelta and me when we were detained for violating amilitary area, which could easily be justified.”

 

“He hit me!” Incus exclaimed. “An augur!”

 

Silk nodded. “That is an individual matter, concerning CouncillorPotto alone, and I was considering the Ayuntamiento as a whole—orrather, what remains of that whole. But what you say, Patera, isquite right; and it’s an indication of the road along which thisAyuntamiento is traveling. I’d like to persuade Councillor Loris, itspresiding officer, to turn back before it’s too late.”

 

Loris fixed him with a malevolent stare. “Then you won’tto our demands? I can call in the soldiers at once and get this overwith.”

 

Silk shook his head. “I can’t accede. Nor can I speak for theRani

of Trivigaunte, obviously; but I can and do speak for Viron; and forViron all of your demands, except the one for my resignation, areout of the question.”

 

“Nevertheless,” Maytera Marble put in, “General Mint andGeneralissimo

Oosik may accede to them, in part at least, to save PateraSilk. May I speak to him in private?”

 

“Don’t be ridiculous!”

 

“It isn’t ridiculous, I must. Don’t you see that General Mint andGeneralissimo Oosik and all the rest of them are only acting on theauthority of Patera Silk? When I report that I’ve seen him and tellthem you’ve recognized him as calde, they will certainly want toknow whether he’s willing to agree to your terms. They’ll have toknow what he wants them to do, but they won’t pay the leastattention to it unless I can say that he told me in private. Let metalk

to him, and I’ll go back and talk to Generalissimo Oosik andGeneral Saba. Then, if we’re lucky, we’ll have real peace in place ofthis truce.”

 

“We have not recognized him as calde,” Loris told her coldly. “I

 

invite you to retract that.”

 

“But you have! You’ve called him Calde several times in mypresence, and I could see you congratulating yourselves on havingthe calde. You even called him the key to the crisis. You’rethreatening to shoot him because he won’t agree to your preciousfive demands. If he’s the calde, that’s only cruel. If he isn’t, it’sidiotic.”

 

She raised her hands and time-smoothed face to Loris in

supplication.

“He’s terribly weak. I’ve been watching him while the rest of uswere talking, and if it weren’t for his stick I think he would havefallen. Can’t you let him sit down? And tell everyone else to leave?

A quarter of an hour should be enough.”

 

Blood rose, swaying a little. “Over here, Patera. Take my seat.

This’s a good chair, better than the one you had in here that othertime.”

 

“Thank you,” Silk said. “Thank you very much. I owe you a greatdeal, Blood.” Chenille, next to him, took his arm; he wanted toassure her he did not need her help, but stumbled on the carpetbefore he could speak, eliciting an unhappy squawk from Oreb.

 

“Get the rest of them out,” Loris told Potto.

 

Xiphias paused in the doorway, showing Silk both his hands, thentwisting one slightly and separating them.

 

Chenille kissed his forehead, the brush of her lips the silkentouch

of a butterfly’s wing—and was gone, violently pulled away by Potto,

who left with her and shut the door.

 

Maytera Marble reoccupied the chair beside the one that hadbeen Blood’s. “Well,” she said.

 

Silk nodded. “Well indeed. You did very well, Maytera. Muchbetter than I. But before we talk about—all of the things we’ll haveto talk about, I’d like to ask a question. One foolish question, orperhaps two. Will you indulge me?”

 

“Certainly, Patera. What is it?”

 

Silk’s forefinger traced small circles on his cheek. “I knownothingabout women’s clothes. You must know a great deal more—at least,

I hope you do. You got Councillor Loris to bring Chenille hergown?”

 

“She was naked under that augur’s robe,” Maytera Marbleexplained, “and I refused to talk about anything else until they gother dressed. Bloody called in one of the maids, and she and Chenillewent with a soldier to find her some clothes. They weren’t gonelong.”

 

Silk nodded, his face thoughtful.

 

“It’s too small for her, but the maid said it was the largest inthe

house, and it’s only a little bit too small.”

 

“I see. I was wondering whether it belonged to a woman I methere.”

 

“You and Bloody were talking about her, Patera.” MayteraMarble sounded ill at ease. “He asked you where she was, and yousaid you’d gotten separated.”

 

Silk nodded again.

 

“I don’t want to pry into your personal affairs.”

 

“I appreciate that. Believe me, Maytera, I appreciate it verymuch.” He hesitated, staring through the open window at thewind-rippled green lawn before he spoke again. “I thought it mightbe one of Hyacinth’s, as I said. In fact, I rather hoped it was; butit

couldn’t be. It almost fits Chenille, as you say, and Hyacinth’s muchsmaller.” The circles, which had ceased to spin, reappeared. “Whatdo you call that fabric?”

 

“It’s chen… Why, I see what you’re getting at, and you’re

 

right, Patera! That gown’s chenille, exactly like her name!”

“Not silk?”

Maytera Marble snapped her fingers. “I know! She must have told

 

the maid her name, and it suggested the gown.”

 

“She kissed me as she left,” he remarked. “I certainly didn’tinvite

it, but she did. You must have seen it.”

