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PROLOGUE WINTER 2215
Forgotten Words

Where can | find aman who has forgotten words? Heisthe one | would liketo talk to.



—CHUANO tzu, Writings, xxvi, 11, sixth century b.c.

E BERT STOOD onthelip of the crater, looking across the ruined city toward the distant sun. It was

early morning and arime of frost covered theiron-red rocks, making them glisten. Below him, inthe
deep shadow, he could discern the twisted shapes of the struts that had once curved haf ali intotheair,
supporting the dome of the greatest of Mars nineteen cities.

He crouched, placing agloved hand on anearby rock, conscious of the sound of his own breathing inside
the helmet. Behind him, five paces back, the woman and the boy waited silently.

It was here that the dream had ended, gonein asingle night, burned up in aviolent conflagration that had
taken the lives of more than twenty million people. Dust they were. Dead, like the planet that had never
been their home, only a prison, aresting place between two darknesses.

He shivered, understanding. The chain had been broken here, the links scattered. That was the message
the great Kan Jiang had offered in his poems. Mars was not the future, Mars was a dead end, acosmic
cul-de-sac. If they tried for amillion years Man would never make ahome of this place. No, they had to
go back, back to Earth—to Chung Kuo. Only then could they move on. Only then might there be a
future.

And the Osu? Did they have afuture?

He turned, looking back. The woman was watching him, her face behind the thick glass of the helmet like
carved ebony. Beside her, resting in the crook of her arm, the boy looked into the distance, dreaming as
usud, hiseyesfar off.

Ebert smiled. It was ayear ago that he had first met her, in one of the northern settlements. In hisdesire
to become a sage he had renounced the flesh, holding that darker part of himsdlf in abeyance, yet, when
she had cometo him that night, his body had remembered. She had been with him ever since.

It was as Tuan Ti Fo had said—desire took many forms, and sometimes renunciation itself could be a
kind of desire. Best then to be at peace with onesdlf; to have and not to want. He stood, putting out a
hand to her.

Then, turning back toward the setting sun, he began to make his way down into the darkness.

HE WOKE IN DARKNESS, the nightmare still close—so closg, it seemed he might reach out and
touchit.

Y es, he could senseit, there behind the night's dark skin, the pulse of it till warm, till real. For amoment
longer it was there, and then he fet it dip from him, leaving him gasping on the cold, bare floor of the tent,
emptied by thevison.

Thewoman lay beside him deeping, her breething soft, dmost inaudible. From outs de the muffled sound
of theair vent's hisswas like the noise the wind makes in the southern deserts during the season of
storms. Here, a the bottom of the crater, one of the old air-generators was still partly operationd,
spewing pure oxygen from asingle vent.

Hewent out, sedling the tent flgp after him. It was an hour until dawn and the darkness was intense. From



where he stood the sky was aragged circle framed by the black of the crater walls, seven stars, shaped
like ascythe, blazing in the center.

He climbed, following the path through the twisted ruins from memory. On thelip he paused, turning to
look back across the crater's mouth. The blackness benegth him was perfect. To the east, on the horizon,
wasthetiny blue-white circle of Chung Kuo.

He shivered, remembering the nightmare. He had had it before, many times, but thistime it had seemed
red.

He looked down at hisright hand, flexing the fingersin the glove, surprised to find it whole. Two of
them—nhisfather's men—had held him while another splayed hisfingers on the dab. He had struggled,

but it was no use. Thereld been aflash of silver, then he felt the thick-edged blade dice through the
snewy joint of the knuckle—his nerves singing pain, his hot blood pumping into the air. He had heard his
own high scream and scuttled like aghost from out hisflesh. There, usudly, it ended—there, thankfully,
he had aways woken—but thistimeit went on. He had felt his spirit turn, away from the tormented
shrieks, following a servant who, bloody bowl in hand, made hisway through flickering corridors of stone
toward a bright-lit chamber.

There, at the operating bench, stood his father, cold mouthed, dead these eight years, hiswork apron
tied neatly about his massive chest. His dead eyes watched as the servant brought the bowl. He took i,
spilling its bloodied contents onto the scrubbed white surface.

The old man's mouth had opened like a cave, words tumbling forth like windblown autumn leaves,
dust-brown and crumbling.

"The design waswrong. | must begin again. | must make my son anew."

There had been laughter, acold, ironic laughter. He had turned to see his mother looking on, her ice-blue
gyesdismissve

"Zombies," she said, reaching past her dead husband to lift the severed finger from the bowl. "That's all
you've ever made. Deed flesh. It'sall dead flesh.”

Shelet thefinger fdl, achilling indifferencein her face, then turned and left the room.
No warmth in her, hethought. The woman had no warnth. . . .

Setting the bowl aside, hisfather had taken the finger, stretching and molding it until the figure of aman
lay on the bench before him.

Hans had stepped forward, looking down into the unformed face, willing it not to happen, but the dream
wasinductable. Slowly the features formed, like mountain ranges rising from the primd earth, until the
mirror image of hisface stared back at him . . . and sneered.

He jerked his head back, gasping.
"Efulefu. . "

He swallowed back hisfear, then answered the voice that had come up from the darkness. "What isit,
Hama?'

Her figure threaded its way up through the shadows just below. "Areyou dl right, husband? | thought |
heard you groan.”



"It isnothing, Hama, only tiredness™
She cameto him, reaching out to take hishands. "The boy isdeeping ill."

"Good." He amiled, enjoying the sight of her facein the Sarlight, the dream defeated by the redlity of her.
"l wasthinking, Hama We must cal agathering.”

"A gathering? Of the ndichie?"

He shook his head. "No, Hama. Of everyone. Of Elders, Tribes, and Settlers.” He gazed past her at the
digtant earth, noting how smdl, how fragile, it seemed in dl that emptiness. "It istime we decided what to
do. Timewe chose apath for dl to follow."

THE MACHINE BLINKED, then looked again. One moment there had been nothing, and the next . . .
"Tuan Ti Fo? Do you seewhat | see?’

The air before the Machine shimmered and took form. Tuan Ti Fo sat cross-legged before the open
console, bowing his gray-haired head in greeting. "What isit that you see?!

"| see"—the Machine strained, staring into the intense darkness, using al its powersto try to penetrate
that single spot whereit was blind—"I see ... nothing."

Tuan Ti Fo chuckled softly. "Y ou see nothing? Then, surdly, thereisnothing.”

"No. Something landed on the surface of the planet north of Kang Kua. | can senseit. It isthere. Itsvery
absence revedsit, and yet it concedsitsdf.”

The old man tugged at his beard thoughtfully. "And your camera probes?’

"Cannot penetrateit. It'sasif thereisashdl surrounding it. A shell of—it hesitated, ahesitation that in a
man might seem normal, yet in the great Machine revealed the existence of hillions of rapid
cd culations—"something unknown,” it concluded, a strange hesitancy initsnormally tonelessvoice.

Tuan Ti Fo stared at the console a moment, then nodded. His mood was suddenly more sober. "I see.”

The Machinefdl slent. It was thinking. For more than five million years Mankind had striven upward out
of the prima dark toward the light, and from that quest had come Itsdlf, the ultimate flowering of mind:
onesingle, al-encompassng intelligence.

Intlligent, yet incomplete. Within its mind it pictured the great swirl of things known and unknown, like a
vad t'ai chi of light and dark, perfectly baanced. Within that haf which waslight was atiny circle of
blackness—a pinpoint of occlusion, which it knew to be Tuan Ti Fo. And now, within the darkness of
those things unknown, lay asingle point of light.

"If it'sacraft,” Tuan Ti Fo said, "then it must have come from somewhere.”

"But theré's no trace," the Machine began, then checked itsdlf, redizing that, like the absence that
reved ed something, there was aline of occlusion through its memory; an area of tampering—ano-trace
that paradoxically reveded the passage of the craft.

"It came in from the System's edge. From the tenth planet.”

Y et even asit spoke, it questioned that.



"Something dien?’ Tuan Ti Fo asked.

It considered the notion, surprised that for once it was dedling in uncertainties.
"No..."

"But you have ahunch?'

"A cdculated guess™

"Then you had best send someone.”

"Send someone?’

Tuan Tl Fo laughed, then stood, brushing down hissilks. "Why, to look, of course.” He turned, hisfigure
shimmering, dowly vanishing into the air, hiswords echoing after he had gone. " Send the boy. Helll see.
Whatever itis"

IINZd?I

The voice camefromtheair. At its sound the boy turned sharply, his body crouched defensively, then he
saw thetiny, glittering probe hovering like asilver insect in the air above his head.

"What isit?" he asked, keeping the fear from hisvoice,
"Whereis Ebert?'

The ten-year-old turned, pointing back into the shadows. The probe moved past him, drifting into the
darkness—amoment later it returned.

"Come," it sad, hovering just above his head, no bigger than hisfig, its surface smooth and rounded like
atiny shaven skull. Nza shivered and then obeyed.

THE machineW A T CH E D the boy gpproach the nullity; saw hkn Put out his hand, then withdraw it
asif hedd been stung.

"Canyou fedl anything?" it asked, the sensation of curiosty amost overwhelming.

The boy nodded, then put out his hand, tracing what seemed like asmooth, curving dopeintheair. But
gl it could see nothing, sense nothing.

It watched the boy move dowly around, testing the air with his hands, defining more accurately the area
of nothingness the Machine's probes had sensed.

Nzaturned, hiseyeswide.
"What isit?" it asked. "Did you see anything?'
Nzashook hishead. "Efulefu . . . Get Efulefu.”

IT WASLIGHT when Ebert got there. He crouched some fifty ch'i from the unseen presence, perfectly
a rest, watching the shadows shorten as the sun climbed the sky. Thewind blew fitfully, and when it did
he noted the patterns the sand made around the nullity.

After two hours he stood and motioned to the boy. Nzawent to him and stood there, looking up at him



as he mouthed something through the glass of hishelmet. It was cold, bitterly cold, and areedy two of the
Machines six probes had ceased functioning, but Ebert seemed unaware of it.

Thecold. It would kill them dl oneday. Machine and men dike.

Nza stared amoment longer, then nodded and, with that curiousloping run of his, scuttled acrossto the
nearest of the probes.

"What isit?" the Machine asked, but the boy shook his head and pointed to his mouth. It watched,
reading the boy'slips.

There's something there. He senses it. He thinks it watches us and lisens. And something else.
It waited asthe boy ordered his thoughts, recalling what Ebert had told him.
Hesays. .. when he closeshiseyes ... he sees a face. An old, familiar face.

It knew, even before the boy's mouth stretched twice to form the word. So he was back. DeVore was
back on Mars.

DEVORE STOOD AT the view window, looking out across the windblown surface toward the
crouching figure, then turned to the monitor again. Ebert'sface filled the screen, his eyes behind the
helmet's glass a deep reposeful blue.

So you survived, old friend. And now you consort with those ugly sons of the night. Well, stranger
things have been known.

He laughed softly, then clicked hisfingers, summoning one of hisguards.
"Find out how it's going. Weve been heretoo long asitis. | want us gone by nightfal."

The soldier bowed low and backed away. DeV ore turned back to the screen, pushing out his chin
reflexively. Hans Ebert had been but a child when hed first met him. A spoiled and willful child. But now,
looking a him, studying him, he saw how much he had changed. It wastherein his eyes, in the perfect
dillness of the man.

Impressive, he thought. But also dangerous. Hans Ebert was no friend of his— he understood that now.
At any other time held stop to kill thisexiled prince, but right now it was more important to get back to
Chung Kuo as quickly — and as discreetly — as possible.

He cursed silently, angry that they had had to set down and determined that, once repairs were effected,
he'd kill that bastard Hooper himself. As an exampleto the others.

He crossed the room and tapped into the craft'slog. Things were getting dack. Already they had lost two
days. Asit was, even a week's delay wouldn't affect their cargo, but any longer . . .

He cleared the screen. That would be one advantage of getting back to Chung Kuo. For too long now
he'd had to rely on the services of second-raters. Once back he could dispense with them and hire some
better men.

DeVore smiled. He would enjoy that day. It would be aday of rewards. A day when al these
second-rate fellows would find themsdaves grinning.

Grinning bone-white before the wind.



There was a sound in the doorway. He turned, noting the guard there.
"Wdl?'
"Nine hours, Master Hooper says.”

"Good." He waved the man away, then went to the window again. Ebert had not moved. He seemed
rooted there, part of the dust of Mars.

"| shall come back for you, Hans Ebert," he said quietly. "Once other wars are fought and won. And then
..." Helaughed, then turned away, imagining the sight. And then I'll see you dance on a gibbet like the
commonest lowlife there ever was.

LATEIN THE DAY hefdtit go. Therewasachangeintheair, alessening of the pressure, and then. . .
nothing.

"It'sgone" Ebert said, getting up, hislimbs stiff from inactivity and cold.

"1 know," Tuan Ti Fo said, appearing beside him. "l felt its passageinthe air.”
"Where hasit gone?'

"Inward. Back to Chung Kuo."

Ebert nodded. "We mugt cdl agathering. Tonight.”

"Itisdone.

"Ah." Ebert smiled. "And my intentions? 'Y ou know those too?' Tuan Ti Fo's laughter waslight,
infectious. "Y ou mistake me, Tsou Tsai Hel. The woman, Hama, spoketo me.”

He stared at the old sage, surprised. "Y ou speak with her?
"Sometimes”
"Isthere anything you do not know, Master Tuan?"

Tuan's eyes, normaly so calm, so clear, for once looked away, troubled. "Many things. But only one that
bothers me. | do not know what that man wants."

"DeVore, you mean?"'

Tuan Ti Fo nodded. "Thisworld—this reality—it islike agame to him. He plays his stone and then
awaits an answer. Why, the King of Hell is but an gpprentice beside him. He has made mdice into an art.
Somedays| think the man isold. Older than the frame of flesh hewears”

"Older than you, Master Tuan?'
Tuan laughed. "Don't mock my gray beard, Worthless One. Time will find you too."

"Of course. But tell me, Master Tuan, what do you mean?’ "Only this. That | cometo think the true
nature of the man has been masked from us. DeVore. . . what ishe? Isheamorta man? An orphan,
raised to high officein the T'ang's Security forces? Or wasthat, too, merely aguise? A mask of flesh put
on to fool mere human eyes? Copies. . . Think of it, Hans. Why does the man love copies so? He
duplicates himsdlf and sends his copies out to do hisbidding. Now, isthat self-love or some far deeper



Hans considered amoment, then shrugged. "Why did the Machine not destroy his craft whileit was
here?'

"Destroy it? How? How can one destroy what is not there?"
He laughed. "Something was there. | sensed it. With my eyesclosaed | could see it

"Maybe. But what | said still goes. It was not there. It was. . . folded in somehow: anegative twist of
nothingness. The Machine has atheory about it. It thinks the craft exists within a probability space quite
near to our own, the atoms of which have been .. . . vibrated, like a plucked string."

"There but not there."

"Likeyour dream.”

Hans stared at the old man, startled. "1 told Hama nothing of the dream.”
"| wasthere but not there."

"And you?" Ebert asked, passing his hand dowly through the old man's chest as his silk-cloaked figure
shimmered into nothingness again. "Areyou here, or are you ‘folded in'?'

THEY GATHERED AT thelong day's end, asthelast light of the sun bled from the horizon and the red
became black. Hans Ebert, once heir to the great GenSyn Corporation of Chung Kuo, traitor to his
T'ang and patricide, known aso as Efulefu, "the Worthless One" and Tsou Tsai Hel, "The Walker inthe
Darkness," climbed up onto the table rock and turned to face the thousands who had come.

Helooked about him, noting who was there. Just below him were the ndichie, the elders of the Osu,
their white curls hidden within the tall domes of their hdmets. Beyond them, standing in loose family
groups, were members of dl the northern tribes, sons and daughters of Mother Sky. To hisright, forming
atight knot beside the escarpment, were two or three hundred of the new settlers. They looked on
suspicioudy, clearly ill at ease, disturbed to see SO many of the tribes gathered there. Hans wondered
what arguments Old Tuan had used to bring them out so late and so far from their settlement.

Herased ahand, then spoke, hisvoice carrying from hislip mike to the helmets of everyonethere.

"Brothers, asters, friends, respected elders, | thank you al for coming. Y ou have been patient, very
patient, with me. Twice Mars has circled the sun and till | brought no answer. But finally 1 see what
must be done."

"Speak, Efulefu,” one of the ndichie cdled, speaking for them dll.
"Tdl uswhat you see”

"| see atime when the supply ships no longer come. When Chung Kuo no longer looksto Marswith
caring eyes." "What of it?* someone cdled.

"We do not need their food, their medicines," another, deeper voice shouted from farther back. "L et the
ships stop. It makes no differencel” "That'sright!" another yelled. "We want nothing from them!™ "No?"
Ebert shrugged. "When afather forgetshisson . . . when he casts him off, is that nothing? When amother
casts her unwanted child into a stream, to sink or swim, isthat nothing? When agreat thread iscut, is
that nothing?'



He moved forward until he stood on the very edge of the gresat rock, then leaned toward them. "The poet
Kang Jang wasright. Thisplanet isn't home, it'sexile. Thereisno lifefor us here, only the certainty of
eventual extinction. Not now, perhaps, not for athousand years, but one day. One day no human eye will
wake to see thisworld. One day only our dust will blow about the circle of thisplace” "It isfate."

Ebert looked down at the elder who had spoken. "Fate, Jaga?'

The old man lifted his handsin a gesture of emptiness. "What can we do, Efulefu? Thereisnowhere else
for us. We were cast off two centuriesago. TobeOsu . . . why, itistolivein exile"

"Maybethat was s0," Ebert answered, more gently than before. "But now that must end. We must build
aship.”

"A ship!" The surprised words echoed back from al sides. Ebert nodded. "That is s0. Oh, not ahuge
thing. Nothing that is beyond our means.”

There was afurious murmuring. Ebert waited, then raised his hand again. Sowly the noise subsided.
"Wemust go back ... afew of us. . . and clam aplace.”

"They would kill ud" someoneydled.

"They will kill you," the elder, Jaga, said, pointing agloved hand at his chest.

"Maybe. Yet we must try. A ship. First off we need aship. And then men. Eight volunteers. Eight men of
honor . . . eight black-faced heroesto offer to Li Y uan."

Helaughed, seeing it clearly now, recaling the day twelve years before when the two gifts of stones had
been given to the young prince on his betrothal day.

"It has been foreseen. One has gone on before us. And we must follow. For if we fall, all fals”
He stepped back, hearing the great murmur of debate begin, hisown part in it done.

Yes, and it was true what he had said: DeV ore had gone on before them to place a great white stone
upon the board. But he would follow hard upon his heels—he and his eight black stones.

Thegame. .. The game had begun again.

Helooked down, flexing his ring finger within the glove, remembering the moment in the dream. It was
timeto bergoined. Timeto play hisproper rolein things. He knew it now. Knew it with aclarity that
filled him. His exile was coming to an end. It wastime to return. Timeto emergeinto the light again.

PART 1 SPRING 2216
Song of the Bronze Satue

Gone that emperor of Maoling,
Rider through the autumn wind,

Whose horse neighs at night



And has passed without trace by dawn.

Thefragrance of autumn lingers il

On those cassiatrees by painted gdleries,

But on every paace hdl the green moss grows.
AsWei'senvoy sets out to drive athousand li

The keen wind at the East Gate stingsthe statue'seyes. . . .
From the ruined pa ace he brings nothing forth

But the moonshaped disc of Han,

Trueto hislord, he sheds leaden tears,

And withered orchids by the Xianyang Road
Seethetraveler on hisway.

Ah, if Heaven had afeding heart, it, too, must grow old!
He bearsthe disc off aone

By the light of a desolate moon,

Thetown far behind him, muted its Igpping waves.

—L.i he, "Song of the Bronze Statue," ninth century A.D.

CHAPTER ONE

In Heaven's Sight

C OLONEL KARR crouched in the tunnd behind hislieutenant, the light from the flatscreen on the

man's back cagting apae glow over hisface and chest. His helmet hung loosely about his neck, his
gun—a heavy automatic with twin clips—rested againgt the wall. Beyond him, squatting to either sde of
the unlit tunnel, athousand men waited.

It was the four hundred and nineteenth day of the siege, and till there was no sign that Tuniswould fall.
Not this syear, Karr thought, amazed by its reslience, by the sheer stubbornness of its defenders.

Theimage on the screen was afamiliar one. It showed Tunisfrom adistance, Stting like agiant mile-tall
rock upon the plain, the sea beyond it: an imposing block of part-melted ice, its surface dark, like rough
pitch. They had cleared the surrounding stacks long ago with ice-destroying chemicals, but the defenders
had coated the rest with aspecia diamond-tough bonding: a bonding that seemed to resist dl but their
most destructive wegpons. Close up it had ablistered, burned appearance, like the toughened hide of



some deep-sea creature.

They had spent the best part of ayear chipping away at it, to little red effect. And what inroads they
made were generaly short lived. Nor had their blockade—the keystone of Rheinhardt's plan—been
totaly effective. Ting Ju-ch'ang, the loca Warlord, had the backing of the Mountain Lords, and despite
Karr'sbest efforts, their ships had managed many timesto dip through and supply the City-fortress.

Even so, things had to be bad insde. The defending force was more than three million strong. Add to that
afurther fifty million—al of them crammed into aspace designed for atenth their number—and it took
no genius to imagine the problems they faced. If rumors were true, they were eating one another in there.

The thought made Karr shudder; made him question once again the sense of Rheinhardt's strategy. There
had been a good reason for hitting Tunis. For along time Ting Ju-ch'ang—as front man for the Mountain
Lords—had used Tunis as a base from which to attack the southern coast of Li Y uan's City, and there
was no question they had needed to do something about it. That said, there had been no need to capture
it. AsKarr had argued severd timesin Rheinhardt's presence, they had merely to contain Ting's activities.
To capture awell-defended City was—as he knew from experience—amost an impossibility, especialy
when, as here, he found himsdlf in hostile territory, outnumbered, his supply lines stretched, and harried at
hisback al thetime.

The truth was Rheinhardt knew they couldn't win, yet held become obsessed with it. To withdraw would
be a severeloss of face. After al, he had promised Li Y uan he would take it, and to go back on that
promise was—for him—unthinkable.

And so herewe are, Karr thought, crouched in a tunnel beneath the City, waiting for the signal to
attack. While back in City Europe a far greater threat to our security grows and grows, like a fat
white grub, feeding upon its fellow grubs.

Lehmann. Lehmann was the problem, not Ting Ju-ch'ang. Karr stretched his neck, then turned, smiling at
the men closest to him reassuringly. He glanced down at the timer inset into hiswrigt, then raised his
hand. It was almost time.

He heard the whisper go back into the darkness, then turned back, feeling the familiar tenson in hisguts.
Up ahead histeamswerein position. In lessthan aminute, as his cruisers mounted adiversonary missile
attack on the western gate, they would begin.

Helifted hishelmet and secured it, making sure the sed was airtight, the oxygen supply satisfactory, then
reached for his gun. Behind him he could hear the scrape and click of hundreds of helmets being secured,
the clatter asagun fell, then was retrieved. Fourteen seconds. . .

Hewaited, counting in his head, seeing thefirst wave of cruisers flash across the screen, their missiles
streaking toward the rocklike wall of the City-fortress. Even asthey hit—even as hefdt the judder from
above—there was the whummpf'whumpff of mortars being fired farther down the tunndl, followed
immediately by the piercing, banshee whirr of the shells asthey spiraled toward their targets.

Heturned, looking down theline, noting face after familiar face, underlit by their helmet lights. These
were good men. His best. They'd been with him along time now and knew exactly what to do.

Who thistime? he wondered, seeing how each one met his eyes and smiled. Whose widow will | be
speaking to tonight? Whose grieving mother?

But there was no more time for that. Scrambling up, Karr began to run, haf crouching, following his
lieutenant toward the gap, his men close behind.



In his head he had been counting. Now, at fifteen, he stopped and crouched again, asthe blast came
back down the tunndl at them. Behind him, he knew, his men would have done the same.

Ingtinct. It wasal ingtinct now. They'd been fighting thiswar so long now that there was nothing he could
tell them they didn't already know.

He stood, then ran on, making for the breach his guns had made in the City's underbelly.

Up ahead, preprogrammed remotes were picking off most of the defending mechanicals, their lasers
raking the sdes of the great shaft they were about to infiltrate, exploding any mines. They would clear a
path. But it would take men—with their heightened ingtincts—to get any farther.

Karr passed the mortar positions. Some ten ch'i farther on, just above them and to the right, was the
breach. He went through the jagged opening and stepped out into the base of ahuge service shaft,
looking up into a haze of migt and light. The mortar shells had contained amixture of strong

ha lucinogenics and tiny pellets which, when they exploded, burned with a searing, blinding light. Right
now Ting'sforceswerein temporary disarray—the watch guard blind and haf out of its collective
skulls—but that advantage wouldn't last long. They had two minutes, maybe four at the outside, before
fresh forceswere drafted in. And after thet . . .

Karr sood beside the breach, waving his men through, urging them on, watching them fan out around the
edge of the shaft, and begin to climb, proud—yproud with afather's pride—of their professionaism.

Wasted, hethought, angry suddenly that al of their talent, dl of their hard-won knowledge, should be
sguandered for o little reward. We should be dealing with Lehmann. Clearing the levels of the scum
who thrive under his patronage.

Y es. But so long as Rheinhardt had Li Y uan's backing there would be no change. Tunis. . . Tuniswould
be the rock upon which amillion mothers hearts would be broken.

He swallowed, then, knowing there was ajob to be done, turned, and, clipping his gun to his back,
began to climb.

PEI k'ung, wife of Li Yuan and Empress of City Europe, snapped her fingers. At once the servant
standing beside the great studded doors hurried across, his head bowed. Two paces from her desk he
stopped, falling to hisknees.

"Midtressl"

"Tsung Ye," she sad, not looking up from the document she was reading, "tell Master Nan I'd like a
word with him. Meanwhile, send in the maid. And have the doctor standing by. | want hisfull report on
the new intake of girls"

Tsung Y e hesitated, in case there was anything e se, then backed away, hurrying from the room.

Pei K'ung looked up, bracing herself for the interview ahead. Her husband had seemed particularly
happy this morning. She had heard him whistling below her window, and when she had gone out onto her
bal cony to look, it wasto find him walking among the flower beds, sniffing the dew-heavy roses, more
like alovesick boy than agreat T'ang. Of coursg, it was possible that the beauty of the morning had
made him so, but she suspected it was more to do with the company in hisbed last night.

She sighed. Last night they had argued, for the first time since they had wed, two and a hdf years ago.
He had turned on her and shouted her down, his face burning with anger, then stormed from the room.



And later, when she had gone to him, he had refused point blank to see her.

She had dept little, going over every last event in her mind, trying to establish just what had sparked his
anger, but gill she was no wiser. He had smply snapped, asif something deep within him—something
dark and hidden from her—had surfaced, like acarp going for afly.

She shivered, then got up from her chair, making her way to thefar sde of theroom. A massive siiver
mirror, its mahogany frame embellished with peacocks and dragons, stood there between two pillars.

She stood there awhile, studying herself, knowing there was no way to change the image that the glass
returned to her. Plain she was, and old—eighteen years older than her husband, Y uan. It waslittle
wonder that he chose to spend his nights with serving maids. Besides, it had been a condition of their
marriage—that there were to be no heirsto the union, no physical sdeto their relationship. At thetimeit
had seemed asmall priceto pay, but now . . .

There was aknock. She turned, setting her thoughts aside. Slowly, measuring her pace, she returned to
her desk and sat. Then, after acaming breath, she turned to face the door.

"Enter.”

Themaid camein dowly, her eyesaverted, her chin tucked in to her neck, her whole body hunched
forward as she pigeon-stepped toward the huge desk. It was clear that she found the great study—and
Pel K'ung at the center of it—immensdy daunting. And so she should, thought Pei K'ung, for she had
power of life or desth over the girl: apower her husband had granted her on the day of their wedding.

"Stand before me, girl. | want to see you clearly when you answer me.”
"Migtress"

The girl shuffled forward, out of the shadows that obscured the far side of the room and into the sunlight
that spilled in from the open garden windows. A pattern of cranesand lilies, white, yellow, and black,
skirted the edge of the turquoise-blue carpet on which she stood.

Pei K'ung studied her, coldly, clinicaly dmost, as ahorse trader might study ahorse, searching it
carefully for flaws. Shewas pretty, of course—they wered| pretty—but it was something ese that
marked her out. Not her age, for they were all much the same—fifteen, sixteen, never older—nor her
figure, which was petite but well rounded, but something in the way she stood.

"My husband . . . was he pleased with you last night?"
"l ...1think so, Mistress."
"You think 07

"He..." Shehestated, afaint color appearing at her neck. Pei K'ung noted it. A strong neck she had,
and strong bones. Peasant bones. But pretty, nonetheless. Very pretty indeed.

"Wdl, girl?"

The maid swallowed. One hand smoothed the pae lemon silk of her chi poo. "He seemed . . . agitated at
first. Angry about something. | had to soothehim. 1 ..."

Pel K'ung waited, sparing the girl nothing.
"l kissed him," shesaid findlly.



Pe( K'ung'seyeswerelike an eagle's, piercing the girl. "Kissed him? Where? On the mouth?"
The girl's head dipped an inch or two lower. "No, Mistress. Lower than that. . . . Y ou know."

She damost laughed. How in hell would she know? She had never even seen her husband naked, let alone

"Y ou kissed his penis, you mean?'

Thegirl nodded.

"And you liked that?"

"l ... I didnt mind. If it gave him pleasure.”

"And didit?'

The girl's discomfort was quite evident now. "Heseemed .. . ."

"Did hereach hisdimax that way?'

The girl looked up, her eyes wide open. "Mistress?’

"The moment of clouds and rain. Did it happen while he was till in your mouth?”
Thegirl looked down, the color spreading to her cheeks. "Only thefirst time, Mistress.”
"Ah ... and the second?'

Her answer was dmost awhisper. "That was much later.”

"And between times, did you deep?’

She shook her head.

"Notat dl?'

"He. ..would not let me, Mistress. Hewas. . ."

Pei K'ung stiffened dightly, waiting to see how the girl would finish the sentence. Insatiable? Like atiger?
Tirdess?

The girl looked up again, asurprising tendernessin her eyes. "Very gentle.”

Pei K'ung felt something strange happen deep within her. 1t was amost physical, yet she knew it wasnt.
It wasto do with those last two words, with how the girl had looked back at her when she had said
them, her dark eyes sparkling with an inner light. Gentle. She had heard Y uan called many things, but
never gentle. Not even with his son.

Sheforced hersdlf to speak, to keegp on asking questions. "How do you mean, gentle?"

Thegirl'samile, like her words, made her fed something new— something she had never felt before. She
did not recognizeit at once, but then, with the suddenness of shock, she understood. Envy. For the first
time snce shed married him, shefelt envy.

Thegirl's eyes seemed to drift back to the night before; to widen with pleasure at the memory of it.



"I fet. .. wdl, | felt he only redly got pleasure when hewas giving pleasureto me. At first | was
uncomfortable. | pleaded with him to relax and let me see to his needs, but he would not haveit,
Migtress. He'—again, there was that flush at neck and cheek, that same strange smile of inner
satisfaction—"he said he wanted to make me happy, to make me cry out, to—"

She stopped, asif she sensed some change in the woman facing her. Her head went down, the chin
tucked intightly, the eyes averted.

"And did you cry out?"
Thegirl nodded.

"Ah..." Her mouth was dry, her heart besting strangely. Even so, she had to know. "What . . . what did
hedo?'

The maid glanced up, asif to gauge her Mistresss mood, then spoke again. "He kissed me, Mistress.”
"Kissed you?'

Even asshe said it, she heard the echo of her earlier words. How often had she sat here going through
this obscene litany? Eight, nine hundred times? And never—never, until thismoment, had it meant
anything to her. She shivered, only haf listening asthe girl spelled out just how thoroughly Li Y uan had
pleasured her. And as the words went on, she closed her eyes, imagining him doing that to her—for the
firgt time dlowing hersaf to surrender to the thought.

"Midress?'
She opened her eyes. The girl waswatching her, surprised, her mouth open like afish.

"Forgiveme," Pal K'ung said, angry with hersdf; consciousthat she had let her guard dip. "'l am tired. If
you would go now."

"Migtress"
The girl kndlt, touching her head to the floor, then backed away.

Anger, shetold hersdf. It was al connected with hisanger. But how? And why had he not been cruel to
the girl?Why had he not taken out hisanger on her? Or was that the way of it? Was something dways
converted into its opposite? Was his strange tenderness a product of that anger?

She shuddered, then stood, going across to the window. He was out there, standing beside the carp
pond, talking to two of hisadvisors. She could go to him right now if she wanted and ask him—ask him
how it had felt and why last night, of al nights, he had been different. Y et she knew it wasimpossible. As
impossibleto ask asto put hersdf therein his bed beside him.

Beneath him, she thought, and was surprised by the silent words.

Do | want him? Is that it? For if it was, she had best banish the thought, for it was—it truly
was—impossible. Had she not, after al, put her name to the contract they had made? Even so, the
suddenness, the strength, of that new-discovered need surprised her.

She had thought hersdf safe: had thought her plainness, her age, precluded her from such fedings. But
drip by drip these interviews had worn her down, until two words and atender smile had breached her.

There was aknock. A heavy, purposeful knock that she recognized as Nan Ho's. She turned, calling on



him to enter.

"Migtress," he said, coming two pacesinto the room and bowing to her. Behind him histwo assstants did
the same, like living shadows of the man.

"Master Nan. | wanted your advice on something. If we could speak alone?’
"Of course," he said, dismissing his assstantswith agesture. "How are you thismorning, Mistress?"

"l an"—sheamogt lied, dmost gavein to politeness, yet caught hersdf intime—"1 am disturbed, Master
Nan," she said, moving across the floor until she stood beside him. "Li Y uan wasin afoul mood last
night. He raged a me for no reason. And yet thismorning heislikeachild.”

Nan Ho looked down, then cleared histhroat. "These are difficult timesfor him, Pel K'ung. Muchis
happening. Sometimes—"

Sheinterrupted him. " Straight answers, Master Nan.”

He looked up, meeting her eyes, respect and amusement in them. He was agood twenty-five years older
than her and aman; even o, they had established arelationship of equal s right from the Start.

"Straight answers?' He laughed softly. "All right. I'll tell you. Were planning anew campaign.”
Shefrowned. "South America?'

He shook his head. "No, no ... Here, in Europe. In the Lowers. Y our husband wants to take control
again. Hefedsit'stime. The African campaign has reached a salemate and the fegling among the Three
isthat we should withdraw. The problem iswhat to do with our forces once we've withdrawn them. To
have them sit idly at homeis not an option any of uswant to consider. Things are bad enough without
that."

Shenodded, understanding. "And the meeting thismorning?'

"Isto sound out dl parties.”

"l s2e. Andif they'rein agreement?’

Nan Ho shrugged. "That is not my decison, Migiress."

She smiled. No, yet you will have the greatest influence over what he decides, neh?
He bowed. "If that isall, Mistress?'

"Of course." Y et as he turned to leave, she called him back.

"Nan Ho?"'

"Yes, Mistress?'

"My husband . . . when he. . ." Shetook abreath, steeling hersdlf to ask. "When helost his
virginity—how wasthat done?"

Nan Ho smiled, the smile strangdly, disconcertingly like that the girl had offered earlier. "Hewasbut a
boy, and curiousin the way boys are. He had begun . . . you know, night dreams. It worried him. So |
sent one of the maidsto hisbed. Pearl Heart, if | remember correctly. She. . . taught him. She and her



Sster, Sweet Rose”

He nodded to himsdlf, asif satisfied, then added, "It isthe way. Hisfather, Li Shai Tung, dwayssaid
that—"

"Thank you," shesaid, interrupting him. "l ... | wasinterested, that'sal."

"Of course” Nan Ho bowed again. "If that isal?"

She nodded, |etting him go, then returned to the window, watching as her husband paced dowly in the
sunlight by the poal.

PuII back! Disengage and pull back!"

Karr's voice boomed momentarily in every helmet, then cut out as the defenders jammed the channdl, but
it was enough.

"Ai"a. . ."he whispered softly, watching from his place beside the breach as his men withdrew,
clambering down the pipes and service ladders overhead, then dropping the last few ch'i and scrambling
for the gap.

Thefloor of the shaft waslittered with bodies, friend and foe indistinguishable in deeth.

They knew, hethought, touching each of his men briefly on the arm asthey moved past him into the
safety of thetunnd. The fuckers knew!

There was no doubt about it. The counterattack had been too quick, too well organized, for it to have
been amatter of chance. Someone had leaked their plan. Someone in the inner circle of command.

Karr grimaced, pained by what had happened. They'd be lucky if aquarter of their number got out. It
had been amassacre. Then, seeing how one of his men had fallen on the far side of the shaft, he hurried
across, helping the wounded man, haf carrying him back, obliviousto the laser fire from above.

As he handed the man down, arunner pushed through.

"grl"

Karr glanced at him, annoyed to be bothered at this crucid moment. "What isit, man?"'
"New orders, sr. From the Genera himsdlf. He says you are to withdraw."

"Withdraw?" Karr laughed bitterly and looked past the messenger at hismen. Their eyes, like his, were
dark with knowledge of the betraya. His voice, when he spoke, was heavy with irony. "Tell Generd
Rheinhardt that his forces have anticipated hisrequest.”

The runner, noting Karr's mood and perhaps intimidated by the giant, took a step backward. "Further, he
saysyou areto leave here a once and report to Tongjiang.”

Karr turned, staring at the man, surprised. "Tongjiang? To the Palace, you mean?”

The man nodded. "The Generd saysyou areto go direct. The T'ang himself wishesto seeyou. He saysit
isametter of the most extreme urgency.”

Karr nodded. Then, recollecting himsdlf, he waved the man away. "Tell the Generd | will come. Tell him
... tdl him I will come once my men are safe from here.”



"But, Sr—"
Karr turned back, glaring a the man. "Just tell him!"

Then, turning away, he went back inside, to try to salvage what he could.

THE NEWS FROM TUNISwas good. The latest attack had been beaten off, the great T'ang's forces
scattered. Fu Chiang, "the Priest,” Big Boss of the Red Flower Triad of North Africa, folded the paper
and smiled, then looked about him at the banquet chamber, hishazel eyestaking in thelavish slverware,
the ornate red and gold decorations. Briefly he hesitated, asif about to criticize, then gave aterse nod. At
the signal adozen servants et out their breath and, bowing low to their Lord, backed hurriedly from the
room.

Good, hethought, satisfied that all wasfindly ready, then turned away, drawing his dark red silkstighter
about him. Aslittle asaweek ago held have consdered such a meeting impossible, but curiosity wasa
powerful incentive—it had achieved what neither common sense nor coercion had previoudy managed.

His"cousns'—"Mountain Lords" Triad Bosses like himse f—were waiting in the next room. He had
known them in bad times, in those years when Wang Hsien had ruled City Africawith aniron glove, but
now they were Great Men—men whose power had grown enormoudly this past decade, insectlike,
feeding upon War and Change. Between them they controlled dmost two thirds of City Africaslowers.

He smiled, then went through.

They were standing before the dragon arch, the fight pit beyond them, its gdlleries climbing up out of
sight. In an hour those bal conies would be packed with his men, their bodies tense, their eyes wide with
bloodlust. Right now, however, the pit was dark and empty like ahollowed skull, the gdleries silent.

"Coudins," he said, greeting them. If one knew no better one might amost laugh at the sight of them. A
giant and adwarf, afat man and a one-eyed hermaphrodite! Y et appearances were deceptive. Any one
of them was as deadly as ahungry viper, and together . . .

"Areyou sure he'scoming?' thetiny, dmost doll-like figure of Mo Nan-ling, "the Little Emperor,” asked,
hisfingerstoying with the thick gold chain about his neck.

Fu Chiang smiled benevolently. "Hewill be here anytime, Cousin Mo. | havetracked his craft over the
mountains. He comesaone.”

"Into the tiger's mouth,” the big man a Mo Nan-ling's sde said, cracking his knuckles. "The man must be
afodl."

Fu Chiang stared at the giant, hisface pensive. "So it seems, Y ang Chih-wen. And yet that cannot be.
Our cousinsin City Europe underestimated him, and where are they now? Dead, their kingdoms
smashed, the sacred brotherhoods destroyed.”

Y ang Chih-wen shrugged. He was dmost three ch'i in height and heavily muscled. "The Bear" they cdlled
him and the likeness to that ancient, extinct anima was uncanny, from thelong, thick noseto the dark hair
that sprouted from every pore.

"They wereweak and cardless," he said gruffly, asif that were dl there wasto say, but Hsueh Chi, Boss
of the southern Hsen and half-brother of the great Warlord Hsueh Nan stepped forward, scratching his
ample somach.

"Forgive me, but | knew Fat Wong and he was neither wesk nor careless. Caution was his byword. And



yet Li Min proved too cunning for him. He waited, building his strength, biding histime, then took Wong
Yi-sun on when he least expected it—againgt the odds—and beat him. He and hisfellow Bosses. So we
might do well to listen to what our cousin Fu says. It seemsto me that we must act together or not at al.”

Y ang Chih-wen laughed dismissively. "Y ou talk asif hewere athrest, Hsueh Chi, but what kind of
danger does heredly pose? Ambushing Fat Wong and his dlieswas one thing, but taking Africa. . ." He
shook his greeat bearlike head. "Why, the full might of Li Y uan's armies cannot shake our grip. What then
could this pai nan jen—this pale man—do?"

Therewasan air of chalenge, of ridicule, in these final words that was amed directly a Hsueh Chi.
Noting it, Fu Chiang hurriedly spoke up, trying to cam things down.

"Maybe my cousin Yang isright. Maybe thereis no threat. But it would be foolish to repeat past
mistakes, surely? Besides, we need decide nothing here today. We are here only to listen to the man, to
find out what he hasto say. And to judge for oursalves what kind of man this'White Tang' redly is."

Whilethe tak had gone on, Sheng Min-chung had gone out onto the balcony. For awhile he had stood
there, his hands on therail, looking down into the dark, steep-sided pit. Now he came back into the
room.

"Wewill do asFu Chiang says."

Y ang opened his mouth asif to debate the matter further, but at aglance from Sheng he closed it again
and nodded. Though they weredl "equas' here, Sheng Min-chung was more equa than therest.

The Big Boss of East Africawas astrange one. Asachild he had been raised by an uncle—touched,
some said—who had dressed him as agirl. The experience had hardened Sheng. Then, at thirteen, he
had lost hisright eyein aknifefight. Later, when held become Red Pole of the Iron Fists, he had paid to
have his remaining eye enhanced, leaving the other vacant. Ever snceit was said that hissingle good eye
saw far more clearly—and farther—than the two eyes of adozen other men.

One-Eye Sheng moved between them, hislong slks swishing across the marble floor, then turned, facing
them.

"And ch'untzu, . . let usshow our friend Li Min the utmost courtesy. What a man was bom, that he
cannot help, but what he becomes, through his own efforts’—hisone eye glared a Y ang
Chi-wen—"that, | would say, demands our respect.”

The bearlike Y ang stared back at Sheng amoment, then nodded, and Fu Chiang, looking on, smiled
broadly, moved by Sheng'swords.

Respect. Y es, without respect aman was nothing. To gain and hold respect, that was worth more than
gold. Whatever transpired today and in the days to come, much would depend on establishing acommon
trust—asolid bridge of mutua respect—between themselvesand Li Min.

Fu Chiang smiled, pleased that he, of al of them, had been the one Li Min had chosen, for to him would
be given the credit for this momentous event. He turned his head, looking about him, pride a hisown
achievementsfilling him. Ten years ago he had been nothing. Nothing. But now he was Head of the Red
Hower, aGreat Man with the power of life and death over others. Sheng Min-chung had spoken true. It
was not what a man had been born, it was what he became.

Fu Chiang, "the Priest," Big Boss of the Red FHower Triad, puffed out his chest, then looked to hisfellow
Lords, gesturing for them to follow him through into the banquet hall.



"Ch'untzu..."

ROCKET LAUNCHERS SWIVELED AUTOMATICALLY, tracking Lehmann's cruiser asit camein over the
mountains, while from the cockpit's speakers came a constant drone of Mandarin.

"Impressive,”" Lehmann said tonelesdly, looking past the pilot at Fu I'sfortress. Beyond its sturdy walls
and watchtowers the Atlas M ountains stretched into the misted distance, while benesth it a sheer cliff
dropped four thousand ch'i into awooded valley.

Visak, in the copilot's seat, took abrief peek at his Master's face, then turned back, swallowing
nervoudy.

"Y ou know what to do?' Lehmann asked.

Visak nodded. He was to do nothing, not even if they threatened Lehmann. He wanted to question
that—to say, Are you sure?—but Lehmann had given his orders and they were not to be questioned or
countermanded. Not for any reason.

The pilot leaned forward, flicked one of the switches on the panel in front of him, then nodded. "Hao pa.
.." Okay. Helooked up a Lehmann. "Weve got clearanceto land. Y ou want to go in?"

L ehmann nodded, watching as the massive stone walls of the fortress passed beneath them. And all the
while the rocket launchers tracked them. At any moment they could be shot from the sky.

He gets off on this! Visak thought, steding another glance. He actually likes risking his life!
Sowly, very dowly, they moved out over the drop.
Visak took along bresth. If they shoot us now we'll fall five li. That was, if there was anything to fall.

The pad came into sight, farther down the ragged crest of the peak. Five deek black cruisers sat there
aready. Between the ova pad and the fortress a transparent lift-chute climbed the sheer rock face.

Impressive's an under statement, Visak thought, certain now that they'd made amistake.

If he got out of thisdive, he would quit a the earliest opportunity. Get his face changed and leave Europe
on thefirgt flight out. Away, far away from this madman and hisinsane, life-endangering risks.

He flexed his hands, redizing he had been clenching them, then looked up again. Lehmann was watching
him.

"Y ou okay?'

He nodded. Through the screen of the cockpit the rock face came closer and yet closer. For amoment
the whine of the enginesrose, drowning the chatter of the speakers, and then, with the faintest shudder,
the craft set down.

The engines whined down through severd octaves, then fell slent. A moment later there was asharp
click and the door hissed open.

"Okay," Lehmann said, patting his shoulder. "Let'sdo business.”

ITWASA SMALL COURTYARD, no morethanfive ch'i to aside, set off from the rest of the palace
and reached through a moon door set into a plain white wall. Shadow halved the sunlit space, its edge



serrated, following the form of the ancient, steep-tiled roof. In one corner, in asimple rounded pot with
lion'sfeet, wasatiny tree, itsbranchestwisted like limbsin agony, itstight |eaf-clusters separate, distinct
from one another so that each narrow, wormlike branch stood out, stretched and melted, black likeiron
againgt the background whiteness. In the center of the courtyard was atiny fountain, a shui shih, itstwin,
lion-headed jets still—two tiny mouths of sllence.

Gregor Karr stood therein full Colond's uniform, waiting for Li Y uan, conscious of the peacefulness, the
harmony, of thistiny place at the heart of the ancient palace of Tongjiang. A leaf floated in the dark water
of the fountain's circular pool like asilver arrowhead. Karr looked at it and smiled, strangely pleased by
its presence. Sunlight fell across his shoulders and warmed the right sde of hisface. It was an oddly
pleasant sensation, and though he had been often outside the City, he had never felt so at ease with only
the sky above him.

He was looking up when Li Y uan stepped through the grest circular space of the moon door and came
into the courtyard. The T'ang smiled, seeing the direction of his Colond's gaze, then lifted his own face to

the sky.

"It isabeautiful day, neh, Colond Karr?' Li Y uan laughed, hisface momentarily open, unguarded; aside
of him Karr had never seen. Then, more soberly. "However, we are not here to discuss the wesather.”

Karr waited, silent, not presuming upon that moment's openness, knowing his place. For atimeLi Yuan
did nothing, merely looked a him, asif weighing something in hismind. Then, abruptly, he put out his
hand.

"Givemeyour badge."

Without hesitation Karr unbuttoned his tunic and took the badge of office from whereit rested againgt his
left breast, handing it to his T'ang. Then he stood there, at attention, his head lowered respectfully,
awaiting orders.

Li Yuan looked down at the badge in his hand. It was more than asymbol of rank, it was ameans of
identification, an instrument of legal power and acompact storehouse of information, al in one. Without it
Kar log dl satusasasoldier, dl privilege. Intaking it from him Li Y uan had done what even his
Genera could not do, for it was like stripping such aman of hislife. He looked back at Karr and smiled,
satisfied. The man had not even paused to question—he had acted at once upon his Lord's command.
That was good. That was what he wanted. He handed the badge back and watched as Karr buttoned up
histunic. Only then did he spesk.

"Tomorrow | plan to gppoint anew Generd. Tolonen would have had me have you, young asyou are,
inexperienced as you are. But that cannot be. However loyad, however right you might be for the task, |
could not have you, for the post isas much apolitica gppointment as a strategic one.”

Karr kept hisface expressionless and held histongue, but between them, nonetheless, wasthe
knowledge of Hans Ebert's betraya, years before—of the politica appointment that had gone badly
wrong. Even so, Karr understood what his T'ang was saying. His Family was new to the Above and had
no influence. And as Genera he would need much influence.

"| called you heretoday for two reasons. Firgtly to let you know that, were it possible, | would have had
you as my Generd. And one day, perhaps, | shall. But for now there are other things| wish you to do for
me"

Li Yuan paused. "I took your badge from you. Did you think it some kind of tes?"



Karr hestated, then nodded. "Afterward, Chieh Hsa. I—"

Li Yuan raised ahand. "No need to explain. | understand. But listen, it was more than atest. From this
moment you are no longer commander of my Security forcesin Africa

Thistime Karr did frown. But still he held histongue and, after amoment, bowed his head in a gesture of
obedience.

Li Yuan smiled, pleased once more by Karr's reaction, then stepped closer, standing amost at the tall
Hung Moo's shoulder, looking up into Karr'sface, hisdark olive eyesfierce, his mouth set.

"Thisisanew age, Gregor Karr. New things are happening—new circumstances which create new
demands on aruler. Even among those close to methereis, it seems, anew reationship.”

The young T'ang smiled sourly and turned away. When he turned back his features were harder. He
stood beside the miniature tree, the fingers of hisleft hand brushing the crown absently.

"You areto be given anew role. | need anew Ssu-li Hsao-wei. Do you think you can do the job,
Colond Karr?'

"Chieh Hsia ..." Karr smiled, astonished. After General the post of Ssu-li Hsiao-wei—Colondl of
Internal Security—was the most prestigiousin the whole Security service. It meant hewould bein charge
of security a al theimperia paaces, in command of the dlite palace guard and responsible for the
persona safety of Li Yuan and dl hisfamily wherever they went. It was amassive responsibility—but
aso ahuge honor.

He considered amoment, then bowed his head. Besde him, in the dark circle of the fountain, the lesf
turned dowly, like a needle on acompass. Inside he felt excitement at the challenge: more excitement
than held felt for years. Looking acrossat Li Y uan he saw how carefully the T'ang watched him and
redlized, with asudden, amost overwhe ming sense of warmth, what trust hisLord was placing in him.

Onimpulse he kndlt, bowing low, offering his neck ritudly to hisMagter.
"I would be honored, Chieh Hsa."
Li Yuan stepped forward, then placed his booted foot gently but firmly on Karr's bared neck.

"Good. Then you will report to me tomorrow at twelve. We shdl discuss your dutiesthen."”

"Sotdl us, Li Min. Just why are you here?"

Lehmann looked up, then pushed his plate aside, surprised by the suddenness of the query. For two
hours they had played a cautious game with him, avoiding anything direct, but now, it ssemed, one of
them at least—the "Bear," Y ang Chih-wen—had tired of such subtleties.

He glanced at Fu Chiang, then met Y ang's eyes.

"The two Americas havefdlen. Likewise Australasa. Asa—both west and east—is a snake pit overseen
by jackals. And Europe’—he picked a miniature fruit from the nearby bowl, chewed at it, then
swallowed—"Europeis but a shadow of itsformer saf. Which leaves Africa. . . ." Hesmiled coldly. "I
amtold that Africaisthe world'streasure chest.”

"And isthat why you are here—to plunder thet treasure?’



Lehmann shifted hisweight and turned so that he faced Y ang Chih-wen full on. The man washig, it was
true, but he had faced bigger men. Y es, and killed them too.

"Doesthat disturb you, CousnYang?'
Y ang shrugged, asif unconcerned, but hiseyestold adifferent story. "I'll lose no deep over it."

"That's good. A man needs his deep, neh? And what better tonic than to know that one's neighbor isalso
onesfriend.”

That brought a spate of glances—tiny, telling exchanges that confirmed what Lehmann had suspected.
For dl their swagger, these men were deeply insecure. The collapse of their City and the war that had
followed had given them their opportunity, yet their rule was till tenuous. They would fight him only if
they mugt.

Helifted his hands. "Besides, when you talk of plunder you mistake me, cousins. | am not hereto talk of
plunder, | am hereto talk of trade. Trade between equals.”

"Equals?" It was Mo Nan-ling, the Little Emperor, who spoke. He wiped at his mouth delicately, then
leaned toward Lehmann, hisfine gold necklacetinkling ashedid. "Y ou talk of trade, Li Min, but your
words presuppose that there is something we should wish to trade with you.”

Lehmann sat back alittle, gesturing for him to expand on that.

"What | meanisthis, cousin. Africaisindeed atreasure chest and we Mountain Lords have had rich
pickings these past few years. Our coffersare full, our foot soldiers happy. What could we possibly need
that you might offer?’

Lehmann nodded, asif acceding the point, then turned and signaled to Visak, who came across at once,
placing ahard-shdl casein front of his master.

"Has that—?" Mo Nan-ling began, but Fu Chiang raised a hand and nodded. It had been scanned—four
timesin al—but till he had no clue asto what it held. He watched now, his curiosity naked in hiseyes,
as Lehmann flipped the latches, then turned the case about, opening thelid.

Therewas amurmur of surprise.

"Drugs! Youwant to tradein drugs?' Y ang Chih-wen's voice wasincredulous. He pushed away from
the table, hisface scornful. "Areyou serious, Li Min?'

But Lehmann seemed not to hear the insult in the Bear's voice. He leaned forward and carefully picked
the six tiny golden ingots from the depressionsin the smooth black velvet, then looked across at Fu

Chiang.
"Forgive me, Fu Chiang, but may | draw my knife?"
Fu Chiang hesitated, looking about him, then nodded.

"Thank you." Lehmann tipped al the ingot-shaped capsulesinto Visak's open pam, then stood, reaching
down with hisleft hand to unshesath the pearl-handled knife from his boot.

Y ang Chih-wen moved back afraction, his hand resting on his own hidden blade.

"Youtdk of drugs, Cousn Yang," Lehmann sad, facing him again. "Y et the term covers many different
things, neh? Some cure diseases. Some enhance performance, othersintelligence. Some keep the penis



siff when stiffnessis avirtue, othersliberate the mind or entertain. These. . ." He smiled a death's-head
smile, then drew the razor-sharp blade across his right arm, just below the elbow.

A great gash opened up, blood pumping from a severed artery.

Lehmann threw the knife aside, then took one of the ingots from Visak's pam and squeezed itsthick
golden contents over the open wound. It hissed and steamed and then, astonishingly, began to move, asif
atiny golden creature burrowed in the gash.

"What in the gods names. . ."

But Fu Chiang's words were barely out when he fell sillent, staring open mouthed. Where the flesh had
gaped, it was now drawn in, the wound raw and scabbed. Then, even as they watched, the scabbed
flesh shimmered and—like afilm run backward—disappeared, |eaving the skin smooth, unblemished.

Lehmann held up hisarm, showing them dll.

The silence had the quality of shock. It was Sheng Min-chung who findly broke the sillence.
"GenSyn," he said authoritatively. "There were rumors of regenerative drugs.”

Lehmann gaveasingle nod.

"And thisiswhat you're offering to trade?’

Lehmann shook his head, then took the five remaining ingots from Visak's open palm and began to hand
them around. "No. ThisI'm giving you. What I'll tradeisinformation."

WAVING THE GUARDS ASIDE, Li Y uan pushed through the doors and went insde. A dozen men
stood at the balcony's edge, watching what was happening below. They had been training and wore only
breechcloths or smple black one-pieces. The scent of swesat was strong.

