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ONE

The spies lay notionless, belly-down on a crag of rock overl ooking endl ess

m | es of desolation. Each was covered by a blanket nottled in gray and brown,
so that they were all but invisible fromjust a few yards away. Only the
snouts of their tel escopes poked from beneath the bl ankets, each | ens shaded
by a piece of |eather against the chance of casting a reflection. The rising
sun was behind them but these nmen took no chances. They had taken this
position during the hours of darkness and had renai ned notionl ess since first
light. Soon the heat beneath the bl ankets would be terrible but exposure neant
certain death, and the scene before themwas worth a day of disconfort. "This
isit intruth!" said one, his voice little nmore than a whisper, for there was
al ways a chance of a roving sentry passing near. "It can be no other!"

"I amsure of it," said the cooler voice. "But cal myourself. The time for
excitement is when we claimour reward."”
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The sight before themwas enthralling only to one who could interpret its
significance. In the distance a canmp sprawl ed on the desert floor, close
against the raised lip of an ancient crater. Many such craters pocked this
vast desol ation, but only this one was a center of human activity. Indeed, the
desert was nearly void of hunmanity except for scattered nomads and this one,
strange operation.

Fromthe canp, files of nen clinbed the crater rimand descended into the
depression beyond. Those in the returning files trudged under wei ghty | oads,
whi ch they deposited sonmewhere in the canp. Colums of snoke rose fromw thin
the crater, but these were not volcanic in origin. Along the rimnounted
sentries paced, the norning sun casting reflections fromtheir |ance points.
Even with tel escopes, the distance was too great to discern details of dress
or equi page.

Al day long the two nen lay notionless, their attention sharpening at each
new activity below them The rise on which they [ay was not high enough to see
within the crater but they had a good view of the canp. Wen the sun passed
zenith they put away the tel escopes lest their position be betrayed by a
reflection. The heat grew terrible but they endured it, sucking occasionally
at their water skins.

When darkness fell, they cast off the blankets and lay gasping gratefully in
the relative cool ness. Mwving stiffly, they rose and began to fold their

bl ankets, packing up their tel escopes, water skins and other sparse gear

Bef ore the darkness was conplete, one took a reading froma small conpass. He
cl osed the compact instrunent's cover and returned it to a pocket in his outer
r obe.



"Look, Baffle," said the other man.

Where before only colums of snoke had been visible, they now saw a ruddy gl ow
and ascendi ng sparKks.

"A snelting operation," said Haffie. "there can be no question of it." Wth
hi s hood thrown back, he was revealed as a | ean man with cl ose-cropped bl ack
hair and a
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stubbl e of beard. The other man was of different race, short and stout, his
scal p shaven on the left side. The hair on the right side was gathered into a
single plait and dyed blue. Haffle picked up his spear and nmade to | eave the
crag but the other I|ingered.

"Ingist, we've no tine to waste. Cone al ong, we have to find our beasts before
daylight."

"It's hard to believe, isn't it?" Ingist said, staring at the glow as if
hypnoti zed. "WeVe found it, after nmen have failed all these years."

"Finding it is one thing," Haffle said. "Living to report it and collect our
reward fromthe queen is another, so let's be away."

Rel uctantly, Ingist picked up his own spear and trudged after his conpani on
Except for the short spears, which doubled as wal king staffs, the nmen carried
daggers at their belts but no other arnms. To all appearances, they were
traveling traders |ike hundreds of others who roaned the village-dotted

farm ands al ong the borders of the southern kingdonms, follow ng the small
rivers and skirting the trackl ess waste of the desert. Popular legend filled
the desert with nysteries and marvels, but these two had found little in their
many expeditions except rock, sand, heat and thirst. Until this day.

They had followed hints and runors, interrogated nen who claimed to have seen
this marvel, offered bribes and had even consulted seers and fortune-tellers
to find this site. In the end they had found an injured worknman, desperate for
nmoney to buy nedicine. He claimed that he had worked for a season at the mine
and had not been fooled by the circuitous route he and the other workers had
trodden. He had managed to shift his blindfold fromtime to time, and spot
certain |landmarks. The crater was not in the deep desert at all, he told them
but rather was |ocated near the cultivated |ands at the northern border of
Canyon territory.

They had killed the man to prevent his telling others, and
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had foll owed his directions to the crater that was so |like the many others,
except for this one unique quality. As they trudged toward the place where
they had left the rest of their little caravan and their desert-traveling
bunpers, their hearts thrilled to the know edge they now held. They had found
the world's greatest treasure, the secret for which their queen would reward
t hem beyond any man's wil dest dreams. They had found the steel nine of King
Hael

The heat in the crater was stifling, so that the warriors were hard put to
keep their masks of inperturbability fromslipping. They did not want to
appear weak before the workmen, but this place tested the hardiest. In the
heat they had discarded their customary skin clothing and rode in knee-Iength
cloth breeches. Head scarves and |light nantles protected themfromthe fierce
sun. |If they were lightly clothed, they were heavily armed. Each nan had a
great bow and a quiver bristling with arrows. Each bore a | ong sword of steel
and their lance points were |likew se of steel. The tips of their arrows and
javelins were of cheaper bronze. Their shields were of differing designs, as
were the men thenselves, for they were not all of a single race. They were
united in their mounted way of life, despising inferior people who wal ked on
the earth |ike animals.

"Three nore days," said a long-haired youth to his conpanion. "Three nore days
and we can leave this furnace. | cannot tell you how sick I am of soot and
snoke and the reek of these sweaty slaves.”

"Not to mention the sun and the rationed water," said the other, who was
slightly the younger of the two. They shared a cl ose resenbl ance, both tal



young nmen with copper-colored hair and pal e blue eyes. Their high cheekbones
di stingui shed themfromthe others, and each had an easy, natural grace that
set them apart.

"Where will you go when the season's operation breaks up?" asked the el der
kneeing his mount up the concave
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side of the crater, hoping to catch sone breeze up on the rim

"Back to the grasslands and the hills, where el se?" said the younger

"Not I. | amgoing along with the | abor escort. | want to see sonme of the
sout hern towns before | return hone."

"But Father has told us . . ."

"Are we boys that we must obey his every wish?" said the elder. "W are both
free warriors and we need no father's perm ssion to go where we will."

"He is nore than our father, as if | need to rem nd you. He is also our king.'
They paused atop the | ow ridge, out of the snoke and cl anor.

"And as such he has never forbidden free warriors to go where they will in
peacetinme, as long as they don't take military service with a foreign king

wi thout his permission. | just want to travel a little and see sone new
sights. To tell you the truth, I am alnost as weary of grass and |ivestock as
| amof this desert."”

The ot her | ooked doubtful. "I don't know. He was reluctant just to have us

both away from honme on this mission. It worries himthat he might |ose both of
us."

H's brother smled wyly. "Kairn, he cherishes the hope that one of us wll
someday succeed him but you and | know that is not to be. The council of

chiefs will pick sonmeone else. Father is the great spirit-man, the unifier of
plain and hill. Wat are we? Just warriors |like any others. W |ack the
spirit-force that made himlike a god to the tribes. | amnot prepared to

spend ny |life near hone, indulging his fond hopes for ny future."

Kairn was silent. He |acked his elder brother's easy self-assertion and the

t hought of disobeying their father troubled him The scene bel ow t hem was
busy, but the clanor of the previous weeks had ceased and the sound of sl edge,
pi ck and wedge no | onger assaulted the ears. The workers were cl eaning up the
site and the last of the freed netal was being
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nelted in the furnaces to free it of the last bits of concrete matrix. The
nmolten steel was then cast into ingots for easy transportation. Prodigious
effort was expended each year to bring fuel, supplies and | aborers to this
site, but steel was so valuable that King Hael bore the expense gladly.
Around the rimof the crater, nounted nen patrolled constantly. Wrkers were
not allowed to ascend to the rimsave where the path notched its edge. They
were allowed only in the crater and the canp. Any who were caught trying to
get to high ground to spot |andnarks were assunmed to be spies and puni shed
accordi ngly.

"Well, what do you say?" urged the el der brother

"Don't press me, Ansa. This will take some thought. W have three days yet.'
"During which time you will decide to remain a dutiful son, no doubt. Well,
you may do as you like. I amriding south as soon as the season ends."

Kai rn was thoughtful as they rode back to their tent at the end of the day. It
vexed himto admt that he | acked an adventurous spirit. He was al nost

ei ghteen, and had been a warrior for nmore than two years. Perhaps it took nore
than fine weapons and a cabo to ride to make a warrior. He patted the beast's
neck and it tossed its handsone, four-horned head proudly. Al around him
exhausted workers trudged toward their pallets. These were short, dark nen,
strongly built but without the fierce poise of the nmounted warriors.

Kai rn shuddered at the thought of |eading such alife, toiling on the |and or
at some other equally ignoble |labor instead of riding free across the endl ess
plain. Surely, he thought, he would die before living |like that. These were
the stolid peasants of the southern |ands, for whomhis desert was just a
hotter, drier place to work. They endured the hardship in return for generous



pay, half of which would be clained by their sovereigns. They deserved no
better, he supposed. Men so spiritless that they would not fight should
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be grateful for any crunbs dropped to themfromthe tables of their betters.
He curried his cabo and turned it loose in the circular conmpound walled with
piled rock. Wth a happy snort it trotted to the watering trough. Every drop
was | aboriously brought fromthe nearest river in wagon-nounted casks. The

ani mal s got as nuch as they needed. Men had to nake do with | ess. There were
nore than three hundred of the creatures hi the pen, each aninmal's horns
painted with the distinctive colors and patterns favored by its rider

Under the shade of the open-sided tent, the tenperature was just bearable. The
hal f -dozen warriors within nmade space for Kairn, but they paid himno special
deference. The riders did not understand royalty as it was practiced in nore
settled nations. He was passed a water skin and he took a handful of dried
food froma communal bow . As he nunched the tastel ess mi xture of pounded
dried nmeat, fruit and parched grain, he thought of the cities of the south.

He had never seen them but he had heard his father's stories of the fabul ous
lands to the west and south. O der warriors who had fought in the king's

wi de-rangi ng canpai gns had described the sunptuous cities, their tenples and
public buildings, their strange entertainments and their wonen who (in the
warrior's stories) always seened to prefer virile nomads to their effete,
civilized nmenfolk. He felt the tug of attraction, a curiosity to see those

pl aces, but he also |l oved the boundl ess plain. He wanted to see the exotic
cities, but maybe next year woul d be soon enough, or the year after

Not so his elder brother. Ansa talked of little else than travel hi foreign

| ands. He had ridden on a few caravan escorts to the borders of Orvia to the
west and the Canyon territory to the south, and this had whetted his appetite
for nore. For the last two years he had fretted to be away, but their father
had sent few nmissions in that direction recently, being preoccupied with the
east .
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No, he would return hone at the end of this season. It would be good to be
away fromthis place.

The | aborers sang as they left the crater behind. They wore tunics or kilts
that had once been white and nost wore head scarves or conical hats of woven
straw. The hornlike soles of their feet seened to be i mune to the heat of the
desert floor, and their teeth flashed white in their dark faces.

Ansa turned for the last time and waved. Fromthe rimof the crater, his

br ot her waved back. Then Ansa set his face to the south and sternly suppressed
any further sentinental gestures. He cursed his younger brother's timdity and
| ack of enterprise. Ansa longed to roamfree, but he would have |iked conpany.
The brothers had been close all their lives, especially these |ast few years,
when their father had grown so preoccupied with the easterners and their
fire-weapons.

But they were boys no | onger, he rem nded hinself. And had Ki ng Hael not begun
his career in this very fashion? Early in his life Ansa had wearied of the
story of how his father had cone across the nountains with the first trade
caravan from Neva, owning a spear, a knife, a longsword and a single cabo. Now
he was a king. But then, his father was a great visionary, a nman touched by
the spirits.

In any case, Ansa had no anbitions to be a king. He just wanted to sanple life
away fromhis famliar world of hills and grasslands. As a boy he had been

i npati ent and argunentative, unlike his younger brother. He had pushed hinself
to excel in the warrior arts and had suifered agonies of frustration at each
slightest failure. A fall at westling, which Kairn could | augh off, would
cause Ansa to sulk for days. He was |ong past such childi sh nmoods, but he
yearned to test hinmself and he saw no sense in waiting.

He fretted at the slow pace of the march. Not only did they have to travel at
t he pace of wal king nen, but the route was tortuous, with many circlings and



swi t chbacks. At in-
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tervals the workers were blindfolded or made to march after dark. He knew that
it was necessary to keep the nen from understandi ng where they had been, thus
keepi ng secret the location of the crater, but it was galling to spend ten
days on a march that coul d have been acconplished in two.

Ansa coul d have wept with joy on their final day in the desert. The breeze
carried the scent of water and growing things. All up and down the file of
nmount ed guards the cabos made their strange, runbling sound of happy
anticipation. Ansa reined in his mount as it tried to break into a run. He
patted its neck and | eaned toward its ear

"Easy, ny pet. We're still miles fromthe river. No sense running now W']I

be there before nightfall."” He felt |ike running hinself.

They camped that night near the first river of the Canyon territory. It was a
smal |l stream but after the desert it was a blessing and they had to watch the
cabos carefully lest they drink too nuch and founder. The workers were
scarcely less thirsty and they rushed down the nuddy bank to sprawl on their
bel lies, sucking up the nowrmurky liquid in prolonged draughts. The warriors
showed nmore self-control, first allowing their nmounts to drink, then wading
upstreamto clearer water before leaning fromtheir saddles to dip fromthe
stream wi th wooden bow s.

The natives who inhabited nearby villages had | ong grown accustoned to these
visitations, and soon traders appeared with such goods as they knew t hese
visitors craved. Fresh foods and strong drink were in high demand. The vill age
worren were ill-favored by nomad standards, but sone were not so discrimnating
and they found nany eager custoners anmong the worknen, who were happy to spend
their pay before the tax-gatherers took it.

Ansa sat at the fire with some other warriors, eating and drinking and tal ki ng
endl essly, after the i menorial fashion of off-duty warriors. The tender mneat
of fat donestic aninmals was a great luxury to them after weeks of tough
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gane or dried rations. The king periodically issued steminjunctions agai nst
overindul gence in wi ne and beer, which were scarce in their honel and, although
nore common now that they traded so widely. H's subjects agreed that these
were wi se rules and proceeded to ignore them every chance they got.

"We'| | stay here for ten days," said Bulas, an older Ma-twa warrior who was in
conmand of the nmission. "The cabos can eat and drink and fatten up in that
tinme."

"So can we," said a younger man, his voice unsteady with drink

"I won't be returning with you," Ansa said. Bulas peered at himthrough the
snoke. "What do you nean?"

Ansa took another swallow of the pleasantly bitter beer. "I mean to stay here
and push south. Til rejoin you at the crater next year or the year after.’
"That woul d be unwi se,"” Bulas said. "You may be taken prisoner and tortured to
reveal the site of the steel mne." Ansa shrugged. "I'll claimto be from one
of the southeastern peoples, a Randi or Ensata. Foreigners will never know the
difference. Even if they've been on mssions to our territory, ny brother and
| don't nuch resenble the Ansi or Matwa."

"How wi || you be able to bear it?" asked an Ansi his own age. "To be alone in
a foreign land, w thout kinsman or tribesman is terrible. If you are sick or
wounded, who will guard you? If you die, who will performthe rites?"

"I"l1l take nmy chances," Ansa said. "You acconplish nothing if you | ake no
risks." Then* after a pause, "I confess, though, that | would as soon not
travel alone. WIIl any of you accompany ne?" He | ooked from one to anot her

but their expressions were doubtful. He had not expected otherw se. The

tri besnmen were profoundly conservative. His father's merging of the peoples



had been shock enough to last a generation, and they were reluctant to face
any further

i nnovati ons. They loved to roamw dely, but only in large, strong groups. In
the end, he found no vol unteers.

A few days later he rode fromthe canpsite. H s nount had regained its

sl eekness and spirit and was eager for travel. He bade his conpanions farewell
with a light heart, but as soon as he was beyond sight of them he felt his
stomach tighten with trepidation. Until now, he had put up a brave show, but
the reality of what he was doi ng gave hi m pause. He was now alone in a way he
had never experienced before. He shook hinself and thrust the nmood aside. He
had chosen his path and he would pursue it, cone what nay.

By midday his dread was gone and he found hinself singing an old Ansi
traveling song. As he passed people working in the fields flanking the road,

t hey gl anced up but paid himno special note. He wore short boots and baggy
trousers of light cloth girdled by a broad | eather belt. He wore a shirt and a
light cloak against the still fierce sun, and his ornaments he had acquired as
gifts or fromtraders over the years. No one could have naned his nation by
hi s appearance and he was just another anonynous travel er, as he had intended.
Even his steel weapons would not identify himas one of King Hael's subjects.
The lively trade in steel meant that weapons of the precious nmetal were no

| onger as rare as they had been. Hi s steel longsword, still a rarity outside
Hael ' s dom ni ons, woul d not be apparent unless he had to draw it, at which
time he would not be worrying about revealing his nationality.

He followed the river as it wound through the cultivated tend, and
occasionally he crossed oddly straight streans branching fromthe river. At
first he thought these were ¢« natural but soon he realized that they were
irrigation ditches. The land was so arid that only by tapping water fromthe
river could agriculture be sustained. He knew that sonewhere to the south this
tributary would join the great River Kol
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This was Canyon |l and, but the local farnmers were a peasant people related to
the | aborers he had escorted fromthe pit. The true Canyon dwellers forned an
ari stocracy, very nysterious and credited by nost people with great powers of
sorcery. He had never seen any of these strange folk, for they never travel ed
far fromtheir own | and and al ways traded through internediaries. O all the
forei gn peoples he had heard of, these intrigued himthe nost. It was not
because of their sunptuous cities, for their land was poor in material goods.
It was because of their runored powers and their sheer strangeness. It was
said that their skins were blue, their hair white, and their eyes a veritable
rai nbow of colors. They were not particularly warlike, but no arny had ever
managed to advance agai nst them though many had tried. All such invasions
turned back, generals and soldiers alike swearing they had been defeated by
sorcery.

He was curious to neet these people, of whom his father had spoken frequently.
He did not travel in expectation of meeting hostility. Most people reacted to
a lone traveler with curiosity or disdain but seldomw th nindl ess aggression
| sol at ed peopl e usually wanted contact fromoutside, as long as it represented
no danger, and cosnopolitan people took strangers in their mdst as a matter
of course. It was large, heavily armed groups entering their territory that

al armed nost peopl e.

He | onged to take some ganme with his bow, but he was unsure whether sone |oca
| andl ord mi ght object. The thought of going back on preserved rations irked
him but he knew he had best proceed cautiously. The first night, he canped by
the tittle river and watched the bl ack-scarred face of the noon rise over the
| ow mountain range to the east. Through his mind went the chant of apology to
the noon that his father recited nost evenings at nmoom se, but he did not
voice it aloud. Men had wounded the moon long ago, in tile days of the fiery
spears. Those had been tines of great and terrible sorcery, and nmen had been
struck (town
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for their presunption. Each people had a different tradition concerning how

this had cone about, but all agreed that nen had brought the terrible tinmes

upon t hensel ves, bringing an end to what had been a gol den age of wealth and

pl enty.
The night grew chill as the heat of the day dissipated into tbe cloudless air,
but he did not bother to build a fire. The stars were brilliant, the fixed

stars and the wanderers and the ones that rose and sped across the sky and set
at odd intervals. It was held by sonme that these latter were man-made, that in
the days before the fiery spears people had actually lived on these tiny
islands in the sky. O all the old | egends he found this one the nopst
difficult to credit, but if nen had truly been able to assault the noon wth
fiery spears, perhaps they had been able to build villages in the sky as well.
The world was full of nysteries and he knew he woul d not solve this one. After
a last check to make sure all was well with his cabo, he rolled into his

bl anket s and sl ept.

H s dreans were troubled, with vague, nenacing faces, flashes of lurid fire
and boundl ess, roiling waters. He woke once sweating, then slept again. By
nmorni ng he renenbered little of his night-visions, but he was uneasy as he
rose and saddl ed his aninmal .

By his fourth day of lone travel, he was in high, forested | and. There was
little cultivation, but peasants grazed fl ocks of a sort of dwarf curl horn
and wi |l d game abounded. It was a place of astonishing beauty, its craggy hills
and gullies revealing brilliant colors laid on in wi de, horizontal streaks.
The day before, there had been a brief but intense rain, and this day the
ground was a carpet of riotous wild-flowers that had appeared as if by nagic.
The sky was a bl ue even deeper than usual, and the clouds formed towers and
ranparts of the purest white. It was a setting to put song in a man's heart
and in his voice, so he sang as he
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rode, a wandering-lay of his nother's people, far nore mnel odi ous than the Ansi
chants.

As his surefooted cabo picked its way daintily along a trail with a high rock
on one side and a precipitous gorge on the other, Ansa realized that he was
singing a duet. Shocked, he stopped in nidnote. The other voice continued for
another two notes, then trailed off. The only direction that nmade sense was
up, so he craned his neck and saw a vague shape on the rock above him Wth
the sun behind it he could nake out no details.

"Who are you?" he denanded, chagrined that he had cone so near another human
bei ng wi t hout noticing. He soothed his vanity with the thought that nms was
unfamiliar

terrain.

"Ch, don't stop singing, please! It's such a pretty song.'*

The nuscl es of his back uncl enched and his hand dropped away from his
spearshaft. It was a fem nine voice, youthful but beautifully nodul at ed

"You still haven't told nme who you are," he reiterated.

"Why should I?" she said. "This is nmy land, not yours." Her accent was
strange, but he had no troubl e understandi ng her

"You are right." He smled, but the effect was narred by the way he was forced

to squint. "I'm Ansa, fromthe northern plains. But you have ne at a

di sadvantage. | can't see you up there."

"We can renedy that. Ride on another hundred paces, until you are off the path
and in alittle meadow. 1'Il join you there. Don't try to ride farther without

me." Then the shape was gone.

He rode on, and a few nminutes later the path ascended slightly, |eaving the
cliffside and entering the |level, grassy neadow t he woman had descri bed. He
halted and | et his cabo graze the soft, luxuriant grass. H s expert eye told



hi mthat nothing had grazed this place in quite some time. There

were marks of many animals, but nost of themwere browsers or predators.

A few mnutes later the woman joined him She, too, was nounted, but not on a
cabo. His own ani mal shied and nade hoarse grunts of dislike as the other
beast approached. It was a hunper, a superlatively ugly beast, foul-snelling,
ill-tenmpered and gracel ess, but strong and tremendously enduring. They were
far better adapted for desert travel than cabos.

The rider was swathed in a gray robe, her head covered by its hood and her
face veiled. She halted a pace from Ansa and | owered her hood and veil. Her
face was | ong and fine-boned, as beautiful as he had been |l ed to expect, but
he found that the reality was far nore striking than even his expectations.
Her skin was a delicate shade of blue, her eyes had violet irises, rimed with
eneral d. Her hair was white, not the white of great age but rather an al npbst
metallic silver-white. The hands with which she pushed back the hood were thin
and el egant, the fingers inpossibly |ong.

"I am Fyana, of Alta and the Canyon." Her wide, full-Ilipped nouth forned a
smle, and he smiled in return. "I had watch duty on this trail this norning,
but I don't think I need to raise an alarmfor you."

"No, | assure you |I'mnot that dangerous. But, do your people usually entrust
a sentry-post to a single woman?'

"I have nore resources to call on than you mght think," she said. "Besides,
that little path is not nmuch of an invasion route.'

' 'l can vouch for the truth of that,'' Ansa said. ' 'But then, why keep watch
over it at all?"

"We don't like to be surprised, even by friendly visitors," Fyana told him
This was val uabl e i nformation, although she nmight not think so. The Canyoners
were not all-seeing, as some people thought. He wanted very much to know their
limtations.
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"We see few plainsnmen this far south,” she said, "and never wandering al one.
Have you | ost your way?"

"Not at all. | was bored at home and w shed to see new | ands. My—king doesn't
di scourage foreign travel, as long as his warriors do not take warlike service
with other kings. All ny life |I have heard of the southern | ands, and of the
Canyon. | resolved to visit some of these places before war or old age put an
end to all travel for me."

"Here comes ny relief." Fyana pointed to the other end of the little neadow.
Anot her rider cane into sight, this one nounted on a cabo. As the rider drew
near, Ansa saw that it was a young man. His hair was darker than Fyana's, and
his eyes were yellow, but the resenblance was otherw se so great that they

m ght have been tw ns. The vol um nous robe he wore left only head and hands
exposed. It was by his bearing that Ansa knew himto be a nman rather than a
worman. He bal anced a long lance in a stirrup socket as he drewrein a few
paces from t hem

"Who is this?" he asked, eyeing Ansa fromhead to foot.

"Avisitor fromthe north," she informed him He showed none of her open
friendliness. "He is no threat."

"Best he were not." He rode past them to take up his sentry-post.

I nwardly, Ansa fumed. At hone, he would have called the youth out for such

i nsol ence. Here, he knew, he had no such right. "Is he so hospitable to
everyone?" he asked.

"Pay himno heed," she advised. "That is Elessi. He is a newnmade warrior, and
wants everyone to know how fierce he is."

"You have that sort here, too? Then I'Il give the nmatter no nore thought.
Junior warriors newto their arnms can be a nui sance, but they always attack
fromthe front, else how are they to build a reputation? Now, will you guide

me to your village? Or had you further business out here in the w | derness?"



"Not hi ng of inportance. Just follow nme." She turned

t he bunper and set off at a stately, racking gait. Ansa's cabo, full of
suspicion, followed the larger animal at a distance Ansa could not force it to
reduce, no matter how hard he tried.

A ride of less than an hour brought themto a small valley, its floor
patterned with tilled fields, neatly bordered by | ow stone walls. Lovingly
tended orchards ranked their trees on sloping ground, some fruiting, others in
full blossom Ansa had a | ow opinion of agriculture, but he could not deny the
beauty of the scene. The air was fragrant as well, a welcone change fromthe
dry sterility of the desert.

At the far end of the valley, he could see a cluster of buildings erected up
the sides of the narrowi ng gorge, whence issued a small but sw ft-flow ng
stream The structures blended naturally with the canyon, but the walls were
white, and the roofs of baked red tile. It was tar nore attractive than the
mud-wal | ed vill ages he was used to.

They passed a few outlying farnmhouses. Apparently, there were sone who were
willing to trade the safety of town walls for the conveni ence of |iving near
their fields. Then Ansa noticed that the village had no surrounding wall. For
what ever reason, these people were extrenely confident in their safety from
attack.

Dimnutive |livestock scattered before themas they rode into the dusty streets
of the village; tiny, domestic quil, poultry and a fat, bipedal lizard raised
for its meat. Al were scavengers and they hel ped to keep the village clean
Vil-lagers regarded the newcomer with curiosity, but he saw no hostility in
their | ooks.

"I will take yQu first to the Elder," Fyana said. "It's customary. She will
grant you the freedom of the village and then you may come or go as you like."
"That suits ne well,"” Ansa said. He found that he liked this; being in a
strange | and, anmong alien people. Mdst of his tribesnen would have found the
situation disconfiting, but Ansa had al ways known he was different in this.
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They halted before a small house, one no different fromthe others. Its
doorway was flanked with two statues. In stylized formthey represented a nan
and a woman. Fyana's bunper knelt and she slid fromher saddle. She nade a
perfunctory bow to each image, then went inside. Ansa di smounted and stood

| ooki ng about him There was no place to tether his cabo except to one of the
statues, and he felt that it would be unwise to do that, so he held his reins
and stood awkwardly, waiting for something to happen

A few mnutes |ater, Fyana reenerged fromthe house, followed by a taller
woman who wore a striped robe. She placed her fingertips together and bowed

slightly.
"Wl come, warrior. | amUla, Elder of this village. WII you come inside?
Imasa will see to your cabo." At these words, a boy appeared at Ansa's el bow

Ansa regarded hi m doubtfully.
"Thank you, but this is a spirited beast. Perhaps an experienced rider

She snmiled. "lImasa is an excellent cabo handl er. Have no fear."
He placed the reins in the boy's hand and the cabo was | ed away, docile as one
of the fat little quil in the streets. Ansa shrugged and foll owed the two

worren into the cool, diminterior of the house. The furnishings were sparse,
but the floor and walls were covered with rich carpets. There were no w ndows,
but light entered through skylights of thick glass. At Ula's gesture, the
three seated thensel ves on enbroi dered pads placed around a | ow tabl e of
carved and inlaid wood. The other two said nothing, so Ansa held his silence
as well.

A young girl appeared froma rear roombearing a tray that held a steaning

pi tcher and cups. Fyana poured the hot liquid into cups. Ansa took one and
sipped at it, watching the others closely. He was famliar with this sort of



wel com ng ritual, but each people possessed |ocal custons and he did not want
to give offense. The drink was a fragrant herb

i nfusi on. When he set the enptied cup on the table the women seened satisfied
that the cerenony was conplete and Ula called for nore substanti al
refreshnents.

Ansa studi ed the wonan. Fyana had called her an El der, but she appeared to be
little older than Fyana herself. Like everything else, it seened age was
difficult to discern anong these people. She had the sane silver hair and

bl ue-tinged skin, but her eyes were pale gray.

"Fyana tells me that you have left your native plains to see the world, froma
spirit of adventure."

"I grew restless at home," he concurred.

"And how is the king, your father?"

He blinked and bit back a denial, knowing it would be futile. "So it is true,
t hen, that you have nmgi cal powers?"

She | aughed nusically. "No need for magic. | nmet your father sone years ago,
at a trade fair. Hi s physiognony is quite distinctive, and you resenble him |
knew t hat he has sons about your age. Hence, you nust be one of them Have no
fear. King Hael has been a good friend to us, and if you wi sh to travel

incognito, we will not reveal your secret. South of here, you are unlikely to
nmeet anyone who knows what your father |ooks like."
"That is a relief. In answer to your question, he does well, indeed, although

| have seen little of himlately. He travels much in the east, in recent
years." He left unspoken the thought that had gnawed at himfor years; that
his father was obsessed with the east, with the fire-weapons and ot her strange
crafts of the easterners. His |life had become an endl ess quest to naintain his
mlitary edge over his old eneny, Gasam the Shasinn

"Yes, he has not been seen with the trade nmissions in sone tine," Ula said.
"Do not think, because of that, he values the Canyon |l ess," Ansa said, seeing
a chance to exercise a little diplomacy on his father's behal f. "He counts you
anong his nost valued friends."
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"The Canyon |ies between the plains and the southern ki ngdoms," she pointed
out. Then, softening, "But, | know that King Hael would be our friend even if
we weren't a buffer between himand his enemes.”

"But Sono and Gran aren't his enemes," Ansa pointed out.

"They soon may be," U la said. "Gasam has taken Chiwa, and he will not be
satisfied with that land alone. Surely he will try to take the other southern
nati ons soon." She regarded himw th some concern. "Perhaps this would not be
a good tine for you to be wandering in those |lands. Stay here with us. There
is much to see in the Canyon territory."

"And | wish intime to see it all,"” he said. "But ny heart is set on seeing
the great cities before Gasam destroys themall. Besides," he said, an idea
formng in his mnd, "if the situation in those lands is precarious, ail the
nore reason for one loyal to ny father to observe and report to him"

"That is true," the Elder said. "But there is no hurry. Tarry a while here
with us."”

He | ooked fromher to Fyana. This, at |east, was an easy decision to make.
"That | shall."

T™™D

King Gasam sat on the terrace of his palace in the city of H ma. He had chosen
this beautiful mountain resort as his capital because it was so beautiful, and
because he had utterly destroyed the old capital in his conquest of Chiwa. In
t he broad plaza that stretched before his terrace, a contingent of the native
slave-troops .drilled. The conpany he now wat ched was drawn fromthe wld
jungle tribes of the southern hills, nen clad in colorful skins, heavily
tattooed, arnmed with flint-tipped spears and hide shields. He liked their

| ooks and spirit. The peasant-conscripts drawn fromthe nearby vill ages were
obedient and mlitarily valuable, but they were not true warriors and tfcey



filled himwith contenpt. He had nade a practice of form ng as many units as
possi bl e fromthe nost ferocious warrior peoples in his broad doni ni ons. War
after all, was not sinply a process ainmed solely at success. It was an
enterprise to be enjoyed, savored for its beauty as well as its excitement.
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He breathed deep of the incense snmoke wafting fromthe braziers set atop the
stone rail. Behind himstood his queen, kneading the heavy rnuscles of his
shoul ders and neck. He sighed with contentnment, then w nced as sonething

pl ucked at his hair.

"Anot her one!" Queen Larissa said triunphantly, holding a |long, gray hair
bef ore his eyes.

"My queen," he said, patiently, "how often have | told you that a few gray
hairs are no di sgrace when one has achi eved elder's years? | amnot yet forty
years of age, and decrepitude is still many years away."

"Nonet hel ess, " she nmi ntai ned, "our people | ook up to us as idols of
perfection. W cannot appear to be |less."

He sighed. "You still do not understand the beauty of absolute power. The
greatest satisfaction is in knowing mat, even when you are old, ugly and

di seased, people still nust crawl before you and worship you as a god."
"You will see," she said, unanswerably. The queen wal ked to the railing and

| ooked out over the city, where snoke rose fromthe high tenples. The king had
al l owed the human sacrifices to continue, as |Iong as none of his truly

val uabl e human |ivestock was wasted and he was anong the gods thus worshi pped.
He admired his queen's graceful beauty, although he depl ored what he

consi dered to be her obsessive concern with her appearance. This, norning she
wore a wap of scarlet silk fromarnpits to knees. Just a few years before,
she sel dom bot hered to wear clothing, considering her dazzling beauty to be
rai ment enough. Now she fretted over the tiniest evidence of sagging or
wrinkling, inmperfections invisible to himand, he was sure, to anybody el se.
She was still the nost beautiful woman he had ever seen

"I received another letter from Queen Shazad," she inforned him

"Ah. How fares our esteenmed nei ghbor of the north?" The form dabl e queen of
Neva had provided himwith a | ong
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and amusi ng struggle for domination of the coastal nations. Her naval reforns
and di pl omati ¢ maneuvers had kept himconfined to the south for years.
"Sublimely polite, as always," Larissa said. "She calls me 'sister queen' and
gushes on as if we were the ol dest and best of friends."

"In a way you are," Gasam said. "Enem es make the nost interesting of friends.
Yours has been a conplicated rel ationship. She was once your slave, after
all.”

"I no longer rem nd her of that. It was a circunstance of war, and she never

t hought herself a slave, only a prisoner." The queen rested her el bow on the
railing, cupped her chin in a palmand stared into the distance. "She was such

a lovely creature. I wish I could have kept her."

"So do I," Gasamsaid, ruefully. "Between them that woman and ny w etched
foster-brother, Hael, have prevented me fromruling the world by now. "
"Perhaps," the queen said, still dreanmily abstracted. "But the world has

turned out to be a far larger place than we had inagi ned, when we started
out."

"True," Gasamsaid. "And, if | had it all in ny hands by now, what would | do
with the rest of my life?" He grinned at his queen. Leaning forward thus, she
presented himwith a bottomas beautifully rounded as it had been when she was
a girl on their hone island, although he could never convince her of it. He
rose and stood beside her, wapping a | ong arm around her wai st.

"What el se did she say?"

Larissa frowned in thought. "That her cousin, the new king of QOria, is as
foolish as the old king, that black silk gowns sewn with pink pearls are the



fashion this year, that her arny is now being equi pped with steel weapons."
"Just like her to slip that in," Gasamsaid. He twisted his fingers in her
ash-blond hair, relishing its silky feel. "Wiere is he getting it, Larissa?
How does a chieftain over grassland nonmads |ike Hael lay his hands on so nuch
of the
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nost precious nmetal in the world?" It was a question that had pl agued himfor
years,

"My spies have narrowed it to the southern quarter of the desert, on the
fringes of the Poisoned Lands and to the north of Canyon territory."

"Still a vast area, and waterless. Wthout the exact |ocation, even the
best-nounted nmilitary expedition could end in catastrophe. | dare not risk
such a thing. My nen follow ne fanatically, but their enthusiasmwould nelt if
my reputation for invincibility were to suffer.’

"It is good that you renenber that, ny love," said the queen, straightening.
"Leave the del usions of godhood for your tanme poets to rave about. It has been
courage coupled with craft and cunni ng that have brought you thus far." She

| ooked out over the beautiful city, its surrounding farm ands and the snoki ng
mountain in the distance. "And you have conme far, indeed."

Al this had once been the great kingdom of Chiwa. Some years before, Gasam
had sailed hither as a roving pirate-king, the man who had unified the
northern islands of the Storm ands and | ooked to extend his conquests to the
mai nl and. He had taken a few southern islands and had entered into an alliance
with the king of Chiwa to overrun some of that nonarch's petty rivals in the

i sl ands and on the mainland to the southeast. Then, pleased with Gasan s
service, he had enployed the island warriors to put down rebellion in his own
provi nces. Before |ong, Gasam had warriors all over the ki ngdom and had no
further use for the king, whom he di sposed of. There had been sonme necessary
bl oodl etting among the forner aristocracy, but the people had given himlittle
trouble. They were accustoned to tyrants.

It was a beautiful and colorful |and, although he did not like the tropica
climate of the | owl ands. That was anot her reason for establishing his capita
in the nountains. Here the air was mld and clear, the flowers grewin rich
profusion, and his warriors and their livestock stayed healthy.

THE PO SONED LANDS

25

These days, he only went coastward to nake naval forays. H's anbitions now | ay
to the east. The rich, indolent jungle kingdons of Sono and Gran beckoned. It
woul d nean tropical canpai gning, which he did not relish, but he intended to
conquer the world before he should die, and these ki ngdons were near

The king stood and the bodyguard ranked behind his chair snapped to attention
These were tall, golden warriors of the Shasinn elite. They bore beautiful
spears of bronze edged and tipped with steel and their | ong shields were

bl ack. They were vain of their |ooks and wore nunerous ornaments. They were
equal ly vain of their courage and scorned arnor.

"Come with me," he said to his queen. "I want to show you sonething." Hi s arm
about her shoul ders and hers around his rocklike waist, they entered the

pal ace.

The walls of the great throne roomwere covered with brilliantly col ored

murals in the garish Chiwan style. Native priests in el aborate feather

headdr esses bowed as the royal couple entered. Slaves of many races busied

t hensel ves with their assigned tasks or stood decoratively. Some were chosen
solely for beauty and served no other purpose than to grace the court and
provide a pleasing setting for the king and queen. Gasam di smi ssed all but the
bodyguard and the others filed out, bow ng.

When they were gone, he turned his attention to the floor. it was covered with
nosaic, an intricate nmap depicting the world as it was known. The stylized art
of the Chiwans was not up to this task, so Gasam had inmported a team of Nevan
artisans and cartographers to acconplish it. The king paced along his own
domai ns, which were figured in black. These conprised a wi de crescent



begi nning with the northernnpst islands of the western sea, proceeding

sout hward and then curving to the east onto the mainland, devouring the old
ki ngdom of Chiwa and a nunber of its smaller subject kingdons. The black tide
ceased at a nountain range figured in
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crystal. East of the mountains stretched the river valley kingdom of Sono and
beyond that the high plateau of Gan. Gasam paced to the line of crystal and
st opped.

"My warriors have been idle all year and that is not good. Lands remmin
unconquered and that is not proper. | propose to correct these things. My
scouting teans have conpleted their reconnai ssance of this nmountain chain.
There are three passes,” he indicated their locations with a toe, "that offer
good conditions for a marching arnmy. | shall lead ny arny to a new conquest. |
send out the sunmons today.'

The queen studied the map. "Through the nmountai ns? Wuld a naval invasion not
be | ess hazardous as well as speedier?

"I intend to send a naval force, mainly Chiwan soldiers, to seize the ports.
But the south coast is pestilential, with many di seases we have never

encountered. | would |lose nore warriors to sickness than to battle.”
He returned his attention to the nountains. "Anyway, an arduous, hard-nmarching
canpaign will be good for ny men. Nothing is worse for themthan a | ong peace,

and a quick, easy war is not much better. Al of these passes have been used
for centuries for purposes of trade as well as war. They are well marked and
my scouts know all the towns, watering holes and resources along the way. No

singl e pass is capacious enough for ny entire army. | shall march through al
three. | shall take the northern force. Two of ny best generals will take the
other two. | will march through the pass and sweep all before me until | reach

the great river. There | shall turn south and link up with the other two
forces. Wiatever Sonoan forces |ie between us we shall crack like nuts in a
vise. Once united, we'll cross the river and march on the capital ."

"An ambitious plan," the queen said. "But, to divide your forces thus, is that
wi se?"

"It may not be wise, but it is audacious,’
done such a thing before. The arm es
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wi |l maintain contact by nmounted nessengers.” The king maintai ned an . expert
corps mounted on the swiftest animals, small, enduring nen drawn fromthe

subj ect peopl es.

"How | ong a canpai gn do you propose?" Larissa asked. She knew better than to
suggest that he mght fail

"One season. W& march as soon as the rains let up, in about twenty days. |
intend to be seated on the throne of Sono before they start again, with you
seated beside ne." He snmiled and she cane into his arms. "As soon as | have

Sono pacified, | shall march on Gran, and then the south will be mne."

"And after that?" she asked

He pointed to the great map. "Then it will be tinme to | ook northward. A march
northward on a broad front will envel op the Canyon and that will bring us to
the edge of the great desert. Somewhere in there, we will find Hael's stee

m ne. A desert war will take careful preparation, but the prize is the

greatest hi the world. Wth that source of steel in ny hands, the rest of the
world will fall into themas well."
"Ah, my love, you dreamgreatly,” the queen said. "Unlike other men, you make

your dreams conme true. But..." For the first time, uncertainty entered her
Voi ce.
"What is it?"

"The Canyon. There is said to be great nagic there. No arny has ever conquered
it.'
"What of that?" said the king with a contenptuous snort. "In our homne islands,



the first thing | did was crush the spirit-speakers, and what good did their
curses and mal edi ctions do then? Sorcery is nothing but nmumrery to gull the
foolish. It is deeds that rule the world. Desert villagers with no arny to
speak of will grind beneath ny heel as readily as any others, however |oudly
they chant their spells.”

"Yes, you are right, my lord. You always are. But let nme send ny spies
thither, to find out what they may."
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He shrugged. "Wy not. Al know edge is valuable and the area is poorly
mapped. The spies are yours as always, ny queen, but heed me in this: Send
wel | -travel ed, experienced nen, such as will not be fooled by conjurer's
tricks and do not believe every foolish thing they hear. | want absolutely
reliable information. They are to nake a cl ear distinction between what they
see with their owmn eyes and what they nerely hear.' *

"Most of ny spies are just such men," the queen said. "But | shall give them
special instructions. Have ny intelligence reports ever failed you?"

"Never, little queen," he admtted readily. "It is just that, in this case, we
will be dealing with a place and a people where nen are al ready predisposed to
bel i eve fantastic things."

"I shall take that into account, my lord." It was for this quality that she

nost adm red her husband. Courage, intelligence, anbition and ruthl essness had
hel ped, but it was this great clarity of thought that set him apart from other
men. This quality of mind had transformed himfroma hunbl e warrior-herdsman
in the islands to an all-powerful conqueror for whomglittering thrones were
pl ayt hi ngs.

"See to it."

In a receiving room adjacent to her quarters, the queen net with her
intelligence officers. This activity was hers al one. The pl anni ng and
execution of canpaigns was the sole province of the king. He knew that
accurate intelligence was utterly vital but he had no taste for the work. She
had, and his trust in his queen was w thout reservation

She sat at the head of a long table. Down its length sat a dozen nmen, nost of
them traveling nmerchants of the sort who could fare anywhere wi t hout arousing
suspi cion. Two were Pal ana, nenbers of a wandering, stateless people who made
their way in the world as small traders and entertainers. The two Pal ana wore
gold rings through pierced ears
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and noses. The ear and nose rings were connected by thin chains from which
hung tiny bells.

"My servants," the queen began, "ny lord the king desires of you certain
intelligence, such as you have provided so satisfactorily in the past." She

| ooked fromone nman to another, and each bowed in token of her utter

aut hority.

"The nations of Sono and G an," she continued, "have been well reconnoitered
and ny lord is well pleased with your service in these places. Now he w shes
to know about the lands lying to the north of there, the Canyon and the desert
wast e beyond, the so-called Poi soned Lands."

"My lady," said one, a nan with a forked beard dyed green, "traders frequent
those | ands, but usually they attend the seasonal fairs. The popul ations are
sparse, and an unusually | arge nunber of traders, prying into unaccustoned
parts of the |and, night arouse suspicion."

"I have thought of this," Larissa said. "If asked, you aped nerely say that
you are |looking for steel, that King Gasamgreatly desires nore of the netal
and has offered premumprices for it. That is sufficient reason to send
traders scouring the land for new sources. It is both sensible and
legitimate."

"What, precisely, is it that you want, ny queen?" asked a gray-bearded nman
with a sharp nose. He was richly dressed in the robes of a naster nmnerchant.



"First of all, the usual intelligence necessary to an army: the exact |ocation
of every last village, populations, water sources, grazing land, cultivation
and so forth. Any other resources of interest such as minerals, |ivestock
hunting areas or people with special skills. Seasonal oddities that might help
or hinder a marching arny, when the grass is high enough for grazing, streans
with a tendency to flood, that sort of thing. And | need maps, accurate maps."
' "This we can do as a nmatter of course,' * the gray-bearded man said.
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"My queen/* said one of the Palana, his bells jingling softly, "the Canyoners
"\What about then?" she said sharply.
"Well, they are said to possess magic.'
"Powerful magic."

"I do not believe this," she said, only half-tnithfuliy. She did not fully
share her husband's scepticism "However, if they possess such magic, | want
to know about it." She gazed around her scornfully, noting their expressions
of apprehension. "Ch, come now, gentlenen, do you really think that powerful
sorcerers woul d waste bal eful spells on nmere traveling nerchants? Surely nen
such as you, who brave all sorts of peril in pursuit of markets cannot have
such childish fears." Satisfied that they | ooked suitably abashed, she turned
to the graybeard. "Master Hildas, has there been any report fromthe nmen who
went in search of the steel nine?"

"Most have returned with little information of value. The desert is vast and
hostile. Two have not yet reported in, Ingist and Haffle. They swore that they
woul d not return without the information you seek."

"Wwuld that all nmy servants were so determned," she said. "I remenber those
two, brave and resourceful men. Perhaps they may yet cone through. How | ong
have they been away?"

"Just over two years, nmy queen," Hildas said. "The | ast dispatch | received
fromthem alnost a year ago, reported that they had contacted a very strange
tribe of desert-dwellers who ride on flightless birds, like killer birds but
donesti cated. "

"Bird riders!" the queen nmused. "The world is full of wonders. If they are not
dead, perhaps we shall hear fromthemsoon. As for the rest of you, prepare
yourselves for this mssion. Aory to our king!" "Gory to our king!" they
chor used.

* * %
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"dory to our king!" The shout echoed through the valley, wenched fromthe
throats of the thousands who stood rank upon rank in their units, ready to be
i nspect ed.

The king and his highest officers stood atop a stone pl atform domni nati ng one
end of the huge parade ground, a grandi ose paved plaza constructed by sone

| ong-forgotten king. Rows of statues |lined the edges of the paving, each twce
man- hei ght and depicting a squat, crouching deity with an aninalistic face.
The king raised his glittering spear, and the arny came forward by units for
his inspection

Gasam sal uted each unit as it passed the reviewi ng stand. He loved this
cerenony. Never did he feel the sense of his own power so keenly as when he
reviewed his troops. They were grouped as to race and armanment for efficient
handl i ng.

First cane his pets, the wonen warriors drawn fromthe nost primtive jungle
tri bes of coast and nmountain. Raised from childhood to serve first the king of
Chiwa and now King Gasam they could overwhel man enenmy by the nere ferocity
of their appearance. Tattooed and scarified, they wore garish plugs through
lip and ear, and ornanents dangled fromtheir pierced nipples. Their feathers
and ani mal pelts were savage, but their weapons—short spears, choppi ng swords
and hatchets—were the best Gasam could procure for them They were mnercil ess

He gl anced at the others nervously.



in battle.

The next units were for nore drab in appearance. These were peasant | evies,
useful for protracted fighting where high casualties could be expected. They
were eninently expendabl e. They had hide or w cker shields and nmost had padded
arnmor. The officers wore arnor of |aced banboo splints | acquered in various
colors. Their weapons were spears tipped with flint or bronze and nost carried
st one- headed mmces.

A contingent fromthe southern coast marched by. These men wore their black
hair tied in topknots, and | ong nustaches drooped beneath their chins. Each
man carried a bow
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taller than hinself and a quiver of arrows as long as a man's arm They wore
white kilts but no arnor, and carried only long knives in their belts for
close-in fighting.

Wth a critical eye, Gasamwatched the next unit canter past. These were
nmount ed troops, cabo-riders drawn fromthe Chiwan uplands. He had wanted to
build a strong nounted force, but had cone to distrust both the quality of the
men and the effectiveness of nounted warriors. He had seen with his own eyes
how devastating were Hael's mounted archers, but his own riders were not born
in the saddle like Hael's and he could not duplicate their renmarkable bows. He
did not intend to depend heavily on these riders in the coning canpaign. The
jungle climte was said to be unhealthy for the beasts.

After the conpani es of subject peoples came the backbone of his armnmy: the

i sl anders. These were froma nunmber of tribes, all of them matchlessly
war | i ke. The softness and decadence of the mainland civilizations had never
touched them He trusted inplicitly in their warrior qualities.

Last of all came his pride and joy: the Shasinn. These were the people of his
birth. Tall men, slender but powerful, with bronzen skin and hair ranging in
color fromalnost white to deep gold. They were inordinately handsonme and
quite aware of the fact. Their beautifully crafted bronze spears and | ong

bl ack shi el ds were recogni zed everywhere. Gasam had put an end to triba
warfare in the islands, and now he had Shasinn in greater nunbers than he had
ever dared hope. There were senior warriors who had served himfor years and
junior warriors fresh fromthe islands, their hair dressed in the innunerable
tiny plaits of that class.

Gasamwas nmiserly with the lives of these warriors. In battle, they forned his
reserve, to be cormmtted only in an energency or when an opportunity came to
finish the fight with a sudden, powerful thrust. They, in turn, worshipped him
with a fervor the mainl anders reserved for their gods. In the islands of his
yout h, these men had guarded the

THE PO SONED LANDS

33

tribe's cattle and raided other tribes for theirs. They had been grouped into
warrior fraternities and had been forbidden to marry until they achieved
senior warrior status, usually in their late twenties. Gasam had changed al
that. He had abolished the fraternities and had given his people slaves to do
the herding. Now all the warriors devoted thensel ves solely to war. He
encouraged themto marry young and breed as many children as possible to

i ncrease his strength. He could never have enough Shasinn

"They are ready, ny king," said a scar-faced Shasinn officer who stood by his
si de.

"They are, indeed," said the king, with deep satisfaction. "W narch tonorrow.
Luo, you will take your force through the middle pass. Ulik, yours is the
southern pass.” Urlik was a chief of the Asasa, an island people who resenbl ed
t he Shasinn except for their dark hair and eyes.

"As ny king commands," said the Asasa. "How will you divide the arny?"

"Each of you shall have a regiment of Shasinn; | will take the rest. Luo's
force and mine will each have a snmall squadron of the nounted troops. They
will be little use in the fighting, but they may prove val uable for

reconnai ssance. Urlik, you will take the rest. The terrain to the south is



nore favorable for their enploynent."

U lik nodded. "Good. | have some ideas for their enployment and this canpaign
will be just the place to try themout."

"Excellent," the king said. "Gve ne a full report if your ideas work out.'
Gasam encouraged his officers to try out new innovations. Having invented his
own war-maki ng system he had no military tradition to hinder him

By units they divided the army. Nearly half of the arnmy would be under Gasanis
direct command. The other two conmanders woul d have the rest. Their task was
to ravage the | and before themuntil they reached the river, and then hold
position there. They were strictly enjoined to avoid
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open battle and to retreat to the north if necessary to avoid it. Major
fighting woul d conmence only when the armes were reunited. The partition of
the arny went smoothly. The three conmanders had worked cl osely together for
many years and Gasam heeded the counsel of the other two. Hi s subconmanders
were equal ly conpetent.

There was no noral e problem The warriors were eager for the canpaign, the
peasant |evies resigned. Victory would mean | oot and a chance for advancenent,
and none doubted that Gasam would be victorious. Death in battle or on the
march was a risk, but refusal or desertion made it an utter certainty. \War was
just another hazard of lives already hard and uncertain.

Gasamls arny marched with nminimal inpedinmenta. They would live off the land to
the greatest extent possible. The soldiers were expected to fabricate their
own shelters as needed. Even Gasamtook no tent with him Pack animls were
few and wagons were nonexi stent.

The king left the parade ground well pleased with his preparations. That

eveni ng, he held counsel with the queen

"Surely you will take me with you, ny lord!" Larissa said. "I have been at
your side since your conquests began, and | wish to stay with you now "'

"Not this tine, little queen," he said. "Before, we were in our islands, or
ravagi ng the coasts, where you could stay aboard our ships until | established
a base. This march will be long and arduous, and although | know you do not
shrink from hardship, I would not wish to inflict this upon you."

"But I will mss all the fighting!" She had al ways enjoyed the bl ood and
excitement of battle, seeing her husband reduce his enenmies to corpses or to
terrified, fleeing remants.

"Ah, you have the heart of a warrior, my queen." He held her close, stroking
her ashen hair. "But | need you to hold the throne here for me. | no | onger

| ead a rootless war
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band. | rule a kingdomand | can trust no one else to hold it for me while

am away on canpaign."

She was sonmewhat placated. "WII| ny power be absolute in your absence?"

"You shall be as a goddess to our subjects. Life and death, freedom

i mprisonnent or slavery, yours to inflict or withhold at will. Conduct
diplomatic relations at your pleasure. The treasury is yours. Undertake those
bui |l di ng projects you al ways speak of. Make a royal progress through the new
domai ns so that your subjects may properly abase thensel ves before you."

"Very well, ny love." She was truly sorry to niss the canpaign, but this

prom sed to be even nore rewardi ng. She knew that the king was happy to rid

hi nsel f of these responsibilities. Like nost warriors, he had a broad streak
of laziness in his character. Boundl essly energetic in any activity having to
do with war, he had little patience or aptitude for the everyday managenent of
hi s ki ngdom She, on the other hand, enjoyed that sort of work.

"I knew you woul d be pleased with the prospect. Here, see what | have had nade
for you.' * He snapped his fingers and a slave entered the room bearing a | ong
parcel of rich brocade. He took it fromthe slave and placed it in his queen's
hands. Snmiling, she slipped back the heavy cloth sheath to expose a mniature



spear nmade entirely of steel. It was fashioned in the shape of a Shasinn spear
with a long, wasp-wai sted head and a fluted butt-spike. It was a nodel of the
ki ng's own fanmous weapon.

* "This is your scepter of power. Let other kings have their crowns and
jewel l ed staffs and thrones. W know the real synbol of power, do we not?"

She hugged himfiercely. "Wth this, I will rule your people as sternly as
you, ny love," she vowed. "And bring back plenty of treasure fromthis war.
Sone of my projects will be costly.”

Laughi ng, the king enfol ded her in his arns.

THREE

j JL 11 ny life | have heard of the Canyon," Ansa f”~ said. "Now | amin Canyon
territory, yet | ft. Wsee no such feature.' * He was out hunting with Fyana,

who rode beside himon a small, well-behaved cabo. This was a great relief to
him for he detested the ugly, foul-snelling and ill-tenpered bunpers.

"What did you expect to see?" she asked.

He shrugged. "l1've seen canyons before. | have been told that this one is

bi gger. "

"It is that," she affirned. "It is the biggest canyon in the world. A canyon

as big as a kingdom™"

"I's it a kingdon?" Ansa asked. She favored himw th that snug, secret snile he
had come to associate with the Canyoners and which be greatly disliked.

"OF a sort. It isn't a kingdom as other nations know such things. There is the
Canyon proper, and the high arid lane around it, which we call the Painted
Lands. Then there is the lower land to the west, near the big | ake, which the
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Nevans call the Zone. Last, there is the desert to the north. Collectively,
these are known to foreigners as the Prom sed Lands."

"But does all this constitute a kingdonr?" he persisted.

"Well, there is a man in the Zone who calls hinself a king, and we of the
Canyon acknowl edge a certain fealty to him At least that sinplifies many of
our dealings with foreign |l ands."

He sensed that she was baiting him but he could think of no clever, witty
response. "l have never known of a land with so nany names," he said. "Wy the
Zone? Wy the Poi soned Lands?"

"Those are very ancient nanes, fromthe tinme of the fiery spears, the great
cat astrophe. W do not use them"

"I had hoped to learn sonmething of this land,"” Ansa fumed. "It seens that you
wish to hinder me in this."

"To truly know this or any land, you nust live in it a long time, and |learn
the ways of its people." She scanned the brushy hillside and held a finger to
her lips to silence him He wondered if she nmeant that she wanted himto stay.
He was sorely tenpted, but then he had barely comenced his travels and he was
not yet ready to stop. Still, there was no real rush

"Sss ..." she hissed at him pointing to her right. He saw a fat, young

curl horn browsing on a bush a hundred paces away. The creature's upper lip was
drawn out into a long, prehensile point which it wapped around twi gs,

nmet hodi cally stripping the | eaves and thrusting them bundled, into its nouth.
Ansa took an arrow from his quiver and nocked it. Slowy he raised the bow and
pull ed the string back to full draw, taking a sight on the spotted flank just
behi nd the shoul der. The string thrummed faintly as he released it and the
arrow sped on its swift, silent arc. It sank to the feathers in the animal's
flank and Ansa knew t he satisfaction of making a perfect heart shot. The
curlhorn started in surprise, whirled
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and nade two | ong | eaps before collapsing abruptly. Its feet quivered for a
nonment, then it was still.

"Well shot!" Fyana said. "You did not exaggerate when you described pl ai nsnan
archery."



"That was not a great distance for a still target," he said, nodestly. "Let's

collect this one. There will be nmore. Curl-horn never wander very for alone.”
"We'll put on a feast for the whole village," Fyana said.
"Fyana, will you guide ne to the Canyon? | want to see it."

She rode to the dead ani mal and di smounted. She took a colored stick from her
pouch and with it drew a ritual sign on the creature's brow. Then she | ooked
up at Ansa

"Yes. | will take you there."

They had ridden fromthe village just that norning, but already the air felt
different. At first he thought it was cold, but he knew that could not be.
They had been clinbing nost of the day, but not enough to effect a notable
drop in tenperature. He felt that the air was somehow charged with a power he
could not see or truly feel, but that touched a sel domused sense. He shook
his head, unable to put it into words. He decided mat a great many spirits
nmust |ive here.

The trees were of a sort new to him rough-barked with twi sted |inbs bearing
fragrant, dark-green needles. The ground was thickly carpeted with fallen
yel | ow needl es of years past, and every step of their cabos sent up a fresh
wave of the clean scent. The |land they had ridden through all day had been
brightly colored but the animals were few There were no herds and small,
scattered fanm |y groups seemed to be the norm

Except for the sounds they nade thenselves, the |and was wrapped in a great
silence. In other places, the quiet night have seemed to himsinister or
portentious, but here it just seened restful
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"My father would love this place," he said, as the sun gave |ong shadows to
the trees.

"Why is that?" she wanted to know.

"He | oves two things above all: spirits and a quiet place to neditate. This

pl ace has both."

"You think there are spirits here?"

"Aren't there?" he said, surprised. "I amno spirit-man |like ny father, but
even | can feel the power in this place.'

"There is that," she said. "My people don't speak of spirits, but naybe we
nmean the sane thing."

He found this confusing, but he had given up on getting a straight, sinple
answer from her. They rode on until the Iight was so dimthat he could see no
nore than a hundred paces ahead. He woul d have stopped earlier, but his pride
woul d not let himdemand a halt. Wen he could barely see her ahead of him he
deci ded he had had enough

"It is foolish to ride in the dark. You nust be lost."