 

“Yes, Patera. I did.”

 

“I suppose she wanted to signal that she was with us—that shesupported us. Master Xiphias made a gesture of the same sort,

probably something to do with swordplay. Anyway, her kiss mademe think of silk, of the fabric I mean, for some reason. It seemedstrange, but I thought perhaps her skirt had brushed my hand. Yousay it’s actually called chenille?”

 

“Chenille is silk, Patera. Or anyway the best chenille is, andthe

other is something else that’s supposed to look like silk. Chenilleis a kind of yarn, made of silk, that’s furry-looking like acaterpillar. If they weave cloth of it, that’s called chenille too.

It’s

a foreign word that means caterpillar, and silk threads are spunby silkworms, which are a kind of caterpillar. But I’m sure youknow that.”

 

“I must speak to her!” he said. “Not now, but when we’re alone,

 

and as soon as I can.”

“Good girl!”

“Yes, Oreb. Indeed she is.” Silk returned his attention to

 

MayteraMarble. “A moment ago when you spoke to Loris, you didn’t wantus to leave this room. Would you mind telling me why?”

 

“Was I as transparent at that?”

 

“No, you weren’t transparent at all; but I know you, and if you’dreally been so worried about me, you would have asked him to let ustalk in a bedroom where I could lie down, and to send for a doctor.

I don’t suppose Blood’s got one, now that Doctor Crane’s dead; butLoris might have been able to supply one, or to send someone forone of the Guard’s doctors under a flag of truce, like that whiteflagnext to your chair.”

 

Maytera Marble looked grave. “I should have asked him to dothat. I can still ask, Patera. I’ll go out and find him. It won’ttake a

moment.”

 

“No, I’m fine. By Phaea’s favor—” It was too late to call backthe

conventional phrase. “I’ll recover. Why did you want to stay here?”

 

“Because of this window.” Maytera Marble waved a hand at it.

“Bloody had opened it while we were in here by ourselves, and Iworried the whole time that someone would get cold and shut it.

You must know Mucor, Patera. She said you sent her to me.”

 

Silk nodded. “She’s Blood’s adopted daughter.”

 

“Adopted? I didn’t know that. She said she was Bloody’s daughter.

That was Hieraxday night, terribly late… Do you knowAsphodella, Patera?”

 

Silk smiled. “Oh, yes. A lively little thing.”

 

“That’s her. I’d done the wash, you see, and I wanted to pour thedirty water on my garden. Plants actually like dirty water withsoapsuds in it better than clean. It sounds wrong, I know, but theydo.”

 

“If you say so, I’m sure it must be true.”

 

“So I was pouring out the water, so much for each row, whenAsphodella pulled my skirt. I said what are you doing out so late,

child? And she told me she’d gone with the others to fight, but Hornhad sent her back—”

 

“Cat come!” Oreb warned. Silk looked for it, seeing none.

 

“Horn had sent her home, and quite right, too, if you ask me,

Patera. So now she wanted to know if there’d be palaestra onThelxday.”

 

“Then,” Silk said slowly, “her face changed. Is that it,

Maytera?”

 

“Yes. Exactly. Her face became, well, horrible. She saw I wasfrightened, as I certainly was, and said don’t be afraid,

Grandmother.

My name’s Mucor, I’m Blood’s daughter.” Maytera Marblepaused, not certain that he understood. “Have I told you Bloody’smy son, Patera? Yes, I know I did, right after we sacrificed in thestreet.”

 

“He was Maytera Rose’s,” Suk said carefully. “You, I know, arealso Maytera Rose—at least, at times.”

 

“All the time, Patera.” Maytera Marble laughed. “I’ve integratedour software. As far as we sibyls are concerned, I’m your best friendand worst enemy, all in one.”

 

He stirred uncomfortably in Blood’s comfortable chair. “I wasnever Maytera Rose’s enemy, I hope.”

“You thought I was yours, though, Patera. Perhaps I was, alittle.”

 

He leaned toward her, his hands folded over the crook ofXiphias’s cane. “Are you now, Maytera? Please be completely frankwith me.”

 

“No. Your friend and well-wisher, Patera.”

Oreb applauded, flapping his wings. “Good girl!”

She added, “Even if I were entirely Maytera Rose, I’d do all I

 

could to get you out of this.”

 

Silk let himself fall back. It was astonishing how soft thesechairs

of Blood’s were. He remembered (vividly now) how badly he hadwanted to rest in his chair, to sleep in it, when he had talked withBlood in this very room. Yet this one was better, just as Blood hadpromised: yielding where it should, firm where firmness wasdesirable.

He stroked one wide arm, its maroon leather as smooth asbutter beneath his touch.

 

“They let me lie down after I was captured,” he confided toMaytera Marble. “Sand did. I’d had to walk all the way to thishouse, and it was a very long way. It had seemed long when Aukand I rode donkeys; and walking with Sand’s gun at my back, itseemed a great deal longer; but once we arrived, once we’d climbedup through the hatch into the cellar, he let me lie down on thefloor.

