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Eric Van Lustbader - Pearl 2 - Veil of One Thousand Tears
Book One:
SUNKEN GATE

Of the fifteen Spirit Gates, Sunken Gate is the one in which the spirit lies, turning over leaves of fortune
and the future; it is here that promise begins, and dreaming ends,

-Utmost Source,

The Five Sacred Books of Miina
1

Breach

Riane and Giyan were alone in the Library of the Abbey of Warm Current. It was midnight. A cold wind
sighed through thorned sysal trees, and rhythmic pulses rippled through the dense bedrock beneath the
abbey, where the power bourns wove themselves like strands of the Great Goddess Miina's ruddy hair.

The Library, columned, marble-clad, lay dreaming like a castle keep in the fastness of the fortresslike
complex. The Ramahan abbey had been abandoned for many years before Riane and her friends-the
Kun-dalan sorceress Giyan, the V'ornn Rhynnnon Rekkk Hacilar, the Kun-dalan Resistance leader
Eleana, the Rappa named Thigpen-had made it their sanctuary some weeks before. Khagggun packs
roamed the countryside searching for them. Once, they had swept through the abbey, and it was only
Giyan's sorcery that had saved them. She had roused them from sleep and, gathering up all evidence of
their stay, they had fled into the nearby forest, there to wait in stony silence for the enemy to depart.

The abbey itself, sacked decades before by the V'ornn invaders, was half-burned and crumbling when
they had first come upon it. Gimnopedes nested in untidy eaves. Spiders turned shadowy corners into
delicately veined cities. A beautiful sysal tree had, for decades, grown up through thick plaza paving to
split the lintel of the east-facing temple. The hoary knuckles of its basal roots displaced the artful pattern
of the stone, an ironic comment on how life reclaims the void and transforms it. The Library, alone,
remained intact, having been protected by a powerful spell that Giyan had counteracted in order to gain

entry.

Riane looked at Giyan, tall, slim, beautiful, golden, radiant, save for the blackened crusts of the sorcerous
chrysalides that covered her hands and forearms. Even now, she could scarcely believe that they had
been reunited. Giyan's presence gave her a sense of profound dislocation. She was not simply Riane, a
sixteen-year-old orphaned Kundalan girl who could not remember her parents or where she came from.
She was also the V'ornn Annon Ashera, eldest son of Eleusis Ashera. Eleusis had been regent of
Kundala until a ruthless coup by his archenemy, Prime Factor Wennn Stogggul, and the head of Eleusis'
own elite bodyguard, Kinnnus Morcha.

Riane's searching gaze caught Giyan's whistleflower-blue eyes. "Every time you look at me I see surprise
on your face."

Giyan's heart ached, for she heard the sentiment behind the formal words, the fragile sentence Riane
could not bear to speak: Do you still love me? "It is a marvelous moment, to be here with you, alone, in
private. To be able to call you Teyjattt." Teyj were the beautiful multicolored four-winged birds the
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Gyrgon-the V'ornn technomage caste-bred and took with them wherever they went.

"Little Teyj. You loved calling me that when Annon was a child."

A sudden fear, a stab in Giyan's heart. "And Annon did not?"

A moment's pause. "Annon did not, I think, appreciate your love. He did not know what to do with it."
"It is odd the way you phrase it."

"I am no longer Annon." Riane spread her hands. "Annon is dead. All Kundala knows it."

"And we? What do we know?"

Riane looked up at the magnificent dome of the Library, encrusted with a mosaic of Kundala and the
sinuous star constellations surrounding it. Composed of millions of tiny colored glass tiles, fitted cunningly
together as only the Kundalan artisans could, the dome produced an ethereal glow like a perpetual
sunrise or sunset. Beneath this sheltering sky she felt safe from both Annon's enemies and those of the
Dar Sala-at. For Annon was not simply the heir to the Ashera Consortium. He and the former Riane
together-this unique fused entity-were the Dar Sala-at, the chosen one of Miina, prophesied to find The
Pearl, the most powerful, mysterious, and ancient artifact of Kundala, to lead the Kundalan out of their
one-hundred-and-one-year enslavement to the technologically superior V'ornn.

"Here, alone, together," she said at length, "we can share a dead past. Like ghosts conjuring the root
stew of life."

"Stirring the cauldron."
"Yes." Riane smiled a painful smile. "Making something special of it."

She saw movement out of the corner of her eye. The vigilant figure of Rekkk Hacilar passed before the
high, leaded window to the east. His long, tapering, hairless skull was cloaked in a battle helm fashioned,
it was said, from the skull of a fallen Krael, and he held his shock-sword at the ready. His purple armor
glittered darkly. Once a Khagggun-the V'ornn military caste-he had declared himself Rhynnnon, turning
his back on his caste, turning his efforts to a greater cause. In this case, he had dedicated himself to the
service of the now dead Gyrgon, Nith Sahor. Because Nith Sahor wanted the Dar Sala-at found and
kept safe, Rekkk had sworn himself to protect Riane. Now he was also Giyan's lover.

"We have been given a unique gift, haven't we?" Giyan said. "A second chance."

Rekkk, in the ruins of the courtyard outside, began a ritualistic set of thrusts and parries with Eleana. She
was the same age as Riane. Her V'ornn shock-sword looked massive in her delicate white hands, but she
swung the twin blades deftly through the night air. Under Rekkk's tutelage she was quickly becoming an
expert in its use. They practiced endlessly. He said it took his mind off his wounds, physical and
emotional.

Riane watched her for a moment, her heart in her throat. Annon and Eleana had fallen in love. Now, like
everyone else, Eleana believed Annon was dead. As for Riane-this new Riane-she loved Eleana still, and

did not know what to make of this love or what to do with it.

Giyan, attendant to Riane's gaze, said, "You long to tell her, I know."
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"I love her so. I will always love her."

"And your love makes you want to confess everything." Riane's silence was as good as an answer. "But
you cannot. If you tell her who you really are, you put her life-and yours-in grave jeopardy."

"She is Resistance. She is used to secrets."

"Not this kind. It will be too much. Like a mountain on her shoulders."

"Perhaps you underestimate her."

They all heard the sound at once and froze. Their eyes rose skyward as the drone of the Khagggun
hoverpods, bristling with ion cannons, flattened the soughing of the wind, silenced the twitter of night
birds. There ensued a period of heart-pounding terror, as if the breathable elements were being sucked
from the atmosphere. They could see the pale ion trails, ephemeral as smoke, lighted by moonslight,
making baleful runes beneath the tremulous clouds. Tense moments later, the drone drifted away, fading
from an echo into a stillness that made their ears ache.

Riane and Giyan exchanged a look of relief, and Riane returned her gaze to Eleana, her eyes filled with
the girl's lithe movements. Dark lashes. Moonslight on her cheekbones. Soft swell of her belly. "Or is it
something else? You do not trust her."

"It isn't simply a matter of trust," Giyan said carefully.

"Isn't it?" Riane said this rather more sharply than she had intended.

"I have told you. It is written in Prophesy that of the Dar Sala-at's allies one will love her, one will betray
her, one will try to destroy her."

"It could not mean Eleana. Not her."
"No." Giyan's voice was soft, gentling. "You would not think so, I know."

"She is carrying Kurgan's child." Kurgan was Wennn StoggguTs eldest son; he had once been Annon's
best friend. "She will need our help and support in the days ahead."

"You are the Dar Sala-at. You have larger issues to contend with."
"She is still haunted by her rape at Kurgan's hands. What is larger than an individual's anguish?"
"The destiny of our people."

"The destiny of our people is built on anguish. You of all Kundalan would be the first to acknowledge
that."

Giyan gazed in astonishment at Riane, golden-haired, sun-bronzed, firm-muscled from her beloved
mountain climbing, and thought that this strong, beautiful girl might easily have sprung from her loins had
she taken a Kundalan between her thighs. "You must forgive me, Tey-jattt," she said. "I have lived my
entire life with secrets. First, keeping hidden my Gift for Osoru sorcery, which has been daemonized by
the Ramahan- Then, concealing my status as Lady from the V'ornn, who would have killed me had they
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known. Finally, keeping your true identity a secret, which, had it become known, would have gotten you
killed. These have been the boundaries of my life."

Through the five arched windows set into the Library's thick walls, light from two of Kundala's five
moons fired the glass tiles, lending them the depth of three dimensions. Giyan, caught in the moonsglow,
seemed to throb with sorcerous energy. Her white robes were pale as the snow cloaking the jagged
crests of the massive Djenn Marre mountain chain to the north. Her hands and forearms, dead black
from the chrysalides covering them, were the only parts of her that did not shine like beacons. The
chrysalides had formed after she had violated the sacred circle of the Nanthera, in a futile attempt to keep
Annon alive. Well she might have, since he was her son. She had borne the son of the regent, Eleusis
Ashera. This was a potentially dangerous fact she had told no one, not Rekkk, not Annon himself. From
the beginning, Eleusis had impressed upon her the need for absolute secrecy. Periodically, the Gyrgon
sent Khagggun packs to round up the children born to Kundalan females as a result of V'ornn rapes.
These half-breeds, though outwardly looking like any other V'ornn, were taken by V'ornn Genomatekks
to Receiving Spirit, the vast medical facility in Axis Tyr that had once been a Kundalan hospice. What
experiments were perpetrated upon them there even Eleusis had not been able to discover.

Giyan shook her head. "Still, I will not tell you what to do, This must be your decision."
"Whatever decision I make," Riane said, "I promise you that it will not be a rash one."
"I cannot ask for more, Dar Sala-at."

She returned her attention to the book Giyan had given her to study. Giyan, like her twin, was a Ramahan
priestess. But, unlike Bartta who had practiced Kyofu, the Black Dreaming sorcery, before her death in a
sorcerous conflagration, she was a practitioner of Osoru, Five Moon sorcery. Riane, too, had the Gift;
Giyan had passed it on to Annon. She was just beginning her Osoru studies, but she was impatient to
become a sorceress-adept like Giyan. Though Stogggul and Morcha were dead, though she had
defeated the powerful Kyofu sorceress Malistra, the Dar Sala-at's enemies were legion. And far more
powerful than Malistra. They had worked their dark schemes and plots through her; when she had died,
Riane was certain, they had moved on, enlisting others to battle for them. But there was another matter,
more immediate, that needed explaining.

She set down the book full of complex Old Tongue runes, and approached Giyan. Dust motes hung
suspended in the air, flaring as they hit the lamplight. One full moon, the palest green of new grass, hung
suspended in a pane of glass, an insect caught in a spider's web.

"Have you so quickly finished your lesson, Teyjattt?" Thick hair of spun copper cascaded around Giyan's
long neck, settled on her square shoulders like liquid light.

"In truth, my mind is too filled with questions to absorb any more." Riane put her hands on the long
ammonwood refectory table that ran the length of the Library. "You must tell me if you know why I
wasn't able to open the Storehouse Door."

For the longest time Giyan said nothing. Doubtless she was thinking, as Riane was, of the Storehouse
Door set eons ago by Miina into the caverns beneath Middle Palace.

The Storehouse was where Miina had secreted The Pearl for the time when Prophesy said it would be
needed. Kundalan lore held that it could only be reopened by the Dar Sala-at, using the Ring of Five
Dragons. But the Door could only be opened by the Dar Sala-at. Defeating the Dark sorceress Malistra,
Riane had tried to open the Door with the Ring, but it had stayed firmly shut. Why?
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Giyan was about to speak when sudden pain clouded her features. She gasped, grabbed at the chrysalid
on her right forearm.

"Giyan_"
"It is all right," she whispered. "Already the pain is passing." Beads of perspiration hung in her hairline.
"I want to help."

"Alas, wanting will not make it so." Tears trembled in the corners of her eyes. She was white-faced, and
took a moment to compose herself before she went on. "There is only one reason the Ring of Five
Dragons would not open the Door for you. Miina put one last safeguard in place when She built the
Storehouse. Impossible as it sounds, the Portal between this realm and the Abyss has somehow been
breached. There are daemons here where they have been banished for eons. As long as they are in this
realm, the Door cannot be opened even by you."

Riane felt her heart turn over painfully in her chest. "The Tzelos-"

"Yes. You have seen the Tzelos twice, once as part of a spell cast on you, once as a sorcerous Avatar of
Kyofu. But I must conclude that the Tzelos has manifested itself here. It is a daemon from the Abyss. It
has crossed over into our world."

"But how?"
Giyan's eyes grew dark. "I fear it is my doing."
"Yours? I do not understand."

"Conjuring the Nanthera posed grave risks," Giyan said. "Not the least of which was opening the Portal
to the Abyss." In a last-ditch effort to save Annon from his enemies, Giyan and Bartta had conjured the
Nanthera, temporarily opening a forbidden Portal to the Abyss. Thus, Annon's essence, all that made him
unique, had been transmigrated into the body of Riane, a Kundalan girl dying of duur fever. He was
saved while his V'ornn body was delivered up to his enemies. Thus had he joined with Riane to become
the Dar Sala-at, the chosen of Miina. Upon this new Riane rested the future of Kundala.

"But you told me that the Nanthera does so under a number of careful and powerful safeguards."

"True. But I violated one of them. I reached back through the sorcerous circle to try to get you. I couldn't
help myself. I..." She put a hand to her head.

Riane encircled her with her arm. "Even if you are right, even if that is what has happened, what's done is
done. It doesn't matter how the Portal seal was violated. What matters is sealing it again."

Giyan shook her head. "It is more complicated than that, Dar Sala-at. When Miina created the Abyss to
imprison the daemons and arch-daemons, She seeded it with seven Portals, each of which She provided
with a different sorcerous lock. This was a safeguard. Even if an arch-daemon-Pyphoros or one of his
three offspring-somehow managed to slip through one Portal, the other locks should protect us. For only
when all seven Portals are opened simultaneously can all the daemons escape into our realm." Giyan
walked back and forth in a tight anxious orbit. "The real problem is not the Tzelos but the archdaemon
who brought it through."
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Riane stared at her. "An archdaemon in this realm?"

"The consequences will be catastrophic," Giyan said. "Unless we can find the archdaemon and somehow
neutralize him, the damage he can do is incalculable."

"But surely if he is here someone would have seen this... archdaemon by now."

"On the contrary. Archdaemons cannot appear for long in their own form until all the seven Portals are
open. They must take hosts-possess them, work through them. Their infiltration is more difficult to detect
and therefore more insidious. Legend tells us that their control of theirhosts is imprecise. The hosts'
actions may, from time to time, appear out of character because the archdaemon does not have
immediate access to all their knowledge. However, that can change over time."

"We must either destroy them both or return them to the Abyss," Riane said. "Otherwise, I will never be
able to open the Storehouse Door. I will never find The Pearl."

Giyan, flexing her fingers inside their eerie shells, smiled grimly. "We must speed up your sorcerous
training. Thigpen and I can only do so much. Miina's Sacred Texts,Utmost SourceandThe Book of
Recantation,both of which you have read, require interpretation so that you may understand the inner
workings of language as science, science as sorcery. The interpretations require the precise mixtures,
constructs of phrases, incantations, theories, ideas, whispers, shadows, and light. Once you have
absorbed these lessons, you must practice those interpretations over and over until they are ingrained in
you, until they become part of you."

A shadow passed across Riane's face. "Mother could have taught me," she whispered. "But Mother is
dead." She was wearing turquoise silk robes made from Mother's garments after a terrible Kyofu spell
had caused Riane mistakenly to kill her. The murder had been foretold in Prophesy, but that did not
make it any easier to live with.

Giyan stirred. When she gazed at her child, transformed, she saw great promise, but never without the
pain of regret. Regret that she could never tell Annon that he was her son, regret that she had been
forced to hide him inside Riane, to leave Riane with Bartta, who had abused Riane terribly. Claws in the
lining of her stomach.

"Mother would have been the first to tell you that no one teacher will suffice." She vibrated with her
child's sorrow, wished she could take it all upon herself. "Your journey is long, Dar Sala-at, arduous and
complex. There is someone who [ must get you to as quickly as possible. She will commence your
studies. Her name is Jonnqa. She is an imari at Nimbus, a kashiggen in the Northern Quarter of Axis

Tyr.ﬂ
"What could a mistress of pleasure at a salamuuun palace have to teach me?"

A small smile played across Giyan's lips. "Again you sound like a V'ornn. I know you are impatient,
Teyjattt, but you must get it through your head that you have much to learn. There are no shortcuts,
sorcerous or otherwise. As I said, the Dar Sala-at's path is a most difficult one. Up to now your life has
been as a male V'ornn of high privilege or as a Ramahan cloistered in the Abbey of Floating White. In
both instances you were protected from the everyday world. Both these lives are now at an end."

"I do not understand."
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Giyan turned around the book she had been reading so Riane could see the Old Tongue text. "You see
here, in the days before the V'ornn, when lightning played across the sky, when all of Miina's magical
beasts-the Rappa, the narbuck, the perwillon, even the Ja-Gaar and the Five Sacred Dragons-roamed
the land and the skies, all Kundalan were in harmony." She turned the page. "Females and males alike
shared everything, including power. The Ramahan, too, included priests and priestesses."

"But then a cabal of male Ramahan wrested control from Mother," Riane said. "They held her captive for
more than a century."

"Until you found her and freed her." Giyan, sensing Riane's disquiet, continued. "But here is the important
thing. Nowadays, male Kundalan treat our females as inferiors, just as the male V'ornn do their own
females. This is what you will be up against when you venture out into the world." She closed the book
with a snap. "It makes my blood run cold. It is a manifestation of the worst thing the V'ornn have done to
us. Do you know what that is, Riane?"

"That they have taken away our freedom."
"That is evil, but it is not the worst."
"That they have killed and tortured tens of thousands of us."

"Terrible, yes." She shook her head. "But the worst is being done now, systematically. The V'ornn use
time, ideas, the masses against us. Why do you think the youngest Kundalan males treat their female
counterparts with contempt? Because it is all they know. Each day brings new converts to the new
Goddessless religion of Kara. Where did Kara begin, do you think? With the V'ornn, of course."

Riane was startled. "Are you certain? Annon did not know this."

"I daresay most V'ornn do not. It is a device of Gyrgon origin. And yet it continues to win converts. With
every generation the great Kundalan narrative that Miina labored so hard and long to teach Her children
is being eaten away by V'ornn acid. You saw as much when you were at the Abbey of Floating White.
Osoru is no longer taught, Sacred Scripture has been distorted beyond recognition. And the worst part
isthat those distortions are being accepted by the acolytes. They cannot see the truth because the morality
inside the abbey has been murdered, and without morality truth has no dominion."

Tears stood in the corners of Giyan's eyes. Riane felt her pain as if it were her own. The V'ornn-ness
inside her recoiled at the words, at the emotions, at the implication of what the V'ornn had perpetrated.
This disconnect made her feel weak and dizzy, so that she was obliged to grab the table edge lest she
pitch over onto the gleaming floor.

"Understand this, Riane," Giyan whispered. "Time is the great ally of the liar because when lies are
repeated long enough, the truth fades and is forgotten. Then the lies become the truth. History is remade,
and all is lost."

Riane thought of how Bartta, who had run the abbey, had murdered her friend Asta and pretended it was
an accident. She recalled how Bartta had tortured her and almost killed her. Bartta was wicked, but
Bartta had come to believe the distortions and lies she herself had made up. She was perpetrator and
victim rolled into one.

"And yet..."
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Giyan's whistleflower-blue eyes regarded her levelly, and a kind of current passed between them, a
language of their own design begun with Annon's first memory. What a powerful thing such a language
can be, for it flows in the blood, informs the bone with unshakable knowledge.

"And yet, what mystery beats within the V'ornn heart," Giyan whispered. "There was Eleusis, brave,
compassionate Eleusis; there is Rekkk, brave, compassionate Rekkk. And most mysterious of all,
perhaps, there was the Gyrgon Nith Sahor, who gave his life for us."

"And yet, what mystery beats within the Kundalan heart," Riane answered her, "for you to raise Annon
and not hate him as a mortal enemy, for you to love him as if he were your own flesh and blood, for you
to save him from the enemies of the Ashera at risk to your own life."

"The enemies of the Ashera are my enemies," Giyan said simply.

When she spoke thus her power was undeniable, defeating even that last bastion of V'ornn maleness that
still beat within Riane's soul.

"I love you, Giyan," Riane said. "I find it miraculous that you of all Kundalan are the Lady destined to
guide the Dar Sala-at."

"I love you more than life itself, Teyjattt." A tear slid down Giyan's cheeks. She reached out for her child,
but could feel nothing through the inconstant electrical jolts delivered by the chrysalides.

"Together we will labor to bring back Miina's sacred narrative in all its glory," Riane said with a resolved
heart.

"[ fear we will labor greatly."

Riane felt something inside her quail. She knew from experience that there was something oracular about
Giyan. Then Annon's V'ornn-ness took over, and she said: "If this is our destiny, then so be it."

Giyan smiled through her tears. "When you speak thus I am reminded of Nith Sahor. I miss him. His
death was a terrible loss to ourcause."

"T only met the Gyrgon once." Riane said. "But without his help I would not have reached the Storehouse
Door in time to stop the Tym-nos device from destroying Kundala."

"You would have appreciated his wisdom, might very well have come to like him. It is a great pity he was
an anomaly among Gyrgon."

For the first time, Riane saw the title of the book Giyan had been reading:Darkness and Its Constituents.
She gestured with a sun-bronzed hand. "Is the Tzelos described in there?"

Giyan smiled grimly and reopened the book. Riane saw a line drawing, filling up an entire page, precise
as an architectural blueprint, of the horrific beast she had seen in Otherwhere. The drawing was
fascinating and repellent at the same time.

"A profane experiment of Pyphoros' gone terribly wrong," Giyan said. "Like all his experiments."

"What was he trying to do?"
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"Create life, something only the Maker can do."
"The Great Goddess Miina?"

"Can give life, so it is written. But that is not the same. Even Miina is not the Maker. She cannot create a
new life out of the elemental components of the Cosmos."

"But She created Kundala."

"Ah, no. She bade the Sacred Dragons to create Kundala, and they did so with the help of The Pearl.
They caused matter to cleave to matter. They brought fire and air, water and earth. Metal from dark
distant stars. When Kundala was born, in the Time before the Imagining, the hand of the Maker moved
and the Kundalan appeared."

Riane stood for a time absorbing her words. The weight of historylay upon the shelves ringing the
Library, voices of Kundalan ancestors disturbed from their long slumber by the discussion of Creation.
The faintest stirring seemed to play against her cheek, a liquification of the light reflected off the mosaic
sky, the exhalations of generations past. Hopes, fears, dreams alive here in the twinkling mosaic stars, the
burnished continents, the rakkis-dark seas. She felt all over again her deep and abiding love for this
woman who had raised Annon, who had saved him from certain death, who had been willing to sacrifice
everything, including her life, to save the V'ornn child she had raised. Part of her would never understand
that miracle; another part felt only gratitude.

Typical. The V'ornn searched for answers to everything-this is, doubtless, what led the species to
continue its long lonely quest through the Cosmos. This is doubtless what drove the Gyrgon to continue
their mysterious experiments. Looking for the answers: who are we, where did we come from, where are
we going. It was said that the Gyrgon lusted after immortality, that they wished for nothing less grand than
to be like the god, Enlil, they had rejected. Was it the truth? No one knew. The Gyrgon were masters of
secrecy, subterfuge, misdirection. They were already demigods in their way, powerful, manipulative,
remote. Except for Nith Sahor.

"And where was Miina?" Riane asked with a teenager's directness. "Did She see the Maker?"

"She slept," Giyan said with the simple power of faith. "And when She woke, we were here, Her name
already on our lips."

She would have continued. Her mouth was partly open, the next words about to be released, when she
felt a dreadful hammerblow of pain. With a moan, she slid to her knees, hugging her arms close to her
slender waist. Riane knelt beside her, held her as tenderly as once Giyan had held Annon when his young
body had trembled with ague.

At that moment, a shadow fell between them, and they looked out the window to see a crowned owl
crossing before the full moon on huge silent brindled wings. An omen, Giyan thought, her heart
constricting. Miina has sent us a sign.

And then it seemed as if the crowned owl had crashed through the window, or perhaps it was the
moonslight itself that had been transmogrified to a solid column of energy. The books flew off the table,
their pages ruffling like the feathers of angry birds. Others exploded off the shelves, great ranks rising in
unison in response to the disturbance.

Riane herself was flung backward, skidding across the floor, trying to right herself, being shoved
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sideways by the unknown force. She fetched up against a heavy ammonwood chair, which had crashed
over onto its side. A leg struck her rib cage painfully.

She saw Giyan, her back arched, her arms stretched upward, pulled as if by invisible cords. Drafts of air,
cold as death, circled the Library, howling, so that when Riane tried to call out to Giyan her voice was
swept away. Riane's heart turned over. As she watched with mounting horror, Giyan rose into the air.

An eerie glow was emanating from the chrysalides that covered Giyan's hands and forearms. They were
black no longer, but had begun to turn an ash grey. As their color lightened, thin layers peeled off and,
like plates of armor, whirled around and around in the vortex. Upon reaching the periphery, they were
hurled like ice-white missiles, slicing through books, furniture. They lodged in the fluted columns, in the
carved lintels above the doors, in the walls themselves. Riane ducked as one passed centimeters from her
head. It made a sinister whistling sound as it spun away like the beveled blades of a fan.

She tried to stand and fell back in a heap. All the heat was being sucked out of the Library. A chill
entered her bones, sheathing them in pearly frost, making of their marrow a dry white ash. Breath caught
in her lungs, painful as a sandstorm, as if the air itself were being torn asunder, remade into something
dark, dense with menace, wicked as sin.

At last, the chrysalides had let go of Giyan, the sheaths had come off, and her hands and forearms stood
revealed, thick with sinuous red veins and ropey yellow arteries, standing out in convolute profusion.

Her eyes were wide and staring, their blue turned an eerie opalescent white, and in their center pinprick
black pupils. Her mouth was drawn back in the rictus normally associated with death. Through her long,
thickly flowing hair was now wound shards of a dark metallic substance that at once cradled the back of
her head, curling up into corkscrewed points, a kind of thorned crown, living things that shifted and
shimmered in the lamplight, glimmered and glistened as they wove themselves into a pattern of hideous
design.

The moonlight, flooding through the rent window, was pale, insubstantial. The dust motes held in its
columns shivered. Riane felt herself caught as if in a deep dream, her limbs felt like deadweights, her
thoughts slow as frozen sap. As in a nightmare, she felt both terrified and helpless. She had the presence
of mind to understand that her very helplessness compounded the terror, and yet that knowledge was of
little use to her. Her mind was filled with an awful martial drumbeat that foretold her losing Giyan once
again. She did not think that she could bear it.

But now there was no more time for thought. Giyan fixed her with her bizarre and frightening white eyes
and her left arm came down, describing a shallow arc that brought her hand to point directly at Riane.
Riane could see in the center of each palm a corkscrewed spike similar to the elements of the thorned
crown piercing her flesh right through, though there was no blood or even any semblance of a wound.
Rather, the spike seemed part of her, as, indeed, the crown seemed to have grown from the bones of her
skull.

She saw the vein-wrapped forefinger unfurl, the black nail, long and gleaming, extending from it. Riane
felt displaced, separated from the world around her. Her Third Eye opened in response to the horror and
saw blood all around her, buckets of blood, cauldronsful, a veritable ocean of blood, life draining away
down an ancient stone drain clogged with eons of blackened moss and decay, the slimy debris of time.
Here was a moment she would remember all her life, a moment that would haunt her waking hours and
stalk her dreams, Giyan is dead, long live... What? What foul beast had the Lady become?

As best she could, she cast about for a counterspell to the sorcerous transformation the chrysalides had
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worked on Giyan, but she knew so few spells, and none of them seemed right.You are untrained. Even
with a power as great as yours you are at a grave disadvantage against your enemies without the
knowledge of the ancients, Mother had told her.This is why you must exercise extreme caution. This is
why you must keep your identity hidden as much as you can until your schooling in the sorcerous arts is
compete.

Oh, yes, Mother was right. And so was Giyan. Her enemies had wasted no time in mounting another
attack. In desperation, she spoke the words of the Old Tongue, conjuring Earth Granary, the most potent
of Osoru healing spells.

At almost the same instant, she heard the quick sizzle, as of frying flesh. It made her skin crawl, her heart
beat fast. And then all the breath was knocked out of her as the sorcerous spell hit her dead on. It was
well that she had cast Earth Granary, for it afforded her a measure of protection, the difference between
life and death.

She flickered between consciousness and unconsciousness as she crawled painfully across the Library
floor, and she set all her reserves of energy into redoubling the spell, holding it close around her, so
thatitwould not fly apart in a thousands shreds, exposing her entirely to the ferocious attack.

And, then, there it was, leaking from the suppurating ends of Giyan's fingertips: the Tzelos, writhing in its
noncorporeal state as the thing that had been Giyan gave birth to the daemon from the Abyss.

The rotting cor-meat stink of the Tzelos assaulted her. It was black as steaming pitch, its twelve-legged
body segmented like an insect's, its bloated thorax protected by a hard carapace. Its long flat ugly head,
brown-black, shiny as obsidian, was guarded by monstrous serrated mandibles. Twelve faceted eyes,
burning like garnets, fixed on her.

Riane struggled to rise as the spell dissipated, drew her dagger, preparing to defend herself. Giyan was
moving, but Riane's attention was wholly taken up with the advancing Tzelos. And then she saw
something out of the corner of her eye, a furry, six-limbed creature with triangular ears, a long, striped,
puffy tail, and dark, intelligent eyes. Thigpen was Rappa.

"Thigpen, get back!" Riane cried.

The creature ignored her. Shaking off her dizziness, she grabbed an upended lamp, hurled it in a sidearm
motion. It struck the Tzelos and passed right through it. An illusion, just like the one that had appeared
when she had mistakenly killed Mother. The Tzelos rushed at her, and she instinctively steeled herself.

"Ignore it," Thigpen said. "Use your Third Eye to distinguish what is real and what is not."

Riane felt a brief chill, like ice sliding down the back of her neck. Giyan began to rise off the ground. Her
arms were spread wide, her head thrust slightly back, her jaw clenched and set. Employing the sorcerous
sight from her Third Eye, Riane detected another presence inside Giyan. It coiled inside her like a gigantic
serpent, spiraling up her spine. With a sickening shock, Riane realized that it had entered her brain. The
presence was levitating her.

Riane watched, stunned, as Giyan, her long hair writhing like a nest of bloodworms, flew toward the
broken window and passed through it.

"We must not allow her to escape," Thigpen cried.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

"Something has taken possession of her! I can feel it!" Riane said. "What is happening?"

"It is Malasocca," Thigpen whispered. "It means 'Dark Night of the Soul'. I do not know the way of it;
I'm not sure anyone alive does. But I understand this much: piece by piece, her spirit is being replaced by
that of a daemon. If we cannot stop her, if she heeds the call, if she vanishes, she will be lost to us, Riane.
Lost for all time." Thigpen was scampering across the floor, ignoring the shards of glass that stuck to the
pads of her slender handlike paws. "Worse, she will be replaced by our most implacable enemy."

"How do we stop that from happening?"

"If the host body is destroyed, the daemon is returned to the Abyss," Thigpen said.

"I will not kill her."

"It is the way of the Malasocca," Thigpen replied.

"There must be another way."

"I do not know of any. The daemon is still vulnerable now, but not for much longer."

"Still. I will not harm her."

Thigpen's whiskers were twitching, a sure sign of her acute distress. "I love Giyan as much as you do,
Dar Sala-at, but terrible forces have been unleashed. Before this is over, you may very well wish you had
killed her while you had the chance."

Riane, gaining the windowsill, balanced precariously for a moment, gathering equilibrium and momentum
before launching herself upward with outstretched arms, grabbing Giyan around the ankles. Thigpen, just
behind her, shricked a warning as she leapt to the ground.

Giyan glared down, her unholy eyes alight, and cold fire sprang from her fingertips. Riane cried out and
released her grip, falling two meters into the sere grass just outside the shattered window. Above, the
pale fire traveled across her back until it reached the image of the Tzelos. There, it seemed to be sucked
up into the daemon's outline, filling it out, causing it to pulse and glow. A nasty rustling arose, as of an
army of insects ominously on the march.

The Tzelos swiveled its flat triangular head. A kind of crusty substance bubbled out of a series of
palpitating apertures behind its faceted eyes. Its wicked-looking mandibles clicked together. Riane could
see Rekkk and Eleana, weapons raised, approaching the daemon. But surely it was the sight of Giyan so
hideously transformed that caused the look of consternation on their faces.

"Lady-" Eleana began before she choked on her words.

"Giyan, what the N'Luuura has befallen you?" Rekkk's face was white and strained.

"The chrysalides have broken open," Riane said.

"We must help her." Thigpen regarded them each in turn with her dark intelligent eyes. "Mercy, yes, we
must help her now or all is lost."

Rekkk leapt over the wreckage of the broken window. Fearless, Eleana was just behind him. The Tzelos
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reared up on three sets of hind legs. Its upper appendages lashed out, trailing glistening cilia behind them.
A wedge of mouth opened just as Rekkk swung his shock-sword and the Tzelos vomited up a gout of a
yellow sticky substance that clung to the blades. The pitch of their vibration altered, causing a blow-back
pulse that sent a wave of agonizing pain up Rekkk's arm.

Eleana was following in his wake, her shock-sword drawn back. Riane could see the tension in her arm,
saw her concentrated completely on the daemon, saw what she failed to see, Giyan's right arm sweeping
downward and, with it, a shower of crystalline sparks. A terrified gimnopede, frightened out of its nest,
launched upward. Caught in the spiral band of the sparks, it turned black and rigid, plummeting like a
rock to the ground.

The spirals were almost at Eleana's height when Riane threw herself forward. Eleana skittered, her
booted foot slipping, and, as she toppled over, the scythes of crystalline sparks passed centimeters
above her. Riane caught her, cradled her, aware in one all-encompassing instant that Eleana's heat and
warmth, her scent, wound around her, binding her.

Just above where they lay, the air was sizzling, momentarily drained of heat. Then Eleana, the entire
world, dropped away down a well. Riane felt the dislocation that came when she shed her corporeal
body, crossed over into Ayame, the deep trance-state of Osoru.

In Otherwhere, she confronted a horrible sight: the great bird Ras Shamra, Giyan's sorcerous Avatar,
was caged, its powerful wings pinioned at its side. The image of the real Giyan was imprisoned by some
unknown wicked force. Ras Shamra saw her, uttered a soul-shattering cry that shook the very
foundations of the sorcerous realm. When Riane tried to approach the cage, Ras Shamra became frantic,
shrieking over and over, throwing its body against the bars until it bled in many places.

"Stop! Stop!"Riane cried."l only want to help you!"

But Ras Shamra would not stop. If anything, as Riane approached, the Avatar become even more
frantic.

Riane began the ritual for the Star of Evermore, the spell she had used to free Mother, to try to break the
bars of the sorcerous cage. But as she did so, a shadow fell over Otherwhere. She looked up, the
incantation frozen in her throat. A great Eye was opening, the Eye of Ajbal, and now she knew why Ras
Shamra was shrieking. It was trying to warn her. She knew she was no match for this powerful spell.
Indeed, it had once almost undone Giyan herself.

"Don't give up,"she said to the image of Giyan. "I will come back for you, no matter how long it takes,"

Giving Ras Shamra one last look of longing, she abandoned Otherwhere, only to hear Thigpen's
sorrowful cry:

"Gone."
Eleana and Rekkk turned at the hollow sound emanating from deep inside Thigpen.

The Rappa was weeping, crystalline tears rolling freely down her furred cheeks, dripping off her muzzle.
"She's gone."

And they saw she was right. The daemon Tzelos had vanished into the night sky and, with her, their
beloved Giyan.
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2
Rescendance

The V'ornn regent's palace in Axis Tyr, once the Ramahan Middle Palace, was a seething hive of activity.
Lines of functionaries, ministers, petitioners from all castes snaked through the long, columned,
light-strewn antechambers, overflowed the vast and magnificent public rooms like surf at high tide. All
were clamoring for a fragment of the new regent's attention.

Kurgan, ignoring them, ignoring the duties of his office, went up a staircase where he was sure to avoid
being seen and walked quickly and silently through his quarters. These private chambers were much
changed. In the days when Eleusis Ashera had ruled the space they exhibited the sober orderliness of the
career diplomat. Intimate groupings of chairs where Eleusis met with ministers and brokered deals were
surrounded by mementos of a career built upon judicious compromise. It was, at bedrock, a working
residence. After Kurgan's father, Wennn Stogggul, had Eleusis Ashera assassinated and briefly attained
the office of regent, he had employed a host of Mesagggun and Tuskugggun to transform the residence.
The result was a kind of opulence rarely seen save among an elite cadre of Bashkir lords. Over his
family's protestations, Kurgan had immediately auctioned off his father's vast collection of artwork, a
deliberate act of cruelty and disrespect that had pleased him immensely. Nowadays, the chambers had
about them the spare, masculine functionality of a Khagggun Line-General's quarters. Racks of war
trophies-weapons stripped from the alien dead on far-flung battlefields light-years distant-hung upon the
walls in precisely aligned rows, gleaming with oil and wax, cataloged, arrayed in alphabetical order.

But he often felt stifled here. Worse, bored and disgusted, surrounded as he was by ministers, court
Bashkir, aides, flunkies, and the like. Having mastered the art of appearing busy while doing nothing at
all, they were worse than contemptible; they were deadly dull. He discovered that they expended
astonishing effort defending their tiny slice of the fiefdom, to the ruination of those around them. They
were like wyr-hounds, sun-dazed by the dazzle of the regent's court. They barked and bit each other
mercilessly. These efforts had with an alarming swiftness begun to emit the foul odor of inertia. And yet,
as Star-Admiral Olnnn Rydddlin had pointed out, he was powerless to dismiss them because of their
intimate knowledge of the day-to-day functioning of the regent's office, whose complexities were
staggering. As far as he could see, the weight of protocol kept the functioning to the bare minimum. Quite
un-V'ornnlike, in his opinion, and it made him wonder whether this situation had been created by the
Gyrgon to keep the regent from making any changes at all. This stasis he meant to crack wide open,
whether or not the Gyrgon approved.

Axis Tyr was the center of life on Kundala. But in a way only he could comprehend this was beside the
point. Axis Tyr was a city tainted by ignominious defeat, a place that in Kundalan lore had been holy and
now was desecrated by the V'ornn occupation. In fact, the V'ornn were headquartered in the city's two
most sacred structures. As regent, he lived and worked here, the former Middle Palace, while the
Gyrgon had transformed the Abbey of Listening Bone into their Temple of Mnemonics.

Truth to tell, what he liked best was to see for himself these humiliations, to see these open wounds in the
hollow-eyed stares of the Kundalan who were allowed into the city. Their diminished status enlarged him
all the more. Due to V'ornn innovation and technology, Axis Tyr was a humming metropolis beneath the
sadness and despair. Kundalan plots were everywhere-in fact, to Olnnn's dismay Kurgan encouraged
them. He could sense the desperation that accompanied the formation of ragged cadres, misaligned
alliances, jury-rigged governments-in-exile. Snatches of seemingly innocent conversations overheard
down this alley or along the edge of that plaza harbored secrets that made the air tremble like the rising of
heat currents. It was a game-ferreting out the collusion, identifying the conspirators, apprehending them
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just when it appeared to them that they were on the verge of success. Then he had the pleasure of meting
out the punishment for their transgressions.

Beyond the regent's quarters lay a vast labyrinth of rooms, corridors, loggias largely unexplored since the
time the Ramahan who had ruled from this place were slaughtered. He walked through the chambers,
ornate in the fevered Kundalan style, whose purposes were long forgotten. Now they were littered with
goblets and plates, furry with cobwebs and dust. Vestiges of unknown celebrations or rites. Through
skylights, oculi, open loggias were patinaed by the melancholy autumnal light. Frescoes frowned down at
him. Sculptures were rendered irrelevant by the long occupation. Fueled by his hatred for his father, he
had spent a great deal of time and effort in the meticulous planning of his ascension to the regency but
none at all in the contemplation of the office itself.

How hollow rang the silence in the aftermath of his victory! He had burned to become regent. Aided by
Olnnn Rydddlin, he had concocted an intricate scheme whereby his father and his mentor, once allies,
had destroyed each other. But now that he had achieved his dream the seemingly self-reproducing
minutiae of running a planet were plowing him under. How had Eleusis Ashera had the patience to deal
with this host of jabbering sycophants? No wonder his own father had been a failure at it. He hated
Eleusis all the more for excelling at something for which he himself clearly lacked all aptitude.

A sickly-sweet odor was everywhere absorbed into the furniture, the carpets, even, he was convinced,
the marble-clad walls which, when he came near, seemed to exude the must of death. Unable to bear the
weight of melancholy a moment longer, he stepped out onto an unfamiliar balcony with braided porphyry
columns and darkly gleaming tile-work balustrade. Leaning over the edge, he looked out over the city,
the bright splashes of color, the insectlike droning from crisscrossing hover-pods, the crunch of fallen
leaves underfoot, the skein of clogged streets rippling away in all directions, the bobbing heads of
passersby, the V'ornn gleaming bald and coppery, the Kundalan with their hair, thick and loose, the
babble of voices, the smells of spices and oils and broiling meat and burning metal. A young Kundalan
female, laden with packages, passed below him. Her long, lustrous hair hung down to her buttocks. She
paused long enough to switch her burden from one shoulder to the next. In the process, her hip canted
out, her hair swung from one shoulder blade to the other and back. He felt a stirring in his tender parts.
He had a definite thing for Kundalan females of a certain type, the single trait he had inherited from his
father. V'ornn, who were utterly hairless, often found the luxuriant growth on Kundalan femalesan exotic
and powerful aphrodisiac. Her face moved from shadow to light and unbidden a memory surfaced of
spying on just such a female when he and Annon had been out hunting, the female he had taken by force,
the female he and Annon had almost come to blows over.

He and Annon had been best friends, sharing everything despite the rivalry between their families. Or
perhaps they had bonded so closelybecause of that rivalry, because defiance ran strong in both their
bloodstreams. Up until that moment, he had considered Annon to be more or less mild-mannered. The
wild look in his eye that day was something to behold. If was as if he had let his guard down and showed
a side of himself that Kurgan had never seen before. He sighed, leaning on the balustrade, watching the
Kundalan female vanish in the current of the thronged street. Thinking of the female and of Annon he was
reminded of the life he had left behind and, again, the melancholy welled up inside him. Times like these
he missed Annon with a fierceness he could not have imagined when Annon had been alive. To be best
friends with an Ashera was ironic in the extreme. That friendship had vexed his father no end. He began
to smile, his melancholy lifting somewhat. Only he of all the Stogggul siblings had provoked in his father
that certain choleric look. And Marethyn, of course, but that was different. She was Tuskugggun, a
female.

He heard his name being called, but he neither moved nor responded. He waited for the Gyrgon Nith
Batoxxx to approach him through the dimly lighted rooms. Even with his back turned, he could feel the
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Gyrgon's presence, the slow atomic crawl along the skin of his arms that would have stirred his hair had
he any to stir. He could see what the two of them had in common. Besides their ambition and the
agendas they kept hidden from one another, they were conquerors in the center of things living off the
fruit of their conquest. All about them were the remains of the Kundalan beasts who had fallen beneath
the ion sizzle of their shock-swords, and with the merest flick of their hands they could cause this
wounded mass to move this way or that, to do or say anything that on a whim they might think of.

Having a Gyrgon around the palace had its benefits. For one thing, it made those around him anxious; he
fed off the slow shredding of their nerves. For another, Gyrgon had about them the distinct aroma of
power, of secrets being carried just beneath the glittering alloy skin of their exomatrices.

It was a great pity that he could not abide this particular Gyrgon, who, in his disguise as the Old V'ornn,
had been his teacher and mentor. He had been forced to pledge himself to Nith Batoxxx, a noxious state
of affairs he detested and would not long tolerate. Now that he had become regent his goal was to find
the weakness in the Gyrgon Comradeship and exploit it to gain access to the treasure trove of new
technology they created and zealously kept under lock and key. They were all-V'ornn and Kundalan
alike-under the Gyrgon's ion-mailed thumb, and this hegemony he fervently wished to overthrow.

Not that it would be easy. Not with this particular Gyrgon riding such close herd on him. Nith Batoxxx in
his guise as the Old V'ornn had trained Kurgan to become regent. Why? And what else did this Gyrgon
want from him? It irked him to think that without the Gyrgon's help and guidance he would be just
another sixteen-year-old Bashkir scion, learning how to run his family's Consortium.

"You cannot hide from me," Nith Batoxxx said from the edge of the shadowed interior. "You know this
very well." Light spun off the black alloy of his exomatrix. Protected within it, he looked vaguely
insectoid. "And yet here you are, alone." His mailed hand moved along the wall, a constant threat.
"Shirking your office."

He was unlike any other Gyrgon in the Comradeship, Kurgan at least knew that much. Though what
precisely made him different was a perplexing mystery.

His long gaunt face was a pale amber. A complex spiderweb of ter-tium and germanium circuitry ran
across the taut skin starting from the crown of his skull down the back and along the sides of his neck.
Ruby pupils studded obsidian-black eyes. At the point of each cheekbone was implanted a tertium
neural-net stud that pulsed to the beating of his hearts.

"What is it you want of me?" Kurgan said curtly.

In two long strides, the Gyrgon closed the space between them. With a lazy, almost contemptuous
gesture, the tip of his mailed forefinger touched Kurgan on his breastbone. Kurgan fell to his knees, his
legs turned to water. But even in his pain he would not cry out; the Old V'ornn had trained him better
than that.

"It is not for you, not for any V'ornn, to ask questions of me, Stogggul Kurgan."
Nith Batoxxx towered over him. Kurgan had the good sense not tomove, not even to look up. A
crackling of hyperexcited ions had commenced, bringing with it the unmistakable whiff of death. Nith

Batoxxx held his hand just above Kurgan's bent head.

"You believe you can get the better of me. A bitter misapprehension, you will find." The Gyrgon said this
softly, his voice drifting, it seemed, on the burnished late-afternoon sunshine. "You have the arrogance of
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youth. You are fearless. You can outwit a Gyrgon. This is what you believe."

Staring down, Kurgan could only see the Gyrgon's tertiurn-studded boots. A vertical row of glittering
black metallic talons marched up the center of each boot. He felt his hearts beating fast. As always, he
paid very close attention not only to what Nith Batoxxx was saying but also how he said it.

"Fear is my currency, Stogggul Kurgan. Never forget that. [ can sniff out the fear in even the staunchest
spirit." Of a sudden, Nith Batoxxx knelt and, with his forefinger beneath Kurgan's chin, lifted his head.
There was no pain this time at the contact. The ion fire sizzled, quiescent for the moment. "The truth is
you hold your fear close inside you where no one can see. But I will get it out of you."

No one knows me,Kurgan thought. But Annon had, reluctant though he was to admit this.
"Your only danger, Stogggul Kurgan, will come from forgetting that I know you."

He put his long, lupine face so close to Kurgan's that Kurgan could smell the mingled scent of clove oil
and burnt musk corning off him in waves. It was so strong it made him momentarily dizzy.

"That night in the caverns, the night of the Ring of Five Dragons, did you come across the Dar Sala-at?
This is what I need to know." Nith Batoxxx's voice had changed slightly, darkening in timbre and seeming
disconnected from his body.

"No," Kurgan replied, carefully monitoring this change.

"That is a very great pity. I know the Dar Sala-at exists," Nith Batoxxx continued in this same eerie voice.
"He was there that night, lured by the promise of the Ring. I could feel his power; he engaged Malistra in
sorcerous battle. But you tell me you never saw him."

"That's right."

"Even though I sent you to find him."

"It was chaos down there. Rekkk Hacilar was hiding in Haaar-kyut armor. He was causing havoc
everywhere. | was diverted."

"It is imperative that I know the Dar Sala-at's identity, do you understand me?"

"Not in the least." The lies in among the truth had sprung surprisingly easily to his lips. He had, indeed,
met the Dar Sala-at that night in the caverns below the regent's palace. To his consternation the Dar
Sala-at was a young female. He did not know her name, but he was absolutely certain that he could pick
her out of a crowd at fifty meters. This was his secret, hoarded for a time when its use would be of most
value to him. He would never tell Nith Batoxxx, nor anyone else until it served his purpose.

"The Dar Sala-at is one of the few who is destined to know the location of the seven Portals."

"What are they?"

"You simply cannot manage not to ask questions, can you?" Nith Batoxxx looked at him out of glittering
eyes. "The Portals are important because they lead to... a land of riches."

Why had the Gyrgon hesitated? Kurgan asked himself. Was he lying? And, if so, why?
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"I know the location of three of them, but not the other four."
"Why do you need to know the location of all seven?"

Nith Batoxxx threw him an evil smile. "None can be fully opened unless all are opened simultaneously.
This 1s a fiendishly difficult process. The first step is to locate all seven Portals. Then we will move on to
the next stage of our assault."

"I noticed you saidour."

The Gyrgon abruptly rose and strode to the balustrade. The silence stretched to a kind of breaking point,
forcing Kurgan to turn and look. It seemed to him-and not for the first time-that Nith Batoxxx's posture
had altered subtly from his normal very erect carriage. Was it his imagination, or were the Gyrgon's
shoulders twisted slightly, one higher than the other? He rose and obediently followed Nith Batoxxx
outside.

"This is why I have named you regent, Stogggul Kurgan. You are of such tender years to rule Kundala,
but if [ am any judge, you are the right one to rule."

"These Portals-"

"All you need know is that whoever brings me their location will be handsomely rewarded. Pray that it is
you, Stogggul Kurgan."

Kurgan said nothing. He felt somehow as if he and the Gyrgon were doing a balancing act on a high wire
in the dark. One false step, one word spoken out of place and he would fall into utter blackness.

Nith Batoxxx's gloved hand gripped the balustrade. "Hear me now, Stogggul Kurgan. I wish the
construction of Za Hara-at to resume. This you will order posthaste. You will resurrect from its tomb the
ancient city of the Korrush."

The voice sent a small shiver down Kurgan's spine.

"Yes, Nith Batoxxx." He knew when to acquiesce. Was there something here for him, a long-buried
secret, a glimmer of the lever by which he would unlock the mysteries of the technomages' power?

"Cement your business relationship with SaTrryn Sornnn."

"I know he is the other major partner in the proposed construction," Kurgan said. "I know that my father
agreed to move Bronnn Pallln aside, the leading candidate for Prime Factor, in order to name this young
scion of the SaTrryn Consortium to this important office." He liked the initiative Sornnn SaTrryn had
taken, liked that he hadn't been intimidated by the powerful Pallln Consortium. But what he liked best of
all about Sornnn SaTrryn was ambition, a trait he could relate to without reservation. His own ambition
was, after all, what had impelled him into an alliance with Olnnn Rydddlin. "Other than that [ know very
little about him."

"He is on familiar terms with the Korrush," Nith Batoxxx went on in his eerily disembodied voice. "He has
been to Za Hara-at many times. These are vital assets."

To me or to you?Kurgan wondered. To the Gyrgon, he said, "May I ask why you have changed your
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mind? Up until now you have been the most vehement opponent of Za Hara-at being rebuilt."

"That was because of Ashera Eleusis." Nith Batoxxx's voice abruptly snapped back to normal. He turned
to impale Kurgan's with his lambent crimson stare. "Ashera Eleusis was a dangerous heretic. He wished
for an equality between V'ornn and Kundalan. That is why he is dead."

Why was Eleusis Ashera dangerous?Kurgan asked himself.How could any V'ornn be dangerous to a
Gyrgon? Then something clicked inside his head. "It was not my father who engineered the coup that
felled Eleusis Ashera. You did."

"I manipulated your father," Nith Batoxxx said. "Does that come as a surprise to you?"

"Not really, no. My father was weak-willed."

"Unlike you."

Was he being ironic? Kurgan wondered. Behind his back, his fist clenched white and trembling.

"Go now," Nith Batoxxx said with a dismissive gesture. "There is much for you to accomplish before
darkness falls and the Rescendance begins."

What would you have me say, regent?" "First," Kurgan said, "get down on your knees."

He saw the brief flare in Jerrlyn's eyes before he acquiesced. He looked over the top of the bowed back
of the Kundalan to scan the crowds lining the great hall. They were packed in between the immense
gold-jade and green-porphyry columns. The columns were fluted. Their capitals were carved into the
faces of fantastic creatures.