She | ooked back and he saw her teeth flash white in the gloom "Ch, | know
this way well. We will go just a little farther and stop for the night."
Sorry that he had spoken, he held his peace. In sone obscure way, he felt
belittled. They rode on for a few nore mnutes, then she stopped and

di smount ed. They tethered their cabos to trees and unl oaded their saddl es and
gear. Ansa rubbed his ani mal down and then began to care for Fyana's nount. As
he did he noticed an orange glow. She had started a tire.

"I didn't hear you strike a light."

She | ooked up fromthe flanmes. "There are other ways to start a fire."

He began to rub down the beast nore roughly than necessary. Mre tricks. The
animal s seen to, he walked to the fire and sat wearily on the thin stack of
hi s bl ankets. She handed him a skin and he drank deeply. It was watered w ne
m xed with herbs and it went down well after the long, dry ride.
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"Why do you speak in riddles, when you speak at all?" he asked her

"I amnot riddling, or trying to confuse you," she said. "But there are many
things that are not easily answered. How do you explain how you shoot to one



who has never seen a bow or an arrow? How woul d you explain the difference

bet ween shooting at a still target and one that nobves?"

He thought for a while. "I would denonstrate.”

"You could do that, if you had your bow handy. Even if you got the idea
across, the one to whom you denonstrated could not take up your bow and use it
as well as you, could he?"

"No," he admitted. "I began shooting as a child, but | was near manhood before
| reached full proficiency.” He tossed a stick into the fire and it sent up a
shower of sparks,

"And archery is a manual skill, requiring a few sinple tools. How nuch nore
difficult to express sonething which enploys only the mnd and is entw ned
with a whole way of life?"

"I had not thought of it that way. | would appreciate it, though, if from now
on you woul d say sonething of the sort, instead of just smiling to yourself as
i f you possessed sonme secret know edge which the ignorant outl ander has no
hope of conprehendi ng."

He t hought she | ooked abashed. "I amsorry. Hereafter | will do ny best to
explain things. | fear that | may not be successful ."

"Just so the effort is nade," he said. "Now, how far is it to the Canyon?"
"Nor far. In fact, | recomend that you do not wander around in the dark
tonight. You might fall intoit."'

"Still having fun with ne," he nuttered as he spread out his blankets. He

thrust his lance into the ground by its butt-spi ke and arranged his sword and
kni fe over his saddle, where they would be ready to his grasp should an

unpl easant surprise interrupt his sleep
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For a while he lay awake, his head resting on his hands, his fingers
interlaced. There was a mild, cool breeze, but the trees overhead resounded to
the slightest novenment of the air, giving forth a sighing sound that was
extraordinarily restful. He closed his eyes and deci ded that, whatever she
said to the contrary, this place was full of spirits.

He awoke in the gray light of dawn. |Imediately, w thout naking a novenent, he
took stock of his surroundi ngs. There seened to be no threat, but he sat up
slowy. The cabos dozed with their heads down. On the other side of the fire,
Fyana was still bundled in her blankets, with just the top of her blond head
show ng.

Silently, he rose and picked up his weapons belt. He waited away fromthe
canpsite as quietly as if he were stal king prey. Wen he was well out of

sight, he set his weapons on the ground and prepared to relieve hinself. He
was just out of the trees and in the dimlight the | and before himl ooked

deci dedly odd. Opening his trousers, he blinked to clear his vision, but the
vi sta before himrenmained strange. Then he decided that this uncanny place was
affecting his hearing as well, because his activity was not rewarded with the
customary patter of water falling upon dry evergreen needl es. He | ooked down
and his heart shot up into his throat and pounded there as he saw that his
stream arched past his toes and down into an abyss at |east a thousand feet
deep. He stood on the lip of the nost horrendous drop-off he had ever
encountered in his life. Raising his eyes, he saw the reason for his
confusion. The Canyon was a feature of such imensity that a m nd unprepared
for it had no grasp of its scale. It was a gash in the earth so vast that

nount ains were minor elevations within its bow .

As the light grew, the Canyon's colors began to energe, some subtle, others
dazzling. Tinme, wind and water had carved the rock of the Canyon into shapes
he woul d not have thought possible outside of dreams. The tortured yet
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beauti ful wonderland stretched as far as he could see. Hi s shock and nonentary
terror dissipated as a sense of exultation struck deep into him As jolting as
t he experience had been, he was glad that he had di scovered the place in this



fashion, instead of it coming before hima bit at a tine as he rode, with
Fyana telling himwhat to expect.

"Isn't it beautiful?" It was her voice behind him Hastily, he closed his
trousers and turned.

"Amld word. Last night | thought you were gulling me again, saying that I
mght fall inin the dark. |I almost did."

She joined himat the dizzying brink and pointed down. "Look. Do you see that
thin silver ribbon wi nding around the base of that hill?"

"I see it, just barely. Is that a small river?" He was still troubled by the
scal e.

"That is the River Kol ."

"It can't bel" he exclainmed. "Then again, that is a foolish thing to say. This
canyon hol ds mountains. But how can a mighty river |ook so small? How deep is
it?"

"More than a mile at this point. This is one of the deepest spots."

"Truly? A nmle doesn't seemso great on level ground. It is different to see
it straight down. How |l ong and how wide is it?"

She pointed strai ght ahead. "Myre than twenty nmiles fromone side to the

other." She spread her arms wide. "At least two hundred mles fromend to
end. "

He sat on the rim letting his feet dangle in the enptiness. "I think I could
stay here for a year and never tire of |ooking upon this."

"I't's not even full light yet. Wait until you see it then. The view,

especially the colors, change from hour to hour. The very shapes of the rocks
and hills seemto alter with the passing day."
"I amglad that | cane to see this. | would have m ssed sonething gl orious

ot herwi se." Bel ow him huge | edges
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sprouted brush thickets and even small forests. Animals grazed and browsed
anong the growths, insectlike in the distance.

"Where do we go from here?" he asked, tearing his gaze away reluctantly.
"About five mles to the east there is a trail that descends to the floor of
the Canyon. It will take nost of the day to reach the bottom™

"I amsurprised that it can be done in one day."

They returned to the canpsite and retrieved their bel ongings and their nounts.
Fyana led themto a rock-lined pond fed by a tiny streamand they let the

ani mal s drink. Then they mounted and rode east along the rim of the Canyon.
"I"ve seen no sign of people,” Ansa noted.

"This place is so vast that sonmetines | think all the people in the world
could be crowded into one of its gorges and you wouldn't be able to see them
fromnost spots on the rim" she answered. "There are many towns, but they
blend in with the terrain. Sone are even dug into the walls. There are fields
down along the river, but nost of the people live by herding."

The path proved to be well-beaten but narrow, with heart-stopping drop-offs
along much of its length. It zigzagged down the canyonside, with sw tchbacks
every few hundred yards. At intervals it opened onto one of the broad | edges
and on these they would rest. Throughout the descent; Fyana entertai ned him
wi th expl anations of what they saw and a recitation of the Canyon's wonders.
"Plants grow here that grow nowhere else," she said. "There are nedicina
plants, plants that induce visions, plants to weave into cloth and others with
which to dye the cloth. The growmh on these | edges differs greatly from one

| evel to another as we descend.”

They came to a | edge where strange animals browsed on the branches, lifting
heads crowned with pal mate horns to gaze at the intruders. The creatures had
short bodi es and
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sl ender legs tipped with clawed feet. Their hides were splotched tan and
russet, the colors of the nearby cliff walls.



"Those are clinmbers,"” Fyana explained. "They are always found near this |evel,
never up on the rimor down in the bottom They can clinb on sl opes too steep
for any other aninmal. That is what they use the claws for."

"They seem fearl ess. Does no one hunt thenf"

"Animal s are never hunted in the Canyon. Here they are . . . different. It is
not just that they | ook different from other beasts, although no aninmal native
to the Canyon is quite Iike any other outside it. Many of them have powers,
and there is a tradition that great m sfortune befalls one who kills them and
that deadly sickness follows eating their flesh. At any rate, there is plenty
of game outside the Canyon, so nobody risks hunting these beasts."

Ansa pondered this. "When ny father speaks of animals, he often nmentions their
spirit-force. It is sonething that few people can feel, save spirit-speakers.
But he says that the spirit-force was far stronger in the islands of his
birth. There it was so pal pable that the beasts could actually be ranked
according to the force they nade evident. The little, burrow ng creatures had
al nrost none. The big cats and the | ongnecks had a great deal."

"W have |ongnecks in this territory," she said. "They are rare, but they

wr eak havoc anong our herds."

"In the islands there is a giant breed, many tines the size of the ones we
know. He says that their spirit-force is so great that a whole body of ritua

| aw and tabu surrounds them He killed one once, single-handed. That had never
been done before in all the history and | egends of his people.™

"So he becane a great hero?" she asked.

"No, he became an exile. The beast was so sacred that there could be no excuse
for killing one, even to save your own life, or the life of a tribesman." He
shrugged. "That is what ny father says, at any rate. Sonething about this
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place put ne in nmind of ny father's old stories, of which | tired while stil
very young."

"Why does the Canyon make you think of his stories?" she prodded, gently.

Ansa struggled to articulate his thoughts. He was not used to analyzing his
feelings, but there was somnething about this uncanny place, with its great
beauty and its air of brooding nystery, that turned his thoughts in the
direction of supernatural matters.

"I think," he said at last, "that it has sonmething to do with the Tinme of

Cat astrophe, and the hard ages just after. Everyone has | egends about those
times. The stories differ widely, but all agree that nmen brought sone terrible
di saster .upon thenselves, and that in the time of tribulation that foll owed
nost nen and ani mal s di ed, and those that survived were all changed in sone
fashion. Spirits cane back into the world at that tinme, according to many." He
paused.

"I have heard many tales of this sort. Go on, please," she prodded.

"I think that rmuch of the world has enmerged fromthose times. Spirit-power is
i mportant mainly to eccentric old nen or visionaries like ny father. In the

| ands of the great cities, so | hear, the spirits are ignored entirely.

I nstead they have what they call religion, in which a class of professiona
priests act as intermedi aries between the gods and nmen, and performall the
rituals.”

He scanned the Canyon on all sides. "I think that there are sone parts of the
worl d where the time of tribulation lingers. In ny father's islands, and here
in the Canyon, there is still strong nagic. Here nmen and aninmals and the | and
itself have an ... an affinity for one another.'

"You may well be right," she said, |ooking upon himw th a nore synpathetic
i nterest than she had previously shown. "These are deep thoughts for.an

i ndependent young warrior. But then, you are your father's son."

"There have been tines when | w shed I was not," he

46

John Maddox Roberts

said. They were near the canyon floor now, and he saw a pack of very strange



creatures clinmbing in a stand of stunted trees and scranbling about on the
ground beneath them He thought at first that they were deformed nmen, snall
and. hairy. Then he saw their vestigial tails and their |ong, be-fanged

muzzl es. At the approach of the riders the creatures ceased their play to
chatter and hoot at the intruders. Their notions seemed so human that Ansa
could not determne their nature.

"Are they nen?" he asked.

"No. These are called hanumas. They are the nost manli ke of creatures, but

t hey have no power of speech. They can be dangerous if you get too close or
threaten them but they will not trouble you otherw se."

"In the coastal areas, | hear there is a creature called nman-of-the-trees, but
they are said to be tiny. These are half the size of a large man." He | aughed
as the strange beasts made gestures intended to be threatening but which
succeeded only in | ooking comcal

"They are pests and great raiders of crops and stores, but we tolerate them
Even at their worst, they are entertaining. The infants are especially fun to
wat ch. "

He saw what she neant. The fearless little creatures scanpered about anong the
feet of their elders, tussling and playing in total disregard of the adults’
alarm Wth their snouts as yet unformed, the young had faces that were
uncannily human, with bright, round eyes and tiny noses. Their faces were
hai rl ess and had a pi nki sh col or

As they rode past, the hanunmas ceased their unfriendly denonstrations, but
wat ched warily. Ansa was astonished by the intelligence in their dark eyes.
They m ght not be men, he thought, but they were close.

The vall ey floor had appeared to be flat when seen fromthe rim but it was
rugged when they got there, scored with deep gullies, rocky and hard. The
cabos had to pick their way warily anong the stones and the innunerabl e
bur r ows
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of the underground dwellers. Once, a tiny nosehorn poked its head out of its
hol e and studied them the tiny eyes unblinking behind the short, forked horn
that sprouted fromits dimnutive snout. Ansa pointed at it.

"A nosehorn! You said that the Canyon animals were unlike those outside. |Ve
seen this fellow s like everywhere | have traveled."

"They |l ook simlar," she maintained, "but these clinb out of their burrows
each day at sunset and the whole colony of themsing in unison. Do the ones
you have seen do that?"

"No," he admitted. "They just dig holes and m nd their own business. The only
sound | have ever heard themmake is the cry that tells the others that a
predator is near."

"These do that, too. And they are just as nuch a pest as the ordinary kind.
They are just Canyon nosehons, that is all."

As they neared the river the land flattened into a narrow fl oodplain. Here the
soil was far richer, supporting an abundant growth of thorny brush, stunted
trees and colorful, flowering plants. Al of the vegetation swarmed with bird
and animal life, as if nost of the Canyon's life concentrated near the water.
Here and there he saw fields that had once been cultivated. They were outlined
by low, irregular walls of piled stone. He asked Fyana about these.

"Fields are usually fanned for a year or two, then left fallow for three or
four. These have been out of cultivation for at |east three years.'

Ansa surveyed the enclosed fields disdainfully. "I have never understood how
peopl e could spend their days grubbing in the dirt and then call it alife."
He sensed that she might resent this and added: "But then, you said the
Can-yoners live mainly by herding. That is a far better life."

' "They will doubtless rejoice to hear of your good opinion," she said dryly.
"I didn't nmean it that ..." He cut off abruptly. "Wat is that?"
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They had been riding in a roughly northerly direction along the river and had
cone to a narrow strip of floodplain with the river on one side and on the
other a cliff of red sandstone that bellied out dramatically far above their
heads. He pointed at a deep indentation in die cliff where irregular nud
structures clustered like the nests of giant, cliff-dwelling birds.

"That is the village of Redstone.™

"Village! You nmean people live in such a place?" But now he could see them
ghostly forms in reddi sh robes noving anong the bizarre houses, sone of them
tending little herds of small beasts. At the foot of the cliff were sone pens
for livestock and an apparatus for dipping water froma stone-lined pool. The
pool was connected to the river by a channel, also lined with cut stone.
Snoke drifted up from stubby chi meys and the snell was clean in the stil

air. Hs stomach runbled and he renenbered that he had not eaten since that
nor ni ng, when they had breakfasted on trail rations.

The qui et of the place was strange. From somewhere out of sight came the
honki ng bell ows of ill-tenpered hunpers, but that was all. Ansa had al ways

t hought of villages as noisy places. They certainly were when he and his
friends rode into them He had spent nonths anmid the clanor of the steel pit
and was unused to so many people making so little noise. As they drew nearer
the village, he saw that even the children played quietly.

"How shoul d I behave?" Ansa asked as they reached the outskirts of the

vi | | age.

"As a plainsman," she said, "I suppose there is little you can do to tenper
your arrogance. Just carry yourself as you did in nmy village and you will
probably cause little offense.”

Ansa had al ways thought his manners to be excellent, and it nettled himto
hear that she thought himoverbearing. Did she expect hunmility? He had borne
hi nsel f as he thought a

pl ai nsman shoul d, when traveling anong inferior people. Wat else would be
nmore fitting?

A tall, stately form approached them as they reached the watering-pool. As
Ansa had found di sconcertingly conmon anong t hese people, sex was not

i medi ately apparent. The hood was raised with its veil drawn across the face
agai nst di e omi present dust, revealing only a pair of amazing eyes, the exact
color of newmnted gold coins. Ansa heard a sharp intake of breath and saw
Fyana make an obei sance, the first such gesture he had seen from her, or from
any Canyon dweller, for that matter

"Lady Bel!" Fyana said, "I had not expected to find you here."

The wonman responded to the obei sance by placing a | ong-fingered hand agai nst
Fyana's forehead.

"I came to neet you here. | was expecting you."

How coul d she be expecting us? Ansa wondered. Did they have the power to read
the future? Did they have extraordinarily swift and clever spies? O was this
just nore numery to nake himbelieve their sorcerous clainms? He suspected the
latter.

The wonman turned her gol den eyes upon him "Wl cone, Ansa, son of Hael

Wl come to Redstone." A small group of villagers had ranged thensel ves behi nd
Lady Bel .

"I thank you, nmy lady. It seens that my attenpts to conceal ny paternity have
little effect here.”

He coul d see nothing of her save her eyes, but they sml ed. " You have no
need to use subterfuge with us. Were are you going, though, it will be very
necessary, indeed."

"How do you know where | am goi ng?" Ansa asked. To cover his confusion, he |ed
his cabo to the pool and let it drink

"W needn't speak while standing out here," Lady Bel said. "It is inhospitable
behavior at the very least." She toned to one of the villagers behind her

"El der Yamma, perhaps we could retire to the |odge with our guests.”
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The man bowed. "Of a certainty." He turned to Ansa. "Allow nme to extend the
wel conme of ny village to our distinguished guest fromthe north."

The formality of these people began to infect him "On behal f of ny father and
nmy people, | accept gladly."

Lady Bel introduced the others, all Elders or inportant personages of the
village. It still seened strange to himthat mere villagers could have the
style and bearing of nobles. That city-dwellers considered his own people to
be nonadi ¢ savages was, to him only proof of their ignorance.

Boys took charge of their animals and they retired to the | odge, which was a
mud structure a good deal |arger than the others, with a single, |ong room
with conical fireplaces at each end. Ansa thought that nmud was an ugly and

i mpoveri shed building material, but he was forced to admit that the interiors
of the nmud houses were wonderfully cool and confortable in the fierce desert
country. The conpany ranged thensel ves down the I ength of the roomin two
facing lines and sat on the floor. At one end of the double file sat Lady Bel
At her gesture, Ansa and Fyana sat at her right and | eft hands, facing one
anot her.

"First," said Lady Bel, "you two rmust eat and refresh yoursel ves. W shal
talk later."

Ansa knew better than to protest that they had done no nore than engage in a
| ei surely, sight-seeing ride for the |ast two days. Hospitality demanded t hat
they be treated as if they had ridden hard for a year and arrived at the
village as if at death's door. They sat nmaking small talk while they were
served with food and drink

Lady Bel | owered her hood and veil, revealing a face Ansa could not quite
define as elderly. Her facial skin was as snooth and unlined as Fyana's, but
it lay thin against the fine, aristocratic bones, the veins showi ng as a

dar ker blue tracery against the pale blue of her Canyon features. Her hands
were |ikew se yout hful -seem ng, wi thout the gnarling

and di stended veins Ansa associated with great age. Nonethel ess, he was
certain that this was a very ol d wonan.

When the demands of hospitality were satisfied, they were given cups of an
herb infusion lightly mxed with a heavy wine. It was customary to breathe the
steam for a few nmonments before cerenoniously sipping at the hot liquid.

"You have cone at a crucial time," Lady Bel began. "For sone tine now, the
focus of inmportant events has been far fromthe Canyon, the desert and the

pl ai ns. Your father has busied hinmself to the east, establishing trade and
mlitary relations with the peoples of those | ands. Gasam had conquered and
consol i dated Chiwa and some nearby ki ngdonms and i sl ands. This bal ance and
relative quiet is changing now Gasamis on the march again, this tinme to the
southeast. He is crossing into Sono. He will not stop there. In time he wll
take Gran as well and after that he will nove north.'

"Gasam " This was news, indeed. He had been a boy when his father's |ifel ong
eneny had | ast threatened the people of the plains. Chiwa was a renote

ki ngdom and Hael had hoped that Gasam woul d sonehow die in his wars there. It
now seened that he had not.

Ansa felt a rush of excitement. OQthers might consider these devel opnents to be
al arm ng, but for a young warrior the only opportunity for honor and
advancenent lay in warfare.

"Do not be so eager," said Lady Bel, as if she could read his thoughts. "In
the first place, it will be sone time before that madman turns his armes
northward. But, nore inmportantly, it will be absolutely necessary that we have

accurate information as to his doings and intentions."

"It seens to me," Ansa said, "that you already have such information."

"W have our agents in other |ands, watching out for our interests. They have
ways of contacting us with little del ay.
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But this will grow nore difficult nowthat Gasamis on the nove. There will be
great confusion for a while. Soneone fully trusted by King Hael should be
there to observe." She gazed at himsteadily.

"You mean that | should go there, into the mdst of Gas-am s invasion, alone?"
He had been seeki ng adventure, but nothing quite this drastic.

"No," Lady Bel shook her head. "Not alone. Wth her." Now she nodded toward
Fyana. "Sormeone we fully trust should go as well."

"What! To go al one would be suicidal. To go burdened with a worman woul d be"—he

found that he had left hinself short of dreadful prospects—well, worse than
sui ci dal . "

" '"Burdened,' " Fyana said. "W shall see who is to be the burden on this

m ssi on. "

"Why do you both speak as if | have already agreed to this madness?"

"Lady Bel has said that | shall go," Fyana told him "and so it shall be."
"And you will go," Lady Bel added, "because it will be a feat worthy of a
great warrior. For the king's very son to go within the grasp of his
hereditary enenmy is a thing to be sung of. At |last you shall have done
something to match your father's warrior feats.”

He knew that they were mani pul ating hi mthrough his warrior pride, but it was
none the | ess persuasive for his know edge of the fact. If he agreed to this,
and if by sone miracle he should survive the experience, none could ever doubt
his worth. Although he had no wi sh to succeed his father as king, this would
earn hima high place as a war-|eader, perhaps even as a counselor. It galled
himto know that these Canyoners were cornering him nmaking it difficult for
himto avoid the task without appearing to them and, far nore inportantly, to
hi nsel f, as a coward. Especially since Fyana showed not the slightest

appr ehensi on at goi ng
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on a mssion that would probably mean her death, or worse, at the hands of
Gasam or his equally fearsone queen
"The m ssion would be a worthy one,’

he said, reluctantly.

"More than that," said Lady Bel, "it is necessary." "Very well," he said
knowi ng that this was probably his doom "I will go."
FOUR

It was good to be |leading his arny again. Gasam coul d have ri dden, but he
despi sed traveling on an animal's back while his army went on foot. He had
always led his warriors as a warrior, and now he strode at the head of the
arnmy, his long, muscular |legs setting a fast pace. Back in the islands, his
Shasi nn had customarily gone raiding at a fast trot, to give an eneny the

| east possible time to prepare. On a march as long and hilly as this one, such
a pace was not practical, and none of his mainland troops were runners |ike
the Shasinn. Still, he had no intention of noving at the snail-like crawl of
the lunbering civilized armes. He could still have his army before the gates
of a capital city before they knew that he had crossed their borders.

Even so, he fully understood the inportance of mounted scouts and he kept them
rangi ng far ahead, sending one of their nunber back frequently to deliver
reports of what lay in the arny's route of march

An observer would not have taken himfor a king. Except
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for his extravagant spear, which was entirely made of steel except for a
short, wooden hand-grip, he was unadorned. He wore none of the paint and
jewelry so loved by the other Shasinn. His belt and loincloth were of plain
red | eather and he was unshod. Behind hima bearer carried his shield, a |ong,
oval construction of hide stretched over a wi cker franme, painted black. It was
identical to those of his Shasinn warriors. But behind himcane the rhythmc
slap of thousands of bare feet, and every one of them nmarched at his command,



to do his bidding.

These pl easant thoughts went through his nind as the army reached the foot of
t he nmount ai ns. Sonewhere up there he would pass the end of his own domai ns and
enter eneny territory. He corrected hinmself. He was the rightful ruler of the
worl d, but violence was necessary to force sone people to acknow edge the
fact. This was good because he enjoyed viol ence. The physical dom nation of
his fellow men made life worthwhile for Gasam Wen peopl e succunbed to him

wi t hout bl oodshed, he felt cheated.

He had sent word ahead so that when they canped for die night there were

pl entiful provisions heaped up for them the produce of the local farns. There
were many beasts ready-sl aughtered and ready for the cooking fires, but he bad
given strict orders that there was to be no strong drink for the warriors.

That was for after a victory.

The arny nade canp, which was prinmarily a matter of stacking weapons and
building fires. After the final unit, the Last Man entered the canp, and the
men fell silent as he passed. He al ways marched a few hundred paces behind the
host. A hul king native of the southern jungle peninsula, he carried a glaive
slanting over his shoulder. It bore a broad, cleaverlike blade nmounted on a
short haft. It was the Last Man's duty to behead any menber of the army who
fell out on the march. He also carried a | arge nesh bag to cany the heads for
display in each night's canp. It was stil
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early in the march, and he had thus far collected no heads, but that would
change before much | onger

A group of junior warriors gathered brush and withies and with these sinple
materials they constructed an island-style shelter for their king. There were
no villages nearby, and Gasampreferred this famliar structure to
conmandeeri ng sonme peasant's foul -snelling hut.

As night fell his senior officers gathered around the fire before his hut.
They were a varied lot, with the features, dress and weapons of a dozen races.
These were nmen who had profited well fromtheir master's conquests, and their
ornanents were rich, even on canpaign. Firelight wi nked fromjewelled
swordhilts and gol den neck-chains. Some wore paints, others were tattooed.
Tunics, shirts, |eggings and capes were of fine fabrics or |eathers. None wore
footgear, for Gasam believed that men were swifter and nore agile when
bar ef oot. Those who had been accustonmed to goi ng shod had suffered greatly
during their early days in Gasanis service, but they had hardened or died. To
di sobey Gasam neant an appointnment with the Last Man

The king sat on the ground, nibbling daintily at a skewer studded with balls
of finely ground neat. Like all Shasinn, he was abstenious with food, sonmewhat
less so with drink. The others joined himand soldiers or local villagers
brought t hem baskets of provisions. Gasam all owed no sl aves to be brought on
the march for these nenial duties.

"' Tonorrow we begin our mountain crossing,” Gasamsaid. "W may neet with

resi stance as we cross. Qur scouts have reported that they Ve found the
remai ns of fires, abandoned vill ages and such al ong our route. These nay be
outlaws or hunters but it is possible that they will resent intrusion. | doubt
that they have any loyalty to the king of Sono. They are too few to threaten
such a host, but we may have sone harassnment. Be sure your nmen are aware of
this."

"How | ong a crossing are we to expect, ny king?" asked a man who wore a | ong
robe, with his hair tied in a topknot.

He fingered the jewelled handl e of his belted dagger as he spoke. Even the
hard-bitten captains of Gasami s arny were nervous when addressing their king
directly.

"No nore than three days. These are not great nountains and the path is a good
one. On the other side we will be inrolling hill country, and there we mnust



be ready for battle at any nmonent. | do not expect to meet organized

resi stance early in our canpaign, but nothing is certain in war save ny
ultimate victory. W could neet an arny returning froma skirmsh in the
north, or one under a rebellious satrap. W nmust be ready for anything. The
greatest peril for an army on the nove is to be caught in marching order by an
enenmy who is already fornmed for battle. As soon as we reach the other side, we
will drill daily in taking up battle order to neet a direat from any
direction. You all know what to do. See that you do it smartly."

"W will, ny king!" they chorused.

"Fromthe foot of the mountains, it is six days fast march to the river. There
is asmll town diere called Marn. W will sack that place and provision
oursel ves, then we swing south and march to nmeet die force | ed by Genera

Luo. "

An officer of levies shifted where he sat, his arnor of |aced banmboo creaking
softly. "My king, will we be marching through heavy jungle?"

"The hills are forested, the flatter | and as we approach tile river is largely
cultivated. W should encounter no true jungle on the early stages of the
march. As we nake our way south, we will nmeet with die heavy growth. Red
Knife."

"Yes, nmy king?" said the woman thus named. She was heavily carved with
ornanental scars, and rank with the aninmal fat snmeared on her body. The nen
seated to either side of her had edged away surreptitiously.

"\Wher ever we encounter heavy growh, | want your women working the bush to
both flanks. The main arny will travel the roads, preceded by the riders. Your
woren
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are accustomed to jungle fighting. Archers can work their way close to the
arny, shoot their arrows and be away in a heartbeat. You are to flush them out
and kill them Be watching for spies. | want none to escape ahead of us and
bear word of our comi ng. Select your best runners to chase these down and kil
them™

"It shall be done, ny king!" She grinned ferociously, displaying teeth filed
to points and reinforced with sharp bronze caps. Gasam s fighti ng wonen nmade
even his hardest warriors uneasy.

"We march at first light," the king said.

Two days | ater, Gasam stood on the crest of the final mountain |ine, |ooking
down upon the rolling, green | and beyond. Mst arm es woul d have taken many
days to acconplish this crossing, but Gasam pressed his men vi gorously. Each
evening, the Last Man entered canp with a full sack.

There had been no difficulty fromthe sparse inhabitants of the nmountains, who
had faded back into the brush when the great host canme in sight. There was
little likelihood that any had run, ahead to give warning of their com ng. The
riders would have intercepted any such

The riders thensel ves would be mi staken for the nounted bandits that infested
the southern lands, so Gasamdid not worry that their appearance would inply a
follow ng arny to any Sonoans who ni ght see them

The terrain he scanned did not ook at all difficult. The hills were | ow and
rounded, cleared here and there for small farns. Wthin sight were three small
vill ages, each consist-nig of no nore than a dozen thatched huts from which
snoke curled lazily. He knew that his arnmy would nake swift progress through
this country, and that it would not march hungry.

The descent was rapid. The nen were relieved now that the nmpst arduous part of
the march was over and the action about to begin. They were accustoned to

har dshi p, but any
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true warrior preferred the hazards of battle to the fatigue of a | ong march
over steep ground.

Wan Pegra, commander of Mamis small royal garrison, nade his way slowy from



his confortable quarters at the base of the town's wall. He had just
breakfasted heavily and he lurched a bit as he clinbed the stair to the
sentry-wal k that encircled the inner side of the wall. At the top he bel ched,
giving hinself a second taste of the fierily-spiced jungle fow that had

peri shed for the sake of his appetite that norning.

Pegra wore a feather-pluned, gilt |eather helmet, suitable for cerenonial
parades but not for combat. His quilted arnmor | acked protective stuffing,
rendering it light and cool. H's duties required that he be in uniform but he
saw no reason why he should endure disconfort in their discharge.

Fol  owi ng his invariable routine, he turned |l eft when he reached the walk, to
stride along the wall that fronted along the river. Atop the river gate, the
sentry on guard stood to attention at his conmander's approach. This man wore
the full panoply of the Sonoan infantry. H's hel met was of thick |eather
overlaid with horn and strapped with bronze. H s padded cuirass was nore than
an inch thick, its once-brilliant dyes now faded. He carried a bronze-tipped
spear in one hand and a stone-headed war hamer thonged to his belt. H's
curved, rectangul ar shield of hide-faced wi cker |eaned against the battl enment.
Pegra exam ned the sentry's face-paint closely, nmaking sure that the outlines
were sharp and clear, and that no col or blended sloppily into any other. It
was well known anong the nmen of the garrison that if a stinging insect |anded
on one's face, one just had to put up with it. Pegra had been known to have
men flogged nercilessly for being on guard with snmeared face-paint.

The conmmander nade his way around the wall from one sentry-post to another
Along the river wall no one had

60

John Maddox Roberts

anything to report. There was never anything to report on the river. The main
duty of the sentries on the river wall was to keep an eye on Pegra's

| uxuriously appointed river-boat. As he wal ked the wall, he thought pleasantly
of the fishing trip he planned for the com ng afternoon. He would take his
croni es and sone professional |adies of the town. These last were in no way
conparable with their sisters of the capital, but they were acceptable for
this provincial hellhole. He would take along his two pretty new concubi nes.
They were twins, no nore than fifteen years old. In the mdst of these nusings
he cane to the post above the road gate. The sentry there was staring toward
the western hills.

"What do you see?" Pegra denanded.

"Riders to the west, sir/1 the nman said, "I think nere are sone peasants
running this way before them"

"Bandits, eh? They grow bold, to ride so near in daylight." He took his

tel escope fromits belt case. The fine Nevan instrunent was as much a mark of
his rank as his gilt dress helmet. He fitted it to his eye and adjusted the
focus. An early heat-haze nmade the picture wavery, but he could see that the
riders were indeed herding sone fleeing peasants before them Even as he

wat ched, a rider speared a running man through the back. The other riders
sought to enulate him pursuing the terrorized farnmers across the cultivated
fields. Pegra | owered the tel escope.

"This is a strange sport,"” he muttered. Sonething here was not right.
Odinarily, bandits struck outlying villages, usually at night, and were gone
to their lairs in the hills by daylight. They kill ed peasants often, or
captured themfor sale to slavers, but they did not chase themfor sport,
certainly not under the very noses of a royal garrison

"Sound the gong," Pegra ordered. "W'Il have the cabo troop out after these
rogues.” He raised the glass again in tine to see the last of the fleeing
peasants skewered by a rider, whose exultant whoops he coul d now hear clearly.
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They were scarcely a bowshot away fromthe walls of the town.

Next to Pegra the al arm gong began to reverberate. Then the beating of the
great bronzen disk ceased. "Commander!" said the sentry in a strangled voice.



"What is it?" He turned and saw the guard pointing up the road, beyond the
nowcircling riders. Wth a sinking feeling, Wan Pegra rai sed the glass again,
| ooki ng past the nounted nmen. Over a lowrise in the road came a col umm of
men. The columm was four files wide, and as they cane into viewthe files
split, two going to the right, two to the left. They came on endl essly,
splitting and resplitting until a great army faced the town, rank upon rank of
them every man hol ding before hima tall, black shield. Al of this happened

so quickly that the garrison was still scranbling up the steps to the
battl ement when the black tide advanced.
"Gasam " Pegra said, alnobst choking. "It's that madman who conquered Chiwal

Wiere did he cone fron®"

"From Chiwa, is my guess," said the sentry, with very little deference in his
voice. "And | wish we had a real soldier in conmand just now. "

Sonehow, WAn Pegra took no offense at the nan's tone. He was unable to fee
anyt hi ng except blinding terror. He tried to think of a quick, safe way to
surrender. Even in his agitated state, though, he knew that to be futile.
Gasam woul d accept the surrender of ordinary soldiers, to swell the ranks of
his own arny. Seldomdid he allow officers to take service under him
Conmanders, never. They woul d al ways be put to death. If they were captured
after a fight they were executed swiftly to show the futility of resistance.
If they surrendered without a fight they died slowy to denonstrate the
consequences of weakness and cowar di ce.

To cover his fear and gain time to plan an escape, he shouted blustering
orders to his officers and men. They ignored him knowi ng their work well
enough. Bows were strung, sheaves of arrows and bundl es of javelins were
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brought up fromthe arsenal, along with crates of round, snooth stones for the
stingers.

While all this bustle went on, Pegra slipped below, ostensibly to don his
field harness. No one watched him go, since every man had his own concerns
just then. As his concubines cowered w de-eyed in a comer, he dashed through
his quarters, stuffing his npst val uabl e and portabl e possessions into a sack
He threw of f his dress hel met and cuirass and donned a nondescript tunic.
Wth the sack over his shoulder, he raced to the river gate. He was ignored,
as everyone in the town had rushed to the road side to gawk at their oncom ng
doom Panting with fright, he shoved the |ocking bar aside and tugged the gate
open. He dashed through the gate, not bothering to reclose it. The town was no
| onger his concern. Al nost tunbling down the riverbank, he ran out along the
wooden wharf and threw the sack into his riverboat, leaping in after it,
cutting the nooring line with his dagger in his haste.

As the boat began to drift downstreamw th the current, he breathed nore
easily. Already, he could hear screanms coming fromthe town. In al
probability, no one would be spared. Relaxing a little now, he started to
devise a story that would stand up at court. He would tell how he had
conducted the defense of Marn until his last man fell, of how, barely escaping
with his Iife, he had contrived to board this boat—no, he dived into the
river, arrows and javelins splashing all around him and found this boat
drifting, boarded it and hurled his defiance at the thousands of how ing
savages on the shore, as he made his way south along the river, to bring his
king this terrible news and render further heroic service.

The boat rounded a sandbar to the south of the town and his bowels liquified
as he saw the line of nmounted nmen, their cabos belly-deep in the water,
grinning and shaking their long, cruel spears in anticipation of this
excel l ent sport. Pegra would have dived overboard and tried to swmfor it,
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but he could not swm As they closed in he fell to his knees, clasped his
hands before himand tried begging for his life, but mat did not work either
Gasam wat ched the town burn with some satisfaction. It was |arger than he had



expected, so there would be good provision for his army, which was begi nni ng
to get hungry. He had not asked for surrender in his usual fashion, because he
want ed his newer troops «o be bl ooded now, while it was safest. The small
garrison had fought stoutly, despite the futility of the odds. This pl eased
him for it allowed his | east experienced nen to think they had been in a
fight, and it neant that, later in the canpaigr”he could expect to acquire
some high-quality soldiers when eneny reginments sensibly surrendered on his

t er ms.

He had achi eved conpl ete surprise, as he had expected. Mire inportantly, the
garrison here had been commmanded by a fool, just some court appointee. This
was the sign of a foolish, overconfident king, who gave idiots with high
connections conmmands consi dered undesirable. That nmeant that Luo and Urlik
woul d probably encounter conmanders sinmilarly ineffectual. Only after the arny
was reunited and inarching on the capital would the king of Sono understand
that his very throne was in danger and send forth a conpetent commander, if

i ndeed he had such a nman in his enploy. This was shaping up into a wonderful
canpai gn.

St al ker padded through the dense jungle growmh as silently as a ghost. For the
| ast few days the armnmy had been passing through jungle country, and the wonen
were out as flankers, charged with kilting guerillas and spies. Stal ker
greatly enjoyed this duty. Like her sisters, she had chafed at the necessary
but arduous marching. That was a tedi ous business, with no opportunities for

gl ory or bl oodshed.

It had been so different in the king's earlier canpaigns, when they had
travel ed by ship fromone island to another
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overrunni ng each and subdui ng or slaughtering its inhabitants. Then, the elite
corps of the wonen warriors had | ounged on deck, renewi ng their paint or
dressing each others' hair, while the sailors sawto their transportation

When it came time to fight, which was to say, to justify their existence, they
sei zed their weapons and attacked whonever the king told themto.

The | ater canpai gns on | and had been simlarly enjoyable, for the distance had
not been great, and there had been nmuch righting with relatively little

mar chi ng.
Now she was happy and content, performing with consummate skill a duty the nen
in the arnmy could not have done half so well. Even the Shasinn, wonderful

warriors that they were, were not at honme in the jungle |like Stal ker and her
sisters. None had sight or hearing so keen, none could nove so lightly on
their feet, or avoid brushing the dense growh with such fluid grace.

St al ker woul d have been esteenmed a conely woman in civilized Iands had it not
been for her outlandi sh and bizarre ornanentation. Her tawny hair, clubbed
behi nd her neck, was threaded through holl owed out human fingerbones. Her
cheeks were | aced with parallel scars, and further scars, carved in stripes
and spirals, decorated her breasts, belly, thighs, buttocks and upper arns.
They had been incised with a ritual flint knife and the wounds rubbed with a
m xture of pumice, fat and soot to cause the flesh to heal in raised welts of
a deep blue color. Besides these she bore nmany | ess symmetrical but equally
honorabl e scars earned hi battle, training and hunting. Her full Iips were
further everted by a small lip plug of jade and the pointed bronze caps that
rei nforced her teeth. Gold hoops dangl ed fromher ears, the septum of her
nose, and her pierced nipples.

That norning, she had painted her body in jungle colors laid on in broad
streaks. Only her clear gray eyes shone through the nask of brown, green and
bl ack. She wore only a belt supporting a sheathed knife and she carried her
fa-
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vorite weapon: a short spear with a slender, six-inch point of razor-edged
steel. O all Gasamis armny, only the wonen warriors were fully equi pped with



steel weapons. She did not |ike swords or axes, preferring the el egant
precision of her little spear

As she prow ed the jungle with the soundl ess deadliness of a hunting cat, she
t hought of her latest lover. He was a Shasinn junior warrior, and his sinewy,
power ful body and tireless youthful virility perfectly matched her savage
appetites. He found her barbaric bodily adornments exciting, and his hands
woul d endl essly trace her ropy scars while they coupled like animals. He

i npal ed her with his flesh as he inpaled enemies with his spear and their
sensuous struggles were nearly as violent as battles. For him she was willing
to scrub off her customary coat of animal fat and anoint her body with the
fragrant fistnut oil so |loved by the Shasinn

Thoughts of her |over disappeared as she caught a hint of novenent ahead of
her. She paused, holding still as a statue until she saw the novenent again.

It was a patch of coppery skin just visible through a tiny gap in the brush
fifty paces ahead. It flashed into view vanished, and cane back again a few
feet farther to the left. She knew that it was a nan, mat by his col or he was
not a menber of the army, and that he was working his way closer to the arny.
Her pul se qui ckened and warnth fl ooded her |ower belly. This was an eneny and
she would kill. Slowy and deliberately, she worked her way forward and to her
right. She wanted to be directly behind the man before she comrenced cl osing

t he di stance between them This was her special skill. She had earned her nane
with this art and hers was the patience of a stalking aninmal. Once behind him
she immediately cut his trail. Her prey probably passed for a skilled woodsman
in these parts, but to her his trail was as clear as if he had tranped through
| eading a crippled nusk. Atorn leaf, a fallen twig pushed out of alignnent, a
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smal | pebbl e overturned to show its wet underside, the sharp scent of a
crushed jungl e herb, these were to her as the | andnmarks on a map. Once she
found a partial print of a sandaled foot. She suppressed a snort of contenpt.
To her, footwear in the jungle was as absurd as court robes in battle.

As she drew near, her nouth opened, allow ng her to breathe deeply without
maki ng a sound. Then she came to a clearing and saw her prey clearly. He was a
short, strongly built nman with skin the color of tarnished bronze, and coarse,
bl ack hair. He wore a |l oincloth of supple |eather that had ornanmented fl aps
dangling to the knees front and back, and a neckl ace of polished stones. She
saw a short dagger at his waist and a stone-headed mace, stitched over with
rawhi de, thonged to his wist. H s sandals were nolded closely to his feet.
Slow y, |ooking fromside to side, the nan reached out and parted the fronds
just before him Not far away she could hear the inarching arny, and she knew
that this was a vantage point chosen by the nman to spy on it. As he stood in
utter stillness Stal ker worked her way closer. She could see a nmuscle worki ng
at the corner of his jaw, as if he were splicing, but he made no sound. From
this she deduced that he was counting silently. Her suspicion was confirmed by
t he noverrent of his left hand, as the tips of his fingers and thunb ticked
agai nst one another in a formalized enunerating ritual. Was this a trained
spy, or just a peasant who knew how to count |ivestock? She suspected the
former. Few save trained spies conbined the skills of warrior, hunter and

her dsnan.

She coul d have hurled her spear into his broad back, but she wanted to see how
cl ose she could get before he detected her presence. A cautious step at a
time, she closed the distance. She considered an amusing way to apprise him of
her presence and his doom Perhaps an ear-splitting war cry, or a gentle tap
on his shoulder with her spear-point. Even as these things things ran through
her m nd, sonething
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made the ruscles of his back tighten. Slowy, he turned his head to the left.
She froze, but as she knew that she was within his field of vision, she gave
hi m a hi deous, bronze-toothed grin. He whirled, his eyes gone wide w th shock



and terror at what nust have seemed to hima jungle denmon sprung to life ten
feet behind him

He wasted little tine despite his "shock. Wth a swi ft bound she woul d not
have credited, he dashed away to his left and the jungle closed behind him
Stal ker plunged into the bush after him As she ran she smled. This was the
part she liked best; the chase. The slow stalk was enthralling, but the swft
pursuit of the dooned quarry carried an erotic charge that nade every nerve in
her body bl aze with vibrant life.

Now she had no need of the hunter's arts of reading signs. She could hear him
ahead of her and occasionally catch glinpses of his sweaty hide as he tried to
put distance between them He was a powerful runner, but she knew she was
better. Soon he would slow, both fromfatigue and because he woul d think he
had | ost her. She deliberately kept her distance in these early stages, so
that he woul d not see her behind himshould he | ook over his shoul der

Her 1ong | egs propelled her over the ground and her body flexed fromside to
side with serpentine fluidity, avoiding growh so dense that nost normal
humans woul d have needed to chop their way through it. Al ways she watched for
traps. If her prey were truly skilled, he would have seeded his planned route
of escape with snares, deadfalls and pits.

When she could tell fromthe sounds ahead of her that the man was staggering,
she sl owed and cal med her breathing. The sweat dripped from her body in
streans but her novenents were as deft and sure as ever. Wen she knew that he
had slowed to a wal k, Stal ker began to circle. This was going to be intensely
gratifying.

A few nmnutes later, the spy walked into a little clearing
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where the afternoon sun streamed down t hrough an opening in the green canopy.
H s sweaty chest worked |like a bellows and he | ooked behind himas he began to
cross the open space. Turning back, his eyes bulged in disbelief to see

Stal ker energe into the clearing directly in front of him

"Who is your master, spy?" she hissed. "Who sent you to | ook upon ny king's
arnmy?"

The man only gasped for breath, then attacked. He drew his knife and whirled
his mace, rushing forward with a wordl ess cry. Exhausted as the nan was, the
charge was nore of a lurch, which Stal ker sidestepped with ease, thrusting her
spear-point into his thigh as he passed. She jerked the point free and thrust
it into the back of the other thigh and the man dropped to his knees with a
cry of pain. As he flung his arns out to break his fall she seized his
rawhi de- wr apped mace and cut its wist-thong with her knife. Before he could
even think of a defense, she struck himon the back of his head, just above
where the neck joined the skull. The spy coll apsed bonel essly. Smling,

Stal ker set to work.

When t he nman woke, groaning, his eyes unfocussed and his stonmach nauseous, he
was staked to the ground, his loincloth gone. H's eyes straightened and filled
with terror as realization of his predicament struck with full force. Stal ker
stood grinning above him and the man knew hinself to be in the power of
somet hi ng supernaturally evil.

"Now, spy," she said, "who do you serve?"

"I ... do ... not " H's words were halting and strangely accented, but
she coul d understand him

"Do not what?" she asked.

"Not talk to you," he said, his chin firm ng, knowi ng he was going to die. Hs
face grew puzzl ed as she wal ked to himand stepped across his | egs, straddling
him Then she sank to her knees.

"Ch, yes, you'll talk, ny little spy.'
t he other she grasped his penis and
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testicles, drawing themup tight as she laid the keen edge of her knife

She drew her knife with one hand. Wth



against their root. "You'll tell me what nmy king wishes to know. No man defies
nmy king." The man began to scream then to talk.

"He was just a scout for a regional commander to the south,” Stal ker said,

di spl ayi ng her bl oody trophies to Gasam "Sone river boatnmen caught sight of
the fires of Marn burning and turned back down the river. The comrander
thought it only inportant enough to send a scout on foot. His garrison is only
about three times the size of the one at Marn, but he does have a team of
nmount ed nessengers. Wth these he nmay be able to send word of our coming to
the south and thence to the capital ."

"Excel l ent, Stal ker," Gasam commended her. "Again, you have proven to be ny
best scout and hunter. See if you can catch nme another one on tonorrow s

mar ch. "

Smiling, the wonan departed to gl oat anong her sisters. Gasam congrat ul at ed
hi nsel f once nore on his wi sdom and foresight in acquiring these
unconventional warriors. He had asked for them specifically back in the days
when he had allied hinmself with the king of Chiwa, whomthe wonen had
previously served. Led for once by a true warrior-king, they had happily
transferred their allegiance. H s nmore conventional followers found them
horrifying, but that was why he |iked them so nuch.

"Those nounted nessengers coul d cause us trouble, ny king," said Raba, one of
hi s Shasinn seni or conmanders. He was a nuch-scarred veteran from Gasani s
earliest days of conquest.

"I shall detach a small force, including some of the archers. They shall run
ahead and take up position on the road to the south of the town and deal with
any nessengers sent south. |If some get through ..." He shrugged. "They should
only run into Luo's force. Surely they have reached
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the river by now If not, Ulik's riders will catch themfor sure."

"They might swmthe river," Raba pointed out.

"It is possible, but even if they reach the. capital, they will not be in tine

to do King Mana any good. It would be anusing to arrive before his capita
unannounced, but there are advantages to giving himsome warning. He will
concentrate his forces to defend the capital, where we can deal with them al
at once. Otherwi se his regional lords mght break away with their persona
forces. Then we will have to deal with them one by one, a tedi ous business."
Raba tossed another stick into the fire and took the wine jug passed by a
fellow officer. Now that there had been a little bl ooding, discipline was
slightly relaxed. In any case, officers were allowed nore |license than the
conmon warriors. He took a long swallow of the tart wi ne and pondered his

ki ng' s words.

"Are you sure that he will give battle before his capital, ny king?" Raba
asked.

"Assuredly. It is a peculiarity of these mainland kings that they will always
defend the capital rather than fight on ground of their own choosing. It is a
great weakness in them They are very attached to their fine cities and think
that if an eneny takes the capital, the war is lost. That is why it is

i mportant to drive deep into an enemy country before the king has a chance to
assenble his forces. Gven a chance, they will nobilize and march to keep you
out side the borders. Once you nenace the capital, they can think of nothing
save defending it."

"Incredible,” said a senior officer of the Squall Island Shasinn. H's hair was
dressed in the triple braids of that tribe. "Wy don't they just give us their
ki ngdonms, rather than make war so foolishly?" The others gathered at the
king's shelter |aughed.

"It suited themwell enough as |ong as they fought only anong thensel ves,"
Gasam pointed out. "Faced with an
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eneny who cares nothing for their custons, they can only act in the way with



which they are famliar. That is why we nust attack swiftly and win a quick,
deci sive victory. Because they are not wholly stupid and they can learn from

their errors. Young commanders will take over when we have killed the old
fools. Speed is everything in a war of conquest.'

FI VE

nary from

ueen Larissa had a blinding headache. It was the third in a nonth, and this
bot h annoyed and frightened her. Al her life, she had enjoyed

extraordi -ealth, never knowi ng sickness, recovering swiftly injury. These
devastating but decentralized pai ns caused her an unwel come sense of frailty,
a feeling of nortality to which she had thought herself immune. Irritably, she
called for one of her wonmen to nassage her shoul ders and neck. Somnetines that
hel ped.

"WIl you go out to oversee the new bridge, mstress?" the woman asked.

"I'f this headache will abate," she said. This was one of her new projects. The
capital was built on both sides of the river, yet for centuries the kings of
Chi wa had been content to use primtive ferries to connect the two banks. It
surpassed her powers of inagination to cone up with a reason why they woul d
buil d vast tenples and tonbs of inperish-
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abl e stone, yet depend on a ferry systemworthy of a nud vill age.

The great bridge was just one of the projects she had set in nmotion. She had
seen the great engineering works of Neva, and she wanted her kingdomto be in
no way inferior to Shazad's. A new port with separate nerchant and naval
basi ns was under construction, conplete with covered ship houses. The capita
woul d soon have a fully roofed market, w th spaci ous warehouses around its
perimeter, and she had ordered others built in all the principal cities. Those
cities would be connected by roads paved with cut stone.

The ol d ki ngdom of Chiwa had consisted of royalty, nobility and priesthood
existing in great magnificence atop a foundation of trenendous squal or

Larissa intended that her |and would be wholly magnificent. Her husband needed
a huge warrior class for his conquests. Peasants and sl aves m ght be necessary
for the everyday work of empire, but there was no reason why they should have
to offend the eyes of their betters.

"Shall 1 send for the litter?" ne slavewoman asked. Larissa had never liked to
use any formof land transportation save her own feet, but Chiwans were
accustoned to obeying masters who rode on the shoul ders of their countrynmnen,
and in recent nonths she had found it a pleasant sensation. There was
sonmething fitting, after all, in being borne along by the muscl epower of

subj ect peoples. Slaves deserved their fates, and should be kept aware of the
fact. Like the Chiwan |ords and | adies before her, she had selected a team

mat ched for size, skill and beauty.

"Yes, have them standing by." Already, the pain was |essening. The woman had
been one of her earliest acquisitions on the mainland. This was one of many
skills which Larissa now found to be indi spensable. Mre and nore, she
depended on her slaves. She had too nuch to do every hour of the day.

It was a fine day for an excursion, she had to admt. The
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gentle rocking of her litter was soothing and the high clouds caused the sun
to glare less fiercely than usual. The streets of the city had been swept
clean, by her order. Beautiful as the city was, she had been appalled by its
stench when she and her husband had entered it as conquerors. The filth of
humans and ani mal s, conmbined with the reek of sacrifice fromthe many tenples,
had turned the air into a strangling fog despite the tons of incense burned
ever ywher e.

It was a very ancient city, much built over, many of its buildings constructed
of stone scavenged from even ol der structures. There were statues of kings
whose nanes were | ong forgotten, of gods no | onger worshi pped. Mansions of the



weal t hy abutted great bl ocks of sluns and on the outskirts of the city the nud
huts of peasants were surrounded by beautifully laid out, lovingly tended
gardens, fields and orchards.

At the bridge site, the usual gawkers prostrated thensel ves as they saw their
gueen borne among them The royal overseer and the foreign engi neers bowed
with greater dignity as the litter was | owered to the pavenent.

"Wl come ny queen," said the overseer, once a Chiwan guild master. "You are
just in tine. Today, we put the keystone of the first span in place."

"That is what | canme to see,"” she told him The engi neers began to speak of
the nysteries of their craft, of weights and materials and stresses. She
listened with half an ear, know ng that she could not understand anything so
abstruse, but content that these men knew their business. She had hired their
services from Queen Shazad of Neva. Her sister nmonarch was al ways happy to
engage in trade and peaceful projects, but she drew the Iine at cooperation on
mlitary matters.

The bridge scarcely | ooked like a bridge as yet. Pilings had been sunk at

i nterval s and several abutnents were conpleted, but the soon-to-be-finished
span was so encased in wooden franes and scaffolding that little of the
beauti f ul
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stone was visible. Lashed to the span's abutnents was a huge raft topped by a
massi ve crane, operated by a trenmendous wheel in which clanbering slaves
furnished lifting power. Fromthe crane's lifting arm dangl ed the massive,
wedge- shaped keystone that would conplete the span and nmeke its-arch a
freestanding unit. Wirkmen handl ed ropes to keep the great stone centered as,
an inch at a tinme, it was | owered.

There was a general holding of breath as the stone descended the |ast tew

i nches. A foreman shouted and made dramatic gestures which the worknen

i gnored, concentrating instead on their delicate steering task. The fit of the
stone was so precise that, once in place, there could be little wedging or
fine adjustnent.

The stone settled and the worknen set up a cheer, which was taken up by the
wat chers on the riverbank. The engineers and the overseer let out a |ong-held
breath. The overseer turned to the queen, nopping a nervous sweat fromhis

br ow.

"Perfect, nmy queen. Now the scaffolding and the frames come down. By this tine

tomorrow, you will be able to appreciate the span in all its beauty.”
"Well done, all of you," she proclainmed, |oud enough for the workers on the
bridge to hear. "Finish the other spans as well, and your queen wll reward

you richly." The cheer was rai sed anew. Men were easily reconpensed, she

t hought, even for such prodigi ous | abor as this.

She returned to the palace in a much better frane of nmind. The pain in her
head was gone, and she had a feeling of real acconplishnment. The bridge had
been her idea. She. had declared that the bridge should be, and now she coul d
see it comng into being, day by day. Her husband enjoyed gl ory and power. She
liked to see tangible results. Gory and battles and reputati ons could be
forgotten, like the forgotten kings whose i mages she saw everywhere around
her. Her bridge, her harbors and markets and roads woul d | ast
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for centuries. She could | ook on her works and know t hat her power neant
sormet hi ng.

One thing she had vowed: She would build no tenples. There were already too
many of them and, splendid though they m ght be, they were usel ess. She did
not like priests and she liked their gods even |l ess. Some of the tenples of
this ki ngdom were awe-inspiring, but magnificence for its own sake disgusted
her. She still felt some lingering respect for the spirits of her ancestra

i sl ands, but she had violated nmost of their tabus so she preferred not to
think of them



As she entered the pal ace, she saw two men rise fromthe bench upon which they
had been sitting. This was the entrance hall where she usually received
petitioners and she was about to tell themto cone back another time when
somet hi ng about their appearance stopped her. She knew she had seen them
sonewher e before.

The nmen came forward, bow ng. A Shasinn junior warrior who had been | oungi ng
against a wall sauntered forward to stand by his queen, his spear held
casually in one hand. Had she nodded to himin a particular way, the youth
woul d have spitted both nen in half a heartbeat. Hi s studied | anguor disguised
the lightning killing reflexes of the Shasinn

"Who are you?" she asked as the men thrust back their hoods, revealing a man
with short, black hair and beard, and one with a hal f-shaven head, the
remai ni ng hair dyed bl ue.

"1 am Haffle," said the bl ack-bearded one, "and this is Ingist. W are . . ."
" 'l know who you are.' * Now she renenbered them An excited tingle began

i nside her. For these two to approach her like ms could only mean one thing.
"Come with me. Say nothing until | bid you."

Wrdl essly, they followed her into the pal ace proper, the young warrior at
their backs. She led themto a broad courtyard where a table was quickly
furni shed with food and
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wi ne by the pal ace slaves. She dism ssed the slaves, and the young warri or
took his place against a wall, just out of hearing distance. It |ooked

trusting, but Gasam picked all the pal ace guards personally. At the first
hostil e notion, the boy could | aunch his spear at one man, snatch the

throwi ng-stick fromhis belt and hurl it to brain the other. The ball-headed
stick would be whizzing through the air before ne spear split its victinls
spi ne.

Pl ayi ng the generous hostess, she filled three cups and gave one to each nan.
As she sipped at hers, she studied them They were nervous, keyed up and

el ated. For the sake of form they sipped at their wine and picked at the food
before them but she could tell that their stomachs were paral yzed by
excitenent.

"You have not reported to Master Hildas?" she asked, nam ng her chief of
intelligence. She saw their eyes w den slightly, know ng that they had staked
their fortunes on this ganble.

"My queen," said the one naned Haffle, "so vital is the intelligence we bring
you that we decided it nust be heard only by yourself or the king. Wen we
reached this land, we found that the | ong had al ready enbarked on a war of
conquest. Having no desire to tranp through a war-torn country in search of
the king, we decided to come straight to the palace and report directly to
you. "

"That was wise," she said. "If you have brought me what | think you have, no
one coul d ever question your bravery. | will see that Hildas gives you no
trouble. He is busy with a new task hi any case. Now, tell ne."

"My queen," said the blue-haired one, "we have found the steel mne of King
Hael !

She let out a sigh of pure, sensuous pleasure. "Go on," she all but whispered.
In one hand the queen clutched her mniature steel spear, the enblem of her
power as regent in her husband's ab-
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sence. In the other, she held the nmpost precious object in'the world: a nap,
scrolled and encased in a watertight tube of |acquered |eather

She had been sitting thus for hours, her face clenched in a frown. Her

sl aveworren trod lightly, frightened at the change that had come upon their

m stress. Never before had she behaved thus. They had thought they knew her



many noods, but this one was new. Larissa was a dangerous woman when she was
upset .

They need not have worried. Their behavior was the last thing in her thoughts.
The queen was afflicted by an unfamliar sensation: indecision. Odinarily,
she behaved as naturally and instinctively as an animal. This situation was
unpr ecedent ed. Gasam had been specific in his instructions: She was to stay
here and govern in his stead. Yet, she had to get this map and this report to
him wherever he might be. And there was no one, absolutely no one, she could
trust to do this for her

For much of the night, she sat unnoving. The slaves brought candl es and | anps.
Food was pl aced before her but she left it untouched.

As the gray light of dawn flowed over the terrace outside, she rose. The

deci sion was not that hard, after all, she thought. The work of the country
woul d carry on without her. The civil side of affairs would be conpetently
handl ed by her own, hand-picked staff. Authority would be enforced by the
royal garrisons left behind when her husband marched. They were scarcely
needed. The terror of Ga-sam s nanme was sufficient to quell any thought of

di sorder.