He isn’t a bad man, really—just a disciplined soldier obeying badmen. There’s good in Loris, too, and even in Potto. I know youmust sense it, just as I do, Maytera; otherwise you’d never havespoken to Potto as you did. That’s why—one reason, anyway—Idon’t feel that this situation from which you’re trying to rescue meis

as bad as it appears, though I’ll always be grateful.”

 

“Cat! Cat!” Oreb flew from Silk’s shoulder to the head of an

 

alabaster bust of Thelxiepeia.

Maytera Marble smiled. “There’s no cat in here, you pretty bird.”

“You were telling me about this room,” Slik reminded her, “and

 

meeting Mucor. I wish you’d continue with that. It may besignificant.”

 

“I—Patera, I want to tell you first about meeting you. It won’ttake long. and it may be more important, maybe a lot moreimportant. You still think about the day you came to our manteion,

I know. You’ve mentioned it several times.”

 

He nodded.

“Patera Pike was there, and you loved and respected him, but a

 

man wants a woman to talk to. Most men do, anyway, and you did.

You’d been raised by your mother, and we could see how youmissed her.”

 

“I still do,” Silk admitted.

 

“Don’t feel bad about that, Patera. No one should ever beashamed of love.”

 

Maytera Marble paused to collect her thoughts; her rapid scanwas back, and she reveled in it. “We were three sibyls, I was aboutto

say. Maytera Mint was still young and pretty, but so shy that she ranfrom you whenever she could. When she couldn’t, she would hardlyspeak. Maybe she guessed what had happened to me long ago. I’vesometimes thought that, and you were young and good-looking, asyou still are.”

 

He began a question, but thought better of it.

 

“I won’t tell you who Bloody’s father was, Patera. I’ve nevertold

anybody and I won’t tell now. But I will tell you this. He neverknew. I don’t think he even suspected.”

 

Silk filled his lungs with the cool, clean breeze from thewindow.

“I slept with a woman last night, Maytera. With Hyacinth, thewoman Blood asked about.”

 

“I’m sorry you told me.”

 

“I wanted to. I’ve wanted—I want so badly, still, to tell peoplewho don’t know, although a great many people know already. HisCognizance and Master Xiphias and Generalissimo Oosik.”

 

“And me.” Maytera Marble’s forefinger tapped her metal chestthrough her habit. “I knew. Or rather, I guessed, as anybody would,

and I wish that you’d left it like that. Some things aren’t improvedby talking about them.”

 

Oreb broke off his inverted examination of Thelxiepeia’s featuresto applaud Maytera Marble. “Smart girl!”

 

“We were three sibyls, as I said. But Maytera Mint wasn’t therefor you Patera, so I was the only ones left. I was old. I don’t thinkyou ever grasped how old. My faces had gone long before you wereborn. You never realized they weren’t there, did you?”

 

“What are you talking about? Your face is where it ought to be,

Maytera. I’m looking at it.”

 

“This?” She drummed her fingers on it, a quick metallic tap-taptap.

“This is my faceplate, really. I used to have a face like yours. Iwould say like Dahlia’s, but she was before your time. Like Teasel’sor Nettle’s, and there were things in it, little bits of alnico, thatlet

me really smile or frown when I moved them with the coils behindmy faceplate. But all that’s gone except for the coils.”

 

“It’s a beautiful face,” Silk insisted, “because it’s yours.”

 

“My other face wasn’t, and what it was showed in your own everytime you saw it. I resented that, and you resented my resentmentand turned to me to ease your loneliness. But we were much morealike than you realized, not that I’ve ever cared, myself, formachines like this. I never thought they could be people, really, nomatter how many times they said they were. Now I’m just a messagewritten on those teeny gold doodads you see in cards. But I’m stillme, a person, because I always was.”

 

Silk fumbled Remora’s ruined robe for a handkerchief, andfinding none blotted his eyes on his sleeve.

 

“I didn’t tell you that to make you feel sorry for me, Patera.

Neither of me were easy to love, no more than I am now. You wereable to love one just the same, and not very many men could have,

not even many augurs. I thought that if you knew how you came tolove and not like me, it might help you some other time with someother woman.”

 

“It will, I know.” Silk sighed. “Thank you, Maytera. With myself,

most of all.”

 

“Let’s not talk about it any more. What do you think of theAyuntamiento’s terms? Still what you told Loris?”

 

Silk made a last dab at his eyes, feeling the grit in the cloth,

knowing that he was dirtying his already-soiled face and not caring.

“I suppose so.”

 

Maytera Marble nodded. “They’re perfectly hopeless. Not a singlething for Trivigaunte, and why should the Guard hand over itssenior officers, why should Generalissimo Oosik allow it? But if weoffered trials, regular ones with judges—”

 

“Man back!” A big hand glittering with rings had appeared on thewindowsill. It was followed by a yellow-sleeved arm and a whiff ofmusk rose.

 

“That’s why you wanted to stay here.” Silk stood up a trifleunsteadily, helped by the cane, and crossed the room to thewindow. “So your son could join us.”

 

“Why no, Patera. Not at all.”

