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THE

RING of FIVE DRAGONS
PROLOG:

TheLorg



When they werefifteen yearsold, Giyan and Barttafound alorg. It was hiding, aslorgs are wont to do,
beneath alarge flat rock of agolden huelying like awart on the belly of abone-dry gully. Konara
Mossa, their Ramahan guardian and teacher, had told them to keep a sharp eye out for lorgs, for lorgs
pre-ferred the thin, kuelLo-fir-scented air that drifted a ong the shoulders of the Djenn Marre. Beware
the lorg, shewarned them with afrightening sweep of agnarled forefinger, for lorgs are evil creatures,
ensnaring the souls of dying infants, hoarding them like grains of milled oat grass. Su-pergtitious
nonsense, Giyan thought privately. Thelorgs might be ugly to look at, but they seemed harmless enough
infact, they were ben-eficid inasmuch asthey ate stydil larvae, and everyone knew how de-gtructive
those insects could be to the oat grass and glennan crops.

It was Lonon, the Fifth Season—that eerie time between High Sum-mer and Autumn when the
gimnopedes swarmed; when, on clear nights, dl five moons, pale green asadove'sbdly, could be seen
in the vast black bow! of the sky; when The Pearl had been misused; when the V'ornn had cometo
Kundaa

Giyan and Bartta, both Ramahan novices, had had the enormous misfortune of being born twins, an evil
omen among the mountain Kundalan, a certain sign of bad luck that their mother tried to rectify by
winding their own umbilicals around their soft pink necks. Their father, entering the birthing chamber, had
cut the cords with his own hunting knife. While they squaled their first breeth of new life, he had had to
dit the throat of the scheming midwife, who had whispered goading superdtitionsin their mother's ear,
egging her onto commit infanticide.

They had learned dl thisyearslater from their father, just before he left home for good. Their father and
mother never should have married, that wasthe truth of it. Their father was a no-nonsense trader who
saw theworld in astraightforward manner, while their mother was entan-gled in the dark skein of magic,
superdtition, anxiety. They had no basisto form a connection, let doneto fdl inlove or even to discover
acomfortable tolerance,

Chesated out of her attempt to mend her ill fortune, their mother brought the twinsto the Abbey of
Floating White as soon as they were old enough. In amost unseemly manner, she begged KonaraMossa
to train the twins to be Ramahan, praying that their wholesale devotion to the Great Goddess would

gpare them the usud fate of twins.

And o0 they were made fluent in the Old Tongue, they were taught from the scraps of Utmost Sour ce,
The Five Sacred Books of Mina, mem-orized and set down over the decades by successive konara
after it waslost. They were taught the creation myths, the legends of The Pearl, the seventy-seven
festivals of Miina, the importance of Lonon, the Fifth Season, Minastime, the season of change. They
learned the ways of phytochemisiry, of healing with herbs and mushrooms, of divining por-tents, of
seeking with opa's, and, most importantly, they were taught the Prophesy of the coming of the Dar
Sda-at, the Chosen One of Miina, who would find The Pearl and useit to free the Kundalan from their
bondage to the V'ornn.

It was curious how two sisters—twins at that—could absorb the same lessons and arrive at different
conclusions. One saw the vessd half-full, the other saw it haf-empty. For Giyan, life at the abbey had
brought divetherich history of her people, where sorcerous beings like Dragons and narbuck and

Rappa and perwillon mingled fredy with the Kundaan, maes and femaes sharing equaly in every facet
of life, where those with the Gift were trained to use Osoru sorcery well and wisdly, where each festival
was an excuse for music, dancing, Singing, the fervent excitement of being dive. Now, it was said, only
the fearful perwillon remained, dumbering deep in their caves. For Bartta, the history lessonstold another
story—of what had been taken from them by the V'ornn, of the diminishing of Ramahan power and
influence, of the rise of the new Goddess-lessreligion, Kara, of the violence of the male Ramahan and the



betraya of the Rappa, of aneed to bresk with the old sorcerous ways—known only to those born with
the Gift—that had come back to haunt the Ramahan, of the Kundalan being aban-doned by their Gresat
Goddess, who had quailed at the coming of the V'ornn, had been rendered irrelevant by the diens
superior techno-mancy. Of thefailure of the past, of Osoru, of those with the Gift, of Minasteachings as
they had been origindly set forth to protect Kun-dalaagainst invasion.

The twinswere hiking north of their home in Stone Border, on the steep and narrow path that led to the
Ice Caves. On ether side, the brittle sepia-colored land fell away from them, pitching downward to the
green-and-blue fields that carpeted the broad, fertile valley far be-low. Brown kudllo-fir needles
crunched benesth their cor-hide sandas. Forever &fter, this soft, dry, intimate sound, so like the rustling
of wicked blackcrows wings, would send atiny thrill through them, for it was forbidden for anyone but
Ramahan priestesses, like themselves, who dwelled in the nearby Abbey of Floating White, to tread this
dan-gerous path.

Giyan paused on the path to stare upward a the immense, jagged, ice-crusted pinnacles of the Djenn
Marre. And as she paused, so did Bartta. Giyan was the twin blessed with height, beauty, adender
figure. Even worse, from Bartta's point of view, she had the Gift and could be trained in Osoru sorcery.
Wheat did Bartta have save her fierce desire to lead the Ramahan?

"Tothink," Giyan said, "that no one knows what lies beyond those mountains.”

"Just like you," Bartta said sourly, "to be thinking of questionsthat cannot be answered. Y our foolish
diversonsarewhy | will be promoted to shima, to priestess, next year while you will no doubt stay a
leyna, anovice."

"I am MiUnas servant just asyou are," Giyan said softly. "We each serve the Great Goddessin our own
way."

Barttagrunted. "Well, I'll tell you something. It has become embar-rassing to be your sster. Your...
perverseviews are the talk of the abbey."

"Parverse, sgter?' Giyan'swhistleflower-blue eyes reflected the sting of the rebuke.

Bartta nodded emphatically, happy to have scored apoint. "Our world isasmple one. We are good, the
V'ornn are evil. How you can distort such an obvious black-and-white truth is beyond me.”

"Y ou misunderstand me," Giyan said. "'l do not question the evil of the V'ornn's deeds; | merely question
this so-called truth of Good and Evil. Nothing in thislife is so black-and-white. When it comesto the
V'ornn we know them not at dl. | sensethereisamystery there we cannot yet fathom.”

"Oh, yes. You sense. Y our accursed Gift has spoken to you, | sup-pose.”

Giyan turned away, her gaze lost in the snowcapped mountain peaks. She was remembering the hideous
vision she had had three years ago. It had coincided with the onset of puberty, on abrilliant summer
af-ternoon in acourtyard of the abbey. One moment, she had been plant- ing herbs and the next the
world, around her had disappeared. At first, she thought she had gone blind. She found herself enclosed
in dark-ness—not the darkness of night or even acave, but utter blackness. Voices rustled like the wings
of birds, but she could not make out what they were saying. She was terrified; even more so asthevison
took shape. With breathtaking clarity, she saw hersaf from above. She was dressed oddly, in the pure
white of mourning. She was standing on the wishbone of a narbuck, the two prongsin front of her. At the
end of theright prong stood a Ramahan in the persmmon-col ored robes of amember of the Dea Cretan.
At the end of the left prong was afierce-looking V'ornn in battle armor. She saw herself walking to the
base of the prongs, knew there was a dreadful choice to be made, afork in the path of her life. The



V'ornn raised hisarms and in them she saw a shining star, which she knew was the Dar Sda-at, the
prophesied savior of her people. In her vision, she watched herself walk to the l€eft, toward the Dar
Sda-at, toward the V'ornn... What did it mean? She could not know, and yet she could not forget the
power, the sheer force of the vison. She had never dared share it with anyone, not even Bartta. But it
had haunted her ever since, and was surely at the core of her unique, conflicted fedings about the aliens
she knew she should loathe.

"The V'ornn have endaved us, maimed us, tortured us," Barttawas saying now. "They kill usat their
whim in games of sport. Though the resistance exists and continues to fight back, it isno match for the
V'ornn. The diens have driven usfrom our cities, forced usto find shelter in the hillsides and mountains
until we have become strangersin our own land. They have daughtered thousands of Ramahan. Our own
abbey isthe only oneleft intact. Y ou know thisaswell as1 do."

Giyan turned back from the pesks of the Djenn Marre, from the latent image of her vison. Her thick
copper-colored hair flew in the wind. She put her hand tenderly on her sSister's shoulder. "I hear the pain
and fear in your voice. We have prayed to MUnafor eighty-five long, terrible years without hearing a

response.”
Barttashook hersdlf away. "'l fed no pain or fear."

"But you do," Giyan said even more softly. "It isyour deep and abid-ing fear that in Her wrath Mina has
left usin the hands of the V'ornn forever. Y ou told me so yoursdlf."

"A moment of weakness, of illness, of disorientation,” Barttasaid curtly. "I am surprised you even
remember.”

"Why wouldn't | remember, Sster?| love you deeply.”
Bartta, trembling alittle, whispered. "If only it were s0."
Giyan took her in her arms. "Have you any red doubts?"

Bartta allowed her head to briefly rest on her sster's shoulder. She sighed. "Thisiswhat | do not
understand,” she said. "Even the konara, our el ders, have no answer for Mina's strange sSllence.”

Giyan took Bartta's head in her hands, looked her in the eye. "The answer isclear, Sster. It liesin our
recent history. The Goddessis sllent because we ignored Her warnings and misused The Pearl.”

"Then it'strue. Miina has abandoned us," Barttawhispered. There were sudden, stinging tearsin her
eyes.

"No, agter, Sheismerely waiting."

Barttawiped her eyes, deeply ashamed that she had showed such weakness. "Waiting for what?"
"For the Dar Sdla-at. The One who will find The Pearl and end our bondage to the V'ornn.”
Barttals expression changed, hardening dightly "Isthistruefaith, or isit your Gift talking?'

"I have been taught by KonaraMossato turn away from the Gift, just as we have been taught to shun the
Rappa because they were responsible for Mother's death the day The Pearl waslogt, the day we were
invaded by the V'ornn.”

"The Rappahad the Gift, and it led to our downfall." Having spotted achink in her sster'sarmor, Bartta's



eyeswere dight. Spite, the twin of her envy, overrode her inner terror. "And yet, you defy Konara
Mossa, you use the Gift."

"Sometimes | cannot hdpit," Giyan said softly, sadly, "the Gift istoo strong.”
"Sometimesyou deliberately useit,” Barttahissed. "Y ou are being trained in secret, aren't you?"

"What if | am?" Giyan looked down at her feet. "Sometimes| ques-tion whether thisthing insde me—this
Gift—isevil." Her voice dropped to awhisper borne by the wind. " Sometimes, late a night, when | lie
awake, | fed the breadth and scope of the Cosmos breathing al around me, and | know—I know,

sgter, in my heart, in my very soul—that what we see and hear and smell and taste—the world we touch
isbut afraction of the Whole that exists e sawhere. A beauty beyond comprehension. And with every
fiber of my being | long to reach out and know that vast place. And it isthen that | think, How could such
afeding beevil?'

Barttawaslooking at her sster with profound jealousy What you know, what you long for, she
thought. Asif | do not long for the same thing, and know it will never be mine. She was about to say
something clever and cutting, but the sight of the tall stayed her tongue. The lorg'sing herbs and the next
the world around her had disappeared. At firgt, she thought she had gone blind. She found hersdlf
enclosed in dark-ness—not the darkness of night or even acave, but utter blackness-Voicesrustled like
the wings of birds, but she could not make out what they were saying. She wasterrified; even more so as
the vision took shape. With breathtaking clarity, she saw hersdlf from above. She was dressed oddly, in
the pure white of mourning. She was standing on the wishbone of a narbuck, the two prongsin front of
her. At the end of the right prong stood a Ramahan in the persimmon-col ored robes of amember of the
Dea Cretan. At the end of the left prong was afierce-looking V'ornn in battle armor. She saw hersdlf
walking to the base of the prongs, knew there was a dreadful choice to be made, afork in the path of her
life, The V'ornn raised hisarms and in them she saw a shining star, which she knew wasthe Dar Sda-at,
the prophesied savior of her people. In her vison, she watched hersdlf walk to the left, toward the Dar
Sda-at, toward the V'ornn... What did it mean? She could not know, and yet she could not forget the
power, the sheer force of the vision. She had never dared share it with anyone, not even Bartta. But it
had haunted her ever snce, and was surely at the core of her unique, conflicted feglings about the diens
she knew she should loathe.

"The V'ornn have endaved us, maimed us, tortured us," Barttawas saying now. "They kill usat their
whim in games of sport. Though the resistance exists and continues to fight back; it isno match for the
V'ornn. The diens have driven usfrom our cities, forced usto find shelter in the hillsides and mountains
until we have become strangersin our own land. They have daughtered thousands of Ramahan. Our own
abbey isthe only oneleft intact. Y ou know thisaswell as| do."

Giyan turned back from the peaks of the Djenn Marre, from the latent image of her vison. Her thick
copper-colored hair flew in the wind. She put her hand tenderly on her Sster's shoulder. "I hear the pain
and fear in your voice. We have prayed to MUnafor eighty-five long, terrible yearswithout hearing a

response.”
Bartta shook herself away. "'l fed no pain or fear."

"But you do," Giyan said even more softly. "It isyour degp and abid-ing fear that in Her wrath Mina has
left usin the hands of the V'ornn forever. Y ou told me so yoursdlf."

"A moment of weakness, of illness, of disorientation,” Barttasaid curtly. "1 am surprised you even
remember.”

"Why wouldn't | remember, Sster? | love you deeply.”



Bartta, trembling alittle, whispered. "If only it were 0."
Giyan took her in her arms. "Have you any red doubts?"

Bartta allowed her head to briefly rest on her sster's shoulder. She sighed. "Thisiswhat | do not
understand,” she said. "Even the konara, our eders, have no answer for Miinds strange silence.”

Giyan took Bartta's head in her hands, looked her in the eye. "The answer isclear, Sster. It liesin our
recent history. The Goddessis sllent because we ignored Her warnings and misused The Pearl.”

"Then it'strue. Miina has abandoned us,” Barttawhispered. There were sudden, stinging tearsin her
eyes.

"No, agter, Sheismerely waiting."

Barttawiped her eyes, deeply ashamed that she had showed such weakness. "Waiting for what?"
"For the Dar Sda-at. The One who will find The Pearl and end our bondage to the V'ornn.”
Barttals expression changed, hardening dightly. "Isthistruefaith, or isit your Gift talking?"

"I have been taught by KonaraMossato turn away from the Gift, just as we have been taught to shun the
Rappa because they were responsible for Mother's death the day The Pearl waslogt, the day we were
inveded by the VV'ornn."

"The Rappahad the Gift, and it led to our downfal." Having spotted achink in her sster'sarmor, Bartta's
eyeswere dlight. Spite, the twin of her envy, overrode her inner terror. "And yet, you defy Konara
Mossa, you use the Gift."

"Sometimes | cannot help it,” Giyan said softly, sadly, "the Gift istoo strong.”
"Sometimesyou deliberately useit,” Barttahissed. "Y ou are being trained in secret, aren't you?"

"What if | am?" Giyan looked down at her feet. "Sometimes| ques-tion whether thisthing indde me—this
Gift—isevil." Her voice dropped to awhisper borne by the wind. " Sometimes, late at night, when | lie
awake, | fed the breadth and scope of the Cosmos breathing al around me, and | know—I know,

sgter, in my heart, in my very soul—that what we see and hear and smell and taste—the world we touch
isbut afraction of the Whole that exists elsewhere. A beauty beyond comprehension. And with every
fiber of my being | long to reach out and know that vast place. And it isthen that | think, How could such
afeding beevil?'

Barttawaslooking at her sister with profound jealousy. What you know, what you long for, she
thought. Asif | do not long for the same thing, and know it will never be mine. She was about to say
something clever and cutting, but the Sight of thetall stayed her tongue. Thelorg'stail flicked once then,
illusory asthe whiff of water in the Great V oorg, disappeared beneath along, flat rock of agolden hue.

"Look therel" she said as she clambered down into the shalow gully. Beyond, a steep and treacherous
faloff mined with loose shale and broken twigs. "Oh, sigter, look!™ And planting her sturdy legswide, she
bent and flipped over the rock.

"Alorg!" Giyan cried.

"Yes. A lorg!" Bartta backed away, fascinated and appalled, as her twin clambered down to stand
beside her. Thelorg wasindeed a hid-eous beast. Its hide wasthick and warty, itswatery grey eyes



bulging, turning thisway and that asif ableto seein dl directionsat once. It appeared al belly; its head
and legs were puny and inggnificant. It seemed boneless, like the double somach of a gutted lemur, and
this somehow madeit al the more hideous.

Bartta hefted astonein her hand. "And now we must kill it."
"Kill it? But why?"

"You know why," Barttasaidicily. "Lorgsare evil."
"Leaveit. You do not need to takeitslife.”

With an expert swing, Bartta skimmed the stone through the air. It made a peculiar humming sound, like
an angry blackcrow. She had that, at least over her twin, her outsize physical strength. The stone, loosed
from that powerful dingshat, struck the lorg with asickening thunk!. Thelorg's disgusting pop eyes
swiveled in ther direction, perhaps sadly, but it did not move. This seeming indifference enraged Bartta
al the more. She grabbed another stone, alarger one thistime, cocking her arm to throw it. But Giyan
caught her upraised wrist in her hand.

"Why, Bartta? Why do you really want to kill it?'

Thewind rattled the kudlo-firs, whistled through devious cleftsin the rocks. A hawk floated on the
therma s high overhead, vivid with intent. Barttal's gaze did not stray from Giyan'sface. The twin who was
tall, beautiful, clever of tongue and hand. An inchoate rage curdled the contents of Barttals ssomach,
gripped her throat like a giant's hand. With aviolent twist, shejerked hersdlf free, and before Giyan could
utter another word, she hurled the stone with tremendous force. It struck the lorg's head, causing a gout
of blood so pale and thin it might have been water. Grunting like an animal, Bartta gathered a handful of
stones and, as she advanced upon the lorg, peppered it until it sank into the ground, split open likeaside
of mest.

“There. There." Bartta, Sanding over it, light-headed, trembled dightly.
Crouching beside the dead creature, Giyan passed ahand over it.
"Great Goddess, tdl meif you can," she whispered, "whereisthe evil here?!

Looking down at her, Barttasaid, "That'sright, Sster. Shed atear for so ugly abeast that would not
move even to save itsdf. If its death hurts you so, use your inferna Gift. Returnit to life.”

"The Gift does not work in that way," Giyan said without looking up. "It cannot bring life from death.”
"Try, sorceress."

Giyan took the ragged lorg in her hands and buried it in the shae. Dust and blood coated her hands,
remaining darkened in the creases even after she wiped them down. At last, she looked up at Bartta,
beads of perspiration standing out on her forehead. "What have you redly accomplished?”

"Wewill belate for afternoon devotions,” Barttasaid. As she set off for the high, glistening walls of the
Abbey of Foating White she saw the owl circling the treetops, asif watching her.

Book One:
SPIRIT GATE



"Inside us are fifteen Spirit Gates. They are meant to be open. If even oneis not, a blockage
occurs; a sickness of spirit that, left untreated, can and will rot the soul fromwithin."

—Utmost Source,

The Five Sacred Books of Mina

Oowl

Sixteen years—alifetime—Iater, Bartta, now asmall, dark, hunched figure not unlike alorg, found hersdlf
on the same path. The sky was cloudless, of ablue so achingly rich it bore the appearance of fresh
lacquer. The sun wasin its waning hours, magnified by the atmosphere, so that its curious purple spot
seemed like the pupil of an eye. Minas Eye, the Ramahan believed, that saw and recorded everything.

Borne upon the air was the scent of the kuello-firs, and when Bartta's sandals crunched the brown
needles shefdt again that tiny shiver of recognition of things gpart. In an ingtant the afternoon she had
killed the lorg came rushing back to her. She paused, looking for the dry gully and the largeflat rock of a
golden hue under which, years ago, she had found thelorg.

Barttawore the long, persimmon-colored robes of raw silk reserved for the konara, senior priestesses of
the Dea Cretan, the Ramahan High Council. In the old days, before the coming of the V'ornn, the
Ramahan were ruled by one woman: Mother. That was her title, which she inherited as a child, when her
name was taken from her forever. At that time, the Ramahan had been made up of equa numbers of
women and men—if such athing could beimagined! The men had been purged after their innate greed
led to the loss of The Pearl, the sorcerous Rappa had been destroyed, and the Dea Cretan was formed
to ensure that the violence that had engulfed the Order would never again occur, that the sorcery that had
been inextricably bound into Ramahan society was carefully weeded out, strand by strand.

AsBarttamoved dong the path she wasimmersed in ahao of myrrh, oils of clove, and clary-sage, the
incense she burned when she prayed. These spices gave her strength of conviction and clarity of thought.
She tapped her forefinger againgt her thin, unpainted lips. Where wasthat rock? Shewas closeto it, she
knew that much.

The passage of time and the vagaries of her memory caused her to walk past it twice. Each time,
however, her Ramahan training compelled her to turn around, and at last she recogni zed the rock, whose
golden color flashed only here and there beneath adull layer of shale dust and kuello-fir needles. Lifting
the hem of her robes, she haf did down the dopeinto the gully, picked her way carefully acrossthe
loose shae and the odd tufts of yellow wrygrassthat had sprung up. Over the years, ageologica
eruption had warped and scarred the depression. The rock now lay like akind of bridge across what
appeared to be afissure in the gully bed.

She bent to touch the cooal, rough, golden skin of that rock, stirring even after dl thistime with images of
the lorg. She cursed heartily. That lorg had certainly been an evil omen. Three days after its desth Giyan
had been captured in araid, taken to Axis Tyr to be the dave of the V'ornn. That was sixteen years ago,
and never aword from her since. She had heard stories, many times, about the regent's Kundalan
misiress. Giyan was sharing her bed with aV'ornn! How could she? It was unimaginable! Thinking of the
dreaded V'ornn, Bartta shuddered. That is when she heard the sound—tiny, indistinct, echoey. She
turned back, looked around the perimeter of the gully. Nothing stirred save the shivering tops of the
graceful kudlo-firs.

The sound came again, trickling down her spine like arivulet of ice water. On her knees, she peered into
the fissure. Darkness greeted her beyond the diver of opening between rock and shae bed.



"Hello?' shecadled inavoice asquavery asif it were underwater. "Hello?"

A sound, neither human nor anima but somewhere in between, cameto her. It made her jerk erect, her
scap prickling eerily. She backed up, sumbling alittle, righted hersdlf, then turned to flee acrossthe
gully. Failing to lift the hem of her robe, shetripped and fdll, ripping the robe and skinning aknee. She
gavealittle cry, regained her footing, and ran on. As she reached the dope at the edge of the gully, she
paused to catch her breath, squinting upward into the luminous ultramarine sky. Her pulse hammered,
and her mouth was dry.

The soft, eerie moaning of the wind made the boulders and gullies seem dive even asit concedled that
other hideous sound. She turned her gaze toward the stands of kuello-firs and breathed deeply to rid
hersaf of the last splinter of fear. She started as the great horned owl emerged from shadowed, needled
branches, swooped low on enormous, soundless wings. She called Minas name, for the owl wasthe
sacred messenger of the Goddess. It seemed to be heading straight for her. She pressed herself against
the dope. Too late to run. She was murmuring a prayer when it passed close enough for her to fed the
backwash of its mighty grey-blue wings. Then it swooped even lower, and she whirled to follow itsflight.
The owl passed over thelong, flat rock, then again, and athird time, before lifting on powerful pinions,
and whedling away into the dark kuello-fir forest.

A peculiar terror gripped her. The owl was an omen, of course. An extraordinary omen, because an owl
in daylight sgnified imminent desth. Her sense of dread escdated, but she knew that she could not ignore
an omen from Mina. But that could not be; M iina had passed beyond the rim, or so she had convinced
hersdf. Then what was M Uina's messenger doing here? She had to find out.

Reluctantly, she retraced her steps. Shefell to her knees beside the stone, grimacing with pain. The sun
sat atop the collar of the forest; the shadowsin the gully were long, blue, dense.

Bartta grunted. The rock moved with the reluctance of aninvdid, its protest in the form of a
miniavalanche of shae. The chilling sound came again, and on her belly she stuck her head into the
fissure. Inthelast of the light she could just make out asmall figure curled in acorner. It was Kundalan,
not animal—and small, certainly not an adullt.

Once again, she amost turned away. She had no desire to descend into that dangerous darkness. But her
training held her. M ina had spoken; now she must act. How long had it been since Minahad given the
Ramahan asign? Barttadid not know. A long time, anyway. A very longtime.

"Hold on!" she cdled, clambering down. "1'm coming for you!"