"Prepare ny bath," she ordered, "and sunmon General Pendu.'' The sl aves rushed
to do her bidding. An hour later, a tall, hard-faced Shasinn warrior entered
her ant echamber. The years of hard canpai gni ng had etched deep |ines beside
his mouth and around his eyes, furrowing his brow H s dark-bronze hair was
heavily grayed, but his body m ght have been cast fromnolten nmetal and his
stride was that of

the junior warrior he had been when he and Gasam had been boys in the sane
warrior fraternity.

"Yes, ny queen?" he said, w thout preanble.

"Pendu, sonething extraordi nary has happened. | nmust go at once and join ny
husband. "

"What ? But the king has . . ."

"I know quite well what the king's instructions were," she snapped. "This is

somet hi ng unforeseen. | have information that | rnust deliver to him
personal ly. And | nust act quickly. | shall take my personal bodyguard, since
they have all been trained to ride. The rest of the Shasinn | |eave here with
you. "

"My queen!" Pendu protested. "The king |l eft ne here because he would not | eave
you here unprotected. If this is so inportant, take me with you. Never before
has the king gone on canpaign w thout ne."

"Pendu," she said, gently, "he needs a Shasinn presence here to renmind this
great herd of human |ivestock to behave thensel ves. W are not roving pirates
and raiders anynore, but the rulers of an enpire. He chose you and your

regi ment because, besides hinmself, you and Luo and Raba are all that is left
of the old fraternity. The rest are all dead." She did not nmention Hael, who
was worse than dead. "You three are the only ones he trusts, so it had to be

one of you. Next war, you will be by his side, |I prom se. Now, go and see that
my men are mounted. Have rempunts and supplies assenbled. | wll need horses
for two other nen as well. | wll take no slaves with ne."

"The other two," Pendu said, "they would not by any chance be those two spies
who arrived yesterday, would they?" A |ook of conprehension crossed his
scarred features.

"Don't be thinking, Pendu," she chided. "My husband and I will do the

t hi nki ng. Just do my bidding and keep order here. And, Pendu,"” she added, "be
ready to receive unexpected marching orders fromthe king."
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Hs face flamed with pleasure. "Yes, ny queen!”

"Go now," she ordered. The man turned and |eft w thout bow ng. Such royal
niceties were not practiced anong the Shasinn. Besides, he had known her since
chi | dhood and anything nore than the respect due a chieftainess would have
felt awkward for both of them She would have liked to tell himof the stee



m ne, but she knew he suspected, and she had resolved to keep it secret. She
trusted absolutely the loyalty of Gasamis fraternity brothers, but they were
just warriors with no extraordinary nmental gifts. The | ess known of this
matter, the better.

Larissa did not enjoy riding, but she felt elation as she nmounted the fine
cabo held for her by a guard. This was action. She was going to nake a
desperate ride to join her husband in the niddle of a foreign war. She had
forgotten how nuch she loved living like this.

Around her were fifty young warriors, all of themeager for the ride. The two
spies were there as well, considerably | ess eager, but willing to do their
duty. She had promi sed themrewards beyond even their fevered inaginings, but
all was contingent upon the steel nine being captured by Gasam The nmap was
wonder ful , but she al so wanted gui des who could give the arny nile-by-nile
advi ce.

They rode fromthe city without fanfare. As far as the popul ati on was
concerned, she was just going on another of her frequent inspections.

Al t hough she was not fond of the practice, Larissa rode well. Al Shasinn had
an affinity for animals, and she knew she nmade a splendid picture, riding with
her | ong, ashen hair stream ng. She refused to wear the sort of riding
trousers favored by mainland wonen, so she wore a warrior loincloth and a
vol um nous cl oak that shrouded her alnost to the ankles. She had not ridden
hard in many nont hs, and she knew the sort of pain she was in for. She had had
her saddle and her stirrup | eathers heavily padded as a precaution, but the
hel p woul d be margi nal . She was accustoned
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to hardshi p, though, and her body was resilient enough to recover and toughen
in a few days. Besides, her attitude toward pain was not that of nost people.
She had not felt this alive in years. The greatest secret in the world was
sheat hed at her belt. Pointing the way with her little spear, she rode with
the wind in her teeth, |aughing.

Sl X

The two riders, man and woman, crossed into the kingdomof Gan by way of a
rickety bridge across a slownoving river, its banks densely overgrown with
tangl ed, tropical growmh. Everywhere they |ooked were signs of swarmng life.
The air buzzed and screeched with the calls of birds and reptiles, the

Wi ng- noi ses of insects, the cries of small aninmals hunting, mating and cryi ng.
In the distance, they sonetinmes heard the bellows of far larger aninmals, and
were thankful that the great beasts were not close enough for themto see.
Ansa reined his cabo m dway across the bridge. In the nurky, sluggish depths
bel ow, somet hing was di sturbing the surface. Abruptly, a long form broke the
surface, churning it to froth with its scaly sides and thrashing tail. He had
an inpression of a long, pointed snout, bristling with teeth and gri pping
somet hing silvery that withed and struggled. Then the killer slid beneath the
water, leaving only a swirling eddy behind, where fallen | eaves danced in
circles before
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calming and resunming their leisurely, current-borne voyage to sone faraway
sea.

"What was it?" he asked, aghast.

"Somet hing big and nean,"” she answered. "Be thankful that it prefers the river
to the land."

The journey fromthe Canyon had not been | engthy as Ansa, accustoned to the
wi de plain, judged such things. But the change in terrain had been dranatic.
South of the Canyon the | and dropped sharply, and each day's travel had
brought meminto a zone of climate and flora distinct fromnmat of the day
before. Most notable with the drop in altitude was the increase in humdity.
Before they had been traveling long, they entered | and where rainfall was
everyday instead of seasonal. They had to cross streanms and small rivers each



day, sonetinmes nore than one each day. Avoi di ng swanps became commonpl ace
Biting insects were first an annoyance, then a plague. Fyana brought out an

oi ntnent that gave sonme relief but snelled so disgusting that Ansa woul d

al nost have preferred the bugs.

For the | ast two days they had been passing through true jungle, the first
such Ansa had ever seen in his life. Even nore astonishing than the dense
flora was the sheer, overwhel ming presence of life everywhere. On the plains
he had been accustoned to seeing great herds of |ivestock and of wild gane. At
the tine of great migrations, it was not unusual to see many thousands of
animal s runbling across the grasslands in a nass. But then it was relatively
|arge animals, all of a type.

In these |l ands, he could take in a score of life-forms in a single glance.

Besi des the pestiferous insects, there were birds, bats and reptiles in the
air and in the trees, mammals of all sorts, including man-of-the-trees in nany
varieties. Cats seened to be the predom nant predators.

Here nature seened inclined toward whi nsi cal experinent, and many creatures
departed fromtheir accustonmed niches. In his home plains Ansa was accust oned
to flight-
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less birds, and in the great desert to the north of the steel m ne he had seen
| and-rovi ng bats that hunted in packs. But here he saw bats that swam A
spidery-linmbed reptile hung by its tail in the branches to catch flying
creatures as they passed by. He saw a type of man-of-the-trees that could
glide fromtree to tree by nmeans of a broad nenbrane that stretched between
its arms and its hind legs. Its tail was a fiat paddl e used in maneuveri ng.
"Well, you wanted to see strange sights,"” Fyana said as he continued to stare
at the spot where the river nonster had di sappeared.

"Most of the jungle life we've seen is small," he noted. "The rivers are
different. | think I'Il forego swinm ng hi these parts."

"Wse decision." She pointed toward the southern end of the bridge. "I think
we are about to neet Granian authority."”

There was a small building of nud and wood at the end of the bridge, and a man
energed fromit as their nmounts clunped fromthe bridge's | og surface onto the
har d- packed dirt beyond. He was a stout, alnpbst fat figure wearing a |oincloth
so el aborate that it alnmpst constituted a kilt depending froma cunmmrerbund so
broad that it reached up to the official's drooping paps. H s face was shaded
by a hat of woven straw with a wide brim and a crown worked into a nunber of
bul bous shapes, one atop the other

The face thus shaded was brown and egg-shaped. The nose was very |ong and
broad, above a wide mouth with no visible lips. H's eyes were crossed,
apparently by design as an anber bead dangled fromthe front of his hat brim
to forma focal point. He held a tablet and stylus and had the air of

of fici al dom everywhere.

"Your names, please?" he said without preanble. He spoke a dial ect of Southern
with an accent so strong mat Ansa had to concentrate to understand the words.
They gave their nanes.
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"Your business?" He scribbled in his tablet.

"I am a deal er in Canyon medicines," Fyana said, patting the bales borne by

t he bunper she led. "This warrior is my escort." They had agreed upon this
story. It was plausible, since such nedicine nmerchants were quite conmon, and
a wonan traveling alone could be expected to hire an escort. Canyon nedi ci nes

were in high demand everywhere. Best of all, it would provide themwth a
means of livelihood while they sought out information concerning Gasanm s
doi ngs.

"Very good," said the official. "If you will open your packs, | wll verify

their contents. There is no inmport duty on Canyon nedicines."
They westled the packs to the ground and reveal ed their contents: packets of



powders and dried herbs, stoppered flasks of fluids, bundles of stalks, |eaves
and fronds. The official nodded wi sely, as if he knew what he was | ooking at.
"All seems to be in order," he said at last. "Wiich is to say, | would know i f
you tried to bring hi contraband."” He made out passes for mem witten with a
peculiar violet ink on paper nade of a veiny, pressed |leaf. "These you nust
show to any royal official on demand," he said. "They give your nanes,
occupations and business along with the place and date of your entry into the
country."

Fyana | ooked closely at her pass. "It is difficult to nake out the witing,"
she said. The background col or of the pressed | eaf was dark and the viol et
marks were only a little darker

"Al'l government officials are used to it and will have no trouble," he said,
happy to be speaking of the nysteries of bis profession. "What is nore
important is that royal ink is inpossible to duplicate.” He turned his head
and gave a low whistle. A small aninmal appeared fromthe interior of the
customs house and circled his feet, nibbing itself against his ankles. It was
furry, with short legs and a | ong, very
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bushy tail. Its narrow, pointed snout termnated in a rubbery ball of nose,

which twitched continually. The man stopped and held out one of the passes.
The little beast sniffed at it and made a buzzing, contented sound.

"Had it been altered or tanpered with in any way, he would have let ne know in
no uncertain terns. For which reason, you would be well advised to wap these
carefully, so that neither sweat nor other contami nation sullies them'' He
handed the passes to them "Cbey the | aws, conport yourselves decorously and,"
he raised an adnonitory finger, "do not seek to introduce the worship of
foreign gods. (bserve these sinple rules, and your stay in our country cannot
fail to be pleasant and beneficial."

Repacked and on their way into the country, they passed through a village
whose inhabitants wore variations of the official's garb. As jaded occupants
of a border town, they paid little attention to the newoners. Ansa noted that
their headgear was sinpler and nore utilitarian than that of the official, but
still of a shape bizarre to his eye.

"Is it always like that, crossing a border?" he asked Fy-ana.

"So |'ve heard," she said. "Although | understand they can be far nore

unpl easant . "

They left the village and rode past its fields and the jungle closed in again.
The road was of plain dirt, but it was fairly broad and quite well marked.
Fromtime to time they passed stone posts carved with the Ganian script. At

| ess regular intervals, they saw i nages of gods set into niches in roadside
shrines, where insects buzzed over the remains of food offerings. The gods
were of both sexes and varied in dress, activity and in the enigmatic objects
whi ch they brandi shed. Late in the afternoon, they came upon a sizable band of
travel ers setting up a canp for the evening. It was plain that the site was
frequently used. It was near a clear streamand had sem permanent fire pits
lined with riverbottom stone.
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Tents were being pitched and fires kindl ed. A bearded nan, obviously not a
native, smled at themas they rode in.

"Wl come! Stay the night with us, friends. There is security in nunbers and we
grow bored with each other's conpany.”

"dadly," Fyana said. By their |ooks, nost of the travelers were snal
nmerchants, along with a few nmount ebanks.

"I's there danger here?" Ansa asked. "Such as causes people to seek safety in
nunbers?" He di smounted and stretched his |l egs. The clean snell of snoke
perfuned the heavy air.

"Bandits, such as plague every land. But they will not nolest a band this
size, especially if we have a warrior anong us." He bowed. "I am Sanmis, a



mer chant of Neva. You, madanme, need hardly identify yourself as to nation. And
you, young sir, have the | ook of the grasslands about you. | take it that you
are one of King Hael's subjects?"

"That | am Ansa, a warrior of the Ramdi. This is Lady Fyana, a trader in

medi cines.” It was unusual for a mere trader to use a title of nobility, but
all nations recognized that Canyoners were not as other people.

"I am honored, ny lady," Samis said. "I hope you will favor us this evening

with some of the | egendary skills of your nation.'

"That may be," she said. "It is not |like a manual skill, which nmay be called
upon at will."

"OfF course, | understand," said the nerchant. "But, come and sit by ny fire.
My servants will unload your animals and set up your tents."” He clapped his

hands and four young nen, little nore than boys, came running. At his rapid

conmands, they took charge of the two cabos and the bunper. A place was nmade
for themby a large fire and they sat. It pleased Ansa to see the deference
paid to Fyana, although he could find no true reason for his satisfaction. He
had no illusion that this all but courtly honor was being
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paid him Warriors were respected or feared, but that was the extent of it.
"What did he nmean?" Ansa asked, inspecting his |ance-point for rust.

"You'll see. It's sonething we Canyoners can do. Wll, sonetines we can do
it."

He studied the other travelers. He saw no countrynen, nor did he expect to.
There were no ot her Canyoners. The band contai ned representatives of a

hal f-score of nations and there were a few Pal ana, who had no nation. Several
were native Granians, the rest Nevans, Chiwans, Sonoans and people of no I and
he coul d recogni ze.

Even before the cook-fires were fairly burning, Fyana did some business. A
nunber of the traders were bound for parts where medici nes were scarce and

t hey bought stocks of the sort they knew would be hi demand. Wth portable
scal es they wei ghed out currency and scraps of trade metal. Ansa even had
several offers for his fine steel weapons, which he rebuffed with poor grace.
He had a warrior's dislike of comerce, although his father had tried
repeatedly to teach himof the inportance of trade. The idea of trading away
hi s precious weapons for mere nmoney di sgusted hi m

After a congenial dinner, the travelers traded stories and information

Casual Iy, Ansa asked about di sturbances to the west.

"A merchant recently arrived from Sono," Sanmis told him "said that there is
some sort of disturbance there. King Mana has been calling up his arny,
apparently to nmeet an invasion fromthe west. It is all very unclear at the
nmonent. Were you aware of this?"

"A rumor fromthe desert," Ansa equivocated. "I aminterested, because | ama
warrior and my services may be in demand there.'

"If war it is," said the merchant, "that is one | would avoid. The only
credible threat fromthe west is King Gasam and where he marches only
devastation is left."
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Ansa was about to retort that Gasam s reputati on was based on the islander's
own nyt h-making rather than feet, but he held his tongue. A personal grudge
agai nst the king m ght appear suspicious.

"It mght not be a bad thing," said one of the Palana, idly juggling three
stuffed l eather balls. "One great king here in the south, instead of severa
smal |l ones. There are too many borders to cross, too many officials to dea
with."

"You can say that," a Sonoan said. "You Pal ana have no | and. Mst of us are
content with rulers of our own kind. Fromwhat | have heard, this Gasamis
not hi ng but a bandit or pirate who has made hinself great by toppling weak and
foolish kings." Mdst of the others seened to agree with this assessnent.



"He will not have an easy tine of it in Sono,"’
is awarrior, and his arny is great."

"Mana's greatness is in his nonuments,"” Samis nmuttered to Ansa under his
breath. "His arnmy may prove equally insubstantial."

Ansa digested this information and resolved to spend some tinme in conversation
wi th the merchant, who seemed to be remarkably well i nforned.

A nusk handl er approached Fyana, conplaining of a pain in his jaw She peered
into his mouth and felt the swelling along his jaw, at which he flinched.
"This is a sinple toothache," she said. "Nothing nysterious about it. Next
towmn we come to, find a tooth-drawer. Failing that, a smith with a pair of
pliers. That tooth nmust cone out if you would save the rest.'

"But that will be painful," he said. The others |aughed and he glared at their
| ack of synpat hy.

"If it's done swiftly the pain will be gone soon. And it will be as nothing
conpared to what will happen if you do not have it attended to."

O hers cane to her to have ail ments diagnosed. To Ansa's astoni shment, Fyana
woul d pl ace her fingertips against their
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foreheads for a while, then tell themwhat was wong internally. She could not
read all of them but was able to prescribe nedicines for nore than half.
Later, Ansa asked her about this.

"You had not told ne you were a healer."

"I amnot," she said. "True healers are very rare, even anong us. But many of
us have the ability to read disorders within the body. It doesn't always work.
W can't detect the presence of internal parasites, for instance, although we
can read the danage they do. Sonetimes it is very sad. You saw that man who
cane to me with a bellyache?"

"1 did."

' "He has a growth in his stomach that will surely kill himw thin the year
but what point in telling hin? There is nothing to be done, so | told him of
some painkillers that can help. That is all you can do, in a case like that."
"This sounds nore |ike a burden than a gift," he said.

"That it is."

The next norning they continued their journey. Mst of the travelers were
headed for the capital, a city named Kwila. At the slow pace of the little
caravan, they were still some twenty days fromthat city, but they elected to
stay with the group. As part of such an assenbl age, they were fairly
anonymous. Time did not seemto be a crucial elenment in their rather |oose

pl ans, so they saw no reason not to anble along in leisurely fashion, enjoying
an excursion into an exotic and interesting |and.

Ansa's sense of time was attuned to seasons rather than any formalized concept
of scheduling. As long as he reached his destination eventually, he had no
urge to rush things. There was much to see in this strange | and. The people
seened much occupied with rituals, their every action acconpani ed by a
multiplicity of gestures that seemed strange to Ansa. They constantly recited
formul as, prayers and invocations. They were fond of amulets, talismans of
vari ous
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sorts, and incense. Many swung clay censers as they wal ked, and a few even
wore tiny incense burners atop their hats.

Once, he asked Sami s about all these religious observations.

"I cannot say," the nerchant told him "that the rewards they receive fromthe
supernatural world are in any way conmensurate with the tinme and energy they
spend on their devotions. | know little about their beliefs, and they are

cl ose-mout hed about them From what | have | earned, they have a great
profusi on of gods, denbns and spirits of one sort and another. Al of these
nmust be worshi pped or placated in some fashion. It seens a great tediumto ne,
but it suits themwell."

the man continued. "King Mana



"My own people are respectful of the spirits,” Ansa told him ' 'but our
beliefs and practices are sinple conpared to this. Is it true, as | have
heard, that they practice human sacrifice?"

Sam s | ooked about, as if to see whether any Granians were in earshot. "Yes,
it is true," he said, in alowvoice, ' "but they allow no outsider to wtness
these rituals. | would not inquire too closely, if | were you. There are

al ways tal es of strangers who suddenly di sappear just at the tine that these
sacrifices are called for."

"These people m ght be chancy to dwell anmpbng," Ansa said.

The nerchant waved a hand di smssively. "Runors, only runors. | have no
personal know edge of such di sappearances. People allow thenselves to be
overly alarmed by these unlikely perils, when there are sinpler but far
greater dangers around them every day."

Ansa ducked as a bat swooped by in pursuit of a tiny bird. The bat's span of

| eathery wings was as wide as his armwas |ong. Both creatures di sappeared
instantly in the dense growh that flanked the narrow road. In places, the
trees interlaced branches overhead, so that they seened to be naking their way
t hrough a gl oony, green tunnel
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Fromall directions cane the cries, calls, whoops, bellows and ot her sounds of
the jungle fauna. In the limted visibility of the jungle, it seened, noise
was at a premium Those creatures that attracted mates or warned off enem es
wi th displays were colored brilliantly and were often of grotesque shape.
Once, Ansa was startled by what he took for the snarling mask of a | ongneck hi
a bush nearby. Unexpectedly, the "face" flickered away and Ansa saw that it
was the deceptive pattern on the back of a winged reptile.

There were carnivorous plants | arge enough to capture small animals and birds,
along with the inevitable runors of others in the deep jungle that could eat
men. Even |l acking this unlikely formof vegetation, there were plenty of
hazardous plants. In the unceasing struggle for survival with such abundant
conpetition, many of the plants had devel oped unusual defenses and strategies
for reproduction. There were stinging plants and itching plants. There were
plants with exudati ons so poi sonous that one had to be careful when gathering
firewood, for they could generate choking, stinging smoke when burned. There
was a plant that could fire barbed, dart-shaped seeds into the skin of a
passing creature froma di stance of several feet.

Al this made for wary traveling. Ansa quickly |learned that the greatest
beauty could hide the deadliest peril. There were huge, beautiful blossons

t hat exhal ed a soporific fragrance that could bring about death. The decayi ng
victimenriched the soil around the plant's roots.

They passed a village where peasants toiled in their fields, stooped to the
endl ess task of pulling the weeds that sprang up so pestiferously in this
fertile cline.

"I'Ve seen farmers and villagers and traders,"” Ansa said, "and a royal official
or two, but I've yet to see any warriors. Are these people so unused to war?"
"Far fromit," Sams told him "The armes are concentrated in forts at
strategic parts of the country, nostly near the borders and guarding inportant
wat erways. The peas-
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ants are a dull and placid |ot as you have seen, so there is no need for
nunerous garrisons to keep themin line.

"The rulers of this land," the nerchant continued, wanning to his subject,
"are a warrior aristocracy. They subdued Sono several generations ago. The
armes are not recruited fromanong the old native class, although a |arge
part of the civil service are."

"How do they fight?" Ansa asked. "Are they riders? Archers? Spearnen?"

"They enpl oy sone nissile troops, but the backbone of the army consists of

hi ghly disciplined reginents of heavy infantry armed with spears and axes."



Ansa | ooked around him "That seenms a poor choice for fighting in this
jungle."”

"They seldom fight hi the jungle. No one does, really. The highlands are far
nore open as well as nore healthy. That is where nost fighting takes place,
when the southern kings contend for power. There is also nmuch contention over
nmount ai n passes and the nore inportant cities.”

"All my life I'Ve heard of the great cities of the south,"” Ansa said, slapping
at an insect that was probing his neck for blood. "So far, |1Ve seen nothing
but rmud vill ages. "

"Once again," Samis said, "this low, jungle country is not conducive to great

settlenents. Wien we are farther south, on nore open ground, you will see the
great cities built on the broad fields and waterways. Al ready we are clinbing.
By tonmorrow, you will begin to see the difference."

That can't happen soon enough for me," Ansa rejoined. H s nmount started and

skittered sideways a few steps, and he had to westle it back under control

"Or for himeither. These insects are driving the poor beast nad. No wonder

the southerners nmake little use of nmounted troops."

"Very true," said Samis. "This is not a good place for delicate, high-strung

beasts. Nusks and hunpers are better, with their thick hair and thick hides

and even thicker intel-
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ligence. But this is not bad. Past the highlands, the | and descends once nore

to the coast. The coastal swanps are so deadly that your cabo would not | ast

ten days there, and you mght not |ast mnuch | onger, although the Canyon |ady's

nmedi ci nes m ght keep you hale for a while."

"I shall remenmber that, and avoid the coast if at all possible.” Dying of sone

| oat hsone disease did not fit in with his ideas of the adventurer's life. He

spoke of these matters with Fyana that evening.

"I know.a good many nedicines," she told him "In the Canyon, we know how to

treat nmany di seases. But nobody really knows what causes sone sicknesses. Bad

wat er brings sickness, so does the bite of sone insects, but that is just
transm ssion, not the disease itself. Wth nedicine, we treat sickness as

injury. All we can do is repair the damage, or at least lessen it."'

"' Some here talk as if you Canyoners can cure anyt hing, he sai d.

"That is because people want to believe it. That is why there are so nany

frauds. People are so desperate for cure that they will believe anything."

"That is disappointing," he said. "As a warrior, | can expect frequent

wounds. "

"Whunds are sinple to deal with, at |east," she assured him "Broken bones can

be set, gashes stitched up. Al this is very painful, but a warrior can endure

pain."

"Naturally," he said stoutly.

"OfF course," she pointed out, "it mght make nore sense to avoid such injuries

inthe first place.’

"Where is the honor in that?" he asked.

She sighed and ran a hand across her face, as if w ping away a bad nmenory.

"Sonetines | wonder why we bother with healing and doctoring, when nmen make

such efforts to harmthensel ves and others."

This seemed a perversely female attitude to Ansa, but he was not inclined to

argue the point wth her

SEVEN

The great, black-shielded arny swept southward at its sw ftest nmarching speed

Even so, King Gasam chafed, |onging for the' days when his arny had been nmade

up entirely of Shasinn. They would have made this journey at a run. Eight days

before, he had linked up with Luo's force and now they plunged sout hward down

the river to catch a hastily assenbl ed royal force between this army and

Ulik's.

Even as they marched, Gasam knew that word of the invasion was speeding to the

capital. There was no help for it at this date, and it was a small matter if



their surprise was not total. Even if King Mana sought aid fromthe king of
Sono or his smaller neighbors to the southeast, they could not possibly send
reinforcements in time to do himany good. King Gasami s canpai gns were al ways
qui ck, savage and nerciless. Before those other kings knew what had happened,
t hey woul d have a new nei ghbor on their borders, a very unfriendly nei ghbor

i ndeed.
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Gasam | aughed as he thought of these things. He | oved war, loved ail its

pl anni ng and preparations, loved its action and excitement, the bl oodshed and
the mastery of other nmen. To be king in his capital and see his subjects fal
on their faces in his presence was pl easant, as was receiving the trenbling
honors rendered by foreign representatives. But none of these things carried
die deeply satisfying thrill of active conquest.

The only thing mssing, he thought as he narched at the head of his arny,
sweat stream ng down his chest and his steel spear flashing in the bright
sunlight, was that he did not have his queen by his side this tinme. This was
the first conquest she had not shared with him

Fromthe very first, when he was nothing nore than a junior warrior wth
grandi ose dreanms and she the unwed daughter of a chief, they had shared
everything. In those days he had advanced his plans through subterfuge and
treachery, and she had aided himin every way. She had no warrior scruples
about such tactics, and she admired himfor his cleverness as much as for his
bravery. In later years, when he conquered by | eadership and naked force, she
had been equally at honme with those qualities.

These were the burdens of kingship, he thought. It was a wonderful thing to
have the world grovel at his feet, but the station carried responsibilities he
coul d have done w t hout. Having conquered nations, those | ands becane his
responsibility. He had to care for their prosperity, where before he had only
desired their destruction. Once, it had seenmed to himthat the task before him
was sinple. He would destroy his enemes, raze their cities and farns and turn
all of his conquered |l ands into pasture. To his people, the only life worthy
of a warrior people was the herding of livestock. This plan had proven to be

i npracticable. The institutions of civilized nations were nore enduring than
he had i magi ned. The small warrior bands of his youth were not adequate to his
anbitions. Great armies, in turn, required ships,
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provisioning, arnming and all the other resources that could only be provided
by a civilization based on agriculture and possessi ng adm nistrative centers
and networ ks of roads.

This, in turn, nmeant that he bore all the rest of the baggage of civilization
scri bes, clerks, functionaries, adm nistrators, diplomts, merchants and so
forth. These galled himin a way that craftsnmen did not. Craftsmen were not
the equal of warriors, but even Gasamwas forced to admt that w thout them he
could not have useful things like tel escopes and fine weapons. But worst of

all he hated the priests. Back on his honme islands, it had been the
spirit-speakers who had resisted his rise to power. Wen his takeover was
conpl ete, he had w ped them out.

Now he longed to do the same to the priests who infested all his cities. To
himthey were worthl ess parasites, like the bloated ticks it had been his duty
to pull fromthe hides of the tribe's kagga when he was a boy. He longed to
anni hil ate the whole breed of them And yet, sonehow, they had nade thensel ves
i ndi spensabl e. By sonme strange magic, they had made thensel ves an unassail abl e
place in the civilized societies, with their tenples, their gods and their

endl ess rituals.

Gasam had found to his wonder that he could brutally oppress his conquered
peopl e and they woul d nmeekly subnmit. But let himthreaten their priests and
they woul d rebel. Wat value they found in the fat, |ayabout priests he could
not inmagine. They lived off the produce of the peasants and the offerings of



t he townsnen and gave, as far as Gasam coul d see, absolutely nothing in
return. It was further evidence to himthat all people save warriors were
abysmal |y stupid and deserved to be sl aves.

Fortunately for him Larissa actually enjoyed the day-today work of

adm ni stering his broad conquests. She liked to build and to see their

subj ects working for the greater glory of their king and queen. She was

spl endid at diplonacy and | oved to carry on royal correspondence with rival
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nonarchs. She had even |earned to read so that she coul d nake sure her scribes
copi ed her words accurately. She even had facility at mani pulating priests, an
activity upon whi ch Queen Shazad of Neva had given her nuch useful advice.
Still, the priests were |like a canker gnawing at him It was as if there were
a hole in his conquests, making theminconplete. One day, he would do
somet hi ng about these human ticks. It mght have to wait until he had
conquered the whole world, but as sure as that was an inevitability, just as
sure was the fate of the priests.

He thrust these disagreeable thoughts fromhim It was a beautiful day, the
son of day that was neant for battle. Behind himhe could hear his nmen, snell
their sweat, feel their bloodlust. The two little fights behind them had
whetted their appetite for bl ood. They had been easy, cheap fights which had
cost himlittle and gained himnuch in spirit, as if the spirits of his nen
fattened on those of slain enemies. He felt this to be true, that with each
eneny killed, the warrior's strength was increased. He, Gasam devoured whol e
nati ons, and therefore he was the strongest man in the world.

More inportant for his present purpose, the small battles had given his
younger and nore inexperienced warriors an easy introduction to battle. Having
had these trifling bloodlettings, they would be the better prepared for true
battle, when it cane.

This he expected to be very soon. They would be linking up with Ulik by the
next day at the latest, and somewhere between the two was an arny |led by the
royal conmander of forces west of the river. He had no idea how | arge the
force woul d be, save that it was not a mgjor part of the national arny and his
own force would surely outnunber it, if he could conbine forces with Ulik. He
expected no nore than a stiff fight. He had often defeated forces nany tinmes
his own nunbers. After all, he was a warrior king and | eader of warriors. Al
others were |ivestock
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H s breath caught in his throat as he saw a scout gall opi ng down the road
toward him The |land had opened in the | ast few days. They were marching
through a territory of open fields and Iow hills. The higher elevations were
thickly forested, but there was no true jungle. It was good terrain for
battle, and he was- sure that battle was just what this hurrying nmessenger
portended. The man reined in, whirled and disnounted. Leading his cabo by its
reins, he began to trot beside Gasam The king would not halt or even slow a
march just to receive a report.

"My king, the Sonoan arny is before us, no nore than five niles down this
road!"

"Their nunbers?" he snapped.

"About seven of our reginments, |light and heavy infantry, about half and half."
The man panted his report, having ridden hard.

"More than | expected," Gasamsaid. "No matter."

"No matter, indeed, ny king. Their backs are to us!" The man grinned despite
hi s exhausti on.

"What!" cried Gasam incredul ous.

"Ceneral Urlik harasses himfromin front. Their general has themdrawn up in
battle formation, facing away fromus. CGeneral Urlik nakes great denonstration
with his riders and archers, but he has not attacked, as you have comranded
him"



Gasam | aughed aloud. "I could al nost believe in those gods the priests prate
on about! This was ny plan, but even | never dreamed it could fall out so
wel | . Scout, is your beast good for another hard ride?"

"My nount and | are ready for anything ny king commands, though it kill both
of us."

The king | aughed again. "Good man. Ride to CGeneral Urlik. Go around the eneny
arnmy and use the terrain to keep fromhis sight as much as possible. Tel

Ulik to continue as he is doing now Wthin two hours, | will fall upon the
eneny from behind. At that nonent, he is to attack
100

John Maddox Roberts

Tell himhe is to flank themon the left, but to |eave tibeir river flank
open. When the panic begins, they will flee into the river, where it will be
easy to pick themoff.'

"It shall be done, ny king!" The scout nounted and gal | oped away.

Long ago, Gasam had | earned the unwi sdom of conpletely encircling an eneny.
Thus surrounded, nen fought stoutly, with desperation. But an open route of
escape preyed upon the m nds of frightened men as a magic spell. They woul d
break and run even froma battle which they mght still win.

"The enemny lies before us!" the king shouted. Far behind him warriors called
the news to those beyond hearing. A deep runble began, not a cheer but a grow

fromdeep in the chest, like the sound of a hunting beast. "Be swift!" he
called out. "We will foil upon themlike a pouncing night-cat and devour mnemn
Fol | ow ne! "

Wth that, Gasam broke into a trot. Behind him the whole arny shifted gait. A
| ow chant began, with a grunting bark each tine the nmen's left feet struck the
dirt of the road. Gasamlonged to break into a run, but he needed to give the
nmessenger time to reach Urlik. Besides, he wanted his nmen fresh for the
battle. Had his arny consisted entirely of Shasinn, he would have run anyway,
but he had to avoid wearing out the | esser peoples.

H s bl ood sang as he trotted at the head of his arnmy. It was for this that he
was born, that he had been raised up above other nen. Hi s excitenent swelled
with the prospect of the great killing to come. He felt that his fanous spear
of steel drew himforward, vibrating in its urgency to drink the blood of his
eneni es.

An hour at this pace brought themto a sharp bend in me road. At the bend the
road ascended a |low rise, and there he found four of his scouts. These had
remai ned to keep an eye on things while their conrade had ridden back to
apprise the king of what awaited. Gasamraised his spear to
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halt the army and every nan cane to a stop on the same pace.

"My king," said the | eader of the scouts, "go to the Iip of that rise, and you
will see the eneny arny laid out before you."

"Excellent," the king said. "Have they seen you?"

"No. They are so busy with what |lies before themthat they have not even
posted a rear guard. General Ulik is giving themsuch a show that they nust
thi nk our whole arny lies before them It is nmy guess that he has fooled nem
into thinking that we circled themin the night and linked forces with Urlik
fromthe west."

"It couldn't be better!" Gasamsaid, trotting up the road to see. A hundred
paces farther, the road crested, then descended a long, gentle slope. A

hal f-mle down the slope, in a broad valley, was a sight to gl adden his heart:
rank upon rank of disciplined, well-armed troops, all of them facing the other
way. How any commander could bring such a fine arny to a good battlefield in
excel l ent order, and neglect to post observers on the road to their north
escaped him Behind him Luo and his other unit conmanders had run up, but

t hey stayed bel ow. He waved for themto conme join himand they ranged

t hensel ves beside him staring in amazenent at the sight bel ow
"They could see us," Gasamsaid, "but they won't even turn to | ook

Beyond



the enemy arny, they saw a great cloud of dust, undoubtedly Urlik's force
rai si ng pandenoniumto keep the Sonoans distracted.

"This is beyond belief!" said a shaven-headed islander. He twirled a short axe
inrestless circles, his wist as supple as a lizard's neck

"What you see before you," the king said, "is what happens when an arny has
fine organi zation at the |lower |evels, excellent small-unit |eaders, and fools
in overall conmand. These are good soldiers prepared for a hard fight, but

t hey
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have been utterly failed by their commanders.'
agreenent at this anal ysis.

"Well," Gasam snapped, "this is very intriguing, but nowit is time to fight.
You all know what to do. W have done this many tines before. | will have the
crescent formation. You are to give the center extra depth, using the southern
subj ect troops. These nen | ook |ike they could prove stubborn, even taken by
surprise. Get into formation quickly, but quietly. There is to be no chanting,

H s captains all nodded in

no beating of shields. | want to preserve the el enment of surprise until the
| ast possible monent. When formation is conplete, | will order the advance. It
is possible that we may be fully in formation before they see us." He eyed the
heavy gromh to either side of the road where the arnmy now waited. "It is a

pity we can't formup on the reverse slope and conme over the crest in battle
order, but it cannot be hel ped. Get to work."

H s commanders ran back to their units. Quietly, their bare feet making only a
feint shuffle, the men began riling over the crest, each man holding his
weapons well away fromhis shield so as to nake no clatter. Wth his spear
Gasam i ndi cat ed where he wi shed to station each unit. In the center he
stationed the best of his subject infantry, equipped with |large shields fitted
wi th neck-straps and extra-long spears. This |ast was an innovation he had
devised to give extra strength to the native infantry, whose battle efficacy
he doubted. When all was ready, he raised his spear and brought it forward and
down, pointed at the enemy. Since this battlefield offered himno distinct
poi nt of vantage, he placed hinmself at the forefront, sonething he had not
done for many years. It was a sensation he had m ssed.

M racul ously, the Sonoans had not yet seen them Then he saw a few nen gl ance
over their shoulders. Monments later, all the rear ranks were | ooking back
their eyes wide with shock. He knew then nmat there was no further need for
silence. In a loud voice he began an anci ent Shasi nn
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battle-chant. Instantly, the rest of the arny took up the chant, stanping
their feet in time and beating their spear-butts against the backs of their
shields. He knew that the sight to the enenmy nmust be truly horrifying, as the
huge crescent of barbarians closed in frombehind, their spears flashing in

the brilliant sunlight, their ornaments of waving fur and noddi ng feathers,
their pitiless black shields.
Nonet hel ess, anmid a snarling of trunpets and shrilling pipes, the Sonoan arny

began to reverse its order in disciplined fashion. Oficers hurried to this
new front, their coppery faces suddenly pale as they understood that they had
spent the nmorning staring at a ruse, that the real arny had taken them

unawar es.

I nexorably on cane the bl ack-shielded warriors. Gasamdid not halt to nake
speeches, to demand surrender or parley. He had come here to kill his enem es
and that was what he would do. Fromthe rear ranks of his crescent, arrows
began to shower upon the Sonoans. This caused himto renenber that, exposed as
he was, he would be the prime target of archers in the eneny ranks. He

sl ackened his pace slightly, to let his army close upon him H s |ong, Shasinn
shi el d woul d be proof against arrows, but there was no sense being killed for
a heroic gesture.

Wth a roar, the armes collided. Gasam found hinsel f faced by a hard-faced



Sonoan sol dier who was a bit slow raising his shield. The Shasinn spear darted
into the man's neck and out again with the flickering speed of a lizard's
tongue. The falling man was repl aced by another and Gasamtraded a few thrusts
and bl ocks with him reveling in his ow skill and the eneny soldier's stolid
conpet ence. Soon he was surrounded by equally stolid Chiwan infantry,

bl unt-faced men who did a workman's job with shield and short-sword and axe. A
pair of them quickly envel oped himw th their shields, protecting himfrom any
further threat fromthe Sonoans. Through his bl ood-haze, he heard the growl of
a Chiwan underofficer in his ear
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"Cet you to the rear, nmy king. This is our job up here."

Gasam st epped back, letting the bl ack-shi el ded ranks close before him

st eppi ng backward between their files and holding his own shield high to
protect hinself fromarrows, javelins and other nissiles. Soon the last rank
reforned itself before himand he was in the rear, seeing the struggling mass
of men before himand hearing the indescribable sounds of two armes | ocked in
deat h-gri p.

Gasam shook hinmself and tried to clear his mnd. He had been indul gi ng hinsel f
shanel essly, behaving like a junior warrior on his first bloodletting. This
woul d not do. He had a battle to direct. Mre than that, he had a canpaign to
conduct and an enpire to rule. It was time to resune his place as king, as
conquer or.

He ran around the right end of his arny, to the place where his force and
Ulik's struggled to envel op and crush the eneny's flank. Wth the confusion
of fronts, it was now inpossible to style that flank right or left. The

i nportant fact was that this was the | andward flank, while the other flank
abutted the river.

The din of screaming, struggling nen and the clatter of their arnms was

i ndescri babl e. Above the swayi ng mass of footnen he could see a few nounted
eneny officers, their shouts unheard, pointing and trying to direct a battle,
but Gasam knew how futile were their efforts. The maneuveri ng was over and
they had no reserves to comrmit. Now there was nothing but the grinding
attrition of a static battle.

He found Urlik nmounted on a cabo, |eaning forward, hands braced on the ponmel
of his saddle and a broad smile on his face.

"Anot her fine battle, my king!" he shouted when Gasam drew near.

"So it seenms, but | can see nothing of inportance.” The two nmen cl asped hands
and U lik baw ed for several of his nounted .nen to come forward and nake a
platform Two of the strongest placed thenselves stirrup to stirrup and held
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a shield between them Gasam scranbled onto the shield which the two nen,
grunting with the effort, lifted above their heads and held at arm s | ength.

Fromthis wobbly point of vantage Gasam surveyed the battle.

The Sonoans, hemmred by enemies on three sides, were edging toward the river.
Their ranks were now packed so tight that tile nmen could not use their weapons
effectively and there was no way to avoid treading on the fallen. The swaying,
cursing mass no |longer constituted a fighting force and Gasam nmarvel ed t hat

t hey had not broken al ready.

He had not been atop his shaky tower for [ong when the inevitable

di sintegrati on began. A half-dozen nmen threw down their shields and weapons
and dashed to the river, where they cast thenselves into the water and began
swimring frantically for the farther shore. Gthers saw and did |ikew se. Wth
a speed that was startling, the entire arny seened to coll apse as nen who
only monents before, had been struggling to strike a blow at their enenies,
were fighting just as hard to push past or clinb over their conrades,
desperate to get to the escape represented by the river

Gasam shouted a command and the officers of archers withdrew their nmen from
the main battle and ranged them al ong the riverbank, from which conveni ent



| ocation they began to send arrows in upon the sw nmm ng nen.

On the land, the true killing had comenced. As |ong as soldiers kept their
formation, casualties were mnimal and they could defend thensel ves wel |

agai nst even the nost spirited and skilled of warriors. Wen the formation
broke and they dropped their weapons and presented their undefended backs to
the enemy, killing them becane a matter of mere physical effort.

The Sonoans were being slaughtered in droves and Ga-sam s arny had ceased to
take casualties. In place of their warrior fortitude many were overwhel ned by
a mad bl ood-lust. Sone sought to thrust their spears or swords through as nany
fl eei ng backs as possible. Ohers hacked and stabbed
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at fallen bodies, nmutilating themuntil they were no | onger recognizable as

t he bodies of nen.

In the river, the panic was so great that many nore were drowning than were
peri shing by Gasamis arrows. Men made mindl ess by terror clinbed on the

shoul ders of men who liad minutes before been as brothers to them From
escaping the battle, their frantic desire had narrowed to achi eving just one
nore breath.

Gasam descended fromhis shield platform There was nothing nore of any

i mportance to see. Slaughters were all alike. The stench of blood and spilled
entrails were as perfume to his nostrils. He acknow edged congratul atory hails
fromhis officers. They had detached thensel ves fromthe battle, since the
mechani cal business of killing unresisting beasts called for no | eadership.
"How many do you think will escape?" Gasam asked a Chiwan captain who had been
directing archers on the bank

"No nore than three or four score, my king," said the officer, disnounting
fromhis cabo. The king did not like to | ook up when he spoke with
subor di nat es.

"That is good. There is to be no pursuit on the other side of the river. W
need enough escapees to spread word of the defeat. Wthout them the king will
insist that it never happened."”

"The men are becom ng disordered, ny king," said Luo, a man who disliked any
br eakdown of di sci pli ne.

"Let them have their way," Gasam ordered, "so long as they don't fight anong
t hensel ves'; Al of them have had a | onger march than they have been
accustoned to, and they've fought a good battle here. There is no credible
eneny for many days' march, so we are in no danger. Let themcelebrate.” His
capt ai ns nodded acknow edgnent, although Luo watched the frenzied butchery
with distaste.

To his surprise, Gasamrealized that he was tired. Never before had he felt
tired after a battle, however strenuous it had been. The |ong march, the
runni ng and fighting, al
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had drai ned his strength. Perhaps, he thought, Larissa was right. Perhaps his
age was catching up with him

"Come to ny canp, ny king," said Ulik. "You are not needed here, and there we
can relax. You' ve lost flesh since we parted and you need to restore

yoursel f."

"An excellent idea," Gasam said. Together, the two nmen wal ked fromthe
battlefield, Ulik | eading his cabo by its reins.

Only a quarter-mle fromthe scene of the fighting, Gasam was astoni shed to
see an el aborate canp conplete with tents and tenporary island-style shelters.
Everywhere he | ooked there were piles of provisions, jars of wi ne and gram
liquors, heaps of forage for the animals. Captives tended the needs of the
warriors and cared for the wounded nen who had been brought in fromthe
battl e.

"I did not know you woul d be marching through such a rich district!" Gasam
said, delighted. Ulik nmotioned to a well-cushioned chair before the |argest



shelter and the king sat, accepting a cup proffered by a sl avewoman.

"No richer than what you marched through,” said Ulik. "You remenber when
said that | had a new enpl oynent for the nounted nen?"

"'l renmenber.'’

"Well, this is it. Forget about their uses in fighting, which is snmall, or
scouting, which is only a little better. What they are really good for is
foraging! Once we were in eneny territory, | sent themout, not inlittle
detachrments, but in strong force, each detachnment with fifty or a hundred
riders, with one task: round up provisions for the arny and its animals." The
i sl ander propped a foot on a barrel and | eaned toward his king. "How many
times have we starved in fat country? And why? Because the peasants and the
vill agers know we are com ng and they hide all their best produce. Wth the
riders going before and ranging wi de on the flanks, they catch the peasants
unaware and herd themalong with their livestock back into our arnms. W' ve
l'ived
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fat through this whole march. | wouldn't let the nen carry enough to slow them
down, naturally, but they could | ook forward to good eating at each night's
canp. When we reached the river, | had this canp built and we gathered all the

wealth of the district here. Do you know why | did this?"

"Because you |like easy living?" said .the king. Ulik grinned. "Doesn't every
man? No, it was to give ne an excuse for making a stand here. The Sonoans saw
how much we had to protect and they never suspected that | was hol ding them
here as a ruse. They assuned that only the whole arny could accunul ate so nmuch
pl under."

"That is what | would have thought in their place," Gasam said. "Before, only
when we' ve taken a city have we ended up with so nuch provisioning." He | eaned
back and took a long drink, the wine refreshing to his dry throat. "Wat is
our next nove?" Urlik asked. "W will abide here a few days. The nen and the
animal s are sore-footed and in need of a little rest. Tonight the nen can

cel ebrate. Tomorrow they can recover fromthe cel ebration. The day after, we
reorgani ze the arnmy. W'll need to find a good river crossing."

"I amtold that there is a good bridge about two days' march to the south,”
Ulik told him

"Tonmorrow, send sone riders to locate it." He thought a while. "I'll send a
det achrment of nmy Chiwan soldiers to guard it. It's just possible that sone
conmander on the other side of the river mght get word of the battle in tine
to destroy it."

"Best to be sure,” Wlik agreed. He noticed that the king had an
uncharacteristically nelancholy expression. "Wat ails you, ny king?"

"I wish Larissa could have cone with us," he said, waving a hand toward the
ghastly scene by die river. "She is mssing all this."

"We all feel the queen's absence,"” Ulik said. He had
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never known a man and wonan as devoted to one another as Gasam and Lari ssa.
They were not as ot her people.

That night, the revelry in the canp was uproarious. Besides the feasting and
drinking and the use of the local village wonen rounded up by Urlik's
foragers, there were other anusenments. Anong Gasanis followers there were

t hose who delighted in torture, others whose religions required human
sacrifice in thanks for a victory. For these, nere were plenty of prisoners
upon whom they could practice their arts.

Gasam had long nade it his customto reward his nmen thus after a battle, but
he | aid down sone stemrestrictions. There was to be no brawming. If fights
broke out, all who fought were to be executed instantly. Al so, while the nen
m ght perform whatever religious rites pleased them there was to be no
attenpt to practice magic, divination or fortune-telling. These things he
consi dered to be bad for noral e and subversive of his own authority.



Past m dnight, the fires still burned high and the sounds of revelry were
still nightmarish in the still, humd air. Luo approached the seated king, his
face wearing a distraught expression. Gasamlolled in his chair, his eyes red
and heavy-lidded. He had gorged and guzzled as heavily as any, and even his
heroi c capacity had been tested.

"My king," Luo began, hesitantly, "something awful is going on, down there
anong the trees. It's your southerners, including the wonmen." He pointed to a
copse in the I ow ground a few hundred paces fromthem The flickering |ight of
a fire was just visible between the tree trunks.

Gasam frowned. "Are they fighting?"

"Far worse. They took some of the prisoners down there."

"What of that? Let them have their fun. | gave orders that there were to be no
live prisoners by norning."

"It isn't just that," Luo said, his distaste plain. "They are ... well,
they're eating them"
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Gasamwas intrigued rather than appalled. "Truly? 1'd always heard the runors,
but | never really believed them It nust be part of some ritual. After all
it's not as if we lack the nore conmon sorts of neat."

"You are not going to do anything about it?" Luo said.

"Why should | interfere? They are violating no order of mine. Besides, runor
travel s even faster than ny armes. This sinple practice will spread the
terror of my name, and make ny enemies trenble even nore than they do. Wy
enem es and prisoners are as livestock, so why should they not be consuned as
such? Leave themto their own feast, Luo."

The warrior departed, clearly unhappy. Gasam knew that his Shasinn disliked
the Iicense he allowed sone of the warriors of |esser races. They were jeal ous
of the favor he showed to the women warriors. He did not care if they were

di spl eased, so long as they obeyed. Heavily, he lurched to his feet and began
to wal k toward the copse fromwhich were com ng such strange sounds. This was
somet hing he wi shed to see for hinself.

El GHT

As the merchant Samis had prom sed, the Sonoan hi ghl ands were far nore

pl easant than the jungled | ow country they had trudged through. Here the
foliage was thinner, and had been yet further thinned by extensive
cultivation. The popul ation was far denser as well, and the rolling hills were
covered with gemike fields, lovingly tilled and tended by farmers. Every few
mles was a village or a sizable town, and they began to see sonme of the

fabl ed tenples of the |and.

These structures cane in a nunber of forms, but height seemed always to be a
maj or consi deration. Some were pyram dal constructions of rectangul ar or even
triangul ar boxes of dim nishing size. Others were conical towers with

stai rways or ramps wound spirally around them Snoke ascended fromthe crest
of each and they saw frequent processions going to and fromthe huge,
enigmatic edifices. This, Ansa felt, was nore like it. He had cone to see
exotic, civilized |lands, and that what he saw now. Here the
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road was actually paved, its surface set with finely cut stone, slightly
hunped in the center to drain water, with raised curbs along the sides. So
wel |l ordered was this part of the country that, every few mles, they found
per manent canpgrounds where they coul d pass the night w thout having to crowd
into sonme village or squat on a protesting or profiteering farnmer's |and.
Once, they passed a mlitary canp where Ansa paused to watch several hundred
soldiers drilling in tight formations. The sol diers* arnor was of paddi ng and
| aced banmboo splints, that of the officers consisting of |eather studded or
splinted with bronze. Oficers also had bronze helnmets with el aborate feather



pl unes.

Their | ockstep nmovenents were strange to his eyes, accustomed as he was to the
mount ed archery of his own people. Al this maneuvering by ranks | ooked gross
and awkward. It was difficult for himto inagi ne how such tactics could be

ef fective on an open field. At commands transmitted by trunpet and flute, they
wheel ed, changed front, raised and | owered their spears, brought their shields
across to forma portable wall before each rank, halted and even stepped
backward. A front rank woul d kneel behind their shields and the two ranks

behi nd thrust their spears forward to present a spiky, forbidding hedge to any
attacker. Another tine, they raised their shields overhead to forma solid

r oof .

This was fascinating, but it |ooked to Ansa |ike a profoundly boring way to
sol dier. The sheer repetition of the endless drill |ooked m nd-nunbi ng. But
then, he reflected, that night be precisely the point. Hs father and others
who had canpaigned in the settled lands had told himthat only one will, that
of the | eader, had any significance in such fighting. It still |ooked boring.
"W will reach the capital by tonmorrow,” he said to Fy-ana.

"I know that," she said. She had a downcast | ook, which seenmed odd to him He
was excited at the prospect.

"You don't seemto relish the idea."

"No, | don't. This is all aliento me. |I find it disturbing, and | expect the
great city to be worse."

"It is no less aliento nme," he pointed out. "But | amfascinated by all

see, just because it is new and unlike anything | have known before."

"You cone of an unsettled, wandering people," she said. "W Canyoners are not
like that. We rarely travel far fromhone. | think we are so attuned to our

| and that we | anguish away fromit." She paused. "I amglad that | have you to
acconpany ne. You are better at this sort of activity than I."

This was a new side to his strange conpani on. She had heretofore seened so

poi sed, self-assured alnost to the point of arrogance, as had seened true of
all Canyoners. Now, separated from her |and and her kind, she was nore human.
She seened, indeed, to be an insecure young worman, little nore than a girl.

"It will pass,” he told her. "It takes time to grow used to sonmething entirely
new. You have never before been separated fromyour people. In tinme this
constant changi ng of surroundings will seemnatural, and you will think your
former life dull by conparison.”

"I amnot sure of that," she said, then smled. "But thank you for reassuring
me. | don't nmean to be a gl oony traveling conpanion."

"Just remenber that | amhere to protect you," be assured her. "This way,
not hi ng bad can happen. "

"I shall remenber," she said, still smling.

Despite his growi ng sense of his own cosnopolitanism his first sight of the
capital the next day cane as a shock. This settlenent, which bore, in Ganian
the remarkably unoriginal tide of Geat Cty, stood on a great plain sur-
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rounded by mountai ns, sone of them producing thin plunmes of snoke.

The rising sun was still behind the city as they approached it, and at first
Ansa thought he was | ooking at an oddly shaped hill. Only as they drew nearer
did he understand that he was |ooking at the work of human hands. The massive
city wall was not sheer, but it was high, slanting back fromits base to a

par apet seventy or eighty feet above the surrounding plain. The wall was not
wel |l cared for and it sprouted shrubs and even snall trees, adding to the
illusion that it was a hill.

Above the parapet he could see junbl ed masses of buil dings, apparently erected
up the slopes of a natural or else a man-nmade hill. He could nake out few
details, but the nost prom nent structures seenmed to be yet nore of the
towering tenples peculiar to this land. At the very center, one of the
conical, spirally wound tenples formed a peak, larger by far than any other
bui | di ng and exceeded in massiveness only by the great city wall itself.



As they had neared the city, the road upon which they travel ed had joi ned or
been joined by many others, until now it bore a volumnous traffic, from
caravans far larger than theirs to the solitary carts of farmers, sone of
these | ast drawn by the farmers thensel ves.

Sone of the beasts of burden he saw were unlike any he knew, although nost
appeared to be variant breeds of two famliar animals: nusks and hunpers. They
cane in a nmultitude of sizes and bizarre conformations, and with every
possi bl e variant of hair and horns. He did not see many cabos, although he was
relieved to note that those he did see were alnost identical to his own. The
cabo, it seened, was one ani nal which had produced few variant breeds.

Wth the strange, alien place |oom ng over him Ansa felt much of his earlier
confidence drai ning away. The massive, broodi ng presence of the walls
intimdated him and he was sure that the people who built and lived in such a
pl ace
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nmust be very different fromany people he had known. What sort of

cave-dwel lers could live in structures |ike that?

Hs first close look at the wall did not |essen his apprehension. The base
stones flanking the gate were trenendous, each, he estimated, at |east ten

feet high and forty feet |ong, extending an unknown depth within the wall. He
coul d not conprehend the sheer | abor of cutting such stones, nuch | ess of
dragging themto this place and setting theminto the wall. He pointed them

out to Fyana, who rode beside him

"Surely," he said, "only sorcery could acconplish such a thing."

She shook her head, as nystified as he. "I cannot imagine it otherwi se. This
nmust be the work of giants.”

The gate itself was of thick wood, strapped with bronze. Just past it the
roadway ascended like a ranp, ending at a huge market square full of |ivestock
pens and vendors' stalls. The periphery of the square was lined with the

war ehouses and shops of nore substantial nerchants.

They had taken their |eave of the other caravaneers. Al though they were
foreigners in this place, the people in the nmarket stepped quickly fromtheir
path and showed a refl exive deference. Apparently, people riding cabos neant
aristocracy to the citizens. Once, a group of native riders passed them and
Ansa had his first sight of the warrior overlords Sam s had nenti oned.

The riders were as dark as the other Granians, but their features were
narrower, w th hooked noses and thin lips. Their black hair was curly rather
than straight, and they did not wear the vol um nous | oi ncloths of the

| ower-cl ass natives. Instead, they wore close-fitting trousers and shirts and
short, | eather vests heavily enbroidered with colored thread. They wore
weapons: | ong, narrow swords with decorated bandies. Al wore heavy jewelry of
silver and gold. They stared at him arrogantly, and he stared back. He was un-
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accustoned to lowering his eyes before any man and saw no reason to do so

her e.

"We need to find a place to stay," Fyana rem nded him

"How do we go about it?" he wondered

"I suggest we ask," she said. "In a city like this, with throngs of visitors
passing through all the time, there nust be plenty of inns.”

He | ooked around doubtfully. "Maybe we should canp outside the walls."

"You are just |ooking for an excuse because you are unconfortable in these

surroundi ngs. Wll, so aml, but we shall stay anyway. This is the best
| ocation for learning things, and we will have plenty of funds, so start
aski ng. "

Unable to argue with her, he did as she directed. There were nany inns near
the market, but these were crowded, squalid and verm nous. Their search took
themup the stony hill that fornmed the core upon which the city was built. By
noon they found a hostelry for nore prosperous travelers. Here they boarded



their aninmals and took a suite of spacious roons that fronted on a bal cony
overl ooking a broad vista of the city and the plain beyond. The roons were
clean, furnished with hangings, |ow tables and cushions. After a brief survey,
Ansa seated hinself on a cushion on the bal cony as a woman bel onging to the
inn laid out a neal for them and decided that he m ght be able to grow
accustoned to this.

"Now, " Fyana said as she joined him "isn't this better than another night
encanped on the ground?" She tore a strip froma flat |loaf and dipped it in a
pot of honey.

Ansa sel ected a skewer of snmoked lizard neat. * 'It seens bearable so far

What do we do now?"

"I will let it be known in the city that | have nedicines to sell. Sone of
these are very rare and expensive. That should attract people fromthe highest
fam lies, perhaps the court. By talking with mem we may | eamthe situation
here, what they plan to do about Gasam ™"
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"Why do you think these exalted ones will talk with two wanderers who have
just come fromthe desert?

"Peopl e always talk to those they think can cure them" She frowned into her
cup. "I admit it isn't nuch of a plan, but it's all | have for now "’

He shrugged. "It's worth a few days. If we turn up nothing here, we can travel
west, toward Sono. At the border, we're sure to pick up sonme information."

She | ooked at him "You are not really enthusiastic about this mssion, are
you? It's just an excuse to travel and see new things."

"I think that what we do will have little effect. My father and Gasam were
born to destroy each other, and that is howit will fall out, soneday. | Ve
seen only a little of the southerners, but what | have seen gives ne little
confidence that they can beat Gasam They could even join himw thout a aght."
"Then, wouldn't you want to know about that?"

"Yes. It could be valuable. Tell me." He learned forward. "Just what would you
Canyoners do if Gasamwere to march north? Wth.or wthout die southerners?"
"No one has ever invaded us with success," she asserted.

"But youVe never been invaded by anyone |ike Gasam What | saw of your |and
tells ne that your people are few and wi dely scattered, even combined with the
Zone. Everything we can learn here will be of little hel p when Gasam attacks."
"Know edge is always hel pful," she said, then she smled. "And, it can be
enjoyable to gather. Now stop talking and let's eat. This is the first decent
meal we've had in days."

He could not argue with that and so they fell to. Later, replete, he left the
inn to wander the streets of the city while she attended to fem nine things.

It was an unusual sensation, he found. In villages, he had
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never been far fromthe open country, which was usually visible in any given
direction. Here, he could clinmb a ridge of city, and on the other side descend
into alittle valley that was also city. There was a tenple next to their inn
It had three tall pillars on its roof, each topped by a statue of a bat-w nged
creature, possibly a deity. He fixed this in his menory to serve as a | andnark
because he knew he woul d quickly be lost hi this unfam liar |andscape.