 

Leaning over the sill, Silk spoke to Blood. “Here, hold onto myhand. I’ll help you up.”

 

“Thanks,” Blood said. “I should have brought a stool orsomething.”

 

“Take mine, too, Bloody.” Maytera Marble braced one foot on thesill in imitation of Silk.

 

Flushed redder than ever with exertion, Blood’s face rose on theother side of the window. With a grunt and a heave, he tumbled intothe room.

 

“Now for my granddaughter. She’ll be easy after Bloody.”

Bending over the sill again, Maytera Marble clasped skeletallythin hands and lifted in an emaciated young woman with a searedcheek.

 

“Poor girl!”

 

Silk nodded his agreement as he returned to his chair. “Hello,

Mucor. Sit down, please, so that I may sit. We’re neither of usstrong.”

 

“Needlers’re no good ‘gainst the soldiers,” Blood puffed. Hebrushed off the front of his tunic and reached beneath it. “So I’m

giving you this, Calde Silk.”

 

“This” was an azoth, its long hilt rough with rubies and chasedwith gold; its sharply curved guard was more elaborate than that ofthe one Doctor Crane had given him at Hyacinth’s urging, anddiamonds ringed its pommel.

 

Silk resumed his seat. “I should have anticipated that. DoctorCrane told me you had two.”

 

“Don’t you want it?” Blood did not trouble to hide his surprise.

 

“No. Not now, at least.”

 

“It’s worth—”

 

“I know what it’s worth, and how effective a weapon it can be ina

strong hand like yours. At the moment, I don’t have one, thoughthat’s the least of my reasons for refusing.”

 

Silk settled back in his chair. “I asked your daughter to sitdown,

and she was good enough to oblige me. I can’t invite you to sit inyour house, and I’m very aware that I’m occupying your formerseat; but there are many others.”

 

Blood sat.

 

“Thank you. Maytera—”

 

“Cat come!”

 

It did, almost before Oreb’s agitated whoop, springing lightlyover the windowsill to land noiselessly in the middle of the room andglare at Blood with eyes like burning amber. Maytera Marblegathered her skirts as if it were a mouse; Silk asked, “Is that Lion?

 

seem to remember him.”

 

The lynx turned its glare on him and nodded.

 

“Patera’s been making everybody sit,” Maytera Marble toldMucor. “It would be nicer if you had your big kitty sit too, Darling.

 

wouldn’t mind him so much then.”

 

Lion lay down obediently, dividing his attention between Bloodand Oreb.

 

“Sphigx bless you.” Maytera Marble traced the sign of addition.

“I—it’s rather amusing now that I come to think of it, the sort ofthingthe children enjoy. Patera thought I wanted this window open soyour Papa could come in, and I said, no, I hadn’t even thought of it,

which was the plain truth. I wanted it opened because you told methe first time, Darling, not to stay in rooms with the doors andwindows shut, because you might have to drop in again, and thatwould make it harder. So I was happy when he opened this one, andnow you’ve come in through it, and your long-legged kitty, too.”

 

“I didn’t know she could take over an animal like that.” Blood


had

his thumb on the demon. “We didn’t know she had any power left tillLemur taped the calde talking to Crane, but it sounds like she’sbeen paying visits to both of you.”

 

“Sneaking outside the window, Bloody? You shouldn’t do that.”

 

“I didn’t.”

 

“A listening device.” Silk sighed. “I’m disappointed. I’d thoughtthere might be a secret door behind one of these big paintings.

When I was a sprat, boys’ books were full of them, but I’ve neveractually seen one.”

 

“You knew I’d come?”

 

“I surmised you might. Do you want the entire thing?”

 

Maytera Marble sniffed loudly. “I do, Patera.”

 

“I wish you wouldn’t make that noise,” he told her.

 

“Then I won’t, or at least not very often. But Bloody’s my son,

and I meant I have a right to know.”

 

“All right, the entire thing.” Silk leaned back in his chair,

eyes halfclosed. “On Hieraxday, I walked some distance through the city withHis Cognizance, and from the East Edge to Ermine’s; it was aboutevenly divided between Maytera Mint’s insurgents and the Guard. Islept at Ermine’s for a few hours, as I told you; when I woke up,


half

the Guard seemed to have gone over to Maytera Mint.”

 

Maytera Marble said, “All of it but the Second, I’m told.”

 

“Good. Before I was brought here, I was in the tunnels or in thecellar, so I didn’t see much; but there were councillors here. Itseemed likely they were directing their forces in person, and Ididn’t

think they’d do that unless the situation was critical. Then too, youtold me you’d walked out here with the children and mentioned ageneral from Trivigaunte—”

 

“General Saba. A very good woman at heart, from what I saw ofher, though quite large and rather prone to obstinacy.”

 

“I assume it was her airship that attacked us when His Cognizanceand I were riding in Oosik’s floater.”

 

“Her airship’s been over the city, certainly. It’s been shootingand

dropping explosives. It’s huge.”

 

“Your Doctor Crane was a spy from Trivigaunte,” Silk told Blood.