Hearing the door close, two of them turned and, seeing their T'ang, bowed low and madeto leave, but Li
Y uan signaed them to stay and went across, joining them at therail.

Helooked down. Kuei Jen, his seven-year-old son, was standing in the middle of thefloor, &t the very
center of thefight circle. About him, facing him east, north, west, and south—were four burly
adolescents. Lo Wen, his shaven-headed, middle-aged instructor, stood to one side, hisface
inexpressive, hisarmsfolded before his chest.

All five combatants were bresthing heavily. Kuel Jen, at the center of it dl, turned dowly, eyeing his
opponentswarily, hisbody tensed and dightly crouched, hisweight balanced delicately on the bals of his
feet. The boy was naked to the waist and wore only the flimsest of breechcloths—more string than cloth.
Hishair was dicked back, his body sheathed in sweet, but hiseyes.... ¢ «;,<

Li Yuan smiled. The boy had fighter's eyes, like his dead uncle, Han Ch'in. Eyes that watched, hawklike,
missng nothing.

Two of them moved a once—from east and west. As quick asafox, Kue Jen ducked and turned,
swinging hisright leg low, then twisted on his hips and straight-punched—right, |eft, right, left—in quick
successon.

Two of the youths were down, groaning. Between them stood Kuel Jen asif nothing had happened, his
bresth hissing through histeeth. Looking on, Lo Wen exhibited not even the dightest flicker of interest.



Li Yuan fdt the hairson hisneck rise. There had been alow murmur of satisfaction from the men
surrounding him, nods of respect.

Thethird boy backed off apace, then, with ablood-curdling yell, he threw himself at the young prince.
Ashedid, the last of them took two quick, quiet steps forward.

He wanted to cry out—to warn his son—but knew it would be wrong.

Kue Jen'sfirst punch connected cleanly, hisfist striking his opponent squarely in the breastbone,
knocking him back. But even as he drew hisarm back from the second, decisive blow, the other was on
his back, pulling him down, awire cord looped about Kuei Jen's throat.

Li Yuan cried out, unable to help himsdlf. Y et even ashis cry echoed in the hall, Kuel Jen flipped
backward, the unexpected movement tearing the cord from his lant's hands. Therewas ablur of
movement and the youth was down, winded. Kuei Jen turned from him, took a single step, and punched,
finishing the third of them. He turned, looking camly at the wheezing youth, and, moving closer, put out
hisfoot and delicately, usng only histoes, toppled him onto his back.

Therewas agreat roar from the balcony; astorm of gpplause. Li Y uan, amazed, let hisvoicejoin withiit.
Then, asit faded, he called down to his son.

"Kue Jen!”

The young prince spun around and looked up, astonished to find hisfather there, then bowed low, a
color at his neck.

"Father .. ."

About him, the four youths scrambled to present themsalves, tucking themsdvesinto aknedling
position—two of them coughing—their shaven heads bowed toward their T'ang. Lo Wen, like astatue
until that moment, stepped between them and, bowing to the wait, addressed his Magter.

"Chieh Hsia. | did not know ..." - .-.-.e

Li Yuanwaved it asde. "What he did just then . . . you taught him that, Master Lo?"
"l did, Chieh Hsia."

"I am much pleased, Master Lo. A student is but as good as his teacher, neh?!

Lo Wen bowed his head, pleased by his T'ang's praise.

"And you, young men . . . you played your part well. Y ou will have abonusfor thismorning'swork. A
hundred yuan apiece!”

"Chieh Hsia!" they cried, dmost as one, the ddight in their voices obvious.

Li Yuan stood back, gripping therail tightly, his pridein his son immense. He was about to say something
more—to praise the boy before them al—when the doors behind him opened.

"Chieh Hsia ..."
Heturned. It was Hu Ch'ang, his Chancellor Nan Ho's Principa Secretary.
"What isit Secretary HU?'



Hu cameforward and, knedling before his T'ang, placed his forehead to the floor. Rising dightly, he
answered him.

"It isyour cousin, Tsu Ma, Chieh Hsia. Heiscdling from his palace in Astrakhan. He says he needsto
tak with you urgently.”

"Then | shdl come, Master Hu."

He turned back, looking to his son, who awaited hisfather's pleasure, head bowed and perfectly still, and
gavethe boy asmall bow of respect.

"Youdidwell, Kue Jen. Very wdl. Cometo my study later. After lunch.”
Then, turning away, he swept past the knedling Hu Ch'ang, heading for his study.

SHE HAD JUST COME from her bath and was sitting in the chair by the window, having her hair
brushed by the maid, when Li Y uan rushed into the room unannounced.

"Pal K'ung . . . you will never guesswhat!"

She gtared a him, surprised by hisanimation, by the great beam of asmile he waswearing. Pulling her
sk robetighter about her, she stood, dismissing the maid.

"What isit, husband? Have our armieswon some greet victory in Africa?’

"Victory?' Helaughed, then came acrossto her. "No, no ... nothing like that. It is Tsu Ma He has
decided to marry!”

She stared at him, astonished.

"Itistrue," he went on, then laughed again. "1t seems he has chosen the girl dready. Her family hasbeen
approached and they are to be betrothed within the week."

"But therituds—"

Li Yuanraised ahand. "They will befully carried out. Ah, but it isan excdlent idea, don't you think, Pel
K'ung? Animperid wedding! Why, it could come at no better time.”

She saw that at once. Even so, for Tsu Mato marry so latein life might cause dmost as many problems
asit solved.

"Wasthisa... sudden decison, husband?

Li Y uan shrugged, becoming more serious. "It seems the matter has played upon his mind for sometime.
But what forced him to theissue, who knows?' He went to the window and stared out across the
gardens asif looking for someone. "All | know isthat the time must beripe.”

She went and stood by him, studying hisface. "And isthat how you chose me, Y uan? When the time was
ripe?"

Heturned his head and looked at her. "Five wives|'ve had, Pei K'ung, and ill | do not understand why
thisshould be or that. To bemarried ... for each man and woman it is adifferent thing, nen?'

She nodded, but still she held hiseyes. "And for Tsu Ma? Does he marry smply to beget sons?”'



Li Yuan hestated, then shrugged. "It would seem the obvious answer."

"Then why not before? Why wait until now?'

Helooked away.

She watched him, feding—and not knowing why—that something strange was happening insde him.
"Husband, tell methis. Why did he not marry before now?"

He looked back at her, his eyes stern suddenly. "A T'ang does not need to answer such aquestion.”

She held her ground. "1 did not ask Tsu Ma Nor would | be so impertinent. | asked you, husband. If
you have no idea, merely say so and | shall be quiet. But | am curious. Tsu Maisahandsome man. A
man much enamored of women and—from what I've seen—agood

uncleto his nephews. Children ... | would have thought he/d have had many children by now."

Li Yuan huffed out abreath, clearly troubled by the direction of their conversation. He thought a moment,
then waved ahand vagudly in the direction of the eest—asif toward Tsu Mahimsdf.

"'Something happened. Long ago. He ... he was betrothed once. In histeens. And thegirl .. ."
"Thegirl died."

Li Yuan looked a her and nodded. But till it seemed he had not given up al he knew.
"Wasthere. . . something dse?'

His answer wasimmediate, dmost bruta. "No. Nothing else.”

She shivered inwardly, surprised—no, shocked—by the anger he was containing. Anger? Anger at Tsu
Ma? For what? Or had she read things wrongly? Was there still something she didn't understand?

"Did helovethegirl?'
"l ... amnot sure. | guess he must have.”
"And hisfather . . . did hisfather not indst that he be betrothed to another? If he was the € dest son—"

Li Yuan turned on her, hisanger open now. "Y ou do not understand, Pei K'ung! Tsu Mawaslikemein
that. He had an elder brother. His nephews. . . they are hiselder brother's sons. Tsu Mawas not born to
rule. And asto how he has chosentolive hislife. . . wdl, enough talk of it, Pel K'ung! Y ou understand?'

She bowed her head obediently. "I understand.” But deep inside of her curiosity was burning like acoal.
Something had happened. Something between Tsu Maand her husband. What it was she couldn't guess,
but she would find it out. Y es, she would seek it out and know it, wereit the last thing she did.

TSU MA STOOD ON THE BALCONY of hissummer paace at Astrakhan, looking out acrossthe
moonlit Caspian. It was aclear night and at this hour—just after two—it seemed like the whole world
was deeping. He aone could not deep; he a one was plagued by the demons of restlessness.

Hisfoot was sore tonight and troubling him. Tiredness had made hislimp more exaggerated. He reached
down and scratched at the joint, getting somerelief.



No good, he thought, it'll only make it worse. But he couldn't hep himsdlf. He had dways been the
same. Impulsive. Give him an itch and he would scratch it. He laughed humorlesdy.

Yes, and maybe that's the root of it.

Far out—two, maybe three li out from the shore—the lights of an imperid cruiser skimmed the water as
it madeitsregular patrol.

Protecting me, hethought. Y es, but who would protect him from himself? Maybe that was why he was
getting married findly, in the hope that he would change.

A young wife. Children. If anything could change aman, then surdly these could do it. Why, he had seen
how Li Yuanwaswith hisson. ...

Y es, but hewasnot Li Y uan.

So why was he doing it? Why now, when he was s0 settled in hisways? Or wasthat it at al? Wasit not,
perhaps, somekind of punishment?

Heturned from therail, angry with himsalf, looking back into the darkness of the room where, on abed
of slk, lay oneof hismaids.

To change himsdlf. It was aforlorn hope. Yet try it he mugt, or die an old goat, his grave untended.

There had dways been time. Tomorrow. Y es, thered been an infinity of tomorrows. But dowly he had
used them up. Days had passed like dying cells and he was dowly getting older.

Yes, there had always been time.

He sighed. Wasn't it strange how young men thought they were like the sea, agelessand eternd. So he
had been. Tsu Ma. The horse. He had outrun, outdrunk, outfucked every last one of them. But now . . .

Now time welghed heavy on him and the seasin hisveinsran dow and duggish.

Timewas held been achild, carefree, afull ch'i smaler than hisedest brother. That same beloved
brother whom he had seen fall from his horse like amannequin and who had bled to degth in hisarms,
the n's crossbow bolt in his neck, the black iron shaft of it poking obscendly from the bloodied
flesh. He had promised himself he would never love anyone that much again and had fled into
debauchery, asif that might stop the hurt or end the dreams that came to him, night after night. But never
isalong time, and then Fel Yen had come. Fel Yen, hiscousn Li Yuan'swife.

He shuddered, then held on to the door, a sudden weakness taking him. For amoment he clung on, as
the blackness swept over him, then he let out a breath. He was okay. It was nothing. He had had several
of these spdlls of late and he put them down to overexertion. It was Smply hisbody telling him to ease
off. Therewas no point mentioning them to his Surgeon.

| should eat something, he thought, taking along, calming breath. Or maybe deep. After dl, hewasno
longer as robust as he had once been.

He stepped insde, closing his eyes briefly to catch the young girl's scent. He moaned softly, his senses
intoxicated by the sweet perfume of her, then, opening his eyes once more, put his hand out, fegling for
the edge of the bed. He could hear her now. From the soft regularity of her breathing he could tell that

shewas degping.



His hand searched among the silken covers until it found something warm and smooth—her leg.

He sat, kicking off hisdippers, his hand caressing the young girl's thigh, tracing the smooth contours of
her. Ashe did shewoke.

"Chieh Hsa?"

"Quiet, girl," hesaid, hishand finding her facein the dark. She nuzzled it, kissing it softly, wetly, making
hissex tir.

Tomorrow, hethought, pushing her down then untying the sash of hisdegping robe. | shall reform
myself tomorrow.

[E—

CHAPTER TWO

Breathless M ouths

KI M STIRRED, then turned abruptly on the bed, like afish on ahook, mouth gasping, left hand
reaching for the calling.

"A-dhywas-lur! A-dhywas-lur!"

Hewoke, hisdark eyes blinking, staring up into the cameralens, the narrow band about his neck pulsing
brightly in the darkened room. Silence, then: "What is she doing?"

It was the first question he asked, today and every day.

"Shelsawake," the Machine answered, the soft Han lilt of its voicefilling the tiny room. "Right now she's
eating breskfast. Would you liketo see her?"

Each day the same struggle within him; each day the same answer.
“No."

Its circuits made a shrugging motion, unseen, unheard. Ward sat up, then twisted about, planting hisfeet
firmly on the uncarpeted floor. One would have thought that today of al days something else would have
been on hiswaking mind, but no, the young man was machinelike in his obsesson. Not an hour went by
without some referenceto her.

Kim turned, looking up at thelens. "And her father? The Marsha ? Will he be accompanying Li Y uan?"
"Heispart of the T'ang's officid party, sol assume..."

Kim'sraised hand silenced it. It watched him cross the bare, cdll-like room and enter the bathroom, a
second lens above the shower watching him step into the unit.

"Hot or cold?'
"Cold."

At oncethe water fell, bracingly cold, atouch of northernicein its needle-sharp flow. It watched the
young man grimace and then shudder in akind of pained ecstasy.



Why did he continually punish himself? What inner need drove him to such extremes? Or was the
young woman, Jelka, the answer to that also?

"Enough!”

It cut the flow. At once warm air-currents filled the cubicle, drying the young man's body. Again there
was that movement in hisface; again that faint, dmost indiscernible shudder.

What was it like to be a thing of the flesh? What secret languages of blood and nerve, sinew and
bone, was he granted and it denied? It had access— accessto abillion camera eyes, both on Earth
and distant Mars, and to al the vast storehouse of information Mankind had amassed—but to be athing
of flesh, that wasamysery.

Kim stepped from the shower and went to the sink, popping acacium pill to clean his mouth and teeth.
Asit dissolved, he hummed atune to himsaf—an air from the times before the City: a song of love and
loss and congtancy.

"Any messeges?'

It would have been easier to have tapped them direct into the wire inside his head, but Kim had
forbidden it. For some archaic reason he preferred this quasihuman form—this question-and-answer in
theair.

"Only two. Reissand Curva."

Kim did the cupboard door open and took a pale red one-piece from inside. It was all he ever wore
these days—a succession of crisp new lab suits, each one burned at the end of the day, asif in some
congant ritual of self-purification.

"When does Reisswant to meet?'

Not "What does Reiss want?"—he knew what Reiss wanted: to settle the terms for the renewa of his
contract—but When? Asever, Kim wasted no time with what was aready known.

"Lunchif possble. Thisevening if not. He seemed quite concerned.”

As he ought. In four weeks he could be losing the services of the greatest scientist on Chung Kuo. That
was, unless he could come up with aded enticing enough to make Kim Ward stay with SimFic.

Unconscious of the gesture, Kim touched the glowing band about his neck. "It'll have to be this evening.
Book dinner, at eight. At the Hive. But Reiss only. None of the other monkeys.”

"He thought you'd say that, but he wants to bring someone a ong with him—ayoung executive named
Jack Neville. Saysyou'd understand.”

Kim stepped into the one-piece, zipped it up, then turned, looking up at the camera.
"Okay. And Curvad?'

"He cdlled haf an hour back. Wanted to know if you'll need him for thetrid run. To befrank, | think he
just wantsto be there.”

"Thentell him I'll expect him, ten o'clock inthemain lab.”

He sat on the edge of the bed, reached underneath, then pulled on a pair of worn dip-ons. "And our



game?”

In answer it placed ahologram in the air beside him—alife-sizeimage of awei chi board, the black and
white stones of a haf-completed game covering two thirds of the nineteen by nineteen grid. AsKim
looked, anew black stone appeared two down, six in from the top right-hand edge. It glowed for the
briefest moment, then grew dull.

Kim amiled. "Interesting.”

It said nothing, merdly watched, knowing that for that single moment they were dike, he and it—simple
mechanisms that thought and cal culated. Then Kim looked up, the faintest glimmer in hiseye, and it knew
the moment had passed.

"What is she doing now? Is shewaking in the garden”?'

JELKA STOPPED ON thetiny bridge at the center of the Ebert Mans on gardens, looking toward
where her father crouched playing with the boy. Laughter filled the morning air, the boy's high-pitched
ghrieks threading the old man's deep laughter like ayoung bird fluttering in agreat oak.

She smiled. Who would have imagined, three years back, when he'd first taken on the role of protector
to the boy, that it would have come to this? Back then he had positively |oathed the child; had raged,
cdling him "that haf-caste little bastard,” but now . . .

She watched him scoop the boy up and hold him high, his craggy facefilled with an unusud lightness, his
eyes drinking in the young lad's laughter. So held been with her, father and mother to her, for more than
twenty years. She shivered then went acrossto join them.

"Father?'

Tolonen set the boy down and turned, smiling, one arm out to her in welcome. Beside him, the boy
waited, hisarmsat his sides, his head bowed politely, as he'd been taught: every bit thelittle soldier.

"How areyou, Pauli?'

Helooked up at her shyly, through the dark fall of hishair, and nodded. It wasthe most she ever got
from him. Whether she frightened him or whether, as her father said, he was haf in love with her, she
didn't know, but when she was there he clamtned up totally.

She amiled inwardly, but outwardly she kept her face stern and serious, walking dowly around him asif
ingpecting ayoung officer. Satisfied, she nodded.

"You've donedl your schoolwork?'
He nodded, his eyes careful not to meet hers.

"Good." She permitted herself a smile, then reached out and ruffled hishair. Han . . . there was no doubt
that the boy was Han, yet something of hisfather's blood—of Hans Ebert's Saxon stock—had shaped
that young face, giving it a curious strength. With or without the great trading empire he would one day
inherit, Pauli Ebert would be aforce to reckon with when he was ol der.

Sheturned, looking to her father. " Oughtn't you to be getting ready?"

He glanced at the timer set into hiswrigt, then made aface of surprise. "Godsd! Isthat the time?”



She nodded, amused by his pretense. These days he would even keep Li Y uan waiting if it meant an
extraten minutes playing with hisward.

"Still, thereé's not much to do," he said, making no moveto leave, his eyesresting fondly on the boy.
"Steward Lo hasdready laid out my uniform. | only need to shower, and that won't take aminute.”

"BEvenso..."

She paused as Steward Lo himself appeared in the doorway leading to the West Wing. Her father,
noting her attention, turned.

"What isit, Lo?" he asked, suddenly more formd.
Lo bowed. "Y ou havevistors, Magter."

"What, a thishour?" A flash of irritation crossed hisface, then he nodded. "All right. Show them into the
main Reception Hall. I'll seethem there. Oh, and tell them they have fifteen minutes of my time, no more.

The T'ang himsalf is expecting my company.”

When Lo had gone, Jelka stepped closer. "Who isit?' she asked quietly.
Hisface was hard, hiseyestroubled. "Oh, itsnoone. . . ."

Shelad her hand on hisarm—hisflesh-and-blood, human arm. "Father?'

Helaughed gruffly a her admonishment, but till hiseyesweretroubled. "It's them again. Wanting,
dwayswanting."

"Ah..." Sheunderstood at once. By "them" he meant the small group of powerful businessmen
who—when Hans Ebert had ordered his bastard child terminated—had saved the boy and raised him
secretly for hisfirst four years. She shuddered. "What do they want now?"

A sournessfilled the old Marshd's face. "Who knows? Favors. Theusud thing .. . ."
"And you give them what they want?'

Hislaughter was amost ugly. "No. Thusfar I've delayed them, fobbed them off, but they're becoming
more ingstent, their claims more outrageous.”

She squeezed hisarm. " Tdl them you owe them nothing.”

Helooked at her, then shook hishead. "I wish | could, but it's not so smple. Asthe world perceivesit,
the boy owesthem agreet dedl, maybe everything."

"Butlegdly .. ."
He shook hishead. "Leaveit, please, my love."

She stepped back, bowing her head obediently, while beside her, hisdark eyestaking in everything, the
boy frowned.

"Wel? What do you want?'

The two men got to their feet abruptly, surprised by the sudden presence of Tolonen in the room,
shocked by the hodtility in hisvoice.



"Forgive usfor intruding at thishour,” began thefirst of them, arotund and balding man in palelemon
slks, "but this matter—"

Tolonencutin. "Youll forgive meif I'm lessthan polite, Shih Berrenson, but I'm not accustomed to being
dragged from my breakfast for ad hoc meetings. | am abusy man—a very busy man—and should you
wish to make an gppointment with meit can be done through my Private Secretary.”

Berrenson looked to his partner, Fox, then ducked his head dightly, asif at the sametime agreeing and
disagreeing with Tolonen.

"Forgive me, Marshd, but that is exactly what we have been trying to do for the past six days. A dozen
times we've approached him to arrange an audience with you and each time your man has put us off. In
the end we were | eft with no option—"

"—but to come knocking on my door like tradesmen.”

Berrenson's face stiffened. Beside him the thin-faced Fox looked indignant.

"Tradesmen?"

Tolonen stepped right up to him, then tapped his chest with the fingers of hisgolden, artificid arm.
"Tradesmen. Whed er-deders. What do you want meto cal you? Ch'un tzu?" Helaughed coldly. "No,
gentlemen, let's not hide the fact with pretty words. | know what you want."

Berrenson stared at the golden fingers pressed into his chest, then met Tolonen's eyes again. "Whatever
your persond fedingsarein thismaiter, | fed it would be best—"

"Best?" Tolonen shook his head. "What would be best would be for you to go away and stop pestering
the child. Heisgrateful, certainly, but your attemptsto turn such gratitude into financia advantage are—
and let me make this absolutely clear—becoming tiresome.”

Berrenson took along breath, then looked to his colleague again. "1 see we are wasting our time here. It
seemsthe Marsha has no understanding of how thingswork in the realm of finance. Not thet that's
surprisng. Heis, after dl, amere soldier.”

Theinsult was barely out before Berrenson found himself sprawling backward. He sat up, groaning,
blood dripping from his nose and from the gash in histop lip. Fox looked on, astonished.

"Nothing," Tolonen said, sanding over him thresteningly. "Y ou shal have nothing. Y ou or any of your
pack of jackals."

Berrenson dabbed at his broken nose with the collar of hissilks, then glared up at the old man. "Y oull
regret this, Tolonen. Before I'm done GenSyn won't be worth a fucking five-“uan note."

Tolonen laughed. "Isthat athreat, Shih Berrenson? Becauseiif it is, you'd better be prepared to carry it
out. But let me warn you, you loathsome littleinsect. If | find you've said one word that's detrimental to
the Company or made one dedl that could harm my ward's interests, then I'll comefor you . . .
personally, you understand me? And next timeit won't be just your nose I'll break, it'll be every bonein
that obese tradesman's body of yours." He leaned in close, pushing hisface amost into Berrenson's.
"Understand me?"

Berrenson nodded. - "Good. Now go. And don't bother me again.” « ..

KIM WAITED AS THE DOOR hissed back, then stepped through, his bresth warm in the protective



suit. Thiswas a secure areaand as the door closed behind him, seding itsdf airtight, afine mist
enveloped him, killing any bacteria he might have brought in from outside.

Inside, beyond the second airtight door, was the garden he had had built at the center of the labs. There,
beneath afake blue sky that was eternally summer, were the two dozen specia rosebushes he had had
planted in therich, dark earth that covered the whole of the thirty-by-thirty areato a depth of three feet.

Asthe second door did back, Kim stepped inside, the microfinefiltersin the hdmet alowing him to smell
the sweet scent of the roses. He stopped amoment, eyes closed, enjoying the early-morning warmth, the
strange freshness of the place, then walked on, making hisway down the lines of bushes.

SimFic had spent more than fifteen million yuan building this place, smply to humor him. The thought of
that—of the waste—had worried him at first, but then he'd begun to seeit from their viewpoint. Here he
could think—here, undisturbed, he could put flesh to the bone of speculation. And thinking waswhat he
was paid to do.

Heamiled, seeing thefirg of the webs glimmering wetly in the fake sunlight. It was beautiful. Ddlicately,
indescribably beautiful. It was asif it touched some blueprint deep insde him and struck aresonating
chord. He crouched beside it, Staring at its delicate symmetry. It was an orb web, spun by the smple
European garden spider, Araneus diadematus.

Y esterday he had watched her spin thisweb, making first the spokes and then the central spird. A
broader "guide" spird—akind of scaffolding—had followed, and then the great spird itsdlf, the"bridge
lines' asthey were cdled. He had watched fascinated as she wove and gummed the threads, her tiny
rounded body balanced on the scaffol ding as she plucked the gummed line to spread the tiny droplets
equidis-tantly dong itslength. When he had firgt seen it he had thrilled to the discovery, recognizing once
more the importance of the laws of resonance and how they governed the natural world—from the
largest things to the smalest—and it had brought back to him amoment when he had witnessed agrest
spiderlike machine hum and produce a chair from nothingness. So long ago that seemed, yet the moment
was linked to this, resonating down the years. Memories. . . they, too, obeyed the laws of resonance.

He moved on. Beside the orb web spiders he had others—scaffold-web spiderslike Nesticidae that had
settled in atiny rocky cave he had had built at the far end of the garden, and triangular-web spiderslike
Hyptiotes. But hisfavorite wasthe elegant Dinopis, anet-throwing spider with the face of afairy-tde
ogre. How often he had watched her construct her net between her back legs and then wait, with a
patience that seemed limitless, to snare any insect foolish enough to pass below.

Insects had |ong been banned from City Earth. The great tyrant Tsao Ch'un had had them eradicated
from the leves, building intricate systems of filters and barriersto keep them out. But here, inthissingle
airtight room, he, Kim Ward, had brought them back. Using stored DNA, GenSyn had rebuilt these
once-common species specidly for him: these and their prey—ants and beetles, centipedes, ladybirds
andflies, slk moths and gphids.

It had not been easy, however. He had first needed to get Li Y uan's permission. A specia Edict had
been passed, cosigned by al three T'ang, while SimFic, for their part, had guaranteed that there would be
no breaches of the gtrict quarantine procedures.

Helooked about him, feding abrief contentment. Here he had mused on many things: on the physica
nature of memory; on the aging of cells and the use of nanotechnology to induce the rapid hedling of
damaged tissue; on the duplication of neurons; and, most recently, on the creation of asafe and stable
intelligence-enhancement drug. Each time he had come here knowing no answer, and eech timethe
tranquillity of the garden had woven its magic spell, conjuring something from the depths of him.



But now it was dmogt done, histimein exilefinished. In four weeks he could wak from here, afree man
again, the pulsing band gone from around his neck. If he chose.

He reached out and brushed the ddlicate, dew-touched petds of abloodred rose with his gloved fingers,
watching the pearled dropsfall. It was al one grest ballet—a cosmic dance, governed by immutable
laws, and hethe key, thefocus of it al. He saw how it al worked, how it could be shaped and used.
And yet some part of him held back— some dark and quiet part of him refused to use that knowledge.

He expelled along, dow breeth, then looked about him, asif seeing it dl for thefirst time. Thusfar he
had but scratched the surface of the real. SmFic had asked and he had answered. But their questions
had been small and inggnificant . . . unimaginative. It wasasif they couldn't see the possibilities,
whereashe...

Hefrowned, not liking the shape of histhoughts. Y et it was necessary to face the truth. Intellectually he
wastheir superior. That made him no better than they—not in Ssmple human terms—but it did make him
different, and he was convinced that that difference had been granted him for areason. The twists and
turns of hisexigence—hisvery surviva—al of it meant something. He had been raised up from the
darknessfor apurpose, and now it wastime, perhaps, to discover just what that purpose was—to ask
himself the big questions, the questionsthat only he could frame.

He crossed the room and stood before the long metal cabinet that was attached to thewall. Taking a
long-stemmed key from the bt of his suit hefitted it into the lock and turned it twice. Therewasa
moment's delay and then aseries of tiny metal doorsin the side of the cabinet clicked open.

Kim stood back, watching the insects tumble out in apill of darkness. They were freshly fashioned, their
neutered forms made for a single purpose—to be eaten by his spiders. It was a disturbing thought. Like
s0 much else he had created they were little more than toys— distractions from the real business of life,

He watched them flap and whirr and scuttle and felt hisinner self curl up in aversion.
They moved, yet they were dead.

"Kim?'

Helooked up at the cameralens overhead. "Y es?’

"Curva wantsto speak with you about the new figures.”

"Tdl him I'll bewith himinawhile"

Helooked down. Thered reason he had come here this morning wasto seeif he could focus himsdlf for
long enough to make a decision about whether he should stay with SmFic in some capacity or go his
ownway. But, as ever, there were too many things to be attended to, to alow him time to think it through
properly. The decision would be of the moment. They would ask, hewould reach ingde himself and . . .
well, it would be there, on histongue. Until then he didn’t know.

He retraced his steps. Asthe door hissed closed behind him and afaint mist enveloped him, onefina
thought cameto him.

Does she still think of me? Does she even remember me?

JELKA HAD HEARD her father shouting, had heard the commotion in the entrance hall asthe two men
left, but it was an hour before he emerged from hisrooms, wearing his Marshd's uniform, hisface
composed asif nothing had happened.



She greeted him in the atrium at the front of the Mansion, walking around him to inspect him, just as shed
doneto the boy. It was unnecessary, of course—Steward Lo would never have let him leave hisrooms
unless he were immaculate—but it had become almost aritua between them.

"Wdir-fee asked.

Shetouched hisarm. "Y ou look very smart, Father. It's not often you wear full dress uniform these days.
What's the occasion?”

"l ..." Helooked down at hiswrist timer, then shook his head. "Godd! |sthat the time? Look,
sweetheart, | haveto go. I'm late already.”

Shekissed his cheek. "Go on. Hurry now. I'll see you when you get back."
He smiled. "L ook after Pauli, neh?"

She nodded, then sighed, watching him disappear through the open doorway, but amoment later he was
back, smiling gpologeticaly.

"I dmost forgot. Thefina guest list for the party . . . it'son my desk. If you'd check it to make sure weve
not |eft anyone out.”

"I'll make agtart on it at once."
He returned her smile. "Good."

She watched him go, then turned, gazing down the hallway toward the big picture window at the end with
itsview of the gardens at the center of the Mansion, then shook her head. How she hated this place. Five
years she had lived here now, and gill shefdt like anintruder. Not that she had ever liked this house,
with itsdark wals and its heavy furnishings, its monumentd statuary and itsthick, oppressive tapestries.
No. The ghogts of the Ebert family gtill presided here and their fleshy imprint lay on everything. Thiswas
their place, likethelair of some strange, haf-furred, ferd creatures. And for her there was the further
memory of her betrotha to the son of the house, Hans.

Jelka shuddered. It had been there, in the Great Hall, just to the right of where she stood. She walked
across, then stopped in the doorway, looking in. Nothing had changed. The jet-black tiles gleamed with
polish, while between squat red pillars, on lush green wallsthat reminded her of primal forests, hung the
same huge canvases of ancient hunts that had hung there on the day she'd been betrothed to him.

She closed her eyes, remembering. In the haf-dark, the machine had floated toward her like agiant
bloated egg, slent, two brutish GenSyn giants guiding it. Its outer surface had been like smoked glass, but
atightly focused circle of light directly benesth it had glimmered like aliving presencein the depths of the
floor. She had stood there asin adream, rooted with fear, watching it come, like Fate, implacable and
unavoidable.

She made asmal movement of her head, surprised by the vividness of the memory. So much had
happened since that day—so many had died or been betrayed—and yet she, Jelka Tolonen, had
survived. She had danced her way tolife.

Turning, she noticed that the door to her father's study was open. Steward Lo wasinsde, tidying up after
his madter.

Looking up, Losaw her. "Nu Shi . . ."



Shewent across, looking about her as Lo finished his chores. Even here therewasllittle sign of her father.
He had changed nothing. Bookshelves filled three walls, but those had been there before hed come and
the leather-bound books that lined them had been undisturbed for twenty, maybe thirty years, the Ebert
crest stamped into the title page of every one. Only the persona items on the big oak desk that filled the
far corner of the room were her father's.

She went across and began searching for the list. There were letters from old friends and bulky fileswith
the S-within-G logo of GenSyn stamped into their bright blue covers, anote from Generad Rheinhardt
about the next Security Council meeting, and her father's desk diary, open at today's page. She searched
amoment longer, surprised to find nothing, then stopped, her eyes caught by thefind entry inthediary.

She shook her head, then read it once again. No, she hadn't been mistaken: thereit was, in hisown
handwriting: SmFc Labs with Li Yuan. 12 p.m. Kim Ward and Work-in-Progress.

He hadn't told her. He hadn't told her!

She eased back, an unfocused anger gripping her, then, clenching both her fists, she called for inner calm.
Sowly, very dowly, it cameto her.

S0 ... it was il going on. Seven years—seven long years he had kept this up. But now it had to stop.
Shelet out along breath, then looked across the study. Steward Lo was watching her.
"Areyoudl right, Nu Shi?’

Shelet her voice project her inner cdm. "I'm fine, Steward Lo. It'sjust that my father said hed left aligt
... aguest list for my Coming-of-Age party."

"Ah..." Lo cameacross and, with abow to her, reached past her and took adender file from among
the GenSyn papers.

"Here," he said, dusting it off and handing it to her, bowing again. "It is not long now, neh, Nu Shi?"
"Not long," she answered, nodding her thanks. Then, moving past him, she hastened from the studly.

Back-in her room, she sat on the edge of her bed, thefilein her lap, |etting her thoughts grow ill. They
would al be here, of course—all of those important names from Above society one might expect to turn
up for the Coming-of-Age party of the Marshd's daughter, but there was only one name she was
interested in. She counted ten then opened it, scanning the list quickly with her finger.

Most of the names were familiar—Security mostly—but some, she knew, were there because one could
not hold such aparty and not invite such people. She would have to go through it more carefully later on,
but for now . ..

She cameto the end. Nothing. Therewasno sign of hisname.

So it wastrue. Heredlly was keeping hisword. Very well. She should not redlly have expected other of
him. But thiswas her party, her Coming-of-Age, and there was one person, more than any other, she
would have there on that day. Kim Ward.

She went through to her study and sat at her desk, leaning acrossto take theink brush from its stand.
Inking it, she tried to remember the last time she had seen him, after hisWiring Operation. Seven years
had passed since that day, and never, in dl that time, had she stopped thinking of him, wondering about
him, { preparing hersdf for him.



Shetook the list and wrote in his name, there between Wang Ling, the Minister for Production, and her
father'sfriend, Colond Wareham.

There! shethought. Y et even astheink dried, she knew it would not end with that. He would fight her
over it, she knew, for it was the one thing they had always fought over.

Damn you, you old bugger! shethought, angry a him yet loving him dl the same. Why can't you want
what | want just this once?

But she knew it was no good wishing. Her father was like arock, imperviousto time and good opinion.
Shewould haveto face him out on this. Tonight, perhaps, or tomorrow.

She shivered, frustration and anger threatening to drive her to distraction. Then, controlling herself again,
she switched on her desktop comset and turned to the front of the list, determined he would have no
other reason to find fault with her.

TOLONEN GAZED OUT of the window of the cruiser, then looked back at his T'ang, answering him
findly.

"I don't know, Chieh Hsia. | think you should try other means before taking such drastic action.”

Li Yuan gestured wearily. "l wish | could, but timeisagainst us. Each day seesthe man grow stronger a
my expense. The situation in Africaisworsening and my armiesthere are restless. If | do nothing, things
will asmply deteriorate until . . . well, until Li Minwill merely haveto raise hisvoice and the whole thing
will come tumbling down.”

Tolonen sighed, troubled by such talk. "Forgive me, Chieh Hsia, but surely things are not so bad? We
have had peace these past three years. The House has been docile, food rations haveincreased . . ."

Li Yuan huffed out a breath, exasperated. "Can't you seeit, Knut? The peace you talk of, it'safragile,
brittle thing. No. Timeis running out. Our options are dwindling. We must either fight the bastard now or
hand the City over to him."

"Then send Karr to negotiate with him, as| suggested. Have him offer Li Min atemporary
peace—something that'll give ustimeto draw up aproper plan of campaign. To fight him now, without
preparation”"—Tolonen made a bitter face—"it would be madness ™

Li Yuan sat back, smoothing his chin nervoudy. Tolonen, watching him, saw the gesture and looked
down, reminded of the young man'sfather, Li Shai Tung. So the old man had looked in those months
before his death—his eyes haunted, his face made gaunt with worry. And maybe Y uan was
right—maybe things wer e worse than they seemed—abut to hit out blindly, smply for somethingtodo ...
well, he had said it dready: it was madness.

Tolonen sighed. "Besides, thereés aways Ward. If he deliversthe goods. . ."

Li Y uan nodded distractedly, then met Tolonen's eyes again. "1 understand you had some visitorsthis
moring?'

"Ah, that."
"Isthere aproblem, Knut? Something | can help you with?!

Tolonen gave ashort laugh. "Nothing | can't dedl with, Chieh Hsia."



"No..." Li Yuan gtared a him amoment, then laughed. "I doubt theré's anything you couldn't dedl with."
They were both silent awhile, then Tolonen spoke. ¢
"Do you think Ward will sgnup agan?"

"For SimFic?' Li Y uan considered amoment, then shrugged. "It's hard to say. Onething isfor certain, he
doesn't need the money. | am advised he'sworth close on four hundred and fifty million, with the royalties
on jSimFic products he's had ahand in, that'slikely to treble within the next five years. If | werein Reisss
position | would be looking beyond financid incentives."

Tolonen stared at his hands, suddenly uncomfortable. "He's astrange one, neh?”
Li Yuan nodded. "It must be strange, being asheis.”
Tolonen hesitated, then looked up. "What do you think of him as a person?’

Li Yuan frowned. The question was unexpected. "I ... respect him. Histalent isformidable.. . .
frightening. | can't begin to imagine how hethinks. It'sasif hesthinking in adifferent direction to the rest
of us. Rather like Shepherd.”

Tolonen wasleaning forward now, hisface s, waiting.

"But asaperson?’ Li Y uan shrugged, then pulled hissilks about him, asif suddenly cold. "I don't know. |
cannot make him out. Thereissomething . . . dark inhim. | havetriedtolikehim, but . . ."

Tolonen nodded, understanding. It was how he himsdlf felt—at one and the same time awed and repelled
by the boy.

6031? He laughed inwardly at the dip. Why, Ward was aman now ... ayoung man of twenty-five years,
but till he thought of him as aboy, perhaps because Ward till had the body of a child—an effete yet
threatening child. He shivered. If the truth were known he thought Ward an ugly, stunted little cresture
and what his daughter had ever seenin him he couldn't imagine. Clayborn hewas, and like dl of the
Clayborn there was something deeply, intringcaly repugnant about him.

He sat back, then locked his hands together in hislap, gold metdlic fingers dternating with pink-white
flesh. He had not seen Ward since hed come back from America—in truth, he had hoped never to see
him again. When America had falen hed believed the boy was dead—had thought it done with for good
and al. But Ward had got out—SimFic had protected their investment and shipped him out on the last
flight—and he, hearing the news, had fdlt abitter disappointment.

A curse—Ward was acurse on him, an evil spell, dways coming between him and his daughter.

Hefdt the cruiser begin to bank, the engine tone change, and knew they were approaching their
destination. Below them lay the greet three-hundred-leve city, like agiant glacier filling the centra
European plain, its hivelike sections gleaming whitely in the late morning sunshine. Looking back &t Li

Y uan he saw he was staring out the window; but his hazel eyeswerelooking inward, his mind worrying
over some problem of State. Tolonen, seeing him thus, felt his own worries dissipate. They were as
nothing beside hisMagter's. To serve his T'ang, that was—had aways been—his prime directive, and
whatever he felt about Ward, he must |et none of it come between him and hisduty. To serve.... he
nodded, then straightened in his seet, pushing out his chest and placing his handsfirmly, decisvely, on his
knees ... it wasthe very reason for his existence.

KIM LEANED IN to the screen, tracing the dowly descending line of the graph with hisindex finger, his



worst fears confirmed.
"There's no doubt, isthere?'

Curva, beside him, stared amoment longer then shook his head. "No. These performance figures bear
out what we've suspected for awhile now. There's adefinite memory drain.”

"Any guesses asto why?'

Curval glanced at Kim, then shrugged. "No idea. But it's happening. At thisrate the whole of the
implanted memory corewill begonein . . . three months? Four at the outside.”

"And the body's good for sixty, maybe eighty years.”
"Bit of aproblem, huh?"
The two men laughed.

"So what are we going to do?' Curva asked, smoothing the polished dome of hisskull. "Start again?
Redesign from scratch?”

"Li Yuanwon't likeit."
"But if theré's no other option?"

Curval conddered. "What if we wereto create backups? Make more than asingleimplant? Maybe it's
amply aquestion of reinforcement. After al, the human brain makes copies of dl new memoriesand
digtributes them, so maybe that's what's lacking? Maybe we're overs mplifying?*

"Maybe. Then again, maybe were not being smple enough. I've thefeding that the answer's there,
garing usin theface, only it's so obvious—so glaring—that we just can't seeit.”

Curvd laughed. "Y ou think so?If you ask me thereés afault in the materias we've been using.”
Kim shook his head.

"Then what? There's got to be an answer. This—" Curval tapped the screen—"this oughtn't to be
happening.”

"No, but it is. Which means something basic is going wrong—something so integrd to the process that
we're going to have to take the whole thing apart piece by piece before we can understand what it is.”

"Thet'll teketime."

"I know."

"And we haven't got time."

"I know."

"So what are we going to do?"

Kim amiled. "First we're going to see the T'ang and show him what we've got.”

THE TESTSWERE OVER. Li Y uan watched them lead the manlike morph away then looked down at
his hands.



In somewaysit wasimpressive, much more impressive than anything GenSyn had thus far managed to
produce. The creature's feats of memory and mathemeatics were breathtaking and there was no doubting
itsmental agility. Physicaly, however, it was disappointing. Oh, it was fit—super fit if the performance
figures quoted could be trusted— and its coordination was excellent, moreover itsvision and muscular
strength had been enhanced; even o, it was not what he had envisaged.

He sighed and looked across a Tolonen. The old man smiled back at him, but he looked tired, asif the
whole thing had been too much for him. Seeing that, Li Y uan relented alittle. They had al worked
hard—Tolonen included—to get thisfar. And maybe he was smply expecting too much. After dl, three
years ago there had been nothing—nothing but the rumor that DeV ore and Hans Ebert had been working
on something likethis. That and the "manufactured” brainsthey had discovered in North America

He was used to synthetic beings, he had grown up surrounded by them tank-grown creatures, products
of GenSyn's biocengineering programs-but this was different. The skin, the eyes, they had been grownin
GenSyn' svats-gpecid nutrient reservoirs, feeding the living, self-replacing parts, doing the jobs other
cellswould normally have carried out-but the rest ... the rest had been built. Beneeth the human form
that presented itsdlf to the eye was amachine; a machine that however cruddy-thought for itself.

Heturned, looking to Kim. "Therés one thing 1 don't understand, why doesit make those lists?"
Kim hesitated glancing at Reiss, then answered him. "It makes lists becauseits autistic-"
"Autigic?'

"Y ou saw how eadily it remembered things. It'slike a blotting paper, soaking things up. And once shown
it never forgets. But what it lacksisthe ability to ascribe ameaning or purpose to things-especidly to
people and places. It has no Structure to its existence, you see. There's agap there whre it ought to be.
So, to plug that gep it fillsitslifewith ligs."

"Ahh.."

"In humans the problem isrooted in the cerebellum-that's where our sense of 'self isto be found." Kim
laughed. "I've heard that the Temple of the Oracle a ancient Delphi had an inscription carved into the
stone over the entrance ‘ Know Thysdlf,' it read. Unfortunately that isn’t even an option for our android
friend. The brain structure we' ve developed for thismode is smply too crude, too smple, to alow

sl f-consciousness.”

"And nothing can be done about that?*

Kim shrugged. "Possibly. But there are other problems we have to solve first. At present the brainin this
modd is quite small-like the one the Marshal brought back from America. The reason for that's quite
smple. An ounce of nervetissue uses up far more caoriesin the process of thinking than an ounce of
muscle burns up in exercise. In fact the brain uses up aquarter of the body's energy. Wevetried to
accomodeate this fact by providing extrapower to our models. Hence storage packsin the small of its
back. But we can only do so much. Being awareis actualy very hard work. To make that model more
aware we would have to increaseits crania capacity consderably, and-that would mean increasing its
body size and weight proportionately. What you'd have, in effect, would be agiant.”

Li Yuan leaned back, his disappointment deeper by the moment. "I had hoped we would be able to
improve on things somehow."

Kim smiled gpologeticdly. "Maybe we shdl. Giventime. At first | consdered doing something new—of
designing something that was completely different from the basic human blueprint—but ultimately | had to



concede that there was nothing wrong with the old modd. Tens of millions of years of evolution can't be
bucked. Thebrainisasit is because that's how it hasto be."

"l understand. But tell me. . . why did it take so long to recognize us? Even you. It seemed amost not to
seeyou until you spoketoit. | thought its vison had been enhanced.”

"It has, but the modd is essentially prosopognosic. That is, it can't recognize faces. Not at once, anyway.
Retinas, yes, voices too—from the inflections—but awhole face takes much longer. It hasto check a
number of different e ements—shape of nose, color of eyes, distance between forehead and
mouth—againgt a preprogrammed list of the same elements and tick off each item. It doesn't take long,
but therés adefinite dday. Like many of itsbehaviord traits, it'sacrude andogy of how ahuman
functions, not a perfect copy.”

"l was surprised by how human it looks," Li Y uan confessed. "1 was expecting something more. . ."

"Brutal?' Kim shrugged. "I toyed with the idea of making it look very different, of enhancing it even more
and making it like some deek custom-designed machine; but in the end | decided it would be best to
work with something that looked as unthrestening—as normal—as possible. After dl, if it'ssmple threat
you want, you adready have GenSyn's hdf-men, their Hel. My thinking wasthat if this project had any
purposg, it was to produce something that would fool your enemies. Itsvery normdlity is, | fed, its
greatest Srength.”

"ISit safe?’

Kim laughed. "Safe? It's positively docile. In fact, one of the problems weve been having with this model
isits passvity. It'll make decisons, but only when it's asked to make decisions. Mogt of thetimeit'll just
gt there”

"l see. And thereés no way to dter that?"

Kim hesitated, then glanced a Reiss, who had remained by the door, looking on.

Li Yuan turned, afaint hope growing in him. "Isthere something | should know, Director Reiss?"
Reiss bowed hishead. "Chieh Hsia, | ..."

"Jud tell me”

Reiss swallowed. "There's a—a second prototype.”

Li Yuan raised an eyebrow. "A second prototype?’

"Yes, Chieh Hsia, except—"

"Except weve been having problemswithiit,” Kim said, interrupting him.

Li Yuan turned. "What kind of problems?"

Kim smiled then put out an arm, inviting Li Y uan to accompany him. "I think you'd better seeit for
yoursdlf."

L1 YUAN STOOD BESIDE Kimin thetiny room, staring at the creature sprawled on the narrow bed.
Thefirg prototype had seemed little more than acomplex marionette, like the golden bird in the poem
Ben had sent him, but this. . . he felt astrange thrill—of fear? excitement?—run up hisspine. Thiswas



something specid. He could seethat a aglance.
"Sowhat is the problem?’
"Can't you see?’

Li Yuan madeto step closer, but Kim touched hisarm. "Forgive me, Chieh Hsia, but no closer. It's. . .
eratc."

"Dangerous?’
"It hasn't been, but . . . well, I'd hate to be proved wrong.”

"Should we... 7' Li Yuan gestured to the door.

"No. It'll ignore usif we keep our distance. Usudly it . . ."

"Usudly it what?" The creature turned its head and stared at them, its eyes dark with intelligence.
Yes, Li Yuan thought, hisbreath catching in histhroat, this was more like what he'd expected!

It turned and did itslegs over the edge of the bed.

"How are you today?'

Itignored Kim's question, staring at Li Y uan asif to place him.

"What do the latest figures show?"

"The sametrend."

The creature nodded, then, in a gesture that was peculiarly human, combed its dark hair back from its
eyes. "So what will you do?

"l can remplant.”

"No good. If you do that | losewhat | am. All I've been. Already—" it grimaced painfully—"aready
thingsaredipping from me."

"Hasit aname?' Li Y uan asked.

Kim turned, surprised, asif held forgotten the young T'ang was there. "Ravachal ... | cdled him
Ravachal.”

"A Savic name. Interesting. He looks Savic."
Kim nodded, but aready his attention was back with the creature.
"What do you want meto do?"

Ravachol looked away, pained, its every action revealing some deep inner torment. “| ... | don't know.
Some new technique, perhaps? A drug?'

"Thereareno drugs.”

It stared at Kim awhile, then shrugged. " So how long do | have?!



"Three, maybe four months.”

It nodded. Then, smiling suddenly, it leaned toward Kim. "I had another dream.”
"A dream? Tell me. Wasit the same as before?"

Ravachol hesitated, concentrating, then shook its head. "No ... | don't think so."
Kim spoketo it softly, asif coaxing achild. "So?"

It frowned fiercely, asif struggling to recdl the details, then began, its voice fatering. "It beganin thelight.
A fierce, burning light. It seared me. | was consumed by it, caught up within agreat whed of
incandescent light. And . . . and then it focused. | was ... | felt new-made. | stepped out from the center
of thelight and ... it was asif | was stepping into aairtight cube of glass—of ice—a place of stillness.
Perfect, immaculate stillness.” It sat back, itsface bestific, and sighed. "1 could hear nothing, fedl nothing,
smdl and sense nothing. It was. . . strange. The silence was both within me and without. There was no
pulsein me, no beating in my chest. It waslikel was dead, and yet | was conscious. | could turn my
head and see. But there was nothing to be seen. Everv*helight . . . even that had gone. Not that it was
dark. Itwasjust . j ."

Ravachol stopped, its muscleslocked, its eyes staring at Kim asif it had been switched off.
"And then?'

Theway it cameto again was eerie, frightening, like atimepiece clicking into motion on the hour. Li Yuan
fet asmall shiver of fear passthrough him. Y es, he could see now what Kim meant. The thing was
mad—totally, unequivocaly med.

"l can't remember. Something happened, but | can't remember. It's like a piece of cloth where the edge
hasfrayed. | get so far and then there's nothing left.”

It stared at Kim, mouth open in aperfect O of surprise.

"Okay, you'd better rest. If you dream the dream again, writeit down. Or speak of it to the camera,
beforethe edgesfray.”

It nodded, then, with a curious meekness, allowed itsalf to be tucked in beneath the thin white sheets. It
lay there, passive, eyes open, staring at the ceiling. Then, with a suddenness that was shocking, itseyelids
clicked shut.

Outsdeagain, Li Y uan stood at the view window looking in.
"What doesit mean, al that?"

"The dream?" Kim scribbled something in asmal notebook, then dipped it into the pocket of his
one-piece. "It'sthe same every time, detail for detall. It's not really adream—not asyou and | have
them— more asymbolic landscape of its self-consciousness ... atacit recognition of itsbasic
nonexigtence. It knows, you see. Knowswhat it is and how it was made. It even knows what's wrong
withit. Thedreams. . . they're akind of anxiety outlet. The only oneit has. Without them it would cease
to function.”

"l see" Li Yuan shuddered, feeling astrange pity for the creature. He was silent for atime, then he
sighed. "I hoped wed be farther dong.”



"Weve comealong way."
"I know, it'sjust . . ."
"Time?'

Li Y uan nodded, then turned to face Kim. "Time. It'sthe curse of kings and emperors." Helaughed
wigtfully. "When | wasachild, | thought therewas dl the time in the world—that things would be the
sameforever. Timewaslike an old friend, unalterable, unending. But it isn't so. My father knew it. The
day | was born, they say, he had adream. A dream of the darknessto come.”

Kim traced acircle on the one-way mirror. "Y ou think collapseisinevitable, then?'
"Inevitable? No. But likely. More and more likely every day. Unlesswe take preventive action.”

"And this?" Kim tapped the glass, indicating the degping android. "Do you really think thisisany kind of
Lolution”?'

"Youdont, | takeit?'

Kim laughed. "Y ou arethe Pang, Chieh Hsia."

Li Yuan smiled. "So when will it be ready?'

"A year. Sx monthsif wereredly lucky."

"Lucky?" Li Yuan raised an eyebrow. "l thought your science was a precisething.”

"Oh, no, Chieh Hsa Far fromit. Luck playsahuge part in things. But the problems we've been having
with the prototypes have semmed mainly from the pace of development. We've come from nothing to
thisin lessthan three years. That'sfast. Too fast, perhaps. If we were dedling with asingle homogenous
biosystem, it would be relatively straightforward—uwe could locate any errors as and when they
occurred—but were not: were deding with a dozen, fifteen different biosystems at any onetime, and
those systems aren't discrete, they're dependent on each other. One goes wrong, the whole lot goes
wrong. And thetroubleis, the systems have had no time to evolve properly—to grow together. We've
had to rely on guesswork most of the time, and our guesses have sometimes been wrong. But why
something doesn't work—whether it's this system we've got wrong or that— well, it'sdifficult to say."

Li Yuanraised ahand. "I understand. But ayear ... ayear should doit, right?"
Kim nodded.

"Good. Thenit'stime, perhaps, to make the thing specific.”

"Specific?'

"Facid detalls, build, height and weight. That kind of thing."

"Ah..." Kim digested that amoment, then looked back at hisT'ang. "Who isit?'
" think it's best you don't know."

"Whoisit?' Kimingsted. "I haveto know."

Li Yuan stared at him, surprised, reminded briefly of Ben, then took the envelope from within hissilks



and offered it to Kim.

"He'sakiller. A man named Soucek. But that information is classified, dl right? Four men died getting
those details."

Kim studied the sheaf of paper amoment longer, then nodded. "I understand. But why him?"
"Heworksfor Li Min. Heishisright-hand man. He has accessto him."

"Ah.." A shadow passed over Kim'sface.

"Y ou want to pull out?"

Kim shook hishead. "1 didn't say that. But | needed to know."

"A year? At the very mogt?'

Kim nodded.

"Then et us pray we have ayear, neh, my Clayborn friend? Let us pray to dl the gods we know that
time, this once, does not outrun us."

SOUCEK SAT IN achair to one side of the Magistrate's desk, hislegs crossed casually, hislong,
pockmarked face inexpressve. Two guards stood at his back—big, brutal-faced thugs, heavy automatics
held acrosstheir chest. Behind the desk, Old Y ang, the Magidtrate, cleared histhroat, then tugged
nervoudy at hiswispy beard.

The hall was packed. People stood at the back and along the sde walls or crouched in the aides, talking
and fanning themsalves indolently. There were over two dozen casesto be heard this sesson and this
was only thethird of them. Already they had seen two deaths and there was a mounting excitement now
that this case, too, was coming to a head.

From where she stood against the back wall, Emily looked on gpprehensively. How many times had she
seen thisin these last two years? How many times had she had to stand and watch this dumb show of
justice? Far too often, shethought, her fingers tracing the shape of the gun benegath her jacket. But today
... today would be different.

The accused—a young Han male of seventeen years—stood in the blood-spattered space in front of the
dais, his hands bound behind his back, his head bowed. His scap had been crudely shaved and was
flecked with cuts. A leather thong had been tied around his head, over his mouth, holding down his
tongue and keeping him from speaking. Two bare-chested tong members stood behind him, butchers
cleaversin their belts, ceremonia black sashes about their brows. The arresting tong officer's testimony
had been read, the security camera evidence shown. All that remained wasfor the Magistrate to
pronounce sentence.

The evidence seemed conclusive. They had a Security film of the boy—a non-tong member—purchasing
aknife from an unidentified crimind, and the sworn statements of “friends’ that he had been boasting
about what he was going to do with it. The matter appeared clear cut. He had committed a crime for
which the penalty was death. But the evidence was fake, the boy innocent.

She had seen the parents yesterday and listened to their story, then had checked out the details for
hersdf. The father was alocal market trader and the couple had three children: two boysand agirl. A
week back he had had an argument with one of the local tong officials— what it was about she hadn't
managed to get from him, but it had to do with their fourteen-year-old daughter. The two men had



exchanged sharp words. The old man had thought that that wasit, but the officia had not |et the matter
rest. He had bought evidence—faked film, the "word" of severa worthless youths—and had had his
cousin, the officer responsible for Security in these stacks, arrest the boy.