Jerrlyn was the head of the Fourth Agrarian Commune District. As such, he was a highly respected
Kundalan among his race. This, of course, meant little to Kurgan other than arousing his curiosity as to
just how deeply involved Jerrlyn was in the Resistance.

"Now," he nodded, "you may continue."

"What would you have me tell you?" Jerrlyn began again. "There have been thirteen deaths among my
Commune this month alone. Last month there were only five. Have we displeased you in some way,
regent?"

Kurgan sat forward. "Are you implying that [ am in any way responsible for these deaths?"

"Not at all," Jerrlyn said hastily. "But the deaths are all unexplained, all from unnatural causes. It does
seem likely that they were perpetrated by the Khagggun."

"What proof have you of this allegation?"
"My Commune is in terror."

"You have no proof. Just as likely the individuals were killed by your own Resistance forces. These
extremists view you as collaborators."

"We have discovered ion-fire wounds on many of the dead."
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"All the more reason to suspect your own Resistance. There has been over the past year an escalation in
the theft of Khagggun weaponry from secured depots in and around the city." He smiled. "To date, we
have not apprehended the perpetrators, but your pleas give me an idea.

If you would be so cooperative as to supply the names of those involved in the thievery, I would speak to
my Star-Admiral. I am certain that I could convince him to guarantee the safety of your Commune."

"Then wewould be collaborators."

Kurgan sighed as he sat back. "Jerrlyn, I grow weary of your whining. I have given you a solution to your
problem."

"An unacceptable solution! I am the leader of the largest Commune on the north continent. We supply
you with seventy percent of your foodstuffs."

"T know full well the percentages harvested from each of the seven Communes, Jerrlyn. After all, it is we
V'ornn who carved up the territories and created the Commune system. It is so much more efficient than
the helter-skelter structure you had in place. Each Commune has now tripled its output since inception.
An impressive advance, even you must admit."

"Yes, but the bulk of the increase goes to feed the V'ornn populace, leaving us less than we had before.
And then there is the matter of our tithes-"

"Abh, the tithes you pay us. Now we come to the heart of the matter."
"Your father increased the tithes just before he died. They are killing us."

"No," Kurgan corrected. "As I have pointed out, your own Resistance is killing you. Do what I ask and
in addition to keeping your Commune safe I will consider rolling back the tithes."

Jerrlyn shook his head. "Even if I did know, I would not betray-"
Kurgan jumped up. "Then the tithes are doubled."
"What?" Jerrlyn was aghast. "Regent, I beg you-!"

"This outcome is a direct result of your own truculence. Do you think you are playing with an ill-informed
dolt? I am nothing like my father. We shall now see what breaks your back. Do not return here with your
piteous plaints until you are prepared to meet my terms."

At the imperious wave of his hand, a pair of Haaar-kyut detached themselves from their positions and
took Jerrlyn away.

As soon as the Kundalan had been hauled from his sight, he gestured to the Star-Admiral to come to his
side. Olnnn Rydddlin was tall and thin to the point of emaciation, with an unnaturally pale, pinched face,
whose occasional baleful smile turned his eyes into fusion lamps. His formidable countenance was
embraced by those who served under him, but there were many Bashkir who distrusted a V'ornn marked
by Kundalan sorcery. Never mind that he was a brave warrior, had sacrificed his leg in single-minded
pursuit of their enemies, Rekkk Hacilar and his Kundalan skcettta, Giyan. It was Giyan whose loathsome
spell had stripped the skin, flesh, and sinew from that leg, leaving only bare bones. It was another
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Kundalan sorceress, Malistra, who had saved him. Now the Star-Admiral kept that leg unarmored.
Through sheer force of will he had transformed the ensorceled bones from a source of embarrassment
into his hallmark, a symbol of his bravery. And so the rank-and-file Khagggun loved him, this strange,
ambitious, deeply bitter Khagggun not many years Kurgan's elder. But what of the high command, those
upper-echelon generals and admirals far older and more experienced than he? How could they not hate
him and envy him at least a little for his breathtakingly swift advancement over them? Kurgan had
determined to keep a close eye on the Star-Admiral. Olnnn Rydddlin was the only other V'ornn who
knew that he had plotted his own father's demise. To ensure that remained a secret he would kill even an
ally because he knew better than most V'ornn the bitter choices ambition forced upon you.

To win is everything,the Old V'ornn had taught him.To win at everything is to be alone.

For the moment, then, he would treat Olnnn Rydddlin as a trusted compatriot, so that when the time
came, before his power could become a threat, he could slip a knife between his ribs. Toward that end,
he had already formulated a plan that fit in with his overall scheme to find some form of leverage he could
use against the Gyrgon. What did the Gyrgon prize most? Stasis. It followed, then, that what they feared
most was change, change from within. If that happened and if he could present them with a solution, he
would have his leverage with them.

"It seems that you have been quite effective in terrorizing this Commune," he said with just the right
amount of praise in his voice.

"Those were your orders, regent," Olnnn Rydddlin replied.

"T am simply following one of the basic precepts of armed occupation, Star-Admiral. One that I have no
doubt is familiar to you. Namely, keeping the populace in a constant state of terror ensures that they
cannot think, plan, or organize competently. Perpetual disorientation is the order of the day for these
Kundalan."

"Absolutely, regent. This is one of the reasons their Resistance is virtually ineffective. You cannot have a
properly functioning military without support from a viable political system. The adults are too busy
wondering who the next victim will be to produce a leader with real vision, and because we have ensured
that their children are systematically losing touch with their religion and their past, because we have left
them with nothing, they have lost the ability to fight for what is theirs."

Kurgan, seeing the self-satisfied expression on Olnnn Rydddlin's face, immediately felt an urge to wipe it
off.

"What good is all that when these thefts continue?" he said shortly. "Disturbing enough that you are losing
ion cannons to the Kundalan Resistance but your inability to apprehend the criminals is undermining our
air of invincibility."

Olnnn Rydddlin stiffened at the rebuke. "Regent, I have studied the reports of these thefts at length and
have come to the inescapable conclusion that the Kundalan Resistance is being aided by a V'ornn traitor.
There is simply no other plausible explanation for the continued success of these thefts. On their own, the
Kundalan are incapable of circumventing the increasing levels of security Line-General Lokck Werrrent
and [ have put in place."

"We are both but newly placed in high office," Kurgan said. "We need to show the Gyrgon that he was
correct in putting his faith in us. We need results, not excuses."
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"Yes, regent."

Kurgan rose from the regent's chair, beckoned Olnnn to come closer still. "There is a matter about which
you must be informed," he said softly. He knew he had to word this in just the right way. "The Gyrgon
Comradeship has been closely monitoring the embedding of okum-mmon in Khagggun, due them on their
ascendance to Great Caste status and, to be honest, they are troubled."

"What by, regent?"

"There appears to be a greater degree of difficulty among your caste in adjusting to the implant." This was
an outright lie, part of his plan to keep the Khagggun-and especially Olnnn Rydddlin himself-from gaming
too much power.

"I confess that I had not heard this, regent."
"Of course not. It is Comradeship business."
"But it directly affects us!" Olnnn said.

"That is why you must trust in the wisdom of the Comradeship, Star-Admiral," he went on soothingly. "Of
course they have your best interests at hearts. All officers of the rank of General and higher have already
received the okummmon. That being the case, the Comradeship has decided to suspend further
implantation. But the Gyrgon assure me that will be only until they can assess the ramifications of the
period of adjustment.”

"This sounds suspiciously like discrimination to me."

"Keep your voice down." The conversation was not going the way Kurgan had planned it. He had meant
for Olnnn Rydddlin to believe he was being taken into the regent's confidence. Instead, he had become
defensive. "Star-Admiral, there is Nith Batoxxx not ten paces away," Kurgan said with what he felt was
just the right amount of persuasion. "If he even suspected that I had confided this to you, I guarantee you
he would be thoroughly displeased."

"You do not subscribe to this point of view, regent, do you?" Olnnn said, somewhat alarmed.

"Certainly not," Kurgan lied. "Have you forgotten that it was I who sponsored you as my Star-Admiral?
Rest assured that at the Summon-ings I am your greatest advocate. But even I cannot gainsay the
Comradeship. And besides, according to the Genomatekks at Receiving Spirit, there is cause for
concern. You would not want to put your Khagggun in any precipitate danger, would you?"

"I will be candid, regent. I do not like this sudden turn of events."

"Nor do I, my friend. I counsel you to be patient. Their concern will pass; I myself will see to it. In any
event, one thing you must learn. It never pays to second-guess the Gyrgon."

The Ancestor Tent was huge, covering one square hectare in the center of Axis Tyr. It was made of a
neural-net monofilament the color of dried V'ornn blood, indigo, the color of mourning. Inside, at its
center, on a draped tertium podium, floating in a stasis field of hyper-excited ions, were the two
hearts-one large, one small-of the dead regent, Wennn Stogggul. Before that, the body had been
prepared by a sect of Genomatekks known as Deirus. By Gyrgon decree, the dead regent lay in state in
the forecourt of the regent's palace so that all V'ornn could pay their respect. The mourning period lasted


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

six weeks, after which the preparations for the Rescendance could begin. Tonight, nine weeks after his
death, the hearts of Wennn Stogggul would be transmuted in the rite of Rescendance.

All around the perimeter of the tent-in the light of many fusion lamps-the new regent's Haaar-kyut, his
personal bodyguards clad in horned battle armor, ranged at regular intervals. They scrutinized the somber
crowds with a restless energy, an inbred contempt, as if wishing for some unexplained or unruly behavior
so they could tear someone limb from limb. As Sornnn SaTrryn watched, he was reminded of the
lymmnals, the furred, six-legged animals used as guards by the tribes of the Korrush, the Great Northern
Plain of Kundala's north continent. The lymmnals were pulled prematurely from their mother's teats, fed
warm blood until their lust for it was all-consuming, and then were half-starved. They were trained as
attack animals. As such, they were fiercely loyal, and when they were loosed their aggression was
complete, terrible to behold. Like the lymmnals, these Haaar-kyut, in their distinctive purple armor, were
edgy, itching for combat.

"Ten days I have been at this," one Haaar-Kyut whispered to another.

"Bashkir custom," said the other out of the side of his mouth. "We performed the rite of Rescendance on
Star-Admiral Kinnnus Morcha within an hour of his death."

"We Khagggun have no time to waste on prolonged mourning rituals," the first one rejoined.
"We live for battle," acknowledged the second. "But all we are given isthis."

Sornnn SaTrryn, smiling, continued past more Khagggun arrogantly shouldering their way through the
throng. Their sudden proliferation, like poisonous mushrooms after a prolonged rain, was an evil sign, one
of many he had observed as he had made his way into the capital city. He entered the tent now, wearing
his wariness like a mantle of subdued sorrow and respect, and made his way toward the new regent.

Kurgan was standing near the baein, the hearts receptacle. Sornnn was somewhat taken aback to see a
particularly sinister-looking Gyrgon standing not too far away. There was a zone of emptiness around the
Gyrgon. He was being given a wide berth even by the Haaar-kyut, who averted their gazes, glaring even
more darkly at the assembled mourners the better to cover their fear. Every V'ornn, it seemed, whether
Great Caste or Lesser Caste, was frightened of the Gyrgon.

They were V'ornn of another hue-reclusive technomages who spent their time in their vast laboratories
trying to unlock the mysteries of the Cosmos. All V'ornn technology flowed from them. They guarded
their discoveries with a zeal that bordered on obsession, and they were the sole pipeline, feeding the new
technologies to the others only when and where they saw fit. Though the regent ruled Kundala, he served
at the pleasure of the Gyrgon. He, like every other Great Caste V'ornn, had an okummmon, a
quasi-organic neural net designed by the Gyrgon, implanted into the inside of his left forearm. Using the
okummmon, the Gyrgon would periodically Summon the regent to their presence, there to feed him his
own worst fears, the better to bend him to their will, there to order him to carry out their edicts,
continuing their rule by proxy.

Sornnn lifted a slender goblet of fire-grade numaaadis from the tray of a passing Mesagggun and slowly
sipped it, using the gesture to cover his scrutiny of the new players with whom he was sharing this fresh
playing field. Kurgan Stogggul, scion of the powerful but troubled Stogggul Consortium, took up most of
his attention. He was no more than a child, and yet he had with breathtaking swiftness ascended to a
heady office. There were among the ranks of Bashkir those who were prone to dismiss the new regent as
a temporary aberration who would sooner rather than later be swept away on the tide of history. Seeing
him now, Sornnn disagreed. There were arrogance and ambition in abundance here, no doubt of that, but
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in the sharp, angular features Sornnn recognized a keen intelligence. Besides, he could not have been
named regent without the consent of the Gyrgon. Obviously, they saw in him something the Bashkir
naysayers did not.

As he continued to approach the new regent, he observed that the Gyrgon's black eyes had pupils the
color of rubies. They met his for a moment, then passed on. He felt a chill sweep through him, as if he
had been stripped not only of his robes but his skin and flesh as well. With an inward shudder, he turned
his attention back to the young regent. In truth, he had been preparing himself for this encounter for some
time, hoping, on the one hand, that this day would not come for many years, suspecting, on the other
hand, that it would come sooner than anyone imagined. As a direct consequence of his foresight, he had
spent weeks analyzing the intelligence his Consortium had compiled on Kurgan. He had known almost
instantly that he would have a far more difficult time with the son than he had with the father. It could not
be helped.Koura, as they said in the Korrush.It is written.

Kurgan saw Sornnn SaTrryn when he was still a few meters away. Sornnn SaTrryn was tall, lean, with a
vaguely dangerous air. He had pale blue eyes that, like all the SaTrryn, were almost almond in shape, and
the agile, long-fingered hands of a professional conjurer. Kurgan saw with ill-concealed distaste that he
was wearing a wide-striped robe of the kind worn by the tribes of the Korrush. The bright colors were
dull with the dust of hard travel.

"Forgive my appearance on the night of your father's Rescendance, Kurgan Stogggul," Sornnn said in his
deep, commanding voice. "As you can plainly see, I hastened here directly from the Korrush so that I
could pay my respects." He appeared to have absorbed the absolute stillness of the wild and primitive
Korrush tribes from whom his Consortium bought the spices they sold.

Kurgan inclined his head, his night-black eyes ever avid, ever watchful, a pair of midnight pillagers. He
was dressed in a formal robe of deepest indigo. He disliked the color, was uncomfortable wearing it
now. He burned to don the regent's royal purple. "At a time like this, it is good to have my Prime Factor
close at hand once more."

"I have heard that Wennn Stogggul's death was sudden and tragic," Sornnn SaTrryn said, breaking into
Kurgan's thoughts. "You and I have something in common, regent."

"Indeed. Your own father died some months ago, yes?"

Sornnn inclined his head in sad assent.

Kurgan glanced fleetingly to his left, saw Star-Admiral Olnnn Ry-dddlin sizing up the young Prime
Factor, compiling a mental list as one does with an enemy, trying to divine his strengths and his
weaknesses.

He turned back and to cover his brief inattention signed to one of the nearby servants to bring them
drinks. They were delivered a moment later on a chased-copper tray. Sornnn SaTrryn exchanged his
empty goblet for a full one. When the Soul Departure Toast had been gravely made, the fire-grade
numaaadis consumed, Kurgan asked, "Where in the Korrush have your travels taken you?"

"I was for the past weeks in the area of Okkamchire."

"Those names sound alike to me," he said. "By all reports the Korrush is a primitive place, so I hear.
Dust, kuomeshal dung. An altogether unpleasant way, it seems to me, to make a living."
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"Exquisitely woven rugs, a drink that makes even fire-grade numaaadis taste like water." Sornnn
SaTrryn's smile was gentle, disarming. "An enchanting village of tents that moves about at the will of the
chieftain, or on a whim of the weather." He paused. "Then, again, the spice trade has proved enormously
lucrative."

Kurgan grinned, on firm ground again. "Well worth the buzz of bloodflies and the stink of kuomeshal
dung, I imagine."

"Absolutely, regent."”

"Well, then, I daresay I won't admonish you for spending so much time there. On the other hand..." He
paused, having seen his sister Marethyn making her way through the throng. She was certain to make a
scene as she had done on the day of his father's death; it remained only to discover what sort of scene.

"Yes, regent," Sornnn SaTrryn said expectantly. "On the other hand?"

Kurgan returned his attention to his Prime Factor. "On the other hand, it is my wish to resurrect Eleusis
Ashera's plan to rebuild Za Hara-at."

Sornnn's smile was a kilometer wide. "Why this is magnificent news, regent! Truly magnificent!"

"The ruins are currently being excavated, are they not?"

"Yes. For years now, the Beyy Das, one of the Five Tribes of the Korrush, have been carefully
unearthing the bones of the ancient city. But the work is both difficult and dangerous. There have been a
number of cave-ins because of old silicate mines that were buried for centuries as well as devastating
raids by the Jeni Cerii, a rival tribe."

"I shall have to assign a detachment of Khagggun to stand guard over our Mesagggun."

"That might be wise, regent," Sornnn SaTrryn said. "But I would caution them to keep well away from
the site itself, as it is a holy place."

"Only for the primitives of the Korrush. But in these matters I understand you are the expert, so I shall
heed your advice." He nodded. "Excellent, Sornnn SaTrryn. I am pleased that we have begun on such a
productive note."

"It is my hope that you will allow me to accompany you on your first trip to the Korrush."

"But I have no such trek planned."

"The SaTrryn are partners with the Stogggul Consortium in the building of Za Hara-at, the so-called City
of One Million Jewels. I think it would be wise for the regent to make a tour of the site."

Kurgan considered for a moment. "Well, one thing is clear, you were taught well how to speak." He
showed his teeth. "Very well. I will leave it to you to make all the arrangements. But for now, Prime
Factor, I must excuse myself. The Rescendance will begin shortly, and I must prepare myself."

"Of course. Thank you for this interview, regent. Again, my respects to you and to your late father."

"As you have said, you came quickly and from a distance. I will not soon forget your loyalty."
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With a nod, Sornnn SaTrryn bade the regent a formal farewell, and was gone in a swirl of
Korrush-woven fabric.

Kurgan stood looking after him for a moment or two, lost in contemplation. Olnnn Rydddlin, finished with
the last-minute instructions to the Haaar-kyut guards, crossed the tent to stand beside him.

"What news of the fugitives we seek?"

"We are closing in, regent."

"Careful, Star-Admiral. We have been down this road before"
"This time is different."

Kurgan's eyes cut to Olnnn Rydddlin's face, a book with so many hidden passages, an ally and a danger.
"Then shortly they shall be in custody, is that correct, Star-Admiral?"

Olnnn inclined his head.

Marethyn Stogggul waited until she saw the Star-Admiral take his leave of her brother before she
attempted to approach him. She was a tall, willowy Tuskugggun with a beautiful, regal face, intelligent,
wide-apart eyes, and sensual lips. Whether she was aware of it or not, she possessed some of Kurgan's
swagger, unusual in a V'ornn female. Hers was the kind of body that V'ornn males dreamed of, yet in her
dress and her movements she was wholly unself-conscious about her attractiveness.

She had been standing with all the other females, in a roped-off section of the tent beyond whose
periphery they were enjoined from roaming. By now, she had had her fill of small talk and gossip,
discussions of the relative tensile strength of tertium versus tritanium, the warp and weft of textiles. From
across the rope barrier she caught snippets of male conversations that had at their root the angling for
deals, the ferreting out of negotiating weaknesses, business rivalries, grudges, envy, ambition. The stuff of
life!

She put a smile on her face even though she was dreading this encounter. As a Tuskugggun who
believed, quite heretically, that her gender should be the equal of males, she held no especial feeling for
the male members of her family who, because of her views, were prone to give her even shorter shrift
than her sister or her mother. She had learned early in life how to be independent. Unlike her ambitious
brother, Kurgan, and her spoiled sister, Oratttony, she did not trade on the reputation or power of the
Stogggul Consortium, even after her father had become regent. Wennn Stogggul had despised her, and
she had seen no reason not to return the emotion. In fact, it had given her no small pleasure to be openly
contemptuous of him, to berate him for all but abandoning his firstborn son, Terrettt, to the suspect
therapies dispensed by cold and strange Deirus at Receiving Spirit. She alone, of all the family, visited
Terrettt in his awful sterile quarters among the lunatics, and she went without fail three times a week.
How many times had she begged her mother, cajoled her, then tongue-lashed her for cruelty.

"He is your son!" Marethyn had shouted at her mother.

"I have never thought of him that way," her mother had said in a voice drained of emotion. "And I never
will."

Shaken, Marethyn had said, "Then I am no longer your daughter."
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Somewhere inside Terrettt's skewed brain, she knew, he was grateful for each visit, even though he
rarely expressed it. He acted differently when she was with him, she didn't need Deirus to tell her that,
though they often did.

As Kurgan turned toward her, she was acutely aware of her mother, of Oratttony and her brood, the
other females of the family obediently standing behind the indigo silken cord, removed from the place of
honor where only the Stogggul males were allowed. For all Oratttony's sharp tongue she lacked the
courage to emerge from the pen to which tradition had unfairly consigned her, but her eyes grew dark
and turbulent at the sight of Marethyn doing just that.

"Are you mad?" Kurgan said into her face.
Those were the first words her brother had uttered to her since the day of their father's death.
"I bring Terrettt's good wishes to you, as well as his regrets at not being able to attend the Rescendance."

A twisted smile flared across Kurgan's face for a moment before dying out. "Y ouare mad, sister.
Mybrother is capable only of drooling out of the side of his mouth. Anything more difficult would likely
split his head asunder."

"T knew it." Though she had promised herself she would remain calm, her rage overcame her. "You
deliberately blocked my attempts to bring him here."

"Of course I did. I could not have him embarrassing the entire family in front of all of Axis Tyr."
"He is your brother, the firstborn son. Wennn Stogggul was his father, too. He has a right-"

"Let me tell you something," Kurgan hissed. "Mybrother has as much right to be here today as you do
confronting me like this. He is a dangerous mad V'ornn and nothing more. I am my father's only true heir,
never forget that." He glared at her as if daring her to gainsay him. "If you do not leave this instant, I will
order my Haaar-kyut to escort you to your proper place behind the-"

"And embarrass the Consortium in front of all of Axis Tyr? I think not." She lifted her hands against the
gathering darkness of his expression. "Keep your animals to their tight leash. I have said all that I came to
say."

He stiffened his spine. "And had it fall on deaf ears."

She inclined her head. "As always, brother." Her eyes were cold as the jagged tips of the Djenn Marre.
"You do not disappoint me."

In urgent need of flexing his sorcerous leg, Star-Admiral Olnnn Ry-dddlin stalked in a scimitar-shaped
arc through V'omn decked out in their best finery. All castes showed their grief in the appropriate
manner: Khagggun had replaced the left arm of their battle armor with one of an indigo color; the Bashkir
wore wide indigo sashes, Mesagggun had painted their faces indigo; Genomatekks and Deirus wore
indigo bands around their skulls; Tuskugggun, cordoned off to their own sections to either side, wore
indigo sifeyn.

Olnnn ate little, slept even less. And when he did finally drift off, his dreams were rife with eerie and
disturbing images, harsh cries and insistent murmurings that jolted him awake, sweating, his hearts
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thundering in his chest. He was never without pain in his leg, needles in his marrow, a shocking sensation
to a V'ornn inured to most pain. And when it didn't pain him it was stiff.Keeping still is a liability. This
Khagggun saying had become quite literal for him.

The Haaar-kyut he passed bowed to him as they sought his approval. It was more than they had done
for Kinnnus Morcha, the previous Star-Admiral. As he moved in his rather awkward gait, he kept the
regent as the fulcrum of his arc. He meant to give the impression of wanting to get a better sense of those
who had power, longed for power, would never have the power and thus were envious of those who
did. But, in fact, he was searching for Line-General Lokck Werrrent.

Olnnn was a Khagggun born of parents he hardly knew, the youngest of four brothers, all of whom, it
often seemed, lived to humiliate him, a self-made officer unlike so many of his acquaintance who had
traded on their family name. He had no family name; no family at all, abandoned by brothers both alive
and dead. Alone in the world, he had grown strong of his own accord. As a child, his life had promised
nothing; now he had almost everything he had ever dreamed of, everything others who had assumed
themselves his better desired and, now that he was here at the pinnacle, would never have.

And yet he was on edge. In the short time since Kurgan had become regent Olnnn had noticed a certain
tension arising between them. The regent asked unreasonable things of him, and when he failed to achieve
them, blamed him. Then there was the matter of the baftling thefts from Khagggun storehouses. Despite
the regent's opinions, Olnnn was convinced that the SaTrryn Consortium was behind the collaboration.
They had a history of alliances with the Korrush tribes. Consequently, it was possible to suspect that
Sornnn SaTrryn had "gone native." On the other hand, the regent clearly liked Sornnn SaTrryn, so Olnnn
knew that he had to tread lightly or not at all. That meant somehow discrediting Sornnn SaTrryn without
implicating himself in any way. He needed plausible deniability, and for this he required a stalking-horse.

"Star-Admiral."

He turned to see the face of Bronnn Pallln, round as a Kundalan moon, glistening with a faint sheen of
sweat. " have been here four hours, long before most Bashkir, and I still have not been able to gain an
audience with Kurgan Stogggul."

"The official mourning period is not yet over, Bronnn Pallln," Olnnn said, craning his neck for a glimpse of
Line-General Lokck Werrrent. ""And he is preoccupied with the vicissitudes of his office."

"His father and my father were-"
"I think it would be best to put off any audiences for the time being."

"I have been patient for nine long weeks, should that not count for something?" Bronnn Pallln whined. "I
was hoping that I could at last show Kurgan Stogggul what a mistake his father made in naming Sornnn
SaTrryn as Prime Factor over me."

All at once, the conversation was of extreme interest to Olnnn. It was as if his wish to find a
stalking-horse had been heard and granted by some mysterious force. One more reason to keep this
Bashkir from talking to the regent. "On the eve of Wennn Stogggul's Rescendance I hardly think it
prudent to tell the regent that his father made a mistake, do you?"

"Possibly not. But by rights the office of Prime Factor should be mine. Wennn Stogggul had all but
promised it to me when Sornnn SaTrryn-"
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"Kurgan Stogggul's temper is as legendary as it is volatile. But I imagine, Bronnn Pallln, that I need hardly
remind you of that."

"Indeed, no, Star-Admiral."

Olnnn put his forefinger to his lips, tapped lightly in a show of contemplation that was entirely false.
"However, your words have moved me."

"They have?" Bronnn Pallln appeared stunned.

"Indeed." He put a hand on Bronnn Pallln's meaty shoulder and steered him away from the regent. That
was when he caught sight of the Line-General in question. "Let us speak of this matter in a day or two
when the sorrow of the Rescendance has settled."

"Certainly, Star-Admiral." Bronnn Pallln appeared to be trembling slightly as he allowed himself to be led
back to his Consortium. "It would be my greatest pleasure."

Olnnn left him quickly behind, striding over to the towering figure of Line-General Lokck Werrrent. He
was the commander of the Kha-gggun forces for the Sudden Lakes quadrant and, as such, wielded the
most power among the general ranks. He was an intimidating-looking V'ornn, even among Khagggun.
His large, square head seemed almost all jutting jaw and beetling brow. His eyes, sunk deeply beneath
that brow, smoldered with what he liked to call the passion of discipline. He was old enough to be
Olnnn's father yet he had no offspring of his own. Because, he said, he was married to his service to the
V'ornn.

"Star-Admiral, good to see you once again!" he said in a deep resonant voice that could seemingly shake
the rafters of the largest hall or gallery.

"And you as well, Line-General." Olnnn gripped Lokck Werrrent's wrist. "It seems to me that these days
we do not see one another often enough."

"I am at your disposal, Star-Admiral. I will arrive at your quarters first thing tomorrow morning."

"No, you won't. And you will not make any sudden changes in your official schedule."

Lokck Werrrent's mighty brows knit tightly together. They knew each other so well that he did not ask
questions that could not now be answered. "I am off to Dobbro Mannx's for my weekly dinner and a

spirited round of hobbnixx tomorrow at the twenty-first hour. Shall we meet for a drink beforechand?"

"Do you have a venue in mind?" Olnnn was not a social animal; save for the raucous Blood Tide on the
Promenade at Harborside, he was not conversant with Axis Tyr's many taverns.

"Judging by the gravity of your mood we should meet someplace unfrequented by Khagggun. Do you
know Spice Jaxx's?"

"I am afraid I do not."
"It is in the center of the spice market. It is marked by a red-and-orange awning. You cannot miss it."

"Tomorrow at twenty hours, then."
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Ah, the scion of the SaTrryn Consortium. I see you have brought a little of the Korrush back to Axis
Tyr." Sornnn turned at the sound of the female voice. "Marethyn Stogggul." His face was utterly neutral
as he turned to face her. "I have not seen you since, hmm, when was it exactly?"

"Two days after your father's death," she said. "Do you not remember?"

"A thousand pardons." There was a quizzical expression on his face. "As a matter of fact I do not."
"I was there. Representing the Stogggul family. Members of the Consortium attended as well."

"Ah, yes. Well, there were so many attendees during the two weeks of mourning."

"And you in shock."

"Yes."

" trust you have recovered from the tragic loss."

"One never fully recovers from such a shock," Sornnn said. "How can one ever replace one's father?"
"How, indeed."

"Ah, that was thoughtless of me. This is, after all, your father's Res-cendance."

"Save your condolences for someone who needs them," she said shortly.

"How have you been?" he said, piercing the awkward silence.

"My own work goes well, though business at the atelier is somewhat static."

"But your brother's work."

"Ah, yes. Terrettt's paintings always sell."

"And he is?"

"The same."

"Such a pity."

"I thank you for your concern, Sornnn SaTrryn." She turned her head slightly, as if watching for a
moment someone or something behind his left shoulder. "Look there," she said softly. "A Deirus comes."

Sornnn turned to see a solemn figure clad in the ash-grey tunic of the Deirus.
"Look how those around him wrinkle their noses and step aside when he comes near," Marethyn said.
"It is true enough," Sornnn said. "Deirus are not well liked."

"Well, that is an understatement. They are considered sexual deviants and, as such, pariahs."
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"Another of your causes, Marethyn? Don't you have enough already?" Sornnn was acutely aware of
Olnnn Rydddlin's movements. It seemed clear that he was shadowing them.

"Considering the criminal experiments the Genomatekks at Receiving Spirit perform on the unfortunate
children of V'ornn-Kundalan origin, their contempt for Deirus is hypocritical." Marethyn made a face.
"And why should any difference-the Deirus' especially-mean that they are fit only to serve the dying and
the insane?"

"That way no one of importance will catch their 'disease’, as the Gyrgon put it," Sornnn said dryly.

"As if it actuallywere a disease. As if there was anything wrong in males loving males. I daresay they are
more loving in their relationships than you males are with us females."

"What's the matter, Marethyn," he said mockingly, "don't you believe in true love?". "Should 1?"
"I thought all Tuskugggun did."
"[ thought no males did."

"The Deirus included? Poor fools! Save for their aberration they could take their place among the highly
regarded Genomatekks instead of toiling on their own among the dead, the dying, and the insane."

"It is disgusting how they are abused. The periodic raids-"

"It is the Gyrgon way of ensuring that the aberrant behavior does not spread outside the Deirus caste,"
Sornnn said.

"On such barbarism turns the Modality!" Marethyn lifted a goblet of numaaadis off the tray of a passing
servant. "What news of the Kor-rush?"

"The Korrush abides. It is almost entirely the same, despite the ravages of our occupation."

Marethyn took a sip of the liquor. It burned her throat like fire. "The Gyrgon feel the tribes are beneath
their notice."

"Like blood-fleas on a hindemuth's backside. Apparently so."
"But you know better."
"My Consortium makes its living from their spices."

"I have wondered." She cocked her head. "Why do you bother trading with them? Why not simply go in
with a wing of Khagggun and take the spices? We have taken everything of value from the Kundalan."

"Not yet everything, [ warrant. But that is another story." He pursed his lips meditatively. Having all this
time kept Olnnn Rydddlin in the corner of his eye, he became convinced that the Star-Admiral was subtly
following him like the mysterious dark mote on the Kundalan sun. "To answer your question, let me see,
how best to put it? There is no answer."

"By which you mean that the Gyrgon are planning something in the Korrush."
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"Did I say that?"
"Not in so many words."
He frowned. "I think it would be best not to put words in my mouth."

"How could you accuse me of such a thing? I am but a lowly Tus-kugggun, after all. I doubt I have the
intelligence to put words in your mouth."

"You are as barbed as a sysal tree."

"And twice as obdurate, so it is said."

"Which is no lie, I see." He could see Olnnn Rydddlin smiling slightly as he passed close by.
"The only thing I can see is that you are as dull and stupid as every other Bashkir."

"Now lam offended."

"Try not to take it personally," Marethyn said as she turned away. "According to some, | have amassed
quite a reputation for offensive behavior."

As Nith Batoxxx watched Kurgan begin the rite of Rescendance, his mind was elsewhere. How could it
be otherwise? What Gyrgon would concern himself with day-to-day V'ornn affairs? Death was of
interest to Nith Batoxxx only inasmuch as it was a path not to be taken. In truth, it was deeply disturbing
being here in a public spot, amid the swirl, glitter, and constant movement of a gigantic throng, exposed
to life outside the Temple of Mnemonics, where he had his laboratory. The cacophony of voices alone
made him slightly uneasy, as if sunk within the crowd's incessant rustling, its restless energy, he had
difficulty hearing himself think. Even filtered through the neural nets of his biosuit the acuity of sensation
made him feel as if he was being rubbed raw. He gritted his teeth against it, the muscles at the side of his
jaw bunched and spasmed.

Possibly, however, his agitation had something to do with the bronze neural-net serpent that had been his
link to his pawn, the Kundalan sorceress Malistra. Though Malistra had been killed by the Dar Sala-at,
the serpent that had been with her had escaped, returning back to its master. But when Nith Batoxxx had
fed it into his okummmon, returning to its original ionic state, he had discovered that it had somehow been
damaged. While he could access the record of the battle, he could not see the identity of the Dar Sala-at.
This seemed impossible to him, and thus the defeat was bitterer still, and had made him grind his teeth in
fury and frustration.

As these unpleasant thoughts whirled through him, he swiveled his head this way and that. He saw a
clutter of Bashkir drinking and talking under their breath, Mesagggun ripe from the mines, the power
plants, the underground conduits, Tuskugggun, their heads covered in sifeyn, the traditional cowls all
decent females wore over their heads. He could feel their fear of him, basked in it, allowed it to calm his
jittery nerves. V'ornn and Kundalan alike, they were of no consequence to him save in all the ways he
could conjure for them to wipe his tender parts. They were nothing more than extra pairs of hands and
feet, there to do his bidding before being lopped off as they outlived their usefulness.

Which line of thought led him straight back to Kurgan Stogggul. In exchange for Nith Batoxxx's help in
gaining swift ascendancy to the regent's office, Kurgan had pledged himself into Nith Batoxxx's service.
Forever. He was an ambitious lad. And highly motivated. He was far more clever than his father ever
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was. And just as ruthless. He was not averse to getting his hands wet with another's blood. Perhaps he
even reveled in it. But was he up to the task in store for him? This was a question Nith Batoxxx intended
to answer without undue delay.

But not this day. This day he was required to stand quietly and observe the world around him, feeling the
constant ion fire of his neural nets as they compiled detailed notes, a library of minutiae, transmitted not to
the main cluster of Gyrgon data crystals, but to a lone crystal, throbbing blue-white in a secret
compartment of his laboratory, a place hidden even from the supposedly omniscient eyes of the
Comradeship. It was a task he loathed; it reduced him to the role of messenger, data-processor,
librarian. It was demeaning and obnoxious, yet he performed these seemingly unending tasks flawlessly
and without a word of protest. Protest was impossible in these circumstances.

Iam in a foul and bitter mood,he silently cried. And why is that? But he knew. He knew as surely as he
knew that the blighted sun of Kundala with its purple spot would rise in precisely three hours,
twenty-three minutes, 17.973 seconds. He felt the lack, the lack of a worthy adversary. He had done
battle with his nemesis, Nith Sahor, wounded him grievously, wounding him unto death. And now that
Nith Sahor was gone, Nith Batoxxx felt the void in his world, felt, in fact, the warp and weft of reality
somehow flat and dulled. Without Nith Sahor to oppose him, he was bored. And sad. Imagine that!
Mourning the death of one's bitterest enemy. At another time, he might have laughed at the absurdity of
the notion.

He had despised Nith Sahor and all he had stood for. Nith Sahor had deserved his fate, had deserved
the execution Nith Batoxxx had delivered upon him. He had been seduced by Kundalan lore, Kundalan
history, Kundalan sorcery. He had seen merit where there was only swill. He had confused a conjurer's
trick with true insight, had mistaken myth for knowledge. Worse still, he had wanted to rock the very
foundations of the Comradeship. He had begun to doubt the basic Precepts that all Gyrgon know are
true and right from the moment their cortical nets are hardwired into their brains, the Precepts from which
the main data crystal bank had been programmed Precepts that had been downloaded into the V'ornn
databank just before their homeworld was destroyed. Nith Sahor believed the Precepts were suspect. It
was his contention that noxious emissions from that unimaginable conflagration had interfered with the
data transfer, so that what came through was either corrupted or highly fragmented. He had blasphemed
against the Comradeship-against the V'ornn race itself. He was a traitor of the most virulent kind, for he
sought not only betrayal but subversion. In the end, his delusions had led him to conspire with the enemy,
first Eleusis Ashera, the former regent, then the sorceress Giyan and her turncoat consort, the Rhynnnon
Rekkk Hacilar.

Nith Batoxxx's blood seethed when he thought of Nith Sahor and his vile treachery, and this only made
him feel the void all the more, for it was true that his own power rose most keenly, most vividly against a
powerful enemy. And now that enemy was gone, consigned to the frozen wastes of N'Luuura, if there
was any justice in the world.

Greenish moonslight slanted through the open sides of the Ancestor Tent, the combined energy of the
throng sizzled, heating the tent like a photon reactor. The air tasted musty to him, crowded as it was with
V'ornndom, the huge line of mourners snaking into the tent on one side, out the other, an unending
serpent. He wished only to be back in his laboratory, to lose himself in his experiments. He watched from
slitted eyes the crowd eating and drinking and talking in hushed tones, heaving like a mass of foolish
cattle, and he hated them all. What concerned them? The insignificant events of their petty lives, the
minute quotidian dance that he-that all Gyrgon save Nith Sahor-had long ago foresworn. For the Gyrgon
had looked into the face of eternity, and after that sight nothing could ever be the same again. It was a
magnificent, towering, orgiastic feeling to hold the stuff of the Cosmos in the neural net of one's gloved
hand, to manipulate it, to catch the shimmer of its remaining mysteries, to be held spellbound by the
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microscopic orbits of the energy that composed all life.

Yes, his experiments made his contempt for the inferior castes universal-almost universal. There was one
here who did interest him somewhat. He let his ruby eyes alight for a moment upon Kurgan Sto-gggul,
who was looking imperious, proud, dangerous-all the things that Nith Batoxxx, in his guise as the Old
V'ornn, had taught Kurgan from a very early age. Kurgan Stogggul was a conundrum worthy of Nith
Batoxxx's superior intellect and scientific curiosity. Some special fate had touched Kurgan at the moment
of his birth, some destiny far beyond most V'ornn's imagining.

And in a very real sense Nith Batoxxx had brokered that special fate.

Nith Batoxxx moved to Kurgan's side, and a pinwheel of space and silence formed around them. V'ornn
and Kundalan alike averted their gaze. Their fear was palpable, but it did nothing to dispel this discontent
that covered him like a mourner's veil.

"It is the appointed hour," he said softly, eerily. "The Rescendance must commence."

Kurgan approached the baein. Nith Batoxxx watched as he turned a knob on the baein. The hearts of the
dead regent pulsed and, in the simulation of the return to life, commenced to melt, dissolving into a thick
blue-black liquid that drained into the Soul Chalice.

Silence passed through the vast crowd like a photonic wave. Nith Batoxxx could hear them quietly
breathing, a beast at bay. Not a word was spoken. All eyes were on Kurgan as he lifted the chalice,
which was made of crystal, so all could see the liquefied hearts within. Kurgan faced the assembled
throng, intoned the Prayer for Rescendance, which ended with the familiar phrase, "Life is death, death is
life." Then Kurgan drained all the liquid from the chalice.

3

Conundrums

Whatever are we to do," Eleana said, "now that Giyan is gone?" They were all huddled together under
the light of the three moons, Riane, Rekkk, Eleana and the six-legged Rappa, Thigpen.

"Rescue her," Rekkk said with a warrior's straightforward logic.

"That will be anything but simple," Thigpen warned.

Riane told them of Giyan's suspicions about the origins of the chrysalides.

"But Giyan is such a powerful sorceress," Eleana said. "How could she be imprisoned?"

"This is Malasocca, dread sorcery of the highest order."

Riane recognized the word as being Venca, the root language of the Ramahan Old Tongue; the language
of the Druuge, the nomadic tribes who inhabited the trackless wastes of the Great Voorg, who were said
to be the descendants of the first Ramahan.

Thigpen's whiskers twitched in anxiety. "I warrant its like has not been seen on Kundala for many

centuries. It is ancient, from the Time before the Imagining. Only the death of the host will counteract it."
The creature looked from face to face. "We may have to accept that the Lady is lost to us."
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"There must be a way," Riane said.
"We will go after her," Rekkk said firmly. "Surely all of us together-"

"That is precisely what we willnot do." Thigpen, her triangular ears laid flat against the ruddy fur of her
head, stood up on her two sets of sturdy hind legs. "If we do, she will kill us all, of that there can be no
doubt. And even if by some miracle one of us remains alive, what then? Which one of us will plunge a
blade through her heart to free her?"

"Then what do you propose?" Eleana put her hands on her hips. "I, for one, am unwilling to sit idly by
while some daemon from the Abyss steals Lady Giyan's soul from her."

Thigpen's whiskers were twitching madly. "Your loyalty to Lady Giyan is touching, dear. I am not
questioning what is in your heart, merely how the volatile emotion of love is played out." She steepled her
slender fingers, tapping the long nails together rhythmically. "The plight of the Lady Giyan aside, I cannot
impress upon you the extreme danger the Malasocca poses for all of us, for it presages the dread return
of the daemons to our realm."

"You don't know-" Rekkk began.

"Ah, but I do know." Thigpen opened her jaws. Her slender yellow tongue rolled from the back of her
mouth a small spherical object. She plucked it from between her teeth, held it aloft for them to see. In its
depths clouds seemed to form and dissipate in a never-ending pattern. "This tells me there is a
future-notthe future, mind-but certainlyone possible future in which you and Riane go after Giyan and die
by her hand."

"More Kundalan mumbo jumbo!" said Rekkk. "I don't believe a word of it!" He scabbarded his
shock-sword. "I am going after her and, somehow, I will find a way to free her." It was clear that he

wasn't really listening, wasn't thinking straight.

"You're not going anywhere yet," Riane said. Thigpen's words had chilled her to the marrow. "For a start,
you don't even know where Giyan went," Riane pointed out.

"She is right, Rekkk." Eleana sighed. "I want to go after Lady Giyan as much as you do. But for the
moment, at least, it seems we have little choice but to listen to what Thigpen has to say."

The night was growing cold, and they had already been chilled by the horror they had all witnessed.
Following Riane's suggestion, they climbed through the shattered window, returning to the Library, pulling

up heavy ammonwood chairs in a rough circle beside the long refectory table.

"Before I listen to any more of this," Rekkk growled, "I want an explanation as to how you could
possibly know the future."

Thigpen, curling her furry body in the chair seat, sighed. "As I said, it is only one possible future out of
many."

"How many?" Eleana asked.

"A great many, my dear. An infinite number."
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Rekkk was far too agitated to sit still. He sprang up almost immediately and, crossing the tiled floor,
busied himself with piling split logs into the huge blackened fireplace and starting a fire.

"The explanation," he said.
"Patience, warrior."
He turned from his work. "What little I possessed went with Giyan. Proceed with all due haste."

The Rappa showed them the tiny sphere again. 'As Riane can attest, those of us who can Thrip have
residing within us a wormlike creature known as a mononculus."

Eleana made a sound. Her face showed her disgust.

"Is this true, Riane?" Rekkk asked, brushing soot from his hands. "Do you carry one of these creatures
inside you?"

"Yes. It is essential in order to continue Thripping. As you move through the Realms you pick up all sorts
of energies, some of them quite noxious. The mononculus acts as a kind of filter, metabolizing the
energies, purging our systems."

"What Riane does not yet know," Thigpen said, "is that the mononculus absorbs all sorts of radiation as
one Thrips. The Realms are infinite. They exist side by side, as well as layered upon one another. When
one Thrips there is no time or space-at least not as we understand it. All the Realms exist at once.
Therefore, it is not surprising that many oddments are inadvertently picked up along the way." She rolled
the sphere between her fingers. "Slivers of the past, or the future become embedded in our beings. They
are harmful to us so the mononculus takes charge of them. Unlike the radiation, it cannot metabolize these
slivers so it does the next best thing. It binds them together, around and around."

Riane took the sphere from Thigpen, peered at it intently. "Until it makes this."

"Precisely." Thigpen appeared pleased. "Then it expels the object."

Having successfully started the fire, Rekkk came and stood beside Riane. "But the future? The past?"
"How shall I say it?" Thigpen used a forefinger to scratch behind one ear. "Think of sunlight glancing off
water, or lamplight reflecting off a pane of crystal. Think of these glimmers caught in the corner of your

eye, seen but not seen. This is what the sphere is made up of."

Eleana, too, drew close, to better inspect the object of curiosity. "And you saw the future-a future-in
there."

Thigpen nodded solemnly. "Somewhere, someplace, sometime, it happened just as I have said. Riane
and Rekkk perish at the hands of the daemon that Lady Giyan is becoming."

"N'Luuura take it!" Rekkk cursed.
Eleana looked shrewdly at the Rappa. "Then we must ensure that that particular future never happens."

Thigpen sat up. "My dear, you have grasped the essential nature of the matter." She looked at Rekkk.
"Do you understand this, impetuous warrior?"
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"She is my true love, Rappa. Doyou understandthat?"
She gently laid a paw on his arm. "Better than you could ever imagine, brave one."

"Well, then, give me an alternative to finding Giyan and battling the daemon that possesses her. This talk
of prophecy gives me a headache."

"We will find Giyan," Riane said. "But first we must find the way to displace the daemon without killing
her." She saw Thigpen watching her with glittering eyes. "A strong arm and a brave heart are not enough
to defeat daemons. We must use knowledge."

Scowling, Rekkk said, "I do not understand, Dar Sala-at."

"One thing I have learned about daemons," Riane continued, "is that they are made of fire. Battle them in
a straightforward manner with might and main and they simply grow stronger. Think of it this way, they
are like bloodthirsty reavers-the harder you push them, the harder they push back. But like reavers they
are limited-clever in their own way-but with no deep understanding."

"The Dar Sala-at is quite correct," Thigpen said. "Evil repeats itself over and over in an unending pattern.
Evil is powerful, implacable, a deadly force, certainly so, but it has no free will. It is programmed, shall
we say, to achieve its goal. Therefore, its actions are-what is the best way to put it? Its actions are
mechanical, predictable."

"At last we come to it," Rekkk cried. "The chink in the enemy's armor!"
"But this is pure evil we are speaking of now; therefore, nothing is quite what it appears to be."
Eleana frowned. "What do you mean?"

"What I tell you now is vital to our survival." Thigpen looked into each of their faces in turn. "The nature
of evil, the very thing that is the chink in its armor, as Rekkk so colorfully put it, is often its greatest
strength. For its mechanical, predictable methods can prove all too hypnotic to the likes of us."

"That's preposterous!" Rekkk blurted out. "Surely all of us have proved time and again that we know
good from evil."

"Of course you have," Thigpen said. "But consider, Rekkk. Malistra was able to crawl inside you, to take
you over so completely that you tried to kidnap the Dar Sala-at. And would have succeeded, mind you,
had Riane not been so resourceful and quick of wit."

"That will never happen again," Rekkk said darkly. It was clear he did not care to remember that
incident.

"Rekkk, I know you believe that. I am absolutely sure your intentions are good." Thigpen tapped her
nails together. "However, inside all of us is a dark place. You know it, Rekkk, because you have been
there. The Ramahan call it White Bone Gate. There resides all the rage, despair, envy, greed, all the
negative emotions we harbor. Unlike Rekkk, most of us are not even aware this place exists. In fact,
we'd likely deny it. The point is that daemons instinctively know how to open White Bone Gate, how to
manipulate us so that the emotions pent up in that dark place inside us come swarming out. The closer we
get to evil, the more time spent in its company, the more likely White Bone Gate will be breached, the
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more likely that dark place will be opened and all the sewage will spill out, polluting us, dazzling us,
leading us astray. That is why Riane is correct when she says that we must have knowledge. We must
know precisely what we are doing before we confront the daemon that is taking over Giyan."

"Then tell us!" Rekkk thundered.

"Alas, I cannot. I don't know enough about the Malasocca."

"Who does, then?" Eleana asked with a quick warning look at Rekkk's strangled cry.

"No one I know of." Thigpen spread her arms. "But look around you. We have the collected wisdom of
the blessed Ramahan here at our fingertips."

"I can't read Old Tongue Kundalan and neither can Rekkk," Eleana pointed out.

Thigpen clucked her yellow tongue against the roof of her mouth. "But Riane and I-"

"I have another idea," Riane broke in. "Giyan told me who I needed to see for the next stage of my
sorcerous training. Jonnqga, an imari at the Nimbus kashiggen in Axis Tyr. I think we should go there. I
would wager she can help us."

Thigpen shook her head. "That is precisely what we willnot do."

"I vote we go," Rekkk said shortly. "I have been to Nimbus. [ know where it is, and [ am familiar with its
interior layout. Right now it's our best chance."

Thigpen thumped her thick, striped tail loudly against the chair back. "Listen to me for a moment. We
must assume the worst, that the daemon already has possession of Giyan's most recent memories. That
being the case, it is a good bet that Giyan-and the Tzelos-will be looking for Riane there." She held up
the tiny sphere. "Nimbus is the place where it happens, Rekkk, where you and Riane die. You must
avoid that future. You cannot go there."

There was a small silence into which the whistle of the wind intruded, causing the branches of the trees to
dip and wave. They scratched against the side of the Library. An owl hooted mournfully.

Rekkk grunted, stalking out through the ruined window.

"I guess you and Riane had better start your research right away," Eleana said, before following Rekkk
outside.

For some time, they stood together looking at the gathering sunrise. A chill wind, the first taste of autumn,
fluttered their garments, crept up their arms and legs.

"This inaction is intolerable," Rekkk said at length. "Somewhere out there she's imprisoned, in pain,
fighting for her life."

"You can't think about that now," Eleana said softly.

He threw his head back, shouted into the dawn. "That's all Ican think about since it happened. It's all Iwill
think about until she is safe at my side."
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"Then you are in serious danger of driving yourself mad."
"Good. I deserve nothing less."

"What are you talking about?"

"I should have protected her."

"That's absurd. Giyan herself, with all her powerful sorcery, couldn't protect herself. You could not have
helped her, Rekkk. You know that."

When he did not reply, she reached up and tugged at him. "Rekkk, look at me." Reluctantly, he turned.
"This isn't about not being able to protect Giyan, is it?"

He glared at her, then could not continue to meet her gaze. When he tried to turn his head away, she
guided it back with hands on his cheeks. "Talk to me, Rekkk."

He broke away, went stumbling down along one of the abbey paths. Eleana followed him, and when at
length he stopped she came up to him. He had his hand curled around the bole of the sysal tree that had
grown up through the lintel of the east-facing temple, splitting it asunder.

Eleana put a hand gently on the small of his back.

"Funny," he said in a hoarse whisper, "how something as innocuous as a tree can break through stone and
mortar." He shook his head. "I mean, half the time you don't even notice trees, do you? They live at the
periphery of your vision, there but not there. You take them for granted."

"Rekkk," she whispered, "what is it?"

He looked up into the rustling branches. "This tree is like..." He closed his eyes for a moment. "Like that
place inside me-what did Thigpen call 1t?"

"White Bone Gate."

He nodded. "The place Malistra touched inside of me, twining like a serpent in the darkness. The place I
never knew was there, the place that lived at the periphery of my consciousness. She took possession of
it, made me into..." He snatched his hand from the sysal tree as if it had caught fire.