“You must know that by now. He told me once, joking, that if I werein need of rescue all I’d have to do was kill him. He had a device in

his chest that let others find him and told them whether his heart

was beating. He was shot Rieraxday morning, due to amisunderstanding.

 

I imagine the attack on us resulted from a similar mix-up—theTrivigauntis had been told the Guard was opposing us. Whenthey saw a Guard floater surrounded by officers on horseback, theyattacked it.”

 

“I don’t see what this has to do with me,” Blood grunted.

 

“It has everything to do with you,” Silk told him, “and I wasrightabout it, too—the only thing I’ve been completely right about. Youwere fighting in a losing cause; this house was about to bedestroyed, and you might easily be wounded or killed. You knewabout the tunnels, and no doubt you’ve been down there. So have I,

as I’ve said—more than I like. I couldn’t imagine your leaving thishouse in flames and trudging off underground unless there were noalternative.”

 

“I worked shaggy hard to get this place.”

 

“Don’t swear, Bloody. It doesn’t become you.”

 

“I did! Your kind thinks it’s easy. One wrong move and you’repacked for Mainframe, day after day, and nobody to help me Icould trust till I found Musk, nobody at all. It’d kill both of youin a

week. Shag yes, it would! Twelve years I did it before I ever took myfirst crap in this place.”

 

“Bloody!”

 

“It’s only a guess,” Silk admitted, “and I can’t pretend anintimate

familiarity with your mental processes; but I’d imagine you’ve beenlooking for an opportunity to change sides since sometime lastnight.”

 

“What’s the shaggy Ayuntamiento ever done for me? Worked mefor payoffs and favors every month. Shut me down to makethemselves look good. What the shag do I owe them?”

 

“I’ve no idea. Then—about an hour ago, perhaps—your motherentered the picture, ostensibly and no doubt principally to help me,

but clearly with influence on the other side and eager to save you aswell. So when I realized Maytera wanted us to stay in this room, Iexpected you to step from behind a picture.” Silk smiled andshrugged apologetically.

 

Mucor surprised them all by asking, “Would you like me to seewhat they’re doing?”

 

“I’d rather have you eat something,” Silk told her, “but I don’tsuppose there’s anything in here. Go ahead, if Lion will behavehimself.”

 

He waited for her reply, but none came.

 

“Girl go.” Oreb’s croak was scarcely audible. “No here.” Lionstretched himself on the floor and closed his eyes.

 

“Actually, I was surprised you didn’t come sooner,” Silk toldBlood conversationally, “but of course you had to fetch Mucor andget her dressed—perhaps even clean her up a bit with the help ofone of your maids, and I hadn’t allowed for that. The point thatpuzzles me is that Mucor seems to have felt it necessary to send Lionahead of her.”

 

“Did she?” Blood eyed his adopted daughter curiously.

 

“So it seems. Oreb—my bird, up there—must have glimpsed himor, more likely heard him, because he told us several times thatthere was a cat about.”

 

“She probably didn’t realize that the soldiers wouldn’t be afraidof

him,” Maytera Marble suggested.

 

“Bad cat,” Oreb muttered.

 

“Not too loud,” Silk cautioned him, “he might hear you.”

 

“It was nice of you to join us, Bloody.” Maytera Marble smoothedher skirt. “It’s to your advantage, no doubt, just as Patera says.


But

you’re taking a big risk just the same.”

 

Blood stood. “I know it. You don’t think much of me, do you,

Calde?”

 

“I think a great deal of your shrewdness,” Silk told him. “I’d beglad to have your cunning mind on our side. I’m aware that youhave no morals.”

 

“Colonel Oosik,” Blood gestured with the azoth. “He’s your man,

from what I’ve heard. This General Saba’s there for the Rani,

Colonel Oosik for you.”

 

“Generalissimo Oosik.”

 

Blood snorted. “You trust him and you won’t trust me, but I’vehad him in my pocket for years.”

 

Maytera Marble said, “Sit down, Bloody. Or are you going to dosomething?”

 

“I want a drink, but since the calde doesn’t want it, I thinkI’ll

hang onto my azoth as long as that cat’s in here. Will you fix meone,

Mama?”

 

“Certainly.” She rose. “A little more gin, I imagine?”

 

Silk began, “If it’s not too much trouble, Maytera—”

 

“And ice. There’s ice behind the big doors underneath.”

 

“I’ll be happy to. Brandy, or—” she examined bottles. “Here’s anice red wine, Patera.”

 

“Just water and ice, please. The same for Mucor, I think.”

 

Blood shook his head. “No ice, Mama. She’ll throw it. Believeme,I know.”

 

“Poor bird!”

 

“A cup of plain water for Oreb, if you would, Maytera. Ibelieve he’ll come down to drink it if you leave it on top of thecabinet.”

 

“Plain water for Oreb.” Revealing two fingers’ width of silverylegas she stood on tiptoe, she put a brimming tumbler on the cabinet.

“Soda water and ice for Patera, and ice, gin. and soda water for you,

Bloody. Soda water without ice for my granddaughter. It’s nice andcool, though.” As she placed the final tumbler before Mucor, sheadded, “I must say she doesn’t look as if you’ve been taking goodcare of her.”