The circumstances were not unusud. She had evidence now on more than eighty such cases and knew
that these represented only asmall part of what was going on throughout the Lowers. For two years now
the White T"ang had run the tribunas down here, imposing his"Code of Iron" on these levels. But what
had at first seemed like justice had quickly reveded itsdf asjust another meansfor tong membersto lord
it over the common citizens. It was astinking, corrupt system, administered by bullies, cheats, and
murderers.

Likethis case here. She sghed, her anger mixed with pain. Thiswasn't justice, thiswas arranged murder,
with the victim denied even the right to speak for himsalf. And Soucek . . . Soucek wasthe architect of it
al, the administrator and chief executioner. It was he who let the sewers run with filth.

But today . . . today she would strike ablow for al those who had suffered under him.

Asthe Magistrate began to pronounce sentence, those who were crouching stood, craning their necksto
see, an eectric current of anticipation running through the crowded hall. Emily stood on her toes, noting
where the guards were standing, then began to move through the press of bodies, making her way
toward the front.

Old Y ang was shouting now, berating the youth in ashrill, ugly voice, caling him the vilest of namesand
insulting hisfamily. Then it was done, the sentence pronounced. There was amurmur of anticipation.

Emily dowed, looking about her. She was still some way from the front. She would need to get nearer.

At asignd from Soucek one of the tong members behind the youth stepped up and kicked the youth
hard just behind hisleft knee. With agroan the boy went down. As he got up onto his knees, the
arresting officer came across and, drawing his gun, cocked it and placed it againgt his head.

The hdl wasdlent now, atensonintheair like that before athunderstorm. She edged forward.

The shot was like arelease. Heads jerked, mouths opened. A great sigh ran round the hall. It was done.
The White T'ang's word meant something. But for Emily there was only anger. Her hand covered her
gun. She was only five orgx from the front now. She could see Soucek clearly; see how calm—how
hideoudy calm-j-he was as he turned to speak to one of the guards.

Therewasawailing to her right. His mother, she thought, dipping her hand inside her jacket pocket and
cocking the gun. Then, shockingly, there was agunshot.

Sheturned her head, anxious, trying to see where it had come from. A smal cloud of smokewasrisng
from the crowd to her right. As she saw it, another shot rang out. There was screaming, the beginnings of
panic. Tong guards were converging from dl sides. For amoment she didn't understand, then, asthe
crowd parted, she saw. It wasthe youth's father. He was standing there, hisface distraught, holding a
gun out a arm's length. She saw his hand tremble as he tried to fire again, and then one of the big
automatics opened up and he jerked back, bulletsripping into him, the gun faling from his hand.

Asif a asigna everyone got down. She did the same. But as she did she saw, up on the dais, one of the
guards crouched over Soucek.

He'shit! shethought, exultant. The old man got the bastard!

Y et even as haf adozen tong thugs scrambled up onto the dais to surround him, she saw Soucek get up



and, shrugging off the guard's hand, push past the men and vanish through the door at the far end.

She looked down, disappointed. Soucek was bleeding. From thelook of it one of the old man's shots
had hit his right shoulder and broken the collarbone. But he had survived. She would have to wait for
another opportunity to get to him.

Yes, but it wouldn't be so easy next time. After today they'd be sure to take greater precautions.

She got up, sighing heavily. Old Y ang was dumped in his seat, dead. All about her people were moaning
and whimpering. To her right it was a scene of utter chaos. Chairs were scattered everywhere. A dozen
or more people were down, dead or wounded.

Asthe guards began to clear the hdl, shelet hersalf be herded with the regt, letting the gun dip down her
leg onto the floor, then pedled the flesh-thin gloves from her hands and dropped them casually.

Ther€'ll be another time, she promised hersdf. The bastard can't always be so lucky. Yet shefet sck
at heart and bitter . . . and angry. More angry than she'd ever felt before.

KIM STOOD BEFORE the mirror in hisroom, adjusting his silks. He was due a the Hive in an hour,
but till he hadn't made up his mind whether to sign again or not.

"Wel?' he asked, addressing the air. "What did you see?’

"He hatesyou.”

Kim turned, startled by the words. "Hates me? Li Yuan?"

"No. Tolonen. He wishes you dead. There's such anger in him."

Kim let out abreath. "I hoped things might have changed. | hoped—"

"Shel'swith the boy," it said, anticipating his next question.

“Theboy?"

"Pauli. Her father'sward. He can't deep and she's gone to his room to comfort him.”
"Ah..." Kim grimaced at hisreflection then turned away. "And Reiss?'

The machine was sllent amoment, then, rather than answering his question, it did something it had never
done before and offered him advice.

"Y ou should go and see her."

"See her?' Kim laughed uncomfortably. "Why should | do that?
"Because you ought.”

Kim turned, looking up into the cameraeye. "It's unlike you to be so vague.”
It wasglent.

"Okay," Kimsaid, faintly disturbed. "I'll think about it."

"And you should buy yoursdf aMansion.”



Kim looked up again. "A Mansion? Areyou dl right?'

The Machines voice was hesitant. Y ou don't see things. The obviousthings. Your vison. . . it'sso
narrow."

Kim laughed, astonished.

"Maybe you should talk to Reiss abouit it. Ingst onit asaterm in whatever deal you make with him. You
need ahome, Kim—somewhereto build from. This. . . thisisno good for you.”

Kim stood there amoment, staring into the camera, then, with an impatient, dismissive gesture, he left the
room.

"It makes sense," the Machine said, its voice following Kim down the corridor. "If you wereto have
children—"

Kim stopped and turned, angry now. "Matterslogicd, they're your province. Asfor matters of the heart
... wdl, what would you know of those?"

He waited, expecting an answer, but the Machine was silent. Kim 11 walked on, troubled, thinking about
whet it hed said.
"Kim ... sothereyou arel”

Reiss got up and came out to greet Ward as he approached the table. The Hive was packed, asit dways
wasthistime of evening, but Reiss had paid to have the four tables surrounding his kept clear. He
embraced Kim, then turned, introducing his companion.

"Kim, thisisjack Neville. Jack . . . thisis Kim Ward."

"Pleased to meet you," Neville said, stepping round Reissto offer his hand. He was adender,
brown-haired man in his early thirtieswith a plump, amost boyish face.

"I'm sorry I'm late," Kim said, taking a seat across from them. "There was something | had to do.”
Reisssmiled. "No matter. | understand things went well after I'd gone."

Kim smiled apologeticdly. "I'm sorry about that. | know what you said about the second prototype, but |
was sure Li Y uan would seeit our way once things were explained.”

Reisstook the menu the Head Steward was offering, then smiled back at Kim. "And you were right. Nan
Ho was on to me only an hour back. It seems Li Y uan has decided to extend the program for afurther
year."

"Excdlent!” Then, understanding why Reisswas not quite so enthusiastic, Kim gave a soft laugh. "Wed
best resolvethis, nen? Asitis. .. wdl, I'm finding it hard to work."

Neville, watching him, raised an eyebrow, then looked to Relss, who nodded.
"Y ou want to hear our offer before you est, or after?”

Kim took amenu, scanned it, then set it aside. "L et's order, then you can tell me what you've got in
mind."

"Okay." Reiss|ooked to the Head Steward. "My usua, Chang, medium rare, and a bottle of Golden



Emperor. A magnum. The'98if you haveit."

"I'll have the same," Kim said, "but rare. And just water for me, thanks." He looked at Reiss. "No
offense, but I'll get nothing done tomorrow if | drink tonight.”

"| understand. But you don't mind ..."

"No." Kim smiled broadly. " Some people can take their drink. Me. . ." helaughed. "Anyway, Jack, what
areyou having?'

Nevillelooked up, surprised and flattered to be addressed by hisfirst name. "I think I'll have the rainbow
trout. | don't think I've ever tagted it." He laughed. "Infact, | didn't know it still existed.”

"It doesn't,” Kim said, asthe Steward withdrew. "At least, not the red thing. That's been extinct some
two centuries now. But it's as good as, so they say. GenSyn have been making great strides these past
few years, bringing back alot of the old species. Y ou've seen the ads.”

Neville nodded, again surprised that Kim kept up with such things. " Does anything escape your notice?"

Kim laughed. "Not much. | like to keep abreast of developments. It makes my task easier if | know I'm
not duplicating things. And | like to keep up with the latest mediatrends. I'm told you're something of an
innovator inthet fidd."

Neville looked down, afaint blush at his neck. Reiss, beside him, beamed with an dmost parental pride.

"He'sagood man,” Reiss answered. "We expect much of him. That'swhy | asked him to come up with a
package we could offer you."

"l see Kim sat back, surprised that the Machine hadn't told him. In fact, now that he cameto think of it,
the thing had been behaving very strangely these past few weeks. Almogt asif it were conscious.

Kim looked down. No. That wasn't possible. He'd seen just how difficult it wasto creste even the most
basic functioning inteligence in amachine. It smply wasn't possible that amachine—however large,
however complex—could devel op consciousness. Not on its own.

Neville waswatching him, fascinated. "What isit?'

Kimlaughed. "Sorry. | wasdoing it again, wasn't 17"

"Doing what?'

"Thinking."

"Ah..." Neville nodded, then, with aglance a Reiss, leaned toward Kim. ™Y ou want to hear our offer?"
Kim nodded, strangely relaxed now that the moment was here.

"The bad news—" Neville grinned—"the bad newsisthat you're no longer to be an employee of the
Company."

Kim laughed. "And the good news?"
Neville reached beside him and took a dender folder from the empty chair, then handed it across.

Kim hesitated, then opened it up.



"Y ou don't have to answer now," Reiss said, Sitting back as the waiter placed theice bucket on the table
and lifted a magnificent-looking golden bottle from within. *Y ou'll want to think things over, I'm sure.”

Kim nodded. "I see." He scanned the two sheets quickly, then put the folder down, watching asthe
waiter uncapped the honey-gold bottle and poured an ice-chilled glassfor Reiss. "And if | wereto ask
foraManson?' Reisssmiled and lifted hisglass. "Y ou have onein mind?' Kim shrugged, then looked
back at thefolder. His own Company, that was what they were offering. A subsidiary of SmFic, yet big
enough to compete on its own termsin the market. He shivered inwardly. Once before he had beenin
such a position. Once before he had tried to make ago of it on his own—and failed. But thistimeit
would be different. Thistime he would have the giant SmFic Company at his back, protecting him,
keeping him from being swallowed up. Y es, and thistime there would be no circle of Old Men trying to
pull him down and destroy him. It was atempting proposition.

He watched Reiss sp and then grunt his satisfaction. The waiter poured again, filling Nevilleés glass.
Neville nodded his thanks, then lifted his glass, toasting Kim.

"Toyou, Kim. Whatever you decide.”

CHAPTER THREE

Wives

p El K'uN G had opened only adozen or so |etters—placing each unread in the tray beside

her—when the handwriting on one made her frown and pause. She turned the single sheet over, then,
seeing the signature, the family sedl at the foot of the page, caught her breath. She sat back, her face
drained.

Tsung Yedtared at her, darmed. "Mistress? Areyou dl right?*

She waved him away, then turned the page, reading it from the top right column, concentrating fiercely on
the neat handwritten Mandarin.

"Thenerve. .." shesaid after amoment, giving the paper an impatient rustle. Why she had amind to cdll
the bitch right now! How dare shewriteto him!

Fa Yen. .. Theletter wasfrom Li Yuan'sfirsg wife, Yin Fa Yen.

She brought her fist down hard, making everything on the desk jump, then stood, her whole body
trembling now with anger. Crossing to the window, she summoned her secretary to her. Tsung Ye
hurried across, his face troubled by the sudden changein hismistress.

She rested her left hand against the coal, rain-beaded glass and took a calming breath, looking out across
the Easter Gardens toward the stables. It would not do to act too hastily. No. She must act correctly or
not a al.

She looked down at the paper in her other hand and shook it angrily. Why, the woman had even had the
impudence to mention her bastard son! After dl shed done! Pel K'ung shuddered. Shefelt like burning
the letter or ripping it into tiny shreds, but that was no solution. No. It had to be answered. There would
be no peace for her until it was.

She stopped, staring at the letter, struck suddenly by the familiarity of itstone, the presumption of a



friendship, and felt hersdf go cold. What if thiswasn't thefirst letter Fel Y en had written him? What if the
wording was a pretense—akind of code between them? What if they met often?

Her throat was suddenly dry, her heart beating fast.
Nan Ho. Nan Ho would know. . . . Yes, but evenif hedid. ..
She crumpled the paper into abal and let it fall.

Woas he sill seeing her? When he went away on business, did she go to him then? Did she still degp with
him?
Pei K'ung closed her eyes, tormented by the thought even as shetold herself how unlikely all thiswas. Or

was that true? Who would tell her, after al? Nan Ho? His secretary, Chang? The men who traveled with
him? No, they would say nothing. Indeed, they would see it astheir sacred duty to keep it from her.

Besides, did shereally know her husband? Did she know his thoughts, hisinnermost desires? No. Not at
all. Oh, she had tried to know him—she had tried to get close to him—but there was till apart of him
he kept from her, an inner core she had never penetrated.

She bent down to retrieve the letter, uncrumpling it. As she did so sheredized that Tsung Ye, her
secretary was il there, his head bowed, awaiting her ingtructions.

"Tsung Ye, I'msorry, | ..."

She saw him blush and cursed hersdlf, knowing what her husband had said about never saying sorry to a
servant. But it was hard sometimes. Empress she might be, but she was only human after al. Gathering
together the shreds of her dignity, she returned to her desk and sat, spreading the letter out and
smoothing it severa times. For amoment she sat there, staring at the carved jade ink block and at the
copy of Nan Ho's seal which lay beside it, then nodded to hersdlf, her decision made.

"Taung Ye. | have aletter | want delivered in the utmost confidence. It must be delivered by hand directly
to the recipient. No one else must know of it nor learn of its contents, you understand me?'

Tsung Yebowed low. "'l shdl do asmy Mistress asks.”

"Good." She reached out and took a clean sheet of her husband's paper, lifted afine-pointed brush from
the stand, and began to write.

THE WOMAN'S ScCREAMSfilled thetiny cell and echoed down the corridor outside, carrying into the
nearby living quarters where two guards, playing cards a atable that doubled as a security barrier,
paused, looking up uneesily, then carried on with their game.

Back in the cdll, Lehmann turned from the naked body on the bench and placed the fine-tipped iron back
onto the white-hot grid. The smell of burned flesh and feces was strong in the room, mixed like an
obscene cocktall of pain. Overhead acameracaptured it dl. Thefilmwould sell for over five hundred
yuan on the black market.

AsLehmann turned back to her, her eyesfollowed his every move— wide, terrified eyes, the pupils
contracted to atiny point by the drugs she'd been given to enhance the pain. She was bound to the four
spikes at the corners of the bench by crude metal bands which, as shed struggled, had cut into the flesh.
The metd glinted in the spotlight, dick with blood.

She was young—early twenties, twenty-five at most—and unlike most of the women one found down



herein the Lowers, shewaswell fleshed, no signs of manourishment about her. 1t was that which had
tipped his man off. That and the sidearm they'd found in her rooms when they'd searched them.

It was dlever. HEd known for somewhilethat Li Y uan wasinfiltrating his organization, but thisfemale
angle was anew one. She had been hired asawhore a one of his establishments and had proved very
popular with many of his Above contacts. But whatever sheld found out would die with her now.

Whores. . . hed havethem al checked out now that they'd discovered this one.

He moved closer, lowering hisface until it was only ahand's width from hers, then blew his breath across
her face.

"Areyou reedy to talk?'
She swallowed, then shook her head.

"Bravegirl. I'll make sure your Master gets a copy of the tape. Maybe helll give you apromoation. . .
posthumoudy, of course.

Her eyesglared at him defiantly. She gritted her teeth against the pain, then spoke, her voice a whisper.
"GotoHdl."

Heturned away, then took the iron from the grid and studied the tip. There, delicately carved into the
white-hot iron, wasthe tiny Mandarin character Si. Degth.

Helooked at her and laughed—the coldest, emptiest sound she'd ever heard—then positioned the iron
carefully. Cupping her right breast dmost lovingly, heleaned in to her, pressing the white-hot tip to the

nipple.
"There..." hesaid when shewas slent again. "A matching pair. Now . . . you want meto start lower?"

Her skin was beaded with sweet, her eyes delirious. He could see that she was close now. One more

tiny push.
"Okay," he said softly, placing the iron back upon the grid. "Let's start again. Who sent you?"

Therewas aknock. Lehmann turned, aflash of anger—pure, like lightning—ypassing through him. He had
told them not to disturb him. If thiswas something trivia, he would have them on the bench in her place.
Contralling his anger, he went to the peephole and peered out.

Hart! What the fuck did Hart want? And who wasthe fat man with him?
He did the bolt back, then pulled the door open.

"Forgive me, Stefan,” Hart said, beginning to comein, "1 .. ." He stopped, taking in what was going on.
"KuanYin... | ... Look, 1 didn't know. If you want me to come back?"'

"No. Comein. I'll be donein awhile. But be quiet. I'm taping this."

Hart glanced at the camera uneasily, then went to the far side of the room, out of the camerasline of
Sght.

"Thisis Berrenson," he said, waving his companion across. "He's abusinessman.”



Berrenson went across, staring dl the while at the naked woman, alewd smile playing on hislips. "Hey,
what's going on here?' he began, dmost cheerfully, but Hart put ahand over his mouth then drew him
closer, whispering into his ear. Sowly Berrenson's face clouded over. He nodded, then swallowed

deeply.

Lehmann locked the door, took theiron from the grid, then returned to the bench, asif the two men
weren't there.

"Okay. Who sent you?"'

Shewastrembling, her eyesfixated on theiron's glowing tip. Unable to prevent it, she began to piss
hersdf again.

"I'll ask you onelast time. Who sent you? Rheinhardt? Tolonen? Nan Ho?"

Her mouth moved, her tongue licked dryly at her lips, then she shook her head. "
"Who, then?'

"The...theHand."

He had moved his face closer, now he drew it back, but still the iron hovered above her, at apoint just
below her navd.

"The Black Hand?'
She nodded.

He was silent amoment, thinking, then he turned and set the iron back on the grid. Seeing it, she closed
her eyes, relief flooding through her.

Lehmann stood over her again, then leant close, hisface amost touching hers, his eyes directly above her
eyes.

Her eyes were wide open again—afraid to blink; petrified in case she missed what he was doing.

"Youdidwel," hesaid gently, caressing her face with hislong, palefingers. "You did very well. But |
need one more thing. | want the name—the real name—of your cell leader.”

There was a strange movement in her eyes—a sudden redization that, whatever she did, whatever she
said, there would be no end to this. Not until she was dead.

She shook her head, her whole face creased now with pain, knowing the torment to come. Vainly she
began to cdl out and struggle.

Looking on, Hart felt himsdlf go cold. He had never seen anything likeit. Never . . . He shuddered, then
closed his eyes as the woman's screams began again, while beside him, Berrenson looked on with a
sckly fascination.

LATER, in Lehmann's offices, Berrenson sat there silently, Sipping ice water and chewing at aknuckle,
while Hart spelled out what they wanted.

Lehmann sat casudly in hischair, listening patiently, turning the tiny cassette between hisfingers, time and
again, garing a it thoughtfully al the while. As Hart finished he looked up a him and nodded.



"I'm glad you cameto me, Alex. You did theright thing. But | think you're going about this the wrong
way. Killing Tolonen . . . well, it would give alot of people—myself included—agresat ded of pleasure,
but it would solve nothing. To begin with, it would make Li Yuan angry, and | don't want that. Not yet.
Moreover, he would only appoint an even more intractable protector for the boy. Rheinhardt, perhaps.
And where would you be then? No. We need to be more direct.”

"More direct?But killing Tolonen—" Hart laughed—"what could be more direct than that? Besides, it
would avenge your fether.”

Thelook Lehmann gave him made him fdl sllent and lower hiseyes.

"Ligten," Lehmann said coldly, looking to Hart and then to Berren-son. "I'll say thisonly once. | don't
want Tolonen killed. It doesn't fit my plans. Thereis, however, another way. Berrenson, your people
took the boy from the Ebert Mansion once, right?'

"That's so, but—"

"But nothing. If it was done once it can be done again. Well take the boy and hold him. And if Tolonen
gl refusesto cometo terms, well kill him."

"ButtheMarshd . . ."

Lehmann glared at Berrenson. ™Y ou will leaveit to me. And you will tell no one about this meeting—not
your wives, not your friends, and certainly not your business associates.”

He leaned toward them threateningly, the tape held up between hisfingers. "Remember what you saw
thismorning. Remember it well. Becauseif therés onething | won't tolerate, it'sindiscipline.”

Swallowing nervoudly, the two men bowed their heads. Then, the interview over, they hurried away, the
screams of the dying woman echoing ghostlikein their ears.

L1 YUAN dismissed histhree advisors, then turned to the twin screensfacing him.

Once there had been seven of them, meeting in Council twice ayear to discuss matters of State and
formulate policy, but the years had dowly pared the Seven down. Now there were just the three of them.

"TsuMa...We Tseng-i .. ." hesad, greeting hisfellow T'ang. "Y ou have heard what Marsha
Tolonen and Genera Rheinhardt had to say, and | am sure you have taken your own specidist advice on
the matter. Now, however, we must decide on a course of action. Something all three of us are happy
with."

TsuMawasfirst to spesk. "Tolonen talks sense. Africahas become aluxury we canill afford. The cost
of palicing it, both in manpower and in funding, exceeds any benefit we derive from keeping it.
Moreover, we dl have more pressing problems at home, neh? While there was ashooting war in Africa
our presencethere a least distracted men's minds from domestic worries, but these |ast twelve months
things have been quiet and the people have grown weary of the struggle. What'sin their belliesworries
them more than whether Africaiswon or lost. And rightly so, perhaps. My voteisto get out.”

"Andyou, Cousn We&?'

Wel Tseng-li was hisfather's third son and had inherited only after the murder of hiselder brothers. For a
time he had been Li Y uan's persona secretary and, when stationed on Li Y uan'sfloating paace,

Y ang/ing, had saved Y uan's son, Kuel Jen, from certain death. As such there was a strong bond between
the two young men. In many respects they were more like brothers than cousins. Just now, however,



Tseng-li was deep in thought, his smooth, beardless face pale. The problems of State sat heavier on him
than on the other two, and he had been ill these past months, though his surgeons could not trace the
cause.

"I hear what my cousin Masays," he began, speaking dowly, every word, it seemed, considered. "And
while what he says makes sense, | am il loath to throw away what we have fought so hard to keep.
History teachesthat, once log, territory can never be regained so easily. So with Africa. Withdraw and
we withdraw for good. Chung Kuo will be diminished. Not only that, but it will be seen by dl tobeasgn
of weakness, asign S0 large that even the most myopic of our enemies might read it. Therefore my
counsel isagaingt withdrawal. | say we should persevere. Unitil timesturn to our favor once again.”

Li Yuan sat back. "I hear you, cousin, and, were it merely amatter of withdrawal, would agree with you
entirely. It would not do to display any sign of weakness. And that iswhy | am suggesting that we make
of thisnecessity avirtue."

"How s0?' Tsu Maasked.

Li Yuan smiled. "Can we mest?'

"In person?'

"It would be best."

TsuMafrowned. "Forgive me, Y uan, but isthat wise, given the climate of the times?”

"It must be so. For what | haveto say isfor the ears of usthree alone. The days were when we could
trust such distant communications asthis to be discreet are past. We must assumethat every cal is
monitored, every communication suspect.”

Wei Tseng-li nodded. 1, for one, agree.”

"Then so beit,” Tsu Masaid with asigh. "We shdl arrange atime and place to settle this for good and
al. Until then, may the gods preserve you, cousns.”

"Andyou," Li Yuan said, breaking contact.

TsuMawasright, of course. It was dangerousfor al three of them to meet in person. Extremely
dangerous, given the circumstances. But there was no option. He could not go ahead without their
consent, and for his scheme to work absolute confidentiaity was needed. So ... they would have to meet.
But where? And when?

Li Yuan smiled. The answer was staring him in the face. Tsu Mas betrothal ceremony! What better
opportunity for an informa meeting? Why, they could have it here, a Tongjiang, and then Karr could
look after the security.

Y es, and maybe it would prove aturning point—thefirst step on thelong road to recovery.

Li Y uan nodded to himsdlf, then, taking a brush from the inkstand, began to pen amemorandum for his
Chancellor.

KARR SLIPPED the coded key into the lock, |et the scanner register hisretind imprint, then did the
door back quietly, listening for sounds from within.

It was slent. He set down his pack and turned, looking about him. Nothing had changed. Even the smell



was how he remembered it. For amoment he closed his eyes. Six monthsit had been since hed last
stood here. Six months.

He dlid the door closed, then went through. The door to May's room was open. He stood there, looking
in, bewitched by the sight that met his eyes. The three-year-old lay on her back, her mouth open, her legs
played carelessly in deep. Beside her lay hiswife, hisdarling Marie, her back to him, her long dark hair
spread out upon the pillow.

Hefdt his heart go out to them both, felt al the longing, the heartache he'd suffered being away from
them, well upinhim again.

Home. He was home.

He made to step back, when she turned, drowsy eyed, and looked at him.

"Gregor?' Then, suddenly more awake. "Gregor?"'

She sat up, rubbing her eyes, then, with abrief glance at her deeping child, came acrossto him.

They embraced, long months of denid shaping the passion of their kisses. It was eight weeks since shed
last visted himin Africa

She drew back, breathless. "Gods, I've missed you!™

He stared back at her, her beautiful face only inchesfrom his, asit was every night in hisdreams. "And
I've missed you."

"How much?' She reached down, then giggled. "Oh, that much, huh?"
Hegrinned. "Here?"

She shook her head, then pulled May's door across. "No. In the shower. I've dreamed of it. Dreamed of
you and mein there together."

Helaughed. "Youthink | smel?’
"Likeapig, but | don't care. Come on, | need you right now."

Hefollowed her into the shower unit, hishand never leaving hers. Then they were undressing franticaly,
his hands caressing her, hiseyes drinking in her lovely nakedness.

"Marie... oh, Marie"

Asthe water fell, shockingly cold at first and then hot, he entered her, her gasp, the look of pained ddight
in her eyes making him shudder and come ingtantly.

"Alyal" hesad, grimacing, pinning her againgt thewall as he thrust into her again and again and again.
And then shewas crying out, unable to help hersdf, pressing againgt him so tight, it seemed she wanted
to breach him. He shuddered, then let hisfacefal against her shoulder. And il the water fell.

They were still for amoment, silent, and then she reached up and turned hisface, making him look at her.
"What's happened?'

He laughed, dmost making some wisecrack, then grew serious. "'I've anew gppointment. A promotion.”



Her eyeswidened. "A promotion? But | thought—"
"No." Helaughed "Not Rheinhardt's job. Not yet, anyway. I'm to be Ssu'li HsaO'ivei."

She frowned. "Colond of Security?But . . ." Then she understood. "Li Yuan! You'retobelLi Yuan's
own Colond!"

He nodded, his smile mirroring that on her face now. "I'veto report to him tomorrow. We're moving, my
love. Moving to Tongjiang!"

Tsu MA reined in hishorse and leaned forward in the saddle, looking out over the edge of the cliff. Far
below him the sea boiled about the dark and jagged rocks as the water sucked back. A moment later the
next huge wave crashed againgt the granite, throwing afine spray high up the cliff face. The grass beneath
his horse's hooves was dick with salt, the air misted, sharply cold.

He turned and watched as his young nephews caught up with him. Breathless, they drew dongside, their
horses heads pulling against the bit, afraid of the drop only a pace or two away. Their finely braided
coats steamed in the cold air, their hooves dragging impatiently at the hard earth after their headlong

gdlop.

Tsu Malaughed, seeing how his heirs were watching him uncertainly, their eyes going briefly to the steep
drop, then returning to hisface. They said nothing, yet their expressions were el oquent.

His brother's sons. Resting one arm on the pomme, he leaned forward, studying them. The eldest, Tsu
Kung-chih, was like hisfather, taler than Tsu Maand—though only nineteen—broader a the shoulders.
Hisphysica presence was mideading, however, for in hisfeatures he had inherited all the weaknesses of
his maternal grandfather—a certain limpnessin the mouth, an absence of musclein thejaw, a softnessto
his nose and narrow brow. His eyes—which seldom met those of his uncle—werethe eyesof a
sdesman; cdculating, yet somehow unambitious. Small, petty eyes. All indl it was aface that few would
trust—the face of avassal, not a T'ang. Seeing that face steeled Tsu Main his purpose and made him put
al feding from hisheart.

Besde Kung-chih sat asmdler, lither boy, Tao Chu. Tsu Masmiled as helooked at him and saw how
the fifteen-year-old smiled back, al the while smoothing his horse's neck to cam it. Tao Chu was very
much his mother's son, haf-brother to Kung-chih, yet Tsu Ma saw something of himslf in the boy. Tao
Chu had nothing of his haf-brother's awkwardness but was direct and open—wasin every way anatura
ruler, aT'ang, with a T'ang's generosity of spirit. There was strength in his laughter and power in his
smallest, subtlest action—a restrained power that only Tsu Maseemed to recognize in him. Wind gusted
through hisfine hair, spilling its nest-cut strands across his brow. The boy shook his head and |ooked
away amoment. For him thiswould be far easier. He, after dl, had never thought to rule. Even so, Tao
Chu wasfiercdly loyd to hisundeserving haf-brother and would fed this disgppointment keenly on his
behalf.

Tsu Madraightened and, raising his voice againgt the sound of wind and wave, spoke.
"l am going to be married.”
He saw how Kung-chih'sface struggled with the words, how he

turned to look a Tao Chu, asif the younger boy might explain it to him; but Tao Chu waswatching his
uncle carefully.

"When?"' he asked, and Tsu Ma could see that he had weighed it all at once—as if he had prepared



himsdlf for thismoment.
TsuMasmiled sadly. "The betrothal ceremony isto take place thisvery week."

Kung-chih was gtill watching his haf-brother, hisface siff with shock. Then, dowly, heturned to face
Tsu Ma, the severity of his disgppointment there, open, in hisface. For amoment he stared back at his
uncle, his mouth half open, then, abruptly, he turned his horse and galloped away. Tao Chu stayed a
moment longer, then, with abow to hisuncle, he turned his horse and raced after his brother.

Tsu Mawatched until they weretiny figuresin the distance, then turned his horse and followed the dliffs
edge, staring down at the raging sea. It was done. Tsu Kung-chih's dream of inheritance was shattered.
Tsu Malifted hisface and stopped his mount, looking out across the sed's gray, uneven surface. He had
left thistoo long and now it seemed akind of crudty. Thismarriage would win him few friendsin his
immediatefamily.

"Wl ... s0 beit," he said softly, the words torn from hislips by thewind. So beit. But hewas
determined now. He would do what he had refused to do before this day and settle down; have sonsand
watch them grow. Sonslike Tao Chu or like hisfriend, Li Yuan. And in hisold age they would rulein his
place; strong, wise, decisive—sons he could be proud of .

Unbidden, atear cameto hiseye. Turning away, he forced the horse into agallop, heading back across
the open fields toward the estate, thinking of the one woman he had loved.

Of Fe Yen. .. and of the boy, Han.

F El yen stood at the window of her room, watching theimperia cruiser land behind the hangar on the
far sde of thelake, nervous anticipation making her ssomach cramp.

She had sent the | etter two days back when she had been at alow ebb. There had been arguments with
her eldest brother over her son, Han Chiin, and then, out of the blue, her latest lover had packed his
bags. She had written it only an hour after held gone, filled with remorse and self-loathing, and had had a
messenger ddliver it at once. But in the clear light of morning she had panicked, bitterly regretting her
action and praying to the ten thousand gods that he would never seeit, never even—perhaps—get to
hear of it. But now it was clearly too late. The presence of his cruiser said as much. Now shewould
know what he thought of her.

She went to her wardrobe and searched for something to wear to greet his messenger. Something smple
and yet sophidticated. Something that might suggest she was awoman in control of her life, contented
with her lot. Shetook down asmplered chi pao, then put it back. No, red was the wedding color—the
color of happiness and celebration. Black, then? She hesitated a moment, then, realizing she hadn't any
time, took it down and, pedling off what she was wearing, hurriedly pulled it on.

Therewas no time for maids and lengthy preparations. Besides, it was only amessenger. If hewas
anything like most men, he would scarcdly notice what she waswearing. Even o ...

She stood before the mirror, combing her hair quickly, then putting it up in abun. Y es, that wasit. That
was the look she was trying for. She smiled, practicing courteous phrasesto greet him, then, satisfied, she
turned and hurried from the room.

She met him at the front door, standing dutifully behind her brother as he went through therituals of
greding.

Asheintroduced her, she bowed low, making hersdf the very picture of demureness.



"Well, Tsung Ye" her brother said, inviting the man insde, "how can | be of assistance?’

Tsung Ye, however, stood his ground, apolite smile on hisface. "Forgive me, Prince Yin, if 1 decline
your most generous offer, but my instructions are clear. 1 am to escort your sigter, the Princess Yin Fel
Y en, back to Tongjiang without delay.”

Hearing the words, Fel Yen fdt faint. Tongjiang! She had never meant thisto happen! He had sent for
her. Li Yuan had sent for her!

"You haveingructions?' Yin Sung asked, puzzled.
"Here, Prince Yin," Tsung said, taking aseded letter from his pouch and handing it to him.

Sung studied it amoment, noting the Chancellor'swax sedl, then brokeit open. Heread it quickly, then,
frowning, handed it to hissger.

"Do you know what thisis about?"
Fei Yen shook her head, conscious that she was blushing. "I have no idea, brother. Why 1—"
"Forgiveme," Tsung Y einterrupted, "but my indructions. . ."

"Of course. Yin Sung gave abow, acknowledging Tsung Y €s status as his Master's messenger, then
turned and summoned one of the house servants. "Bring Lady Fei's cloak. She must leave a once.”

Then, looking to hissster, he took her arm, speaking more gently than before. ™Y ou will tel meif you
need me, neh?'

"Yes, e dest brother."
"Good. Inthe meantime | shall make sure Han Ch'iniswell looked after."”

She bowed, keeping al the worries shewas feding at that moment—for her son and for herself—from
her face.

"Good," he said again. "Then go. Chancellor Nan expectsyou.”

Yes, shethought, letting the servant put her cloak about her shoulders, then hurried down the path after
the T'ang's messenger.

THE GREAT HALL a Tongjiang was cold and dimly lit, the huge space between the pillars empty, the
flagstones black with age. Torchesflickered in iron baskets hung about the wal, the shadows of the
pillars wavering like the dancing limbs of giants, but in the center it was amost dark. There, at that center
point, on aceremonia chair that had been set down by the honor guard, sat Fel Y en. She had sat there
for an hour now, alonein the slence, waiting.

On anarrow bacony overlooking the Hall, Pei K'ung looked on from behind alattice screen, studying
thefigurein the chair. Her husband had once loved the woman—Ioved her to the point of distraction.. . .
and beyond. If rumor were correct he had once in anger killed al her horses while she, in answer, had
told him that the child in her belly was not his.

Pei K'ung gave asmall shuddering sigh. Maybe it was just the time of the month, but the last few days her
emotions had been in turmoail. She had thought hersalf beyond such juvenile fedings, but it seemed it
wasn't 0. That fedling she had experienced reading Fei Y en's note to her husband—she recogni zed it



now. It was jealousy. She wasjed ous of what this woman had once had with her husband, and
afraid—no, terrified—that that feding till existed between them.

Agitated, she fanned hersdlf, then turned away, dipping quietly from the bal cony, her servantsfollowing
after. Shewastempted to send the bitch straight home again—to snub her regally—»but that would solve
nothing. She had to spesk to her.

Andif it was as she feared?

She pictured hersdf confronting her husband; saw him laugh and turn from her, dismissing her without a
word, returning to hismen asif shewere not there. She shivered, forcing hersalf to walk on, to show
nothing of her inner turmoail. Could she face that? Could she live with that rgjection?

Of course shewould. After all, that was the deal, was it not? To be awifein name adone, while he ...
She stopped dead, her servants dmost ssumbling over her.

Maybe that was what she should do. Maybe she should put the woman in his bed, to show him that she
knew. To prove shewas no fool.

Y es, but what if shewerewrong?What if her husband hadn't been meeting Fel Y en secretly? And what
if her action proved the beginning of areconciliation between Fel Y en and him?

She whirled about, heading for her rooms.

No. Li Yuan must not even know she had been here. She must meet the woman and dispense with her.
Threaten her, if necessary. After dl, it was she who had the power now. She who was Empress.

Yes, but if Li Yuan loves her still . . .

She stopped, groaning softly, reaching out to steady hersdlf againgt thewall. At once her servants rushed
to her and held her up, asif shewereill, but she brushed them off angrily.

"Leavemebel”
"But, Midtress. . ."
Sheturned on Tsung Y e, who had spoken, and glared at him. At once he bowed his head.

"Tsung Ye. Let her St there another hour, then bring her to my study. And let no one go to her or speak
with her. Understand?”’

Tsung Y e nodded, then backed away.

Shetook along bresth, caming hersdlf, then waked on. An hour. She nodded savagely. Yes, let her
wait—it would do the bitch good to stew for another hour. In the meantime she would bathe and change
her clothes. Then she would dedl with this matter. Ded with it once and for all.

FEI YEN waited outside the door as Tsung Y e went inside, her mouth dry, her heart racing. It was more
than five years since she had last seen Li Y uan, that day in the Great Room at the estate in Hei Shui—the
day after hiswives had been killed. Then, astonishingly, he had asked her to come back to him, had
begged her to try again, but she had sent him away, pride and anger, and the fear perhaps of him
discarding her again, keeping her from saying yes.

The years had passed and no further word had come. Li Y uan had married again, immersing himself in



hiswork. And the Great Whed had turned, and dowly, very dowly, she had grown older. Older, yes,
and ever less content.

Aiyal shethought, looking down at her hands. What am | doing? What madness brought me here?

Weasit love that had brought her here? Or was it smple bitterness? Bitterness that her dreams had not
cometrue?

"PrincessYin..."

Tsung Y e stood with his hand on the open door, his head bowed, waiting for her. Swallowing, she
brushed her palms against her sides, then stepped past him into the room.

"YinFd Yen..."

She heard the door click shut behind her, and squinted into the sunlight on the far sde of the room where,
behind a huge desk by the window, someone sat.

For amoment she did not recognize the voice. She hesitated, confused that it was not Li Y uan, not
understanding what was happening.

"Please, Lady Fei, come closer to the desk.”

Thistime she understood. Pei K'ung! It was hiswife, Pel K'ung. She bowed her head and dowly crossed
the room, asmall knot of fear at the pit of her ssomach. Was this his doing? Wasthishisway of
humiliating her?

That thought dispelled the fear, replacing it with anger.

She stopped, two paces from the desk, her head held defiantly aoft, her eyes boring into those of the
Empress.

"Am| nottoseeLi Yuan?'

Pel K'ung stared back at her uncompromisingly, her eyes hard, her whole manner stern, likea
mother-in-law. "Li Yuanisnot here. Heis away on business.”

Fel Yentook that in, trying to assessthe significance of it. Was that deliberate on his part? Wasthis
al—the summons, the two hours wait, and now this—amply an elaborate snub; hisway of getting back
at her for her rgiection of him? She bristled with anger at the thought, and held hersdf Sraighter. Shewas
worth ten of this aged fishwife. Why, if rumor were to be believed, Li Y uan did not even deep with her.
And who could blame him? Ugly was perhaps too strong aword for it, but for certain the woman was
plan.

"l am sorry to hear that," she answered, asif it were of no importance. "I had hoped to give him my
regards.”
Pel K'ung stared at her amoment longer, then looked away, a short, sardonic laugh her only comment.

Fel Y en waited, wondering what this woman wanted—what she had been instructed to do. Whatever it
was, she was determined not to be belittled by her. Whatever the woman said, she would give as good

as she got. Besides, who knew whether what she had said were true? For al sheknew Li Yuanwasin

the next room, waiching all.

She studied Pei K'ung a moment, noting the eegant cut of her silks, the sophisticated way she had put up



her hair, and wondered if that had been done specidly for this meeting. Whatever, they did littleto dlay
the severity of her features. To be frank, there was something almost masculine about the Empress. Her
nose wastoo long, her handstoo big, her ears. . . She dmost laughed. Why, without the expensive silks
the woman would have looked little better than the coarsest peasant's wife. The thought of it gave her
confidence. "Am | to be granted an audience?"

Pel K'ung looked back at her. "An audience?' Her voice was scathingly dismissive. "No, Lady Fe. This
isthe closest you will ever get to seeing my husband. | will not permit him to be distracted over such a. .
.trivial metter."

Thewords made Fel Y en reassessthe Situation. Li Y uan didn't know! Why, he wasn't even aware that
shewasthereat Tongjiang! Y et if that was the case, then why had Nan Ho summoned her?

Her eyes quickly searched the desk and found what she was|ooking for. There it was, beside the
elaborate jade inkstand. Nan Ho's spare sedl. She recognized it from former days.

Fe Yenfdt hersdf go ill. She had got it wrong. She had thought Li Y uan himself had summoned her,
using his Chancellor as a go-between, but it had been Pei K'ung. For some reason the Empress had
wanted to see her face to face. But why? Wasit, as she said, to keep her husband from so-called "trivia"
distractions? Or was there another, deeper reason?

She met Pei K'ung's eyes again and laughed. Saw how her laughter lit some inner fuse of anger. Anger,
yes, and something ese. "What are you afraid of, Pl K'ung?' "Afraid?' Pal K'ung's laughter was
humorless. "l am not afraid, Yin Fe Yen. Certainly not of you. Y ou forget who you spesk to. | am the
Empress and my powers—"

"Areyour husband's powers. No more, no less. Y ou forget who you spesk to. Y ou forget that | once sat
where you now sit. Y es, and shared my husband's bed.”

Sheregretted it as soon asit was uttered; yet she had not been wrong. Pei K'ung had started at the
words. Now, her manner much stiffer, sheleaned toward Fei Yen.

"Yes, and he divorced you. Do you forget that, Lady Fei?"
"He was but a boy—"
"And wayward, as boys are. He should never have married you. Y ou were his brother'swife."

No more than you are Yuan's, she thought to say, but thistime something held her back. It wastrue. If
Han Ch'in had not been killed, she would be Empress now. If he had not been killed, then none of this
would have happened. She shivered and looked down.

"What did you want?' Pei K'ung asked after amoment, her voice more neutral than before. "What did
you think you would achieve efter dl thistime?"

Fel Y en looked up and shrugged, feding suddenly less hostile toward the woman. Wasit her fault Li
Y uan had married her? And wasit her fault he preferred to have much younger women in his bed?

"To be honest, | was hoping for some form of advancement for my son. Han Chiniseight now . . . nine
this September. | thought—"

Pel K'ung's answer was blunt. "Isthe estate at Hei Shui not enough for you? Nor the pension you and
your son receive? Why, considering the circumstances—"



Furious, Fel Y en grasped the edge of the desk and |eaned toward the other woman, shouting at her now.
"He owed methat! That and much more! It was his neglect, hisindifference toward me—"

"And your betrayd!"

She moved back dightly, shaking her head. "No. He betrayed melong before | ever thought to stray. It
was hewho cheated me. Chested mefirst of my rightful placein hisbed, and then of my son'srightful
birthright!"

"Hisrightful birthright!" Pel K'ung sat back, laughing scornfully. "Why, your son'sabastard, Yin Fei Yen
... yes, and no better than any gardener's son, | bet!”

Fei Yen stood up straight, her anger cold now and unforgiving. "If you but knew the truth of it, Pei
K'ung." Sheturned and walked dowly, with great dignity, to the door, then looked back at Pei K'ung. "If
you but knew . . ."

PEI K'U N G sat there after sheld gone, staring at the open door.

Now what in the gods names had Fei Y en meant by that? Cheated? How cheated? No. There had
been tests to ascertain the boy's father. Why, if there had been any doubt, Li Y uan would never have
divorced her. . . .

Her mouth fell open. No. It wasn't possible. Fel Y en would have contested it.
But what if she hadn't known?What if Li Y uan had kept the knowledge secret?

It made no sense. If Han Ch'in were Li Yuan's son and Fel Y en had known that—known it for
certain—then she would have moved heaven and earth to have him made hair. No mother would have
doneless. But she had done nothing.

Sowhat did Fel Y en mean? Why had she been so angry at the suggestion of her son'slow origins?
Mystery. It was dl shrouded in mystery. But the truth was in there somewhere and she would find it out.
AndFe Yen?

Fel Y en was beautiful. There was no denying that. Still beautiful enough to turn aprincesheed ... or a
T'ang's.

Pei K'ung shivered, knowing that for al she had said, the matter was far from settled; that, far from
scaring the Lady Fei away, she had merely made her more determined.

Yes, shethought, but 1 shall win in the end, for though you are beautiful, timeis on my side. The
days, which rob you of your beauty, shall slowly make me indispensable to my husband.

Beauty. Pah! She would show them how little beauty meant! Why, she could fill her husband's bed with a
thousand dumb beauties, and still he would depend on her!

Shelaughed, determined on it, knowing now what had to be done, then rang the bell to summon Tsung
Y e, keen to begin the task.

CHAPTER FOUR

Secret Languages



KI M ?...Kiml Wakeup!"

The young man turned, gasping, hisleft hand reaching for the celling, then woke, hisdark eyes blinking.
"Pandra vyth gwres?"

The Machings voice answered him, soft, reassuring, in the dimly lit room. "It's Curva. Therésan

Kim sat up, rubbing at hiseyes. "What timeisit?'
"Four-seventeen. Now get dressed. Y ou're needed.”

Kim didn't argue. He pulled on his one-piece and went out into the corridor. Alarms were sounding
distantly and he could hear shouts and running feet.

Kim began to run, heading toward the source of the sound. At the first turn he dmost cannoned into
Curvd, coming to get him.

"What's happening?"

Curva was breathless. He raked hisfingers across hisbald pate, getting his breath, then answered. "It's
Ravachol. He escaped from his cell. He took one of the guards by surprise. Stole hisknife."

"Shit!" Kim thought quickly. "Whereisit now?'

"The guards have got it hemmed in on the far Sde of the labs. It's been breaking everything it can get its
hands on!™

Kim nodded, pained by what he was hearing, then touched Curva'sarm. "Okay. Let's get over there."

They could hear the smashing of glasslong before they turned the corner and came out into the main
laboratory area. Ravachol was on the far side of the benches, going from one store-cupboard to the next,
pulling whatever he could from within and hurling it onto the floor. A dozen guards crouched behind the
nearest benches, stun gunsleveled at the android. As Kim came into the room, their Captain came
across.

"I've donewhat | can, Shih Ward, but it'sin danger of damaging itself. Some of the chemicdsit's
throwing down—"

"I know," Kim said, anxious now that he'd seen how agitated the creature was. Something had pushed it
over the edge. Something or someone.. . .

"Ravachol!" he cdled, waking toward it. "Come, now, you've got to stop that!"

The android stopped and turned, staring at him, the knife held out threateningly. Kim madeto take a
further step, but the Captain grabbed hisarm and pulled him back.

"No, gr. | can't let you. Director Reiss—"

Kim shrugged himsdlf free, but the Captain took hisarm again, more firmly thistime. "I've orders, Shih
Ward. It'stoo dangerous. If you should be hurt—"

"He'sright,” Curva said, coming up besde him. "Look at it. It'sgone. Look at its eyes. It doesn't even



recognize you. It'swhat we feared. Its neural matrix has destabilized completely.”

Kim stared at it. It had been stable this past week, but Curval wasright; it had degenerated badly. Even
S0, he wanted to go to it—to try and reason withit.

"It'sdangerous,”" the Captain said. "'I've dready got two men in the hospitd. If it comesat usmy men
have ordersto stun it, but that may not be enough. It's very strong and its nervous system may not
respond the same way as ahuman's.”

Kim nodded, understanding what the Captain was redly saying. He didn't want to take any risks. He
wanted to kill it, before it did any further damage.

"What else did the Director say?"
"Reisswill be herewithin the hour," Curva answered. "Let him sort this one out.”

Kim shook hishead. "No. | can't do that." He sighed, then turned to the duty officer. " Give me your gun,
Captain. | madeit, I'll destroy it."

The Captain stared a Curva a moment, then, shrugging, unhol-stered his pistol and handed it to him.
Kimweighed it in hishand amoment, then, looking directly at the creature, began to walk toward it.

"Ravachol? Do you know who | an?*

It stood there, perfectly still, watching him approach. When Kim was only ten ch'i or so fromiit, it raised
ahand, shiddingitseyes, asif it were saring into brilliant sunlight.

"Kim?Isthat you?'
llltlS mell

It opened its mouth, hesitated, then shook its head. Looking down, it frowned, asif it didn't understand
what had caused the messthat surrounded it. Its feet were leaking blood and there was afaint sparking
down one sde, the dightest hint of burning.

"It's. .. growing dark," it said, looking back at Kim, bewildered. "l cant. . ."

It seemed to freeze, then, with atiny jerk, began to move again. Its eyes blinked violently, itsleft hand
juddered, dropping the knife.

"Yourenot well," Kim sad quietly. "Y ou keep forgetting.”

It nodded, but it was asif it only half understood. Curva wasright. It had gone. There was nothing they
could do for it now. Nothing but end its misery. He raised the gun.

"What are you doing?" it asked. "What isthat?"
Release, Kim thought, and pulled the trigger.

The detonation shocked him. It was much louder than held imagined. He stared at his hand, then traced a
line to where Ravachol had been standing. Hewas gone.. . . no, he was down, there, beside the bench.
Kim stepped closer, then stood over the creature, setting the gun down besideit.

Wherethe bullet had hit its chest was ajagged hole through which a strange amagam of wiring and
organic matter could be glimpsed, silver and red. Locked into some obsolete program, its |eft leg made



climbing movementsin theair, whileits eyes sared straight ahead. The smell was stronger now—the
scent of burnt plastic mixed with burning flesh.

Kim crouched over it, pained by the sght, wanting to hold the thing and comfort it in itsfinal moments,
but something stopped him. It wasn't dying. Y ou couldn't say that it was dying, for it had never redly
been dive. It had only seemed dive. But for once that distinction seemed meaningless. Ravachol had
been more than a machine—more than asimple thing of wires and flesh. Kim hesitated, then, conscious
that others were watching him, put his hand out and brushed the hair back from the android's forehead.

It waswarm, just as adying man waswarm. And al its memories. . .

Even as the thought formed, Ravachal's eyes blinked and snapped shut. There was atiny tremor through
the body, then it was ill.

Gone, hethought. It'sgone. . ..
But where? Where did the soul of amachine depart to?

The thought disturbed him, darkening his thoughts, for just as he was conscious of having made
Ravachol, he was conscious aso that something—some force or creeture greater than himsaf—had
fashioned him. For thefirst time he had a strong, clear sense of it.

Copies, hethought, nodding to himsdlf. We are all copies of some greater thing.
He stood, then walked back to where Curva waswaiting.

"Areyoudl right?'

Kim shrugged. "I don't know. I'm not even sure | want to think about it.”

Curvd smiled sadly at him. "Maybe you should take the day off.

Haveabresk fromit."

"No. We have to begin again. Thismorning. | want the body in the autopsy room by seven. We can take
scans, dices. . . find out what went wrong. And next time'—Kim took along, shivering bresth— "next
timeweget it right.”

Curva nodded, then touched hisarm. "Okay. I'll get things moving straight away."

AT FIRST LIGHT Emily went down to the market on Fifty-one, walking through the echoing openness
of Main as stallholders set up their barrows and old men sat on benches listening to the caged birds sing.

It wasthetime of day she liked best; the time when anything seemed possible. Each day was new, filled
with possibility, and no matter how many times she had been disappointed, she had aways welcomed the
dawn.

At the Blue Pagoda tea house she took a seat at an empty table. Within an hour the place would be
packed, but just now there were scarcely more than a dozen peoplethere. Yu I, the proprietor, saw her
and came across, smiling his gap-toothed smile and bowing to her, asif she were a princess, his hands
tucked into hisvoluminous deeves.

"Rachd," hesad, hisold eyestwinkling playfully. "Isalong time snce you come."

"I've been busy, Lao Jen. | came back only last night. But I've missed this place. Y our ch'a isrenowned



for fifty stacks”

He bowed again, ddighted by her compliment. "And what will you have, Nu Shih? A Sparrow Tongue,
perhaps? Or aWater Fairy?

She amiled broadly. "A T'ieh Lo'han would benice, Yul. A large chung. And some chiao tzu if you
haveany."

"Nu Shih .. ." Henodded, then backed away, hurrying off tofill her order.

From rails overhead more cages hung—el aborate things of painted wire. She looked up at them, listening
to the birds, watching atiny chaffinch puff out his chest. How he sang! So full of joy ... or wasit avian
pride? She smiled, then looked about her. At anearby table ayoung, shaven-headed boy sat beside his
grandfather. He was staring &t her in that pure, unembarrassed way children have, hisdark eyesbig and
round. Emily smiled at him then looked away.

Pockets of normdity . . . that waswhat it was al reduced to these days. Brief moments—like this—of
sanity before the mayhem began again.

A young waiter came across, setting apale lavender chung beside her. He produced a rounded bowl
and polished it on his deeve before setting it before her.

"Thanks...."

The young man nodded and turned away. Apart from Yu | few talked to her here. They were mainly
Han, she Hung Mao, abig-nose barbarian. So it was these days. Tolerance was the most she might

expect.

She poured, then lifted the mock-porcelain bowl, cupping it in both hands, enjoying itswarmth, the
strong scent of the "Iron Goddess of Mercy” reminding her of her youth—of times she had sat beside her
father in placeslike thiswhile he talked with hisfriends.

Was that why she came here? To renew that Smple memory? To keep in touch with that earlier self? Or
wasit for the peace she found here and nowhere el se?

She sighed, then took along sip of her ch'a, swilling it about her mouth asthe Han did, enjoying the
smplicity of it.

The great world changed, yet these smaller, smpler things persisted. Smdl things. She nodded to hersdlf,
thinking of the horrors she had seen, the deaths she had been witnessto. Y es, though empiresfell, smal
things—those intensay human things—remained unchanged. A thousand years might pass and greeat
emperorsturn to dust in their tombs, but sill in some small tea house in some corner of the world the old
men would meet beneath the caged songbirds and sip ch'a and talk away the day.

The thought brought her comfort. Y esterday she had gone to see the gutted deck; had seen with her own
eyeshow crud and indiscriminate the White T'ang's justice was.

The bastard, she thought, remembering the stink of the place, the pictures she had seen from the leaked
security video. It had been awful, unbearable to watch. But necessary. For now she knew there was no
option. She had to kill him. Had to, for the sake of them dl. The only question now was how.

She sipped again, then set the bowl down. Yu | was coming across again, alarge plate of the ddlicious
dumplingsin one hand, asmall bowl of spicy saucein the other.



"Chiao tzu,” hesad, grinning at her again. "If thereisanything e'se, Nu Shih?'

"No, Lao jen, that'sfine." She handed him aten-yuan chip and closed his hand about it. "Buy your
grandson something.”

He grinned and nodded histhanks.

Alone again, she picked up one of the meat-filled dumplings with her chopsticks, savoring the ddlicious
amel of it. Aswith the ch'a, this, too, was part of the ritual—this, too, she had first tasted with her father.

So it began, she thought, suddenly heavy of heart; yes, and so, perhaps, it ends.

Killing Lehmann—some said it wasimpossible, but nothing wasimpossible. She laughed and took a
second dumpling from the plate, dipping it in the sauce, then popping it into her mouth, enjoying the
mixture of soy pork, cabbage, and onion, even as she thought the problem through. No, killing him would
not be hard—what was impossible was surviving the attempt.

She cleared the plate, then sat back. It had been good. She had forgotten how good. She turned,
meaning to order a second plate—to indulge hersalf for once—and saw that Yu | and hiswaiters were
gathered beneath one of the media screens, staring up at it. From where she sat she couldn't make out
what the picture was, but after amoment asmall cheer went up from the men, their faces suddenly lit up

and laughing.
Yul, seeing her, came across again. "Y ou want more, Nu Shih?"

She handed him a five-yuan chip. "Yes, but tell me ... what was dl that about? Y ou seemed very
excited.”

The old man grinned and nodded, his delight evident. "It was good new, Nu Shih. Very good news
indeed. It seemsthe great T'ang, Tsu Ma, isto be married!”