"Rekkk, please-"

"Don't you see?" He turned to her. "The same thing is happening to Giyan now-only it's worse for her, far
worse. She's being taken over body and soul, remade into something... horrific, unholy, evil."

"We'll find her, Rekkk, we'll save her. Have faith."

"Faith." He laughed harshly. "You don't know what it's like to have something of pure evil crawling
around inside you, boring into your brain, imprisoning you. The horror of it!" He took her hand in his.

Pray it never happens to you, Eleana. Pray to your Great Goddess Miina to spare you from that fate."

Eleana led him over to a stone bench. "You're exhausted, Rekkk. Let's sit for a while and speak of other
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things. Or not speak at all." She took his hand in hers. "Together, we will watch the sun come up and
marvel at its beauty. We will count the colors in the clouds and free our minds. We will let our hearts rest
from our pain."

We have set ourselves a difficult task," Thigpen said as she took down a stack of books from the Library
shelves.

"Tell me something I do not already know."

Thigpen took note of Riane's tone of voice as she watched her thumb throughThe Origins of Darkness.
"On the other hand, we have a great advantage. You are able to read and absorb text at an astonishing
pace."

Riane was aware of the weakness of the thrumming beneath her feet, Each abbey was built atop a major
nexus point on the sorcerous grid of power bourns that enmeshed Kundala. Each nexus was different.
The meaning of both these facts had been lost for more than a century. All night, she had felt the bourns
stuttering, like the belabored breath of a patient.

Riane voiced a suspicion that had been forming. "You persuaded us not to go after Giyan because you
are trying to protect me."

"That is one reason, yes. But if you think I lied to you-"
"The time for protecting me is past, don't you think?"

"Not at all," Thigpen said sharply. "You know so little about your fate. You are the Dar Sala-at and
yet..."

Riane watched her carefully.

"You are young. Your Gift is raw, only partially trained. You are only in the first flower of your
ascendancy. Plus, you are female. You do not yet fully appreciate the difficulty this will present. We have
been awaiting the advent of the Dar Sala-at, yes, because you will lead us out of our time of bondage.
But even the Ramahan who believe in you most fervently have been expecting a male savior. This will
come as a great shock to them when you reveal yourself, and there will be the inevitable cabal of
naysayers. It is written that you will have a holy protector at your side."

"The Prophesies again. How is it that I have not been told about this holy protector before?"

"The Prophesies are written down now, but they came down to the Ramahan orally, through numerous
generations. There are thousands of them, intertwining like tropical vines. Many intersect, others overlap
or even are contradictory. There is a Prophesy that has been interpreted by some to indicate that the Dar
Sala-at will be a male. But if, as we believe, these Prophesies have their origins in Miina, the
complexities, the entanglements, even the paradoxes make sense. Miina never viewed us as Her slaves.
We have free will in most matters. This is why the prophesies must be interpreted; this is why some of
them will be proved true and others false. Our lives are complex, even at times seemingly paradoxical. In
any case, the future is unknown. What, otherwise, would be the point of living? Still, the Prophesies exist
and so the Seers interpret, but, as you know, the Seers soon go mad, and die."

"Y ou must be this holy protector, then."
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"I?" Thigpen laughed. "He is known as the Nawatir, a fierce and relentless warrior. He springs into being
through sorcerous transformation. His coming marks the next step in your evolution, Dar Sala-at. As for
me, [ am and always will be a Rappa, a member of a race close to Miina, once companions to the first
Ramahan until we were falsely accused of killing Mother and forced into hiding."

Riane looked down. Who would be her Nawatir? How could she know? She put aside for the moment
her questions and began to read. The pages of the tome flip-flip-flipped past her eyes. After a time, she
became lost in the text, and then, suddenly the text began to dissolve. Her head felt light, and she knew
another memory of Riane's former life, before the dying husk had been joined with Annon, had broken

off from the glacier buried deep in their mind...

She was walking along an ice-encrusted ridge. A blue wind scoured her with frozen snow. At the top of
the world high amid the ragged peaks of the Djenn Marre she moved with slow deliberate strides. She
kept the air, so thin it barely existed, deep in her lungs. Her heart beat fast as her breathing slowed. She
was tired but, somehow, at the same time exhilarated. A sudden cry caused her to turn, and she saw the
bird winging in on a thermal current, its snow-white wings and black-and-white-speckled body hurtling
toward her. It was huge, larger than any bird Annon had ever seen or read about. It was three times her
size. She held her ground as it approached. It studied her with piercing blue eyes, and feelings of comfort
and of love enveloped her. She spoke to it in a language-

With a start Riane sat up straight. She had spoken to the giant bird in Vencal What had she said? But the
memory stopped there, as if it were a storybook whose pages had been maliciously ripped out. She
massaged her head, trying to will the memory to continue. She could never do it. The memories surfaced,
presented themselves, isolated fragments of the original Riane's life, in their own time, in their own
mysterious way. There was simply no controlling them. It was like working on a vast and unknowable
puzzle. She had a number of pieces now, but so far she could not see where they fit together.

Riane looked over at Thigpen, who had opened the first book on the stack. She sat, reading, her tail
curled around her, on the refectory table, humming a little to herself. This sight served to jolt Riane back
into reality, and she grew angry.

"Don't you care?" she said.
"What?" Thigpen looked up, blinking.
"Don't you care at all that Giyan is being slowly destroyed?"

Thigpen sat up straight. "My dear Riane, of course I care. I care a great deal. But panicking about it isn't
going to do anyone any good, least of all Giyan."

"But you seem so frightfully calm!"

"A state of being I have spent centuries cultivating." She padded down the table toward Riane. "Rappa
tend to have high blood pressure, you know. Comes from eons of being the favorite food of the Ja-Gaar.
See one coming, we keel right over, like as not. Shocking lapse in the survival instinct, let me tell you.
Still, such a deficiency makes the smart of the species smarter, eh? If you've got a brain in your cranium,
you're forced to figure out ways to keep the old pressure under control, aren't you? Otherwise, you're
dead meat. So, yes, I am calm, and you should be, too. Promotes clarity of thought, which is what is
required of us now."

"Of course you're right, but,.." All at once, a memory surfaced and her heart contracted. "Thigpen, Giyan
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told me that in order for the Tzelos to be in our Realm it had to be carried here by an archdaemon."
The Rappa's eyes opened wide. "Then we have another enemy to deal with. Oh, dear!"

Riane's eyes grew fierce. "I lost her once, Thigpen. By some miracle I got her back. And now, now..."
Her hands balled into fists. "I swear to you that I will move the stars to save her." Her voice shook and
tears stood in the corners of her eyes. "But how? How?"

"Patience, Dar-Sala-at, we have only just begun to-"

"To N'Luuura with patience!" Riane swept books off the table. The two looked at each other for several
trembling moments. "I need a sign, Xhigpen." Riane was almost pleading. "Something to tell us that we
have a chance to get her back."

Thigpen leapt lightly onto the floor. "This is a time of great testing." She began to gather the scattered
books one by one. "You must find that sign inside yourself, Dar Sala-at." She scrambled under the table
to get the last book. "This is a time-" Silence.

"Thigpen?"'

The Rappa backed out from under the table. "Riane, look there!"

Riane got down on her hands and knees, ducked under the refectory table overhang. And that is when
she saw it, lying innocently deep in the shadows. She glanced upward, saw where it had been affixed to
the underside of the table. Doubtless, the coming of the Malasocca had dislodged it.

Thigpen sniffed at it, her snout quivering nervously. "V'ornn technology. What is it?"

It was about the size and shape of a seedpod, but it was made of terttum and germanium, dull as an
overcast day. "It is a duscaant, a Khagggun recording device."

Thigpen sat back. "That cannot be good. What on Kundala is it doing here?"

Riane held it up to direct light and it vanished. "An object of stealth, of clandestine watching. It is a stealer
of secrets, a repository of information."

Thigpen regarded it as if it were a packet of V'ornn explosives. "We should destroy the dread thing.
Now."

"NO. n
Thigpen shuddered. "But-"

"As you know, no V'ornn can penetrate the Library now, not even a Gyrgon. The logical conclusion is
that the duscaant was secreted here before the spell was cast." Riane turned the thing over, pressed a
hidden stud with her fingernail. "Here is the date on which it was placed here and activated."

Thigpen bent closer, read with rising alarm the V'ornn numbers. "That is five years before the abbey was
invaded, its members dragged away to V'ornn interrogation chambers some ninety years ago." Her eyes
flickered up to Riane's face like flames. "How? How could a Gyrgon listening device be planted inside
these walls? How could such a thing be?"
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"You know," Riane said slowly and deliberately, "because there can be only one answer."
Thigpen's eyes were wide and staring. "A Ramahan collaborator."

Riane nodded. "Someone very powerful. Doubtless a sorceress." For they both knew that the Gyrgon
dealt only with individuals who, in their own ways, wielded great power. "That is why we will not destroy
it. In here, perhaps, resides a clue to the identity of that collaborator."

"Or fooling with a Gyrgon object will get us killed." Thigpen rubbed her cheek with the back of a
forepaw. "We will discuss this no further, and certainly not mention it to the others. There is already far
too much anxiety floating around for my liking. Let us resume our reading, and leave this conundrum for
another day."

A while later, Eleana appeared, bearing plates of cold food and tankards of water, which she placed
before them, her eyes asking the question she was afraid to voice. Neither of them said a word, and she
retreated, ashen-faced. Riane briefly rested her bleary eyes on Eleana's form before returning to her
reading. The books in this Library were maddening. They assumed knowledge that she did not possess
even though she had memorized both of Miina's Sacred Volumes. The result was somewhat akin to
looking at the pictures in a book while not being able to read the accompanying text. Some references
were simply incomprehensible. For others, she could extrapolate some things, infer others, but without a
clear understanding of the overarching principles and theories under which everything operated she could
not be certain her conclusions were correct. Perhaps, she surmised, the problem stemmed from the fact
that the books predated bothUtmost Source andThe Book of Recantation. What came before these two
holy pillars of Mima's rule? Riane did not know and clearly Thigpen didn't either. She felt like an infant
invading an adult domain. There was so much she longed to know, so much sitting right here at her
fingertips. It was maddening. If only she could understand what she was reading! Giyan was right. She
needed more training, that much was indisputable.

Toward evening, she said, "I may have found something. The Ma-lasocca is transformational, it says
here."

"Now we are getting somewhere."

"Apparently, daemons possess only knowledge of Kyofu sorcery, not Osoru. If they knew both they
would be able to conjure Eye Window spells, which are much more powerful.”

"But Giyan is an Osoru sorceress."

"Yes," Riane said, "and that is the point of her possession. Once the Malasocca is complete the daemon
will have access to all her knowledge, including Osoru."

Thigpen's whiskers were twitching fearfully. "And then it will know-"
Riane nodded. "Everything. Yes."

"But in the distant past before Miina cast the daemons into the Abyss there were incidents of
Malasocca."

"The daemons gain possession of the knowledge only while they are in the host body. Once they are cast
out, they cannot retain it."
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"Well, that is something, at least. But..." Thigpen's eyes were dark with foreboding as she voiced the
question they had both been aftaid to ask. "How long do we have before Lady Giyan is completely taken
over by the daemon?"

"It doesn't say; this is only a passing reference." Riane continued to read. "It does say that after the
halfway point it becomes increasingly more difficult to reverse the transmogrification."

"By what means can we effect the reversal?"

Riane shook her head. "But there is a word here.Maasra." She frowned. "It is neither Old Tongue nor, to
my knowledge, Venca."

" Cross-references? "
"None that I can find."

"Then this mysterious word is the only clue we have." Thigpen stretched and yawned, her yellow tongue
curling up. "What we need is a first-class dialectician."

"Where on Kundala are we going to find that?"

Thigpen took up a piece of meat, sniffed it. "As it happens I know one." She wrinkled her nose as she
popped the morsel into her mouth. "Unfortunately, he's dead."

4
Madnessls As Madness Docs

The Sea of Blood was choppy in the following southwest wind, dark as ludd-wine, dark as its namesake.
Small fishing boats bobbed in the slips at the wharf and, farther out, the tall-masted ships of the
Sarakkon, the wild seafaring race of Kundala's southern continent, rode uneasily at anchor. The
Sarakkon believed in many gods, female and male. The great, arcing prows of their trading ships were
carved into their brooding visages-part Sarakkon, part fearsome beast.

From the south-facing window high up in Receiving Spirit, Marethyn Stogggul had a splendid view of the
Sarakkonian vessels currently loading and unloading their cargo. The Kundalan especially prized kingga,
a decorative hardwood with magnificent striations, as well as foodstuffs of an exotic nature that could not
be grown in the harsher climate here on the northern continent. In exchange, the Kundalan sold their
fanciful dry goods, bolts of handmade cloth and casks of thick, sweet mead the Sarakkon coveted. But
Marethyn also knew there was other Sarakkon cargo, not openly spoken of-laaga, for instance, the
dried, ground leaf which, when smoked or chewed, produced a pronounced narcotic effect that was
highly addictive. It was a crude and dangerous drug, especially when compared to salamuuun. On the
other hand, while salamuuun was not addictive, laaga was far cheaper, and readily available in the city's
back alleys. The Ashera Consortium kept tight control on salamuuun, allowing it to be sold only in
licensed kashiggen.

With a sigh, Marethyn turned back into the stark white interior of the madness ward and smiled into her
brother's blank face.

"I saw your brother, Kurgan," she said without leaking a trace of the anger she felt in her hearts. "I told


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

him how aggrieved you were not to be at the Rescendance. I gave him your respects, and he asked me
to give you his. You were greatly missed at the rite."

Terrettt did not respond or give any indication that he had heard her. He sat in a chair, his torso bent
forward and tense, his robes hanging loosely on his too-thin frame. His black eyes, sunk deep in their
sockets, burned too brightly, as with a high fever. Before him was a drawing table with an angled top. On
it was a huge sheet of paper, along with an array of precisely aligned drawing implements. He was
drawing with quick, jerky movements of his hand and forearm. His artistic accomplishments were
undeniable but also quite unfathomable. No matter. Marethyn spent much of her time in her Divination
Street atelier selling the fruits of his labor alongside her own. He drew constantly or he slept. This was his
life.

His black eyes watched her briefly as she moved, then flicked downward to his current work in progress.
She wondered what he was thinking. On the wall in front of him was a huge topographical map of the
northern continent, which she had put up after he had clawed down three different paintings. He never
had a reason for destroying the artwork she had brought, at least none that she could determine, and it
could be said without fear of contradiction that she knew Terrettt better than anyone, including his own
mother.

She had come upon the map, rolled up and dusty, in a small curio shop on the Street of Dreams and had
seized upon it immediately as a replacement for the ripped paintings. His room was just too depressing
withoutsomething on the walls. So far, he had not marred it, though the only way she could be sure he
was aware of it was that its colors were slowly creeping into his newest paintings. This seemed huge to
her, an important victory for him as well as for her.

Terrettt began to drool. She came away from the window at once to wipe his red lips. Oblivious, he
continued to draw. For a moment she studied his face. While Kurgan was all harsh angles, cunning eyes,
and an avaricious nature, Terrettt possessed a certain serenity that was so profound the frightening
seizures that violated it were all the more heartbreaking. Every time she looked at him she hated her
family all the more. They were too busy being embarrassed by him even to acknowledge his existence.

"What are you working on today?" she asked as she came around to his side of the table. "Is this the sea,
the sky, the land?" She pointed. "And what are these circles? Stars in the sky? A constellation, perhaps?"
These seven circles had begun to appear in his work in one form or another starting several weeks ago.
That's when she had bought him the huge sheets of paper he obviously needed. He had never before
created a repeating motif-in fact, that was one of the major elements that had separated him from other
artists who, like writers, tended to revisit the same themes, tackling them from different angles and
aspects.

"Terrettt," she said, giving up on the drawing, "will you talk to me today?" She sat on a chair beside him
and tenderly wiped more drool off his lips. "I would so like it if you would talk to me." She took the
brush from his fingers, engaged his eyes with the animation of her lovely face. "Won't you try? For me?"

Terrettt sat frozen for some time. At last his mouth opened, the lower jaw flapping up and down.

"That's right," she said excitedly. It was all she could do not to hug him, but she had learned the hard way
that he could not tolerate physical contact. "Speak to me. I know you want to." "Water," he enunciated
slowly and painfully. "Blue." Marethyn's hearts leapt. "Yes!" she cried. "The water is blue. You can see it
from the window." She pointed. "There!" "Water," Terrettt said. "Black."

Marethyn frowned. "The water is black? Well, it's black at night, I guess. Is that what you mean? Is this a
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drawing of the sea at night?"

Terrettt's eyes seemed to be trying to tell her more than his mouth could. An agony of emotion contorted
his face for a moment. His mouth worked convulsively, but all that came out were unintelligible sounds,
followed by a fresh spurt of drool.

"Water," he repeated, as Marethyn moved to clean his chin. "Black." He pointed to the drawing he was
making, his trembling forefinger stabbing out at the circles he had drawn. "Terrettt, what are you trying to
tell me?"

His mouth worked spasmodically as he tried desperately to express himself. All that emerged was a
series of heavy grunts. Tears stood out in his eyes, and he pounded his balled fists against his temples.
"No, Terrettt!" She tried to pull his hands away. "No!" His face filled with blood, his eyes rolled up in his
head. She backed away just in time. He struck out at her, missed, tried again and, instead, off-balance,
fell to the floor, where he began to thrash and foam. His eyes were as opaque as a corpse's.

Marethyn shouted, and a Deirus appeared in the doorway. "You will have to leave now," he said as he
glided up. He was tall, stoop-shouldered, thin to the point of emaciation. His deep-set eyes were pale
and watery, as if he had been staring at the sun for too long. The hollows beneath his cheekbones had an
almost painful depth. His hands were long and thin, their fingers stained mahogany by the curious fluids he
worked with daily. She had seen him several times before. His name was Kirlll Qandda.

Terrettt was very quick, but he was no match for the Deirus, who was surprisingly powerful.
Unfortunately, the Deirus locked Terrettt's wrists behind his back. The intolerable touch made him all the
wilder, his eyes rolling madly in his head, spittle flying from his snarling lips.

"It is too dangerous for you when he is like this," Kirlll Qandda said as he struggled to subdue Terrettt.

"His name is Terrettt. And do not talk as if he isn't here." If her tone was sharp she felt she had just
cause. Too often the Deirus' suppressed rage at being separate from and unequal to the Genomatekks of
their caste took the form of small but galling discourtesies to those who most depended on them. Perhaps
their intensive five-year training with the Gyrgon contributed to this superciliousness. But though they
irked Marethyn, it had never occurred to her to complain to her father. Indeed, save for her monthly
reports on Terrettt's progress, or rather his lack of it, she had avoided him at all costs.

"T apologize," Kirlll Qandda said as he scrambled after Terrettt. "But your brother-er, Terrettt-does not
like to take his medicine."

The Deirus had Terrettt in position, and he applied the transdermal spray directly to her brother's eyes.
Apparently, the retinas were the most efficient pathway to the brain. Marethyn had heard stories of
desperate laaga addicts spraying their eyes with a mist distilled from the dried and cured leaves. Slowly,
the eerie, soulless look faded from Terrettt's eyes, and his breathing returned to normal.

"Why does this happen to him?" Marethyn asked as she wiped the spittle and flecks of blood off his face.
In his frenzy, he had bitten his lower lip.

"Y ou must let him rest now," Kirlll Qandda said not unkindly. "We can talk as I walk you out."

She looked up at him. Seeing her brother in such agony exhaustedher."Tell me, Kirlll Qandda," she said,
"how long have you been on Terrettt's case?"
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"I was recently transferred on, mistress."
"Please do not address me in that manner."
Kirlll Qandda appeared startled. "I do not understand. Mistress is a term of respect."”

"Mistress is a term created by males. It is demeaning. It is meant to keep females in their place." She
stood up. "I am ready to leave now."

The hallway was bright, startling in its starkness, as starkness was not the Kundalan way. The walls were
sheets of pale featureless gypsum fastened together with copper-headed pins. There was a beauty in their
smoothness, in the way they had been quarried and cut so that the subtle sedimentary grain flowed in one
direction. Marethyn saw this with her practiced artist's eye. Overhead, oval skylights let in the daylight.
They passed doorways into wards similar to the one in which Terrettt lived. In some she could see
beautiful clouds of sparkles in the air, sure indications of ion-force-field barriers. Occupants shuffled
about their quarters or stared fixedly at her as she passed by. Their empty gazes seemed to suck the life
out of her.

Kirlll Qandda smiled with his pale, watery eyes. "Terrettt's painting gets better all the time, don't you
t].] i n I :?H

"I would prefer you talk to me about my brother."

He sighed, as if they had come to a point in the conversation he had been dreading. "I wish I had good
news for you." There were other Deirus in the hall now, along with several armed Khagggun. They were
passing the violent ward, and he kept her at a brisk pace. "I wish I had any news at all." He spread his
hands. "Unfortunately, I do not. Your brother is as he was when he was brought in here ten years ago.
No therapy we have tried has had the least effect on his condition. The seizures appear randomly. They
seem to have no apparent trigger, though stress and exhaustion are certainly major factors."

"I understand," Marethyn said with heavy hearts. This was old news, but at least it had been delivered by
a Deirus unlike the others who had spoken to her. "Is it really necessary to drug him so often?"

"I am afraid that without the periodic transdermal sprays your brother's seizures would become
uncontrollable. He would injure himself, as he did when your family first brought him here. Then there are
the other inmates to consider."

"I am grateful that he hasn't been transferred to the violent ward."

"To be perfectly honest it's been a constant struggle. Some in the administration are... uncomfortable with
him in his current surroundings."

"And where do you stand on this matter, Kirlll Qandda?"
"I have two of Terrettt's paintings hanging in my residence."

They had reached the staircase, a typically wide, florid Kundalan work of art in honey-and-black onyx
illuminated from above by a light-well in the shape of an eye.

Marethyn glanced back down the hallway. It was always a jarring moment when she left him, knowing
she was free to go wherever she chose while he was locked away in here. "Is there no hope for him at
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all?"
The Deirus was silent.

"I am well aware that the Gyrgon forbid you to give out any information on your patients. But he is my
brother, and I love him. Nobody else does."

Kirlll Qandda shook his head. "I am Deirus. If I was found out, I would be subject to-"

"But, dear, Kirlll Qandda, you are the only one who can help me." Marethyn paused to lick her lips. "As
you say, you are Deirus. Perhaps one day you will need my help as I now need yours."

She reached out and touched him on the arm, and Kirlll Qandda's eyes followed the movement of her
hand.

"Y ou are not afraid to touch me."
"Why should I be?"

Kirlll Qandda gave a little laugh. Quickly stifled. He nodded to her, led her out of the crowded corridor
and into a small, dimly lighted cubicle lined with locked metal cabinets. It was deserted. He closed the
door softly behind them.

"The condition your brother has," Kirlll Qandda whispered, "well, it defies all conventional gene therapy.
Tests show that his DNA is undamaged. His brain chemistry is, of course, abnormal, but each time we
try to rebalance him we fail." He looked at the door for a moment, as if fearful a Khagggun or, worse, a
Gyrgon would barge in. "It is almost as if his condition continually mutates to actively resist our best
efforts." He tried to smile. "It is something of a mystery, I am afraid, one that we have been unable to
solve. It is why Terrettt's Deirus keeps getting reassigned. The case defeats them."

"But surely there must be-" Marethyn shook her head. "I mean, he is a Stogggul, after all. A great artist."

Just then Kirlll Qandda's wrist-communicator buzzed and a Gen-omatekk called his name in a sharp,
imperious tone. He gave her a quick, sad smile. "I am sorry, but now I really must be going. Good
afternoon to you, Marethyn Stogggul." He turned on his heel and quickly went out of the cubicle.

Marethyn, gaining the door, craned her neck, briefly glimpsed a pack of Khagggun. Some held babies
roughly in their arms. Others herded a group of small children-mixed breed, V'ornn and Kundalan. A
Gyrgon came into the hall, lifted a beckoning hand. Kirlll Qandda and the imperious Genomatekk took
charge of the group as they filed through the doorway in which the Gyrgon stood. What are they doing
with those children? she wondered. Just then, a Khagggun noticed her and came striding down the
corridor toward her.

"This area is off-limits," he said sternly.
She took a quick step backward. It angered her that she was so easily intimidated.
"You are ordered to leave, immediately."

What choice did she have? As she turned and descended the main staircase she noticed a speck of
Terrettt's blood like a tattoo on the back of her hand.
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The SaTrryn Consortium long-range grav-carriage, sleek and glimmering with impeccably harnessed
power, waited just outside the grounds of the regent's palace. Kurgan could see Sornnn SaTrryn with
two of his orderlies making the last of the preparations for their overnight trip to the Korrush. He
stopped, and so did his heavily armed Haaar-kyut escort. As he watched Sornnn go about his small
routine tasks Kurgan was once again reminded of how apart he remained from the mainstream of V'ornn
life. Oddly, deep inside he found a desire to insert himself into the bits of overheard colloquy, but owing
to his office he could not. Ministers, Bashkir and Khagggun alike, fell silent at his approach, their
conversation cut off in midsentence. The spell of fear he had so ruthlessly cast had worked too well, and
now here, in the very center of this glimmery web, he found himself isolate, deprived of friends his own
age, of the breath of life essential to a still-young and growing V'ornn. By his own machinations he had
arrived prematurely at the stage of eminence normally granted to those of advanced age who had had the
advantage of years to gain experience in how to cope.

Then, with a silentN'Luuura take it! he shrugged off his lingering melancholy and strode to the side of the
grav-carriage. It was a gleaming copper color, perhaps ten meters long, with a smallish cockpit up front
for the pilot-captain and the navigator. Behind was another cockpit, spacious and luxuriously appointed,
for the passengers. In the rear was space for provisions and supplies and the like.

Sornnn SaTrryn greeted the regent as he clambered aboard. He said not a word of protest as the pair of
Haaar-kyut guards sat on either side of him. Three hours later, deep in the Kundalan countryside, with
bales of dried wrygrass, glennan, and oatgrass neatly stacked in the yellow fields on either side of them,
Sornnn broke out the food, and they had a midday meal. They saw folk gathering for one of the many
Kundalan festivals.

At first, they spoke of inconsequential matters, then, at Kurgan's request, Sornnn talked at length about
the Korrush.

"I cannot pretend that spending so much time among the Five Tribes has not changed me," Sornnn said
finally.

"It seems to me that Kundala had changed us all," Kurgan said, wiping his lips.
"In what way has it changed you, regent?"

The farmers had erected a multicolored pole; they wore horned masks and danced around a bonfire,
their implements placed in a larger circle around them. They stopped, however, as soon as they spied the
oncoming hoverpod. Quickly, they hurled their masks into the fire. With a fearful look, they gathered up
their tools and returned to their labor.

"I think of us, of our long stay on Kundala, of being idle, of being in one place too long, of being deprived
of both home and of the forward momentum impelling us to find another home."

"Did it ever occur to you, regent, that we may at last have found a home?"
"What, here? Kundala?"

"That's right." Sornnn nodded. "It seems to me that we V'ornn have passed through the stage when we
can continue to labor under the delusion that there is a certain romanticism in being wanderers. I look
around me at my fellow V'ornn, and this is what I see. I see a race that finds its wandering enervating.
And being the eternal outsider seems to be at the heart of our motivation for the destruction we wreak on
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every civilization we encounter."”

Sornnn said, "The one emotion, I think, that we cannot allow ourselves is self-pity, and so we annihilate
those who might harbor like the plague that selfsame pity."

"There are those who would consider your words treasonous."

"Why? I have said nothing against the V'ornn Modality, only that I find our creeping ennui disturbing.
Surely, these are the words of a patriot." He laughed easily. "Besides, I have little regard for the opinions
of others. I have found, regent, that even the cleverest assault on a closed mind is a waste of time."

Now it was Kurgan's turn to laugh. "I take your meaning, Sornnn SaTrryn, and mark it well. I suspect
that there may already be unexpected benefits to this sojourn to primitive lands."

They traveled on, north by northeast. The high haze of late summer had been swiftly overtaken by the
clear, crisp air of autumn, which was with every day deepening into the profound cold of the Kundalan
winter. The smell of fallen leaves and kuello-fir needles, turned to mulch by the autumnal rains, perfumed
the air. Here and there a patch of ice could be seen glistening, a harbinger of winter.

The neat geometric patterns of agriculture were rapidly replaced by long bleak scars in the denuded
hillsides, evidence of the extensive V'ornn program of strip-mining for lortan. This lucrative operation
marched into the west like the tines of a mammoth rake, and with it the temporary villages supporting the
ragged Kundalan slaves who worked the mines directed by their Mesagggun and Khagggun overseers.
Lortan was a dense substance that lay in thick arteries beneath the topsoil of the hillsides. It was this
homely black clay that the V'ornn Mesagggun refined into veradium.

The oblate sun passed behind their left shoulders. Its cool, brittle light flared against the ice-blue crags of
the Djenn Marre. With the changing of the seasons, the snow line had markedly advanced. They could
clearly mark the higher elevations, where the Abbey of FloatingWhite and its many-tiered town of Stone
Border were to be found farther to their northwest. Ahead stretched the Great Northern Plain known by
its inhabitants as the Korrush.

All at once, they were engulfed in eerie twilight. Clouds massed on the western horizon, lit up, utterly still.
The sky was orange. The entire world seemed to be on fire. Nearing the village of Im-Thera, the vastness
of the Korrush became overwhelming, the sheer immensity of the space a kind of crushing weight.
Kurgan could not explain it, had not believed Sornnn SaTrryn when he had warned him of this initial
effect, and yet this crepuscular steppe engendered in him a kind of existential dread.

They overflew Im-Thera, a tiny, mean-looking village of tents and not much more. The place looked filthy
to Kurgan. Probably insect-infested, too, he thought. Nothing moved save the tent flaps, but in a small,
dusty, open space a cooking fire blazed unattended.

Beside him, Sornnn rose and, bent over, whispered something he could not hear to the SaTrryn
pilot-captain. The moment Sornnn regained his seat the grav-carriage went into a long, swooping dive.

"Regent, I do not wish to alarm you, and I most certainly do not want your Haaar-kyut to act
precipitously," Sornnn said calmly but authoritatively, "but I fear something is amiss."

Kurgan peered ahead of them.

"No, regent, look low the sky."
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Kurgan saw a coven of large blue-black birds, circling on enormously long wings. As he watched, one
dipped down to earth, only to rise again with something in its beak.

"Cshey'in. Carrion birds of the Korrush," Sormnn said. "They will eat anything that is dead, but what they
prefer is the flesh of tribesmen."

Kurgan lowered his gaze to the spot above which the cshey'in were circling. "I don't see anything."

"When we land," Sornnn continued, "it is imperative that you remain inside the grav-carriage no matter
what happens. Your guard will keep you safe."

"What is it?" Kurgan said. "What has happened?" Far from being frightened, he itched to feel the weight
of an ion cannon in his arms.

Im-Thera, the pathetic village of nomads, was just under a kilometer behind them.

"See there?" Sornnn pointed. As they crested a low ridge, a warrenof earth mounds became immediately
visible, below which could be seen a subterranean gridwork of ancient walls, crumbled, clotted with
fibrous roots. To one side, a scattered rune of red, its edges flutteringinthe fitful gritty breeze. "Do you
mark the pale red robes? Those are bodies of Beyy Das, the tribe that oversees the archaeological dig of
Za Hara-at."

The SaTrryn navigator turned his hatchet face to them briefly. "Killed only hours ago," he said in his
laconic manner. "The corpses are not yet picked clean."

Sornnn took out an ion cannon and, with admirable precision, knocked the birds out of the sky. Their
screams echoed through the emptiness.

"I take it you have a permit for that weapon," Kurgan said to cover his admiration of Sornnn's accuracy
from a swiftly moving vehicle.

The navigator reached into a forward compartment, offered an official Khagggun yellow-red data-crystal
for his inspection. He waved it away.

A moment later, they had landed. Sornnn jumped out, his pilot-captain, similarly armed, just behind him.
The navigator took over the grav-carriage's controls, the engine ready to lift off at the least provocation.
Kurgan's Haaar-kyut were standing on either side of him, weapons at the ready.

Warily, Sornnn and the pilot-captain reconnoitered the site. At one end was a long tamped-dirt ramp,
which they eventually took down into the remains of Za Hara-at itself. They were gone for some time.
Kurgan kept a keen eye out, but he saw nothing moving. The wind stuttered and keened through the
ruins, creating snatches of a mournful melody that hinted at mysterious death and long-ago destruction.
His guard were at once vigilant and serene; they were used to off-world missions. Kurgan had no doubt
that they would give their lives in order to save his.

At length, Sornnn and his companion reappeared. They had between 'diem a Beyy Das tribesman. He
was clearly injured. Blood streamed from a gash in his skull, and halfway up the ramp they were obliged
to half support him back to the grav-carriage.

As they hoisted him aboard, the navigator broke out a first-aid kit.
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They began to examine the Beyy Das as he slumped heavily against a bulkhead.

"A raid, he tells us," Sornnn said, plunking himself down next to Kurgan. "Jeni Cerii reavers. The Jeni
Cerii are the most warlike of the Five Tribes. The other tribes are subject to periodic raids. Especially
here."

"Why is that?" Kurgan asked,

"Come with me and I will show you." Sornnn stood up. "The Jeni Cerii are long gone. It is perfectly safe

n

now.

Nevertheless, his Haaar-kyut insisted on accompanying them down into the bowels of Kundala. As they
descended the earthen ramp, Kurgan was astonished at how extensive the excavations were.

When he mentioned this, Sornnn replied, "Za Hara-at was a citadel of enormous proportions. By many
accounts, it was far larger than Axis Tyr. And the excavations here are bearing that out. Already three
layers of the city have been uncovered, but only partially, even though almost a square kilometer has
been dug out. Not all of what has been unburied has been explored."

Where the ramp ended the long-dead streets of Za Hara-at began. They appeared to be constructed
quite improbably of beaten bronze that glowed in the gathering dusk. There were walls and windows,
doors and trestles, crossroads and corners, all unfinished or, more accurately, frozen in the midst of their
death throes, still standing, partially decomposed. The inquisitive Korrush wind pushed through these
dead spaces with a vigor altogether lacking in the rest of the landscape.

"This is what I wanted to show you." Sornnn was kneeling in the dust. As Kurgan watched, he ran his
fingertips over runes carved from lapis and emperor carnelian. "You see these ancient symbols? You see
how they have been desecrated with excrement? And here. This pile of burnt bones. Bones of the
ancestors of Za Hara-at, painstakingly and reverently exhumed by the Beyy Das. The Jeni Cerii have no
religion. Za Hara-at was a Holy City, and yet they deny such a thing. But, you see, it draws them like a
magnet, though they do not know why and, not knowing, they beat at it, defile it with an unreasoning
hatred that masks their own ignorance."

Kurgan recalled the conversation they had had over the midday meal. "According to your unscientific
theory," he said somewhat sardonically, "they are not dissimilar to us V'ornn."

"Admittedly, philosophical theories are not provable by scientific methodology," Sornnn said as he
regained his feet. "Nevertheless, they are often useful in provoking spirited debate among thoughtful
individuals." He turned to Kurgan. "What do you think, regent? Is there a similarity?"

"I will admit that rage is a major component of the V'ornn psyche," Kurgan said despite himself.
"The next question to ask is, why? I think you will agree that the answer is a vital one."

Kurgan's attention was directed to a shard of a vessel clattering through the dust devils on the bronze
street. Like everything in the grave of Za Hara-at, the shard was infused with unknown meaning. It
reminded him that there was an uneasiness here, a certain restiveness as if the long sleep of death had
never been fully accepted or had been irrevocably disturbed by N'Luuura knew what numinous force.
Kurgan, not normally attuned to necromantic nuances, nevertheless had the creeping sensation that
something still abided here, ancient and unknowable. He said as much to Sornnn.
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"I must say that I am impressed, regent," Sornnn replied. "I do not pretend to know the truth of it, but the
Beyy Das believe that such a thing as you speak of-whatever it may be-does exist. They also claim that it
periodically emerges from its ancient home and kills one of their own."

"Have you seen the body of any of these so-called victims?"

"As a matter of fact, [ have. It may be that he was murdered by a Jeni Cerii raiding party, but if so they
have rituals far stranger than any of the other tribes. This corpse the Beyy Das showed me was without
either bones or blood."

"That seems impossible!"

"I certainly would have said so, regent, had I not seen the victim with my own eyes. It was as if something
had sucked the life right out of him. All that was left was a sack of skin and desiccated flesh."

Kurgan looked around again, not with any degree of fear, but rather with renewed interest. He wondered
once again why Nith Batoxxx was now so intent on rebuilding Za Hara-at. "Resurrecting" it, as he had
put it. What was lurking in these ancient ruins? What power did Nith Batoxxx hope to unearth here?
Kurgan was now doubly pleased that Sornnn SaTrryn had suggested this journey, for standing in these
vastand eerie ruins, he felt the spell of Za Hara-at enfolding him, and he knew he was one step closer to
unlocking the secrets of the Gyrgon's mind.

It was a busy night at Nimbus, and Mittelwin's attention was required in many places at once. The old
V'ornn seer who worked the plush entry chamber, amusing clients on their way in and out of the
kashig-gen, was ill again. The local Genomatekk said it was chronic Kraelian cytosis;but Mittelwin knew
better. She knew the signs of advanced salamuuun addiction. No one spoke about this noxious aspect of
the drug. In fact, it was vehemently denied. Yet she knew salamuuun was addictive, having seen the
results of it too many times.

One of her imari had the night off because of a death in the family, another had been beaten by a
particularly aggressive Khagggun. By Gyr-gon decree, there were strict laws against such behavior in the
kashig-gen. Which was not to say that it didn't happen. Mittelwin had her own way of handling such
disturbing matters. When she arrived at the chamber, Jonnga appeared as if she had been run down by a
hoverpod. She signed for Lace, the massive Mesagggun who worked for her, to bind the offending client.
It mattered not to her what caste he was, when he was in her kashiggen he abided by the rules set down
by the Gyrgon or suffered the consequences. Every client was advised of this upon entering for the first
time.

In her time as dzuoko she had learned a thing or two about punishment-and about the mechanisms of
terror. She approached the Khagggun, whom Lace had pushed down onto a chair. His arms were bound
behind his back, his ankles lashed together. Standing before him, she spread her long legs. Slowly, she
raised her floor-length gown until it was clear to the Khagggun that she was naked underneath. His eyes
drank her in, his nostrils dilated slightly as he scented her. She sat athwart his powerful thighs, took his
head in her hands, and kissed him hard. As she did so, she ground her hips down on him. His tender
parts began to swell, rising up to meet hers.

Males are so predictable,she thought. They think with their brains only so long as their tender parts are
dry.

When she felt him in full flower, she raised herself up, reached down with her hand, and did something
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very nasty indeed. The Khagggun's eyes opened wide. He made a sound of guttural pain that rose in
pitchand intensity. It gave her a measure of satisfaction to be able to elicit pain from a caste bred to be
inured to it. It was an exquisite example of the completeness of her training, a long, arduous process that
broke many of those who sought to be imari, sending them off to easier, more appropriate careers.

" "Whosoever harms an imari shall suffer compensatory damages and banishment from all kashiggen,'"
she recited. " "Whosoever kills an imari shall himself be killed.

Tears stood out in the corners of the Khagggun's eyes, trembling as he shook with agony. She had
brought him not only great pain but terrible humiliation. She saw as much in his eyes.

"You are henceforth banned from this kashiggen-fromany kashiggen," she said softly, almost gently. "You
will pay to repair the damage you have done to Jonnga. If you cannot pay or if you cannot pay fully, your
family is liable. If you violate any or all of these dictates, I will personally see your head on a pike."

She stood up and took Jonnga's hand, brought her close, kissed the blood off her face and shoulders and
back. Then she took her out of there, leaving Lace to see to the Khagggun's final disposition.

Mittelwin loved all her imari as if they were her daughters. This, too, had been part of her training. She
took Jonnga down the dimly lighted hallway. In the bath, she gently stripped Jonnga, then stepped out of
her own clothes. They showered together, like two young girls. Mittelwin used all her talents to minister
to Jonnga's contusions, which were starting to puff up and discolor. The girl moaned a little, and once she
started to cry. Mittelwin held her tenderly until her sobbing subsided.

After the shower she applied soothing unguents to her body and examined more carefully the damage to
her face. From her preliminary probing she determined that nothing was broken, but Jonnga suddenly
started to tremble as shock set in, and Mittelwin sat her down in a warm, shadowed corner of the bath.
She wrapped her tight with a thick towel, stroked her hair, then went to the opposite end of the bath
where the fresh robes and gowns were kept in a low cupboard that ran the entire length of the bath
chamber. Kneeling, she opened the doors, searching the neat stacks of folded clothes for just the right
outfit. She wanted something lively and gay that would help lift Jonnga's mood.

Behind her, Jonnga sat very still as if afraid that any movement wouldfurther fracture her fragile
equilibrium. Gradually, so subtly that she was not even aware of it, the shadows around her deepened,
stirring as if with an ethereal life. A rippling commenced in the gathering darkness, out of which appeared
six pairs of ruby-red eyes, then a triangular head, the segmented body of a gigantic insect. Thin, ciliated
appendages wrapped around Jonnga's mouth, neck, chest, waist. There was for Jo-nnga a moment of
terror, of searing pain, vanishing as quickly as the corpus of the Tzelos, which had been absorbed into
her body.

The struggle for control was intense but fearfully brief. By the time Mittelwin had turned back, clothes for
both of them in her arms, Jonnga's essence, bound and gagged inside her own mind, had disappeared
altogether.

5

Aura

Rekkk waited until he was certain Thigpen was asleep, curled into a furry ball on a chair in the Library
before he shook Riane awake. Riane had dropped off in the middle of a complex passage in a book
calledThe Gathering of Signs. She had fought sleep for as long as she could, but the third time through the
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long, meandering paragraph of dense Old Tongue prose had put her under.

Morning filled with metallic light streamed through the windows. Dull glints of broken glass, the
chirrupping of insects, the ominous drone of hoverpods crisscrossing the countryside.

"Walk with me," Rekkk whispered, as soon as Riane's eyes opened. "I have a proposition to discuss
with you."

"T'll wake Thigpen. She ought to be-"

Rekkk was shaking his head. "Just you and me, Dar Sala-at. No one eke."

Riane nodded and got up. Her eyes felt gritty, and her body was still sore from her encounter with the
daemons. She did not have long to wonder what Rekkk wanted. As soon as they were outside, he
began.

"Of all of us here I am the closest to Giyan."

Riane said nothing. Dew flecked their boots as they moved off the stone path.

Rekkk went on, "I think I should have the last word when it comes to how we're going to rescue her. I
don't know about you, but I still think our best and only option is to go to Nimbus and ask Jonnqa for
help."

"You heard about the future Thigpen saw if we do that."

I do not believe she saw anything worth talking about, but let us for a moment set my skepticism aside.
Let us assume she did, in fact, see the future. By her own admission what she saw isone possible future,
one of an infinite number, she said. That being the case, there must be many futures that result in us going
to Nimbus, not just the one she saw."

Every hour that passed, Riane was growing more impatient. She could see Rekkk fraying at the edges,
and Eleana was clearly terrified. The toll on them from Giyan's transformation was enormous and would
only get worse. "What are you proposing?" But she already knew.

"You Thrip to Nimbus," Rekkk said. "You take me with you."

"And ifit is a trap? If the Tzelos is already there waiting for us?"

"Then we deal with that when it happens."

"That is hardly a solution."

"Perhaps not. But the way I figure it we've got two extra things going for us." Rekkk's face was set and
grim. "First, remember that a trap is only effective when it is a surprise. Second, that Tzelos daemon

sticks out like a Kraelian sundog in the regent's palace."

Riane kept trying to find another, less risky solution, but the fact was there simply wasn't any. It was this
or inaction. "When do you want to go?"

Rekkk grinned. "How about right now?"
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Eleana felt them go. In her dream, she had been walking side by side with Riane, only Riane wasn't Riane
at all but someone else, someone hauntingly familiar. She felt completely at ease. In the peculiar manner
of dreams, she could see herself laughing in response to something Riane said even while wondering how
she could feel so at ease with the Dar Sala-at, how she could be laughing knowing that Lady Giyan was
in pain. But Lady Giyan was not part of this dream, and so the dream-Eleana banished her to another
realm while she walked with Riane or whoever Riane had become. As she took Riane's hand, her face
wreathed in a smile. Sunlight struck her in a dazzle. They were walking in forests known to her, the
haunts of her childhood amid the foothills of the Djenn Marre. A kind of aura emanating from the sun or
from the forest itself bathed them, and everything was perfect. For just a moment. And then it was gone,
the aura winked out, and she awoke with a start. Her heart was pounding, and her breath was coming
fast.

She scrambled up, running through the abbey, knowing Riane was not there. Neither was Rekkk. She
burst into the Library, breathed a sigh of relief to see the Rappa safely asleep in her chair.

"Thigpen!" she called. "Wake up] Wake up! They're gone!"

"Who's gone?" Thigpen said as she stretched.

"Riane and Rekkk! I checked all over. They're not here."

Thigpen froze in midyawn. Her snout lifted, and her nostrils dilated. "I smell a Thrip." She growled low in
her throat. "By Pyphoros' five heads!" She leapt off her chair, bounded across the floor and out the
broken window. She put her snout to the ground and inhaled deeply. Her whiskers were twitching madly.
"They have gone to Axis Tyr, to Nimbus," she said in a disgusted voice. "Those idiots!"

"Idiots?" Eleana echoed, taken aback.

"Yes, idiots! I told them clearly enough the likely consequences of such foolhardy action! Which part of
the warning did they not understand?" She shook her head, her thick fur bristling, making her look twice
her normal size. "I swear I do not know what gets into these normally thoughtful bipeds. Is it a fever of
fools that suddenly comes over them, a swoon of stupidity, an illness of illogic? What in Miina's name is
it?"

"Oh, that's simple enough," the girl said easily. "It's love."

"Love?" Thigpen's nose wrinkled up as if she had smelled something deeply distasteful. "Well, in that case
['am doubly glad I am not prone to that pernicious affliction."

"Why, Thigpen, I do not believe you." Eleana crouched, wrists on her knees. "You do not care what
happens to Riane?"

"Of course I care! She is the Dar Sala-at, and I am duty-bound to-"
"That's not what I mean."
Thigpen snorted. "You are wasting my time."

"Am I?" Eleana reached out and stroked the Rappa's fur. "Even you would not deny that you have
established a bond with Riane."
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Thigpen eyed her suspiciously. "Well, of course I have. But I fail to see what-"
"She loves you. She counts on your advice. You are like a parent to her."

"Then why did she ignore my advice?" Thigpen said crossly. "Why did she take Rekkk and Thrip into
what is most certainly a trap?"

"You mean why did she put herself in danger." Eleana kissed Thigpen on each furry cheek. "When we
catch up with them you must ask her that yourself."

Olnn Rydddlin leaned back, pulled his nondescript traveling cloak close around him, and said, "I
understand you used to bounce Kurgan Stogggul on your knee."

"That was a long time ago," Bronnn Pallln said sourly. "A lot of nu-maaadis has passed through the gullet
since then." He craned his thick, veiny neck, peering darkly at the reeking room in which they sat. "This is
the heart of surly Harborside, a place I make it a strict point to avoid. Why are we meeting here in this
noisome Sarakkon tavern, what is it called?"

"Blood Tide."

"Blood Tide, indeed," Bronnn Pallln said with a trace of petulance. "Had I been meeting with the regent, I
daresay it would have been in the opulence of the regent's palace."

"Allow me to say bluntly that you would not be meeting with the regent."

To which reply, Bronnn Pallln glowered glumly. "Indeed not. And why? I am the head of a powerful and
well-respected Consortium with a long history of alliances with the Stogggul. All right, I will tell you why
not. Ever since that young interloper stuck his nose into Wennn Stogggul's tender parts as far as the new
regent is concerned I have been relegated to second-Bashkir status."

"Sornnn SaTrryn was clever enough to make his deal with the Stogggul, and you were not," Olnnn said,
twisting the knife into the fresh wound he had caught sight of. He leaned forward conspiratorially. "I will
tell you a secret, Bronnn Pallln. I dislike Sornnn SaTrryn as much as you do."

The tavern was low-ceilinged, purposely dim. Filigreed lanterns hung from the ceiling, but they were
turned down low. The heartwood walls were stained and grimy, hung with portraits of Kundalan
harbormasters dating back hundreds of years. There was a copper-topped bar along one wall and a
small raised platform along the other where the occasional itinerant musician or comedian foolhardy
enough to brave this raucous crowd held forth. It was also the space where nightly the Kal-llistotos
champion was crowned to a serenade of bawdy songs sung by a chorus of the challengers he had
defeated.

Olnnn sat with his back against the wall at this rear corner table. From this vantage point he could see
everyone who came and went through the front door. He also could clandestinely watch Rada, the owner
of Blood Tide, whom he often dreamed about at night. She was a Tuskugggun of dark good looks
possessed of a long tapering skull gleaming with spiced oil, who dared wear her sifeyn folded at her

neck, leaving her head uncovered. But not bare. She had on a thin tertium and veradhim diadem. Others
had foolishly judged her to be a Looorm on the side, for the whores were the only Tuskugggun brazen
enough to bare their skulls in public.
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Opposite him, the air of defeat had left Bronnn Pallln's meaty shoulders and he sat up a little. Distant
glimmers danced behind his eyes. "Does that mean I have an ally?"

He is so terribly anxious,Olnnn thought. He drank the sweet mead, but what he was tasting was the
other's desperation. He could see in Bronnn Pallln's corlike eyes all his weaknesses, as if reading again
the list his staff had compiled for him. Yes, he thought now, Bronnn Pallln was just the sort of V'ornn he
needed for his stalking-horse-weak, docile, malleable. He was interested only in prestige and preening.
Yes, indeed. He would do whatever Olnnn told him to do. He had had the great good fortune to be the
only son of Koun Pallln, a very savvy Bashkir. When the old patriarch had died, Bronnn Pallln found
himself in charge of a first-rate Consortium with not the slightest idea of how to run it successfully.
Perhaps that is what Wennn Stogggul recognized because, in allying himself with Bronnn Pallln, Kurgan's
father had reaped a host of lucrative deals, raking in unconscionable profits off the top of Pallln business
in return for rendering advice on such projects as building the spice market and renovating Receiving
Spirit. Rich percentages he was apparently willing to forgo for the Ring of Five Dragons Sornnn SaTrryn
traded in return for having Wennn Stogggul name him Prime Factor.

"Sornnn SaTrryn was the regent's father's choice as Prime Factor," Olnnn said. "The regent prefers you,
but he cannot be seen to move precipitately." He gained immense enjoyment from spinning this fanciful
tale. "The SaTrryn Consortium is very powerful, and the regent has just attained his office. I think you
understand.”

"Of course, Star-Admiral. His power base is at a delicate juncture."

"Precisely so."

'But these unfortunate circumstances, you see, are the problem."

"Then we must find a way to solve the problem."

"Truly, Star-Admiral? But how? Have you formulated a plan?"

It was all Olnnn could do not to laugh in the fool's face. Bronnn Pallln was pathetically easy to
manipulate. "Well, now, that all depends."

A trio of Sarakkon burst through the door, trailed by a gust of the chilly autumnal night. They stamped on
the worn wooden floorboards with their high shagreen boots, setting the copper and brass and jade runes

in their thick beards to jingling. Their boisterous voices added to the general din of the place.

Bronnn Tallin's muddy eyes were alight with avarice. "On what would it depend, Star-Admiral?" He
noisily guzzled his sweet mead, a solitary toast to his growing good fortune. "Please. [ am all ears."

"That is good, for you see my plan relies solely upon you."
"Me, Star-Admiral? I am not certain that I..."
Olnnn stitched a smile to his face. "Ambition is a virtue in V'ornn like us, don't you agree?"

Bronnn Pallln brightened a little. "Oh, yes, indeed, yes, Star-Admiral. Ambition was my father's
watchword. Therefore, I have made it mine."

"That is good. Ambition is what is required. Along with a healthy portion of resourcefulness."
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"You have but to ask," Bronnn Pallln said.

Olnnn signed for another round and, as he did so, absorbed the length of Rada's legs as she bent over to
gather a pair of empty goblets off the floor where a couple of drunken Sarakkon had dropped them.