Nearly choking in acloud of dust, she descended, cursing mightily, using her thick, work-hardened hands
to grasp smdl outcroppingsto keep her from pitching headlong into the fissure. She needed to be
especidly careful because thefriable shaewas all too apt to shear off or crumble beneath her weight.
The preponderance of sedimentary rock in this area, she knew, was due to the Chuun River, which
flowed from here al the way down to Axis Tyr, the Kundalan city the V'ornn had chosen astheir capital.
Bartta had heard many stories of Axis Tyr asit had been before the VV'ornn invasion, a beautiful city of
blue-and-rose stone sitting astride the Chuun River. Now, from al she could glean, the only Kundalan

ingde the city were miserable prisoners or daves. Like Giyan.

Bartta's hard heart was wrung out with the terrible sacrifices she had made. It had become a poor
shrunken organ no more useful than astone. Y et she could till hate. Her blood ran cold when she
thought of the V'ornn. Such monsters! So nasty to look at; hairless as arotten clemett and twice as
smelly. Y ou could never be certain what the hairless beasts were thinking, though members of the
Kundaan resistance had come to know how they would react in certain Situations. But the res stance was



largely impotent. Of what use was their deeths? One hundred and one years after the occupation and
nothing had changed. There was no help for it. One had to learn how to live with the yoke around one's
neck.

Mina be praised that Giyan had been taken by the VV'ornn and not her. Bartta knew that she would
suredly have hung hersdf rather than be made to serve them or touch their rancid flesh. Anyway, she
thought sourly, her twin had shown a perverse curiosity about the V'ornn. Now she had her wish.

Bartta had begun to sweat. It was unnaturdly hot inside the fissure, and she made her stumbling way
around the perimeter to avoid the worst of the heat, which seemed to berising in sickening waves from
thejagged rock floor. A copse of pink cacite stalagmites rose from the periphery of the fissure floor like
grasping fingers. The heated air shimmered and burned her lungs so that she hastened to the spot where
thefigurelay. A girl of perhapsfifteen years, Barttasaw, who was shaking asif with the ague. A cloyingly
sweet-smelling swest rimed her forehead, matted her long, tangled, blond hair. Her beautiful features
were clouded, darkened, ravaged. When Bartta scooped her up in her arms, the girl felt asif shewereon
fire

Thegirl cried out as Bartta carried her back to the opening she had made by moving the rock above.

"Stop your sniveling,” she sngpped. "1 will have you out of herein amoment. Y ou're safe now." But
judging by the girl's flushed and dry skin, Bartta did not believe that. The Ramahan were greet hedlersas
well as mydtics. Bartta could well read the sSigns of duur fever, and she liked not the advanced stage the
viruswasin. Thisfever, which camein five-year cycles, had ravaged the Kundaan for a century now.
The Ramahan believed that the V'ornn had brought the virus to Kundal a; the res stance was certain that
the Gyrgon, the mysterious V'ornn caste of technomages, had manufactured it as another weapon in their
overwheming arsend to bring the Kundalan race to itsknees. In any case, the Ramahan had had only
limited successin saving the victims of duur fever. If it was caught within forty-eight hours of the onset of
symptoms, a poultice of amixture of the rendered seeds of black loosestrife and the thistle heart of
coltsfoot digitalis had proved effective. Otherwise, once the virus reached the lungsit replicated so
rapidly that within daysthe victim drowned asif lost at sea.

With the girl in her arms, Bartta stopped and looked up at the wedge of darkening sky. It looked along
way off, farther by far than the floor of the fissure had |ooked before she had scrambled down here. The
girl was dying, no doubt about it. Of what possible use was she then? Perhaps, if she, Bartta, was ableto
get her out of here and back to the village she could prolong her life aweek, two at the outsde. But to
what purpose? Already the girl's face was distorted by pain, and her suffering would only grow. Better to
leave her here; aquick death would be merciful, ablessing even.

But as Barttawas stting her down, asmall earth tremor sent shae scaling down on them. Bartta braced
hersdlf againgt the trembling side of the fissure asthe girl cried out. Her eyesfocused and she moaned
pitifully, clinging to Bartta. Waiting for the tremor to abate, Bartta had cause to recal Minas sacred owl.
Now that the Goddess had at last spoken, She had chosen Barttal The owl had passed three times over
thisfissure. Why? Certainly not so that Bartta should leave thisgirl here to expire. But what then the
meaning of M Uina's messages? Perhaps the Goddess meant for this girl to become her property. But,
again, why? Was she in some way specid?

Bartta peered down at the face o etheredlly beautiful, so ashen she could plainly see the play of blue
veins beneath skin unnaturdly taut and shiny with fever. Brushing lank hair back from the girl's forehead,
shesad: "What isyour name?’

"Riane." Her heart was beating asfast asan ice-hare's.



"Hmm. | do not recognize that name. Where are you from?"

Thegirl'sfacewrinkled up. "I do not... | can't remember. Except ..."

"Except what, my dear?'

"l remember skelling.”

"Skedling?' Barttafrowned. "I do not believe | know that word. What doesit mean?”
"Skeling. Y ou know, climbing up and down sheer rock faces."

"Don't befoolish," Barttascoffed. "No one | know does that."

"l do," Rianesaid boldly. "I mean, | did. I distinctly remember coming down Four Whites."

"But that isimpossible” Bartta said. Four Whites was the name of a sheer mountain cliff that rosea
kilometer above the abbey. It was too steep, rugged, and ice-strewn even for the surefooted mountain
goats.

"Not redly. I've doneit many times."
Barttals frown deepened. "All right, let's say you did this skelling thing. What happened next?!

"A handhold | had been using sheared off. Maybe the rock had fractured when the earth tremored.
Anyway, | fdl." outright pain. Still, she continued her climb, willing hersdf not to hurry, to test each
meakeshift rung lest it crumble benegth her, sending her and the girl back to the fissure floor. But dwaysin
the back of her mind lurked the spectre of another tremor, which would surely didodge her. Shefdt
more vulnerable than she had since entering the Ramahan sinecure of Hoating White but, most curioudy,
sheaso felt akind of exhilaration as she connected with her body again, using it as she had when she
wasalittlegirl. It fdt fine to have dirt beneath her nails again, to fed the flex and draw of muscleand
sgnew asthey worked. She was aware of Riane whimpering behind her, and she prayed that in her
weakened state she would be able to hold on.

Two-thirds of theway up, Barttaran out of handholds. Three separate possibilities crumbled under her
grip, the third bresking apart only as she put al their combined weight on it. Shefell back to her former
perch with ajolt that caused apainful percussion up her spine. Riane passed out. Just as well, Bartta
thought. The girl isterrified enough for the both of us.

Despite ingtinct urging her nerve endings to move, Bartta took time to breathe deeply. For the moment,
the earth had grown still, but cocking an ear she heard not asingle birdsong, and this she interpreted as
warning that there was more seismic activity to come. Living dl her lifein the embrace of the Djenn
Marre, shewas no stranger to quakes. They were lightest in the lower foothills, increasing in intengity the
farther one penetrated the high crags. Once, when she was on her way to deliver the monthly ration of
suppliesto the I ce Caves, she had been unlucky enough to be caught in a quake that had sheared off a
section of cliff face not seven meters from where she had crouched in terror. The Ice Caveswere
infrequently visited and only by Ramahan acolytes. They were carved out of the granite Djenn Marre like
the eyrie of afantastic mythic raptor five kilometers from the abbey and akilometer above the waterfals
of Heavenly Rushing, at the headwaters of the Chuun. How the Tchakiralived up there was anyone's
guess. But what more did they deserve, these dregs and outcasts—criminas, misfits, madmen who had
been expunged from society? Still, they were Kun-daan. The Ramahan felt it the sacred duty of Minato
ensure that these poor wretches would not perish in the wind- and ice-swept peaks of the Djenn Marre.
Not that any civilized Kundalan had ever seen a Tchakira. But they existed, dl right, for when the



Ramahan acolyte arrived at the | ce Caves, as Bartta had, the previous month's rations were gone. She,
like dl the acolytes before her, had paused only long enough to lay down the small, dense packages of
food and herb con-centrates, consume agulp or two of cloudy rakkis, and head back down the
ice-encrusted, nearly vertical trail.

Now another nearly verticd trail loomed above her. Despite her eevation, the evening sky seemed
farther away than ever, amocking shell, blackened like aburnt offering. A star emerged from the
enveloping darkness, crackling blue-whitefire, and just to its right one moon, then another poured their
reflected light into the fissure. Barttafet it first in the soles of her feet, and she braced hersdf, praying
furioudy for Minato extend Her protective hand. A clap like thunder broke the low rumbling, echoed
painfully in her ears. Asthe earth lurched, she dipped, desperately hanging on. Thefissure al around her
seemed to be breaking gpart, and she was certain that she was about to breathe her last.

Stillness so absolute it was unnerving enveloped everything. Looking up, she saw that thewall itself had
split so that the upper tier now stepped back in akind of ragged staircase. Instinct drove her upward. In
an ingtant, she had reached the naturd steps and, scrambling as quickly as she was able under the
circumstances, made her way out of the fissure.

Gaining the floor of the gully, she did not pause even to catch her breeth, but half ran with the insensate
girl ill over her shoulder. Not until she found hersalf safely on the path that wound through the kudllo-firs
down to Stone Border did she even dare look back over her shoulder. What she expected to see she
could not say, but in the wan moondight spilling down like milk from a she-goat's udders she saw nothing
out of the ordinary. With agrunt, she shifted her burden to aless painful position, then hurried down the
path toward home.

TheVine

A heartbeat after Annon loosed his arrow and Kurgan fired his bolt, the gimnopede dropped from its
descending flight path over the thorny crown of the sysal tree. The bolt pierced its plump blue-and-yellow
breast; the arrow had missed it by a hairbreadth.

Annon pumped atriumphant fist over hishead. But Kurgan, hurling arude gesturein hisfriend'sdirection,
lunged forward, running headlong through the copse of sysd treesthey had made their early-morning lair,
for it was well-known among the V'ornn that the luscious gimnopedes made their nestsin the highest
branches of the great, gnarled, ancient trees.

"Ah, yes, thekill isminel" Kurgan breathed. He plucked the bloody, encoded metal-aloy bolt from the
dead bird's breast, pressed it back into the tertium link on the outside of his|eft forearm. Y ou seethe
superiority of V'ornn technology?* He shook the ash longbow Annon carried. "Why you ingst onfooling
around with these pathetic, backward Kundalan wegponsisamystery.”

"It was an experiment,” Annon said.
"A failed experiment, | warrant. Y ou've only to use your eyesto seeit.”

Kurgan skewered the dead gimnopede with the dender triangular blade of the knife he aways kept with
him. It was his most treasured possession, the one weapon of his he allowed no one to touch, not even
Annon. Not that Annon cared overmuch; he had no greeat love for VV'ornn weaponry.

Kurgan grunted. "But the Asheraare known for their love of the Kundaan, eh?

"Why do you keep bringing that up?* Annon said iffly.



"You are being raised by aKundalan. It isnot natural. Whatever sheteachesyou is as defective as that
bow she gave you. At the very least, it will come back to bite you on your tender parts.”

Annon chose not to keep thistopic dive, touched hisown link, instead. ™Y ou rely too much on the
okummmon.”

"And why should | not? It sSighted for me, calculated the vector of the bird'sflight, the wind speed, the
time of flight to a nanosecond. It loosed the bolt at just the right moment. What did this Kundalan joke do
for you? The okummmon gave thekill to me, not to you."

"Without effort. The very sameway it teaches us when we are Summoned to plug in.”

"Just 0, empty-head.” Kurgan grinned as he rubbed the bolt's stubby shaft. The okummmon had aready
"metabolized" the gimnopede's blood, breaking it down into nutrients easily absorbed by his bloodstream.
He clapped hisfriend on the back. "The okummmon is a privilege not to be underestimated. We Bashkir
arethe only Great Caste to be linked. Be proud of it, and pity the Genomatekks, a Great Caste in name
only. Pity the Khagggun, the warriors; the Mesagggun, the engineers, the Tuskugggun, the femaes—the
Lesser Castes. They are dl soto—those who cannot be Summoned. It is proof that we are superior.”

"To methe Summoning fedslike atether.”
Kurgan nodded. "To bind us most closely to the Gyrgon.”
"l want to be bound to no one.”

"Y ou are Ashera—the dynasty ordained and anointed by the Gyrgon—Those That Summon. Y our father
isthe second of the Ashera Dynasty and you will succeed him and your son will succeed you and on and
on.

Annon thought of the three Ssters he hadn't seen since their births They lived in adifferent hingatta of their
mother's affiliation—hi: mother, too, whom he had not seen sincejust before her death seven years ago.
At that time, she had been unable to spesak. In her final deirium, she had not recognized him. "1 don't
want that."

Kurgan laughed. "Then giveit tome”
"If 1 could, | would."

Kurgan's expression changed to that of someone who is deeply con cerned. "Y ou have such strange
notions, Annon Ashera. | warrant the come from that Kundalan sorceress who takes care of you. Why,
she' even taught you to speak and read Kundaan."

"That's a secret between you and me, Kurgan.”

Kurgan snorted. "If your father knew what nonsense she was feeding you, he would throw her out on her
tenderest part.”

"My father seems content with the manner in which sheisraisn me." He grinned. "But she has shown me
some of the secret Kundala passageway's that honeycomb the palace and has told me of her village of
Stone Border high up in the Djenn Marre.”

"Ah, yes, the Kundalan. Keeping secrets seems to be among their most annoying traits. But who caresif
they have secrets, | say? What have weto learn from inferior cultures?' He put his hand on hisfriend's
shoulder. "I know it's hard for you. A dave rearing you! What isthe regent thinking? He is besotted with



her, say the people who wag their lipsand cluck their tongues. Behind your back, of course.”
Annon's face grew dark with blood. "I have dealt with those skcett-tas."

"And made a potful of enemiesdong theway. Just like your father.”

"My father isafraid of no enemy."

"True enough. But the way hefliesin the face of tradition... That Kunddan femde of hisisbut one
example”

"If my mother hadn't Broken Faith—"

"If your mother hadn't Broken Faith you would never have come to hingattaltiinado mori. Y ou would
have been raised by her, like your Ssters, in hingattafalado mori." Hingatta were communes of eight
V'ornn females of childbearing age. These communes were where children of the Gresat Castes were
born and raised until one year after the Channeling, when they were permanently joined to the Modality
viatheir okummmon. "We would never have met, never have become friends. And | never would have
had the opportunity to beat your oh so tender parts at hunting!™

"My father disgpproves of our friendship.”
"It drives mine mad!"
"He thinks your father put you up to trying to find out the secret to sdlamuuun.”

"Our fathers hate one another, and that drug isthe root of it, that istrue enough,” Kurgan said. "But to
think that | would ever take ordersfrom him!" He laughed. "Wennn Stogggul can rot in N'Luuurafor al |
careof him!"

He strung up the gimnopede by its neck, hoisting the bird where it joined the others. "Regard, my friend!"
His grin was wide and mocking. ""Four gimnopedes and not asingle, solitary, stinking one for you!"

Annon indicated two smal quadrupeds hanging from abranch. " A brace of ice-haresis good enough for
m"

"lce-hares, hah! Preciouslittle flesh on those long bones, and whét thereis of it tasteslike amouth full of
glicon.”

"And you would know well the bitter taste of silicon, wouldn't you, my friend?"
"1? Let uswager on who hastasted more silicon!”

"Weve only to set the stakes.™ Annon laughed.

"Three rounds of fire-grade numaaadis."

"Makeit cloudy rakkis."

"That Kundaan swill? 1t smdllslike rotten clemetts.”

"Too strong for the likes of you, eh?!

"Never!"

Doubitless, the banter would have continued in this vein had not something odd appeared in Annon's



peripherd vison.
"Kurgan!" hewhispered as he crouched. "Kurgan, look! Over there!™

Kurgan sghted adong thelineindicated by hisfriend's extended arm. A brilliant triangle of sunlight oozed
through agap in the trees. Within that triangle, aflicker of movement. Kurgan, shifting to get a better
angle, snapped adried twig beneath his boot sole. Immediately, Annon clapped ahand over his mouth to
difle hisfoul exclamation. Thetwo boysfroze.

V'ornn were hairlesswith long, smooth-skinned tapering skulls and apae yellow cast to their flesh.
Annon'svirtualy colorless eyes and solemn mouth ingtantly set him apart from Kurgan, whose thin,
angular face was made al the more so by contrast to his night-black eyes. Both of them could seethe
continued flicker of movement within the triangle of white light. By an unspoken agreement born of being
raised together in ltinado mori, the two friends made their cautious, silent way to the far Sde of the sysd
copse. At the very edge of thetriangle of light their mouths grew dry.

"I don't believeit!" Kurgan whispered.

"What afind!" Annon responded in the same low tone.
"Magnificent!"

"Just whet | wasthinking!"

"But |l sad it firg, oit'sming”

"Over my tender parts!”

Asthey peered out into the dazzling sunshine, the cool sound of the creek—one of the many offshoots of
the mighty Chuun, which fed the Great Phosphorus Marsh twenty |eagues to the west—ippled into the
copse. With it came the soft tinkle of delighted laughter, for the object of their attention was no
bright-feathered gimnopede, no six-legged marsh lizard. Not even the sight of anarbuck with its precious
spiral horn—gone from Kundala with the coming of the V'ornn—could have moved these teenage boys
the way the sight of the young Kundalan femaedid.

With the hem of her robe piled high on her creamy white thighs, she had ventured into the shallows of the
creek. She wriggled her toes, stirring up sediment and tadpoles. It was the sight of these tadpoles
scattering, the boys surmised, that had set off her tinkling laughter. Not that they paid much mind to the
sounds she was making. No, no, they were staring with rapt attention at her hair. 1t wasthick and brown
asleeestafried in apan. It was piled on top of her head, set with apair of long filigreed shell pinstypical
of therace. Asthey watched, she ventured another step into the creek. Now her feet were covered.
Abruptly, she raised her head and took alook around her. Both boys froze, holding their breath lest she
discover them spying on her and run away. They were not afraid of her, of course. They were V'ornn;
they were unafraid of any Kundalan. Rather, they found themsdlves drawn to her, each in his own way.
And then there was the matter of her hair.

Doubtless, because the V'ornn were an utterly hairlessrace, their reaction to Kundaan hair ran the gamut
from revulsion to erotic preoccupation. It was rumored, in fact, that the Gyrgon were frequent visitorsto
the Kunda an kashiggen, where they paid for the services of the mysterious Imari, who woretheir hair so
long it was said an attendant was required to hold it as they walked. Since the Gyrgon were fond of
planting rumors and myths concerning themsalves, on this matter no one could properly separate truth
fromfiction.



The boyswatched, stupefied, as the young Kundaan female reached up and pulled thefiligreed pins. Her
hair cascaded like Heavenly Rushing, tumbling between her shoulder blades. Then she began to undress.
Fird, the vest, then the blouse, then the long, layered skirt. With an uninhibited cry of ddlight, she plunged
naked into the water. Asthe water purled around her thighs, they saw dl her hair.

Kurgan had dropped his double brace of gimnopedes. They lay at hisfeet, broken-necked prey,
forgotten now, in the hesat of the newest hunt.

"Theresachoice clemett ripefor the picking,” he said thickly. "1 must have her."

Without another word, he broke cover. Annon, dropping his longbow, wasright beside him asthey both
raced toward her. Annon was the flegter of the two. Kurgan, seeing he would lose thisrace, stuck out his
leg. Annon tripped and went sprawling head over tender parts onto the greensward.

Kurgan, making the most of his sudden advantage, reached the edge of the bank in no time and legpt into
the water just as the young Kunda an female became aware of him. She gave ashriek, trying to get away
from him as he took hold of her. She struggled as he forced her down, plunging her head benegth the
water repeatedly until she was sufficiently winded that he could drag her without further resstance into
the shalows. There he fell heavily upon her, covering her mouth with hisown.

Annon, lying amid sprays of wrygrass and whistleflowers, witnessed this assault with adivided nature.
He, too, fdt the quick heavinessin hisloins at the sight of the girl; he, too, felt the urgeto fall on her and
sate hislugt. Intringcdly, there was nothing wrong with this. The Kundaan were inferio—one more dave
race the V'ornn had conquered. And yet... And yet something—some dimly heard voice—restrained
him, whigperingin hisear: Thisiswrong. He trembled. Of course, it was Giyan's voice inside his head.
Giyan being Kundaan was amatter of no smal import to Annon, since she was the one who had raised
him. Of coursg, if she had not been the regent's mistress she would never have been given such an
important job, would never have been alowed to join hingatta Itinado mori nor any other hingetta, for
that matter. But Eleus's had been chosen as regent by the Gyrgon, and while they might not allow him to
make laws on his own, hisword among all the casteswas Law. Hisword was Law becauseit rang with
the weight of the Gyrgon. Others might gripe and grouse about the regent, as Stogggul did, but that was
al it amounted to: whispers of dissatisfaction like the chafing of skin under ill-fitting clothes.

Of course, Giyan raised him. She was hisfather's mistress; she did hisbidding. Likeagood dave. A
dave whose whisper somehow had the power to penetrate his skull even when she was not present.
Perhaps Kurgan was right about her; perhaps she was a sorceress.

In any event, he could no longer bear to listen to that voice. Heran into the brilliant glare of sunshine, shot
down the steep bank like an arrow, and fell upon the struggling pair. He could see Kurgan's bare
buttocks, the intent, amost haf-mad look of bloodlust in hisfriend's eyes. Curioudy, these observations
served only to spur his determination. To do what? To scratch hisitch, to lighten the curious heavinessin
hisloins, to fight for hisown fill of thisnubile young Kundalan femde. To negate that maddening
whisper filling the corridors of his brain.

He dug hisfingersinto the bunched muscles of Kurgan's shoulders. Kurgan reared up, swung his upper
body toward Annon, and swatted him with the back of his hand. Annon, unprepared for the blow,
staggered alittle. He came on again, right into a short, powerful jab. He kndlt in the water, seeing gars.
But as hisvision cleared, he saw the look on the girl'sface and his blood ran cold. She was no longer
ressting. Instead, her eyes had aglazed ook, asif she were peering into the very far distance, to aplace
where no V'ornn could venture. It was alook he had seen many times on the faces of the Kundaan
davesin Axis Tyr. It was alook that enraged him, made him fed his mother's abandonment of him asif it
were aknife wound in his belly. And somehow that fedling of rage led his mind back to when hewasa



child, crying in the night. He had wanted his mother but what had he gotten instead? A Kundalan dave!
Hewould cal hismother's namein fear, but dso to vex Giyan, to punish her for being where his mother
ought to be.

If it was anight when she was not pleasuring hisfather, Giyan would answer hiscal. Without his asking,
shewould rock him even though he could barely abide her touch—the touch of a Kundaan hisfather
inexplicably adored! She would recite strange, disquieting legends of the Goddess Miinaand the Five
Sacred Dragonsthat had created Kun-dalaor sing him to deep with lyrics borne on eerie mel odies that
wormed their way into his brain. She possessed a beautiful voice, he had to give her that.

But there was something about her, a profound sadness perhaps that informed many of her expressions,
that bled the pleasure from her smiles. Once, he awokein her armsto find her weeping in her deep.
Tearsrolled down her cheeksin unending streams as she dreamed her terrible dream, and even though it
caused acatch of revulson in histhroat, he dipped his hand into hersand held her dien fingerstightly.

He was haf-blinded by the sunlight reflected in dazzling scimitars across the creek. Hisrage
overpowered hisinertia. Growling like a caged beast, he punched Kurgan in the jaw, struck him aragged
but powerful blow on the point of his chin, and wasthus ableto pry him loose from hisprey. Thegirl lay,
half-dazed, until Annon reached down. Sheflinched as he hauled her up by her arm. She shrank away
from him when he released her.

For amoment, they formed a peculiar tableau—the male conqueror and the femae dave, their dien eyes
locked, their dien hearts beating with unknown intent. This was the moment to take her, Annon knew,
the moment to strike back at the Kundalan sorceress who had suckled him as a babe and at hisfather,
who needed her more than Annon did. The moment to claim, asaV'ornn, what was rightfully his. But he
did nothing. Behind him, Kurgan groaned, a sound not unlike the bresking of abottle's sedl.

"Get out of herel” Annon growled into the Kundalan's bewildered face. Then, moreforcefully: "Do as|
say, femae, and do it quickly before | change my mind!"

Kurgan, on his knees, groaned again and coughed up pae blue phlegm. As the Kundalan waded hastily
toward shore, he lunged after her. She screamed. Annon dragged him back into the creek. Kurgan
kicked himintheshin.

"I want what | want, my friend," he panted as they grappled. "Stay out of my way, | warn you."
"I have given her safe passage,” Annon said.
Thismade Kurgan laugh. " Are you mad?Who are you to grant her such athing?'

"| am the regent's son." Why was he doing this? Annon asked himsdlf. What wasthisdien femaeto him?
Hismind's eye wasfilled with the Sght of Giyan writhing in bed with hisfather while he called his mother's
name. The night, he had cometo learn, isthe timeto give voice to one'sown pain.