THE ANNOUNCEMENT wasasmple one—Liang K'o Ting chih nu Shu-sun Shih li wel Luang-hou.
"Shu-sun, daughter of Liang K'o Ting, is hereby created Empress.”

Theimperia rescript was read out on the media channels and posted throughout the levels of City West
Asa

At Tsu Mas palace at Astrakhan, there was asmall ceremony. The prospective bride's father, Liang K'o
Ting, approached Tsu Maand knelt, pressing hisforehead to the floor. Tsu Malooked down at him from
his throne and smiled, watching as he went through the san kuei chiu k'ou—the three knedingsand nine
gtrikings of the head that was required before a Son of Heaven.

AsOld Liang straightened up, Tsu Malooked past him a Shu-sun, wondering how such astick of aman
had bred such a voluptuous daughter. Shu-sun noticed his attention and let her head fal dightly, blushing.
She was eighteen years old and fresh as a peach. Just looking at her made his blood race, and when she
looked up at him and smiled. . .

Heturned his attention to Old Liang again. The man was thanking him for the honor of eevating his
daughter to the imperid dignity. He listened, hearing the old man out, then bestowed on him the button of
Firg Rank, given by right to the hou-fu, the father of the Empress, and gppointing him an officer of the
imperia bodyguard. And then it was done, the great family sedls placed upon the betrothal agreement, dll
speeches made.

Therewaslaughter and raised glasses, yet at the back of the hall, unnoticed by Tsu Maor hisfuture



in-laws, ayoung man dipped away, crossing the greet hall swiftly, slently.

At the doorway, Tsu Kung-chih turned, looking back at the smiling group surrounding the throne, his
eyes burning with resentment. Then, hisface s, hisright hand gripping the handle of his dagger, he
strode out and ran down the echoing corridors to his rooms, damming the door behind him.

TSU TAG CHU reined in his pony at the cliffs edge and sat forward in his saddle, looking out acrossthe
calm sedls surface. Shen, his mount, moved his head restledly, then bent to crop. The youth reached
down to smooth itslong, deek neck before straightening up again, Sighing heavily, thinking of the
ceremony that morning. It was here, only aweek ago, that Tsu Mahad spoken to them. Herethat his
half-brother Kung-chih's sickness had begun.

He dismounted and sat at the cliffs edge, hislegs dangling over the drop. Far below the water dopped
over and around the tips of jagged rocks. It was high tide and the duggish movement of the current
seemed like the shalow breath of a deeper. The water was thick and glassy green and the dark, vague
shapes of rocks beneath the surface seemed more like shadows than hard redities. Tao Chu took a
handful of stones from the bare patch of earth beside him and sprinkled them over the edge, watching the
diffuse pattern of ripples spread on therising, falling back of the water.

Helooked down at himself. Dust was spattered across his knee-length boots. Heraised aleg to brush
the earth from the dark leather, bracing hished againgt alarge, upjutting stone. Then, taking awhite silk
handkerchief from the pocket of hisriding jacket, he spat on it and began to rub the shine back into the
leather. He had just leaned forward to breathe on it when the stone moved and hetilted forward.

Therewas no time to save himself. Where hisfoot had been the cliff had fallen awvay and he found himsdlf
tumbling headfirst toward the water, hisarmsflailing the air. He made a sound, more of surprise than fear,
then hit the surface hard, dl breath knocked from him, the sudden, shocking coldness of the water
making him gasp and try to take awatery breath, but some last flicker of reason made him choke back
theindinct.

He struggled upward, his mind dark, in turmoail, hislungs on fire, asearing pain in hisside, then broke
water, coughing violently and, floundering against arock, held on for dear life, the waves washing over
him.

It was some while before he came fully to his senses. Hewas sill coughing and the painin hisside had
grown worse. His teeth were chattering now and he realized that if he didn't get to shore soon he would
die from exposure. He turned in the water, trying to make out where best to swim for, but as he did the
pain grew so severe, he had to close his eyes, amost blacking out.

Carefully hefelt beneeth the waterline, tracing the wound tenderly with hisfingers. He shuddered. It was
bad. Very bad. But he wasn't heping himsdf by staying here. Gritting histeeth, bracing himsdf againgt the
pain he knew would come, he began to swim, leaning over to one side, doing akind of lopsided
doggie-paddie that took the strain off hisinjured side.

Severd timeson that long and painful swim he thought of giving up, of rdaxing and letting himsdf be
sucked benesth the cold, clear water, but something kept him from succumbing, kept him doggedly
pressing on, until, at last, he crawled up onto the beach, the outward wash forming long ribbons of silver
laced with red at the Side of hislegs. Sowly, fedling close to exhaustion now, he pulled himsdf up out of
the water, then turned to examine the gash properly.

The wound looked smaller than it had felt, and not so deep. Miraculoudy it had missed the bone. The
rock had diced into the flesh of hisleft Sde between the edge of the pelvis and the outer cage of theribs.



The seawater had washed it clean and the flow of blood from it had eased.
He had been lucky. Very, very lucky.

For thefirgt timein what seemed an eternity, Tao Chu smiled. Somehow he had missed the rocks.
Somehow he had fallen between those hard, cruel points of darkness. As he rested there, taking long,
swest breaths of the sdlty air, a sense of éation, of pure joy at having survived his own stupidity, washed
over him. Helaughed.

Hewas till laughing when acal came from the rocks overlooking the smdl bay he had svum to.
Awkwardly, ill in some pain, he turned and looked. Three men, servants of hisuncle, were stlanding
there. One of them waved, cdling out his reassurances as they began to hurry down the danting,
rock-strewn face toward him.

Tao Chu let them lift him and carry him carefully back to the cliffs summit. There one of them examined
the wound again, wincing to himself, and removed hisjacket, tearing it into strips which he then bound
about Tao Chu. Then they began to carry him again, hurrying now. They were hafway acrossthelong,
flat stretch of grassthat led to the orchards when Tao Chu saw his mount.

"Stop!" he cried. They set him down, then made small murmurs of protest when he told them to catch
and bring his pony. There was a moment's muttering between them then one of them scurried off and,
after some trouble, brought the reluctant, skittish pony back.

Tao Chu stared at the beast, ddlighted. "Now help me mount her,”

he ordered, struggling up into asitting position. Thistime there was open protest from the men, but Tao
Chu insigted, his voice taking on the tone of command. The men looked among themselves again, then
shrugged. One held the horse steady while the others helped Tao Chu into the saddle.

Fresh blood stained the bindings at his side, but Tao Chu felt strangely better now that he was mounted.
He smiled fiercely, doing his sixteen-year-old best to ignore the pain that was now a horribly nagging
ache. Seated thus he let them lead him on, one drawing the horse by its harness while the other two
walked either sde of him, ensuring he did not fdl, their hands supporting him in the saddle.

Coming into the courtyard of his uncl€'s palace, he saw his haf-brother, Kung-chih, over by the stables.
He madeto cdl to him, then stopped, frowning. Kung-chih was standing with hisback to him, talking to
asmdl baldheaded man. Kung's presence in the stables was not unusual, nor was the fact that he was
talking to a servant, but the servant was neither groom nor stable hand, he was Hwa Kwei, one of Tsu
Ma's most trusted men, the Chief Steward of his bedchamber. What was the eunuch doing talking to
Kung-chih? And why here, in the stables? Kung-chih made afurtive gesture with one hand and Hwa
Kwel scuttled away. Then Kung-chih himsdf strode purposefully across the cobbled space and into a
sde door, far from the one Hwa Kwei had taken.

Concerned, Tao Chu looked down at the men surrounding him, but they seemed to have noticed nothing.
He grimaced, the pain starting up again morefiercely than before.

"Help medown," he said quietly.

WHEN KUNG-CHIH cameto see him later Tao Chu said nothing of what he had seen. Tsu Mawas
sitting in the room with them, concerned for his favorite nephew. Tao Chu had told him everything,
omitting nothing, and had seen his uncle frown and then laugh with pride as he told him about mounting
his horse and riding home,



"That isindeed how a Prince should act!" Tsu Mahad said, delighted. "And do not worry, Tao Chu, |
shdl not punish the men for your obstinacy!"

But Kung-chih was quieter, somehow |ess attentive than he might usually have been. He had said little
sncethat day on the cliff tops— had made no thrests nor shown any disrespect to Tsu Ma. He had been
kind, dmost hisold sdf, yet in small ways he had changed. He no longer confided in Tao Chu; no longer
shared his hopes and fears with his young haf-brother. He had become insular and broody and subject
to sudden moods. Seeing him with Hwa Kwei had therefore awvoken Tao Chu's suspicions. He was sure
that Kung-chih was up to something.

"How areyou, little brother?' Kung-chih said on entering theroom. "I hear you have been swimming.”
It was an attempt at the old banter that had once existed between them, but now it fell strangely flat.
"l was stupid,” Tao Chu said, sighing. "'l ought to be dead. I'll not be so lucky twicein my lifel”

The comment was not meant to carry any other meaning, yet as Tao Chu looked up into his brother's
face he saw how Kung-chih's eyes moved away sharply, asif stung by the words. Therewasa
momentary sournessin his expression, but then he looked back a Tao Chu and, softening, smiled. "Still .
..I'mglad you're safe.”

Are you? thought Tao Chu, seeing that dl-too-familiar facein adifferent light, asif with new-created
eyes, seeing the softness, the weaknessthere. But it was an unworthy, an uncharitable thought, and he felt
guilty, knowing that for al his haf-brother's salf-preoccupation, hislove was genuine. Reaching out, he
took his hand and pressed it gently.

"I know," he said, and in his mind added, because you need me, Tsu Kung-chih. Need me to save you
from yourself. To keep you from falling.

That was, if it wasn't already too late.
JELKA LOOKED UP from the screen and rubbed her eyes. She had been working on the tapes most
of the day, selecting and editing those parts held find of interest, determined that she would finally get
them done.

She had frozen the tape at an image of Titan she had taken when they'd been heading back on the
Meridian. The orange surface of the moon was hazed in cloud, the dark red collar inits northern

hemi sphere showing up strongly. Beyond it, seeming to spear it, Saturn's rings swept in aglorious arc
through the star-spattered blackness, the great gas giant itself just out of shot. The sight of it had taken
her back to that moment, sending a strange thrill through her.

If only you could have been there with me, Kim. If only you could have seen it as| saw it.

She turned, looking across at the picture of her in her spacesuit taken on the steps of the Meridian. It
was strange how comfortable she had felt in it—odd how something in her had responded to theicy
coldness of the outer planets.

She turned back, stretching, nodding to herself, then took a print of theimage. Shewould haveit blown
up and hung on the wall behind her desk. Therest . . . well, the rest wasfor Kim.

Shelet thefilm run, listening to her own voice as she repeated for the camerawhat she'd been told, facts
and figures flowing from her tongue effortlesdy. Thiswasthe last of them—the last of adozen eight-hour
tapes she had compiled for him from what had been months of materia. For dmost ayear now she had



spent at least an hour aday preparing them, but now they were dmost done. Another few hours at most.
And then?

Shewasn't sure. Wasn't sure whether to send them to him or hand them over hersdlf. After dl, what if
he'd forgotten her? What if there was someone else?

Titan receded dowly, the bulk of Saturn moving into the shot, dwarfing the tiny moon, the swirling
driations of its northern hemispherefilling the screen. It was beautiful . Breathtaking. Shelet it run,
knowing that whatever else happened, he, at least, would get to share this much of her experience.

So small our world is. Like a tiny speck of dust in a vast, echoing hall.

Sowly theimage of Saturn shrank, dowly the darknessfilled the screen. She shivered, frightened by the
intengty of her fedings.

He had promised he would wait. Seven years, he'd said. Seven years.
There was a knock. She leaned forward and pressed HOL D, then turned to face the door.
"Comein!"

"Jelka?' Her father took a step into the room and looked about him. "Can you spare me afew
moments?'

"Sure." Sheturned back, pressed SAVE, then blanked the screen. She could finish it later.
"How's Pauli?" she asked, going across to him and kissing his cheek.

Tolonen grinned. "Oh, he'sfine. HE's resting now. That new tutor of his makes him work. Sometimes |
wonder if he's not abit too hard on the child.”

"He'sagood child," she said, taking hisarm and leading him out of the room. "And a bit of discipline
won't harm him, will it?'Y ou forget how strict my tutors were with me.”

"| guess so. But then, you were dways atough one. Headstrong too." Helaughed. "Still are, | guess.”

They went into his study. While he sat, she walked about the room, picking books from the shelves, then
putting them back.

"Sowhat isit?'
Helooked up from his papers and grunted. "Jugt, er . . . afew detailsto sort out. For the party.”

"Ah..." Theinvitation to Kim—that was what this was about. Stecling herself, she went acrossand s,
facing him acrossthe dek.

"Here" Hetook asmall pile of bright red envelopes from histray and handed them to her. ™Y ou'd better
check them before they go out.”

She took them, nodding to him, but afraid to look.

"I was wondering about the music. I've booked the Chi L'ing Ensemble. I've been told they're very
good. But maybe you fed they'reabit too . . . conventiond..”

She would have laughed but for the tension at the pit of her ssomach. "It'sal right,” she answered, her



voicesmdl. "The Chi L'ing will befine"
His smilewas busnesdike, "Good . . . then that's settled.”

She gtared a him, trying to read his face while her fingers sorted through the pile, counting the cards.
Eleven. Therewere only eleven. But she had made twelve additionsto the list. She wetted her lips, then

spoke.

"Therésonemissng.”

"Pardon?' He looked at her, then, understanding, gave abrief laugh. "Oh, | see. Yes. .. Old Joss
Hawkinsisdead, I'm afraid. Died agood eight, nine months back. | thought you'd heard.”

She stared a him, mouth open, then looked down, flicking through the envel opes.

There! Six down. She stared at her father's handwriting on the envelope, surprised. Kim Ward it said,
then gave hisaddress at the SmFic labs. Shelooked up again. "'l thought . . ."

"Y ou thought?*
She shook her head. "It doesn't matter.”

"Good. Then let'slook at the catering. I've been thinking that maybe we should change afew things. ..

AFTER shed GONE, Tolonen sat there deep in thought. It was just as he'd suspected. No ... ashed
feared. He had seenit in her face. HEd thought it finished with, but it wasn't. She was still obsessed with
the Claybom—ill determined on being with him.

He sighed, then sat back, steepling hisfingers under his nose.

Rich or not, genius or nat, it could not be countenanced. His daughter and a Clayborn. No, it was
unthinkable. Hisfamily would be alaughingstock, his daughter's chances at ared marriage destroyed for
al time. He had to do something. Defying her was no good—he knew that now. But there were other
ways.

He sat forward and pulled hisdiary toward him, opening it at that day's entry. The card he had been
given lay there where held left it. He picked it up and stared &t it, then, grimacing, drew the comset
across to him and tapped in the number.

It rang, once, twice, athird time. I'll try later, he thought, about to put it down, but then the Sgnal
changed and a voice answered him.

"Hello. Madam Peng here. Can | help you?'

He cleared histhroat. "Madam Peng . . . it'sMarsha Tolonen here. A friend of mine gave me your
number. |I—I have aproblem | hope you can help mewith."

KIM STEPPED FROM the sedan and |ooked about, taking in the breathtaking opulence of the place.
The Mansion was abig three-story building in the Han style with doping tiled roofs, but the gardens, too,
were expansve, with asmall river and an orchard on the far Sde of an ornamental bridge. Fake clouds
drifted dowly acrossthe blue of the celling fifty ch'i overhead, while the walls gave views of distant
mountains. He had seen itslike before, but he'd never thought to own such aplace.

Reisshad called him just over an hour back and told him to go and seeiit. If heliked it it was his, whether



he signed the new dedl or not. If not, well, there would be others.
"Shih Ward?'
Heturned as amiddle-aged Han in dark green business silks strode toward him down the gravel path.

"I am Chang . . . Hugh Chang from Supernal Property." He bowed and shook Kim's hand at one and the
sametime, then turned, indicating the Mansion. "Beautiful, isn'tit? It'srare for one of theseredlly big
Mans ons to come on the market, but Director Reiss asked me to look out for something and notify him
first. So herewe are. | understand you're interested in acquiring something special.”

Kim stared at the man amoment, irritated by hisbullish, overfamiliar manner, then answered him.
"I haven't redly thought about it."
"But | thought—"

"Just show me," he said, moving toward the house. "I want straight answersto my questions. And don't
try to persuade meto buy it. If I likeit, I likeit. If not .. ."

He swept past Chang, imagining the look the man gave him behind his back, but right now he didn't care.
It had been abad day—a very bad day so far—and even this could not redlly lift his spirits. Losing
Ravachol had been abody blow, and though he'd set to the task again at once, it was more to disguise
hisfedling of loss, of aienation from the task a hand, than to serioudy solve the problemsthat had come

up.

Thetruth was, hefdt likegiving it al up. Hefdt like calling Reiss back and saying no, keep your
company, | want none of it. At the same time he recognized that it was only apassing mood, and that
however bad he felt now hewould feel better in aday or two. Well enough, perhaps, to start anew.

As he approached the huge double doors to the main house, two guards stepped forward to bar hisway,
then backed away hurriedly as Chang waved them aside.

"Security istight, asyou see" he said, coming alongside Kim asthey went into the shadowy halway.
"There are Sx guard towersin thewall and specid security barriers at both lifts—as you saw on the way
in. Weve recently indalled a specid dectronic tracking system for the perimeter walls and emergency
Sedl doorsinsde the house itsdlf.”

Kim glanced at him, surprised. "Isthat normal?"

Chang shrugged. "Y ou know how it isthese days. No one's safe. Not even up thishigh. Not unless
they've got dl thisstuff.”

Kim stopped, turning to him. "And the people who owned this?"

"They took great precautions. In the eight years they were here there wasn't a single breach of security.”
"So what happened to them? Did they get tired living like this? Or did they buy something even bigger?'
"Likeastack?' Chang laughed, then grew serious again. "No. Y ou want astraight answer, right?"
"Right."

"Okay . .. They werekilled. Butchered in their sedan. They'd gone to a charity bal run by that new
group, you know, the New Conscience Movement. Seems like they were targeted. A terrorist cell took



them in the lift coming up. The death by athousand cuts. Very messy, so I'mtold.”

Kim nodded, sobered by the story. He looked to his right up the broad main stairs, then turned, looking
through to the kitchens. It was all very dour and ostentatious. It smply trumpeted its wedth. Moreover,
the place was huge. One could have a hundred children here and still not fill it. Even so, it didn't have to
day likethis. With alittle imagination he could make something of it—turn part of it into aresearch
center, another of the wingsinto alab complex. After al, money was no object now. He could do pretty
much as he wanted.

Yes, hethought, but what would ] elka say? What does she want?

For amoment the absurdity of his Situation amost made him laugh. Here he was, looking round aFirst
Level Mangon—a place worth, what, a hundred, a hundred and fifty million yuan?—that was his, gratis,
if he said yes, and the only thing stopping him was whether ayoung woman he hadn't seen in seven
years—and who he couldn't be sure even remembered him—would like to live there.

He huffed out a breath, exasperated with himsdlf, then looked a Chang again. "Okay. I'll takeit. But |
want to make changes. That's possible, | assume?”

Chang beamed. "Asfar aswere concerned, Shih Ward, you can burn the place down and start again
from scratch. What you pay for isthe deck itsalf. The Manson"—he made a dismissive gesture—"you
could replacethisfor ... oh, twenty million?"

"Aslittle asthat, huh?'

Chang nodded, unaware, it seemed, of theirony in Kim'svoice. "Naturdly, should you wish to make
changes, we could put you in touch with the very best construction technicians. Craftsmen, they are.

Why—"

"Thank you, Shih Chang, but | think 1've seen enough. Draw up the papers and send them to Director
Reiss. If | wish to seethe place again I'll know who to speak to, neh?”

Chang smiled, then handed Kim his card. " Just pressthe reverse and it'll put you in direct contact.”

Kim stared at it with aprofessond interest, then pocketed it. He was about to turn away, when it came
back to him what he'd meant to ask earlier.

"By theway . . . about the previous owners. What group was it that attacked them?'

The smile faded from Chang's face. "It was the Hand. The Black Hand. No one else is so audacious.
Why, I'm told—" He stopped, redizing he had overstepped the mark, then bowed. "Forgive me, Shih
Ward. | don't want to keep you."

Kim nodded, then walked out and acrossto his sedan. Y et as he climbed insde he was thinking of al
he'd heard recently. There was no doubting it, they were living in troubled times. Society had changed.
Onceit had been driven by the smple mechanics of the levels—of aspiration and demotion. Life had
been agiant game of snakes and ladders. But now . . . now society was fear driven. All of these guns and
guards and laser-tracking devices were Signs of adeeply paranoid culture. So paranoid that it was now
quite normal to assume the worst—to assume that your enemieswould come and get you in your bed.

He sat, feding suddenly heavy boned and tired. Paranoia... it was the philosophy of the Clay, of the
place from which held come. Upwards he'd climbed and ever upward, until hed found himsdf here, at
the very top of the City, benesth the roof, like abird in aloft of an old house, fluttering about, trying to
get out. But there was no way out. And dowly, very dowly, the darkness was climbing after him. Up and



up it came. And what guns and trackers would keep it out? What precautions could ever be enough?
Asthe sedan lifted he sat back, shaking hishead angrily.

It was Ravachol's death that had made him think dl this. That and Chang'sfoolish prattling. So afew rich
people had died . . . hadn't that dways been the way? Wasn't history filled with such instances? Y es, but
that made it no more comforting, for the sgnswere clear now—there for the dullest man to read.

The sedan shuddered dightly, then began its swaying motion.

Li Yuan wasright. They had to act now or go under. But what action could prevent the coming criss?
What measures could assure their children'sfutures?

Y es, and that was the nub of it, wasn't it? For what was the point in loving someone—in pursuing and
possibly marrying them—if it were al to come to nought?—if society were to crumble away and the
speciesend itsdlf in afrenzy of bloodlust?

Why take the risk of loving and having children when the risks were so high, the rewards of love so
tentative? Why make onesdlf a hostage to the times?

Because you have no choke. Because you love her and want her and—-and because if you don't
try you'll never forgive yourself.

And because nothing €l se mattered. Nothing.
"Rachd?'

Emily gave alittle sart, then turned, regaining her composure. For asecond she had forgotten who she
was—had been thrown by the use of her assumed name. She had been daydreaming: thinking about
Michael, wondering where he was, what he was doing.

"What isit?' she asked haf chdlengingly, staring back at thetall, pockfaced Hung Mao who stood there,
an arm'slength from her.

Pasek smiled coldly, then moved past her, looking out from the balcony across the crowded Main
below. Hisdark Savic eyes passed briefly across the ragged awnings, the packed mass of unwashed
and shabby humanity that crowded the floor between the sdls, dismissng what he saw.

"| thought we ought to talk."

Emily fet her somach musclestighten with averson. "Tak?'
He turned back. "Sure. We need to clear the air between us."
Shewas slent, uncertain what to say.

Pasek's smilewas like asnear. "Y ou don't like me, Rachel DeVaerian. | know that. | can seeit even
now. But that doesn't matter. What does matter isthat we don't let it get in the way of things."

"l don't see—"
He raised one pale, thin hand, interrupting her. "There are going to be changes.”

She stared at the dark leather band about hiswrist. On it was a copy of the symbol he wore on asilver
chain about hisneck. A crosswithinacircle,



"Changes?'

His amile evaporated. The eyeswere brutal now. "It's already happening. A purge. Those we can't trust.
| ordered it."

"You..." Shefdl slent, undersanding. Hed had Chou Te-hsing killed. Yes, and dl hisdeputies. All
except her. She looked up, meeting hiseyes. "Why?'

"Because it wastime. We were drifting. We needed a new direction. Chou had no idea. He had to go.”

She nodded, not because she agreed, but because she saw it al clearly now—saw why he'd pressed to
have his men placed in key strategic postions, why hed held histonguein the last council meeting when
Chou had spdlled out the new program. Y ou planned this, shethought, al of her ingtincts about the man
confirmed in an ingtant. Hed known then that it didn't matter what Chou said or didn't say at that
mesting; knew then that, come this morning, Chou would be dead, his power basein the Black Hand
destroyed. Pasek had taken over. He was the Black Hand.

"What do you want?"
His hand went to the cross hanging about his neck. "I want you to join us. Become one of the sedled.”

She made to answer him, but he spoke over her. "Oh, | know you don't believe. That doesn't matter.
Not now, anyway. Right now what mattersisthat we consolidate. Make sure the Hand doesn't tear itself
gpart. Therell bealot of ill feding. Chou had alot of support at grass roots level. People respected him.
Wrongly, asit turns out, but that's by the by. Asfor you, Rachel, you're respected too. Rightly so. I've
watched you for alongtimeand | like what I've seen. There are no illusions about you. Y ou get on with
things. It'sasif you've seenit al before. Nothing shocks you. Even this. | saw how quickly you
understood how things stood—how quickly you accepted them, and | like that. 1'd be sorry to lose you.”

Shefdt afaint shiver, not of fear, but of averson, ripple through her. "So that'sit, isit?1 join
you—become one of the sealed—or | die?"

He shook his head. "If I'd wanted you dead, you'd be dead. No. It hasto be your choice. If you choose
not to work with me you can go into exile. Africa, maybe. Or Asa”

"Andif | say?"
"Y ou get to hdp formulate policy.”

She laughed, astonished, then frowned, searching his eyesfor somekind of explanation. "'l don't get it. |
want what Chou wanted."

"No. I've watched you at those mestings. I've seen the doubt in your face, the frustration at some of the
decisons. Y ou want what | want. Not al of it, but enough for us to work together. To make the Black
Hand not just another shitty little faction but a genuinely important force. A force for change. Y ou want
that. | know you do. I've seen it in your eyes.”

Emily looked away. It wastrue. The last eighteen months had been nothing but frustration. But to work
with Pasek ... It was on her lipsto say no, to tell him to go to hell, but something stopped her.

"I need to think about it."

He looked her up and down, then nodded. "Okay. Twenty-four hours. That'sal | can give you. We're
mesting at noon tomorrow. At the White Mantis. If you're with me, bethere. If not . . . well, good luck."



She watched him go. Saw histall, spiderish figure vanish into the crowd, then shivered, chilled by this
sudden turn in events. Twenty-four hours. It wasn't long. And if she didn't turn up?

Shedidn't know. For once her ingtinctsfailed her.
Wett? she asked hersdlf, Sghing heavily. What are you going to do?

She turned, putting her hands on therail of the balcony, leaning her full weight on them as shelooked out
across the crowded marketplace. She knew what she wanted—at |east, she thought she did. But Pasek .
.. could she work with Pasek?

Twenty-four hours. It wasn't long. But maybe that was how it dwayswas.

She pushed away from therail, then turned, hurrying away, pushing through the crowded corridor
urgently, hastening toward her room, conscious of the secondsticking by.

TAO CHU looked round the door into his haf-brother's suite of rooms, then took astep inside.
"Kung-chih?' he cdled softly. "Areyou there?'

The study was in shadow, the last of the evening's light blocked off by the closed dats of the window. On
thefar side of the room, the door to his brother's bedroom was open. Tao Chu went across, one hand
pressed to the bandage at hisside.

"Kung-chih?'

There was no answer. The room was empty, the bed made up. Tao Chu turned, looking back into the
study, wondering where Kung-chih could have got to.

A sharp pain stabbed through him, taking his breath. Making hisway across dowly, he eased into his
brother's chair and sat there until the pain subsided.

He looked down. There was fresh blood on the bandage. Surgeon T'ung would be angry with him and
would no doubt speak to hisuncle, but that didn't matter right now—he had to speak to Kung-chih; to
find out what was going on.

"Cursehim,” he said quietly, hisanxiety for hisbeloved half-brother outweighing any concern he had for
himsdlf. "Curse hisstupid pride.”

He leaned forward, searching the desktop with his eyes, looking for some clue asto where he might be,
but there was nothing. Kung-chih was probably out waking in the grounds somewhere—in the orchards,
perhaps—or riding in the woods to the south of the palace.

Brooding, probably. Yes, hed seen theway he had looked at their uncle Ma; seen the resentment in his
eyes, the hurt. But Kung-chih had to come to terms with that. His life—his expectations—had changed
and he mugt live with that. He could not mope about forever.

He was about to get up and return to hisroom when he heard voices outside, coming closer. His
brother'svoiceand . . .

Tao Chu frowned, surprised. It was Hwa Kwel again—Tsu Mas Chief Steward of the Bedchambers.
Wheét in the gods names was Kung-chih doing talking to him twice in one day?

There was amurmured exchange, acurt dismissal, and then Kung-chih came into the room. He switched



on thelight and turned, then stopped dead, his mouth open, seeing Tao Chu there at hisdesk. For a
moment there was alook of guilty shock on hisface, then anger.

"Tao Chu! Why aren't you in your bed? What the hell are you doing here?"

Kung-chih came and stood over him, glaring at him fiercely. "Did Uncle Masend you to spy on me?1s
that it?'

Tao Chu shook his head, hurt by the accusation, but Kung-chih went on.

"Why, you fucking little sneak! | thought | could trust you, but as soon as my back's turned you werein
here, weren't you, poking about to see what you could find! But you won't find anything, brother."

Find what? he wanted to say, but the question made no sense. He hadn't come here to poke about, hed
come hereto talk to him, to warn him about associating with the likes of HwaKwaei.

He closed his eyes, the ache in his side suddenly worse, but Kung-chih went on, his voice savage now,
unrelenting.

"You littleworm! Y ou sniveling little worm! All those words of consolation and dl thewhileyou're
fucking lapping it up. That'sthetruth, isn't it?Y ou loved seeing Tsu Mahumiliate me. You just loved it!"

"No..." Tao Chu said, crying now, unable to believe that thiswas Kung-chih talking to him thisway.
What had he done—what had he ever done—to deserve this?

"Fuck off! Just fuck off! Next time| find you poking around my rooms, I'll kick you from hereto Africal”

Sowly, every movement an effort, Tao Chu pulled himself up. For amoment he stood there, swaying, his
vison swimming, then it came clear again. Kung-chih stood there close by, lessthan an arm'slength from
him, yet so far away, it seemed awhole world separated them.

"Brother . . ." he sad, hiseyes pleading with Kung-chih, hisright hand reaching for him, but Kung-chih
brushed his hand off angrily and leaned toward him, hiswords spat into Tao Chu'sface.

"Brother? No, Tao Chu, you've got it wrong. Y ou're not even afriend!"

RAVACHOL LAY facedown on the operating table, naked under the pale blue light. They had finished
the dissection and had begun to tidy up. Kim stood back, weary now, letting his assistants finish off.

After extendve scanning they had taken sample dicesfrom different areas of the android's brain, running
anumber of tests on them. All had shown the same—a severe deterioration of the brain tissue, dmost as
if it had been burned away.

What could have done that? he wondered, puzzled by the phenomenon. Was Curval right? Wasthe
organic material they were using substandard? Or had something more Sinister taken place?

L ater, as he showered, his mind toyed with possible explanations. Synaptic burnout of some kind? A
virus? Or maybe—just maybe— some form of neuronal poison?

There was no physical evidence for it. Itsfood had been gtrictly vetted and there had been no signson
the body of an injection, but the more he thought about it, the more certain he was. Someone had got to
it. Someone—an agent of one of their business rivals>—had made sure the experiment would fail.



| wasn't wrong, heredlized with agtart. The brain's structure was sound. But someone has been
tampering with it. Someone who had access.

The thought was chilling. At any other time he would have dismissed it as a product of the hour and his
depressed mood, but this was not paranoia. The more he considered the history of its deterioration, the
more he saw how false, how unscientific, it had been. No ... it hadn't been anatura decay. All dong
they had floundered for explanations for what was happening, not wanting to face the obvious.

But who?

He stepped from the shower and shook himsalf, not wanting to wait for the warm air-currents to start up,
then padded across to the termind in the corner of the room.

"Who wasit?" he asked, knowing that if anyone knew, It knew. "Who poisoned Ravachol 7'
The Machinewas slent.

"Y ou know. | know you know. So why won't you say? Y ou see everything. If it happened, you saw it.
Why, you could even show me, | bet!"

"The screen,” it said tonelesdy. "L ook at the screen.”

Kim watched, fascinated at first and then horrified as he saw who it was. When he spoke again his voice
was smdl and frightened.

"Why didn't you say? Why didn't you show me this before?"
"You didn't ask."
"But..."

Kim leaned againg the termind, fedling suddenly moretired than held ever felt. He had thought it was
over, thought himsdf cured, but here was proof that it was still going on, unknown to him.

"Runit again," he said, forcing himself to watch as, on the screen, he dipped from hisroom and, cregping
stedthily past the guards, went to the android's cell. There, crouching beside the deeping creature, he
took asmall pouch from his pocket and gently brushed some of its powdery contents onto Ravachol's

lips
Asthefigure on the screen turned, the lens zoomed in, catching for amoment the dark malevolence of its
eyes. Kim shuddered, recognizing it from his dreams. It was Gweder ... hismirror sdf.

Gweder and Lagasek—"Mirror" and " Starer," histwo haves, the dark and light of his being, names
from his Clayborn past.

"A'dhywas|ur," hesad softly, aripple of purefear running up his spine. Up from the ground. Then,
more practicaly, "What did it use?'

"Something it stole from you. Something you made and then forgot about.”
"But | don't forget.”
"No?'

Theimagesran. Again and again he saw himsdf dip from his cell and make hisway to the android's cll.



Again and again he saw himsalf administer the poison. And never once had he suspected. Never once
had he had even the faintest ideawhat was going on.

"Wherée'sthe pouch now?’

"Inyour room."

Kim gavealaugh of disbelief. "It can't be. | would have seenit.”

"No. He doesn't let you."

"How .. ." Kim frowned fiercdly, then rubbed at his brow. "How do you know this?'

"Youforget. | havedl your files. | saw you through rehabilitation. | know things about you that even you
don't know."

"So what €lse do you know?"

"l canttdl you."

"Why?' e ..

"Because...."

Kim gaveasmdl yep of frudration. "Why?"

It was sllent amoment, then, in avoice that seemed as old as the rocks, it spoke to him again.

"Get dressed now and go to bed. Well talk in the morning. I'll tell you then what you need to know. And,
Kim..."

"Y@l

"Do not blame yoursdlf. Y ou are what you are. Without him—uwithout Gweder . . . Well, | think you
understand.”

Kim nodded, then, sighing, he turned from the screen and took afresh one-piece from the pile, dipping it
on.

"Tomorrow?" he said, looking up into the cameras eye.
"Tomorrow."

CHAPTER FIVE

Caged Birds

L I YUAN'S SON, the Imperia Prince Kuei Jen, sat in atall officid's chair facing the three old men,

his back straight, his eyes staring straight ahead. The men—distinguished-looking graybeards—sat some
twenty ch'i from the Prince, wearing the flowing saffron robes of New Confucian officids, no sign of rank
displayed anywhere about them. Y et these were not Ssmple priests, these were the San Shih, the Three
Priest-Scholars— princes themsalves, honored sons of the Twenty-Nine, the Minor Families—and they
were hereto test the young prince on his knowledge of the Five Classics.



Li Yuan and his Chancellor, Nan Ho, sat to one side, looking on. While the examination wasin progress
they could not interrupt. So it was. So it had been for two thousand years or more, since the time of the
Han emperors. With one difference. Kuel Jen—at seven—uwas probably the youngest ever to sit the oral
examingtion.

A long white banner hung to one side of the hadl. Onit, painted in large red pictograms, was Kang HS's
famous Sacred Edict with its Sixteen injunctions exdting the twin virtues of filid piety and brotherly love.
Copiesof it hung throughout the Cities of Chung Kuo and were recited twice a month by teachersand
pupilsdike.

Just now they were questioning Kuei Jen on the Ch'un Ch'iu, the Spring and Autumn Annds of the State
of Lu.

The Ch'un Ch'iu wasthe earliest historical record of the Han people, covering the period from 722 to
481 B.C., when the fifteen mgjor feudd states of the North Chinaplain had first formed aloose
confederation called Chung Kuo, the "Middle Kingdom." Though it was some while since he himsdlf had
read it, Li Y uan could still remember how he had felt as aboy, knowing how deeply rooted—how
ancient—those traditions were.

Looking on, he knew that thiswas Kuel Jen'sfavorite area of study—one that not merdly interested, but
excited him—yet the boy's answers, couched in fluent Mandarin, were Strangely hesitant, stilted almos,
asif he spoke from rote.

"Ch'i wasthefirgt of the Five Hegemons—the Pa—followed by Sung, then Tsin, then Chiinand findly
Ch'u, before authority was returned to its rightful owner, the Son of Heaven."

One of the old men leaned toward Kue Jen, hisvoice, likethose of hisfdlow San Shih, filled with the
authority of hispogtion.

"And the Lord Protector Ch'i. Tell me about him. Who was he Lord of and where was his capital ?"

Again Kue Jen hegitated, trying not to let hisfather down, resisting the temptation to turn and look at
him.

"Lord Ch'i was Prince of Tsi and his capitd wasthe powerful and wedlthy city of Lin-tsuin Shantung
Province. The Lord Ch'i could trace his ancestry back thirteen generationsto the kings of Chou. His
daughter married the Emperor.”

The old man nodded, then glanced at hisfellows, clearly pleased by the answer. As he sat back, another
of them leaned forward.

"Y ou spesk well, Prince Kuel, but tell me, what event caused the Lord Chi to take up arms at the request
of hisLord the Emperor?’

Li Yuan frowned, surprised by the question, trying to recollect what he knew of the House of Tsi and its
history. Lord Ch'i had eventually been assassinated. But asto why he had taken up armsin the first place

Kue Jen shifted uncomfortably, then, asif mirroring the old man, leaned forward dightly.
"Wasit to do with what happenedin894 B.C.7" : "Goon. . . ."

"Well, in that year one of the Emperor's advisors had counsdled that he should have the Lord of Lu
boiled dive, which the Emperor did. Two hundred and four years later, one of Lu's descendants



launched an armed attack on the descendants of the advisor, and the Lord Ch'i was commissioned by the
Emperor to act on hisbehaf in bringing Luto justice.”

"Very good. Now tell me..."

And 0 it went on, question following question, unrelenting, until, after amost four hours, it cameto an
end.

Li Y uan stood, pleased—yprofoundly pleased—and proud of his son's performance. To fail would have
been no disgrace, for the same examination was taken by men four times young Kuei's age, yet he had
answered every question; most of them with a detailed knowledge that, he suspected, was rarely shown,
even by much older candidates.

Asthe San Shih backed away, to consult among themselves and prepare to give their verdict, he went
acrossto Kuel Jen. What he wanted to do was pick the boy up and hug him, he was so proud, but as
ever the eyes of his servants and officials watched his every move, congtraining his actions.

Later, he promised himsalf, seeing how awvkwardly Kuel Jen stood there, how nervous he was even now,
after it wasover.

"Youdidwel," he said, bowing stiffly to his son, honoring him by the gesture. "Whatever the San Shih
say, | am proud of you, Kuel Jen. Y our answers showed not merely a sound knowledge of the texts but
also aprofound understanding of their meaning. Y ou are agood son, Kuel Jen. The very best of sons.”

Kue Jen blushed, then bowed his head. "Father ..."
"ChiehHga?'
Heturned. "What isit, Master Nan?"

"Forgive me, Chieh Hsa, but it seemsyour wife, Pei K'ung, has been waiting these past few hoursto
spesk with you."

"Does she say why?'
"It seemsit isapersond matter, Chieh Hsa. Shewill speak to no one but yourself."

Li Yuan huffed, exasperated. What with this, he was aready behind with hiswork, and there would be
no time to catch up, for he must leave at six to fly to meet Tsu Maat his paacein Astrakhan.

"Tdl her | shal come, Magter Nan. Tl her—tdl her | must finish here. Shelll understand.”
"Chieh Hsia."

He turned back, puzzled asto why Pel K'ung should wish to see him so urgently. Maybe her father was
ill. Maybethat wasit. Maybe she wanted permisson to vist him.

The San Shih returned, bowing asthey entered the hall again, then came across, presenting themselves
formaly to their T'ang.

"Wdl, chuntzu," hesad, nervous himself now that the moment of decision had come. "' Give me your
verdict.”

"The Prince spokewell,” Old Luo began. "He answered confidently and, for the main part, correctly. His
tutors are to be commended.”



Li Yuan fdt himsdf diffen, hearing the ungpoken but there behind the old man'swords.

L uo continued. "His knowledge of the texts was good for one his age, though more work needsto be
done on both the Shih Ching and the second book of the Li Ching, where his knowledge—though
cor-rect—seemsfairly thin."

"However .. ." Li Yuan said, impatient now.

The old man bowed his head dightly. "However, it isthe feding of dl three of usthat, whilethe Prince
exhibits agood knowledge of the form of the Wu Ching—of the words and events set down in the
texts—he is nonetheless of an age when . . . well, when perhaps the substance is not so strongly rooted
inhisbeing.”

"Put bluntly, you think him too young."
"Not too young, Chieh Hsia, merdly . . . inexperienced.”
Li Yuan fet hisanger welling and begt it down, maintaining acalm and stately demeanor.

"Inexperienced?’ He turned away, taking a pace or two, asif considering the ides, then turned back,
garing directly at Old Luo.

"Y ou think my son too young, and you think, because | am agrown man, that | should agree with you.
Weél, ch'un tzu, let me say this. When my brother Han Chi'in was assassinated | was but eight years old.
Only nine months older than Kuel Jen is now. Some men forget what they werelike at that age, but |
cannot. How | wasthat day—how | felt, what | thought, what | had experienced—is etched
unforgettably in my memory."

Heturned, looking at Kuei Jen.

"Y ou look at my son and you see only a child—a precociouslittle boy who haslearned hislessonswell.
But when | look at him | see mysdlf, as 1 was, and remember what | waslike a hisage.”

He looked back at the three men.

"You talk of form and substance, yet you forget the lessons of the Tao. What isachild but the seed of
becoming? And if the seed is not sound, how will the tree grow straight?*

"So it might be, Chieh Hsia, yetisisour feding—" "Oh, damn your feding!" Li Y uan ydled, losng his
temper. "Get out of here, oo jen! Now! Before | lose dl patience with you!™

Luo blanched, then, looking to hisfellow San Shih, backed away, his bow stiff and angry.

When they were gone, Li Y uan turned, looking to his son. Kuel Jen stood there, his head down, hisface
and neck scarlet with embarrassment.

"Kue Jen?'

The young prince swallowed, then looked up at hisfather. Tearswerewelling in hiseyes. "Cdl them
back, father. Please. They are great men. Influential men. Besides maybe they areright. Maybe | am too
young to be made a scholar.”

"Nonsense! Luo Yeisan old fool! Y ou answered al his questions perfectly!"

He shuddered with indignation, looking about him, defying anyoneto gainsay him.



"Why, the nerve of the man! | am of amind to—"
"Father!"

Li Yuan looked at Kuei Jen and frowned, noticing for the first time the tears that were coursing down his
cheeks.

"Kuel Jen ... whaisit?'

"Please, father. Call them back and make peace with them. Beforeit'stoo late. Before any more damage
isdone.

Li Yuan sighed, hisanger tempered by his son's obvious distress. "All right. But only because you wanted
itsn."

Heturned, summoning the nearest of hisretainers.
"Hu Chang ... go fetch the San Shih. Tell them | shall speak to them privately, in my study.”
Then, turning back to Kuel Jen, he smiled and reached out to brush away the tears.

"You areright, Kuel Jen. It does not matter what the old men think. Y ou and | know what you are. And
maybe you are wiser than the San Shih. Much wiser, neh, my son?"

PEI K'U N G sat on achair in the corridor facing her husband's rooms, her hands clasped together
tightly in her Iap. Nearby stood her secretaries and beyond them agroup of guards and minor officids, al
there at their T"ang's command.

The old men—the San Shih—had been in with him for more than twenty minutes now and she had heard
raised voices more than once.

Dangerous, she thought, remembering how Li Y uan had logt histemper with her that evening and how
she had fet. Yes, but she was only awife—only the helpmeet of the T'ang. Thoseold men. ..

wall, to dienate them was much more serious, for they were leading figuresin the New Confucian
hierarchy and without the wholehearted support of the New ConfuciansLi Y uan's position was grestly
weak'

ened.

The door clicked open and the three graybeards backed out, bowing like comic figuresin an opera. As
the door closed they began to talk urgently among themsalves, then fell sllent, seeing her.

Sheroseimperioudy from her chair and gave them atight smile, then waked to the door and knocked.
Insde, Li Yuanwasditting a his desk, drumming hisfingers on the surface impatiently.

"Husband,” she said, dropping to her knees and lowering her head.

"Get up, Pal K'ung," he said, motioning her across. "What isit? Isyour father ill?'

"My father?" She frowned then shook her head. "No. But 1 am angry.”

Heraised an eyebrow. :



"l vigted theimperid library.”
llArﬂ?l

She drew hersdf up straight, the full weight of her indignation in her voice. "And the old man sent me
away asif | wereacommon serving maid”

Li Yuan gave ashout of laughter and leaned toward her. " Chu Shi-
ch'e, you mean?"'
Shebrigtled with anger. "'l don't seewhat isfunny. Y ou should punish him for hisimpudence!”

"Punish him? Punish Chu Shi-ch'e? Why, themanisninety if heisaday! If | punished him I would kill
him, and | am loath to do that, Pel K'ung. Besides, what did he say?"

"Hesaid | could not look at the family archives. That | needed your permission.”
Hesmiled. "So?"

She stared at him, astonished. "You mean.. . . it'strue?'

"Of course." He watched her, his eyes amused.

Shelet out a shuddering breath, then turned and went to the door. » "Pel K'ung . . ."
She stopped, her hand on the door'sthick edge. "Come here, Pei K'ung.”

She turned and went across, her whole manner set againgt him now. "Y es, hushand?' He took a pen and
inked it, then wrote anote and signed it, pressing his sed to the bottom of the paper.

"There" hesaid, handing it to her. "Buit let's have no more talk of punishment. The Fi-shu Chienis one of
our finest servants. He served my father and my grandfather before him. Sixty-eight years he hasfilled
that post and there is no man in the whole of Chung Kuo who knows more about or ismore loya to our
family. Use him well, good wife, but do not anger him. Chu Shi-ch'e can be acursed old crow when he's
angered!™

She laughed, surprised; then, with abow of thanks, turned and | eft.

Outside she stopped and stared at the permission letter then shook her head. Why, he hadn't even
asked! He had smply signed it, trusting her.

Trugting her ...
The thought was sobering. Y et what had she expected?
| expected him to say no.

She stood there amoment longer, then, the letter held out carefully at her Side, she began to walk,
heading for the library once more, her two secretariesfaling in behind her as she went.

LEHMANN SAT ON the sofain the corner of the room, hisbooted feet on alow table, staring at his
Financid Strategist, Cao Chang, who stood, head bowed before him.

"Well, Cao Chang? What will it cost us?'



Cao Chang hesitated. "Isthisthe place to discussthis, Master?”

Lehmann waved aside the objection. "Our guests are busy, Chang. We are as safetalking here as
anywhere. So tell me. What would it cost us to depose of the T'ang?”'

Cao Chang gave abow, then took atiny cassette from the breast pocket of hisblack silk pau and did
the thin, domino-shaped tape into the dot behind hisear. His eyes glazed amoment, then came clear. He
was suddenly more dert, his speech more hurried, asif it sought to keep up with the accel erated pace of
histhoughts.

"Our analyss shows nine main eements. Three of these, recruitment, training, and wesponry, might need
to be adjusted upward should our policy in Africa prove unsuccessful. For my calculations, however, |
have assumed atraining period of sx months and atotd figure of two million, eight hundred thousand
men, including amercenary force of haf amillion.”

Lehmann nodded. "Good. Now outline the other six dements.”

"One," Cao Chang began, enumerating each point on hisfingers. "The cost of fermenting revoltin Li

Y uan's African armies. Important in preventing Li Y uan from using those forces directly against us. Two.
The cost of pacifying our Triad friendsin Africa. Important in ensuring that they do not takethe
opportunity to step in and take over our South European operations. Three. Theinfiltration of Li Yuan's
European Security forces and the purchase of aminimum of two thousand top-leve officers. Important in
undermining the efficient operation of Li Yuan'sforcesin thefirst hours of our atack. Four. The purchase
of tal a Weimar in the weeks running up to our operation. Important in helping to create amood of
popular dissent. Five. Thefunding of terrorist factionsin both East and West Asa. Vitdly important if we
areto keep TsuMaand Wei Tseng-li from joining Li Yuan. Six. The cost of destroying magjor GenSyn
ingtdlationsin the hours before our attack, particularly the five Hel garrisons™

"And the costs?'
Therewasthe briefest flicker of hesitation, then the figures spilled from Cao Chang'slips.

"For recruitment and training, forty-saven point six billion. For weaponry, sixty-eight point eight billion.
To pay off the African armies, twenty-four point five billion. To pacify our Triad friends, fifty-six billion.
For theinfiltration of Li Y uan's security forces, sixteen point four billion. For the purchase of tal, three
point five billion. To fund terrorist factionsin the Asan Cities, fifty-two billion. To destroy mgor GenSyn
ingtalations, twenty-two point two billion. That comes to two hundred and ninety-one billion. Add to that
awastage factor of twenty percent and thefind figureisthree hundred and forty-nine point two billion
yuan."

Lehmann nodded. It was a huge sum, but no more than he had anticipated.
"Thank you, Cao Chang. Y ou have donewell. Relax now. Takeagirl, if you want."

Cao Chang gave a deep bow, then turned away, vanishing through the bead curtain on the far sde of the
room.

Lehmann took his feet from the table and sat forward, staring into space. Though three hundred and fifty
billion was a massive sum—the equivaent of three years profitsfrom al his ventures—raising the money
wasn't the problem. The problem would be keeping the details of his scheme secret from Li Y uan. Not
that he had any illusions about that. Both he and Li Y uan knew now that awar must come. Both had
begun their preparations. But when and how it would be fought, that was the nub of it.



Timing was everything.

He sighed, then sat back, looking about him at the plush decor of the foyer, fedling anatura averson to
its slk-cushioned opulence. He had had the House of the Ninth Ecstasy gutted and rebuilt, much asit
waswhen Mu Chua, its legendary Madam, had been running it. Not only that, but he had had Mu Chua
recongtructed, too, using visua recordsto recreate a GenSyn duplicate of the woman. Fifteen million she
had cost him, dl told—including the fees of the assassins he had sent to cover histracks—but it had been
money well spent; perhaps the best fifteen million he had ever spent.

Whatever he personaly felt about such places, there was no denying their usefulness. In the eighteen
months since he had rebuilt it, the House of the Ninth Ecstasy had regained itsformer prestigeasa
watering hole for Above merchants wishing to do business "down-leve," its reputation spreading far and
wide. All sorts were attracted here, lured by rumors of what could be had in the Madam's famous "Red
Room""— Security officers and Company Heads, Minor Family princes and sons of the rich and famous,
Representatives from the House and even, once, a Junior Minister. Through Mu Chuahe snared them dll.
Drew them dl into his cage.

Likebirds, he thought, then stood, stretching hislong, paelimbs, feding the power therein every
movement. He smiled: ablesk, corpsdlike smile.

It wastime to use those connections: to make the birdsflutter in their cages.

TOLONEN TRAVELED UPto Lubeck shortly after lunch. Madam Peng waswaiting for him &t the
door to her First Leve sdon, her eight assistants lined up behind her to greet their prestigious visitor.

Rotund and birdlike, as her name—Peng—suggested, the Madam hovered anxioudy asthe eight
polemen set the Marshd's sedan down.

She had entertained many prominent citizensin the thirty-four years she had been in business and prided
hersdlf on the quality—the exclusivity—of her clientele, but never had one so elevated or so powerful
entered through her doors.

"Marsha Tolonen," she said, bowing low, her eight ass stants knedl-
ing a her back, four to her left, four to her right, their foreheads scraping the thickly carpeted floor.

"Madam Peng," he said, stepping forward to take her gloved hand and gallantly kissit. "1 am grateful you
could see me at such short notice.”

"Not a dl, Marshd," the Madam answered, a smile splitting her heavily rouged lips. ™Y ou honor my
humble salon with your presence. Please, come through. | have canceled dl other engagementsto see
you."

"Y ou aremogt kind," Tolonen answered, inclining his head, then moved between the twin ranks of
assgants.

"Forgive meif | sound impertinent, Marsha," the Madam said, hurrying to catch up with him, "but might |
say how well you look."

Tolonen nodded, clearly distracted by histhoughts. Y et it was true. The old man looked closer to sixty
than elghty-one. He had kept himself supremdly fit, and though his stubble-length hair was the color of
snow, hiseyeswere clear and strong. Even in his casud slks he looked exactly what he was—a leader
of men—and seemed amatch for any man half hisage.



Double doors opened autometically before them and the two stepped through, into the Madam'’s
"boudoir.” Here shedid dl her business. Here, surrounded by her bright silk wall-hangings, acrossthe
low black antique table that dominated the center of the richly decorated space, she had made her
reputation as City Europe's |eading matchmaker.

Showing the Marshd to asturdy chair that had been imported specidly for the occasion, she plumped
hersalf down on asofafacing him, her ample figure settling into the big Slk cushionslike abrightly
colored bird into its nest.

"Well, Marsha," she began, her ancient and thickly powdered Han face grinning broadly—amost
obscendy—as a servant gpproached bearing atray of wine and sweetmeats, "how exactly can | help
you?"

It was not unusua for an old man to want ayoung wife, especialy asthey cameto redizethat their grip
on mortality was growing daily more tenuous, yet somehow she had never thought Tolonen the type. Still,
shewas prepared, and had spent an hour that morning selecting ahandful of specia girlsthat might well
it hisprofile.

Tolonen waved away the offer of adrink and leaned toward her, hisgray eyestroubled.

"It ismy daughter, Jelka. | ..." Helooked at the servant, reluctant to say more. At once Madam Peng
dismissed the man.

She sat up dightly, smiling reassuringly. "All that is said between us hereis absolutely confidentid,
Marshal. But forgive me ... when you spoke to me yesterday, | thought . . . well, | thought you meant to
take abride yoursdf."

"A bride! Me?" Tolonen laughed, but his eyes seemed horrified by the notion. "Gods, no, Madam Peng!
It ismy daughter, Jelka, I'm worried about. She. . ." Again he seemed ill at ease broaching the subject.
"W, to be blunt with you, she has a crush on an awful little fellow—a Clayborn by the name of Ward.
He—'

She put her hand out, her face dl sympathy now. ™Y ou need not say another word, Marsha Tolonen. |
quite understand. Why, even the thought of it is absurd, neh?"

Tolonen smiled weskly.

"No. Y ou were absolutely right to come to me." She leaned forward, her fingers brushing apad on the
desk in front of her. At once a screen came up out of the surface, facing her. She tapped in afew words,
then eased back, smiling at Tolonen once again. "It'strue what they say, neh, Marsha? Clay isClay. It
cannot be raised.”

He nodded, comforted, it seemed, by her understanding.

"Now, your daughter is'—she studied the details on the screen— "twenty-four, | see. So your principa
worry is, | guess, that she will do something silly after her Coming-of-Agein three weeks time."

Tolonen swalowed. "That is<0."

"Then we must act quickly, neh? We must somehow find away to break thisformer attraction. And what
better way than by cresting anew one?’

She leaned forward, tapping at the keys, the huge golden rings on her fingers glittering in the spotlights.
She paused, watching the data come up, then, satisfied, sat back, the screen lowering into the table's



surface once again.
Sowly the lights dimmed. At the center of the table was now afaint red glow, dull and misty.
"Y ou know your daughter well, Marsha Tolonen?'

"Well enough,” he answered from the darkness where he sat. "Her mother died giving birth to her. |
rased her from achild.”

"Ah..."
"If it helps, she was engaged once. To Hans Ebert.”
"Ahvyes, | recal that now. Shewas. . . reluctant, am| right?'

Tolonen sighed. "She hated him, if the truth be told. | tried to force her into the marriage. | ... Well, | do
not want to make the same mistake again, Madam Peng, let me make that clear. She must choose her
own mate. But not him. Not Ward!"