 

Blood picked up his drink. “We’ve got to force-feed her, mostly,

and she tears off her clothes.”

 

“Who was her mother?” Silk asked.

 

“She never had one.” Blood sipped his drink and eyed it withdisfavor. “You know about frozen embryos? You can buy them nowand then if you want them, but you don’t always get what you paidfor.”

 

Recalling dots of rotting flesh, Silk shuddered.

 

“The old calde, Tussah his name was, was supposed to have doneit. That leaked out after he died. So I decided to give it a try. Buymyself an embryo with spooky powers. I got one of the girls to carryit.”

 

“And you were actually able to purchase such a thing? An embryothat would develop into someone with Mucor’s powers?”

 

Blood nodded unhappily. “Like I said, you don’t always get whatyou pay for, but I was careful and I did. She’s got the stuff, butshe’s

crazy. Always has been.”

 

“You engaged a specialist to operate on her brain.”

 

“Sure, trying to cure her, only it didn’t work. If it had, I’d becalde.”

 

“She’s been my friend,” Silk told him, “a difficult one, perhaps,


but

helpful just the same. She likes me, I believe, and the good godknows I’d like to help her in return.”

 

Oreb caught at the phrase. “Good god?”

 

“The Outsider, I ought to have said.”

 

Mucor herself said, “They’re arguing about you.” Her voicesounded faint and far away; the tumbler Maytera Marble had filledfor her waited untouched on the low table before her.

 

Silk sipped from his own, careful not to drink too much too fast.

“Men and women breed children from their bodies on impulse. Weaugurs rail against it; but although inexcusable, it is at leastunderstandable. They are swept away by the emotions of themoment; and if they weren’t, perhaps the whole whorl would standempty. Adoption, on the other hand, is a considered act, consummatedonly with the assistance of an advocate and a judge. Thus anadoptive parent cannot say, ‘I didn’t know what I was doing,’ or ‘Ididn’t think it would happen.’ Worthless though those protestationsare, he has no claim to them.”

 

“You think I knew she’d turn out like this? She was a baby.”


Blood

glared at his daughter. “I’m twice your age, Patera, maybe more.

When you’re as old as I am, maybe you’ll have a few little thingsthat you regret too.”

 

“There are many already.”

 

“You think there are. Women, you mean. My. Oh shag it, what’sthe use?” Blood set his drink aside and wiped his damp left hand onhis thigh. “I don’t care much for them. Neither would you, if you’dbeen in my business as long as I have. I started when I was seven oreight, just a dirty little sprat going up to men in the market.

Anyhow, Mucor’s the only child I’ll ever have, probably.”

 

Maytera Marble told him, “She’s the only granddaughter I’ll everhave, too, Bloody. If you won’t take proper care of her, I will.”

 

Blood looked angrier than ever. “Like you did me?”

 

“It would be better if we kept our voices down,” Silk said.

“You’re

not supposed to be here.”

 

“I wish I wasn’t.” A smile twisted Blood’s mouth. “That would be

the elephant, wouldn’t it? Shot for trying to pick up a couple bitsdown at the market. Hey, Patera, you want to meet my sister? She’llgive you some hot mutton.”

 

“Bloody, don’t!”

 

“It’s pretty late to tell me that, Mama. Or don’t you think so?”

 

Without waiting for an answer, he turned to Silk. “I’m going tooutline a deal. If you take it, I’m in, and I’ll do everything I canto

get you out of here in one piece.”

 

Silk opened his mouth to speak.

 

“When I say you, that’s you and the other augur, the old man,

Mama here, and that big piece from Orchid’s. Even your bird. Allof you. All right?”

 

“Certainly.”

 

“If you don’t take it, I’m out the window, understand? No hardfeelings, but no deal either.”

 

“You could be shot going out the window, too, Bloody,” MayteraMarble warned him. “I’m surprised that you weren’t, you and mygranddaughter, before you got back inside.”

 

Blood shook his head. “There’s a truce, remember? And I’ll stickthe azoth back under my tunic. They aren’t going to shoot anunarmed man and a girl that never even come close to the wall.”

 

“As good as a secret passage.” Maytera Marble’s eyes gleamedwith amusement.

 

“Right, it is.” Blood went to the window. “Now here’s what I say,

Calde. I’ll come over to you and Mint, gun, goat, and gut, and try tosee to it that all of us get clear. When we do, I’ll sign over yourmanteion to you for one card and other considerations, as we say,

and you can owe me the card.”

 

He waited for Silk to speak, but Silk said nothing.

 

“After we get out, I’m still your bucky. I’ve done plenty of

 


favors

for the Ayuntamiento, see? I can help you too, and I will,

everything that I can. I’ve got Mucor, remember,” Blood noddedtoward her, “and I know what she can do now. Lemur’s crowd nevergot anything half as good as that.”

 

Silk sipped from his tumbler.

 

“More talk,” Oreb muttered; it was not clear whether it was asuggestion or a complaint.

 

“Here’s all I want from you, Calde. No gelt, just three things.