Never before had he encountered people in such nunbers, packed together in
such tight proximty. Mst of the streets were actually narrow alleys in which
he had to turn sideways to pass another wal ker. The streets were al so steep
occasionally turning into stairs. Except for the occasional markets, there
seened to be no separation of living and commerce districts. The ground fl oors
of many buil di ngs were shops or storehouses, their upper stories divided into
living quarters. Everywhere, bal conies overhung the streets, turning theminto
veritabl e tunnels. People | eaned on the bal cony railings and gossiped wth

nei ghbors across the street or contenpl ated the scenes bel ow

Despite the all-stone nature of the city, there was no | ack of vegetation



Most of the bal conies sported planting boxes and these were | ovingly tended,
with flowers growing in great profusion. Hanging plants were al so favored, and
from some buil dings actual curtains of greenery descended to brush the heads
of pedestrians below. In some places, Ansa found hinmself treading on a thin
carpet of leaves and flower petals. He was grateful for this. It softened the
hard edges of the city.

He noticed that people were studying himfurtively. The popul ati on here was
accustoned to foreigners, but not to his type. It occurred to himthat perhaps
he shoul d have |l eft his weapons at the inn. He had left his |lance and bow
there, but he had belted on sword and dagger w t hout thinking. Now he noticed
t hat nobody here was armed except the nobles and a few natives who were
attired as soldiers. He
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decided to stay as he was until challenged. He was, after ail, a warrior, and
warriors were armed by definition

He could not go far w thout passing one or nore tenples. Sone of these were
true buildings with dark interiors fromwhich drifted i ncense snoke and the
sounds of wailing rmusic and rhythm c chants. Others were towers of solid
masonry, with shrines and altars atop them He was curious about these, but he
dared not enter or clinb one without invitation. He had heard that civilized
peopl e could take their religion very seriously, and mght fiercely resent the
i ntrusi on of an unbeliever.

The markets were another oddity. The big one just within the gate had sold a
prol usi on of goods, whatever happened to conme in by caravan on any given day.
The small er markets scattered throughout the city were different. Each seened
to be devoted to a different commodity. There were many food markets, somne
selling flesh, others reeking of fish. The latter even had water tanks from
which live fish were sold. There were separate markets for fruit and for
greens. An aromatic baker's market was near a pungent spice market.

He could tell fromthe din of hamers on netal when he neared the snmith's
quarter of the city. Here he found jeweler's markets where he saw nuch to
attract himbut nothing he could afford. He had never seen such a profusion of
gold and silver, or so great an abundance of pearls, jewels, colored stones
and coral. He noticed that many of those exam ning the wares in this market
were woren of the aristocracy. These were tall, stately creatures dressed in
di aphanous | ayers of sheerest cloth. Their hair was dressed in el aborate
arrangenents of curls and their faces were masks of cosnetics. He decided that
many of them would be very beautiful with the paint washed off. Sone seened
simlarly interested in him bringing upon himthe stone-eyed stares of their
hul ki ng bodyguards. These attendants were of yet another race, pale-skinned,
bal d- headed nmen whose noun-
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tai nous bellies did not detract froma sense of great physical strength.

A few streets away, he found a nore congenial nmarket. This one sold weapons.
Here he found a fine selection of swords and daggers, nost of themstill nade
of bronze or of bronze with steel edges, but there were a few all-stee
weapons, evidence that his father's steel mine was having its effect here.
Once, only kings or great nobles could afford weapons of steel

He admired the artistry of the bronze weapons. Steel had a brutal efficiency,
but bronze presented far greater scope for decoration and could be cast into a
mul titude of shapes. The lustrous red-gold color of the netal was sensually
pleasing in a way that the silvery gray of steel could never match

Sone shops featured entire cuirasses and helnets of bronze, arnmor fit for the
nost exalted of officers. Ansa could never see the sense in wearing such
encunbrances in battle, but he could not deny that it was inpressive. He saw
no bows like his own, but he found sone tall bows built up of split banmboo and
| ashed with sinew. He took up several and tried the draw, finding themto be
nearly as powerful as his own bow, although far too long for use fromthe



saddl e. Their arrows were al so of banboo, cleverly constructed from |l ong
splints to make them perfectly cylindrical. Their heads were of many forms and
materials for various purposes, fromround, wooden knobs for bird hunting to
conpact bronze points for war. There were even bul bous, holl ow heads vari ously
pi erced for delivering signals by whistling, humm ng or hooting as they flew
through the air.

On one table, he found weapons of stone. Even anpbng his own people, stone

hat chets and war-hamrers were not uncommon. Since few of the plainsnen

bot hered with arnor these weapons were as effective as the equival ents nmade of
far nore costly metal. But the southerners made far greater use of stone, and
some of these weapons were quite
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beautiful. He was especially taken with a stone axe, its doubl e-bl aded head
crafted froma strange green stone, lovingly polished until it shone I|ike

jade. Its slender shaft was made of a tough, flexible wood, completely covered
by a sheathing of rawhide thread braided intricately into decorative designs.
The rawhi de continued over the narrow part of the axe where the handl e passed
t hrough the pierced head. The whole was as solid as if nade from pure stone,
save that the rawhi de-covered handle retained its slight whippi-ness,

magni fying the force of a blow Wen he held it [oosely by his side, the head
just brushed the ground. This Ansa considered to be the ideal length for a
weapon designed to be swng at arm s |ength.

The price was | ow, but he bargai ned the vendor even |ower, stressing the
obsol escence of stone weapons, their |ow status conpared to bronze and steel

t he absence of gold and jewels or other decoration beyond the braiding.

He wal ked fromthe narket well pleased. There was nothing like acquiring a new
weapon to put himin an excellent frame of mnd. He slid the handl e through
his belt on the side opposite his sword. The small, compact axe head was not
unconfortable in that position. Its narrow edges were not truly sharp, as the
weapon was nore of a club or hammer in the formof an axe than a true chopping
weapon. He decided that in the future he would wear his traveling cloak to
cover his profusion of armanment. That was a conprom se he could live wth.
Havi ng no particul ar destination, his steps took himupward. As he ascended,
the construction grew | ess crowded and junbl ed and he passed stately mansi ons
set behind high walls surrounding formal gardens. This, he was certain, was
where the aristocracy lived. Guards stationed atop the estate walls eyed him
suspi ci ously, but none sought to hinder him The streets were wi der here, and
they were not thronged |ike those below He saw tradesnen carrying their
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wares to the great houses for the benefit of those who had no taste for
rubbi ng el bows with the | ower cl asses.

"Warrior!" Ansa knew he was the only such person hi the vicinity so he | ooked
upward toward the source of the voice. He saw a wonan | eani ng over a terrace
wal |, long curls as thick as a child's armfraning a face covered with the
maskl i ke makeup of a hi gh-caste woman. She | eaned with her el bows atop a

bal ustrade, her forearns encased in innunerable bracelets of gold and silver.
"Yes?"

"Do you speak Grani an?" she asked.

"I'f you do not speak too quickly."

"Where are you fron?" She spoke bluntly and directly, and he wondered if that
was because she thought she was speaking to an inferior

"I amfromthe plains beyond the desert to the north."

"I's that not the realmof Hael, the Steel King?"

This was the first tinme he had heard that title. "Yes. My nane is Ansa, a
warrior of the ... Randi." He had to pause for a nmonent to renmenber which
tribe he had decided to claim

"Warrior Amsi, would you conme into ny house? | wi sh to speak with you."
"dadly," he said. This was odd, but anong his people one did not refuse an



invitation to another's house or tent w thout giving severe offense. Even so,
he rem nded hinself that he rmust conport hinmself with circunspection. H's
peopl e m ght be unsophisticated conpared to these, but he was perfectly aware
of the dangers presented by jeal ous husbands.

A gate in the estate wall opened, and a wi zened old slave adnitted him

I mredi ately within stood one of the huge, col d-eyed nmen who seemed to exist in
this city solely as bodyguards for noble | adies. He stepped inside. It was
alnost like entering the city gate, for the door opened on a stair which they
ascended to the level of a broad terrace
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heavily planted with high shrubs and fl owering plants. Just beyond was a house
al nost obscured by plantings, but the bodyguard conducted himto an open pave
next to the balustrade, where marbl e benches faced a breathtaking vista of the
descending levels of the city and the wide, rolling farm ands beyond. In the
di stance, snoking nountains ringed the plateau upon which the city stood. The
worman stood at the rail and turned at his approach

"Wl come, warrior Ansa," she said with a slight “bow and a graci ous gesture of
her left hand. She smiled, and with a shock he thought that the wonman was
toot hl ess. Then he saw that her teeth were |l acquered black. It was a bizarre
touch, but no nore so than the rest of her cosnetics. Her eyes were strongly
outlined in black, the rest of her face painted dead white except for odd

hi ghl i ghts. Her eyebrows had been covered with white and redrawn m dway up her
forehead. Round, red spots marked her prom nent cheekbones. Bel ow her eyes
flowed a delicate line of blue-painted tears. Her |ips were scarlet and, when
she blinked, her eyelids flashed yell ow.

He touched a spot above his heart with the fingertips of his right hand. "I am
the protector of your hone," he said. He neant this. By the custons of his
peopl e, he was bound to protect this house as |long as he was enjoying its
hospitality.

She bowed a little deeper. "Your life is the first concern of this house. Your
happi ness is its second." She noticed the wi deness of his eyes, scanning the
vi sta beyond her. "I sonetines forget how stunning is this view This is your
first visit to Geat City?"

"It is. The beauty of my own land is such that | had thought the rest of the

worl d had nothing to conpare. | see now that | was wong. And this point of
viewis magnificent. | clinbed the streets all day to | ook out thus fromthe
hei ghts. | never thought that such a view was to be seen, even fromthe peak."
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"I would not brag," she said, "but even within this city, the view fromthis
terrace is esteened the finest."

"I can believe that," Ansa said. "Looking to the north, it alnpbst seens as if
| could see to my honel and."

"Well," she said, "the viewis not quite that good, but it is better than
nost . "

Havi ng exhausted this topic, Ansa waited to hear.why she had invited him here.
He did not know | ocal custons and feared that he night give offense by asking
directly.

"Pl ease cone and accept the hospitality of my home," she said.

"dadly." He foll owed her through the formal plantings toward the house. Her
el aborate gown fl oated about her as she wal ked. Individually, the layers were
all but transparent. In their multiple |ayers they achi eved opacity. Her many
ornanents rattled and jingled to her every novenent. The heavy nakeup made her
age difficult to judge, but the hands were unwinkled and she had the wal k of
a young wonman. The bodyguard fell in behind him

The air was heavily perfuned by the flowers that seened to be these peoples
passion. In the city, he had actually seen a narket that sold nothing but
flowers. The house she led himto was huge by his own standards, but of nodest
size compared to sone of the mansions he had seen as he ascended the hill



The elderly slave opened the front door which, to Ansa's astoni shnent, slid
aside on rollers. They passed within and he was further astonished by the
abundant and strangely colored |ight. Looking around himhe saw that the

wi ndows were covered by panes of colored glass and that further |ight was
adm tted by gl ass-covered skylights. G ass was still a rarity in his honel and,
al t hough his father's houses had gl ass wi ndows, |aboriously inported overl and
from Neva.

The walls were painted in repetitious designs, either abstract or depicting
flowering vines. Incense burned in decorated braziers, apparently to perfune
the air rather than
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for ritual purposes. As she led himthrough the hall, the wonan studied him
"You are ... well arned for a man on an afternoon stroll in the city.' *
"As a warrior, | amaccustonmed to go arned. | haven't been unarned since

chi | dhood. "

"Excellent," she said, for no reason he could fathom She led himto a smaller
room one wall of which was made entirely of blue-tinted gl ass panes. At her
gesture, he sat in a thickly padded chair. He was unaccustomed to chairs, but
found this one remarkably confortable. She sat at a simlar chair. Between
them was a table which servitors quickly set with various wi nes and pl ates of
smal | pastries. He was not in the | east hungry, but he sensed that she would
not get down to serious talk until he at |east made a show of partaking. He
selected a small pastry roll and bit through the crisp, flaky crust into a
filling of highly spiced neat. It was delicious and he wi shed he had the
appetite to appreciate it property. He sipped at a goblet of delicate, pink
wi ne and hel d his silence.

"You have excellent manners for a . . ." She hesitated.
"For a barbarian?" he finished for her
"Well, | would not have put it that way." He could not tell if she was

bl ushi ng, but the tone of her voice suggested it. "Are you a prince of your
peopl e?"

"I amof high birth," he said, cautiously. He did not want his identity
reveal ed, but he saw no harmin letting the woman know he was not her soci al
inferior.

"I thought so. Tell ne, did you not arrive in the city this norning
acconpani ed by a very young lady fromthe Canyon? '

He was proud that he betrayed no shock. "Wre you there, or is this magic, or
does news just travel fast in this city?"

She | aughed, covering her face with a kerchief as she did so. "The latter. W
are awmfully jaded here, and of all for-
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ei gners, Canyoners are the rarest. Even plainsmen |ike yourself are seen nore
often. | have met a nunmber of King Hael's emnissaries, but | have seen only two
Canyoners in my life, and both of those were elderly nen, although quite
beautiful in their way."

"They are a handsone people,"” he agreed. "Am | to assunme that it is Lady Fyana
who is the true object of your interest?"

"Ch, | was anxious to neet both of you! But, to be sure, | have a particular
reason for wishing to consult with a person fromthe Canyon. | would have
sought her out had | not happened to see you passing by below ny terrace. Do
you think she would consent to cone visit me? Or is she otherw se engaged here
inthe city?"

"I am sure she would be pleased to accept.” He felt a certain relief. He was
still thinking of the hul ki ng bodyguard and j eal ous husbands. This woman m ght
be a good source of information. If she had met his father's emi ssaries she
nmust be connected with the court in some fashion. "Wiomshall tell her extends
this invitation?"

She covered her face again, apparently a sign of chagrin. "Ch, please forgive



me! My manners have fled with the intensity of ny fascination! | am Lady Yasha
H Aptli." The second nanme contained a guttural sound that was not in his
native | anguage.

"When woul d you wi sh us to call upon you?" he asked, naking sure she
under st ood that he would be with Fyana when she cane.

" 'l amsure the lady nmust wish to rest today, after such a journey. If she
feels rested by tonmorrow evening at dusk I would be nbst honored to entertain
her here. And she needn't trudge all the way up this hill. | have stables for
your mounts." She spoke to a slave and the girl rushed off, to return mnutes
later with a small box. This the |lady presented to Ansa.

"Pl ease accept these guest-gifts. It is the customhere."
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He took the box, which was of substantial value by itself: a beautifully
crafted construction of exotic woods and ivory. Watever it contai ned was
heavy. He took his | eave, and a slave conducted himto the gate.

He was unused to wal ki ng | ong di stances, and his feet pained him as he wal ked
back to the inn. He was grateful that it was downhill. It had been a | ong,
strange day. He | ooked forward to telling Fyana all about it.

NI NE

The queen had come to enjoy the sensation of riding. By the third day she

di spensed with the extra paddi ng of her saddle. By the eighth, she discarded
the saddle itself. She found it an indescribably sensual feeling clutching the
power ful beast between her thighs, feeling its heaving ribs, the warm hide and
the great muscles sliding smoothly against her flesh. The smooth knobs of its
spi ne massaged her intinmately.

Riding and living in the open country was a joyous experience after the
confinenent of the city, and fromtinme to time, when the pl easurable
sensations were overwhel ming, she had to rem nd herself sternly that she was
on a mission of utnost seriousness. Still, the |and was beautiful. She felt a
kinship with the riotous vegetation and the abundance of animal l|ife. She

| aughed like a young girl at the antics of the little man-of-the-trees that
scanpered everywhere in a multitude of species, some with gorgeous, flow ng
fur, others all but bald with shiny red backsi des.
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The hunting was so fine that they did not have to dip into their preserved
rations. This was to the good, because they would soon be entering |and that
her husband's arni es had passed through Iike a horde of devouring insects.
Each evening, as they sat at their canpfires, Larissa quizzed the two spies
about their find. She wanted to know about each of their expeditions in search
of the mine, what |ands they had travel ed t hrough, the nature of the people,
everything that m ght possibly be of value. They were |ike sponges of

i nformati on that she was determned to wing dry. The nen knew their

prof essi on and answered every question patiently, going over each sequence of
actions again and again until she was satisfied that she had everything of

i mportance conmitted to nmenory.

One evening she wal ked fromthe fires into the dark forest beyond the light,
ostensibly to answer a call of nature but in truth to be by herself for a
while. It mght be foolish, for she knew nothing of the night-roaning
predators of these mountain forests, but she doubted that there was anything
in this place as horrific as the huge | ongnecks of her island hone.

Thi nki ng of | ongnecks nmade her think of Hael. He had saved her from a

| ongneck, nmany years ago. Hael had | oved to wander alone hi the forest, as she
was doing now. He said mat the spirits spoke to himthere. She shook Hael from
her thoughts. Absurdly, she had never gotten over the guilt of her betrayal of
hi m

She heard no spirits, but the soil of the forest floor felt good beneath her
bare feet. The rich, natural smells were soothing. She enjoyed being queen hi
a great city, but she knew she would never feel truly confortable there. She



had grown up on an island of primtive tribesnen and had spent too many wild,
exciting years at Gasam s side, raiding anong the islands and on the mainland,
years of battle and bl oodshed and conti nuous nmovenent. She was now un-suited
to a settled life, however much she m ght throw her-
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self into her building projects, her diplomtic and espi onage activities.
Sonmewhere off to her right she heard a | ow grunmbling sound. Her scalp

ti ghtened and her skin tingled all over. Her nipples hardened. She tried to

pi erce the darkness to her right. Was it a predator waiting to pounce? She
wondered if she could hold it off with her little spear |ong enough for her
men to conme to her aid. She thought of it out there, something huge and hairy,
vaguel y man-shaped. She imagined its claws tearing into her flesh, being borne
down beneath its weight, feeling its teeth, the feral snell of it as her blood
gushed. The thought was weirdly pl easurable and her thighs trenbled.

She waited a while, but there were no nore sounds. She turned and wal ked back
to the conforting Iight of the fires.

When they descended fromthe nmountains the signs of the army's passing were
everywhere. They passed ruined villages and wasted, hungry-Iooking people. Al
who saw themran away, or else prostrated thenselves in a frenzy of fear and
wor shi p. Her husband was good at breaking people. She felt no conpassion for
the wretches they passed on their journey. Slaves deserved sl avery. The weak
deserved to be domi nated by the strong. Defeat was the natural |ot of the
weak, the decadent, the foolish. If people did not wish to be slaves, they
coul d al ways choose deat h.

Now t hey had to nmake use of their rations or else send out hunting and
foraging parties well away fromthe arny's path. Larissa disliked doing that
because it slowed them but fresh provisions were necessary fromtine to tine.
Luckily, there was no shortage of grazing for the cabos. The army had not
taken many animals with it, so the land was not overgrazed.

They reached the river to find a bl ackened ghost town, devoid of humanity but
swarnming with scavengers fighting over the heaps of bones, some of themwth

scraps of flesh still clinging to them
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"This place could not have presented much of a fight," said Bada, the
conmander of her guard. "It's too small, the wall was too weak.'

"I't would have been a useful blooding for the young men." She | ooked behind
her and saw the envious | ooks on the faces of her guards. Like Pendu, they
resented it viciously that they had been excluded fromthis bloodletting.

She smled at them "Don't worry, ny lord will have plenty of killing for you
to do in the days to conme." They grinned hi enbarrassnment, worshipping her and
fearful that they had been caught thinking disloyal thoughts.

The trail of devastation |ed them southward, along the river. They found the
signs of another fight, this one a small battle in an open field, at the place
where Gasamis force had nmade contact with Luo's.

"Just as the king planned," she said. "He trapped this district's royal force
between his men and Luo's." Her guards poked anong the bones and the broken
weapons, trying to estimate the size of the eneny force.

"The king never miscalculates in warfare," said Bada. "All his enem es are
destined to fall before him"

"That is true," she said. "Come on, perhaps we'll catch up with himbefore the
next fight."

But it did not fall out thus. Farther south, they found the remains of a nuch
| arger slaughter. This, she knew, had to be the place where the three-part
arnmy had finally reunited and the Sonoans had been caught between Urlik's

del ayi ng force and Gasaml s arny smashing down fromthe north.

"At | east we are gaining on them" Bada said, winkling his nose. The bodies
were much fresher here, and the scavengers burrowed within them searching for
entrails. Heaps of dead |ay where they had fallen, bloating in the heat. Her



two spies |ooked decidedly ill. They were hard nmen, but this was a rich sight
and smell even for those with experience of war. The youngest of her guards
tried to show a
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properly waniorlike indifference to mass killing, but they were not

convi nci ng.

Larissa herself had little taste for the scene. She had a liking for blood,
but only if it was fresh

"My queen," said a warrior, "I think you should cone and see this."

She foll owed the young nan to a copse of trees where a small group of her
guards stood around the remains of a fire, pointing and speaki ng anong

t hensel ves in | ow voi ces. She disnbunted, as did Bada and the two spies. Here,
too, there were bones, but the ends of themwere bl ackened. A snoke-dried
human |inb was still suspended over the ashes by a wooden skewer.

"The peopl e here nmust be starving indeed," said Haffle, "to be raiding a
battlefield for such food."

Larissa saw a glint on the ground and prodded at it with her toe. It was a
thin, silver ring set with a teardrop-shaped garnet. This was the sort of
ornanent the wonen warriors wore through their pierced nipples. She sniled to
hersel f.

"No," she said, "I think the king's pet wonen fighters are living up to ne
worst of their reputation."” Even Bada | ooked shocked.

"Come, now," she said, "we do far worse to living people, why be so squeam sh
about what was done to these after they died?"

Bada had to nerve hinmself up to disagree with his queen. "It is not natural

nmy queen!" he insisted.

"I's it not? Many of you thought that it was not natural for wonmen to be
warriors, either. Yet, they proved their ferocity in many battles. Is it so
strange that they should have a taste for man-neat? So | ong as they serve ny
husband with fanatic loyalty, they can gnaw on live prisoners with those netal
teeth of theirs, for all | care.”

"As ny queen says," Bada acqui esced. "Nothing takes the place of loyalty.' *
Fasci nated, she stared at the signs of the awful feast. She
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wondered if Gasam had attended this orgy. This was something new and stirring
in a deep, fundanental way. Unlike her men, she felt no horror. She ne”er
guestioned the right-ness of anything that gave her excitenent or pleasure.
Per haps, she thought, after sone future battle, she would drop in on the
worren' s victory feast.

Late the next day they crossed a bridge that spanned the river. They knew t hat
the king and his arny nust not be far ahead, now The signs of devastation
were ever fresher. Villages still sent up plunes of thin snmoke fromtheir
ashes. The survivors still |ooked as nuch dazed as fearful

That ni ght they canmped on the other side of the river, enduring a frightful
storm of warmrain acconpani ed by shattering thunder and |ightning. Their
honel and was known for its violent storms, though, and they made little of it.
This meant that the rainy season was beginning early nmis year, and it would be
a wet canpai gn.

"Unconfortable for the nen," Bada said, "but not bad for the canpaign.'' The
junior warriors |leaned forward, ignoring the water that poured down their
faces, to hear war-teaching froma nore experienced warrior. "Qur king's arny
is not so dependent on ani nals and wagons as the southern armes. It is they
who will be bogged down by this rain and its nud."

"But only a tenth of our army is Shasinn,” said a junior warrior, stroking his
spear through its rainproof sheath of gut. "The rest are inferior people.”
"What does that matter?" said Bada, snmiling. "They fear the king nore than
they fear the weather. They will nove as fast as he wi shes themto."

"That they will," said Larissa. She sat with themat the fire they had finally



managed to start once the rain slacked off. The storm had bl own up so suddenly
that they had not bothered to construct shelters. So sodden were her clothes
that she had di scarded them and sat naked on her fol ded cloak. To the
warriors, many of whom had done the sane,
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this was natural. One did not | ook upon the queen as a man | ooked upon a
worman. The spies, men of another culture, carefully | ooked el sewhere.

Larissa found herself enjoying even this. In recent years she had been
reluctant to display herself thus, but the long ride with its attendant
hardshi p had firmed her body, relieving it of the excess, wobbly flesh she so
despised. She felt |lean and hard, better than she had felt in years. Surely,
now her husband woul d know that she was fit to acconpany himin his warring.
She felt, in fact, reborn. Surely, she thought, this was a portentious
beginning to a renewal of their fortunes, that, as splendid as the past had
been, they perched on the brink of wonders undreaned of. She and Gasam god
and goddess, would rule the world, a world they woul d remake according to
their own dreans and w shes.

Two days later, after a ride through a devastated countryside, they found the
conbi ned arny. The land they had passed through was stripped, its only

i nhabitants corpses and hol | oweyed refugees. Only the wildlife seened well

pl eased with the situation. Herds of branch horn and wild nusks grazed and
browsed on | and that had been carefully tended and farmed a few days before.
The arny was encanped on a small plateau which had supported a sizable village
and its fields. Here, for once, there were no signs of slaughter. The queen
and her guard rode in with the sun setting behind them The warriors in the
canp shouted and waved their spears when they recogni zed who had arrived.

She rode past the nmen encanped in their reginents, know ng that the runors
must be flying fast by now. Eyes w dened and jaws dropped. On the eastern side
of the village, where the plateau dropped off toward a broad river flat
carpeted with forest, she found a knot of high officers surrounding the king.
Larissa took a few noments to savor Gasam s expression
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of perplexity before she reined her animal to a halt and dived fromits back
into his arns.

"Larissa!" He whirled her in several full circles as lightly as if she were a
child, joyous despite his puzzlement. Then he held her away fromhim his
hands beneath her arms, her feet still not touching the ground. He frowned.
"What is it? Did the Chiwans revolt as soon as | was gone?

"Those kagga?" She |aughed at the thought. "Livestock do not revolt. | left
Pendu in charge. He'll keep good order there. My lord, |'ve brought you the
greatest news you could hope for. | nust speak to you apart fromthe others.”
"Then come with nme." He set her down and they wal ked to the edge of the

pl at eau, his arm about her shoul ders, hers around his waist. In the fading
sunlight, she could just nake out the towers of a large city in the distance.
"My love," she said in a low voice, "I have it for you! My spies had found
King Hael's steel mine. And it is not nearly as distant as we had feared!" For
a nonent he stood like a statue, and through her armshe felt a trenbling Iike
that of a kagga that had been stunned by a blow to the brow in preparation for
sl aught er.

Then he | eapt straight up, jerking his spear skyward. The setting sun cast

bl oody gleams fromits mrror-polished length. He |l et out a shout that, she
was sure, could be heard in the distant city. Wen he | anded, he began one of
t he ancient victory dances of the islands. Then he jamred his spear into the
ground, picked her up and whirled her again.

"The world is ours! Wth this, ny nastery is conplete!" He set her down and
she saw the knot of gaping nmen a few dozen paces away.

"Well," she said, "so nmuch for keeping this secret."

"What does it matter?" he said through a face-splitting grin. "I amin the



m dst of ny assenbled arny and there is nothing that can stop nme now" He
tugged her toward the village. "Come. We'll have a house prepared for you
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and tonight you can give ny senior conmanders a full report.
She scanned the intact village. "This place does not | ook Iike the others we
passed t hrough. "

"No. For the last two days we have marched at a leisurely pace, giving die
villagers a chance to flee before us. The king has known of our comng for
some time now. | amletting the people flock fromthe countryside into the
capital—that is the city you can just see fromhere—where they will eat up its
stores and spread the fear of us."

"WIl there be a siege?" She hated sieges. They were Iong and dull and snelled
terrible.

"That will depend on many things. | hope to avoid one. If King Mana is foo
enough to fight a pitched battle before the city, | will crush himaquickly. If
not, there is still the possibility we can take the city by storm | have not

had a cl ose | ook at the defenses yet, and ny scouts are not skilled in that
task. "

They entered a house that had bel onged to the village headman or perhaps a
priest. It was a substantial structure, built of mud and tinber with a
thatched roof. It had several roons and was rai sed on stone pilings to avoid
fl oodi ng, ground rot and the wood-burrowi ng insects native to the land. It had
a broad porch running entirely around it.

"I amglad you left the houses whole," Larissa said. "The season of heavy
rains is already upon us."

"Not just the roof," he said, sweeping her up in his arns. "Let's see what
serves this place for a bed."

That evening, Gasam and Larissa stood in the house's main room which was
crowmded with a score of the king's highest officers and snmoky from the burning
wi cks of a nunber of |anps. None minded the snoke, as it kept off the worst of
the night-flying insects. In the center of the roomwas a table, and on this
rested Larissa's precious map.

For two hours, she had drilled themon the operations of her spies and their
findings. The |last hour had been devoted
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to the operations of Ingist and Hafflc. The seasoned sol diers had stood

t hunderstruck at her command of every detail pertaining to the crater, its

| ocation and, nost inportantly, the possible routes of approach. She knew
every road and trail, every village, waterhole and grain storehouse. She knew
which rivers were dry in sumrer and which were prone to fl oodi ng.

Gasam beaned with pride at her performance. O course, he knew that no such
detailed briefing was necessary this early, and perhaps none was truly needed
at all, save for hinself and two or three of his top commanders. Larissa was
maki ng sure that everyone who counted knew exactly how i nportant her work had
been and her total mastery of this invaluable facet of his operations. She was
also letting himknow that she had every intention of com ng along on this
canpai gn. He knew better than to forbid her this.

"You see what an opportunity lies before us,” Gasam said when the queen was
finished. "I only wish we could break canmp and march there this mnute. But, |
have begun the conquest of Sono and | will not stop until it is beneath ny
heel. And, in practical ternms, it would be folly to | eave while Mana has his
entire arny at ny back. No, we nust deal with himfirst. Wth this to | ook
forward to, we can't let himdraw the war out or even bargain for terms. He
woul d just use the time to join forces with Gran, and that above all we nust
not allow "'

"W will need the tine anyway, ny king," said an officer of Chiwan troops. "A
desert march will be far different fromthis canpaign. It will be difficult
and arduous even if there is no fighting. W will need transport, because



we'll need to take rations and other supplies with us. For the |ast stages,

we' Il even have to carry our water. No canpai gning at a fast Shasinn march, ny
king. W will have to nove at the pace of nusk-drawn wagons and we will need
to take many sl aves al ong."

"All that is true," Gasamsaid. "I give you the task of
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pl anning this canpaign. Work with the queen and the spies to find the best
route to the crater. You are to have first call upon all supplies, animals and
slaves you think will be needed."

"I shall not iail you, ny king," said the Chiwan, swelling with new

i mport ance.

"Remenber that this will not be araid. | intend to take that place and hold
it forever. That may well nean building a great fort to defend it. Wen |I have
subdued Sono, requisition all the skilled stonecutters and masons you wil |

need for such a task. The fort will have to be kept supplied. See to it that
there will be sufficient water transport."”
"It will be done," the Chiwan said.

Lari ssa was content. Gasam had no intention of sending her back now. The
Chiwan might direct the troops and the slaves, but it would be she who was in
charge of this. The planning of a whole canpaign! One that required far nore
than sinmple marching and |ighting. Her head whirled with plans. There woul d
have to be the nost careful planning.

An inspiration struck her. She would pry a force of warriors from her husband
and take a pack of slaves for the work. She would not only plot out the route
of march, she would establish ration and supply dunps al ong the route and
stock themfully. That way, when the king finished with the southerners, he
woul d be able to march his forces north into the desert at something close to
full speed. This was a new i dea. She would work out the details while Gasam
attended to the tediumof the siege, if that was what it was to be.

They stood before the walls of Huato, surveying its defenses. Thus far, King
Mana had declined open battle. Gasam had no intention of assaulting the city
before he had a masterful know edge of all its defenses. They took advantage
of a heavy rainstormto draw closer to the wall man usual. The king was
acconpani ed by Larissa and his senior
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conmanders. A squad of Chiwan soldiers carried huge shields as a portable wall
shoul d the eneny | oose mssiles at the royal party. So far, they had declined
to waste anmunition in such a fashion

"What do you think?" Gasam asked, addressing the group

"Stronger than nost we have encountered,"” said Raba. "The walls are higher and
they | ook thicker. Mre defensive towers, closer together."

H s islanders were stone-faced. They |oved battle, but they hated this sort of
war fare: mning, sapping, blockading, battering. It was all tediumand |abor
Only when the | adders and the siege towers were actually against the walls for
a stormng could they even grow i nterested. The mmin-|anders were inpassive.
This was the sort of conmbat they were trained for. They knew that Gasam woul d
use themfor this duty, holding his island warriors in reserve for better

t hi ngs.

"Let's see if we can find a weak spot," Gasam said. They proceeded to make
their circuit of the wall and he went on conversationally. ' 'This is what
cones of destroying his early forces so utterly. Even a fool |ike Mana cannot
deceive hinself that he can best us in open battle. Instead, he trusts to his
walls.”

"I don't understand these people,” said Ulik. "Wat is so bad about a quick
death in battle? He knows that as long as he is in there and we are out here,
we will be destroying his country."

"He knows," Larissa said, "and he doesn't care. Just because they are his

subj ects doesn't nean he cares for them They are nothing to him However many



we kill, he knows the survivors will breed plenty nore."

"They al ways do," Gasam sai d.

Hal fway through their circuit they came to a small river that entered the city
t hrough an archway protected by a
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heavy doubl e portcullis of tinber and bronze. Towers pierced with rmultiple

| oops flanked the opening.

' "Tenmpting,' * said a Chiwan siege engineer,
float anything really heavy against it."
They crossed the river on a small footbridge. The ground on the other side

sl oped downward, so the wall on this side was higher. The siege experts
specul ated mat the higher wall mght be thinner, as was often the case, but
the sl ope of the ground was not favorable for ranms or other engines. Mning
was a possibility, but they ruled out storming so high a wall across such

st eep ground.

Gasam sighed. "Well, let's see what the main gate offers us."

A royal highway ended at the main gate. The gate itself was a nassive
construction of tinber and bronze, hinged so that the valves only swing
outward. Prisoners had furnished themwi th a description of its interior plan
a tunnel thirty feet Iong furnished with double portcullises and a secondary
gate at its far end. The length of the tunnel was furnished with loops in
wal s and ceiling for discharging mssiles and pouring hot oil into the
tunnel. The gate was flanked with the city's two | argest, strongest defensive
towers. Fromtheir peaks, royal banners hung linply in the sodden air.
Larissa wung water fromher hair. * 'This is |ooking nore and nore like a
siege," she said.

"I fear so," said Gasam "If Mana does not offer battle in the next few days,
I must make preparations for one. When ny scouts report on conditions hi the
country, perhaps |I can detach parts of the army to go raiding el sewhere. It
will give themsonmething to do and prevent a plague. There is nothing

unheal thier than a siege canp."

"Except for a city under siege," said an officer, rousing a laugh fromthe

gl oony party.

Larissa smled. She would broach her plan to the king as soon as he was
satisfied that it would be safe to divide his forces.

TEN

Fyana held up her gift and exanmined it in the [anplight: a necklace of |arge
pearls alternating with anber beads of matching size.- Pearls and anber were
separated by tiny beads of gold. It dangl ed between her hands |ike a chain of
solidified light.

"Magni ficent!" she breathed.

Ansa wore his own gift on a wist and turned it to catch the light from
different angles. It was a massive band of silver, studded with coral and

j ade.

"I agree," he said. "These woul d not be despised as royal gifts. What can the
worman possi bly want? No one gives gifts like this casually, to insignificant
strangers."

"W shoul d know tonorrow. Do you think she is just mad? She m ght be sone
weal thy lunatic who does things like this on inpulse."

Ansa considered the possibility. "I don't think so, although | own that I
could be deceived in this. It is difficult to read a person of a different
land. | could understand her
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words easily enough, but | amnot used to this dialect so her tone neant
nothing to me. And with that face-paint, she nmight as well have been wearing a
mask. "

* '"But your overall inpression was not that she m ght be unhinged?"

He shook his head. "No, she seemed |ucid and no nore than eccentric, sonething

"but the river is too small to



al ways tolerated in wealthy, inmportant people. And she was specifically
interested in you. And in you as a Canyoner, at that. You would know better
than | what her notives mght be."

She put the neckl ace back in the beautiful wooden box. "I hope she isn't ill
and expecting some miracul ous cure, or wanting to contact a dead child. People
sometines think we can do things like that. And it can be dangerous to

di sappoi nt i nmportant people.”

"Then we nust play her carefully. Soneone with influence and contacts at court
could be just what we cane here to find."

She smled. "You're enjoying this, aren't you?"

"Yes, | am" he admitted. "It isn't warrior's work, but it is something close
toit.' *

"I't can be dangerous. That should satisfy your warrior pride. How old is she?"
"Difficult to tell, but not old."

"Any sign of nmen in the house?"

"l suppose you nean besides slaves. No, but then |I didn't see nmuch of the
house."

"That makes sense. The form of her surname—H Aptli—nmeans that she is the

wi dow of soneone named Aptli."

"I needn't have worried about jeal ous husbands, then,'
"What ?"

"Never mind." She was |ooking at himsharply, sonmething he found anusing.
The next evening, now nounted on their cabos, they called at the gate of the
hi gh nmansi on. Servants appear ed,
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one of them a handler who took their mounts and |led the animals farther up the
street, to a wooden gate in the wall. At the top of the stairs, Yasha H Aptl

stood to greet them

"Wl come to ny honme, both of you. You do this house honor."

They bowed and gave their own fornula of greeting. Ansa saw that the woman was
not wearing the heavy makeup of the previous day. Her face was lightly dusted
wi th powder, with heavy cosnetics only around the eyes. The stylized tears

were still there, and it occurred to himthat these were a mark of w dowhood.
Her face | ooked younger than he had expected. She was no nore than thirty
years ol d.

After the inevitable appreciation of the view, curtailed by the dinmmng light,
they retired within. As they passed through the garden, many ni ght-bl ossom ng
pl ants unfol ded their flowers, releasing a heady perfume. Anong them fluttered
flowerbats, their leathery, white wi ngs soundl ess as they hovered, thrusting
their el ongated nmuzzles into the bl ossons, their threadlike tongues sweepi ng
up nectar along with unwary insects.

I nside, the house was illum nated by | anmps suspended fromthe ceiling by

chai ns. These burned within gl obes of colored glass, tingeing everything bel ow
with a soft, pastel radiance. Fyana assuned her pose of Canyoner dignity and
did not appear at all overawed by the richness of the surroundi ngs.

"For now," Lady Yasha said, "you nmust join nme in the aquarium Later, we shal
be joined by ny other guests, persons of great dignity and inportance, who
will dine with us."

"I had not expected to be neeting high personages other than yourself, ny

| ady, " Fyana sai d.

"Ch, | fear that | gossiped too freely today," said Yasha. "I let it slip that
| had secured you two as mnmy guests when | called upon friends this norning.
The word reached certain high personages who expressed an eagerness to neet
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you. They are not such persons as | could very well refuse such a w sh."
Either this was anot her exanple of the lightning speed with which news
traveled in this city, Ansa thought, or the woman was dissenbling. He
suspected the latter. He sensed, though, that it was a result of a reluctance



to approach or express anything directly and sinply. Wether it was a custom
of local nores or nerely a personal eccentricity, he had no idea. Nor had he
any idea what an aquarium m ght be.

She led theminto a roomw th an odd, not unpl easant snell of danmp stone and
water plants. Its center was a circular pool in which swaman array of gol den
and silver fish. The creatures swarmed to one side at their approach
sur-facing with their nouths open |like so many baby birds. On a pedestal next
to the pool stood a bow, and fromthis Lady Yasha took a handful of greenish
pell ets and cast themto the fish, which i mediately went into a thrashing
frenzy of feeding. She tossed nore to them cooing nonsense words all the
whi | e.

To Ansa this was a remarkabl e spectacle. In his experience, fish were well
able to | ook after thenselves, and that anyone should bring themto a hilltop
house for purposes of feeding seemed odd in the extrene. Then he saw that
Fyana was entranced by the walls. He joined her and saw to his astoni shnment
that they were lined with wi ndows that | ooked out onto underwater scenes.

At intervals of a pace or so, panels of smpothest glass were set into the
wal I s, and beyond them swam yet nore fish, these of the nost amazing variety
of color and conformation. Light shone through the water from some unknown
sour ce.

"This is marvel ous!" Fyana said, her poise slipping to reveal girlish

ent husiasm A graceful fish swam before her, its pal msized body propelled by
huge, near-transparent fins. Another, circled with rainbow stripes, darted by.
Bel ow
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them crawl ed a nightmarish thing of tentacles and suckers, changing colors
sweeping over it every few seconds.

"How is this done?" Ansa asked.

Lady Yasha was clearly pleased by their awe. "Each pane of glass you see is
the side of a tank. Beyond the walls are narrow rooms which formthe true
aquarium this roomis just the viewing area. Lanps in those roons provide the
light. Here | have fish froma score of |akes, rivers and seas. Sone tanks
hold salt water, others fresh." She took them around the walls, pointing out
especially fanciful creatures. She assured themthat hers was far fromthe
nost el aborate aquariumin the city. "Wy, the royal collection has sea
dragons and gi ant tortoises."

When curiosity was satisfied, they sat at a table set with appetizers and
wines. "No fish," Ansa noted with some amusenent.

"I wouldn't feel right about eating themin front of my pets,” she admtted.
"Al though |I'mnot sure why. They eat each other readily enough. And there are
some that would eat us if they had the chance."

"My lady," Fyana said, "I have heard before of the aquariuns of this I and

al t hough | could not picture to myself what they must |ook like until now. And
I've heard of the royal nenageries, where aninmals of every land are kept. What
| have never determined is wfcy? Wiy do you collect living creatures?"
"Adifficult question," Yasha said. "l suppose it nust have begun with sone
pecul i ar nobl e who grew bored with amassing inani mate objects and decided to
acquire the living sort. It is easy to learn to take a delight in them"

Ansa had his own thoughts, but he kept themto hinself. The ruling class of
this land was overprivil eged, bored, decadent. They had no serious duties to
occupy them so they .turned to frivol ous, wasteful diversions. H's father had
spoken of such people, in other |lands, always with contenpt. He wondered if
that was why he and Fyana were there, just

146
John Maddox Roberts
a new diversion for wealthy, bored people, like an unfamliar animal froma

far country.
A servant entered and whi spered in Lady Yasha's ear. "You nust excuse ne for a
nmonent," she said. "My other guests have arrived a bit early and | nust go



greet them | shall not be long."
"Isn't this place fabul ous?" Fyana said in a | ow voi ce when the nobl ewonman was

gone.
"It is ... diiferent," Ansa said. He confided to Fyana his suspicions, and she
consi dered his words.

"No," she said at length, "I think not. Those gifts were too rich for a pair

of entertainers to provide an evening' s diversion for bored aristocrats.

can't yet inmagine what is behind this, though."

"I think we'll find out soon enough."

Morents | ater, Lady Yasha returned with two guests, a nman and a worman. The
worman wore the heavy, nmasklike makeup Ansa had seen on Lady Yasha earlier, and
the man wore a genui ne mask, an artful thing of |leather, tiny bones and
feathers, covering his face to the upper lip. Belowit, his nouth was franed
by a short beard, black shot with gray.

"Lady Fyana, noble Ansa, allow ne to introduce Lord Klon and Lady Hesta." The
pair nade el aborate formal bows. Sonething seemed wong to Ansa. The nanes did
not sound |ike those he had heard bel ongi ng to hi gh-caste personages. These
nmust be assumed, in keeping with the woman's dayti ne nakeup and the man's
mask. These people wi shed to conceal their identities. It was all very
nmyst eri ous.

Yasha conducted themto a formal dining roomwhere enough food had been laid
out to feed fifty people instead of five. Ansa wondered whether this was
genui ne extravagance, or if the remains of the banquet would go to feed what
nmust be a | arge househol d staff.

Whil e the di nner was served, and throughout its many
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courses, the clandestine couple confined their conversation to small talk.
They wanted to know about the Canyon, about Fyana and Ansa's journey hither
about their inpressions of the city. Ansa noted that Lady Yasha deferred to
the coupl e indicating superior rank. He al so saw that, as he had expected,
their interest was in Fyana. He was paid only perfunctory courtesy. This
suited himwell enough. He had so far not formed a favorabl e opinion of the
Granian ruling class, and he wel coned the opportunity to observe from outside
wi t hout having to wei gh his words constantly, as Fyana now nust.

"Lady Fyana," said Lord Klon when the platters were cleared away, "certain
peopl e of your honeland are gifted with . . . healing powers, as it were
Wul d you be one such?" The question coincided with their being served a
powerful, fruity liqueur in tall, narrow goblets. Ansa wondered whether this
was the signal that substantive conversation could begin. These people seened
to set much store by this sort of social ritual

"I have certain gifts. | would not call nyself a healer. My talents are nore
t hose of reading the human body and di agnosing its ailments. | cannot heal
but I have a know edge of nedicines and can often recomrend beneficial ones."
"That will be . . ." Lady Hesta caught herself. "That is, | mean, nost
fascinating. Howis this done, if it is permtted to ask."

"There is no secret. | nust touch the sufferer on the brow, sonetines on the
body over the affected part, and the source of illness or injury may be

revealed to ne."
"Must the person be conscious?" asked Lady Hesta.

"That is best," Fyana said. "It is all a property of mnd. But sonmetinmes | can
make a di agnosi s on an unconsci ous person. Then it can be a | engthy process,
and it may not work at all. The mnd is always present, even in the
unconsci ous state, but when it is not conscious, it cannot send
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clear . . . signals, you would say. The inpressions then are quiet confused."
"And if one is perfectly healthy, can you attest to that?" the nmasked man



asked.

"Al nost al ways," Fyana sai d.

"Wul d you denonstrate?" Hesta said. "On me, for instance?"

"I'f you wish," Fyana said. Bom wonen | eaned forward and Fyana pl aced the tips
of her slender, blue fingers against Hesta's heavily painted brow. Both wonen
cl osed their eyes.

"I's there sonething I should concentrate on?" Hesta asked. "M body, perhaps?"
"Not necessary," Fyana assured her. "Sinply relax." For several ninutes the
worren posed thus, while the others remained silent. Then Fyana renpved her
fingers and sat back, surreptitiously wiping their tips on her napkin. Hesta
had five tiny snears in her makeup. "How am|?" the |lady asked, with a touch
of eagerness. "Quite healthy. And congratul ations." "Congratul ati ons?" Hesta
sai d. "Upon what?" "Your pregnancy. You have been so for nearly the turn of
two nonths. Surely you knew?"

The wonman's nourn dropped open. She groped for words, then regained control

"I ndeed | did, but no one else!"”

A snmile showed beneath Lord Klon's nmask. "I think this lady is exactly what we
have been searching for.'' He turned to Fyana. "My | ady, we act on behal f of
one whose nane we dare not speak just now. This person stands in need of your

speci al services. Wuld you be willing to undertake a commi ssion for this
person who is, | assure you, nost generous?"

"I always stand ready to aid those in need, although | do have ny limts. It
does not appear |aborious, but the exercise of ny skill can be quite

exhausting." Ansa adnired
t he confidence and serenity with which she spoke to these strange peopl e.

"Then," said Lord Klon, "if it is convenient to you, a servant will call upon
you tonorrow at noon to conduct you U) the ... residence."

"That will be nost satisfactory. Ch, and ny escort must cone with ne." She
gestured toward Ansa

"Ah . . . truly, this mission does not call for the expertise of a warrior

He I et the sentence trail oif.
she said, calmy but with steel in her voice.

However, if you insist

"I amafraid that | nust,’
Agai n, Ansa was i npressed
"Then, tonmorrow | will see you both at the ... residence/' Lord Kl on said,
with a slight bow

After that, the subject was banished and small talk resuned as if everyone
were following the strict forms of a ritual. Ansa managed to insert sone
gueries concerning the nei ghboring kingdomto the west.

"We've had di sturbing news fromthe border in recent days," Klon said,
soundi ng unconfortable. "Refugees, sonme of them quite highborn, have been
fleeing hither with word of a war. They say it is not a civil war, but an

i nvasion from across the nountains to the west. They say that King Gasam has
descended upon the nation and even now | ays siege to Huato, absurd as that
sounds. "

"Why absurd?" asked Ansa, to whomit sounded not at all unbelievable.

"Why, the speed of it!" Even through the mask, the man eeened rattled. "The
great bulk of the man's arny is on foot, and this tine he did not strike from
the sea, after his usual fashion. W are not sure whether to credit these
stories, although why terrified refugees should fabricate a fal sehood is a
nmystery. A reconnai ssance has been sent into Sono to find out what is going
on. *'

"I suspect that they are telling the exact truth,” Ansa said.
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"Perhaps, but you are fromdie plains, and it is well known that King Hael's
mount ed arny noves as the wind. Here in Gan, though, we are well used to the
pace of arm es traveling afoot. The swiftness of this putative expedition
strains credibility."

"Fromall | have heard," Ansa asserted, "King Gasam knows how to nove a foot
arnmy nearly as speedily as others conduct a nounted force." He also strongly



suspected that these people had lost touch with the realities of serious
warfare. Gasamwas a threat such as they had not faced in many generations, if
i ndeed they ever had.

Wth many el aborate courtesies, the lord and |ady took their |eave. Lady Yasha
conducted themto her gate, then returned to her somewhat bermused guests.
"Forgive me for asking, my lady," Fyana said, "but is this sort of intrigue
really necessary just to arrange a visit to the pal ace?"

Lady Yasha | aughed, once again covering her race. "I amsorry, one forgets how
strange one's custons nay seemto a person unaccustoned to them The speci al
circunmstances of their mssion are such that they keep their identities
conceal ed for now. You understand that this is a matter of the utnost

del i cacy, concerning the well-being of one whose health it is forbidden to

di scuss as a matter of ordinary conversation?"

"I think I am begi nning to understand,"” Fyana said. "Is this, this
nonrecognition, shall we say, a formal matter? | would think that anyone who
knew your two guests at all would be able to recogni ze them despite the heavy
cosnetic and the mask."

"OfF course," Lady Yasha said, "but no one would ever acknow edge it. That
woul dn't be proper."
"But this business about the person in the pal—- Now it was Ansa's turn to

curb his tongue. "The residence, that is, is a nore serious matter?"
"Ch, yes! This is a matter not of custom but of [aw "
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" "Well, we shall know by tonorrow,'' Fyana said.

"Just so," said Lady Yasha. "And now, ny dear, if your warrior conpanion will
excuse us for a while, | would like to consult with you on a matter that

requires privacy. She broke into a tittering |augh. "Poor Hesta! The
expression on her face when you announced her to be with child!"

"Perhaps | should have been nore discreet," Fyana admitted. "But, among ny
people it is not "

"Ch, think nothing of it. I'll treasure that flabbergasted | ook forever. Now,
pl ease come with nme." Taking her hand, she |ed Fyana away.

Ansa, left without conpany and with nothing to do, wandered into the garden
To his astonishment, some of the flowers and vines glowed softly in the

dar kness. They had encountered none such in the jungles during their journey,
so he knew they rmust have been brought froma far land, like the fish. The
fragrance fromthe night-bloomng fl owers was overwhel m ng and he went to the
bal ustrade at the edge of the garden to get some unladen air.

As he stood | ooking out over the spires and hul ki ng shapes of the city, he
felt the alienness of the place. There was little Iight save the sickly

radi ance cast by the quarter noon. Wat |ight shone fromthe city was cast by
| anps, gl owi ng through col ored panes. Monentarily, he |longed for his native
pl ai ns but he shook off the nmobod. He had cone to see strange things and new
pl aces.

At a sound he turned and saw the two wonmen coming toward him He could tel
little in the subdued Iight fromthe garden | anterns and gl owi ng pl ants, but
Lady Yasha seened to be wearing a relieved expression

Ami d effusive farewells, they descended to the gate. Qutside, a slave held
their nounts with one hand. In the other, he held a staff slanted over his
shoul der. At the top of the staff was a doubl e hook bearing a pair of

| ant erns.

They wal ked their cabos back to their inn, the slave trotting ahead of them
his | anterns bobbi ng, maki ng their shad-
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ows sway. The cabos were hal f-asl eep and wal ked with their heads drooping,
maki ng gentle, snoring sounds.

In their rooms, they conpared notes.

"Do you think all this secrecy is as innocent as Lady Yasha sai d?" Ansa asked.



"I believe her. But that doesn't nean there are no conpl ex power ganes being
pl ayed here. Everything | have heard about the courts say that they thrive on
intrigue."

"W nust remmin on our guard."

She covered a yawn with her hand. "But | never hoped we would get into the
pal ace so early in our mssion. | amgrateful for that."

"What did Lady Yasha want ?" Ansa asked.

She smled sleepily. "A female matter. Don't pry."

Ansa went to his bedroom and cast hinmself down on the mattress, feeling equa
parts excitement and trepidation with the norrow s prospects.

ELEVEN

The scouts were nmuddy, their trousers and cl oaks spattered by days of hard
riding. The men stood before the king's chair, tendering their report. Beside
the king sat Larissa, idly twirling her little spear. Despite her seemn ng
abstraction, her eyes would sharpen on a speaker the instant he spoke of a
matter of nore than passing interest.

"W encountered a. strong force of riders a day this side of the G anian
border, ny king," said the captain of the m ssion. "Qur guide said that these
were dressed in the habit of Gran. They sheered away when we drew near. They
did not flee, but they were a hundred at |east, and we fewer than a score, so
we did not press the matter."

"What does this signify, my lord?" Larissa asked.

"A reconnai ssance," Gasam said, "sent by the king of G an, or perhaps by a
border commander, to find out what all the fuss is about. Fugitives have been
pouring across the
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border for weeks now. Even the somolent rulers of Gran nust be waking by
now. "'

"Do you think they will send an arny to the relief of Huato?" she asked, not
liking the idea. It might interfere with her own plans. She had broached her

i dea to Gasam and he had approved, conditionally. He did not want just yet to
divide his forces. The city was proving to be hard to crack, and tedious

m ni ng operati ons were under way.

"I wish they would," he said. "I could march nmy arny east, smash themin one
battl e and be back here before the livestock huddled in this city knew that |
was away. "

Sonetimes Larissa thought that Gasam was reckless in his self-confidence. But
then, it was his ability to nake extravagant dreans becone reality that had
won her in the first place.

"This mght be the tinme to use diplomacy, ny lord," she said.

"What do you suggest?" he asked, yawning. This sort of inactive canpaigning
al ways nade hi m bored and norose.

"We coul d exchange letters and representatives with the G anian court.
Enphasi ze that you invaded Sono because of King Mana's inexcusabl e insol ence,
or because he reneged on a naval treaty, or sonething el se of the sort.
Proclaimthat you have no territorial anbitions east of the present border,
that your |ove for your brother king, Ach'na of Gran, is boundl ess and
bottom ess. "

He frowned. "Wuld they believe sonmething |Iike that?"

"Men who are in great fear will believe anything. And, there will be w ser nen
who are high in the Granian court. They will see the holl owness of these words
and will seek to use themto their own advantage. They will contact us

secretly, promising cooperation in return for high favor when we have taken
Gan."

"You are wiser in these matters than |," Gasam admit-

ted. "Wite your letters and choose a diplomatic team Do it at once."

"I shall," she said, happy to have work to do once nore. "I would go nyself,



but they mght try to keep me hostage. | think I will proprose a neeting near
the border in the near future. That way, | may work on them nyself, and be
sure that my promises are weighted properly. | always feel in better contro
when | can nani pul ate people nysel f.'

"At that, ny queen, there is none your match in all the world."

She smled upon him "Also, a nmeeting will give the traitors anong them a
better chance to approach us." The scouts had drawn away while the king and
gueen spoke. Now she signaled for the | eader of the scouts to cone forward.
"Yes, nmy queen?"

' 'VWhat constitutes the border between Sono and Gran? Ariver, is it not?"
"The River Kol, ny queen."

She knew of that river. It lay near the northern border of Gran and played a
consi derable part in the plans to seize King Hael's steel mne

"On ny maps," she said, "that river runs roughly northeast to southwest, along
the northern periphery of the Ganian cultivated | ands, just south of the

Poi soned Lands."

"So | understand as well, ny queen. But sonewhere near the Zone, it nakes a
great bend and fromthat point it flows due south until it reaches the sea at
the @l f of Dragons."

"I's there a convenient island on that river, |arge enough for two royal
parties to hold a neeting on neutral ground?' *

"There is one such, about three days ride fromhere. It is where the main

hi ghway |inking the capitals crosses the river. Aferry links the east bank
with the island. The island |lies nearer the west bank and a bridge spans the
channel between island and shore." He thought for a noment.
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"Villagers call the place the Isle of Sorrow, for many river craft are w ecked
on its upstreamrocks when fog i s heavy.'

"Excellent," the queen said. "My lord, with your permssion | wll propose a
neeti ng between nyself and the chosen representatives of Gran upon the Isle of
Sorrow as soon as possible.”

"Do so," he said, smling fondly. "Lull these livestock into a sense of
safety. Convince themthat, once | have gobbled up Man a and his nation, |
shal | be satisfied. Wen time comes for the neeting, take an inpressive guard

of honor, nobst of them Shasinn. | want you safe. Those cowering southerners
mght try to play you fal se.™
"I think they will know better, but |I shall of course take a strong force, al

Shasi nn and other islanders.” It was an attractive prospect. She would erect a
royal pavilion on the island. They had captured a general's ornate tent in the
baggage train of one of the arm es Gasam had defeated earlier. The G ani ans
nmust be shown how powerful they were, that King Gasamwas so utterly in
control here that he could send his queen to a diplomatic parley. She |oved
this sort of power game. Then sonething occurred to her

"Has there been any activity or news fromthe north?" she asked.

"The north?" said Gasam disingenuously. "You nmean fromthe desert?"

i "Fromfarther north,"” she said, inpatiently. "Fromthe j pl ai ns.
From Hael . "'

"Not a sound,"” he said. "It is far too soon to anticipate any action fromhim
I fully expect that, |long before he can nount any sort of action, | shall be

fully in control of the entire south."”

She thought he mi ght be engaging in optimsm but voiced no doubts. She al ways
left mlitary matters to her husband. She had an uneasy feeling. She felt
that, somehow, they night be facing a problemother than sinply mlitary.

King Gasam entered the mne gallery and strode down ft, careful not to all ow
his body to brush the dank walls. Fromtime to time dirt would sift down

bet ween t he overhead pl anks, causing himto shudder each tine it fell on him
Goi ng underground like this filled himw th dread and | oathing. This was an



unnatural place. He loved the open sky and the feel of natural earth beneath
his feet. Even being under a roof made hi munconfortable.

"Men shoul d not burrow beneath the earth |ike horndig-gers,” he said to his
ent our age. Most of them nodded and nuttered agreenent, too oppressed by their
surroundi ngs even to speak clearly.

"But necessary, if you want to take this city," said the officer who I ed them
into the bowels of the earth. He was a Nevan nercenary, an officer of sappers
and si ege engi neers. The Nevans al one excelled at this sort of warfare, which
i nvol ved far nore |abor than fighting.

"If I could do it any other way | would."

"Your choice, ny king," said the Nevan. He was a professional and his
deference was purely that due to an enployer. "But |'ve surveyed that city
fromevery angle and if you plan to take it before pestilence breaks out in
your canp, these mines are the only way you'll do it."

"Yes, yes, | understand that," said Gasamtestily. He was annoyed that these
surroundi ngs could rob himof his usual serene control. "How far down are we?"
The tunnel had | evel ed out after slanting downward for a hundred paces.

"Not deep. About ten paces below the surface.”

Gasam t hought of all the tons of earth over his head and forced hinself to
stride onward. Wiile the royal party was on its inspection, the workers had
downed tools and vacated the mine. Everywhere there were picks and shovels,
hanmrers and spi kes and the baskets used to carry the earth out of the gallery.
Torches and | anps cast a snoky light and nade the air close. Wrking hi here,
Gasam t hought, rnust
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be truly nightmarish. To his relief the tunnel ended at a great wall of stone.