Just as the waitress was approaching their table, Olnnn hissed to Bronnn Pallln, "Find the means to
discredit Sornnn SaTrryn."

"Star-Admiral?"

Olnnn waited while the fresh goblets of mead were placed onto the smeary tabletop. Then he turned
back to the waiting Bronnn Pallln and, despite the rising din around them, lowered his voice even further.
"Listen to me, for I will say it but once." He kept his face impassive, though Bronnn Pallln had all but
crawled across the tabletop in his gluttonous zeal. "As I have said, the regent cannot be seen to touch
Sornnn SaTrryn. If, however, it were to become known that the SaTrryn scion was involved in some
illegal activity, well then..."

"But the SaTrryn's reputation is unimpeachable."

Olnnn rubbed his temple where a vein beat beneath his skin. He considered strangling Bronnn Pallln right
then and there. Then he reined in his temper, took several deep breaths, and smiled. "As Star-Admiral of
all the Khagggun I am privy to many things unknown to the general populace. One in particular interests
me greatly." Olnnn watched Bronnn Pallln swallow the hook whole. "The Khagggun high command
suspects a high-ranking Bashkir is involved in supplying the Kundalan Resistance with stolen ion
cannons."

"Star-Admiral?"

"Oh, do not look so shocked, Bronnn Pallln. As it was with Eleusis Ashera there are V'ornn who have
foolishly fallen under the malign spell of Kundala. N'Luuura only knows why! In any event, we have been
looking for this traitor for years."

Bronnn Pallln rubbed his hands together. "Are you telling me it is the SaTrryn, Star-Admiral?"

Slowly and carefully, Olnnn said, "That is precisely what [ am saying."

He spread his damp, chubby hands. "But what would you need me for?"

Strangling would be too good a death for him, Olnnn decided. "Sornnn SaTrryn is exceedingly clever. To
date, he has eluded being implicated in all official investigations." He waited for the light to come on. "But
you, Bronnn Pallln, are as unofficial as it gets. When I ran into you at the Rescendance it occurred to me
that as the head of a first-tier Bashkir Consortium you would have contacts unavailable even to me."

"I suppose that might be true enough."

"All that is required is for you to bring me the evidence."

The big Bashkir tapped his thick lips with a spatulate forefinger. "And when Sornnn SaTrryn is removed
from office... ?"
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"Pack your bags," Olnnn lied smoothly. "I have it from the regent himself, it will be moving day."

Rekkk Hacilar had returned to Nimbus and, to be honest, he liked it not. It was here that he had
encountered the Gyrgon Nith Sahor, first in his guise as Mastress Kannna, later as the embodiment of
Giyan herself. While he was grateful for Nith Sahor's assistance, he could not quite say that he missed
him. Gyrgon had always made him uneasy, out it wasn't until he had met one in person that his flesh had
truly begun to creep. There was something distinctly disconcerting about being with a V'ornn who could
change his shape at will. You never knew whom you were talking to, what intimate knowledge you were
inadvertently giving away. No, he decided, they were better off now that Nith Sahor was dead.

He stood in the opulent Cloud Chamber of the kashiggen and tried not to recall the salamuuun flight he
had taken with Nith Sahor. While under the influence of the drug he had spoken with his dead mother
and been shaken to his core. As always, he was deeply uneasy with emotion of any kind, and never more
so than now. His Khagggun training had not only submerged his emotions but had made it supremely
difficult to bring them back into the light. With good reason: emotion was the last thing you wanted when
you went into battle. It impaired reasoning, clouded judgment. That salamuuun flight had opened the door
to the vault, so to speak. It had allowed him to express his love for Giyan and, now, that love had
brought him here to take the first step in finding her, in saving her from the most powerful forces of
darkness. But he worried that his love for her would cause him to make a fatal mistake that could end his
life and Riane's.

He saw Mittelwin enter the Cloud Chamber, so-called because of its domed ceiling, exquisitely enameled
in the lush Kundalan style.

"I remember you," the dzuoko said. ""You were here in a season previous with Mastress Kannna."
Rekkk gave a little nod.

"I daresay you look a lot better than you did that afternoon." She offered him her professional smile.
"Bloody but not bowed, wasn't that it?"

"This is Riane," he said, wanting desperately to change the subject.

Mittelwin eyed Riane appreciatively. "An exceptionally handsome girl-on the cusp of becoming a young
woman." Her smile widened. "In what way may we please you?" she said in the formal kashiggen
greeting.

"We seek an hour's time with an imari."

"But of course. We have many-"

"One particular imari," Rekkk said.

Now he had caught Mittelwin's attention. "Ah, well, here at Nimbus we are ready to satisfy all desires."
She laced her long fingers together. "Which imari do you require?"

"Jonnga."

"Now that will be something of a problem. Jonnga is unwell at the moment." She smiled her best
professional smile. "I can offer any number of other imari, all of the Third Rank."
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"It is Jonnga we must see," Rekkk said.
Mittelwin shook her head. "I'm afraid I cannot-"
"Please," Riane said quietly. "It is a matter of the utmost urgency."

Mittelwin turned her attention to the Kundalan girl. There was a curious intensity about her, an unusual
strength of purpose.

"We will not tax her unduly," Riane continued. "I give you my word."

Mittelwin stared straight into the girl's light eyes and liked what she saw. "All right. But it may take some
time to make her presentable. You understand."

"Yes," Riane said quickly. "Thank you, dzuoko."

Mittelwin nodded. "It is my pleasure." She indicated the ornately carved settees. "Please make yourselves
comfortable. I will have food and drink brought to you while you wait."

As she walked down the narrow, circuitous hallway, Mittelwin wondered what the Khagggun and the
Kundalan girl could possibly want with Jonnqa. How did they even know about her? Her clients were
nothing if not discreet.

Mittelwin frowned as she followed the corridor to her left. The beautiful old filigreed lanterns washed the
walls in long warm ellipses of light, transforming her shadow into a tail. She made it a strict habit not to
speculate about her clients' motives, but in the case of this Khagggun she could not help herself. For one
thing, it had been made known that he had turned Rhynnnon, that any sighting should without delay be
reported to the Khagggun or the regent's staff. Mittelwin felt it was a sure bet that Kurgan Stogggul and
Star-Admiral Olnnn Rydddlin were bent on planting his skull atop a pike outside the regent's palace. If
that were so, she would doubtless be rewarded handsomely for traducing them. Not that she would do
anything of the kind. She liked not the Stogggul scion, liked even less the thought of a callow youth in
such a position of power. Nothing good could come of it. Either he would prove incompetent or
exceedingly dangerous.

For another thing, the Khagggun was now in the company of this Kundalan girl with an uncanny strength
and prescient eyes. He was treating her not as a member of an inferior race but as an equal. This
interested her. In fact, as she thought about it she would have to say that Rekkk Hacilar interested her

greatly.

She came at length to the end of the corridor, knocked quickly on a door, and went in. To her surprise,
she found Jonnga already awake, already bathed, already coifed and clothed. Her face seemed
astonishingly free of bruises and puffiness.

"You have come to inform me that I have clients," Jonnga said with uncharacteristic bluntness.

"How did you know?" Mittelwin asked. Was there a preternatural glow to her eyes or was it merely the
lighting? The glow vanished.

"L... Why, I don't know," Jonnga said. She seemed all at once confused. "I was roused out of sleep by a
feeling of urgency. Thinking it a result of a full bladder I went to the bath and relieved myself. The urgency
remained. I came back here."
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"You bathed."

"I do not remember."

"Fixed your hair and dressed in your finest robes."

"I did. I mean, I must have."

Mittelwin peered more closely at Jonnga. "Y our bruises looked healed. How is that possible?"

Jonnqa said nothing. Now Mittelwin was certain something was amiss. A muddiness had invaded the
girl's eyes. Perhaps she was ill. "I think it would be best if we put this off until another time."

"No!" Jonnga grabbed Mittelwin's arm then, as if abruptly becoming aware of the breach in strict
protocol between imari and dzuoko, she released her, dropped her gaze and her voice. "Please forgive
me, dzuoko. I meant no offense." Her voice had returned to its normal tone. "But these clients asked for
me by name, did they not?"

Mittelwin said nothing, stood contemplating the girl. An unnamed fear massed in her belly. "The clients
can come back another time."

"But I wish to see them now," Jonnqa said, in that other blunter voice.
"Why?"

Jonnga looked startled. "What?"

"Why do you want to see them now? What difference could it make?"

Something moved across the imari's face, quick and sure, a powerful eddy of emotion like the formation
of a resolve. "No difference," she said stonily. "Tell them to return another time if that is your decision."

"It is," Mittelwin said firmly, as confounded as she was angry at Jonnga's insolent, inexplicable behavior.
What was wrong? Perhaps internal injuries had occurred during the beating she had sustained. If so, she
vowed she would make that Khagggun pay compensatory damages beyond anything he could imagine.
"Wait here until I return," she said shortly. "I want you examined by a Genomatekk." She had turned, her
hand already on the door when she was whirled around, assaulted by something extruding itself through
Jonnga's nostrils, ears, open mouth, the very pores of her skin.

Mittelwin's mind was paralyzed with disbelief, frozen with shock, gripped by terror. The huge insectlike
creature inserted the ends of its mandibles into the side of her neck. A burning commenced, as if she had
been set on fire. Blood began to spurt, and the last thing she saw was a flat, triangular head shooting
forward to catch every drop in its lipless mouth.

Olnnn Rydddlin whistled while he slowly peeled back a strip of skin from the Kundalan's side. This
Kundalan was one of more than a hundred rounded up by his Khagggun during the latest sweep in his
stepped-up efforts to find Rekkk Hacilar and Giyan. He did not hear the screams, the entreaties, did not
smell the stench of terror.

"Have you seen them?" he said to the Kundalan. "If you have, tell me precisely where."
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He paused, observing politely the time of reply. When none was forthcoming, he recommenced his
peeling. Another strip. More screams. Blood dripping from the interrogation chamber bench in the
caverns beneath the regent's palace, like moments of time running backward, memories he had tried
unsuccessfully to bury...

First came the aura of opalescent light, then the image of Malistra bending over him. She was crooning in
a language Olnnn Rydddlin had never heard before, or, perhaps he was so painracked from his leg he
was hallucinating. When the sorceress Giyan had turned Malistra's own weapon against him, his world
had dissolved in a web of agony so excruciating he could scarcely recall it. To have the skin, muscle,
tendons, ligaments, nerves eaten away from a part of your body-well, that was something for which even
a Khagggun was unprepared...

"Where are they?" he said in a rather mechanical voice. "The Rhynn-non traitor, Rekkk Hacilar, the
Kundalan sorceress Giyan, they have not vanished off the face of Kundala, they are not ghosts. They
must find food to eat, a place of shelter, at the very least. You must have heard something of them or
know someone who has. This is the only possibility."

A small silence, the blood traversing the width of the bench, dripping off the edge, setting up a rthythm not
unlike a heartbeat. With some difficulty, he worked another strip off the fatty layer of flesh. This was the
seventh Kundalan he had interrogated today. In the cells all around him, his Khagggun were interrogating
others. A warren of pain and blood and fear...

Still, the aura of opalescent light lingered in his mind, sweeping him inward, backward in time. He would
have died without Malistra's sor-cerous intervention, he knew that much. As she remade him, a bond had
grown between them, and when she was killed another piece of him had been flayed off. He felt her
absence with every breath he took, a pain in his side he was glad would not go away. He cherished that
pain, deep and abiding, as assurance that Malistra had not abandoned him totally. Nights, while his
swollen eyes scanned the ceiling of his bedroom in a vain search for sleep, he felt her moving in him,
sweeping through his viscera, turning his marrow into a river down which she sluiced. Always, she pooled
in the gleaming bones of his stripped leg. He could feel them pulsing with knowledge of her, imagined
them a quick-breathing animal beneath the covers...

Olnnn turned the horizontal spit he had erected just above the Kun-dalan's eyes. Even if the Kundalan
turned his head to the left or to the right he could not fail to see the strips of his own bloody skin hanging
there as if ready to be roasted. He had devised this particular form of interrogation, the only one he
would himself perform, not long after he had become Star-Admiral. It had come to him in a dream, even
though his nights were largely sleepless, as they had been since Malistra had brought him back from the
dead. An aura of opalescent light and the image of her bending over him, crooning. Her hands were
moving upon him or just above him, stirring the dark viscous air as if it were a pot of stew. What was she
doing?

The Kundalan gasped, and his red-rimmed eyes at last met Olnnn's. This particular form of interrogation
always worked, Olnnn had found. It was only a matter of time. And now that time had come.

"The Northern Quarter," the Kundalan gasped through his swollen, bloody mouth. He had bitten his
tongue and lips many times. "The Rhynnnon and a Kundalan female. I heard they were seen earlier on
Dayblossom Street."

There is a thing I do not understand," Riane said to Rekkk as they waited for Mittelwin to return. "The
kashiggen are Kundalan-they are, essentially, pleasure palaces, are they not?"
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"To the best of my knowledge, yes." Rekkk was standing in the Cloud Chamber so that he had a view of
the corridor down which the dzuoko had disappeared. Periodically, he glanced that way, his hand on the

hilt of his shock-sword. He seemed preoccupied, as if listening to Riane with one ear while the other was

calibrated for trouble.

"When the V'ornn took them over for salamuuun flights they installed V'ornn dzuoko but kept the
Kundalan imari."

"Uh-huh."
"Dzuokois derived from the Old Tonguedezeke, which means 'she who provides.'
"So what?" Clearly Rekkk was in no mood for a lesson in comparative linguistics.

"It is a Kundalan word." She waited for a reaction that did not come. "Used by Tuskugggun." She waited
again. "Rekkk, are you listening to me?"

He turned, a scowl on his face. "What is your point?"
"The kashiggen seems to be a place where V'ornn and Kundalan peacefully coexist."

"It's a female thing," Rekkk said. "Why don't you ask Mittelwin when she returns." His head swiveled and
he peered long and hard down the corridor, "Ifshe ever returns."

"But doesn't it seem odd to you that on all of Kundala, here is the only-"
"What seems odd is how long she is taking."
"I know, but will you answer my question?"

"I imagine it's the Gyrgon's doing," he said. "It's well-known that they frequent the kashiggen, though what
they do here is any V'ornn's guess."

"You said you were here with a Gyrgon."

"Ah, that was Nith Sahor." Rekkk had taken several steps toward the corridor. "That was different. He
brought me here for a specific purpose. I have no more idea than you do of how Gyrgon take their
pleasures."

Hearing soft footfalls, they turned. Someone was coming down the corridor. Riane was aware of
Rekkk's rising tension, and she found herself gripping the hilt of her dagger.

Rekkk relaxed a little when he saw Mittelwin coming toward them.

"Everything is in readiness," the dzuoko said, beckoning them forward.

They went single file, Mittelwin leading, followed by Rekkk, with Riane taking up the rear. The farther
they went the more certain Riane was that something serious was amiss. From the moment they had

entered Nimbus, she had been using her limited knowledge of Osoru to cast a Net of Cognition. This
spell was used to identify Caa, the energy auras thrown off by sorcerous Avatars like the Tzelos and
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whatever kind of daemon it was that had invaded Giyan. However, the Net of Cognition was so finely
tuned that it could also identify the comparatively weak auras thrown off by nonsorcerous beings. The
spell had shown her, in passing, Mittelwin's aura, and now as she walked more and more slowly she
realized that it was coming from a spot abreast of her, then just behind her.

She stopped, retracing her steps to a left-hand branch in the corridor. She peered down its short length.
It looked like a utility hall. Mittelwin's aura was weakening, and she hurried into the dingy narrow space,
silently opened the second door on her right, and entered the tiny darkened chamber.

Something dripped somberly, water from a broken tap. In that instant, Mittelwin's already weakened
aura winked out. Riane fumbled for a fusion lamp, lighted it. She saw a utility chamber. Buckets, mops,
jars of enamel, slabs of marble were neatly stacked on the floor. To their right was a cart piled with
soiled linen and robes beside a chute to the basement where the washing was done at an appropriate
remove from the kashiggen's clients. Floor-to-ceiling cupboards lined the wall to her left. Something
caught her eye, a dark stain pooling beneath the crack between cupboard doors.

With a sense of foreboding, she yanked open the doors, and Mittelwin, naked, waxy in death, hollow as
a shell, mummified as if she had been dead for decades, pitched out at her.

Riane ran down the utility hall, turned into the main corridor and picked up her pace. Where had they
gone, Rekkk and Mittelwin- or more accurately, the thing that had taken Mittelwin's place? She cursed
herself for not saying something to Rekkk, but everything happened too quickly, she had been going
purely on sorcerous instinct, and, anyway, what could she have possibly said that would have not alerted
the daemon?

"Rekkk!" she cried. "Rekkk, where are you?"

The sliding door at the end of the corridor burst outward off its tracks, and there was the Tzelos. Tatters
of Mittelwin's robes fluttered off its segmented body. It held Rekkk aloft by two of its skeletal forelegs.
As it charged her, Riane was horrified to see that it had skewered Rekkk with one of its wicked-looking
mandibles.

For an instant, all she could think was that the future Thigpen saw was coming true. That was all the time
the daemon needed. It was stupefyingly quick, scuttling down the corridor straight at her. Knowing brute
force was useless against it, she conjured spell after spell in her limited repertory, but none seemed to
affect the Tzelos in the least.

It grabbed at her with a pair of waving appendages, and she ducked away, twisting, reaching for Rekkk.
She had no thought for herself now. She had to get Rekkk away from the thing. Wrapping her arms

around Rekkk's midsection, she hauled on his weight. But the Tzelos, clever daemon that it was, lifted its
blunt, triangular head, raking its mandible through Rekkk's flesh. He screamed, and Riane immediately let

go.

The Tzelos made a vicious lunge for her. She used the honed edge of her dagger to hack off the end of
the closest appendage. Immediately, it grew back. The Tzelos began to shake its head, and Rekkk
screamed again in pain. This served to focus Riane on her immediate mission. The Tzelos was attacking
again, relentless. There was precious little room to maneuver, and so far that was working to the
daemon's favor. Time to reverse that.

As the Tzelos darted at her again, Riane leapt upon it. Using the segments of its body, she climbed
upward. One appendage, then another whipped around her. She reversed her grip on her dagger,
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plung-tog it point first into one after another of the daemon's ruby-red eyes. What damage she was
inflicting she could not say, and she did not wait around to find out, but turned and slid Rekkk off the
mandible's spear-points. As he fell to the floor, she tried to jump after him, but she was held suspended
by the appendages, the mandibles searching to impale her. Then she twisted free and, as she gained her
feet, began to drag Rekkk backward down the corridor.

The daemon shook itself and, as it recovered from her attack, began to pursue. Riane looked up from
her efforts. She was out of ideas. In a moment, the thing would be on them.

At that moment, she heard a commotion behind her. In a blur of motion, she saw a burly Mesagggun, ion
cannon drawn, pounding toward them. She shouted, trying to warn him not to fire, but it was too late. A
thin, wavering stream of pale blue light shot from the blunt muzzle of the weapon directly at the head of
the Tzelos. For a moment, the V'ornn energy blast wreathed the daemon's head. Then the Tzelos opened
its mouth, sucking it inside it. When it emerged it was black as death. The Tzelos spewed it out so
quickly the Mesagggun had no time to react. The instant the black stream struck him he began to sizzle.
The Mesagggun shrieked. The nauseating stench of burning flesh filled up the corridor, making Riane gag.
Still, sweating like a cor in heat, she managed to keep hauling on Rekkk, putting more distance between
them and the Tzelos.

Then the Mesagggun was gone. Only a pile of cinders and ash remained- The Tzelos returned its
attention to Riane and Rekkk. It rushed them again, faster than before. Riane wondered how anything so
ungainly in appearance could move so fast.

In desperation, she conjured the Spell of Forever. It was one of only two hybrid spells she had learned.
Part Osoru, part Kyofu, it was Eye Window, most ancient of sorceries, virtually unknown among
present-day Kundalan sorceresses. Instinct had come to the fore. She did not consciously know why she
had conjured that particular spell until it showed her what she needed to know. The Spell of Forever was
a divination spell, and like all Eye Window spells it was exceptionally potent. It opened secret doorways.
It could find things deeply hidden, people who were lost, it could re-create past events.

But because she was inexpert, she could not immediately focus the spell's lens. Instead of the Tzelos, she
saw a flash of dark light, saw Giyan's face, a rictus of pain, saw behind her the ragged line of a mountain
chain which, though grown grim, was nevertheless oddly familiar, saw her wrists and ankles pinioned, to
what?

The vision faded as swiftly as it had appeared, and now the lens was focusing on the Tzelos. Almost
immediately, Riane saw its vulnerable spot.

But now the daemon was upon her and it was too late. Then, as the Tzelos grabbed her, she heard her
name being called. Thigpen! Thigpen was here!

"Quickly," she cried. "There is a-" She gagged as something putrid gushed out of the daemon's mouth,
covering her in an increasingly viscous and sticky web. "Look to the-" The web had spread over her
face. She could not take air into her lungs. She struggled, then on instinct again fell back on her mountain
climbing training. She was used to high altitudes, where the air was gossamer thin. She had learned how
to store what she needed in her lungs until she could take the next breath. The web was thickening,
tightening, hardening. She tore it away from her mouth long enough to shout, "Thigpen, the bottom of the
thorax, left side! There is a pale spot!"

"Hang on, Dar Sala-at!" Thigpen cried as she shot past Riane's left ear.
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Her razor-sharp teeth were bared. They sank unerringly into the tiny pale spot on the Tzelos' thorax. She
raked it with her extruded talons. The Tzelos reared back, an eerie sound emanating from it that made
Riane want to scream.

At the same time, she felt hands upon her, felt fingers pulling the hardening goo off her.
"Dar Sala-at, are you all right?"
It was Eleana.

"I am fine," Riane gasped. She saw the outline of the Tzelos wavering, the center of it growing blurred,
insubstantial. Thigpen leapt back as the daemon vanished. "Look to Rekkk!" Riane said. "I fear he has
been grievously injured!"

"Miina protect him!" Eleana crouched by Rekkk's side, put her hand on his bloody neck. Her face was
white as she looked at Riane and Thigpen. Tears were streaming down her face. "He is dying."

6
Orange Sweet

When Sornnn SaTrryn stopped beneath the gaily striped awning of the stand on Momentum Boulevard
he was being watched. When he bought a small bag of orange-sweet he was being watched. When he
ambled through the crowd munching on the delicious fruit he was being watched. As he stopped to let a
trio of Khagggun strut by he was being watched. And when he passed the intersection of Divination
Street he was being watched most carefully.

A darkness at noon as clouds gathered thickly overhead. At precisely the striking of the fifteenth hour,
Marethyn Stogggul had emerged from her atelier, locking the door behind her. She allowed Sornnn
SaTrryn a twenty-pace lead before she began to follow him down Divination Street. He walked neither
quickly nor slowly so that it was impossible for any interested observer to judge whether there was a
purpose to his direction.

Perhaps a half mile farther on he paused before the russet-and-black awning of Gamut, an excellent but
out-of-the-way cafe. As if making up his mind on the spur of the moment, he turned and passed between
the shanstone columns into the dimly lighted interior. Wide beaten-bronze braziers at each corner of the
cafe held flickering flames. He chose a table in the darkest corner and sat down. A server in crimson
robes arrived, and he ordered.

Marethyn observed this ritual as she stood in the surf of the crowd making its way up and down
Divination Street. She looked around, as if unsure where to go or what to do next. She studied the faces
of Bashkir hurrying by, of Tuskugggun, arms laden with packages of spice, Dolts of cloth, thin titanium
and germanium sheeting rolled up and tucked under their arms. She watched the practiced movements of
"a8ggun as they threaded the throng, searching for mischief-makers, black marketeers, Kundalan
Resistance. A hoverpod passed overhead, lifting the hair on Kundalan heads, stirring robes and tunics,
whipping up tiny spirals of grit. She heard the raised voices from the nearby meat market; she turned
away from a Tuskugggun of her acquaintance before she could be recognized. A fistful of children
whirled by her at a run, laughing, pelting Kundalan servants with stones as they went. The river of life
flowed on, the details blurring now as she wended her way between the outdoor tables of the cafe and
stepped into Gamut's grot-tolike interior.
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She walked straight back to the bath, stood inside the small closed chamber for some time. She listened
to the throb of the kitchen seeping through the wall, the heavyclip-clop of water buttren pulling a dray as
they passed on a side street, the beating of her own hearts. An older Tuskugggun entered, and Marethyn
washed her hands though they were clean enough. Then she went out, slipped into the seat beside
Sornnn SaTrryn. He had a drink waiting for her-a marsh queen, her favorite. He had placed a segment of
orangesweet in it, which she plucked out with her fingertips and ate with enormous pleasure, the pleasure
she felt being here with him. She smiled and looked into his rugged, sun- and windburned face, trying to
memorize every square centimeter of it as if she would never see him again.

As a waiter hovered expectantly, Sornnn said, "We should order. I have much to accomplish today."
"We have, at least, a little time for ourselves."

When they had ordered, and the waiter had departed, Sornnn's eyes grew dark and serious. "Marethyn,
I need to be certain. You are not growing tired of this?"

"What, of you?"

He laughed. "Now that would, indeed, be a tragedy. No, I was speaking of the clandestine nature of our
meetings, the coldness of our exchanges where we by chance are thrown together in public."

She knew he was thinking of the Rescendance. "On the contrary. It amuses me to playact."

"You are so good at it."

"Growing up in my family, I learned how to be devious." She drank him in over the rim of her pale blue
glass. "Besides, I adore watching you move through a crowd. I love standing shielded, anonymous in
throngs while you sit alone. You are apart from everyone and everything, and I know this because you
are waiting for me. You are a magnetic current pulling me while I hold back just long enough for the

anticipation to build toward the moment when I feel the brush of your arm against my breast."

"You missed your calling." The skin around his eyes crinkled up when he smiled. "You should have been
an actor."

"Except there are no female actors allowed."
He took her hands in his. "That very much depends on the venue."
Their lunch came: roasted gimnopedes, stuffed with clemetts, along with wrygrass salads.

"This is another thing I love about you," she said softly. "What other male would say that to me? What
other male would treat me as an equal? My father did not; certainly my brother-"

"It is because of Kurgan that we have kept our liaison an absolute secret. Have we failed?"
"No. I spoke to him at the Rescendance. He has no idea."
"And yet I know the regent's spies are everywhere."

She took his hand. "What is it then?"
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Sornnn bit his lip, deep in thought. "I have told you about the finbat, have I not, one of those nocturnal
creatures of the Korrush. By what means does it fly in total darkness?" He touched the tip of his finger to
the center of his forehead, pushed the finger outward. "Like a finbat, I sense the wall before I see it."
"Are you speaking now of Kurgan?"

"He has gone out of his way to treat me as an ally, a friend, even. But I do not trust him."

"A wise decision, [ am certain. If he has marked you as clever as well as powerful, all the worse. I know
him, Sornnn. He will brook no rivals."

"I? I have no wish to be his rival."

"I very much doubt that you could convince him of that. He is as paranoid as our father was."

"In that case, I will have to vigorously defend myself."

"Oh, do not say that so lightly, my love!" She squeezed his hand hard. "The worst thing you could do
would be to underestimate him. He may be sixteen, but he has the mind of a V'ornn decades older. He is
far smarter, far more clever and ambitious than my father ever was. There is something different about
him, something dangerous. This has been so for as long as I can remember. My father was obsessed with

taking revenge on the Ashera. Kurgan is obsessed with taking revenge on everyone."

"There is an ancient saying passed among the tribes of the Korrush. It is said that the ambitious fall from a
great height, and when they do nothing is left of them but their sins."

Marethyn put her hand against his cheek. "Ah, Sornnn, please do take my warning seriously."
"I assure you that I take it very seriously, indeed."

"Being a Stogggul embarrasses me more than you could know, Sornnn. The entire family could use a
lesson in manners."

"Y ou know very well why they shun you, Marethyn. Tuskugggun are-"
"Caged, powerless, made impotent. We are treated as little better than the Kundalan."
"Now you are being melodramatic."

"Then I am obliged to do so in order to make my point." She tossed her head. "All my life I have been
treated by males as if | am a mental defective, as if my opinions are laughable or, worse, subversive."

"But your opinionsaresubversive," he said with a small smile. ""You are pushing for equal status for
Tuskugggun. Ours is a caste-bound system, Marethyn. Never forget that."

"Y our mind is not caste-bound."

Sornnn settled himself more comfortably beside her. "From the time I was young my father took me with
him on his treks into the Korrush. I quickly became used to the long, arduous travel, the dust, the
windstorms, the lack of V'ornn amenities that we take for granted. I not only got used to living without
them, I grew to love the rough tribal life. I fell in love with the Korrush. I saw the majesty there, the magic
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of the landscape, the enormous sky, the pleasure in reading the weather, in training lymmnals, in riding
between the humps of a kuomeshal. I learned to weave rugs, to excavate through the dry red soil, to
cherish a lost past, to fall asleep beneath a blanket of stars." He took her hand. "Now the Korrush is
inside me, it has changed me forever, and I would not have it any other way."

"Nor would L," she said. "It has made you a better V'ornn."

"Remember when we met?"

"At the consortia congress last spring." she nodded. "My art installation was being used as decoration."
"I saw you from across the hall, in the midst of a huge throng. You were wearing that sky-blue-"

"The male-style robes, yes."

"You caused quite a sensation."

"It was a statement."

"Of course it was. That was why they told you to leave."

"The Stogggul name only goes so far when you are Tuskugggun."

"I saw you and said to myself that I must meet this singular Tuskugggun, not having any idea who you
were."

"And when you found out that I was a Stogggul... ?"

"I came after you, didn't I?"

"That you did."

"The truth is I never thought of you as a Stogggul."

She looked at him skeptically. "Now that seems unlikely."

"I was too taken with you to care what family you were from."
She let out an involuntary laugh. "You must be joking."

"I love you, Marethyn."

She stared into his beautiful eyes.

"My love sees a way for you to use the power you have inside you, a way in which you can don your
male-style robes again and not be so easily cast from the arms of society."

Marethyn felt a clutch in her stomachs. There was something about him, some secret that both fascinated
and frightened her. The longer she knew him, the more desperately she wanted to know this secret. And
yet... Her blood ran cold with the thought of it.
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"And that is what happened to me that night," her beloved was saying. "That is what drew me to you.
That is why you have becomewa tarabibi."

"What does that mean?" she breathed, though her hearts already knew.
"My beloved."

Ion-cannon fire found them as soon as they exited Nimbus. The narrow alley in the Northern Quarter of
Axis Tyr was burning with phosphorescent tracers.

"Khagggun pack!" Eleana cried.

Riane, who was helping Eleana carry Rekkk out of the kashiggen, was still surrounded by the Spell of
Forever. "It is Olnnn Rydddlin's pack," she said. "I can sense him."

"What can we do?" Eleana said, as they ducked, scrambling for the cover of an inset doorway. "Carrying
Rekkk, we cannot outrun them or even hide for very long."

"No problem. We will all Thrip back to the abbey."

"Absolutely not," Thigpen said. "Thripping is devised for moving through Realms, not within a Realm. To

do so is unsafe. The effects are cumulative-very soon it begins to permanently impair your ability to Thrip
at all. As for those without mononculi, the effects rapidly become lethal. Rekkk is near death, and Eleana
is with child. I cannot sanction Thripping. We all stay."

An ion-cannon burst exploded the window beside the doorway in which they were huddled, raining
glass, stone chips, and plaster down on them.

"Olnnn Rydddlin has given us no other viable choice," Riane said urgently. "If you do not get Rekkk out
of here now, he will surely die."

"What about you, Dar Sala-at?"

"For the past nine weeks we have been hounded night and day by Khagggun. For the past nine weeks
we have done nothing but hole up and lick our wounds." Riane said this with no little intensity, and
Thigpen, who had been about to argue, shut her snout. "With Olnnn Rydddlin here, I believe we have an
opportunity to strike back hard, to throw our V'ornn enemies oft-balance, at least temporarily."

Thigpen eyed her with undisguised suspicion. "I cannot imagine what you have in mind, Dar Sala-at, but I
know it carries with it too much risk."

"More than anything else we need breathing room," Riane said. "Y ou must agree that we cannot remain
cloistered in the Abbey of Warm Current indefinitely."

"Even so," Thigpen said grudgingly, "I cannot abandon you, you know that. I am bound to you."

"Which is why you will do as I say, when I say it," Riane said. Another explosion collapsed part of the
building's roof. Groaning load-bearing timbers made it all too clear that they had little time left in their
temporary sanctuary. "Now is not a time for stubbornness. Eleana and I are best suited to handle what
must be done here. Without Rekkk holding us back we're mobile. I have Osoru, and since Eleana has
fought him before, she knows Olnnn Rydddlin's tactical mind. It is an ideal opportunity, one which may
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not be repeated anytime soon. Take Rekkk and go. Now."

Thigpen gazed down into Rekkk's bloody face, carefully lifted first one eyelid then the other. "The
Thripping will kill him for sure."

Riane threw her head back, reached down her throat with two fingers. In her mind, she sang a song she
had learned inRealms of Thrip-pingfone of the books in the Library, ancient as Time.

Alarmed, Thigpen said, "What on Kundala do you think you're doing?"

"Giving Rekkk my mononculus." Riane drew the wormlike symbiont out of her mouth.

"Dar Sala-at, I told you that each mononculus is meant for a single individual."

"Wipe that shocked look off your face," Riane said. She opened Rekkk's mouth, dropped the
mononculus into it, closed it with the heel of her hand on his chin. "The mononculus will protect him from
whatever harmful emanations you may pass through, and his body will temporarily keep it alive and well
until I join you."

"If youjoin us," Thigpen said darkly. "Have a care, Dar Sala-at. Youth is rash with its life-"

Of a sudden, the Rappa's stern admonition was drowned out by an ominous thrumming. "N'Luuura take
it! A hoverpod!" Riane cried.."We're out of time. Go!Go!"

She turned away, feeling the telltale ripple in her psyche, the soft internal breeze aimed at the back of her
neck, that told of a Thrip.

"What are we going to do?" Eleana said breathlessly. "They have both ends of the alley blocked and
there's a hoverpod overhead, so forget the rooftops."

With a terrible groan, the doorway in which they were crouched began to splinter.

"Follow me and don't look back," Riane shouted. Between tracer rounds, they zigzagged back across the
rubble- and fire-strewn alley, banging through Nimbus' copper-and-bronze door, dented and heavily
discolored by the ion fire. Riane took a moment to lock and bolt it behind them.

"Do you think this is such a smart idea?" Eleana asked, as they ran through the Cloud Chamber.
"Chances are high Olnnn Rydddlin will trap us in here, and that's the good news. The bad news is we'll

encounter the Tzelos again. Either way it'll be carnage."

"Khagggun have a saying when they go into battle," Riane said, with a tight grin. " 'Carnage is another
name for victory.'"

"Will you at least tell me your plan?"
"What plan?"
Eleana registered shock. "You told Thigpen-"

"I had to convince her to get Rekkk to safety. | am making this up as I go along."
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"Miina preserve us!"

They were racing down the now deserted corridor. Everyone in the kashiggen was either dead or had
evacuated the premises. Behind them, they could hear ion fire muffled by the door. It was only a matter
of time before it gave way and Olnnn Rydddlin's Khagggun charged in.

"Tell me about the Star-Admiral," Riane said.

"He is clever, ruthless, dogged. He will never give up. He does not think in a straightforward tactical
manner. If he can find a new stratagem, he will try it without thought to the risk it might pose to his own
pack."

"In other words, he is impulsive and bloodthirsty."
Eleana nodded. "Rekkk was able to use this against him."

Riane found the narrow branch off the main corridor, took the hard left, kicked open the door to the
utility room. Mittelwin's corpse lay in mummified paralysis where Riane had pushed it.

"Over here!" she called as she headed for the wash chute. She grabbed the upper lip of the chute, swung
her legs and lower body into it. "Let's go!"

Without a word, Eleana followed her.

It was dark in the basement, but not in the least musty. Obviously, Mittelwin had been as fastidious about
the service areas of the kashiggen as she had been about the public parts.

Riane conjured Flowering Wand, a cloaking spell.

"Now they won't be able to see the chute," she whispered to Eleana. "It's only temporary, but it should
hold long enough."

"Long enough for what?" Eleana whispered back.

She followed behind Riane, as Riane lit one fusion lamp after another. They were in what amounted to a
long tunnel-like chamber. One end was solid bedrock, the other held an old iron door shut with a rusted
lock. Eleana severed the lock with one sweep of her shock-sword, but the door's immense hinges were
corroded, and it took all their combined effort to move it. But what they found behind it made Eleana's
heart sink. The chamber beyond had suffered a cave-in. Tons of rock had cascaded down, filling it
completely. No escape there.

As they retraced their steps, Riane stopped suddenly.

"Do you smell it?" she asked,

"What?"

"The dampness." Riane put the flat of her hand on the rock wall to their left. "Odd. As you can see
Mittelwin was a meticulous Tusku-gggun. She would never allow her basement to be come dank.

Unless..." She felt a sudden tingling in her mind, and was all at once aware of the sound of the power
bourns running deep beneath the foundations.
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"Dar Sala-at, what is it?"

Now she crouched, her palms feeling the minute vibrations. She moved them slowly until she came to a
specific spot. The power bourns seemed quite strong, as if something was drawing them toward the
surface. When she put her ear to the wall she could hear a gurgling. There's an underground spring just
behind here."

"I don't understand." Eleana shook her head. "How will that help us?"

The Tzelos,Riane thought. Where have I read about daemonology? Not in Utmost Source,surely. But
what about in its sister volume The Book of Recantation? She closed her eyes, her eidetic memory
reviewing page after page until she came to a particular passage.

All at once, her eyes snapped open. "Ah, yes, we have a chance, after all."

Grimly, she signaled that Eleana should sit down just where the wall was the dampest, then she paced off
the steps from where they had landed at the base of the laundry chute to where Eleana sat.

"What are you doing?" Eleana asked.
"Trying to judge how long it will take the Khagggun to get to us."
"You're joking, aren't you?" Eleana's eyes were big around. "You're not joking."

"I .am sorry," Riane said. "I should never have allowed Rekkk to talk me into this. Now we have put you
and your baby at risk."

"Dar Sala-at, in a time when we are held hostage on our own world, there is always risk."
"But this-"

She put a hand on Riane's wrist. "If it means freeing Kundala from the V'ornn, I believe any risk is
acceptable."

Riane sighed. "How is the baby?"

Eleana put her hand on her lower belly. "I can feel it kicking. Sometimes I sing to it."
"Would you like to know whether it's a male or a female?"

"I don't know. I-Can you really tell?"

"With Osoru, yes, I can."

"The sorcery won't hurt the baby, will it?"

"Not in the least." Riane smiled. "Promise."

Eleana nodded. "All right then." She scrutinized Riane's face. "Dar Sala-at, why are you doing this? Why
should you care?"
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Once again, Riane felt the powerful urge to confess everything, to tell Eleana who she really was. But a
combination of Giyan's admonitions and her own heightened sense of duty kept her silent. Still, it was
torturous. With her hand on the small swell of belly, she was filled with Eleana's scent, the scent Annon
remembered so well, the scent that had followed him down into dreams, haunting him. The sensation of
Eleana's warmth pressed up against her was pure intoxication. She imagined Eleana's tongue flicking out
and- She shut her eyes tight and wondered why she was torturing herself. Even if she eventually did tell
Eleana the truth, she had no real expectation that Eleana would feel the same way. Annon was dead and
gone. Why should she love Riane as she had loved Annon? With an effort, Riane pushed these thoughts
aside.

"It is a male," she said. "Definitely male."

She felt Eleana's hair brush her cheek, felt her warm, fragrant breath as she whispered in Riane's ear,
"Thank you, Dar Sala-at, for not judging me, for not wanting me to abort a baby who is part V'ornn. I
am so grate-" Eleana froze in midsentence.

The sudden creaking of floorboards above their heads signaled that the Khagggun had forced their way
into Nimbus.

"-here is something about the smell of orangesweet in the morning I that turns my stomach," Nith Batoxxx
said. "I drink it just the same, every day without fail."

"Why?" said Nith Isstal. "Clearly you don't like it."
"In fact, I detest it."

The laboratory was almost obsessively neat. It was a windowless, lozenge-shaped chamber deep within
the heart of the Temple of Mnemonics. The sprawling, organic-looking structure that, up until the V'ornn
occupation, had been the center of Kundalan religious and cultural life, crouched upon the city's only hill,
in the Western Quarter of Axis Tyr. As such, it seemed a lonely place, never more so since the Gyrgon
had made it their home.

Light was provided by thirteen tear-shaped fusion lamps spinning in an oval orbit, which emitted the cold
purple-blue illumination of a walk-in freezer. Centuries before, the stone walls had been carefully
plastered over by Kundalan artists, who then drew vast murals that covered every square centimeter of
the large chamber. The murals were obscured now by vines, which for some reason grew in profusion
beneath the chill light.

Nith Isstal lay, naked, in the center of the laboratory, suspended by countervailing ion fluxes directly
below an enormous array of complex instruments and armatures that depended like stalactites from the
concave ceiling. Holoscreens flickered readouts of every system in his body, transmitted from the
semiorganic sensor net draped over him. His utterly smooth face was androgynous. He looked male or
female depending upon the angle from which he was seen.

Nith Batoxxx began to walk around his laboratory. "Do you see all these green shoots and leaves, these
woody vines that twine about my laboratory."

"T admit I have been curious about them, yes." Throughout Nith Isstal's utterly hairless body ran a neural
network, fine as spider's silk, connected up the back of his neck to the grids in his skull. "Is it all right if I
get up now?"
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"Oh, yes." Nith Batoxxx drew an equation of blue ion fire in the air and the sensor net vanished. Nith
Isstal's physiognomy pulsed, switching from male to female and back again. "I have finished adjusting the
last germanium and tertium latticework in your skull. As soon as I activate the array..." He touched a
number of holobuttons on the left side of one of the screens.

"Ah," Nith Isstal sighed. "Yes, I see." By which he meant,I see everything. Because he was now fully
integrated into the Comradeship. "I can feel the male and female parts aligning themselves, balancing."

"That is in the nature of reaching maturity, a definition of our sexual harmony-the stasis of life." Nith
Batoxxx gazed down upon the other. "Pity those V'ornn of other castes who must live their lives as either
male or female." He gave Nith Isstal a hand, helping him to sit up. "Imagine that."

"In truth, I cannot. It is a fate too horrific to contemplate." Nith Isstal looked again at the greenery. "Nith
Batoxxx, if we may return. The orangesweet that twines about your laboratory, the orangesweet you
drink every day though the odor turns your stomachs. Would you explain?"

Nith Batoxxx plucked two leaves from the vines and, bringing them back to Nith Isstal, placed them in
the palm of his hand.

"What do you see?"

Nith Isstal suddenly looked worried. "I know this is a test [ will fail."

"You are justifiably nervous," Nith Batoxxx said. "Think of it not as a test, but as a lesson."

Nith Isstal nodded and took a deep breath. "I see, well..." He shrugged. "Two orangesweet leaves."

"But they are so much more." Nith Batoxxx went over to the vines. "They are the very embodiment of
K'yonnno." He was speaking of the central Gyrgon theory of Chaos and Order. "Do you see these
leaves?" He plucked handfuls, dropping them into Nith Isstal's lap. "A veritable blizzard of leaves, so
many that you and I together could spend months counting them. And look, look} Every one has
precisely five lobes. That is what is called Order. And yet, look again, each leaf has a different reticulated
pattern to its veins, unique unto itself. The Chaos of individuality. Here, right under our noses, we have
the living proof of K'yonnno. That is why my laboratory is filled with orangesweet; that is why I drink of
its juice every day. To remind me of the Tightness of our path, the righteousness of our belief in the
essential stasis of things. Stasis and Harmony are synonymous, never forget the First Rule of K'yonnno."

He clapped his gloved hands together, sending tiny fountains of ion fire into the air. "Now come, clothe
yourself. I hear the tolling. It is the time for the convocation."

It was almost time. She struggled to keep her mind clear for what she had to do.

The creaking drew closer and, straining, she could hear the sounds of clipped V'ornn conversation.
Khagggun battle-speak. Riane summoned Osoru. The atmosphere began to congeal.

"What's going on?" Eleana whispered hoarsely.

"There are Khagggun searching the utility room. I am countering the spell I put on the chute. In a moment,
they will see it."
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"You'rewhat?" Eleana shook her. "Are you crazy?" She began to draw her shock-sword.

"No!" Riane said sharply. She could feel the telltale shift of jihe as part of her moved into Otherwhere.
"Whatever happens, keep your weapon scabbarded. Just follow my lead, all right?"

"No, it's not all right. I don't intend to-"

With a shout, a Khagggun slid down the chute.

"Got them!" he cried in triumph.

Another and another followed him, until six of Olnnn Rydddlin's pack were in the underground laundry.
"Well, well, well, what have we here?" one said, waving his shock-sword in their direction.

"Two delicate prizes," said another with a big grin on his face. "An added bonus. Rape and killing."

A third Khagggun leveled an ion cannon at them. "You two, get up," he growled.

Eleana did nothing, glaring defiantly at them.

"Oh, ho, look at this," said the first Khagggun. "I will doubly enjoy bloodying her tenderest parts."

The third Khagggun took a step toward them. "I said, 'Get up!' Now!"

"Do as he says," Riane murmured. The architecture of Otherwhere was all around her, and she turned, at
once confused, because her Third Eye had registered the difference, some subtle change, a soft susurrus
just at the threshold of awareness, a restless indefinable quality that Disturbed the deep sacred silence of
the Otherscape. She had no timetothink of this now as she cast a sorcerous beacon into the pure white
sky as she had seen Giyan do. Would it be sufficient? It had to be!

HBut_H

"Remember what I told you," Riane said, pulling Eleana to her feet. The sorcerous beacon arced,
streaking though Otherwhere.

"Now what?" Eleana was watching the leering grin on the Kha-gggun's faces. "Just wait for them to rape
us?" Her hands clenched. "At least let me draw my shock-sword so I can take a few of these animals
with me."

"No. Do not give them any cause to fire their weapons."

There was a disturbance in Otherwhere, a Darkness stained the white horizon. Riane took Eleana's hand.
"As soon as I give you the signal [ want you to run toward the door."

"Why? We can't get out there. It's sealed tighter than a-"
"Shut up, you two!" barked the Khagggun with the ion cannon trained on them. "No talking."

The Darkness irised open. Riane left just enough time to see six pairs of ruby-red eyes before she
popped fully back into the corporeal world. She felt it coming, the dimness behind the six Khagggun
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deepening, fulminating, coalescing into-

"Miina preserve us!" Eleana cried in fright. "The Tzelos has found us again!"
Either the Khagggun didn't hear her or didn't believe her.

"Run!" Riane shouted. "Run!"

As they raced back down the chamber, the Khagggun leveling the ion cannon at them took aim, but
another forced his arm down.

"Our orders are to bring them to the Star-Admiral alive," he said. "In any event, we have them trapped.”
Following his reasoned lead, the Khagggun pack advanced methodically in pursuit.

This was what Riane was betting on. She counted off the seconds as she had counted off the paces from
the chute landing to the damp patch on the wall. When she judged the Khagggun to be in the right
position, she sent a spell hurtling toward the Tzelos. The daemon reared up;bellowing. The Khagggun
turned, stunned and horrified at what their disbelieving eyes saw. One of the Khagggun fired his ion
cannon without effect. The others drew theirs and fired in unison.

For a moment, the Tzelos was completely enveloped in pale blue ion fire. Then, its hideous jaws swung
open and it swallowed the energy whole. An instant later, black fire spewed out. It slammed the six
Khagggun against the wall with such force that the ancient mortar literally disintegrated. Instantly, a flood
of water gushed into the chamber.

"Let's go!" Riane cried, dragging Eleana toward the flood.
"What-?"
"How good is your swimming?" She shoved Eleana into the hole, then leapt in after her.

The water hit her like a shanstone wall. It was freezing, its flow trying to push her back into the
underground laundry where the Tzelos still lurked.

Eleana, having an even harder time with the torrent, slipped in the muck oozing at the bottom of the
spring. She fell back heavily against Riane, and Riane felt a vicious tugging, saw first one, then another
hairy appendage wrap itself around her, dragging her inexorably back to the underground lair where the
Tzelos crouched.

7
Teyi

The Comradeship of Gyrgon met in formal convocation once a day in the great listening hall of the
Temple of Mnemonics. Once, it had been the central temple where the Ramahan prayed to their
Goddess, Miina. There, upon the scarred and stained porphyry altar, they had made their barbaric
sacrifices to that imagined divine being. Here, amid the onyx seats of the shell-like amphitheater, the
priests had listened to their leader, Mother, blather to them the myths she made up as she went along. At
least, that is how Nith Batoxxx imagined it had been before the time of the V'ornn.

He escorted Nith Isstal to his seat in the tiered half round before drifting away to take his own place
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halfway around the great listening hall. One thing you had to give the Kundalan-possibly the only thing,
He thought-they knew how to construct with acoustics in mind. How their music could sound like the
caterwauling of a razor-raptor in its death throes was a complete mystery.

As other Gyrgon filed into the amphitheater he felt the stirring inside him, an autumnal wind scurrying the
death of summer before it, scouring his interior landscape of superfluous thought. A beacon of black light
struck him from out of his interior, blinding him momentarily, then, as he grew used to it, settling him in
single purpose. He felt a premonitory ruffling, then the cool energy surged through him, making him
tremble slightly until synapses and nerve endings alike adjusted to the heightened load. Each time, he had
recovered more quickly. Each time, he felt himself longing more deeply for the exquisite sensation. He felt
different, renewed.

Eternal.

But that had been the promise, hadn't it? Yes, it most assuredly was. And now eternal life was his, and
his alone.

His head swiveled and his ruby irises scanned the hall until he found Nith Settt. Lifting a forefinger, he
beckoned the other Gyrgon over.

"What news?" he whispered.
Nith Settt inclined his head. "Nothing good. These tribes with their strict fundamentalist views!"
"Their very fundamentalism should make them that much more susceptible to manipulation."

"And so it does," Nith Settt whispered. "But as for Perrnodt. She is forcing our hand. In order to get to
her, we will have to destabilize the entire region."

HNO'H

Several Gyrgon around them turned their heads at Nith Batoxxx's raised voice. He ignored their stares,
leaned in, lowered his voice. "You are under strict orders not to destabilize the region. You understand
this?"

"I most certainly do not." Nith Settt's voice was distorted by frustration. "We are Gyrgon. We own
Kundala and everything on it. I simply do not see the problem. We want information from this dzuoko,
we should take her and break her bones one by one until she tells us."

"She willnever tell us," Nith Batoxxx hissed. "Not by coercion, certainly. That has been tried once."
"Not by me."

"You really are a rather bestial thing," Nith Batoxxx said in an echoey tone whose oddity was lost in the
cavernous acoustics. He studied the other for a moment before he went on slowly and carefully as if
explaining a complex lesson to a particularly thick student. "We must be more clever than that." He
smiled until all his teeth showed. "We must give her a reason for wanting to find theMaasra rather than

protect it. Then she will lead us right to it without even knowing she is doing so."

Nith Settt blinked. "And how do you propose we do that?"
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"Fortunately for you the triggering mechanism has already been set in motion. After the convocation
return swiftly to Agachire. Keep a sharp eye on Perrnodt and follow events as they transpire."

"Yes, Nith Batoxxx. It will be done."
"As I have outlined."
"Precisely."

He smiled, touched Nith Settt on the gleaming veradium point on the crown of his skull. When he took
his seat, he saw across the amphitheater the imperious Nith Nassam, who caught his eye for a moment,
before the other rose and descended to the center space that held the Kundalan altar. It was Nith
Nassam who had joined him in his final, lethal assault on Nith Sahor.

At this signal, two other Gyrgon separated themselves from the crowd and took their place flanking him.
Bizarre to see them grouped around such a primitive bloodstained artifact, he thought. Yet less so now
that the cool energy blew through him. With his new perspective, he saw the Tightness in the
Jjuxtaposition, just as he was now able to recognize the hidden power locked within that solid block of

porphyry.

The trio of Gyrgon were known as the facilitators. Representing Order, Chaos, and K'yonnno, they
changed with each convocation. They brought the assembled to silence by beginning the Creation Chant,
which manifested a gigantic atom and the twenty subatomic particles from which all matter in the Cosmos
was composed.