"Oh, yes. Eleusisthe Grest, Eleusis the Powerful,”" Kurgan sneered. He was angry and frustrated. "The
man whaose father was anointed by the Gyrgon, held on close leash by the Gyrgon, aregent like all
others, without power. Power which resides solely with the Gyrgon.”

"And yet, your own father lusted after the regent's crown and moved heaven and earth to claim the
Gyrgon vote," Annon countered.

"My father isafool, obsessed with hisenmity against your family. Had | been him, | would have found a
way to become regent.”



"And then what? The regent serves at the pleasure of the Gyrgon. The power resides with them. Thisis
the way it has dways been.”

"But not the way it must be forever!"

Then they were at it again with tooth and nail, muscle and snew, brute strength and guile—drawing on
every asst available to their powerful, youthful minds and bodies.

Eleana, the Kundalan girl, watched with a certain fascinated terror as these two alien beasts fought in the
shalowsjust below her. She gathered her clothes, not with the due haste Annon had ordered, but with a
languor born of thisbattle. Now to have two V'ornn fighting over her, it was, well, overwhelming. True,
they were beasts, crudl and hairless and stinking and unknowable. And yet, the one with the colorless
eyes had cometo her defense not, as she had assumed, to take her himsdlf, but to save her. Shefeta
curious linkage, awarmth for him, small asastydil larva, yes, but one that could not be gainsaid.

And s0, counter to al logic, shelingered, listening to the drumbest of her heart. It was she who saw the
sacred gyreagle firs—The Goddess M Unas right hand—yplummeting down from asky white and flat with
noontime sunlight. Shelifted one arm to shield her eyes againgt the glare and saw the enormous bird
heading for the two V'ornn. It was golden, with a pure white crest and aterrible reddish beak used for
rending its prey's flesh from bone. By thistime, it seemed asif the V'ornn with the colorless eyes had the
upper hand. Now she could hear the rapid beeat of the gyreagl€'s wings, see the spread of its curved
ydlow taons.

The gyreagle struck the V'ornn with the colorless eyes, scoring bloody linesdong the right sde of hisrib
cage. He screamed. In what specid way had he angered the Goddess? Eleana asked herself. A

gues-tion without an answer. Both boys scrambled away, their own pitched battle forgotten. The
wounded V'ornn writhed in the shalows, while the other—his friend?—scrambled to hisknees, raised his
left arm Straight as ajavein and, as the gyreagle was gaining the sky, shot it through the heart with one of
those hateful metal bolts. Eleanacried out. The mgjestic bird spiraled to the ground, panting out itslast
breaths. Another mortal sin among many perpetrated by the VV'ornn against Mina.

In five huge strides the V'ornn had caught up with her. She was paralyzed by the attacks and by the
sudden degth of the bird. He threw her to the rocky ground and, before she knew what was happening,
took her with the deep grunts and loud groans befitting avictorious V'ornn.

| don't want you telling anyone abouit this," Kurgan warned. "Y ou're thinking of my father's recent
prohibition againgt raping Kundalan femaes." Annon was bathing the four diagond gougesthe gyreagle's
talonshad madein hisflesh.

Kurgan nursed hisswollen side. "Stupid though it is, it's still the law.”

The shallows of the creek where they squatted were filled with the shadows of grey rock, the brief swirl
of turquoise V'ornn blood in the eddies. Of the tadpoles and the young Kundalan female there was no
sgn.

"I mean, the Khagggun do whatever they wish in the countryside far from the regent's prying eyes. Or 0
| have heard it softly spoken.”

Annon had heard thisaswell, but he said nothing. Both boys inspected Annon's wound with growing
curiogty.

"l likeit not. Thisisterribly swollen." Kurgan pressed the reddened skin between the gouges. "By Enlil, |
think he'sleft abit of hisclaw insgdeyou.”



"l guesswe had better try to get it out.”
Kurgan nodded, removed athin-bladed skinning knife from hisbelt, held it tip up. "Ready?"

Annon nodded, gritting his teeth. He averted his head asthe tip dipped into the wound. He cried out, and
again until Kurgan gave him alength of rawhide he used for stringing up his catch. Annon gratefully put it
in hismouth and clamped down hard. Three minutes | ater, he had passed out.

Kurgan splashing water on his face brought him around.

"Itsnouse" hisfriend said. "I can gut agimnopede, but | am no surgeon. The damned thing kept going
deeper the more | pried. | cannot go on.”

Annon felt wrapped in pain. "Thank Enlil, God of War!"

"I doubt therewill be an infection,” Kurgan observed. "We've cleaned the wounds thoroughly.” Hetore
the deeve from hisblouse.

"Oww!" Annon cried. "Careful how tight you tie that!"

"Hasto betight. We don't want you bleeding as soon as we gtart to walk, do we?"
Annon took a couple of tentative bregths.

"How doesit fed 7"

"l won't die."

Kurgan chuckled. " Spoken like atrue V'ornn.”

Annon nodded, accepting the compliment. "We had better get going if we want to make it back home
before supper.”

"I was serious about what | said before.” Kurgan put his hand on hisfriend's shoulder. "Before we leave
let's make apact. Let's swear the seigggon: we will never speak of this afternoon to anyone. Agreed?

"Agreed,” Annon said. They gripped each other'swrist in the seigggon, then allowed their okummmon to
touch. A spark arced briefly between them.

Kurgan rose and helped Annon to hisfeet.

"What do you make of that bird?" Annon winced as they waded to shore. "I've never heard of one
attacking a person.”

Kurgan jerked his head in the direction of the avian corpse. "Wdll, onething'sfor certain: it won't be
atacking anything dse”

Annon picked hisway aong the shoreline until he was standing over the gyreagle. With some difficulty he
squatted down. "Y ou'reright,” he said. "L ook here, it'slost one of itstalons. And there's fresh blood at
thestump.”

"To the victor go the spails,” Kurgan said. "Part of that damned bird isinside you now."

Annon stood. Hewas silent along time. "To N'Luuurawithit." he growled. Then he turned and retraced
his steps back to where hisfriend waited for him.



"That'sright” Kurgan threw his head back and laughed. "To N'Luuurawith it!"

Together, they went dowly up the creek bank. The sun looked compressed in the thicker atmosphere
closer to the horizon. After the cool water, the afternoon seemed hot and sticky and still. Gimnopedes
twittered and flitted as they neared the first stand of sysal, but both boys had had their fill of the hunt for
one day.

"So you think my father's law againgt raping Kundaan femaesis supid, en?* Annon said.

"Of courseit's stupid. They're nothing more than soulless animdss, right? Why shouldn't we take our
pleasure from them when and where we please?”’

"Assupid as his plansto build ZaHara-at, | suppose.”

Kurgan turned his head and spat. "I have heard many V'ornn say that theideais an abomination.” He
possessed the watchful eyes of a snow-lynx. Annon knew that he could be every inch the bully that his
father was, but he dso had the ingenuity of a chii-fox, the small mammal that haunted the middle reaches
of the Djenn Marre. "Imagine V'ornn and Kundaan working sde by side! Idiotic! It would give the
Kundaan the fal se impression thet they are our equas.”

"And yet, againg dl odds, the building is scheduled to begin within weeks" Thiswasn't thefirst time
Annon had been required to defend the regent's policies, and he knew it would not be the last. But this
was Kurgan, his hingatta-mate, his best friend. "Y ou know what | think? 1 think my father isright. There
ismore to the Kundalan than we suspect.”

"That will be the season!™ Kurgan guffawed.

They had reached the trees now, and Annon was obliged to pause. He could not seem to catch a breath
without pain flaming through him.

"Shall we take abreak?' Kurgan asked.

They sat in slencefor atime. Annon wasthinking about the Kundalan femae. Hefdlt Sck at heart. Her
beautiful face, that haunted ook in her eyes, the expression that had fleetingly passed between them dl
unspooled in hismind's eye, replaying over and over. He wondered where she had come from, where
she was now. He hoped she had not run into a Khagggun pack.

He looked over at Kurgan, who was sharpening one of hisbolt points. "Y ou know, if | was Gyrgon, |
probably wouldn't need this bandage. I'd aready have found away to heal the wound.”

"The Gyrgon are technomages," Kurgan said, "not sorcerers.”

"But aren't they aways trying to beat deeth? | mean, there'sthat saying of theirs: The mystery of desth
can only be solved by the mastery of life™

"And you think you know what that means?"

"The Gyrgon are Great Caste just like us, only they have been genetically atered before birth, their genes
redligned, their flesh and blood and bone embedded with tertium and germanium circuits. They're dl
hooked into one gigantic biomatrix, that's why they cal themselves the Comradeship.”

Kurgan laughed. "Stories, lies, haf-truths. Don't kid yoursdf, my friend, no one knows a thing about the
Gyrgon. Not that | wouldn't give a couple of fingersto find out what they're up to. They'refar too
secretive. | bet they're a complete mystery even to your father, and he'sthe only one | know of who



actualy has any direct contact with them. All they do isexperiment in their laboratories dl day. And what
if you'reright?' He shuddered. "Do you redly want to share your thoughts with every other member of
your caste? Ugh!"

Together, they rose and headed off. Asthey reached thefirst straggle of sysal trees, Kurgan picked up
the pace. "What are they working on, that'swhat | want to know? Some grand plan, but it'sdl abig
mystery. If | were regent, I'd find some way to make the Gyrgon tell me their secrets.”

"Y ou know," Annon said, "if there were no castes, the Gyrgon wouldn't have the power, and we could al
sharethelr secrets.”

Kurgan grunted. "More Kundalan subversion from your nanny." He picked up histwo-brace of
gimnopedes, waited while Annon retrieved hislongbow and yanked his string of ice-hares off atree
branch. "Castes are synonymous with civilization. They create order out of chaos. Just imagineif the

K hagggun could become Bashkir. What would military men know of thefineart of being a
merchant-banker? Or if the Mesagggun wanted to become Khagggun. What do engineers know of
waging war? Or if Genomatekks, our physicians, wanted to be Bashkir? It'sridiculous! And, to take the
most extreme example of dl, what if the Tuskugggun wanted to become Gyrgon? | mean, women
making the lawsfor dl V'ornn? It's unthinkable! What do women know of laws, governing—or of
business, for that matter? They bear children, they rear them, help educate them. Thisiswhat they were
medefor."

"They aso compose our music, create our artwork, our books. They make the clothes—even forge the
armor the Khagggun wear."

"I'll grant you all that, Annon. But so what? When wasthe last time you listened to music or looked a a
piece of at?' Two nights ago, Annon thought, when Giyan took me to her workroom when | could
not fall asleep. | saw the scul ptures she creates when she is not tending to me or to my father.
"Can you picture awoman wearing the armor she made?' Kurgan continued. "I, myself, would laugh
mysdlf into astupor at such aridiculoussght!”

"But see, herésthe thing,” he continued, asthey made their way through the thick copse of sysdl trees.
"Y ou'relooking at the problem from the wrong end of the telescope. Being realistic, the only way to find
out their secretsisto gain control of the Gyrgon themsalves."

"Oh, redly? And how would you go about doing that?"
"l have no idea. But thereés got to beaway."

When Annon laughed hisrib cage ached, but that scarcely stopped him. "That so? Send me amessagein
about three hundred years when you've figured it out."

Laughing together, the two friends disappeared into the dense western quadrant of the forest, heading
back to Axis Tyr.

The city, white-pepper residences, cinnamon palaces, cinnabar warehouses, shops and atdliers of
brilliantly colored floating cloth canopies, waslaid out in both alogica and an artistic fashion fanning
northward from the Sea.of Blood. Gripped now in amighty mailed fist crackling with ion energy. Music
dtilled, theaters dark and empty, festivals banned—a culture snuffed out like aflame. Walled, densdy
populated, churning, chained, and bound. The erosion from Kundaan to V'ornn wearing down Axis Tyr
like amagnificent edifice haf-buried in ahal of sand.

"Annon, your father wants you to spend the evening with him at the palace," Giyan said, as soon asthe



boys came through the door. It was asif she had been waiting anxioudy for hisreturn. Not that he
noticed.

"Regard!" He held up hisgame. "I killed two ice-hares."

"With my longbow?" Giyan said as she took the wegpon from him. ™Y ou never accessed your
okummmon? Not once?"

Kurgan snorted as he dangled his two-brace of gimnopedesin their faces. "If he had, he would not have
had to rely on luck."

"Luck has nothing to do with using thelongbow," Giyan said. "It'samatter of skill."
Kurgan laughed scornfully. "Asif | should ligento you!"
"It would not harm you to do s0," Giyan said camly.

Kurgan cocked hishead. Hisface wore asmug grin. "Following that logic, | should listen dso to the
nattering of the three-fingered doth asit swings from the trees.”

"The three-fingered doth holds secretsin her head you could not imagine.”

"Oh, yed" Kurgan was laughing outright. It was clear that he could not help himself. "Like how sore her
tender parts are from defecating!”

Annon searched her face as Kurgan turned and went toward the scullery, there to throw his catch upon
the thick wooden chopping block. Perhaps he was fearful of recognizing the same expression that he had
seen on the girl'sface in the creek.

But Giyan held her ground with the courage of aVV'ornn. She wore the floor-length garment of deepest
maroon—the regent's color—that al the women of the hingatta lina damori were required to wear.
Color marked the uniform of the Tuskugggun. Around her hipswound a sash of night-black woven silk,
another swath of the same silk held her thick copper-colored hair back from her face, binding it so that it
hung in aheavy oval, thetip of which brushed her between her shoulder blades. She kept her head
uncovered, unlike V'ornn women, who were required to wear the traditiona sifeyn, akind of heavy cowl.
Thiswaswidely seen as an uncivilized act of defiance on her part. Decent Tuskugggun ssimply did not
parade around in public with their heads bared. That kind of erotic provocation was best |ft for the
bedroom—or for the Looorm—T uskugggun whose business was bartering their bodiesto V'ornn males
of al castes. Just as shocking, the deevel ess dress also exposed the fine down on her arms. In short, to
say that even after al these years she remained the object of intense curiosity was perhaps something of
an understatement. Even here in hingattaltina do mori, the Tuskugggun watched her covertly with a
curious mixture of contempt and envy.

"Would you continue to laugh were | to best you with the longbow?' she said to Kurgan's back.

At this, the Tuskugggun looked up from their painting, designing, composing, forging, or the choresthey
were performing for their children. Aswith al Kundaan-built structuresin Axis Tyr, the V'ornn had
transformed the beautiful asymmetrica space with its centrd atrium open to the ementsinto utilitarian
cubicles—in this case, to alow the eight women who made up the hingatta to work and live with their
children. Where gardens had once grown more cubicles had been built, the myriad dtarsto Mina had
been ripped out, and the maddening |abyrinthine layout had been replaced by amathematically precise
pattern. Asin every aspect of V'ornn society the sizes of the cubicles were dictated by a strict
hierarchical pattern relating to a complex formulathat measured skill, seniority, and kinship.



Giyan, being the caretaker of the regent's only son, wasin possession of the largest suite of cubicles. This
would have rankled the Tuskugggun even if she had not been Kundalan. Theirony of this sate of affairs
was that Giyan had no great desire for the larger space, would have gladly exchanged it for another had
such athing been dlowed in V'ornn society.

Now the Tuskugggun rose as one and entered the centra atrium where she stood with the two boys. If
Giyan was aware of their scrutiny, she did not reveal as much. Instead, she kept her gaze fixed upon the
open doorway to the scullery.

Soon enough, Kurgan sauntered back with a nonchaance that only Annon identified asfdse. It was
Kurgan who took especid note of the complete attention that had come to him like ahigh-profit dedl.
The power waxed ingde of him like the sun at midday. "And how would you offer such implausible proof
to V'ornn stisfaction?!

"I would propose a contest of arrows.”

"A contest, eh?' There wasthat cunning glint of the snow-lynx in Kurgan's night-black eyes. | thirst for
contests."

"That isunsurprising,” Giyan said neutraly. "No V'ornn can resst one.”

"Y ou being the expert." He went to where she had set the longbow againgt the limestone wall and hefted
it. He grinned, sure of himsdlf now. "On behdf of the VV'ornn, | accept.” He walked over to where Annon
stood and held out the Kundalan longbow. "I will use my okum-mmon and your master-child will usethis
inferior—"

Thewordsdied in histhroat as Giyan plucked the longbow out of hisgrasp. "Y our contest iswith me."
"With you? Y ou cannot be serious.”

"| am perfectly serious. Y ou will use your aberrant V'ornn link and | will use this' Shelifted the longbow
over her head.

"Y ou mock me, dave! | rgect thisfarcel™

"But no, you cannot." Giyan made a sweeping gesture. "'In front of the entire hingatta you accepted.”
"But "

"Sheisright, Kurgan,” Annon said. "Y ou accepted.”

Kurgan felt betrayed. Why had Annon taken the Kundalan dave's sde? Could he actudly fed something
for thisinferior creature smply because she had suckled him, nursed him, tended to hisneeds? That is
what Tuskugggun did with their lives. One did not take the side of the help. Perhaps Annon spoke so as
abit of mischief to humiliate him. In any event, Kurgan could see that he wasn't going to get any.help
from Annon. Helooked around from face to face. It was clear to him that none of the Tuskugggun would
raseavoicein protest, not even his mother. Well, what could you expect from females, he thought
bitterly. They would not contradict Giyan directly; but behind her back they were oh so adept at tearing
her to ribbons. And then another thought cameto him: what if they were as afraid of the Kundalan
sorceress as he was? This caused a sharp stab of anger to impae him. Afraid? Of aKundalan? It was
shamefull. He was el dest son of Wennn Stogggul, Prime Factor of the Bashkir! He would take on any
alien sorcery and crush it beneath his boot soles. He had the okummmon; he was linked with the Gyrgon.

"| accepted, itistruth," Kurgan said, glaring a Giyan. "The contest is seded.”



"Sedled, then,” murmured the Tuskugggun and their offspring as one. "For good or for ill.”

Idiots! Kurgan thought as he grabbed a handful of bolts. "Outside," he said, hoping it sounded like a
command.

"Wherever you prefer,” Giyan told him. She was about to strap a square quiver full of arrows across her
back, when Kurgan stayed her hand.

"A moment,” he said. He pulled the arrows out and inspected them, an offense that would have spawned
adecades-long blood feud had she been aV'ornn. Though she was the regent's mistress and had been
granted certain rights above other Kundalan, she was what she was, doubtless too backward to have the
V'ornn's keenly civilized sense of honor and disgrace. Did an animal care where it shat? Of course not.
And no civilized person expected it to.

Outside, the architectura order of the city was striking. Benesth a cloudless cerulean sky nest rows of
two-gtory buildings of rose-and-blue limestone with kiln-fired green-glazed tile roofs lined cobbled
sreets that radiated from acentra plazalike the spokes of awhed or the rays of the sun. At the heart of
this open space stood the regent's palace, a structure of bronze-and-gold spires, red-enameled minarets,
carved cinnamon-colored walls whose overall appearance was atogether too etherea for V'ornn tastes.
A wide avenue, negtly bisecting the octag- ond plaza, ran due south to Harborside with its
kilometers-long Promenade where the Chuun River, which skirted the city to the west, spilled its seed
into the Sea of Blood. Merchants and traders of every description filled Harborside, arough-and-tumble
neighborhood where could be found the only enclave of Sarakkon on the northern continent. The
Sarakkon were awild, piratical race inhabiting Kundala's southern continent. The V'ornn had long ago
judged them insignificant, their land so devoid of decent natura resourcesit was not worth occupying.
Besides, it contained pockets of radiation, making it unfit for even the hardiest of Khagggun. The V'ornn
appeared to tolerate Sarakkonian presence, even occasionaly trading with them, for the Gyrgon were
possessed of an interest in materids of their manufacture.

One hundred and one years ago, when the V'ornn had come, no walls encircled Axis Tyr, there were no
ramparts from which sentries might espy an oncoming enemy. Y ou could see, depending on which
section of the city you werein, the sysal forest to the east, the Great Phosphorus Marsh to the west, to
the north the Chuun River flowing down from the foothills of the Djenn Marre, and to the south the Sea
of Blood.

"So open!" the V'ornn shuddered when they firgt occupied the city. " So vulnerable to attack.” It was
unthinkable for them to inhabit a place thus unfortified. In consequence, thousands of Kundalan had
labored for afull year to congtruct aV'ornn wall around the city. The wall was hewn from massive blocks
of the same black basalt the Kundalan has used to build the Promenade. The V'ornn, obsessed with their
safety and security, drove the workersto their tolerance level and beyond. Hundreds of Kundalan
perished, an unseemly and gridy foundation, but one which the V'ornn found to be another appropriate
deterrent to insurrection.

The V'ornn wall was fully thirteen metersthick at its base, tapering to just over eight metersat its apex. It
rose twenty meters above street level, making of the city a prison. The whereabouts of Kundalan,
including their passage in and out of the three gates at the western, northern and eastern boundaries of the
wall, was monitored through the use of an okuuut, a subcutaneous identity implant embedded in the flesh
of the left pam. Each okuuut was synchronized to the individual beet-rate and harmonics of the Kundalan
who woreit, making identification virtudly ingtantaneous.

Now, al the members of hingatta ltinado mori werein the courtyard that fronted awide avenue that ran
straight to the regent's palace, athousand metersto the north. Kurgan and Giyan stood facing one



another while the others spread out in asemicircle around them. Almost immediately, asif to preempt her
opponent, Giyan strode off fifty paces. With the point of one of her arrows she scored athin verticd line
in the rough bark of asysal tree. "There," she said, loud enough for everyoneto hear. "Thetarget.” As
she watched Kurgan fitting a bolt to his okummmon she could see that her voice had drawn the atention
of those nearby. By the time she returned to stand beside the V'ornn a sizable crowd had formed. And
why not? It wasn't any day that a Kun-dalan—and the regent's mistress, at that!'—challenged a V'ornn.

Giyan lifted an armin Kurgan'sdirection. "Y ou have the honor.”

With an dmost contemptuous sneer on hisface, Kurgan lifted hisarm to the horizontd. It was a casua
motion, no more, surdly, than if he were giving directionsto atraveler who had lost hisway. He barely
seemed to ook at the tree and the bolt was loosed in awhir and ablur. In an instant, it had sunk home
right in the center of the line Giyan had scored in the bark.

"Perfect!" he cried in atone of voice that brought instant applause from every V'ornn watching. Now he
turned to Giyan and, in acoarse parody of a courtly manner, said: "The honor is now yours."

As Giyan took up her bow, he said: "It would give me pleasure to sight for you."

"l am certain it would," she answered amid a chorus of VV'ornn laughter, arough, raucous, beastly noise
that grated on sengitive Kundalan ears. "But | do not intend to lose." Thislast brought alow, melodious
soughing from the sprinkling of Kundaan in the crowd. Giyan took amoment to regard them out of the
corner of her eye. She did not mistake their positive reaction for love of her. She was the regent's
mistress. Perhaps they despised her aniotalessthan their V'ornn masters. But it was adso entirely
possible that they hated her even more, for surely they had marked her as a collaborator.

These were her people, and yet, when she looked at them, bedraggled and forlorn, she felt nothing—or
next to nothing. Perhaps they were right about her, for the truth was that she seemed a home with the
V'ornn—or at least with Eleusis and Annon. She did not long for her village of Stone Border, the chaotic
furor of the packed-dirt streets, the constant tension from V'ornn raids, the terror of their random and
capricious murders and begtings of innocent Kundalan.

Truth to tell, Giyan's Gift had made her fed like an outsder at the Abbey of Floating White where she
and Bartta had been trained as Ramahan priestesses. Kundalan life had begun to break down, and the
sporadic raids perpetrated by Khagggun packs terrorized the countryside into a state of semiparalyss.
Herein Axis Tyr there was, at least, order and an overarching sense of purpose. Of course, it was
V'ornn order and V'ornn purpose. But the regent, Eleusis Ashera, was unlike the mgjority of V'ornn, on
that fact she would stake her life. He did not view Kunddan asinferior, as daves disposable asfood,
animalswithout souls (thiswasthe V'ornn view of the universe, not the Kundaan, who knew that every
animal possessed unique knowledge as well as aunique soul). Thiswaswhy he had treated her ashis
love, not as his property asthe other V'ornn supposed. In the utter privacy of the palace, he allowed her
to worship Mina, to mix the potions and poultices that healed and mended him and Annon, to practice
the el ement-magic that was her birthright. Above al, he did not question her Kundalan heart, but rather
sought to understand it. These were, among others, their secrets, each one of which, should it fal on an
unfriendly or jedous ear, would doom him even—he felt—with the Gyrgon who held him in such great
esteem.

And thiswaswhy he had been intent on cresting the great experiment of Za Hara-at—had risked the
enmity of Wennn Stogggul aong with many other V'ornn of both Great and Lesser Castes—so that he
could fashion thefirgt city in which V'ornn and Kundaan traded fredly, exchanged information, learned
from one another.



Giyan'sreverie was abruptly terminated as she became aware that every eyein the crowd was focused
on her. And what athrong it had become! She drew an arrow from her quiver, stroked her fingertips
along its smooth, straight length, notched it to her bow.