There was avehemence to the last few words that made Madam Peng reassess the situation. If he was
so worked up about it, then there was clearly avery red danger that his daugher would marry the
Clayborn. That made her own task more difficult; made it essentia that she knew everything there wasto
know about the matter, for to fail in this, her most prestigious case—well, it was unthinkable. As
unthinkable asthe Marshd's daughter marrying a Clayborn!

"ThisClayborn . . ." she began, trying her best to be tactful. "ThisWard. What isit, do you think, that
attracts your daughter to him?”

The old man'slaugh was sour. "The gods done know. Oh, he's clever enough, there's no doubting that,
and he hasthe T'ang's ear in matters scientific, but ... well, asto what attracts her physically . . o"

"1 see," she said, after amoment's awkward silence. "And yet thereis an attraction? Y ou're quite sure of
thet?"

"Oh, yes. Shewanted to marry him! She defied me openly, in front of old friendswho'd come to dinner!
Why, | had to send her away to prevent it."

Madam Peng sighed silently. The more she heard, the less she liked this commission, but it wastoo late
now—she had committed herself the moment she had invited the old man to come and vist her. If she
turned him away now it would get about—for rumor had avicioustonguein her circles—and her
reputation would be damaged. Then again, it wasfar from certain she could do anything meaningful in the
circumstances. If what sheld heard was true, the Marshal's daughter was a headstrong, independent
young madam.

"Okay," she said, her voice betraying nothing of her thoughts. "Let ustry to build up somekind of profile
of what shefinds atractivein aman. ThisWard ... | assume he'sthe usud type ... big head, bulgy, staring
eyes, stunted body?"

Tolonen grunted, his discomfort evident.

"S0. My guessisthat it's not actualy something physica your daughter isresponding to, but some. . .
inner quality. You say hesvery inteligent.”

"Perhaps the mogt intelligent young man on the planet, Ben Shepherd aside.”



She brightened, letting her voice grow more animated. "Then that'sit! What we need to do islook for a
young man who is not merely good looking, but bright with it!"

"Maybe," the old man said uncertainly. "And yet Ebert was bright."

"Yes, but look what afoul piece of work he turned out to be. Why, it wouldn't surprise meif something
in hismanner alerted your daughter!”

Tolonen laughed. "I'm beginning to understand just why you have such agood reputation, Madam Peng.
It was asyou say. But tell me, who do you have in mind?!

He heard the tap of her fingers on the keyboard. There was a brief delay and then the hazy red glow at
the center of the table began to intensify and grow.

"I have programmed the Selector to search the filesfor digible young men who fit the profile. It will come
up with those four that best fit the parameters we've been discussing. Then . .. well, welll take alook at
them, neh, Marshd Tolonen? And then you can tell me which of them you'd like to pay your daughter a
vigt over the coming weeks."

THE SIGN flickered FITFULLY, sending a sweet burning scent into the air. Emily, standing & therail of
the bal cony two floors up, looked down &t it, seeing how the giant e ectronic mantis seemed to spring
and trap its prey, itslong tongue moving with an inhuman quickness.

Two guards, plainly dressed but carrying Security-issue automatics, stood by the door, moving the
curious dong. Inside Pasek waited for her.

She went down. At the door they searched her, then waved her through. She didn't recogni ze either of
them, yet that was not unusua—the whole of the Hand could have assembled and she'd have known no
more than eighty, maybe ninety, of them at most. Or would have, shethought, before yesterday.

What she had noticed, however, were the pendants about their necks, the same as that which hung about
Pasek's—the crosswithin thecircle.

Inside, she pulled the curtain aside, then stopped. The White Mantis had been an opulent, bustling
place—agambling and drinking club the Hand had bought as a cover—but now it was slent. All the
fittings had been ripped out, the carpets removed, the silk hangings torn down. All was bare now—eerily
0.

Shewaked across and stood in front of the door to the main gaming hall, hearing the murmur of voices
from within. She pushed through, then stopped, astonished. She had expected Pasek to be there with a
few of his men; instead she found herself looking into aroom packed with a hundred or more people.
She looked about her, recognizing faces—some she'd not thought to see again—and understood at once.
Hed summoned them al—all of the Hand's surviving cell leaders. Never, in the history of the Black
Hand, had they met like this—all of them in one place a one time—and something told her it would not

happen again.

She walked through, making for thetiny dais on the far side of the low-ceilinged room, conscious that
every eyewas on her. Many smiled, clearly pleased—reassured, it seemed—to see her there, and
reached out to touch her arm as she passed, but one or two of them scowled, asif her very presence
was a betrayal.

Coming out by the dais she found hersdlf facing aline of Pasek's men—hisfour henchmen, Ashman,
Grant, Blaskic, and Eyre. For the past few years they had been Pasek's constant shadows. They were



big, well-built men, agood ten or fifteen years younger than Pasek, with strong Nordic features and
short, ash-blond hair.

Security types, shethought, meeting their eyes unflinchingly. Just the kind of empty, soulless type the
man attracts.

"Where's Pasek?' she asked, looking to Blaskic. "Hell be here," Blaskic answered, the dightest
suggestion of asmile playing on hislips. Y esterday he had been outranked by her—alowly minioninthe
Hand's hierarchy—but today . . .

Sheturned, looking about her, making aswift calculation. There were roughly ahundred and fifty people
in the room. Of those she knew fifty, perhaps sixty at most. The mgjority of the rest were sureto be
Pasek's. All in all, then, it was finely balanced. Pasek had enough support to guarantee the success of his
initial coup, yet not enough to makeit absolutely safe.

She smiled inwardly, understanding suddenly just why she was there. It wasn't just that Pasek
"respected” her, he needed her, to hold things together while he consolidated hisrule. But only for atime.
Things would change—she understood that instinctively—and Pasek would dowly increase his
granglehold, until . . . Until he no longer needs me.

Emily turned back, knowing now what she had to do; knowing ex-actly how to play her hand.

Shedidn't have long to wait. A gong sounded from the next room and then a door opened at the back of
the dais. Pasek stepped out.

He stood there amoment, looking about him asif noting who was there, then nodded.

"Friends," he said, lifting ahand, palm out, to greet them. "Y ou know what has happened, and some of
you are. . . uncomfortable withiit. In the circumstances | felt we should meet. To clear theair.”

Hisvoice waswarm, yet his eyes, when they met Emily's, were cold, uncompromising.
"Rachd . .." hesad, acknowledging her. "Would you like to sart?'

She stared back at him belligerently. " Start?”

"l mean, isthere anything you want to say?"

She smiled. Therewas plenty sheld like to say—I1ike what a callous shit hed been to have Chou Te-hsing
murdered—Dbut that wasn't what he meant.

"I'mhere" shesaid, asif that said it al.
llArml

She amost laughed. And what? That she was hisloya supporter? That she condoned what hed done
and was happy with the way things had turned out? No. The truth was, the more she thought about it, the
less happy shewas. She had joined the Hand because it had seemed to her to be the best way of
changing things—of achieving somelimited form of justice and directly affecting the lives of the common
people— but in practice it hadn't worked that way, and now, under Pasek, there was even less chance
of thet.

She thought back to their meeting the day before. Pasek had been wrong when he'd spoken of them
wanting smilar things. Wrong, or smply lying. For while she saw the Hand asavehicle for socid



justice—as a corrective rod to beat corrupt officials and counterba ance the grosser abuses of
power—what he wanted wasto transformi it into a society of rdigious zedots like himsdlf.

Which wasfine, only she wasn't going to go dong with that. Not without astruggle.
Brushing aside Grant and Blaskic, she stepped up onto the dais, facing Pasek.

"Il joinyou," shesad, eyeing him defiantly. "But therés one condition.”

He stared back at her, confident, it seemed, now that he had her voca support. "Nameiit."
"That you let me take out Lehmann.”

There was an audible gasp from the body of the room; alook of shock on every face. All, that is, except
Pasek's. He just smiled—a pale, ghostly smile—and nodded.

AFTERWARD HE SPOKE TO HER ALONE.

"How did you find out?

"Find out?' She laughed. "What are you talking about?'

"Thetape. 1 only got it an hour back. How did you hear about it?"

She stared at him. Clearly there was something she didn't know. "Lehmann . . . We're talking about
Lehmann, right?"

He nodded, then. "L ook, you'd best come through. Y ou'd best see this before we talk any further.”

He had cleared one of the bedrooms at the back of the Mantis and made it into a makeshift office. There
was adesk, two simpleice-cast chairs, and—on the wall behind the desk—alarger version of the
pendant he aways wore, the crosswithin the circle.

"Sit down,” he said, pointing to the nearest chair, then went around the desk and took a hand-held from
the top drawer.

"Here," he said, handing the viewer to her. "But | warn you. It isn't pleasant.”

Pleasant? What was pleasant about Lehmann? She stared at Pasek amoment, then looked down at the
tiny screen of the hand-held, activating it.

Ten minutes|ater she understood.

"Who was she?'

"One of our southeastern operatives. Jane Vierheller, her name was."
"And theman?"

Pasek laughed coldly. "That's your man. That's Lehmann.”

"Lehmann?' Emily brought the screen closer to her face, rewinding until hisface came clearly into view.
So that waswhat he looked like. Shefelt ashiver of pure aversion passthrough her.

"You gill want to take him out?'



Shelooked up, glaring a him. "And you don't?"
"Sure. But not just yet. Not until were strong enough.”
"Strong? Look, | don't want to depose him, | just want to kill him."

"l understand. But that won't be easy. To get to him at al we'd need quite aforce. They say he's better
defended than Li Y uan."

"You forget. | dmost got to Soucek.”

"Sure, but Soucek's adifferent matter. HE's meant to be seen. Lehmann . . . well, no one sees Lehmann,
not unless he wantsthem to."

She conddered that. Then, with ajolt, she realized something.

"Thetape! How did he get it to you? How did he know where to find us?'
Pasek leaned toward her. "He didn't. We found the tape. He meant usto find it."
"| don't understand. How?"'

Thewoman. .. Vierhdler . .. waspart of acell of five. Later in that sequence—toward the end of
it—she gives Lehmann aname and alocation. The name she givesisthat of her cdll leader, Wilhem
Dieter, thelocation is his apartment. Two hours back, when Dieter didn't show for the mesting here, |
sent Ashman to bring him. Ashman brought him, al right, but Dieter was dead. Lehmann had killed him."

"And the tape wasin his apartment, right?"

Pasek shook his head. ™Y ou have to understand what you're taking on. Y ou heed to know what
Lehmann'slike, otherwise. . ." He spread his hands, palms upward.

"So what do | need to know? He torched awhole deck. Only amonster would do that."
"That'strue. But it's useful to know the nature of the mongter, neh? To know just what he's capable of .
"Torture. Mass death. Y ou till in any doubt we should kill the man?”’

"No doubt &t al. But listen. The tape wasn't with Dieter, it was inside him. Lehmann had had him cut
open and hisinnards scooped out like a grapefruit. Then they sewed him up and laid him on his bed,
facedown. There was a message burned into the skin of hisback."

Emily swallowed. She had known Dieter; not well, but enough to know he had been agood man. She
hoped it had been quick; that he hadn't suffered the way the woman, Vierhdler, had suffered. She
shuddered, then forced hersdlf to ask. "What did it say?"

Pasek sat back, lacing hisfingerstogether. ™Y ou can look for yoursdlf, if you want. Hisbody'sin the next
room."

"Jug tdl me"
"Hesvery direct, our friend, Lehmann. He knowswhat he wants."
"Cut the shit. What did it say?'

Pasek's smile disturbed her. " Just four words. Don't fuck with me. Effective, wouldn't you say?'



She looked down, staring at the frozen image on the screen—at that pale, abinoid face with its awful dit
of amouth and its cold, unemo-tive eyes. Mongters.. . . Thetimes bred monsters. But this one surpassed
themadl.

She met Pasek's eyes again. " So what are we going to do? Just how are we going to get strong enough
to take the bastard out?"

Pasek's smile broadened. He leaned toward her conspiratorialy. "We're going to do what we should
have done years back. We're going to make sure that the Hand's the coming force.. . . the only forcein
the land. Y ou understand?'

"War," she sad quietly. War againgt the myriad other terrorist organizations, that was what he wastalking
about. A war to make the Black Hand not merely dominant but supreme.

"That'sright,” he said, nodding dowly, hiseyes gleaming at the thought of it. "And then you can have that
bastard. | promise you, Rachel. On my mother'smemory. . . ."

THE door was LOCKED, the room in darkness. For hours now Pei K'ung had sat there, hunched
forward, her hands gripping her knees, watching the hologramsflicker in the air above the table—so redl
and yet so distant. She had seen her husband as a child, playing in the orchards of Tongjiang with his
elder brother, Han, his round face laughing as he ran between the trees; had watched him on the day of
his coronation as he stepped down from the Temple of Heaven, resplendent in his silks of imperia
ydlow, like ayoung god sent among them; had witnessed his grief at the news of hiswives deaths, then
watched him clutch hisbaby son Kuel Jento him, hisfacefilled with disbelief and joy after the floating
palace of Y angjing had been destroyed; had spied on him in hisbridal bed and looked on as he stood at
the window of his study, hisface wistful as he watched the young maids play ball in the gardens.

So much she'd seen. So much sheld forced hersalf to witness.

Pei K'ung sighed, then clapped her hands. At once the room'slights came up, the hologram vanishing like
awraith. She stood, the blood pulsing at her temples, and reached out to steady herself.

Too much, shethought. 1 have seen too much.

She closed her eyes, trying to shut it out, to push it far away, but she could not help hersdlf: she kept
seeing it, time and again, Fai Y en lying on the bed benesth him, her asrms opening to him, her tiny breasts
like offerings, and hisface. . .

She drew asharp breath. Supid, she thought, angry with herself; not merely that she had succumbed to
the temptation, but that she'd acted so ... predictably.

"It'sover," shetold hersaf with more confidence than shefdlt. "It was over long ago. Those were just
images. Fading memories.”

Y es, and yet the sharp clarity of those images seemed to belie that fact. Looking at them she had felt her
somach tighten with jelousy— asif it had been only yesterday.

Shewent to the mirror and pointed afinger at herself accusingly.
"Stupid, Pel K'ung . . . How could you be so stupid!™

She should not have Jet the woman's taunts get to her. But now it wastoo late. Now she was infected by
Fel Yen'simage. She could not turn her head nor close her eyes without seeing the woman therein her
husband's bed, there, moving dowly, sensuoudy, beneath him, then, as he climaxed, smiling triumphantly



back at the recording lens, asif to mock her acrossthe years!

"Damn you!" she said, not sure whether she meant Fei Y en or hersdlf. Shefdt like punishing the
woman—humiliating her in front of her servants—yet even acast-off wife had her rights, her status, and
besides, shewould need Li Y uan's permission before she did such athing, and how could she possibly
do that?

She turned, then went quickly to the door, unlocking it and throwing it open.
"Migtress?' the waiting Steward asked, bowing low.
"Send my maids," shesad. "l shal bathe before dinner.”

Shewent back insde, composing hersdlf. Li Y uan had aready gone—hewould be at Tsu Maswithin
the hour—but <till her duties claimed her. With her husband gone she would sit at the head of histable,
entertaining whichever guests remained. But there was an hour and forty minutes before then.

She heard footsteps in the corridor outside. A moment later both of her maids stood before her. They
curtseyed breathlessly, "Mistress™

"Run abath,” she said imperioudy. "And lay out my clothes. Then leave me."

There was the briefest exchange of glances between them—for they were used to seeing to her every
need—then, without aword, they set to work.

Pel K'ung went to the table, looking down at the golden cases of the holograms and shaking her head.
When she had married him she had thought it would be smple, never guessng—never even suspecting—
what he would awakein her.

She was not meant to be his mate, merely his hel per. Her sexuality had been neutered by the marriage
contract; she hersdf rendered into afalse male—a fema e eunuch. She shuddered.

| should have stayed where | was. | was contented there. 1 knew my place. Here. . .

She sighed, then went across to the bathroom, watching one of them pour scent into the water and strew
the surface with rose petals. Here | know nothing anymore. Only that I've changed. Finished, they
bowed and backed away. She heard the door click shut, then spun around and went to her desk,
activating theintercom. "Tsung Y €?"

She waited, then avoice came over the spesker. "Mistress?”
"Cometo my rooms. Now." "Migiress.

Pei K'ung took her hand from the pad and straightened up. She was no longer young and she had never
been beautiful, but she was Empress.

As she made her way back to the bathroom, her fingers reached up, unfastening the top button of her chi
poo. She stretched her neck, relieved to be free of the tight-fitting collar, then felt for the button at her
collarbone, pushing it through the eye.

There had been abrief timein her adolescence when she had hoped to be a bride, to be awoman in the
fullest sense of the word. But the years had passed and no suitor had been found, and she had resigned
hersdlf to the fact that she would never have that other, secret life that most women had.

Shelet the chi poo dip from her, then stepped from her silk briefs, turning to face the mirror, naked now.



Forget that face, shetold hersdf, knowing how horsdike and masculineit was, 1ook at the body.

She stood awhile, sudying hersdlf, reaching up to cup her breasts, then tracing the broad swell of her
hips. Not bad, she thought, consider-

ing. She turned, looking at hersalf side-on, when there was aknock at the door.
"Midress?ItisTsung Ye"

Pei K'ung looked across to where her silk bathrobe hung from a silver peg, then, smiling nervoudly,
encouragingly, to herself, she stepped to the edge of the huge sunken bath and dipped in beneeth the
rose-scented water.

Sheflexed her muscles, trying to cdm hersdlf, to till the trembling in her limbs, then turned her heed,
facing the door.

"Comein, Taung Yé&"

She heard the door open; heard it click shut.

"Migress?'

"Inhere

She heard him come partway, then hesitate; knew he had seen the discarded chi poo.
"Midress?'

"Come here, Tsung Ye. | need your advice."

Shewaited, saring straight into the mirror, watching the reflection of the doorway. Sowly, with great
reluctance, Tsung Y e edged into the room, his discomfort more than evident.

"Midress?'

Sheturned to face him, lifting hersdf dightly in the water so that her breasts cameinto view. Hewas
garing at her now, wide-eyed, his mouth fallen open. The sight gave her more confidence. After dl, he
was amere servant, she an Empress!

"Well, Tsung Ye... what are you waiting for? Come in and scrub my back."
"Migtress?' There was an edge of panic now in hisvoice, dmost of pleading.
"Y ou heard me, Tsung Y e. Get those clothes off and join me here. Quickly, now!"

He swallowed, unable to believe what he was hearing, then sammered areply. "l ...1 ...ama
se-secretary, Mistress. | ..."

Slowly she stood, letting him see that she was naked, aware that he could not keep his eyesfrom her.
That knowledge gave her power; gave her voice a newfound resonance.

"In here, Tsung Y'e, a once, or my husband will hear you have insulted me!™

L1 YUAN stopped at the top of the steps, looking down into the Great Hall, five thousand heads turning
to look up at him. Long banners of bright yellow slk and huge red lanterns, al printed with the characters



chang shou—long life—hung over the heads of the great and mighty who had gathered. He smiled, then
turned to meet Tsu Mas eyes.

"It isyour last evening asasingle man, Cousin Ma. It ssemsdmost ashameto spend it thus.”

Tsu Malaughed, leaning heavily on his pearl-handled cane. "That is our fate, neh, Y uan? Common folk
can get drunk and play thefoal, but we ... we must perform like actors before an eager crowd. Come, let
us go down. Therewill betime later to share aquiet moment.”

They went down, the great mass of courtiers and ministers, soldiers and aristocrats, company heads and
politicians, bowing as one before the two T'ang, then moving back, like the sea parting before the bow of
agreat ship.

Relieved of any officia obligations, Li Y uan looked on, at easein his cousin's court, yet also somewhat
wistful, remembering the night before his own brother's wedding when, in the Great Hall a Tongjiang,
they had held asimilar reception.

Then, as now, there had been peace. Then, as now, beneath the calm surface of courtly ritud, things had
beeninflux.

And tomorrow it begins again, he thought, wondering for amoment how Karr was spending this
evening—hislast before he took on hisofficid duties. Was he at home with hiswife and child? Or was he
out celebrating with hisfriends and colleagues?

With his family, he decided, smiling. A good man, Karr. Reliable. And honest. Honest as the day is
long.

He had not told Tsu Majust yet, but there would be time later. Once Wei Tseng-li was here. When the
three of them were done.

Smiling, he accepted adrink from one of the stewards and took alarge sip, stedling himsdlf, then turned
to greet one of Tsu Ma's senior ministers.

The hours passed. Just after ten Wel Tseng-li arrived, the young T'ang greeting hisfellowswith alaugh
and amile, asif the moment had no sgnificance; yet each of them knew what lay behind thismeeting. The
last time dl three had met had been thirty months before, at Tongjiang. That day Wang Sau-leyan, their
fellow T'ang and cousin, had sent his lite troops againgt them in an attempt to wipe them out. Two Sons
of Heaven had died that day, including Tseng-li's elder brother, Wei Chan Yin. But they had survived,
and Wang, in time, had been brought to account for histreachery.

"Coudn,” TsuMasad, embracing We Tseng-li, then holding him a arm's length. "Why, you've put on
weight! Isthiswhat having three wives has donefor you?"

We Tsenglli laughed heartily, hisdark eyestwinkling. "And you, cousin ... isit anticipation of marriage
has bloated you so?"

Tsu Maroared with laughter—Ilaughter that was taken up by dl surrounding him until the Greet Hall rang
with it. He nodded, pleased by the rgjoinder, then looked to Li Yuan. "So herewe are," he said quietly.
"Likethe Three Old Worthied"

Li Yuan smiled. "Old, Tsu Ma?' Then, looking past Tsu Ma, he touched hisarm lightly. "But hush . ..
here comesyour bride."

Shu-sun stood beside her father at the top of the steps, resplendent in afull-length dress of jasmine edged



with lavender, her pretty face framed in ddicate yellow flowers.

Looking up a her, Li Yuan felt his heart grow heavy, once more reminded of the day before his brother's
wedding.

If I had but known what was to come ...
Helooked down sharply, tearswelling in hiseyes.

What would you have done? he asked himsdf. How could you have prevented Han Ch'in's death?
And if you had, how would you have stopped the next attempt, or the one that followed that?
Could you have kept your brother safe until his last breath, until you stood over him, an old man
in his bed, a dozen great-grandchildren weeping silently in the death room?

No, camethe answer. No, for it was willed otherwise.

But even if you had—even if the gods gave back that day to you—how could you then have lived,
knowing that she was his? How could you have looked on her, day after day, and not have had
your heart break within you, knowing she was not yours?

He shivered, then looked to Tsu Ma. His cousin was gazing &t his bride as she descended, alook amost
of avein hiseyes.

"Sheislikethe dawn, neh, Yuan? Like Spring'sfirst shoot."

"Sheisvery beautiful," he answered, determined to set aside dl troublesome memories. "May you have
many sons.”

Tsu Machuckled but did not look at him, his eyes snared by his betrothed.

"And I'll cal thefirst oneYuan...."

FEI YEN climbed from the bed and crossed the room, her ringers reaching for the door. She could hear
the man's soft snoring in the darkness, could gtill fed hisweight on her, smell the sickly perfumed scent of
him, and shuddered, despisng hersdif.

Kisses and flattery, that's dl it ever was: crude disguises for some darker, baser need. Why could she
never see that? Why was she dways tethered to her senses, like ahawk on aleash, circling the lure?
Wherein the gods nameswas her pride, her dignity?

She took agown from the peg beside the door and pulled it on, then dipped out into the corridor.

A night-light flickered in awall bracket to her left, some twenty ch'i aong, above the stairwell. Across
from it aservant dept atop alacquered chest, his knees up under his chin, his mouth open. Wrapping her
gown tight about her, she went to the right, hurrying down the broad, carpeted halway, heading for her
deed father's rooms, her bare feet making no sound.

Insde, in the silent darkness, she rested, her back against the door, her eyes closed, letting her heartbest
dow, thefaint, musty scent of the room filling her lungs.

The evening had been awful. She had drunk too much, laughed too much, and then . . . Gods, the things
she had let him do! The awful, degenerate things!

She gritted her teeth. The Wit . . . She must consult her father's diviner—his Wu—and have him cast an



oracle. But first she must wash the man'sfoul scent from her.
Finding her way in the dark, she crossed the room and pushed the bathroom door open.

"Light," she said, speaking to the House Computer. At once the room was bathed in artificid sunlight
from the panelsin the calling.

"Gentler..."
Thelight softened.

Since her father's death four years before no one had used these rooms, yet the servants maintained them
asif hewere due back any moment. Solid-gold fittings sparkled under the crysta lights, marble surfaces
gleamed. In one corner agreen jade fountain, carved in the shape of arearing dragon, jutted over a
circular pool, itstiled floor decorated like ahuge tai chi.

She went to it and, activating the controlsin the panel between itswings, stood and watched asa
steaming jet of water spewed from the dragon’'s mouth, describing aglistening arcinthe air.

"Cooler . . ."
Throwing off her gown, she went down the steps, into the swirling current of the dowly filling pool.

Thefierceness of the soray againgt her skin was exhilarating. Sheturned dowly in the glittering fal, her
arms out, feeling the water drum againgt her face and breasts and back, cascading down her flanks and
between her legs, cleansing her, washing al memory of the man from her skin. And as the disgust passed
from her, that feding of anger and indignation she had had in Pei K'ung's office returned. She was lill
young, her body trim and firm, her beauty undiminished. How dare the woman treat her like aservant?
How dare she?

"Enough!”
At oncethe jet of water died. At once warm air-currents played over her body, drying and caressing it.

She knew, of course, just why she had got drunk. It was the news— those hideous images from Tsu
Ma's palace in Astrakhan. She had seen the way he looked at his bride—how his eyes drank in the
youthful beauty of her.

Just as he had once looked et her. . . .

"Wakethe Wu," she said, climbing the steps, then stopping to pick up her gown. "Send him to my study.
I'll ssehimthere”

THE WU LOOKED UP from the falen yarrow stalks and met her eyes.

"Heaven above water ... itisSung . . . conflict." Fel 'Y en nodded, but she was disappointed. She had
hoped for something clearer. Conflict—of course there would be conflict.

Old Fung turned to his book and picked it up, beginning to read.
"Conflict. You are sincere. And are being obstructed. ..."

"Yes" shesad, impatient now. "Go now, Fung. | need to think." The old man bowed and backed away,
knowing his Mistresss moods, not even bothering to gather up histhings.



Lightning, she thought, gathering up the stalks and | etting them fall onto the table once again; from the
sky into the sea. Yes, | shall be like the lightning falling on them.

And her son? What would happen to Han if she did as she proposed?

Better, perhaps, to ask what would happen if | did nothing; if he had to live out hislifein the
shadow of my bitterness.

Maybe ... yet it stayed her hand. It had always stayed her hand. But no longer. If she could not get
satisfaction from Li Y uan, shewould go to Tsu Maand tdl him direct.

Han was his son. His. She would prove it before the world.

She shivered—indignation singing in her blood—then swept her arm acrossthetable, clearing it.
Conflict ... shewould give them conflict. Whether they wanted it or no.

CHAPTER SIX

The White Pang

P E I K'U N G looked up from the comer desk in which she sat, trying to keep the impatience from

her voice. "Y es, Magter Chu, what isit now?" The old man bowed—more adight leaning forward than a
proper bow, he was so bent aready—then placed four gold-bound casesin front of her.

"Ah..." Her eyeslit up. "l thought—"
"Y our husband's permisson, it seems, covers everything.”

She smiled, then drew the cases toward her, her fingers tracing the embossed shape of the Ywe Lung,
the Whed of Dragons.

"Thank you, Chu Shi-ch'e. | am sorry if | was. . . tetchy with you earlier. If you would leave me now."
"Midress"

The old man inclined his body dightly and backed away, but Pei K'ung's attention was aready on the
tapes. If these showed what she thought they showed . . .

She gathered them up and went across. At the center of the room was a circular black lacquered
platform, somesix ch'i inwidth, its surface carved with the symbol of the Ywe Lung, thewholething
resting on seven golden dragon heads. Setting the cases down beside it, she went to the window and
pulled at the thick silk cord that hung there. At once massive blinds—each dat afull ch'i thick—began
dowly to descend, shutting out the daylight.

She returned to the platform, then kndlt, taking the first of the discsfrom its case.
"I'mright," she whispered to hersdlf, her handstrembling with anticipation. "I know | am. .. ."

Leaning across the platform, she placed the disc onto the spindle at the hub, then moved back. Slowly
theroom'slightsfaded. A faint glow filled the air above the platform.



"l an Pel K'ung," shesaid, "wife of Li Y uan and Empress of Ch'eng Ou Chou."

"Welcome, Migtress," the machine answered, accepting her voice recognition code, its own voi ce soft,
melodious. "What would you like to see?"

"The stables," she said, her heart beating faster. "The royal party, setting out to ride.”
"Midress.. . "

Theair shimmered and took shape. As ever, shefound hersaf surprised by the sharpness, the crystdline
clarity, of theimage. It was so redl, she could amost smell the horses.

She watched, fascinated, her suspicions confirmed. She saw the horses being led from their stalls, their
breath pluming in the cold December air; saw Tsu Mawave the groom aside and help Fel Yen up into
the saddle, his hands lingering overlong on her waist. And then that smile—aamilethat sadit dl. Lovers.
.. yes, they had been lovers.

Closing her eyes, shelet out along sigh. She ought to have felt satisfaction that her guess had been
proved right, but al she could think of wasLi Y uan: of how hurt he must have felt, how damaged.

“Enought”
Theair show died.

"Y ou wish to see something more, Mistress?”
"No. No, I ..." She made agesture of dismissal.
Sowly thelights came up.

So now she knew. Bending down, she picked up the empty casing, studying the date. Like the other
three, it came from afour-week period in December 2206—the month Fel 'Y en had conceived her son.

Pei K'ung shuddered, wanting to hate the woman for what she had done to her husband—for the
suffering she had caused him, and for being so weak, so impulsive, a creature—but it was no longer
possible. Not after last night.

She sank onto her knees, letting her head fal forward, remembering. So sweet it had been, so delicioudy
sweet. And hisbody. Aiya, hisbody . . . Once more she shivered, desireweling up in her, making her
place ahand against her breast, gently, tenderly ... as he had done.

She hadn't known. She smply hadn't known. But now she understood. What had been dark was now
light; what had been hidden was now reveded to her. She smiled. Yes.... o many things had come clear
inthenight.

It wasthen, lying therein the dark beside him, listening to his soft breathing, his flesh pressed close and
warm againg her own, that she had begun to think it through. If it were not Li Y uan's child, then whose
was it? Who had had the opportunity? A servant? One of the house musicians, perhaps? A groom? Or
had it been someone greater than that? Someone whose very power and nobility had been enough to rob
Fei Yen of her senses?

Rising a dawn, she had gone straight to the library and, getting Old Chu from his bed, had consulted the
family recordsfor that month. Searching through the Imperid Itinerary for the palace, she had found that
on four separate occasions Tsu Mahad visited Tongjiang, each timewhen Li Y uan was away.



She should havel€ft it there. Should have contented hersdf with that. But she had had to know for
cartan.

Therewas aknock. She turned toward it, frightened, then quickly gathering up the cases, stood.
"Whoisit?'
There was a moment's hesitation, then ayoung male voice answvered her. "It isl, Mistress, Taung Ye. . ."

Shefdt her heart flutter, her somach tighten. Calming hersdlf, she set the cases down, then faced the
door again.

"Comein!"

The door eased dowly open. The young secretary took a pace into the room then stopped, his head
bowed, unableto look at her.

"What isit?' she asked, asif nothing had happened between them.

"You are wanted, Mistress," he said awkwardly. "Y our cruiser is prepared. Y ou must leave within the
hour."

"Ah..." Pa K'ung turned her head, looking at the old clock that hung on the far side of the study above
the racks of gold-bound cases, then nodded. She hadn't redlized it was so late. "Thank you, Tsung Ye. |
shall come and prepare mysdf at once.”

He gave alittle bow, beginning to step away, but she called him back.

"Tsung Ye... closethedoor.”

"Migtress?' Hiseyesflew up, darmed.

"Y ou heard me. Then come here. Weneed to talk.”

He swallowed, then turned and closed the door. A moment later he stood before her.

"Ligten," she said softly, laying ahand on hisarm. "What happened last night—you will keep quiet about
it, neh, Tsung Y€&?'

He nodded, trembling dightly.

Sheleaned closer. "It isnot that | am ashamed, you understand. Nor that my husband would be angry.
Far fromit. He hasingtructed meto find my own . . . amusement. But the staff must not know. Y ou
understand, Tsung Y €? My husband must be Master in his own house. No man must have cause to
mock him. We must be ... discreet.”

"Discreet?' He looked at her directly, hisaarm quite open now.

She squeezed hisarm and smiled. "Hush now, Tsung Y e. No harm will cometo you. Besides, it was
good, neh? Y ou were'—she leaned close and gently kissed his neck—"very sweet."

He stared at her, direct, eyeto eye for amoment, then looked down. "I will do whatever you ask,
Midress."

"Good." She let her hand rest on his shoulder, then trace the shape of hisarm, finally lacing her fingersin



hisown. "And, Tsung Ye... you are not obliged to love me. Only to make me happy. And if you make
me happy . . . well, atadented young man can go far, nen? Very far indeed.”

THERE WAS A BANNER over the gate, the Mandarin characters burning white on the jet-black
background. Karr halted, ignoring his escorts, looking up at it, trandating it in his head.

If only thereis persistence, even aniron pillar will be ground into a needle.

Karr sudied it amoment longer, then shrugged. Wasit meant as a statement of intent? A ralying cry? Or
had it been left there from another occasion?

The last was unlikely. Everything he had seen had been put there for him to see. He was awitness, after
al. What he saw would be taken back and spoken of. And not to casua ears, but to the ears of aT'ang.

He nodded to himself. To be honest he had been surprised by the opulence, the industry, of these stacks.
Much had changed in the past two years. Lehmann had come along way since he had last been down
here.

Asthe doors siwung back, Karr had aglimpse of ahuge crowd of people—uniformed, drawn upin
meassed ranks—and felt amoment's misgiving. What if it were Lehmann's purpose to humiliate him? And,
through him, to send amessageto Li Yuan?

Thenwhy any of this? Why such display if the only reason for the meeting wereto kill the T'ang's
representative?

Because, came the answer, he might want to send a message to his own people too.

He straightened up, dispelling hisfears, then stepped through, beneeth the gate that led into the very heart
of the White T'ang's territory, looking about him with acold disdain, knowing how impressive asight
he—asngleman—meadein ther eyes.

He strode dowly between the massed ranks, conscious of them watching him. Once he had been a
"Blood" in these levels. Once he had fought the Master Hwa, to the death, becoming champion. Againgt
the odds, he thought, remembering how the Marshal had come and asked him if hewould servethe

T'ang.
Facing him, at the far end of the Main, stood three men. Tall, leprousfigures, the central one dressed
from head to toe in white, the color of desth.

He amiled inwardly, recognizing them from the last time he was here. The onein whitewas Li Min, the
"Brave Carp," otherwise known as Stefan Lehmann. Either sde of him were his henchmen— Niu Tou
and MaMien, as Karr secretly called them, Ox-head and Horse-face, the Lieutenants of Hell—real
names Soucek and Visak.

Twenty ch'i from them he stopped, lifting ahandingredting. "Ch'untzu . . ."

Lehmann studied him awhile, then stepped forward. "It'sbeen a long time, Colonel Karr. | hear you've
been promoted. Ssu-li Hsioo-wel . . . that'sarare honor for aHung Moo."

Karr blinked, astonished. Only a handful of people knew of his gppointment. Why, he hadn't even told
his adjutant!

"And Marie...isshewdl?' Lehmann came closer, until he stood an arm'slength from him, looking up
into hisface, an arrogance to his stance emphasizing that the difference in their size meant nothing to him.



His stomach muscles had tightened a the mention of hiswife. "Marieiswell.”
"That's good. And young May ... it will be good for her to have asister.”

Karr sared a the abino, then answered him quietly. "I'm afraid you are mistaken, Li Min. Thereisonly
May."

"Ah..." Lehmann nodded, asif accepting the correction, yet there had been something about his
assurance when heéld said it that was disturbing.

"Anyway, enough small talk," Lehmann said, raising hisvoice, so dl could hear. Y ou did not come here
to discuss your family's health, neh, Colonel Karr? Y ou come as an envoy, to try and make a peace
between Above and Below, to bridge the great gap that exists between the heights and depths of our
great City."

Heleaned close, lowering hisvoice to awhisper. "Forgive the bullshit. We, a least, know why you are
here

Then, raising hisvoice again: "But come, et us go through. Thereis much to be discussed.”

THE APPROACH to Lehmann's offices were like arat-run. Walking through the narrow corridors, Karr
noticed the false wals and diding panels and knew it could al be changed in an ingant, like an
ever-shifting maze. Cameras were everywhere, and laser weaponry. The best, he redlized: NorTek stuff,
as good as anything Bremen had.

At the very center of it al wasasingle, Spartanly furnished room. Karr followed Lehmann in, impressed
despite himself, then stopped, staring at the painting on the wall behind Lehmann's desk.

"Youlikeit?' Lehmann asked, noting the direction of his gaze.
Karr nodded. "I've never seen thelike. Who isthe artist? Heydemeier?'

Lehmann turned in his seet, studying the painting, taking in the e ongated figure of the man, the naked
body turned and crouching, the face staring back out of the canvas.

"No," he answered, looking back at Karr. "The painter islong dead. Egon Schiele was hisname. An
extraordinary man."

Karr moved closer, noting the word that was boxed in at the bottom right corner of the canvas.
"Kampfer. Isthat the mode's name?’

Lehmann shook his head. " Kampfer's an old German word, from before the City. It means fighter." "
"Ah..." Karr nodded again. "I should have known. He looks afighter."

Lehmann gestured to the empty chair. ™Y ou want to St down?”

Karr giffened dightly. "No. I'd prefer to stand. What | have to say won't take long."

"Asyouwish." Lehmann sat back alittle. "So . . . What does your Master want?'

"Peace. An understanding. And some token of your . . . loyaty."

"My loyalty?" Lehmann consdered that, then nodded. "And in return?’



"Li Yuanwill promiseto keep hisarmiesin Africaand not bring them home."

"l see." Lehmann spread his hands on the table, the pae fingerslike stilettos. " And when does the great
T'ang want my answer?'

"A week from now."

Lehmann nodded, then, changing the subject, leaned toward Karr. Y ou killed him, didn't you?"
"Who?'

"DeVore. And Berdichev too. I've seen the tape.”

Karr stared a Lehmann, astonished once again. No one had accessto that tape. No one but Li Y uan.
So either hewaslying, or ...

"You'regood," Lehmann said, his pink eyesfilled with respect. "They say Tolonen'safool, but he knew
what you were, neh? A killer. A natural-born killer. In that we're dike, neh, Gregor Karr? Very dike™ *

* *

VISAK ESCORTED Karr back to the gate. There they blindfolded him again and pushed him toward
the waiting sedan. Y et even as he climbed between the curtains, he felt something being pushed into his
left hand—felt someone close hisfingers over it. Hehdd it tightly, recognizing from its shape and texture
what it was. A message. Someone had passed amessage on to him.

He sat there, silent, as the sedan swayed toward its destination, conscious of the two guards watching
him from the seetsfacing him.

He could smell them, hear their breathing. After awhile he let himsdlf relax, relieved now it was over and
lulled by the movement of the carriage. Even so, he was worried. Lehmann had known far too much.

Moreover, he had been too relaxed, too blase, about the whole thing.

Why, even Li Y uan'srequest for some token of loyaty had barely brought aflicker of reaction.
Thingswerewrong. Thingswere badly wrong.

They left him at the pickup point just below the City'sroof. Pulling

off the blindfold, he opened his hand and, unfolding the paper, read the brief note.

It was from Visak. He wanted a meeting, tomorrow, at noon. Karr nodded. It was asjust they'd
thought—as their sourcesingde Leh-mann's organization had told them—things were not asrosy asthey
seemed. If Visak wanted amesting . . .

He folded the note and pocketed it. Then, knowing that time was of the essence, he reached up and
pulled down the trapdoor, reaching for the ladder, hauling himself up into the access tunnd.

On theroof his cruiser waited.

TWO hourslater hewas at Baku Spaceport, transferring to one of Tsu Mas own cruisersfor the
twenty-minute flight north dong the shore of the Caspian.

Karr sat to theright of the craft, directly behind the pilot, staring out of the cockpit window toward Asia,
asense of deep foreboding growing in him. The more he thought about it, the more convinced he was



that Lehmann had spieswithin Li Y uan's household. And maybe more than spies. Maybe trained
ns, waiting to be triggered.

The next few dayswould be critical; he understood that now. Reading the secret briefing Rheinhardt had
had prepared, he had redlized just how near the brink they were. One thing—one single, crucia
incident—could throw them into war, and having seen what had happened on Marsand in North
America, that wasthe last thing any of them wanted.

Yes, and yet war is coming. . . .

Begt, then, perhaps, to do as Li Y uan proposed and bring the armies home from Africa, whatever
answer Lehmann gave them. Best bregk their word of honor than let the world dip into darkness.

Hecdosed hiseyes, feding giddy. Marie. . . My darling May . . . It pained him to think what might
happen to them. Y es, but they were better off in Tongjiang than Europe, that was certain.

He sighed heavily, opening his eyes again. Down below, the perimeter of Tsu Mas estate cameinto
view. Therewas a brief exchange of codes—the high-pitched chatter of computer language—and then
Slence.

The final days, he thought, remembering the man's pale hands spread on the table like demonic spiders.
These arethefinal days. . . .

They circled the palace, then descended onto a crowded overspill pad to the northeast of the main
palace buildings. Rheinhardt greeted him as he stepped down from the cruiser.

"Come," he said, hurrying him aong the path toward the paace. "The ceremony has dready begun, but
Li Yuan wantsto seeyou at once." He stopped, looking at Karr closely. "Isit good news or bad?!

Kan let the Generd read the doubt in his eyes and saw the shadow of it reflected back at him. They
walked on, silent now, each logt in his own thoughts, brooding on the war to come.

L1 YUAN waswaiting for them in one of the smdl hallsin the Eastern Palace, a place of shadows and
dampness, bare sone and high, echoing ceilings. Tolonen was with him and his Chancellor, Nan Ho.
They watched Karr cross the floor to them, their faces gpprehensive.

"Wel?' Li Yuan asked as Karr rose from hisknees.
"He sayshewill give hisanswer within the week."
"Ah..."

Quickly hetold them what had happened, leaving nothing out, not even the wording on the banner over
the gate. When he had finished therewas along silence. Li Y uan turned away, pacing between the
looming pillars, the hem of his silkswhispering on the goneflags.

Finaly, helooked to Tolonen. "Do you till think you are right, Knut? Even after what you've heard?’

Tolonen pushed out his chin, uncomfortable a being put on the spot. "I ill think we should wait, Chieh
Hsa. Let's hear hisanswer before we act. Thingslook bad, | admit. His arrogance’—the old man shook
his head—"you should have crushed him when you could. Now . . ."

"You think it too late?'



Tolonen looked down.
"And you, Master Nan?"

Nan Ho lowered his head. "Nothing 1 have heard changes my mind, Chieh Hsia. We must crush the
man. Theonly question iswhen."

"And you, Colond?"

Karr stared back at his T'ang amoment, surprised to be asked his opinion. Recollecting himsalf, he
bowed his head, averting his eyes.

"I ... 1 was not sure before today, Chieh Hsa. | thought we could avoid war. Now | know that itisa
certainty. Li Min preparesfor it. Our delay isto his advantage. And | sense something more. | sense
some deeper game of his. Heislike DeVore, that one. Shifting, eusive.”

Li Yuan waited, then, when Karr said no more, nodded. "Thank you, Colond. Y our first duty as Ssu-li
Hsiao-wei will beto investigate the possibility that Lehmann hasinfiltrated our paace a Tongjiang. Until
that is completed, we shall stay here with our cousin, Tsu Ma. 1 shdl send for your wife and daughter, if
that eases your mind. If there'sto be any nastiness, it would be best if they were not there to seeit, neh?”
Karr bowed low, grateful for his T'ang's concern. "Then go at once. The sooner done, the—" Li Y uan
stopped, staring past Karr toward the doorway. Karr turned. It was Tsu Mas secretary, Chiang K'o.

"Forgiveme, Chieh Hda," Chiang said, knegling and bowing his head, "but news has come from Europe.
It appears that the Ebert Mansion has been attacked.”

Tolonen stepped forward. " Attacked? How do you mean attacked? Isanyone hurt?'
Chiang looked to the Marsha. "The report mentions six dead and severa injured.”
"Aiyal" The old man looked to the celling, hisface deeply pained. "Jedkaand theboy . . . arethey ... 7"

"Y our daughter was away when the attack happened. The boy . . ." Chiang swallowed and looked
down. "l am afraid the boy was taken."

Tolonen shuddered.

Li Yuan stepped to him and held hisarm. ™Y ou must go, Knut. At once. | shall explain thingsto Tsu Ma
TakeKarr. And, Knut?'

"Chieh Hga?'
"Do whatever you need to. But get him back, nen?"

Karr shrugged. "Well know soon. They're obtaining backup cameramaterid right now. If any exists, that
is...."

"But Lo Chang . . ." Tolonen shook hishead. "I can't believe Lo Chang wasinvolved in thig!"

It's always those we least expect, Karr thought, but aloud he said, "We don't know that yet, Marshd.
They may have taken him, t0o ... to have someone there the boy knows. They do that sometimes.”

But Tolonen was shaking hishead. "The Lo | knew would have died before he et them take the boy. He
would have fought to the deeth.”



Yes, but he didn't—so either he wasinvolved, or ...

"Did Steward Lo have any family?'

Tolonen nodded distractedly, then saw what Karr was saying. "I've the detailsin my study.”
Karr followed him through, then waited while the Marshal accessed his records.

"Here" Tolonen sad, turning the screen toward him.

Karr looked at it, then undipped his communicator. "It's Colonel Karr. Get me Centra Security. . . ."
He gave them the details, then looked back at the Marshdl.

"They'll let me know as soon asthey've checked it out. It take them ten minutes maximum.”
Tolonen looked away, sniffing deeply, clearly struggling to maintain his composure,

"Well find him," Karr said. "Well get him back."

Tolonen nodded, but he seemed unconvinced.

Karr hesitated. "Forgive me, Marshd, but we need to put someone in charge of thisinvestigation. How
about Mgjor Haavikko?'

The mention of Haavikko's name seemed to bring the Marsha back to himsdlf. "Yes. . . Good man,
Haavikko. If anyone can dothejob . .." Tolonen offered Karr a smile that was closer to agrimace.
"Saved my lifeonce." He held up hisgolden arm. "That'swhen | lost this. . . ."

Karr nodded, but he was thinking of what the duty captain had said when they'd first arrived. There had
been no sign of aforced entry and no darm had been sent. Which meant that whoever had done this had
either been known to the guards at the gate, or ...

No. Now, that was being paranoid.
Tolonen was staring a him. "What isit, Gregor?'

"Security. The menwho did this. . . they were Security. An elite squad. They'd have had proper passes,
areason to be her& They'ti have

KARR watched the old man walk from room to room, disturbed by the vulnerability, the unexpected
frailty, he glimpsed in that normally rock-hard face. He had dways considered Tolonen acold, heartless
man, but watching him crouch over the shrouded body of afemae servant, seeing him lift the white sheet
and wince, red hurt, red pain, in hiseyes, made Karr reevauate dl he knew about him. Thishad hit him
hard. Had shaken him to the core.

Tolonen straightened up, scratching at his neck with the fingers of his flesh-and-blood hand, then looked
acrossat Karr.

"Wher€'s he gone, Gregor? Where have they taken him?"
known the layout and known how to erase al the security camera tapes.”

"No." Tolonen shook his head, but his eyes said yes. After al, who else could have got in so easily? Who
but one of the T'ang'sown dliteteams?His Shen T'se. . .



Karr shuddered, then undipped his communicator and spoke into it once more.

"Centra Security? Karr here. Look, were any of the Shen T se teams out thismorning?. . . Two of
them, huh? And have they reported in?'

He waited, meeting Tolonen's eyes, both men quite certain now.

"No sgn of it, huh? | see. Look, send me full details. Faces, files, psych profiles, thelot. To the Ebert
Mansion. . . that'sright. Use Marsha Tolonen's code.”

He closed the circuit.

"S0," Tolonen said quietly. "All we need to know now iswho they're working for, where they've taken
him, and what they want."

"Haavikko . . ." Karr said, feding usdess suddenly. "L et me contact Haavikko."

Tolonen laughed gruffly. "We have to keep busy at timeslike these, neh, Gregor? It doesn't pay to think
too much."

Karr stared back at the old man amoment, feeling a new respect for him, then nodded and made the
cal.

JELKA ARRIVED BACK twenty minuteslater. In the interim news had come that Lo Chang's family
were gone. They had |eft home the previous evening and had vanished without atrace. Tolonen had
taken the news badly, but the sight of his daughter at the door, safe but bewildered, brought abroad grin
to hisface. He went to her, hugging her tightly, dmost lifting her off her feet.

"Jelka, my darling. Thank the gods you're safe! For amoment | thought . . ." He kissed her face and held
her tight again. Then, asif remembering, he held her a arm'slength from him.

"Y ou've heard?'
She nodded.
Sowly hisface collgpsed. There was a sudden tremor in hisvoice. "If he'sdead ..."

She held him to her, patting his shoulder, comforting him. "He's not dead. Not our Pauli. WElI find him.
Y ou know wewill."

Shelooked past her father at Karr, who looked down, embarrassed yet also moved by this show of
emotion.

"Where were you?' Tolonen asked after amoment.

"l went to seeafriend,” she said, her eyes concerned for him. "They must have seen meleave. | couldn't
have been gone more than five minutes. If 1'd been here'—she swallowed and looked down guiltily— "I
would never havelet themin. Not without contacting you firg."

"I know," the old man said, caressing his daughter's face.
Karr, however, was staring at her. " ou knew they were Security?"

She moved away from her father, her blue eyes meeting Karr's clearly. "Who el se could it be?!



"Aiya," Tolonen said, staring down at the golden fingers of hisleft hand asif at any moment they might
reach up and tear at histhroat. "All thisbetrayd . . ." He groaned. "Who would have thought?"

But Jdkawasn't listening to him. Her eyes had flown open. She turned to face her father again. "Where's
Golden Heart?"

Tolonen reached out to her, his granite face distressed, tears beginning to trickle down his cheeks.

"She'sdead, my love. They broke her neck. So Pauli—Pauli's ours now. Ours done. So we've got to get
him back, neh? Weve got to bring him home, where he belongs."

"Kim?'
Kim lifted the bulky glasses from his eyes, then looked up at the screen. "Andrew? What isit?’

"Youveavigtor," Curvd said, smiling down a him. "Guy name of Neville from Product Devel opment.
Says he knows you."

"Sure. | met him aweek or so back. What does he want?'
"Says he wants to speak to you ... off the record.”

Kim huffed. 1t would mean going through decontamination again— stripping off one suit and putting on
another. For amoment he hesitated, half determined to send Neville avay, histall between hislegs. Then
he relented.

"Okay. Tel him I'm coming out.”

Five minutes later Kim stepped from the tank and, till dripping, made his way through to the reception
area. Neville was seated on the far Sde, reading one of the Company news sheets. Seeing Kim, he got
up quickly and came across.

"Kim, I ... well, | didn't plan to see you, but | was passing by and | thought . . ." Hiseyestook in Kim's
condition, smelled the powerful cleansing agents. "Oh, shit. Look, I'm sorry, | didn't know you were—"

Kim laughed. "It'sdl right. Do you want to come through? I'm afraid | can't spare you long. I'm busy
right now. Weve begun reassembling the Mode B cranium.”

Nevilleseyeslit up. "Could | seethat?'

Kim hesitated, then nodded. "Y ou'll have to suit up, though. Thetiniest trace of infection and we're done
for."

"l understand. And look, I'm redlly grateful. 1—"
He handed Kim something. Kim stared at it. It was odd. Tiny, like adomino, and yet heavy.
"Likeascarab,” Kimsad, looking up. "What isit?'

Nevillesmiled. "If I'mright, it's going to be the biggest thing in the entertainment industry for the next
hundred years. And before you go showing it to everyone, it's embargoed. Only Director Reissand |
have seen it. Oh, and the crestor, of course.”

"And now me." Kim spun thetapein the air and caught it. "Wéll, thanks. I'm honored. Whose work is
it?"



"Shepherd's. Y ou know him?"
"I've heard of him. Advisor toLi Yuan, isn't he?'

"That'sone of hisroles. But this. . ." Nevillelaughed, hisface registering awe. "Wdll, you'll seefor
yoursdlf. At least, you'll get anideaof it. Thered thing is phenomend. Totaly new. We're having to
redesign our entertainment hardware to accommodateit.”

"l see" Kim nodded thoughtfully. "Anyway, you'd better come through.”
Suited up, they went insgde, the air-lock doors hissing shut behind them.

"So what are you trying to do?' Neville asked over the suit mike, agloved hand pointing clumsly &t the
exposed brain of the new prototype where it rested in the nutrient tank.

"Right now?" Kim laughed. "Wdll, right now I'm working on the dopamine and noradrendine
reactions—attempting to extend the time the stuff remainsin the synaptic cleft.”

"What doesthat do?"

"Do?Wdll, it givesthebrain a’high, for agtart. Combined with other things—with certain pheremona
responses, for instance—it can trigger aresponse of ... well, of love. Of infatuation and desire.”

"Yourejoking!"

Kim glanced at him. "Not at dl. In fact, I've never been so serious about anything. 1t's where we went
wrong before. Wetried to tailor its emotiona rangeto fit our criteria of usefulness—criteriawhich
stressed the machinelike, rationalistic aspect of the human mind. In the processwe madeiit ... well,
effectively we made it mad. Balance, that'swhat al thisisabout. Giving our creations balance.”

"But love, Kim! What if it develops a crush or something? What use would it be then? Surdly the whole
ideaof developing an android isto create something quite different from us—something free of human
emotiona weaknesses"

"Isit?" Kim stared a Neville openly now, afaint amusement in hiseyes. "That'swhat's dways been
assumed. But what if that'swrong? What if we need to put that full range of emotionsin? What if it only
worksif they'redl in there? After dl, they've served us humans pretty well over the eons.”

"So how will your new mode be different?”

"It'll be quicker, sharper, smarter than the old modd.”

"Likeyou, you mean?'

Kim laughed. "Like me." Then, with anod, he turned back, pulling the bulky glasses down over hiseyes.

Neville watched him, fascinated, seeing how he "fine-tuned" the brain, simulating it with a
delicate-looking wire, injecting it with various chemicals, then checking one of the four screensbeside the
tank to see what kind of reaction he was getting. On each of the screens outline skulls—normally a
regular patchwork of blues and greens—Iit up with areas of pulsing ydlow and brilliant red. Findly, Kim
put the fine wire down and, lifting his glasses, smiled & Neville.

"Okay. | think I'll leaveit at that."

Neville nodded toward the screens. "It's certainly colorful.”



"lsntit?It'san old system, but still the most effective for thiskind of work. Y ou can seewhat's
happening at aglance." Kim lifted the headset off and placed it on the side, then turned, facing Neville.
"Curva saidyouwanted totak . . . informaly."

Nevillewaved ahand. "It's nothing sinigter. | just thought it might help you if you had another view on
things before you made your mind up about the new dedl ."

"But you're the one who drew up the contract!"

Neville smiled. "So? That doesn't mean | can't detach mysdlf from things. | mean, I've not got SmFic
tattooed on my bollocks!"

Kim laughed. "I'll take your word for it. But let me ask you something first."
"FHreaway."
"What's Reisslike? Y ou work for him. What's he really like?'

Neville hesitated amoment. "Difficult. | guessthat's the best word to describe him. Fucking difficult at
times, forgive my Mandarin. But helistens. And he's capable of changing hismind. He doesn't tolerate
fools, though, nor losers. And he likes new ideas. Thrives on them, in fact. That'swhy he likesyou so

"And you?'

Nevillesmiled. "Me?1 don't know you."

Kim returned hissmile, pleased by hishonesty. "L et's get these suits off, then go through to my office and
talk."

NEVILLE SAT inthe chair inthe corner, abowl of ch'a cupped in hisright hand, listening.

Kim sat on the edge of his desk, facing him. He had been telling Neville about what had happened in
Americawith Old Man Lever and his consortium.