And then the assembled spoke as one: "Deliver us from darkness, from ignorance, from false theorem."
A short pause while they stared at the spinning atom their collective energies had created. "Deliver us
from the Centophennni, deliver us home."

The convocation was invoked.

Came the stillness, the deepening silence before the discussion began to flow. Naturally enough, this took
the form of equations, lit across the firmament of the great listening hall, bursting like ion-cannon fire,
question equations, followed by answer equations, positive and negative theorems batted back and forth
among the assembled Comradeship.

It was the job of the three Gyrgon standing by the altar to keep the dialogue moving, to break up
equation jams of those Gyrgon trying to voice their opinions at the same time. Nith Batoxxx watched
them as it became more difficult to maintain a disciplined equation flow, as arguments became more and
more rancorous, as factions banded together, further fracturing the already sundered whole. And as he
witnessed the growing pandemonium, an elation took hold of him, a cold fire in his lowest belly, a
conviction-as if he needed any!-of the right-ness and righteousness of the path that had chosen him.

In the old days, it was always Nith Sahor's theorems that quieted the bickering, that soothed the
antagonists, that formed the compromises. But Nith Batoxxx, working in the shadows, saw to it that
those compromises were temporary, that the rifts re-formed, the old antagonisms resurfaced. It was
accurate to say that at night he undid the good Nith Sahor did during the day.

Stasis.

And yet, not really. Each convocation brought the Comradeship closer to pitched battle. Each
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convocation took Nith Sahor further into the retreat of his studies. Until fear, uncertainty, and
consternation strode through the dim passageways of the Temple of Mnemonics, fracturing the
Comradeship's once steadfast solidarity. Now there was a lack of purpose, rooms filled to overflowing
with doubt. The last obstacle to the growing weakness about the Comradeship was Nith Sahor. Nith
Sahor, who had the will and the intelligence to unite them again. Now he was dead, by Nith Batoxxx's
hand. The black beacon that had formed inside Nith Batoxxx had shown him that the rifts had gone deep
enough for him to come to the fore. For the others to acknowledge his leadership without question.

Enough!

Nith Batoxxx used an equation that stilled all the others just long enough for him to rise from his seat and
stride down the tiers to take his place at the porphyry altar. He gestured and theorems ringed the
amphitheater.

This petty bickering has gone on long enough,he told the assembled through equations.Days, weeks,
months, years have dissolved in enmity and squabbles. What have we become now -Bashkir?He heard
the stirring of the silence, a good sign.First we fought over how to treat the Kun-dalan, for there were
those of us who believed them special of all the races we have conquered. Then we fought over the
continuation of the House of Ashera as regent. There were those who were infected by Ashera Eleusis'
belief that we had come to Kundala now, at this moment in time, for a specific reason, a higher purpose,
that Kundala was an inextricable part of our future, that we could learn from the Kundalan, What
equation do I see posited? Learn from an inferior species? How could this be so? How could such
anathema exist? And yet, as I look around me, I recognize those who, at first, believed in this foolishness.

Then the dissension morphed again to the change in leadership among the other castes. There were those
of you who raised equations against installing the House of Stogggul in the regent's chair. Even a theory
or twowas mounted to that effect. And that dissension continues now that the sonStogggul Kurgan, has
succeeded his father. Kurgan is young, some say. Kurgan is untested, others decry. But not long, and
certainly not loudly. Because the spark of dissension is gone. Our brother, Nith Sahor, is dead. Without
fear of contradiction, I say that Nith Sahor was a great Gyrgon,abrilliant theorist, yes. But he was terribly
misguided. He believed, as Ashera Eleusis did, that the Kundalan are our equals, that we must resurrect
Za Hara-at, the so-called City of One Million Jewels in order that V'ornn and Kundalan live side by side.
Za Hara-atisimportant but not in the way the Asher heretic imagined. Beneath the ragged tents and
ku-omeshal dung lies a treasure trove of Kundala's past. One we are now free to plunder without
interference. Or are we? The bickering remains, the seeds of doubt Nith Sahor planted about the
lightness of our path, the righteousness of our belief in Stasis grow and grow. The heretical theorem he
wrought lives on after he himself is dead.

['will no longer sit here and listen to you fight like the brattish childrenof the other castes. If that is your
wish, be gone from here, your use to the Comradeship has come to an end. From this moment forward,
we will tolerate only one vision, one theory, one single note sounded over and over in Stasis.

Nith Isstal stood up.The convocation has always been about many voices. Right on cue.Perhaps it is
wiser to allow all voices to be heard.

You are young, Nith Isstal.Nith Batoxxx wrote this equation large upon the firmament above the
amphitheater. This is your first convocation, is it not?

It is,Nith Isstal wrote.But my family has a long history in the convocation. All my life I have been steeped
in its strict and sacred protocol.Helooked around at the assembled.And after all, isn't this protocol further
proof of the Law of Stasis?


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

His logic is impeccable,wrote Nith Nassam, and there came a chorus of like-minded equations.
And from elsewhere in the amphitheater,He may be young, but his thesis has merit.

Emboldened by the courage of a Gyrgon so young voicing his opinion, those who had but a moment ago
held this same view in secrecy emerged full-blown into the convocation.

There is another theory that must be resurrected.Nith Recctor had risen, was writing ion fire in his typical
elegant hand. No one ignored his equations or his theories. Other equations died away, awaiting the
continuation of his theory.

Nith Batoxxx looked at him with a neutral expression on his face. Nith Recctor was one of the silent
ones, one of the elder ones. One of Nith Sahor's suspected allies. Thus far definitive proof of this
treachery had eluded him. This carefully choreographed dance he had devised using Nith Isstal as his
stalking beast was working. Toxins must be drawn slowly to the surface, where they can be burned off.
The most virulent toxins were the ones buried most deeply in the corpus.

We know from our studies that Kundala's atmosphere once possessed a strong electric charge. In fact,
gravship records marked in detail the intensity of this charge as we approached Kundala. And yet, when
we arrived the charge had vanished. Where once lightning ringed the skies none now exists, even during
the most violent of meteorological disturbances.

Yes, yes,Nith Batoxxx wrote. The Comradeship is well aware of Nith Sahor's theory that in some way
our arrival dispersed Kundala's electrical charge.

Not dispersed,Nith Recctor wrote in the lecturing style that set Nith Batoxxx's teeth on edge.In one of his
most elegant theories, Nith Sahor postulated that our presence on Kundala caused its electrical charge to
retreat into stasis. As you are well aware, electrical charges are in constant flux; they abhor stasis. There
is in known space no instance of a species affecting the electrical charge of a planet's atmosphere simply
by its presence. Thus, Nith Sahor's conclusion that the V'ornn presence on Kundala was significant -no, |
miswrote. Not simply significant. It is nothing short of revolutionary. He extrapolated a series of theorems
that projected a different course for us, that in coming to Kundala we must recognize that our path has
been irrevocably diverted. That the secrets lying buried here have the power to change us all.

Dangerous, heretical theorems that this very convocation repudiated,Nith Batoxxx wrote with some
asperity.

Ifmemory serves, this body repudiated nothing.Nith Recctor went on, relentless.To this day, Nith Sahor's
theorems have yet to be disproved.

Or proved.

He was never given the chance of proof. He was hounded from the Comradeship in the most repugnant
display of partisanship and close-mindedness it has been my misfortune to have witnessed.

At that time, who stood up for him?Nith Batoxxx wrote.Y ou, Nith Recctor? Or you, Nith Hwelle? Or
you, Nith Immmon?

His death is a tragedy for the Comradeship, for all V'ornn,Nith Recctor wrote.
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Easy to mourn a heretic after he is gone,Nith Nassam fired back.

Iseek no expiation for my own shameful behavior,Nith Recctor wrote.But the simple, inescapable fact
remains. Since we arrived here one hundred two years ago there has been no evidence whatsoever of
electrical activity in the atmosphere, and nothing we have tried has been able to revive it. I take this as -

Listen to Nith Recctor wagging his finger at us, telling us that he is smarter than we are, telling us that we
should believe in unproved heresy, that we should go on-what did Nith Sahor call it-faith? Yes, faith.
That we should have faith that heresy would someday prove correct.

We have only your opinion as to what is heresy, Nith Batoxxx.

Would you have us repudiate K'yonnno, the very bedrock of our understanding of the Cosmos? Look!
Look at this! He writes that we have been on Kundala for one hundred two years. Whose years, I ask
you now? V'ornn years? No. He speaks in Kundalan terminology. He has been corrupted by this
accursed place just as surely as Nith Sahor was.

I believe this body has heard enough from you, Nith Batoxxx.

On the contrary, it has not heard nearly enough!Nith Batoxxx felt the black beacon turning its exhilarating
energy in one direction. His entire being vibrated as it concentrated its beam through his raised arm, his
pointing finger.We have had enough of secret studies, clandestine experiments. We have had enough of
the corruption of our body of theorems, the corruption of our very ideals.

We should hold a vote.Nith Recctor's equation hung in the air for a moment.

Just a smattering minority of equations. From the rest of the convocation, Nith Batoxxx noted only
silence.

Onthis matter that option is inadequate,he wrote.It is hereby terminated.

A small disturbance in back quashed immediately by the baleful gaze or Nith Nassam. Thenceforth, a
pool of silence, spreading, without the hint of a ripple.

A horrified expression appeared on Nith Recctor's face as he, at last, understood the nature of the trap
that had been set for him.

Black fire erupted from the end of Nith Batoxxx's finger. lon-fire contrails arcing into the firmament as the
dark energy that infused him long ago speared Nith Recctor, spun him full around, took him off his feet,
slammed him facefirst into the back wall of the great listening hall. For a moment, he hung there,
quivering. Then a second fork of the energy beam took him quickly apart.

Whether the absolute silence that followed was approbation or fear Nith Batoxxx did not know. Nor did
he much care. Either was acceptable. Both was preferred.

The water level was rising and with each minute that passed the heavy spray was making it more difficult
to breathe. Desperately, Riane hacked with her dagger and heard the Tzelos scream with each cut she
made. This was significant since it had shown no evidence of pain when she had hacked off the end of its
appendage during its attack at the abbey. Heartened that the passage she had summoned up fromThe
Book of Recantation was correct, she hacked some more, heard it scream again. The end of the
appendage hung by a thread, water gushing over it, laced with the emanations of the power bourns for
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beneath, and a deep shudder went through the Tzelos.
"Riane! Watch out!"

She twisted her head up at Eleana's shout, saw the evil triangular head with its wicked mandibles coming
toward her. The mouth was opening and-

"Throw water in its mouth," Riane shouted.
"Water? But why?"
"Do as I say!" she commanded.

The daemon's head was so close a mandible brushed against her cheek as she squirmed and fought to
free herself. The stink of its foul breath made her want to gag. Then Eleana had scooped up the water
and was flinging it into the Tzelos' open mouth.

The daemon gave a bellow. It began to shake as with an ague as the ineluctable energy from the power
bourns began to eat at it like acid. Quickly, Riane cut her way out of its embrace. That was what the
passage had told her, that the energy from the power bourns could burn through daemon flesh. The
Tzelos appeared to be shrinking. In fact, it was being eaten from the inside out. The daemon screamed,
took one

"last lunge at them before its husk was washed away on the tide of bourn-laced water.

Riane and Eleana plunged into the spring. Like fish wriggling upstream, they fought against the current,
holding their breaths as they lacked upward with powerful strokes. After the first hundred meters, they
were swept up in the current. Utter blackness surrounded them, and the cold was slowly seeping into
their muscles, making them stiff, tiring them prematurely. But there was another, more urgent problem.
Both of them had taken deep breaths, but the air in their lungs would only go so far. With her Gift, she
sought out the bourn-lines, sensed them twisting and turning, and followed them as they rose from the
depths.

But already she could see Eleana taken out of the swift current stream, slowing down. She swam up
behind her, took her around the waist, and pressed on, pushing her long, powerful legs to flutter faster.
Eleana's eyes were closing. Riane sensed that she was on the verge of passing out. Once that happened,
Riane knew, water would seep into her nose and throat. She felt her own lungs begin to burn.

A sudden wave of dizziness sent her mind reeling, and at once she was in the midst of a snowstorm. She
saw, now and again, the dark vertical ridges of the Djenn Marre. High up, she saw a cave. Flickering
firelight illuminated the mouth, and then a tall, slender figure strode out into the storm. At first, she
assumed this was another memory shard of Riane's resurfacing, but then she saw that the figure was a
V'ornn male, judging by his size and hairless head. This V'ornn went to the lip of the ledge into which the
cave was formed and spread wide his arms. Through the fierce snow gusts she caught a clear glimpse of
his face and recognized him.

It was Rekkkl.
Where was his armor?

This was a vision, no question about it. What was she seeing, the present or the future?
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His lips moved, but she could not hear his words. All at once, he seemed to tilt his body forward, falling
off the ledge into the heart of the storm. Riane wanted to cry out, but, of course, she could not make a
sound. She wanted to catch him but, of course, she could not move.

All she could do was watch, horrified, as he plunged to his death...

In the blink of an eye, the vision vanished. Pushing the panic down, she reestablished contact with the
bourn-lines, and ran right into a granite outcropping. The current swirled them away again, and Riane,
half-stunned, fought to regain her equilibrium. It was as they were being whirled around that she saw a
patch of light. Or at least she thought she saw it. And then, yes, there it was-dim, flickering, far off. She
tried to orient herself, noted that the spot was almost directly above the granite outcropping.

Using every last ounce of strength, she pulled them both out of the current's grip. Once, Riane almost
passed out, but the pain in her shoulder where she had collided with the rock kept her focused on what
she had to do.

At last, she was able to reach out to the outcropping, launch them upward toward the light. It seemed to
take forever. She kept shaking Eleana, keeping her conscious. She could feel every fiber of her being
straining to push them faster. Up they went, the patch of light spreading out, rippling, becoming more
detailed.

Pockmarks and pinpricks, tiny ripples spreading outward in a kind of hallucinogenic pattern not unlike a
vastly complex weaving. Maybe she was going under... Maybe they wouldn't make it after all.... Maybe
there were already drowning, water filling her lungs, black tide seeping the life out of them. Maybe...

With a gasp, she broke the surface of the water, splashing, pulling Eleana up, as she took huge draughts
of air into her. She coughed up some water, turned her head, saw with terror Eleana's pale, bluish face.
Her eyes were closed, she wasn't breathing. Desperately, Riane looked around. They had surfaced in the
center of a huge stone cistern somewhere in a run-down section of the city. She called out but heard no
response. Deserted. They were alone, Eleana was unconscious, and she herself was near exhaustion.

Olnnn Rydddlin was standing knee deep in water, hands on hips, when Kurgan slid down the chute into
the underground laundry at Nimbus. The Star-Admiral was directing a team of forensic Deirus who were
poking and prodding the pile of six Khagggun corpses.

"They have been cindered," Kurgan said, peering at the dead. "Burned to a crisp."

There were echoes in the underground space, echoes upon echoes, technical jargon droned into
data-decagons, opinions and speculation being batted back and forth, the ebb and flow of a team hard at
work.

Kurgan, listening hard to the echoes, said at length, "What happened here, Star-Admiral? One moment I
get a report you have them trapped down here, the next I hear six of my Khagggun are dead, and the
Rhynnnon Rekkk Hacilar and his Kundalan skcettta have vanished."

"The preliminary report from the Deirus is that ion-cannon fire was employed against the pack."

"Ton-cannon fire?" Kurgan went over to the hole in the wall, peered at the blackened perimeter where it
was visible above the waterline. "It looks to me like a fusion bomb went off down here."
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"A stolen fusion bomb or a homemade Kundalan explosive such as the Resistance uses leaves energy
signatures," Olnnn said crisply. "The Deirus assure me they have found none."

Kurgan turned to face his Star-Admiral. "This setback is troubling. Neither of us can afford to allow this
Rhynnnon to remain free and unpunished." He took a step closer, lowered his voice. "N'Luuura take it,
Rekkk Hacilar was one of our own. He turned against us. Now he flaunts his treachery in our faces. This
cannot be tolerated."

"We will find him, regent. This I swear to you."

Kurgan stood very close to the Star-Admiral. "Find the Rhynnnon and his skcettta and do it now. We
are both just beginning to build our power bases. I want a total news eclipse on this incident. All we need
is for knowledge of these deaths to ripple through the ranks. This... massacre could be construed as a

sign of weakness on our part; it cannot be tolerated."

"I understand, regent." Olnnn Rydddlin nodded to the Deirus swarming over the corpses.."l have put our
best team on it."

"No, you do not understand." Kurgan hissed. "I do not care an ice-hare's ass about your pack; I do not
care an ice-hare's ass about your best team of Deirus.You take care of this mess personally, Olnnn
Rydddlin. I will not have this kind of humiliation stand for long." His grip tightened. "And if it does, I
assure you there will be a scapegoat. Some V'ornn well-known so the populace will recognize instantly
his head on the end of the regent's pike."

Olnnn Rydddlin's voice was icy calm. "I am Star-Admiral."

"You would do well to remember who named you to that post."

Olnnn Rydddlin regarded the regent from out of a face closed tight as any fortress. "I have never for an
instant forgotten it, regent."

Kurgan stood silent for a moment, then he smiled abruptly. "Of course, you're right, my friend. It is only
that this... setback so soon after becoming regent has unsettled me somewhat. You understand."

"Perfectly, regent."

The smile widened. "Come, come, Olnnn. We have fought together, schemed together, killed together. I
am always Kurgan to you."

Olnnn Rydddlin nodded rather stiffly.

"Good. Time and power, Olnnn, are both of the essence."

Olnnn Rydddlin was about to make a reply when Kurgan's okum-mmon activated.

"I am being Summoned," Kurgan said. He stepped away a moment to receive his mysterious
communication from the Gyrgon Comradeship. A moment later, he looked up. "Star-Admiral," he said in

clipped tones, "you and your contingent will vacate this space now."

"Regent?"
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"Do as I order!"
When the basement was clear even of his Haaar-kyut, he spoke softly into his okummmon.
"All right, Nith Batoxxx. I am alone."

"I want to get a closer look at the bodies," the Gyrgon said, his voice emanating from Kurgan's
okummmon.

Kurgan approached the pile of cindered corpses.
"Hold out your arm," Nith Batoxxx said.

As Kurgan did so, he felt a small tingling, and the okummmon emitted a kind of mist. A moment later, a
holographic image of the Gyrgon appeared. It stooped down, peering closely at the bodies. It went so
absolutely still that for an instant Kurgan thought something had gone amiss with the connection. Of a
sudden, the image whirled and with a frightening countenance stalked over to the hole in the wall.

"Water," the image of Nith Batoxxx said as if reporting back to the Gyrgon Comradeship. "So much
water." It lifted a finger, beckoned Kurgan over. "Regent, I want you to reach into this hole."

"What am I looking for?"
The hologram turned its lambent ruby-irised eyes on him. "Just do it. Now."

"Yes, Nith Batoxxx." Kurgan walked through the hologram on his way to the rent in the wall. Bending
over slightly, he extended his arms up tothe shoulder into the breach, felt around. To his surprise, he felt
something hard, almost brittle floating up against the back side of the wall, directed by the water's
current. Straining a little, he pulled it out.

"Ahhhh!" The image of Nith Batoxxx let out a sigh that was almost a wail.

Kurgan had no idea of what he was looking at, but it was clear the Gyrgon did. It was as black and sere
as the cindered Khagggun, aboutfivetimes their size but light as a sheaf of glennan. It appeared to be
curled into a kind of fetal ball. Its head, if that is what it was, lookedtobe about three times too big for the
sticklike body.

"How could this happen?" Nith Batoxxx asked himself.

Another thing Kurgan noticed. Whatever it was wasn't a biped. He knew better than to ask the Gyrgon
what it was. What was clear was that it was neither V'ornn nor Kundalan. That left what?

Beside him, the image of Nith Batoxxx clenched its fists tightly. "There is only one way," it whispered just
as if Kurgan was not there. "The Dar Sala-at!"

The cistern was set in the center of an octagon-shaped courtyard piled with rubble. High shanstone walls
rose all around, featureless, grim, topped by scowling granite gargoyles that faced inward, crouched,
sculpted muscles bunched and corded as if about to leap upon any who dared invade their territory. An
arched, roofed walkway ran around all sides. Not a tree, not a blade of wrygrass could be seen in the
packed-down dirt.
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All this Riane absorbed in the split second before she began pumping rhythmically on Eleana's sternum.
Water gushed out of Eleana's mouth, dribbling down each corner, but still she did not stir. Riane blinked
rain out of her eyes, tried to purge her mind of the horrible vision of Rekkk's death. Uttering a prayer in
Venca, she bent over Eleana, pinched her nose, opened her mouth wide, and began to force breath into
her. She worked steadily, tirelessly, her mind half-frozen by fear and despair.

This cistern, on whose broad slimy rim Eleana lay, was where they had fetched up after their harrowing
trek underwater.

Riane was listening carefully. The baby was still alive, she felt its aura, the strength of it, and something
more, a sliver of the future, perhaps, or an imagined future in which the boy battled the personal daemons
of his heritage. The blood of the Stogggul beat powerfully within him, singing its own imperative, but there
was a singular oddity about his physical form that Riane could not quite define-he would be distinctly
different from those Stogggul who had come before him. More clearly, she saw through the lens of Osoru
the potential in the boy for great good and great evil. In any case, the sign under which he would be born,
the sign that would rule his entire life, was Transformation. All this passed before her in the blink of an
eye, then it abruptly vanished as Eleana went into a quick series of convulsions.

Opening her Third Eye, Riane could feel the thin and fragile membrane between life and death against
which the baby lay. The fetus was uncoupling itself from its life-sustaining connections to its mother. The
trauma that Eleana had just endured had shocked her system enough for the pregnancy to come undone.
In an instant, Riane knew that if she did nothing, the fetus would abort, it would be gone in a matter of
brief bloody seconds and all trace of Kurgan Stogggul would have vanished from Eleana's body and from
Riane's life. Annon's V'ornn anger at what Kurgan had done to Eleana flared briefly like a white-hot coal,
burning away logic and reason.

Then Riane gathered herself, felt stirring in her depths essential fragments of the original Riane personality,
a logical, deeply committed core, and she conjured up Earth Granary, the most potent healing spell in her
limited sorcerous vocabulary. She had no idea of all of its properties or whether it was the correct spell
for what ailed Eleana, but she had to believe that it was better than nothing. She instructed the spell to
enfold Eleana, felt it take her up in its cradling embrace.

At once, the convulsions subsided, the fetus quieted, its functions returning to normal.

Still, Eleana had not recovered consciousness. Drawing a deep, shuddering breath, Riane put her lips
beside Eleana's ear. "Come on," she whispered fiercely. "Come on!"

No response. Eleana's breathing was shallow and rapid, her pulse was erratic.

Riane honed the focus of the healing spell, drawing it tighter around Eleana. Her own exhaustion fell
away, her terror, as well, as she concentrated her entire being on Eleana.

"I won't let you give up, Eleana. I love you too much to let you die. I will follow you all the way to the
gates of N'Luuura if-"

Eleana took a deep, shuddering breath. She coughed. Riane turned Eleana's head to the side, and she
expelled the last of the water. Her chest rose and fell.

"That's it! That's it!"

Riane listened for the heartbeats, strong now and steady, the Kun-dalan beat in concert with the V'ornn
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rhythm. She got up, ran through the abandoned courtyard, scrabbling through piles of rubble and ancient
dustbins until she found a length of sailcloth. It was stiff and stained, but it would do. Returning to the
cistern, she wrapped Eleana in the sailcloth and carried her beneath an archway where it was dry. She
set her down, kneeling beside her. She could feel Earth Granary working its way deeper still, easing
Eleana's respiratory distress, slowly returning her breathing to normal. She brushed Eleana's hair out of
her eyes, wiped the rain off her face.

Again, Riane's training at high altitudes had proved crucial. This sixteen-year-old Kundalan girl into whom
Annon had been sorcerously transferred had amnesia. She could not remember her parents or the village
where she had been born. But she was convinced that it must have been somewhere high up in the Djenn
Marre because of her skills in mountain climbing and her acclimatization to extremely high altitudes, as
well as the occasional bursts of memory she had of ice-encrusted mountainscapes.

As she watched Eleana breathing, Riane was once again caught up in the strangeness and dislocation of
being Kundalan and female. The odd thing was that while she felt Riane's biological urges, Annon's love
for Eleana had neither changed nor diminished one iota. She did not know what to make of that. She
marveled at the deep and abiding power of love that could transcend gender, species, and death. Not
even the Gyrgon technomancy was its equal.

She was so beautiful. Riane could not help herself. She felt a powerful force drawing her down until she
pressed her mouth against Eleana's slightly parted lips. She felt her warmth, tasted her cinnamon and
chamomile breath, and for a moment she laid her head in the damp crook of her neck. A scent drifted off
Eleana's skin and hair, indefinable, intoxicating.

For a long moment they lay that way, together, in what seemed to Riane to be a perfect kind of
symmetry. She thought she heard the Cosmos humming all around them. At length, she sat up. She took
Eleana's hands, warmed them between her own.

The rain dripped dolefully off the slanted tiled roof of the walkway. Birds fluttered in the eaves, peered
solemnly down at them. She rose and walked a little way under the eaves, wondering where they were. It
seemed likely that they were still within the Northern Quarter of Axis Tyr, but, if so, it was a section
Annon had never seen before.

What was this building? It was huge and forbidding. The grotesques atop the crenellated walls were so
exquisitely wrought they could only have been made by the hands of Kundalan sculptors, but for sure the
creatures did not look Kundalan at all. They had the oddest faces, as if animal features had been
stretched over a Kundalan skull.

"Unsettling, aren't they?"

Riane started. A very short, very wide individual had emerged from a doorway hidden behind a jumbled
pile of crates. Even for a Kundalan, he was exceptionally hairy.

"[ called out before," Riane said. "Why didn't you answer? We needed help."

The Kundalan squinted, which made him look not unlike one of the parapet gargoyles. He had a high
prominent forehead like the prow of a Sarakkon ship, massive eyebrows, a small, veined, bulbous nose,
and lips as red as a winter sunset. He had a bushy forked beard shot through with red. Thick hair stood
up wildly from the top of his head as if in response to hyperexcited ions. His moss-green robes seemed
too large for him; he was continually pushing up the sleeves, which ended at his gnarled knuckles. "Need
help now?"
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"No, I managed on my own."

"So what is the problem?" He walked with a decided limp. One leg was shorter than the other and as
bandy as a bow. "What are you doing here?" he asked suspiciously. "The museum is closed."

"Museum? Is that what this 1s?"

The bandy-legged Kundalan nodded. "It has been closed, more or less, for years."
"Then what are you doing here?"

"Why, I am the curator," he said. "Not that it's any of your business."

"My name's Riane. That's Eleana."

"You almost drowned in my cistern, you did." He squinted at them through the rain. "How is it you ended
up here?"

Riane bit her lip, not knowing whether to trust the curator with the truth. "We had to get away fast.
Khagggun were after us."

"Ah-ha!" A smile wreathed the curator's face, and it instantly transformed him. He extended a pawlike
hand. "Minnum's the name, tending to the past is my game. Such as it is." The back of his hand, Riane felt
was furred. "No business, these days. As you can see." He squinted again. "Not that there ever was
much to begin with."

"The V'ornn shut you down."

"The V'ornn!" Laughter exploded out of Minnum's mouth. "Goddess take me, the V'ornn are the reason
the museum still exists. Well, two V'ornn had a hand in it, really."

"Who?" Now Riane's curiosity had been pricked.

"Well, I shouldn't say, really. They are keeping it a secret, is what they told me." Minnum's face fell.
"Though one of them is dead now. Tragic, really. Killed before his time, murdered most foully. And the
other-" He heaved another sigh. "Goddess take me, I have not seen the other in over a month. Passing
strange, that, as I was used to seeing him almost every day." He squinted hard at Riane. "How did you
say you came to be in my cistern?"

"We were escaping a pack of Khagggun."

Minnum looked at her shrewdly. "You are no friend of the new regent, I warrant."

"He's trying his best to capture us."

Minnum nodded. "I despise him, that Stogggul. A pretender is what he is, just like his despicable father.
It was the father, you know, who ordered Eleusis Ashera killed. Yes, it was." He paused a moment to

see what effect this name might have on Riane. "You have heard of Eleusis Ashera, haven't you? Was the
true regent, once upon a time."
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Riane nodded, for the moment unable to speak.

"Well, Eleusis Ashera was one of the V'ornn who kept this place alive and safe from the scavengers and
toughs hereabouts. He loved to wander through the exhibits. He was a very decent sort, for a V'ornn,
listened to every word of my commentary, too. It's my opinion he had a distinct affinity for Kundalan
history."

Eleusis had never told Annon anything about this place. "How could he slip away from his duties so
often?"

Minnum grinned. "I asked him that myself." He touched the side of his nose while he rummaged around
inside his robes. "You know, he gave me a present. A memento, so to speak. After he was killed I was
doubly happy I had it." He finally produced a piece of alloy, the size and shape of a teardrop. "It is just a
trinket, really. But."

He spun it in the palm of his hand and Riane gasped, for there standing in front of her, was Annon's father
Eleusis Ashera, tall and slender, garbed as Annon remembered him best in white form-fitting trousers,
gold metallic-mesh blouse beneath his pure white waist-length jacket, piped and braided in gold. In his
piercing eyes Riane saw once again the reflection of Annon's own face as it had been once upon a time.
She felt a little shiver run through her, and her heart ached to see him again, standing so noble and proud,
the icon of the Ashera Consortium.

"Y ou would swear it was him, wouldn't you?" Minnum said. He spun the teardrop faster, and Eleusis
began to walk. "It's as if he is alive and breathing right beside you. It's a holoimage-Gyrgon technomagic.
It's anyone's guess how Eleusis got this, but he would use this in the palace while he came here." He
cocked his head appraisingly. "Still, good as it is, it's not perfect. There's a flaw, you see. Generic to
these V'ornnish holoimages. I will not tell you what it is. You have to find it yourself."

Riane forced herself to concentrate as she walked all around the holoimage.

"Mayhap I should have him walk some more."

And as the holoimage of Eleusis Ashera began again to move, Riane saw it. "His feet don't quite reach
the floor."

"Yes. That's it precisely." Minnum appeared pleased. "Asked him about this, and he said it had something
to do with the Kundalan atmosphere interfering with the ion bursts. The Gyrgon had tinkered with it, of
course, but they could not solve the problem."

Minnum snapped off the holoimage, pocketed the alloy teardrop. "In any event, Eleusis Ashera was not
the only V'ornn who had an abiding interest in Kundala, no indeed. There was a Gyrgon who came. Nith
Sahor. But I suppose a little snippet like you wouldn't know about-"

"I've met Nith Sahor," Riane said. "He died a month ago. That's why-"

"Nith Sahor dead?" Minnum's eyebrows gathered like storm clouds.

"Well, that's the most scurrilous lie I have ever heard. I would know if that Gyrgon was dead, I have the
gift, and I'm telling you he is alive."

"You have the Gift?" Riane asked excitedly. "Are you a sorceress?"
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"There are no more males of that nature, you should know that. Unless you count the V'ornn
technomages, which I certainly do not."

He squinted hard at Riane. "If there were, though, they would be called sefiror."
"Sefirumis a Venca word," Riane said at once. "It means 'mystical community.""
Minnum scratched his hairy cheek. "Now how would a little bitty thing like you know that?"

"She wouldn't," Riane said.

Minnum looked hard and long at Riane, then chuckled under his breath. "Let's forget all about fairy tales
of sefiror and preternaturally gifted girls, hmm? The fact is, I must prepare for Nith Sahor's next visit."

"I told you, Nith Sahor is dead."

Minnum scowled darkly. "Why do you keep saying that?"

"My friends were there when he was killed. They buried the body."

"And that is your evidence?" Minnum scoffed. "What is a body to a Gyrgon, eh, tell me that? Bodies are
meaningless to them. Do you know I never saw Nith Sahor in the same one twice. Now how many
bodies do you think he used when he came here?" He held up his stubby, stained fingers and began to
count. "Ah, let me see-"

"He was already gravely injured when he came to us."

Minnum appeared unfazed. "All the same, he is not dead. I would know it."

"How?"

"How do you know it's daylight now?"

"That's a stupid question," Riane said.

"So is yours," Minnum retorted. He pointed up at the gargoyles. "So tell me, what is your impression?"
Riane looked again. "They're... creepy."

"That they are," Minnum acknowledged.

"Who are they supposed to be?"

"Nightmares? A reminder of the evil that lurks inside all of us?"

"I don't believe that."

"That's because you're too young to believe it. But the fact is we all have good and evil impulses inside

us. It is simply a matter of which we decide to act on." Minnum spat into the rain. "I will tell you one
thing, though, those statues are not made of any stone native to Kundala."
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"It looks like some kind of granite."

"Except that it is twice as hard and three times as heavy. There are veins of undefined metal in it, as well
as pockets of some kind of crystal fused from very high heat." He squinted. "Meteorites, I expect.
Goddess knows what tools the crafters used."

"They're horrible, anyway."

"Funny, they were a particular favorite of Nith Sahor's." He chuckled. "They used to scare the Goddess
out of whoever wandered in here in the old days before the V'ornn."

"That doesn't make sense," Riane said. "This is a museum, right?"

"The Museum of False Memory," Minnum said. "Over the years, though, I have come to believe that it is
better that most folk don't see everything that is in here."

"What does that mean?" Riane asked, but just then she heard Eleana calling her name. She turned, saw
Eleana sitting up, and when she turned back, Minnum had vanished.

"I'm here! I'm coming]"

As she hurried back to Eleana she could have sworn she heard Min-num's voice drifting through the
rain,"You will come back sometime, won't you?"

"Where are we?" Eleana said. Her face was drawn and pale. "Are we dead?"
"No, Eleana. We are alive."

"This place looks so awful. I thought-Perhaps it was a dream..." She swallowed. "I was sure I had
drowned."

"You nearly did. How do you feel?"

"Exhausted and cold-but safe." Eleana sighed. "You saved my baby's life." She cupped her lower belly. "I
can feel him. Oh-I" She laughed, color flooding back into her cheeks. Taking Riane's hand in her own,
she placed it on her stomach. "Feel him?"

Riane thought she might pass out with longing.

"He's swimming, kicking out as hard as he can. He must have known I was swimming, too. He is still
trying to help." She laced her fingers with Riane's, kissed the back of her hand. "Thank you, Dar Sala-at."

Even the dismal stormlight brought Eleana's cheeks into prominence. The memory of Annon's first
glimpse of her, as he and Kurgan spied on her from a dense copse of sysal trees as she bathed in the
creek near Axis Tyr, remained undiminished in Riane's memory. The sight of her thick, dark hair
cascading down her shapely back remained a physical presence, stirring Riane's depths. She looked
quickly away, deeply ashamed of the stolen kiss she had placed on Eleana's tender lips.

"As long as my baby's safe, as long as my baby's safe." Eleana's whispered words were like a prayer.
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Rain pelted the roof, sluiced over the eaves, blurring the view of the courtyard, drove serpentine rivulets
across the packed earth. The wind had picked up, and now it whistled dissonantly across the courtyard

in angry gusts.

All at once, the shock of their brush with death set in. Riane shivered so hard her teeth began to chatter.
A strong gust of wind brought her a renewed drenching.

"Come here," Eleana said. "Don't you know enough to come in out of the rain?"

She opened the filthy sailcloth as she drew Riane close to her, then wrapped it around both of them.
"You're freezing," she murmured. "Put your arms around me, you'll warm up faster." Their bodies were
now pressed tightly together. Eleana rested her head against Riane's shoulder. "The oddest thing
happened just as [ was coming to. I thought I heard Annon's voice. It was as if he was standing right
beside me. Isn't that strange? But maybe not. I mean, I know he's dead, but part of me..." She stopped
for a minute as if groping for a way to proceed. "Maybe it's all down to faith. I had faith in Annon-he
proved to me more than once what a good and kind heart he had, and we are taught, aren't we, that
when you put your faith in someone, you commit a part of your own energy-your divine spark-to that
someone. That's how it was with Annon. Dar Sala-at, do not think me foolish, but sometimes I am
absolutely certain that he isn't dead at all, that he is stranded somewhere on a distant shore, all alone, and
that one day he will return to me."

Riane was trembling. "I could not think you foolish, Eleana," she managed to get out in a somewhat
strangled voice. She could scarcely breathe for the vise that clamped her chest.

"Oh, my love for him burns like fire!"

Riane's lips ached with desire. She could feel the words of her confession assembling in her throat,
clamoring to get out. Instead, she untangled herself, backing away. With an enormous effort, she clamped
down on her treacherous emotions and squeezed the intimacy out of her eyes.

"What is it?" Eleana asked. "Dar Sala-at, have I done something to offend you?"

"No, of course not. I-"

A sudden stirring at the top of the wall made Eleana start, for at first it appeared as if one of the more
horrible gargoyles had come to life. Then, she and Riane saw the blurring of wings, the dart of brilliant
color swooping toward them.

"Look!" Eleana cried. "A Teyj!"

Indeed, one of the four-winged multicolored birds bred and raised by Gyrgon was coming their way. It
seemed unlikely that the Teyj would have taken much notice of them under the walkway, improbable that

it would want anything to do with them. Nevertheless, it swooped beneath the eaves.

Now Riane could see that it carried something in its mouth. As it drew abreast of them, it let go of a
small, tightly wrapped packet, made a little warbling song, and darted away over the courtyard wall.

The packet bounced once, then rolled to within a few centimeters of Riane's boots. For a moment, she
looked at it blankly, then she picked it up. It weighed next to nothing. She turned it over. Its surface was
a uniform matte black, and there was a curious silver cord, thin as a hair, holding it together.
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"What do you think it is?" Eleana asked, instantly on the alert.
"I have no idea," Riane said. "What I want to know is what this Teyj-?"

"It is a Gyrgon thing," Eleana warned. "Remember that Nith Sahor had many enemies. Perhaps they have
found us."

Riane shook her head. "If they knew where we were, doubtless we would be prisoners in the Temple of
Mnemonics now." She plucked at the silver hair. "I'm going to open it."

"Dar Sala-at, I don't think that would be-"

Too late. Riane had pulled the hair. They heard nothing, but felt a slight percussion as the packet rapidly
unrolled. But it did far more than unroll-it immediately began to expand exponentially.

"Goddess!" Eleana breathed.

What else was there to say? There, lying before them in all its mysterious splendor, was Nith Sahor's
voluminous greatcoat.

8
Ashes

Courion had once shown Kurgan a seashell. It looked like nothing at all from the outside, merely a hard,
curved surface, whorled and warty, of an indeterminate greyish hue. But when turned over, its inside was
a perfect corkscrew, pink as a delicate spring sunrise, silken and opalescent, refracting the light into
minuscule rainbows.

This is what greeted Kurgan now as he walked through the Portal of the Temple of Mnemonics. Just a
few steps ago he had been in an angulate anteroom guarded by Khagggun in the distinctive
black-and-chromium uniforms of the packs serving the Gyrgon stronghold. Rain had been falling outside;
the long, narrow crystal windows were streaked with it. Now he was somewhere else, inside that very
same seashell, for all he knew, but in any event wholly in the realm of the Gyrgon. For this was the
meaning of the Summoning,

His okummmon, a semisentient bionic implant, alerted him the moment the Gyrgon required his presence.
That was true of every regent on every planet. The difference here was that Kurgan's original okummmon
had been replaced by one specially made by Nith Batoxxx.

As he proceeded down the corridor or whatever it was-this space without specific shape or obvious light
source-he had cause to recall a conversation he had had with Annon Ashera, once his best friend, the
boy he had betrayed to Star-Admiral Kinnnus Morcha, who had been returned to Axis Tyr with his head
separated from his body to be presented to Kurgan's own father, who was then regent.

The two boys had been out hunting gimnopedes. Annon had said he hated wearing the okummmon
because it tied him to another caste. Kurgan had argued that Annon should be proud he had been
implanted With the symbol of the Great Caste, for the alternative-to toil in lesser-class anonymity-was
unthinkable. But ever since he had discovered that Nith Batoxxx was the Old V'ornn, the trusted mentor
who had secretly trained him, ever since Nith Batoxxx had forced him to pledge himself to the Gyrgon,
ever since he had been implanted with this special okummmon he realized that Annon was right - wearing
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the Gyrgon neural net felt to him like slavery.

Every night he awoke into the utter darkness before dawn, the inside of his left forearm afire with an itch
he could not assuage. Many times he would sit up, swing his legs over the edge of the bed, and, taking up
the triangular-bladed dagger given to him by the Old V'ornn, promise himself that he would cut the vile
thing out of him. But he never did, though the tip of the blade had dimpled his skin more than once. It was
prudence, not cowardice, that stayed his hand. He wished to give Nith Batoxxx no cause to become
suspicious of him, for in his heart he wished not only to destroy this particular Gyrgon who had betrayed
his trust, but to find some way to put the entire Comradeship under his thumb as they had kept all of
V'ornndom under theirs.

And yet he knew he had to find some way to keep such thoughts out of his conscious mind, for a
Summoning was a serious matter. It was a time of testing as well as of questions that would surely be
difficult to answer. For the Gyrgon were masters of fear. Somehow-Kurgan would have given his left arm
to know the secret-they were able to dig down into the mind of the regent and extract that one thing he
feared the most. Then they would confront him with it, in order, perhaps, to see how he would react and,
therefore, discover of what stout material he was made, how easy it would be to manipulate him, how far
he might be pushed.

As he continued down the featureless space he smiled to himself. Nith Batoxxx was in for a surprise,
because as far as Kurgan knew there was nothing he was really afraid of, not even the Gyrgon
themselves.

He heard a sound, no, a soft soughing as of the wind through the tops of sysal trees, but, no, it was subtly
different, more rhythmic, like water slapping against the side of a ship. And the moment he had the
thought, he found himself on the rolling deck of a ship. He looked around. He was at sea; there was not a
speck of land to be seen in any direction. The sky was a deep cerulean blue, the sun beating down,
turning the wavetops to brilliant scimitars. Above him, he heard the creaking of wooden masts and spars,
the soft, wet slap of rigging, the sharp crack of sails full out.

"Good afternoon."

He turned to see the Sarakkon captain Courion grinning at him, his shagreen-booted feet planted firmly
on the deck. He had met Courion at the Kalllistotos. Ever since Courion had forced Kurgan into fighting
in the Kalllistotos they had become wary friends.

"Where is the crew?" Kurgan asked.

"There is no crew. There is only the two of us," Courion said. "It is good to see you, friend. We had

meant to ask you why you did not invite us to the Rescendance. Could it be that you are ashamed of
befriending a Sarakkon?"

Kurgan spent a moment taking this in. Then he said, "All right, Nith Batoxxx, I will admit the simulation is
impressive, but don't expect me to play your game. I simply won't-"

All at once, a ferocious gust of wind caught the sail, the ship heeled over, and Kurgan, taken completely
off guard, lurched backward, lost his footing and toppled over the rail. He plunged down four meters into
the ocean. It all happened so fast he had no time to react. And then cold seawater struck him like a
hundred fists. Stinging salt water rushed into his nose and mouth, and he began to choke. He told himself
that this was an elaborate illusion, that nothing was real, not even his sensation of drowning, but somehow
his lung refused to be convinced. Hewas drowning, there was no mistaking it. Simulation it might be, but
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what if he could die here just as if it was reality?

He forced himself to kick, pushing himself toward the surface far above. As he looked up into the
refracted and distorted disc of the sun, he saw a splash. Something was being lowered down toward him.
A rope!

He kicked more vigorously and soon reached out to grasp the end of it. He gave it several hard tugs and
was rewarded by its being hauled upward, and him with it.

"Like a fish in a net," Courion said as Kurgan broke the surface, gasping and coughing. "Just hold on."
The Sarakkon turned the winch, and Kurgan, soaked, bedraggled, and panting, rose up the side of the
ship. When he came abreast of the toprail, Courion grabbed him around the waist and maneuvered him
onto the deck. Kurgan sat with his arms on his drawn-up knees, snorting the last of the seawater out of

his nose.

He wiped his face with the heels of his hands as Courion squatted down in front of him. "Real enough for
you?"

"Tell me one thing." Kurgan looked into his light eyes. "Would I really have drowned?"

"Eventually." Courion shrugged. He fingered the lapis lazuli and jade runes in his full beard. "We all drown
eventually, don't we?"

"Except, apparently, you Gyrgon."

Courion frowned. "Surely you mistake us, friend."

"Come off it," Kurgan said shortly. In the back of his mind, he knew this was all a stunningly conceived
Gyrgon illusion, and yet it all seemed so real. Fighting this, he said, "You are supposed to show me the
face of my own fear, Nith Batoxxx. | am unafraid of drowning, so I have proved you wrong. I have
beaten you at your own game of illusions."

Courion wavered and vanished. In his place stood Nith Batoxxx. "While it is true that this construct is
caused by the manipulation of hyperexcited ions, this isn't my world. It isyours. It is pulled from inside
your own mind."

"What? Another Gyrgon falsehood? I do not believe you can read my thoughts."

"Not your thoughts, precisely. But the okummmon is a link of our own design. Through it you are
Summoned at our pleasure. The particular communication link allows us this access. All regents are
Summoned and, in the Summoning, are shown their deepest fear. Even those"-he smiled frostily-"who
believe themselves free of fear."

"This is what you call my fear? I told you. I am not afraid of drowning."

"There 1s another thing here for you to fear," Nith Batoxxx said. "I find it interesting that you cannot yet
identify it."

"[ grow weary of this Gyrgon mind game."
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"Your mind is a most curious realm, regent. Truly, I have never encountered its like before." Nith
Batoxxx held out his gloved hand, and Kurgan's eyes watered. When they had cleared he was back in a
simple windowless sparely furnished chamber in the Temple of Mnemonics.

"You are ambitious, yes, very much so. It is part of your special usefulness." He smiled, an unpleasant
thing that unfurled like the banner of a reaver. "It is why I supported your petition to be made regent, why
I disposed of all Gyrgon who opposed you."

"What do you mean?" Kurgan felt his hearts skip a beat. "Youkilled other Gyrgon?"

"I am powerful beyond your imagination." Once again, the Gyrgon's voice had taken on that eerie,
disembodied timbre that made Kurgan shudder despite himself.

Kurgan said nothing; he could think of nothing to say. He wondered whether Nith Batoxxx was telling the
truth or whether he was mad. It was becoming clearer to him that Nith Batoxxx was acting as if he had
two different personalities.

Nith Batoxxx's teeth clacked together. "Understand this,regent, my continued support is crucial to you
remaining in office. And that support very much depends upon your absolute understanding of who calls
and who answers." The smile was a cold, calculating thing. "For a Sto-gggul that cannot be an easy thing,
and I find myself wondering whether it is even possible. But I have staked more than you can know on
you, Stogggul Kurgan, so it is something that youwill learn. Believe me when I tell you that I will see to it."
He lifted a finger. "Gyrgon are not in the habit of giving advice, but I find I have developed a disease. Its
symptom is a curious affection for you. Therefore, heed well what next I tell you. Ambition is a tricky
trait. If it gets the better of you." He reached out and snatched Kurgan's arm. Tapping the embedded
okummmon, he said, "Here is what you must consider. If you exceed the authority granted you by the
Comradeship, I will know. And I will be waiting to devour you."

Kurgan stared at Nith Batoxxx. The Gyrgon was blufting. He could not know that Kurgan meant to
control the Comradeship. He willed himself to keep calm, to be the Gyrgon's obedient servant while in
his presence.

He ducked his head. "I will be diligent, Nith Batoxxx, in keeping my ambition in check."

Not many V'ornn could say they had heard a Gyrgon laugh. It was a sound that affected Kurgan in a
peculiar way, making him feel as if grit were being rubbed into an open wound. He felt briefly sick to his
stomachs.

"We are bonded, you and I, in ways you cannot possibly imagine," Nith Batoxxx was saying. "This world
we have come to know, this Kundala,will come undone, but not in the way you think. Because it will be
you and I who accomplish its undoing."

As it had once brought them into the city, Nith Sahor's voluminous greatcoat now whisked Riane and
Eleana back to the Abbey of Warm Current. Riane knew that the greatcoat was a semiorganic web of
neural nets, but how it actually functioned she could not say. Just as she did not know how it knew where
to transport them. She had not spoken to it or in any way communicated with it. She had simply wrapped
it around the two of them as Nith Sahor had instructed on that fateful night when she had made her
desperate run to find the Ring of Five Dragons in the Storehouse Door in the caverns beneath the regent's
palace. The instant the cloak closed completely over them, Riane felt the slight sensation of dislocation, a
touch of free fall. And when she had unwound it, there they were in the infirmary of the abbey.
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She held Eleana in her arms and, immediately upon their arrival, set her down upon one of the ancient
cushioned shanstone cots. She was still weak and occasionally dizzy. Riane fetched her water to drink.

It was not until Eleana had drunk her fill that both of them realized that they were not alone. Across the
infirmary, Rekkk Hacilar lay upon another cushioned slab of shanstone. Thigpen crouched over him, the
upper set of her forepaws holding his head steady while a Teyj hovered over the horrific wound in his
chest where he had been speared by the Tzelos' mandible. Its four wings were beating so fast they were
a mere blur.

"Is Eleana-?" Thigpen began.

"With rest, she will be fine," Riane said wearily, and then, to forestall more questions, she added: "It's a
long story."

"I am gratified to see you both back in one piece," Thigpen said shortly. "Dar Sala-at, | have something
for you. It could no longer tolerate being inside such a damaged body. Please take it."

Riane extracted the mononculus from Thigpen's throat, transferred it to her own.

The beating of the Teyj's wings had set up a kind of harmonic in the infirmary. Like the clearest of notes
sent forth when a tuning fork is struck, it kept doubling upon itself, strengthening until it had created what
Riane could only describe as a wave. She could not see the wave, but she could hear it. And more than
that, she could feel it, sense it from inside her, as if it was causing her very bones to vibrate at its perfect
pitch. She experienced a sensation of extreme well-being, knew as she glanced at Eleana's face that
Eleana was feeling the same thing.

All at once, she felt Eleana's fingers digging into her arm, and she saw something blacker than black
appear directly beneath the beating of the Teyj's wings. It was a circle, then a lozenge, then an oval, then
a trapezoid. A soft percussion, and it expanded just as the greatcoat had expanded at the Museum of
False Memory, fitting itself like a second skin over Rekkk's bloody wound. And like a second skin it
changed color, from deepest black to palest white before blushing to the coppery hue of Rekkk's hairless
flesh.

"You might as well get comfortable," Thigpen told them, looking somewhat relieved. "I believe this may
take some time."

Riane drew up a chair, insisted Eleana remain lying down. At first, Eleana did not want to. She had a
warrior's heart, and seeing how badly Rekkk was wounded caused her considerable agitation. But in the
end her utter exhaustion and her fear for the baby's welfare kept her on the shanstone cot.

The Teyj, abruptly ceasing its rapid wing beats, settled upon the "new skin" and with its beak began to
peck away, quickly, precisely, drawing tiny bits of it up and redepositing it elsewhere. It was not long
before Riane realized what it was doing. It was realigning the neural net it had spread over the wound to
match Rekkk's energy pattern. Annon's father, Eleusis, had told him tales of Gyrgon healing. He had, of
course, been fascinated. What boy wouldn't have been? On the other hand, they had seemed so
fantastic, so miraculous that he had often wondered whether his father had been making them up. Now
Riane was seeing one of these astonishing tales unfold with her own eyes, and she knew Eleusis had not
been exaggerating.

Now the neural net began to pulse, just as if it was alive, a machine inflating and collapsing Rekkk's lung.
The Teyj twittered, singing a neartrendingly beautiful song, and pockmarks began to appear in the skin of
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the neural net. They extended downward into the wound. And here was the most astonishing part, the
Teyj itself appeared to be manipulating the probes or instruments or whatever they were.

On their short journey back to the abbey, the greatcoat had somehow managed to simultaneously warm
them and dry their clothes. Riane still felt grimy and uncomfortable, but she knew she would not leave the
infirmary until she was absolutely certain Rekkk was out of danger.

As she sat beside Eleana, Riane could not help but steal a glance. There now arose in her mind an air of
awkwardness, a silence of unspoken questions, an interrupted flux that felt distinctly uncomfortable. Her
thoughts ran in agonized circles. How to act with Eleana? How could she hide her love and her desire
which, like a living thing, was growing stronger every day.

"Do you think it's the same?"

"What?" Riane blinked as Eleana's voice broke through the veil of her anxiety.