"l don't know why you bother," Kurgan said. ™Y ou will haveto split my bolt to win. Y our arrow cannot
scratch V'ornn dloy. Concede defeat now and avoid unnecessary humiliation.”

Giyan smiled sweetly, aimed at the tree and pulled back the bowstring to its very limit. A hush fell over
the crowd. Then she raised the bow until the arrow was pointing just shy of vertica and let fly.

"Areyou insane?' Kurgan said asthe arrow arced into the sky. He turned to the expectant crowd. "She
isinsane, my friends. Y ou can see with your own eyes. Utterly and completely insane.”

The arrow, having reached the apogee of its arc, now headed back downward. It struck her as
odd—amost comica—the V'ornn'slong, shining, hairless skulls moving in concert asthey monitored its
descent. With asoft, musica thwang! the arrow buried itself at the foot of the tree bole.

"Ahal Not much more could be expected from afeeble Kundalan attempt,” Kurgan cried, aready
beginning hisvictory march to the sysd tree. He was brought up short by Giyan'svoice. "Do not touch
the arrow," shewarned. But Kurgan, emboldened by the crowd and his triumph, ignored her. Reaching
thefoot of the tree, he grabbed the arrow to pull it from the ground, but immediately let out with such a
cry that the spectators expelled a collective gasp.

"Yowl It'shot!" Kurgan waved his reddened hand doft. "The thing is burning up!"

Indeed, there appeared to be movement at the arrow's feathered end. A haze had appeared—the kind
that made the air dense and crazed with hest ripples. Were the feathers melting away? No, asthey
craned their necks the spellbound spectators saw that the feathers had been transformed into avine of a
green so deep it bordered on black. Thisvine very rapidly grew runners that sought out the bole of the
sysa tree and wrapped around it. Asthey climbed, they grew notched |eaves of a shape no one—neither
Kundaan nor V'ornn—had ever seen before. In no time at dl, the runners reached the cut Giyan had
madein the bark. Asif with amind of their own, they twined around the V'ornn bolt. In atrice, it was
completey engulfed.

"What isthis?' Kurgan stood with hands on hips. "Whét is going on here?'

Giyan, enwreathed in asmal smile, pulled a the runners. Even asthey wrapped themsalves around her
dender writ they began to crumble to asilvery powder until, quite as rapidly as they had appeared, they
had vanished. The stunned throng crept forward, the murmuring among them rising to an incredulous
babble. For there was no sign of the bolt Kurgan had shot into the tree.

Giyan plucked the arrow from the ground, but before she could replaceit in her quiver Kurgan had
snatched it from her. Hisfingerstraced the arc of the feathers, the long, straight wooden shaft, the metal
point which, now that helooked at it closely, had the exact shape of the vine leaves.

"What manner of magic isthis?' he muttered.

"Sorcery, yes." Giyan took possession of the arrow. "Kundalan sorcery.” Her piercing blue eyeswere
firmly fixed on Kurgan. "Dark sorcery... Powerful sorcery. The contest isover. | have won.”

"Won?Won?' Kurgan howled. "How could you win? My bolt struck the tree at its heart. Y our arrow
I,B/e,._ll

"Hereismy arrow.” Giyan raised it over her head for dl to see. "Whereisyour bolt, Kurgan?'



"You know where my bolt isl" Helegpt to the tree. "If you require proof, | will show you! Hereiswhere
the balt | shot—" He was brought up short as he ran his hands down the bark in an increasing frenzy.
"Whereisit?' hecried. "Whereisthe cut?

"What cut?' Giyan asked in aslky voice, for there was no sign of the bite the bolt had madein the tree.
Savefor the vertical line Giyan had scored in the bark, the tree appeared exactly asit had before the
contest was called.

| ortents Secrets, anaLies
Enter, Morcha," the regent Eleuss Asherasad effusively. "Today we have much to celebrate!

"Regent?’ Kinnnus Morchawas ahuge, hulking V'ornn with a deep scarred crease along the |eft Side of
his shining skull. Thefour gold suns on his purple silicon polymer uniform marked him as the commandant
of the Haaar-kyut, Khagggun handpicked by Eleusis and trained by Morchahimsdf, loya and
answerable only to the regent.

The day'sbusiness a an end, thetwo V'ornn found themselves done in the Gresat Listening Hall of the
regent's palace. It was an asymmetrical space—roughly ova in shape—that the VV'ornn found unsettling.
A gdlery ran around the perimeter one story up. This galery was capped by a plaster ceiling held doft by
alabaster columns set on black-granite plinths. However, the entire center of the hal was open to the
elements. Now, |ate-afternoon lights bathed the three highly polished heartwood posts set in a perfect
equilatera triangle that spanned three meterson aside.

Eleusis roamed within the precincts of thisimaginary triangle as his Hasar-kyut commander watched
dlently. He often did this, in avain attempt to fathom its meaning. Wasit religious, spiritud, practica?
Even the Ramahan he had consulted, even the oneswho had been interrogated by Kinnnus Morchain
the bowels of the palace, had no explanation. How old were these posts? Could they have predated
even the palace?

"Line-Generd, do you have any ideawhat the Kundaan used these postsfor?”
Kinnnus Morcha shrugged. "My suspicion isthat they were part of awegpon.”

"Spoken like atrue Khagggun." Eleusis pursed hislips. "If so, then why wasit never used againgt us?' He
shook his head. "No, the Gyrgon assure me that the posts were never used as aweapon. What, then?
Arethey decoration? Part of atemple to Mina? We have been on

Kundaaone hundred and one years and we still do not know." He cocked his head to one side. "Does
that not strike you as odd?"

"To be honest, regent, | give the Kundaan thought only when | haveto kill one.
Eleussnodded, asif hefully expected that answer. "Still, it makesits point.”
The Line-Generd waited several moments before he said: "What point, regent?’

"That no matter how much we know, thereisaways moreto learn." Eleuss strode swiftly out of the
triangle, raising an arm for Morchato follow him. They passed through an open doorway into the regent's
private anteroom.

Eleusis could no longer keep the smile of satisfaction off hisface. "Today's casein point. | have just
received acommunique from the site of ZaHara-at. They have sgned the last contract!™



"Contracts," Kinnnus Morcha scoffed. ™Y ou should have let me take my wing of Khagggun and dealt
with the Korrush tribes the way we have dedt with theloca Kunddan." The Korrush wastheloca name
of the Great Northern Plains, 250 kilometers northeast of Axis Tyr. Toits north wasthe Grest Rift in the
Djenn Marre, to its east was the beginning of the Great V oorg, the vast, trackless desert.

"And have the added expense of gtationing a permanent pack of Khagggun at the Site to ensure againgt
vandalism and random attacks?" The regent shook his head. "Dedling with them thisway makesfar more
sense, Line-Generd. Now they will join our work crews. At ZaHara-at goodwill is everything.”

"Pardon my bluntness, regent, but what is goodwill to aKhagggun?'

Eleusslaughed good-naturedly as he dapped the Line-General on his broad back. "Imagineit. V'ornn
and Kundaan working side by side to create what is sure to become the greatest trading city on the
planet. So much for Prime Factor Stogggul and his reactionary caba." He was grinning from ear to e=r.
"It seemsasif dlowing Kundaan businessesto flourish in the same garden as V'ornn trading houses will
be amost lucrative endeavor.”

Eleuss, tal and dender asamilkweed, filled two shanstone goblets made at Itinado mori, thrust one at
the Line-Generd. "Join me, Kinnnug!" He laughed. "What makes you so glum?”’

"| am not—pardon me for saying this, regent. But | am unused to hearing myself cdled by my given name
aone. Itisnot theV'ornnway."

"No. It isaKundaan custom, Kinnnus, and afine one at that. It tends to engender afedling of trust.”
"Trust never comes easily to a Khagggun, regent.”
"Neither does change, Kinnnus."

The two men were standing in the center of the dien octagona room, an antechamber off the Great
Listening Hall of the regent's palace—what the Kundalan had called Middle Palace. The floor was pure
white marble over which smooth rugs of V'ornn manufacture had been set in a precise mathematical
pattern that complemented the geometric pattern in the rugs themselves. Light came not from the
traditional Kundalan filigreed lanterns, but from eye-shaped fusion lamps manufactured in V'ornn power
plants established decades ago. This cold, reveding light illuminated the vaulted celling in amanner
inconceivable to the Kundalan. It was dark blue, decorated with gold stars and streaking comets. At its
zenith, intricately carved, were the five moons of Kundala, each with the face of a beautiful woman—all
aspects of the Goddess Mina. Trios of white-marble pilasters, ddlicately veined with vitreous obsidian,
rose up eech wal likevinesin agarden, their gpexes carved into the shape of stylized fronds. Thetal
triple-arched Kundaan windows had been something of a problem. The commandant had suggested
mortaring them up for security reasons, but Eleusis had come up with a more elegant solution. He had
had tapestries woven by the finest Tuskugggun artisans hung over the windows, thereby placating
Kinnnus Morchaand pleasing himsdf, for it was told and retold by the Khagggun of the Haaar-kyut that
the regent could be seen from time to time peedling back the tapestries to peer out the windows. What he
was observing was asource of constant comment.

In any event, these remarkable tapestries depicted, in one manner or another, the endless saga of V'ornn
wandering. For the V'ornn were anomadic people, their homeworld an uninhabitable blackened cinder
ever sncethe binary star that had been their sun, their light, their warmth had gone nova. That was many
eons past. Now they wandered the stars to conquer, to live for aslong atime asthe Gyrgon required to
ask thelr mysterious questions of whatever dien place they werein, and then they were gone, never to
return. For the V'ornn there was no possibility of going back; they pressed forward into uncharted space.
When agroup of them found aworld rich in natura resources like Kundala, members of the leading



Bashkir Consortiawere dispatched from the main fleet moving in eternd convoy on theion currents of
deep space to stake their claim, to reap the rewards of costly space travel.

Such wasthe artistry of these tapestriesthat dl the pathos and yearning and mystery inherent in V'ornn
culture were interwoven into the scenes as carefully as were the jewd-tone fabrics. Utilitarian V'ornn
furnishings made of metd aloys—lightweight but strong—had replaced the ornate, curlicued wooden
pieces of the Kundalan. As Kinnnus Morcha had said when he had first seen the lounges and chairs, they
looked asif they would splinter the moment aV'ornn sat in them. But then Kinnnus Morcha, like most
V'ornn, found nothing esthetically pleasing in the dlien architecture. Why, even herein the centra paace
of the city, none of the rooms seemed large enough for aV'ornn's sensibility. And there was so much
wasted space! Colonnaded terraces, sweeping agate staircases, filigreed cornices, plinths and friezes,
ornate gatues and strange carvings, lush gardensthat mirrored the mazelike interior—and everywhere
ghrines and symbols to the accursed Goddess, Mina

Unusualy, the thick heartwood doorsto the regent's private quarters sood dightly gjar. Kinnnus Morcha
took adiscreet look at an area of the palace that even he, as commandant of the Haaar-kyut, had never
seen. Some privileges were forever beyond amogt al of the Lesser Castes.

Eleusisturned and shut the doors firmly. The regent was dressed formally in white and gold: low boots,
tight trousers, metallic-mesh blouse beneath his waist-length, braided, high-collared jacket, the deeves
cut short enough to expose his okummmon. He glanced a Kinnnus Morcha's goblet. "Come, come. Y ou
haven't touched your drink. We must remedy that." Helifted hisgoblet high. "To ZaHara-at! My noble
experiment!”

"To our enemied” Kinnnus Morchasaid in the traditional Khagggun salute as his free hand cupped the
pomme! of the double-bladed shock-sword that hung through atitanium clip at hisleft hip. Though the
Khagggun used many highly sophisticated instruments of attack, the shock-sword remained their wegpon
of choice when it came to hand-to-hand combat. "May destruction possesstheir houses!" Hiswide face,
the color of curdled cream, contracted as he quaffed hisdrink. "Ah! A Kundalan cloudy rakkis! No
V'ornn fire-grade numaaadis for the regent!”

Eleusslaughed. "Y ou know metoo wel, I'm afraid.”
"Ah, no chance of that, regent. What Khagggun knows the mind of amember of the Great Castes?"

Eleusis nodded as herefilled their goblets. "I grant you thereisacultura gulf between us, but | value you
nonethelessfor your keen ingght.”

Kinnnus Morchafarly bowed. "The regent is generous with hispraise.”

The regent, eyeing him judicioudy, returned the goblet to him. ™Y ou have served mewell, Kinnnus. |
know that your persond fedingsfor the ZaHara-at experiment are mixed."

"l am Khagggun, regent. | have no usefor inferior life-forms.”

"Nevertheless you carried out my orders to be even-handed with the Kundalan, to keep the Khagggun
raidsto aminimum, and ban atogether the hunting partiesthat killed Kundaan for the sheer sport of it."

"I liveto serve my regent.”

Therewas asmal pause while the regent led Kinnnus Morchato the far Sde of the antechamber, where
they arranged themselves before the Kunda an shrine to the Goddess Miina. 1t was composed of a plinth
ornately carved out of ablock of solid carndlian heavily striated with gold ore. Aboveit, on the wall were



high-relief carvings of the Five Sacred Dragons of Miina. Nowadays, the plinth served asbase for a
selection of Eleuss favorite objects. acopy of The Book of Mnemonics bound between incised copper
covers, athorn-gem he had secured from the perilous underworlds of Corpius Segundus, the preserved
birth-caul of his son; the skeleton of hisoriginad okummmon, which had been replaced by the sngular
purple germanium one, which was hisright as regent; awhite rose, caught at the peak moment of itslife
and kept in that state of perfection by the enigmas of Gyrgon science. Thislast wasagift from the
technomages on the day of his Ascension.

In being brought before the plinth, Kinnnus Morcha knew he was being given asignd. Thiswasthe place
where the regent conducted his most private interviews.

Eleuss cleared histhroat. "Kinnnus, let me befrank. | know what a difficult assgnment | gave you. Prime
Factor Stogggul isamogt difficult personage to dedl with in the best of circumstances. Keeping an eye on
him could not have been fun.”

"I will match the regent's frankness," Kinnnus Morchareplied. "Being aspy comes naturdly to me. The
helm of battle, the mask of aspy, they areinterchangeableto me. It iswell you had me keep an eyeon
Wennn Stogggul. He il chafes under your kindness toward the conquered.”

"But you do not."

"As| say, the regent chose wisdly."

"l am gratified." Eleusssighed. "I don't mind telling you that Wennn Stogggul concerns me.™
Kinnnus Morchasat forward. "In what way, regent?'

"Ah, ever theloya hunting dog!" Eleusis laughed at the Line-Generd's dark expression and shrugged.
"Wl one hears things. One employs people to watch and to listen and to report.” The regent paused for
amoment, staring into the darkness of the smoke-blackened fireplace. "' So, then, it has come to me that
Stogggul is gathering support to petition the Gyrgon for my ougter.”

Kinnnus Morchafrowned. "I have heard nothing of this, regent, and | believe | would have. Areyou
certain of this?"

"My sourceis”

The Line-General shook his head. "But that is monstrous, regent! It is unprecedented! He must be
stopped before—"

"Which iswhy we are having this conversation.”

"We must never forget that it was Wennn Stogggul who was your competitor for the regent's mantle. By
al he saysand doesit seems clear that he will never forget nor forgive the sting of his defeat. His
animogty—"

"Is of asomewhat more personal nature than that."

"Well, yes, of course, regent. Who does not know of the intense rivary between your Consortium and
his? On Nieobus Three, the planet we conquered before we arrived here, our fathers were always at
each other'sthroats, dways seeking waysin which to take business out of the other's pockets. The Prime
Factor'sfather findly prevailed, driving your father's Consortium to the brink of bankruptcy. Until you
stepped in, regent, and made the dedl for sole mining and export rights to sdlamuuun, the so-cdled plant
of thetomb."



"Tdl me, Kinnnus, have you ever tried sdamuuun?'

"Once." Despite himsdlf, the Line-Generd shuddered. "1 felt asif thislifel wasliving was but anillusion,
andthe Truthwes..."

"Waswhat, my friend?" Therewas an odd intengity in Eleus's eyesthat the Line-Generd did not catch.

"I don't know." Kinnnus Morchas huge head swiveled, he looked away for amoment as he struggled
with disturbing thoughts. "1t made me think that the Truth was something | could not fathom.”

"Or did not want to see?'
Kinnnus Morcha nodded. " Perhaps.”
"Something terrible, then.”

The Line-Generd shook his head. " Something different.” His huge shoulders shrugged. "In any event, it
was an experience | have no wish to repesat.”

"It isfortunate for my Consortium that you are in the minority, Kinn- nus.”
Kinnnus Morchalooked up. "Ah, yes. The Asherafortuneliesin sdlamuuun.”

"And, ultimatdly, its power." The regent's eyes swept around the room. "That iswhat Wennn Stogggul
truly desires: the secret to sdlamuuun—whereit ismined, who | forged my deal with, how he can wrest it
from my Consortium." He paused. "But there is something more.”

Portents, Secrets, and Lies

Kinnnus Morchasat ramrod-straight. In thelight falling from the fuson lampsthe scars on his skulll
appeared deeper, more grievous. Despite being dl ears now he had the good sense not to prompt the
regent. The Line-Genera was a patient VV'ornfi—a patience born and bred in the intense cauldron of
interplanetary warfare. He was aV'ornn who could sense victory when those around him were ssumbling
ingarlessnight.

"We were friends, once, Prime Factor Stogggul and I. Did you know that?"
"| did not, regent.”

"Well, it'strue." The regent rose and stood before the mantle. He picked up The Book of Mnemonics,
turned it over and back again. "He gave methis, along time ago, when we were gill striplings on Kradia
Had it made for me. For the day of my Channdling." He was speaking of the rite whereby every V'ornn
male becomes an adult. "Y es, we were good friends—until we locked skulls over sdamuuun.” He put the
book back. "Then abitter rivalry that had lain unacknowledged between us rose up and raged out of
control. Hisfather died attempting to find the source of sdlamuuun.”

"His spacecraft was sabotaged, so the story goes.”

"Well, that isthe Prime Factor's version, anyway." The regent's gaze locked on to the Line-Genera's.
"Ancther isthat the elder Stogggul's greed made him imprudent. His craft got caught in agravity well and
imploded.”

"Do you know the truth, regent?’

"It ismy experience that people define their own truths. Which, | surmise, is behind the overwhelming



popularity of sdlamuuun. However, | will tell you this: there was no need to sabotage the craft because
the old man was on afool's errand.”

Though he longed to ask the regent what he meant, Kinnnus Morchaheld histongue, knowing that
Eleusswould answer no questions on that subject. Asahigh-ranking Khagggun, he well knew the power
of knowledge. In battle against any enemy, knowledge was everything.

Eleusisturned his back to the plinth, broke into the other's thoughts. "1 have told you thishistory for a
reason. | want you to understand that while Wennn Stogggul and | are businessrivas, | am certain that
his bitter and unrelenting voca opposition to my policiesis persond in nature.”

"l understand completely, regent.”

"| doubt that you do." Eleusis smiled wanly, reached up, and touched one of the sculpted Five Dragons
onthewall. "Y ou see the niche herein this dragon's mouth? When Annon was young | would find him
here, teetering on the top rung of aladder with his hand in the dragon’'s mouth. What did he find so
fascinating, | asked mysdlf. What did he expect to find?' The regent looked at Kinnnus Morchafor a
long time; then he looked past him. "I have ordered Giyan to bring my son heretonight.”

"Doyou fear for him?'

The regent's gaze locked with the Khagggun's. "I fear nothing, Kinnnus. Our fateis our fate; it isaready
written. If you had tried salamuuun again, you would know that. No, | am merely being prudent. For the
time being, at least, | want my entire family under the protection of the Hasar-kyut."

"Absolutdly, regent.”

"Y ou will seeto my family persondly. My wife, though she shamed hersdlf, isdeed, but | ill care about
the children."

"It will bedone”

Eleusisnodded. "I know it will." He downed the last of hisdrink. He guided the commandant through a
discreetly narrow-arched doorway. They emerged onto awide veranda banded in gold marble, which
overlooked the regent's star-rose garden. The cerulean sky had taken on a golden hue down near the
horizon and just ahint of fair-weather cloud rode overhead. For sometime, Eleusis stood againgt the
fret-worked balustrade, gazing downward, breathing deeply. His hands were clasped loosdaly behind his
back, but he stood ramrod-straight as if he were more Khagggun than Bashkir. His cool, appraising eyes
swept over every corner of his garden: the varieties of climbing star-rose with their luscious blooms,
glossy leaves, and woody, thornless vines.

"How peaceful it ishere, Kinnnus. How deeply satisfying that peace-fulnessis.”
Kinnnus Morcha, standing beside him, had nothing useful to say, so he said nothing.

The regent went on: "It used to be that our only danger came from other races, unknown encounters.
Now | seethat unlesswe are very careful, our own history may very well take a chunk out of our tender
parts. Timesare changing. | fed it in my bones. There are firrings and portents—"

"Portents” Kinnnus Morchafairly spat. "That isKundaan talk. | do not believein portents. | believein
war, in gatigtics. Since you have succeeded your father, resistance activity within Axis Tyr has dropped

eghty percent.”
Eleuss Asherasmiled. "Like the threat of your strong arm, Kinnnus, portents do exist. Giyan has shown



me this. And these portents speak of great changes.”

Kinnnus Morchagrunted. The regent seemed to the Line-Generd to be dmost eerily calm. Hefdlt,
unexpectedly, awdling up of affection. ™Y ou will forgive an old Khagggun his grumblings, regent. | meant
no offense”

"| took no offense, my friend. But | fear that unlesswe are extremely vigilant, we are doomed to repest
our most grievous mistakes." Therewas asmdl, uncomfortable slence.

"I mention the portents because | want you to be on your guard to—"

Eleusis broke off, his body suddenly tense. His okummmon had begun to hum with asound beyond
description—a song/no-song that 1apped at the very edge of audibility like the ocean at the foundation of
aseawal. The atmosphere grew preternaturally still and preternat-uraly hot. A bead of swesat bloomed
like anocturna flower on Kinnnus Morcha's skull, ran down the deep crease.

Eleussturned abruptly. "Kinnnus, you will haveto excuse me.”

"N'Luuurg, it isthe Summoning.”" Kinnnus Morcha gulped the last of the cloudy rakkis and with a clink!
that rang through the garden sat his goblet atop the balustrade. "I will escort you myself to the Temple of
Mnemonics, regent.”

Eleussgave acurt, dmost absentminded nod. Thetwo men returned silently through the doorway to the
antechamber, past guards of the Haaar-kyut, past handmaidens and servants, past members of the
regent's saff. All inclined their headsto the I eft in deference to him. Thelr footfals echoed on the marble;
their shadows chased themsalves dong the corridors, into chambers large and small, through pools of
mellowing sunlight, patches of shade made pae by veinlesswhite marble, a length out through the high,
magnificent sea-green-shanstone and gold-jade gates.

Kinnnus Morchawas relieved to be out of that alien place that so profoundly disturbed him. Not that he
would admit thisto anyone, but he felt the sllence there—what the regent spoke of as peacefulness—like
aweight upon his shoulders, like sets of dien eyeswatching him, judging hismoves, weighing hisfatein
some unseen court of aien law he could not begin to fathom. A late-afternoon breeze broke like surf
againg his hairless skull. They mounted single-seat hoverpods, punched in their destination, and sped
acrossthe city at aheight of twenty-three meters.

When the V'ornn had first taken Axis Tyr, the Gyrgon had ingtaled themselvesin acomplex of buildings
that had housed the Abbey of Listening Bone, the Ramahan's main religious sanctuary. 1ts occupation
was a stunning and dispiriting blow to the Kundaan—one that, in Eleusis opinion, at least, had been
caculated down to the last decimal point. But then the Gyrgon were masters at inflicting humiliation and
pain both physical and psychologica.

"I do not know how you do it," Kinnnus Morchasaid when they had set down in front of the Temple.
"Wereit —were | Summoned before the Gyrgon—my tender parts would be shrunken like an old
V'ornn's.”

The regent had to amile. "This from the va orous Khagggun who fought in the First Wave at Argggedus 3,
who dew nineteen Kragl at the battle of Y esssus, who defended for twenty-four sideredl cyclesthe
Gyrgon enclave on Pharesaius Prime, who has, it isrumored, come face-to-face with the Centophennni?

"It isindinctive, regent. Every time the Gyrgon speak my blood freezes.
"l dways said you had good ingtincts, Kinnnus." With that, the regent Eleusis swept through the arched



portas of theformer Abbey of Listening Bone,

The V'ornn Temple of Mnemonics sat atop the only hill within the precincts of the city. It wasin the
Western Quarter. Up until the coming of the V'ornn it had been an area housing the most influential
Kundalan families. Strangely, however, the V'ornn found these houses no larger than those in other parts
of the city. This perfect symmetry went againgt V'ornn notions of hierarchy and status. After the
Kunddan werekilled or displaced, the most wealthy of the Bashkir moved in, enlarging and renovating
the houses as befit their statusin V'ornn society.