"| failed once," Kimsaid, finishing histale. "l don't want to fail again. Next time. . . wdl, if it werejust
mysdf..."

Neville nodded. "I understand. A man needs afamily, nen? And you want security for them, right?"

Kim laughed. "Right. But it's not just that. I'm not even talking about myself, redly. It's. . . well, itswhat
| want to do with my talent. I've been given it for some reason—and | want to find out why. Oh, and
before you ask, | have glimpses of it, but—"

"Y ou're talking theoretical science, right?”
Kim nodded.

"That'sfine. Weve been anticipating it."
Kimgared a him. "Anticipating it?"

"Sure" Nevilledrained his ch'a and set the cup down, then leaned toward Kim. "Look, my jobis
evauating risks. Big risksand little risks. With a Company the size of SmFic even thelittle risks could
involvetheinvestment of billionsof yuan. Right now, however, my biggest risk isyou. When wetak in



that two-page document | gave you of funding you, we mean funding—whatever it takes, and however
long it takes. It may cost usvery little. Then again it might mean tying up avast amount of SmFic's
capita. And if you died . . . well, weld have nothing. On the other hand, if one of our competitors got you

Kim stared a him. "Let me get thisclear. Y ou're talking about unlimited funding, right? Guaranteed?"
Neville nodded. "Fully documented. And guaranteed by Li Y uan.”

Kim raised an eyebrow, surprised. "What is the connection? | mean, aside from the fact that SmFic are
helping him build theandroid.”

Neville sat back again. "I'll tell you. But it'sto go no farther than thisroom, right?"
Kim nodded.

"Good. Thenit'slikethis. Since the GenSyn I nheritance Hearing six years back Li Y uan has been busy
steering projects away from GenSyn to various other mgjor Companies, Simkic among them. Thiswas
doneinitialy to try to make GenSyn less vulnerable while it was under Tolonen's slewardship, but it
proved to have anumber of other advantages. What it's done, in effect, isto tie in the fortunes of six of
the mgjor Companies with those of the T'ang. Now, asfar as SmFic are concerned, weverisen
considerably these past few years, but we want to build on that—to make ourselves Number One, not
only in commercia terms, but in terms of being the trendsetters, the innovators. It'sapolicy Li Y uan
himsdlf has endorsed.”

"| see” He had had no idea this was going on.

Neville smiled. "There's one great weakness to this Corporate strategy, however. And that's you, Kim. In
the past seven years we've become more and more dependent on you as a generator of ideas, of new
patents and new directions.” He laughed suddenly. "L ook, | know it must seem a poor bargaining ploy,
letting you know just how important you areto usbut . . . well, what's the point trying to disguise the
fact? Y ou know aswell as| what you're worth. No. There's only one question we at SimFic haveto
answer, and that's got nothing to do with money. It's whether we can provide you with the resources to
pursue whatever it isyou want to do."

"But what if nothing comesof it?'

"Then nothing comes of it. It'snot asif well be sitting on our hands. Why, it'll take usthe best part of a
decade to develop some of the stuff you've aready given us. And as| said, it would mean our
competitors didn't have you."

"Sowhendo | sign?'

"L ook, I'm not trying to pressure you."

"No. I'm serious. If that'sthe dedl, I'll takeit."
Nevillegmiled. "Wedl—"

There was aknock. Kim stood. "Excuse me amoment.”

It was Curva. "Sorry, Kim, but | didn't know if you knew. A package came for you about an hour back.
It'sinreception. And this" He handed Kim the bright red envelope. "It's Tolonen's hand, isn't it?"



Kim nodded, staring at the envelope suspicioudy. Thelast time he had had anote from the old Marshdl it
had been to warn him to stay away from his daughter. He turned, looking to Neville. "Forgive me, Jack.
Something's come up.”

He stepped outside and closed the door, then dit the envelope open with hisnall.
"What isit?' Curva asked. "Isthe old bastard till playing his stupid games?"
"No." He handed Curval the card. "Y ou said there was a package. Did it come with the card?”

Curva made anoise of surprise, then handed it back. "That'sright. The guard said a young woman
delivered them. Tdl, long ash-blond hair. Sound like anyone you know?"

"l .. ." Kim hestated, then touched Curva'sarm. "L ook, take care of Neville awhile, will you? | won't be
long."

He walked through to the reception area, trying to keep cam, but feding al the while like he wanted to
run, to whoop and punch the air. It had come. After al these years she had findly made contact again.

He shivered, thinking of her; of the startling blue of her eyes, and of her smile. She was here, hethought,
wondering what she had |eft him. She actually came here.

The guard rose from his chair behind the desk as Kim approached. "Shih Ward . . ." He reached down
and removed something from one of the drawers, then placed it on the desk in front of Kim. "If you'd
ggn.. "

"Of course." But Kim's pdmswere wet and his fingers were trembling. Steadying himself, he took the
stylus and made his mark against the screen, then lifted the package.

It was asmple rectangular box, like astandard tray of samples, wrapped in dark green ersilk paper.
Kim shook it gently, hearing afaint raitle from within, and frowned. The guard was watching him.

"The young woman who brought this. Did she say anything?'
llgrl?l

Kim waved ahand. "It doesn't matter." Then, making hisway acrossto one of the interview rooms, he
closed the door behind him.

Hetook along, caming breath, then dit the sedl on the sde of the box with hisnail, pulled the paper
back, and did out the box.

Tapes. . . thebox held adozen tiny tapes. He lifted one from itsindented dot and studied the
handwritten [abdl.

Enceladus, Tethys, Diane, and Rhea.

He understood at once. She had recorded it al. All of her travels out therein the System, knowing his
fascination with it; knowing held want to see.

He dotted it back, then picked out another, then another, nodding to himself. It was all here. Everything
sheld seen. Everything she'd done. He shivered. She had waited. She had kept her promise. That was
what this meant.

He leaned past the box and tapped out an activation code on the desk comset. There was a second or



two's delay and then the screen lifted up out of the surface.

"Get me the Ebert Mansion,” he said as ayoung Han male's face appeared on the screen. "It's Kim Ward
from SmFic. | wish to spegk—"

"I'm sorry, Shih Ward," the operator interrupted, "but | cannot take callsfor that destination at present. If
youwould cal later—"

"L ook, thisisimportant. Extremely important. |—"

The young Han's face shimmered, then disappeared, replaced by the face of a high-ranking Security
officer in hisearly forties, hisblond hair cut stubble neet, his eyes as blue as sapphires.

"Shih Ward? | understand you've been trying to get through to the Ebert Mansion urgently. I'm Major
Haavikko, in charge of the investigation. Have you any information with regard to the whereabouts of the

boy?

"The boy?' Kim frowned, confused. "I'm sorry, | don't follow you, Mgor. | wished only to talk to Nu
Shih Tolonen. I—" He stopped, what Haavikko had said hitting him suddenly. "What's happened?”

Haavikko smiled tightly. ™Y ou have no information, | assume.”
"No. No, but look—"

"I'm sorry, Shih Ward, but timeredly istight right now."
"Jdka...isJdkadl right?'

Haavikko had leaned toward the screen to cut connection. Now he sat back again, awearinessin his
face. "The Marsha's daughter isfine, Shih Ward. Now, please. Theré'sagreat ded to be done.”

"Of course. And thank you. . . ."

The screen went dead. Kim straightened, realizing how tense heldd been, then let along, shuddering sigh
escape him. For amoment he'd thought ...

He sat, staring at the box of tapes. The boy. Someone must have taken the boy, Paulli.
"Machine?' he said, addressing the camera overhead. "What's happening?'

LEHMANN STUDIED the boy through the glass, then turned to his lieutenant, touching hisarm.
"Youdidwdl, Jri. But your man—"

"He's deed dready.”

"Good. Can't have any loose ends, can we?"'

Soucek nodded, then. "So what now? Do wetell the old man wevE got him?”

"No. We let Tolonen sweat awhile. Two days, maybe three. Then we give him back."

Soucek stared at him uncomprehendingly.

"Trust me, Jiri. | know how to play this. Now go. Therésalot to be done.”



When Soucek was gone, he turned back, watching the boy again. Pauli was Sitting in the corner once
again, head down, hisdark hair fallen over his eyes as he chewed the knuckles of hisright hand.

That morning's audience with Karr had gone well. The big man had bought the whole package, lock,
stock, and barrdl. All that stuff about having seen the tape of Berdichev's death—that wasalie; an
audacious guess, based on what he knew of Li Yuan'sfather. And an accurate guess, too, hethought,
remembering the shock in Karr'sface. Therest . . . well, it had been easy to buy Karr'swife's surgeon.
Yes, and a cheap purchase, too, considering.

It could not have been better timed. With Karr aready on hisway, word had come that Karr's wife was
pregnant—news even Karr himself had not known.

Lehmann turned from the one-way glass. Information ... it was sometimes more deadly than armies, as
the great Sun Tzu had known.

Y es, he had planted the seed of paranoia deep. That single truth— gained cheaply—would confirm the
veracity of therest. As Colond of Interna Security, Karr would embark on awitch-hunt at Tongjiang.

Disruption—maximum disruption, that was hisaim. To wrong-foot them and feed them with a stream of
misinformation. To play upon their weskest points and milk them. Karr he had touched, and Tolonen.
Rheinhardt and Nan Ho would follow. And then Li Y uan himself. One by one he would make them
uncertain of themsaves.

Y es, for war was not asmple thing of armies and battles: it was a state of mind, apsychologica regime.
War was not won with bullets and bombs, but with the raw materias of fear, uncertainty, and self-doubt.

Helaughed—a cold, clear laugh—then left the room, keen to get on with things. Why, before he was
finished with them, he would make them look before they shat!

THE CEREMONIES had begun before the dawn, as fourth bell sounded across the palace grounds. At
that dark hour Prince Tsu Kung-chih, eldest nephew of Tsu Ma, had stepped from the gate of the
Northern Palace, dressed in the gowns of the Imperia Commissioner, the chieh—a beribboned staff that
symbolized imperid authority—held out before him. Two torchbearerslit hisway, while behind him came
agreat processon of courtiers and servants, bearing the betrotha presents on raised platforms, aswell as
the Golden Scroll and Seal and the feng yu—the grest brida chair. They made their way acrossthe
gardens at the center of the four palaces, then stopped before the gate to the Southern Palace where, on
acrimson cushion, Liang K'o Ting, father of the Empress, kndlt, awaiting them, asif & the door of his
own house.

Once, in ancient times, there had been three great ceremonies of presentation, separated by long weeks
of preparation. Now there was only thissingle, smpleritua. Even so, the servants standing three deep a
the windows surrounding the gardens watched wide eyed, conscious of the great chain that linked them
to theancient past of their kind.

At the same moment, in aprivate ceremony in the T'ai Miao, the Supreme Hall of Ancestors, Tsu Ma
was solemnly reporting the news of his betrotha to the august spirits of hisancestors, their holograms
burning brightly as he knelt before them, his forehead pressed to the cold soneflags.

Tweve hourslater Liang K'o Ting, dressed in his new uniform as officer of the imperia bodyguard,
stepped from the gate of the South-

em Palace, heading north across the gardens. Behind him was a procession no less great than that which
had set out earlier. Thistime, however, the feng yu was occupied, Tsu Mas bride, Liang Shu-sun,



hidden within, twenty-two bearers moving dowly, solemnly, as the drums sounded the " Centrd
Harmony." Fifty servants carried gifts on litters, while afurther hundred bore large lanterns and
"dragon-phoenix” flags. In the midst of al adozen men carried two yelow pavilions, holding the Golden
Seal and the Golden Scroll, symbols of Shu-sun's authority as Empress, while directly behind the great
Phoenix Chair walked the servants and ministers of her household.

At the gate to the Northern Palace, Tsu Kung-chih stood motionless, the chieh held out before him,
waiting to receive hisfather's bride. Behind him, in the Great Hall at the center of the palace, Tsu Ma sat
on thedragon thronein thefull glory of hisimperia ydlow silks, the nine dragons—eight shown and one
hidden—decorating the gown.

As he reached the gate, Liang K'o Ting stood to one side, his head bowed, letting the imperia
commissioner, Prince Kung-chih, lead the procession into the Northern Palace, relinquishing his daughter
into his care. Insde, surrounding the dragon throne, stood the four hundred members of the Net T'ing,
the Inner Court, aswdll asthose invited guests, numbering some fifteen hundred in al. The procession
moved between them, then stopped, the great Phoenix Chair being set down below the steps of the
dragon throne.

Two bells sounded, one high, onelow. Thefina ceremony began. Tsu Ma stood, then came down the
steps, hating before the feng yu as eight shaven-headed New Confucian officids, dressed in crimson
robes, lifted the red silk curtain that covered the litter, drawing it back over the top.

Within, Shu-sun sat in the Chair, dressed from head to toein red, the traditional kai t'ou covering her
face. At asgnd from the chief officia, Tsu Ma stepped forward and ddlicately lifted the vell over her
head.

Shu-sun's smile was radiant. Taking her hands, Tsu Mahe ped her step down, her smile disarming him,
making him fed at that moment like the most gauiche of schoolboys. Asthe chants began he stood there,
facing her, disturbed by thefact that at this, one of the most public moments of hislife, he was sporting
the most enormous erection. Asif she knew, Shu-sun's smile broadened, her eyeswidening in invitation.

Tonight, he thought, surprised by the sirength of hisfedings. After dl, he scarcely knew her. He had
thought himself jaded, emotionally spent, but the smple sight of her inflamed him. Why, thelast time he
had felt thisway had been for Fei Yen.

His sad smile was noted by her and she raised an eyebrow querying it. So strange it was, for it suggested
an intimacy that did not yet exist between them, and yet ... well, it was asif he knew her from way
back—from another cycle of existence.

He watched, unconscious of the words of theritual, aware only of her face, her eyes, thelight dancingin
the darkness of her pupils.

The ceremony was hafway through when sirens began to sound beyond the doors. Tsu Maturned,
looking to his Colond of Internd Security, Yi Ching, and nodded. Yi bowed and turned, running off to
discover what was happening.

Heads turned, eyes |ooked apprehensive, yet no one broke the silent solemnity of the moment. The
chantswent on, theritua continued, while outside, echoing menacingly across the empty gardens of the
palace, the Srensrose and fell.

Y| CHINO rushed into the busy control room, taking control. Voicesin hishead apprised him of the
Stuation, yet he spent amoment or two studying the screens, checking for himsalf before he acted.



Theship wasfifty li out, over the Caspian, coming in fast from the east. Twice they had challenged it for
avisual 1D and twiceit had ignored them. Now they had only two options—to shoot it down or let it
land.

Heturned to the Duty Captain. "Captain Munk . . . you're certain about the CGRP?"
"It'saMinor Family format, Sir, but ungpecific.”
"Shit!"

No one would blame him for shooting it out of the air, but what if it was one of the Minor Family
princes? After dl, it wouldn't be the first time a cruiser's Computer-Generated Recognition Pattern had
failed or been wrongly set. Y es, and things were very sengtive right now. To shoot a prince out of the air
without warning would cause aterrible stink, no matter what justification there wasfor it.

Colond Yi gave agroan of annoyance, then banged the console hard with both fists. Now was no time
to prevaricate. It would be herein lessthan five minutes. He leaned forward, barking instructionsinto the

Speaker.

"l want two cruisersin the air—now! Theincoming's communicator may havefailed, so make visud
contact and head it off. If it ignoresyou again, blast it out of the sky. No arguments, right? If it complies,
takeit south. Land it beyond the perimeter. I'll give further ingtructions then.”

Yi Ching straightened up, voices sounding in the air, giving orders and confirming ingtructions, the mood
of the room changed ingtantly, everyone happy now that something was happening.

He stared at the flickering point on the map screen and shook his head. Who would be so fucking stupid
astofly into their air space at such acriticd moment?

He had alow opinion of the Minor Family princes—they were, after dl, the most self-centered, arrogant,
and stupid people on the planet— but this seemed out of character, even for one of them. At the same
time, he smply couldn't believe thiswas a serious attack on the paace. There was no way asingle cruiser
could get through their defenses. It wasin the air too long. It made such an easy and obvious target.
Unless. ..

He pressed the stud on hisright wrigt, putting him in direct contact with his Lieutenant in the Great Hall.

"Karlgren. Get the T'ang out of there now! Get him into one of the secure roomsand clear the Hall. |
think the incoming isadiverson. Oh, and make sure Li Yuan and Wei Tseng-li are safe.”

Yi Ching looked about him, seeing the startled expressions on the faces of the nearby men, but there was
no timeto explain.

"Captain Munk. Take over here. Make sure my instructions are carried out to the | etter.”

"Sn"

Y es, he thought, running from the room, heading back to the Northern Paace, and let's hope to the
gods I'mwrong!

THE SIRENSHAD STOPPED. In the centra garden the crowd milled restlessy, the murmur of their
voicesfilling the space between the walls of the ancient paaces. From the top of the stepsto the
Northern Palace, Prince Kung-chih looked on, the dour expression he had worn al day replaced by a
gmile of ironic amusement.



All day he had had to play hisuncl€'s creature, bowing and scraping, acting to his order, reading from his
script, greeting his bride, but now— through no effort of his own—he had had the last laugh.

Until he died he would remember the look of anger on his uncléesface, the purefire of exasperation—of
denied expectation—in his eyes asthey hustled him away and cleared the Hall, the ceremony unfinished,
the woman not yet hisbride.

And even though it had proved afase darm, Kung-chih felt it was an omen—asign that thismarriage
wasill fated.

You cheated me, hethought, thinking of that day beside the cliff. You led me to believe | was your heir,
and then you cheated me. But I'll not relinquish it that easily. Oh, no. Not if you take a dozen
WiVes.

Hearing voices behind him heturned, in timeto see Colond Yi and the three T"ang coming out from
where they had been closeted these past few minutes. Yi Ching backed off a pace and bowed, then
turned, |etting them move past him.

Kung-chih straightened up, facing his uncle squarely as he came toward him.

"Nephew," Tsu Masaid, touching hisarm gently, "1 am afraid we must deal with this matter at once. If
you would lead our guestsinto the Eastern Palace, | shdl have Lao Kang arrange refreshments.”

"And the ceremony, Uncle?'

Tsu Mahuffed, clearly upset, but his smilefor his nephew waskind. "I am afraid the ceremony must be
delayed until tomorrow, Kung-chih. It would be ... inauspicious to continue now, neh?"

"Asyou wish, Uncle," Kung-chih answered, bowing his head low, hisface expressing grave
disappointment, but inside he was exultant.

THE FOUR MEN stopped outside the cdll, the camera swiveling automatically to cover them, itslaser
trackers beading al four of them.

"Arethey here?' Tsu Maasked, pulling a the knuckles of hisleft hand asif he wanted to strike someone.

Yi Ching hesitated, aware of Li Y uan's presence there beside his Magter, then nodded. "The crew of the
ship are esewhere, Chkh Hsia, in separate cdlls. It seemsthey were acting under orders. However, as
far astheir Migtressis concerned—"

"Their Mistress?' Tsu Mastared at his Colond in disbdief. ™Y ou mean some damned woman did this?
Aiyal I'll have the bitch quartered!”

Yi Ching bowed his head, but glanced uneasily at Li Y uan. "Forgive me, Chkh Hsia, but | think you
might wish to see her done.”

"Nonsense, Colond Yi. Theinsult was not to me aone. My cousins deserve an explanation, neh?"
"Of course, Chieh Hsia."

Yi turned, motioning to the guards, who took turnsto tap their persona codes into the lock, then place
their eyesagaing the retind scanner.

The cell door hissed open.



TsuMamoved past his Colone into the cell, then stopped dead, giving agasp of surprise. On the bench
seat facing him sat Fei Y en, her hands bound, atracer-necklet glowing faintly about her neck. He turned,
intimeto seetheflash of astonishment in Li Y uan's eyes as he, too, saw who it was.

"Fel Yen..." hesad quietly, hisvoiceincredulous. "What in the gods names were you up to?"
She stared back at him with dumb insolence, then raised her hands, displaying the restraints.
"Unbind her!" Tsu Maordered, then turned to Wei Tseng-li. "Cousin, if you would leave thisto us?'

Wei Tseng-li looked from one to the other, not understanding what was going on, then nodded. "Asyou
wish, cousin. If youneed me. . ."

"Of course," Tsu Masad gently, giving him atroubled smile, then turned back, watching asaguard
undipped Fei Yen'swrist restraints.

Asthe door dammed shut, he glanced at Li Y uan, then looked up at the overhead camera. " Surveillance
off."

At once the red operating light vanished.

Heturned, staring directly a Fel Yen, giving full vent to the anger he had been keeping in. "Y ow/ What
the fuck do you think you were up to, flying in without proper identification codes? Have you any idea
what you've done? Aiya ... I'd like to know why | shouldn't just have you flogged and executed. Y ou and
your whole damned family!”

"l had to seeyou," she said quietly, her face hardened againgt his accusations. "Today. Before it wastoo
lae”

"Too late?' Tsu Malaughed, exasperated. "Too late for what?"
"For my son ..."

"Y our son? What has your son to do with this?'

"Because he's your son, too, Tsu Ma."

Therewas along slence and then Tsu Malaughed. But beside him Li Y uan was looking down, hislips
pursed.

"No," Tsu Masad finaly, meeting her eyes, acrud, unforgiving anger there. "1 have no sons.”
Shelooked back at him defiantly. "No, Tsu Ma? Y ou can say that with absolute certainty?

His chest rose and fell. For amoment it seemed he would say nothing, then, with atiny glanceat Li Yuan,
he answered her. "'l have no sons, Fel Yen."

"No?' Sheturned, pointing at Li Y uan. "Why don't you ask your cousin if that's true?"

Tsu Maturned, looking at Li Y uan, his eyes pained, knowing that a sudden gulf had opened between
them—one that, perhaps, might never be bridged—yet he spoke softly, asif to a brother.

"Isit true, Yuan?lsHan Chin my son?"

Li Y uan looked up, a profound sadnessin hiseyes. In an ingtant it had al come back to him: dl of the



hurt he'd felt, all of the bitterness and betrayd. But worse. For now he knew. Tsu Ma—hisbeloved Tsu
Ma—had betrayed him.

He shuddered, then answered her, hisvoice tondess. "You arewrong, Fel Yen. Itisas Tsu Masays. He
has no sons."

She stared back at him, disbelief in her eyes, then dowly shook her head, her eyeswidening,
understanding coming to her. "Buit . . . but you divorced me"

He nodded. "I had to. Don't you understand? Y ou were aweakness | could no longer tolerate. A cancer
that was eating away at me. To be a T'ang and be subservient to you ... it could not be, Fel Yen. It
smply could not be"

"Alya..." Therewaspanin her face; pain at the redization of what had redlly happened. "Han Ch'in . .
. he'syours, isn't he? Y ours. And you knew it, didn't you? Knew it all dong!"

Li Yuan shook hishead. "No, Fei Yen. Han Chiinis your son. Yoursaone. Y ou made your bed, now
youmus lieinit."

She stood, angry now and closeto tears. "1 shall do no such thing! My son"—she swallowed, then lifted
her head proudly—"my son shal be aT'ang one day!"

He answered her scathingly, hiseyes cold. "Y our son is nothing, woman. Understand me? Nothing.™ He
took a step toward her, his very camness menacing. "It was always the way with you, wasn't it, Fei Yen?
Y ou could never be content. Y ou always had to meddle. To spoil things and break them. Too much was
never enough for you, you aways had to have more. More and more and more, like a petulant child. But
now"—he sighed and shook his head—"now it must end. Y ou have finally overstepped the mark. Y ou
have left mewith no option.”

Tsu Mareached out and touched hisarm. "But, Li Yuan. . ."

Li Yuan turned, looking down at the hand that rested on hisarm, his eyes burning with indignation.
"Coudn. .. don't you think you've done enough?'

Tsu Madrew back, bowing his head.
Li Yuan stared at him amoment longer, then turned back, facing his ex-wife.

"Asfor you, Fel Yen, you shal returnto Hel Shui, but thistime under guard. Y ou are to spesk to no one
and see no one. All correspondence between you and the outside world will be strictly censored. And as
for your son . .. Your son shall be kept elsewhere, as guarantee of your good behavior."”

She stared at him, then gave awail of anguish and sank to her knees, pressing her forehead to the floor,
her voice distraught.

"Alyal Pleasethe gods, no, Li Yuan. Please leave Han Chiin with me. I've nothing without him.
Nothing!"

She looked up at him, tearful now, her eyesimploring him. "Asyou once loved me, please do thisfor me,
Li Yuan. Let my sonlivewithmea Hel Shui. | shdl do anything . . . Sgn anything at dl, but let him stay.
Pleasethe gods, let him stay!"

He stood there a moment, staring down at her, thinking of the hell she had put him through—of dl the
bitter blackness he had suffered because of her—and dowly shook his head.



"Itisover, Fa Yen. Itisfinished now. Y ou understand?

Then, turning from her, he left the cell, Tsu Mafollowing him out, neither man looking at the other, the
screams of the woman following them asthey waked, sllent, sde by sde, down the dimly lit corridor.

CHAPTER SEVEN

Where the Path Divides

L I YUAN returned to Tongjiang a once, taking Pei K'ung and al his entourage with him. There, in

the great study that had been hisfather's and hisfather's father's before him, he called together dl his
senior officias, summoning them from whatever dutiesthey were attending to. By five they weredl
gathered and the Council of War began.

On the journey back he had spoken to no one, not even his Chancellor, Nan Ho, giving no explanation
for hismood or actions. Nor, when he opened the great meeting of State, did he say aword about what
had happened at Astrakhan, though al there, having heard of the alarm during the wedding ceremony,
knew that something had transpired.

Watching him from the other side of the council table, Master Nan saw the new hardnessin hisMaster's
face and wondered what had passed between him and Tsu M*. He had seen him return from the meeting
in the cells—had seen the coldness, the distance, between the two great friends—and known at once that
something was wrong. Then, when Li Y uan had ordered them gone from there, he had known there had
been abreach. Nothing €lse would have made Li Y uan miss his cousin's wedding cel ebrations. But what
had caused it?

For hours Nan Ho listened as each man spoke, spelling out what stage their preparations were &, yet he
knew for afact that many there—surprised by the suddenness of the summons—were far from being as
advanced asthey claimed. Contingency plans had been drawn up months ago, after the New Y ear
meeting of Ministers, but no one had serioudly expected war. Not this year. But now things had changed.

When they were gone, Master Nan held back, waiting by the door. Normally Li Y uan would cdl him
back to discuss what had been said, but now he just sat there, dumped forward in hischair, hisfingers
steepled beneath his chin, staring into space.

He closed the door then went across.

"Chieh Hsia?"

Li Yuan looked up, his eyes digtracted, then sat up straighter.
"Master Nan, | guess you deserve an explanation.”

Nan Ho waited, silent, head bowed.

"I ... I have done something that perhaps | should not have done. | have cast off awife and denied a
rightful son."

Nan Ho looked up, surprised. Li Y uan waslooking past him, hisface tensed against the strong emotions
the words were evoking, but his eyeswere misted.

"I acted wrongly, Master Nan. Y, |, too, waswronged . . . both by my wife and by my most trusted



friend.”
Nan Ho felt aripple of shock passthrough him. So it was true.

"I didn't know," Li Yuanwent on. "l didn't redly want to know, | suppose. Until today." He paused a
moment, asif steding himself againg what he was saying, then spoke again. "Today it wasdl made clear.
Today | understood how it was—how it hasbeen dl thistime.”

"Chieh Hsa—"

"No, Master Nan, let mefinish. | should have found out long ago. | should have made it my businessto
know what really happened. My father said | ought, but my pride was sorely hurt and besides, I ... |
could just about bear it if | didn't know. Knowing . . . knowing exactly what happened . . . that would
have broken me." "I understand.”

He dtared a hisMagter, seeing, for that brief moment, the vulnerable little boy he had once had to
tend—the young man whom he had introduced into the ways of the flesh. Oh, if he had only known what
love would do to his charge, hewould have killed Fei Y en with his own handslong before she got her
talonsinto him. Hewould have gladly sacrificed himsdlf to prevent it. But now it wastoo late. Now they
must learn to exist in the ruins of these relationships. He sighed, then uttered the words his Master did not
wish to hesr.

"Y ou must make peace with him, Chieh Hsia. Y ou must set asde your fedingsasaman and act asa
T'ang ... asan Emperor.”

Li Yuan stared a him amoment, then shook his head. "It istoo late for that, Master Nan. TobeaT'ang .
.. well, one must know where one stands, neh? One must know who one's friends are and who one's
enemies. All | know, right now, isthat Tsu Maisno friend. And if not afriend, then | must count him
henceforth as an enemy—as someone | cannot trust to comewhen | cal. | must make my plans
dependent upon my own strength and follow my own counsel from here on.”

"But, Chieh Hsa—"
Li Yuan raised his hand imperioudy, slencing his Chancellor.

"Y ou are agood man, Master Nan, but do not oppose mein this. Beasafriend and aid me. For | have
need of friends."

"Nu'tsai, Chieh Hsia," hesaid, sinking to his knees and touching hisforehead to the ground. | am your
dave, Majesty.

KARR CAME TO him an hour later.

"Chieh Hsia?"

"Colond . . . please, relax amoment. Take a seat. We need to talk.”

Karr hestated, then sat, facing Li Y uan, his huge framefilling the tall-backed officid's chair.

"Isthere any news of the boy?'

"No, Chieh Hsia. I'mfairly certain now that it was one of our own dite teams.”

"l see" Li Yuan sat back. "And Marshd Tolonen? How ishe taking this?"



Karr sghed. "Badly, Chieh Hsia. He. .. Wdll, forgive meif this soundsimpertinent, but | fed heisclose
to bresking point.”

"Should | send one of my surgeons?

"It would do no good, Chieh Hsia. Hisdaughter tried to get him to ret, but he has refused al sedation.
Indeed, | saw him take two Stayawake capsules. Heis determined to see this through, whatever the
personal cog.”

Li Y uan nodded, his eyes pained. "Perhaps | should order him to rest.”
"Maybe s0, Chieh Hsa."
"And the other matter . . . your investigationsinto the household staff. How goesthat?”

"Sowly, Chieh Hsa. Itisdifficult to know whereto start. 1 have asked the Six most senior members of
the palace household to draw up lists of those they would trust implicitly and those they areless certain
of."

"And what good will that do?'

"It ismy intention to compare the lists and see where they differ— then go back and ask why. At the
sametime, Chieh Hsia, | have set up ateam to monitor al contacts between Tongjiang and the outside
world. If thereisan information legk, we shdl find it."

"Good. But one further thing before you go. Y ou will have heard that | called aspecial meeting of my
most senior ministers and advisors.”

"Chieh Hsa?"

"To judge what was said in that meeting, we would be ready to fight awar at amoment's notice. The
truth isvery different. My own assessment is that we are weeks, possibly even months, from a state of
readiness. Would that be your reading, too, Colonel Karr?"

Karr smiled. "It would, Chieh Hsia."
"And what would you say was the grestest problem confronting us?'

"Speaking from experience, Chieh Hag, I'd say it was supplies. A war againgt Li Min. . . well, it would
be even more difficult alogistics problem than the campaign in Africa. Therewe could at least stake out
and clear astack before each supply drop. Here in Europe . . . Well, it would be awar fought level by
level on our own territory. Supplying our own forces while denying our enemies access to those same
supplies—that would be an dmost impossible task.”

"| agree. If, that is, we were to fight a war on that basis.”
"Chieh Hsia?"

"Onelast thing. How long would it take to prepare the three Banner armiesin Africafor anew
campaign?'

Karr consdered, then shrugged. "Three days, Chieh Hsa."
"Good. Thenthatisdl."



Karr bowed his head, then, as his T'ang stood, hastened to hisfest.

"Y ou have been most helpful,” Li Y uan said, ushering Karr to the door. "If you would keegp me advised
on any developments with the boy."

"Of course, Chieh Hsa."

"Good. | understand your wifeishere.”
"Thatisso, Chieh Hsia."

"Then you must see her. Spend the night with her.”
"Forgiveme, Chieh Hsia, but | am on duty."

Li Yuan smiled and put hishand briefly on the giant'sarm. "Go. | order it. | shall have Master Nan
arrange cover for you. And make the best of it, neh? 1 fear you may have few such opportunitiesin the
weeksto come.”

ASTHE EVENING LIGHT began to fade, Karr walked back dowly to the guards quarters, his heart
heavy, his mood darkened by what Li Y uan had said. He had known war would come—they dll
had—Dbut it had aways been a some vague time in the future, never soon—never only a matter of days
away. He should have been ready for it, for he had seen much fighting in the African campaign, yet
somehow thiswas different. War in City Europe; hand-to-hand fighting in the levels; dl of that disruption,
al of that chaos and carnage, the awful, barbaric brutdity of it—it was hard to believe dl that must come
now to hishomeand.

Marie wasin the kitchen when he got there, Snging to hersdlf as she unpacked things from one of the big
trangit-boxes and put them away on shelves. He went across and put his arms about her waist, making
her jump with surprise, then snuggle back againgt him.

"Wheres May?" he asked, murmuring into her neck as he kissed it.

She turned and leaned back againgt the sink, smiling a him. "She's out in the gardens with the other
children. It'slike paradise for her. Why, she doesn't even seem bothered by the insectd!™

Helooked past her out of the half-open window, hearing the distant shrieks and laughter of the children.
It wastrue. Thiswaslike paradise after the confinement of the levels, yet his pleasure a being there was
muted by his knowledge of what lay ahead.

"What isit?" she asked, seeing the shadows in hisface.

He met her eyes, pained by the smple strength and beauty of her. "It'swar, my love."

Her breath caught. "Did he say that?'

"No. But | could seeit in hiseyes. Heis determined on it. Something must have happened.”

The light had gone out of her face. She looked away, then looked back at him, offering atight smile.
"Wdl, maybeit's best that we're here, then. Back there. . ."

Hejjodded, then reached out and held her once more, kissing her brow. "I'm off duty tonight,” he
whispered, smiling & her. "The T'ang has ordered it."

"Ah..." Her facelightened, her eyeswidening, but still there was a darkness at the back of them. War .



.. who knew what war would bring?

"l have some newstoo," she said, her smile broadening.

"News?'

"A baby," she said hesitantly. "We're going to have another baby, Gregor."
"That'sgrest. . . ."

Insde, however, he felt himself go cold with fear. He had dismissed what Lehmann had said asidletalk,
but the man had been right. Somehow he had known.

"Gregor? What isit?'
"l wastold. Li Mintold me."

She gave asmdl laugh. "He couldn't have. | only found out yesterday. | haven't told anyone, not even
May. | waswaiting to tdll you first."

"He knew," he said quietly. "The bastard knew." He heaved asigh then. "L ook, stay here amoment,
there's something | want to check.”

He made to turn away but she called him back. "Gregor?"
IIYS?I
"Didyou ... | mean, you did want another child?’

Looking at her, he redlized suddenly how scared she was, how close shewasto tears. He went to her
and held her tightly, stroking her back, physically reassuring her. "Marie, Marie, my darling love, you
know | do." Helifted her chin, making her look a him. "It's wonderful news. Redly itis But..." His
smiledowly faded. "Get May in and settle her. Okay? I'll be back in awhile.”

Outsde, in theimperia gardensthe evening light wasfailing. Waking back to the duty room Karr ran a
dozen different scenarios through hismind, yet he knew, even before Bremen confirmed it. They were
dead; the surgeon and dl his staff. Blown into the next world by abomb planted in some new equipment
they'd taken ddlivery of only that morning.

Returning to hisrooms he rehearsed how he would tell her—how to revedl to her just how small, how
vulnerable, they were—but facing her he found there was no need. She read his eyes and |ooked down,
nodding.

"WherédsMay?" he said softly, wearily.
"Adeep. Shetired hersdf out.”

"Ah..." Henodded, then reached for her, holding her tightly againgt him, squeezing her arms, her back,
reassuring himself that she wasthere, alive and warm—at least for this much longer—knowing suddenly
how easily he could havelost her.

"Well be safe here," he said. "War or no war, Tongjiang at least is safe.”

She amiled, asif comforted by hiswords, yet something in her eyes mirrored back his own growing
doubts. Nowhere was safe anymore. Nowhere. Not even Tongjiang.



THE MOON WAS FULL, burning a perfect circle of white in the blackness of the Sky. Besdeit the
mountain glistened, its crooked peak thrust like anice pick into thefrigid air.

L ehmann stood on the dope on the far side of the valley, staring at the scene, his hood thrown back, his
breath pluming in the air. It had been months since he had come out here. Months since he had seen
anything so beautiful.

He shivered, more from awe than from the cold, then turned and looked to his lieutenant, Soucek, who
had just arrived.

"Isthere any word yet?'
Soucek rubbed his gloved hands together and shook his head inside the fur-lined hood. "Nothing.”
"Ah." Lehmann turned back, distracted by the news. It was strange. Visak was normaly so reliable.

"He's over two hourslate," Soucek added, coming dongside him. *Do you think something's happened
tohim?’

He shrugged. For amoment he was slent, breething in the pure, cold air, |etting the inhuman perfection of
the placefill him, then he turned, looking back at Soucek.

"It'sadmost time. Y ou know that, don't you? All these years we've waited, and now . . . Well, now that
it'sherel hesitate. We have the means, the will, the strength, to beat Li Y uan. Even o, | hold back. And
| don't know why. That's why we're here, Jiri. To try to see things clearly. To work out if there's anything
we've overlooked."

"It'sto bewar, then?"

Lehmann nodded, his face masklike, dmost transparent, in the moonlight, his eyes sparkling unnaturdly,
likeademon's. "Areyou afraid, Jri?"'

Soucek hesitated, then nodded.
"Good. That'safighter'semotion. To be afraid, yet to bein control of onesfear.”

Soucek stamped hisfeet, the cold getting to him. "It seemsalong time sincewekilled Lo Han. Seven
years. ... You know, | felt alive that day. | felt. . . well, close to something. Something I'd never
experienced before. But these past few years, since we defeated Fat WWong and his cousins. . . Well,
sometimesit's seemed like adream. Asif | wasn't fully awake."

Lehmann turned, looking at Soucek directly, understanding what the other man was saying. He, too, had
missed the danger. Missed that feding of extending himself—of putting himself &t risk. It had al been too
easy. Too safe.

"Youreright, Jri. We have been deeping. Letting events drift when we should have been seizing the
moment and shaping it. Playing a being kings when we should have been stoking the fire benegth the
throne. But now it'stimeto change that."

Soucek had been gtaring at the tree line far below. Now he looked back at Lehmann. "What do you
mean?'

"I mean we ought to push alittle and see what happens.”
"Push?"



Heturned, looking to the east, asif he could see beyond the mountains, beyond the great sweep of
Eagtern Europe and the Urdls, right to where Li Y uan sat at hisdesk in Tongjiang.

"Push. Create pressurein the House. Ferment trouble among the African Banners. Assass nate some of
Li Yuan'sleading officids That kind of thing."

"And hisoffer?"

Lehmann shrugged. He didn't know. He was tempted to say no, to defy Li Y uan and see what he did.
But maybe that would be too direct.

"l don't think he wantsto go to war. | don't think he hasthe will. Besides, hélll wait on his cousins—see
what they say first. No, the more | think about it, the more I'm convinced we should play adouble game.
Play loyd subject to hisface while undermining him at every opportunity.”

"Andif werewrong?"'
"Thenwefight."
He stopped, looking past Soucek, then relaxed. 1t was one of hisown men. "What isit, Sewart?"

Stewart stopped and bowed his head. "Theresno sign of Visak," he said breathlesdy. "No one's seen
him since six. He was due to meet some of our peoplein Osnabriick but ... he didn't show."

"l see" He dismissed the man, then turned to Soucek. "What do you think?*
"Think?'

But it was clear what Soucek thought. His eyes gave him away. He thought Visak had gone over—sold
them out—and if Soucek thought that, then maybe it was true. But he would find out first. Make sure
before he acted.

"Y ou know what | think?" he said, looking up at the moon hanging there like agreat white sonein the
sky. "I think we'd better get back. | think the game's begun.”

"Dm?'
Jelka pushed the door open with her knee, then stepped insde into the darkness, the tray balanced
carefully between her hands.

Her father was Sitting in his chair, the holo-viewer on the floor in front of him, the control modulein his
lap, the golden fingers of hisright hand wrapped about it. In the air before him stood the boy, dressed in
aminiature of the Marshd's uniform.

She went across and set the tray down, then stood behind him.

It was something they had recorded only weeks ago; part of the great Kakvala she herself had set to
music. Watching it shefelt once again the sharp pain of Pauli's absence, that awful, gnawing uncertainty of
not knowing where he was, nor what was happening to him.

Pauli stood there, straight and tall and proud, his dark hair combed nestly across hisforehead, hiswhole
body lifted dightly on the bals of hisfeet as he sang, his eyes staring into the distance as he concentrated
on thewords.

"Hereupon the bird spoke language,



And the hawk at once made answer:

'O thou smith, O limarinen,

Thou the mogt industrious craftsman!

Truly art thou very skillful,

And amost accomplished craftsman!’

Thereupon amith [Imarinen Answered in the words that follow:
‘But indeed 'tis not awonde,

If I am askillful craftsman,

For ‘twas | who forged the heavens,

And the arch of air who welded." "

He sang on, his pure high voice seeming to capture the very essence of those ancient days—of that
distant time before the City had been built over the land, before the World was cloaked inice. Looking
a him, sheredlized with agtart of surprise how very like hisfather he was—not the Hans Ebert she had
known on Chung Kuo, the one who had amost married her, but the one she had met on Mars—"the
Changeling," as sheliked to think of him. She shivered, strangely moved by the thought. Her father had
brought the boy up well. There was nothing spoiled about him, nothing impetuous or soft—nothing
corrupt. Hisvoicewaslikealight shining out from deep within, reveding the perfect pitch of hisinner
being, resonant with innocence and hope. So strange that was, so utterly sirange, considering that his
father had been atraitor, his mother amadwoman and awhore. But the boy . . . Shelistened ashe
finished, entranced and deeply moved, the ancient tale made new in his song.

The old man froze the image, atremor passng through him, tears on his cheeks. She laid her hands gently
on his shoulders. He turned, looking up at her, then reached up, grasping her handstightly in his'1 own.
She squeezed them, for once not bothered by the cool, metallic fed of hisleft hand.

"Well get him back," she said, fighting down the tears. Y ou know wewill."
"It'snot that easy," he said, hisface hardening. "Things are changing by the hour."

He released her hands, then stood, turning to face her, dl softness gone from him suddenly. "Things are
bad, my love. We could be at war within the week."

Shedared a him. "War?"

He nodded. "'l asked the T'ang for Karr, but he refused. Things are happening. Pauli . . . Well, Pauli's but
asngle sonein the great game. We'—his voice fatered, then carried on—"we must ded with this matter
oursalves”

She frowned, not understanding. "Ded with it? How?"'
He turned his head, looking athis desk and the tray there. "Isthat soup?"
"Yes. .. but answer me, Daddy. How? How are you going to dedl with this?"

He looked back at her, asour smile on hislips. "I have not been a soldier sixty yearsfor nothing. | know



people. . .."
"People?!
Again helooked away. "It's best you don't ask.”

Best? She shivered, seeing there, in her father's eyes, astedly hardness, a determination which she
recognized from the past—that same determination that had made him defy his T'ang and kill Lehmann
before the whole House—that same iron-hard spirit that would wreck aworld before it alowed harm to
oneof hisown.

Maybeit is best 1 don't know what you are planning, shethought. Then, reaching up, she gently
stroked the drying tears from hisface.

THE CELL WASDARK, thedull red glow of the LOCKED signa above the studded door the only
source of illumination. On the bunk in the corner lay the boy, arough blanket covering his nakedness.
Two guards patrolled the corridor outside. He could hear their booted footsteps click and echo in the
Slence.

Cold. It was so cold here.

He huddled into himself, conscious of the camera somewhere in the dark above him watching his every
move. Infrared it was—he knew that. Uncle Knut had told him al about such things. He turned over,
facing thewall, trying to relax, trying not to cry. He had done so well. Throughout it al he had held his
head up and been brave, like held been taught. But now, aonein the darkness, it was suddenly much
harder.

No, hetold himsdf, swalowing hard. They're watching me, waiting for me to break down, so 1
mustn't. For Uncle Knut's sake, | mustn't.

For amoment his thoughts wandered and he imagined himself in his own bed, back in the Mansion;
imagined that the footsteps were those of the servants, then he remembered. The servants were al dead:
he had seen them die, Chang Mu and Shih Chih-o, Li Ho-nien and hisfavorite, the young MaCh'ing, the
lagt in hisroom, fighting them vainly, trying to stop them from taking him.

He shuddered, trying to control himsdlf, to push back the memories, but they were too powerful for him.
Unbidden, atear trickled down his cheek and then another.

And hismother . . .
He gritted histeeth, but alow moan forced itself out from somewhere degp insde him.

Be brave, he heard the old man say. Whatever you have to face in life, be brave and face it
squarely. But it was hard to be brave when no one came, when no one even knew where you were.
Harder yet when the memories came crowding back to haunt you.

He ducked his head benesth the blanket and secretly wiped the moistness from his cheeks, then sat up
and turned, placing hisfeet on the cold earthen floor, ignoring the cold.

Remember the song, hetold himsdf, hearing Jalka's soft voice coaxing him in hishead. And, lifting his
head, he began, his pure, high voice sounding in the silent darkness, making the guards outside turn and
ligen.

"Still the sun was never shining,



Neither gleamed the golden moonlight,
Not in Vainolasdark dwellings,

Not on Kaevaas broad heathlands.
Frost upon the crops descended,

And the cattle suffered grestly,

And thebirdsof ar felt strangdly,

All mankind felt ever mournful,

For the sunlight shone no longer,

Neither did there shine the moonlight. . . ."

IT WASAFTER ELEVEN when Tsu Mafindly left the Council Chamber. He had been loath to call
such ameeting, despite what had happened earlier, but the news from his agentsin Tongjiang could not
beignored. If their reportsweretrue, Li Y uan was preparing for war, and that would mean troublein his
own City.

He stood in the tiny anteroom amoment, alone—for the first time since the dawn, done—and tried to
gtill hisracing thoughts. Too much had happened too fast. That businesswithFel Yen. . .

Tsu Malet asigh escape him, then sat down, raking his fingers through his hair distractedly. He had
awaysthought Li Y uan had known; had known yet been too tactful, too much a"brother," to ever
mention it. Since the day of Li Y uan's coronation, when he had approached him about the child, he had
assumed the boy was his: that Li Y uan knew yet had forgiven him. If he had thought for amoment . . .

"Alya . . ."hesaid softly. If he had known what harm the woman could do hewould have killed her. Or
wasthat true? Wasn't he till more than alittle in love with her? Hadn't hisanger at her today been
tempered by some other, darker feding?

He blew out along bregth, then leaned forward. If the truth were told, seeing her therein the cdll, chained
and defiant, he had felt that old, familiar fire burn up in him again—had remembered, for the briefest
instant, how it had been to liewith her. No other woman had ever fired him so. No other had ever made
him lie there degplesswith the memory.

Tsu Mashuddered, then stood, redlizing suddenly that someone was standing in the doorway, waiting. It
was HwaKwei, hisMaster of the Inner Chambers.

"Chieh Hsia?"

"What isit, Master Hwa?"

"My Midtress, the Empress, has sent meto ask if you will be coming to her roomstonight.”
Hiswedding night ... He had forgotten. Thiswas, after dl, hiswedding night.

He gtared at Hwa, then waved ahand at him. "Tdl her | shall comein awhile. | need amoment's
thought.”

Hwa bobbed his head. "Chieh Hsia! Shall | bring something to eat? Some soup, perhaps? And



something for the Empress?'

Tsu Mawaslooking away, staring at the portrait of hisfather that hung over thefireplace. "That'skind,
Master Hwa, but | have no appetite. Bring something for the Empress, however."

"Chieh Hsia."

Alone again, histhoughts returned to Li Y uan and his cast-off son. How could Li Y uan have donethat? It
made no sense. No sense at dl. If he had wanted to dedl with Fei Y en, he could have exiled her and
married again. There had been no need to divorce her, not if her son was his.

Unless, that was, he/d wished to punish her. And what better way to punish aheadstrong, ambitious
woman like Fel Y en than by denying her son theright to bea T'ang?

The thought of it quite shocked him, for he had thought Li Y uan aless vindictive man. But who knew
what passion—especidly spurned passion—could do to aman?

Helooked back up a hisfather'simage. "What would you have done, Tsu Tiao?"

But the question, he knew, wasidle. Hisfather would never have got involved. Hisfather would have cut
off his own manhood before he would touch another man'swife. And asfor that woman being the wife of
afdlow T'ang. ..

"Thisisal my fault," he said quietly, bowing his head to the portrait, ashamed of himsalf. "And | must
rectify it if | can.”

Y es, hethought. But how? What in the gods names can | do to make things up with him? His wife.
| stole hiswife. It does not matter that her beauty blinded me. What mattersis the fact that |
betrayed him. Him . . . whom | counted as a brother.

He shuddered, afraid, suddenly deeply afraid, of what he had done.

So the wheel turns. So fate catches up with us.

But it was not too late. If he could only spesk to him. If he could only humble himself before his cousin.
Helifted his head, speaking to the camera overhead.

"Contact Li Yuan a Tongjiang. Tel him | wish to spegk to him. | shdl takethe cdl in my study.”

While his servants set up the link, he paced the corridor, trying to work out what he would
say—rehearsing phrases, trying to find some formula of words that would explain why he had acted as he
hed.

| loveyou, Li Yuan. Can't you see that? As | loved my elder brother Chang. Just as you loved Han
Ch'in. It was their deaths that brought us so close. Beside which, thisis nothing.

He sighed, then pushed through the doorsinto his study. If only that were true. If only it werein the past.
But he had seen Li Y uan's face and had known at once that the hurt he'd felt had never gone away— that
deep insde the wound was still bleeding.

Tsu Mawent to hisdesk and sat, waiting, hisfingerslaced before him, hiswhole body trembling with a
fearful anticipation. He had thought himsalf fearless, had thought himself beholden to no man; but 1 now
he knew. Li Yuan. He needed Li Yuan. Asafriend. Asabrother and an intimate. Without him . . . Well,
he could not bear the thought of it. To be severed from Li Y uan after dl they had gone through together.



It could not be. It smply could not be.

A minute passed and another. Then, with a suddenness that made him jump, there was aknock.
"Enter," hesad, feding his heart thump heavily in hisches.

His Secretary, Tu Fu-wel, took astep into the room, then bowed low.

"What isit, Tu?'

"ItisLi Yuan, Chieh Haa, herefusesto speak to you. He. . ." The young man looked bewildered. "It
seems he has given ordersfor the borders to be closed between the Cities.”

Tsu Madtared at his servant, sunned by the news. The last time Li Y uan had closed the borders had
been when he had had the plague in his City and had closed the gatesto City Africa. Within monthsthere
had been war.

He sat back, robbed of words, then shook his head.
"Chieh Hsia?"
There was ablanknessin his head. He could not think. For once he did not know what to do.

Tu Fu-we came closer, looking at his Master with darm now. "Chieh Hsia? Areyou dl right? Should |
send for Surgeon T'ung?”’

Tsu Mashivered, then looked back at his Secretary. "No, | ..." He shook his head, waving the man
away, then stood, needing for the briefest moment to support himself against the desk.

The borders. Li Yuan had closed the borders. . . .

He crossed the room and went out, heading for his new bride's quarters. He had to see her. It was his
duty to seeher. Yet dl of thejoy, dl of that wonderful lustful anticipation he had been feding earlier, had
gone from him now, leaving him an empty husk. And dl the while histhoughts circled the same point.

He'll come around. He's angry now, but thingswill change. He needs to sleep on it, that's all. Right
now he wants revenge. Rightly so. But inaday or two . . .

No, he thought, stopping outside Shu-sun's door. For there are some things that can never be
forgiven. Some actions which can never be atoned for. Not in ten thousand years.

Then, steding himself againgt his new bride's disappointment, he knocked on the door and pushed it
open, the rich scent of her perfume greeting him as he stepped into the darkness.

"HwaKwea?'

The voice from the shadows was only awhisper, nonetheless Tsu Mas Master of the Inner Chambers
stopped dead, giving asmal cry of surprise. He had thought he was aone and unobserved.

Stepping from the shadows, Prince Kung-chih took him by the arm and drew him aside, into one of the
small reception rooms.

Closing the door quietly behind him, the young prince turned, look-

ing a the tray Hwawas carrying, at the cloth-covered bowl, then met hiseyesagain. "Haveyou . .. ?'



Hwa shook his head, then answered the Prince quietly, terrified of being overheard. "'l couldn't. Her door
islocked. It seemsthe T'ang deeps donetonight.”

"Alone?" Kung-chih's voice wasloud with surprise. "On his wedding night?'
Hwa Kwei winced. "Please, Magter . . ."

Kung-chih grinned. "That bodes well, neh, Master Hwa? But we must be sure, neh?' He reached down
and removed the cloth from over the bowl, then sniffed at the soup. Y ou are sure thiswill work?!

Hwa Kwe nodded.

"Good. Then make sure you treat our Mistress the new Empress well, Master Hwa. Make sure she has
her bedtime bowl of soup, particularly those nights my uncle does decideto vist her.”

HwaKwei swallowed, then bowed his head. "1 shdl do asyou ask, Prince Kung."

Kung-chih straightened, his demeanor changing, becoming more threatening. "Make sure you do, Hwa
Kwel. Make very sureyou do."

L1 YUAN stood beside the carp pool, looking down into its depths, watching the fish drift dowly, dark
within the dark, circling like the thoughts within his skull.

It shall be war, hethought, the last shred of doubt gone from him. | shall recall the armies from Africa
and crush the monster in the depths of my City.

That wasthe easy part. Asfor therest . . .

The day, now it was done, seemed like adream. The hurt held felt— the anguish and pain—now seemed
unred, like anightmare he had woken from. Not that they were gone. No. They were dtill there, in the
depths. It wasjust that he was blank now, emotiondly inert.

An hour back, Pei K'ung had sent agirl, thinking it akindness, but he had turned her away. Throwing on
acloak, he had come here, hoping to lose himsdf, knowing the silent spell this place wove over him.

He crouched, then put out a hand, stirring the water's surface.
Jug fall forward, hethought. Just let go, Li Yuan, and it will all be. done with.

But he could not let go. In spite of everything some part of him refused to weaken; refused to take that
find, irrevocable step. They could takeit dl from him—his brother, hisfather, hiswives, yes, eventhe
one man hetruly trusted; the one man he had truly loved—and ill held not succumb.

Tired as hewas, hewas not that tired. Hurt as he was, he was not that hurt.
Like a brother he had been. Like a brother . . .

Helet his head droop, let ashuddering bresth escape him, then dowly straightened up. Hislimbsfelt
leaden, hisblood duggishin hisvens.

"Chieh Hsa?"

Nan Ho must have been standing there some while, his head bowed, hisarms straight a hissides, likea
shadow beside the door.



"What isit, Master Nan?"

Nan Ho stepped forward, his face suddenly hdf lit, his dark eyes concerned.

"Forgiveme, Chieh Hsia. | did not mean to disturb you. | just wondered . . . well, if you weredl right?"
Li Yuan smiled wearily. "It has been along day, Master Nan. | am tired. Very tired.”

Nan Ho bowed his head. "Of course, Chieh Hsa. I"—he hesitated, stepped back into the shadow, then
cameforward again—"1 did not know, Chieh Hsia. | just wanted you to know that. There were rumors
at the time—rumorswe crushed inthe bud, but . . . well, | did not believe them. Marshal Tolonen and

Li Yuan raised ahand. At once Nan Ho fdll slent. The T'ang's eyes were pained, hisface muscles
tensed. He looked down, composing himself, then looked back at his Chancellor, hisface stern.

"I hear what you say, Master Nan, but there will be no further mention of that man within my hearing, nor
within thewals of any palace or officia building under my jurisdiction. From henceforth it must be asif he
does not exist."

Nan Ho stared at him amoment, shocked by the coldness he saw in his Master's eyes, then bowed his
head.

"It shall be so, Chieh Hsia."
"Good," Li Yuan said. "Then good night, Master Nan. May the gods look after usin the days ahead.”