Firstly, I get to hang onto my other property. That means my realestate, my accounts at the fisc, and the rest. Number two, I stay inbusiness. I’m not asking you to make it legal. I don’t even want youto. Only you don’t shut me down, see? Last, I don’t have to payanybody anything above regular taxes. I’ll open my books to you,

but no more payoffs on top of that. You understand what I’m tellingyou?”

 

Blood leaned against the window frame. “Look it over, and you’llsee I’m making you as good a deal as anybody could ask for. I’mgiving you my complete, unlimited support, plus some valuableproperty, and all I want from you is that you leave me alone. Let mekeep what’s mine and earn my living, and don’t come down on meany harder than you do on anybody else. What do you say?”

 

For a few seconds, Silk did not say anything. The tramp ofrubber-shod metal feet came faintly from the wide foyer on theother side of the carved walnut door, punctuated by Potto’s stridenttones; embroidered hangings stirred, whispering, in the cool windfrom the window.

 

“I’ve been expecting to be tested.” Silk glanced at his tumbler,

surprised to find that he had drunk more than half his soda water.

“Tested by the Outsider. He’s been testing me physically, and I feltquite confident that he would soon take my measure morally aswell. When you began, I was certain this was it. But this is soeasy!”

 

Lion raised his head to look at him inquiringly, then rose,

stretched, and padded over to rub his muscled, supple body againstSilk’s knees.

 

Maytera Marble shook her finger at her son. “What you’ve beendoing is very wrong, Bloody. You sell rust, don’t you? I thought so.”

 

“To begin,” Silk told Blood, “you must turn my manteion over tome—you’re going to do that right now. If you didn’t bring along thedeed, you can go out that window and get it. I’ll wait.”

 

“I brought it,” Blood admitted. He fished a folded paper from aninner pocket of his tunic.

 

“Good. My manteion, for three cards.”

 

Blood crossed the room to an inlaid escritoire; after a time,

Mucor stood as well, her mouth working silently as though she werepronouncing the labored scratchings of Blood’s pen.

 

“I’m not much of a scholar,” he said at length, “but here youare,

Patera. I had to sign for Musk, but it should be all right. I’ve gothis

power of advocacy.”

 

The ink was not yet dry; Silk waved the deed gently as he read.

“Fine.” He took three of Remora’s cards from his pocket and handedthem to Blood.

 

“You’re to do everything in your power to end the fightingwithout further loss of life,” he told Blood, “and so am I. If I’mcalde

when it’s over, as you obviously expect, you will be prosecuted forany crimes you may have committed, in accordance with the law.

No unfair advantage will be taken beyond that which I just took.

That’s a large concession, but I make it. I warn you, however, thatnothing that you may have done will be overlooked, either. If you’refound guilty on any charge, as I expect that you will be, I’ll ask

 


the

court to take into consideration whatever assistance you’ve renderedour city in this time of crisis. Am I making myself clear?”

 

Blood glowered. “You extorted that property from me. You tookit under false pretences.”

 

“I did.” Silk nodded agreement. “I committed a crime to right thewrong done to the people of our quarter by an earlier one. Whyshould men like you be free to do whatever you wish whenever youwish, guaranteed that you yourself will never be victimized? Youmay, if you choose, complain about what I’ve done when peace hasbeen restored. You have a witness in the person of your mother.”

 

He gave the lynx a last pat before pushing him away. “I wouldn’tadvise you to call your adopted daughter, however. She’s notcompetent to testify, and she might tell the court about the nativityof her pets.”

 

“You had better not ask me to testify, either, Bloody,” MayteraMarble told him. “I’d have to tell the judge that you tried to bribeour calde.”

 

“They’re coming,” Mucor announced to Silk. “Councilior Loris hasfinished talking to Councillor Tarsier through the glass. They’vedecided to kill you and send your body back with the woman thatkilled Musk.”

 

Silk froze, his eyes on Blood.

 

Oreb squawked, “Watch out!”

 

Instinctively, Maytera Marble reached out to her son, a plea forforgiveness and understanding.

 

His grip on the azoth tightened, and the shimmering horror thatwas its blade divided the cosmos, leaving Maytera Marble on oneside and the hand she had held out to him on the other. It droppedto the carpet as the hideous discontinuity swung up, showering themwith plaster and sundered lath. Silk shouted a warning; absurdly, hetried to shield her from Blood’s downward cut with Xiphias’s cane.

 

Its thin wooden casing exploded in blazing splinters; but theazoth’s blade sprang back from the double-edged steel blade thecasing had concealed, having notched it to the spine.

 

It seemed to Silk then that his arm moved of itself—that he

merely watched it, a spectator fully as horrified as she, and fullyas

separated from his arm’s acts. As the door flew in with a crash, thatarm swung the ruined blade.

 

From behind Sergeant Sand and a second soldier equally soldierlarge, Potto barked, “Shoot him?”

 

The notched blade slid forward, penetrating Blood’s throat asreadily as the manteion’s old bone-handled sacrificial knife had everentered that of a ram.

 

“Shoot the calde?” Sand’s hand caught the other soldier’s sluggun.