Thisessentia changein the fascinating, dien structure of the city did not please Eleus's, for he had come
to see the Kunddan in an dtogether different light than did hisfellow V'ornn. But then in so many ways
he seemed not to fit into the rather monolithic V'ornn mold. It was a constant source of wonder to him
that the Gyrgon had chosen him to be regent. Stogggul would have been the obvious, the expected
choice. But then, he reminded himsdlf, the Gyrgon rarely did the expected. Not that he, Eleusis Ashera,
wasill suited to be regent. Quite the opposite, in fact. But that the Gyrgon tolerated—even at times
condoned—his unconventiona ideas was amystery he doubted he would ever solve.

As soon as he stepped through the gates, he was ingde the Portal. A misty greyness, luminous asthe
shell of asearsnail, engulfed him. He had been here often enough that he knew what to do. Even so, a
part of hismind still quailed, wanted to run screaming back out into the last of the sunshine, where
Kinnnus Morchawas patiently waiting. Eleusisforced hislegsto move, waking forward, looking neither
to the |eft nor to theright. A greet moaning arose, as of aviolent tempest, gaining in volume. Still, he
moved forward, not only because it was his duty as regent but also because he knew it was atest. The
Porta never looked or felt the same asit had on previous visits. Each time he was Summoned, there was
adifferent sort of fright awaiting him. The Gyrgon enjoy observing you, hetold himsdf. The Gyrgon
distill my fears, brew them up like vintage numaaadis. It is some form of twisted game they enjoy
playing, perhaps to engrave their superiority upon me, so that | will never forget my place, never
overstep the boundaries they have set up.

Darkness, and an intense sense of vertigo. Eleusiswas deathly afraid of faling. Asachild of four, he had
fallen from awindow ledge while his mother had been painting. His father had been so furious that he had
banished her from every hingatta on the planet. Eleusis had never seen her again; he had been raised by
hisfather'slover, a Tuskugggun who had kept him on a short tether and never let him climb upon a
windowsll.

Wind howled and when he made the mistake of looking down, he saw the floor far below him. At once,
he broke out into acold sweat. It isonly a dream, hetold himsdf gernly. Only a vision from your own
nightmare. But he could not stop sweating. His hearts hammered in his chest, he felt the urge to spit, and
his pulse rate was erratic. He paused on his path, took three deep breaths. The urge to turn and run was
aterribleweight upon him. | amthat | am, he said silently. | am on Kundala, in the Western District
of Axis Tyr, in the Portal of the Temple of Mnemonics. The Gyrgon may have control of my senses
but they do not have control of my mind.

He wiped hiswet palms down histrousers and moved on. Hismind screamed in protest, certain that he
was going to fal to the floor below. He walked siffly, carefully, deviating neither to theleft nor to the
right. And with each step, hisfearslessened. He did not fall. Thank Enlil, he did not fal!

Stars came out, and a cold blue moon the size of Kundala's spotted sun appeared high in the sky.
Eleus's, traversng quartz-flecked sand dunes, recognized that moon. It was the moon hanging in the night
sky of Corpius Segundus. Ahead of him loomed the gargantuan s oping gates to the underworlds.

Enter, avoice commanded in hisskull. At least, it seemed to bein his skull even though he knew that it



actudly emanated from his okum-mmon. The time of Summoning is at hand.

If thiswere, indeed, Corpius Segundus he knew what would be waiting for him. Therewas a scar on his
|eft shoulder—adeep, livid indentation scooped out of hisflesh. The underworlds were habited by
thirteen species of raptor—at leadt, that was the number the VV'ornn had catal oged—each more deadly
than the previous one. It had been no mean feat to bring back athorn-gem, and he had paid the price.
The eight-legged razor-raptor had taken its pound of flesh even through his battle armor.

The doping Portd blotted out the stars, then the moon. A remembered stink assaulted his nogtrils,
making his ssomachs grind and heave. It was an evil place, the underworlds.

"Why did the V'ornn come here, regent?"

He stopped, peered through the dim light, ruddy with the fine, choking dust of the caverns.
"What was your purpose?"

Anill-defined shape loomed before him.

"Y ou could not defeat the denizens of these underworlds; the thorn-gems herein were of no practica use
toyou."

An evil-smdling razor-raptor lounged againgt an outcropping of rock. It leered at him with asmile
bristling with triangular teeth made expresdy for ripping and tearing flesh from bone.

"And yet you came. Why wasthat, Ashera Eleuss?'

Thiswas no Corpius Segundus razor-raptor, Eleusis knew. Indeed, it was no raptor of any kind. Only
the Gyrgon used the ancient form of addressthat put the family namefirst. "Because it wasthere" he
sad.

The creature before him repeated his answer, drawing out each word asif to savor itsmeaning. "Yes.

Very good. | believe you are correct.” And immediately thereafter, the razor-raptor dissolved like
smoke. Inits place stood a Gyrgon.

"Summoned, | am cometo you, to hear and to serve," Eleusssaid in theritua greeting.

Instead of completing theritud, the Gyrgon detached himself from the cavern wall. "Do you know me,
regent?'

Eleusis peered through the artificially manufactured haze. "'| believe you are Nith Sahor. | was before you
at the previous Summoning."

"That is correct.”

"I have never been Summoned by the same Gyrgon twice."

"Do you know that for afact, regent? We can change our shapes, you know."

Eleusislicked hislips. "I had heard something to that effect.” Nith Sahor stood unnervingly sill. Hewas
perhaps afull meter taller than Eleuss. Hewas clad dl in black, wrapped in atasseled greatcoat. His
eyes had pupils like star sapphires; they seemed to follow you without him having to turn hishead. And
what ahead he had! His skull wasthe color of pale amber. From the edge of the occipita ridge to the
base of hismassive neck avigble latticework of tertium and germanium circuits was embedded in the
skin. No one knew whether the Gyrgon were born thisway or whether they came by it in some horrific



postnatal operation.

"Tdl me something, regent, do you serve the Gyrgon?"

"Yes, Nith Sahor. In everything, | servetheir wants and needs.”
"Indeed."

"Do you disbelieve me?"

"Yes, regent, | do. Y ou have taken a Kundaan female to your bed. Y ou alow her to worship this
Goddess of theirs, to make her potions and her poultices, to whisper in your ear when darknessis
absolute and the formal business of sateisat an end.” Nith Sahor's expression was entirely unreadable.
"In addition, you conspire secretly with the Pack-Commander Rekkk Hacilar to keep the Kundalan
resistance warned of our hunting parties.” He crossed his massive arms across his equaly massive chest.
"Do you deny any of this, regent?”

"Who speaks against me? Prime Factor Stogggul ?*
"Y ou will answer my question, regent!”

Nith Sahor did not raise hisvoice, did not move amuscle. Nevertheess, Eleussjumped asthe bite of
hyperexcited € ectrons was tranamitted through his okummmon into the nervesin hisarm.

"I deny nothing," he said camly. Thiswasyet another tet; it must be. "What you say istruth.”
"And in these matters do you discern the will of the Gyrgon?"

"Y ou have not stopped me from being with Giyan. Or from my friendships with Rekkk Hacilar and
Hadinnn SaTrryn.”

"Agan, | suggest that you answer my question.”

Eleusis made a point of not looking a his okummmon. He felt acertain tension in the backs of hislegs
and willed hisbody to relax. "It pleases me to be with her. It pleases her to do these things, and thus| am
doubly pleased.”

"And asfor the Pack-Commander?’
"Does the entire Comradeship know?"
"Y ou would not be here; you would not be regent if it did.”

Eleusislet go abreath he had been holding. "Rekkk Hacilar, Hadinnn SaTrryn, and | are of alike mind
when it comesto the Kundaan.”

"S0, then, when you claim that in al things you serve our wants and needsyou are aliar.”
"l ansoonly if you believeit, Nith Sahor."

Therewasalong slence. The artificid wind howled through the caverns, the artificid tirrings of the
artificid raptors echoed off the artificid stonewalls. Nith Sahor raised his arms and the underworlds of
Corpius Segundus vanished.

"l do not believeit, regent. That iswhy you are Summoned before me.”



Eleussfound that they werein achamber of the Temple of Mnemonics. It was circular, high up. Through
the delicately triple-arched window he could see dusk approaching, smell the familiar scents of Kundaa
Thewadlsindicated that this room had been a sanctuary, for each section of wall held a carving of one of
the Five Sacred Dragons of Kundaan culture. Significantly, Nith Sahor had not covered them with
V'ornn artwork. Just as significantly, the Gyrgon had kept dl the origind Kundaan furniture. Thesingle
V'ornn feature was awhite ova cage within which sat abeautiful multicolored teyj, preening itsfours
wingsone by one. As he moved, the bird paused initsfluffing to fix Eleusisinitsgolden eye.

"It isgood to be back on Kundala," Eleusis said.

"Curious," Nith Sahor said. "'l entertained the selfsame thought." The Gyrgon raised ahand clad in an odd
metallic mesh about which many terrible myths had formed. Eleusistried not to look at the finely worked
chanmail. "Be a ease, regent. Y ou are my guest.”

Eleusis did not know whether he was more surprised to see Kundalan furniture here or by what Nith
Sahor said. "Forgiveme, | am at abit of aloss. | have never been aguest of the Gyrgon before.”

"Perhapsit issmply that we never told you before.
Eleusislooked up. "Isthat ajoke?"

"Do Gyrgon make jokes?"

"l havenoidea" Eleuss admitted.

As Eleusis observed the Gyrgon, he had the distinct impression that this Summoning was going to be
unique. Before, they had consisted of giving areport on current affairs, being peppered with blunt,
difficult questions, being given ordersto carry out, and being summaxrily dismissed. Bantering with a
Gyrgon wasdigtinctly new to him.

Asif to give added credenceto thistrain of thought, Nith Sahor said: "Regent, | want you to tell me
about desire.”

"Desire?’
"Precisdy that."

Eleusiswas struggling hard to keep up with the strange twists and turns of this Summoning. "I am hardly
qudified to tell aGyrgon—"

"Oh, but you are, regent. Eminently qualified.” Nith Sahor fingered the wide cuff on hisright wrist. "But
perhaps you suspect me of being disingenuous." He raised amailed hand to forestdl Eleus's response.
"Did you know, regent, that the Gyrgon are neither mae nor female?”

"Nether ..." Eleussfdt asif hismouth wasfull of silicon.
"We are both."
"I ... I did not know, Nith Sahor."

"Of courseyou didn't. It isasecret we Gyrgon keep to ourselves. Assuch, desireis... diento al of
us—at leadt, to almost dl of us. Occasondly—very rarely—thereis an unexpected and unexplained
genetic mutation." Nith Sahor sat and waited for hisquid pro quo. He had crested asmple
barter—something a Bashkir could sink histeeth into.



Eleus swas desperately trying to figure out whether the Gyrgon wastelling the truth or Smply
prevaricating in order to get the regent to lower his guard. He redlized, however, that there were many
paths Nith Sahor could have taken to dicit the information he desired. The one he chose was doubtless
the most astonishing. Why would a Gyrgon confess to anything so intimate? Why would a Gyrgon
willingly let go of asecret? Secretswere in large part what gave the Gyrgon their mystique, their power
over the other castes, great and lesser dlike. Did Nith Sahor trust him that much? How was he to know?

"| assume by desire you mean my desrefor Giyan.”
"Inaway. | meant for the Kundalan, yes."

Eleusis keen mind redlized that the Gyrgon had left out theword female. At last, aclue. Hechosea
beautifully fluted Kundalan ammon-wood chair and sat down.

"Areyou comfortable?" Nith Sahor sat in the matching chair.
"Quite comfortable.”
"Asaml."

And thereyou had it, Eleusisrealized. The reason for this Summoning. For whatever reason, the Gyrgon
wished to talk candidly about the Kundaan. "Sometimes,” he said, "'l wish | wasn't locked up tight in
AXisTyr."

"Why isthat?"

Eleuss gazed into the terrifying, enigmatic face and said to himsdf. To N'Luuura with it. "Too many
V'ornn. Quite honestly, part of melongsto bein the Djenn Marre, to walk among the Kunddan, to learn
their ways."

"Their secrets" Nith Sahor said. "We Gyrgon trade in secrets.”

"lan't that why we wander the reaches of interstellar space instead of finding anew homeworld, why we
hunt down other races—s0 that you can absorb their secrets, in the hope that the secret to life may one
day berevededto you?'

"Y our hitternessis showing like amesh singlet on aLooorm, regent.” Nith Sahor sat forward, elbows on
knees, laced hisfingers. "Life and death—the eternd twins. We are bound to them. Y ou know that, don't
you?'

Eleusswasforced to look away from those terrifying star-sapphire eyes. "Yes." He nearly choked on the
word.

"Then you know just how important our search for freedomis, to find our way out of the labyrinth that is
the universe aswe know it. Y ou see, regent, we Gyrgon can fed that the universeisnot dl thereis. Itis
not enough for us. We yearn to travel beyond... well, we do not yet know beyond what. But the barriers
that keep us here in the known Cosmos must fal. Do you understand our pain of confinement?’

Eleusswasin control of himsalf again, and he swung his gaze back. "I think | do, Nith Sahor."
"Then tell methat which | need to know."
"l amnot... I'm not certain that | have answersfor you. At least, none that will make sense.”

"Please leave that determination to me. Speak of what isin your hearts."



"All right." Eleusis sat up straight. He had the fegling that he was on the edge of a precipice, and he fought
off the knife edge of panic. "I have cometo have a specid feding for the Kundaan. Undoubtedly, it
gemsin part from my relationship with Giyan, but as you yourself noted, that is not the end of it. Sixteen
years ago, | brought her back as atrophy from a Khagggun hunting party | accompanied in the foothills
of the Djenn Marre. She was nothing to me then, but quite quickly that changed.”

"How did it change?'
"I... I don't know."
"Y es, you do, regent. Think."

"Well, 1... | think what happened was that being in such close proximity to her | stopped thinking of her
asthe defeated enemy.”

"And how exactly did that come about?'

Eleusis thought amoment. "I remember. It was dmost asidered year after | had brought Giyan back to
AxisTyr. | garted awakein the middle of the night and went to dake my thirst. Down the halway | saw
her. She was standing by an open window. She was staring out at the Djenn Marre. | remember it was
the night of full moons; the snow and ice on the mountai ns peaks shone as blue as Corpius Segundo's
maoon. She was weeping, the tears diding down her cheeks, and | thought, She misses her home, just as
we miss our home. And from that moment, defeated dien or no, there was no difference between us."

"But thereis adifference.”
"Y es, Nith Sahor."

"Infact, many differences.
"Thisistruth.”

Light glinted off the metallic mesh asthe Gyrgon rearranged his hands. "It may be anathemato say this,
but that isno bad thing. | believe that it would benefit us greetly to acquaint ourseves with their
differences™

Eleussdtiffened. "She trusts me, Nith Sahor.”

"I trust you, Eleusis. That iswhy you were made regent.”

"You were respons ble for making me regent?”

"Y our father. Others wanted Wennn Stogggul's father to assumetherole.”

Eleussthought about thisfor amoment. "'l will not betray her."

"We are your masters, regent. Do you think it wise to spesk to a Gyrgon in this manner?”

"l am gpeaking to you, Nith Sahor."

"l am Gyrgon."

"l am spesking to you," Eleuss repeated.

The Gyrgon nodded and light played off the latticework in his skull. ™Y our perception is noted with



especid interedt.”

"I believe, Nith Sahor, that thereisagreat dea we do not yet know about the Kundalan—that we never
will know under the present situation. The establishment of ZaHara-at isthefirst step in atransformation
| foresee.™

"Do not be presumptuous, regent. It is not for you to foresee transformation.”

"Y ou do not understand, Nith Sahor. The creation of the city came to mein a dream—an astonishingly
vivid dream that showed me precisaly where ZaHara-at should rise, in the center of the Korrush.
Subsequently, | traveled across the Korrush in the company of Hadinnn SaTrryn, who does business
with the Korrush tribes, and much to my surprise we found asmall, unprepossessing villagein its center.
The gteisan ancient one, according to Kundaan lore, and when we began to dig we discovered
foundations the tribesmen dated from many centuries ago.”

"ZaHaraat isaword from the Kundalan Old Tongue. It means Earth Five Meetings.”
"That'sright. | believethisisthe original site of ZaHara-at. | believeit to be a sacred place.”

"Our near-defunct religion speaks of a City of One Million Jewels. Perhaps your mother was a secret
worshiper of Enlil, the dead god. Perhaps shetold you stories of this city when you were young; perhaps
thisiswhere your dream came from. In any event, the Gyrgon decree the V'ornn way, regent. Never
forget that."

"Or perhaps ZaHara-at and the City of One Million Jewels are somehow linked."

"That would take aleap of faith precious few V'ornn could make." Green fire sparked at thetip of Nith
Sahor'sforefinger. "But you would be such aone, wouldn't you, regent?”

"Yes. | would bethat one." Eleusis hearts beat heavily in his chest. Wasthere ill atrace of anger inthe
Gyrgon'seyes? So difficult to tell, Eleusisthought. On the verge of aheadache, he thumbed hiseye
sockets. So much tension, so much at stake here. "We have remained on Kundalalonger than on any
other planet in recent memory. Why isthat?"

"Thisis Gyrgon busness™

"But it ismy businessaswell, Nith Sahor. The accretion of Kundaan pain has become an unbearable
anguish. It isapotent goad to action.”

"Ah, you should know that such goads are dangerous, regent. And impatience tends to upset the delicate
Bdance"

He gazed directly into those star-sapphire eyes. "But that is my point, Nith Sahor. That very delicate
Bdance must be upset. For the good of V'ornn and Kundaan dike."

"Youfool, the Baanceisdl!" Nith Sahor thundered. He roseto atransfiguring height. "Without the
Baance nothing works: ionsflare, neutrons die, eectrons go berserk, the very fabric of the universeis
threstened!”

The bright-plumaged teyj screamed. Nith Sahor's mailed right hand clamped into afi<t, a corona of
orange fireirised outward. An ingtant later, something cold, something invisible struck Eleusisin the chest.
He was hurled violently backward, head over tender parts, until he fetched up painfully against the far
wall. The bird fluttered around the top of its cage, clearly agitated. "



"Oh, isthisfoolish work | attempt here?' The Gyrgon shook hismailed fist. "Are the others quite correct?
Areyou as dangerous as they say? Will my own hubris be my downfdl?*

Eleuss stared at him, terrified. Bright ribbons of pain throbbed through him. He dowly picked himsalf up,
massaging his chest with the hedl of hishand as he righted the chair Nith Sahor had overturned. Screwing
up hiscourage, he said: "It would be a mistake to annihilate the Kundal an as we have done to so many
other races—or to leave them here, drained of al natura resources.” Those eerie star-sapphire eyes
pounced on him, heavy as a storm-swept sky, then did away asif he were of no import. "It istimefor the
paradigm that we have erected between ourselves and the so-called dave races to end here and now.
Thebuilding of ZaHara-at will be proof of anew, better paradigm.”

"Do not speak to me of ZaHara-at," Nith Sahor boomed. "There is no consensus among the
Comradeship on this experiment of yours. And believe mewhen | tell you that debate is vociferous.”

"The Comradeship do not yet understand about the Kundalan. If they could see how V'ornn and
Kundalan architects worked together to design the city—"

"That isjust the point. The repugnance they fed isin dealing with an inferior race asif they were our
equas.”

"But, Nith Sahor, the Kundalan—"

The Gyrgon's raised hand brought silence. "Y ou are correct about one thing, regent. ZaHara-at has
aready become asymbol to the Kundalan, and therein lies our dilemma”

Nith Sahor went to the window, where he stood looking outside for avery long time. The silence built
like astructure spun out of the supercharged atmosphere. Eleusis was now very frightened of Nith Sahor,
but he found to his surprise that he was even more frightened of the immediate future. If the Gyrgon
withdrew their support for ZaHara-at, Prime Factor Stogggul and his caba would get their wish:
whatever progress he was engineering between the raceswould die. No matter what, Eleusis knew that
he could not alow that to happen. He could fed in his bones what he was doing here on Kundalawas
right.

Swallowing hisintensefear, Eleusis said, "Nith Sahor, hear me. | understand how deeply ingrained is our
xenophobia—"

"Y ou are correct, regent. Even Gyrgon are subject to hubris," Nith Sahor said. "Hubrisblinds usto the
truth, isn't that so?"

"l believeit is, epecidly in thisingtance, because beyond anything there is one, single compelling reason
why we must dlow ZaHara-at itsexistence.”

Hewaited, staring at the Gyrgon's back, but only silence ensued. Was that tacit approva for himto
continue? Eleusistook a deep breath, al too aware that the fate of Za Hara-at and everyoneinvolved in
its planning and construction hung in the balance. He went to the section of wall decorated with the
sea-green Dragon riding astylized wave. "Thisis Sedlin, the Sacred Dragon of Transformation. The
Kundaan have afundamentd belief that socia history does not evolve dowly, but rather legps ahead
during short, violent periods of transformetion.”

"Chaos," Nith Sahor bresthed.

Eleuss heartslegpt. "Chaos, yes, save for the fact that the Kundalan have no word in their language for
Chaos" He could scarcely breathe. "Isthisbdief of theirs not, essentiadly, K'yonnno?"



"Would you now presume to vomit back to me the basic Gyrgon Theory of Chaos and Order?”

"l am smply pointing out that there may be more to the Kundaan than we believe or are currently willing
to accept. | believe that this blindness may be our hubrisasarace.

Silence, for along time. Even though every muscle in his body ached, Eleusis dared not move. Hetried to
read the Gyrgon's response by how he held himsdlf, but it was afool's mission, and he began to weep
slent tearsfor ZaHararat, whose fate had now apparently dipped through hisfingers. Did | make a
mistake? he asked himsdlf. What else could | have done? Wearying of enigmas he would never solve,
he turned and stared at the Five Sacred Dragons of Miina, whose power and stern visages curioudy
never falledtocamhim.

At length, Nith Sahor gtirred. "Y ou are correct in another matter, regent. We have been in occupation
here for one hundred and one years, and still the Gyrgon have not solved the mystery of the planet or the
Kundaan."

Hope surged through Eleusis. Some crisis point had been reached and turned so that he came out of his
paralysis and risked taking aposition just behind Nith Sahor. It was agood view out over the city, north
to the ragged high peaks of the Djenn Marre.

"All we have are more mysteries Nith Sahor continued. "This planet is a complete enigmato us. What
power principles underlie Kundalan sorcery? What exists beyond the treacherous Djenn Marre? It isa
guestion even Gyrgon cannot answer. All our superior science, our sophisticated telemetry mean nothing
here. The perpetud snow and ice storms make an area three hundred thousand square kilometers
impenetrable. Over the years we have sent a dozen experienced Khagggun teamsinto the Unknown
Territories. Asyou know, none ever returned. What happened to them? Were they killed by the extreme
wegther, by beasts unknown, the resistance? We have no idea.

"Asfor the Kunddan, who are they? Where did they come from? Where are they going? Even the nature
of the barbaric Sarakkon isan enigmato us. These are the basic questions of life—the ones we Gyrgon
seek out wherever we go in the universe. Without those answers, we are diminished.”

Thelevel of Nith Sahor's frustration was clearly communicated to Eleusis. Perhgps that waswhat led him
to strike out as he had. Unconscioudy, Eleusis massaged his chest again.

"I am convinced that the answer to dl our questions about Kundaaand its people resdesin The Pearl.”
"The Pearl—if it ever existed—was |ost forever on the day we invaded Kundala," Eleusis said carefully.

Nith Sahor's face arranged itsdlf into an enigmatic smile. "Oh, it exigts, regent. | think you know that as
well as| do. Andif it waslog, it can be found. We are dways ooking for anew avenue for our search.”
Abruptly, the Gyrgon turned, and the regent felt the full weight of his unsettling gaze. Eleusis began to get
abad feding in the pit of his stomachs.

"Tofind The Pearl, we must first open the Storehouse Door in the caverns under the regent's paace. Tell
me, Eleusis, have you heard of the Ring of Five Dragons?'

"l have not."
"Perhaps, then, | should have atak with Giyan." Eleusiswent cold with dread. " She knows nothing.”

"SheisRamahan. Sheisasorceress. Sheis stegped in thelore of their Goddess Miina. She will know of
theRing."



"So presumably did the ten thousand other Ramahan you rounded up over the last century.”
"They told us nathing. They knew nothing.”

"By dl means, bring her in," Eleuss said. Thetaste of fear wasin his mouth. "Torture the information out
of her."

"Ah, ah, ah, | was under theimpression that you and | were beyond such rebukes.”

Eleus s passed hishand over hiseyes. "Sometimes| fed likeavery old V'ornn. | have seen too much
bloodsport, Nith Sahor. | have participated in more than my share. These days| see only conspiracies,
hidden agendas, bargaining chips placed upon the table and withdrawn. | fear that | am part of aplan
with which | no longer careto beinvolved.”