"This is the base of the city wall. You see this angle in the stone? W are at
t he southwest corner. A wall is always weakest at an angle like this."

Gasam did not know why this should be nor did he care. He was satisfied that
the man knew his work. "Wat will you do next?"

"That depends upon what you wi sh, ny king. W can drive the tunnel through and
cone up sonmewhere in the city. Then you can nount an attack through the tunne
and into the city. That | nust warn you is a very chancy prospect. It is best
done when you have multiple tunnels. Now that we are at the walls they may
hear us. Each day risks discovery and counteraction."

Gasam did not like the idea of sending his nmen into such a place. To attack on
such a narrow front agai nst an unknown resistance was not his style of

war f ar e.

"What are ny alternatives?"

"From here, we can dig deeper, beneath the corner of the wall. It will be hard
di gging down there, but in a few days | can hollow a space sufficient to bring
the coner down. As we dig, we support the angle with heavy tinbers to keep it
fromcol |l apsing prematurely. Wen the excavation is sufficiently |arge, we
fill it with oil-soaked brush. We fire the brush and it burns the tinbers,
weakeni ng the stone as it does. The tinbers collapse and the angle of the wall
cones crashing down, creating a breach."

"A breach | arge enough to force our way into the city?"

The Nevan shrugged. "If your nmen fight hard enough."

"WIl a fire bumso far underground?" Gasam wanted to know.

"I plan to cut a series of chimey vents fromthe fire chanber to the surface.

As the heat escapes through these, air will be sucked in through the tunnel
It will get very hot, hot enough to crack stone."
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"Very well," Gasam said. "Commrence digging your fire chanber imediately."

"As ny king conmands."

Gasam pondered a nonment. "You mentioned counteraction. \Wat neasures m ght
t hey take?''

"If they locate our mne by sound, they may dig a counterm ne."



"Then men coul d conme storm ng through at any nonent?" he asked, his fingers
flexing on his spear. The thought was not unpleasant. A good fight would be
better than the brooding horror of his surroundings.

"I't could happen. However, if | were Mana's commander of engineers, | would
drive a tunnel fromthe river which flows through the city straight into this
one. W are well belowthe river level here. The water would cone through wth
great force."

Gasam t hought of a columm of water blasting into the tunnel and the sweat
sprang out on his brow Hi s bowels quaked within him It was a uniquely

unpl easant sensation, for he had sel dom experienced physical fear. He forced
his voice to be steady when he spoke.

"I's this likely?"

"I would hear themif they were close," the sapper assured him "Wen we dig
the fire chanber | will drive netal rods far into the ground beneath the city.
By putting an ear to these | will know if they are driving a counternine
anywhere cl ose. "

"Excel l ent. You have your orders, Nevan. Get to work." Gasamwhirled on his
heel and his followers made hima path through their mdst. He |l ed them out,
forcing hinmself to keep a stately pace, although he wanted badly to run. He
vowed to make die people in the city pay a terrible price for naking himfee
fear.

Lari ssa watched the siege operations as she conposed her letter. The king had
ordered a tall viewing platformto be
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built overlooking the south wall of the city, just beyond missile range. It
was ten feet higher than the wall itself, allowing a viewinto the city
beyond. The queen | ounged on a cushi oned couch as she dictated to a scribe who
sat cross-1egged before her. An awning protected her fromsun and rain.

"To the glorious and illustrious King Ach'na of Gran fromthe invincible King
Gasam of the Isles, conqueror of Chiwa, and from his queen, the beauteous
Larissa, greeting." She turned to the scribe, a captive Sonoan. "How does t hat
sound?"

"Why not, 'the beauteous and exquisite Larissa,* nmy queen?" the scribe

si nper ed.

"That sounds even better," she said, smling. "Change it so. Now, to continue:
I, Queen Larissa, extend to the graci ous sovereign of Gran ny and ny royal
husband' s warnest and fondest regards. Please accept ny lord s nost heartfelt
assurances that only the greatest of affection |ies between us, and that the
present unpl easant ness between us and King Mana of Sono in no way alters the
affection which we feel for our brother nonarch, Ach' na of G an.

"The present state of hostility is purely the doing of the insolent and
rapaci ous King Mana, who has behaved intolerably toward us, violating an

i nportant naval treaty and addressing us with contenpt. He now suffers the
rightful consequences of such flagrant treachery and discourtesy.

"If, as | amsure he has, the cowardly and craven Mana has petitioned you for
mlitary aid in this matter, | pray that you will pay himno heed. W wi sh
ardently that only the nost peaceful and serene relationship should prevai

bet ween oursel ves and our bel oved brother nonarch, Ach'na of Gan."

She paused. "Does this sound too flattering? I do not wish to sound

i nsi ncere."'

"My queen," the scribe assured her, "there is no way that one can flatter a
Grani an nmonarch too heavily."
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"Very well. | conclude thus: In order that all nade be snmpoth between us,
propose a diplomatic neeting, to take place on neutral ground between us. King
Gasamwi |l be detained for some tine by his mlitary activities, but in

earnest of his sincerity in this matter and as a sign of the perfect trust, as
wel |l as esteem which he feels for his brother king, Ach'na of Gan, |, Queen



Larissa, shall serve as his personal envoy. In ten days, | shall be upon the
Isle of Sorrowin the River Kol. | realize that it would be too nuch to
request your own royal presence on such short notice, but | shall be nost
agreeable to a neeting with whatever representatives you see fit to send, to
the end that peace and cooperation shall reign forever between our ki ngdons.
Eagerly, | await your reply by your speedi est nessenger." She stopped and

t hought for a while. "I can think of nothing further to add. Conplete it with
the customary conplinments and draw up a final draft, then showit to nme. | can
read the formal Southern used in royal correspondence, so | wll knowif you
have altered ny words in any way.'

"My queen, | would never alter your words in any way!" the scribe protested
"See that you don't." Larissa had |earned to read as a grown wonman, and she

| acked confidence in her penmanship. It had been a relief to her to |learn that
royalty were not expected to wite their own letters, but enployed scribes
trained in the art.

She rose and wal ked to the front of the platformto study the scene bel ow. The
tower upon which she stood was sturdily constructed of heavy tinbers, but it
swayed gently in the breeze, creaking softly as it do so. Other towers were
ranked by hers, these mounted on wheels. In an assault, the wheeled towers
woul d be pushed against the walls by captives and nusks.

Leani ng against the towers were | ong | adders which would be carried to the

wal I's |'ikewi se and nen would try to clinb themto secure a foothold on the
ranparts. This sort of
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fighting seened suicidal to Larissa, but then, that was why Gasam woul d use
the soldiers of inferior race for the assault. He woul d reserve his islanders
for the wall-breach he planned to make. The open end of the nine gallery was
wel | hidden fromthe walls, and the dirt was disposed of secretly. He hoped to
keep the tunnel secret until the |last possible noment.

She | eaned on the railing and surveyed the great armnmy that engirdled the city.
The soldiers dug earthworks to foil a sally fromw thin, although nost of them
woul d have wel coned any such action as a break in the nonotony. They had dug
ditches and lined themw th slanting spikes of wood or bamboo and behi nd t hese
had thrown up earth ranparts

The lordly island warriors |ounged far back fromthese | abors, aloof from al
such drudgery. They were growi ng dangerously restive. After the exertions of
the march and the excitenment and dangers of the battles, this static
canpai gni ng was a severe | etdown. The king would have to find sonmething for
themto do, and soon

The scribe brought her the letter and she studied it closely, having to
concentrate to follow the words in the mdst of the floridly decorative

cal l'i graphy. The words were as she had dictated them She sent a slave to
sumon a royal messenger and a few minutes later a man hi a yel |l ow pl uned
headdress tied up his cabo at the base of the tower and ascended its steps. He
knelt before Larissa and held forth his nessage case. This was an ornate tube
of bronze plated wth gold.

Lari ssa opened the tube and thrust her rolled letter inside. The scribe
applied a ball of wax over the tube's clasp and pressed it flat. Larissa
applied her seal to the wax.

"You are to deliver this to King Ach'na of Gran. Go like lightning."

"As ny queen conmands." The man dashed down the steps and nonments |ater the
hoof beats of his cabo were facing in the distance.

TVELVE

T

o reach the pal ace they rode uphill, past Lady Ya-sha's estate and around the
slope to the opposite side. Beneath the hulking tenple crowning the city, the
pal ace conpl ex spraw ed nessily, a clutter of |large and small buil di ngs
surrounded by a twenty-foot wall. Sentries paced boredly atop the wall,

uni formed as colorfully as if for a festival



They followed their guide through an open archway into a paved courtyard. At
the far end of the courtyard a road ascended to a vast buil ding. The road was
lined with towering trees that bore |ush, spindle-shaped foliage. The trees
were alive with exotic birds and arboreal mammals and at the base of each tree
was a wide bow full of food for the tree's inhabitants. The road was fl anked
by a park full of tame aninmals. Anong them Ansa was astoni shed to see a
creature resenbling the man-of-the-trees, but human-sized. It |ooked dangerous
to him but it anbled on all fours, unnolested, its, thin, vestigial tail held
erect.
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At the pal ace, the servant took charge of their nounts and gestured for them
to enter the high doors. Guards beside the door paid themno flicker of
attention. This surprised Ansa. He expected to be chall enged since he was
armed. A sharp-face, bearded man nmet them just within the doorway. Even before
he spoke Ansa knew it was Lord Klon. He thought that even wi thout the mask the
man | ooked nmuch as he had wearing it.

"Wl come to the palace of Hs Majesty,” Klon said. "You are to consider
yoursel ves his honored guests." There was a throat-clearing sound froma

bl ocky, uniformed man who stood by an open door

"I am being rem nded," Klon said. "I amafraid that you must |eave your
weapons here in the guardroom It is the custom and there are no exceptions
save for visiting royalty."

This was not the tinme to protest that his father was a king, so Ansa handed
over his sword and dagger. It felt strange to be without them but he had
expected this. Kings were notorious sticklers concerning who mght be all owed
to bear arnms in their presence.

In any case, he rem nded hinself, he was no | onger a sinple, steppe warrior

He was an inportant. . . what? He was reluctant to think of hinself as a spy.
That seemed faintly di shonorable. Spies, he had al ways heard, were

pr of essi onal skul kers who sought out secrets and sold themto whoever woul d
pay the nost for nem

What ever his new identity mght be, he knew that being deprived of his weapons
made himno less a warrior and mat his task called for an alert and observant
mnd. H s father had al ways stressed that fighting skills were the |east of a
real man's acconplishnents, and weapons nerely tools of necessity. As a boy,
he had assumed that this was just nore of his father's foolishness. Now it did
not seem so unreasonabl e.
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Kl on began to lead theminto the pal ace. "The, ah, personage to whom | now
gui de you for consultation is . "

Fyana laid a hand upon his arm "Lord Kl on, forgive nme, but my conpani on and
are fromlands | ess sophisticated than this one. W are unused to your court
custonms and usages. W are npost especially unconfortable with these

circum ocutions which to you, no doubt, are femiliar and sinple. Please do not
t hi nk that because we |ack court polish we are stupid or ignorant."

"My lady!" he protested. "I would never suggest "

Once again, she laid the calm ng hand upon his arm "Of course not. | sinmply
wi sh to set sone things straight between us. It is quite clear that we go to
treat either the king or his heir. The sovereign's state of health and that of
his heir are, naturally, legitimte subjects for state secrecy. Questions of
government stability and dynastic succession may hinge upon them"

Ansa enjoyed the stupefied | ook on the courtier's face. He was, as al ways,

i npressed by Fyana's quick assertion of equality, if not superiority. He knew
that it cost her an effort because they were now in the inner environs of the
pal ace, a place as newto her as to him and it was a place of marvels. On the
road to the city, and since they had been here, he had heard of sone of the
earlier kings of Gran, nmany of them nen of |egendary eccentricity.

They passed between two pillars of clear glass. Wthin the pillars were



swimrng fish, their bodies weirdly distorted by the curvature of the glass.
ol den-furred man-of-the-trees seened to scanper about at will. Mirals,
nosai cs and scul ptures abounded everywhere he | ooked.

"To begin with," Fyana went on, "may | know your real name? W are in the
pal ace now, surely there is no pressing need for secrecy."

"Ahm ah, well, of course, you are right. | am Lord Gsha KTan, chanberlain to
Hs Majesty. | amsorry, but
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the extrene delicacy of the situation necessitates all this secrecy. That, and
a certain love of numery on our part.'

Fyana smiled. "That is better. Now, is it the king | amto see, or his heir?"
They clinmbed a broad stair between tall statues of w nged, beast-headed nen.
Beyond the | anding at the top of the stair the rooms were smaller, nore
intimte. Apparently, these were the actual living quarters of the pal ace.

What they had just passed through had been reception roons and areas for
public functions.

"It is the king," Lord Gsha finally adnmitted. "And the king has no heir old
enough to inherit the crown."”

Fyana stopped and turned to him "Before | go farther, tell me something: WII
| make deadly enemies if | amable to help the king? It will have no effect
upon ny treatnent, but I wish to know "

Gsha said nothing for a while. Fyana and Ansa wat ched hi m cl osel y.

"You will have friends who are stronger," he said at |ast.

"Very well," she said. "Lead on."

They came to a door guarded by men of yet another new race. These were short,
burly men with fair hair and beards, their faces heavily tattooed. They gl ared
suspi ciously at the approaching strangers. At a word fromthe courtier they
drew asi de. The guards wore col orful, padded arnor and bore fearsone pol earns.
Each had a four-foot wooden shaft topped by a broad, curved steel blade two
feet long. A small, circular handguard separated bl ade from shaft. These were
the first |large steel weapons Ansa had seen since arriving in Gan. Their
bronze caps were enbossed to resenble the scaled hide of a reptile.

"Bamen," Lord Gsha said, "nen fromfar northeast of here. They have forned the
royal bodyguard for generations. They are savages, but their loyalty is
unshakabl e. "

He said this with pride, but it seened to Ansa a poor thing that a king should
have to hire foreign primtives if he
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want ed | oyal nmen near him Foreigners would be less likely to be involved in
the intrigues of rival nobles, naturally enough. That, too, said somnething
about the nature of this court.

They encountered servitors and other courtiers. Even the nost bejewell ed and
richly robed of the latter bowed deeply to Lord Gsha. AH were silent or
conversed in | ow voices, and all wore nournful expressions. The wonen wore
makeup that made the corners of their eyes and nmouths appear to turn downward,
with dark circles drawn beneath the eyes. They even appeared to have applied
an irritant to their eyes to make themred. The inpression was that they were
all hi a prolonged fit of weeping. Had it not been so bizarre, Ansa would have
found it com cal

They stopped before a cl osed door heavily plated with gold. The courtier spoke
a few quiet words to an elderly, bearded man who entered the room and cl osed

t he gol den door behind him A few mnutes |ater, a handsone woman in her |ater
thirties cane out. Her skin was pale, her hair dark. Strikingly in these
environs, she wore no heavy nmakeup. Lord Gsha | owered hinself to one knee

bef ore her, bow ng his head.

"Your Majesty, | present the visitors of whomyou have heard: Lady Fyana of

t he Canyon and the noble Ansa, her escort.”

Fyana bowed gracefully and Ansa somewhat |ess so. He was unfamiliar with the



practice of knee-bending and nade no effort to enulate Lord Osha. The queen
seenmed satisfied.

"My deepest gratitude to you both for assenting to conme here today," she said
Her voice was warmand infinitely gracious. It was so well done that Ansa
could not tell whether it was sincere or just well practiced.

"I hope that | may be of some aid," Fyana said. "lIs this the patient's
chanber ?"
"It is. Please come with nme." The queen took Fyana's
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hand and | ed her inside. Ansa followed closely, before anyone could have the
opportunity to forbid him He had no intention of letting Fyana out of his
sight in this strange pl ace.

The chamber was |arge, but the air was nmurky with incense snoke. Hangi ngs
covered the walls, conpletely blocking any wi ndows that m ght have been there.
A sizable crowd jamed the room berobed nmen and el aborately gowned wonen
hovered around a bed on a dais hi the chanmber's center. The |ugubrious
expressions on their faces did not bode well for the chances of the bed's
occupant .

The queen led themto the dais and they nounted its three steps. In the bed
lay a man whose age was difficult to guess. H s hair and beard were |ank
browni sh. On his face, the skin lay thin over prom nent bones. Hi s pal e blue
eyes stared upward at nothing. Lavish bedcl othes covered himto the chest. Hs
arnms | ay outside the bedcl othes, his hands protruding fromthe sleeves of his
robe to lie pale and notionl ess atop enbroi dery of gold and scarlet thread.
Except for the faint rise and fall of his chest, the man nade no notion at
all. Even his fingers did not twitch.

"He has been thus for ten days," the queen said.

"How did it happen?" Fyana asked. She made no nove to touch the king. Ansa
studied the others in the room Some |ooked at Fyana with haughty resentnment.
O hers had no expression at all.

"There was a banquet. The king was just as always™ in the best of health. He
had gone on a hunt that day, riding in the forest, and none of his conpani ons
or attendants noted anything unusual in his behavior. In the niddle of the
banquet, he grew pale and told nme he would retire early, that he did not fee
well. He left, but it was so unlike himthat | quickly followed. | found him
lying on the floor, unable to nmove or speak, as you see himnow.'

"You found hin?" Fyana | ooked up sharply. "Did none of the servitors, none of
your pal ace attendants see him
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col | apse?" This seenmed strange to Ansa as well, but he had agreed to | et Fyana
do all the tal king here, unless he was directly addressed.

' "There is a passage connecting the public roons and the royal apartnents. It
allows us to pass back and forth without using the crowded hal |l ways. That was
where he lay. He has not noved or spoken since that nonent. Can you help
hin?'' Her tone was as dignified as her deneanor, but there was pleading in

her eyes.

"I will do what | can. But, please, could you have the curtains and w ndows
opened? The air and snmoke in here are enough to kill a sick man."

"Your Majesty, | protest!” A white-bearded man in a bl ack robe cane forward.

H s robe was enbroidered with designs of animals and what | ooked |ike stars in
silver thread. ' 'To open the windows is to allow spirits of infection and
pestilence to enter the royal chanber!"”

Anot her came forward, this one in the clothing and headgear worn by G ani an
priests. "Truly, you nust not do this, Your Majesty! | have established
spiritual safeguards around this chanber for H's Majesty's protection. If not
only air but sunlight are admtted," he paused dramatically, "then | cannot be
answerable for the terrible consequences that nmust inevitably follow "

"Centl enen," the queen said, "I thank you for your efforts but now | must try



ot her measures. You may wthdraw. " She turned back toward the king but both
nmen protest ed.

"This is an outrage and an insult to the High Guild of Physicians!" said the
bl ack-robed man

"And to the tenple!" said the priest. "WII| you allow this desert savage to
countermand the measures of your high clergy?"

Ansa deci ded that he had been silent |ong enough. "You men have done the king
no good in ten days. Begone! O does the command of your queen mean nothing to
you?"
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Thr oughout the chamber there were subdued gasps of horror. The physician and
the priest stood as if struck by lightning, unable to believe they had been
defied by a barbarian scarcely past boy's years. The queen glared at them
stonily.

"Yes. Shall | sunmon the Banmen?"

Mutteri ng apol ogi es, near apoplexy fromnortification and rage, the two nen

wi thdrew fromthe chanber, and with them went a substantial party of

subordi nates. Quickly, servants drew back the curtains and swng open the

gl ass-paned wi ndows. In minutes, the air was nearly clear and the chanber was
brilliantly illum nated.

"I shall need a chair," Fyana said, "and sone time alone with the king. You
needn't withdraw fromthe room but | should be alone here on the dais with
him | cannot say how much tine will be necessary. As | told Lord Kl on—+
shoul d say Lord Gsha Kl 'an—this can take a long tinme, when the patient is
unconsci ous. "

"\What ever you wi sh and as nmuch tine as you need. Everyone here will obey your
instructions as if they were ny owmn.'' A servant brought a chair and the queen
herself held it as Fyana sat. She conposed herself for a nmonent, then the bl ue
fingers touched the king's brow.

Ansa felt a touch at his arm The queen beckoned himto follow her. As he |eft
the room he saw a young boy sitting in a chair against one of the walls. He
was no nore than ten years old and his huge, dark eyes were stunned wth
grief. Yet, when they met Ansa's, the child sumoned a smile. This, Ansa knew,
nmust be a son of the king. And he felt that his defiance of the overbearing
physici an and priest had earned himthe snile.

The queen led himto a small sitting room where the usual tokens of
hospitality were laid out on a table. At her gesture, he sat and took a
gobl et .

"Young man, you are not easily overawed by men of
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great prestige. Sonehow, | do not believe that this is a matter of ignorance."
"Priests are nothing to me," he said. "My people have none such. And a
physi ci an who can show no results after ten days has no right to puff hinself
up. Least of all does he have a right to display insolence toward his queen."
She sighed, a sound of anger rather than of resignation. "Wuld that all ny
subj ects had this wisdom Well, have no fear. | will see to it that you and
Lady Fyana come to no harmfromthem™

Ansa sniled faintly. "Forgive ne, Your Majesty, but | amsure that, if Lady

Fyana is able to save the king, she will have earned enem es of far greater
nerit than those two."
She favored himwith a calculating | ook. "I see you are not unfanmiliar with

how courts are.”

"I amwellborn," he said. "I have spent tinme at King Had's court, and | think
all courts are the sane."

"Are you a kinsman of King Hael ?"

"W are connected," he said, cautiously.

"He came to his kingdoma stranger, a wanderer fromthe far islands, so you
nmust be of the famly of Queen Deena?"



"She is my kinswoman," he admitted.

"A close one, | suspect. My guard captain says that you surrendered weapons of
pure steel when you entered the pal ace, including a sizable |ongsword."

"I see that it is not only the royal famly who use the secret passages in
this pal ace," he said, growing angry. "Did someone go runni ng ahead of us to
report to you?"

"The | east of ny precautions,
surround mne."

"I think I ambeginning to learn. As for the steel weapons, they are no | onger
ararity in ny kingdom Every warrior has them now. "

She swirled wine in her goblet. She | ooked unutterably
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weary but sat erect. "King Hael has two sons, one nanmed Kairn, the other Ansa.
If you were going to travel in disguise, you should at |east have changed your
name. "

"Ansa is not an unconmon nanme anong the plains people," he said, enbarrassed.
"Ansa, | have met your rather, and the resenbl ance is unm stakable. Wy you

wi sh to di sowmn your patrinmony is your own affair and | will respect your

wi shes in the matter, but | want things to be clear between us. | wll not

of fer you princely honors if you do not w sh them"

He drank ruefully, "Your Majesty . . ." She cut himoff with a gesture.

"In private you may address ne as Masila, please.” * 'Masila, then. | amnot a
prince as you know such things. My father's preeninance is as much spiritua

as royal. He is king by acclamation of the assenbled tribes. Wen he dies, it
is unlikely that his place will be taken by a son. There is no tradition of an
i nherited kingship anmong us."

"I understand. Are you here, then, just as a traveler? Did you cone seeking a
mlitary appoi ntnent?"

"I can see," he said, unconfortably, "that you don't share the |ocal fondness
for indirection.” "I have no tinme," she said shortly. "Then |I shall be as
direct. Yes, | had no nore than wanderlust in mnd when | rode south. As I
rode, however, runors began to reach ne. There are reports that King Gasamis
on the nove again. | cane to see whether the stories are true."

"Al'l too true. He has invaded Sono and even now he |lays siege to King Mana's
capital city, Huato. My agents have interrogated refugees, who pour across the
border in their

t housands. "

"I must learn nore of this. Gasam and ny father are deadly enemnmi es and have
been since chil dhood."

"You see, ny husband's affliction could not have happened at a worse tine."
She spoke as calnly as ever, but
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there was agitation in her eyes. Ansa considered his next words for some tine
bef ore he spoke.

"I wonder whether this is coincidence." He saw the narrow ng of her eyes that
procl ai med better than words that she had been thinking the sanme thing.

"About that | shall say nothing until | have heard Lady Fyana's assessnent of
Hs Majesty's condition. If he can be restored to health, all shall be well."
Ansa had severe doubts about that. Wat he had seen of Gran gave himno such
confidence. Magnificence did not translate into mlitary effectiveness, and he
doubted that the king of these people, even in the best of health, could prove
a match for the fearsonme King Gasam of the Islands.

"My lady-in-waiting Amahest MIlva tells me that Lady Fyana favored her with a
certain diagnosis when | sent her to neet with you yesterday."

she said. "If you only knew how many plots

"Assumed nanmes do not conceal everything," Ansa remarked. "l trust the |ady
wi Il not be excessively enbarrassed?”
"That is between her and her husband."” She fell into a silence which Ansa did

not interrupt. He had a great many questions troubling him but he did not



want to presune upon his sketchy acquaintance with the queen, a woman al ready
beset with too many concerns. Finally, he decided upon a neutral subject.
"The boy | saw in the king's chanber, is he your son?"

She brightened. "Qur only child, Prince Gehlis." A shadow cane over her face.
"I think | feel as much concern for nmy son as for ny husband."

He could well understand that. If the king should die while his son was stil
a mnor, there mght be a struggle for the succession. At best, the boy could
become a pawn in a power gane between regents. When a regent had enjoyed
several years of control, it mght be convenient to dispose of the prince as
he neared majority. These were dismal thoughts, and he felt sure that the
gueen spoke so
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openly to himbecause she had few friends here, few persons in whom she could
confide. He was a stranger, but for that very reason he was not involved in
court intrigues. He was a king's son, so she was not speaking to a soci al
inferior.

"I'f I may be of any assistance, you have only to ask," he assured her. "Unlike
Fyana, | have no healing gifts, but | have skills of conbat, as well as of

di scretion. Such gifts as | possess | place at your disposal."”

She bowed her head graciously. "For this offer | thank you nost sincerely. |
know t hat you do not nake it as a nere display of form | think I may well
call upon your skills, and mat in no great tine."

"You have but to command," Ansa sai d.

The queen picked listlessly at a plate of delicacies. "Have you any idea how
| ong Lady Fyana will need?"

"I cannot say. |'ve seen her diagnose sinple ailnments in seconds, but those
were comon cases, things she had rmuch experience with. The patients then were
able to tell her what troubled them Sonething outside her experience, with a
pati ent who is not conscious . " He shrugged. "From what she has said, it
could take many hours, perhaps nore than one session. And | think she may be
exhausted at the end of it."

The queen rose. "l shall see to quarters for the two of you. I will send
servants to your inn to fetch your bel ongings and any aninmals you may have
there."”

Ansa liked the inn and did not relish the thought of noving to the vast,
strange, and possibly hostile palace, but he saw no way to reject this
hospitality w thout giving offense.

"That is nost generous. May | request that Lady Fyana and | have adj oi ni ng
quarters? | know that your guards are loyal, but | gave her people nmy word
that her safety would be ny responsibility."

"OfF course. Now | nust go. Please treat my house and nmy servants as your own."
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He rose and bowed her out of the room Wen she was gone he wondered what he
shoul d do next. Sitting in this small room however confortable it m ght be,
was a dismal prospect. She had offered himthe use of her servants, but he
could think of nothing they could do for him He had seen to his own needs
since chil dhood and had never |ived anpbng servants.

He went to the king's bedchanmber and | ooked in. Fyana sat exactly as he had

| ast seen her, as if she and the king formed a scul ptural group. Around the
wal | stood servants and courtiers, keeping their distance and mai ntai ni ng
silence. The boy was no longer in his chair and Ansa did not see himin the
room

Ansa crossed the chanmber as quietly as he could and stepped into the corridor
out si de. Faces turned expectantly toward him many of them painted, as if they
expected himto give them sone news of the king's condition. Wen it was plain
he woul d not speak, they lost interest. He wanted to go outside, to be away
fromthe oppressive walls and heavy ceilings of this place. He | onged for
direct sunlight and fresh air.



A short wal k fromthe chanber brought himto a w de doubl e door opening onto
the outside. He stepped through it and found hinself on a terrace overl ooking
a remarkabl e structure. Fromthe terrace a |long stairway descended into a
roofl ess, oval enclosure surrounded by tiers of what he took to be seats. The
encl osure was sunk about eight feet below the |level of the | owest tier of
seats. It appeared to be floored with sand. He could i magi ne no use for such a
structure. Was it a tenple?

"I see you have found our stadium" said a voice behind him He knew t he voice
and turned to see the lady who had, the night before, gone by the nanme of
Hest a

He bowed. "If you say so, Lady Amahest M Hva. | have never seen such a place.
What is it used for?"

Her hands spread on the flounces of her el aborate gown,
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she wal ked toward him This afternoon her cosnetics were far nore restrained
and he could see that she was a beautiful woman of about thirty, with very
white skin, a good deal of which was visible. Her tight bodice ended at her

ni ppl es, |eaving her shoul ders and the upper surfaces of her breasts bare.
"This is a place of exhibitions. On days of the shows, there are ani mal

per formances, dancers, acrobats, magicians. There are trials of athletic skil
and conmbats. You see here only the bare bones. \Wen the shows are on, there
are cushi ons and hangi ngs, flowers, bright awni ngs and fountains to cool the
air. There are night shows by torchlight."

"Conbat s?" he said.

"Yes. Masters of arnms come to show their skills or to challenge each other. It
can be very beautiful, alnost |ike a dance.™

"They fight to the death?"

"Usual ly just until one surrenders or can no |onger go on fighting.
Qccasionally, a master who deens hinself to be greatly insulted will insist
upon a death-fight. O course, |losers sonetinmes die of their wounds. You are
interested in conbats?" She smiled strangely.

He shrugged. "I ama warrior. This is sonmething |'ve never encountered,

al t hough |i ke everyone |'ve watched when two warriors decide to fight a duel
That happens at al nost every gathering. The king permits it because otherw se
they woul d just anbush each other in secret, and that would | ead to bl ood
feuds. "

"Your people sound very—how shall | say it?—very vita/." She stood cl ose and
he could snell her perfune. It was subtle, sonething he would not have
expected here, where all sensations seened to be overpowering.

"We are accustoned to a hard life," he said.

"You've not had a hard life here. Barely in the city and wel coned in the

hi ghest houses. Already you have had a
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private audi ence with Her Mjesty. Many people of high station are here for
years w thout being granted that favor."

"Her Majesty is nost kind," Ansa said. "But Lady Fy-ana and | represent hope

at atine of great distress for her. | do not harbor the illusion that |I have
been exalted in her court."
She nodded. "You are very wise hi this. | amglad of it. Allow ne to speak as

a friend. Royal favor is as dangerous a thing as royal disfavor. It can be
nor e dangerous, for while a sovereign's disfavor gives you one powerful eneny,
favor can net you many |ess powerful ones.”

" 'l amaware of that. Yet | could not have acted otherw se than | have done."
"An estimable attitude, the attitude of a noble youth. If |I may nmake a
suggestion, you mght be well advised to play the part of a sinple barbarian
here; brave and true, but |acking in sophistication. The great ones here at
court will perceive little threat in you if you behave thus."

He inclined his head. "I will keep that in mnd. If | may ask a question, just



who represents the greatest threat? There are those here who will be sorely
di sappointed if the king should recover."

She | owered her eyes. "Here you presune too nmuch. Suffice it that you know to
be on your guard. You need not concern yourself with identities.”

"Then | will not press the matter. Again, | thank you for your candor."
"Enough of such solemity," she said. "Please regard me as your friend while
you are here."

"That | shall,"” he said, with severe inward reservation. In this place, he
woul d need nore than a sinple assertion of friendship before he bestowed his
trust on anyone. In the neantinme, Lady Amahest seened determnined to be

pl easant company. She took himon a tour of the stadium explaining its

appoi ntnents and decorations. Its arena wall was surmounted by a series of
grot esque statues, sone of
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t hem depi cting animals, others representing deforned humans. She related to
hi man invol ved | egend in which the beasts and the dwarfish humans
participated in a war between gods.

She told himof the building of the anphitheater by a king three centuries
before, a man with a passion for blood sport but too indolent to | eave the
pal ace for their enjoynment. He had beasts of the chase brought to his arena
where he could pretend to hunt them and where he could set prisoners to fight
one anot her for his amusenment. The entertainments were no | onger so bl oody,
she assured him Bl oodshed was now a spice, rather than the very purpose of
the entertainments.

During her recitation, she found frequent cause to take himby the hand or arm
to point out items of interest. She stood closer to himthan seemed absol utely
necessary, and early on found an excuse to tell himthat her husband, an

el derly man, was off governing a province on the southeastern border with the
smal I ki ngdom of M ssa, a swanpy pl ace she coul d not endure.

He was simultaneously anmused and al arnmed. She was a beautiful woman, but this
was a conplication he did not need in an already precarious situation

"Let me show you the chanbers beneath," she said. "Sone are for the aninals
and some for the entertainers to prepare thenselves. But there are others
whose purpose no one knows. They are very dark and nysterious." She took his
hand and tugged, "Cone."

"Perhaps another tinme. | have been away too long. | think I should go back and
see how matters stand between Lady Fyana and the king."

Her | ook darkened. * 'She said herself that this nmight take a very long tine.
There is no need for you to hurry back."

He had no idea how dangerous this woman m ght prove to be. He had no wish to
insult her, yet he could not dis-
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count the possibility that she was deliberately keeping himaway fromthe

ki ng' s chanber.

"I amsorry, but I amsworn to the lady's service."

"So you are. Perhaps | should not have been so quick to suggest that you play

the part of the sinple barbarian. Very well, go to her. But renmenber that we
have not finished our tour of this place."
He bowed. "Rest assured, | shall not forget." Relieved, he nade his way back

to the king's bedchanber, where everything seened unchanged. He crossed to the
smal | receiving roomwhere he had spoken with the queen. It, too, seened
unchanged except that servants had restored the small depletions in the
refreshnments. It had been some tinme since he had eaten substantially, so he
hel ped hinself to the viands. He rose and bowed when the queen entered. She
gestured for himto resune his seat.

"A court is a strange place at a time like this," she said. "Nobody knows what
to do. On ordinary days, every action of every person is regulated by the
king's schedule. Now they are stym ed. Adherence to routine is inpossible, but



t hey have no guide for their actions. The court is not centered on the king's
actions, but neither is it in mourning. They cannot act until this matter is
resol ved. One way or the other." Idly, the queen tapped sonething on the table
and Ansa saw that it was an ornate bronze tube. He recognized it; a
nmessenger's case. It bore a thick waxen seal, as yet unbroken

"You have received a royal conmunication?"

"Yes, and | amreluctant to open it. | amafflicted with nmy court's inability
to act. It is fromKing Gasam and | fear what it has to comunicate."
Ansa felt a chill creep up his spine. A nessage from Gasanl Was it a

chal l enge? Or was it just nore of Gasamis suave lies? It could not have
arrived at a nore portentious tine.
"Yet you nmust read it soon," he said.
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"I know. But I will do that in the presence of the king's cl osest advisers."
She continued to tap the metal tube on the table. "I wish you to be there
too."

"I appreciate the honor," Ansa said, "but your high officers will resent it."

"Let themresent," she said. "l care not. But you are new here. You can see
things with fresh eyes."

"And what would you wish me to see?"

"The faces of those high officers. I would like your inpressions of what they
| ook i ke when they first hear Ga-sami s words, before they have had tinme to
refl ect and to conpose thensel ves. Gasamis engaged in a war of conquest on
our border. | think this," she gave the table an especially forceful tap, "is
some sort of ultimatum Some will already contenpl ate abandoni ng the throne,
goi ng over to Gasam™

"Surely they can have little to gain by that," Ansa said.

"Perhaps, but in some men treachery is bred bone-deep. They can no nore
restrain thensel ves from doubl e-dealing than they can stop breathing air.
woul d val ue your 'opinion upon them' *

"I am at your service. Wen do you propose to do this?"

"Barring a sudden chanf” in the king's condition, tonight. Al the counselors
have oeen assenbled here for days, so it will be no problemto sumon a
neeting." She broke off when the door opened and Fyana entered,

Ansa was al arned by her appearance, which was wan and haggard. Two serving
worren supported her on either side. The queen snatched a chair back fromthe
tabl e and the wonen hel ped Fyana into it. The queen di snissed the wonen and
poured wine into a goblet. Then she reseated herself and watched with concern
as Fyana funbled in her belt pouch like a very old woman. Wth trenbling
fingers she withdrew a tiny vial and unstoppered it. She allowed six drops to

fall into her goblet, then she returned the vial
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to her pouch. Wth both hands, she raised the cup and drank

A few m nutes passed, during which time all three remained silent. Fyana drank
several times, and the color began to return to her face. Finally, she was
able to hold her cup with one hand and return it to the table wthout
trenbl i ng.

"This will pass soon," Fyana said in a hoarse voice. "Wen the treatnent is
this deep, the healer conmes to partially share the affliction of the patient."
"Pl ease refresh yourself," said the queen. "Speak when you feel strong

enough. "
Ansa refilled her cup and set a plate before her. Slowy, as if she feared the
abundance of viands would nmake her ill, Fyana ate sone tiny pastries and

skewers of grilled fish. Soon she was eating ravenously, as if her body had
been starved of sustenance for days. At |ast she sat back, replete. She | ooked
tired but otherw se well.

"I hope you will forgive nmy strange behavior, Your Majesty.
The queen waved a hand di sm ssively. "My physicians and priests behave far



nore strangely and they acconplish nothing. Can you tell me anything of the
king's condition?"

"I will need nore sessions with him" Fyana said. Seeing the queen's downcast
expression, she added quickly, "I can tell you this: The king was poi soned."
"l suspected as much. But everything the king eats or drinks is tasted. How
was it administered?”

"That | have not yet determned."

"A minor consideration now," the queen said. "How serious is it? Can he be
restored to heal th?"

"I must make sone tests, but | think that the effects of the poison can be
reversed. It is a paralyzing agent and the king is robbed of all ability to
nmove of his own volition. Gtherwise, his health is excellent. That is why he
is still alive. Had he not been exceptionally strong and heal thy, the
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poi son woul d have paral yzed the faculties that regul ate breathi ng and he woul d
have suffocated. A much stronger dose of the poi son woul d have stopped his
heart and he would have died instantly, at the banquet."

The queen cl osed her eyes and shuddered. "I wll have revenge for this, but
that is for later. What nmay be done now?''

"I must begin a course of nedicine treatnments and tests. Sonme of the itens |
need are anong our bel ongings at the inn . "

"They are already here at the palace," the queen interrupted.

"Very good. Gther things I will have to find anong the apot hecaries here. My
| have witing material s?"

The queen cl apped her hands and a servi ng wonan appeared. At the queen's order
she left and returned mnutes |later bearing a tray upon which rested a stack
of paper, pots of colored inks, and a rack of pens and brushes. Ignoring the
pens, Fyana took a brush and began drawing |ines of nysterious synbols.

Fi ni shed, she blew on the wet ink, then handed it to the queen

"Have this sent to the apothecaries. In a city this large, we should be able
to locate all these itens."

"I will have copies nade and send themto all the apothecaries at once. That
shoul d save tine," She sunmponed a secretary and gave the necessary

i nstructi ons.

"I's there any nore you can tell ne now?"

"Not hing until | have been able to test sone nedicines."
"What el se will you need? Ask anything."
"I will need assistants."

"Regard my physicians and their servants as your personal slaves,'
sai d.

"I amsorry, Your Mjesty, but | do not trust your physicians and therefore
cannot trust their servants."

The queen did not protest. "Wo, then?"

"I want you best animal doctor, the one who tends the
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beasts of the royal stables. Have himbring his assistants, or a couple of
strong stablenen if he has no apprentices or servants."

Now t he queen was truly shocked. "A cabo-doctor! Surely this cannot be truel
cannot all ow such base persons to attend to ny husband!"

"Your Majesty," Fyana said, "right now what | need is someone skilled in the
messy but necessary art of getting nmedication into an inert body. In such a
condition, a man's body is little different froma cabo's, and a king's no
different fromany other man's. You may, of course, wish to dismss al
unnecessary persons fromthe king's chanber. It is not a dignified procedure."’
The queen was stony-faced. "It shall be as you say."

' 'l can do nothing nore until tonorrow, by which tine | hope all the
nmedi ci nes | need shall have been | ocated and brought here. May | take ny |eave
of you? I truly need rest."

t he queen



"OfF course. | have put a suite of rooms at your disposal, and that of Prince
Ansa. "

Fyana | ooked at Ansa and smiled wanly. "That deception didn't last |long."
"You'l | find that little gets past Queen Masila."

The queen | ed them back through the royal bedchanber and into the great hal
beyond. Imedi ately outside the door rested a litter. At its corners stood
four stalwart bearers, their arms folded. At the sight, Fyana al nost |aughed.

"Your Majesty, | amtired. | amnot an invalid. | think I can make it to ny
quarters under ny own power.'

"I will not have it," said Masila. "As of this nonment, | treasure your health
second only to my husband's. Just now, | think the two are one and the sane.
Rest now. My people are to obey your instructions as if they were ny own." She
turned to Ansa. "I will send for you this evening, as we discussed earlier."

The assenbly in the hall bowed deeply as their queen returned to the
bedchanber.

184

John Maddox Roberts

Enbarrassed, Fyana clinbed into the carrying-chair. The sl aves stooped and
raised the litter to their shoulders. Ginning, Ansa wal ked al ongsi de.
Courtiers bowed as they passed. Wrd of this extraordinary royal favor had
spread through the palace like lightning. The slaves set the litter down
before a door flanked by a pair of the brutish-1ooking Bamen.

"I have never been carried by men before," Fyana said as she dismounted. "It
is the oddest sensation.” She did not ook as if the sensation had been

unpl easant .

The suite they entered was little inferior to the king's in size, appointnents
or staff. A dozen servants awaited them in the charge of a supervisor, a
worman who carried a small, cerenonial whip. She inmedi ately took charge of
Fyana and led her to a bath sonewhere in the rear of the suite. Ansa found his
own room and wal ked out onto its bal cony. A pair of Bamen guards stood there
as well. It appeared that the queen was not confident of their safety even

wi thin her own pal ace. He would have felt nore secure with his own weapons.
Wth that thought he glanced at the dimnutive pile of his bel ongi ngs that
stood near the bed. From a bag protruded a hi de-w apped handle. Seizing this,
he wi t hdrew t he stone-headed war axe he had bought two days before. He whi pped
it through the air, producing a satisfying hiss and instantly feeling far
better.

He found that a bath adjoined his own chanber and decided to try it out. He
di sm ssed the overeager attendants, feeling that this was sonething he could
manage for hinself. It still seened odd to himthat these people seened to
need help to acconplish the sinplest and nost basic of actions. He decided
that it rmust make them feel nore inmportant. From what he had seen, they m ght
wel | stand in need of such reassurance.

Scrubbed and | athered, he relaxed in the lavish marble tub and pondered his
situation. It was a strange sensation
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being in a setting of incredible luxury but in as nuch danger as if on a
battl efield. Here there was absolutely no one he could trust, although the
gueen seened to cone cl ose

Dried, powdered and dressed in clean clothes, he Iounged in his chanber unti
he heard Fyana call his nane. He found her in her own chanber relaxing on her
bed, her back propped by a pile of imense cushions over which a pair of
serving wormen fussed like two artists arranging a scul pture.

"Pl ease | eave us for a while," she said, and the two bowed thensel ves out of
the room She turned to Ansa. ' 'Now, tell me all about your doings while
was occupied with the king."

He sat on a corner of the huge bed and told her of his talk with the queen
and of his tour of the stadium including Lady Amahest's none too subtle
attenpts at seduction. He was gratified to see Fyana's eyes narrow and



nostrils flare.

"That slut! And a married wonan, too!" She fumed for a mnute. "l suppose you
concei ve yourself to be irresistible now?"
He | aughed for the first tine that day. "I would very nmuch like to. She is a

beautiful worman." He enjoyed her expression for a while. "But, even | am not
that conceited. These are people who do little w thout sone advantage in m nd
I think she may well have been put up to this, in hope of |earning nore about
us or gaining sone sort of influence."

"Or access. Wll, as long as you understand this."
"Seriously, though, I have ny apprehensi ons about this. Watever her notives
for flinging herself at me, | could earn a deadly eneny by rejecting her out

of hand. There are sayings about a woman scorned."

"No problem" she assured him "You are a sinple barbarian, are you not? Just

| et her know that ampbng your people it is an abonmination for a man to lie with
a wonan
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who is pregnant. You were there when | told her of her condition. That wll

gi ve her a pride-sparing excuse to | eave you alone. Don't | ook so unhappy at

the prospect. She won't be the last to offer you access to her body.'' Her
eyes narrowed again. "Two nonths. | wonder how | ong her husband has been
away. '

"That," Ansa said, echoing what the queen had said, "is between her and her

husband." He went on to tell her of his later visit with the queen and of her
appr ehensi on over the missive from Ki ng Gasam

"I can understand that she is unsettled. | would be too, at the thought of
dealing with that man. This nust be the sort of thing the king and his

advi sers have dealt with before. Now she has this, as well as her husband's
health to deal with. It does astonish me that she wants you present when she
reads the letter to her husband' s counselors.”

"I think she suspects sonme of themto be behind the king's condition. Maybe
she just wants to have one actual friend present."”

"She does not strike me as someone who is all that quick to bestow her trust,"
Fyana sai d.

"I think she is like those sick people you spoke of once," Ansa countered.
"When they are desperate, they will believe anyone who offers them hope. |
think that we represent hope to this queen."

Fyana munbl ed agreenent, but her lids drooped | ower and within a few seconds
she was asl eep, saggi ng back against her pile of cushions. Quietly, Ansa rose
and tiptoed fromthe room He found the two serving wormen they had di sm ssed
and told themto tend to Fyana but on no account to wake her. They went into

t he bedchanmber with the attitude of experts who have just been told their work
by an amateur. Ansa went to his own chanber to rest. Now there was nothing to
do but await the queen's sunmons.

TH RTEEN

A servant touched his shoul der and Ansa realized that he had been asleep. This
surprised him for he was accustoned to going for two days or nore w thout

sl eep. He renmenbered the wi ne he had drunk that afternoon and decided that it
had had nore effect than he realized.

"Sir, the queen sends for you," the servant told him

"What hour is it?" Ansa asked.

"The second hour after sunset."”

It was not late, but he felt better for the brief sleep. He rose and anot her
servant held a basin for himas he splashed his face and then took a towel
fromyet another. In a large mrror he exam ned his clothing and deci ded he
woul d pass in polite conpany.

Qut side the door to the suite an elderly man in royal livery bowed to him "If
you will follow ne, sir."” Ansa did so and a few m nutes |ater he was bowed
into a roomnot far fromthe chanber where the king |lay unnoving. The
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roomwas not |large by the standards of this place, about twenty paces | ong by
ten broad. At one end was a | ow dai s upon which stood a heavy chair of rich
dark wood. A long table stretched the length of the roomand around it stood a
gat hering of men, nost of them m ddl e-aged to elderly, and all richly dressed.
They | ooked startl ed when he entered.

Their faces were famliar. He had seen themthat day in the king' s bedchanber
or standing imrediately without. Lord Gsha Kl 'an was anong them and he nodded
to Ansa and wal ked to his side.

"I take it that Her Mjesty has requested your presence?"

"She has," Ansa answer ed.

"Mght | ask why?" He did not seemresentful, nmerely curious. But Ansa knew
better than to make judgnents fromthe nere expressions of these people, to
whom personal control was of paranount inportance.

"She seens to have reasons sufficient to herself.”

"OF a certainty. Allow ne to introduce ny coll eagues." The courtier presented
and named each. The unfeniliar nanmes flew past him but the titles were easier
to retain: Mnister of War, Mnister of the Treasury, Mnister of Diplonacy,
Lord of the Sea, Master of the Merchant Fl eet, Senior Counselor, a few others.
Gsha Kl'an hinmsel f was Mayor of the Pal ace.

The courtiers bowed toward the throne when the queen entered from behind a
hanging to the rear of the dais. She was formally dressed hi a black gown sewn
with pearls and gored with panels of a shiny, white fabric. On her brow rested
a restrained tiara of gold and jewels covered by a sheer veil which descended
to frane her face.

Ansa understood that this was a formal government function. He further guessed
that the queen was determined to i nmpress her majesty and power upon nen
accustoned to
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deferring to her husband at times like this. The queen seated herself upon the
t hr one.

"Centl enen, please be seated." There was a rustling and scraping as the
mnisters settled thensel ves. Ansa noted that once they were seated, there
were no chairs left. He wondered what to do when the queen addressed him
"Nobl e Ansa, please sit here." She gestured to a low chair to the left of the
throne. He had not noticed it before. He strode to the dais and sat. The queen
did not | ook at himand neither did the counselors. He decided that she w shed
himto be an invisible presence. That suited him He began to fix faces in his
menory, so that he would be able to remenber themlater.

"My lords," the queen said, "this afternoon, a nessenger delivered this to

me." She held up the bronze tube. "It is fromKing Gasam who even now
besi eges the capital city of King Mana. As you can see, the seal is yet
unbroken. | did not wish to open it until you were all assenbled to favor ne

wi th your advice." Ansa could read nothing fromtheir faces. They seened
politely attentive, nothing nore. In their heavy robes, their chains and
jewels, they were as weighty and dignified as nountai ns.

She tore | oose the waxen seal and tossed it onto the table. Ansa saw the

si mpl e devi ce stanped upon it: a pair of crossed spears. He knew the form of
the spears. His father had one like them and always carried it. It was the
Shasinn spear and it was clear that Gasamfelt no need for a nore el aborate
device. The spears expressed his character and history clearly.

The queen unrolled the paper and began to read. The recitation was short, and
Ansa did not have time to thoroughly read the expressions of this many mnen.
The M nister of War | ooked angered, the treasury official was inpassive, the
mast er di pl omat | ooked deeply interested. The queen finished and rerolied the
letter.

"There can be no question who conmposed this," she

190

John Maddox Roberts



said. "I have received many letters from Queen Larissa, and her tone is

unm st akabl e. The calligraphy is that of a skilled Sonoan scribe, probably a
captive. | think we can determ ne that Queen Larissa is, indeed, with her
husband at the siege of Huato. Lord U fas, you seemagitated.”

The M nister of War touched his breast and bowed. ' 'Your Myjesty, this is
drivel. You know well that | amno admrer of King Mana of Sono, but | know
full well that he was never foolish enough to offer Gasam an excuse to invade
his nation. This royal pirate wench nmerely prevaricates. They attacked Sono
wi t hout provocation and they will do the sane here as soon as they have
consol idated their gains there. Have nothing to do with this proposal. Answer
it with a defiance and let us assenble the arny to march to the relief of
Huat 0. "

Ansa had no doubt that the man nmeant what he said. On the faces of the others,
he saw no eagerness for war. The Mnister of D plomacy indicated a desire to
speak.

"Lord Floris, share your thoughts with us," said the queen

"While | agree with our estinmable Lord Ufas that the notives of King Gasam
and his queen are questionable, | think that, barring formal hostilities,
there is always roomfor diplomcy and negotiation. Wat harm can cone of
sendi ng an enbassy to speak with this queen and request that she nake cl ear
her intentions? Surely, if Queen Larissa herself is to be present, there can
be little likelihood of treachery. Gasam woul d scarcely expose his queen to
danger in such a fashion."

"How woul d we know it was Larissa?" said the naval chief. "Has any here seen
t hi s wonman?"

' * She is said to be surpassingly beautiful,' * said the queen

There was a snort fromthe Mnister of the Treasury, a fat, bejewelled nman
with a sensual face. "Your pardon, Mjesty, but |I have many such in my own
househol d. "

"This is no problem" said the diplomt snoothly.
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"Menbers of ny staff have been on enbassies to Chiwa since the islanders
conquered that |and. They know Queen Larissa by sight."

The Seni or Counsel or rose and his queen nodded for himto speak

" '"Of the qualities and intentions of these—these adventurers | cannot speak
They nmust be treated as hostile until proven otherwi se by their own words or
actions. What concerns ne nore is the condition of our king. It is not fitting
that we take warlike action while he lies unable to nove or speak. Therefore,
I counsel that we accept this invitation to parley upon the Isle of Sorrow |If

nothing else, it will buy us tinme. Wile our respected Mnister of War," he
bowed slightly toward Lord U fas, "has shown his customary zeal in conducting
warl i ke preparations, | do believe that they are still far fromconplete, and
that it will be sonme tinme before we can contenpl ate offensive actions in a

foreign land." The Seni or Counsel or resumed his seat.

"Lord U fas," the queen asked, "how do our preparations stand?"

He shifted unconfortably. "Wen the first runors of this invasion reached us,
H's Majesty ordered the district lords to summon their forces, as a
precaution. Only a few days after that, the king was stricken and action has
been del ayed. The district |ords gather their men, but we have been years

wi t hout a war and nobilization exerci ses have been few The mgjority should
have assenbled at the district forts by now If you will give me the order, ny
gueen, | will send nmessengers ordering that the entire host be brought to a
pl ace of assenbly. *'

The Seni or Counselor cleared his throat. "There is no precedent for taking
such a step without the order of the king."

"Never before has such an emergency arisen when the king of G an was

i ncapacitated," the queen said. "Before his affliction, the king ordered a
regi onal sunmoni ng of the
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royal host. | amcertain mat, upon proof of the danger to the nation, he would
have continued the process of mobilization and ordered a sunmoni ng of the
host. Therefore, acting as regent, | order that this step be taken. Assenble

the host at the Field of War within sight of the city walls.”

"At once, Your Mjesty," said Ufas.

"A nmoment," said the senior diplomat. "I yield to none in ny respect and
loyalty toward Your Majesty, but no action has been taken to name you regent.

I remind you mat the council here assenbled is not enmpowered to do this. Only
a full parliament of the lords of the realmcan decide this."

"Lord Floris," the queen said. "Wen last | |ooked, your duties were those of
foreign affairs, not the inner ordering of the realm As a nmenber of the
council you have a right to voice an opinion upon any matter of business that
cones before it, but please remenber your real mof conmpetence." She raised her
voice to address the table. "WIIl we dither here while a conquering arny of
foreigners nears our border? |, for one, have the fullest expectation of the
king's recovery. It would be well that he finds his kingdomstill in existence
when he is ready to resune his throne. |Is there anyone here who does not w sh
for that happy outcone to this ordeal ?" There was a shocked silence until the
Seni or Counsel or spoke.

"Your Majesty, there is no need to question the loyalty of your advisers. O
course, we all cherish the strongest hopes for Hs Majesty's fullest
recovery."

Wth a tiny gesture, Lord Gsha indicated a desire to speak

"W will hear fromthe Mayor of the Pal ace.™

"Your Majesty, ny lords, there is no need for this unseemy bickering at a
time when we may well face a deadly danger to the realm Since there is sone
guestion as to the exact nature of Her Mjesty's authority in this, aml| wong
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in believing that all of us here would accept the decision of the parlianent
of lords?" There were grunbles of assent.

"And need | point out," he went on, "that if the war host is assenbled, wth

each district lord leading his own troops, then we will have just such a
parliament assenbl ed?" Low, reluctant voices agreed that this was so.

"Then," he concluded, "I propose that, in view of an unprecedented energency,
t he queen and council issue a sumoning to a conbi ned war-hosting, to be

foll owed by a special parlianent where the exact legalities of the matter may
be determ ned."

"It's a lot of rigamarole just to get the arny together," U fas grumnbled, "but
"Il vote aye to that."

"As long as all is done according to law and custom " said the Senior
Counsel or, bl andly.

"Let us all hope that these precautions are rendered unnecessary by the king's
speedy recovery," said the queen

Lord Floris, Ansa thought, |ooked like a man who had | ost a few points but was
still in the gane.

"Wth that settled, Your Majesty,"” he said, "there still remains the question
of the embassy. As Lord U fas has said, the nobilization for war shall take

| onger than one night wish, and as Lord Inpinms has pointed out,"” here he
bowed toward the Senior Counselor, ' 'a parley, if nothing else, is a
convenient way to buy tine."

"Yes, | agree," the queen said. "Let us have plenty of talk, so long as we
bel i eve nothing they say that sounds conciliatory. | believe that we can trust
only Gasam s threats, which he al ways makes good. How shall our enbassy be
conposed?' *

"This is an extraordinary matter, Your Mjesty. Therefore, | will personally
| ead the enbassy and parley directly with the barbarian queen.™
The Seni or Counselor rose. "lI believe that |, too, should go, with Your

Maj esty' s permi ssion.”
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"This is not usual," the queen said. "In a time of crisis, the place of high
counselors is near the throne."

"That is usually the case," said Lord Floris. "but you see, Your Mjesty, King
Gasamis sending his queen to' negotiate. It is, of course, unthinkable that
you shoul d attend personally, but it would not be fitting to send a m ssion
conposed of officials of second rank. At the very least, Lord Inpims and
shoul d head our del egation.™"

"I amreluctant to dimnish the council even for a few days, but | suppose at
this juncture it would be unwi se to give even the appearance of offense. Very
wel | . Prepare your missions and render me a |ist of nanes of those you plan to
take. And this above all." She held up an adnoni shing finger. "Under no
circunmstance is any hint of the king's condition to be released. |If anyone
tells the barbarians of this, I will have heads."

She | ooked fromone to another of the councilnmen, but no one seened to have
anything to add. "Very well. | shall send a letter to King Gasam accepting the
offer of a parley on the Isle of Sorrow, at the specified tine. Al of you are
to exercise your duties in the expectation that war may break out at any tine.
You nmay go now."

The nmen rose, bowed, and filed fromthe room Ansa watched them go, then he

| ooked at the queen. Below her veil, he could see sweat beadi ng her forehead.
The tone of the council had been fairly sedate, but he knew that it had been a
power play, which she had fought to a draw

"Ansa," she said. "In the roombehind this you will find a beaker of w ne and
some cups. Wuld you be so good as to bring ne sone?"

Ansa found the wi ne and poured her a generous goblet. She drank half and sat
back with a sigh. "Well. That could have turned out worse. | feared a pal ace
coup and | think there would have been one save that they are uncertain of the
king's future, especially now that Lady Fyana is treating him™"

THE PO SONED LANDS

195

"M ght sone ambitious lord not sinply kill the king and try to seize power in
t he confusi on?"

"No, they fear a ranpage by the Banen. That is one reason why the royal fanily
have al ways kept a bodyguard of those savages. Should the king die untinely,

t hey woul d massacre everyone they thought might be jealous of his power. | am
sure the nmenbers of the council would be the first to | ose their heads. Now,
tell me what you thought."

"Most of themdid not speak and carefully guarded their expressions. | think
you can trust U fas, the Mnister of War. He seens |like a |loyal man. The
Seni or Counselor—Inpims, is it? | wuld watch himclosely. As for Lord
Floris, your best course would be to execute himat once. The nman is a
traitor. He is not going on this enbassy to add dignity to the nission. He
plans to treat with Gasam and betray you. Inpims may well have the sane

pl an."

"I think you may be right, but |I cannot take action against Floris just now.
Hs fanmly is one of the npst inportant and has many supporters. Control of
the many districts is chancy at the best of tines, with each | ord | ooking out
for his own advantage. At a tine |like this, when royal power is shaky and
foreign relations hi turmoil, many of our subjects and vassals need little
excuse to look for a chance to aggrandi ze thensel ves."

"Then you nust send off this diplomatic mssion on the assunption that you
will be betrayed."

" 'l would have no confidence in Gasam s prom ses in any case," she said.

"Was this typical of royal council neetings?" Ansa asked.

"I amstill newto ms. Wen the king was heal thy, he never had me sit in on
one of these, but | think this was a fair exanple." She | aughed ruefully. "
don't suppose that your people would be so | ong-wi nded at a council."

"Ch, our chiefs love to hear themselves talk. They like to thrash out matters



endl essly. W are only recently a king-
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dom you know. My father rules a dozen peoples, all of themfornerly at war

wi th one another. But they can nove with speed and unanimty if an outsider
threatens. | would hope that there would. not be so nuch inner strife and
advant age- seeking when a time |like this descends upon our kingdom"

"I hope not. Soon enough, we may have to send to King Hael for aid. Not that
it would be intime to do us any good," she added. "Gasam noves so”wf!"