KARR woke in the smdl hours, hiswhole body beaded in swest, shaken by adream in which Lehmann
had stolen into their rooms and taken May, replacing her with a perfect changeling—an android copy.
Fearful, he had gone to May's room and knelt beside her bed, touching her arm in the darknessto fed!
the warmth there, checking at her neck for a pulse.

She had stirred and he had sung to her, crooning softly until he was certain she had settled. Only then did
he go back.

Marie spoke to him from the darkness, her voice heavy with deep. "Gregor?'

"It'sdl right,” he said, climbing in beside her. "I heard anoise. From May'sroom. | wasjust checking she
was okay."

She murmured some vague noise of understanding, then cuddled close, placing her head on his chest,
adeepin aningant. Normally it would have been enough to soothe him, to calm hisfears, but this once
he could not get to deep again. Helay there, tense, remembering the dream, disturbed by it—seeing
again and again his daughter turn and laugh at him, her mouth adark hole within which he could see the
full moon burning.

CHAPTER EIGHT

To the Edge

THE TOWER dominated the valey. Inside, heavy wooden blinds had been pulled down over the
massive windows at either end of the Upper Hall, leaving it in heavy shadow—a brooding darkness that



ashaft of light from a skylight breached, picking out atiny figurein bloodred silks, standing on the stone
flags besde afountain.

Fu Chiang, "the Priest,” Big Boss of the Red Flower Triad of North Africa, stood at the center of the
Hall, looking up through the skylight at thefaint circle of the moon in the early morning sky. Behind him
the light glittered off the flowing water of the fountain, making the green-bronze flanks of the running
horse shimmer.

He loved this hour when the air was so clear and cool and the fortress silent. Walking to the door he
pushed aside the blue silk curtain and went out onto the balcony, stepping from shadow into sunlight.

Dismissing the two guards, he went to the parapet and looked out acrossthe valey. From this vantage
point al was below him. To hisright three pesks soared into the cloudless sky, their very stillness making
him think of eternity. Dark green pines clothed their flanks, hiding the gun emplacements he knew were
there. To hisleft theland fell away more steeply, the stark geometric shapes of the lower garrison
bunkersjutting from the smooth face of the rock. Far below ariver wound itsway into the distance, like
ablack snake coiled in the grass. Somewhere in the middle ground lay two small villages. Beyond them
the dark massed shapes of the Atlas Mountains-rose once more, stretching to the horizon.

Fu Chiang looked up, taking adeep breath, and stared into the perfect blue of the sky. More and more
he found himself drawn to this place. More and more he left the day-to-day running of the brotherhood
to hislieutenants, to hisRed Pole, Hu Lin, and his White Paper Fan, Tan Sui.

This had once been asummer retreat for Wang Sau-leyan. 1t was rumored he had even brought his
woman here—the hsueh pcd. But that had been some while back now. Fu Chiang had taken it over two
years ago, after Wang's death, paying off thelocal Warlord, Yen Fu.

For now, hethought. For the day will come when Yen Fu will pay me.
Y es, but Y en Fuwas not aproblem. Anirritation, maybe, but not a problem.
Li Min... Li Min was the problem.

He turned, looking to the north, the stone face of the tower climbing into the air to hisleft. Thismorning,
not long after first light, a cruiser had come from that direction. On board had been Li Min's henchman,
Visk.

Fu Chiang pulled at his beard thoughtfully. His Wu would be here shortly. He had summoned him as soon
as he'd learned what Visak wanted, knowing that this was not a course to be entered on lightly. To give
Visak shelter—to agree to what he wanted—would, if Li Min heard of it, surely make an enemy of the
man. On the other hand, to send him back . . .

He sghed, suddenly impatient. Where was the man? Why hadn't he come? He turned and went back
ingde, hurrying across the Hall and throwing the door open.

"Guard!"

The man came quickly to his Master's summons and kndlt at hisfest.
"Find out what's happened to the WU!"

"Mager!"

The man bowed low, then hurried off, calling to others as he went.



Fu Chiang stood there amoment, banging his clenched fist againgt the doorpost with frustration, then
went back inside. It would not have been so bad had he been able to trust any of hisfellow Mountain
Lords, but who wasto say which one of them would take advantage of the Situation and inform Li Min?

Or was he worrying too much? Could Li Min really haemhim?

Yes, hethought. Not directly, but the bastard could withdraw his support and fund his enemies, and that
could shift the baance of power againgt him. Unless. . .

Unkss | make a deal —another deal —thistimewith Li Min's principal enemy.

Helaughed. The very thought was outrageous. But why not? Why shouldn't he, aMountain Lord, make
dedlswith one of the Seven? After all, thetimes had changed. And if Visak was so important, then
maybe Li Y uan would be willing to buy the man.

The more he thought of it, the more heliked the idea.

Heturned, hearing voices and running footsteps, and nodded to himsdlf. If the Wu confirmed it—if the
sgnswere right—then he would act.

Andif they weren't!

No. Hewas convinced of it. The oracle would bear it out. Visak . . . Visak was the key that would open
many doorsfor him.

TSUNG Y E edged to the side of the bed, then, carefully pulling the silken covers aside, dipped out,
tiptoeing to the chair where he had | eft his clothes. Pei K'ung lay on her side on the far Sde of the bed,
naked, her shoulder and the curve of her back visible from where he stood, dressing.

He had waited almost twenty minutes until he was sure she was adeep, knowing that if he woke her he
would be there gill an hour hence. The thought of it made him lower hiseyes and groan inwardly. It was
not that his Mistress was abad lover. Far from it. He was surprised by how passionate, how enthusiastic,
shewas, how quickly she had learned the arts of pleasure. Nor did her age or lack of beauty put him off.
It wasjust that shewas S0 ... well, insatiable. Asif shewastrying to make up for forty years of cdibacy
inafew brief days.

Tsung Yesa, pulling on his boots, then stifled ayawn. She had kept him at it al night, that last timeriding
him like ademon, her face distorted so that, for the briefest moment, he had been afraid, thinking she had
been taken over by the legendary fox lady. He shuddered, remembering it, then stood, pressing his feet
down into the bottom of the soft kid boots she had bought him.

That, at least, was one good thing that had come of this. The presents she kept showering on him: new
clothes, agolden timepiece, slks, jewdry, and cloth-bound books. Even so, the situation worried him.
One of these days they would be caught. He knew it for a certainty. And though she said her husband
knew, how certain could he be of that? After dl, it was not something he could check.

He sghed. Maybe she would tire of him. Maybe, once her passion for him had waned, she would take
another to her bed. Until then he must be careful. Until then he must do as she said.

Hetiptoed to the door and opened it, checking the corridor, then dipped outside. Pulling the door closed
behind him, he hurried away, making for his bed and the sweet oblivion of deep.

PEI K'uN G heard the door click shut, then turned and pulled herself up onto the cushions. Stretching,



she yawned then smiled. The night had been wonderful, the best yet, but though she felt exhausted, she
could not deep. For awhile she lay therein afitful reverie, remembering what they had done, her hand
straying down to touch her breasts, her sides, the soft-haired nest between her legs.

Yes, my little bird, she thought, asigh of contentment escaping her, you were right to slip away when
you did. Get some sleep. For tonight | shall have need of you again.

After awhile she got up and went through to her bathroom. Squitting there over the bowl, washing
hersdf, shefet ashiver run through her, imagining not Tsung Y e but her husband, watching her. For a
moment she closed her eyes, letting the fantasy run its course, imagining him chancing upon her, there
where she was, then coming across to throw her down upon the tiled floor and have her on the spot. The
thought of it made her nervestingle, the hair on her neck stand on end.

Awake, shethought. After all thistime 1 am awake.

She dried hersdlf, then went back through, not bothering to summon her maids, but searching the great
carved wardrobes hersdlf, looking for something that suited her mood. Something light and airy. She
decided on asmple wrap of lavender and pink decorated with embroidered silk butterflies. Laying it on
the bed, she went to her dressing table and sat.

"Send my maids," she said, addressing the House Computer.

They weretherein an instant. Curtseying in the doorway, they camein, then stopped, hesitating asthey
saw her at the mirror, naked.

She smiled, seeing how they averted their eyes as they came across, then spoke to them, giving them
their orders.

"Tiny Jade, | want you to put my hair up. Y ou will do something fashionable withiit, dl right? Asfor you,
Autumn Snow, you must use dl your skillsto make your Mistress presentable.”

"Midress" the two maids said together, bowing and looking to each other with worried glances; glances
Pei K'ung pretended not to see.

"And, girls" she sad, the familiar authority of her voice tempered with aunexpected tenderness. "Do this
properly and | shdl reward you well."

NAN HO stopped outside the Empress's rooms, then, clearing histhroat, knocked loudly on the outer
door.

There was afaint exchange of voices from within and then the door eased back, aguard staring out at the
Chancdlor. Seeing who it was, the man bowed his head and stepped back, announcing him.

"Midress, it ishis Excdlency, the Chancdllor.”

Pel K'ung was seated in her throne, the dignitaries of her household surrounding her, asif sheld been
expecting him.

"Master Nan," she said, smiling. "To what do | owethis pleasure?’

Nan Ho knelt, bowing his head, then stood, returning her smile. "Forgive me, Mistress, but | have come
from your husband. He wishesto see you a once."

She gave anod, then turned, dismissing the dignitaries. Asthey went, Nan Ho frowned, noting the



absence of Tsung Y e, surprised not to see the ever-present young secretary at her side.

He bowed again, letting her pass, then fell in two paces behind her as they went out into the corridor.
"Ismy husband better?"

"Better, Midress?

She stopped and turned, facing him. "Forgive me for being so blunt, Master Nan—I mean no disrespect
by it—but let me have no more of this bullshit from you. Y ou know what | mean. Y esterday we returned
from Astrakhan a a moment's notice, snubbing our cousin'swedding. Today a decreeisissued banning
al mention of the man's name. It takes no greet intelligence to figure that something happened between
my husband and his cousin, doesit?'

Nan Ho nodded, conceding the point.

"Moreover, it was noticeable how pale my husbhand seemed, returning from our cousin's palace. So | ask
you again, Master Nan. Ismy husband feding any better?’

Helaughed. "That is something | think you had best judge for yoursdlf." He put hishand out. "If you
would . "

She amiled, then turned, walking on at apace, leaving him to half walk, half run to try and keep up with
her. |

L1 yuan was hdfway through a meeting when she cameinto his study. Without bresaking sentence he
motioned toward achair, his eyesfollowing her as she made her way across and sat.

Hicking out her fan, she waved it before her face, hiding ayawn, then clicked it shut, sudying the senior
officia who stood stoop-backed before her husband's desk.

At once she sensed something different. It was not just the tension in the room, though thet, of itsalf, was
quite remarkable; nor wasit the crowd of advisors and retainers who were gathered in the room; it was
something in the words her husband used—in their curt significance and in the underlying menace she
sensed in them. Even before he dismissed the man and turned to her she knew. He had decided upon
war.

"Chieh Hsia," she sad, addressng him formdly, anticipating him. "Might we talk done?’

He stared at her amoment, then nodded and waved the rest away. When they had gone he stood and
came around the desk to her.

"So, Pa K'ung, what isit?

Shelooked up at him, meeting his eyes squardly, dmost asan equd. "Y esterday . . . that businesswith
your cousin. | know you do not wish to talk about it, but ..."

"But what?' There was ahardnessin him suddenly that told her she had been right. " Speak, then be
slent.”

She bowed her head. "When | wasresearching in theimperid library, | came upon something. Something
to do with your cousin.”

"Goon," hesaid, anote of curiogity entering hisvoice.



"It wasto do with your first wife, Fal Yen."

She looked up, expecting to find him glaring at her, but to her surprise he was looking away, amusclein
his cheek jumping. Then atear dropped from the corner of his eye and rolled swiftly down his cheek and
into thefolds of hisslks. She blinked, astonished.

"Husband, | ..."

He turned to face her, then sniffed deeply and wiped away a second tear that had formed but not fallen.
"Y ou undergtand, then?'

She nodded, but at the core of her she was shocked. So it wastrue. It really wastrue. And because of it
the two T'ang were not now speaking, and Li Y uan was preparing for war. She shivered and clicked
open her fan again, moving it distractedly.

"I have had her put under house arrest,” he said. "Her son is held separately. Without him shell do no
more mischief."

"Ah..." Aganshefdt afant shock of surprise. "Shetried to seeyou," she said quietly.
He stared at her.

"A few daysago," she said, putting the fan down and holding it siffly in her lap, "I ... | saw her mysdlf.
Sent her away. I"—shelooked up a him again—"1 thought it best. | did not realize—"

"No. ..." Hesighed. "You were not to blame, Pel K'ung. The woman"—he shook his head and
grimaced—"the woman was aways unstable. | waswrong to marry her. It wasinfatuation . . . childish
infatuation. | seethat now."

She nodded. But whereas only three days ago, she would not have understood, now she saw it clear.
When it came to love and sex the eyeswere blind.

"Isit war?' she asked, changing the subject. "I mean, againg Li Min?"

"Yes." Strangely, he offered her asmile. "I'm glad you know. | ... | was so londly. So wrapped up in
myself. But now . .. Wdll, now it'seasier, neh?’

He stared at her amoment, asif seeing her for thefirst time, then frowned. "You're. . . different, Pa
K'ung. Your hair. That dress. It ... it makes you seem much younger."

She bowed her head, afaint blush coming to her neck. "I ... | thought | would try to please you, husband.
I"—shelooked up again, noting that his eyeswere still upon her—"1 thought | could, perhaps, cometo
you tonight. After you had retired. Totalk and . . . well, to help you relax.”

He opened hismouth, asif, for the briefest moment, he was going to say no, then, with acurt little
movement, he nodded.

Pei K'ung sat there, her heart pounding, her mouth suddenly dry. Then, redlizing that the audience was at
an end, she stood and, bowing, backed away.

MAY STOOD IN the doorway to the shower, watching while her father washed himself down, her
four-year-old eyestaking in his every movement. Glancing at her, he smiled salf-conscioudly, then turned,
facing the sonewall, whistling softly to himsdlf.



"Pepa?
He stopped and turned back. "Y es, little plum blossom?"

"Those marks. . ." She pointed to the tattoos on his chest and arms, her tiny face creased up with
curiogity.

"These?' He laughed, then, cutting the flow, stepped out and grabbed atowd. "I had these donewhen |
wastwelve. Long ago, that was. Long, long ago. And far away, cometo that."

She gtared a him, waiting. Shrugging, he toweled hisloins dry, pulled on some shorts, then crouched
down next to her.

"These," he said, indicating the dragon tattoos on hisleft arm, "are the red dragon of summer and the
green dragon of spring. And this'— he smiled, seeing how her eyeswidened a the sight of it—"isthe

great eagle, symbolizing strength.”
She shivered, then reached out to touch and trace the design.

"But why isit so crud?' she asked, pointing to the terror-stricken horse the eagle clutched in each of its
dedliketaons.

"Because strength is cruel, perhaps.” He watched her, seeing how she studied the design, and felt a
tightening of his somach muscles at the thought of what lay ahead.

What kind of world will you grow up in? he wondered. A world of eagles and dragons? Or will it
be a kinder, safer place?

The thought disturbed him. He reached out and picked her up, cuddling her, then carried her through into
the kitchen where Marie was preparing the breakfast.

"Y ou want ahand?' he asked, setting May down.
Sheturned from the stove and smiled. "Areyouill, Gregor?'

Helaughed. "No. It'sjust that I'm not used to being waited on. In Africal would egt with the men, help
prepare the meals. But that's not what | meant. This'—helooked about him—"I wonder if al thiswill be
thesame. . . afterward.”

Therewas aflicker of uncertainty in her face and then she smiled again, reassuring him. "Well come
through, Gregor. We dways do. Besides, you've more than us two to think of now,"

Karr smiled, but the memory of what Lehmann had said lay underneath hisjoy. Death. Degth lay beneeth
the surface wherever one looked. He went across and stood beside her, reaching past her to take the
tiny statue from the shelf by the window. More and more these past few years people had reverted to
suchthings.

"Y ou should be careful,” he said, holding it out to her. "It's il illegd .
Sheraised an eyebrow, then took it from him and set it back. "1t's S Ming."

"Ah..." Helooked at it again, then nodded to himsdlf. S Ming wasthe God of Fate, bestower of life
and death. It was he, they said, who determined how long aman'slife should be. He shivered, then
reached out to touch thetiny statue, asif to take some of its good luck.



"Gregor?'
Helooked at her, then laughed. "It'll do no harm.”
"| thought you made your own luck.”

He nodded. It was what he/d always said. But in the days ahead a single man would be like a seed,
blown by the great wind. In the days to come they would need al the luck they could get.

"|—" He stopped, hearing aknocking at the door, then moved past her. It had an urgent sound to it.

Hethrew the door open. A messenger stood there, dressed in the dark green and red of Li Yuan's
persond staff. The young man handed him a sealed | etter, then bowed and backed away.

Karr watched him go, then broke the seal and took the letter from the envel ope.
"What isit?" Marie said from the kitchen doorway, wiping her hands on acloth.
"New orders," he said, looking back at her. "I'm to go to Africa.”

"To the Banners?'

He shook his head. "No. | am to meet aMountain Lord named Fu Chiang. It seems Lehmann's man
Visak hasfled the nest. He wantsto make adedl.”

TeII meyour name?'
Light flickered in the creature's eye. The pupil moved to the right, contracting dightly.
It hesitated, searching its newly implanted memory.

"Wdl?' Kim asked, adjusting the scope that was set up over the creature's face, then glancing a the twin
screens beside the operating table.

"Of course.” Kim loosened the scope arm and pulled it aside. "Sit up, Box. | want to talk to you about
what you remember.”

Likeawaxwork waking into life, it sat up, dipping itslegs over the Sde of the operating table. Itseyes
were an intense blue. Kim stood facing it, dwarfed by it.

"Good." Kim gtudied it, asif looking for flaws. "Now tell me. The house. Y ou remember the house,
right?'

"l remember.”

"Fifteen rooms, you said. A big house. The house where Box lived with his parents.”
"And my brothers.”

"Ah." Kim nodded, asif it were the answer held expected. "Two brothers?’
"Threg" it corrected him.

"Of course." Kim smiled. "Y our brothers.... did they have names?*



"They ... Yes They had names."
"Good. And their names. . . what were they, Box?"

"One. . . onewas named Other. The second was Pole. Thethird"—it reached inside, its face forming the
rudiments of afrown, then it smiled—"the third was Square."

Kim smiled. "Good. That's very good, Box. But tell me, did you play with your brothers? In the garden,
for ingance?'

"|"—its hesitation this time was pronounced—"1 must have. | ... | think | remember playing with them.”
"Werethere treesin the garden?"

"Yes" It was more confident thistime. " Four trees."

"Onefor each brother."

"That'sright."”

"Okay. WEell leave it now. Rest now, Box. Lie down and rest.”

Outsde once more, Curva rounded on him. "What's going on? Where the hell did it get dl that stuff?”
"It madeit up.”

"Madeit up?'

"Tofill thegaps”

Curva laughed. "Three brothers.. . . Aiyal It'sapathologicd liar! We might aswell destroy it right now!
It'sliving in afantasy world!"

Kim nodded. "Sure. But that's exactly what we intended, wasn't it?"
"Y es, but—"

"No, think about it, Andrew. What did we set out to achieve with theimplant? To giveit memoriesthat
seemed redl. To giveit somekind of back-story so that it thought of itself asbeing more than asmple
machine of flesh—so that it could function properly. All well and good. But the troubleis, how do we
make sure that that story— that ‘false history,' if you like—is detailed enough? Up to now we've been
assuming that what we were giving it was enough. That it would accept the implant verbatim and useit
like some kind of theatrical backdrop. But we know now that that assumption was afdse one.”

"Because there were gaps. Because you didn't nameit.”

"Sure. But there are always going to be gaps. Don't you see that? That demonstration just now—the
things | left out of its back-story were glaring and obvious, but they make the point. Whatever we leave
out, it will invent. Wherever it finds gaps—however smal—it will fill them. That'sthe nature of it."

"So we make the implant more detailed.”

Kim laughed. "Y ou're missing the point, Andrew. What we're talking about hereis dupliceting alife—the
memory of alife—detail for detail. Were talking about a piece of programming so huge, so complex, that
we could put athousand men on the job and they'd still be working on it fifty years from now."



"Okay. So what isthe point? Are you suggesting we should give up? Isthat it?"

"Not at dl. What I'm saying isthat we need to take this new factor—this facility it hasfor filling gaps, for
inventing its own reality—into our caculations. We need to reconceive what we've been doing and to
construct the next generation of implants not as backdrops but as menta skeletons. If we can givethe
new models some kind of coherent framework, they can flesh it out themsalves. And if I'm right—if my
ingtinct for thisis correct—then well not only cure the ingtability problem weve suffered with previous
prototypes but we might even smplify the whole imprinting process.”

"So where do we go from here?"

"First we go back to GenSyn. Get them to expedite the release of the new brain matter they've been
working on. There have been delays with the paperwork—the usua kind of thing—but I'll get onto
To-lonen. Seeif he can't put arocket up them.”

"And Box?'

Kim turned, looking back at the creature. "WEell let Box run for aweek. See how hefills himsdlf. And
then ... wdl, then | guesswe closethelid." Helooked back at Curva. "The shameof itisthat hell "I am
unnamed,” it said findlly.

"Good," Kim said, looking across the room to where Curval sat behind the control desk. "Why do you
think that is?'

Therewas activity on the right-hand screen—tiny flares of red and yellow within the dark outline of the
skull—and then an answer.

"Because | have not been named.”

"Good." Kim peered down the scope again, adjugting the fingertip controls. "And yet it isin the nature of
thingsto be named, no?"

The creasture was silent. At the desk Curva smiled.

"So why does everything—even the smallest, inanimate thing-possess a name and you none?"
Again theflares danced in the outline skull, brighter thistime and more intense,

"I ... 1 do not know."

Kim straightened up, then studied the I eft-hand screen, where two graphs—onein green, onein
yellow—showed respiration and blood pressure. He nodded, satisfied, then looked back at the creature.

"Do you remember your parents?'

It gave asmile of recognition. "1 remember.”

"Good." Kim patted itsarm. "So what did they cal you?"
"Cdl me?'

"Y ou lived with them, right?"

Flares of yellow intengfied into red, faded, and then returned. The respiration rate was up—dramaticaly.



Kim looked at Curva and nodded.
"Y ou remember them, but you can't remember being with them, isthat how it is?'

There was alook of pain on the creature's face now, of confusion. It gave atiny nod, constrained by the
scope.

"Good. And the house you lived in. It was abig house, neh?!

"Very big. There werefifteen rooms.”

"Fifteen? That'salot of roomsfor just the three of you. Y ou had no brothers or sisters?”
"No"—again it hestated—"1 ... | don't think s0."

"Okay." Kimlaid his hand on the creature's shoulder, reassuring it. Y ou can rlax now. Well talk more
later.”

Hewent out, Curvd joining him in the anteroom.

"Wel?" the older man asked impatiently. "What do you think?"

Kim went to the machine in the corner and punched for abulb of soup. "I think the implant's taken well."
Curvd followed him across. "So what was al that about?’

Kim turned back, handed Curva the bulb, then punched for another. ™Y ou mean, why didn't | program
him properly? Why did | leave gaps?'

"That's exactly what | mean."

Kim took the bulb, cracked it open, then sat on the corner of the nearby table. "Because | want to see
what it doeswith them.”

Curva frowned. "With what?'

Kim spped then amiled. "With the gaps. If my hunchisright, its brain won't be happy with the
gtuation—with there being gaps. If I'm right, it will try tofill them.”

"Fill them? How? Wed haveto program it, surely?’
"Would we?' Kim sipped again, then laughed. "L et's giveit haf an hour and see what happens.”

Curva laughed, then turned, looking through the glass at the creature on the table. It lay there, inert, likea
piece of discarded machinery. "What could happen?’

Kim finished his soup, throwing the flattened bulb into the disposdl. "It might invent something.”
"Likewhat?'

"Wait and see," Kim said, going to the machine and punching for another soup. "Just wait and see.”
TeII meyour name?'

Light flickered in the cregture's eye. On the right-hand screen asingle flare of yellow brightened and then
faded.



"l an Box."

"l see" Kim looked across. Curval, at the desk, was sitting forward, astonished.
"Box. That'sthe name your parents gave you?'

"Wes"

"Y ou remember your parents, then?'

"Y ou asked me that before.”

Kimsmiled. "I did, didn't 17"

"Y ou asked meif | remembered being with them and | said no,"
"But now you do?'

It hesitated, then. "Yes, | remember it now."

"Why do you think that is?"

"l ... | must haveforgotten.”

never know, never redize just what he could have been. Gaps All hell ever know are gaps.”

VON PASENOW stood in the shadows at the back of the room, waiting while Tolonen took the call.
He listened, sengtive to the nuancesin the Marshd's voice, to the sudden defensive stiffness of his
posture, and knew that the old man's overpolite manner concealed real depths of hostility. Whoever
Ward was, hewas no friend of the Marsha's.

Asthe old man cut the call and turned to him again, he straightened, attentive once more.

"I'm sorry about that," Tolonen said, aflicker of distaste crossing hisface. "'Y ou'd think he/d dedl with the
appropriate manager! Why he hasto pester me.. . . Anyway . . . you were saying you had news."

Von Pasenow took two steps forward, into the circle of light cast by the hover-globe at Tolonen's el bow,
then bowed his head.

"| think we've found them, Sr."
"Found them! Why that's excellent! Where?"
Heraised his head. Tolonen wasleaning forward, staring a him eagerly.

"Welve traced them to Cosenzain the south. It looks like they're preparing to dip away to Africa. My
guessisthat they're waiting to be paid off, otherwise they'd have gone.”

Tolonen nodded, then waved him to continue.

"I've had the surrounding levels staked out thoroughly. Good men. Reliable, ex-service types. My men
areinthetrangtsand at dl the barriers. If they even cough I'll know about it."

Tolonen stood. "Excellent. Then let'sgo there, neh?”

"Marshd?' Von Pasenow stared at the old man, surprised. "But | thought . . ."



Tolonen came around the desk and placed a golden hand on VVon Pasenow's shoulder. ™Y ou've done a
good job, Magor. | knew you would. That'swhy | hired you. But thisis persona. Y ou understand?’

Von Pasenow bowed his head. "Of course, gir. I'll take you there a once.

"Good. And, Mgor ... if we have to take containment action, we do what has to be done, neh? I'll
accept the respongbility for any consegquences. But | want at least one of the fuckersdive. | don't care
how you do it, but you do it, right?"

Von Pasenow swallowed, then bowed hishead. "Sir!"

THE CURTAINS WERE DRAWN, the room in semidarkness. From the far side of the room he could
hear her soft, regular breathing and smiled. The room waswarm, filled with the sweetly perfumed scent
of her. Hesitant, he pushed the door closed and tiptoed to the bed.

Shu-sun lay there, her back to him, abright red silk wrapped about her nakedness. Gently Tsu Ma sat,
careful not to disturb her, then leaned across, his eyestaking in the features of her degping face.

He had not been wrong. She was every bit as beautiful as he'd remembered. As he watched, she turned,
dowly, sensuoudy uncurling, her lips parting afraction, her shoulders and neck stretching. Then, witha
lazy motion, her eyes opened, the pupils heavy with deegp. Seeing him, she smiled.

"Wherewere you?' she asked, her voice alazy, familiar drawl. "I thought you were going to come, but
you didnt. . . ."

Hefdt apang of guilt and quickly suppressed it. "I'm here now," he said, placing his pam againgt her
cheek and smoothing it. Shetook it and dowly led it down her body onto the warm, firm breast benegath
thedlk.

"l wanted you."
"Wanted?' Hefdt atiny shiver of anticipation passthrough him. The slken warmth of her inflamed him.
"Want," she said, correcting hersdlf.

Shelifted hishand to her lips, kissed it, then, rleasing it, drew back her silks, reveding her nakedness.
Tsu Malet along, dow breath escape him, bewitched by the sght of her, then leaned forward and gently
kissed first one and then the other breast, histongue lingering on the nipples.

He glanced up at her. Her eyeswere closed now, her whole face lit with pleasure at what he was doing.
He bent again, kissing and teasing her breagts, his hands moving down her body, tracing the smooth
young shape of it, diciting soft sghsfrom her.

Moving back, he shrugged off his jacket and then stood, beginning to undress. Her eyes opened lazily,
watching him, her amile heavy with desire, her body turning toward him like an offering. He threw off his
shirt and kicked away his boots, then pedled off hisleggings. As he moved forward to knedl on the edge
of the bed, she sat up and reached out to him, her fingers caressing his scomach and hisinner thighs,
tracing acircle about hisgroin, her eyeswide, enjoying the sight of hisfierce arousd.

He cdlosed his eyes and groaned as she leaned closer, her fingers cupping hisballs gently, tenderly while
her mouth opened to him. Placing his hands on her shoulders, he began to knead the musclesthere, half
tender, haf savage.

"Alya," he moaned, unableto keep himsdf from thrusting at her. " Aiyal"



His handswere at her neck now. As she leaned into him, taking him deeper, he reached up with hisright
hand and, grasping the point where her hair was gathered into aplait, pulled back her head, asif reining
inahorse.

She stared back up at him, her mouth still open, her face entirely changed, a primal savagery staring back
at him from her eyes. He shuddered then pulled her down, his mouth going to hers and crushing it dmost
brutally, even as her legs parted and her body curled about his. With agasp he was insde her, the shock
of entry making them both cry out, she high, helow. Savagdly hethrust at her, asif to destroy her, to
annihilate her utterly, her cries, the pained contortions of her face, robbing him of al reason. She clung to
him fiercely, pushing up to meet each downward thrust like some young animdl in its desth throes.

As he came she cried out, convulsing beneath him, thrusting up againgt him asif to split hersdlf, her hands
gripping his buttocks fiercely while he groaned asif held been speared, forcing his seed deep into her,
each thrust now like a dagger blow, histeeth gritted, hiswhole face contorted in arictus of pain. Agan!
Agan! Agan!

HE WOKE AN HOUR LATER, his head nestled between her breasts, her arms about his neck and
shoulders. For awhile he lay there, contented, happy smply to listen to her gentle breathing, to fed the
soft warmth of her flesh againgt hisown. Like paradise, hethought. Then, knowing he must get back, he
gently broke from her, easing up off the bed.

He stood there amoment, staring at her, aroused once more by the sight of her. 1t would be easy smply
to stay herefor aday or two. To deep and make love and damn the world outside. After all, that wasa
T'ang's privilege. But a T'ang had responsibilities, too, and right now the world was a place of threats and
chaos. Right now the world would alow him only afew snatched moments of pleasure.

He shuddered, then began to dress. For amoment he had forgotten everything—everything but her. He
amiled, remembering. Thefirst time had been fierce, like the violent coupling of animals, the second
tender, softly, astonishingly gentle. And between ... He laughed, surprised by it. Between times he had
fdleninlovewith her.

Fastening the last button of his jacket, he turned, looking at her again, then went across and, leaning over
her, planted gentle kisses on her neck, her cheek, her brow.

"Tonight," he whispered. Then, moving back, he straightened up, preparing himsdf to go out and face the
greater world once more.

Tonight, he thought, knowing that there was a |east this one sweet certainty amid dl else. | shall cometo
you tonight, my darling Shu-sun.

But first there was one other matter to be settled.

THEY WERE IN TRANSIT when it began—traveling south from Milan garrison, their cruiser flitting less
than a hundred ch'i above the City'sroof, asif across avast, smooth snowscape.

"What's happening?' Tolonen demanded, leaning across to touch Von Pasenow'sarm.

The ex-Mgor looked up and grimaced. "It looks like their contact has arrived. They're decamping. If we
don't hit them now ..."

"Then hit them,” Tolonen said sternly. "But remember what | said. | want at least one of them dive. Tdll
your men to shoot to disableif they can, not to kill."



"Andif they suicide?"

"That'sarisk well haveto take."

Von Pasenow stared at him amoment, then nodded and got back on to his man in Cosenza.

They arrived ten minutes later, setting down beside one of the security hatches. By then it wasal over.
"Let's hopethey've left us something," Tolonen said asthey climbed down from the craft.

"Or someone," Von Pasenow said beneath his breath, fearing the Worst.

Down below it was chaos. Someone had shot at one of the Shen T'se before the ambush was properly
set. Asaresult more than twenty of their own men had been killed or critically wounded. Of the Shen
T'se, only onewas il dive, and that was because they had blown off both hisarms and one of hisfeet.
Helay in one of the rooms, under heavy guard, hiswounds freeze-staunched, his condition kept stable by
the Resuscitation Machine he was strapped to.

Tolonen went to ingpect the dead first, spending along time staring at the five Shen T'se, murmuring to
himsdlf about loyalty and trust, and wondering aoud how such men as these could be bought. Eventualy
he left them and came through, frowning fiercely as he studied the half-conscious man.

"You know him?' VVon Pasenow asked.

"l did,” Tolonen answered. "Or thought | did. He was agood man.” He heaved a sigh, then sniffed
deeply. "But then, men are not to be taken at face value any longer.”

The Marshal turned, looking directly a VVon Pasenow. "It began with that rascal DeVore. From himiit
was contracted by my erstwhile son-in-law, Hans Ebert. And from there, it seems; it has spread, like
some contagious disease. The disease of seeming. It hollows aman and replaces him with a shadow, a
puppet man, dancing to another's orders. So here.”

He went across and stood over the wounded Shen T'se, hisface pained.
"Sergeant Hoff ... do you know who's speaking to you?"

Hoff seyesdowly opened. "Marshd Tolonen?Isthat you?'

"Hoff ... | need to know afew things, and | need to know them now."
Hoff shook his head.

"I'l makeit smple, Sergeant. Y ou tdl me now I'll kill you, quickly and mercifully. Y ou know | can do
that, don't you?"

Hoff nodded, suddenly more dert.

"If you keep slent, however"—Tolonen sniffed—"wdll, | think you've agood enough imagination, neh,
Sergeant?| could keep you dive, what, thirty, maybe forty years. And every day of that you would bein
agony. In ahdl that would make your present condition seem like bliss. So ... what isit to be? A quick
degth or an eternity of suffering?’

Hoff closed his eyes and groaned. "What do you want to know?"

"Who bought you? Who paid you? Who gave you your orders?' He paused, then, leaning closer. "And



here'sthe big one. Wheré'sthe boy? Tell methat and | may even offer you a better dedl.”
Hoff shivered, then opened his eyes again, looking directly &t the old man.

"Our contact was aman named Ruddock. HesaMinor Officid according to his Security file, but in point
of fact he's one of the main mediators between ourselves and the White T'ang's organization.”

"Goon."

Hoff grimaced, closing his eyes briefly, then began again. "The paymaster was Li Min himsdlf. Asfor who
gave usour orders... it was Rheinhardt.”

Tolonen laughed. "I don't believe you.”

Hoff seyes stared back at him, acold certainty in them. "There was a secret meeting, two weeks back,
up north. In Goteborg or someplace like that. M ore than two dozen people attended that meeting, our
commander and anumber of other high-ranking Security officers among them. Rheinhardt chaired it. The
purpose of that meeting was to try to assess just who would come out on top in the event of awar
between Li Yuan and Li Min."

Tolonen let out along breath. "Y ou have proof ?*

Hoff nodded. "Our commander . . . Needham . . . swore apersond oath to Rheinhardt. He had us do
the same." Again he grimaced, the pain clearly returning as the quick-shot medication wore off. "When
the order came from on high we did aswe weretold.”

"] see” The old man nodded, then looked once moreto VVon Pasenow. "I couldn't understand it," he
sad."A Shen T'se unit. Their loydty isunquestionable. But this, if true, explainsit.” Helooked back to
Hoff. "So where's the boy?"

Hoff swallowed dryly, then shook hishead. "I don't know. We handed him over back at Linz on our way
down here. To atall man with an oxlike face. Had a shoulder wound. Pale, cadaverous face."

"Li Minsman?"
"l ...1 guesss0."
Tolonen stared at him along while, then dowly shook his head.

"| don't believe you, you know that, Hoff? Oh, the part about being in Li Min's pay—that ringstrue. As
for therest, well ... | think you're out to make mischief for Li Y uan. Rheinhardt—" he laughed, hisvoice
suddenly louder, more authoritative—"1 know Helmut Rheinhardt, and he would as soon dit hisown
throat asthink of committing treason againgt hisMagter.”

Heleaned in to the man, placing the fingers of hisleft hand—the golden, metdlic fingers—againg the
cauterized sstump of Hoff sright arm and pressed, gently at first and then with greater and greater
pressure.

Hoff screamed.

"Now, Sergeant,” Tolonen said, hisrocklike face hovering above the swesting man, "let's begin again
from the beginning, en? Weve plenty of time, after dl. All thetimeintheworld. . ."

F U CHIANG stood beside Karr at therail, looking down into the fight pit.



"Itisbrutd, | know, but it isaso one of thefew pure thingsthereis. To seethemfight . . ." Fu Chiang
smiled and turned to look at the giant, casting admiring eyes over his physique. "It cannot be faked. One
wins, the other dies. Thereissuch. . . clarity.”

"I know," Karr said, hislook intense. "l wasaBlood. |, too, once fought in a pit, beneath the lights."
Fu Chiang'seyeswidened. "Y ou fought . . ." Then helaughed. "Y ou jest with me, Colond?"

Karr turned to him, his eyes deadly serious. "I fought. Beneath the Net. Eight contests, to the death. And
then the Supreme Magter, Hwa. He amost beat me." Karr breathed deeply then nodded. "Hewas a
great man, Hwa"

"And then?"
Karr smiled. "And then Tolonen found me, used me. Made me the T'ang's man.”

Fu Chiang frowned. "I did not know. It ... well, it strikes me as odd that a Blood should riseto become a
Colonel in Security, yet looking at you ..."

Fu Chiang put out a hand, touching Karr's chest. It was like touching awarm stone pillar. Karr watched
him patiently, neither offended nor pleased by the smal man'stouch. Fu Chiang let hishand fal and
shrugged. "Anyway, to business. . ."

"He'shere?'

"Up above, inthe Tower Hal. | 1eft him admiring the view."

"It must be beautiful "

"Itis" Fu Chiang smiled. "l likeyou, Colond Karr. If ever youtireof beinginLi Yuan'ssarvice. . ."

Heleft therest unsaid, then put out an arm, indicating that they should leave. Asthey walked adong they
talked, going down corridors and up stairs, moving aong passages cut from the sone of the
mountainsde, guards everywhere.

"Y ou know what to do?' Fu Chiang asked, pausing outside the great doors.

Karr nodded. "Y ou talked of purity back there. Of the clarity that comeswhen life or desth's the issue.
Butitisn't dwaysso. Thesedays. . ." Helooked away, troubled, then met Fu Chiang's eyes again.
"Deds. That'sal thereisthese days. Dedls."

"That worriesyou," Fu Chiang said; statement, not question.
"Yes," Karr admitted. "But | can livewith that, if it means| can serve the mora good.”
"The mora good? Y ou actudly believe that?'

"Not dl thetime. Yet | know thereisadifference. To serve agood man, however bad the system that he
oversees, wdl, it might seem strange to you, Fu Chiang, but | find it better than serving such aone asLi
Min."

"Y ou makeit sound so smple.”

Karr shook his head. "Simple? No. It's never smple. Somedays. . ." He smiled, then took a step back
from the edge. "Never mind. Let's see the White T'ang's man—the Traitor's traitor.”



Fu Chiang laughed. "The Traitor'straitor. | likethat. | take it you do not trust our friend Li Min?"
"No."

"Norl..."

"Shall we?' Karr said, indicating the doors.

Fu Chiang smiled. "Be patient, Colonel. Visak will wait aslong asyou and | wish him to wait, but this. . .
ah, itisrareto talk without masks. | had almost forgotten how."

Karr raised an eyebrow. "Have you no wife, Fu Chiang? No friend in whom to confide?"

"A wife?' Fu Chiang snorted. | have adozen wives! But trusting them . . . why, 1'd sooner trust my
bollocks on a butcher's block!™

Karr laughed, then grew serious again. "And yet aman cannot liveinisolation.”

"No?' Fu Chiang considered that, then shrugged. "All my life | have been done. It isthe condition in
which | exig. | thought you understood that. To beaMountain Lord ... it isnot an easy path.”

"No..." Karr'seyes studied him, their earlier suspicion changed to sympathy. "I understand.”

"Y ou undergand?' Fu Chiang, hdf Karr's height, an eighth his size, laughed, then met the giant's eyes.
"No, Colond Karr. Y ou do not even begin to understand.”

VISAK WAS STANDING beside the fountain, one hand resting on the horse's flank. Hearing the doors
creak open, he turned, then hurriedly came across, his nervousness marked.

"What's happening, Fu Chiang? Has Li Y uan agreed my terms?"
"Your terms?' Karr stepped between Visak and Fu Chiang.

Visak took astep back, then, deliberately ignoring Karr, looked to Fu Chiang again. ™Y ou know what |
sad, Fu Chiang. | want guarantees. A safe place. Protection. Twenty million yuan.”

Fu Chiang looked to Karr and nodded. Karr stepped forward, the quickness of the movement surprising
for so bigaman. In an ingtant he had pinned Visak's arms behind his back and bound them.

"No deds," Karr said, stepping back. Y ou're my prisoner now, Shih Visk."
Visak glared at Fu Chiang. "Y ou viper. Y ou—"

"Y ou had nothing," Fu Chiang said. "Nothing for yoursdf, that is. But for me. . ." He grinned, then turned
toKar."Tel Li Yuan | am grateful for hispatronage. Tell him.. . . tell him | hope my gift helpshim snare
that mongter in the depths of his City."

Visak looked from one to the other and then snarled. Y ou cunt! Y ou fucking—"

Fu Chiang's hand flashed out, the stiffened fingers catching Visak crigply in the solar plexus. Visak
doubled up, gasping. Fu Chiang turned, meeting Karr's eyes.

"That was good,” Karr said, lowering his head respectfully.

Fu Chiang smiled. "Maybe | should have told you, Gregor Karr, but 1 too was once a Blood. Long ago



now. Long, longago ..."

Lf YUAN had sgned the Recdl Order and wasinking it with the Great Sedl, pushing down with both
hands on the massive chop, when Nan Ho's secretary, Hu Chang, entered the room and, hurrying to his
Master, whispered something to him. Nan Ho listened, then stepped forward and spoke up.

"Chieh Hsa. It seemsMarshd Tolonen wishes to speak with you urgently."”
Li Yuan looked up, smiling bleskly. "Put him on. | am sure he will want to hear the news."

He moved back, |etting the two Custodians of the Seal ease the great square stamp from the silk-paper
page and replace it on the cushion, then turned to face the screen which did down from the celling to his
|€ft.

"Knut. .. whatisit?"

The old man's face was bright with joyful relief. "He'sback, Chieh Hsa* Li Min hasreturned the boy!"
"Returned . . ." For amoment he did not understand. ™Y ou mean Pauli?Li Min has returned him?'
"Yed" Tolonen laughed, forgetting himself. "It'swonderful, neh? And no stringdl™

No grings. Li Yuan fdt hisheart snk. What wasLi Min up to?"Ishedl right?’

"Oh, he'sfine, Chienh Hsa!™

Li Yuan nodded, forcing himsdlf to smile, to pretend to share the old man'sjoy. It was good news, there
was no doubting that, yet he could not help but suspect the move. One thing he knew about Li Min, and
that was that there was areason for everything he did. Thiswas no act of kindness, thiswas a cal culated
Srategy. But to what end? What esewasLi Min planning?

"Haveyou. . . have you had the boy checked?"
"Checked, Chieh Hsia?"

He swallowed, then, knowing no tactful way to put it, said what was on hismind. "Istheboy . . . reai?|
mean. . ."

Tolonen laughed. "My persona surgeon has completed afull examination, Chieh Hsa. ItisPauli.”

"Good." Li Yuan amiled, relaxing alittle. "While you are on, Knut, let metdl you the news. | have
recalled the Banner Anniesfrom Africa”

"Chieh Hsia?" Tolonen'ssmilefaded. "But | thought—"
"I have made my decision, Knut. Now forgive me. Thereismuch to do.”
Abruptly he cut contact, not wishing to argue the matter out in public with hisMarshal.

Heturned, looking for his Chancellor, but Nan Ho had left the room. Frowning, he beckoned Nan's
Secretary across.

"Hu Chang! Whereis Master Nan?"'

Y et even as he asked, Nan Ho returned, breathless, a strange smile on hisface. He came halfway across



the great study, then bowed low.
"Masgter Nan?"

Nan Ho straightened, then held up aflimsy piece of paper. His eyes were twinkling, hisface dmost
laughing now. "It has come, Chieh Hsia! At thelast moment it has come!”

He bowed low a second time, then held out hisarm, offering the paper to hisMaster. Li Y uan came
around the desk and took it, beginning to read. He had barely read more than a paragraph of it when he
looked up abruptly, shocked, meeting Nan Ho's eyes.

"But thisis—"

"Hiscapitulation, Chieh Hsa! He calsyou Son of Heaven and swears his absol ute loyalty, offering his
neck before your foot!" Nan Ho laughed. "We have won, Chieh Hsa!"

Li Yuan shook the paper asif to emphasizeits flimsiness. "But this means nothing!™

Nan Ho bowed his head, sobered by his T'ang'swords. "Forgive me, Chieh Hsia, but you have not
heard the rest. Thisdocument . . . copies of it are going up throughout the L owers even as we speak.
Millions of copies. Tensof millions! He bows before you, Chieh Hsia! He callsyou Son of Heaven!”

"|—" Li Y uan was about to say something more, to question what his Chancellor had said, but the
summons bell behind his desk had begun to ring urgently. Wel Tseng-li wastrying to contact him.

He returned to his desk and faced the screen once more as his young cousin's face appeared.
"CousnWe," he said formally, conscious of the servantsin the room with him.

"Cousin Li," We Tseng-li answered, an unaccustomed hardnessin hisface. "I am much worried. Word
has come that your African armies are to be mobilized and moved to Europe.”

Word.” Li Yuan fet himsdf go cold. How could word have got to Wel Tseng-li so fast? He had only
made the decision an hour back. And the Recal Order . . . that wasless than haf an hour old! Who of
the twenty or so who knew of this had informed his cousn Wei?

"Forgiveme, cousin,”" he said, with agesture dismissing dl those in the room, "but may | ask from whom
you heard this.. . . rumor?"

We Tseng-li waved the query aside. "Do not toy with me, Y uan. | have heard of your quarrel with Tsu
Ma. The whys and wherefores | know nothing of, but if you plan to throw your City into a state of war
smply to—"

"Towhat?' Li Yuan interrupted angrily. "Cousin. . . | oweyou thelife of my son . .. and much more
beside. .. but| amaTang and what | decide—"

"Will affect my City." We Tseng-li leaned into the screen. "What is happening, Li Y uan? Come clean
with me. If you are planning war, then tell me, for | shal need to take measuresin my own City. If not . .

Li Yuan sat back, holding his cousin's eyes amoment, then shook his head.

"The Banners stay in Africa. Asfor war ., ." He picked up the document and turned it, holding it up o
Wei Tseng-li could see.



Wi read, then laughed. "But, Y uan, that is'—he laughed, aboyish laugh of delight that strangely warmed
Li Yuan—"that's wonderful!"

Li Yuan nodded, but still he was uncertain. Wonderful? Wasit wonderful? Or was it some trick, some
empty form designed to trap him? The truth was, he did not know. To the edge. . . The bastard had
taken him right to the edge. But for now—for this brief intermission, a |east—it was peace.

Helet out along, sghing breeth, then laughed, letting himself succumb to Wei Tseng-li's obvious ddlight.
"Yes, cousn Tseng, itid It redly id”
CHAPTER NINE

Light and Dark

K

IM STOOD ON the verandah outside his new study, looking out across the gardens. There, on the
south lawn between the gravel path and the outer wall, they had erected a geodesic dome—a huge
structure more than sixty ch'i in height, framed by a protective web of high-tensile sted. Beneath its
darkened outer layer lay two others, al three manufactured from a specidly toughened variant of ice Kim
had devised himself, the inner layers seded from the outside and accessible only through asingle
cast-gtedl tunnd inwhich were three air locks. Beside the circle of the outer lock stood T'ai Cho, histall,
senatoria figure making astark contrast to the workmen who were bowed deferentialy before him. Kim
smiled, then looked about him, pleased by what he saw. It looked so much better now that they'd laid the
lawn and removed the diggers. For weeks it had been chaos, but in the last few daysit had al come
together. Almost miraculoudy, it seemed.

Thank the gods T'ai Chois here, Kim thought with asmile, knowing he would have gone mad trying to
cope with thisand the project at the sametime. Asit wasthe converson had gone very smoothly. Inless
than three weeks they had transformed the old Mansion. All that remained now was for the dome'sadarm
system to be connected and the rose garden transferred from itshome in SmFic'slabs.

Jugtin time, he thought, looking back at the elaborately wrapped present that lay on the table beside the
open door, for tonight was Jelka's Coming-of-Age party. Tonight, after seven years, he would findly get
to see her again.

He smiled, then went ingde, walking from room to room past bowing servants, feding an immense
satisfaction at what had been achieved. T'al Cho had done an excellent job furnishing the house. Gone
was the heaviness of the old decor, the oppressive sense of age and mustiness; in its place was something
much lighter and Smpler.

Y es, Kim thought, stepping into the airy main reception room. Thisis more like it. Thisis a home.

Home. The very word was dien to his experience. He had never had a home before, only rooms. But
this. . . thishad the feding of ahome, of somewhere one could work and live. A place one could venture
out from and return to, knowing it would aways be there.

A; placewaiting to befilled with life.

He walked to the great window and looked out. To the left was the east wing of the house and, on the



far sde of ashalow lake, an gpple orchard; to the right the main driveway and, beyond the pale, lacdlike
stone of acurving bridge, the massive arch of the ornamentd gates.

Home, he thought, surprised by the strength of the emotion engendered by that singleword. The
Machine was right. | needed to make a home—a place for usto be. . . .

Helooked across. T'ai Cho, it seemed, had finished. With a curt gesture he dismissed the men then
turned and, gathering his silks about him, began to make hisway back to the house.

Kim went out, meeting hisold friend in the entrance hall, the great sweep of the stairsto hisright.

"Iseverything ready?'

T'al Cho handed the e ectronic clipboard to a servant, then turned to Kim. "We've had afew problems
with the T'ang's Ingpectorate, but | think 1've smoothed them over. They're going to give the system atria
run. Once that's done we can arrange the transfer.”

“Today?"

T'a Cho shook his head. "The Inspectorate are demanding the very tightest security. They want it done
tonight, in the early hourswhen thelevels are clear. And SimFic say they'd need twelve hours notice.”

Kim looked down, disappointed.

"Chin up. It'll make no difference. Besides, it'sdmaost midday. Even if we could arrangeit for thisevening
you'd only missit. Unless of course—"

"No. Well wait."

T'a Cho amiled. "Y ou deserve the best, Kim. | hopeit dl goeswell tonight.”

Kim sighed. "It scaresme, T'ai Cho. Seeing her again ... | ... | don't know what I'll say.”
"Say what comesto mind. Thank you' might be agood start, for the tapes she sent you.”

"Yes" Kimlaughed. "Yes, youreright." He stared at his old friend amoment, then stepped forward and
embraced him. "I'm glad you came, T'ai Cho."

"I'm glad you asked me," T'a Cho said, hugging him tightly, moved by the gesture of affection. "'l missed
you."

Y ears ago, when Kim had first come up from the Clay, it had been T'ai Cho who had found him, trained
him, fought for him when things went wrong and Andersen—the Director of the Recruitment Project—
had wanted to have him terminated. T'ai Cho had been histutor, his protector, the closest he had known
to afather, his own having been killed—executed by the T'ang, unknown to him. Y &, for the last seven
years, T'ai Cho had been dmost a stranger to him. He had kept in touch, yet hiswork as acommodity
davefor SmFic had filled histime. That, and thewaiting . . .

Kim put a hand to the pulsing band about his neck. But now the waiting was at an end. Today Jelka
came of age. Today he ceased to be a dave and became an owner. And tonight ... tonight he would ask
her to be hiswife.

Hefdt agtrange thrill—amixture of fear and feverish expectancy— pass through him, then turned,
looking at the great clock onthewall. "Aiyal I'll belate. . . ."



T'a Cho shook hishead. "Don't worry. I've arranged everything. Director Reissis coming here.”
Kim turned back. "Here? But | thought—"

"Y ou're important to them, Kim. Whatever youwant . . ." T'ai Cho stopped, then laughed suddenly. “I'm
S0 pleased for you. So ... thrilled. | keep remembering how we had to fight, even to keep you dive. But
now . . . well"—heturned, indicating the opulence of the Manson and its grounds—"the world isyour
oyster. Y ou want aMansion? They give you one. Y our own company? It's yours. The hand of the
Marshd's daughter?. . . Well, how could he refuse? Y ou are a Great Man, Kim Ward. Today you have
arrived. Today you take your placein theworld."

Kim looked away, embarrassed, then smiled. "1'd best get ready. When's Reiss due?’
T'a Cho glanced at the clock. "Any moment. | told him noon.”

"Noon? Aiyal" Kim turned, beginning to climb the Sairs.

"Kim?'

He stopped, looking down at T'ai Cho from ten steps up.

"Takeyour time. Hell wait. They'll all wait from now on. Y ou are a Great Man now, remember that?"
He smiled enigmaticaly. ™Y ou are the golden key that opens doors, remember?”

Kim'seyeswidened. "Matyas. . . You remembered. . . ."

T'a Cho nodded. "'l remembered. But those days are done with now. No onewill bully you ever again,
Kim. No one. Now go and change. It's time they took that collar from your neck.”

Kim touched the glowing band, then nodded and, turning, mounted the steps again, jumping them three at
atime. And as hewent T'ai Cho spoke softly to his back.

"No one, you understand that, Kim Ward? No one. Not even the great T'ang himsdlf. .." * *

*

"Jdka?"
Tolonen popped his head around the door, looking into his daughter's room.
"Daddy?" She looked up from her desk, then got up and came acrossto hug him. "How'sit going?”'

"It's madness. Absolute madness! I've hardly dared come out of my rooms. But Harrison seemsto know
what he'sdoing."

Harrison had been brought in by Tolonen two weeks ago to oversee thefina stages of the party. He was
the veteran of athousand socid campaigns,; ahard taskmaster and accomplished socidite rolled into one.

"Don't worry, Daddy," she said, seeing the troubled look on hisface. "Any problems, helll sort them out.”

"Yes...Yes | suppose hewill." He looked past her distractedly, then gestured toward the brightly lit
screen of the scanner on her desk. "Anything interesting?'

She shook her head. "Nothing redlly ... | thought I'd catch up with my journal."
"Journal?' He looked back at her, intrigued. "Y ou keep ajourna ?*



"Yes...and beforeyou ask, no, you can't seeit. It'sprivate.”
Heraised ahand, asif fending her off. "Okay . . . but make sure you're ready for the first guests.”
"Fourth bell. Right?"

"Right." He amiled, then looked past her again. "It'salovey dress. Y our mother"—he shivered, then said
it—"your mother would have loved to have seeniit.”

Sheturned, looking at the dresswhere it hung beside her outer-system suit, then nodded. It was her
mother's dress—the same dress she had worn to her own Coming-of-Age party twenty-six years before.
She turned back, then, kissing him gently on the brow, pushed him from the room, closed the door, then
returned to her desk.

For amoment she sat there, Staring into space, thinking of her mother; amother she had seen only in
holograms, had only dreamed of ; never met, never touched.

Could you love someone you had never met? Could you love them because of what they ought to
have been in your Ufe? Love them despite their absence?

She shuddered. Never had she framed it so explicitly, but there it was, the thing that made her different
from dl her friends; the very thing that made her idiosyncraticaly hersdf—thelack of amother'slove.

Shetyped it in, then sat back.
The closer it gets, the lessreal it seems.

And what if shefound shedidn't actualy like him?What if the years had changed what she felt? What if
the thing she had been carrying insde her dl these yearswas only an illuson—the chimera of love?

It frightened her. She, who prided hersalf on fearing nothing—who had survived three separate

nation attempts—was afraid of this; of meeting the man sheloved. Afraid in case hisfedingsfor
her had changed. Afraid smply because she had never done thiskind of thing before, never loved. Not
inthisway. Not in the way she proposed to love him.