The Gyrgon made an unexpected gesture. " Regent, give me your hand.”

Eleusis stood deathly ill. "It is said that the Gyrgon'stouch kills.”

Nith Sahor held out hismailed fist. "And do you believeit, regent?"

"l ... I don't know," Eleusis admitted.

"I promulgated that bit of legend,” Nith Sahor said. "It'san amusing one, | admit.”

Eleusis gazed deep into Nith Sahor's eyes. "It isaso said that the Gyrgon possess the power to
hypnotize. Another legend you promulgated?!

"No. That oneistrue enough.”
Eleussfdt another shiver of fear run down his spine.

"Y ou see, what we have here, regent, is atest—atest of your ability—or perhaps your desire—to trugt. |
want the Ring of Five Dragons, and you must trust that | will useit wisdy."

Eleusslicked hislips. Hismouth felt as dry asthe Great V oorg yet he was drenched in swest. "We
V'ornn are not given to trust, are we?"

Nith Sahor's extraordinary eyes continued to draw himin. "But in so many ways, regent, you do not
conform to the Moddlity."

"Perhapsthisisatest for both of us.”
Nith Sahor laughed, a nasty sound. "Gyrgon are beyond tests, regent.”

"Inthisyou are wrong, Nith Sahor. Y ou have attacked mein anger. That, intime, | could forgive. But
you have threatened the person | love most in life. When you ask for my trust, you ask for the

imposshle”
"I would not harm Giyan. | meant to frighten you. It is possiblethat | miscalculated.”

An gpology from a Gyrgon? Now Eleusis had heard everything. What would make Nith Sahor act in this
extraordinary way, he wondered, but fear? Some terrible imperative he could not yet see but could fed
al around him like adank prison cdll. Curiosity overcame resentment. After afurther moment's hesitation,
he placed his hand on Nith Sahor'sfist. No bal of fire smote him; no surge of hyperexcited ions attacked
his neurons; he did not turn to stone. Everything was asit had been before. No, not quite. Sowly, the



fearsomefist opened like aflower to sunlight and the Gyrgon's palm pressed againgt the regent's. The
grip solidified and Eleussfdt himsdf being drawn toward the Gyrgon.

"Regent, thereisatask | require of you," Nith Sahor said very softly. " Something of the utmost
importance.”

Eleuss throat closed up. Now the hammer comes down, he thought.

"Only The Pearl hasthe potential to give us the answers the Gyrgon need. And to possess The Pearl |
must firgt have the Ring of Five Dragons. Y ou must find it for me."

Eleuss shook hishead. "The Pearl isthe most sacred artifact of the Kundaan—agift from the Great
Goddess Mina. If it exids, if it wereto be found, it belongs to them.”

"I must have the Ring and The Pearl. | strongly urge you to rethink your response.”
Eleussfdt chilled to hismarrow. "I will not betray the Kunddan.”

"You are V'ornn, regent,” Nith Sahor said with ire. "1 should not have to remind you of that."
"I will not betray Giyan."

"Thet isyour find answver?'

"Itismy only answer."

He choked as the fearsome Gyrgon drew him so close that they were against one another. Nith Sahor
smelled of clove ail and burnt musk. He put his mouth beside Eleusis ear and whispered fiercely, "You
have shown mewhat is most preciousto you. Y ou have made your decision. Honorable or foolhardy,
whichisit?'

Eleusisfound that he was trembling. He stood mutely before the Gyrgon, asif ontrid. In the next besat of
his hearts, he found himsaf back outsde the front gate to the Temple of Mnemonics. Nith Sahor's words
continued to reverberate insde him. He looked up at the swirling turrets and giddy parapets of the
Temple. Was anything the Gyrgon said the truth? Or were they clever liesto trap a suspect regent? Why
would a Gyrgon entrust secrets to someone outside his caste? He wouldn't. Perhaps he had been
hypnotized after al. What we have here, regent, is a test—a test of your ability—or perhaps your
desire—to trust. What was the game and how was it being played? How was he to know?

"Regent?
Helooked over, saw Kinnnus Morcha's concerned expression.

"Regent, isanything amiss? How went the Summoning?’

You have shown me what is most precious to you.

"Routine, Kinnnus," he said, mounting his hoverpod. "I can't imagine why | was Summoned.”

Kinnnus Morchagrunted. "Typicd." He started up his vehicle. "What's that saying about Gyrgon logic? It
takesthreelifetimesto discover thereisn't any!"”

Oculus
Why did you doit?" Annon asked. "Thisdisplay of your sorcery could get you into trouble with my



father's enemies”

"| care not for mysdlf. | did it to protect Eleusis,” she said. " So his enemieswould think twice about
moving agang him."

"Can you see what they are up to?' he said eagerly.

"Not unlessthey use Kundaan sorcery againgt him." Shelaughed. "Don't you want to know how | did
it?"

"Oh, I think | can guessthat part.”
Giyan seemed pleased. "Can you now?"

It was just past dusk. They were waking through streets packed with V'ornn and Kundalan on their way
from hingatta ltinado mori to the regent's palace. It was a short walk, but the scrutiny they were given by
passershy made it seem longer than it was. Tuskugggun shopkeepers suspended their haggling,
customers ceased their bargain-hunting. Burly Mesagggun, their sweat-streaked, muscled ams il
smeared with grease and lubricating oil, coming off shift from tending the huge, complex V'ornn
generators, poked each other and leered. Bashkir hurrying to or from business appointments, dowed and
gared. Kundalan drovers, leading smal herds of cthauros, the handsome, six-legged animasthe
V'ornn—especialy the Khagggun—loved to ride, rosein their saddles, pausing long enough to comment
to each other on the regent's mistress and son.

"You see?' Annon said under his breath. "Word has dready spread about how you bested Kurgan in the
contes."

"Word could not have spread about how | won," she said with the faint smile he had come to know
better even than hisfather's perpetudly furrowed brow. She threw adim arm across his shoulders. "Only
you and | know that secret, eh?

Annon, imagining al thosetiny, pae ciliabrushing his hairless skin, shuddered benegth the dight weight.
He looked away, to keep hismind occupied. Of course, there were those who paid them no mind: lines
of Kundalan daves, grimy, backs bent from their long stint working the minesin the foothills of the Djenn
Marre. Periodicaly, the V'ornn paraded them through the streets of the city both to reinforce their
superiority and to further demoralize the Kunddan. It was adirty job extracting mineras from rock, so he
had heard. These rail-thin Kundaan were aware of nothing save their own exhaustion. They deserved
their fate: most of them had been in the Kundaan resistance, had been captured attempting acts of
murder, arson, sabotage. And yet, oddly, when he saw them, saw the expression of pain on Giyan'sface,
he understood, and felt something, too, stir inside him. The same sense of shame he had experienced
when Kurgan had grabbed the Kundalan girl.

"But why did you challenge Kurgan to the contest”?" he said suddenly, wanting to tear his mind away from
such thoughts. "And outside, aswell, where so many people could see?’

"Wasthat wrong? Will your father punish me?"

"Of course it waswrong! Of course hewill punish youl™ Annon hissed. "lsan't it bad enough that you won't
wear the Sfeyn? Now you ingst on displaying Kundaan sorcery in public! Y ou could have caused ariot!
Y ou could have been hurt!"

"I'm touched by your concern,” she said, asthey continued aong the street. "Perhaps | dlowed my
emotionsto get the better of me.”



"Kurgan won't forget it, that | can tell you. Heran out of the hingattaasif he had a N'Luuura-hound
nipping at histender parts.”

They were about to turn a corner when Giyan put an arm out, held Annon back. A caravan of
crimson-and-black Genomatekk hoverpods. The were heading south, flying very low to the ground.
K hagggun hoverpods bracketed the caravan in front and behind.

"What's going on?" Annon asked her. He saw that her face had gone pae.

She had pulled him back into the shadows of a slk merchant's doorway. Lengths of finely spun colored
cloth fluttered like flagsin the skylit interior. Pedestrians, V'ornn and Kundalan dike, had moved to the
sde to make way for the caravan.

"The babies have been rounded up again." A terrible sadnesstinged Giyan's voice.

"What babies?' Annon watched the deek vehicles moving away, the surf of the crowd closing in around
itswake, going about its business.

Giyan sgned to him, and they continued on their way toward the regent’s palace.

"The babies of violence," she said when he prompted her again. " The consequence of the Kundalan
femaes who have been raped by Kha-gggun." They went past a Kundaan femae, spinning wrygrassinto
baskets. They smelled sweet and fermented. There were only afew coinsin her pay cup. "Some get
pregnant. Each Khagggun pack keepstrack of their conquests; it seemsto be amatter of no little pride.
But there is another reason for the strict accounting. Periodically, they return, make note of the femaes
on their lissswho are pregnant. They return again at the proper time to take their babies. The Khagggun
ship them back here, where they are held in the Gyrgon Temple of Mnemonics until they are sx months
old. Then the Genomatekks are summoned and the children are taken to Recelving Spirit, the hospice
near Har-borside.”

"What happensto them there?'

"No one knows," she said softly, sorrowfully. "Not even the resistance.”

"Why do you care about them? They are freaks."

"| careabout dl life, Annon."

But he could tell that she had not told him what wasin her heart.

He was about to order her to tell him when his attention was abruptly diverted.
"Thereisashadow about you, young sr," athin, reedy voice cried.

An old Kundalan seer had set himsdlf up on the next corner. Acrossthetop of his makeshift stall wasa
colorful banner that read: THE THIRD EYE SEESALL. These sdf-proclaimed seerslately flourished
ingdethe city'swalls. Their so-called abilities came from their affinity with the potent and mysterious
psychatropic drug, salamuuun. Though he was with a customer, the seer's head turned at the coupl€'s
approach. His night-black eyes had homed in on Annon.

He called out the same phrase again, and Giyan answered back sharply, "Keep your tongue in your head
if you know what isgood for you, old one. Thisisthe regent'sfirstborn.”

"l have seen you," the seer said. It gppeared asif he had dipped into atrance. "Y ou have been marked



by the Ancient One. The scar runsright through you."

"| told you to keep il Giyan's fingers gripped Annon's shoulders, propelling him around the seer,
toward the dender towers of the paace, their tops caught in the lingering rays of the dying sun.

"I see death, death and more degth!™ the seer cried after them. "Only the equilatera of truth can save
you!"

"Ignorehim,” Giyan said.
"But what did he mean?' Annon asked.

"It isnonsense.” Giyan picked up the pace in order to put as much space as possible between them and
the old Kundaan. ""Only fools concern themsalves with nonsense.”

They reached the regent's palace, at last. Just within the cyclopean jasper-and-bronze outer gates, they
were halted by the outer ring of Haaar-kyut. They wore purple uniforms made of a nonreflective silicon
polymer, atypicd V'ornn materid that was as practical asit was es-theticaly dead. Platinum markings of
rank were affixed to deeve and collar. In asociety where caste was worshiped, the prominent display of
rank among the Khagggun was everything, a sure sign that Order was being maintained.

Security was s0 tight Giyan had to submit her okuuut, even though she wasin and out of the palace
severa times aday and was with the regent's son and heir. An oblong screen glowed pale blueasa
Haaar-kyut named Frawn pressed the pam of Giyan's|eft hand to atertium-copper dloy plate. She
could fed adight tingling. A row of red characters—amathematical formula unique to her and
unduplicatable, she had learned—appeared on the screen, running in aspird insde out. Another Gyrgon
attempt at reducing life into an understandable, and therefore easily manipulated, pattern.

"Cleared," Frawn said, freeing her.

"Tell me something,” Giyan said. "What do you expect to see when | am screened?”
"| am trained not to expect anything, to anticipate everything.”

"How horrid!" she cried.

Annon grinned behind the back of his hand.

"Do you not know me by now?" she pressed.

"You are Kunddan," hesaid in al seriousness. "How could | be expected to know you?' Hisgaze did
away from her, and he nodded formally to Annon. "Y ou may continue.”

"Thank Mna" Giyan said sardonicdly, though only she saw Frawn wink at her.

They went down ahalway the V'ornn had deliberately narrowed and made dim so that anyone passing
through was observed from unseen windows clad in V'ornn crystal recessed into the stonewalls. Light
was such that you could only see what was directly in front of you.

"Kurgan needed alesson in humility,” Giyan said asif there had been no pausein their conversation. "He
thinks dtogether too much of himsdif."

"He'svery smart."

"Of that | have no doubt."



They cameto athick-paneled door girdled by riveted metd strips. It was guarded by Haaar-kyut of the
inner ring. Again, Giyan was obliged to be officidly identified by her okuuut. Annon wondered how much
she minded being tagged like an anima in along-term experiment. While he waited, he udied with
fascination the Kundaan designs and sigils carved into the face of the door. Once, he had asked Giyan
why none of the Kundalan artwork was signed. She had told him that artists and artisans both worked in
the service of the Great Goddess Munaand for their own satisfaction.

"Tel mehow | destroyed hisbolt,” she said, switching to Kundaan. They had entered asmall
three-walled antechamber that gave out onto an octagona courtyard. This exceptionaly peaceful and
pleasant space was surrounded by aloggia, its sea-green tile roof supported by carved shanstone pillars,
fiveto aside. Above the courtyard, the indigo sky seemed to underscore Mna’s -diminished presence.
A soft breeze tirred the fragrant olive and rosemary trees that dotted the courtyard, lending punctuation
to the vivid colors of therows of star-rosesthat were Eleusis passion. He had planted them himself on
the day of his coronation.

Annonwasgrinning. "You didn't destroy it."
"| didn't. But everyone sav—"

"Everyone saw what you wanted them to see.” Quick as an ice-hare he hooked a finger insde her sash,
found the knot, and undid it. As he whirled it off her Kurgan's bolt clattered to the cold stonefloor. "I
knew it!" He picked it up, let out along whistling breeth, twirled it around like aprize. "Y ou pamed it
while everyone's attention was on theillusion of the vine."

"Well donel" Giyan was cloaked in her smile. "But what about the tree? What happened to the wound
the bolt madeinit?'

When Annon frowned he looked very like hisfather. "Well, to be honest, that part has me sumped.”

She laughed and ran her fingers over hislong, tapering, yellowish skull. "'l am gratified | can ill hold
some secrets from you.”

He handed her the bolt. "Would you teach me how to hea wounds?’

"It is Osoru, Kundaan sorcery, Annon," she said in her most serioustone. "For aV'ornn, dangerous
knowledge."

"But I'd be careful! | swear | would!"
"And what would you do with this knowledge, | wonder?' Giyan asked, asthey strode dong the loggia

Upon the inner walls were wondroudly delicate Kunda an frescoes depicting the origins of Kundala. Here
was Mna, floating aonein the Cosmos; here was the Great Goddess, gathering the cosmic materid
from which She birthed the Five Sacred Dragons, there they formed the endless Mandela, tip of fiery
crescent tongueto tip of scaly tail, caught up in the Dance of Creation, the planet Kundalaforming to
Mna's specifications; and there, when they were finished with the world, they obeyed her final command
and, exhaing dl at once, fabricated the most holy and sacred object in the Kundalan universe: The Pearl.
The sole oddity was a panel in the lower right-hand corner. Either it had been damaged or defaced
during the first days of V'ornn occupation. In any event, the images on it were unrecognizable. He traced
faint lines on the wall, added his own, drawing out of hisimagination great beasts that seemed so
ferocious but were tame to his touch and voice.

Annon pointed to the panel. "Do you have any ideawhat was meant to be shown here?' he asked.



Giyan barely glanced it. "We arelate," she said curtly.
"But surely you must know."

"We have no time for idle speculation. Y our father will be crosswith meif | do not bring you directly to
him, Annon."

"When | was younger | was sure it showed beasts that frightened everyone but protected me.”

Shelooked at him curioudy for amoment. " There used to be a depiction of the Rappa, sorcerous
creatures, dways a Munasright hand.”

"Why weren't they restored like the rest of the fresco? Did the artists forget to put them back in?”

Giyan sighed. "Legend hasit that the Rappawere responsible for Mother's death here in this very pdace,
on the day the V'ornn arrived. Among the Ramahan, they are despised now, expunged from our lore and
our teachings. But, then, from what | gather there have been many changesin the Sacred Scripture since
Mother's death."

He cocked his head, suddenly attuned to her voice and expression. "Y ou do not believe the Rappa are
evil?'

"No, | don't. But, then, | have many strange notions, Annon." She smiled. "No doubt because | have
lived s0 long among you V'ornn."

He put his hand on the blank space asif he were able to fed something no one else could. "'l don't think
they'reevil, either.”

Once again, she gave him that familiar look of curiogity. He never knew quite what to make of it, or how
to respond. It was asif she werelooking at another person atogether. "Would you like to seewhat a
Rappalookslike?

"Would I?" he said excitedly.

Giyan took his hand from the blank space and replaced it with hers. When she took it away, the fresco
had been completed. There were two smdl furry creatureswith six legs, long bushy tails, intelligent eyes,
and tapering snouts.

"How did you do that?" he asked.
Giyan laughed softly.

They turned a corner, continued to circumnavigate the garden. Thiswas something Giyan dways did with
him when she brought him to the palace. Mostly, they spoke not aword during thiswalk; sometimes he
was bored, impatient to see hisfather. Always, it gppeared to him asif Giyan wasdeepindien
meditation or prayer, which engendered in him adizzying sense of didocation, asif for amoment he was
somewhere dse. It heightened his awareness, asif he could sense arustling of unseen things, whispers of
ancient days, perhaps, the ghosts of Kun-dalan past. Being here was, for him, likebeing lost ina
dream—the strange and familiar blending into something new.

Abruptly, sheturned to him. "Y ou have not answered me. What would you do with your sorcerous
knowledge?"

"I would becomeinvincible" he said. "Why, there would be no fight | couldn't win."



"An excellent reason to withhold such knowledge from you! Have you no—" She paused and, gripping
hisarm, turned him to face her. "What isit?' she asked.

"Nothing," helied. That damned wound he had received from the gyreagle was like alive flame beneath
his skin. When he had bent down to pick up Kurgan's bolt he had felt asurge of pain, and now it would
not let up.

"Do not lieto me, Annon," she said sternly. "Y ou are hurt.”

"I am not hurt," he cried. He had switched to V'ornn, which he dways did when he was cross a her. He
could not alow her to discover what had happened down by the creek. He and Kurgan had sworn the
sEgggon—

She pulled aside his jacket, saw the turquoise blood seeping through his silk blouse. "Ah, Minal How
long were you planning to hide thisfrom me?"

"Till N'Luuurais consumed in flames." he blurted, disgusted to be caught inthelie.

She dapped him across the face. "Don't you know how precious you are to your father? To me? I
something should happen to you—"

"What?' he cried. "What would happen? Would my father grieve?

Would you cry? Oh, yes. Because it would be the end of the Ashera Dynasty. Aslong asasonisborn
to asitting regent, the power is passed from father to son. But if | wereto die, who would succeed my
father? The Gyrgon would choose another house, another dynasty to rule for them. So, yes, my father
would grievefor theend of his dynasty, and you would cry because my father would turn hiswrath on
you. Hewould kill you in aflash for faling him, for letting medie!”

Something strange and, perhaps, forbidden flickered behind Giyan's whistleflower-blue eyes, and she
pulled him close. "Oh, my dear, how very wrong you are in what you say. Y ou must understand that—"

She stopped at the quick tramp of boot soles againgt the quartzite floor and Annon could fed the
infinitesmal tremor run through her asif hewereinside her.

"Little regent, your father sent meto fetch you as soon asyou arrived.” Therich resounding basso of
Line-Generd Kinnnus Morchaechoed dong the loggialike thunder down agorge. Ashe came up, his
wideintelligent eyes drank Annon in, analyzed his position and posited atheory. "Is anything amiss? Has
the regent'sheir taken ill ?*

"No, Line-Generd," Giyan said in her meekest voice. "But heistired. He and hisfriend, Kurgan, were
out dl day hunting."

"Aha, hunting!" Kinnnus Morcha boomed, not once looking at her or addressing her. "Were |l so
fortunate as you, Annon. But, alas, | am stuck here insde this miserable fairyland of abuilding with so
much light and air and open space | find that | must work harder to deliver the level of security required.”
Out of the corner of hiseye, hewatched for telltale Sgnsin Giyan that hisill-disguised barbs had hit
home. Annon knew that she would not give him the satisfaction, and hefdt acurious pridein her.

"I long for the hunt!" Kinnnus Morcha boomed. "Y ou can understand that, eh?' He clapped Annon on
the back, making him wince againgt Giyan's breast. Kinnnus Morchawas amonstroudy large man, even
by V'ornn standards. Giyan was not a short woman, and yet the top of her head barely came up to
Kinnnus Morchas breastbone. Not that you could see his breastbone. It and everything surrounding it
was sheethed in an aloy armor fingy worked with aspects of the forbidding countenance of Enlil. "One



day | mysdlf will take you hunting, high up inthe Djenn Marre, and if luck iswith uswewill bring back a
per-willon!™

"Thank you, Line-Generd."

"Ah-ha, think nothing of it, little regent!" He clapped his huge hand around Annon's shoulder with such
force that the boy bit hislip in order not to cry out. "And now | think you two had better be off. The
regent awaitsyou in his chambers.”

"Would you redly go with the Line-Generd on hishunt?' Giyan asked, asthey ascended the Gresat
Staircase up to the second story.

Annon winced alittle and tried to hideit from her. "To hunt per-willon? Of course’

"Perwillon are nasty, unpredictable creatures.” Giyan shook her head. "I do not think your father would
permit you to hunt such adangerous animd."

"I have had my Channding," he said shortly. "1 am not achild, you know."

She smiled and, with her warm hand on his back, whisked him down the ba cony, through a secret
gperturein thewall that led to the living quarters without having to go through the Greet Listening Hall.
They emerged onto another balcony, -fiarrower but no lessfilled with light. Huge skylights opened the
areato the heavens, washing thewallsin vivid |ate-afternoon light. It was only after they had passed the
door to hisfather's quartersthat he asked her where they were going.

"Did you imaginethat | would bring you to Eleusiswith blood dl over you?'
"Don't exaggerate. | told you it was nothing."

"And did you redlly expect meto believe you?' But she seemed gratified that he had switched back to
Kundaan.

She took him through a door haf-hidden in the shadows near the far end of the bal cony and into the suite
of rooms Eleusis had given her. Here, dl was asit had been before the V'ornn occupation. He could
amell thefaint olfactory aftershocks of her incense: orangesweet and mugwort. Shelit some now, then
she carefully peded off his jacket and blouse, parts of which were stuck to his rent skin. She grew these
odoriferous herbs and strange, ugly mushrooms, he knew, in the secret garden she had somehow cgjoled
hisfather into setting asdefor her. He grew angry with her over thisintimate privilege no Kundaan
should ever have been adlowed, in part to inure himsdlf from the fright in her eyes as shetook in the mass
of dried indigo blood surrounding the wounds, the dow turquoise ooze of fresh blood from the center.

“Thisiswhat you call nothing?’

Without another word, she guided him onto an oddly designed bent-wood chair that put him in areclining
position. He was about to protest when heyelped in pain.

Giyan's face blanched as she gently spun off the blood-soaked tour- niquet Kurgan had fashioned from
his blouse. "Goddess in Heaven, what have you doneto yoursdf?' Her delicate fingertips gently explored
the wounds. Annon bit hislip. "Wereyou in afight?* Giyan asked. "Was Kurgan hurt aswel|?'

Annon turned his head away and made no comment.

She moved closer. "There is something stuck in the wound, deep down. Y our sideis purple and puffy. |
beieveitisinfected."



"Fix it, then, with your sorcery,” he ordered, angry at her for finding out about hiswound.

She stood for amoment, hands on hips, regarding him. Then she went to a huge heartwood armoire
worked with complex Kunddan patterns. She rummeaged around inside until she found what she wanted.
Pulling out aleather bag, she plopped it onto the floor beside him.

" Goddess knows what would have happened had | not suspected something was amiss.”
"Oh, yes" hesad, daring at thefiligreed ceiling, "you are al-knowing and al-wise."

She knew better than to argue with him when he got into one of his moods. She took out mortar and
pestle, bags of roots and vines, dried flowers and fruit unfamiliar to him. Despite his resentment he found
himsalf captivated by the sure and deft manner in which she broke, shredded, poured, sifted, measured
ingredientsinto the mortar. He wanted to ask her what each ingredient was and why she was using it, but
asheet of anger had formed like ice over his hearts. It was so familiar and comforting that he would not
bresk it even to make himsdf fed better.

She began to grind the contents of the mortar with the pestle, then stopped. "I need fresh daturainoxia
for Annon'swound,” she muttered to hersalf, and rose. "I must run down to the garden. | will not be
long." She summoned aspell of heding. " Stay Hill, breethe deeply and dowly until | return.”