"The Teyj." Eleana turned her head to look at Riane. "Do you think it's the same one that brought us Nith
Sahor's greatcoat?"

"That it is," Thigpen said.

"But how?" Eleana asked.

"It's a Teyj, my dear." Thigpen was following the ministrations most carefully. The Teyj's song changed
both in melody and in pitch. Thigpen leaned over Rekkk, using her middle paws to keep his head still,

while placing her forepaws on his chest.

With a start, Riane realized that Thigpen was responding to the Teyj's song. Somehow they were in
communication. She came around to stand by the Rappa's side.

"Careful," Thigpen warned.
Riane could feel a pressure-akind of flux ebbing and flowing around Rekkk's body.
"Since when are Rappa experts on four-winged Gyrgon birds?" she asked.

"You see how it is with the Dar Sala-at, Eleana," Thigpen said. "She will not allow me to get away with

anything."
"But she's right," Eleana said softly. "How do you know anything about Teyj?"

"The simple answer is I don't." There was a decidedly odd glint in Thigpen's eyes. "But over the last
month I have come to know a great deal about this one."

"Wait a moment." Eleana rose on one elbow. "I remember seeing a streak of bright color-red, green,
blue, gold-in the treetops during Nith Sahor's funeral." Abruptly dizzy, she lay back down. "Was it a
Teyj, Thigpen? Was itthis Teyj?"

Thigpen nodded distractedly.

"Then am I correct in thinking it is a very special Tey;?"
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The Rappa lifted her head, her eyes alight. "Powerful enemies abound," she said softly, "making some
knowledge for the time being too dangerous to pass on."

The strange bird twittered urgently.

"Yes, yes, but we must be quiet now and concentrate absolutely," Thigpen admonished. "We are at the
critical juncture. Rekkk's life hangs in the balance."

Eleana's eyes were wide and staring. "Can it save him?"
"Rest now," the Rappa said quietly but firmly. "Let the Teyj-"
"No!" Eleana's voice was low but just as forceful. "I will not sleep until I know he is out of danger."

The Teyj looked up. It pierced her with its cool, enigmatic gaze. She could see the gold flecks in its black
eyes. It twittered briefly.

Tm here, Rekkk," Eleana whispered. "I won't leave you." Her eyes filled up with tears. "Promise you
won't leave me, all right? Promise me, Rekkk. Promise me."

Riane recalled standing in the moonslight, watching Eleana and Rekkk practice with their shock-swords,
and she was ashamed to admit a feeling of jealousy had crept over her. Annon, the male V'ornn, had
longed to be the one Eleana looked at with such intensity, the one she looked up to, the one she learned
from. Odd to see a Kundalan Resistance leader bonding so intimately with a Khagggun. Hurtful as well.
Riane might as well admit that, too. She knew that if Annon had been alive everything would be different.
It would be Annon who received Eleana's undivided attention, she had told Riane so herself.

Riane gritted her teeth. She hated herself. How could she be jealous of Rekkk Hacilar when he was lying
there near death? Disgusted, she turned away. She felt undeserving of being the Dar Sala-at. Maybe it
was all a mistake, maybe she was nothing more than a nomad, a displaced V'ornn imprisoned in a female
Kundalan body, atoning for all the V'ornn's murderous sins. She felt tears welling in her eyes and
despised herself all the more.

And then, in the midst of her own private agony, there commenced a clamoring in her head, the
cacophony of voices so dense, so extreme the tumbled words fell upon her like hail. She rose and
staggered to the door.

"Riane," Eleana called after her, "where are you going?"

Riane could not reply. She was being hammered by an onslaught so painful, so unexpected, that she cried
out. In the deserted corridor, she fell to her knees, got up, staggered drunkenly along, swinging blindly
through doorways, through rooms great and small, until she half tumbled down the steps into the
courtyard.

The rain had abated, but the mossy stones were slick, puddles everywhere, and she fell into one and did
not get up, but crawled to the cold, damp foundation stones of the building, where she crouched,
wretched and shivering uncontrollably.

And then, through the awful pain in her mind, she heard a voice calling as if from a great distance, a voice
struggling to reach her as if from twenty thousand fathoms beneath the Sea of Blood, a voice so familiar it
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stirred her blood and made her weep.
"Giyan!"

She was unaware that she spoke the name aloud, for she was instinctively conjuring Osoru, opening the
Portal into Otherwhere, beginning her search for Giyan.

Otherwhere was filled to overflowing with shadowy presences. Riane had never seen it so, and she grew
afraid. She recalled the subtle shift she had noted during her last visit to Ayame. So swiftly the susurrus
had become a roar. What had caused it and what did it portend? The cacophony of voices was like a
raging river against which she was obliged to force herself. Wriggling like a sea-asp, she knifed her way
through the horde. It was easier than she had imagined, for they were, in fact, merely shadows, their
voices leaking into Otherwhere, the massed sound manifesting shadows of these unknown spirits from
some unknown realm.

By what sorcery had their voices been raised in Otherwhere? Riane asked herself as she searched for

Giyan. And then, with a shock that sent a heavy shiver down her spine, she saw the distinct outlines of
individuals moving within the shadow-mass and knew that these were not Kundalan spirits. They were
misshapen, some with broad flat heads, others with hunched meaty shoulders, multiple limbs, and great
sprouting ears. They were freakish-at once horribly grotesque and eerily familiar.

And then she uttered a little cry as she realized that these shadow-creatures matched the shapes of the
gargoyles that crouched on the parapet of the Museum of False Memory. At first, she thought she must
be dreaming, but then her training took firmer hold, and she knew that one did not dream of Otherwhere.
So this was no nightmare. This wasreal.

But as quickly as the questions flooded her mind she put them aside, for she heard Giyan's voice, thin and
quavery, calling her. She blotted out everything, casting the Net of Cognition, a spell designed to identify
Caa, the energy auras thrown off by sorcerous Avatars. For no sorceress appeared in Otherwhere as
herself. She was searching for the energy signature of Giyan's Avatar, the great and awesome bird, Ras
Shamra. Strange to say, she did not yet know what her own Avatar looked like. Giyan had told her that
would come in a ceremony inside Otherwhere when she had become a true sorceress. In the meantime,
her presence took the form of a golden cube spinning widdershins on one of its corners.

Like a fisher, she drew the Net of Cognition tighter, felt herself traversing ever more swiftly the heaving
mass of howling grotesques. All at once, the shadows parted, and she found herself racing across a flat,
featureless plain.

In the far distance, she could see what appeared to be a mountain-scape thrusting violently up toward the
white, featureless sky. With dismay, she saw through a gap in the mountains the sky stained the color of
blood. The presence of color was an indication of the use of powerful Kyofu spells in Otherwhere.

Her stomach contracted painfully, for she saw something horrible rising from the center of the plain-Ras
Shamra, Giyan's sorcerous Avatar, her presence in Otherwhere, pinioned upside down onto an inverted
equilateral triangle, black and scaly as the hide of a razor-raptor, whose point had been buried in the
plain.

HGiyan! n

Riane's cry resounded, setting up a new geometry.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

She hurried even more swiftly across the plain, lofted in the atmosphere where sound traveled queerly,
like muffled drumbeats, and never, it seemed, in a straight line.

"Giya]:l!”

The Ras Shamra's head turned slowly and, it seemed, painfully. "Ah, Riane, at last. You have found me."
"I am here, Giyan. I will-"

"No!" The Ras Shamra twitched, its desperate shout bringing Rianetoan abrupt halt. And now she could
see that an odd kind of web, glowing and seething like strands of boiling lava, had grown over the
Avatar's left leg and wingtip. "You cannot free me. Not yet, at least."

"Let me try. I know I can-"

"Listen to me, Riane! This is the archdaemon Horolaggia's doing, and you lack the necessary skills to
counteract it."

Riane's stomach congealed. Giyan was possessed by an archdaemon!

"Y ou must have patience," the Rad Shamra was saying. "You must gain the knowledge to defeat him."
"But how? Jonnga is dead. I do not know where to turn."

"I cannot tell you."

Riane grew frantic. "But why not?"

"You see what happened the last time I tried that. Horolaggia found out-I know not how-and sent his
minion to destroy you and Rekkk." The Ras Shamra shook its head. "You must find your way on your
own."

"It sounds an impossible task."

"Have faith. You are who you are."

Riane knew what Giyan was trying to tell her: she was the Dar Sala-at.

"Now listen," the Ras Shamra hurried on. "Because of the Ring of Five Dragons the archdaemons know
you exist, but they do not yet know who you are. Horolaggia will do everything he can to change that. Be
extremely careful. If you act rashly, he will destroy you."

"But your life-"

"I am sworn to protect you, Dar Sala-at. That is my life, nothing more or less."

"I know that for a lie, Giyan. Your life is so much more. I swear [ will not let you die!"

"Oh, please, swear no such vow, Riane, for it may prove your undoing-and thus the undoing of us all.

You are the once and future hope of Kundala; nothing is more important than the resurrection of our race
from the abyss into which it has basely fallen."
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Riane shook her head, her heart and her mind adamant. "You have protected me in the past, Giyan. You
have saved my life. Now I must save yours."

"Have a care, Dar Sala-at! Do not let Annon's fierce warrior spirit overwhelm you!"
"How can you expect me to stand here and do nothing?"

"No matter what you may think, you are not strong enough to stand against this prince of archdaemons."
The Ras Shamra's head whipped around. "Miina protect us, no!" There was sheer terror in her voice.

"What is it?" Riane said breathlessly. "What is happening?"

The stain upon the sorcerous mountains was widening, as if they themselves were bleeding.

"Horolaggia comes! For the love of Miina, go, Dar Sala-at! Now!"

"Not until you tell me what is happening to you."

"The web binds me, transforming me slowly into Horolaggia or him into me, I do not know which, nor
does it matter. What matters is there is still time before the winter solstice, before the web covers me
completely."

Riane's breath was unnaturally hot in her throat. "What happens then?"

"Oh, do not ask me that."

"But [ am. You must tell me. I will not leave until-"

"I will cease to exist as you know me," she said in a gasp. "Horolaggia will have my skills, my memories,
everything that [ am. Even my Gift." The Ras Shamra was weeping, though it tried valiantly not to. "It is
part of the archdaemon's plan to escape the Abyss, to invade our Realm and enslave us forever."

"But this is monstrous. How can I stop them, Giyan?"

The Ras Shamra spoke more quickly now, the words tumbling out, running together. "But there is
another part to their plan. They know that you are a threat to them, and they are doing everything in their

power to delay your learning process while they plot and gather strength."

The sky was abruptly overrun by billowing crimson clouds, the sound of evil thunder was everywhere at
once.

"Ah, great Miina-} TheMaasra. Find it, Dar Sala-at. It will help you, and it will free me! Now go!
Quickly, before-"

But it was too late. Out of the billowing bloody clouds Riane saw streaking an Avatar so shocking she
felt paralyzed, for it was a dragon- a dragon out of some terrifying nightmare. It was as white as the ice
atop the Djenn Marre, slender as a serpent with enormous, ragged wings and filthy yellowed talons as
long as Riane's torso. Ash-white horns rose from its long, flat skull above evil red eyes, and a double line
of the same color spikes projected along its spine and underbelly. As it dived toward her, Riane could
see that its scales were rough, irregular and curled, possibly sickly and dying, for they flaked off in its
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wake, cracking open the plain of Otherwhere as they fell.

Riane was stunned. The only existing dragons she had ever heard of were the Five Dragons associated
with Miina who, through The Pearl, had created Kundala out of sorcery and cosmic dust. Because these
Dragons were sacred, it was impossible to choose one as a sorcerous Avatar.

There was no time to ponder this conundrum. The dragon's scream, when it saw her, turned her bones to
water. Still, ignoring Giyan's warnings, she conjured the Star of Evermore, the most powerful spell she
knew, an Eye Window spell, a potent mixture of Osoru and Kyofu, and projected it toward the beast.

The eerie ice-white dragon opened wide its jaws, emitting a gale of sulphurous ash and grit that rent the
Star of Evermore into ten thousand dimming pinpoints. An instant later, it sucked all the energy out of
Riane. It was sorcery on a level she had never experienced before.

Caught squarely in the vortex, her Avatar cube spun more and more slowly. It lost its golden glow.
Gasping and disoriented, Riane hung helpless, watching the dragon rush toward her, talons extended. She
tried to summon another spell, but could not.

Dimly, she heard Giyan's voice in her head, orienting her. Somehow it cleared a path behind her free of
the debilitating sulphurous cloud. Riane no longer hesitated, but stumbled backward until she was clear of
the horrific spell Horolaggia had cast.

The ice-white dragon roared, its red eyes filled with malicious intent. It swiveled its head on its long,
sinuous neck. Up came one foreleg, and the huge talon arced, pointing at the Ras Shamra, which cried
out in agony.

She lunged forward, but heard Giyan's dreadful shout in her head: "No! Go! Now!"

Terrified and heartbroken, Riane stifled her warrior impulse and forced herself to conjure the spell that
opened and closed the Portal. There was a moment's familiar disconnect, then all at once, she was back
on Kundala, in her wet and shivering body, crouched against the foundation stones of the abbey, sobbing
inconsolably.

What is this place?" Marethyn asked. "You have never brought me here before."
"I have never brought anyone here," Sornnn said.

They were in a wedge-shaped chamber lost amid a warren of corridors and enormous somnolent
spiritless spaces in one of the many warehouses that hulked along the northern fringe of the Southern
Quarter of Axis Tyr known as Harborside. The air was faintly yellow, thick and redolent with the
commingled scents of a hundred spices. The incessant throb of the twilit city beat a tattoo against the
small, square, smeary windowpanes, but here inside the warehouse all was still save for the homey creak
of a floorboard.

The chamber itself was altogether nondescript, unpainted, unplas-tered, not a residence at all, it was
clear, just a set of crude shelves climbing one inner wall, some low chairs, and, in its center, a carpet so
magnificent that Marethyn was obliged to get down on her hands and knees to run her fingers through its
thick pile, to lay her cheek lovingly against the hypnotic pattern of its glistering harmonious colors.

And one other thing, poking up from a slender crystal vase atop a tiny circular ash-grey table. A spray of
fresh orangesweet, its colors positively violent against the washed-out background. By which she knew
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that her presence here was neither spontaneous nor insignificant.

He set down the long, dully gleaming alloy box he had been carrying on his shoulder and placed it in a
corner on top of an identical one. Then he poured them tumblers of a jade-green liquid while Marethyn
sat, cross-legged, delighted as a child. Downstairs, as they had passed through the main warehouse, she
had idly run a forefinger through the dust on a container. He had taken her hand, rubbed off the dust with
the pad of this thumb, and kissed each fingertip in a way that had sent shivers down her spine.

"Here it is only us," he said now, sitting down beside her. "In this place we are sorcerers and conjurers,
we are artists and poets, warriors and thieves. It is possible to make of our lives whatever we wish."

They drank in silent and solemn approval of that sentiment.
"Naeffita,"he said, "from the Korrush. It means, 'to breathe.' "

It was rich and tasted of clove, cinnamon, and burnt orange.
"I'love it," she said, her voice smoky with the aftertaste.

He watched her looking around the chamber. "The tribes weave-"
"Magnificent."

"Yes, magnificent magical carpets." He refilled their tumblers, and they drank again, more slowly this
time.

Surrounded by the deep silence, they gazed into each other's eyes. She put aside her tumbler, slipped off
her cloak. He rose and went to the shelves on which were placed souvenirs, things fashioned from glass,
painted ceramic, striped stone, beaten bronze, perhaps, old and darkly reflective that he had bought,
bartered for, or had been given by tribesmen, heads of tribes, all prized in their own way, and all most
beautiful. Arrayed carefully, lovingly, almost religiously to remind him of the Korrush, to keep its intense
flame burning inside him when he was here in dull seething political Axis Tyr. He told Marethyn about
each one in turn, in a soft, introspective voice he reserved for their time alone together. Marethyn
marveled at this voice, a singer's voice, really, rich, well modulated, a voice that was careful to pronounce
every syllable completely, possessing the ability to catch you unawares and take you out of yourself. And
then, thrillingly, he did sing, softly, almost shyly, a touching thing in itself, a folksong from the steppes, and
though she did not understand a word, the gorgeous melancholy melody nevertheless held her rapt.

Then he had returned to the center of the chamber and was holding out his hand. Marethyn took it, and
he pulled her to her feet.

She sipped the naeffita slowly, her eyes on him as he unfastened her robes and slowly unwound the
fabric. As if she were a disembodied observer, she saw her own body revealed in stages, diagonal arcs
that produced long swaths of luminous flesh, and she saw herself reflected in his eyes, the involuntary
reaction of his own body, and a tingling heat stole through her, sunlight on bare flesh.

She smelled the curious spices of the Korrush, and through her artist's eye and her love for him imagined
herself there, inside the unknown, far away from beetling oppressive strangulating Axis Tyr. She felt as
real the fantasy of him gathering her up in his strong sun-browned arms and whisking her off to the
Korrush, never to return to the responsibilities she bore-for her work, her art, her poor brother, her
convictions, which might one day bring her glory or bring her death. Conjuring up another life without
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connections, cares, or worries, with only him to fill her eyes and hearts. An evanescent moment, for
though she could enjoy the grand and ecstatic sweep of fantasy, she was nevertheless firmly grounded in
her reality.

Naked, she raised her arms.
"Yes. Just that way," he whispered.

He reached for her, and she came into his embrace. Her empty tumbler fell to the carpet, rolling back
and forth. Sornnn's untouched tumbler sat on a shelf with the decanter of naeffita.

Instead, he was touching her, he was feeling her fingertips plucking off his clothes with mysterious ease,
he was sinking into her moist, luscious lips on him, all over him, her throat humming, until he could no
longer bear the waiting. They lay for a moment upon the lush, dazzling carpet, but he was far too excited
to lie down for long. So, he saw with quickening pulses, was she.

Dusty light seeped through the windows. It was the deep deceptive enclosing light of dusk when, as a
child, she had become briefly free of her hingatta obligations to pursue her passion for painting. It quickly
became her private world, firing her rich imagination. And so she worked in twilight, and her early
paintings were born out of this numinous matrix of animistic shadows. High in the wedge-shaped
warehouse chamber, the soft dying autumnal glow, a small flame, red-yellow-red, passed like a
conjurer's hand across the old bare wall, painting upon it their shadows in movement.

He backed her up until she was pressed between him and the cool, irregular stone. He took her like that
with his eyes wide open, stared into hers, watching her pupils dilate and contract with every thrust and
release. He heard her moaning, heard his own panting. His blood surged like the Korrush wind over the
rolling sea of grasses, boiled like water over a crackling fire.

When she cried out, clutching him frantically to her, her thighs squeezing and relaxing, he reversed their
positions. Now his back was pressed against the rough wall. He was still deep inside her. Her eyes were
closed, her forehead pressed against the muscled ridge of his shoulder. She licked the sweat off him.
Then her head came up, her eyes once again locked with his, and now it was she who began to thrust, to
hurl him back against the stone as he had done to her. And he filled up with fluids, his tender parts heavy
and swollen beyond anything he had ever known before. He felt her power, felt her power strong upon
him, and he was startled and a little bit afraid. Afraid for her and of what he was getting her into.

Then all his thoughts dissolved in a heady rush of pleasure. He surrendered to it and to her because he
had no other choice, because this had become his universe, and he wanted it, just like he wanted

everything else.
Everything...

He brought his tumbler back to the center of the carpet, where he and Marethyn took turns drinking from
it. For a time, they listened to the floorboards creak, small, expressive sounds that defined their isolation
from the city, from the normal screech-and-hum of their lives.

"I want to go with you," she said when the tumbler had been drained. "To the Korrush." She was
reclining in the crook of his shoulder. "I want to experience that beauty you see, that resides in you like
this." She turned his hand over, scored a thin line of red dust from beneath the scimitar of his nail. She
took the dust onto the tip of her tongue. "There. Now the Korrush is inside me, too."
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"It is dangerous there, Marethyn."

"I do not care." She had the distinct sense that he was speaking of something else. A secret long hidden
that had burst open inside him. "You know that."

In fact, he did, and his hearts quickened at the thought. Still, his guilt impelled him to add: "I would not
willingly place you in any danger."

He said this so gravely that she was forced to laugh. "Nor I you. But it seems to me that there is a danger
inherent in our seeing one another. And, in any case, there is a certain danger you live with every day,
that you need, that you hold dear and sacred. That you cannot live without. That is your calling." She did
not say this critically or with blame, only with the knowing intimacy that is an alchemical product of love.

"I chose this danger. But you-"
"Shall I put it in the bluntest terms, Sornnn? I welcome whatever it is you have in mind for me."
"Without knowing."

She ran a finger around the inside of the tumbler, put the wet spiced tip between his lips. "Like you, I am
certain of my calling."

So she said. But Sornnn wondered whether he could believe her. What it boiled down to was a matter of
trust. Could he trust her? With everything he was. He wanted to, he knew that much, but was that
enough? There was so much danger, so much at risk. And hadn't his father died because of... ? But he
had to start somewhere. He had to know and, in knowing, continue or end it. But slowly, ever so slowly,
for trust was a delicate and often bloody thing, his father had taught him.Trust can be a means to a bitter
end, isn't that right, Father?

He rose, went to the shelf, and plucked an item. As he returned to her, she admired anew his sleek,
hard-muscled body. He opened his palm and displayed to her an old, worn, dun-colored stone carving
of a bird. "This is a fulkaan," he said. "It is the mythical bird that sat upon the shoulder of Jiharre, the
Prophet of the Gazi Qhan, one of the five tribes that dominate the Korrush. The fulkaan was Jiharre's
companion, his protector and his messenger."

"It's strangely powerful," she said, running the tip of her forefinger over its rough surface.

"It is very old. It was given to my father by Makktuub, the kapu-daan-the head-of the Gazi Qhan. My
father believed that this bird, this fulkaan actually exists. He caught the notion from Makktuub, who
swore it was true." Sornnn sat back on his haunches. "It seems to me that my father's life was one great
search for hidden myths. He had that in common with Eleusis Ashera. That is how they became friends."
He hesitated, staring down at the fulkaan as if willing it into life. "Eleusis Ashera had a deep and abiding
interest in the Korrush."

"Za Hara-at," Marethyn said in a hushed voice. Her hearts were beating fast in her breast.
He nodded. "Earth Five Meetings, as it's known in the Kundalan Old Tongue."

"The building of Za Hara-at was Eleusis Ashera's dream, a city where V'ornn and Kundalan could live
side by side."
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"Za Hara-at is far more. It was my father who first took Eleusis Ashera into the Korrush and showed him
the archaeological dig where the ruins of an ancient city had been discovered. My father was convinced
that it was the legendary city of Za Hara-at, that it is a sacred place. And he convinced Eleusis Ashera of
it"

"And you?" The edge of the ancient fulkaan's wing dug into her palm. "What is it you believe?"

"This carving is from the dig." He stroked the fulkaan's head just as if it were alive. Then he looked at her.
"Like my father, I believe the ruins are the original Za Hara-at. I believe we have discovered a sacred
place, a place of lasting power and influence."

"I believe you." Marethyn looked at him with shining eyes, and she smiled a secret smile that was for him
alone, and as she smiled, she whispered, "Sorcerers and conjurers, artists and poets, warriors and

thieves. I wonder which of these you and I will turn out to be."

Four furry, small yet powerful legs wrapped her in Nith Sahor's greatcoat, and at once Riane felt warmed
inside and out.

"Dar Sala-at, what has happened?" Thigpen asked. "One minute you're in the infirmary, the next minute
you're gone."

Riane closed her eyes for a moment, but the afterimage of what she had just witnessed made her shiver
again, and her eyes flew open. "I heard Giyan calling me from Otherwhere." Her voice was a reedy
whisper; she began to speak faster and faster. "I saw her; she is partially covered in a sorcerous web.
She-"

"Calm yourself, Dar Sala-at." Thigpen licked her face free of tears. "Leave this communication for when
you can recall it all without so much fear."

"But Giyan-"
"Listen to what I am saying, little dumpling."

Riane sighed. It had been a long time since Thigpen had called her that; it brought back a time before she
had been revealed as the Dar Sala-at.

Riane nodded at last. "How is Rekkk?"
"There seems to be a problem. The Teyj needs you."

The wound made by the Tzelos apparently left a toxic residue," Thigpen said, as they returned to the
infirmary. "The Teyj has had no luck in counteracting it."

"What does it think-?"

"I told it you might be able to help." Thigpen jumped onto the shan-stone slab upon which Rekkk was
lying. "Please approach, Dar Sala-at."

Riane could see Eleana sitting up, watching her for some sign as to why she had fled the infirmary so
suddenly. She turned her mind away, focusing fully on Rekkk.
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"Forget Osoru," Thigpen was saying, "and concentrate on what you know of Kyofu."

"I don't know much," Riane admitted. "Even though I've readThe Book of Recantation,I have precious
little experience with Black Dreaming sorcery spells."

"Right now anything will be of help."

Thigpen was adept at keeping her emotions hidden, but Riane thought she detected the smallest amount
of desperation creep into the Rappa's voice. Were things so dire? Riane wondered. Was Rekkk at the
brink of death?

She closed her eyes, using her eidetic memory to go through the Sacred Book of Kyofu page by page.
The trouble was she had no idea how to translate the passages into spells. In the case of sorcery,
academic knowledge was all but useless without training in practical application. Still, she plowed through
her prodigious memory, and where she thought she detected spells, she tried to conjure them up. Once
or twice, she was more or less successful, but nothing she conjured was of use.

"Dar Sala-at," Thigpen whispered, "Rekkk is running out of time."

"I'm doing the best I can," she said.

"You must do better."

And with just those few words the Rappa managed to convey her dismay and fury at Riane taking Rekkk
into the jaws of a trap Thigpen had clearly warned them about. Riane's thoughts became scattered and
cloudy, just as they had when Malistra had tangled her in Fly's Eye.Rekkk is dying because of me,Riane
thought.Miina help me.

"Thigpen, I don't know what to do."

All at once, Eleana rose and came to stand behind her. She put her hands on Riane's shoulders,
spreading warmth through them. "I have faith in you. My heart tells me the Dar Sala-at will find a way to
save him."

And just like that, Riane's thoughts cleared.Perhaps,she thought,I'm approaching the heating from the
wrong direction.

"Thigpen," she said, "ask the Teyj to collapse the ion field around Rekkk."
The Teyj began to twitter nervously.
"The Teyj says that if it does that, Rekkk will surely die."

"I need access to what is killing him," Riane said tensely. It all seemed so clear now. "I cannot do that
with V'ornn technology in place."

"It will not allow you to-"
"How long will he last?" Riane said. Her mind was afire now.

"Five minutes, perhaps ten. No more. The venom is exceptionally virulent."
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Was it enough time? Riane had no idea.

"Tell the Teyj I cannot help him with the field in place."

"It knows that." A terrible sadness informed Thigpen's voice. "It has collapsed the field."

Riane could sense that it was so, and she began work immediately.

"The Teyj will monitor Rekkk's life signs," Thigpen said. "If he starts to fail, it will reinstate the ion field."

Riane barely heard her. She was casting Penetrating Inside, a simple but effective spell to begin gaining
knowledge of the chemical makeup of the venom the Tzelos had left behind. Because the daemon had a
propensity for transmogrification, the venom was a dark, complex skein, difficult to parse into its
individual components. She had to work out what the constituents had been before they had been
deformed by the daemon's system.

"Three minutes gone, Dar Sala-at," Thigpen informed her.

Riane redoubled her concentration. Sweat formed on her brow, her upper lip, rolled tingling down her
spine. There was no room for error, no room to fail.Forget about all that, she told herself.Concentrate on
defining the toxin.

"Nearly five minutes." Thigpen's voice seemed to be coming from a great distance.

Halfway through decoding the toxin and already she was running out of time. She began to recite the
Venca alphabet. Her knowledge of this sorcerous language was a memory of the original Riane. Where
or how she had learned was still a mystery she would very much like to solve, because nowadays Venca
was used only by the Druuge, the enigmatic nomads said to be the first Ramahan. They had left before
the evil had invaded the abbeys, migrating to the Great Voorg, the vast trackless desert to the east of the
Korrush, where they now lived in almost total isolation. On her way to find the Ring of Five Dragons
Riane had come across the Druuge and had, firsthand, seen them chant it. She had used it once before, in
desperation, to conjure the Star of Evermore. Now she knew she needed to use it again. The problem
was that the process was a complete enigma to her.

"Dar Sala-at." Thigpen's voice broke ominously into her thoughts. "Rekkk's life signs are fluctuating
radically."

She continued reciting the alphabet. The sorcery of Venca lay not in the individual letters, but in how
those letters were used. It was all in the combining, the sorcery of language. Three-quarters finished
decoding the venom.

"The Teyj is becoming agitated. A moment more, and it will reactivate the field."

Riane could not spare the time to answer. The decoding was not yet complete, but she had run out of
time. She chanted the Venca alphabet into the warp and weft of the toxin's known constituents.

"Rekkk is failing, Dar Sala-at."

Just a moment more. She could see it forming and, as happened before when she conjured the Star of
Forever, Riane felt the intuitive tug in her mind, and she used this intuition to choose the Venca letters she


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

chanted. Words formed in the air like clouds chased by a following wind, like vapor steaming on a dewy
morning, like smoke from a brush fire. Either she or the spell that was forming reconstituted the entire
structure of the toxin, inserting itself between it and Rekkk, creating first a protective sheath and then a
morphed antitoxin that spread through the wound like surf.

"He's stabilizing," Thigpen said, excitement tingeing her voice.

Dimly, Riane could hear the Teyj singing a beautiful song, a new melody.

"The wound is healing."

Riane finished the chanted spell, feeling the weariness seeping through her. She staggered, and Eleana
caught her, hugged her tightly.

"You did it! I knew you would!" Eleana said excitedly.

Thigpen jumped down, letting the twittering Teyj tend to Rekkk. Silently, she padded over to Riane,
jumped into her lap, curling up there.

"Dar Sala-at," she whispered. "What spell did you use?"

Riane did not know, but then, unbidden came into her mind the name. "Well of Unknowing," she said. "It
1s ancient."

"It is an Eye Window spell, is it not?" Thigpen said cannily.
Perhaps it was, Riane thought. Eye Window was the sorcery of the original Ramahan. A potent fusion of
Osoru and Kyofu, it had been banned many, many centuries ago as being far too dangerous, too ripe for
misuse. Even Mother had not been an Eye Window adept.

Thigpen twisted her head, staring up at Riane. "You may pet me if you like."

Riane regarded the Rappa. Her large triangular ears were flat to her furry, ruddy-and-black head, and
her whiskers twitched spasmodically. Could it be that she was nervous?

"I didn't think you would want me to," Riane said softly.

Now the worry had invaded Thigpen's eyes. "I like it when you stroke my fur."

"I should not have disobeyed you, Thigpen,"

The whiskers twitched more convulsively. "It isn't so much the disobeying that matters. It's
thedisbelieving," Her striped bottlebrush tail curled upward to touch Riane on the back of her hand. "It is
natural for Rekkk to disbelieve in matters Kundalan, but you allowed his skepticism to infect you."

"That was a mistake. I'm sorry."

Thigpen's dark, liquid eyes searched Riane's face. "Dear Dar Sala-at, there is no need for you to be
sorry. I merely want to be certain you have learned from your mistake."

"But when you spoke to me, you were so angry-"
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Riane, guided by the bottlebrush tail, allowed her hand to be brought to the thickly furred back, Thigpen's
voice was gentle. "I feared for your life. Dar Sala-at, you still have no conception of who you are or what
you will become, nor should you yet. But I do."

Riane stroked the soft thick fur, and Thigpen started to purr.

The Teyj twittered, and Thigpen sat up. "Yes, that's right." She jumped down and said to both Riane and
Eleana, "Rekkk needs time to heal, as do you both. Let us repair to the kitchen, where I will prepare you
a meal you will not soon forget." She led the way down the stone corridor. "You must be famished after
your activities, and you must tell me everything."

Sometime later, they were sitting at the small utility table in the scullery, sated and calmer. Riane and
Eleana had recounted the events of the day after Thigpen had Thripped back to the abbey with Rekkk.

"That was a close call all around," Thigpen said. "A bold strategy, Dar Sala-at, but a dangerous one.
Luring the Tzelos-"

"But Riane discovered that the power bourns that run beneath the surface can destroy a daemon," Eleana
said, trying to catch Riane's eyes with her own, trying, doubtless, to make sense of Riane's sudden
coolness.

"How valuable this will prove to be is anyone's guess. Bourn energy cannot be easily harnessed. You
were fortunate the water provided the proper medium." Thigpen's expression told that she knew what
Eleana was up to. "Nevertheless, an interesting piece of intelligence."

"Intelligence," Eleana said. "You sound as if we are in a war."

"Indeed we are," Thigpen said gravely. "A Portal to the thrice-damned Abyss has been opened. There
are daemons in this realm now. The Tzelos is far from the most deadly."

"I know." Riane nodded. "I saw Giyan in Otherwhere. She is being held captive by the archdaemon
Horolaggia."

"I beg your pardon?" Thigpen blinked repeatedly.

Riane told them why she had left the infirmary so abruptly, how Otherwhere had been invaded by an
army of eerie shadows with raised voices. She was shaking as she told them how she had come upon
Giyan's Avatar nailed to the inverted triangle, and of Giyan's warning about the archdaemon.

"So," she finished, "what can you tell me about Horolaggia?"

"Oh, this is bad. Far worse than I had imagined. Far,far worse." Thigpen had hopped down off the table
and, in her intense agitation, was turning in a circle, biting the end of her tail.

"For Miina's sake, Thigpen," Riane said, exasperated. "Will you answer my question?"

"What? Oh yes. Yes, of course." Thigpen stopped her pacing, but her whiskers twitched incessantly.
"Pyphoros, it is written, had three children. The two males, Horolaggia and Myggorra, are bastards. The
female, Sepseriis, is a half sister." By this time, her expression was way past bleak. "If the archdaemon
Horolaggia has taken possession of Giyan, well, then..." Her voice drifted off with her expression, and
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she began again to pace in a circle, chewing on her tail.
"Then what?" Riane and Eleana said almost at the same time.

Thigpen wiped her cheeks with her tail. "Then, my dear, we must consider her already dead. Worse than
dead."

"No!" Riane shouted. "I will do nothing of the kind."

"But you must. She will become our most implacable enemy."
"She told me I must find theMaasra. What is that?"

Thigpen blinked again. "Why, I have no idea."

"Great," Riane fumed. "Just great."

"There must be someone who knows," Eleana said, looking directly at Riane and again attempting to
engage her attention.

"Two or three centuries ago we would doubtless have had our pick of tutors," Thigpen said. "But in these
dark days..." Again her voice trailed off.

"All right, let's backtrack," Riane said, her mind working furiously. She knew there had to be a solution, it
was simply a matter of finding it. Then, in her mind's eye, appeared the piteous vision of Giyan nailed to
that inverted triangle, and the terror that strangled her at Horolag-gia's coming. There may be no solution
at all. Riane thought in horror.In which case, we are all lost. She shook her head violently to rid it of these
despairing thoughts. Despair, she had learned, was a self-defeating spiral into inaction and surrender, two
things that were anathema to her.Think, Riane, think!

"The one clue we have is the word I found inThe Origins of Darkness. This word,Maasra, is associated
with the Malasocca. It may be the way to effect a reversal. The problem is we have no idea of the word's
meaning. It is neither Old Tongue nor Venca." Riane snapped her fingers. "Thigpen, didn't you say that
what we needed was a first-class dialectician?"

The Rappa nodded. "I also said I knew one, the only trouble was he was dead."

"Then let's resurrect him."

Thigpen fairly jumped. "I beg your pardon?"

"I read about such a thing inUnbinding the Forms. The rite is called Ephemeral Reconstitution."

"Oh yes, that." Thigpen waved a forepaw. ""You can forget that particular avenue. Only sefiror were
taught that rite, and there are no more male sorcerers left on Kundala."

"There you're wrong," Riane said, a spark of hope igniting in her breast. "I believe I met one this
afternoon."

Ready," Nith Isstal said. "Nervous?" Nith Batoxxx asked.
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"Not at all. I know it is a controlled experiment. I trust you." That was the problem with youth, Nith
Batoxxx thought as he beganhis last-minute preparations. They had altogether too much trust that the
Cosmos was essentially benign.

He stood at the far west end of his laboratory. Before him was the wave chamber, a device he had been
constructing for five V'ornn years. It disgusted him that most V'ornn-even his fellow Gyrgon-had begun
to think in terms of the Kundalan calendar, where thirty hours made up a day and seven hundred
seventy-seven days made up a year, rather than the eighteen hundred ninety that made up a V'ornn year.
A certain corruption had set in, a jungle rot he sometimes saw on particularly virulent off-world colonies
where V'ornn had overstayed their welcome.

The wave chamber looked like nothing more than a giant-sized egg. It was pale with a cloud sheen of
ephemeral colors, utterly seamless save for the round hatch that screwed in and out. It was very thick,
however, more than three meters, and the composite material out of which Nith Batoxxx had constructed
it was incredibly dense. Inside was a faint purple-blue glow from three ion tubes, just enough to allow
Nith Isstal to see his way into the seat, set at a gentle recline, and strap himself in. This he was doing
now.

Nith Batoxxx nodded to him and began the complicated procedure that screwed the hatch into place.
There were one hundred thirty-seven separate procedures to ensure the hatch was properly sealed,
because if it wasn't properly sealed...

What he was dealing with scared the equations out of him, and very properly so.
The goron wave.

A goron was the largest atomic particle, the rogue particle, the untamable particle, the death particle. It
was astonishingly difficult to understand and, therefore, to control. So far, the particles had resisted every
effort the Comradeship had made in trying to cluster them into a wave that could deflect a goron particle
beam.

The Centophennni had used a goron-particle weapon to decimate the V'ornn at Hellespennn. A moment
burned into Nith Batoxxx's memory, the implacable empire catching up with them, punishing them for
what had happened three centuries before. The defeat had been devastating enough, but coupled with
that was the withering realization that the Centophennni possessed a technology beyond even the
Gyrgon's capability. The humiliation of it gnawed at Nith Batoxxxlike a razor-raptor. That had been two
hundred fifty V'ornn years ago. Two hundred fifty years spent fearful and fleeing; two hundred fifty years
spent fruitlessly trying to perfect a defense. And for the last forty-odd years, they had been holed up on
this grimy backwater world while the rest of the V'ornn fleet passed on, to continue exploring or fleeing,
depending on which version of reality you subscribed to.

He and Nith Sahor had volunteered to head up the mission to explore Kundala because long-range
sensors showed a remarkable goron flux at its core. In fact, the reason the V'ornn technology could not
penetrate the ferocious perpetual storms over the Unknown Territories was because of a dense goron
layer. This was why V'ornn telemetry had failed to pierce the opaque barrier to map the three hundred
thousand square kilometers on the northern side of the Djenn Marre mountains. None of the off-world
Khagggun teams that had been sent into the Unknown Territories had ever returned. Their sophisticated
photonic-wave communications systems had failed the moment they had vanished into the ice and
snowstorms, and that, as far as any V'ornn knew, was the end of them. Despite countless experiments,
the Gyrgon still lacked the ability to manipulate gorons. It was widely believed among the Comradeship
that only gorons could defend against a goron-beam attack.
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Though he had vehemently argued against Nith Sahor's involvement, he had been overruled. The results
had been predictable. While he had spearheaded the work on the first several generations of goron wave
chambers, Nith Sahor had betrayed him and the entire Comradeship by distancing himself from the
goron-wave experiments. Instead, he became obsessed with chasing Kundalan myth, with befriending the
slaves. The other Gyrgon had proved too slow to grasp Nith Batoxxx's radical principles, and he had left
them to bicker and orate themselves into a standstill while he threw himself into conceiving the new
generation of wave chambers.

Now, on the verge of his greatest triumph, he felt conflicted, knowing that the blackness inside him had
guided him to this point. Where would he be without it? It was impossible to say; he had been living with
it for so long he no longer remembered what the old Nith Batoxxx was like.

He reached out, touched the curved, gleaming side. This was the fifth one. Its predecessors had failed.
The chamber was so thick for good reason. It was divided into two layers. The outer layer generated
random instances of goron exhibitions, the inner layer deployed the latest version of the device Nith
Batoxxx had engineered, which would hopefully generate the goron wave.

Of course, Nith Isstal had no idea what he was volunteering for. That was because Nith Batoxxx hadn't
told him the truth. Why bother? Nith Isstal only wanted to please him.

Nith Batoxxx double-checked all one hundred thirty-seven safety procedures. Then, and only then, did
he begin the exhibition protocol. He was concentrated wholly on his task. When he did this, he accessed
the world through his cranial neural nets. The world around him became particulate. He was aware of
ions, photons, gravitons-particles, waves, fields, all overlapping, all impacting one another. His fingers,
enclosed in his gloves, were plugged into the semiorganic chip-matrix from which all Gyrgon clothing was
constructed. In this phase, he was part machine or, perhaps you could say that the machine was part
sentient. It all depended on which layer of reality you subscribed to.

The goron wave was activated. All the readings looked as he had calculated when he had composed the
equations. His hearts leapt in elation. Perhaps it would happen this time.

The goron bursts began, a random attack he could not control. This part was the worst, seeing a form of
energy with immense power manifest itself without having the key to controlling it. Even after he damped
the goron excitation, the bursts continued at a low level for several moments.

He waited.

When he was certain the chamber was clear, he began the protocol that would spiral open the hatch.
Inside, the ion tubes had fused. Nith Isstal lay back in his chair. The air sizzled and sparked with residual
radiation. There was a curious smell, as of the sweet-salt scent of Kundalan blood.

Nith Batoxxx played a fusion light over the body. Nith Isstal's eyes were open. The lids had been burned
off, his eyeballs were completely white. No pupil, no iris. His mouth was half-open. His teeth had
disintegrated into a nasty yellowish powder that filled his throat. Half of his flesh had become transparent,
so that Nith Batoxxx could see his bones, which appeared to be in the process of disintegrating in the
same manner as his teeth.

Nith Batoxxx uttered a guttural curse. According to his instrumentation, Nith Isstal was far too toxic to
handle, and it was clear that within minutes he would be nothing more than a pile of waterless waste.
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It was like watching the aftermath of Hellespennn all over again.
9
That Which Remains

So you have returned," Minnum said. "And brought the Rappa with you." The curator crouched to
Thigpen's level. "It is marvelous to see one of your kind again. Deeply and truly marvelous."

Thigpen sniffed the air suspiciously, and Riane could not help but laugh. They were standing under the
eaves in the museum courtyard. Torches flared all around, illuminating the cistern and its dark, fulminating
water. No ion-fusion lamps were anywhere in evidence, no V'ornn technology whatsoever.

"Minnum, meet Thigpen," Riane said.

The curator smiled. "Welcome to the Museum of False Memory."

Thigpen cocked her head. "What did you do to give Riane the notion that you were sefiror?"

"Why, nothing," Minnum said as he stood up. "Nothing I can think of."

"I suppose you are aware that it is a major transgression to impersonate a sefiror," Thigpen said shortly.

"Let me assure you I leave the impersonations to Gyrgon." Minnum grinned at Thigpen and spread his
hands wide. "Anyway, who is left to prosecute me?"

"There are konara," Thigpen said, speaking of the high priestesses of Ramahan.
"Oh, I daresay. Power-hungry fiends like Bartta."
"Bartta is dead," Riane broke in.

"Is she now?" Minnum raised a bushy eyebrow. "I would be careful, if I were you, about jumping to
conclusions concerning Bartta."

"First you tell me Nith Sahor is alive," Riane said hotly, "now you tell me that Bartta is, too."

"That's enough, the two of you!"

Startled to silence, Riane and Minnum both looked at Thigpen. She was up on her hind legs, her teeth
bared. Riane had seen her react this way only once before, when she was about to attack a huge
perwillon, a sorcerous cave predator.

"I will hear no more about the Gyrgon; that's a warning you had best take to heart," Thigpen growled.

"Sensitive little thing," Minnum said. Then he shrugged. "No matter. This is a museum. We aim to please
around here."

"Hold on," Riane said. "You told me it was best if most didn't see your exhibits."

"Oh, well, that." Minnum waved a hand. "Perhaps I should have said we aim to pleaseyou here, Dar
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Sala-at."

Thigpen came down on all sixes. "She didn't-?"
Minnum squinted. "No, she didn't tell me."
"Then how did you-?"

"Same as you, I expect." The curator hitched up his sleeves. "I think it best if we go inside now." He
glanced at the sky filled with V'ornn light. "It is getting a mite cold for me." He began to walk off with his
heavy limp. "You can catch your death with a chill like this, and that's the truth of it."

He led them around a dustbin piled high with debris, and Riane could see that there were several doors
cleverly hidden, accessed by pressure-sensitive panels, one of which Minnum touched.

The interior of the museum was warm and cozy. Fires flared in mammoth basalt fireplaces. Seeing the
black rock gave Riane a momentary start; it brought back the image of the inverted triangle, Giyan's
prison in Ayame.

"This is the Great Hall," Minnum said, walking them to the center of the domed pentagonal space. "All
exhibits can be accessed from this central location."

Shadow-grids lay across the sea-green jasper floor. Odd, eerie-looking furniture-seemingly composed of
carved runes-crouched against the shanstone walls. Cream-and-black onyx columns spiraled up into the
dimness of heavy beams, encrusted with soot. Copper censers emitted tiny drifts of a musky incense,
which mingled with the scent of aromatic oil burning in the squat, filigreed, bronze lamps. There was a
sense of deep silence, of isolation from the frenetic noise and hustle of the city.

Minnum turned abruptly and stared hard at Riane. "I said you would come back, didn't I?" He nodded. "I
expect you did because you saw them."

"What is he babbling about?" Thigpen snapped. She was clearly still upset.
"Tell her, Dar Sala-at," Minnum said. It seemed a kind of dare.

"The carved gargoyles on the parapet are daemons," Riane said to Thigpen. "I saw their shadow-outlines
in Otherwhere."

"At least one of them has figured out how to get out of his prison," Minnum said. "No longer any doubt
about it."

"What do you know about it?" Thigpen snapped.

With that, Minnum made a complex figure in the air with the tips of his thumb and forefinger touching.
There came the sound of a marc-beetle being put to a flame, and where Thigpen had crouched was now
a very horrible-looking lizardlike creature. It had eight short but powerful legs, oily blue-black scales, a
long, flat head with a flicking, purple tongue, and a thin, ridged tail studded with hooked barbs. Its
lambent yellow eyes were alight with a malevolent intelligence. It hissed and emitted caustic orange fumes
from its eight slitted nostrils.

"N'Luuura!" Riane cried, coughing. "A razor-raptor!"
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"Ah, I see your knowledge extends to V'ornn xenobiology." Minnum nodded. "Impressive, I must say."
He made another figure in the air, this time touching the tips of his thumb and pinky together, and Thigpen
reappeared. She looked around, for a moment bewildered.

"Feeling all right after your little, er, sojourn?" Minnum asked.

"That was... I must say it was byjar the most disgusting experience I have ever..." Thigpen drew herself
up. "My apologies. I could not have imagined."

"That one of my kind could still exist?" Minnum smiled. "Thankfully you are not alone. I have survived this
long by, uhm, how would you say it, keeping a flat outline."

"A low profile," Riane said.
"Precisely."
"But why do you have to hide?" she asked.

"We have no time for history lessons," Thigpen said briskly. She had recovered her aplomb with
admirable alacrity. "Now that you have proved your credentials, Minnum, what can you tell us about the
Ma-lasocca?"

"No easy questions from you folk, I see. Well, I expected that. The Malasocca, eh? Now let me see."
Minnum squinched up his eyes, staring at the smoke-dark ceiling high overhead. "Avery nasty spell, that.
It used to be invoked before Miina consigned the daemons to the Abyss. Power is their game. Power at
any cost. The lust for it is built in them, really. Part of their essential makeup. But we could not have
daemons transmogrifying themselves into sorceresses now could we? Very dangerous, that. It was one of
the reasons they needed to be locked away. You cannot trust a daemon, not for an instant."

"Then why weren't they locked away from the beginning?"

"An excellent question. We thought we could change them. Well, that's part ofour nature, ever optimistic,
always seeking to make things better, that'sour game." He squinted at Riane. "It is our greatest strength,
Dar Sala-at."

"But it's also what caused needless suffering and death."

"Well, it surely caused that, suffering and death," Minnum said thoughtfully. "But I don't agree about the
needless part. You see, we judge all creatures as good and worthy of life until proved otherwise. If we
abandoned that philosophy, well, think of it, we would be as arrogant as, well, as V'ornn, wouldn't we?
We have a lot of power, and with that goes responsibility. We cannot set ourselves above others, judging
them before we give them a chance to show their true nature. Even if they prove to be evil, even then, we
give them a chance to change. How can we do less?"

Thigpen shook her head. "We appreciate the history lesson, Minnum, but could we get back to the
Malasocca?"

Minnum clucked his tongue against the roof of his mouth. "Malasocca is a difficult and complex spell.
Why do you ask about it?"
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"A sorceress has been attacked," Riane said.

"By the daemon that has managed to escape. Well, it would have to be an archdaemon to get through,
wouldn't it?" Minnum shook his head. "But I wonder how?"

Riane could not tell him that in breaking the sorcerous circle of the Nanthera Giyan had violated Miina's
law and inadvertently opened a Portal. Too many questions would be raised about why she had invoked
the Nanthera in the first place, and that could jeopardize Annon's secret.

The curator eyed them both. "Which archdaemon has her?"

"Horolaggia."

Minnum frowned. "Sorry, my hearing must be going. I thought you said Horolaggia."

"Tdid."

"Ah, no!" Minnum sat down abruptly on a burnished heartwood chair. "Miina protect us ally."

A cold, clammy terror gripped Riane's heart as she saw the stricken expression on the sorcerer's face.
"What is it?" She was almost afraid to ask.

"I have no counter to this... abomination, a Malasocca invoked by one of Pyphoros' bastard get."
"How long can she last?"

Minnum squinted. "When was she taken?"

"Just days ago."

"Depends on how powerful she is, but I would say at the outside the dead of winter."

"Dear Miinal That is only six weeks away."

"Minnum, you must help us," Thigpen said. "Does the wordMaasra mean anything to you?"

Minnum shook his head mutely. His eyes seemed far away.

"It is somehow associated with the Malasocca," Riane said urgently.

"Can't be," Minnum said bleakly. "Would know it or, anyway, have heard of it."

Thigpen put her forepaws on Minnum's knees."Maasra is not Old Tongue, nor is it Venca. Our best
guess is it's an obscure dialect of some sort. I know someone who might be able to help us. A
dialectician. The problem is he's dead." As Minnum's eyes rose to lock with hers, she said, "We need
you to conjure the Ephemeral Reconstitution."

Spice Jaxx's was an octagon-shaped cafe in the center of Axis Tyr's vast and seething spice market,

which never closed. Neither did Spice Jaxx's. Line-General Lokck Werrrent had arrived for his
appointment with Star-Admiral Olnnn Rydddlin with fifteen minutes to spare. This was deliberate. He
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wanted to sit alone with a flute of fire-grade nu-maaadis and gather his thoughts before Olnnn delivered
whatever bad news he had.

Line-General Werrrent had for many years been close to Olnnn Rydddlin. They had what Werrrent
privately thought of as a father-son relationship. Werrrent was proud of Olnnn's accomplishments,
especially considering his background, and of how tough the younger Kha-gggun had proved himself to
be. Still, there remained a thorn in the blood-rose of Werrrent's affection-the fact that Olnnn, so young

and relatively inexperienced, had jumped over him and every other Line-General to be named the new
Star-Admiral.

Not that Werrrent envied Olnnn's daily encounters with Kurgan Stogggul. The father, erratic and
paranoid, had been difficult enough to deal with, but the son-well, in Werrrent's considered opinion
Kurgan Stogggul was a dangerous egomaniac. Worse, Werrrent agreed with a number of the other
Line-Generals that Kurgan Stogggul had a secret agenda that would benefit just one V'ornn: Kurgan

Stogggul.

Why was it, he asked himself, that just when things looked as if they could not get worse, they did?
Before he could think of an answer, Olnnn Rydddlin appeared and sat down opposite him.
He waited until Olnnn was served his drink. "So. What news?"

When Olnnn had told him of the Gyrgon's decision to suspend the implantation of the okummmon among
the Khagggun ranks, Lokck Werrrent sat still and silent.