"Qur armes can be swift as well," Ansa said. He waited for a nonent,

t hi nking. Then, "Masila, | would |ike to acconpany your diplomatic mssion."
She was startled. "Watever for?"

"I canme to learn as nmuch as | coul d about Gasam and his intentions. This would
be an opportunity to see his queen close up. There is nothing for me to do
here, while Fyana treats the king. At the Isle of Sorrow, | could be
acconpl i shing sonething."

"But you are a foreigner. There is no official capacity | could assign to you.
You woul d not be granted the official safe-conduct guaranteed to royal
anbassadors. "

"Wthin Gasaml s power anyone's safety is purely a matter of his whim Still

it would be good to have sonme sort of official standing. Wat about this? Gve
me a letter stating that | ama representative fromthe chieftainship of
Ramdi . They are a people who dwell in the southeast of nmy father's domain.
They acknow edge himas their overlord in matters of war but are otherw se

i ndependent . "

"And what woul d be your excuse for acconpanying ny enmbassy?"

"First because it is a chance to extend my chief's greetings to another
peopl e, but principally because | have heard of the |egendary beauty of Queen
Larissa and wi shed to | ook upon it with my own eyes."

At this she al nbst sumobned a smile. "The witch mght believe it at that. Al
ki ngs and queens are vain as a matter

of formand tradition. Gasam and Larissa seemto take flattery seriously."
"Then | shall go. The danger is slight. After all, their very purpose in this
meeting is to lull you into a sense of security. Therefore, they will al npst
certainly treat your representatives with nore than mere courtesy."”

"Your mind works well," she said. "I think that, with age and experience
behi nd you, your people could do for worse than choose you to succeed your
father."

Ansa had not been thinking along these lines and was al arned. "Pl ease, Your
Maj esty, make no such suggestion! | set out fromny hone to get away from al
such concerns and have sone fun. The last thing | want is to be a king, or
even a prince."

"You will find that one's own wi shes are of little account in matters of
destiny. And for one bent upon enjoying life, you pick strange anusenents.
Wal ki ng openly into an eneny canp, for one."

"As long as it is only ny owmn life I'mrisking, yes. That is what adventure is
all about."

"I see. Well, if you are bent upon this course, | will not deter you. You
shal | have your letter. Whether Queen Larissa will choose to honor it is out
of my hands."

"I thank you. | wish to send a letter to ny father apprising himof matters

across the border. Could you spare a nessenger to deliver it? It is a |long
ride, and you won't see your nessenger again any tine soon."

"Certainly. | have plenty of nmessengers. They spend too much of their tine
living on the royal bounty with too little to do. But, you must not nention
the king's condition in your letter. It mght fell into the wong hands."
"Agreed."

FOURTEEN



ou are goi ng where?" Fyana was furious and aghast. "You cannot be serious!"

"But | am Is this not why we came here? How better may | learn of the
situation with Gasamthan by going into his very camp? Wll," he amended, "not
exactly into his canp, but into Queen Larissa's canp. | think | can learn a

lot there. This city and its palace are interesting and amusing, but this
opportunity takes precedence."

"But we were supposed to travel together!" she protested.

"However, you are now committed to the treatnent of King Aeh'na. There is
nothing for me to do here while you tend to him This enbassy is only for a
few days, and then | will be back." He patted her hand soothingly, but she
j ust

glared at him

"I don't like it. There are too many things that can happen. You coul d be
recogni zed and taken prisoner."

"Who woul d recogni ze ne? | have never seen Gasam or
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Larissa. | was a child the last time | was in ny father's house when a Sonoan
enbassy was there."

"Queen Masila saw the resenbl ance between you and your father."

He shrugged. "Because | amthe only other person of that blood she has ever

seen, | favor ny nother's people far nore than ny father's. To the purebred
Shasinn, | will not resenble themin any way."

"You just want an excuse to run off by yourself and play the adventurer."

"And why do | need an excuse? If | have a duty to perform | wll carry it out

in the manner | find nost fitting. How does it occur that | must have your
perm ssion, or even your approval ?"

She tried to be indignant, but tears welled up in her eyes. "It's just-—t's
just, oh, I just don't want you to | eave me al one here."

H s anger deflated, he sat on the bed and put his arms around her. She rested
her head on his chest as he stroked her silvery hair.

"Forgive nme, Fyana. | am behaving |ike a heedl ess boy, chasing after ny own
excitement and forgetting that | |eave you here in a situation of great
danger. But still | cannot pass up this opportunity to see the eneny at close
hand. "

She sighed. "You are not to do anything foolish, like try to abduct Larissa or
strike down Gasamw th your own hand."

"Tenpting as that sounds, | amnot an utter fool. Besides,-any such attenpt

woul d give them a genui ne excuse to invade this |land, and that would be a poor
way to repay Queen Masila's trust.”

"Just so that is understood." She had cal med, but he did not want to |et her
go just yet. They had been cautious and distant with one another, two young
persons of different race and culture attracted despite thensel ves. She was
war m
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and slight in his arns. She snelled |ike desert herbs and fenmal e nmusk.

"Since | will be away, the queen has agreed to double your Bamen guard. They
are fanatically loyal and will guard your life as they would the king's."
"How conforting. If the king dies, | will be the first they kill."

He had not thought of that. "In his condition, it will be difficult to know

just when he is dead, if it should cone to that. If he should die, say he is
asl eep and get away from here as quickly as you can."

"And I was worrying about you," she said. Then she tilted her face up and his
mout h was on hers. Their tongues touched and she fell back against the
cushions. He pressed her down and her body pushed back against his. Their
spont aneous, unpl anned actions grew urgent, as they were seized by nutua

passi on. They opened each other's garnents. He felt hard young breasts agai nst
his pal ns. The | anps had burned out and in the di mmoonlight her blue body was
dusky, centered with a triangle of startling white.



Her | ong-fingered, slender hands explored himas he took her nipples into his
nmout h, tongued her navel and ki ssed the white nmound between her thighs. Then
he was ki ssing her nmouth again and her |egs parted beneath him Her hand

gui ded himand he slid into unbelievable, delicious warnth. Her body felt
slight and frail beneath him but she noved w th passion and power, the upward
thrusts of her hips lifting himas her arns clung and her breath flowed warmy
al ong the side of his face.

Above the pounding of blood in his ears he could hear her gasps and cries,
never quite formng words. Wth a final, alnost savage plunge he went rigid,
shuddering as his seed jetted fromhis body and she screanmed his nane.

For a long tine they lay entwined as their breath quieted, he still firmy
within her. They held each other w thout speaking, content with their

cl oseness.
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"I did not expect this," she whispered, "but I amglad that it happened. Now
am sure you will come back to ne."

"Coul d you have doubted it?" he said.

"Yes."

"Well, surely now you cannot doubt that | would carve nmy way through all of

Gasaml s hosts to get back to you."

" "Just keep yourself safe and return.'' She circled his neck with her arms
and nestled her face against his neck. In ninutes, she was asl eep

Ansa resumed his weapons at the pal ace gate. He would only be wal ki ng t hrough
die city, but he felt undressed without them Wth swrd and dagger belted on
and his stone war-hamer thonged to his belt, he felt conplete once nore.

He had only wanted to get out of the palace for a while. Fyana was cl oseted
wi th the king again, surrounded by pots and bags, vials and canisters of every
nmedi ci ne i magi nabl e. A cabo-doctor and a brace of burly stablemen stood by to
assist her, to the stupefied scandalization of the whole court.

He woul d be leaving with the enbassy in tw days, and he told the queen that
he needed to replenish his travel kit, which was, indeed, much in need of
renewal . She had told himto take what he wanted fromthe pal ace but he had
poi nted out that rough conditions in the field could not be met by pal ace
materi al s. She had thereupon pressed a heavy pouch of golden aurics upon him
and bade himfurnish hinself with the best.

Hs first stop was the district of bowers and fletchers. Fromhis belt he
took a single arrow and ordered twoscore copies to be ready by the next

eveni ng, by the queen's order. The master arrows mith assured himthat his
shop would drop all other work to neet the order

In the clothier's quarter he replaced his stained, ragged travel cloak with a
fine cloak of quil hair, which was both
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light and warm He had been informed that the eveni ngs woul d be dank and
chilly for the rest of the season. He was very pleased with the cloajc, which
was dyed deep red. It would serve as both garnment and bl anket and was
guaranteed to shed water like the fur of the diving bat.

H s stirrups had abraded his riding boots al nost through at the ankle, so he
i ndul ged hinmself with an exceptionally fine pair of new boots, these of the

| at est Nevan design. He rem nded hinself that he would be calling upon the
worl d's deadliest queen, and that he should be properly dressed for the
occasi on.

He saw peopl e wandering into what appeared to be a large park and entered it
out of curiosity. It turned out to be a royal nenagerie which was not a part
of the pal ace grounds and on nms day was open to the public. He gawked at

ani mal s so outl andi sh that he woul d not have believed in them had he heard

t hem descri bed by a stranger. He was anused when he saw ot hers gawki ng at
animal s of the northern plains and hills that were as ordinary to himas his
cl ot hes.



He finished the day in a wi neshop located in a quarter dedicated to

entertai nnent. Sounds of strange nusic drifted from every doorway and

nmount ebanks perforned in the streets. In the shop where he ate a refreshingly
unpretentious dinner, a trio of wonen danced | asciviously anbng the tables. At
anot her time he might have found thementicing, but now he was interested in
no woman except Fy-ana.

When the servers began lighting |anmps, he knew it was time to return to the
pal ace. Pleasantly full of food and w ne, but not foundering, he went outside.
From |l ong habit, he stepped to one side of the doorway, his back against the
wal I, while he waited for his eyes to adjust to the gloom Wen he could see
with some clarity, he set out toward the palace. The entertai nnent quarter was
t hronged and noi sy
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even at night, but as soon as he left its confines the streets were enpty and
silent.

He enj oyed the noonlight and the cooling air. Apparently, even these hot
southern | ands had a season that was |less sultry. He had been wal ki ng for
several mnutes when he thought he heard sounds behind him He turned but saw
not hi ng. He shrugged and went on. In open country, he could easily keep track
of his surroundings. In this alien place he was uncertain.

A few streets further on, he heard the furtive sounds again. This tinme he did
not slow or rum At the next side street he entered as if suspecting nothing,
then he sprinted quietly to a deep-shadowed doorway and stepped into the
gloom He set his bundle of purchases by his feet and readied his weapons. The
narrow street was not a good place to use his | ongsword, but he nade sure that
it was loose in its sheath. He took the stone axe fromhis belt and gripped it
in his right hand as he drew his dagger with his left. The foot-Iong bl ade was
singl e-edged, slightly curved and razor keen. His fingers flexed on its bone
handl e as he awaited his stalkers. In an odd fashion he welconed this. Hs
heart pounded in his ears and his throat felt constricted, but these were good
feelings, the feelings of battle. This was far better than the uncertainty and
anbiguities of the last few days. Here in the street he could neet enemnies who
openly sought his bl ood.

Two nen appeared at the entrance to the side street. They wore nondescri pt
clothes, and nmetal glinted in their hands. One had a shortsword, the other a
shortsword and a club. They halted when they realized that their prey had

di sappeared. Cautiously, they w dened the di stance between them by a pace
before they began to stalk down the street. These were experienced predators.
He knew that his best course would be to attack the instant they were in
range, not allowing themtine to organize
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a coordinated attack. But he wanted to know who had sent them

It was unlikely that they would fail to detect himas they passed and he did
not want to be cornered in the doorway. Wen they were within ten feet, he
stepped into the street. "Wio sent you two?" he demanded. "What do you ..
Instantly, he knew he had made a serious error. They were not interested in
talk. The one with the club feinted toward his head, at the sane tinme ainmng a
gutting blow with his shortsword. The other thrust at his side.

Ansa sprang back and whi pped the stone axe against the hand that held the

club. There was a sound of splintering wood and bone and the attacker cursed.
H s conpanion, missing his first thrust, followed it up with a backhanded
slash. Instead of springing back to avoid this, Ansa stepped in and cut with
hi s dagger, slashing the man's forearmto the bone. The sword clattered to the
paverment as Ansa brought the axe across in a short, backhanded chop. It
crunched into the man's tenple and he dropped atop his own sword.

The renmai ni ng attacker, recovered fromthe pain and shock of his smashed
fingers, renewed his own attack, aimng swift cuts at Ansa's head, keeping him
on the defensive. Ansa retreated, feinted high with the axe, then brought it



whi stling down agai nst the nan's knee. The assassin grunted and tried to shift
his weight to his good leg, but in so doing he let his sword-arm sw ng w de
and in that instant Ansa darted in and thrust his dagger into the man's belly,
ri pping upward. He stepped back as his foe began to coll apse and gave hima
hard bl ow to the head with his axe, just to make certain.

Breathing hard and tingling with excitenment, Ansa studied his handiwork. Both
men were irrefutably dead, and he was going to get no answers fromthem The
fight had been short and had made little noi se. Nobody | ooked out fromthe
near by houses to investigate. Satisfied that he was un-
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observed, he cl eaned his weapons on the clothes of the dead nmen, picked up his
bel ongi ngs and went back to the wi der street to resune his trek to the pal ace.
Who were they? It was possible that they had been nere thieves. He had been
highly visible all day, spending freely. Sonmehow, that did not seemlikely.
There had been sonething military in the silent swiftness with which they had
attacked. He was sure that his death had been their aim

He wal ked back to the pal ace, surrendered his weapons and returned to his
quarters. Fyana was not there and a slave told himthat she was still with the
ki ng. He pondered his next move. Should he report the attack? If so, to whon?
Wioever had sent the nurderers after him it had to be someone here in the

pal ace. He decided he would tell the queen privily, and no one el se except

Fyana.
Fyana returned late, |ooking unutterably weary. "He is beginning to respond,"
she told Ansa. "I amisolating the effects of the poison and we were able to

get some nourishment into him™

"WII he recover?" he asked.

"I cannot say, but | have nore hope now. It will be a few days before he can
sit up and tal k. Beyond that, | have no idea just now. He blinks and the
nmuscl es of his face show sone nmovenent now. The queen acts as if he is al npst
heal ed. | hate to rouse her hopes so."

Wien she was rested a bit, Ansa told her of the attack

"This is an evil place!" she said. "But why this? Is it because we try to aid
t he king, or because you are going on the enbassy, or both?

"I"ve wondered nyself. It seenms that we can't do nuch .w thout angering sone
of the powerful of this land. Al the nore reason for me to keep an eye on
what they do when they neet with Larissa. And you rnust keep these guards cl ose
by you, annoying as they are. Be careful what you eat, too. W know t hat
somebody here is skilled in using poisons.”
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"And | amfer nore skilled in detecting them You needn't worry for me on that

account. | amfer nore worried about you. Next time they may send ten instead
of two."

"I"ll feel safer away fromhere," he said

"But I will nourn while you are away." She came into his arnms and he held her

feeling the fatigue that weighted her body.

The diplomatic mssion left on a foggy norning, exiting the pal ace encl osure

t hrough the main gate and descending the hill by the city's nmajor boul evard.
The popul ace blinked and gaped in astoni shment as the glittering procession of
nobl enen, their servants and their guards passed by. There had been no public
procl amation of the nmeeting, but runmors of war in the west were already naking
the rounds of the

city.

Ami d the gaud and ponp, it was unlikely that anyone took special note of a
single, unostentatious rider who rode with solemn face in the rear of the
processi on, distinguished only by his foreign features and a | arge, powerful
bow cased at his saddle.

Ansa was sad to be | eaving, but only because he was | eaving Fyana behi nd.

O herwi se, this would have been one of the nost exciting moments of his young



life. He was riding incognito to neet with his hereditary eneny, the sort of
adventure he had dreamed of when he was a boy. Now, concern for a wonan stole
the excitement fromthe nmoment. He wondered if real life always intruded thus
in the world

of a hero.

Qutside the city walls, they picked up their honor guard of the king's own
escort, an elite unit with barracks near the Field of War. These nen had

spl endid uni forms and bronze arnor, and were nmounted on fine cabos that were

t hensel ves colorfully caparisoned. Wth all assenbl ed and
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orders of march distributed, they set forth on the western road.

Ansa, constituting a virtual enbassy of his own, had no particular place in
di e procession, a fact which suited himwell. The lordly mnisters saw fit to
i gnore himas an out-Ilander of no account. He wondered whet her one of them had
hired his woul d-be killers. Having this suspicion, he knew that he woul d not
be able to sleep easy for the duration of this mssion

He took advantage of his pariah status to ride anmong the guardsmen and
converse with them They spoke freely of their profession, taking great pride
intheir skills as riders and spearnmen. He | earned that they fought as heavy

| ancers and were accustoned to riding down footrmen with relative ease, or else
engagi ng other aristocratic riders.

When Ansa expl ained the properties of his powerful bow, they showed tol erant
anusenment. Their shields and arnor, they said, were proof against any such
weapon. It was clear that it had been years since they had seen any rea
action. He was inpressed by their esprit, but he knew that it took nore than
aristocratic elan to win battles against such warriors as Gasam | ed. He hoped
that the infantry of Gran were nore prom sing.

Maki ng canmp proved to be an el aborate process, for the high nobles and their
retinues required | arge pavilions furnished with every |luxury. Ansa was not as
contenmptuous of this as he might have been, for he knew that making a splendid
vi sual inpression was an inportant part of such an enbassy. G eat displays of
weal th signified the power and majesty of their sovereign

He asked guardsmen whet her their |eaders actually went to war thus |unbered,
but they assured himthat, while their tents and furni shings were by no neans
austere, they knew better than to canpaign with this sort of ostentation

The | and ascended as they rode west, into a higher terrain that was | ess
heavily forested. As predicted, the nights were
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cool and danp, with heavy fog in the hills they traversed. The pace of the

mar ch was ponderous, so Ansa took the opportunity to ride into the forests to
hunt. Gane was plentiful and his quarry nmade hi mwel come at whatever fire he
chose to share in the evenings.

As they neared the river, the road grew choked with refugees fl eeing Sono. The
border posts had been swanped by the sheer volunme of traffic and sone had swum
the river rather than bother with the formalities. During their halts Ansa and
ot hers questioned the fleeing Sonoans. They heard stories of terror, of rapine
and devastation on a iearsone scale. The invaders seized |and, |ivestock and
crops, raped at will and took abl e-bodied nen for slave |abor at their siege
wor ks. The slavers who followed all armies like carrion bats had cone in to

| ead wonen and chil dren away roped together neck-to-neck in long, tearful
processi ons.

Al this was common enough, the sort of thing that took place in every war.
What was di sturbing was the incredible speed with which Gasam had acconpl i shed
t he subjection of a good part of Sono. He now seened to have the run of the
country while its king sat inpotentry in his capital, bottled up and besi eged
by Gasam

Whil e he had no conversation with them Ansa had little difficulty in reading
t he expressions of the great lords. Mdst of themwere grimfaced. It was plain



that Gasam in the person of his queen, would be negotiating froma position
of great and undoubted strength. Floris, the Mnister of Diplomacy, and
Imprim s, the Senior Counselor, had serene faces. Whether this was because

t hey had superior control or because they felt they had little to fear from

t he ascendancy of the islanders he could not say with certainty.

FI FTEEN

They came to a broad, cultivated hillside sloping gently to the river. At
first, the River Kol was an astonishing sight. Wien he had | ast seen it
flowi ng through the arid country far to the north, it had been a great river.
Here, it was huge. Many tributaries spilled their water into it as it passed

t hrough the rainy, jungled |ands of the south. Wde though it was, it was not
deep and its current was placid save when it was swollen by floods.

The Isle of Sorrow forned an el ongated oval in its stream its northern half a
| ow, wooded hill, the rest a flat expanse of grass. Even from a di stance, they
could see that colorful tents had been erected on the flat |and, and nany
animal s grazed the grass. There was a twinkling glitter as of the sun's I|ight
gl anci ng from many weapons. Before they began their descent to the river, Lord
Floris called a halt and addressed the diplomatic mssion and the guards
separately. Ansa listened to both speeches.

" "My lords and ot her gentlemen of the diplomatic corps,'
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he began, "the worman we are about to neet is a bl oodstai ned savage who
pretends to royal station. However |aughable this may be, it is incunbent upon
us to behave as if she were in truth what she clainms to be. Behave with al

the solemity and courtesy that you are accustoned to show toward true
royalty. We are not aware of the pirate's intentions toward Gran, and that is
what our mission is to discern. At the nonment relations are not belligerent
and we wi sh that they should remain so. If the behavior of the queen or her

m ni ons seens uncouth or provoking, you are to remenber that they are

bar bari ans, unacquainted with civilized standards of behavior. Take no

of fense, or at least display no unbrage. Insults may always be requited |ater
at atine nore propitious for us."

He rode to the assenbl ed servants and guards and addressed them

"Men, we go ampbng savages, but we are a mission of peace and you are to
renmenber that. Those barbarians over there are not part of a civilized arny
such as you are accustoned to, but instead formpart of a polyglot horde, the
scum and scourings of many nations overrun by the pirate chief Gasam Anong
these the island warriors called Shas-inn are renowned throughout the world
for their arrogance and pride. You are to put up with any insol ence and not

al Il ow yoursel ves to be provoked into fighting. If King Gas-am s
representatives do not like the way the talks art going, they may set their
men to insulting you, trying to provoke you into draw ng your weapons. That
way they can say that we disrupted the talks. That is an old trick and that is
why we al ways enploy elite soldiers for our escort instead of ordinary troops.
You are well-bred men who are firmy disciplined and know how to keep your
tenmpers. Now, renmenber what | have said and show t hese savages that you know
how to conport yourselves as civilized soldiers.”

Thus prepared, they nade their way down the slope with full ponp, preceded by
st andar d- bearers, every man dressed
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in his best finery. Mlitary nusicians played on flute, trunpet and drum It
was an anusi ng spectacle, and Ansa wondered whether it would occasi on awe or
mrth anmong the barbarians. He suspected the latter

A short ride brought themto the border station, where the small group of
nervous officials prostrated thenselves before the royal party. Wth the

i nvaders hol ding the island, refugees no longer tried to cross at this point.
Tied up to a broad wharf nade of stout tinbers was a huge raft, capacious
enough to accomodate the entire diplomatic party, mnus its mlitary escort.



Ansa boarded the raft with the rest of the party and watched with interest as
nusks turned a great capstan, w nching the raft across to the island on I ong
cabl es. The cabl es sagged al nost to the surface of the river and Ansa assuned
that river traffic nmust pass on the other side of the island, which was said
to be connected with the far bank by a bridge.

At the island I anding they were greeted by a man dressed in |long, gray robes
and tall headgear shaped like a truncated cone.

"Wl come, gentlemen. Her Majesty bade me conduct you to her presence. Please
follow me." They rode off the raft and nmade their way up a gentle, grassy
slope to the flat |land. A hundred paces fromthe bank stood a | arge tent,
respl endent with stream ng banners. Beside him Ansa heard a nenber of the

di pl omatic party speaking to a conmpanion in a | ow voi ce.

"A Sonoan nobl e. Sonme of them are changing sides already."

Ansa was nmore interested in the warriors who stood everywhere, watching the
newconers with curiosity and amusenent. He knew instantly that these were
Shasi nn. They | ooked so much like his father that the resenbl ance was
startling. All of them had the sane bronze-col ored hair, golden skin and bl ue
eyes. The wi de cheekbones, broad
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brow and tapering chin were the sane, as was the extraordinary fluid grace of
body and novenent.

Mere arrogance was not the word for the attitude they exuded al nost pal pably.
Wt hout speaking a word they conveyed a cal m assurance of superiority that
made the ponmp of the royal diplomats seem nean and shabby. Their spears, of a
formhe knew so well, were |like scepters in their hands. They were enem es,
but he felt a surge of pride in the know edge that his veins bore the bl ood of
t hese nen.

At the entrance to the great tent, a single figure stood beneath its

out stretched awni ng. Hardened courtiers, accustomed to naintaining inpassive
faces, allowed their jaws to drop, al nbst audibly.

Queen Larissa was as beautiful as the | egends had said, but even the | egends
were poor preparation for the sight, Despite hinmself, Ansa felt hinmself |ost
in admration. Now he understood why his nother glowered every tinme this
worman' s name was mentioned. Her hair was al nbst as white as Fyana's and her
face was of an al nbst inhuman perfection. She wore a cape of shimmery gol den
material and very little else save jewelry. She held a mniature Shasinn
spear, made entirely of steel

Let these Granian fools say what they will, Ansa thought, this is what a queen
shoul d | ook Iike. He knew that she was within a year or two of his father's
age, but this ~ardly seenmed credible. She |ooked little older than hinself.
Per haps, he thought, this was another way in which the Shasinn were different.
"Wl come, gentlemen,” Larissa said. "I extend the greetings of ny husband,
Ki ng Gasam of the Islands, of Chiwa, and now of Sono. Please disnount and
enter. \What poor hospitality |I can offer in these straitened circunstances is
yours without stint. Let us make ourselves confortable before we settle down
to serious talk."

Caught offguard by her informality, the dipl omats covered
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their confusion as they hastily di smounted and sunmoned their gift-bearers.
The walls of the great tent had been half raised for ventilation, but it was
floored with lavish tapestries and hangi ngs. The queen crossed these on bare,
bej ewel |l ed feet and sat, or rather spraw ed, on an overstuffed hassock

I ncredi bly, she acconplished this w thout |oss of dignity.

"Now, " she said, "be so good as to nane yourselves. And please sit down. W
are all friends here, are we not?"

Ansa, standing in the rear of the assenbl age, was anused at their

di sconfiture. She would not allow themtheir overblown dignity, but she did
not display the naive ignorance of the barbarian. She was so poised and



confident that it was they who appeared awkward.

Floris, seeking to regain ascendancy, introduced hinself and the highest
officials of the enbassy. He then brought forth the royal gifts; treasures
sel ected from Ki ng Ach' na®s pal ace. There were perfunes, jewels, fabrics and
wor ks of art. Larissa admred each present and prai sed her fell ow nonarch's
generosity.

"Since we are on a nmlitary canpaign," she said, "I have nothing so
magni fi cent to send back to King Ach'na and Queen Masila. But, have no fear
As soon as we take Huato, | will send themthe pick of the treasures we take
there."”

"Ah, urn, nobst generous, Your Majesty," said Lord Inmprims in a strangled

Voi ce.

She scanned the assenbl age, smling. "Now, please be seated and let ny sl aves
serve you sone ..." She stopped and her fece registered sonething that was

al nrost alarm She was | ooking straight at Ansa. "But, who is this noble youth?
W have not yet been introduced."”

Lord Floris | ooked back. "Ch, this man is not an official menber of our

del egation, Your . . ."but she was not |i stening.

Ansa strode forward and bowed. "My name is Ansa
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Your Majesty. | ama son of the High Chieftain of Randi.'' He took his letter
of introduction fromhis tunic and handed it to her. "I was visiting the court
of King Ach' na when your invitation to a conference arrived. | could not mss

this opportunity to extend the greetings of ny chief to your royal husband and
yoursel f. The king was good enough to attach me to this mssion."

"That is very enterprising of you." She searched his face as if seeking
somet hi ng there.

"It was a subterfuge," he said.

"What do you mean?" Casual ly, she touched a bl oodred stone that nestled

bet ween her breasts. It was a signal. The guards behind her stiffened ever so
slightly.

"I just wanted an excuse to see with my own eyes the nost beautiful woman on
earth.”

She smled radiantly and patted the cushi on beside her. "Ch, you and | are
going to get along very well. Come, sit by nme." Wiile the others seated

t hensel ves and were served by the slaves she turned to Ansa. "Randi, you say?
| have seen the name on maps. It is to the southeast of King Hael's donains,
is it not?"

"That is correct. It is a land of plains to the west, of hills to the east,
all the way to the great river."

"Are you subjects of King Hael ?" she asked.

"Qur chief is a nmenber of Hael's association. It is an alliance of nutua
support in war if one of us is inyaded, and it involves trade agreenents. W
do not acknow edge Hael as our sovereign."

"I see. Is this true of many of his subjects?"

"It varies. W were anpong the last to join him As his allies, we have a
favored trade status. That neans that even a common warrior can afford fine
steel weapons and a bow from his bowery.'

"Ah, yes, that fanous steel mne of his," she murnmured. "A wonderful nonopoly
for a king to have. Have you ever seen it? "
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He shook his head. "Only the Ansi and Matwa are sent on those expeditions.
King Hael is not anxious to part with that secret."

"We nust talk nore later. But, | see that | am neglecting ny other guess." She
turned to Boris. "My lord, | am having a banquet prepared, although it will be
a poor one, under the circunmstances. W can comence serious tal ks tonorrow.
For now, allow nme to assure you that King Gasam ny husband, has none but the
friendliest and nost benevol ent feelings toward his brother king, Ach'na of



Gran. It is our fondest w sh that peace and brotherhood shall always prevai
bet ween us. These unpl easant events here in Sono are entirely the fault of
Ki ng Mana, who treacherously reneged on our naval treaty and then offered

intolerable insult to our nation and to us, personally. | urge you to set your
m nds at ease concerning future rel ati ons between our nations." She smled
radi antly.

Lord Floris rose and bowed deeply. He launched into a practiced speech, ful

of warm sentinments and ful sone proni ses of eternal peace and harnony. Larissa
listened with a smile which was intended to be friendly but which was just
short of laughter. She | acked the court schooling that banished all sincerely
felt enotion fromthe human face. Men like Floris and Inpims mght find her
transparent, but they could not use the fact to advantage, because she had no
need to conceal a weakness.

Ansa endured the tiresonme charade without difficulty. There was danger and
excitement just in being near this woman. She was as faned for cruelty as for
beauty, and he knew it would be fatal to underestimte her intelligence.

The other courtiers nmade their speeches. It was understood that the real talks
woul d take place later, privily. The nmenbers of the G anian nission were
uneasy, and Ansa could guess why. They had no |l ower-level courtiers here with
whom to connive. The islanders had no court as these nmen understood such

thi ngs. There were only Gasam Lar-
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issa and their warriors. To nmen accustoned to the nultilev-eled courts of the
civilized lands, this was alien territory.

By the time the |ast of the speeches had been nade, the last of the gifts
exam ned and praised, it was tine for the banquet. Sl aves carried platters of
(bod across the bridge or noved anong the feasters, refilling cups from anple
pitchers of wine. Mst of the slaves seened to be trained servitors,
undoubtedly taken as living loot fromestates of the rich. For them the

i nvasion was nerely a change of masters.

The food was nostly wild ganme or donestic nmeats, along with sone fruits.

Lari ssa apol ogi zed for the | ack of breads, pastries or delicacies.

"Some things," she said, "one learns to do w thout when canpaigning in a
hostil e I and. Wien we have broken these people to our harness, | will be able
to entertain nmy noble guests as they deserve."

"We understand perfectly, Your Mjesty,"” said Floris, his face a bit pale.
"This is splendid, far surpassing our expectations. Even our king, on his
hunting expeditions, seldomentertains this lavishly."

Losing interest, she turned to Ansa. "Is this to your Iiking?"

"Assuredly. We are not rich like (he southerners, and our |and does not
support great farns and plantations. W are wealthy only in fighting nmen."

v

"That is the only sort of wealth worth having," she said. "Wen you are rich
in warriors, the wealth of others is yours also. Do you all fight nounted
with Ae bow?"

"Qur lands are wide," he said, "and the people are spread thinly upon them
Truly, the mounted life is the only liie possible, unless you want to live in
a mserable farmvillage. W live by herding and hunting, and in the

grassl ands, both predators and prey can see you froma great distance. Wth
the cabo and the bow, we are nmasters of the land. For war, we al so use the

| ance and sword."
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"Queen Larissa," Inpims said, not wishing to be ignored while the queen spoke
to an uni nportant barbarian, "we have all heard of your glorious islanders. W
see with our own eyes that they are splendid and handsone young nen, but what
is this quality that exalts them above other warriors?

"It isn't sonething easy to describe, but perhaps we can show you a little of
what they are." She turned and spoke to a guard. The man left the tent, A few



m nutes |ater a dozen young warriors filed beneath the tent's great awni ng.

Fi res now burned nearby, supplemented by the light of nmany torches. The warm
light reflected fromthe oiled, glossy skins of the young nen, and fromtheir
spears, ruddy on the bronze, silver on the keen steel edges.

"These are junior warriors of nmy bodyguards," Larissa said. "For your
anmusement, they will perform sone of the old warrior dances of our islands."
The visitors settled expressions of polite interest upon their faces, prepared
to endure whatever quaint fol kways these prinitive people mght think to
constitute suitable entertai nment. The queen turned to Ansa with a
conspiratorial look, as if the two of them shared a secret.

Two of the young warriors cane forward, then turned to fece each ot her
Physically, they were a perfect match, tall and |ong-1linbed, supple as

ni ght - hunting predators. From a place near one of the fires, nusicians began a
rhythmc tune on flutes and tiny druns.

Hol di ng their spears underhanded, the two nmen thrust at each other

si mul t aneously. The onl ookers gasped as each twi sted aside and the bl ades

| anced past, missing by a fraction of an inch. They followed through on the

t hrust, dancing past each other, twisting and whirling the glittering bl ades,
one high, the other | ow. One man ducked the slash, the other |eapt over the

bl ade ai ned at his knees. Wth each novenent, the bands of |ong fur each man
wore at el bows and knees swirled out, nagnifying every action. The |ong
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hair of the warriors whipped fromone side to the other. Never did the spears
rest fromtheir flashing, deadly nmotion. Ansa | eaned forward and wat ched,
enthralled. This was not the stylized, degenerate war dance practiced by so
many people. This was an exercise, an exhibition of dexterity used by warriors
to denonstrate their skill. Each nove was a deadly assault or a dextrous

avoi dance. The novenents m ght be planned, but the slightest nistake would
mean crippling injury or death to the clunsy warrior.

Now two nore nmen stepped fromthe line. These, too, began a sparring dance. To
t he stupefied amazenent of the onl ookers, they passed between the other two,
who did not pause in their own exercises. Then two nore joined. The action was
as orderly and as confusing as a nunmber of jugglers standing in a circle,
passing balls and cl ubs anong thenselves in a pattern conprehensible only to
one who al so possesses the skill

Wthin a few mnutes, all twelve were engaged in a dance that was, to al
appear ances, suicidal. Twelve bodies and twel ve | ong bl ades were confined
within an area no nore than ten paces on a side. Each nan was | eapi ng,
whirling, dashing about the restricted square as freely as if he were al one
there, thrusting and twirling his spear for his own amusenent. The only sign
of the desperate danger of the environment was the occasional, iaint nmetallic
ri ngi ng when one of the weapons touched anot her. f

"Amazing!" said Inpims. "How |long can they keep this up?"

"For hours," said Larissa. "As long as | wish it."

"But surely," Floris said, "one or nore must be killed before very Ilong."
"Yes," she said, "but that would not stop the others. They live and die at our
pl easure, and they ask nothing nore."

She cl apped her hands and the frantic action stopped. The nen resuned their
line while the onl ookers appl auded en-
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thusiastically. Their bodies streamed with sweat and sone of them were

bl eedi ng from shall ow cuts, but their faces were stony and none of them

breat hed hard. They saluted their queen, ignoring the others.

"Dazzling!" Lord Floris exclaimed when they were gone. "Truly, these are not
like ordinary men. | would not have believed that human beings could do such a
thing. Howis it that warriors can do things one ordinarily sees only trained
dancers, tunblers and acrobats performng with such skill?"

"As Lord Ansa here could probably tell you," she favored himw th anot her



conspiratorial |ook, "every nove you saw these nen performwas a nove used in
actual conbat. Fromthe tine they are children, our youths practice these
things, first as boys with sticks, later with their spears. Wat you saw was
an exercise in training for hand-to-hand fighting with the |long spears. They
al so practice with the shield. They use the throw ng-stick and they hurl the
javelin, although these weapons are not as entertaining to watch."
"Admirable,"” Inmpims said

She | eaned forward for enphasis. "And, they do nothing else. They are pure
warriors. Their skill, courage and loyalty are their only meaning. They do not
concern thensel ves with gai ning power, or accumul ating wealth, or any of the
other things that distract nost men. They apply thensel ves solely to waging
war on behal f of their king."

"They are truly form dable," said Floris. He did not | ook as inpressed as the
others. Ansa judged that the man was used to thinking of power in other ternmns.
Those who fought the battles, whether they be glorious warriors or ordinary
soldiers, were of little account. Great |ords and ki ngs acconplished their
ends in ways | ess crude and direct.

"Are all of your followers such men?" Inpims asked, gently probing.

"These are Shasinn," she said. "They are the greatest warriors in the world.
O hers of the island peoples are nearly
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as fine. Now we have the soldiers of many lands in our great war host. Al of
them are superior fighters, for my king will have no less in his arny. Al of

them nost inportantly, are absolutely loyal to their king." She had

si dest epped the question of just how many of the islanders King Gasam had
among his foll owers.

The di pl onats seened to wish to say nore, but Queen Larissa stood. "W shal
speak nore tonorrow. You have had a long journey and | know you will wish to
rest. | see that your servants and sol diers have erected your tents. Please
feel free to retire to memnow. |If you have any jyish that is in ny power to
grant, do not hesitate to apprise ne."

O f bal ance once again, the Ganian lords rose stiffly, their aging joints
unused to this lengthy repose on the ground. They bowed and recited formalized
| eave-takings and left the tent. Ansa left as well, but he wal ked to the
tenmporary paddock where the cabos were kept under guard. He inspected his own
mount, assuring hinself that all was well with the beast.

As he wal ked toward the soldiers' tents to seek shelter for the night, the
gray- bearded man who had greeted them at the | andi ng approached hi m

"Young lord, Her Majesty requests, if you are not excessively fatigued, that
you join her."

" '"dadly,"" Ansa said, with trepidation. He wondered what this mght portend,
but rem nded hinself that he was here at his own urging. He had wanted a cl ose
| ook at this woman, knowi ng how dangerous she was. He took a deep breath and
followed the old nan to a fire near the great tent. Queen Larissa reclined
there on a long cushion, one of its ends raised on a frame to form a backrest.
Her face brightened as he entered the circle of firelight.

"I amso glad you consented to join ne. You have the | ook of a nan who is
accustoned to long, hard riding, and you are nowhere near as venerable as your
nobl e conpani ons. "

"Pl ague and wounds woul d not keep ne away," he said. "I have cone all this
way, just for a sight of you, Your Mjesty. Wuld | pass up a chance to have
you all to nyself fora while?"

"Pl ease sit down," she said, gesturing to a pad near hers. He sank to it and
accepted a goblet froma slave wonen. He sipped, and studied her over the rim
of the cup. She rested bonel essly on her cushion, a scarlet mantle of woven
quil hair drawn around her against the night's chill. One bare, bejewelled arm
energed fromthe cloak, her hand hol ding a gol den cup



"I'f you only knew,' she said, "how refreshing it is to speak to a prince who
is not a ponpous, indolent degenerate.”

"I fear that | amnot a prince as you understand the term. ..
she waved off his protestation

"And | am not a queen as the southerners understand the term | ama queen in
the only neani ngful sense. My husband is a conqueror, perhaps the greatest
conqueror the world has ever known. You are a high-ranking warrior of a
warrior people. To people such as we, what are the bl oodlines, the pedigrees
and famlies of these decadent people?"

He | aughed. "Is this how you speak to your peers anong the royalty of this
wor | d?"

"I have no peers anong the royalty, and my king certainly has none. Ch, there
are those who come cl ose. Queen Shazad of Neva is a fine eneny. She was ny

sl ave once, briefly, and we would happily kill one another, but she is

anusi ng. Your King Hael is a renegade Shasinn and remarkable in his own right,
but he is so nad that | cannot conmprehend him As for the others, they are a
poor lot."

He wanted to steer the conversation away fromhis father. "Do you plan to
conquer the whol e earth?"

"Weren't you listening tonight? Didn't you hear me pledge eternal friendship
with Gan?"
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"Yes. | also heard the G anian anbassadors, and |I didn't believe nemeither.’
She | aughed nusically. "Oh, you are so refreshing! Yes, the pleasantries
traded by kings are worthless, and everyone understand it. The real talks wll
start later, and then we will not pledge and prom se. Instead, we wll

bar gai n, each seeki ng advantage over the other. We will hold by these bargains
as long as it seens advantageous. Did you know that this was howit is done?"
"I al ways suspected. By these peoples' standards we are primtive, and perhaps
we are, but mat doesn't nean that we are stupid. Chiefs scheme and connive,
too. They make holl ow prom ses and trade lies. Kings are just bigger chiefs,
with nore | and and people.™

"That is very true. Al royal famlies begin with an adventurer who seizes
power. Later the court flatterers nake up tal es about descent fromthe gods or
di vine favor or a pedigree that goes back thousands of years. The second
generation is never a match for that first conqueror, and they crave

he began, but

respectability. Those who are ruled will believe the tales, because they
refuse to believe that they have surrendered thenselves to sonething | ess than
godl i ke."

He knew that her candor was a danger signal, but he had no choice except to
play by her rules. "And King Gasamis such a man?"

"Very much so. W were an obscure people living on a renote island. W were
warriors and herdsmen who thought that the finest thing in life was to have

| ots of kagga to tend and occasionally, for fun, to raid our neighbors for
their kagga. Gasam knew that there was something better."

"And he set out to seize it,"” Ansa conmented.

"Yes. That is why | said that your statenment about chiefs and kings was very
true. W& had lazy, indolent chiefs and elders. They had lived the | ongest and
accunul ated the nost wi ves and kagga, so they had the highest status. They
separated the young nen into warrior fraternities and made

themlive outside the villages, in warrior canps. They were forbidden to nmarry
or own property. Thus the elders had the pick of the young wonen for w ves and
they took all the kagga the young men earned with their blood in raids. The
young . warriors thought it was a fine life, just tending |livestock and
training for war. Men are foolish that way.'' Her voice hardened with
contenpt. "That was what our chiefs were like. They had the finest warriors in
the world, and all they used mem for was herdsnmen."'"



"But Gasam | earned better," Ansa said. "He nust have been a remarkabl e young
man. "

"He was that," she said with pride. "He saw through their pretensions and
shans. He spoke with the foreigners who came by ship and teaned of kings and
great nations, of priests and their gods, of arm es and their conquests. He
want ed those things. He wanted to |l ead armies and be a king and throw | esser
kings into the dust before him nake them submit to himand becone his
vassal s. "

She | ooked directly at Ansa, steady-eyed. "Above all he wanted ne. And to have
me he had to overthrow the power of the chiefs. Wien we were little nore than
children, he said that he would be a king and that he would place ne on the

t hrone beside him that together we would reign over the earth. That is
exactly what he has done. He cultivated and flattered men of power to gain his
ends, but to me he never spoke idle words. In all the years since, it has been
the sane. We have dealt with many rulers. Sone he has .conquered, sone he had
treated with for as long as it has suited him but all are the sane, and no
different fromthe chiefs of our island."

"You speak freely, considering that | amhere with the enbassy from G an," he
poi nted out.

She shrugged. "Wat is King Ach'na to you? Your land is renote fromhis, you
are just a visitor at his court."''

"That is so," he agreed.

"Tell me, are all your countrymen |ike you? | do not
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mean necessarily as handsone, but do they resenble you in appearance?"

"I ama fair exanmple,"” he said. "There are many peoples in our part of the
world, and we intermarry frequently. None of us have the purebred | ook of you
Shasinn. Tall, short, slender or stocky, blue eyes or brown and every shade of
hair, we are a mxed lot."

"And yet," she persisted, "you bear a slight resenblance to the Shasinn. Your
hei ght and build, your bearing, sonething about the shape of your cheekbones."
She studied his face and he felt a prickle of fear along his spine.

"Many peopl e must possess these things," he said. "And, who knows but that
some island people made their way into our |lands |ong ago. People as conely as
your countrymen woul d have been eagerly sought as mates,"

"Perhaps you are right. The Asasa are an island people who resenbl e us nuch,
except for their darker hair and eyes. | suppose that once nmere must have been
many such tribes, of whomwe Shasinn are the | ast of the pure blood."

"Undoubt edly," Ansa said, hoping to put the subject safely behind them "How
does your husband's attack upon Huato progress? On the way here, we heard nany
stories from Sonoans fleeing into Gan. There was a great confusion.”

"It has becone tedious," she said. "At first, there were sone exciting
battles, but now King Mana will not come out and fight. My husband has given
Mana his defiance and told himto come out and settle matters in honorable
conbat, but he prefers to trust to his city's ability to withstand a siege."
"I know not hing of sieges," Ansa said. "Qur land has no cities or forts, so it
i s not sonething we have experience with."

"We do not like them" she said. "But our arny has many skill ed engi neers and
regiments of soldiers fromthe | esser peoples who can be used for that sort of

fighting."
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"What will your islanders do in the neantine?" Ansa asked.

"I suppose ny husband will save themfor the final assault. As long as they

can come to close quarters with the eneny, there is nothing in the world that
can stand before them"

"I confess, | would not want to engage your warriors with the spear.'"'

"It is not your weapon. | saw when you rode in that you have one of those
great bows | have heard so rmuch about. Perhaps, while you are here, you m ght



denonstrate its use to nme?"

"I't would be ny pleasure,"” Ansa told her

' '"Perhaps tonmorrow, then,' * she said, * 'or the day after.""’

"Whenever you wi sh," he said, rising. He recognized this as a dismssal. He
bowed and took his |eave.

The sol diers and ot her nmenbers of the enbassy had bedded down for the night,
the fires were I ow and he did not feel |ike poking about anmong the snoring nen
to find a tent with roomfor him The night was a fine one, the stars were

cl ear overhead and he spread his blankets on the |evel ground, well away from
the others. Even if his nortal enem es were anong those on the nission and

t hey had henchnen by them he doubted that a city-bred assassin could find him
in this darkness.

He lay down and | ooked up at the stars, m ssing Fyana but nuch distracted by
nore i medi ate things. Despite her protestations, he was nystified by Queen
Larissa's candor in speaking with him Ws it nerely another exanple of her
arrogance, that she truly did not care what others thought about her words? O
did she have a nore nefarious plan in nind?

She had been faintly flirtatious, but he was not in the | east encouraged by
that. Not when she had her Shasinn guards standing a few paces away, their
spears thirsting for his blood. And he was sure she could not be seriously in-
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terested in him Although every possible crine and depravity were inputed to
her, Larissa's total devotion to her husband was proverbi al

Besi des, Ansa thought just before he went to sleep, he just could not fee
right about an affair with a woman his father had once been in love wth.

S| XTEEN

Gasam stood on the tower and watched the preparations. The men stood by their
| adders, the wheel ed assault towers were ready, the nusks harnessed to their
pushi ng-pol es, quietly cropping the grass at their feet. The soldiers were
ranked just out of mssile range fromthe walls. The front rank had mantl ets:
huge shields taller than a man and w de enough for two nmen to stand behi nd.
The usual practice was for one man to handle the nantlet while another fired a
bow fromits protection. Mving forward in unison, the mantl ets becane a
portabl e wall.

To the rear of the assault troops the Shasinn and other island warriors were
massed, along with Gasam s wonen warriors and certain picked units fromthe
mai nl and subj ects. These would be commtted only when a sizable breach in the
wal |, or a foothold atop it, made it possible to carry the city with a single,
overwhel m ng assaul t.

The sapper's tunnel had been fired the night before. Great streans of snoke
rushed skyward fromthe numerous vent -

228
John Maddox Roberts
hol es bored by the engineers. At the southwest angle of the wall, he could see

men rushi ng about in confusion as the wall enmitted strange creaks and
runbl i ngs. They had achi eved total surprise. There had been no floodi ngs or
counterm nes and all had gone as planned. Now it was a matter of waiting for
the wall to collapse, to see whether an exploitable breach would result. He
hoped so. There was al ready sickness in the canp. He did not want to tarry
here | onger. Since receiving the news of the steel nmine, his patience had
shortened. He wanted to grind this place to sand under his heel

What sort of man was Mana? How coul d he style hinself a king and behave so
cravenl y? A man who wanted to maintain his reputation as a | eader of nen
shoul d take nore pride in his warrior qualities.

A sudden crackling runble sharpened his attention, drawing it to the sout hwest
angle. The comer of the wall |ooked the sane, but it was surrounded by a

shi meri ng haze. On the wallwal k behind the ranparts, men fled the angle, the
tower enmptying as its garrison felt the flooring of their tower trenbling
beneath their feet.



Slowy, majestically, the tower and the whole corner of the city wall began to
settle. The joints in the stone w dened as the foundati on stones beneath the
tower collapsed into the nine chanber. Stones of the rampart began to topple,
nmost of themfalling outward. They struck the ground and hurtl ed outward, somne
of them striking down sol diers who stood awaiting the signal to attack
shattering mantl ets and pul ping fl esh and bone. At the shouted orders of their
officers, the soldiers in that sector turned and fell back a hundred paces.
Gasamwas gratified to note that there was no panic and the novenent was
achieved in an orderly fashion.

As the cut stone sloughed away fromthe wall, its rubble core cane gushing
out, piling and sliding into a |ong ranp. Above the roar of the coll apsing
wal | he heard the loud cheers of his soldiery, elated at this reversal of the
eneny's
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fortunes, eager to see sone action at |last, after the long tediumof the

si ege.

Qui ckly, Gasam descended his tower. He would have preferred to erect it nearer
t he underm ned corner, but he had not wi shed to draw eneny attention to that
spot. Now he ran along the front lines of his cheering troops, twirling his
steel spear overhead. He halted near the sout hwest angle, where his soldiers
were reformng their lines after the shower of stones. H s highest officers

j oi ned him

"Surely it nmust have nade a usable breach,” said Ulik.

"W will know when the dust settles,” Gasam answered. The whol e sout hwestern
end of the city was envel oped in an i nmense, opaque cloud of choking dust.
Gradual 'y, the dust grew vaporous, revealing a gap twenty feet wide at its
base. The ranmp of stone and rubble sloped fromthe breach to the ground bel ow.
The footing was clearly treacherous, but it was usable. Gasamturned to his
grinning officers.

"I am goi ng back to ny command post. Return to your places. At ny signal, al
subj ect troops are to attack. The island and other elite warriors are to
remain in reserve until | take personal command of them They will fret at
bei ng hel d back, but tell themthat | will lead theminto the city nyself when
| decide that the tine is right."

"As our king conmmands!" the oflicers chorused.

Gasamran back to his tower am d redoubl ed cheers fromthe soldiery. H's spear
was awkward to rmanage on the tower's | adder, so he hurled it toward the top
platform where a young warrior caught it expertly by its central grip. He
flew up the | adder and took his place at the front rail. The awni ng had been
taken off so that his followers could see himclearly. The young warri or
handed hi m hi s spear.

Slow y, Gasamraised the spear overhead, its point threatening the clouds
above him Swiftly, he brought it down in a graceful quarter-circle, leveling
it with its point toward the city.

Wth a roar like that of the falling wall, the arny surged
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forward. Wi ps and goads were applied to the nusks, and the assault towers
lurched toward the wall, creaking and groaning |ike huge beasts in pain. The

| adder teans shoul dered their long scaling |adders grimy, in full know edge
that their task would be the nost deadly in the opening nmonents of the
assaul t.

The nonent they were within range, a stormof missiles soared fromthe city
wal l's. Arrows cane first, soon followed by sling stones. As the arny drew
nearer yet, javelins and darts joined the deadly rain. Wen the soldiers
reached the base of the wall, hand-hurled stones began to fall on the

mantl ets. Engines atop the wall began to throw | arger stones. These were ai ned



at the assault towers, but they scored few hits, as Gasam had expect ed.
Catapults had little accuracy and the few that struck bounced harm essly from
the thick tinbers of the tower faces. Gasam hinself had no siege artillery.

H s Nevan engi neer had been unable to find suitable material s.

When the rolling towers reached the wall and the scaling | adders were raised

a picked force of Gasami s best infantry storned the breach. Wth their | ong,
heavy shields held rigidly before them their spears |evel ed, they began a
qui ck but careful advance up the insecure footing of the ranp. These nmen were
the nost heavily arnored of his soldiers. Every man of the first five ranks
had a bronze hel net, a cuirass of |aced and | acquered banboo splints, and
splinted greaves covering shins and knees. Each was arnmed with a | ong spear
and a bronze shorts word or battle-ax. Their officers wore cuirasses of bronze
and their helnmets were crested with white feathers.

Gasam wat ched this advance tensely. This was the assault that would carry the
city. The rest was mainly for distraction. As the heavy infantry toiled up the
ranp, the fine cohesion of their formation was inevitably lost. The newfallen
rocks turned beneath their feet, nmen stunbled, and the steady advance turned
into a desperate scranble. A mass

of defenders emerged fromthe breach and threw thensel ves forward to del ay the
advanci ng arny while nmen behind them worked frantically to erect a barricade
across the breach. Their resistance was as futile as it was brave, for they
could not amass enough force to stay the nmomentum of the advanci ng horde for
long. The nen fell, pierced by the | ong spears, and Gasamis nmen worked their
way toward the gap in the all, a foot at a tine.

Whi |l e attackers and defenders struggl ed doggedly at the breach, Gasam scanned
the desperate fighting at the wall. The teams of |addernen pushed on forked
poles to force their |adders against the ranparts, while defenders pushed with
simlar poles to keep them away. Gradually, the | adders were forced hone.

Unli ke the attackers, the defenders on the narrow wal | wal k coul d not get
enough nen behind their poles to fend the | adders off for |ong. Likew se, they
had no good way to stop the assault towers, save by throw ng grapples onto
themand trying to pull themover with ropes. The towers proved to be too
heavy for this strategy, and soon their drop gates fell onto the top of the
ranpart, and the soldiers storned across.

Now (hat it was hand-to-hand, the greater numbers of the defenders canme into
play. Men clinbing singly up | adders, or rushing across the drop gates on a
front no nore than two or three men wide, were at first easily dealt with by

t he def enders, who were numerous and fought wi th great desperation. They
toppl ed scaling |ladders with their bare hands and sone even left their posts
on the wallwalk to leap onto the drop gates and fight the eneny on that shaky,
perilous platformfor the sake of keeping their enemes just a few inches
farther fromtheir city. The fighting entered a stal emate as neither offense
nor defense was able to west an advantage fromthe situation. Throughout, the
defenders not directly engaged with the | adders or the towers kept up their
deadly sleet of missiles, nowresorting to kettles of hot oil and vases filled
with pitch, their open ends stoppered with
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flam ng, oily rags. These burst upon striking ground, spraying any man near by
with a ghastly shower of clinging, flam ng |iquid.

Gasam found the entire spectacle deeply satisfying. It was al ways good to see
brave men fighting, even when they were enenies. Best of all, he saw no
failure in the performance of his own troops. By now, his mainland soldiery
were nearly as fanatically loyal as his islanders. Once they were accustoned
to the yoke of the conqueror, they were grateful to be follow ng an
ever-victorious war | eader, and they showed him service of a quality their
former kings had probably never seen

He was gratified to see the excellence with which the Sonoans fought. He had
not been inpressed by their performance in the field, but they were as fierce
as |longnecks in defending their city. That nmeant that they, too, would becone



good soldiers for King Gasam once they were resigned to their fate. Already he
was calculating in his mnd how he woul d i ntegrate his new Sonoan regi nents
into his army of conquest. He decided that, once he had done away with nost of
their | eadership, he would be generous with the common soldiers. It was Mana's
stubborn, cowardly intransigence that had brought this about and he woul d put
all the blame on the king of Sono. Once they got used to the idea, the nen's
own pride would urge themto believe that they had been Il ed by an inferior
king and that it was their good fortune to serve the conqueror when he could
have killed themall.

Gasam was not inpelled by benevol ence, a concept that was utterly alien to
him He was going to need a huge army for the |ong, arduous desert canpaign
ahead of him For the first time in his career of headl ong attack and
conquest, he would have to provide for things such as supply lines and
permanent forts. That meant garrisons, and all true warriors hated garrison
duty. These Sonoans m ght be ideal for the task
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At the breach, his assault party had now forced the defenders back into the
gap and were pressing within. Under cover of shields, some nmen were enpl oyed
in pulling out the bodies of the slain so that those still fighting should not
have to stand on corpses. The |ong spears thrust out, clearing defenders from
the hastily erected ranpart of rubble and tinber. From behind the front line,
the next two ranks thrust over their shoul ders, spears held high to clear the
shields of their conrades, helping to drive the defenders back. Those who were
unable to fight picked up fragments of nibble and cast it behind them

wi deni ng and | eveling the usable section of the breach. OGthers held their
shi el ds overhead, forming a roof against the mssiles dropping fromabove. The
roaring and screamnm ng and cursing nmade a constant, maddeni ng accomnpani ment to
the frenzied activity of the assault.

Here and there atop the wall, the towers and the | adder-men were forcing a
foothold. Once two such footholds were gained, there was little difficulty in
clearing the defenders from between them Unsupported on both flanks, the
Sonoans caught in that predicanment had little choice except to fight to the
death or risk a leap into the streets or rooftops bel ow t hem

Gasam did not wish to commit his reserves until he had a good point of vantage
atop the wall where he could survey the progress of the fighting within the
city. This was the frustrating stage of the battle. He was reduced to being a
nmere spectator, unable to affect the course of the fighting while his
subor di nate conmanders bore the brunt of the battle.

More nmen were ascending and nmeeting | ess resistance. Soldiers stood in |ines
behind the towers to file up their stairs and across the drop gates, onto the
wall. Al the |adders were now in use. An officer stood atop the ranpart and
waved a red cloak, a signal that the wall was now secure

Wth a shout, Gasam scramnbl ed down the observation
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tower and sprinted across the field toward the nearest |adder. The ground was
littered with bodi es and wounded nmen st aggered back toward the canp, cradling
bl oody |inbs, some with the snapped-off stubs of arrows protruding fromtheir
bodi es.

Hol di ng his spear carefully, Gasam nade his way sure-footedly up the rungs to
spring lightly atop the ranmpart. From behind himhe heard the cheers of his
Shasi nn, but he ignored them This battle was far fromwon and could stil

turn against him He had no idea how strong Mana's force mght be. If there
were strong reserves within the city, the king m ght be hol ding them back for
a fight on nore advant ageous ground, perhaps a square with limted access for
the attackers or a citadel. His palace night be fortified.

A hard-faced Chiwan officer strode over to him "W have the wall, ny king,
but there are many buildings within arrow range." He barked a conmand and two
soldiers hurried up. "You are to shield the king. Be vigilant."



A broad street separated the wall fromthe nearest buildings. The street was
covered by a virtual carpet of bodies, broken weapons and rubble. He strode
sout hward, toward the breach. Hi s men scranbled fromhis way and fromtinme to
time he heard an arrow thunk into one of the shields held by his two guards.

N

As he reached the breach he could see a furious conbat below, as nmore of his
men forced their way through and yet nore defenders pushed in from side
streets. The cranped tangle of fighting men could make little use of skill and
fought on ferocity alone. It was exactly this sort of wasteful scrimaging
that he wished to spare his elite troops. In a fight where sheer weight of nen
was all that counted, comon sol diers were quite adequate.

"WIl you bring in the Shasinn, my king?" asked an officer

' "Soon, *' he replied. "W nust clear this little plaza first. Then I will
order in the elite.'' He scanned over the rooftops
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in search of anything that mght be an inner citadel. He saw tall houses and
some towers, but nothing that |ooked substantial enough to be a fortress. Sone
of the locals they had questi oned had spoken of the king's fort or castle, his
dwelling place in the city, but Gasam suspected that it was just an old word
for a royal residence, probably dating froma time when the rulers of this
country had lived in stronghol ds.

Gasam poi nted across the open space to the nearest buildings, where archers
and slingers were nmaking lite difficult for his soldiers.

* "These nen on the wall are standing around doi ng nothing," Gasam said. "Lead
them over there and clear all those buildings. As my nmen nake their way

t hrough the streets, | want all the rooftops in our hands as well. That is
your task."

"As ny king commands!" The officer shouted and waved. In nmonments, a stream of
sol diers foll owed hi mdown an access stairway and headed for the nearest
bui | di ngs. Gasam | eaned on his spear and enjoyed the spectacle of conbat as it
raged beneath himand on the rooftops beyond. Soon, the intermttent arrows
ceased and his shieldmen were able to relax their wariness a little.