Alone, he continued to stare at the ceiling, wondering why he should be angry at her. Perhaps she was
overprotective of him, but that was clearly the misson hisfather had given her. And asfor hiswound,
well, it did pain him more than dightly. He would be glad to haveit heded. Resolving to be kinder to her
when she returned, he moved giffly and expelled atiny groan.

All at once, he stiffened and his eyes refocused on theroom. That smell. . . what wasit? He
sniffed—rhitterroot, that was itl Pungent bit- terrootl Where was it coming from? Was Giyan brewing up
yet another concoction in the other room? No, it was coming from out on the bal cony.

Sowly, stiffly, painfully he got out of the bentwood chair. Bare-chested, he padded silently acrossthe
room and out the door. On the narrow bal cony, he looked thisway and that. It was deserted. On the
other hand, the odor of bitterroot was stronger.

He looked around. The setting sun caused shafts of light the color of pomegranates to penetrate the
lower quarter of the skylights. They hung inthe air like tapestries, burnishing the fluted anmonwood
handrails, staining the swath of carpet that ran the length of the balcony, firing athin diver of thewall.

Curious, Annon padded down to the very end of the balcony. Sunlight dazzled asmdll strip of metd he
had never noticed before. Here, the wall was not flat; the reflective meta jutted out perhaps amillimeter
or two. He grasped it and pulled, dmost ripping anail clean off ashisfingersdid off the dick surface. He
got abetter hold of the metal strip, applied a steady pressure, and felt it move. A wedge of the wall
swiveled slently out. A'hidden doorway opened up, like the one Giyan and he had used to get to the
living wing of the palace. Except this one was unknown to him. Sucking on historn nail, he poked his
head into the aperture. Velvet darkness engulfed the interior, but the odor of bitterroot was amost
nausegting initsintensty. He took a deep breath of the fresher air on the ba cony and stepped through
into the darkness,

He stretched out his arms and encountered solid objects: walls. From this evidence, he deduced that he
wasin anarrow corridor. He moved forward cautioudy, but still he tripped down thefirst three stepsand
only adesperate grasp at the thin, cold metal handrail saved him from plunging heedfirst into the abyss.
The staircase spiraed down like theingde of amuodd shell. The pitch-black air was chill, acrid as
dlicon, laced asit was by the bitterroot smell.



He continued his descent until he came to aminuscule triangular landing. From here, the staircase
branched off in three directions. He squatted down, felt around. The treads were of equal width; there
was nothing to distinguish one from the other. Lacking adefinitive clue asto which way to head, he chose
the right branch. He could scent the bitterroot and was congratul ating himself on hisluck when something
made him stop dead in histracks.

He felt something, though he could not say what. The skin of histender parts prickled in warning.

A strange pulse had been set off ingde him. Somewhere, not far below him, something waited, something
dark, vadt, rippling. Terrifying. He stood very ill, his hearts hammering in his chest.

He could not say why, but he knew he could not continue. The sense of danger was overwhelming. He
began to back up, almost cried out as the back of his ankle struck the tread just above. He bit hislip.
That strange pulse returned, stronger than ever. It waslocalized now beneath hisribs—from the very
spot where the gyreagle had embedded itstalon in hisflesh. It felt asif the tdlon were onfire, pulsing to a
rhythm far faster than his own double pulse.

He moved back up the stairs, careful to lift hisfeet high enough to reach the succession of ascending
treads. All thewhile, hiseyesfranticaly tried to part the heavy curtain of darkness.

Then he had regained the smdll landing. He was panting, sweat poured off him, but oddly hiswound—or,
more accurately, the embedded gyreagle talon—had ceased its frantic pulsing. Without thought, he
plunged down the central staircase asfast as hislegswould pump. A faint patch of dark grey seemed to
wash the outer wall of the staircase, one moment redl, the next seeming illusory.

Perhapsit was his haste that caused him to missthe last tread. He went over the edge, his hands grasped
for the handrail that was not there, and he found himself hurtling down aspira chute. He tried to scream,
but the sound stuck in histhroat like amilk-nettle. The grey patch of light grew in volume and intensity
until it filled the chute with ablinding glare. Then, dl a once, Annon was spat from the chute. Hefdll
through the air for a pace of perhaps three meters, only to land on adank and musty stone floor.

As he rubbed his aches and bruises, he sat up and took alook around. He was in what appeared to be
one of severd interlinked caverns hewn out of the bedrock below the palace. At regular intervals around
the rough rock walls, he saw beautifully fluted meta holdersfor pitch torches. A few held the remnants of
such torches, but none waslit. Nevertheess, light fell upon him from high above. He craned his neck and
saw an enormous oculus—a thick-paned window of an odd crystd in the shape of an eye which, Giyan
had told him, had been made eons ago in asorcerous fashion.

He scrambled up. Dead ahead of him was a cyclopean door, but one unlike any he had ever seen before.
For one thing, it appeared to be made of solid rock. For another, it was perfectly round. In its center was
acircular meddlion with awave motif into which was carved the mysterious figure of adragon, just like
the one upgtairs he used to play with. He remembered putting his hand into its carven mouth. Thisone
was curled into acircle, its head facing outward, itsjaws hinged open. He stared at thisterrifying and
beautiful creature, powerfully drawn to it in some way he could not understand. He put his hands o,
feding its surfaces, tracing theintricate patterns of runesthat covered it. He wished Giyan wasthere to
trandate for him. But perhaps she wouldn't. These looked like sorcerous symbols, smilar to the onesin
her cor-hide book, the one he had glanced through from time to time. Not that it had done him any good,
he had no idea of the meaning of even asingle rune since they were not Kundalan. And yet he kept
coming back to the book, snesking peeks at it whenever he was certain that he would not get caught. His
fingerskept following the engraved lineslike ablind person learning to read.

All a once, the round door rolled back into aprevioudy hidden niche. It happened so swiftly, so silently



he had no time to react. Thelight the oculus|et in did not extend beyond the door. It was asif the
darkness beyond was agueous, the air swirling with thick eddiesthat smelled of the sea. A stirring from
within, something huge, grotesque, monstrous. He felt a pulsing benesth hisribs at the point where the
talon waslodged, but it was of awhally different nature than when he had felt it on the Sairs above. The
moment the pulsing began, the angle of the light penetrating the oculus seemed to shift, sending ashaft of
pearly light through the doorway. Annon fdlt it strike the back of his head with akind of heat. Thenit had
shot beyond him, illuminating the thing that stood just inside the open door.

Annon had aquick glimpse of afloor littered with bones, skulls, tatters of Kundalan clothing. Then his
gaze was riveted on the creature. It was so dien, hisbrain could scarcely takeit in: it appeared to be
sx-legged, with along, tapering, reptilian skull, hornsthat whirled like waterspouts, huge, snuous
sea-green body, long cord talons, gleaming teeth of pearl that protruded out beyond the silhouette of its
head. Its powerful uppermost appendages were attached aong their upper surfacesto athin-veined
membrane, triangular asasail, moving like spindrift, gleaming prismaticaly. A long tail whipped back and
forth like surf against arocky shore.

These were brief but vivid impressions, taken in during the instant before one of the uppermost
appendages reached out, grabbed him around the waist, and drew him quickly over the threshold into the
inner cavern. Inthewink of an eye, the door rolled shut, they were engulfed in the darkness, and Annon
lost consciousness.

Starlight, Starbright

The only good Kundaan isadead Kundaan." Having thus delivered this precis defining his core
philosophy, Prime Factor Sto-gggul beckoned the Khagggun into his office suite. Though it was housed
inabuilding of Kundaan manufacture, the interior space waswholly VV'ornn. There were few windows,
and those that did exist were fitted with adark brown composite of silicon crystal with fiber-optic cables
running through the panes.

The space was lighted at regular intervals by the cool bluish glow of teardrop fusion-lamps that
illuminated not only the contents of the rooms but also aside to the Prime Factor's personality. Every
geometric chair, desk, carpet, silicon case was arranged at right angles to one another. Therewasa
severe and uncompromising symmetry: two of everything so that one-haf of each room wasthe mirror
image of the opposite half. The spines of each silicon wafer that contained books, charts, account
ledgers, aswel asplays, historica and philosophica texts were aligned just so. And there was another
revelation illuminated: none of the rooms contained a knickknack, curio, memento, holoimage, or thelike,
nothing insofar as any visitor could see of hisprivatelife. It wasasif hisrank was on display asthe sum
and substance of Wennn Stogggul.

The Khagggun stood still asasentry in apool of shadow between fusion lamps.

Stogggul looked up from the holomap of Kundaathat hung in the air above hismassive
copper-and-chronosted desk. Blue, green, amber, black geometric shapes delineated continents,
oceans, mountains, rivers, forests, swamps, deserts, cities. "L ead-Mgor"—he snapped hisfingersin an
irritated fashion—"what isyour name again?"

"Frawn, Prime Factor," said the Haaar-kyut who had screened Giyan just hours ago.

"Ah, yes, Frawn," Stogggul said in atone of voice that conferred his distaste for the name. "Haveyou a
fear of being closeto me?”

"No, Prime Factor."



"Then approach.” Stogggul curled aforefinger. " Despite rumorsto the contrary, | won't bite. Much." He
laughed.

Frawn licked hislips and entered the room. As he did so, Stogggul passed a hand across the holomap,
smultaneoudy dissolving it and building another.

"Do you know what thisis, Fravn?"
"Yes, Prime Factor. It isan architectural schemata of the regent's paace.”

The deeve of Stogggul's ceremonia black and crimson-trimmed robes rode back, revedling his platinum
okummmon. "Very good." He was a heavyset V'ornn, with amassive fronta ridge to his skull that gave
him abrooding, forbidding air even when he was laughing, which, admittedly, was not often. His son had
inherited his dark eyes and amost obsessve intengity, but Stogggul radiated power asfearfully asa
Khagggun Star-Admira. He had»iaway of fixing you with hisgaze, asif you were under survelllance. In
thisway, he intuited those he could intimidate and those with whom he needed to curry favor.
Lead-Mgor Frawn was most definitely in the former category.

Stogggul looked from the hologram to the Lead-Mgor. "Tell me, Frawn, isthere anything about the
palace defenses you havefailed to pass on to me?”

Frawn walked dowly around the schemata so that he could view it from all sides, but he seemed
preoccupied. Findly, he ventured: "1 do not believe | can add anything further—"

Stogggul held up asquare-cut hand. "Take your time, Lead-Mgor. Thereisno penalty for forgetfulness,
only for willful disobedience.”

Frawn swallowed hard. "Wdll, there is one thing, though it would not be visblein this schemata. | heard a
story, told to me moments before | |eft the palace. It concerns the regent's mistress.”

"The Kundalan skcettta" The Prime Factor's hand cut through the air asif it were a shock-sword. "'l am
uninterested in animd behavior.”

Frawn was slent for amoment. "From what | heard, thisis most extraordinary.” He hesitated, and
Stogggul nodded.

"l suppose on thisnight of dl nights| should hear everything. Proceed.”
"Themistresswas in acontest with your son.”
"Which one?'

"Kurgan, Prime Factor.” Frawn licked hislips again. "Kurgan shot abolt from his okummmon which hit a
gwawd's-eye. The mistress then used a Kundalan bow to fire an arrow up into the air.”

Stogggul could not help grunting in derision.

"The arrow embedded itsdlf in the ground in front of thetree,” Frawn continued. "It magicaly grew a
vine, which climbed the tree and ate the V'ornn bolt completely.”

The Prime Factor's face grew blue with blood. "Lead-Mgor, why are you wasting my timewith this
nonsense?"

"Perhaps the Kundaan protects the regent with this selfsame sorcery,” he said. "At least that iswhat |
have heard."



Stogggul gave adismissive gesture. "Tuskugggun-speek! In avery short time, the Kundaan skcetttaand
her putative sorcery will be of no import." He ran his hands lovingly over the holoimage. "Because we
movetonight.”

Prawn's eyesflicked up. "Tonight, Prime Factor?'

"Now. Aswe speak. My pack of Khagggun ison itsway."
"But | am unprepared.”

Stogggul frowned. "One should never be unprepared, Frawn.”
"I had no warning."

"Warning? Should | warn you every time | wipe my tender parts?' Stogggul tossed hishead. "Go with dll
due haste to the main barracks and requisition an ion cannon, then return to the palace and see to your
find preparations.”

Frawn cameto attention. "Y es, Prime Factor! At oncel” He hurried out beneath the gargoylelike glare of
the powerful Bashkir.

Stogggul peered a the schemeata, cleared histhroat. In amoment, another figure emerged through an
open doorway to aroom in which dl the fusion lamps had been shut down.

"Nervous as a L ooorm with her first customer." Stogggul did not take his eyes off the hologram. Do you
dill trus him?"

Line-Genera Kinnnus Morcha strode across the room. "That 'warning' concerning the Kundalan
skeettta” He gave acurt nod. "Heistheregent's eyes, dl right." He headed for the door through which
Frawn had come and gone. Hishand closed into afigt. "'l will take care of him myself before he leaves
your residence.”

"I would prefer that you didn't."
The Line-Genera paused and turned back. "I beg your pardon?

"Blood in my house?" Stogggul shook his head. "No, that will not do." He came around, viewed the
schemata from the opposite side. "Besides, | believe thereis abetter way to handlethe Lead-Mgjor, a
way that will be moreto our benefit.”

"Inmy caste we execute traitors.”

"Thisisthe cusp of anew age." Stogggul's eyes rose dowly to take in the Khagggun. "1 told you when we
first agreed to join forces that nothing short of annihilating the entire Asherafamily would do. Once we
commence, we are committed. If wefall, if we are caught, we are the ones who will surely be executed.
Itisdl or nothing with us, yes? Hereisthe nexus of our dliance: | become regent, establish my dynasty,
and you and al Khagggun are elevated to Great Caste status.”

"What about the Gyrgon? Y ou never explained how you will ensure that they will chooseyou.”

"Line-Generd, you of al Khagggun should appreciate the value of knowing only as much asyou need to
know."

"The Bashkir have asaying, do they not? 'Knowledge is power.' Between us, it isamatter of... wdll, |
would say faith, but that word has not been in fashion for many sideredl cycles. So | suppose | must



substitute the word trust.”

The Prime Factor nodded. "We are in accord. If we cannot trust each other, then, sadly, we are
nothing."

"Trust does not come easy to aKhagggun," Kinnnus Morchasaid, thinking suddenly of hislast
conversation with Eleuss Ashera

"To aBashkir, either. Remember now, Eleusis Asheramust not be killed, not right away. | must get
control of the sdamuuun trade. That secret islocked away inside his head. By dawn you will unearth it
for me, evenif heisdriven mad in the process.”

Kinnnus Morcha showed long, yellowed teeth. "Asthe sysal boweth before the snow, so the old order
boweth before the new." He gave aperemptory jerk of hishead. "I had better return to the palace before
my absenceisnoticed.”

"Starlight, starbright..." Stogggul said.

The Line-General cocked his head. "Prime Factor?"

"Oh, it isthe beginning of a song my mother sang to mewhen | wasachild. It is not known to you?'
"Itisnot.”

"Ah, perhapsit was only for the Great Castes, then." Stogggul was silent along time. When he spoke
again, it wasin an odd, lilting tenor whally unlike hisnorma voice: " Starlight, starbright, in your light |
deep tonight/Guide our way, build our might/Between the gulfs of airlessnight.”

Stogggul made a scooping gesture with his hand and the schemata of the regent's pal ace disappeared into
hisfist. He strode to where Kinnnus Morcha stood and grasped hiswrist as an equd. "About the
Lead-Mgor..." Heleaned in, put hislips againgt the other's ear, whispered to him. Then he pulled back
and in hisdeep voice, hesaid: "May the starlight fal on both of usthisnight, Line-Genera, as we take
our greeat legp into anew and glorious futurel™

It was not until he was safely back inside the regent's palace that Lead-Magjor Frawn suspected that he
was being followed. Of dl the Haaar-kyut, he had been chosen by the Kundalan mistressto be the
regent's eyes and ears among the traitors who had gathered around Prime Factor Stogggul's
black-and-crimson skirts. Giyan had chosen well, for she had seen in Frawn that which his superiors had
not: aV'ornn with keen intellect and fierce hearts, who nonetheless was born to the wrong caste. To
protect himsalf, he had formed this decidedly dull exterior so that none of his superior officerswould ever
ask too much of him. He had invoked the reputation of being straightforward and utterly reliable. He was
as0 as nondescript asa V'ornn could get, which iswhy Prime Factor Stogggul had singled him out to
turn traitor. He was, however, ignorant of Kinnnus Morchas treachery, and this lack would, finally, be
hisundoing.

This suspicion of being followed wasthe firgt inkling he had that things were amiss. Now he wondered
whether he had been followed from the time he | eft the Prime Factor's residence. He had been so anxious
to deliver his newsto the Kundalan mistress who was his contact that he had not been as careful ashe
should have been. Curaing himsdlf, he strode down the hallway toward the great staircase to the second
story.

Instead of mounting the staircase, as he had planned, he went around it. He held the ion cannon closeto
his side, comforted by itsweight. Night had gripped Kundaain its winged embrace. Moonrise had yet to



commence, but the spray of stars seen through the openings delivered anicy, glittering light that mingled
uneasily with that thrown off by the fusion lamps. Giving the impression that he was making hisway to the
Haaar-kyut auxiliary barracks, he turned abruptly down a shadow-filled passageway, went up two short
flights of sairsto the galery that overlooked the regent's Great Listening Hall. He went swiftly and slently
along the rear of the gdllery, keeping to the shadows as best he could. He stopped often to listen for the
muffled footfals he was certain he heard behind him.

Midway aong the gdlery, he paused long enough to thumb a hidden latch the Kundal an misiress had
described to him. A dender section of thewall swiveled inward. The moment he stepped through, he put
his back against the door and shut it.

Safe, hethought. He paused amoment to collect histhoughts. He needed to make his rendezvous with
the Kundalan mistress, and he did not have much time. As she had directed, he went three paces forward
and two to the right. Putting his hand out, he found the latch set flush in thewall and pushed with his
thumb. He stepped out into a hallway on the second story

"Y ou must tell me how you achieved that trick,” Line-Generd Kinn-nus Morchasaid.
Frawn sucked in air as his heartstrip-hammered in his chest. "Oh, you gartled me, commandant.”

"What are you doing in the residence ring, Lead-Magjor? And armed with an ion cannon, no less. Areyou
planning to mount acoup?"

"Of coursenot, sr!" Frawn flushed. "The Kundalan misiress sent me to fetch—"
"To fetchwhat?' Kinnnus Moreha stepped closer. " Infor mation?"
Frawn was wide-eyed with terror. "Information, commandant? | don't understand—Eh."

The Line-Genera had dapped the ion cannon out of his hands and was dragging him back into the
hidden room. "Now you listen to me, you dimy patch of filth, I'm onto what you have been
doing—shuittling back and forth between the pal ace and Stogggul's residence. Do not insult me with
denids. | mysdlf have seen you." He shook Frawn until histender partsrattled painfully. "What traitorous
activities have you been brewing with the Prime Factor?'

"l ... | have only been pretending to go aong with him. He plans a.coup. Thisvery night his men will stedl
into the palace, kill the regent and his entire family. | am to man the west-ring guard station so that | can
let hiscadrein. But | was on my way to tell—"

"Theregent?' Kinnnus Morchasgrip tightened.
"Theregent'smidress.”

"The Kundaan Looorm?'

"Yes. Sheismy contact. | am late for our rendezvous.”

"Ah. Then by dl meanslet usgo to her with dl due haste.” The Line-Genera released hisgrip. "I myself
will escort you to her so that no traitor may interfere.” He grinned as they emerged back onto the
residence-ring bal cony. "Who knows how many Wennn Stogggul has enlisted from the Hasar-kyut.”

Flooded with relief, Frawn nodded and led the way down the corridor. He passed the door to the
regent's quarters. Behind him, Kinnnus Morcha's strong right arm twitched. They soon cameto
shadowed doorways. At the second one, Frawn stopped. His knuckles rapped out a soft set of taps.



After an unaccountably long time, the door opened a crack.

With aroar, Kinnnus Morcha drew his double-bladed shock-sword and ran it though Prawn'’s back.
With asharp crack like abolt of thunder, theion-charged blades shattered his spina column. Morcha
used hisbulk like abattering ram, staving in the door as he strode into the chamber. Instead of the
Kundalan skcettta, he found himsdlf face-to-face with the regent.

"Kinnnus—" he began, just asthe Line-Generd thrust his sword pointsinto his neck. Blood gouted over
the carpet.

"A quick death ismy gift, regent. For al we meant to each other. Y ou were misguided, but you were fair
inyour deglingswith me and my Khagggun.” Kinnnus Morchastood over Eleusis body. "Y our heirswill

thank me. Wennn Stogggul would have you tortured until you vomited up al your secrets. | have spared

you that indignity, &t least, and hopefully kept arein on his power."

Giyan, returning to her chambers after fetching the daturainoxia, heard the commoation. Being in the
garden a the time of the attack had saved her. She screamed as Kinnnus Morcha swiped sideways with
his sword, severing Eleus's head from the twitching shoulders.

The Line-Genera ran after her, stalking through the rooms, his sword above his head, ready to deliver
the death blow, but she had vanished. With Eleusis dripping head held before him like agruesome
lantern, he went swiftly through each room of the gpartment without discovering where she had gone.

"N'Luuuratake her!" he cried in rage and frustration. He stared into the regent's bloody face. Wasit his
imagination or did it hold an expression of surprise and sadness? N'Luuura take him, why had he fallen
under the spell of that bloody sorceress?

Just then, he heard the sounds of armed combat, knew that Wennn Stogggul's pack had made its way
through the west-ring door, whose guards he had killed upon returning to the palace.

He ran back through the rooms and out onto the balcony. It was imperative that he show himself, show
those still loya to the regent that they were fighting for aghost. It was over, he knew—or would be as
soon as they hoisted Annon's head dongside that of hisfather. Nothing lesswould satisfy Prime Factor
Stogggul, for aslong as Annon lived the Ashera Dynasty would remain dive, and Stogggul's dream of
ascending to the regent's chair would bejust that: adream. Asfor his overweening desire for the
sdlamuuun trade, that would have to wait for another day. He rushed down the bal cony, joined members
of

Stogggul's Khagggun pack as they were battering down the door to the regent's suite.

"The regent isdead" he cried, holding high the bloody head of Eleusis. "Now for the son. Fetch him so
that | may day him with the same sword that felled hisfather.”

Spook!

When he awoke, Annon had a headache the approximate size and weight of abull hindemuth. Helay in
the underground cavern, staring straight up at the oculus. For amoment, his mind was blank, in

sl f-defense perhaps, the way the body will go numb to protect itself from the onset of pain. Thenit all
came flooding back to him: the smell of bitterroot, the flight down the spird staircase, the near encounter
with the unknown terror, then the chute to the subterranean caverns, the round door opening and his
confrontation with—well, Enlil only knew what thet thing was.

And that was the last he remembered until awakening here, drenched in the cool blue-green light from the



fuson lampsin the paace above, flowing through the oculus. All a once, he became aware of achange
inthelight and, shielding his eyes, he rose up on one ebow and stared upward. Through the tranducent
lens of the oculus, he could make out the shadows of people, running thisway and that. As he watched,
one of them fell, spread-eagled across one section of the oculus. What was going on in the palace
above?

Herolled over, groaned as his pounding head threatened to blind him. He closed his eyes for amoment,
but the vertigo made him gag. He opened his eyes, drew hislegs beneath him, and tried to stand. He
kedled over, put the hed of hishand down to cushion hisfall, discovered abook lying on the stone floor.
It was small, bound in stained | eather that looked very old. Suredly, it had not been there before. He
picked it up and opened it. It wasfilled with Kunda an writing—runes and symbals, lines of complex text
he could not read. He stashed the book in the waistband of histrousers and dowly got to hisfedt, reding
alittle

Gasping, he put his back against the round Storehouse Door. The Kundalan runes seemed to sear his
flesh. At length, it dawned on him that he was outside the door and thet it was closed. Meters of solid
rock now lay between him and the thing that had grabbed him. What had it done .to him?What had it
wanted? Why was he here now on the other side of the door? All these questions merely exacerbated his
headache. He bent over, holding hisforehead in his hands while his entire body throbbed.

Through the pain he heard his name being caled. His head snapped up, and he groaned in agony. Giyan's
voice, shrill with ahearts-wrenching edge of panic, came from what seemed along way off. Theingtant
he answered her, he found her inside his head. She began to guide him to her. He asked her what was
wrong, but she only urged him to hurry, hurry or it would betoo late. Too late for what? he asked her
slently. Please, please, please hurry Thewords swam in hishead like frenzied fish, goading him on.