 

Blood’s knees buckled as the light left his eyes. The double—

edgedblade, scarlet to within a hand’s breadth of the notch with Blood’sown blood, retreated from his throat.

 

“Yes, the calde!”

 

For a moment it seemed to Silk that Maytera Marble should haveknelt to catch Blood’s blood; perhaps it seemed so to her as well,


for

she crouched, her remaining hand extended to her son as he fell.

 

Silk turned, the sword still in his hand. Sand’s slug gun was nolonger pointed at him, if it had ever been. Sand fired, and thesecond soldier a fraction of a second after him. Potto fell, hischeerful face slack with surprise.

 

“Take this, Patera.” Maytera Marble was pressing Blood’s azothinto his free hand. “Take it before I kill you with it.”

 

He did, and she took Xiphias’s ruined sword from him, and withits crook wedged between her small black shoes, contrived to wipe

 

its blade with a big handkerchief that she shook from her sleeve.

 

There was a clash of heels and a crash of weapons as Sand and thesecond soldier saluted. Soldiers and men in silvered armor peeringaround them began to salute as well. Silk nodded in response, andwhen that seemed inadequate traced the sign of addition the air.





Epilogue
It had been hastily erected, Calde Silk reflected, studying thetriumphal arch that spanned the Alameda—very hastily. But surelythis new generalissimo from Trivigaunte would understand thesituation, would realize the difficulties they had labored under inorganizing a formal welcome in a city still at war with what remainedof its Ayuntamiento, and make allowances.

 

Now, this wind.

 

It stirred yellow dust from the gutters, whistled among thechimneys, and shook the ramshackle arch until it trembled like anaspen. Flowers covering the arch would have been nice, but thatmoment of searing heat on Hieraxday had made flowers out of thequestion. So much the better, Silk thought; this wind would surelyhave stripped off every petal an hour ago. Even as he watched, along streamer of colored paper pulled free, becoming a flying jadesnake that mounted to the sky.

 

There the Trivigaunte airship fought its straining tether, sohighthat its vast bulk appeared, if not festive, at least unthreatening.

From that airship, it should be simple to gauge the advance ofGeneralissimo Siyuf’s troops. Silk wished that there had been timeto arrange for signals of some sort: a flag hung from the gondolawhen she entered the city, for example, or a smoke pot lit to warnthat she had been delayed. Rather to his own surprise, he discoveredthat he was eager to go up in the airship himself, to see Vironlike the skylands again, and travel among the clouds as the fliersdid.

 

There were a lot of them out today, riding this cold wind. More,

he decided, than he had ever seen before. A whole flock, like aflight of storks, was just now appearing from behind the airship.

What city sent them forth to patrol the length of the sun, and whatgood did those patrols do? Speculation about the Fliers had beendismissed as bootless at the schola, until the Ayuntamiento hadcondemned them as spies.

 

Had the Ayuntamiento known? Did Councillor Loris, whowielded what authority remained to it, know now?

 

Might it not be possible to track Fliers in the airship, anchorat

last at that fabled city, learn its name, and offer whateverassistance

in its sacred labor Viron and Trivigaunte could provide?

 

(Buried, he had been wherever he had thought to be.)

 

A fresh gust, colder and wilder than any before it, roared up theAlameda, shaking its raddled poplars like rats. To his right GeneralSaba stiffened, while he himself shivered without shame. He waswearing the Cloak of Lawful Governance over his augur’s robe; itfell to his shoe-tops and was of the thickest tea-colored velvet,


stiff

with gold thread. He ought to have been awash in his ownperspiration; he found himself wishing ardently for some sort ofhead-covering instead. General Saba had a dust-colored militarycap and Generalissimo Oosik beyond her a tail helmet of greenleather topped with a plume, but he had nothing.

 

He recalled the broad-brimmed straw hat he had worn while

repairing the roof of the manteion—which would be missing more

 

shingles, surely, thanks to this wind. He had pulled that hat down sothat Blood’s talus could not identify him later, and it had known himby that.

 

(Dead by his hand, Blood and the talus both.)

 

He had lost that recollected hat somehow. Might not this windreturn it to him? All sorts of rubbish was blowing about, andstranger things had happened.

 

His wound throbbed. Mentally he pushed it aside, forcing himselfto fill his lungs with cold air.

 

The shade had not climbed far yet, but what should have been abright streak of purest gold seemed faint, and flushed with brownishpurple. The Aureate Path was empty and failing visibly, signally theend of mankind’s dream of paradise, of some inconceivable fraternitywith its gods. For one vivid instant he remembered Iolar, thedying Flier. But no doubt the sun was merely dimmed at themoment, stained and darkened by dust. Winter was long overdue inany event. Was Maytera Mint, who would be so conspicuouslyabsent from this, her victory parade, cold too? Wherever she was?

 

Was Hyacinth? Silk shivered again.

 

Far away, a band struck up, and ever so faintly he heard, orseemed to hear, the sound of bugles, the tramp of marching feet,

and the clatter of cavalry.

 

That was a good sign, surely.
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