It seenmed mat light-arned soldiers were ideal for the work in buildings and on
rooftops. Wth their small shields, wearing little or no arnmor, they had no
difficulty hi negotiating narrow hallways and stairs. On the roofs they mnet

not soldiers with | ong spears and heavy weapons but rather bow arnmed

skirm shers and citizens desperately throwi ng rocks and roof tiles at the

i nvaders bel ow. Conpared to these, even light-arned soldiery were invincible
when it came to hand-bl ows. Gasam made a nmental note of this. He never forgot
the slightest stratagem of war and was al ways able to make use of any new
observation. He had been contenpl ating abolishing the light-armed skirm shers,
but now he saw a new use for them He recalled his thoughts about the
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Sonoan def enders and sunmoned the commander of the subject troops.

"My king?" said the gasping officer, his bronze arnor splashed with red.

"The fighting is fierce now, but later, when the eneny see that all is |ost,
they will put up only token resistance. They will | ook for an opportunity to
surrender. You are to give quarter wherever it is asked. Watch for treachery
of course, and punish it by instant death, but |I want these people as subject
soldiers."

"As ny king commands. | will pass the orders."” the officer dashed down the
stairs.

The defenders were now pushed into the streets enptying into the little square
and Gasam s soldiers were pouring into the city. Through the breach and over
the wall they came in like the tide. The battle was getting away from him
again. It would be street-to-street now, with his nen clearing bl ocks and
rooftops. Unless there proved to be a central citadel, it mght be an easy
fight fromhere on, but he could not be sure of it. He gestured and one of his



young Shasinn warriors sprang to his side. "Yes, ny king?"

"Go to the generals Raba and U lik where they await with the reserve. Tel
themto bring in the islanders and ny wonmen warriors. Tell themthis, and tel
them nost carefully." He held up an adnonitory finger and the youth's face
sharpened with concentration. "They are to bring themin in an orderly
fashion, Tell themthis is not a battle imthe field, but rather a
bush-beating. Quarter is to be given. Even the wonmen are to observe this. |
wi Il be obeyed."

The young warrior dashed off to seek out the commanders. They woul d under st and
what he neant by a bush-beating. In their home islands this had been their
technique for clearing the forests of enem es and outlaws or predatory animals
threatening their herds. Here they woul d conduct an organi zed sweep of the
streets, a methodical process wth
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none of the frenzied excitenment of a real battle. They woul d be di sappoi nted
but their particular qualities would be wasted in this sort of street
fighting. They would take many casualties w thout having their usua

di sproportionate effect on the outcone of the battle. This enpl oynent woul d
give thema chance to vent a little of their war-1lust.

Pl unes of snoke began to ascend from sone of the buil di ngs nearby. Lanps,
braziers, cook-fires or sacrificial fires were being upset as the buil dings
were stormed. If the fires spread, they could beconme a nuisance. The
destruction was inmmaterial to him Gasamhad no |ove of cities and even their
material wealth neant little to him He did not share Larissa' s fondness for
these things. Walth was inmportant only insofar as it hel ped hi mprosecute
successful wars. He could happily live his life canmpaigning, with only a canp
but for shelter and his spear his sole personal possession. That, and his
arny.

As a youth, he had thought that wealth consisted of |ivestock. He had herded
kagga for his tribe and had luxuriated in the wealth they represented. As he
grew ol der, a discontent had devel oped. These animals did not belong to him
He set out to rectify that, and in so doing he found that true wealth lay in
t he ownership of |iving human bei ngs. Everywhere he strode, the people
acknow edged himas naster, or else they died. This was the proper order of

t hi ngs. No human being had any right to exist save as Gasam s properly. He had
convinced a good part of the world of this fact, and he intended to convince
the rest.

A subdued chanting woke himfromhis mld reverie. The islanders were at the
breach. He strode to the crunbl ed edge of the gap and shouted down at them

"Hol d your shield-formations as you sweep the streets! | want no heroics for
this fight. Fires have begun and they will come at you out of the snoke. Spear
them down in an orderly fashion and don't underestimate mem They are
desperate now and will throw their lives away gladly for a
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chance to kill one of you. Wen they understand that those who surrender will
be spared, they will lose their fury. Gve quarter, disarmthem and assenbl e
the survivors outside the city wall, under guard. Now go!"

The warriors chanted their salute and entered the city. They were not truly
happy, but they were cheerful at "the prospect of a little bl oodshed, however
const r ai ned.

As the day progressed, Gasam grew bored. In such a fight as this, he had
little to do save listen to the reports of advances made by various units.
Since they were unfanmiliar with the city, there was no way to conduct a
systematic pacification of the place, quarter by quarter. Sone officers were
now i n sight of the pal ace conpound, which was fortified, but not strongly so.
That was cheering news. Mana woul d have his best troops concentrated there, to
preserve his royal hide from perforation by Shasinn spears.

Fires raged out of control in many parts of the city and Gasam gave orders for



prisoners to be set to fighting the fires. It was inmaterial to himif the
city burned to the ground, but he wanted to reduce the confusion and prevent
his own troops being killed in the fires.

In late afternoon, he was informed that the greater part of the city was
secure and that the pal ace encl osure was surrounded. He descended fromthe
wal | and, acconpani ed by his wonmen warriors, made his way toward the pal ace.
They made frequent detours around burning buil dings and heaps of rubble. The
worren wer e bl ood-spattered and content. Their unearthly, denonic appearance
was enough to cause panic anong their enenies and they had spread terror
wher ever they had gone that day.

The pal ace encl osure formed a mnor city surrounded by a wall, standing in the
m ddl e of an i mense plaza. The plaza itself was full of statues, cerenonial
arches and freestanding pillars of unclear purpose. Just now the plaza was
thronged with Gasam s sol diery, who chanted and hurl ed
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defiance at the defenders of the palace. The soldiers hailed Gasam as he
joined themand strode to a knot of officers.

"Has he asked for terns yet?" Gasam demanded

"He has sent no envoys," Raba said. "W have seen no white flags."

"WIl you entertain terns fromthis cowardly striper, my king?" Ulik asked.
"There is no point init," Gasamsaid. "H s kingdomis m ne now and he has
nothing to bargain with. Still, it would be informative to know how desperate
he is just now Has he a strong force in there, or is it a shell?"

"One way to find out," said Raba. "Let's attack."

Gasam | aughed. "1 always know what your advice will be." He | ooked at the sun
whi ch now touched the city wall to the west. "No, it will be dark soon. W
will fight in the nmorning. | want an inpenetrable guard around this place.
There will be no escapes. Let their nerves work on them Build big fires here

in the plaza. Let the men chant, sing and celebrate all night. There is to be
no drunkenness, but let them see that we are already rejoicing over their

deat hs. "

He scanned the scene. "Find me a tent and set it up here sonewhere, before the
mai n entrance. If he sends envoys | will listen to them if only for ny
amusenent . "

Al'l was done as he had ordered. As the noon rose over the city, Gasam | ounged
beneath a quil-hair canopy, sipping at a bow of ghul while the youngest of
his women warriors performed a violently |ascivious war dance to the throbbing
of drums and the shrilling of pipes. The shattered city rang with the noise of
the war host. The sky above it glowed with their fires. The conflagrations
anong the buil dings had been extingui shed but tinber and furnishings from
others fed the huge bonfires burning all over the plaza. Shops and storehouses
had been | ooted and the nen feasted, but sharp-eyed officers ensured that they
did not drink too deeply. At
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all times one-fourth of the arnmy stood behind their shields, alert for a
sortie fromthe pal ace.

Fromwi thin the pal ace encl osure there came no sound. A few torches burned

al ong the ranpart and shadowy fornms could be seen patrolling on the wall. The
gat e remai ned shut.

Mor ni ng brought no change. There had been no oflfer to parley, but neither had
nere been any extraordinary efforts at defense. Nothing but silence came from
the pal ace. Mystified by the lack of activity, Gasam s troops were equally

qui et, standing nervously at their posts.

"I don't understand it," Luo said. "They don't want to surrender, they don't
want to parley, and nowit looks as if they don't want to fight, either. Wat
do they want ?"

"I shall find out," Gasam said. He summoned a herald and sent the man to tel
Mana to open the gate or else cone out and fight. The herald strode



inmportantly to the gate and hailed the ranpart above, where the night before
sentries had patrolled. There was no response. He repeated his hail for
several mnutes, then wal ked back to the king.

"I see no one, ny king, and | hear no one."

"Can they have escaped?" Raba exclaimed. "A tunnel ?"

"Qur mounted patrols are all over the countryside,” U -lik said. "They would
have reported any such thirig."

"W will find out," said Gasam out of patience. "Ramthat gate down."

A team of sol di ers advanced under the cover of mantlets, rolling a franework
from whi ch was suspended a bronze-faced |l og. This they pulled back and

rel eased, smashing the bronze agai nst the heavy wooden gates. At the tenth
shock the wood shattered and the doubl e doors sagged on their hinges. The ram
team shoved t he gates aside and Gasam ordered the nen recall ed.

"Shasinn and islanders and the wonen in," he ordered.
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"No nercy this tine." He resented the game Mana had been playing with him and
he had not forgotten the terror he had felt in the tunnel

Gasam entered the pal ace anong his warriors. There were no sounds of battle,
and there were no hordes of prisoners being | ed out. He pushed hinself to the
front of the warriors. They had halted and stood uncharacteristically subdued.
"What is it?" he demanded, then he saw. Wthin the wall was a courtyard
surrounded by ornate buildings. In the center was a circular building of three
stories, each story surrounded by a roof. Everywhere on the pavenent between
the buildings lay bodies amid a welter of blood. The snell of blood was sharp
in the air and insects were beginning to gather over the dead. Slowy, the
warriors approached the corpses. Mst of themwere |avishly arnored and
accoutred. Cearly, these were the king's elite guard.

" "All dead with their throats cut,' * said a warrior. -

"They sl ew each other," said Urlik.

Gasam coul d take no delight in the spectacle. He had not killed these.

"Where is Mana?" he demanded

"Snoke!" cried one of the wonen, pointing. Tendrils of snoke were stream ng
fromthe upper wi ndows of the circular building.

"Cone! " Gasam dashed across the courtyard toward the source of the snoke. Hs
worren foll owed closely. Young warriors, afraid that their king m ght dash into
danger unprepared, sprinted ahead of himand up the steps of the building.
"Stay back a while, ny king," said Raba, rushing into the pal ace. Mnents

| ater he came back out. "AH dead here, too. Cone and see."

Mystified, Gasam passed within. There were bodi es everywhere. Few of these
were in arnmor, but rather had the | ook of servants and courtiers. Here the
snel | of bl ood was
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over poweri ng, even through the cloud of sweet-snelling smoke. In the center of
the vast roomwas a great, inchoate heap of sonething, and the snoke canme from
its peak. Al nost dreadi ng what he woul d see, Gasam wal ked cl oser to the heap
braving the grow ng heat.

The center of the room which rose alnost for the" palace's full three
stories, was piled with King Mana's treasures. Furni shings and carpets and

wor ks of art, chests of jewels, flasks of perfunmes and rare drugs, jars of

wi ne, rich foodstuffs and spices, all were strewn and piled with wild

pr of usi on.

Atop the material goods lay the king' s human val uabl es. Winren and boys of
every race and nation lay there, some naked, others richly robed. They were
the king's wi ves, concubines and harem sl aves and probably, Gasam guessed, his
daughters and other famly menbers. At the crest of the pile was a great
couch, around whi ch snmoke boil ed, and on the couch lay a man in royal robes,
wearing a high, jewelled diadem of gold. The flames were licking at the
bedcl ot hes. To Gasam s horrified astoni shnment, the man sat up and stared down



at him H's black beard was |ong, curled and square-cut. Bl ack eyes flanked a
beak of a nose as he glared at Gasamwi th hatred and, astonishingly, triunph.
The flames began to roar all around himbut he managed to speak before he was
consuned.

"7 win, Gasaml" Then the flanes hid himfromview and hearing. Now the flanes
burst out everywhere, erupting in an explosion of fire and perfuned snoke as
the costliest substances of the kingdomwere consunmed on the king's pyre.

The warriors backed away from (lie heat. The wonen | aid hands on their king
and tugged himfromthe palace, out onto its broad stair. They all stood
silently, staring as the flanmes burst through the wi ndows in the extravagant
sel f-immol ati on of King Mana of Sono. They started at a strange,
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howl i ng sound, then drew back in fear when they saw that the terrible sound
cane fromtheir king. Gasam stood, his eyes rolling, flecks of foam appearing
upon his lips as he noaned |ike a heartbroken beast. It was a long tine before
he coul d form words.

"He cheated ne!" King Gasam screaned.

SEVENTEEN

Ansa was profoundly bored. If this was the way people of power exercised their
aut hority over other men, he wanted none of it. For hours, the G anian

di pl omats had been wangling with Queen Larissa. They offered treaties of
friendship and mutual aid, and interspersed these with thickly veiled threats.
When speaking of their admiration for King Gasam and his all-conquering

arm es, they rem nded her of their nation's own illustrious history in the
wagi ng of wars, nanaging to drop into seem ngly unrel ated conversation the
nanes of great kings, generals and conquerors of past generations.

The queen listened politely and, whenever she chose to speak, stressed the
entirely pacific intentions of her lord toward his brother king, Ach' na of

G an

The di pl omats then spoke effusively of their king' s love for her and for
Gasam whom Hi s Majesty adnmired above all other nen upon the earth.

"And if," Lord Inmpims said at one point, "King Gasam
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is having some difficulty in subduing the unfortunate King Man a, itls not
entirely unthinkable that sone sort of reciprocal agreenent for mlitary aid
m ght be worked out. For, although we have been at peace with Sono for sone
years now, yet this was not a matter of eternal friendship, but rather was a
nere cessation of hostilities after the |ast war.'

" 'l amsure that ny lord will bring this war to a speedy concl usion, w thout
havi ng to accept your generous offer," she answered. "However, | know that he
woul d esteem a pl edge of noninterference fromyour king. W know that the
cowardly King Mana, knowi ng mat he had overstepped the boundaries of decency
and prudence, sought an alliance with King Ach' na when he realized that ny
husband, in just fury at his treachery, had come to exact an accounting from
him"

"Truly, such an alliance was proposed,” said Inpims, "but | assure you that
it was not seriously entertained.”

Certainly not, Ansa thought, considering that King Ach'na was Mat on his back
paral yzed by poi son. This was all neani ngl ess. He wondered how the courtiers
pl anned to approach Larissa. It would not be easy to secure a private audi ence
on this little island. He had spoken privily with her, at her own invitation
The traitor or traitors, though, would not wish to sit openly at a fire, with
guards in hearing distance. They would want to take her aside, either in the
woods sonewhere, or in her tent. Her guards would never allow themto take her
out of their sight in the woods, so it would have to be the tent, sonetine
after dark. He would have to find a good place fromwhich he could spy on nem
Surreptitiously, he slipped fromthe tent. The courtiers did not notice, but
Larissa did. She favored himwith a wy snile. He smled back and ducked out.
Qutside, the servants idled near the tents while the soldiers and Larissa's



warrior guard anmused thenselves with arnms practice, down near the river. Wile
the sol di ers gaped, the Shasinn made seemingly inpossible casts with their

j ave-
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lins. They had set up Sonoan shields as targets and these they skewered with
uncanny accuracy, the small, dense bronze heads of the short spears crunching
t hrough the hi de-covered wi cker with fearsone force. Ansa, who had seen his
father cast the javelin many times, was not as surprised as the G anian
sol di ers.

The Grani ans, not to be outdone, hung small targets in trees and speared them
with their long | ances as their nounts speed by at a full gallop. The Shasinn
kept their superior expressions in place. It was inpossible to tell whether
they were inpressed by the display, but Ansa doubted it. They knew that, in
battle, the real opponent would not be the man but rather his mount, and these
herdsnen were not to be overawed by animals. He wondered what they woul d think
if he were to give thema display of shooting the great bow fromthe saddle.
He resisted the tenptation. Better that, when these nmen shoul d encounter the
mount ed archers of the plains, it should cone as a conplete surprise.

He wal ked toward the upstreamend of the island. Wen all else failed and
there was nothing to do, a man could always fish, if there was water nearby.
He passed through the stand of trees, which was subdued, its animal life lying
| ow whil e humans were so near. He did not blane them @ ancing back, he
noticed that a pair of Shasinn strolled nonchalantly in his direction

st oppi ng when he turned to | ook at them Cbviously, he was bei ng shadowed. He
thought little of it. At an event as tense as this one, it was hardly
surprising that all parties concerned woul d watch each other closely.

The trees ended and he wal ked out onto the rocky, tapering end of the island.
The current was swift here, and the jagged stones that gave the place its evil
reputati on were surrounded with foam Among themwere still pools that |ooked
i ke pronising fishing holes.

Ansa took a hook and line fromhis belt pouch and started turning over rocks.
Under one he found a tiny wal ki ng-snake
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but quickly he found sone fat, white grubs that he suspected the local fish
woul d relish. Affixing one to a hook, he began to pick his way out anmpbng the
rocks.

Sitting by a deep, narrow pool he drooped his hook into the water. He fel

into a reverie about Fyana, but was shaken fromit when he noticed sonething
odd about the rocks am dst which he sat. Al were of the same sort: a grayish,
irregular mass with tiny stones buried am dst the gray. He knew that this was
the artificial stone made by the ancients, the sane stuff that his father

m ned for steel. He saw no great steel beans buried in this stone, but there
were brown streaks on the gray. It had once held steel, but it had all rusted
away in this humid climte, although men had probably broken up the stone with
great |labor to get at the |arger pieces.

The Iine jerked in his hand and he gave it a tug. The fish pulled and
thrashed, conming to the surface in a thrash of silvery scales. He hauled it in
and stunned it against a stone, then rebaited his hook and dropped it back in.
He wondered if there was nore of the artificial rock nearby. What had this

pl ace been, in the old days? That had been so | ong ago that even the outlines
of the ancient cities were lost, and only the nost enduring of the ancient's
works remained to give a hint of past glories. Wiat had this mass of stone
formed? The foundation of a building? Part of a bridge?

He knew that, far to the north of here on this sane river, in the place called
the Zone, were huge ruins strewn across a narrow canyon. Ancient |egend had it
that these had once fornmed a wall with no purpose save to hold water back, for
reasons no one could now i magi ne. He shook his head. These were idle and
futile thoughts. They distracted himfromhis present, precarious situation



He caught two nore fish, cleaning themand throwi ng the offal back into the
water to feed other fish. He took his catch back to the island and built a
small fire, draping the fish over green sticks and suspending themin the
snmoke. Hi s

248

John Maddox Roberts

two Shasinn followers stood just within the trees, winkling their noses in

di sgust. He smled, knowi ng that the Shasinn abhorred the eating of fish.
"Come join me," he called innocently. "There is plenty here."

"It is forbidden," said one of the warriors, his words barely recogni zabl e

t hrough the thick Shasinn dialect. He was tenpted to banter with them but
knew better than to indulge hinmself so. H's own people had a notoriously
prickly sense of pride, and by all accounts the Shasinn far surpassed themin
delicacy of honor. They might spear himif they sensed an insult. Munted and
with his full conplenment of weapons he woul d have had no fear of men such as
these. Afoot, with his sword against their terrible spears, he knew better
than to fancy his chances.

He t hought of Fyana and wondered how she was progressing in the king's
treatment. |f she brought himback to health, how woul d he reward her? Wth
riches, or with a strangled noose? He had no illusions about kings. The nman

m ght resent her know edge of his frailty. Queen Masila had treated themwth
great favor, but she was a desperate wonan. Wth the king recovered, would she
feel any sense of gratitude? He knew too nuch of such people to expect that.
He wanted Fyana out of there. Right now, his only esteemfor Gran was as a
possi bl e . opponent for Gasam He knew they woul d stand no chance agai nst him
but they might hold himup for a while, force himto expend tinme and nen,
spread hinself ever nore thinly across the earth.

Surely, Ansa thought, there nust be an end to the amount of |and even a nan

i ke Gasam could control. His islanders were not all that numerous, his

subj ect troops less than reliable, despite Queen Larissa's talk- How far could
he extend before the great |ines of communicati on began to break down? Before,
every time he marched forth to conquer, he was forced to turn back in order to
put down a rebellion in his rear?
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O was he sonething nore than human? Per haps he was exactly what he thought,
the rightful king of the world, and there would be no stopping him Perhaps
his father's lifelong work was in vain and no organi zati on of mounted archers,
no reginents of soldiers armed with the revol utionary new fire-weapons woul d
be of any use.

He shook hinself. These were not the kind of thoughts to be having just now.
Too much was at stake right here to be giving attention to dangers still far
away. He took the skewered fish fromthe fire and devoured them enjoying the
appal | ed |1 ooks of the Shasinn guards. They appeared to be younger than he was,
little nore than boys, their hair dressed in the innunerable tiny plaits that
he knew signified their junior status. They were no | ess dangerous for that.
Fi ni shed, he rose and returned to the canp. He spent the rest of the afternoon
goi ng over his weapons. These required constant attention and he sharpened and
oi | ed bl ades and arrowheads, checked shafts of |ance and arrows for cracks or
war pi ng, smoot hed feathers and nmade repairs to sheaths. He took out his bow
and checked it over mnutely, men waxed his bowstrings. By the tinme he was
finished with these martial duties, it was tinme for yet another banquet.

Thi s night was even nore jovial than the night before. To judge by

appear ances, everlasting peace and friendship had been achi eved bet ween Gasam
and Ach'na. Throughout the |ong evening, he studied the two high-ranking
courtiers, seeking to pierce beneath their professional exteriors. He decided
that Inpims was nore forced in his joviality than Floris. The Seni or
Counsel or was all too aware of the hol -l owness of Larissa' s prom ses. Either
Floris was not aware, which Ansa doubted, or he didn't care, which was very
likely. It would be Floris, then, who would conme to betray his king and



nati on.

When t he banquet was ended, Ansa sought a place apart fromthe others to

sl eep, as he had the night before. This time, though, he waited until all was
qui et. Then, dressed
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in his darkest clothing and with his face veiled by a dark cloth, he made his
way toward Larissa's tent. He was wary, crawling on his belly when he nade his
final approach to the tent.

He knew that the Shasinn would be wary and alert, but he had been trai ned | ong
and hard in this craft. War on the. plains and in the hills was largely a
matter of ambush, and in the hunt many beasts could be taken only by patient,

| engt hy stal king. The Shasinn did not hunt. They were herdsnmen and despi sed
hunters as people too poor to own |livestock. He was confident in his ability
to avoid them

Scarcely breathing, he crept between the sentries surrounding the tent. They

| eaned on their spears and did not turn their heads as he passed. So slowy
that he scarcely seened to nove at all, he reached out and placed his pal ns on
the ground at armis I ength before himand pressed down until his body raised
fromthe ground less than a fingers-breadth. Wth the nuscles of his arns,
shoul ders and back quivering with the strain, he slithered forward, bringing
his feet forward alternately, placing only the sides of his soles against the
ground, disturbing the grass as little as possible, trying to make no sound at
all.

Every few feet, he had to lower hinself to the ground and rest. He coul d not
afford to allow his breathing to grow ragged. And there was no reason to
hurry. Then there was a conmmmotion at the entrance of the tent. Someone, it
seened, had cone calling. He heard whi spered voices, but he could make out no
words. He scanned the base of the tent until he saw a line of |ight, where the
cloth did not touch the ground. It would be a good place to listen and Ansa
began to craw toward it. He forced himself not to rush. It would be ultinmate
folly to be caught at this point because his judgnment failed him

When he reached the gap in the tent wall, he lowered hinmself to the ground and
pressed his ear to the tiny space
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fromwhich light spilled. Even before he |lowered his ear to the gap, he heard
voi ces. The first was Larissa's.

" since you have seen fit to call upon nme this way, | take it you have
things to say that are not for the ears of your conpatriots?"

"These are matters of a certain delicacy," said Floris's voice. Inwardly, Ansa
congratul ated hinmself for deducing correctly. He was interested to hear what
formthe betrayal would take.

"Then express them how you will, but do not waste tine. | amweary." The queen
had dropped her diplomatic pose, demanding a display of good faith, as one
conspirator to anot her

"As am |, Your Hi ghness. These proceedi ngs are demanding to a man of ny years.
Are you aware that King Ach'na is not in the best of health?"

"I had not heard," she said. Ansa judged that she spoke truthfully. "Speak
on."

"Some days ago, the king was stricken at a banquet. It occurred in a private
passage between the banquet hall and his chanbers, so know edge of the

i nci dent remained confined to the court. Since that night he has lain

paral yzed, unable to nove or speak, perhaps not conscious at all."

"And the nature of this affliction?" Larissa asked. "I had not understood that
he was elderly."

"No. Poison is suspected."

She cut straight to the point. "WII he recover?"

"That | cannot say. The best physicians of Gran could not help him Then a

| ady of the Canyon arrived ..."



"A Canyoner?" she interrupted.

"Yes. She arrived a few days ago in the conpany of that barbaric northern
yout h who contrived to attach hinself to this mssion."

"I see," she said. "Do go on."

"I take it that you find these things of interest, possibly
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of great value?' Clearly, Floris was reluctant to give up too nuch while
recei ving nothing in return.

"OF interest, surely. As to its value, | can only say when | have heard it
all. How did it come about that the Canyon |ady and the young prince arrived
inthe city just when such a person was needed?"

"That | cannot say. They arrived fromthe north, they becane guests of a
certain great lady of the city and at her house were exam ned by a high lord
and | ady of the court. The queen ordered them summoned to the pal ace. The
Canyon woman, it seens, is an expert in medicines, but also in the properties
of poisons. At the tinme we departed, though, she was not beyond an anal ysis of
t he poi son used. The king still lay near death."

"How cane she to be traveling with this plainsman?" "To all appearances, by
chance. He was passing through her |land and she required an escort. He is
wel | born, at |east as these barbarians judge such things ..."

"I amfamliar with such people,"” she interrupted. "Of course, Your Highness,
| meant no . " Ansa coul d hear the enbarrassnent in the man's voice

"It is nothing. So, King Ach'na lies disabled, as of a few days ago. Now,
despite your nmost fervent protestations, | cannot believe that you bring ne
this information just for the love of ne."

"No. As warmas are ny feelings toward Your H ghness, | have cone to propose
an agreement of far greater substance. | brought this valuable informtion as
a gesture of the earnestness of my intentions. You understood that, should you
breathe a word of what | have told you, | would be executed instantly upon ny
return to the capital." "l appreciate your candor. And your proposal ?" "King
Ach'na is incapacitated and his son is a child. If it comes to war between our
peopl es, the entire war host of G an would be hard-pressed to hold you at our
borders. That host has been sumoned and even now assenbl es near

the capital. Gran is a nore popul ous nation than Sono, and better organized.
It would not be as easy a conquest as you found on the other side of this
river."

" 'l take it that you know of a way to nake that task easier for us?"

"My family is the controlling power in the southwestern quarter of Gan, and
we provide sonewhat nore than one-fourth of the war host. The regi ona

| andhol ders of our district owe their imediate fealty to nme, not to the king.
Should | order themto withdraw their nmen fromthe host, they would obey."
"And in return for this service?"

"Recognition of my famly's right to our lands. A high position in your court
for nyself. Favorable taxation. Internal autonony within ny district."

"I'n other words, the sane arrangenment you have had with King Ach'na."

"But which | would be in no position to negotiate after a defeat of our forces
by King Gasam And, there are certain | ands adjacent to those we now hol d,

| ands whi ch were once controlled by ny famly but which in years past were
given to others by previous kings of Gan. | would like those | ands restored
to us, and | can guarantee their loyalty."

"And just what nakes you think," she said sharply, "that we could not take it
all without you?"

"I inplied no such thing. | have said only that | woul d make the conquest far
easier, far less costly. After all, King Gasam has far greater conquests in
m nd, and nust hoard his resources. And, let us be reasonable. My | ands are
not such as would tenpt you Shasinn. It is heavily forested, jungle, nost of
it, some suitable for farmng and very little for grazing. Wat do you people



want from such | and save tribute, anyway? Anyone can guess that King Gasamis
i ntent upon conquering the great plains beyond the desert. Linmtless

grassl ands, Your Hi ghness, where you and your herds of kagga can multiply
forever. Down here, the king
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nmerely secures his southern flank against the great war to cone, the war with
Ki ng Hael . "

Ansa felt a shiver go through him For once, the old man spoke the exact
truth.

Queen Larissa was silent for a while. The offer had been made and now she was
considering it in all its ramfications. "You said that we woul d want not hi ng
fromyour |ands save tribute. You understand that part of that tribute nmust be
in the formof young nen of mlitary age? As you have said, there are great
wars ahead of us. These cannot be nere seasonal contributions to a war host,
men who march out after planting only to return in tine for harvest. They will
be part of a permanent armny, and they will return home only after years of
canpai gning, if ever."

"I understand," said Floris, triunph barely veiled in his voice. He knew t hat
his offer was accepted and now t he queen was bargai ning. "Peasant |ads are a
val uabl e conmodity, and to reconpense their | oss we must raise crop quotas for
those who remain. This is difficult, but it can be managed. Perhaps a per-head
paynment would be in order, with an indemity to be paid for those who do not

return. This should be no burden upon King Gasam who will hold the treasuries
of many nations."

She nused a while. "Something could be worked out. Very well. | accept

your' oifer. | amenpowered to act for ny husband hi this matter. The king, of

course, has control of all mlitary matters, but | assune that the best tine
for you to withdraw your forces fromthe G ani an host would be just before

battle is to be joined. My people will rmaintain contact between us."
"Surely not your Shasinn!" he protested. Ansa heard once again her nusica
[ augh. "No, | have nmen of all nations anmong ny servants. They may approach you

as nmerchants or as business agents. What peculiar interest have you?"

"My cabo stables are known in many nations,"” he said, "I trade widely for new
bl oodl i nes. "

"Very well, they will be cabo traders specializing in rare breeds. To

di stingui sh themfromthe real ones, each will wear a silver bracelet on his
right wist."'

"I shall anticipate their arrival. | believe this concludes our work here. You

have been nost gracious."

Ansa backed away fromthe tent without waiting to hear what she said to him
He now had the inportant information. He knew who woul d betray Gran to Gasam
and he knew how it was to be done. He wondered whet her Gasam woul d abi de by

t he agreenent. He suspected that the king would do so. He did need flunkies of
other races to adm nister his conquests. As betrayals went, this had been a
strai ghtforward and busi nesslike one. Certain specified services had been
offered, in return for which there would be specified paynent. He did not
doubt that one of Floris's ancestors had struck just such a deal with sone
forebearer of Ach'na's. Floris was the sort of nman who woul d cone out of any
crisis well.

Crawming like a lizard, Ansa got well away fromthe tent without being
detected. When he felt he had established enough di stance between hinsel f and
the tent, he rose to a crouch and padded on soft boot-soles to a copse of
bushes that stood twenty paces fromhis sleeping place. There he sat a while,
wat chi ng hi s beddi ng and bel ongi ngs, waiting for any sign that enemies lay in
wait. The nmoon nmade its stately pace across the black sky, revealing nothing.
Finally, an hour after he left the gap beneath Larissa'$ tent, he nmade his way
wearily to his bedding and |ay down. It was a tedious process, but he had a



hunter's patience and knowing that his life was at stake made waiting nuch
easi er.

The next norning he woke to sounds of bustling activity. There were no nore
tal ks schedul ed, and the day was to be devoted to entertai nments. Mre
delicacies and gifts had been brought in by slave-train from Sono, the

pi cki ngs of
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| ooted estates. If there was further word of the siege, nobody said anything
about it.

In the afternoon, Queen Larissa came to himas he was currying his cabo. She
was nmounted, and she wheel ed her animal to a halt beside him

"You said you woul d denonstrate your archery,", she said. "WII| you cone
hunting with me?"

He | ooked up at her, sniling but narrowing his eyes against the sunlight. "I
t hought you Shasinn did not hunt."

"I have learned a taste for wild gane," she answered,
better way to see your bow at work.

"dadly, then." He took his blanket pad and saddl e fromthe ground and quickly
prepared his nount. "Where will we ride?"

"Over there," she said, pointing to the shore. "The hunting should be good.
The land is al nost deserted and already the wild beasts conme out to graze in
the untended forns."

"I't sounds good." He slid his bowfromits sheath and hooked one end around
his left ankle. Wth his right hand on its upper linb he bent it around the
back of his right thigh and pushed the upper loop of the string into its notch
on the tip.

"May | try it?" she asked, holding out a hand. He handed it to her and
mounted. She tried to draw it, but could not bring the string back nore than a
few inches. "It is powerful!"

"Among us, a boy's first toy is alittle bow As a youth you get a hunting
bow, about a third the draw wei ght of this one. It is good for small to nedium
gane, about the size of a curlhorn. For two years now, | have drawn a man's
bow. " He took it back fromher and slid it into its case before his left |eg.
Its quiver of arrows hung opposite it.

"Then, let's ride," she said. They rode across the clearing and onto the wide
wooden bridge. It was well built, rmade of heavy tinbers |laid over abutnents of
cut stone.
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The stonework was very ancient, but the wood | ooked no nore than a few years
ol d. Ansa guessed that floods probably destroyed the wooden part with sone
frequency. The clop of the animals' hoofs was loud in the clear air. The
gueen's bodyguard fell in behind them The nmen were well mounted but Ansa
noted that they rode indifferently. The queen rode no better, but he found her
far nore pleasant to watch.

After a brief gallop that took them across grassy fields and out of sight of
the island, they slowed to a wal k. Soon they passed deserted farns, already
showi ng signs of neglect. They saw hairy little domestic quil running | oose,
grubbing in the soil for roots and burrow ng animals. Scattered bones showed
that other livestock, |acking human protection, had been killed by predators.
Ansa noticed that Larissa was studying himclosely.

"You ride so beautifully," she said. "I can't help watching. | was a grown
woman before | ever saw a cabo. But «ven the Nevan and Chiwan riders | ook
clumsy conpared to you. Your people are born and raised and live their lives
in the saddle."

"It is very nearly like that,
conpared to you."

"There!" she said, pointing at sonmething just within the treeline. The
creature anbl ed out, standing possibly twelve feet high at its bul ky

"and | can think of no

he agreed. "But then, we |ook silly on foot



shoul ders. The thick, nuscul ar neck went up another eight feet, termnating in
a head the size of a cabo's, graced with spreading pal mate horns. Ignoring
them it browsed daintily on the top-leaves of a tree.

"What is it?" he asked, intrigued by the magnificent beast.

"I don't know what the |ocal people call it," she said. "I have seen four or
five famlies of them since comng here. WIIl you shoot that one?"

He | aughed. "That's no chall enge. That would be |ike standing inside a house
and shooting at the walls. Let's find
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somet hing smaller and faster.'' They rode on a while, until they cane to an
upl and vall ey, where the trees were snmall and w dely separated. Ansa's
experienced eye for terrain told himthat this area had been burned over a few
years before, and the Iand was not yet fully recovered. This was a good pl ace
for the smaller game animals. The grass was abundant and there was little
cover for predators.

From where they halted, they could see a nunber of families and small herds of
various species. Mdst were varieties of the horned grazers that abounded in
every land where there was sufficient water and vegetation to support them In
the di stance, up the slopes of the valley, they could see nore of the towering
beasts. There were no signs of big cats. Mdst of thempreferred to attack from
ambush in the wooded areas.

"This | ooks promising," Ansa said. He pointed. "Over there, the bachel or
standing alone, with the gray and white stripes." The indicated aninmal stood
on a slight rise of ground. He guessed it to be a close relative of the

fam liar branch horn, but its four slender horns swept back fromits head

wi t hout branchings and with only the faintest of curvature. Nearby stood a
smal |l herd of similar creatures dom nated by an identical animal. The rest had
far shorter horns. "He wants those femnles,"” Larissa said. "But their lord is
still too strong."

"He will be swift," Ansa said. "Cone on." He fitted an arrowto his string and
advanced at a slow wal k. He held his bowin his |left hand and his reins he
held | oosely with two fingers of the same hand. As they neared the little
herd, the domi nant male tossed his head and bleated. Al the animals began to
trot away fromthe riders. The bachelor noticed thema nonent |ater and began
to run alongside them but separated by at least fifty paces. Ansa began to
ride faster, then urged his nmount into a furious dash, placing hinmself between
t he bachelor and the herd. Instantly, the bachel or broke to the right, gaining
di stance

in a series of graceful bounds. Ansa wheel ed and went after him

Fifty paces ahead of him the bachelor broke to the left. Ansa had been
prepared for the maneuver and halted his cabo. As the creature ran at top
speed, he drew his bow, not taking his eyes fromhis quarry. He judged its
speed, the length of his bounds and his height at the crest of each. He | oosed
his arrow, aimng it at the crest of the next bound.

The ani mal came down, its rear |egs gathered beneath it. The next bound sent

it soaring with forelegs outstretched. At the top of the arc, as it was
gathering its rear |legs beneath its haunches, the arrow struck just behind its
shoulder. It landed as if nothing had happened and soared into an other |ong,
graceful leap. This time, when its forehooves struck ground, its |egs
col | apsed and the ani mal went down in a heap, kicking weakly.

Ansa gal | oped to where the beast lay and | eapt fromhis cabo. He janmmed the
butt-spi ke of his lance into the ground and tied his reins to it, then he
knelt by the fallen animal with his knife drawn. The final mercy was not
needed. The - creature was dead. He cut its throat anyway, to bleed the
carcass. A hundred paces away the little herd had stopped and was al ready

pl aci dly cropping grass.

Lari ssa and her guards rode up behind him The queen was speaking quietly to



the guards in the island dialect.

"That was splendid!'" she said. "IVe never seen such shooting."

Intent upon dressing the carcass for transport, he did not | ook back as they
di smounted behind him "It was easy. It fled just Iike the branch horns of ny
honel and. | hope it tastes as good. Do yon like ..." He stopped short as
somet hi ng touched both shoul ders. The | ong bl ades of two Shasinn spears |lay on
hi s shoul ders and crossed beneath his chin. He heard a faint click as a third
was |l aid across the ; other two behind his neck. He held utterly still as
hands pl ucked the knife fromhis hand, the sword and stone axe
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fromhis belt. H's neck was enclosed in a triangle of razor-edged netal. The
men had but to jerk back forcefully and he woul d be beheaded.

I nwardly he quaked, but he let nothing showin his face or bearing. It was his
first true test as a warrior and there was absolutely nothing he could do save
nmeet death with courage. One of the guards grasped the animal's hind | egs and
hauled it away. Even in his extremty, Ansa was inpressed with the sl ender
yout h's strength.

"I hope you plan to eat it," he said, proud that his voice held no quaver. "I
don't kill for sport."

"Straighten him" Larissa said. Gently, the warriors drew back on their
spears, forcing himto kneel upright. H s hands were seized and bound by the
wrists behind his back. She wal ked around himslowy and stopped to stand
before him close enough that he had to | ook up to neet her eyes. She had

di scarded her riding cloak and al nost everything el se save a few ornanents and
stood clothed only in her beauty. He had never seen an arned warrior who

| ooked as terrible.

"Who betrayed nme?" he denanded.

" "You did. And you abused mny hospitality, conming before me with an assuned

identity."
"I would have been a fool to tell the truth."
"It was a brave try, I'll give you that. What is your real nane?"

"Ansa is ny true nane."

She came closer yet and took his chin between thunb and fingers of her |eft
hand, tilting his head up and turning it gently fromside to side |like someone
examining a rare new jewel, admring the play of light on its facets.
"Truthfully, there is little of the Shasinn in your |ooks, at |east to one who
is of the pure blood. You nust favor your nother's people. You could have

f ool ed anyone save nme and my husband, possibly three other men with our arny."
"How di d you know?" he said, wanting to know this before she had himkill ed.
"Somet hi ng you coul d never have guessed. Your voice. It is identical to his,
twenty years ago. | recognized it the first tine you spoke to ne."

"You hide your feelings well," he said, nmeaning the conplinent sincerely.

"So do you. You would have grown into a form dable man, had you lived."
"Finish it then," he said, sumoning up his |ast reserves of defiance. "But
what are you going to say to the G anian party? Everyone will know that your
saf e-conduct i s meaningl ess.”

"This is where your inexperience betrayed you. Did you read ny safe-conduct,

or hear it read?"

"1 did."

"Then you shoul d have noticed that it referred only to the island as neutra
ground. Here, in ny and nmy lord' s nation of Sono, where | reign as queen,

may take as prisoner anyone | choose. The distinction will not have escaped
t hose Grani an di pl omats back on the island, but none of memthought fit to
warn you not to ride across the bridge with me. | think that you have few

friends in Gan."
"Then kill me," he said, hopefully.
"Ch, not just yet. | love ny husband too nuch to deprive himof this."



H s heart sank, knowi ng that the worst had happened. Roughly, he was seized
beneath the arnms as the spears were withdrawn. Hauled to his feet, he was
thrown into his saddle and his ankles tied together beneath the girth. He saw
the beast he had killed thrown across another cabo's back

"Ch, yes," Larissa said, "ny guests will dine onit. And, truly, it was
spl endi d shooting."
El GHTEEN

He spent the first night under guard, at a canpsite near the island, but well
out of sight fromit. Warriors of the guard cane and went, but there were

al ways at least ten there to watch over him They had erected small huts to
sleep in, but he was not put in one of them Instead, he was bound to a stake
driven deep into the earth. He sat on the ground with his back | eani ng agai nst
the stake and his wists were tied together behind it. Even if he struggled to
his feet, the top of the stake was still high over his head and he coul d not
have slipped his hands over it.

Not that the warriors would have all owed any such action. They al ways stood or
sat nearby, nostly tal king anong thensel ves. Once he was over his first fright
and resigned to the fact that he would not be able to escape i mediately, he
began to take sonme interest in his guards. He found the study instructive and
it took his mind off his likely fate.

In sharp contrast to the reserve they displayed when anobng strangers, here the
Shasi nn were ani nated. They
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tal ked much and | aughed often, their handsone faces graced with broad sniles
that made themall the nore conely. Apparently, one soon-to-be-dead prisoner
was not worth the usual display of arrogant reticence.

Sonet hi ng about them gave hi man oddly poi gnant feeling, and he soon realized
what it was when he noticed several of them standing in an odd fashion. Each
man hel d his spear braced on the ground before himand stood on one foot,
resting his other foot on the knee of the standing | eg. Cccasionally, through
the years, he had seen his father stand thus, and no other man. Then he knew
that there was much about these youths that rem nded himof His father, subtle
details of stance and gesture, but nostly an overall grace and nobility of
beari ng mat made them seem sonet hi ng other than nerely human. He did not want
to admit it even to hinself, but at this noment he missed his father deeply.
Only late hi the evening, when he saw several of themfall to westling while
ot hers stood about, |aughing and cl apping while shouting out ribald advice,
did he realize how young these warriors were. He had known that Shasinn mal es
were sonetines nmade warriors as young as fourteen or fifteen, but these seened
so acconplished that he had assumed that they were older. Now, with the
strangers and then- queen absent, they had no one to pose for save Ansa, who
counted for nothing. This gave hi msone encouragenment. Perhaps he would have a
better chance for escape when they left for King Gasaml s siege. But this was
acconpani ed by a nore sobering thought: If these were boys, what nust the
experienced warriors be |ike?

At | east they were not abusing him He was forced to adnmit that rarely did his
own people treat a prisoner so gently, even though his father had forbidden
such abuse. Crimnals and outlaws were not to be punished before trial and
prisoners of war were to be held until they were bought or traded back to
their honelands. Still, the old ways |in-

264

John Maddox Roberts

gered and it was not uncomon for an unfortunate prisoner to cone to grief in
captivity.

He assumed that Queen Larissa had | eft orders that he was not to be touched
until he was turned over to the king. Her commands were as the |laws of nature
to these warriors. He tried to engage themin conversation, but they ignored
him Either she had forbidden themto talk to him or else they sinply saw no
point in speaking with an inferior being. He suspected the latter



Eventual | y, he managed to ignore his cranped nuscles and fall into a fitful

sl eep. He woke frequently. Each time he saw fires burned | ow, but always there
were several Sha-sinn sitting near, alert and watching him Wy couldn't they
fall asleep like ordinary nmen, he wondered. Not that it would have done him
any good.

He woke tornented with hunger and thirst, unable to feel his arms. Al
sensation ended somewhere around his shoul ders. He saw the warriors eating and
drinki ng but he doubted that their |lack of abuse extended to any rea
generosity. He was not disappointed in this expectation

About noon Larissa arrived. The rest of her guards were with her and sl aves

|l ed a baggage train of nusks piled with the tents and supplies of the island
canp. Apparently, the cerenpnies were over and it was time to return to
Gasamlis arny. Ansa felt his heart sink even | ower.

The queen di snmounted and pointed to Ansa. "Wash him" she conmanded. Hi s bonds
were | oosed and two warriors hauled himto a clear streamthat flowed nearby.
Efficiently stripping his clothes fromhim they gave hima push and he
toppled helplessly into the water.

He was unable to use his arns and for a nonment al nbst pani cked. Cal m ng
hinself with the thought that the water couldn't be deep, he nanaged to get
his legs beneath himand find the bottomwi th his feet. That done, he thrust
hi s head above the surface. The water cane just to his collarbones, he was
relieved to note. Soon he began to regain
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feeling in his arns, and the sensation was agony. The Shas-inn stood on the
bank | aughi ng, and when he coul d stand the pain no nore he ducked beneath the
surface and screaned underwater, where they could take no satisfaction in it.
He did this several tinmes before the pain becane bearable. The last tine he
cane up, he saw Larissa sitting on the bank, watching him

"I want nothing near nme that is ugly or offensive,* she told him 'There is
enough Shasinn- in you to keep you acceptable in appearance. A daily washing
will take care of the rest."

"I amto be near you?" he said.

"You will not be out of my sight until | turn you over to the king."
"Then | shall suffer in good conpany,"” he told her
She smled pleasantly toward him "You are taking this well. | hope you are as

spirited when you neet King Gasam"

Wth his hands working again, he began to scrub at hinself. Oddly, it did not
occur to himto try to drown hinself. In the first place, it would be futile.
The Shasinn would be on himin a second and they probably swam as well as they
did everything el se save ride and shoot the bow. And he had not given up hope
of escape. The way she spoke it was two, perhaps three days' journey to join
the king. Much m ght be acconplished even in that short tine.

When he energed fromthe stream he was given his trousers. Al else had been
taken. H's wists were bound again, this time before him and he nounted. The
cabo was not his own fine, spirited beast but an elderly, gentle creature,
usel ess for escape even fromindifferent riders Iike the Shasinn. He scanned
the party, looking for the distinctive colors . painted on his own cabo's
horns. He saw that it was ridden by a scarred warrior, |arger and sonmewhat

ol der than the others. He was no stranger to tough fighting nen, but this one
| ooked |i ke a daunting prospect even under favorable
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conditions. In his current precarious state, overcom ng the man would be a
futile exercise even if he could get |oose fromhis bonds. He was confi dent
that, once nounted on his own cabo, he coul d out pace the Shasinn easily.

He t hought of Fyana. He had felt uneasy about |eaving her alone in the pal ace.
Now he was happy that she was not with him Her position, uneasy though it
was, seened |ike paradise conmpared to his. What woul d she think when the
negotiating party returned w thout hin? What would Floris tell her? He tried



to force her fromhis mnd and concentrate on escape.

Before they had ridden far, Larissa reined in beside him She seertled eager
to talk, and considering her hatred of his father and her plans for hinself,
he coul d not understand this fascination

"Are you well?" she asked. It seemed to hima decidedly odd question

"Under the circumstances | amwell enough,"” he answered. "I amnot injured.”
"Your bonds are not too tight? I truly do not intend to torment you as we
travel . "

He flexed his fingers on the pormel of his saddle. "They are not too tight. |
woul d be even nore confortable if you would renove them"

"I cannot be that accommodating. Just remenber that you cannot escape and that
your fate is sealed.” She was silent for a while, then said, with an effort to

sound casual, ' 'l have heard about your Canyon |lady. And | know of her
efforts to heal the king of Gan. How did you come to be traveling with her?"
He sensed something odd in her interest. "I was wandering south and entered

Canyon territory, where | net her. She was al so planning a journey sout hward,
and she needed an escort. It was a convenient way to travel. She had nedicines
and healing skills to trade. It was chance that we
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arrived in the capital just when the king had need of a healer.' *

"I amprepared to believe that. As you traveled in conpany, did you see

evi dence of these healing gifts?

"Many times," he said. "She can |ay hands on a person who is ill and read what
is wong with him Usually, there is sonme nedici ne she can prescribe.”

"But she does not heal directly? That is, she cannot touch the sufferer and
cure hin®"

"She says that is not her gift."

"I see." She pondered a while. Wen she spoke, it was with uncharacteristic
hesitation, as if she were choosing her words with utnost care. "It is said
that the Canyoners do not. . . age, | suppose you would say, as do ot her

people. Did you see signs of this when you were among thenf

He was nystified, but he saw no harmin answering. "Truly, it is difficult to
judge age among them The elderly resenble the young in nost things save
bearing."

"I had heard it was so," she al nbst whi spered, sonmething |ike eagerness coning
through in her voice. "Do you think that this is a part of their healing arts,
their mastery of nedicines?

"It could be," he said, as the explanation for her odd behavi or began to dawn
upon him Surreptitiously, he glanced at her, |ooking at the queen in a
different light. She had the body of a woman of twenty who had never borne
children, although he knew she nust be nearly tw ce that age. She was as well
conditioned as a young racing cabo, her tanned body radiant with health. But
now he noted the fine webbing of winkles around her eyes, the discreet |lines
in the corners of her nmouth. There were streaks of silver in her near-white
hair, and he noted that the hand gripping her reins had prom nent veins

bet ween wi st and knuckl es.

Now he understood. This queen, the nost beautiful woman in the world, was
terrified of advanci ng age. Legend was full of such people, rulers who were
masters of every-
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thi ng save the conmon eneny of all. Each new winkle, each gray hair, was to

her a defeat as terrible as a |lost battle. For the first time since the spears
were |aid upon his shoulders, he felt a glinmrering of hope. At last, this
fearsone woman had shown a human weakness. He had no i dea how he coul d expl oit
it, but his predicanment would concentrate his thoughts a thousandfold. He
woul d find a way.

The queen dropped the subject, although he suspected that she was eager to
speak further of this. The |l and they were passing through was disrupted, but



t he devastation was not what Ansa m ght have expected. Cearly, Gasam had sent
many raiding parties through the countryside, but nowhere did he see the sort
of whol esal e destruction characteristic of |ands where arm es have fought and
passed over. The raiders came here for slaves and provisions. They had not
done much burning. He saw few heal thy young nen or wonen. The prinme human
livestock had been culled for other uses. Desperate figures sped into the
woods at the approach of the Shasinn riders.

"Why do you disrupt the |and so?" Ansa asked her. "Such a conquest wll |eave
a land too poor to pay tribute and the peasants will be unable to feed even
t hensel ves.” "That is of little consequence," she said. "Inferior peoples live

only at our whimand we tolerate themonly so long as they serve and cause no
trouble. W have wealth enough and we do not value the things prized by these
peopl e who call thenselves civilized. They are worthl ess baubles to us."
"Then why didn't you stay in your islands?" he asked. "There you could have
lived happily as warrior tribesmen w thout troubling people who never did
anything to harmyou."

She sl ashed him across the face with her riding whip. She did it al nost
absently, without malice, as if she were a mistress putting an obstreperous

pet animal in its place. "It is not for you to question the actions of your
nat ur al
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king. You are his subject and his property, as are all people. It does not

bot her us that some people starve, because there are too many people as it is.
Far nore than are useful. W |like wilderness better than cities and we do not
like farmers."

He knew that this was somewhat at odds with what he had heard of Larissa, for
she was known to take an interest in encouraging the prosperity of their
conquests. He decided that she was echoing her husband's sentinments. He felt

bl ood trickle down his face but he knew he could not let this bother him He
was in store for far worse when he got to Gasani s headquarters.

The queen did not set an exhausting pace, so the ride was not as agoni zing for
Ansa as it mght have been. Wth hands and feet tied, he felt awkward and rode
his cabo nore like a sack of loot than the superb rider he had been since
chi | dhood. When he thought of it, there was no reason why the queen shoul d be
eager to return to what was probably a squalid, overcrowded canp surrounding a
city that woul d soon be a charnel house of starvation and di sease. There she
woul d have little to do save as an onl ooker. That suited himwell. He was in
no rush to get there either

The first night, they canped by the road in the courtyard of what had been a
substantial villa, now uninhabited save for scavengi ng animals. The nen built
fires in the courtyard, using the villas furniture for kindling. The young
warriors found an unm | ked she-kagga and brought it into the courtyard, where
they proceeded to mlk it into a broad wooden bow. Wth a small, bronze knife
they then nicked a vein in her neck and mingled the bl ood with an equa
quantity of mlKk.

Larissa sat by a fire in a low, folding chair scavenged fromthe villa. She
gestured for Ansa to cone and sit by her. He hobbled to the fire, his steps
regul ated by a foot of rope between his ankle ties. Awkwardly, he sat. She
passed hima skin of wine and he took it with both bound hands.
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He gl anced toward the young warriors and his stomach | urched when he saw t hem
passing the bow fromone to another, each drinking deep of the m xed m |k and
bl ood. He pulled at the wineskin thirstily.

"You find milk and bl ood repul sive?" she asked, amused.

" "It is not to nmy taste." He drank sonme nmore wine. ' "This is, though.”
"W have never been able to understand how foreign people can stand to eat
fish. Taste and tabu vary fromnation to nation. As for mlk and bl ood, | have

never liked it nyself. Back on the island, wonen did not drink it, only



warriors, and the junior warriors consuned little else.™
"No wonder they have such ferocious dispositions," said Ansa, taking another
pul | at the wi neskin and already feeling the hardships and perils of his
journey slipping away in a warmfog. "I would be as vicious if | had to live
on that stuff."”
"Perhaps that's our secret," she said, |aughing. She took back the w neskin
and pushed a bowl of food in front of him Wile she drank he forced hinself
not to snatch at the viands. Cunsily he took a flat |oaf of bread in his
bound hands and wrapped it around some strips of grilled nmeat. He chewed and
swal | owed slowy. Wien it was gone he tried some of the fruit. She passed the
wi ne back to himand soon his spirits were recovering.
"What is your Canyon wonman |ike?" she asked him
"Young. Beautiful. Her eyes are violet, with green rins."
"Do they really have blue skins? | have never seen anyone of that nation, but
i ke everyone else |'ve heard runors."
"Yes, she is blue. Not sky-blue, but the flesh of the Canyoners has a bl uish
tinge." He wondered whether she would steer the talk toward the subject of

pr ol ongi ng yout h.
"I's she otherwi se |ike normal wonmen?"
' 'How do you nean?'
She gestured toward her own |ithe body, sweeping her
THE PO SONED LANDS
271
fingertips fromcollarbones to toes. "Like this: breasts and hi ps, nound,
hair, cleft and so on. There are always runors about wonen of far nations who
are constructed differently: six breasts arranged in rows |ike an animal, [ong
tails, clefts that run sideways instead of front to back, that sort of thing."
He smiled in fond menory. "No, except for coloration, die is as other wonen.
She has the usual nunber of everything, all in the usual |ocations."

She nodded, as if confirm ng sonething to herself. "And you say she is young.
Are you sure?"

He had been thinking all day how he would respond to this. "She seens so

" He forced hesitation into his voice

"How young?" she urged.

"I have al ways assunmed about my own age, about twenty years, but. . ."

"But ?" she said inpatiently.

"You renenber | said that the main signs of age anong them were those of
bearing and, | suppose you would say, attitude. Well, sonetinmes it seenms to ne
that she acts nore mature than her seem ng age."

Now she | eaned forward, her face intent. "Explain."

"She speaks with a nmeasured seriousness | do not expect to hear froma young
worman. It is nore like the speech of the matrons or even the el der wonen of ny
own peopl e. And even anong strangers, she receives a deference people usually
reserve for great |adies and wi se wonen."

"You were her |over?" she denanded.

"Yes." He saw no point in |ying.

"Good, then you have held her naked. Has her flesh the firmmess and elasticity
of yout h?"

"It is smoother than still water, softer than the first down on a baby bird.

She is as unlined as an infant."

The queen hissed softly, as if at the menmory of sonething
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infinitely precious, long fled. "Does her belly show the marks of

chi | dbeari ng? "

"None at all," he answered.

"They may be able to eradicate the marks," she nuttered, as if to herself.
Then, to him "Is her sheath tight?"

For a monent he did not understand. Wen he did, he saw that there was no
hunor in her face. This was not bawdy banter. She was deadly serious and



desperate to know.

"Very," he answered, truthfully.

"She is Iike a young virgin?"

Qddly, considering that he was trying to mani pul ate her, he felt the bl ood
rush to his face. "Not exactly. | nean, she was, well, as you say, tight, but
not awkward or . . ." he let it trail off.

"Do not try ny patience," she snapped. "You are not speaking to one who even
knows how to be enbarrassed. So, she has the beauty, the firmbody of a young
virgin, yet she nakes love with the ardency and skill of a mature wonman?
Surely a handsone boy like you nust have experienced a few itchy w dows or

wi ves of absent husbands, unless your people are unlike any | ever
encountered. "

"It is as you say," he admtted. He thought he had better not overdo it, |est
she suspect him "O course, | cannot say for certain that she is far ol der
than she looks. It is only a matter of behavior and attitude."

She shook her head. "No, no, | think you are right," she said, as if it had
been his idea in the first place. "She may well be a worman of my own years in
all save | ooks." Abruptly, she rose, preparing to | eave. Before she did, she
faced him "Perhaps, when we neet with my husband, | will ask himnot to kil
you i medi ately." She turned and wal ked toward the villa.

When she had gone inside, when he was alone by the fire, ignored by the
warriors, he released a | ong-pent breath in a deep sigh. Had he prol onged his
life? He hoped so. It

THE PO SONED LANDS

273

seened incredible to himthat she could credit his words. Surely, a woman of
such penetrating intelligence nust know that he was only telling her what she
wanted to hear, that he spoke only her own thoughts as if they had been his?
Then he remenbered what Fyana had said about the desperate need of the ill to
bel i eve that soneone has a cure for mem and how vul nerable they could be to

t he mani pul ati on of charlatans. He had sensed a weakness and had pl ayed upon
it, but now he had to devise a way to use it to his advantage. The nere

know edge of the youth-prolonging capabilities of the Canyoners, false as it
was, was not enough to save his neck by itself. This would bear thinking
about .

Then anot her thought occurred to him Suppose it was true?

Their first sight of Huato was fromthe crest of a hill, where the w nding
road emerged fromrolling country to descend into a river valley. They had
expected to find the squal or and destruction of a siege canp. |Instead, they
behel d sonet hing that | ooked nore like a trade fair. Everywhere around the
city were bright pavilions. In the distance, to tile west, they could see |ong
caravans approaching the city, consisting nostly of unladen nusks. Down the
northern road cane simlar trains, these made up primarily of hum pers.

"Ch, wonderful!" cried the queen. "The siege is over and ny husband has taken
the city!"

"dory to our king!" shouted the guard, w thout much spirit. Ansa could tel
that they were bitterly disappointed at mssing the kill. He knew what the

carni val atnosphere neant. He had never participated in a siege, but he had
spoken with many warriors who had. Now that the city had fallen, the traders
had arrived. They hovered around the fringes of every war like carrion bats
and nothing drew themlike the fall of a great city. He made a quick count of
days
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in his mnd. The queen could not have left the siege nore than ten or twelve
days before.

"How did so nmany get here so soon?" he asked. As usual, he rode beside

Lari ssa. They had chatted of incon-sequentialities for the remai nder of the
trip. She seened friendly, whatever that m ght nean. "Some of these nust have
cone fromas far away as Neva, and |I'll wager those bunpers are fromthe



Zone. "

"Ch, they always conme as soon as they hear Gasam has gone to war. They never
wait until victory is proclainmed, since he always wins. They wait at a

di stance, just out of danger, then come flocking in when they hear of the
kill. Sonme of them were here even before | left, selling provisions to the

sol diers and buying prisoners. They were willing to run the risk and get
favorabl e prices. And they al ways hope to be on hand when the eneny falls.
Then, soldiers cone running out of the city with arm oads of loot, willing to
sell it for a pittance and run back in to get nore."