He had expected her to direct him to astairway up to the main floor of the palace, but instead she
directed him deeper into the caverns. The farther he got from the oculus, the lesslight there was. In
darkness, he was obliged to rely entirehvon her directions. He did not hesitate. It was a matter of
faith—aword she had taught him, one which he never had causeto test until tonight. It was an odd thing,
he thought as he stumbled onward, to have such blind faith in someone—especially when that someone
was a Kundaan! For some reason, he remembered the Kundalan femae he and Kurgan had ssumbled
upon this afternoon down by the stream. His mind's eye opened like awhistleflower to the sun, and it
was asif hewere staring into her face again. He tried to discover what it was that had passed between
them, fdlt it, grabbed at it, found it just out of reach. Then, as abruptly asit had appeared, the image
vanished, and he was engulfed in darkness again.

Reach out your hand, Giyan'svoicesad in hishead.

Hedid as she directed, felt her hand grasp his. Then she had pulled him into afierce embrace.
"Thank MUnayou are safe!™ she whispered.

"Safefromwhat?' he asked.

She admonished him to lower hisvoice as she led the way. "Not what—who. Prime Factor Stogggul. He
has moved againgt your father."

Annon's hearts contracted and he pulled up short. "Then | must go to him. Hewill need my help.”
"That isimpossble—"

"No!" hejerked away from her, turned in the blackness and started back the way they had come. "I will



not listen to you! What do you know, anyway? Y ou are Kundalan!”

"Annon!" she cried, her voicefull of terrible anguish. ™Y our father isbeyond your help. Heis dead—"
"That'saliel" Annon cried. "Kinnnus Morchawould never dlow—"

"It was Morchawho dew him—Morchathetraitor, seduced by aded with Wennn Stogggul.”

"No, it can't be!" But he paused, thinking of the commotion he had seen through the lens of the oculus,
someone faling, spread-eagled, poss bly—no, probably—dead. "Ah, N'Luuuratake the enemies of the
Adhera”

"Yes" she said with surprising venom. "N'Luuuratake them al!™
He dug hisknucklesinto the ridges of hishairlessskull. "My father is... dead?'
She cameto him then and laid his head against her breast, but he jerked away.

"No! I'm not alittle boy anymore. | am the eldest Ashera By the Law of Succession | am the regent
now. | must go back and command—"

"Y ou will not go back,” Giyan said firmly. " Stogggul's pack of Kha-gggun has joined with those
Haaar-kyut who follow Morcha. They control the palace now. Everyoneloyal to your father liesina
pool of blood—except you and me.”

"But | have aduty—"

"Listento me, Annon, at thisvery moment they are scouring the paace for us. The Prime Factor is
desperate to destroy you because you are the only person standing in hisway."

"My Sters?"

"Dead. Aswell astheir children. All dead." Her eyesleveled on him, and he could fed that intensity she
brought to hislessons. "Y our duty now isto stay dive."

"All of them dead?' He turned thisway and that. Tears stood quivering in the corners of hiseyes, and he
was shamed. He turned to her. "Remember the seer?' He saw her look. "The old V'ornn on the street
corner. Hesaid | that | should beware. That | was marked by the Ancient One."

"Nonsense. | told you."

"Maybe he saw al this." His eyes were open wide in shock and fear. "What am | to do? Thisisal
happening too fast."

"Shock tactics. A key part of Stogggul's plan,” Giyan whispered.

"What about the Gyrgon?' Annon said. "They must be my dlies. By law | replace my father asregent
when hedies”

Giyan put her hand over his okummmon. Do not be so certain. Have you been Summoned? Have the
Gyrgon contacted you as they should have?' His slence goaded her on. "The only way to defeat
Stogggul isto escape the palace and the city. To gain timeto consider your options, to discover who may
il beloyd to the Ashera, to discover from which quarters help may come. Y ou cannot do this yoursaif.
Please, Annon, you must believe me.”



Believe a Kundalan, hethought. Everyone is mad, including me.
"All right,” hesaid at last. "L ead theway."

Sudden light flared and Annon shaded his eyes, squinting, his hearts racing. Had they been discovered so
soon? But no, he saw as his eyes adjusted, Giyan had lighted the remnant of an old pitch torchwith a
firestick. The thing coughed and sputtered and threatened to extinguish itsdlf, but Giyan cupped her
hands, shidding it from adraft and it regained life. She stood before him, dressed oddly for her in
Tusku-gggun robes complete with the traditiond sifeyn, the cowl that covered her head.

He looked around, saw how V'ornn technology had carved out aseries of saclike cellsin this section of
the bedrock. He peered inside, already knowing what he would find.

"How long did Kundalan prisonerslast in there?' Giyan stared at the strange and eerie scalpdls, clamps,
wires, spaddike blades and pincersthat protruded from the curved walls and celling like pustules on
someonedying of duur fever. "Typicaly.”

Annon poked his head into the second cell. It smelled very bad. "It depended on how willing the prisoner
was to speak.”

"What you redlly mean isthat it depended on the form of torture the interrogators used.”

Annon turned to her, but ignored her accusation. "Why are we lingering here?' He slamped first one foot,
then another. ™Y ou said yoursel f—"

Giyan shoved her |eft pam toward him. "We will not get far no matter where we go or how cleverly we
hide, when | have this."

"Theokuuut!"

She nodded. "My identity implant. With this, they can track me anywherewe go." Her eyeswerelarge,
catching the bright yellow spark of the pitch torch. "We must berid of it."

"But how?'
She produced Kurgan's bolt, held it out to him haft first.
"No," he said, his ssomachs|urching. ™Y ou cannot mean—!"

"Annon, it must be done." When she saw him backing away, she said: "Listen to me, it isyour
duty—your first duty asthe new regent. Y ou must protect yourself. At dl cogs.”

"But it will hurt so much!”

She amiled. "Not so much asyou fear. | will guide you every step of the..."
Her wordstrailed off. Annon saw her staring at him. "What isit?"

"Annon, in Mnas name!" She pointed at his bare torso.

Helooked down at his chest, hisribs—hisribs! There were no wounds, just asmall discoloration. He
pressed hisfingersto hisrib cage. No pain, o soreness, not even the hint of an ache. And the peculiar
throbbing of the gyreagle talon was gone.

Helooked back at her in wonder and started to tell her what had happened, but stopped as she thrust



the haft of the bolt into hishand.
"Therésnotime," shewhispered. "Tell me asyou work. It will serveto distract me.”

The best place for her to St was inside one of the cells. He chose the least foul-smelling one and, taking
the lighted torch, squatted beside her. But when he examined the four-tined point of the bolt he shook his
head.

"What's the matter?' she asked.
"Thiswill never work."
"But you've got to—"

He held up ahand as he rose. He went over to thewall full of interrogation implements, chose the
sckle-bladed scalpd, and returned with it. He thrust the blade into the flame, cleansing it. Giyan watched
thething asif it were a poison-adder.

He held the glowing edge of the curved scalpd over the okuuut, waiting only for it to cool sufficiently.

"Thisisironic, don't you think?' She looked straight into his eyes, would not look at the V'ornn-made
horrors of their surroundings.

"I don't know whereto begin,” Annon said.
"Begin & the moment you left my chambers.”

He knew that she had deliberately misunderstood him, and he was curioudy grateful for that. He spoke at
the same moment the scalpel penetrated her skin. She sucked in her breath, the blood commenced to
flow.

"Degper,” she sad, gritting her teeth. "Y ou must get underneath it.”

She put her back against the wall, spread her legs and braced hersdlf, but as Annon held her left hand in
his, as he continued to carve into her while he told her everything that had occurred since he had |eft her,
he felt akind of lasstude flow through her like acurrent of syrup, dowing her pulse, her heartbest, even,
if he could believe his senses, the very flow of her blood.

When he came to the part about the fedling that had come over him on the spiral stairwell, her
glassy-eyed sare fixed on him, and she said in astrangely deep voice: "How are you doing?'

"Okay, | think."
"Are you undernegth the okuuut?*

"Yes" Her blood dripped dowly between her spread fingers, ran down the side of his hand, dripped off
hiswrig.

"You will fed threethreads, likewires," she said after amoment. "Y ou must find the thinnest one and
sever it. You must sever it first." Her voice seemed weird, durred, but he dared not look up, break his
concentration. He felt divided. He wanted to work as fast as he could to spare her more pain but he was
afraid he would make amistake, cut anerve or artery, damage her permanently. For an instant, he was
as aware as she was of every clever insgrument of torture that surrounded them. Then, he set hisfear
aside and concentrated on recounting his story.



"The gyreagletalon pulsed ingdeyou?' she said.

"Yes. It wasasif it was drawing me down hereto the caverns.”

"And then the Door to the Storehouse opened?”’

"Yes. And | saw the cresture.”

"Tell me. What did it ook like?'

When hetold her, she began to shake. "Do you remember its color?’

"It wasthe purest sea-green.”

"The Dragon Sedlin." Her voice was a hushed whisper. "No one living has seen a Sacred Dragon—"
"l did seeit."

"I might have thought you were halucinating,” she breathed, "but only a Sacred Dragon could have
removed the gyreagle talon and hedled you like that."

"And when | woke up | found abook beside me."
"What kind of book?"
"An old book with worn legther covers. It isKundaan, | think. | will show you when | am finished.”

He could fed thethree snakelike threads. It was difficult with al the blood and her own ganglianearby to
tell one from the other. The thinnest, she had said. Sever the thinnet first. Suddenly chilled, he hesitated.

"Go on," shesad softly. "You can do it, Annon. | know it."
Helicked hislips, looking very much like hisfather. " Giyan, tell me about the Dragons.”

Giyan closed her eyes, whether out of pain or concentration he could not say. " The Five Sacred Dragons
created Kundalaand al the heavens around it. The Ramahan claim they are Minas children, just like the
Hagoshrin, guardians of The Pearl. What isthe redlity of it? | smply do not know. | doubt that even the
konara, the senior priestesses who make up the Dea Cretan, the Ramahan High Council, could tell us.”

One-two-three. He thought he had found the right thread. At least, it seemed the thinnest.
"l havefound it."

"What are you waiting for, then? Cut it."

He moved the blade amillimeter.

Her breathing dowed. "Dont... Try not to damage the okuuut,” she said. "With luck, it will continueto
transmit for atime after you have severed it and we can midead Stogggul's cadre as to our whereabouts.”

He nodded and began. With her free hand, she wiped away the sweat running down hisface. He could
fed the hardness of the Gyrgon-made thread against the edge of the blade and he summoned his courage
and strength, dl a once shoving it forward, severingiit.

Giyan gave alittle gasp. Her head came down onto her chest, her sifeyn hiding her expression. "Thank
you," she whispered.



Heworked quickly now, moving thetip in asemicircle, lifting the thing out of her. While she dug out her
herbs, he peered at the okuuut. 1t was filmed in blood, and he used histhumb to clean it off. He turned it
over, saw theraw roots of the severed wires.

"It'sdead,” hesaid. "The moment | cut the gangliait shut down."

"Bad luck," she said as she packed the wound with the herbs, wrapped it in part of the bandage she was
going to useto bind hiswounds. "There are times when misdirection hasits merits.”

"How areyou?' he asked.
Shelooked at him. Her eyeswere losing their glassy appearance. "l will befine, Annon."

He stood, handed her the bolt, wiped the scalpel on histrouser leg. He amost let go of it, then thought
better of it.

"Now, show me the book," she said.

Wasit hisimagination, or was shelooking at him with an odd expression? He pulled out the small book
from inside the waistband of histrousers and handed it to her. Her hands were shaking as she opened it.

"ItisKundadan, isn'tit?" he said. "But the writing—Y ou taught me to read Kundaan, but | can't read
this”

"It iswrittenin the Old Tongue." She was flushed and breathless. She held it out, but he shook his head.
"ItisKundalan. Y ou should haveit."

Her eyes were shining as she pressed the book into his hands. "It was given to you for areason, Annon.
Hideit, keep it safe, and under no circumstances are you to tell anyone about it. Understand?”

He nodded, wondering what had just happened. She was looking at him asif she had never seen him
before.

He cleared histhroat. "We had better be on our way," he said.

Kurgan Stogggul stood on the inner balcony of the regent's suite. The doors had been thrown open, and
the curtains blew and billowed like cloudsin the ill night air. One of Kundaas moons had recently risen.
Half its pocked face was visible, like the bones of avery old woman. It hung above the regent's chamber
like alamp about to be extinguished, striking with its cool reflected light the familiar features of Eleusis
Ashera. Hiseyes, dready filmed over, were wide and Staring asif to make an eterna comment on his
untimely death. Kurgan watched sourly as hisfather held aoft the trophy Kinnnus Morcha had secured
for him.

The two of them had been fighting like children. From what he could gather, hisfather had instructed the
Line-Generd to keep Eleuss Ash-eradivelong enough to torture him for the secret to the sdlamuuun
trade, but events had gotten out of hand, according to Morcha, and he had had no choice but to kill the
regent. Well, at least hisfather had atrophy for hisbedside, Kurgan thought. In any case, it washis
opinion that Eleuss Asherawould never have reveded his secretsin the limited amount of timethe
Line-Generd had to work on him. In order for the coup to succeed, hisfather had to announce by
morning that al the Asherawere dead. Not that anyone was interested in his opinion, Kurgan knew. To
N'Luuura with themall!!

"The palaceis secure. Victory isours.” Kinnnus Morcha proclaimed. "How long have | waited for this



moment." The Prime Factor's voice was hoarse from shouting. "Ever sSince the Gyrgon unjustly ruled
againg my father, ever sncethey indaled the Ashera as regents? Oh no, longer than that. All my life, it
seems| stood in Eleusis Asheras shadow, dl my accomplishments hollow next to the accursed Ashera”
He held high the prize of Eleusis Asheras severed head. "And now at the brink of my finest moment, |
must content mysalf with this™ He tapped the temple of hisnemesis. "Everything that wasin there—al the
precious secrets—gone with one thrust of anion sword.”

"Bejubilant” Kinnnus Morchacried. "Do not alow anything to deny you this moment for, at last, your
timeisfindly come'

"You areright, my friend" Wennn Stogggul spat into Eleuss Asherasface. "Thisnight | have dmost
everything | desire”

"And | have no doubt that soon you will haveit al.”
The two of them toasted each other with fire-grade numaaadis from the regent's cellar.

"No more of that vile cloudy rakkis" Kinnnus Morcha shouted, wiping hislips, only to down another
glass of the strong V'ornn liquor.

Victory, yes, Kurgan thought. For them. But what about me?

"Line-Generd," the giddy Stogggul said, "when will your Khagggun bring me the head of Annon Ashera?’
Helifted his bloody trophy high. "If heads are to be my prizesthis night, | would have a matched set”

"That depends,” Kinnnus Morchasaid. "If you contact the Gyrgon, they can track him ingtantly by his
okummmon.”

"You are my tracker, Line-General." Stogggul bit down hard on his contempt. The Lesser Castes knew
o little about the Gyrgon. If he contacted them now, they would find Annon Ashera, dl right. And
doubtless place him on the regent's throne by right of succession. Thiswas an outcome to be avoided at
all costs. No, no. He had planned it well. He would go to the Gyrgon in a position of strength, not asa
petitioner on hisknees.

"And find him I will, make no migake," KinnnusMorchasaid. "Heis il within the pdacewadls. | mysdf
saw him enter with the Kundalan skcettta. Trust me, he will not escape us. Thereisno oneto give him
ad; by night's end we will have executed them dl" The two men laughed like chi-foxes at the rising of the
moons.

Annon came in with Ciyan, Kurgan thought, observing them, cloaked by night and shadows. If he
escapes, it will be with her connivance. She knows every secret nook and cranny of this accursed
place.

He looked over the side of the balcony, grabbed hold of asturdy vine from one of the oldest of the
dar-rose plants, shinnied down into the garden. He went swiftly along the loggiato where one of his
father's Khagggun was manning the west-ring guard post.

He planted himsdlf in front of the Khagggun, and in his most authoritative voice said: "My father needsa
Tracker. Now."

The Khagggun looked at him, nodded distractedly, and handed over ametallic ovd. "Mind it's returned
to me. Thosethings are expensive." Heraised hisvoice as Kurgan took off a atrot. "It will be my sdary
docked if you loseit!"



Kurgan thumbed on the Tracker as he went, diaed up the directory.

This showed him the names of al Kundalan with okuuut registered within the palace's purview. It took
him but amoment to scroll through the list. He highlighted Giyan's name, pressed ared button. The
Tracker beeped three times as the screen cleared. He saw the word: TRACKING and then: FOUND.
He watched, while the letters and symbols scrolled in aspiral over the screen.

They're in the subterranean caverns, he said to himsdf. Very close to the northern perimeter. What
can they be up to? What does the Kundalan female know that | don't? In this case, plenty, hetold
himsdf.

Neither hisfather nor the Line-Genera would consider that the Kundalan skeettta might harbor maternd
ingtinctstoward her charge. An animd feding protective toward a V'ornn? Unthinkable. Adults, he
thought. Sow as a hindemuth and twice as stupid.

He raced through the labyrinthine corridors and chambers. He was dmost a the north end of thering
when the signa blipped off. He paused, as much to catch his breath asto see what had happened. The
diagnostic tab showed him the Tracker was working perfectly. Something had terminated the signal. That
could only happen if Giyan was dead. He could only deduce that Annon was done and doubtless
frightened out of hiswits. Kurgan imagined what he would fed likeif hisfather was dead, if he saw his
bloody head being held doft.

He saw the north-ring guard post up ahead and dowed down before he was spotted by the Haaar-kyut
manning it. He took deep breathsto get hiswind back and passed by theidiot Khagggunin hisfather's
pay. They weren't any brighter than Morchas unit. He was smarter than al of them put together.

Laughing to himself, he sauntered out of the north gates. He paused to ook around. More Khagggun
were arrayed around the palace asif awaiting amgjor revolt—by what, he snickered, a herd of
maddened cthauros? He threaded hisway through the Khagggun. All of them knew Kurgan Stogggul, the
Prime Factor's son. Prime Factor, soon to be regent.

Beyond the military perimeter, Axis Tyr lay in unnatural, enforced darkness. There was an air about the
place of amilitary campaign, the acrid edge of brawny muscle, leveled weapons, and ominous threst.
Here and there, tucked into far-distant corners of the city, fusion lamps still burned. But here, shadows
bundled in the street, piled themsalvesin doorways, stretched forth their dastic fingersto embrace walls,
windows, shopfronts, cthauros pens, and those few passersby drawn by the Khagggun'sinevitable
clamor.

Kurgan stopped to visudly reconnoiter. Thiswas atrick the Old V'ornn had taught him when he had
taken him hunting. Don't look and walk, he had said. Stand still and let your eyes pick out the likely
spots for game.

Now Kurgan looked from sector to sector in an arc radiating out from the looming north face of the
regent's palace. Where would | put an exit, he asked himsdlf, if | had built that subterranean
cavern?

Running from right to left, he saw arow of artisan's ateliers—Bashkir-run businesses where Tuskugggun
past childbearing age plied their trades. He took them in quickly and superficidly and went on. He
recognized one of the city'sfour cthauros pens, from which V'ornn could ride into the countryside; a
marble fountain, one of hundreds throughout Axis Tyr; more shopfronts—the northern edge of the
market digtrict, to be exact. Nothing out of the ordinary, little that ssemed suitable, unless. ..

His eyes swung back to the row of atdiers. Many of the Tuskugggun needed kilns, deep pools of running



water and thelike, so they had gppropriated these buildings from displaced Kundalan artisans becausein
most instances what they needed was dready in place Their equi pment required basements, foundations,
water pipes, filtration systems—in short, extensive subterranean work spaces that might easily have been
joined up in the past to secret passageways and hidden doors.

Having made his decision, Kurgan trotted off toward the ateliers. Every so often, he checked the
Tracker, but it showed nothing. On Grey Weave Street, he clung to the shadows of the buildings, trying
each door inturn. All were locked. Turning the corner onto Blank Lane, he discovered anarrow
aleyway the Tuskugggun used to lay in supplies and set out huge barrels of castoffs and remnants. The
aley was deserted and ill lighted. Kurgan walked itslength, now and again peering in back windows,
seeing little but his own ghostly reflection. When he reached the south end of the dley, he chose a spot
behind abarrel reeking of dye-lot salts and hunkered down.

Asit happened, he did not have long to wait. He heard anoisefirst, and peered around the side of the
barrdl. He saw Annon emerging from an underground cistern. Kurgan was about to call out to him when
he saw him turn, bend, and extend hisarm. He hauled upward, and out of the cistern popped a
Tuskugggun. Kurgan held his breath. What was this? He wondered. Then the Tuskugggun turned so that
her face was briefly toward him. He sucked in his breath. The Kundaan skcetttal Kurgan was stunned.
With her okuuut inoperative, she should have been dead. Then he saw why Annon had been helping her:
abandage was wound tightly around her left palm. She had surgically removed the okuuut! Kurgan had
never heard of such athing happening; up until that moment he had not known it was possible. But he
was someone who rejoiced in the new and unexpected, and now he held his position; tilled hisvoice. He
watched and waited.

When Giyan pointed north, he followed them to the cthauros pens. He watched, wide-eyed, asthe
Kundalan skcetttawent over the fence and waked into aknot of the animas. He himsdlf put no faithin
the consistency of behavior of any Kinddini anima and now he was astonished to see how these
sestapeds stamped the ground, bent their long necks so that she could scratch their heads. She beckoned
to Annon, who nimbly vaulted over the fence. When she had put him on a cthauros she had chosen, she
grabbed another by itsthick neck hair and swung hersalf astride its broad back. It lifted its head and rose
on itsfour hind legs. Then she dapped Annon's mount, dug her hedlsinto her own, and the two cthauros
charged the north fence of the pen, soared over the highest rail, landed on the street, and, with sparks
flying, took off in the direction of the North Gate.

When Kurgan returned to the regent's suite in the paace he found hisfather sitting in achair with his
booted feet propped up on _. desk. Eleusis Asherds persona silicon wafers were strewn across the
floor, caught in the edges of carpets, flapping like the wings of wounded birds from the louversin the
fusion lamps. Wennn Stogggul held an empty bottle of fire-grade numaaadisin one hand and Annon's
birth-caul in the other. They sivung intime to his Snging, and what he was singing was something about
garlight. He was singing thisidiotic little ditty to aragged line of disembodied heads which sat atop the
desk, while periodicdly flinging wet kisses at them. Kurgan recognized them dl: the heads of the former
regent, histhree daughters, their two small sons and one daughter.

"Ah, thereyou are," Wennn Stogggul said, bardy missing arefrain. "Hiding in the shadows, en?'
“No, I—"

"Well, who can blame you?' Wennn Stogggul's face grew violet with the gathering of blood. "1 should
murder you dong with dl your friendsin the Ashera Dynagty."

"Thet isan unfair accusat—"



"Who said lifeisfair? Hasit been fair to me? The differenceis, | don't whine about it." Stogggul's eyes
were haf-glazed, and there was anasty expression on hisface. "I don't suck up to the Asherathe way
you have with Annon just to bein hisreflected glory. Disgusting be- havior. Now see whereit has gotten
you." Helaughed drunkenly. "Fool that you are, you chose the wrong side!" Hislaughter roseto an
ear-gplitting leve. "Perhaps | should punish you! Yes, that iswhat | shall do!"

"Y ou aredways punishing me."
"And why should | not? My father did the same to me. Punishment isthe quickest way to learn.”
Kurgan bit hislip until he tasted afine thread of blood.

Wennn Stogggul rubbed his nose. " Speaking of your grandfather, do you know what Kinnnus Morcha
told me? Eleusis claimed the Asheradid not sabotage his spacecraft. Outlandish, what?' He threw
Annon's birth-caul at the regent's head, toppling it off its perch. "And to compound hiscaumny he said
that your grandfather was on afool's errand! Can you imagine? Y our grandfather afool ?'

Rage weled up in Kurgan, and he could no longer keep slent. "Eleusswas right. Grandfather was afool
to think he could directly chalenge the Asheraclaim on sdamuuun.”

Wennn Stogggul's face turned purple. "Don't say aword!" he shouted. "Not one more word against your
grandfather! Hewasagreat V'ornn! A successful V'ornn, whichismorethan | can say for you! You
arent worth agran-weight againg him."

Something shut down insde Kurgan. He fdt like an idand in the middle of araging sea. He knew he must
do whatever it took to keep himsdlf from being inundated by the risng water. "Y ou are drunk on your
victory, father. But it will be short-lived unless—"

"There you go whining again." Wennn Stogggul spat at hisson'sfeet. "Unlesswhat?' heroared. "Will you
look into your magic crysta bal and show me the future?' He laughed harshly, contemptuoudy. "Onto
something of real importance! | am in need of more of this fine numaaadis.”

"| think you have had enough.”

"Who asked you to think? Fetch me another bottle, you little swine!" the Prime Factor shrieked, hurling
the bottle at the boy.

Easily ducking the makeshift ordnance, Kurgan retrested to the halway, where heran into Line-Generd
Kinnnus Morcha

The huge Khagggun's booming laugh echoed down the otherwise eerily quiet hdls. "Running your father's
erandsagan?'

"l guesswe havethat in common,” Kurgan said.

Kinnnus Morchafrowned. Unlike Wennn Stogggul, he was not too drunk to know what was being said.
"Y ou have an uncommonly acid t