At length, Olnnn said, "Don't you have any comment?"

The Line-General shrugged his shoulders. "What is there to say? It is a Gyrgon decision. We obey
Gyrgon decisions. I, for one, am grateful that they have the best interests of my Khagggun in mind."

"In other words, you believe them."

Lokck Werrrent's dark eyes scanned the younger Khagggun. "I have no reason not to. I cannot claim to
understand the decisions of the Comradeship, and neither can you." He took a swig of his numaaadis.
"You have always harbored a dark and gloomy bent. I myself see nothing dire in this news. On the
contrary-"

"They will never resume the program," Olnnn said softly, "I do not care what the regent claims."

"This is treasonous talk!" the Line-General said in great agitation. "We Khagggun were promised Great
Caste status. To renege would be an intolerable dishonor."

"This is what I am saying."

Lokck Werrrent heaved a great sigh. "You are like a son to me, Star-Admiral. You know this well. And
now you are my superior. But I am not so much a fool not to advise you to keep such radical thoughts to
yourself. Any other general hearing these words-"

"Which is precisely why I have come to you. I trust you with my life. You do not know the current regent
as [ do." And then he did something he had sworn to himself he would not do. He told Lokck Werrrent
how he and Kurgan had murdered the former Star-Admiral's concubine and had blamed Wennn
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Stogggul for it. "It was all part of Kurgan Stogggul's plan to pit his father against the Star-Admiral. As he
had foreseen, they caused each other's death. Kurgan ascended to regent, and I became Star-Admiral."

Lokck Werrrent grasped Olnnn's wrists. "Your hands are covered in blood. You have already
committed treason once."

"That is not the way I see it. I helped rid us all of Wennn Stogggul. That skcettta was born a
razor-raptor. And as for his son-"

"Keep your voice down, Star-Admiral," Lokck Werrrent said with a pained expression.

"Lokck, I am uncomfortable with you addressing me by my rank when we are alone together. After all-"
"But you are my Star-Admiral. It is impossible to address you any other way."

Olnnn gave a wan smile. "This is you through and through, Line-General."

"Protocol must be observed. Without this discipline we would soon descend into a pack of wild animals."
"Perhaps you are right," Olnnn mused.

Lokck Werrrent studied him for some time. "But there are moments-brief and infrequent-when
extraordinary circumstances allow a... bending... of protocol." He inclined his square head. "So tell me,
Olnnn. What black thoughts have invaded that dour mind of yours?"

Olnnn rubbed his forehead. "The truth is, being so close to the new regent I grow ever more suspicious.
This elevation to Great Caste status was his father's idea. It was how Wennn Stogggul was able to forge
his alliance with the former Star-Admiral. But that alliance proved false. Why should this elevation to
Great Caste status be anything else?"

"The Gyrgon gave it their blessing. The okummmon is a Gyrgon bioinstrument."

Olnnn Rydddlin's hand gripping his silenced him. Olnnn slowly turned his arm over, revealing the newly
implanted okummmon.

"T have little use for thisbioinstrument. And I am wondering whether the high command was implanted
simply so that the regent could keep closer tabs on us."

"The regent?"

"Think about it. For centuries the castes have remained the same. Until Wennn Stogggul. How could he
possibly convince the Comradeship-"

"Again, [ would point out that none of us can claim to know a Gyr-gon's mind."
"Gyrgon abhor change. That is indisputable."
"Yes, but you know as well as I do that the okummmon can only be implanted on Gyrgon orders."

"Perhaps the regent is in league with that Gyrgon, Nith Batoxxx, who skulks around the regent's palace
as if it is his own. I do not claim to have all the answers, Line-General. But like it or not change is in the
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air and I grow fearful for us-for all Khagggun. I believe the son is building on the father's lie."

"Why would he do that?"

"To keep us under control; to deprive us of power."

"You are describing a decidedly paranoid individual."

"That is just my point," Olnnn said grimly. "He is a V'ornn who plotted his own father's assassination."

"You yourself pointed out that getting rid of Wennn Stogggul should be viewed as a virtuous act. You
cannot have it both ways."

"You are blind, Lokck."

"Because of our long friendship I choose to ignore the insult. Kurgan Stogggul is my regent. You would
do well to remember that."

"I believe he poses a grave danger to us."

"You enjoy the loyalty of every Khagggun. So long as this is true there is no danger." Lokck Werrrent
shook his head. "Olnnn, when was the last time you had any fun?"

This was not a question to which Olnnn could respond.

"Even before your..." Lokck Werrrent could not stop himself from glancing at the bare bones of Olnnn's
sorcerous leg. "Even before your misfortune you were a dour sort. How many times have I tried to spice
up your life? Remember that time-"

"The four females you brought."

"Two were for you."

Olnnn crossed his arms over his chest, looked away.

"All death and no fun is no way to live your life."

Olnnn swung his head around. His eyes were baleful. "We are Khagggun."

Lokck Werrrent sighed deeply, "Even Khagggun must take their pleasure. But there is no pleasure for
you, is there, Olnnn?" He shrugged. "I thought perhaps coming back from the dead might have had a

salubrious effect on you."

"I no longer sleep at night. I dream without the benefit of sleep. I have nightmares whose meaning I do
not understand."

"Perhaps a Genomatekk-"
"No Genomatekk can cure me."

"Then be kind to yourself. Come with me to Dobbro Mannx's dinner party. Do you know him? He is a
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well-respected solicitor-Bashkir. A very amusing fellow."
"Thank you. No." Olnnn placed some coins on the table. "I see this has been a waste of time."

"I never forget a conversation." Lokck Werrrent held him in his steady gaze. "Olnnn, you know me better
than any other V'ornn. You know that given just cause I will defend my Khagggun to the death."

Olnnn returned the look. "Then I will bring you your just cause, Line-General." He inclined his head
stiffly. "Enjoy yourself tonight."

"I wish you the same, Star-Admiral," Lokck Werrrent said as he rose. "But I very much fear my words
fall on deaf ears."

The operative word here is 'ephemeral’, " Minnum said as he gathered oddments into a rough circle.

He had taken them into a smallish gallery in the north wing of the museum. Here were displayed a
surprisingly small number of exhibits. These were all in superbly wrought cases of carved heartwood or
etched bronze. Unlike the mess of the courtyard, everything here was neat and sparkling clean.

"Once this dialectician is cantated-that's what it's called, by the way-into this realm you will have three
minutes, no more, is that understood? Humph!" He seemed to be muttering to himself. "Three minutes!
Hardly a successful incantation at all. Whatwere they thinking?"

With the sefiror bustling about, Riane peered into one case after another, able to make sense of nothing
she saw. The interiors seemed filled with a swirling mist. She might have thought the cases were unused
save for the fact that they had been lovingly hand-rubbed to a deep luster. There were no printed
captions anywhere in evidence. And, in any case, what could a caption tell you about something you
could not see? No wonder this museum attracted so few visitors.

"All right, then." Minnum stood in the center of the gallery, his strange and exotic paraphernalia piled
around him. "Please stand there, Dar Sala-at. Yes, right. And you, Thigpen, just there across from-right,
then, what is the name of this dialectician of your acquaintance?"

"Cushsneil," Thigpen said at once.

Minnum nodded, pushed up his sleeves, and conjured what looked like a stick of ice-blue chalk. On the
stone floor of the gallery he drew an equilateral triangle.

This was the most ancient symbol of original Ramahan power, Riane knew. Which was, she supposed,
what made Giyan's Otherwhere prison so terrifying on an elemental level. It was the inversion of the
symbol, the sigil of Evil made manifest. But now what Minnum was drawing caught her attention fully. It
was the inverted triangle superimposed upon the first, creating a kind of six-pointed star.

"Pheregonnen," the senior said, beginning the rite. "Behold the Design whose Center is everywhere,
whose Points are nowhere." Into a small fire-blackened brazier he sifted a succession of powders taken
from uncapped phials, then grated a bit of odd-looking horn, along with what looked like shanin and
latua. At length, he conjured a fire-red substance. It drooled thick as gelatin into the brazier, producing a
dense, billowing cloud of yellowish smoke, which swirled around the gallery in similar fashion to the mist
inside the exhibit cases.

Riane tried to hold her breath, but finally even her hardened lungs gave out. She inhaled the smoke and
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staggered, feeling light-headed anddizzy. The air seemed to sizzle and dance with little sparks that
twinkled at the edges of her vision. But every time she tried to look at them directly they disappeared.

Then her attention was redirected to the center of the Pheregonnen, for the twinkling sparks were
coalescing into a sphere, which elongated, slowly changing shape into that of a Kundalan male. From his
robes it was clear that he was a konara, a high priest of Ramahan.

"Cushsneill" Thigpen cried happily. "I thought I would never see you again!"

"Nor I you," the Ramahan said gravely. He had long grey hair that rose from a pronounced widow's peak
in winglike waves, a blade-thin nose, and dark, hooded eyes. His was an ascetic's face, the face of a
scholar, a Ramahan of unwavering dedication and service. "What has caused you to rouse me in this
manner?"

"Mind the time," Minnum warned them. "There won't be a second chance."

"Right." Thigpen nodded. "Cushsneil, this is Riane, the Dar Sala-at."

"The Dar Sala-at?" The wise eyes opened wide, blinking several times as Cushsneil looked around. "If
you are the Dar Sala-at, then where is your Nawatir?"

"I do not know," Riane said. "I have no Nawatir."

"Oh, dear. Oh, dear." The deceased dialectician clucked his tongue. "Y ou are most vulnerable without
your Nawatirl"

"We don't have time for this," Minnum muttered darkly. "For Miina's sake, get on with it."
"We need your help," Riane said urgently. "Can you tell us the meaning of the wordMaasra?"

Cushsneil frowned. "If you ask about theMaasra then the Portal must have come unsealed. Horolaggia
has been sighted?"

"Yes," Riane said. "A beloved sorceress has been taken by this arch-daemon and is being transmogrified
through the Malasocca. We have until winter solstice before the possession becomes irreversible."

"Evil times, indeed," the dialectician rumbled. "You must exercise extreme caution. I cannot emphasize
this enough. Intensive training in the sorcerous arts is essential before you seek to engage Horolaggia, and
even then, there is no assurance..." He shuddered. "Oh, dear, oh, dear."

"What about theMaasra?" Riane asked.
"Abh, that." Cushsneil rocked from his heels to his toes. "It is a colloquial word-a holy word, the Gazi
Qhan would doubtless say, for it is of their dialect. TheMaasra is another name for the Veil-the Veil of a

Thousand Tears."

Riane almost jumped out of her skin in excitement. "The Veil of a Thousand Tears is what Giyan told me
I had to find. Why? What is it?"

"It is written that when the Five Sacred Dragons of Miina used The Pearl to create Kundala the resulting
cataclysm shattered The Pearl's outer layer. The largest piece of this survived the creation. It was used to
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catch the tears the Five Dragons shed at the birth of Kundala, and their tears turned the hard shell into
flowing fabric of fantastic colors and incomparable sheen."

"Why did they weep?"'

"Because they foresaw the death and destruction that would accompany the decline of the Kundalan
race."

"So we were doomed even before any of us were born."

"Nothing is set in stone, least of all the subject of a sacred Dragon's second sight."

"Dear Cushsneil," Thigpen broke in, "can you tell us where to find the Veil of a Thousand Tears?"

"I cannot even tell you whether it exists. Though many warring factions have made obsessive lifelong
searches for it, have murdered for its secret, have died in exile and madness, the Veil remains hidden, a
legend only."

"But it does exist! Giyan told me I must find it. It is the only way to free her. If I do not, she will die."
"The Malasocca is worse than death-far worse. If the web is completed, she will be trapped, subservient
to the archdaemon's will for all time." The dialectician's image began to sparkle, and they could see the
far wall through his body.

"He is going," Minnum said. "I warned you."

"Please," Riane said desperately. 'Y ou must be able to tell us something more."

"I have already told you what I can." Cushsneil's voice was growing faint, indistinct. "The rest you must
discover on your own."

"Wait," Riane cried.

"If you are truly the Dar Sala-at, it is written."

"Explain yourself!"

It was too late. The dialectician had vanished altogether.

Cursing mightily, Riane turned to the sefiror. "Who are the Gazi Qhan? Where are they?"

"Ah, at last an easy question." Minnum rubbed his hands together as he led the way out of the gallery.
The yellow smoke had vanished along with the chalk-mark Pheregonnen. "The Gazi Qhan are one of the
Five Tribes of the Korrush. If you are determined to find the Veil of a Thousand Tears I suggest you start

there."

"Doubtless we should begin our journey north as soon as possible," Thigpen said with a curious glance at
Riane.

What was she playing at? Riane wondered. She would have expected Thigpen to raise another caution
flag, especially in light of... Then she got it. She pulled at Minnum's sleeve so forcefully that the sefiror
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stopped in midstep. "Cushsneil was looking right at me when he warned of taking on Horolaggia without
the proper training. [ may be the Dar Sala-at, but I am not even an ordained sorceress. Giyan was right. |
must be patient. I must spend the time allotted to me in learning."

"And?" Minnum inquired.

"Well, I was thinking that I could apprentice with you, that I could..." Her voice trailed oftf when she saw
the dark look Minnum shot Thigpen. "What is it?"

"Will you tell her, dear Rappa, or shall I?"
"It is your right," Thigpen said. ""And your duty."
Minnum nodded, sighing. "Much as I am pleased by your request, Dar Sala-at, I cannot honor it."

"But why not?" Riane asked. "You are sefiror, maybe the last of your kind. Like Mother, you are a
connection with the time before the V'ornn. Who better to teach me sorcery?"

Minnum's expression softened. "Dear Dar Sala-at, it is precisely because of all this that I am forbidden to
teach you or anyone the sor-cerous arts." He lifted an arm. "But come, let us not speak of this in cold
corridors."

He took them back through the glittering Great Hall into a narrow gallery filled with the sculpture of
serpents. Riane, who automatically took in details, noted the similarity between these serpents and the
citrine image of Miina's sacred snake that she had come across in the Kells below the Abbey of Floating
White.

Minnum poured them flagons of a warm, crisp, highly spiced wine that Riane had never tasted before.
They sat on upholstered chairs whose elongated backs reclined at odd angles, before a crackling fire in a
stone hearth.

Minnum drained his flagon, then wiped his red lips. He sat forward, elbows on knees, and when he
spoke his voice was scarcely above a whisper. "I suppose you have some knowledge of the uprising that
usurped power from Mother."

Riane nodded. "It happened on the day the V'ornn arrived, the day The Pearl was lost."

"Ah, not lost, no." Minnum shook his shaggy head. "The Pearl was cast out from Kundala by the Great
Goddess Herself. After the cabal of sefiror Ramahan took Mother's power and gained control of The
Pearl, after they peered into its depths and saw not Truth but what they wanted to see, Miina in Her fury
took up The Pearl and carried it far, far away. She had made The Pearl for Kundala-it was our birthright.
But when we abused its power, we abrogated that right and She abandoned us.

"The consequences of this were many. We lost what power The Pearl might have given us to resist the
V'ornn invasion. Miina stood by, mute, Her heart hardened against Her people while the sefiror cabal
used the Rappa as scapegoats and had them slaughtered. She stood by, mute, Her heart hardened when
the priestesses took back their power. The konara could have driven the sefiror out of the abbeys, but
they could not strip them of their sorcery. So what did they do?" Minnum sighed. "They killed the sefiror.
Every last one of them-save me. I survived by fleeing to a place where they would never think to look for
a sefiror-the Korrush. For two decades I lived there among the Jeni Cerii, the fierce warlords of the
steppes, in complete anonymity, learning the many ways in which to kill an enemy. That was where I got


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

this." He slapped his bandy leg. "Chasing raiders, I fell from a kuomeshal going full gallop, took one nasty
fall. We were a hundred fifty kilometers from nowhere, and they slung me across my mount and took me
back to Bandichire, and I never made a sound. They set my leg as best they could, but the damage was
already done."

Thinking of how Giyan had reset Annon's leg, Riane said, "Why didn't you use sorcery?"

"I was in hiding, wasn't I? I was among the Jeni Cerii; everything had to appear normal." He grinned. "
'Sides, they told stories about my bravery for months afterward." He resettled himself. "Now where was
I? Oh, yes. Capsule history. I became an apt pupil because I had no other choice, then I became an
adept. When I realized I was admired and feared I left straightaway. Returning to Axis Tyr, I discovered
this place, abandoned and falling into disrepair, and decided I would become its curator. Then, on one of
his long walks, Eleusis Ashera wandered in and stayed to view all the exhibits."

"But none of this explains why you can't teach me," Riane said. "I must save Giyan from Horolaggia. I will
not allow her to be transmogrified. You must help me."

Minnum shook his head, and his eyes were suddenly sunken and sad. "However much I want to, Dar
Sala-at, I cannot. This is my punishment, you see. Miina's punishment."

"What do you mean?"

"For allowing The Pearl to stray into evil hands, the Great Goddess stripped Mother of much of her
power."

This was true, Riane knew, for Mother had told her as much when she, Riane, had freed her from her
imprisonment.

"For being the only sefiror clever enough to survive our genocide, Miina meted out another form of
punishment. I have knowledge, Dar Sala-at, so much knowledge. And yet I am unable to convey it in any
form."

Riane's heart broke for Minnum. "But you did nothing wrong. In fact, you alone survived. Why should
you be punished? How could Miina be so cruel?"

"Is it cruelty, Dar Sala-at? Do not be so quick to judge the Great Goddess. Through greed, envy,
arrogance we lost the greatest gift. Could it have been because we had become complacent, because we
no longer put much value on an object that is beyond value? Because we had become corrupted by the
power we wielded? If that be so- and I, for one, fervently believe that it is-then what remains for us after
the ruin we have been brought to? Another day, and another, all of which must be fought for with the
blood and the death of loved ones. Suffering burns away arrogance, greed, envy. Only through this
crucible of fire can we learn what we have forgotten. Only then will we come to know who we really are
and where we belong in the Cosmos."

Riane hung her head. "You say you are enjoined from teaching, Minnum, but truly you have taught me
something vital this night."

He smiled. "Then mayhap I have proved my worth to Miina, for I do not think that you arrived at my
doorstep by simple chance."

"Then help me further," Riane pleaded. "I did not need Cushsneil to tell me I am unprepared to face
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Horolaggia. There is no use in trying to save Giyan only to die in the process."
Out of the corner of her eye she could see Thigpen beaming at her. She had learned this last lesson well.

Minnum was scratching his hairy cheek. "Mayhap you can learn what you need in the Korrush. Look
here." He gestured with his right hand, and a map appeared on the floor. Riane and Thigpen hunkered
around it.

"Behold the Korrush," he said. "The Five Tribes inhabit the wild steppe in a kind of uneasy truce, but
there are always squabbles among the kapudaan-the chieftains-and skirmishes along the borders. Each
tribe is centered around its own area, which is known as a chire. There is a central village in each chire
with the same name." His stubby finger stabbed out. "The warlord Jeni Cerii are here in Bandichire." And
again, moving southwest. "The Rasan Sul are the spice merchants the SaTrryn trade with; they are
located here, in Okkamchire." His finger moved west. "The Han Jod are artisans here in Shelachire.
Because the Bey Das are historians and archaeologists they have special dispensation to cross chire
borders safely. They are essentially nomads, spread out all across the Korrush. Their main site is here in
the barely visible village of Im-Thera. There lies Za Hara-at, the fabled and ancient Earth Five Meetings."

Firelight played across Minnum's face, highlighting the reddish hairs in his forked beard. A log gave way,
crashing softly into the pillowy white bed of ash. Minnum rose, limped over to the hearth to put another
log on. When he came back, he pointed again to the sorcerous map he had conjured.

"Here in Agachire, on the eastern section of the Korrush, near the border to the northwestern corner of
the Great Voorg, dwell the Gazi Qhan, the tribe Cushsneil mentioned from whose dialectMaasra comes.
They are the mystics of the Korrush, the Gazi Qhan, and I confess I know little about them save this.
There is a district in the village of Agachire known as Giyossun. Here is a kashiggen called Mrashruth,

which means, 1 believe, Tender Willow. It is run by a dzuoko named Perrnodt, who I think may be able
to assist you."

Riane was shocked. "What does a Tuskugggun know of Osoru or Kyofu?"
Minnum cocked an eyebrow. "Who said she was V'ornn?"

"She must be. Every Kundalan dzuoko was replaced by a Tuskugggun when the V'ornn took possession
of the kashiggen."

" Apparently notevery dzuoko," Minnum said dryly, then he addressed Thigpen. "Is she always so sure of
herself?"

"I would venture to say it works to her advantage as well as to her disadvantage," Thigpen said just as

dryly.
Minnum grunted, turning back to Riane. "Be that as it may, Perrnodt is not V'ornn."
"She is Gazi Qhan then," Riane said, determined to listen more closely.

"Of that I have no knowledge," Minnum said softly, his eyes afire. "What is of interest to all of us,
however, is that she is Ramahan."

"It is settled then," Thigpen said. "The Dar Sala-at and I will journey to the Korrush there to find this
Perrnodt."
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Minnum shook his head. "Where the Dar Sala-at now ventures she must do so alone."
"Impossible! This Korrush is far too alien and dangerous for me to allow-"

"You will not go, Thigpen." Minnum's voice was soft but commanding. "It is written in the Prophesies of
the Druuge." He planted his feet firmly on the floor. "Moreover, she cannot go with her sorcery intact."

Thigpen's chest expanded, and she stood up warningly on her four hind legs. "Now you go too far.
Without her spells, she will be vulnerable-"

"As you have doubtless discovered of late, she is vulnerable with the pitifully small bits of knowledge she
has. Moreover, without proper training [ warrant she could do more harm than good with what she does
know."

"How dare you talk about the Dar Sala-at in that way!"

"I speak only the truth, Thigpen. Rianemust be properly trained, and for that she must travel to the
Korrush."

"There has to be another way. She-"

"I've heard enough out of the two of you!" Riane cried. "Stop talking about me as if [ wasn't in the
chamber." She took a breath. "Now, Minnum, tell me why I cannot use my sorcery in the Korrush."

"I said that you cannot go with it intact, Dar Sala-at. The two are not the same."

"How do they differ?" Riane said.

"I need to extract all your sorcerous knowledge. You will not remember one iota of it."
"Then how will I introduce myself to Perrnodt?" Riane said. "How will she teach me?"

"Excellent questions," Minnum replied. He went to a desk, pulled open one drawer after another. "Now
where did I stash that blasted thing?" he mumbled as he rummaged through the jumbled contents of the
desk. "Ah, here it is." He brought back a highly polished heartwood box entirely graven with unfamiliar
runes, and opened it in front of them. It appeared filled with the same opalescent mist Riane had noticed
in some of the museum's exhibit cases. But the mist did not dissipate with the box's opening; in fact, if
anything it seemed to thicken. A certain chill had entered the chamber. It took Riane but a moment to
realize that it came from the box, or rather its mysterious contents. Minnum dipped his hand into the mist
and pulled it out. His hand appeared empty.

He seemed to be enjoying their consternation. "Look at the tip of my forefinger."

"I see only a black speck," Riane said.

"Quite so," Minnum replied. "And properly placed in plain sight such an item will go unnoticed by even
the most discerning eye." He reached out, planted the speck beneath Riane's right ear. "Nothing more

than a mole, eh?" He wagged a finger. "In actuality, what is it? The repository of all your sorcerous
knowledge."
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"What?"

"That's right." He was grinning. "You will carry your knowledge with you in a safe place, in a receptacle
only Perrnodt will be able to recognize and access."

"But why all this secrecy?" Thigpen was frowning deeply, her whiskers twitching so violently Riane knew
that she was highly agitated.

"Perhaps it will never be needed. But just in case... in the event of..." Minnum sighed. "I may be the only
sefiror left alive, but there are forces in the Korrush, corrupting forces, dark forces that are lacking only
sufficient knowledge to extend their power." He folded his arms over his chest. "They are known as
sauromicians. They are necromancers. They study the dead, dismembering them in order to foretell the
future."

Riane glanced over at Thigpen. The Rappa's whiskers were twitching in anxiety.

"They are that which remains," Minnum continued. "The end result of the sorcerers whose memories
were burned beyond recognition."

"I thought you said the Ramahan killed all the sefiror save yourself," Riane said.

"True enough." Minnum nodded. "But before that happened, Miina, in Her rage, took Nedhu as well as
several of his intimates in the cabal that rose up to appropriate The Pearl, and did this to them."

"She left them to wander the Korrush, and now they are a danger?" Riane shook her head. "Truly the
Great Goddess moves in mysterious ways."

"So it is written," Minnum said. "So it has come to pass." He touched the black speck beneath Riane's
right ear. "The chances of your encountering a sauromician are slim, but should the worst occur they will
be unable to steal your knowledge."

Riane nodded. "I understand."

"But Dar Sala-at," Thigpen protested. "You cannot-"

"She must," Minnum said.

"If the worst should happen, she will be helpless to defend herself without her sorcery."

"I think you underestimate her resourcefulness," Minnum said. "However, I have no intention of allowing
her to travel to the Korrush unprotected." He returned to the desk, pressed a hidden button, and a door
popped open. "In the unlikely event you come across a sauromician, you will know him by two things:
first, he will be dressed in black, hooded robes. Second, he will have the stigma the Great Goddess in
Her wisdom has given him: on his left hand is a sixth finger, black and ugly as death."

Unlocking the lowest of four drawers, he produced a hexagonal box made of a dull grey metal alloy. It
was protected by a lock, which he unsealed with a series of rhythmic darting motions of his forefinger.
The top spiraled open, and he drew out a cylinder a bit over ten centimeters long of a milk-white color,
smooth as silk. "You will hide this, Dar Sala-at," he said, as he pressed it into her palm. "And you will
activate it just here, near this end, by pressing the gold disc that lies flush with the surface. Press it again
to deactivate it."
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Thigpen sniffed at it suspiciously. "What is that? It's not of Kundalan manufacture."
"And I warrant it's not V'ornnish either."

Riane turned it over and over. "Then where does it come from?"

Minnum shrugged. "I found it here, in the Museum of False Memory."

"What will it do?" Riane asked.

"This is an infinity-blade wand. Using a highly compressed beam of goron particles, it will repel the
enemy-any enemy." He took it from her, lifted her thick hair, and placed it flat against her scalp just
above the nape of her neck, where he affixed it. "But use it sparingly. You will only be able to activate it
twice."

"But you must be able to tell me more."

"Would that I could." He laid a finger alongside his bulbous nose. "Remember what Miina has done to
me. I have told you all I can."

Thigpen looked up. "So much danger, little dumpling." Crystalline tears stood in the corners of her eyes.
"Of a sudden, I feel inadequate to protecting you."

"Dear Thigpen," Riane said as she stroked the soft, luxuriant fur, "I have come to realize that no one-not
Giyan, not you-can long protect me from my enemies. This I must do myself, and I will fail unless my
schooling continues. I know full well that the time when the Dar Sala-at may safely reveal herself is not
yet here."

"And yet."

"I know what you wish for me." She kissed the Rappa. "Giyan once told me the Dar Sala-at's path was
long and arduous and fraught with peril. I have been called, Thigpen. I can do ought but follow my path.
It directs me into the heart of the Korrush."

It was almost midnight by the time Nith Batoxxx had recovered sufficiently from the failure. He had taken
his daily salamuuun flight, using a dose a touch higher than usual. Still, afterward, he could not bear the
sight of himself, and so he transformed his body into the one Kurgan knew as the Old V'ornn-skull
copper-dark, aged as morte-wood, hands crinkled like tissue. Thus cloaked, he ventured into the
throbbing heart of Axis Tyr via a secret underground exit he had discovered in the Kundalan structure the
Comradeship had renamed the Temple of Mnemonics. He had told no other Gyrgon of his discovery.

There were many reasons for this, not the least being that he was a hoarder of secrets. It was his opinion
that the weight of the secrets he kept would crush most V'ornn like a qwawd-egg shell.

It was an invigorating walk of perhaps fifty minutes to the villa in which the Old V'ornn was known to
live. He could have taken a hov-erpod, of course, but in the guise of the Old V'ornn he preferred to go
on foot. The succession of salamuuun flights made everything look crystal clear, hard-edged, filled with
wonder.

The recent storm had scrubbed the city clean. Freshets of rainwater still swirled down storm drains, and
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the packed streets were pockmarked with puddles. He passed vast striped-canopied markets selling
everything from produce to dry goods to useless gewgaws to off-world gemstones to artless clothing to
precious spices, bright-colored Bashkir auction houses where deals were struck every hour of the day
and night, light-drenched Tuskugggun ateliers filled with crafts and artwork of every description. He
passed the vast market where fish, fresh-caught from the turbid depths of the Sea of Blood, were laid out
in precise ranks, their opaque eyes looking like those of the Kundalan who endured interrogation in the
chambers below the regent's palace. A one-armed Kundalan merchant tried to sell him fresh clemetts still
on the branch from the back of his buttren-driven dray. Another with a hideously scarred face watched
him expressionlessly as he passed up his pathetic display of metalware. The aftermath of decades of
interrogation were everywhere in Axis Tyr, sown at his direction like seedpods to sprout their bitter fruit,
living proof of the futility of resistance.

Still, despite everything he had done, the Resistance abided.

He came upon his favorite shop, which sold one-of-a-kind artifacts plundered from the many civilizations
the V'ornn had conquered. On impulse he went in, bought an Argggedian prayer wheel. The shopkeeper,
who was knowledgeable about such matters, explained that the prayer wheel spun in three dimensions
when exposed to moonlight because the Argggedians worshiped their cephalopod god at the time of the
full moon. Or they had, until the coming of the V'ornn. Nith Batoxxx, who was hearing more about
Argggedian religion than he wanted to know, cut the shopkeeper short by paying for the prayer wheel
and exiting the shop.

From the outset of his walk, he had noticed that the streets were filled with Khagggun, much more so
under this young regime than there had been even under the paranoid regent, Wennn Stogggul. The city
seemed to be on war footing, an especially intimidating state of affairs for the Kundalan. Which was just
the way Kurgan wanted it. And, Nith Batoxxx knew, Kurgan wanted it because he himself had told
Kurgan to want it.

Nith Batoxxx considered his altogether intimate relationship with Kurgan Stogggul. Which had thrived
ever since he, in the guise of the Old V'ornn, had years ago seduced the child away from his family in
order to train him both in physical prowess and mental toughness. It had been an experiment, like many
of Nith Batoxxx's endeavors. He was, after all, a technomage. He sought the answers to questions
beyond the ken of the other castes. As the designated Ascensor, he had presided over Kurgan's
Channeling in the Sanctuary of Ascension. Once, the ocular-lighted chamber had been a shrine to the
Kundalan Goddess, Miina. Now it was used to remove the birth caul from Great Caste males, to implant
them with the quasi-organic okummmon, welcoming them into adulthood. The okummmon was then
attuned-or channeled-to the Gyrgon frequencies. Nith Batoxxx still had Kurgan's birth caul, having
palmed it during the ceremony, replacing it with the birth caul of a Bashkir boy who had died during his
own coming of age ceremony. Employing the proper theorem, the birth caul could be made to provide all
sorts of interesting data about not only the individual from which it had come, but also about the
bloodlines of his family. Nith Batoxxx had been studying Kurgan's birth caul since the evening of his
Channeling. It was the main reason why he was so certain of Kurgan's fate.

But, again, what was fate, really? As a Gyrgon, he was used to manipulating the lives of those beneath
him, of treating them as if they were experiments in his lab, exposing them to different reagents to see
how quickly they were pulled apart. He was, in a very real sense, Old Man Fate himself. In Kurgan's
case, he had stepped in, reshaping his very reality. He had turned Kurgan against his family, against his
father, in particular. He had taught him how to hate, and had stood back, pleased and, yes, a little proud,
as he watched his pupil plot with his particular cold-blooded single-mindedness the elder Stogggul's
death. Kurgan's likes, dislikes, the choices he made, the very demons that drove him were solely of Nith
Batoxxx's creation. It was like painting a perfect portrait of death. He had given Destruction a V'ornn
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name and a face, had given it false memories and, therefore, a manufactured purpose. He had set it in
motion and was watching in a kind of vertiginous fascination the havoc it was wreaking.

Gimnopede Boulevard was ablaze with light, sound, noise, and jostling bodies. Three Tuskugggun
artisans at an outdoor cafe were discussing their metalwork trade, exchanging samples of new alloys they
had created. A young Bashkir boy ran through the crowd, cleverly swiping a trinket as he passed a shop.
His exasperated mother ran after him, unaware, as was the shopkeeper, of what her son had done. Nith
Batoxxx in the guise of the Old V'ornn smiled a secret smile, thinking of the child Kurgan, the cunning
mind he had helped shape.

When he contemplated Kurgan's Channeling, he was struck by the knowledge that he had been an
outsider in Stogggul family affairs who nevertheless knew more about Kurgan than anyone in Kurgan's
own family. Save for the boy's best friend, Annon Ashera. Annon had been possessed of an intuition that
was positively uncanny. For this reason, Nith Batoxxx had hated Annon as much as he had hated his
traitor of a father. In a way, he wished Annon was not dead, so that he could have the exquisite pleasure
of having him killed all over again.

Now Kurgan was bound to Nith Batoxxx in an even more intimate way. Nith Batoxxx had coerced him
into service, the better to keep an eye on him. But there was something else. The boy was young, yes,
but Nith Batoxxx had not chosen him randomly so many years ago. He had run his equations and
recognized in Kurgan the seeds of greatness. If they were correct, Kurgan was destined to wield more
power than any Bashkir before him. That being the case, he had wanted to ensure that Kurgan would
have the proper philosophy because as Nith Batoxxx knew only too well having the power was a wild
ride, one that could all too easily lead to ruin.

He turned off Gimnopede Boulevard, onto narrow, quiet Cinnabar Street.

The villa he had procured for himself had once belonged to a Kundalan artist of some repute, who had
died owing to the repeated interrogations to which Nith Batoxxx had ordered him subjected. The artist's
family, who had tried to claim ownership of the villa, were soon silenced in much the same manner as the
artist. In any event, the villa became vacant, which was the whole point of the exercise. It was evident
from the outset that the artist and his family never knew anything of strategic value.

The villa was pleasant enough, filled with light and space, but it was of only minimal interest to him. The
courtyard in back was what had drawn him here, what had caused him to murder the villa's former owner
and his family, and to spend long hours painstakingly constructing the courtyard garden. He had done it
even though he had exhibited no former interest in gardening; he did it almost unconsciously, as if guided
by a voice or a presence. Which was, of course, precisely what happened.

As Nith Batoxxx walked through the villa now, past the living room, into the huge atelier he had
converted into a gymnasium for his lessons with Kurgan, he could feel the dark beacon rising both inside
him and all around him. It inhabited this villa more wholly than he ever would.

At the far end of the gymnasium he touched a padded panel and it swiveled open. Before him stretched
the courtyard. Using equations of fire and water, he had filled it with rocks, stones, boulders of every
conceivable size and shape. The sound of water gurgling drifted to him, but its source, the pool he and
Kurgan had built together, remained invisible unless you stood right next to it in the center of the garden.
This was where the pool had to be placed, on the site of the ancient spring he knew would be there even
before it had been dug up.To stand at the center, the presence said in his mind,is to see everything. He
had taught this to Kurgan, as well.
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He carefully placed the Argggedian prayer wheel on a flat black stone beside the pool, an offering, the
kind of primitive act, full of ritual and respect, required of such a solemn and, yes, holy occasion. In this
somewhat altered state, he gazed into the pool like a priest looking into the face of his god.

The water was pitch-black, unimaginably deep. He lifted his gaze, spun very slowly in a complete circle,
taking in every detail of the courtyard garden, remembering as he did so the placement and planting of
every rock, boulder, plant, and tree. It seemed to him in that last moment before he slipped into the pool
that this garden was a living calendar of his days on Kundala. He had been elated to have the chance to
become a hero-the Gyrgon who finally harnessed the death particle, the Gyrgon responsible for
defending his race from the Divine Horde of Destruction, as the Centophennni called themselves.

That was before the presence made itself felt, before the dark beacon rose, before the voice manifested
itself, bypassing his neural nets to take possession of the cortex of his brain, periodically taking up
residence there. At first, it had been able to come only infrequently and, at times, as he proceeded with
his normal life, he had managed to convince himself that it was just a dream. But then, inevitably, he
would be drawn back to the villa and would feel the presence rising again. It was patient, ever so patient,
and over the decades it grew its black light like the gardener he himself would become.

The water was cold, but he did not mind. The sides of the pool were slimy with moss and algae, but he
did not mind. Why should he? This was home, the darkness, the cold calling him, a prison whose lock
must be broken no matter the cost.

He hung upside down in the darkness, waiting.

It was quiet, so quiet the beating of his hearts, the pulse of the blood in his veins was all that existed.

It was coming, rising up to merge with him fully, or as fully as it was able considering the awful chains that
bound it. How long had it been imprisoned? Even his Gyrgon mind quailed at the intimation of the length
of time. It was impossible. His supremely logical brain calmly informed him that it simply could not be.

And yet it was.

Here came the living proof, entering him with the familiar words, Tremble all before me, for I am that
which remains.

Misty Mountaintop 1

You said it was to be a small thing. Itisa small thing, and it is done. The two huge Dragons crouched in
the dense sorcerous mist atop Heavenly Rushing, Miina's sacred waterfall.

You said no one would know-no one but us.

And who knows but us?

The Portal locks Miina had us fashion out of fire, earth, air, water and wood-
-We five contributed to the Portal locks before Miina ensorceled them-

The pointisthey have been breached -

-as foretold-
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The pointisthat now they have been breached there are daemons abroad.
There have always been daemons abroad.

These are archdaemons. We have not seen their faces for acons.

One of the Dragons, ruddy as a sunset, stirred.If they bring the lightning back -

Mydear -this Dragon was slightly smaller, black as pitch, black as ebonwood-you cannot mean to give
these archdaemons your blessing?

I have no blessing to bestow upon them. Have you forgotten? None of us have. Not for eons. Not since
the lightning ringed the sky, not since the narbuck vanished into the ice mists atop the Djenn Marre, not

since the fire burned like molten magma in my veins.

Now the Dar Sala-at comes with our hope of redemption. You see, the Wheel is turning, one by one the
Holy Prophesies are coming true.

Patience is not a virtue for fire.

The daemons-Mypoint is, have a care how you transgress, for if our enemies should become aware of -
They will not. The red Dragon grinned, showing luminous fangs the size of a cthauros' foreleg.

The black Dragon's great tufted head swung around. Whatever have you done?

I am clever, [ am.

My dear, do not boast. It ill becomes you.

A sound arose through the constant roaring of the waterfall that shook the ground and raked the sky.
Clouds of terrified birds rose from their limbed sanctuary, wheeling in all directions at once.

Is laughter necessary?The black Dragon shook her head, annoyed. What is so funny?

When you told me that you did not want to know, I made a wager with myself, and now I have won that
wager.

All right then. Tell me.

As you wish.The red Dragon looked smug. IThave brought Minnum into play.
You haven't!

Oh, but I have!

This is what you call alittle thing?

Well, you must admit, Minnum is not big.
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You are insufferable, you know that, don't you?

The red Dragon sidled over to rub up against his mate.

Are you angry? Tell me you are not angry with me.

[ am not one to bend the Laws.

Nor am I, but I had to do something. You see what Horolaggia has done, usurped the Malasocca.
I agree that was quite wicked of him, slaying the Cerrn and taking its place.

And Pyphoros. I have had enough of them flouting the Laws in our faces.

Minnum is, in himself, dangerous because he is so unpredictable.

A survivor, above all else.

Yes. And surviving inevitably means sacrificing others.

You are too dour.

But he will lie to them.

Of course he will lie. Miina saw to that. But that does not make him any less trustworthy.

And then there are the others. Surely they will be stirred out of their century's slumber by Minnum's
machinations...

You heard him. Minnum believes they are already awake.

Yes, and if they are...

Have you no faith in the Dar Sala-at?

She is too young and raw yet.

But you, Miina knows, are not. Put your faith in her as I have done.

The black Dragon shook her craggy head. Too much stands in her way.

Then here she will be tried, as it is foretold in Prophesy. Here she will begin to earn your faith.

The black Dragon grew even more pensive. Her eyes were both beautiful and expressive, the color and
luminosity of moonstones.There is something else. Have you considered that Horolaggia's preemptive

strike might have had another, more sinister motive?

The red Dragon's crystal claws extruded as he stamped in anger.More sinister than transmogrifying into
Lady Giyan? What could be?

It is possible that he sought the very response you have given, that he wants to draw us into the battle
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before our time, as was done to our sister, now imprisoned by the enemy.

Oh, yes, I forgot.There was a sneer on the red Dragon's face and fire danced in his nostrils.We all have
our time.

Exactly. It is not like the old days, my dear.
But we are eternal. Our responsibility is to see the return of the old ways.

The black Dragon sighed.True enough. But we must be mindful of our enemies and where we all are on
Asa'ara.

The Great Wheel of Fate.

There was a strange bitter tang to the red Dragon's tone that tugged mightily at his mate's heart.Yes. If
we move precipitously, we are vulnerable. She let her spiked tail twine with his.Let us pray to Miina that
your little intervention does not cause the Dar Sala-at's undoing.

Book Two:
GATE OF FORBEARANCE

Ofall the mistakes a sorceress may commit, impatience is, perhaps, the most egregious. With power
comes the ability to act, and with the ability to act comes the gnawing desire to do so, even when inaction
is clearly the most prudent course. Be now forewarned, o you eager disciples of Osoru!Learn
forbearance, learn it well, else suffer for your imprudence all the rest of your days."

-Utmost Source,
The Five Books of Miina

10

Egg

The lymmnal crouched in the shadows, waiting. The world around it was reflected in the curve of its three
smoke-blue eyes. There was about the steppe, in the scoured pleats and folds, the gnarled islets of trees,
beaches of pale lichen, and oceans of lavender grass, the sheer rumbling wrinkled breadth of'it, a
staggering sense of age, but also, something beyond age, a kind of unspeakablealoneness that arose,
spectral and shivering, from its rigorous beauty. Newcomers found its vastness vertiginous, but by the
time they had become coated by its fine ruddy dust, they were already intoxicated.

The night was moonsless, chill, the air above the flat grasslands of the great steppe utterly without weight,
magnifying the ghostly crenellated ice-pale peaks of the Djenn Marre. The grass, thigh high, had been
thickened by the darkness into a mass with heft and presence, a world unto itself. Within that world, the
lymmnal sensed something just below the threshold of movement, the small heat, perhaps, generated by a
body similarly crouched, or again, possibly, the shallow anxious breathing, the accelerated pulse of
someone coiled, someone about to spring into sudden action.

The lymmnal, lying low at the perimeter of the Gazi Qhan camp, had been trained to sense these
ephemera. Its nostrils dilated, quivering, and its three eyes scanned the darkness for the trace of an
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outline that was out of place. A marmalon poked its head above ground for a moment, but the lymmnal,
hungry as it was, ignored the rodent. The marmalon vanished at the soft swish of the finbats' flight. A
formation of them dived and swooped toward the tops of the wild grass, skimming for supper. Then,
they, too, were gone. High clouds scudded, a presence, darker than dark, and these, too, the lymmnal
noted.

The scent came a split second before the movement, for it had learned that under extreme tension these
biped interlopers exuded a scent. And so, it was already in midleap when the body began its run inside
the perimeter.

Utterly silent, the lymmnal buried its triple set of teeth into the interloper's shoulder. Then its full weight
struck the interloper, knocking him off his feet. The lymmnal dodged the one swipe of the interloper's
blade, then snapped its powerful jaws, crushing his shoulder socket. The interloper passed out, and the
lymmnal, well satisfied, dragged the body back into the circle of firelight that surrounded the tree.

The sixteen Gazi Qhan sat or stood around the tree, which rose, winged and proud, from the red soil. A
fire cracked and sparked, a stewpot, crusty with soot, sat on ashes nearby. On the far side of the tree,
but very close to it, a female lay on her back. Her belly was a mountain stroked by a male as he said the
Ber-Bnadem, the birth prayer cycle. Another female knelt between the pregnant female's legs, speaking
slowly and softly as if to the newborn about to arrive.

Othnam made a sign to the lymmnal, and it obediently released the interloper. Mehmmer, Othnam's
younger sister, joined him in dragging the interloper to the tree.

"Jeni Cerii," Othnam said as he scruffled the thick fur behind the lymmnal's muscle-ridged neck.

Using the heel of his hand, he brought the Jeni Cerii back to consciousness. For a half hour they
interrogated him without receiving a single answer.

Mehmmer spat onto the spy's face.

Someone threw a hunk of raw meat to the lymmnal, who immediately gulped it down with a brief snuftling
sound. Lymmnals made little or no noise unless they were in extreme distress.

Othnam looked up at the thornbeam tree, gnarled, gray-black, old as Time itself, and utterly magnificent.
He and his sister had tended this tree from the moment they were old enough to walk; their parents and
grandparents were buried here, protected by its roots. It belonged to Othnam and Mehmmer now, a
legacy of hope and transcendence. It would be their children's long after they themselves were turned to
dust. When they returned from their long treks into the wilds, this tree was their anchor, their succor, the
sight of which informed them that they were home.

Using the killing limb, the strongest branch of the tree, Othnam and Mehmmer strung the Jeni Cerii up by
his neck, letting him strangle slowly and painfully as was the custom. His kicking brought down a shower
of small, hard fruit. No prayers were said at his death. This, too, was the custom.

Mehmmer's dark glittering eyes watched the death throes with a good measure of satisfaction. She was
tall, as broad-shouldered as her brother. Her hair was blue-black, a mane of intricate braids strewn with
tiny, spotted ghryea shell, discs of dark-striped amber, teardrops of emperor carnelian. She wore tight
leather breeches that came to just below the knee, a loose-sleeved wraparound shirt of undyed muslin
and yellow, thin-soled shoes with curled-up silver tips. A simple belt cinched her waist, from which hung
a narrow-bladed sword, a scimitar, and a jewel-hilted dirk she had made herself.
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In fact, she had forged her brother's push-dagger, which was most useful both in stealth and in
hand-to-hand combat. The beautifully weighted ball hilt was held in the fist, the slender ovoid blade
protruding from between the index and middle fingers. It was a stabbing weapon, rather than a slashing
one, and so ideal in cramped quarters. It had saved Othnam's life more than once.

"Less than a day's trek from Agachire, and we are shadowed by the Jeni Cerii," Mehmmer said. "What
should we do?"

"We shall bring this proof of Jeni Cerii perfidy to Makktuub," Othnam said.

"What if Makktuub asks." A look of alarm crossed Mehmmer's face. "What if he wants to know what
we were doing?"

"We are simple merchants, pious and peaceful."

Mehmmer looked uneasily at the dead spy swinging from the noose they had fashioned. "It is the pious
part that concerns me."

"The Ghorvish prayer sites are secret from both Jeni Cerii and Makktuub." Othnam looked away. "Rest
assured, sister, that they shall remain that way."

"But going to Makktuub."
"I am well acquainted with the dangers," he said, more sharply, perhaps, than he had intended.
"Yes, of course, we both are. Our parents."

"Let us not speak now of their suffering," Othnam said softly. "We have spent the last three days singing
the wholeKhendren prayer cycle on the anniversary of their death in order to honor their lives."

"Yes, brother."

"We will not make the same mistake they did," he whispered. "We will be Makktuub's friends; we will do
his will. And in return he will leave us to our beliefs and our faith."

While Mehmmer was dark, Othnam was not. He had golden hair, which he wore, as all the males did, in
a thick, twisted knot, shiny with oils, on top of his head. His face, creased by sun, wind and, once only,
an enemy's blade, was strong and finely sculpted. He possessed the eyes of the true mystic, seeing what
others could not. These eyes, blue as the sky, were shot through with vivid emerald flecks-Ghorvish
whorls, as they were called, proof that he was among the chosen of the Ghor, the wise men of ancient
times who had received theMokakaddir, the ecstatic prayer cycle the Gazi Qhan chanted, from Jiharre
himself.

The lymmnal broke from Othnam's side, trotting over to the newborn and began to lick off its amniotic
fluids. The mother beamed, touching with her fingertips the baby's tiny moist toes.

Brother and sister followed the lymmnal, firelight and the webbed shadows cast by the twisted thornbeam
branches playing over them. Mehmmer took the female baby into the crook of her strong, sun-bronzed
arm, wiping it down as custom dictated with her soft woven sinschal, the long scarf wound around the
head and neck, protection from sun, wind, rain, and dust. Then she kissed the child in the center of her
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forehead. Othnam stood beside her, his curved dirk held before him. While Mehmmer chanted, he made
the three small ritual cuts over the sternum with the tip of the blade. The child screamed, the blood flowed
from her tender flesh, dripping onto the mother's bare belly. Then Mehmmer stanched the flow, using an
ointment. The baby ceased to cry. Her unfocused eyes stared into infinity, and she took a firm grip on
Mehmmer's finger. Smiling, Mehmmer passed her over to Othnam, who lifted the babe up to the night
sky and recited the ritual prayer: "Life's first wound has been given and received. The tribe has received
blood as proof of lifelong allegiance and devotion. The first blessing is now given and received. Little one,
may you grow large, powerful of limb and mind. May all the Korrush be your pasture and your
battlefield. May you live one hundred years, long enough to see unity and the face of the Prophet."

When the rite was over, Othnam returned the newborn, whose name was Jeene, to her parents, and he
and Mehmmer set about cutting down the Jeni Cerii. They stripped off the clothes, took the weapons as
booty, which they gave to the newborn's parents since the Jeni Cerii was killed on the night of their
daughter's birth.

While the red dust of the Korrush skittered through the campsite, they squatted over the corpse, slowly
and methodically stripping the skull of skin and flesh. They knew little of the Jeni Cerii-or of any of the
other tribes, for that matter-save to fear them. The grisly work they did now served as a kind of balm to
soothe this primitive fear. Not far away, the loyal lymmnal lay curled contentedly by the fire, watching
them incuriously out of the eye that was set between its ears in the back of its head.

The lymmnal rose out of a shallow sleep, for lymmnal did not sleep as it is commonly understood.
Opening its eyes one by one, it rose soundlessly, trotting away from the sleeping figures ranged around
the thornbeam tree, crowned now by a new white skull, drying in the first ruddy rays of sunlight slanting
across the Korrush.

The lymmnal kept its nose to the ground, its haunches semicon-tracted. The scent was wholly unfamiliar.
Its long furred head wagged back and forth like the point of a compass. Though it crept forward in its
standard attack stance, it was curious as well as wary.

The scent at length led it to an unfamiliar female creature who sat, a voluminous greatcoat swept tight
around her. She was hunched over, possibly asleep, but at the lymmnal's approach her head came up
very slowly. Her eyes opened and gazed upon the lymmnal.

The tension went out of the animal's frame, and it crouched, its forepaws stretched out in front of it. It
gave a little sound and, after a short silence, the creature responded in kind. A murmured conversation
ensued as the other creature crept a little closer, until finally their snouts touched, their noses twitched as
they scented each other, then licked each other.

The lymmnal was thus surprised at the expressions on its masters' faces when it brought the new creature
into camp. It could not understand why Othnam drew his sword and Mehmmer glowered at the hooded

figure.

"What is this trick, stranger, that you have used to gull our lymmnal?" Mehmmer growled as the rest of
the camp began to stir. Other weapons were unsheathed, lifted pointfirst toward the intruder. "If the Jeni
Cerii sent you to plead for their spy's life, it is too late." She gestured to the skull whitening in the early
sunlight.

Riane pushed the hood of Nith Sahor's greatcoat off her head with one hand while she stroked the ridged
back of the docile lymmnal with the other. "As you can see, I am not Jeni Cerii nor a member of any of
the Five Tribes. I come from the southern city of Axis Tyr. My name is Riane."
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Mehmmer said, "That cannot be your real name."

"To that, I can only say that Riane is the only name known to me. I have no memory of my early years
high in the Djenn Marre; I can recall neither parents nor whether I have any siblings."

An unreadable expression flickered briefly across Mehmmer's face before Othnam introduced himself
and his sister.

"If you are Gazi Qhan, then I have not lost my way." Riane smiled. "To answer your question, I seem to
have a way with animals. Also, I believe this creature knew I was no threat to you." She looked around
at every face, marked Othnam and Mehmmer most closely.

"Assuming you speak truthfully, why have you journeyed so far from Axis Tyr?" Mehmmer said shortly.