Even in his perilous situation, Ansa filed away this information. Apparently,
even Gasam could not maintain tight discipline in the ecstatic aftermath of a
city's fall. Their animals descended the hill and his stomach tightened. Soon
he woul d meet Gasam a man who had been a denon incarnate to him since
earliest childhood. Gowing up, it had never occurred to himthat he m ght
neet the man before his father met himin battle.

They entered what had been the siege canp, which had now been transforned into
a vast market. They saw thousands of men, wonen and children herded into

encl osures, nost of themsitting on the ground with stunned faces, all of them
haltered by the neck in long trains. At the entrance to each encl osure an
aucti oneer was taking bids. The people were not being sold individually, but
inlong coffles of twenty to fifty.

Everywhere, | oot stood on the ground in huge piles to be exanined by the
buyers. It was roughly sorted, so that one
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heap consisted of fine fabrics, another of fine artworks, a third of perfunes,
unguents and incense, and so on. They passed fields of wine jars, herds of
cabos and ot her donestic beasts. In one field, slaves stacked slabs of
colorful, beautifully polished narble. They appeared to be the facing stones
of pal aces or tenples. There were casks of dyestuffs and bales of quil hair.
The only things mssing were precious netals and jewels. These, Ansa surm sed,
Gasam woul d keep for hinself.

A runmbling crash drew their attention. Atop the city wall, workmen mani pul at ed
hamrers and bars to topple stone to the ground. Judging by the shattered heap
at its base, the wall had already been | owered by many feet.

"It looks as if the king intends to sell off and level the entire city," Ansa
said. "But then, as you say, the Shasinn have little use for cities and their
i nhabitants." She said nothing, but she wore a worried frown. Clearly, she did
not like this. They rode into the city. There had been great destruction, but
wi de roads had been cleared through the rubble to facilitate the systematic

| ooting. Endless trains of prisoners carried burdens out toward the vast
auction. Ansa had never heard of a great capital city being auctioned off by
the piece, but that seened to be Gasanmlis intent.

They found the royal tent set up in the great central plaza. A high platform
had been set up before it, and atop the platformstood a sinply dressed nan,
surveyi ng the ongoi ng process of destruction. His face wore an expression of
grimfury. Hs only mark of distinction was a |ong Shasinn spear, nade
entirely of steel. Ansa knew that this was Gasam and, to his shame, he felt
his bowel s quake within his belly.

When the man caught sight of the little procession making its way into the

pl aza, the furious expression di sappeared and was repl aced by a dazzling,
white-toothed smle. He bounded down the steps of the platformlike a boy
rushing to nmeet his first love. He ran to the cabo and Larissa dived into his
arnms. He whirled her around two or three
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times then set her on her feet. The two ki ssed and enbraced passionately. Ansa
was astoni shed at this public display of affection. But then, he reflected,
these two cared not at all what others thought.

On first inspection, Gasamdid not appear all that fearsome. He | ooked nmuch



like the other Shasinn, all of whomwere so sinmlar that they m ght have been
brothers. Since the royal couple were so occupied with each other, he examn ned
the other warriors who | ounged about, tajcing- no part in the |abor of
destructi on.

Most striking were the senior Shasinn warriors. They wore their long hair in a
nunber of fashions and they had nuch of the same grace and coneliness

di spl ayed by the junior warriors, but their bodies were scarred and their
features bore the indelible stanp of |1ong and hard campai gns, of nuch
slaughter and the brutality of war. The gol den nen were, he decided,

t hor oughl y fri ghtening.

Sone of the others he recognized fromhis father's descriptions as tribesnen
bel ongi ng to other island peopl es. Besides these, he saw Nevans and CM wans,
plus nen froma score of nations, races and peopl es he had never encountered
bef ore.

At last, the king broke his enbrace. "Little queen, if | could only say how
have m ssed you."

"As | have missed you, ny love," she said, breathlessly. Then, seriously:
"What do you do here? It looks as if you are destroying the city and
scattering its people.™

"That is exactly what | amdoing." The cloud of fury cane over his face once
nmore. "The very thought of this city offends ne now The wetched Mana, whom I
will not dignify with the name of king, insulted ne as | have never been
insulted." He proceeded to tell the tale of King Mana's funeral pyre.

"To be cheated thus of ny just vengeance," he fumed, "is intol erable.
Therefore, | shall obliterate the very nane of this city. I will level it and
have the ruins covered with
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soil and sown with grass. It will make an excellent pasture.”

She stroked his chest, calnmng him "But, ny |ove, Sono is now a province of
your enpire. It nust have a capital city."

"Til found another. Find me a city in the north and | shall establish a
provincial capital there. Acity in the north will be nmore valuable to us
anyway. '

"Yes, that is true," she said. The meaning of this exchange escaped Ansa.

The king glanced toward Ansa and his face grew puzzled. "W is this boy?"
Lari ssa nodded to her guards and two of them | oosed his ankle ties and haul ed
himfromhis saddle. Wth a hand beneath each arm they nmarched hi m before
Gasam and forced himto his knees, then held himin that position with spears
[ ai d upon his shoul ders. He forced hinself to feel no hope. That would only
make the fear worse

"This is ny present to you, ny love. An absolutely unique gift. | could have
searched the world without finding another such, yet it came to ne as if by
fate to soothe your just fury at the way this siege has disappointed you."
"Now | amwell and truly nystified," the king said. "Wat could give ne that
much joy? Is this some son of Mana's | had not heard about? He does not | ook
i ke a Sonoan."

"Far better than that. This is Ansa, eldest son of King Hael."

Ansa awaited the deathblow, but it did not fall. Gasam made a choki ng sound,
then repeated it. The sound became rhythm c, acquired a voice, and turned into
a full-fledged, roaring |augh. Despite the spears, he raised his face to | ook
up and neet Gasaml s eyes. He had expected ne eyes of a predatory beast, like a
| ongneck, but he was wong. It was |like looking into the sky on a noonl ess

ni ght, a sky sonehow devoid of stars. The gulfs he saw there were as bl ack
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and as deep. He knew then that Gasara was not nerely nmad. He was sonet hi ng

ot her than human.

"So this is the son of ny foster-brother Hael ? Greetings, boy."

"Greetings, foster-uncle," Ansa said. At this, Gasam set off on another



roaring | augh.

"How shall | kill you? Surely, you shall not die as easily as fells the Iot of
ot her nen."

"Best you take counsel w th your queen, then," Ansa said. "Father always told
me that you | acked imagi nation." He hoped that, if he provoked the man enough
Gasam m ght forget himself and strike himdead quickly. But, the king just
roared with greater mirth. Nothing seemed to kill the good nbod his wife's
arrival had brought about.

"Spare hima while, ny love," said Larissa. "I have certain plans, and,
truthfully, is he not worth nore to you alive? | beg you, do not kill himtoo
qui ckly."

H s arm around her shoul der, he smled down upon her. "Could |I ever refuse you
anything, little queen? Truthfully, every minute | hold himalive will be a
m nute of hell for his father. If he is slain, Hael will get over it quickly.
No, | shall enjoy having himanong ny possessions."

"I knew you would see the wisdomof it," she said. "W have nuch to speak of,
nmy king."

"And much to do. But first, little queen, let nme take you on a tour of ny

| at est conquest, while sonme of it still exists. '' He turned to soneone who
stood behind Ansa. ' 'Take himto our tent and guard him He is to come to no
harm especially by his own hand."

There was a grunt of assent from behind Ansa and he was hauled to his feet.
The royal couple had already turned away, absorbed in their own concerns. As
he was marched toward the tent he realized, to his astonishnment, that this
time he was not being handl ed by the Shasinn warriors. H s upper arms were
pressed agai nst sonething soft and he glanced to his right, astonished to see
not the nuscul ar
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chest of a warrior but a woman's breasts. He was being nmarched by a pair of
worren, and they were wonen of fearsome aspect. Rubies |ike tears of blood
dangl ed fromthe pierced nipples of one, golden hoops fromthose of the other
They were painted and carved with ornanental scars and fromthem cane a
strange, exotic scent.

The tent was divided into several roons and they took himto one in the rear
and seated him roughly, on a pile of carpets. Then they sat across fromhim
and arranged their weapons across their knees. One carried a short spear, the
other an axe with a slender, flexible handle, like that on his stone hatchet.
He noted that both weapons were of steel. If these were elite warriors, they
were the strangest he coul d i magi ne.

"I am Ansa. Who are you? \Where are you fron?" The two | ooked at him stonily,

t hen | ooked at each other, then back to him "The king did not forbid you to
speak to ne, did he? What harmcan there be in that?" They glared at himfor a
whi | e and he decided that they did not understand him Perhaps they were nute.
"You are the king's eneny," said the one with golden rings through nipples and
ears. "Wy should we want to speak to you?" She spoke a heavily-accented

di al ect of Southern, her pronunciation blurred by the plug in her lower |ip,
but he coul d understand her

' "That's better. You should talk to me because you nmust be bored by each

ot her. Now, what are your nanes?"

"I am Stal ker," said the one with the golden rings. She nodded toward the one
with the rubies. "This is Blood-Drinker. "'

"These are unusual names," he observed.

"W have no names until we earn them" she said. "W are the king's elite
guard of wormen. We come fromthe coastal lands to the south of Chiwa, and the
nearby islands."” He caught a flash of metal in the wonman's nouth and wondered
what new strangeness this mght signify.
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"Who are you?" said she of the rubies. "Wat [and do you come fron®"



"I amthe el dest son of the plains king, Hael. My hone is for to the north and
east of this place. W are a nation of riders and archers. W roamthe wi de
grassl ands as free as the winds and hunt where we please. W are a nation of
equal s and we acknow edge no one our naster."

"Then why did you | eave?" asked Stal ker

He | oosed a short, bitter laugh. "I have cone to regret it. Wiy do you foll ow
Ki ng Gasanf"

"W were raised fromchil dhood to follow a king, the king of Chiwa," said

Bl ood- Drinker. "But he was a fal se king. Qur King Gasam overthrew hi mand nmade
us his slaves. He took us fromthe pens and nmade us his guard, closer to him
than his own Shasinn. W |learned fromhimthat our destiny is to fight by his
side as he conquers the earth.”

"He is nore than a king," said Stalker. "He is a god."

Ansa knew that they nmeant it. Their eyes had the flat, intense gleam of the
fanatic when they spoke of Gasam Wat sort of nman, he thought, conmands the

I ove and loyalty of such as these?

"What are your special services for hinP?" Ansa asked. "Wat do you do that
earn you such favor and esteenP"

"We kill!" Stal ker said.
"Al'l warriors are expected to kill. Even those Chiwan sol diers out there kil
for him"

Bl ood- Dri nker snorted, making her gol den rings sway di sconcertingly. "They
think that is killing! Standing in lines and poking with their spears like
parts of a machine. W fight with fury and style. W are overconme by the joy
of battle.”

"And after the battle," Stalker said, smling dreanmily, "we are given the
prisoners to interrogate. They always talk."

Ansa could well believe it. Warriors trained frombirth to
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wi thstand tornents inflicted by an eneny could have their spirits broken by

t hese denoni c creatures. The sheer strangeness of them would prove shattering
to nmen accustoned to think only of other nen as warriors.

"And then," Blood-Drinker said, with the same dreany, inward-I|ooking
expression, "at the feast after the battle ..."

"Quiet!" Stal ker hissed, snapping fromher own reverie. "That is for us al one,
oursel ves and the king."

Ansa wondered what new horror this nust portend. They were interrupted when a
young Shasinn warrior entered the room He ignored Ansa as Stal ker's eyes

| ocked on his with a gleamof lust. Wthout a word she rose fluidly and they
left the room They did not go far. Wthin mnutes, the sounds of furious
coupling came through the walls of cloth. It seemed, Ansa thought, that these
peopl e were ferocious in everything they did.

"Perhaps," Bl ood-Drinker said, "the king will turn you over to us." Apparently
t he sounds fromthe next roomwere having their effect, for her |ower body
withed slowy against the carpet. They had stinulated what, to her, were even
nore pl easant thoughts.

"I do not want to di sappoint you,
i nterest hi keeping nme alive."
"Alive," she purred, "is not the same thing as whole in all your parts." She
slid toward himuntil their knees touched. "Let ne see whether there is
anyt hi ng here you would dislike to |l ose." She hooked a finger behind the
drawstring of his trousers and tugged forward. "Ah," she said, |ooking inside,
"here we are." She reached inside, closing her other hand around the hilt of
her knife. He was grateful that his hands had been tied before him He fully

i ntended to break her neck. Just a little closer

"What is this?" The voice cane fromthe room s entrance. Ansa had never

t hought he mght be glad to see
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Ansa said, "but King Gasam has expressed as



Gasam but he was. "My orders were to guard him not to collect trophies from
him"

Bl ood- Dri nker blushed Iike a little girl caught doing sonething naughty. "
woul d not have harmed him ny king," she said. "Stal ker is being pleasured,

and | thought to have a little nyself. | would not have drawn bl ood. | was
just enjoying the look on his face."
The king frowned. "If you were not one of mny pets, | should punish you."

She prostrated herself on the carpet before him "Punish nme, my king.' * She
sounded as if she longed for such treatnment. Ansa noted with interest that
even her shapely buttocks were carved with ornanental scars.

"I'f I gave you all such treatnment as you deserve, ny whip armwould weary from
the | abor.""’

"I will be happy to performthe honors," said Larissa, speaking from behind
her husband. Ansa saw a shudder pass through the groveling wonan. She truly
feared the queen. What could make this creature feel fear?

"No need, little queen," said Gasam "Surely, the son of Hael needs a little
whol esonre fright, seeing how gentle you have been with him He m ght m stake
us for people who care what sort of suffering and mai mi ng he endures.”

"I woul d never nake such a mi stake,"” Ansa assured him "My father has spoken
a great deal about what sort of people you are.”

"Spoken like a true son of Hael ," Gasam said. "He was al ways such a dutiful
boy, always anxious for the approval of the elders. | suppose that cones of
bei ng the | owest and nost despised of the tribe. There was nore wonman t han nman
in him He wanted to be a spirit-speaker, not a warrior!" He | aughed | oudly,
but the mirth seenmed forced to Ansa. ' 'How did a puny half-warrior ever
become a king? Even king over a wretched band of nongrels |ike these

pl ai nsnen?"

"You' ve shown no eagerness to fight us,
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"You never dared an open battle when last ny father took his arny into Neva to
drive you out. He went into the city alone, and he defeated you in
hand-t o- hand conbat before you dived into the bay to escape." Ansa had heard
this story for so many years that he was sick of it, but now he felt great
satisfaction in hurling it at Gasam He had never gotten on well with his
father, but he was proud of himnow Ansa w shed there were some way he coul d
tell himso.

"Let me cut him ny king!" hissed Blood-Drinker. "I will eat his
Gently, Gasam placed the sole of a bare foot against the back of her head and
forced her mouth against the carpet, silencing her

"Quiet, little | ongneck. These things are for me to decide." The king stepped
bef ore Ansa and squatted until the two were at eye level. Ansa was gratified
to hear the faintest of popping sounds fromthe king' s knees. He, too, was

agi ng. There were silver streaks in the lustrous bronze of his hair.

"You just do not understand, do you, boy? You are too young to understand what
real hatred is. You certainly haven't |l earned howto feel true fear. | shal
teach you. You have had the easy life of a petty prince. Wat |ies between
Hael and me is sonethi ng beyond your experience, so do not presume to speak of

Ansa taunt ed.

it. | have deternined when he is to die and how. It is just a part of my plan
to bring the world beneath nmy heel and no action of his will make ne alter ny
plan. He will not trick ne into striking at himprecipitously."’

He reached forth and stroked Ansa's face softly, with the backs of his
fingers, like a man gentling a prized but high-strung ani mal.

"You see,"” he went on, "there is so nuch hatred stored up between us that the
passage of mere years affects it not at all. I will slay himw th as nuch joy

many years fromnow as | woul d have when he was seven years old. Hatred |ike
this is not to be understood by ordinary nmen, and you
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are ordinary, though scarcely yet a man." He continued to stroke Ansa's face.



"Yet you arc Hael's son, and you cannot imagine what joy it gives ne to have
you in nmy hands." He rose then, and wal ked out to join his queen

Bl ood- Dri nker crawl ed back to her post and Ansa, despairing, rolled to his
side and tried to rest. He knew that he had a terrible ordeal ahead of him A
while later, Stalker canme in. She was covered with sweat and snelled strongly
of her recent activities. Despite hinself, Ansa felt his flesh rising and he
was flooded with menories of Fyana. He pretended to sleep as the two wonen
conversed in | ow voices. Eventually, he did sleep

He woke hearing voices. They bel onged to Gasam and Larissa. They spoke in
conversational tones, as if they did not care who heard them He gl anced
through slitted eyes at his guards. They sat as before, but their heads were
sunk forward and their breathing was that of sleep. He had no doubt that they
woul d wake instantly at any nove on his part. He strained his ears to hear the
conversation in the next room

"This is a fantasy, ny love," Gasamsaid. "I have told you before mat you
brood on this matter too nuch."

"It is no fantasy!" she insisted. "I think these Canyoners have the secret and
I mean to west it fromthem"™

"I's beauty so much?" the king asked. "lIs power not far nore wonderful ?"

"Power is everything, nmy |love, you have taught ne that. But the | oss of beauty
is just the outer nmanifestation of an inner deterioration that destroys
everything within us, including our grip upon power. Tell nme truthfully: can
you hurl the spear as far now as when you were twenty? Can you run all day

wi thout tiring, as you could then?"

"Very nearly," he said, unconfortably.

"Well your cast will grow shorter each year fromnow on. And you will breathe
hard when you run. Al too soon, it will be as rmuch as you can do to keep from
puf fi ng when
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you wal k. Where will the respect of your warriors be then, when their

al I -conquering god-king is an old man, |ike other old nmen?"

"By the time | have reached such a pass | will be unquestioned king of the
worl d. None will dare show ne disrespect!”

"My husband," she said pitilessly, "you expected to be king of the world | ong
ere now. \When we began, we had no idea how vast the world was. There are | ands
beyond Hael 's ki ngdom perhaps as nuch nore as the | ands we know al ready. How
many nore years to conquer thenf? The thought nakes nme weep as it is!"

"Once | have taken the plains and settled with Hael," the king said, "then

can march back westward over the mountains, and Oria will fall into ny hands
like ripe fruit. Then | will have Neva surrounded and Neva nust fall as well.
I will have all the world that matters, and | will be content."

"My love," she said chidingly, "you will never be content and neither shall |

and we both know it. Not as long as there breathes one human bei ng who does
not acknow edge you king and god. If there are | ands beyond you nust go there
and break themto your yoke."

She had stated her case baldly. Now her voice becane |low, intimte. "But none
of this need matter to us. The Canyoners have the secret. \Wat care we how
long the work of conquest takes if we can be young throughout [ife?"

"Well," Gasamsaid after a pause, "it cannot hurt to ook into the matter
After all, in the northern canpaign we wll pass near the Canyon. It m ght not
be such a bad idea to secure the Canyon itself."

Ansa failed to understand the neaning of this. Surely, their next conquest was
to be G an? Wiy would they march northward, into the desert?

"But there is a Canyon wonman nearer than that, one skilled in their arts," she
said. "If she knows that we have

286
John Maddox Roberts
her | over, perhaps she will come here. | will find out whatever she knows."

"But she may not cone," Gasamsaid. "Wat is this boy to her? Alover? He is



not of her race, and who ever heard of the Canyoners | ooking outside their own
peopl e for nmates?"

"I will let it be known that we merely hold himas hostage," Larissa said.
"And that | amill and will reward her richly to come and treat me. Perhaps
she will come here hoping to buy himfromus."

Gasam yawned. "Maybe. And if not, 1'll take all the Canyoners you want,
possibly the ot of them when we march north to seize the steel mne. The
crater is only a few days' travel fromthe Canyon."

Ansa felt as if all the blood had congealed in his veins. They knew where the
steel mne was! |If they marched soon, there was nothing at all to prevent them
fromseizing it. He broke into a sweat of dread at the thought of Gasam
conmandi ng nost of the world's steel. What could he do? Wen at | ength he
slept, he was plunged into a sea of nightmares.

NI NETEEN

Fyana waited, grimfaced. She had |left the queen hours earlier, closeted with
her advi sers. The king was well on his way to recovery now. He was able to sit
up and speak, although he tired easily. She was tired herself. She sat back in
her chair and sighed. She |onged to be away fromthis place. The queen had
spoken of great rewards, but the king was not as intelligent as his wfe.
Fyana knew that, as soon as he had his strength back, whatever gratitude he

m ght have felt toward her woul d dissolve in nortification. It would have been
anot her matter had she just been able to administer a potion to cure him
instantly and w t hout disconfort. The treatnent had been | ong, arduous and
very undignified. She felt sorry for the stabl emen who had been her

assistants. He m ght execute them for |aying profane hands upon his sacred,

ki ngly person

When the diplomatic party had returned, her heart had |l eapt with joy. Wen she
saw t hat Ansa was not anong them it had plunged into despair. She had

guesti oned nmem
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bers of the party about him and had received no straight answers. She feared
the worst. She would have left already to go find him but she had prom sed

t he queen one | ast service. She opened her eyes as the door opened.

"Lady Fyana?" It was Lord Floris, cone fromthe queen's council chamnber,

"It is good of you to come speak with nme," Fyana said. "Please be seated."
Floris took a chair. "The queen wi shes nme to speak with you, so | shall," he
sai d, haughtily. "Please be brief." He winced as if at a sudden pain and his
face was puzzl ed.

"Are you all right?" she asked. "Pl ease take some wine."

"It is nothing," he said. He poured wi ne anyway. She watched hi mdrink. "Now,
what is it?"

"I want to know about Ansa. Tell me what happened to him"

"The boy left the mission," he said, inpatiently. He winced again, and his
hand went to his side. "He took a—a notion to go watch the siege, | suppose.
He rode off with that dreadful woman." Hi s face paled and a |Iine of
sweat - beads appeared upon his brow.

"Tell me what happened to Ansa," she said.

"I just—that is, well, he disappeared one day. Rode off to hunt with the

gueen. She-she, |, what have you done to nme?" He glared at the wi ne cup. "Have
you poi soned me?"
"The truth-drug does not act that fast," she told him "I gave it to the queen

and she adnministered it to you in the council chanber, an hour ago. Now tel
me, what happened to Ansa?"

H s hands fornmed claws on the table with his effort to resist, but he spoke.
"She gulled himinto riding onto the mainland with her, where her safe-conduct
was not valid. There she took himprisoner. She knows who he is and took him
to Gasam "

"And you coul d have warned him but did not?"
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"That is so. What was the boy to ne?"

"What, indeed? Did you send the assassins to kill himhere in the city?"

"1 did."

"And woul d have done the sanme to ne, except for the Bamen guards and the care
| took with what | ate and drank. | did not fail to notice the poisons that

appeared al nost every day."

He gl ared hatred, but he was al nost paral yzed now. "Wat do you want, w tch?"
"I want the answer to two nore questions. Did you treat treasonousty wth
Queen Larissa?"

"We came to an understanding. | do not consider it treason to guarantee what
is mne by right."

"That is one question, and you can debate the nuances of treason with your
sovereigns. As for the others, did you poison the king?"

"Yes. The throne is— He stopped when a door opened.

"That is enough,” Queen Masila said. "I will continue the interrogation from
here on."

Fyana rose, "He will be able to answer questions for another two hours or so.
Then, if the antidote is not adnministered, he will die fromparalysis of the
l ungs." She handed the queen a small vial. "This is the antidote. | would not

bother if |I were you, but the choice is yours."

"I cannot thank you enough," said Masila.

"Don't bother. You have given nme a generous reward. Now | just want my cabo
and a safe-conduct to the border. | nean to get Ansa back." She nodded toward
the inmpotent Floris. "He nmay not be acting alone. It would not be good for you
if I were to cone to grief within your borders. King Hael would learn of it,
and he would cone visiting to find out what happened to his son on the Isle of
Sorrow, and why | was prevented fromgoing to him"

The queen's face was flushed, but she spoke steadily. "You shall have an
escort of Banmen until you reach the Isle
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of Sorrow. Now, go with my bl essing, before your arrogance causes ne to
withdrawit."

Wt hout bowi ng, Fyana turned and |left the room Then the queen turned back to
Lord Floris and the old man's eyes rilled with fear

It was night when she rode within sight of the city. Many fires burned on the
plain, others within the city, although these appeared to be bonfires rather

t han burning buil dings. She had heard fromfleeing refugees of the fell of the
city. The last she had spoken to had related with awe a tale of King Gasam s
al nost whi nsi cal behavior in showing relative mldness toward the surrendered
sol diers while enslaving the nonconbatants and utterly destroying the city
itself. Fyana sensed that there was something nore than nere insanity behind
this, although she could not guess what it m ght be.

The sight before her caused her heart to shrink within her. Love and
desperation had driven her this far, but what could she do now? Down there
license and fury ruled, where men reveled in the unrestrai ned destructiveness
of war. Wat chance had a | one woman of acconplishing anything? Could she even
live long enough to find Ansa?

She cl osed her eyes and took a deep breath, forcing herself to calm naking
her heart beat nore slowy. Her fears, however well-founded, would do her no
good now. Gasarn and Larissa would want to keep Ansa close, if he were stil
alive. She had but to find out where the royal coupl e abode, and nearby she
woul d find Ansa. She opened her eyes. There was no sense wasting tine here.
She nudged her cabo and it began to anble toward the fires.

A hail froman outer picket halted her as she neared the city. A soldier
approached her bearing a torch. He was a short nman who wore a white kilt and a
cuirass of laced bone. H's helmet of hardened | eather bristled with stubby

spi kes.
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"Who are you?" the soldier asked

"Lady Fyana of the Canyon. | have cone to confer with your queen." She had
deci ded that she might as well brazen it out.

The man gaped. "The queen? Wait here." He wal ked back toward the picket line.
She waited nervously. Everywhere she coul d hear disturbing sounds: sobs, wails
and occasi onal screams. After what seened to her an interm nable wait, the
guard returned with a man who wore finer arnmor and a bronze hel net.

"What is your business here?" the officer asked her

"I have cone to see Queen Larissa. It is on a matter about which you need not
concern yourself." The nan had die | ook of a professional soldier and she
hoped a show of arrogance woul d be enough to overawe him A haughty ari stocrat
m ght not buy it.

"This canmp is a dangerous place at night, madanme," he said, with cautious
respect. "Some of the soldiers get carried away with their cel ebrating when
their betters cannot keep an eye on them Best you shoul d abide here unti
nmor ni ng. They know better than to m sbehave by daylight.' *

"Yet | nust go to the queen inmedi ately,"” she said, afraid that her nerve

m ght desert her if she waited | onger and thinking: M sbehave!l What a word for
what they rmust be doing! "Surely, captain, you can provide ne with an escort.

| amcertain that there will be no—ni sbehavi or-near the royal quarters.”
"Well," he said, "I'll see who | can round up." He spoke with the exasperation
of a functionary called upon to do sonething beyond his customary duty. It
amazed her that he did not think to challenge her right to be here. Perhaps
the very nention of their queen paralyzed these men's ability to think

A few mnutes later, she was wal ki ng her cabo through the nightmarish canp.
Everywhere, she encountered slave pens, which were the source of nobst of the
sounds. She
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could see bodies in convul sive novenent, dimy illumnated by distant fires.
Drunken sol di ers wandered anong the pens. \Wenever any of these strayed too

cl ose, they were warned away by her four guards. The guards thensel ves were
surly, probably resenting mssing out on the revelry.

They were not the only ones left out of the celebration. As they drew nearer
the walls, she saw other sentries posted around great heaps of |oot. She heard
t he sounds of livestock and snelled a sharp scent of blood. The fighting was

| ong over. She hoped that it came fromanimals being slaughtered to feed the
arny.

They passed through walls that were little nmore than heaps of rubble. Beyond
lay a city in ruins. Shadowy forns |urked anong the buil dings and the darkened
streets. Were these soldiers? O were they looters who lurked in the cellars
of the ruined city and cane out at night to scavenge off the carcass of their
former hone? Whatever they did, they were quiet about it. In contrast to the
plain outside, the city was cloaked in silence. For nost of the trek, the
torches borne by the guards provided the only |light she saw. Then they reached
the great plaza.

Several bonfires burned around the periphery of the square, and in its center
prisoners toiled by torchlight, denolishing a huge buil ding. Apparently, the
ki ng deened this task inportant enough to prosecute day and ni ght. She was
guided to a cluster of large tents on one side of the plaza. Her escort halted
before the largest. A tall Shasinn cane forward and di sm ssed the soldiers
with a casual wave of his hand.

"Who are you?" he asked. This was the first Shasinn she had seen at close
hand. In the ruddy light of a nearby fire he |ooked |like a bronze statue, his
[ ong hair tunbling unbound over his shoul ders.

"I am Lady Fyana of the Canyon. | have conme to see Queen Larissa."

He eyed her sceptically. "I can prom se you that she has no wish to see you at



this hour. Wait here by one of the fires. The city is a bad place at night,
but you will be safe here. The sun will rise soon."

*'| thank you. Is there a place where | may water my cabo?" She patted the
animal's neck and it made a soft grunt of contentnment. The snell of bl ood had
upset it, but nowit was over the fright.

"There is a working fountain over there." He pointed to a dimarea near one of
the corners of the plaza. He turned and wal ked away wi thout further words.

She wal ked the cabo to the fountain, noting that the nearby Shasinn paid her
little heed. They were careful to spare no attention for their racial
inferiors, a fact for which she was grateful at that noment. She realized that
in the uncertain light they could not judge the color of her skin and eyes.
They woul d have shown nore interest if they had seen that she was bl ue.

She watered the aninmal and tethered it to a nearby post while she washed
hersel f as best she could wi thout undressing. She wanted to be as presentable
as possible in the norning, when she woul d confront Gasam and Larissa. Her

abl utions finished, she sat on the edge of the fountain and pondered her next
nmove. Wiere was Ansa? The nost likely place was here ampng the royal tents,
perhaps in Gasams own tent. But mat was surrounded by alert warriors and she
woul d have no chance to approach it. O he m ght be | ocked in sone cellar in
the city. If so, she had no way to find him

She wal ked the cabo to a place near one of the smaller fires and unsaddled it.
The plaza around the fire was littered with sleeping forms, but a few wakeful
warriors sitting near the fire blinked at her w thout great interest. Their
features bore the stanp of exhaustion and she knew she had nothing to fear
fromthem They were not Shasinn, but nenbers of some race she did not
recogni ze. \Whatever ferocity they
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possessed had been sated in the battle, slaughter and rapi ne of the precedi ng
days.

She spread her blankets on the pavenent and | ay down upon them her head
pillowed on her saddle. An odd stillness reigned in this place. She heard | ow
voi ces in conversation, the crackle of flames and, occasionally, the runble of
anot her stone tunmbling fromthe big building. That was all. She began to
conpose herself for the trial ahead. Gasam and Larissa were not as ot her
peopl e, so she forced all preconceptions fromher mnd. She woul d accept what
she saw and heard and woul d act only upon such direct evidence. Above all, she
nmust be attuned to what they would want from her. She wanted Ansa free, and
she had little to trade save her slight skills and whatever they believed she
m ght acconplish for them She reached far back into her reserves of know edge
and instinct, calling up every bit of training she possessed to nmeet this
chal | enge. She woul d need each tiniest particle of her ability to read human
bei ngs, to seek out what was ami ss with them what they needed and what they
want ed. Save for her ability to read the mal adies of the human body by touch
she had no nystical skills, no magic. But the people of the Canyon had a
reputation, and belief could be a weapon. In time, she slept.

The sounds of the stirring canp woke her in the pearly light of earliest dawn.
There were snells of cooking in the air and she sat up, rubbing her eyes. In
the growing light she could begin to appreciate the devastation that
surrounded her. Mst of the nearby buildings were little nore than rubble, and
it was clear that they had not been destroyed in the fighting. It was true,
then, that the mad ki ng was nethodically destroying what was, after all, his
own city. She rose and went to the fountain. thers were there as well, both
warriors and sl aves, and as she spl ashed her face and cl eared her eyes she
drew many nore curious stares than she had the night before..The distinctive
Canyon physi ognonmy was only appreciable in daylight.

When she was as presentable as she could nake hersel f, she returned to her

bl ankets and bundl ed them She thought . of saddling her cabo in case she



shoul d have to make a fast ~ escape, but she decided not to. It would | ook
suspi cious .” and she had resolved to |l eave with Ansa, or not at all. In-s
stead, she took a small rolled carpet fromanong her be-. N longings and
carried it to the royal tent. A dozen paces "“before the entrance of the tent,
just beyond the ring of "guards, she spread the carpet. It was thick, colorfu
and 3: lavishly enbroidered. Facing the tent's entrance, she crossed ;« her
ankl es and sat, arranging her robes about her for nmaxi mumdignity. Then she
fol ded her hands in her |ap and waited.
r Sl aves began to file into the tent. Some carried basins of
:; water, pitchers and towels. Qthers bore trays of food. The
nmorni ng ritual had begun. Myving her head as little as pos-
v:;- sible, Fyana sought any evidence that m ght be of aid. Ib-

ward the edge of the plaza, near the line of ruinous
bui | di ngs, she saw a line of tethered cabos. These, she
guessed, would belong to the queen and her guard. One
particul ar animal drew her attention. Its horns were painted

in colors she knew. It was Ansa's. She quaked internally at
; this first evidence of his presence.
Near the entrance of the tent, under its awning, sonething el se caught her
eye. It was a pile of gear, and fromit she saw protruding the upper linb of a
cased bow. She recogni zed its deeply-curved shape. It was Ansa's great plains
bow Wth it she now saw his quiver and arrows and his |long sword. He was
here. He mi ght even be alive.
A worman emerged fromthe tent. Her face wore a puzzled frown. Apparently,
someone had told her that she had a visitor. Fyana began to read her as she
had never read anyone in her life. She had seconds to cone to a judgnment she
woul d have preferred to spend days naking. She had to know how to react to
this woman. As the queen's eyes w dened, Fyana studi ed her adornnment, often a
sinmple guide to
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the person within. Queen Larissa, unlike her counterparts in other lands, did
not dress elaborately. In fact, she barely dressed at all, save for a

| oi ncl oth of beautiful fabric and sone ornanents, and it was not because she
was a sinple savage. The wonman sinply did not define herself in terns of royal
trappi ngs. Instead, she was obsessed with her own beauty. And beauty, Fyana
had to adnmit, was one thing the queen had. Even with her present | ook of
stunned consternation, she was the nost dazzling, radiant creature Fyana had
ever behel d. She forced herself to | ook beyond the beauty.

Wth her specialized know edge and skill, she nade a nore astute analysis than
any man could have. She saw instantly the subtle signs of age. The queen was
not close enough for her to discern winkles, but she knew they woul d be
there. The tone of skin and nuscle, the subtleties of stance and novement, the
slightly dulled sheen of the hair, all these added up. Physically, the queen
was superbly conditioned animal, but the animal was past its prime. The |ong,
sl ow, inevitable decline had set in.

Al this Fyana read before Larissa nade a single step toward her. Now it was
time to apply these things to the wonan's inner self. Fyana was distracted by
t he queen's | ook of utter astonishment and she could not inmagi ne what this
portended. It could wait. Undoubtedly, the queen's first words would inform
her .

Lari ssa was vain and she was fanmous for one other thing: her devotion to the
king. If she worried about her own decline, perhaps she worried doubly about
his. Their insane anmbition to rule the world was a tine-consum ng process. She
woul d see time as their eneny—tine and age. There mi ght be sonething

her e—sonet hi ng she coul d use to advantage. And still the woman wore that | ook
of dismay, sonething alnost akin to awe and fear.

Gracefully, Fyana rose fromher cross-legged sitting posture. She did this as



she had been trained in chil dhood,

wi t hout using her hands and w thout |urching forward awkwardly. She rose with
her spine straight, using only the nmuscles of her thighs. In her vol um nous
robes, she alnpst seened to levitate. She saw that the queen was studying her
as closely, and this sinple gesture seened to inpress the wonan, for whatever
reason. Fyana bowed.

"Queen Larissa, | am Lady Fyana, of the Canyon."

"How di d you get here so soon?" the queen asked, w de-eyed. "How could you
have known? | sent the messenger only two days ago!"

Fyana's m nd worked fast. The queen must nean that she had sent a nessenger to
sumon Fyana. She attributed this sudden appearance to sone uncanny
precognitive ability on the Canyoner's part. That was useful. But why had she
wanted to summon her? Clearly, she was not ill. Perhaps the king was.

"I needed no messenger to bring me hither/' Fyana said, deliberately

anbi guous. "We have things to discuss."

"Thi ngs?" Larissa said, clearly at a loss for words. Fromthe astoni shed | ooks
on the faces of all who stood around, the queen was seldomif ever so at a

| oss. "Yes, of course. We nust talk."

"What is this?" It was a man's voi ce, deep and booni ng. Fyana gl anced past
Larissa and saw a tall Shasinn energe fromthe tent, grasping a | ong spear
made entirely of steel. This was Gasam nen. He was as magnificent a specinen
as his queen. No wonder these two did not consider thenselves to be as ot her
peopl e.

"This is Lady Fyana of the Canyon," Larissa said, sounding al nost dazed. "I
sent for her."

"So you did." The king came forward and stood by his queen, an arm draped
casual ly over her shoulder. Plainly, the king was neither ill nor injured, not
physically, at any rate. H s blue eyes held great power, but little humanity.
She knew that, if she was to acconplish anything here, she would have to work
t hr ough t he queen.
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"She was quick," the king added.

"I have—ways of know ng when | am needed." The queen | ooked utterly convinced.
The king | ooked sceptical. He al so | ooked sonewhat anused, but Fyana knew t hat
peopl e often adopted such poses to cover their confusion. The warriors who

| ounged about rel axed. Whatever odd nood had conme over the queen, their king
was not overawed by this strange person

"Come inside, we will talk there," Larissa said. "And wel come, Lady Fyana."

"I must see to sonme arny matters," the king said. "Entertain our guest and
will join you later." He gave Larissa a benused | ook, as if he, too, was
puzzl ed by her strange behavior.

"Come with nme," Larissa said, taking Fyana's hand. Inside die tent they sat on
cushions, the queen still holding her hand. She noted that Larissa was taking
surreptitious glances at its back, as if trying to read something there.

"When did you arrive?" Larissa asked.

"Last night, after dark."

"And no one canme to tell nme?" She glared outside, as if |ooking for someone to
puni sh for this affront.

"No one here knew ne, and they knew better than to wake you," she said. "You
could not have left word to expect me so soon.'
"Yes, but surely someone as distinguished as you ..
"My color is difficult to judge after dark," Fyana said.

Lari ssa reached out and stroked her face. "It is true. You really are blue.'
She al nost whi spered the words. Then she all but shook herself, seeking to
regai n her conposure. "Yes. Wl l, so you are here. How you know to cone |
cannot i magi ne, but you Canyoners are known for mystical powers. It is for one
of those that | desired consultation. | amtold that you can—what is the

wor d?—udge health by touch. Is this true?"

THE PO SONED LANDS



299

"The word is diagnose. Yes, | have that skill. Do you wish me to read your
state of health?"
"Pl ease. "

Fyana reached forth and laid her fingertips upon Larissa's brow The queen
tensed and cl osed her eyes, as if expecting pain or some other unpleasant
sensati on.

"Just relax. Try to think of nothing." Fyana needed only a few seconds. She
took her hand away. "I have sel dom encountered anyone as healthy as you,
certainly never anyone your age.'' She saw the tiniest wince in the fan of
faint winkles around Larissa's eyes.

"And that is another thing we nust speak of,’
true age?"

Fyana's m nd spun. Not just age, but true age? Then the queen thought there
was sone question/

"W do not count years in the Canyon." Larissa' s eyes grew hooded as she

regai ned her poise. She thinks | am prevaricating.

" "As well you might not. Truly, it seens that your years nust be of little
account to you."

Fyana t hought of the way Larissa had held her hand, glancing at its back. An
easy way to judge the age of a woman who was ot herw se yout hful -1 ooki ng. She
thinks I amold! She thinks this is ny secret! Fyana let out a long sigh and

| ooked down to cover her sense of triunmph. Now she knew what to do. The queen
m sunder st ood.

"You must be fatigued after such a ride. Allow ne to offer you sonething." She
cl apped her hands and sl aves scurried to do her bidding. Soon they were
surrounded by trays of delicacies sonehow sal vaged fromthe ruined city.

Lari ssa observed the custonms of hospitality and did not press Fyana as the
Canyoner ate, slowy. She was grateful for the chance to map out her strategy.
When she was finished she raised her face and | ooked the queen straight in the
eyes.

"You want sonething,"’
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"What is it you want? Name it and it is yours."

"First, let us discuss your needs." As the queen before her, now Fyana reached
forth and stroked a cheek, dusted with near-invisible down, touched a

shoul der. "You are the nost beautiful woman | have ever seen, but we both know
t hat beauty fades."

"It is not just beauty," Larissa said, "nor even health. It is life\ There is
never enough of it. Qur great work is well conmenced, but already ny husband
and | are showing the marks of tinme. Once, all of our lives stretched before
us, and it seenmed as if there would be plenty of tine to bring about our
destiny. Now, | amnot so sure.' * She spoke the words in a rush, as if she
feared that her husband would return before she could finish. As if these were
wor ds of which he woul d not approve.

"And with your own | oss of youth and vigor," Fyana said, now confident that
she knew the woman's mind, "you fear that you will lose the loyalty of your
subj ects. They serve so fanatically, even those that were enenies once,

because they can see the two of you before them their living god and
goddess. "

"Yes," Larissa al nost whispered.

' "Suppose | was to tell you that what you wi sh cannot be done, that it is a
matter of bl ood, something that we Can-yoners cannot share with strangers?”
The queen | ooked up, the blood com ng to her face. "I would not believe you.
You peopl e of the Canyon are known for your skills with medicines, with
healing. And you are the only people in the world able to conbat the effects
of age. It is your mastery of medicine that nmakes this possible, not your

pedi gree." She woul d not be gainsaid. Shcneeded to believe,

"Very well," Fyana said, as if forced to adnmit the truth. "What if | were to

said the queen. "What is your

Fyana said, "and | want something."



tell you that it is no easy procedure, that it involves a |ong and arduous
treat ment ?"

"I can endure anything!" Larissa insisted. "As can ny
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husband. You do not speak here to decadent, pal ace-bred aristocrats. The

mai nl anders call us barbarians and we are. W have the strength and endurance
to prove it,"

"I told you that | want sonething fromyou."

"Nane it!" Larissa said.

"I want Ansa. Gve himto nme."

A l ook of distress crossed the beautiful face. This, Fyana thought, must be a
new experience to this woman, who was so accustoned to havi ng her way.
"There—there are other considerations. He neans sonething very special to us.
Ask anything else of ne." She sounded as if she were speaking of a bel oved
child.

"Ansa. There is nothing else | want fromyou. Were is he?"

"Anything el se," Larissa said again.
"Then we have nothing nore to discuss.'
survive the next few seconds.

"Sit down," the queen said, as if granting this concession caused her severe
pai n. She cl apped her hands and called toward the back of the tent. "Bring the
pri soner."

Two wonen cane in, hauling Ansa between them So intense was her relief at
finding himalive that Fyana spared no attention for the wonen's bizarre
appearance. This canp was full of strange sights. Watever torments had been
inflicted upon him the worst must not have been physical for he seened
heal t hy enough, if sonewhat wan and haggard.

He nanaged a snile. "l expected you yesterday."

Larissa | ooked back and forth between them as if she thought he neant it.
That was all to the good as far as Fyana was concerned. She felt |ike slapping
himfor falling into a trap like this.

"I have cone for you."

He | ooked at Larissa. "You would trade for so rare a prize as ne?"

"That is yet to be decided," Larissa said. "But it is not beyond question.”
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"Yes it is." It was Gasam He stood in the entrance of the tent, displeasure
on his face. "The son of Hael is mne, and | nean to keep him™"

"W do not need the boy," Larissa said. "You will kill Hael and take his

ki ngdom at your pleasure.”

"And just nowit is ny pleasure to have the boy with me. It will give Hael
great anguish to know | have his son, and that pleases ne greatly,"

"There are things that would pl ease ne even nore," said Larissa, glaring at
him He | ooked shocked. Fyana decided that this was the first tune the queen
had ever defied him

"Do you mink I would not trade this youth if | truly believed this woman coul d
restore us to our youth?" Now he smiled at her indulgently. "You know | woul d
never deny you that, ny love. But this worman is lying. You are allow ng your
hope to cl oud your good judgrment. Think of it: If these Canyoners could truly
make peopl e young again, why are they not the richest people in the world?
What aged king would not give half his treasury for such a thing? And yet her
people live in the mdst of a desert, in obscure and squalid villages,"

"We do not value wealth," Fyana said.

"Why shoul d people who can live forever need weal th?" Larissa asserted.

First prol onged youth, Fyana thought, and now imortality. Wat would this
gueen expect next? At |east Larissa was taking her part.

"Fal sehoods and munmmery, " Gasaminsisted. "Wat do any of us know of the
Canyon save travelers' tales and this woman's |ies?"

"And if | can prove it?" Fyana said.

For a nonent Gasam was nonpl ussed. "How woul d you do this?"

Fyana stood, wondering if she would



"I will have to leave for a while. There are things | rmust gather out in the

countryside. I will need help, a servant who can ride."
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"You will have as many as you wi sh," Larissa said. "And you nust have an arned

escort. The countryside is not yet fully pacified." She | ooked at her husband
as if daring himto forbid this.

Gasam shrugged. "It can do no harm and should put an end to this foolishness.
And, woman," he turned his fathom ess gaze upon Fyana, "if after all this you
di sappoi nt my queen, you shall die."

She forced herself to show no fear. "Neither of you will be disappointed." She
rose. "I will be back probably late in the afternoon." Ansa stared at her
dunbf ounded. At |east he was keeping his nmouth shut. These people seened to
have little toleration for taunting.

The queen went outside with her. She spoke brief comands, and servants and
warriors scurried to do her bidding. Wiile the preparati ons were nmade she
spoke quietly to Fyana, as if the two of them were coconspirators.

"Be easy. | will calmthe king's hostility. Just make this good. |If you can
performas you say, | will exalt you above all others save ny husband and
myself. | will restore Ansa to you. He is nothing to ne, and neither is Hael

for that matter. But only | can control Gasam Renenber that."

Her escort arrived, four young Shasinn on rather gentle-seem ng cabos. A
short, swarthy man approached the tent, |eading another nmount. He had the

i npassi ve face of a slave and the gnarled thighs of a lifelong rider

"This slave was a stableman for the late king of this land," Larissa said. "He
wi Il render you any assistance you require."

"Excellent. The warriors may stay at a di stance and keep watch, but the slave
is to attend ne closely. He nmust do everything I tell himto, exactly as |
instruct. He nust be nade to understand this."

The queen turned to the slave. ' '"If you deviate from Lady Fyana's

instructions in the slightest degree, your death will not be an easy one." The
sl ave bowed. Li ke her husband,
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Fyana refl ected, Larissa had a single answer for all questions.

"I will await your return," the queen said.

Fyana shook her head. "It will not be necessary. After | return, | wll still
need a few hours of preparation. I will not be ready to begin until night."
"As you will. Informme when you are ready." The queen returned to the

ulterior of the tent.

Fyana went to her cabo and the slave hel ped her saddle it. She was pl eased to
note that it had been given fodder. Apparently, prisoners had been detailed to
feed all the animals in the square. She mounted and rode for the nearest gate,
foll omed by her escort.

Thus far, all had gone well, better than she mi ght have hoped. She foresaw no
difficulties in the next few hours. It was the final stage of her plan that

m ght very well prove fatal, but she could concoct no better plan, so she
refused to worry about it. She would succeed or she would die, and she knew
how to ensure that her death woul d be quick

In the countryside, she began to gather herbs, |eaves and minerals. None of

t hem had any medi ci nal significance. She did not even recognize sone of the

pl ants, but she nade a great and intricate cerenony of gathering each item
The guards watched with interest for a while, then they grew bored and | ooked
el sewhere, tal king anong thensel ves in quiet voices.

The slave followed her instructions attentively, speaking only an occasi onal,
muttered, "Yes, mistress." Clearly, he took the queen's threat very seriously.
By mi dafternoon, Fyana was convinced that he would do exactly as she
instructed from now on.

"We arc finished here," she announced. Wth her gatherings packed up, they
rode back to the city. When they were back hi the square she turned to the



guards. "You are dism ssed." As she had hoped, they rode away. They had
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been assigned to escort her in the countryside, not to guard her in the city.
"Cone with ne," she told the slave.

A hundred paces fromthe royal tent, she had the slave build a small fire and
she began her "preparations." She clipped and chopped herbs, she pounded

m nerals to powder, she burned and ni xed. Throughout, she kept up a
nmeani ngl ess chanting. Al ways, she kept an eye on the royal tent. Once, Gasam
cane out and stared at her disdainfully. Once, Larissa energed, |ooking her
way w th hope.

Eventual | y, both cane out together. After glancing her way, they wal ked away
on some mssion of their own. Fyana had been waiting for this. The Shasinn

i ke her own Canyoners, were an outdoor people who did not like to stay
beneat h cover for |ong. She woul d have been content to have Gasam away. The
absence of both was even better. She made herself wait for several mnutes.
Then she rose and pointed to the basket of junbled plant and mineral matter
that lay on the pavenent beside her.

"Pick that up and cone with ne." As the man did so she took her reins and | ed
her cabo to the tent. She stopped in the shade of its awni ng.

"Put that down," she said. The nman did so. She glanced around. No one was
payi ng them any special attention. She saw Ansa's cabo still picketed with the
others and she pointed at it. "You see that cabo with its horns painted green
and gold? Bring it here." Wthout a word, the man obeyed. Wen he was back
she pointed to the pile of Ansa's bel ongi ngs and weapons. "Saddle it and | oad
those things on it."

Wien it was done she nmounted her own cabo and took the reins of the other in
her hand. "Very good," she told the slave, "you may go now." He wal ked away.
She cl osed her eyes and took a deep breath, then let it out slowy, trying to
qui et her heart, which felt as if it were about to burst. She opened her eyes.
Now she would win or die.

TVENTY

Ansa stirred uneasily. Wiat was Fyana up to? He had tried to put on a
nonchal ant air, but he had been stunned when he realized that she had conme for
him She must have conme as soon as she knew he had not returned fromthe

i sland. She had not waited for Lar-issa' s sumons. At |east he had been able
to eavesdrop on the talk out in the main room before he was dragged out to
confront her. He had had time to conpose hinself. There was still enough of
the young warrior in himleft to feel horror at appearing foolish before his
eneni es.

She actually seemed confident that she could convince Gasam of her powers,
that she could truly restore youth. Not for the first time, the thought cane
to him Suppose it is true?

Now he stretched, working the kinks out of his |legs. They were unbound, for no
one worried that he could outrun me Shasinn. H's hands were bound before him
and he flexed the fingers, keeping themfromstiffening. He eyed his
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guards with distaste. The ones on duty now were dour-faced, ol der wonmen who
had no interest in speaking with him One held a spear, the other an axe. Both
wer e near-somol ent with boredom Their heads jerked up at a comotion and a
scream from w t hout.

"Ansa!" The voi ce was, unmi stakably, Fyana's.

The two woren scranbled to their feet but Ansa was qui cker. He snatched the
axe with his bound hands and kneed the worman in the chin, knocking her back
agai nst the tent wall. Sonething bulky was nmuscling its way toward the back of
the tent and the other wonan cocked her armto cast her spear. Through the
openi ng separating his roomfromthe main part of the tent, he was astoni shed
to see Fyana, nounted on a cabo and | eading another. Wth the flat of the axe,
he swatted the ot her woman al ongsi de the head, dropping her unconscious before



she coul d conpl ete her cast.

He rushed into the main room grasped the pomel of his saddle with his bound
hands and swung snoothly astride. Fyana drew a |long knife and sl ashed his
bonds.

"Ride!" she yelled at him

He whirled the cabo neatly and bolted for the entrance, with Fyana cl ose at
his heels. He pounded for the main gate, and there he saw Gasam and Lari ssa
not twenty paces away. The king raised his spear and whirled it back past his
shoul der for a cast, noving as fast as any man Ansa had ever seen. Ansa urged
t he beast forward and whi pped his I ongs word fromits sheath. He whirled the
long blade in a hissing circle even as Gas anis armrocked forward. At the

| ast possible instant, Gasamturned the offensive hurl into a defense,
twirling the great steel weapon by its hand-grip to bl ock the descendi ng
sword. Ansa woul d not have believed a human wist could be powerful enough to
do such a thing.

Even so, the defense was not quite perfect. Sword rang on spear, raising
sparks as it slid down the obliquely held blade to bite into Gasam s face and
jaw, then down to nick
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the coll arbone. The king fell back with a strangled cry and Larissa threw
hersel f across himas Ansa tried for another bl ow

"No time!" Fyana cried. "Ride!" Al over the square, warriors were emerging
fromtheir stunned stupor. In a nmoment, he would be bristling with Shasinn
spears. Gracefully, Ansa |eaned fromthe saddl e and grasped Larissa *s long
hai r, hauling her upward and scream ng across his can tie. "Keep close!" he
shouted to Fyana as he lunged for the gateway road | eading fromthe square.
"No spears!" cane a voice frombehind him "He has the queen!" Gasam had
scranbled to his feet and stood with a hand to his bl oody face. That was
Ansa's last sight of the chaos in me square as he and his nount disappeared
bet ween rui ned buil dings, with Fyana cl ose behi nd.

Wth one hand hol ding Larissa down and the other grasping his sword, he had to
ride without reins. The thunder of hoofs rang fromthe ruined walls as people,
nostly | aboring prisoners, scattered fromtheir path. They rode through the
gate and out into the canp, where nen goggled at them but no one tried to
stop them The situation was too bizarre for anyone to take action. They kept
galloping for two nmiles, during which time Ansa managed to steer his sword
back into its sheath and resune control of his reins. On a hilltop overl ooking
the ruined city, they drew rein.

"You cannot ride double any |onger," Fyana gasped. "Look!" She pointed behind
them A line of riders had passed through the arnmy canp and gal | oped al ong
their trail.

Larissa chuckl ed. "My husband cones for you," she said. "This time, you will
not be so fortunate. He will turn you over to his wonen, and they will torture
you and eat you. It is what they do. | have seen it." Ansa dunped her to the
ground and she lay there, smling up at him

"I can ride no farther with you," he said, "but | can stil
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kill you." He drew his sword once nore. Its tip bore red stains.

Fyana | ooked at himcoolly. "Could you?"

Larissa still smiled up at him unafraid. "Go ahead. Let this be your great
warrior feat. Tell your father that you slew die wonan he loved and left his
nortal eneny alive."

Ansa glared at her for a while, then, slowy, he re-sheathed his sword. "No.
cannot kill you."

"I thought so. You have Hael's bl ood and you are a weakling like him™"

"Don't press it," Fyana advised. "I have no warrior scruples to overcone."
"Run back to your father, boy," Larissa said. "W will come for you soon
enough. And," she turned to Fyana, "we will conme for you sooner than that. You



are a remarkabl e person. | w sh you had thrown in with us instead of with this
wr et ched pl ai nsman. "

"I said | cannot kill you," Ansa told her, "but | can still take care of the
rest of the job." He took his great bow fromits case and strung it. This was
an awkward task for a mounted man, but he acconplished it easily. Then he

sel ected an arrow as he eyed the approaching riders.

"No!" Fyana said. "Let's ride now. They're getting too close.”

"They are nmiserable riders,"” Ansa said, "and they can't shoot. As |long as |
have three cabo-lengths of lead at the start, | can outride themall day."
"You may fancy yourself the world's greatest rider," Fyana said, "but | am
not. Let's go."

**Soon," he said. He rode twenty paces away, so that Larissa would have no
opportunity to disturb his aim The riders were alnost within range. He began
his draw. Gasam was easy to recogni ze. He was an even worse rider than the
others, and the great splash of blood decorating himwas visible even at such
a distance. He was, naturally, in front, although a pair of young riders rode
al nost at his stirrups.
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Fifty nore rode behind him and hundreds nore were pouring fromthe canp to
join in the pursuit.

Ansa nocked arrow to string and raised the bow Slowly, he began his draw, his
trained eye and mnd making the |ightning cal cul ati ons of speed and notion
arc and trajectory, w thout conscious thought. The thunmb of his string hand
touched his ear and the string touched his mouth. He held for another two
seconds, then rel eased.

The arrow sped in an incredi ble, graceful arc, first upward, then descending.
It was perfect, he thought. Nothing could save Gasam now.

But one of the flankers saw it com ng. The youth spurred ahead, a better rider
than his kmg and on a faster animal. He swerved hi front of Gasamjust in tine

to receive the arrow hi his own chest. The young warrior reeled and fell, and
the riders behind, Gasamincluded, had to rein in to the side to avoid a
pi | eup.

Cursing, Ansa rode back to the woman. "Gasam Soneone el se al ways does his
dying for him Let's go!"

Larissa smled. "You can't kill us. W will cone for you, hi our own good
tinme."

Ansa sniled back. "I spoiled his | ooks, though. Tinme will do the sane for you.
Farewel | ." They left the queen white-faced behind them

The scarred noon was rising when they halted to rest their mounts. Pursuit was
far behind them if indeed Gasam was bot hering to pursue.

"W have to ride north," Ansa said. "They—*

"A nmoment," she interrupted. "Are you well now? Have you recovered from being
tied up and mistreated for days?"

"Yes. Alittle sore, but they didn't torture ne except with

talk."

"Good." She swung a hand behi nd her and brought it around, slapping him al nost
hard enough to topple himfrom his saddle.

"What . . . ?" He was too shocked to speak further

"That's for falling into such an obvious trap and maki ng ne come rescue you!"
She gave hi m another slap, alnpst as hard. "And that's for taunting themto
their faces when I nost wanted you to be neek and hunble, while |I was gulling
them And 1'd slap you again for playing warrior games back there instead of
dunpi ng that awful woman as soon as we were clear of the canp and riding like
a madman, but | think |I've broken ny hand."

"But I'ma warrior," he said.

"That doesn't mean you have to be a fool! By all the spirits that live, Ansa,
if I didn't love you so nuch I'd wish Fd left you there! | m ght change ny



mnd yet."

He pulled her to himand kissed her hard enough to break teeth. "My fearless
one! What need have | of wi sdom when | have you?" He kissed her again, nore
gently but just as ardently. It was Fyana who broke away.

"Later. After we're sure we are safe.”

"Nobody is safe,” he pointed out. "I was about to say that we rust ride north.
Fyana, they know where the steel mine is! Somehow, Larissa's spies have found
it

"I amfromthe Canyon, not the plains,'
steel mne, nor for who owns it."

"You should," he insisted. "You have seen how powerful Gasamis. Wth the nine
in his hands, he will control nmost of the steel in the world. He will be able
to armhis entire arny with steel weapons. What could stand before himthen?"
"Warriors!" She snorted. "You always think that a better weapon is everything.
It is not, | assure you."

she said. "W care nothing for your

"They will go to the Canyon first," he pointed out. "It is much closer than
the plains, and the desert separates us fromhim And, Larissa will stil

thi nk that you people own the secret of eternal youth. She will not believe
anything $lse. You yourself told ne of the power of the will to believe."
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She sighed, "l suppose you are right. Wll, we have to pass through Canyon
land anyway. | will ask our Elders what is to be done.™

"And then will you ride with ne, back to the plains?"

"Yes, if the Elders pernmit it." Then, snmiling, "Wat's the use? Yes, I'll go

with you even if they forbid it."

Now he grinned. "Then let's ride north." But before they began he turned to
her once nore. "Fyana, how old are you, and can you really restore youth?"

"Do you think | amgoing to tell you everything?" She spurred her cabo and

t hey headed north by the |light of the scarred noon.