"I wish only safe passage to Agachire. I seek an audience with the dzuoko of-"

"We know you not. You are mad if you think we will give safe passage into the heart of our territory."
Mehmmer took a menacing step toward Riane, lifting the edge of her sword, but Othnam stayed her.

"My sister is still unsettled by the discovery of the Jeni Cerii spy," he said. "My apologies."

"I thank you," Riane replied, "but none are needed. I do not blame you for your suspicions. It seems you
live in a precarious balance."

"Yes. There is continual war between the tribes, raid and counterraid, death and vengeance, which
begets more vengeance and more death." Othnam pointed with his chin. "I see you carrying a dagger of
an unusual manufacture. Would you allow me to see it?"

"Certainly." Riane handed over the dagger Eleana had given Annon. It was her most prized possession.

Othnam took it and, in one swift motion, put the edge of its blade to her throat. "Are you not afraid that I
will cut you open from ear to ear?"

"I am afraid, yes, that your hand will slip and inadvertently draw blood," Riane said. "But as to your
meaning, if [ were afraid of you, I never would have given you my dagger."

Othnam grunted, reversed the dagger, holding it out to Riane.
Mehmmer again grew agitated. "Othnam, don't-"

"Hold it, if you wish," Riane said to Othnam. "While I am under your protection I can't think why I would
need it."

Othnam nodded, seemingly pleased. "We will give you safe passage to Agachire."

Mehmmer rounded on him, her eyes blazing. "Brother, are you mad? You cannot mean what you say,
this one came from the same direction as the Jeni Cerii spy we hung scant hours ago."

"I walked all night," Riane said. "I saw no one."
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Othnam was about to answer her when a cry from the other side of the camp caught their attention.
Paddii, the newborn's father was running toward them, gesticulating. "It is Jeene," he said. His face was a
mask of anxiety. "She has stopped breathing. We have tried everything-We don't know-"

"Let me look at her," Riane said at once.

"Take one step..." Mehmmer warned.

"Please," Paddii said. "Someone do something. My daughter is dying."

Riane said, "Your guardian has saved your lives many times. It knows I mean you no harm. Why do you
doubt its judgment now?"

"What if you have bewitched it with sorcery?" Mehmmer said.

"We have heard of sorcerers, evil beings known as sauromicians," Othnam said. "They blaspheme against
the Prophet Jiharre."

"I am no sauromician," Riane said truthfully. "I have given you my weapon. Please let me help."
Othnam hesitated, then nodded. With Paddii jogging at their side, he led Riane to where Paddii's tiny
daughter lay blue and unmoving atop her mother's belly. The mother was weeping, chanting prayers

through her sobbing.

Riane knelt. She opened the newborn's mouth, stuck her finger down the tiny throat. "The baby has
something in her windpipe. If you do not attend to her immediately, she will be dead within minutes."

The mother moaned, and Paddii rolled his eyes.

Mehmmer brushed Riane aside, stuck her own finger into the infant's mouth. "There is an impediment,"
she said. She hunched over, her face filling with blood an she concentrated. "I cannot... It will not come
out."

"[ can save the child."

"You will not touch her," Mehmmer said shortly.

"Will you deprive the newest member of your tribe the chance to live simply out of anger and suspicion?"

"Mehmmer," Othnam said gently, "as Riane said, our loyal Haqqa trusts her. We will watch her closely.
Let her help."

Mehmmer scowled, then she rose, nodded curtly, and stepped aside to make room for Riane. "If the
baby dies..." She waggled the tip of her sword.

Riane ignored her as best she could. On her knees, she took the little girl up in her arms, pried open her
mouth. The cause of the obstruction, she soon discovered, was a tiny undeveloped fruit from the tree that

had blown into her open mouth while she slept. It was lodged in the tiny throat.

"It must be true," Mehmmer said fretfully. "The fruit fall at the beginning of winter."
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Riane tried to gauge the grave expressions on the others' faces. She was worrying that winter had already
begun, and she seemed no closer to finding the Veil of a Thousand Tears. Clearly, these folk did not trust
her. What if she could not get to Perrnodt? What if Perrnodt did not know where it was? Calming her
mind, she put all her doubts aside and concentrated on the task at hand. "Do either of you have a
narrow-bladed weapon?"

Mehmmer reacted as if Riane had struck her. "What would you-?"
Othnam handed over his push-dagger, and his sister glowered at him.
"[ pray to Jiharre you know what you are doing, stranger."

Riane kept the thumb and forefinger of her left hand at the hinges of the baby's mouth, while she lowered
the narrow blade down the infant's throat.

The mother gave a stifled scream, and Mehmmer's prayers rose all the louder.

The point reached the level of the fruit. Riane knew she had only one shot at this. If she missed spearing
the thorn, or even overshot the mark by a fraction, the blade had every possibility of piercing the infant's
neck right at the spot where the main artery pulsed. But if she did nothing, the newborn was dead

anyway.

Saying a silent prayer to Miina to guide her hand, she struck downward with the slight angle she had
calculated in her mind. The tip pierced the fruit cleanly, and Riane drew it up and out of the infant's
mouth.

Riane handed the push-dagger back to Othnam while she forced air into the baby's starving lungs. When
the baby was breathing on her own again, she handed her back to her mother, who was weeping openly
with relief and gratitude.

"Thank you," Othnam said.

Riane nodded and stood. "May I have something to drink?"

Someone started to comply, but with a gesture Mehmmer stopped them. She went herself and poured
water from a crescent bladder hanging on a wooden peg into a copper cup, gave it to Riane. Briefly, their
hands touched, they looked into each other's eyes.

"It would be an honor to give you safe passage to Agachire," Mehmmer said. She took the drained cup
from Riane's hand, and said very softly, "Perhaps my anger and suspicion comes from stripping the flesh

from too many of our enemy's skulls."

Riane said, "It would, I think, be wise to suggest to the mother that she move from beneath the tree. It
was one of its thorns that almost killed the babe."

Mehmmer hesitated a moment. ""You could have told her that yourself."
Riane smiled. "Mehmmer, would it not be better if it came from you?"

Mehmmer's dark eyes searched Riane's face. Then she nodded briefly and went to talk to the father
about moving the family.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

While she did so, Othnam gave Riane a look, and she followed him a little way from the campsite. Haqqga
trotted after them, sat panting, leaning against their calves.

"Y ou said something before about needing to find the dzuoko Perrnodt."
"I did not mention her name."

He laughed softly. "You did not have to. There is only one kashiggen in the Korrush: therefore, only one
dzuoko."

"Could you make the introduction?"

His odd intense eyes seemed to scour the flesh from her. "Why are you seeking her?"
"I wish to be her student."

Mehmmer returned from her errand, and grunted. "You do not look like imari material."

Of course, she wasn't imari material. She had come to the Korrush to be taught by Perrnodt and to beg
her to show her where theMaasra was hidden. It would be foolhardy to confess that to tribesmen she
barely knew and who were already suspicious of her. "Nevertheless," she said as forthrightly as she
could, "this is what I desire above all else."

Othnam nodded gravely. "Then I shall see to it myself. But first, of course, you will have to meet
Makktuub."

Makktuub lived in a palace of silence. It was actually three structures in one, like three concentric circles.
In the outermost part, the public part, all the quotidian official business of the tribe was transacted. There
was a certain bustle, everyone moving at double time across carpet-strewn floors, the hubbub diffused
only slightly by the latticework of fragrant lyssomwood screens. Beneath the tent fabric, wood, and stone
the palace was composed of a formalism and geometry that spoke of the kapudaan's absolute power.

Beyond, in the middle section, was a smaller space, more comfortable perhaps, but rather less grand than
the one surrounding it. Here, Makktuub met once a day to confer with the Djura, his inner council,
composed of seven venerable religious judges. With voices no louder than the burble of water in a pond,
soothing and controlled, the Djura hammered out laws, interpreted intelligence from the far-flung edges of
the chire, sought remedies for problems both fiscal and military. The Djura sometimes met without
Makktuub. The judges, long beards shot with grey, reclined on gold-appliqued pillows, drawing
sustenance from low, lacquered tables piled with dried fruits, boiled grains, and spiced sweetmeats.

There was an exquisite screen behind them, incised by the finest hands in Agachire, a lattice of the most
fragrant lysommwood that had taken three artisans a year to carve into the shapes of branches, leaves,
birds, animals, and fish. From behind this pierced barrier, Makktuub often sat in dappled shadow,
listening in complete silence to the earnest arguments and bright ideas when the Djura thought he was
away on other business. In this way he not only kept his finger on the pulse of his tribe, but also gained
invaluable knowledge of his advisors, for, often enough, they were more apt to reveal their true feelings
out of his presence. They, like every member of the Gazi Qhan, feared the ferocious acts that had
brought him to power, and kept him firmly in place.

But it was in the center of the palace, a dizzying labyrinth of corridors, garden-courtyards, high-ceilinged
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chambers, light-strewn baths, and cushion-festooned salons where the kapudaan shed all his many public
personas. Here, silence reigned supreme. No one spoke unless expressly directed to by Makktuub
himself. The staff that served him by day, the females from his haanjhala who attended him at night,
communicated through a form of sign language Makktuub himself had devised.

In the presence of this profound silence many small, subtle pleasures could be identified, isolated, and
savored: the breeze rustling the leaves of the perfumed limoniq and lyssomwood trees, the sunlight on the
blooms of the magnificent blood-rose bushes, the complex melodies of the golden laerq, hopping from
bar to bar within their ornate copper cages, the pattern of clouds as they passed across the kapudaan's
field of vision. It was Makktuub's firm and abiding belief that such moments of bliss allowed him to return
refreshed and restored to the frantic swirl of motion, opinion, argument, intrigue and, ultimately, decision
that was his life. For it was never easy commanding one of the Five Tribes, and most often it was
profoundly difficult.

And so, it was to this trifurcated place that Othnam and Mehmmer brought Riane once the party had
returned to Agachire. By blazing daylight, the setting was magnificent, so vast it made Riane's eyes
water-a low-lying tree-strewn quadrant abutting a somnolent river that wound more or less northwest all
the way into the jagged Djenn Marre, whose magnificent purplish silver massifs fulminated like storm
clouds against the northern horizon. The peaks here seemed even taller and more forbidding than they
were farther west-all save the Great Rift, that mysterious and deadly fissured rent in the mountain range
that had swallowed whole the ill-fated V'ornn expeditions to the Unknown Territories. Though Annon
had heard many stories about it, Riane hadnever actually seen the Great Rift before. That massive black
slash, tempest-struck and impassable, seemed to draw her like a lodestone. For a moment, the longing to
know what was on the other side was like a pain in her chest. Then, her more immediate surroundings
seized all her attention.

To begin with, she was taken aback by Agachire itself for, truth be known, it was more of a city than the
village of common Axis Tyr gossip. Her first impression was of a violent swirl of colors, a veritable
rainbow of finely woven fabrics, all in a pattern of wide diagonal stripes. When she commented upon this,
Othnam told her the fineness of the cloth was strictly a matter of utility-the more finely a fabric was
woven, the better it would keep out the omnipresent dust of the Korrush, borne upon the incessant,
sweeping winds endemic to the steppe. That proved a key piece of information, for, as she looked more
closely, she noticed that the city was made up of highly imaginative and elaborate tents. To be sure, there
were walls of some kiln-dried material, whitewashed to a sheen that blazed beneath the sun, but the
majority were of the gaily striped fabrics.

She passed numerous caravans of beasts of burden known as ku-omeshals, which she had first noticed in
Mehmmer and Othnam's camp. They were six-legged, short-haired beasts of an orangey dun color about
one-third again as large as a male cthauros. Everything about them save for their stunted ears seemed
unnaturally elongated: their bulbous snouts, buck-toothed jaws, massive, muscled necks, and
ungainly-looking legs. But their oddest feature, as far as Riane was concerned, was their ridged backs.
Between these natural separators were crates, barrels, and iron-banded boxes lashed inside thick netting.

"They may have a comical appearance," Othnam had told her, "but they are able to carry at least three
times the load of even the most powerful cthauros. Also, they require almost no water and a minimum of
food, storing nutrients in their humps, making them ideal for long treks over even the most daunting
terrain."

A vast panoply of smells and voices assaulted her. From behind rolling carts, street vendors were
hawking everything from freshly baked flat bread to sweet paste candies made of what appeared to be
ground seeds and amber honey. Naturally enough, the mingled aromas of spices rose everywhere from
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open stalls, enormous sacks, and groaning barrels. Cubes of skewered meats and vegetables sizzled on
open flames,mounds of perfumed grains studded with nuts and sweetmeats were being ladled into bowls.
Voices rose in singsong melodies as the merchants sought to entice passersby with their wares.

A vendor behind a black-and-white stand gestured to them and raised his oddly high voice, "You have
the unmistakable look of weary travelers."

He was pouring a thick brown liquid with a most tantalizing aroma from a squat, swoop-necked copper
pot into tiny cups without handles. "Come dust off your clothes and slake your thirst with a cup of my
ba'du, made from the finest beans." His features were all but lost within the wild beard that climbed his
cheeks like dense vines. His thick-fingered hands gestured almost as if he were dancing. "Come, come,
now step this way. I go to the far ends of Agachire to gather my beans; I know how travels can take their
toll. What better restorative than a cup of strong ba'du?" He placed a cup in Othnam's hand, then one in
Mehmmer's. He cocked an eye at Riane and, nodding and grinning, gave her one, as well. "Drink up, my
friends. Enjoy the best ba'du in all Agachirer He snorted and shook his head. "What am I saying? The
best in all the Korrush!" His eyes sparked and his hands danced. "If you do not agree, why, then you pay
nothing. What could be fairer than that?"

Othnam and Mehmmer sipped at their cups. Riane tried to follow their lead, but she was unused to the
small cup, and she swallowed too much. The sweet, strong liquid burned her throat, and she immediately
coughed it up.

"Drink more," the vendor urged. "Drink more."

Riane cleared her throat and tried again, this time more circumspectly. After only a couple of sips her
head began to buzz.

"Is this alcoholic?" she asked.

The vendor roared. "Oh, no, no. Ba'du has its own tonic-enzymes and such-brought out by exquisitely
slow and careful roasting." He gestured toward the skull of the Jeni Cerii Othnam was carrying. "Feed it
to that one, and I swear he has a chance to rise and live again!" He laughed and laughed, refilling their
cups. "No charge for the refill," he said.

As Othnam was paying him, the merchant said, "Is that skull a trophy of victorious combat?" As Othnam
transferred the skull from one arm to the other, the merchant continued. "Come, come, you cannotbe
ashamed of your prowess." His eyebrows raised. "Unless, of course, this is no trophy at all but the
blessed remains of one of your kin."

Othnam shook his head. "It is the skull of a Jeni Cerii who came upon us not a full day's trek from
Agachire."

"So close to the city. A deeply disturbing incident, to be sure," the vendor said. "Should this not be
reported to the authorities?"

"As it happens we are on our way to see the kapudaan," Mehmmer said. "Your piteous importuning has
delayed us."

"Only temporarily, I assure you," the ba'du vendor said. Then he fixed his black eyes upon Riane. "This is
your first time in the Korrush, yes?"
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Riane nodded.

"And what is your impression?"

"I am struck," she said, "by how complex and alive everything is."
"Indeed?" The vendor raised his eyebrows.

"The majority of the population of Axis Tyr is convinced that you are a primitive lot with nothing of
interest to offer."

"And why have you come all the way from Axis Tyr?" the vendor asked. "For centuries the Kundalan
have ignored us. As you yourself admit, you consider us savages."

"I have come to see for myself," Riane said. "And to find the dzuoko Perrnodt."

The ba'du vendor scratched his beard ruminatively. "Have you a vital message for her?"

"I seek to become her student," Riane said.

"You are to become an imari, then. Who was your dzuoko in your homeland?"

"I have no training as an imart."

"No one sent you, then?"

"I came entirely on my own. Since I have come all this way I hope I will find her at her kashiggen."

"Oh, there is no doubt of that," the vendor said. "Perrmodt never leaves Mrashruth, not even for a
moment."

"Now that seems passing strange."

But the vendor apparently had lost interest in this topic, for he raised the copper pot, and said, "May I
inquire, how do you like your first taste of ba'du?"

"I think it needs some getting used to."

"There will be no charge, then." He accepted the empty cup, smiling, his red lips just visible through the
thicket of his beard. "I wish you luck on your mission, youngling."

"Thank you," Riane said, as they took their leave.

As she passed through the crowded, market-lined boulevard, flanked by Othnam and Mehmmer, she
was given only cursory glances from the passersby. They wore a variety of clothing. Some were clad in
the tight leather breeches Mehmmer favored, others in striped robes with sinschals over their head. All,
however, wore the curious slipperlike shoes with the curling tips.

"They're exceedingly comfortable and well suited for the terrain," Othnam said with a glance at Riane's
high boots when she asked about them.


http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Generated by ABC Amber LIT Converter, http://www.processtext.com/abclit.html

Riane took time to study the faces of the Gazi Qhan, which were stained and deeply etched by the harsh
elements of the steppe. These were fierce, proud faces with clear, intelligent eyes. If they appeared worn
as desert stones, there was at least no fat around their necks, no slackness about their jaws.

The kapudaan's palace lay at the heart of Agachire, at the confluence of all the major boulevards, even
though those thoroughfares were composed of little more than the tightly packed reddish soil of the
Korrush itself. As they came within sight of it, Othnam delivered a warning to Riane to hold her tongue
unless directly asked a question. Mehmmer gave her several hand signals to use if she wished to
communicate with either of them.

There were no doors within the palace, rather a multitude of gates. These gates were made of fragrant
wood, striated stone, cunningly worked copper, even, in one instance, tightly woven vines dotted with a
profusion of tiny blushing flowers. Beyond this last gate, Riane glimpsed a bevy of giggling females before
she and her group were swept onward, conveyed with the breathless alacrity of palace life by Sawakagq,
one of the kapudaan's advisors. Each gate was flanked by a pair of burly armed guards, who regarded
her with a scrutiny so absolute it was almost frightening.

And so they passed from the cacophonous outer section where rough justice was meted out by a
member of the Djura, to the murmurous middle court where the Djura met. Riane was led past highly
polished wooden latticework screens through which she glimpsed a small group of males-she went by
too quickly to be certain of their number-who lounged on what looked like pillows of gold. They ate and
spoke with a languor that was at odds with the speed with which everyone raced through the palace.

With a sweep of his arm, Sawakaq gestured them onward, into a large tented chamber where they were
bade to wait. Sawakaq vanished without so much as offering them a swallow of water. There was no
furniture whatsoever, no place to sit or take one's leisure.

They stood alone and silent in the center of this strange and eerie tented hall. Strange and eerie because
the striped-fabric walls were lined with row upon row of bare-chested guards, who stood shoulder to
shoulder, absolutely immobile, seemingly oblivious to the guests.

For over an hour Riane stood thus with Othnam and Mehmmer who, by their expressions, appeared to
think nothing of this odd state of affairs. At no time did Riane notice one of the guards move so much as a
muscle. Save for their steady, shallow breathing, they might have been statues most cleverly sculpted into
simulacra of the real thing.

Thus Riane was witness to Makktuub's adamantine will long before she arrived at the heart of the palace.

At last, Sawakaq reappeared, looking shining and refreshed. Without a word, he signed for them to
follow him out of the hall of guards, through a corridor, and into a tiny entry. He gestured at the plainest
of wooden gates through which he himself appeared forbidden to go.

Again, the guards flanking the gates scrutinized Riane, but this time she gazed back at them with a
kuomeshal-like placidity.

Through the gates, they found themselves in a formal garden dominated by a tiled hexagonal pond.
Amber-and-black fish of several varieties, none of which were familiar to Riane, swam serenely among
the floating blue-green pedda-pads. Birds trilled from their perches in thorny fire bushes.

Riane hurried after Othnam and Mehmmer, who were striding through this fantasy land as if it were a
hectare of barren featureless steppe. Down a corridor with billowing diagonal-striped walls they went,
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their thin-soled slipper-shoes making no sound whatsoever on the wooden floor. Riane was instantly
aware of the noise, however small, her boots were making. She became more and more self-conscious
until, with a sign to Othnam and Mehmmer, she stopped, pulled off her boots, and thenceforth carried
them under her arm.

The short corridor gave out onto a chamber strewn with so many cushions Riane could not see the floor.
All were studded with gold circles, incised with a curious birdlike sigil. Low graven copper tables were
here and there scattered about, and filigreed oil lamps gave off a warm and comforting light. But it was
the walls that took her attention. They were made of a matte black fabric, densely woven and completely
covered in a blizzard of arcane silver lacquer lettering, all shallow arcs, bright dots, quick slashes,
scimitared streaks.

Riane opened her mouth to ask about the writing, but Mehmmer quickly put a finger to her lips,
cautioning her to remain silent.

The chamber was deserted, but apparently Mehmmer and Othnam were expecting this, for they stood
just inside the doorway, still and waiting. When dealing with the kapudaan, they had informed her on their
journey here, strict form, custom, and courtesies were of paramount importance.

Riane felt as if the world had been steeped in silence. She felt waves of it rolling across the chamber, felt
the coolness of it against her cheeks, and when, at last, her ears were filled to overflowing with it,
Makktuub made his appearance.

He was not tall as Gazi Qhan went, but he was unquestionably imposing. He had a rather large head, and
it was squarish, as if he had come into the world unfinished. This lent him the appearance of someone
feral, unpredictable, and, therefore, dangerous. His cheeks were very red, as if scrubbed raw by the
wind, and he was dressed in indigo from curly-haired head to curly-tipped slipper-shoe. He wore loose
trousers and blouse under a floor-length sleeveless outer garment worked in an intricate geometric
pattern of jeweled beads and iridescent thread. Around his waist was a wide belt of suede, dyed indigo.
A matched pair of ceremonial dirks rode at his hips, the sapphires embedded in the butts flashing like
winking eyes. Each of his thick fingers was banded by a jeweled ring.

He smiled when he saw Othnam and Mehmmer, and held out his hands, took one of theirs in each of his.
"Othnam. Mehmmer," he said in a booming voice. "You have not been in my house for many years."
They did not say a word because he had not yet asked them to speak.

His canny black eyes swept across Riane for a moment before returning to the brother and sister. "I
understand that you have brought me a gift of the enemy."

Again, not a word in reply was uttered.

Makktuub lifted his left hand and as if from out of nowhere a bare-chested servant appeared with an
enormous ceramic jar on his shoulder. As the servant came up, Othnam held out the bleached skull of the
Jeni Cerii. As the servant took the jar off his shoulder, Othnam turned the skull upside down. The servant
slowly poured the clear liquid into the receptacle of the skull. First, Makktuub drank from the skull, then
Othnam and Mehmmer. Riane had the distinct impression that she was witnessing a solemn and important
ritual.

"All guests drink from thehadaqq." Makktuub nodded, and Othnam turned to Riane, tilting the skull
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toward her mouth.
Riane's eyes watered as the fiery spiced liquid coursed down her throat.

Makktuub threw his head back and laughed from deep in the pit of his belly. "At least it did not come
back up." He slapped Riane hard between her shoulder blades. "That shows me fortitude. I am well
pleased." He said this last in the odd high voice of the ba'du vendor.

As Riane stared at him, he produced a thick black mat of hair, which he placed over the lower half of his
face. "My cheeks get so chapped from the glue," he said, throwing his head back and laughing again. His
voice had returned to its normal booming pitch. "Do not be shocked. I gain immeasurable pleasure and
knowledge from my periodic incognito forays into the city." He threw the fake beard to the side, where it
was deftly caught by one of his servants.

He made another discreet sign, and another servant took the skull from Othnam, washed and dried it,
wiped it down with a fragrant oil, and set it carefully on one of the copper tables.

"Now that the formalities have been dealt with, we will take our leisure." Makktuub gestured to the
cushions, but they did not sit until he did.

By lifting a hand, he caused yet another servant to hurry in with a beaten brass tray holding a large bottle
and blue glassware laced with gold.

As the servant filled the glasses and served them, Makktuub pointed a ringed finger at the gleaming skull.
"I am most eager to learn the details of the circumstances by which this came into your possession." He

looked expectantly at them.

Othnam and Mehmmer took turns describing how the Jeni Cerii had been taken by one of their lymmnals
as he tried to creep into their encampment.

"And this not a day's march from here?"

"Yes, kapudaan," Mehmmer, told him.

His face darkened, and he jumped up with such fury he almost overturned the brass tray, which the
servant whisked away from him without, astonishingly, overturning a cup or spilling a drop. "Did you
interrogate the spy?"

Othnam nodded. "We did our best, kapudaan."

Mehmmer spread her hands. "But we are not ourselves spies and so-"

"He remained mute," Othnam said.

"No matter." Makktuub whirled, the skirts of his floor-length coat rising upward in a spiral. "His presence
in such close proximity to Aga-chire confirms the warning I have been given of renewed aggression by

our neighbors," he said in a lowered, almost guarded, tone.

"Is there in truth no hope, kapudaan?" Mehmmer said. "Is there never to be peace among the Five
Tribes? Are we to be continually at one another's throats?"
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"This time, one way or another, there will be an end," Makktuub said "There is total war brewing, so my
spies inform me, and my bones reverberate with the voices of my ancestors, who cry out as one for us to
defend our land from those who wish to take it from us."

Of a sudden, he paused and, as if another thought possessed him entirely, he swung back around,
plunked himself upon a mound of cushions close to Riane. He stared deep into her eyes. "And now, at
this very moment, a stranger appears amongst us. Tell me how this came to be."

Riane opened her mouth, Makktuub's face broke into a thin smile, and she saw out of the corner of her
eye Mehmmer put a finger across her lips.

Othnam then told a precise and accurate account of Riane's appearance, the curious connection between
her and the lymmnal Haqqga - how their initial suspicion was melted by her offer to help the newborn
girlchild. "It is a surety that Jeene would have died without Riane's intervention," he concluded.

Makktuub's tongue pushed out one cheek, then the other, working overtime, as it seemed to do when he
was lost in thought. At length, he said, "The ba'du vendor asked you about your impressions of
Aga-chire. Now I ask you about your impressions of my court."

Riane thought but a moment before speaking, for she had already discerned that Makktuub admired
forthright answers above all others. "My impression is this, kapudaan. Your court is like an egg. First
comes the shell, which is hard and seamless and protects the whole. Inside the shell is the protein,
deceptively clear because it is also viscous enough to entrap anything that might somehow penetrate the
shell. At the center, protected by all that lies around it, is the yolk, richest in nutrients, the source of both
sustenance and perpetuation."

There was a small silence, by which Riane was able to deduce that she had surprised Makktuub, though
nothing of this appeared in his face.

He looked for a moment, not at her, but at Mehmmer and Othnam, addressing them when he spoke.
"Mayhap you have brought me a prize beyond your knowing."

They did not answer because they intuited that Makktuub required none.

His eyes lowered, taking in, as if for the first time, Riane's feet. His red lips pursed. "What is this? We
cannot have you go barefoot in Agachire." Seeing Riane hold up her boots, he shook his head. "Those
simply will not do, not in my court." He raised a hand and a servant miraculously appeared with a pair of
maroon shoe-slippers in his hand.

The servant knelt on one knee, took Riane's right foot behind the heel, and slipped on the thin-soled
shoe, then did the same with the left one. Riane all but gasped. Othnam had been telling the truth: the
shoes were exceptionally comfortable.

Makktuub cocked his head. "Do your new shoes please you?"

"Yes, kapudaan, most assuredly they do."

"Good. Then I, too, am pleased."

A clear tone of finality caused Othnam and Mehmmer to stop drinking. A servant took their empty
glasses, then they rose and Riane with them.
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Makktuub watched his obedient followers beneath hooded eyes. "You did well," he said languidly, "by
bringing me evidence of the Jeni Cerii treachery that I can parade before our people. You will be amply
rewarded for your loyalty before your feet cross the outer threshold to my court."”

As they turned to go, he raised his hand. "Hold. Riane will stay here."

"As you wish, kapudaan," Mehmmer said, bowing. "You have only to tell us when we may return for
her."

"As I said, Riane will stay here."
The briefest glance passed between brother and sister. "A thousand pardons, kapudaan," Othnam said,
"I have promised to myself convey her to the kashiggen Mrashruth. It is her desire to be introduced to

Perrnodt."”

The dark expression on Makktuub's face was terrible to behold. "Would you repeat the misstep of your
mother and father?"

"No, kapudaan," Othnam said hastily.

"They may obey you," Riane said, "but I will not." Her eyes flashed. "I did not come to the Korrush to
become your prisoner."

Makktuub gestured and, at once, the chamber was ringed by armed guards. Two of them stepped
behind Othnam and Mehmmer, the sound of metal rang out, and scimitars were placed against their
throats.

"If you attempt to defy me, youngling, I will have their throats slit. Here. At once." Marking the defiance
in her eyes, he continued: "Heed me well. On the day my father died, I murdered my three brothers so
that I would become kapudaan. I have absolutely no abhorrence of blood or killing."

Riane, looking deep into Makktuub's eyes, knew he was telling the truth. She could not allow Othnam
and Mehmmer to be killed on her account. She came and stood beside him. He laughed raucously as he
cuffed her on the side of her head. Riane felt a sharp, swift pain that took her breath away. Makktuub's
face, those of Othnam and Mehmmer began to swim, doubling, tripling.

Then she pitched forward, plunged into the bottomless abyss of unconsciousness.

11

Haan Jhala

You were going to leave, once again vanish into thin air, and this time for who knows how long." Eleana
stands accusingly before her. "Without a word said to me about what has or has not passed between us."

"You were sleeping," Riane says calmly, though not calmly enough to keep her heart from fluttering into
her throat. "You need your rest. I did not want to disturb you."

"Liar! Coward!" There are tears in Eleana's eyes. "You simply didn't want to answer any questions."
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"Questions?" Riane says as they stand just outside the Abbey of Warm Current on a cool starless night
Jjust moments before she will wrap herself in Nith Sahor's neural-net greatcoat and imagine herself into the
Korrush. "What questions?"

"About why you're suddenly acting like I am contagious."

"You are imagining that."

"Like I have thoroughly disappointed you. What have I done that you should push me away?"

"You've done nothing-" Riane says. "You see the impossibility of this."

"I see only an enigma."

A sadness weighing Eleana down that Riane finds unbearable, even though she knows she must accept it.
"I thought I knew you, but you have shut me out."

For an instant, Riane, torn by the madness of her love, feels the truth bubbling in her mouth. But she
knows Eleana would be horrified if she ever discovered the truth, and that is something Riane knows she
cannot live with. So she says, "Nothing has changed. We are still friends."

"Friends do not leave in the dead of night without so much as a good-bye."

"If a good-bye is what you want, then you have it."

Eleana slaps Riane hard. Then, her face abruptly pale, she turns and flees down the cracked stone path.

"N'Luuura take it," Riane says under her breath. She catches up with Eleana on the far side of the
western temple and, taking her by the elbow, whirtls her around. Tears are streaming down Eleana's face.

"Now you do hate me," Eleana cries. "How could I have struck the Dar Sala-at? I beg you, please
forgive me."

Her heart breaking, Riane says kindly, "There is no need."
"But Ishould be punished."
"For what?"

Eleana shakes her head, the tears streaming down her face. She breaks free and walks some distance
away.

"Go," Eleana says. "It's what you have to do, [ understand that."
"Eleana-"
"No, really. I do."

Riane opens her mouth to reply, shakes her head mutely, begins to turn away.
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"Why is this happening?" she hears Eleana say, and turns back. "Rekkk is lying near death. Lady Giyan
promised to take care of me through the birth of my child. She was helping me through-Miina forgive me
for my selfishness, but she is gone now, and in a moment, you will be, too."

So that is it, Riane realizes. Eleana believes she has been abandoned by everyone. For the first time, she
experiences Eleana's inner fear at bearing and rearing a child alone, a child who is half-V'ornn.

And then, through the attenuated lens of her dream, she hears Eleana saying, "That dagger you wear, I
know it well. I gave it to Annon months ago. How did you acquire it?"

And Riane had to think fast, angered that she had forgotten all about hiding it from Eleana. "Giyan gave it
to me on the afternoon when we first met. She said she wanted me to have it. Does that go against your
wishes?"

"No, I..." Eleana shakes her head wildly as the tears begin to stream from her eyes.

"Oh, do not cry, beloved," Riane says as her heart breaks, "for it is your own Annon who stands before
you. Can you not see him inside my eyes?"

But Eleana has already vanished....

Arising from her dream, a heady mix of wish fulfillment and the recent past, Riane found herself facing an
intricately worked lattice screen. As she focused, she saw that the highly detailed central carving was of a
male and female locked in an intimate and vividly sexual embrace. It was so lifelike, she started.

"Exquisite, isn't it?"

She turned at the soft, melodious voice. A beautiful young woman lounged on the same huge bejeweled
cushions upon which she herself lay. Riane licked her lips; her tongue felt swollen and her mouth was
unnaturally dry. All at once, she remembered her interview with Makk-tuub and the way he had drugged
her.

As she put a hand to her temple, the beautiful young woman said, "Oh, don't fret, the needle hasn't left a
mark." She smiled oddly, almost coldly. "It never does."

Making a quick inventory, Riane saw that Nith Sahor's greatcoat was gone.

"You had better get used to it," the beautiful young woman said with a smirk. ""You own nothing now, and
you never will again."

Her name, she said, was Tezziq, and she was small, dusky-skinned and dark-haired like Mehmmer, with
long, pale, almond-shaped eyes that curled like slipper-tips at their outer corners. With her flat
cheekbones and pouty lips she resembled the female on the latticework screen. Her hair, unlike
Mehmmer's, fell in a waterfall down her back, the high gloss of oil on it. Near the very end it was
gathered in a gold oval fillet incised with the same sigil carved into the stud that pierced her left nostril.

She saw where Riane was looking, and said, "That is the sign of the fulkaan. It is Makktuub's mark." She
cocked her head. "Do you even know what a fulkaan is, outlander? No?" There it was again, that odd,
cold smile. "It is the mighty bird of legend that sat atop Jiharre's shoulder and served as his personal
messenger." She made a moue. "But, oh, I forget, an outlander like you does not know who Jiharre is."
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"Jiharre is the Prophet of the Gazi Qhan," Riane said, "is he not?"
"He came to the Korrush from the Djenn Marre, an orphan seeking asylum," Tezziq said.
"And initially met with distrust, just as I have."

Tezziq's lip curled in contempt. "Comparing yourself to the Great Prophet is an efficient method of getting
yourself killed in some quarters."

"I will keep that in mind," Riane said.

A small unpleasant smile played across Tezziq's mouth. "If you would know, he lived in the small town of
Im-Thera, where he employed his remarkable skills at negotiation first to settle disputes between
individuals, then, as his reputation grew, between families and, eventually between Tribes."

"It was Jiharre who united the Five Tribes, was it not?"

"Through him they were bound by faith rather than by blood."

"But now the Tribes are in a perpetual state of war."

"When Jiharre died, the faith holding us together factionalized. Disputes arose among the holy ones as to
the meaning of Jiharre's words." Tezziq's eyes narrowed and became canny again. "But you are not here
for a lesson in religious history. Do you have any idea where you are, outlander? No? You are in the
kapudaan's haanjhala, the silken womb of his palace, the very organ of his pleasure and desire." Her
upper lip curled into her serpent of a smile. "Do you know why you are here? No?" She slowly spread
her shapely legs. "Do you see these diaphanous clothes I wear? Through them you can see my flesh and

yet you cannot. One moment [ appear all but naked, the other it seems I am as demurely clothed as a
crone whose once-potent sex has been shriveled by time."

Her long, slender fingers danced in the air. "There are many beautiful females in the haanjhala, and all-all,
that is, save you, outlander- have been trained to give Makktuub nights of optimum pleasure."

"Y ou are nothing more than Looorm-whores."

Tezziq's dark eyes flashed. "We are ajjan!" she said proudly. "We live to serve the kapudaan. What he
asks of us we accomplish in the most artful ways imaginable. In this we are no different than those who
fight for him, scheme for him, plow and sow for him."

"It is shameful what you do."

A baleful expression momentarily disfigured Tezziq's beautiful face. "Another reason to despise you,
outlander, you who drags your own shame like stinking offal into our sanctuary."

"If you hate me so much," Riane said, "why are you bothering to talk to me?"

"I have no other choice," Tezziq spat. "As Makktuub's first ajjan I am ordered to train you in the
nocturnal arts of most interest to him."

Riane felt her stomach double-clutch. "You don't mean that the kapudaan... that Makktuub means to..."
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"In every orifice he can find."
There was no mistaking the pleasure Tezziq gained from Riane's discomfort and consternation.
"Whatever he has in mind," Riane said softly, "I will not comply."

"Of course you will." Tezziq, thoroughly enjoying herself now, grasped a hand mirror that lay beside her.
"In fact, you have already begun to do so."

She held up the hand mirror in front of Riane's face, and Riane gasped.
"Exactly," Tezziq said acidly.
Riane gingerly touched the gold sigil-stamped stud that now pierced her left nostril.

Tezziq's grinning face appeared around the side of the hand mirror as she leaned forward. "Is the truth
beginning to penetrate that thick skull of yours, outlander? Oh, yes. Yes, I think it has." Her long,
green-tipped fingernail rimmed the mirror, then tap-tap-tapped its center. "In here is the truth. What do
you see reflected, hmm? [ will tell you then, outlander. It is your own future."

Divination Street ran on a more or less east-west line through Axis Tyr, and it was as wide as any of the
city's boulevards, so that those buildings on its north side were blessed with abundant light even during
autumn and winter. This was, primarily, why Marethyn had chosen the location for her atelier. She was
an artist, and light was the one commodity she could not do without.

Early in the morning, when the light was thin and crisp as a wafer, Sornnn watched Marethyn at her easel.
The easel was set up in the center of the atelier's light-flooded atrium, a huge and complicated
contraption, pigment-spattered and oil-stained, that looked, to him, like the beginning of the construction
of a suspension bridge. The notion of a bridge did not come idly to his mind, for it seemed to him that it
was the easel, rather than the canvas or the paints, that was the midwife to giving life to Marethyn's ideas.
Judging by her expression, it was her home, the place where she dwelled most deeply and completely. It
was both a passionate and a compassionate world.

As he watched, Marethyn turned her head a little, the better to assess how the light fell upon her subject.
For her part, the old Tuskugggun standing proudly in her crookedness seemed well at ease, despite the
carved heartwood cane on which she was obliged to lean. By her right elbow was a small paint-smeared
table on which were sitting a cup and pot, both filled with star-rose tea.

"You're certain you're all right?" Marethyn said without breaking her rhythm. "You're sure you're not
tired, Tettsie." Tettsie is what she called her grandmother Neyyore. It was a loving name, speaking of
giggling fun, damp kisses, and tiny treats, a survivor from Marethyn's childhood.

"I am perfectly wonderful, darling," Tettsie said, trying for a moment to crane her neck to get a look at
the painting. "Glowing like a mother with her first child."

This made Marethyn laugh, a sound so pure and rich and full that it pierced Sornnn's hearts clear through.
That night they had made love at the warehouse, he had been on the verge of telling her everything. He
had felt it rising up inside him, a pithy warmth, not at all an urge to confess, but a desire to share. But, in
the end, something had made him pause, an innate caution at the lack of a clear and uncompromised sign
that would make him certain he was right about her. Divulging anything of a personal nature did not come
easy to him; in this, he was like his father.
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"Do you remember," Marethyn said, talking to Tettsie, "when you would take me down to the deep
pools in the woods?"

"On the hottest days of summer," Tettsie said, taking a brief sip of her beloved tea, careful to return to
her pose. "Your father would have been very cross had he ever found out I had exposed you to the
world outside the city walls."

"That didn't stop you."

"No, it certainly didn't," Tettsie said. "In fact, I kept pushing the boundaries."

Her eyes had sunk inward, recalling that moment in glowing detail, the past on occasion more vivid to her
than the present. She had a regal head with tissue-thin skin. She had lived long, though it was clear she
had not emerged unscathed from time's assault. She seemed to cherish her age, a precious commodity
that made her special. And, indeed, she was special, and not only in Marethyn's eyes.

Marethyn switched brushes and laid on the new pigment thickly with the side of the brush, a brief deft
stroke, learned technique refined by instinct. "No one could ever make you flinch, Tettsie. You were not

like Mother."

"Do you remember the cthauros holding pen I used to take you to?" Tettsie was not comfortable talking
about her daughter.

Marethyn smiled. "Of course. We went practically every week. You taught me how to ride. I felt so
wickedly delicious, and I thought you looked so amazing sitting with your back straight, your head held
high, galloping across the countryside."

"Form is most important in riding, yes, darling? That is why it is a metaphor for life." Tettsie took a
another sip, quick and dainty, of her star-rose tea, and this time Marethyn noted the increased tremor in
her hand. "But I am thinking of one time. It was late in the year, just around this time, I believe, yes." The
past was so close she could feel it brush up against her shoulder. "The scent of baled glennan and
fertilizer, the cthauros' slow wheezy exhalations." She took a deep breath, let it slowly out. "The weather
was so filthy we turned around and went back."

"I remember."

"That was the first time you held an ion pistol."

"[ feltreally wicked. I felt as if when I was with you I was leading another life."

Tettsie laughed, a little girl's laugh, much as Marethyn's, lovely and musical. "Oh, my dear, you madesuch
a fuss that day!"

"I hit the qwawd's-eye." Marethyn stopped painting for a moment. "Three times."
"That was me. You didn't hit it until your third lesson."
"Oh yes. But after that I never missed."

"You were a natural sharpshooter. It was your artist's eye for nuance and detail." Tettsie pursed her lips.
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"Do you remember that Khagggun who used to come to the stables now and again? It was his ion pistol.
Our little secret."

"Good thing, too." Marethyn washed her brush free of green, dipped it into a pool of indigo. "Mother
would have confined me to the hingatta forever."

"I made sure she knew nothing about it!"

"That is just the way she still likes things, isn't it? When I complained to her about Kurgan keeping
Terrettt away from the Rescendance she professed pertect ignorance."

At the mention of Terrettt's name, Tettsie's face darkened. "Sadly your mother is content in her
ignorance," she said in an uncharacteristic bout of candor. "Well, she is in all ways a conventional

Tuskugggun."

"My father saw to that."

Tettsie's eyes rose briefly to meet Sornnn's, flashing him an enigmatic look. "He did what all V'ornn males
do."

Marethyn's brush shot across the canvas.

Tettsie said mildly, "When can I see the painting?"

"We're almost finished for today. Don't you want to sit down?"

"No. I do not. This is a standing portrait, not a sitting one. This was my wish."

The many lines radiating out to the corners of her face, furrowed now by the freshet of anger the
conversation had caused made her seem like a temple to the dead god Enlil, crumbling and empty but still
potent enough to disturb long-forgotten childhood memories.

Sornnn had no good memories of his own mother. Like all V'ornn families, his was dominated by the
males, the more so because his mother was often missing from the hingatta where she was supposed to
have raised him. Wives of Great Caste V'ornn lived their lives in hingatta after they had given birth. The
hingatta were communal residences, where groups of Tuskugggun fulfilled their duties raising their
children and, if they were lucky and did not need much sleep, plied their arts-weaving, painting, sculpting,
composing music, forging armor, and the like-in the small hours after their children were safely tucked in
bed. With his mother gone so often he would content himself with playing with the Phareseian
colorsphere she had given him for his sixth birthday. It was a small, hard, cool ball, he remembered,
containing three gases found on Phareseius Prime. The gases were incompatible and therefore shifted
constantly inside the sphere in an effort to get away from each other. The resulting chemical reaction
caused endlessly varied displays of violent color. And, if you held it long enough, you felt a rhythmic
pulsing not unlike the beating of V'ornn hearts. He hadn't thought about the colorsphere in many years.
What had become of it? he wondered. Gone, doubtless, along with all his other childhood toys.

But he had loved that toy until, one day, something quite inexplicable happened. His mother returned to
the hingatta, as abruptly as she had left, and she had changed. She exhibited a distinct aloofness toward
him, and he was sure he had disappointed her in some way that she could never forgive. And no matter
what he did that coldness just grew worse, until he gave up and she became a stranger in his eyes. In

direct consequence, he cleaved ever more closely to his father, eager to absorb everything that Hadinnn
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SaTrryn taught him.

When Hadinnn had died some months ago, his mother came to see him. She should not have. She was
not wearing indigo, the color of mourning, and she did not stay long. Outside, Sornnn had spied a stylish
two-seat hoverpod with a tall, slim, handsome Bashkir behind the controls. This individual sat slouched
slightly down, his bootheels on the polished titanium trim, arms crossed easily over his chest.

Sornnn should have been calm, but he was not. The lessons he had learned in the Korrush momentarily
deserted him. His father, the one V'ornn he idolized, was suddenly, shockingly, tragically dead, and here
came his mother, without an ounce of respect, in the company of another V'ornn. He couldn't even
remember what she said to him because he had exploded, hitting her so hard across the face that she had
cried out.

"Just like him," she had said with her hand to her stinging cheek. "Well. I suppose I should not be
surprised." There was no anger in her eyes, only a distant sadness just beyond her reach.

The tall, slim, handsome Bashkir had come running in response to her cry, at once advancing on Sornnn
but, surprisingly, Sornnn's mother had gripped him hard before he could utter the irrevocable challenge,
spinning him around, guiding him out of the residence without a backward glance. The ion hum of their
hoverpod had slashed through the thick mourning silence.

"What would I have done without you?" Marethyn was saying now to her grandmother.
"You would have found a way to survive," Tettsie said matter-of-factly. "Just as I did."

Marethyn washed the wide fan-head brush she had been using. The smell of the paints was very strong.
"Howdid you survive, Tettsie? How is it Grandfather never treated you like my father did my mother?"

"It wasn't for lack of trying, my darling. No, indeed. But I fought back in the only manner he would
understand. I became a font of knowledge about his rivals. I became an invaluable ally." Marethyn
looked up, startled. "So there was no love-?" "Love is not possible without respect." Tettsie shrugged.
"You, of all people, should know that."

Marethyn could not help but steal a glance at Sornnn, who stood still and silent and grave. "But you said
you became his ally." From the first, he had been at ease with Tettsie, and this had made Marethyn very

happy.

"True enough. But I think your grandfather soon came to despise what I did because when I came to
him... what I proposed... To him it was a kind of coercion that Tuskugggun ought not to know anything
about. I not only knew about it, I was singularly proficient in it. I gained in power, yes, but I became
anathema to him."

"Why didn't you stop?"

"It was already too late. For me. I could not go back to the way I had been, the way all the Tuskugggun
around me lived. Ground down by their mates. I found that reduced form of life unacceptable."

"But you loved Grandfather!" Marethyn cried. "You told me so yourself."

"Well, yes." A rueful smile played around Tettsie's mouth. "But the loss of that love... It was the price I
paid for living life the way itshould be lived."
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Marethyn came around the side of the painting. "What about Grandfather?"
"What about him?"
"Didn't he love you?"

"Once. So he said. But male V'ornn-" Tettsie broke off, and with another quick glance at Sornnn, smiled.
"Let us now speak of other, less weighty matters."

"No," Marethyn said stubbornly. "I want to know what you meant to say."

"All right, if you wish it." Tettsie's fingers gripped her cane more tightly. "I am of the opinion that V'ornn
males are incapable of romantic love. Most have no conception of what it is. The ones, like your
grandfather, who claim they do"-she shrugged-"are simply deluding themselves."

Marethyn turned to Sornnn. "And what is your opinion?"

He held up his hands. "This is strictly a family matter."

Tettsie said very calmly, "A family into which you intend to enter, if my intuition is right."
"Grandmother!" Marethyn cried in shock.

Tettsie's eyes were riveted on him. "Tell me if I am wrong, Sornnn SaTrryn."

"I see that I am going to be dragged into this whether I like it or not," he said in an attempt to make a
joke of it.

Her eyes never left his. "For me this is a matter of the utmost import."

"Very well, then."

Marethyn liked that he respected Tettsie's wishes as she herself did.

He nodded. "It seems to me that Tuskugggun are just as incapable of love as males."

"I do hope you have a specific example in mind," Tettsie said dryly.

"As it happens, I do. My own mother. She shirked her duty at the hingatta; she was cold and unfeeling. I
think she despised me, possibly because I was a male and not a female with whom she could share her

feelings."

"As it happens."Tettsie repeated the phrase."As it happens, I know your mother, Sornnn SaTrryn. We
have been friends for many years now."

"What?"
"Oh yes, it's true. It was to me she came when your father beat her."

"Why did you-What are you saying?" Sornnn's head was spinning. "My father would never-"
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"Why do you think she was absent from the hingatta so often?" Tettsie limped toward him. "She was in
hospital, and then, when she was released, she stayed with me because she did not want you to see the
bruises, did not want you asking questions, did not want you to know the truth about how your father
was with her."

Sornnn was reeling. "My father was a good V'ornn." His throat was so tight he could scarcely force the
words out.

"We both know hewas a good V'ornn in many ways," Tettsie said with a kind of gentle pity. "But he was
many things. My intent is not to denounce or demean him, it is simply to show you the entire individual."

"I do not understand any of this," he said almost wildly.

Tettsie put a surprisingly strong hand on him. "Whatever you thought of your father, however he was with
you, it wasn't how he was withher."

And then he remembered what his mother had said to him that horrible day of his father's death just after
he had struck her.Just like him. Well. I suppose I should not be surprised-

Sornnn felt sick to his stomachs. "But he couldn't possibly... I mean, howcould he?"

"Because he was paranoid and fearful and jealous." She looked deep into his eyes. "Do you understand
me, Sornnn SaTrryn?"

And then, at last, he remembered what it was his mother had said to him the moment before he had
struck her:I'm not here because of him. I came to see you. So many fragments of memories swirling
around his mind. He shook his head, confused and unnerved.

"Let me then ask you a simple question." Tettsie smelled faintly of flowers and powder, a confluence of
scents he recalled from his childhood, from the hingatta when his mother was at his side. "This life- the life
you have chosen for yourself-is it possible that it could make you paranoid and fearful and jealous?"

"I am not that sort of V'ornn."

"And yet you do not live your life entirely in the open. I am speaking now of your relationship with
Marethyn." She paused a moment. "I say this because I am protective of my granddaughter. Extremely
protective."

He nodded, swallowing hard. He knew this, of course, knew this must be coming.

"If you continue in your pursuit of her, be mindful of her, not simply of yourself. Be mindful of what you
will be taking her away from. Be most especially mindful of what she will be left with if you forsake her."

"I would never-"
"I charge you with this, Sornnn SaTrryn!"
She said this so fiercely that he nodded like a little boy, and said, "Yes, of course, I-"

Then something outside his ken came into her eyes, and she said, most softly, "I believe I would like to sit
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down now."

Of a sudden, her eyes rolled up and she staggered. Her cane skidded, then cracked in two and she fell
away from him, fell heavily and awkwardly against the easel, capsizing it so that she and it crashed to the
floor together. The painting spun on its corner like a mobile, muted colors and masterly brushstrokes
blurred, then slowly came to rest in a thick stripe of shadow. Sornnn knelt beside her, the tips of his
fingers cool against her pale, dry, crepey skin. He was mindful of Marethyn screaming her grandmother's
name, he was mindful of searching for Tettsie's nonexistent pulse, he was mindful of his hearts swelling as
he held grandmother and granddaughter both while Marethyn, a little girl once more, wailed in shock and

grief.

Riane had slept through the night and the whole of the following day. When she awoke, the first thing
Tezziq taught her was how to eat properly in the Gazi Qhan fashion. Of course, she waited until the
platters of food were set down before them. Gauging the extreme hunger in Riane's expression, Tezziq
invited her to dig in.

"There are no utensils," Riane pointed out.

"We do not use utensils."

Riane shrugged. She was so famished her stomach had turned painful. Eagerly, she reached toward the
platters, only to receive a stinging slap on her hands. She started. One eye on the guards lining the walls,
she restrained herself.

"Start again," Tezziq said coldly, without so much as a word of explanation.

When Riane again reached for the food, Tezziq slapped her, harder this time. Despite herself, Riane
cocked her arm in retaliation, but in the blink of an eye two guards had scimitar-shaped dirks at her

throat.

Riane lowered her hand, and Tezziq nodded silently to the guards, who reluctantly retreated to their
former positions. They seemed disappointed not to have been able to draw blood.

"Now," Tezziq ordered. "Again."

The third time Riane picked up the food, Tezziq slapped her so hard across the face it flew out of her
hands.

Riane's eyes blazed. "Y ou comman