Even the thought of it made her fed odd. She had tried not to think of it; had tried to divert her thoughts
whenever they fell into that track, but her dreams had tripped her up. In her dreams she had been with
him, woman to man, naked with him in that cave on the idand where she had seen the fox that time, his
dark eyes shining in the dark. Dark, animal eyesthat made her shiver smply to think of them staring back
a her.

Be brave, shetold hersdlf. Furthermore, be true.
Seven years. So much could change in seven years. Y et she had waited. She had kept her word.
Tonight. She shivered, then leaned forward, switching off the screen. Tonight he would be hers.

MADAM PENG WASW AITING for himin hisstudy.
"Madam Peng," he said, amiling tightly as he moved toward his desk.

She got up quickly, taken by surprise by hisentrance. "Marshal Tolonen. Forgiveme. . . ." She bowed,
the young man at her side standing to do the same.

Tolonen sat, moving the papers he had been working on aside, then looked up, taking in the young man



at aglance.

"And thisis?'

Madam Peng turned to her Ieft. "Thisis Emil Bartels. | sent you hisfile. . . ."

"Ah, yes." Tolonen nodded to the young man. "Y ou understand why you are here, Shih Bartels?'
"Yes Marshd Tolonen."

Tolonen's expression softened afraction. ™Y ou're agood-looking young man, Emil. And your family . ..
very sound, if | recdl.”

The young man nodded, then glanced at Madam Peng uncomfortably.
"Please, St down, both of you."

Madam Peng sat, smiling, fluttering the fan before her face. The young man beside her leaned forward,
his hands on hisleft knee, the fingersinterlaced, hisface deadly earnest.

"Forgive me, Madam Peng," Tolonen began, Sitting back alittle. "Asyou know, it was my intention to
have Shih Bartelsvisit my daughter before tonight. To ... prepare her for this. But there Smply hasn't
been time. Besides, my daughter is... difficult, let's say. She suspects my motives. | wish only the best
for her, of course, but she mistakes my interest for meddling. In the circumstances we must be careful.
Her encounter with Shih Bartels must seem an accident.”

"Thisismost unusud," Madam Peng began. " To guarantee successin amatter likethis—"

Tolonenraised ahand. "'l understand. If my daughter falsfor young Emil here, al wel and good. He
looks afine young chap and his past conduct is exemplary, but you do not understand. | ..." He frowned,
searching for the right words, then shrugged. "Let's put it thisway. If you succeed in distracting her
tonight ... in entertaining her, let's say, and taking her mind from other matters, well, there will be ahuge
bonusinit for both of you."

Bartelslooked to Madam Peng, surprised. "But | thought—"

"Oh, don't get mewrong," Tolonen said hadtily. "If my daughter wishesto see young Bartels again, and if
that association leadsto marriage, | shal place no obstacle beforeit. But the main aim of thisexerciseis
to ensure that tonight goes.. . . well, without ahitch, let'ssay.”

Madam Peng's fan snapped shut. Her face was now openly suspicious. "Forgive me, Marshal. Y ou might
tell meit isn't my business, but does your daughter aready have a suitor?'

Tolonen looked down, sniffing deeply, then nodded.
"Alyal" Madam Peng said softly. "Why in the gods names didn't you tel methis?'

"Y ou were paid well, Madam Peng,” Tolonen said, an edge of stedl in hisvoice. "And if your young man
issuccessful theworld shall know of it. Asfor thisriva, this so-called 'suitor,’ 1 shdl ded with him. Y our
jobissmple. Y ou have only to do what you have dways done—to fecilitate the coming together of
healthy young men and women of theright socid level. If therésaproblemwiththat . .. 7

Madam Peng stared at him amoment, dumbstruck, then shook her head.

"Good. Then you can begin a once. | have arranged aroom for you in an apartment nearby. Whatever



you need, ask for it. Shih Harrison isin charge. Hell seeto dl your needs.”

Tolonen stood, then came around the desk, offering his hand to the young man. "And good luck, Emil.
Do your best for me, neh?'

The young man took the hand and shook it, then stepped back and bowed his head, like asoldier before
his commanding officer, while beside him, Madam Peng looked on, her face concerned, the fan fluttering
uneasily in her hand.

THE newsWASFULL OF IT. A bizarre new cult was killing people—many of them suspected
terrorists—by nailing them to huge whedllike crosses, ditting their wrists, and leaving them to die. There
had been afew instances before today, but this morning more than fifty had been discovered in the Mids,
sgn of adramatic increase in the cult's activities. Rumor wasthat it was the work of what had once beeri
caled the Black Hand—or of anew break-off sect called the Sealed.

Whatever the truth, it was a disturbing esca ation, and most of the Media channels had turned their full
attention to the new "trend.”

Kim sat benesth the screen in his study, watching with the sound turned down as the images changed. He
was troubled by this new upturn in violence. Down where hed come from, in the Clay, such savagery
would have seemed quite norma. Dog ate dog down there. But he had climbed the levels to escape from
that nightmare redlity, thinking it would be different up here.

He had been wrong. The darkness wasn't down there, it wasinside. However high men climbed, the
darkness climbed within them. It was there, benesth the skin, there behind the pupils of the eyes.
Darkness: it was rooted in the head and in the heart. Darkness, everywhere darkness.

"Enough!™ he said. At once the screen went black. He turned. T'ai Cho was watching from acrossthe
room.

"What isit?" he said softly, sensgng Kim's mood.

Kim shrugged. "It getsworse. . . every day therésmore of it. And every day it's more extreme. The
Clay ... it'sbecoming likethe Clay."

T'al Cho nodded and looked away. He, too, had been disturbed by what he'd seen.
"It worriesme," Kim said after amoment. "What kind of world isthisto bring one's children into?"
"Thingswill get better. .. ."

Kim gave ashort, despairing laugh. "I'd like to think so, T'al Cho, but experience teaches otherwise. We
live now on the edge of chaos, of perpetua uncertainty. Look at us. | mean . . . guards and guns.
Whoever would have thought it?"

"It has dways been so. From the time of the Three Emperors, men have built walls to keep other men
fromkilling them. Soitwas soitis”

"And must ever be?' Kim sighed, then shook hishead. "No, T'ai Cho. There just hasto be something
better than thid"

"And if thereign't?If thisis all thereis?'

Kim stared at him, then shook hishead. "Darkness ... it can't al be darkness. There hasto be light.



Darknessand light . . . balanced. That'swhat the great Tao says, isn't it?"

T'a Cho nodded. "Y es, but remember what the great sage Lao Tzu said? The bright Way appearsto be
dark.'"

"Andif itisdark?"

"Then bealight in that darkness, Kim. Shine out and make things change. Dedicate yoursdlf toit. You
have agift, Kim. Use it. Maybe that's why you were saved. Maybe that's why the darkness coughed you

up!™
Kim laughed. "Y ou make it sound so easy."

"Easy? No, | never said it would be easy. Remember how we began. Remember what a knife-edge we
walked back then, you and I. Why, one mistake and I'd have had to gasyou in your cell. Y ou were such
atiny, bony cresture—more wraith than child. Yet | knew you were different. | could seeit, right from
the start. And to think how far you've come. . ."

Kim stood up, then went to the window. It wastrue. He had comefar. Y et how much farther thelight
now seemed above him. How much farther it seemed he had to climb. Even so ... Hishand went up to
touch his neck where the collar had been removed. It was his choice now. His choice entirely what he
wasto be.

"Okay. I'll try. | promiseyou I'll try."

T'a Cho came over, touched hisarm. "Good. But right now you'd best get ready. Y ou don't want to
keep Jekawaiting, do you?'

Kim amiled. "No. | think we've waited long enough.”

THE MADMAN WALKED through the market quickly, his head back, his shouts, his manic whoops of
laughter, carrying above the normal hubbub of the place. Emily, Sitting alone at one of thetablesin the
Blue Pagoda, turned to watch him pass, then frowned and sipped from her haf-empty chung. A
madman was a common sight these days. Then again, it was awonder they weren't all mad, things being
asthey were.

She sighed, then looked back at the documents she'd been reading. So many things she'd seen these past
ten years—so many awful, dreadful things—but thiswas by far the worst. And the most awful aspect of
it wasthat it proved the old men—the Seven and their servants— right, for such athing would never
have been thought of before the Edict had been relaxed. Now it was dmost commonplace. Almost . . .
for thank the gods there were still some people with a shred of decency—of humanity—Ieft in them.

Emily closed thefile with a shudder. Tonight they would hit the place. Oberon'sit was caled, aclub up
on the Twenty-fifth level of the fashionable Augsburg stack, the haunt of the super-elite of the First Levd,
the"Above-the-Above," asthey caled themsaves, the " Supernd.”

It would not be easy, for the place had its own guards—ex-Security, for the most part—and a
state-of-the-art laser defense system, but it could be done. And they would do it, whatever the cost.

Shefinished her ch'a, then set the chung down, recalling the difficulty sheld had getting Pasek to agree.
He had been againgt it, wanting to carry on with his petty wars againgt hisrivals, but she had put her foot
down, ingsting on thisas aprice of her continued loyaty, and he had given in. But if shefucked up ...

Emily laughed quietly, then looked up, sgnding for Yu | to bring more ch'a



What did it matter if she fucked up—if she didn't get out of there dive? At least she would have done
something. At least she would have sent awarning to these mongtersthat they couldn't do such things
without paying the price.

Her smilefaded, the anger burning in her again. They thought their money made them immune. They
thought that it lifted them above al human decency. But she would teach them otherwise.

Yul brought back afresh-filled chung and set it beside her with a bow, taking away the empty. She
watched him go, knowing it might be the |ast time she would witness the Sght. The thought didn't upset
her. Rather, it lifted her. These past few weeks had been like a dream; she had been going through the
motionslike a hireling, but now she had a chance to act, to do something redl, and that made her fed
diveagan.

She looked up at the cages overhead. The birds were quiet, dozing on their perches, like old meninthe
late afternoon. She smiled, then tensed, feding ahand on her shoulder. Two men dipped onto the bench
ather sde of her, hemming her in.

"Rachd . .." theoneto her left said. "We were told we'd find you here.”
She turned, meeting his dark Han eyes. "What do you want, TSao Wu?"

Tsao Wu smiled unpleasantly and |ooked past her to his companion, atal, shaven-headed Hung Mao
named Peters. Both were Hand. Both were cell leaders. Both, asfar as she knew, were Pasek's men.

"Weve had enough,” Tsao Wu said quietly, hisface close to hers, his bad breath making her want to
choke. "Thisnew spate of killingse . . these cruci/jxions. They've gonetoo far."

"Yes" Peters said, leaning in from the other side. "And we want to know what you're going to do about
it?'

"Do?" She sat back dightly. "I don't intend to do anything. Y ou don't like what's happening, you spesk to
Pasek. ... Or leave the Hand."

Tsao Wu laughed sourly, his pocked face humorless. "The only way you leave the Hand isthrough the
Oven Man'sdoor. Y ou know that. So | ask again. What are you going to do?"

Shelooked down at her untouched chung. "Y ou don't like what Pasek's doing?’

Tsao Wu turned and spat on the floor, then looked back at her, raising the middle finger of hisleft hand.
"That to hisgreat 'crusade.’ That to histalk of the One God and Judgment Day!"

"The man'smad," Peters said, hisface glowing strangdly. "He's gone too far. We have to stiop him before
he destroys the Hand entirely."

"Or changesit?"

Her comment caught them off-guard. She saw them exchange looks, and knew suddenly that they were
serious. For amoment she had thought this atrap, an attempt by Pasek to test her loyalty, but that brief
eye exchange—reveding, asit did, their uncertainty, their sudden fear that they had misca culated—told
her she'd been wrong. Setting aside personal didlike, she put her arms about their shoulders and drew
them in, looking from oneto the other, her voice awhisper.

"l understand. | ... share some of your fears. But now is not thetime. We must plan things carefully.
Make soundings. See how deep the current of mistrust runs.”



She saw once more the uncertainty in their faces and squeezed their shoulders asif to reassure them.

"It will not be easy, but it can be done. Y ou must be watchful, brothers. Sengtive to the moods and
expressons of your fellow Hand members. And patient. Y ou must gpproach only those whose eyes and
gesturesreved their . . . unhappiness.”

"But Passk—"

"Pasek sees only what he wantsto see. Likewise hislieutenants. They are like blind men, neh? They see
only what he wants them to see, say what he wishesthem to say. That istheir weakness. We need not
fear them. We need fear only oursalves. So go to it. But carefully.”

Emily took her arms from their shoulders, then leaned between them to take the file. She stood, stepping
out from the bench.

"And you?' Peters asked, both men turning to look up at her. "What will you be doing?'

"Me?' Her amilewas like ahawk's, fierce and cold. "Don't worry about me, brothers. When thetime
comes, | shdl betherefor you. Y es, and Pasek will ruethe day helet melive”

If I survive, that is, shethought, turning away. If | get out ofOberoris alive.

JELKA STOOD BEFORE the full-length mirror, holding out the voluminousfolds of thelilac ball dress
and frowning at herslf.

It'snot me, shethought, wondering how her mother had felt about wearing it. But then, her mother had
not been brought up by the T'ang's Generd. Her mother had had anormal childhood, been anormal
woman.

She grimaced at her reflection, then, lifting her arms, twirled about, as she had seen dancers do on the
trivee.

No. It was grotesque. Utterly grotesque. How could she possibly wear such athing in front of people?
The very thought of it made her want to crawl away and hide.

"Jdka?"

It was her father.

"Jelka? Why isthe door locked? Areyou dl right in there?"
"I'mfine, Daddy. | won't belong."

She could hear his sigh of exasperation through the door.

"Okay," hesad. "But our first guestswill be arriving anytime now. Y ou ought to be at the door to greet
them.”

"I'll bethere. Jugt give meaminute.”

She listened to his footsteps fade, then let out her breath. What was she to do? What on earth was she to
do?

If shedidn't wesar it he would be upset. He would think it an insult to her mother's memory. But if shedid



Shesghed. Aiyal Why hadn't shetried it on before? Why hadn't she faced this problem weeks ago and
settled it then?

Perhaps because she'd known what afuss her father would make. These past few weeks she had
avoided arguing with him, afraid to give him any excuse to cancel the party. But now she had to faceit.

"Shit!" she said, making aface at her image. Wasthisredly how she wanted Kim to see her? Was
this—this garish, silly image of silk and lace and bows—redly what hed been waiting seven yearsto see?

"It isn't me," she moaned softly. "Can't you see that, Daddy? It Smply isn't me!™

But he wasn't there to answer her. This one sheld have to sort out by herself. She blew out along bregth.
"Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit! Shit!"

From the front of the Mansion she heard the summons bell sound. Thefirst guestswere at the gate. Their
sedan would be making itsway up the drive even now.

Jakaglared at hersdf, then, turning side-on to her image, stuck out her tongue.
"If helaughs, I'll cut him dead!" she said defiantly. "If helaughs. . ."

THE HOURS PASSED, the guests arrived, and after awhile her sense of self-consciousness began to
fade, blurring into a kind of numbnessin which she laughed and smiled and mouthed inoffensive answvers
to questions from people she barely knew. And yet al the while, beneath it al, some part of her was kept
separate. Every time the summons bell sounded she would look to the entrance arch expectantly, her
stomach muscles tensed, only for her hopes to be dashed.

Now it was after nine, and still he hadn't come,
Where ore you, Kim Ward? she asked hersdf anxioudy. Why aren't you here?
"Jelka? Y ou look wonderful. That dress. Why, it looks marvelouson you. . . ."

Jelkaturned, for amoment not recognizing the luxurioudy dressed young woman who stood before her.
Then she put her hand to her mouth in surprise. "Y' Pang-chou?”’

The woman beamed and reached out to take her arm, leaning closein afamiliar manner. "It's Madam
Heng now. | married the Minister three years ago ... or hadn't you heard?"

"No, | ..." Jekalaughed, embarrassed, wondering vaguely what had happened to her first husband.
"Anyway, how are you, Pang-chou? It'sagessince | last saw you."

"Seven years," Madam Heng said, straightening up. Her peacock-blue silks|ooked fabuloudy expensive
and asmdl fortunein jewelry rested on her fingers and about her wrists and neck. She had obvioudy
married well the second time around.

"And your children? Arethey wel?'
"Very wel, thank you. | havefive now. ..."

"Five...." Jdkadared a her, stunned, then nodded vaguely. Y et it made sense. Pang-chou had married
and had her first child even before they |eft College. So had many of her friends. As she wasfinding out,
the anomaly lay not in them, but in herself. She done of her schoolfriends was unmarried, childless.

Sheturned, glancing at the door.



"Bachman's here," Madam Heng continued. ™Y ou remember Lothar Bachman? He's a Captain now.
They say helll make Magjor within the next two years."

Jdkalooked back at her. Bachman? Now, where had she heard that name? Then it hit her. She stared at
Heng Pang-chou, darmed. "Youmean ... 7"

"Didn't you redize?'
She shook her head. "My father must haveinvited him. 1 ..."

Bachman. He'd been the cadet officer at the College Graduation Ball who'd tried to kiss he—the young
man whose legs and arms she had broken. . . .

Jelka swallowed, then bowed her head dightly. "Forgive me, Heng Pang-chou, but | have to seeto
something. I'll spesk to you later.”

She moved away, making for the entrance arch, nodding and smiling as she went, noticing, once again,
the young man who seemed to have been shadowing her dl night.

Probably Security, shethought. Something my father's arranged.

Outsidein the corridor it was cooler. Smiling at apair of guests who had just arrived, she went acrossto
the House Steward, Huang Peng, who stood beside the great outer doors wel coming each guest.

"Hashe comeyet?'

"Shih Ward?' Steward Huang looked across at his assistant, who hastily consulted alist, then shook his
head. The Steward turned back and bowed. "1 am afraid not, Nu Shi Tolonen.”

"Has he sent amessage?’

"We have heard nothing, Migtress. Should 1 ... 7'

"No."

Sheturned away. He was late, that was al. He would be here soon. If he loved her he would be here.

For amoment she hesitated, hearing the great swell of voices from the Reception Hall, then turned to the
right, making for her rooms. Ten minutes. No one would miss her for ten minutes. But she had to know.
The uncertainty was driving her mad.

As she reached her door she heard soft footsteps behind her. She whirled about.
"You? What do you want?'

"l .. ." Theyoung man gave a nervous bow, then swept hishair back from his eyes and offered her a
gmile. "My nameisEmil. Emil Bartdls 1—"

"Did my father send you?"
He hesitated, then nodded. She sighed. A soldier. Helooked every inch asoldier.

She put ahand up. "Okay. It'snot your fault. Comein. Y ou can wait in the outer room. Ther€'s
something | must do.”

Shewent insde, not looking to seeif he followed. Going through to her study, she went behind the desk



and s, thefolds of the gown getting in her way. Cursing, she arranged the dress beneath her, getting
hersdf comfortable, then leaned forward, switching on the comset.

She knew the code. As soon as sheld heard he'd bought the Mansion, she had made it her businessto
discover it. But she had never used it before now. Never dared.

What if heisn't coming? What if he'sill?

But hewasn't ill. She knew that. If he'd beeniill, he would have sent a message. So what was keeping
him? Why hadn't he come?

She took a deep breath, then pressed out the coded sequence. As the screen rose from the desk to face
her, she sat back alittle, trying to compose hersdlf, to stedl herself against the possibility of rejection, but
her hands were trembling now and her mouth had gone dry at the thought of actudly talking to him.

There was amoment's hesitation and then aface agppeared. A young Han face, femae, very pretty.
"Nu Shi Tolonen?'
"Y&, I_ll

"l am afraid that the number you have cdled is unavailable. The channel is closed right now, but if you
would like to leave amessage, we can tranamit it once the channdl reopens.”

"l ..." She sighed heavily, unable to help hersdlf, then shook her head. "No. It doesn't matter."
She cut the connection, then sat back, her face pained.

Maybe hewas on hisway. It was even possible that he was here dready. Maybe held arrived while she
was sitting here, fretting. She stood and crossed the room quickly, then stopped, seeing the young man
standing in the doorway to her bedroom. She cleared her throat.

"BExcueme. ..

Hejerked round, surprised. "I ... | wasjust looking." He took a step toward her, his hands out, asif to
excuse himsdf. "l just wondered what kind of girl you were. What kind of thingsyou liked. That'sdl.
Girls rooms'—he smiled uncertainly—"they reved alot about their owners, don't you think?"

She stared a him coldly, then answered him, her voice hard, uncompromising. "What businessisit of
yours who | amor what | like?'

His eyeswidened, disconcerted by the harshness of her answer. "You mistakeme. | ... didn't meanto
pry.l was. .. interested, that'sal. If wereto. . ."

"If wereto what?' She was suspicious now. Shetook astep toward him, asif facing an attacker. "What
areyou talking about, Lieutenant?'

He gave abrief, surprised laugh. "Lieutenant? No, you've got it wrong. I'm not asoldier. | ..."
Bartels swallowed, seeing the ook that had cometo her face.

"Sowhat are you? And what do you want?" Shetook another step, her body crouching dightly. "Who
invited you?'

Hetook a step back, his handsraised defensively. "L ook, | ..." He Sghed, his eyes pleading with her



now. "Y our father said | wasto be pleasant to you, that'sal. Hesaid . . ."

Jelka stopped, straightening dowly, her whole body gone cold, al of her darkest suspicions suddenly
confirmed. Her father. Thiswas her father's doing.

That was why there had been no fuss, no arguments, about Kim'sinvitation. Because he had had no
intention of |etting the young man step insde hisMansion. Because.. . .

She shivered with indignation, then, sweeping past Bartel's, went into her room, damming the door shut
behind her.

"Y ou thought I'd be fooled, didn't you?" she said with aquiet anger, addressing her reflection asshe
began to ped off the dress. "Y ou thought I'd play the good daughter and not embarrassyou.”

She kicked the dress away, then went across and pulled the spacesuit down from its peg. For amoment
she hedtated, knowing that if shedid this, it would be tantamount to an open rgjection of her father—that
it would mean abreach with him. But that was what held been counting on: that she would think twice
before tackling him head on.

Well, you were wrong, shethought, angry with him suddenly. Furious that he should use such tactics
againg her, after dl that had happened.

Facing the mirror again, she rested the suit againgt her body, remembering how it had felt out therein the
outer system; how at home shed felt among the cold-worlders. Then, without further hesitation, she
pulled it on, the familiarity of the garment—the smell and touch of it—making her shiver with a sense of

recognition.

Better, shethought, smiling at the new image of hersdf. But the hair was ill wrong. Hurriedly shetook it
down and combed it out with her fingers. Yes, shethought finaly. That's me. Not that other creature,
but this. . . .

And if Kim had come? If sheld been wrong about her father?

She laughed, then spoke softly to the mirror. "Then you'll ook afool, Jelka Tolonen, won't you?' But at
least it would be her and not some twisted image of her mother—some hideous fulfilment of her father's
fantases.

Seven years she had waited for this day. Seven years. And now, findly, she had come of age. Today she
was her own woman, free to choose for hersdlf. But what did that mean—what point had it—if she could
not be hersdf?

Smiling uncertainly, Jelka nodded to her image, then, steeling hersdlf, knowing what lay ahead, she turned
and went to the door.

THE MASKED MAN stood in the doorway, abig "scattergun”—one hundred and eighty roundsin its
snakelike spiral chamber—Ileveled at the servants who lay bound and gagged on the stone floor of the
pantry. Their eyes watched him fearfully as, from other parts of the Mansion, strange voices called back
and forth. They had seen the symbol on the chain about the men's necks—the cross within the
circle—and feared the worgt. If these were Hand members, then they were dead . . . sooner or later.

Outsde, in the main house, masked men went from room to room, checking they were empty. Findly,
one of them came down the main steps and went over to aman who sat on the low wall by the drive and
sngpped to attention in front of him, bowing his head.



"He'snot insde, sr. He must have gone.”

Von Pasenow stared at his lieutenant, then shook his head. "He's here. He has to be here. What about
the dome?"

"It'slocked. If he'sin there—"

Von Pasenow stood, angry that he had to do the thinking for al of them. "Well, unlock the fucking thing!
He'sin there. He hasto be. He can't be anywhere else, can he? We've watched the trangit all day, and
there's no other way out. So get toit. Use cutting toolsif you haveto!”

"Sir!" The man bowed and backed away, then turned and hurried back insde, calling mento himashe
went.

Von Pasenow glanced a the timer inset into hiswrist then swore. Twenty minutes.. . . Twenty fucking
minutes! They were supposed to bein and out in ten, taking Kim with them. But now . . .

He growled with frustration. Staying here was the last thing held wanted. They had to get Kim out of the
dome and quickly, otherwise they could be into a Sege Situation, and who knew where that would lead?

Fuck you, Knut Tolonen! he thought, kicking at the gravel angrily. If the shit hits the fan, you can take
the blame for this! Yes, and explain it to your precious daughter!

He had tried to tak the old man out of it, but it had been like talking to a statue. Tolonen was obsessed
with keeping Ward and his daughter gpart ... by any means, it seemed. But he hadn't counted on this.

Hewatched astwo of hismen hurried down the steps, carrying alaser cannon.
"Beinlich!”
Hislieutenant resppeared in the doorway. "Sir?"

"Drug the servants, then get dl but four of your men to the gate. | want to be out of here as soon as
possble”

"Sr"

Von Pasenow et out a breath. Security, when they came to investigate this, would know thiswasn't the
work of the Black Hand, if only because the Hand left no survivors. But then they were never meant to
think that. They were meant to think thiswas industriad—that Kim had been kidnapped by one of
SimFic'smgor rivas. The make of drugs would be one clue—throwing suspicion on MedFac: suspicion
which would be fanned by awhispering campaign over the next few weeks.

Yes, but it won't work. It won't keep your daughter from marrying Ward. Not if shereally wants
to.

Infact, it might even backfire. Like that whole businesswith sending her away to the Colonies. If what
he'd heard was right, she had spent most of her time pining for the Clayborn.

No. Therewas only one sure way to keep the two apart, and that wasto kill him. But as Tolonen
wouldn't go that far ...

He shrugged, then walked across to the dome. When held taken on the job, he had known very little
about Ward, but scanning the files he had come to respect the young man, Clayborn or not. In that
regard he didn't share the view of most of the Above. What did it matter where aman came from? It was



where he ended up that counted. Too often in hislife he had had to put up with assholeswho were his
superiors merely through connection. It was nice to come across someone who had risen, like himsdif,
through merit.

If it were he and not the Marsha whose daughter wasin love with Ward, he would have given the match
hisblessing. After dl, Ward was one of therichest men in City Europe. And thisMansion . . . He nodded
to himsdlf, impressed. No, he would have had no qualms about a daughter of his marrying a Clayborn.
Not if the Clayborn were worth sx hundred million yuan.

By the time he got there they had set up the laser and were already cutting into the stedl outer door.
There wasthe sweet smdll of burning inthe air. He put up ahand to shidd hiseyes againgt the glare, then
turned, looking back at the grest House.

No ... no quaimsat all.

SLOWLY, CAREFUL NOT to make anoise, Kim edged farther into the darkness, wriggling hiswhole
body forward afraction at atime, his head forced to the side by the narrowness of the space between
the ceiling and the floor. Thelight wasjust ahead of him now, and he could hear the murmur of voices
down below. If he wasright he was directly above the kitchens. On the far Sde therewas aservice
hatch, leading down. If he could somehow twist about and get into it.

He rested, inhding the warm scent of the new pine floor hed had put in only aweek ago. If he hadn't
watched them—if he hadn't witnessed how they'd laid the narrow planks—then they'd have taken him for
certain. In al probability he would be dead by now, and Jelka. . .

Jelkawould have been widowed before she was even married.

He closed his eyes, wondering what was she doing at that moment. Was she dancing? Was shein the
arms of some young soldier, twirling around the ballroom, spiting him, angry with him for not being
there—thinking he'd let her down?

He pushed the thought away, then began to edge forward again. It wasn't far now. Another ten minutes
and held be there. Just another ten minutes.

And if they set the house on fire before then?
"Kim?'

Hefroze, his eyes searching the darknessin front of him. Then, with ajolt, he redlized that the voice had
come from ingde—from theimplant in his head.

"Whoisit?" hewhispered.
"ltisl," thevoice answered. "The Machine"

Kim felt achill go through him. He had not known that it had accessto the implant. Always, before now,
he had spokentoitin theair—insisting onit. But dl thewhileit had been in there—silent, observant, like
aghog insgde hisskull.

"What do you want?' he said, the words so soft, they were bardly formed—yet it heard him perfectly.
"Y ou must go back. Now. Y ou must make your way back to the room you werein when they came.”

"But they'll find me."



"No. There are only two of them in the House now, and they are in the control room.”
"Thenthey'll sseme.”
"No. For there will be nothing to see.”

"Ah..." Heunderstood. It wastaking about manipulating the images on the screen—aof showing an
empty room when the room was not empty.

"Who arethey?' he asked.

It was sllent amoment, then. ™Y ou must Start to go back. There'slittletime. Shewill be here very soon

Kim tensed. "Who?"

"Jelka. . . She'scoming for you."

"No." Hesad it dightly too loud, then repested it more quietly. "No. She musin't come. They'll kill her."
"Only if they seeher. And eventhen ..."

"Even thenwhat?'

It ignored his question. "Y ou must begin. Now;. Therest Fit seeto.”
"Machine?'

"y e

"Make sure nothing happensto her."

"Il try."

"And Machine?'

"y e

"Thank you."

THE REALITY OF IT was worse than sheld imagined. Seeing the women's skins hanging there on the
rail of the cool room, padded out by their plastoform inserts, their owners eyelessfaces staring lifelessly
ahead, Emily fdt the bilerisein her throat and had to turn away, leaning over the sink in the corner to
retch, until there was nothing left in her somach.

For once the files hadn't prepared her. For once she had | et the sheer nastiness of it get to her.

They cdled it "shelling." Five years ago it wouldn't have been possible, but new research had found a
way of keeping the flesh of a human being aive without the bone or blood or muscle. These—these
skins— had once been "worn" by living human beings; by young women from the Lowers: the kind of
women who, even if they were missed by those they loved, would never have been traced, never
accounted for, because they were too poor, too unimportant in the scheme of things, to be bothered
about.

Kidnapped by special teams, they were taken to aspecial lab and drugged. There the operation was



performed, the surface layer of skin and fat skillfully removed, to be preserved in avat of nutrients until
required. The rest—the living being, stripped to a bloodied skeleton— was given to the Oven Man.

She shivered, thinking of it; trying to imagine the kind of man who would find this sort of thing attractive;
who would pay athousand -yuan atime smply to wear askin.

Of course, the skin wasthe smplest part. Theredly "clever” bit wasthe part that brought the skin to
life—that dlowed the wearer to tap into the skin's nervous system and experience exactly what it
experienced. A fine mesh of ice was sewn into theinner layer of the skin, feeding to aseries of artificia
ganglions, at the base of the spine, beneath the sex organs and at the base of the neck, which rooted pain
and pleasure sgnasto the brain of the recipient.

By thisfoul meansaman could wear the body of awoman and make love as awoman. He could fed
what it was to be possessed by another man, to have his breasts fondled, the nipples kissed. It was an
ancient dream come true. Shelling made it possible. But at acost . . .

Sheforced hersdf to look again—to sear it into her memory. Thiswas what human beings could do to
each other. This. She reached out to touch one of the skins, surprised by its warmth, a shiver passing
through her at the thought that this had once been aliving woman like hersdf, with dreams and hopes and
memories, perhaps with children of her own—children who missed her, crying themselvesto deep at
night for want of her. But now . . . Emily shuddered. Now it was a mere sense-matrix, aflesh-pad for
somerich, unthinking cunt.

A shock of the purest, blackest hatred passed through her like an ectric bolt. Inhuman, some might call
this. Obscene. But she had her own word for it. Evil. These bastards were evil.

She pulled on her gloves, then stood before the mirror, taking long, deep bregths, trying to prepare
hersdf. The attack had been an unqudified success. Despite the heavy security of the place, they had
achieved amost complete surprise. The guards had been overwhelmed in thefirgt thirty seconds, the
alarm system shut down. The rest had been easy.

Asfor the clients, they were in the next room, lying facedown on the thickly carpeted floor, naked, their
hands tied behind their backs.

She had intended to gut the place—to set fires at al the doors and let the bastards burn to death, or
suffocate—but that would be too kind. Having seen these awful mementos, she was of amind to take the
bastards back with her; to take them downleve and keep them; to torment them, the way these poor
women had been tormented.

Y et even as she consdered it—even as her blood sang at the thought—she knew how impractica it was.
Torment. Yes, they deserved to live in everlasting torment for what they'd done.

She looked about her onefina time, then turned away and, drawing her knife, stepped out into the other
room.

I'll cut your balls off, that's what I'll do, she thought, looking about her at the dozen men who lay
spread-eagled on the floor before her. And I'll make you eat them, you evil fuckers. Every last tiny
morsel.

And afterward?

She reached down and grabbed the first of them by the hair, pulling hishead up so that he could look at
her—at the winking razor-sharp edge of the knife in her hand—and smiled.



Afterward she would have them skinned. Without anesthetic.

the YOUNG HAN crouched in the shadows beyond the broken lamp, watching them come from the lift.
He had known something was going on; had heard the screams from up above when he was working in
the shaft and had known they would come thisway. What he hadn't known was what would happen
next.

He was smiling, his deformed face pulled to the right, when the guns opened up. Two of the Hand went
down at once, dead. The others scattered, finding whatever cover they could, but it was pretty hopeless.
Inaminute it was over. He waited, his heart threatening to burst from his chest, hislegs wesak from the
shock of what held witnessed, keeping his eyes closed, thinking held be next. . . . After awhile he
opened his eyes and looked.

They were gone.

He stood, putting a hand out to steady himself againgt thewadll, dmost faling ashislegs gave. He waited,
letting his strength come back, then forced himself to walk over to where the bodies lay; forced himsdif to
look.

They were dead. All eight of them were dead.
Therewasafant noise, ahint of movement. He turned, his mouth forming aslent cry of fear.

His heart pounding, he shuffled across, then stooped, listening, studying the falen woman, seeing thefaint
riseand fal of her chest. Shewas dive. He leaned over her, sudying the wounds to her head and
shoulder. They were bad. She waslosing alot of blood. If heleft her here shewould diefor certain.

And if hetook her?

He swallowed dryly, then, knowing he had no choice—that he was compelled to help her—he moved
around and took her legs. Then, dowly, inch by inch, he began to drag he—away from the scene of
death and into the 'shadows. Away ... asnailliketrail of blood smeared on the dusty floor of the corridor.
Away . .. theweight of her sseming to grow with every step he took.

ASTHE LIFT SLOWED, agpproaching the top of the stack, Jelkamoved to the Sde, pressing hersalf
againg thewall. Thefeding that something waswrong had grown in her, until by now she wasjumpy, her
nerves on edge.

Thiswas stupid—common sense cried out againgt it—but right now she couldn't help hersdf. If Kim was
in trouble, she had to help. And if hewasn't . . . well, she had to know that too. So that she could get on
with her life.

The cameraeye over the door swiveled, following her every move.

She closed her eyes briefly, trying to keep control. No doubt they were watching her from the control
room and laughing; laughing, because she didn't have achance.

Thelift stopped abruptly. She was there. She waited, expecting the doors to hiss open, but they stayed
closed.

"Open the doors,” she said quietly, looking up at the camera. "Why don't you open the doors?’

Nothing. Just the underlying hum that was everywherein the City.



She hesitated, then stepped across and, dipping her nails beneath the control pand's rim, popped it out.
Beneath it were anumber of other panels. She pulled one out and, taking a second to remember the
override sequence, punched in the code.

Nothing. It was like the thing was dead.
She smacked her hand againgt the mirrored wall. " Shit!"
"l wouldn't do thet," avoice said softly. ™Y oull only hurt yourself."

It sounded like awoman's voice, mature and well modulated, the intonation somewhere between Han
and Hung Mao.

"Who areyou?' she asked, staring up at the camera.
"Never mind who | am. Just listen. The Mansion has been taken over by intruders.”
"Intruders?’

"Y our father's men. They have ingtructions not to harm anyone, but the Situation might change at any
moment. If it does, thiswhole thing might escad ate into something much nadtier.”

"And Kim?'
"Kimissafe. But only for awhile. If they decide to make another physica check of theMansion. . ."
"So what do you want meto do?"

"Just do exactly what | say. Take the audio unit from the control panel and carry it with you. I'll speak to
you through that."

Jelka nodded, then stepped to the panel again and removed the tiny dicdlike unit.

"Okay," it said, its voice suddenly tiny, coming up to her from within her palm. ™Y ou must pretend that
youreinvighble. .. ."

THE MASKED MAN stepped from the gaping meta of the outer airlock and shook his head.
"He's not there. The dome's empty.”
"What?" Von Pasenow's face registered shock. "But that's not possible! He has to be there!™

The man lifted his mask, wiping hisface with the back of hishand. "Maybe we should check the house
agAn—"

"Quiet! Let methink!”

A second man joined thefirdt, glancing at him, afaint amusement in his eyes, then both looked to Von
Pasenow.

There were only two ways into this place and they had watched them both. Kim hadn't come out, so he
had to be here.

Von Pasenow paced back and forth, punching hisleft fist into hisright palm again and again. Convinced
that Kim was insde the dome, he had dismissed the mgjority of his men. To search the Manson again
with only five of them would take too long; besides, they'd done athorough job first time out.



"Tolonen,” he said quietly, sopping dead. "I'll spesk to Tolonen.”
He spun about, then began to run toward the house.

The two men watched him amoment, then, shrugging, began to walk after him.

TOLONEN CLOSED and locked the study door, then went to his desk and sat, trying to control the
tremblingin hisarm.

"Put him on!" hesad irritably, staring at the screen.
Von Pasenow's face appeared. He bowed low, then made to speak, but Tolonen cut him short.

"Wdl?What in the gods names do you want? Don't you redlize how dangerous thisis? Do you have
him?'

"I"—Von Pasenow lowered hiseyes—"1 can't find him, Marshd. He's here somewhere, but . . "
Tolonen gared a himin disbdlief, then dowly shook his head. "Then you had better find him. And quick.”
"But, Marshd—"

Tolonen cut contact and sat back, closing hiseyes. Aiyal First that awful scene with Jelka in the
ballroom and now this! He put his handsto hisface, groaning. It had all seemed so smple. So
sraightforward. But now . . .

He gritted histeeth againgt the memory of the things sheld said to him—of the words hed let fal from his
own lips. Words that could never be recalled.

"KuanYinpreserveme. . ." hesaid softly. "Jelka, . . My pretty little Jelka... | never meant . . ."
But it was done. Broken. And no way back.
He shuddered, then, laying his head upon hisfolded arms, began to sob.

| never meant ...

SHE MOVED THROUGH the great house dowly, sllently, her feet making no noise, asif invisble,
moving from light to shadow like aghost, while on screensin the control room, the watching cameras
showed only empty corridors, untenanted rooms.

At the back of the great House, in asmall room on the upper floor, she found him, seated on alow stool,
waiting.

He stood. "What's happened?' he asked, surprised by the pain that wasin her face, but she only shook
her head.

He stared at her awhile, noting her clothes, the smplicity of her appearance, then reached out, taking her
hand. It seemed the smplest thing, yet it had taken seven years—seven long years—to achieve.

Shelooked down, her hand lying passively within his, then amiled; astrangdly wigtful amile.
"I didn't think . . ." she began, but then her face creased up again, asif she were about to cry.

He understood. Her father. She had broken with her father. He held her to him, the differencein their



heights making it an awkward first embrace. Y et in an ingtant al awkwardness was forgotten. He kissed
her face with tiny, delicate kisses, as held so often dreamed of doing, then moved back alittle, staring
into her eyes, surprised to find her looking back at him; surprised by the awe, the love, the expectation in
her eyes.

"Isit adream?' he asked, his voice barely awhisper.
She shook her head. "We must leave. The Machine. . ."

"I hear it," he said, touching the access dot beneath hisear. "It speaksto me. Insde. It told me you were
coming."

He reached up, hisfingers touching her mouth, her nose, her cheeks, checking to see that she wasred.
Then he amiled.
"Wed best go," shesaid. "They're running out of time. Any moment now they'll come and look for us."

He nodded, but still he was reluctant to go, afraid to lose this moment. He could fed afaint trembling in
him, asif hewere abdll that had been struck and till resounded, long after the hammer's blow had falen.

"Where arewe going?' he asked, when the sllence in his head extended; when no answer came.
"Totheidand," shesaid, and smiled, the pain momentarily forgotten. "To Kaevaa."
CHAPTER TEN

The Flesh of Kings

TSUNG Y E was knedling, his head pressed to the floor in front of the Chancellor. Nan Ho looked

down at the young secretary in astonishment. He had known something was going on—who
hadn't?—but aslong asit was being kept discrest, it was not his businessto interfere. Now, however,
Tsung Y e had madeit hisbusiness.

He groaned inwardly. Thiswasthe last thing he needed just now. In fact, he was tempted to send Tsung
Y eaway and tell him not to be so silly—that deeping with the Empress was no greet crime, so long ashe
did not rub the T'ang'snose in it. But Tsung Y e was determined to be absolved, the great burden of his
guilt taken fromhim.

Nan Ho sighed heavily. Hefdt great pity for the young man, but he only had himself to blame. No doubt
it had been flattering to be pursued by his Mistress. But it seemed she had taken thingstoo far. Nan Ho
listened, embarrassed, as Tsung Y e spdlled out just how far she'd taken them.

It would not have been s0 bad had Pel K'ung kept to her origina agreement with Li Yuan. Then, at least,
he could be certain that, should any issue come of the liaison, it was at least no son of Li Yuan's, but the
one night she had spent with her husband complicated matters. If she were pregnant . . .

Heturned away, suddenly impatient with it al. For awhile he had thought her different from the
rest—had thought he/d found awoman above dl of that business, immuneto it, but underneathit dl she
was just the same. Sex . . . why could they not be free of sex? For dl thetrouble it caused—all the
unhappiness and blighted lives—there seemed little enough reward.

"Enough!" he said, turning back. At once the murmur of the young man'svoicefdl slent. "You will goto



your rooms and lock the doors. Y ou will take pen and paper and write down dl that you have told me,
then you will return and give the document to me. Meanwhile | shal ensure that the Empress does not
come near you."

"Thank you, Master,” Tsung Y e said with pathetic gratitude, beginning to crawl away. "1 am pu ju pen
fen."

Nan Ho watched him go, then went to the window. Pu ju pen fen. "Onewho hasfailed in hisduty."” And
when his duty wasto serve his Mistress without question? And when her ingtruction conflicted with his
duty to his T'ang? The old man shivered, then pulled at his collar, which had been chafing him, undoing
the top button on the right hand side of his neck. He was glad, for once, that he did not haveto make a
decison. It wasanissue Li Y uan aone could rule upon.

And what would he say? Well done, Tsung Y e?Y ou do well to keep the old girl from my bed?

Nan Ho amost laughed, thinking of his Master's predilection for young maids. Why he had let Pel K'ung
into his bed that once he would never understand. And then to banish her again . . .

He shook his head, then returned to his desk. Matters were pressing. If he judged right, thingswere
coming to ahead. The reports of his spieswere ominous. They spoke of large movements of men and
supplies. They hinted at secret meetings and of deals done in shadowy rooms. But nothing certain.
Nothing absolute. When it came, it would come suddenly. And he must be prepared.

Nan Ho sat, theimage of Tsung Y e naked, his buttocks rising and falling between Pei K'ung's open legs,
haunting him amoment, making him frown. Then, pushing the matter aside, he picked up the tiny hammer
and rang the bell on his desk, summoning his secretaries.

TOLONEN MADE TO GET UP from his chair, but the abruptness of Rheinhardt's entry into the room
caught him by surprise.

"Wheat thefuck are you up to?' Rheinhardt demanded, leaning over him aggressively, hisface burning
with anger. "I'vefive men in my cells, and wereit not you, Knut Tolonen, I'd gladly makeit six!" Tolonen
looked down, embarrassed. "Y ou don't understand. . . ." "Understand? What isthere to understand?
That you hired adis-

graced Mg or and histeam of tin-pot mercenaries to kidnap one of this City's most important men?”
Tolonen's head came up. " Important? Theat ragamuffin!™

He madeto get up, but Rheinhardt pushed him down savagely; thefirgt time he had ever dared touch the
old man. He leaned close, spesking the words into Tolonen'sface asif addressing the most lowly of his
officers and not the man who had been Genera even before he himsdlf had been born. " Important. You
understand me, Knut? Asin indispensable. If he's been harmed. If in any way—"

"l gave gtrict ingructions,” Tolonen began, but Rheinhardt glared & him and hefdl slent.

"Y ou've done many thingsin your time, Knut Tolonen. Some of themwere. . . well, impoliticisto put it
mildly. Some of them weren't grictly within therules. But this. . . Aiya, old man, what were you thinking
of ? Did you think it would solve anything? Did you.. . . well, did you even think?"

Tolonen stared back at him, his natural defiance tempered by the fact that he knew Rheinhardt wasright.
He had been stupid.

"What will you do?' he asked quietly.



Rheinhardt straightened up, then shook his head in exasperation. "Therésnothing | cando. Li Y uan will
have to know. If Ward presses charges. . ."

Tolonen sat forward, some of the old fire returning to him. "L et him press charges! But he won't marry
my daughter!”

Rheinhardt stared at the old man with amixture of dismay and pity, then spoke to him, more gently than
before. "Jelkais of age now, Knut. Don't you understand that? She can choose for hersalf now. And if
she chooses Ward—"

Tolonen stood, his golden hand bunched into afist asif to strike the one he wastalking of. "He won't! |
won' let him! I'd rather see him dead!”

Rheinhardt drew himsdlf up rigid, pained to hear the old man reduced to this. "I would be careful what
you say, Marshd Tolonen. | am empowered to uphold thelaw in City Europe. Y our words—"

"Are no morethan the truth,” the old man said defiantly, hisgray eyes piercing Rheinhardt's. Hisvoice
boomed now with al itsancient power. "Arrest me, if you dare. Go tell Li Y uan. But you will not stop
me. Whether | lose my daughter or not, he shal not have her. Y ou understand me, Genera Rheinhardt?|
wont let him!"

Rheinhardt stared back at the old man amoment, then came to attention, clicking hishedls and bowing
his head smartly.

"Y ou will hear from me, Marshd," he said, stepping back. "Until you do—"

But Tolonen was not listening. The old man turned and, crossing the room, disappeared into hisdressing
room, damming the door behind him.

Rheinhardt closed his eyes, letting out a deep, audible sigh. Then, feding a sadness that was beyond
expression, heturned and left, knowing that the old man had given him no choice.

L1 YUAN stood at the top of the landing ramp, looking out toward the sillent sonewalls of T'al Yueh
Shan paace, his mood despondent.

It was agray, cheerlessday, the wind whipping off the water of the lake, the calling of the geeselike the
criesof lost souls.

| should not have come, hethought. | should have left her hereto rot.

But now that he was here he would see it through. Besides, he had to know, to purge himsdlf of thisso
that he could move on and be strong again.

He shivered, then turned, caling for another, warmer cloak. At once a servant brought one.

The past few weeks had been atorment. In hismind he had constantly pictured her with Tsu Ma
Wherever heturned, there they were, leering a him and laughing, their nakedness taunting him. Little
boy, they'd called, mockingly. Such a silly little boy, to love your brother's wife.

The pain hefelt a such momentswasintense. No lessintense for being of the mind. Two soulsthey said
he had—the earth soul and the spirit soul, p'o and hun—and at such moments he had no cause to doubt
them, for while hisbody was untroubled, his spirit ached. Ached like arotting tooth that could not be
pulled.



Wi, soit might be. Y et hewould try to rid himsdlf of it. Here, today, he would face that inner pain and
try to find surcease.

He went down, waking between the lines of kneeling, bowing guards, and on dong the path that led to
the great West Gate.

Eight and ahalf years ago he had given her this place, for her and her bastard son. He had divorced her
on the day of his coronation and she had had the child two days later, on hiswedding day.

Li Yuan dowed his pace, looking to hisright, across the grassy dope toward the ornamental bridge,
remembering. Hiswedding day ... It had been aday much like this, with the wind whipping off thelake.
The nineteenth day of the ninth month it had been. The week before Chiu Fen, the Autumn Equinox.

He sighed. And now those three | married that day are dead and she still lives. How strangeit was
that after all that had happened, it wasto her he was returning. Alwaysto her.

Yes, but no more. After today . . .

Fe Yenwaswaiting in her rooms. She greeted him with cold civility, knedling and pressing her head
three times againgt the floor before she straightened up.

"How areyou?' he asked, yet asinglelook told him far more than she could ever say. Therewasa
darkness behind her eyesthat had not been there a month ago, atightness to her mouth. Whatever
madness had compelled her to fly to Tsu Ma's palace that day, whatever hotness of the blood had urged
her on, it had congeded in her now. Eyes which had burned with an angry passion now stared at him
with frigid insolence.

Her words, when they came, were, like the formality of her greeting, only amockery.
"l am very happy here, Chieh Hda. Y ou do me great honor, visiting me."

Hefdt the pain rekindled; fdt that familiar tightening of his stomach muscles. Why wasit thus? Why did
she dtill have power over him, after dl these years?

"| cameto clarify things," he answered. "Much wasléft . . . unstated last timewe met.”

Shelaughed. "Ungtated? Why, forgive me, Chieh Hsia, but | thought | expressed mysdlf quite
eloquently. Y our cousin fucked me. Not once, but many times. Would you like to know where and
how?" Her eyes searched his, asif trying to gauge how best to inflict pain, "It would be no trouble, if
you'vethetime. | can recall each and every occasion.” She smiled. "He may have been abastard, but
Tsu Mawas amemorable fuck. He—"

"Enough!”

Heturned from her, smoothing out his gloves, trying not to show theintense hurt, the agitation, hewas
fedling, but her voice went on, ignoring his command.

"We would ride up to the ruins of the old monastery, up in the hills above Tongjiang. Insde, in the oldest
of the temples, hewould lay down hisriding blanket and we would strip and lieon it. And then . . ."

Heturned, staring at her, compelled, despite himself, to know. "And then"—her voice, her face dowly
changed, softening—"and then he would makeloveto me." She sighed. "So fierce and yet so—so gentle
hewas. Asif he could fed what | wasfeding. Asif..."



She shuddered and looked away, dl of the anger in her transmuted suddenly to pain.

He stared at her, for that brief moment understanding her. For the very first time understanding just what
had driven her. Ai*a." he thought. To feel that, and yet to betied.

"l understand,” he said quietly. "It ... it was not your fault. TsuMa. . ."

He swallowed back the sudden surge of hatred he felt for the man. She came across and stood beside
him, her dark eyeslooking up a him, the sweet scent of her filling his senses. And if he wereto reach out

Sowly he put hisarms about her and bent hisface to hers, her mouth opening to his, her lipswarm and
moigt. It was the thing he had missed mogt al these years: being kissed by her.

He broke from the kiss and moved his head back, staring at her, suddenly afraid of what held done.
"Makeloveto me" she said softly, her eyes pleading with him. *Now. Before the moment vanishes.”

He shivered, then, unable to prevent himself, nodded, letting her lift the cloak from his shoulders and
begin to unbutton hisrobe, aboy again, the vell of yearstorn aside.

"Fel Yen," hewhispered, his hand reaching up to caress her neck, her cheek, hisfingers smoothing the
side of her head asit pressed back againgt histouch. "Fei Yen. . ."

She drew him down, onto the bed, her soft warm kisses on his neck and shoulders blinding his senses,
meaking him groan with sweet ddight. She fumbled &t hisloincloth, her hand brushing intimately againgt his
fiercely swollen sex, and then he wasinsde her, thrusting into her, the pain of longing in her faceinflaming
him, making him spasm and comeimmediately. And gill he thrust, and still she met histhrust, her cries of
pleasure keeping him hard. "Yes.... oh, yes... Oh,oh. . ."

Hefdt her reach up, holding hersdlf tightly, intimately, againgt him, felt the greet shudder of release that
rippled through her, and then shefdl back, asif shed fainted. Asshedid, he fet his penisdip from her
and gave atiny groan. At once she reached for him and led him back inside her, then cradled his head
againg her with one hand, while the other smoothed his buttocks.

Helet a shuddering sigh escape him, then closed his eyes, conscious of the hard length of hisflesh within
her, linking them, binding them as no words or ceremonies had ever managed.

If only it could always have been thus. But the flesh was week, the warmth illusory.

They made love again, thistime benesth the blankets, his face above hers, watching her, savoring each
moment, using dl hisskillsto bring her to her climax long before helet his seed flow into her.

"I had forgotten,” he said afterward, facing her, his hands tracing the contours of her body. "All these
yeas..."

Shewatched him lazily, like acat, dl of the hardness, the resentment, washed from her; purged, it
seemed, by hislovemaking.

"Doyou think . . ."he began, then sighed, shaking his head.
"You can dwaysvidt me" shesad. "You could tieme up.”

"|sthat what you like?"



She gave asoft grunt, then looked away. ™Y ou do not know the half of it, Li Yuan. The men I've known.
Theyears. . . ach! Each year has seemed like ten. Like those years| spent in exile in the floating paace,
mourning your brother's deeth."

He sighed, pained by thisinsight into her. All these years held blamed and hated her; al these years held
faledto see.

"I have been blind," he said. "I never understood, did 17!
"No." Shelooked back at him and amiled. " So what now, my husband?”

The words sent astrange thrill through him—a shock of recognition, of Tightness. He smiled, feding asif
it were thefirgt true smile— thefirst honest, open smile—he'd ever given her.

"Sonow ... we start anew.”
He reached out, drawing her up onto him, cradling her above him and kissing her.

"Once more and then | haveto go. But I'll be back for you. | promise. WEll start again, Fel Yen, and
damn theworld. I'll divorce Pei K'ung and make Han Chiin aprince. I'll set thingsright, | promiseyou. I'll
make things better than they were.”

Then, rolling her onto her back, he climbed above her and entered her again, feding like an exiled king,
returned into hiskingdom.

"Fel Yen," hewhigpered, her movements matching his perfectly, Yinto hisYang. "My darling wife, Fel
Yen'

TSU KUNG-CHIH was drunk. He stood there, red faced, facing his uncle's Master of the Inner
Chambers, Hwa Kwei, and shouted angrily. ™Y ou incompetent fool! Can't you do anything right? | pay
you afortune and you messthingsup! | mean, what now?'

Hetore at hisrich slksin anguish, then turned away sharply. Behind him the embarrassed Hwa, his head
bowed, kept his sllence. Tsu Kung-chih was right. He had failed miserably. Tsu Shu-sun was pregnant
and he had failed to prevent it. His potions had made her sick, certainly, but till, somehow, she had
concelved.

The prince turned, one foot up on thelow wall that surrounded the inner courtyard and its shalow pool.
His disgppointment was clear in hisface. His sallow lips quivered and his eyes were moigt, but he spoke
more softly now, trying to control himsdlf; struggling against the sudden impact of thisnews. He had
learned of it only today—only an hour back. Tsu Mahad kept it from him until now. Shuddering, he
looked at Hwa Kwei again. "Wasit so difficult? Y ou said it would be easy. Y ou assured me" Hwa
Kwel gave asmal nod, then bowed lower. It should have been easy, but who could have known that
Shu-sun would conceive on her wedding night? Who would have thought that Tsu Mawould change his
mind and go to her?

Kung-chih glared a him amoment longer, then turned away, anoise of sheer exasperation escaping him.
Hefdt betrayed. It was asif hisuncle had been toying with him. And though he had pretended otherwise,
it was clear that Tsu Mahad enjoyed telling him the news. Asif he didn't know what it meant to him.

Helaughed bitterly and threw out his hand, dismissing the middle-aged servant. What good wasit,
trusting in others? No, thiswas something he would have to do himsdif.

Helooked around. Hwa Kwel had gone. "Good riddance,”" he said softly. But the words did not begin to



express the turbulence of what he had felt thislast hour. Now, however—now that he was alone at
last—one thing seemed to surface and rise above dl others, vast, bloated, obscuring therest inits dark
and awful shadow. Tsu Mahad known! He had known al aong! And Hwa Kwe ...

Tsu Kung-chih closed his eyes, afaint nausea overcoming him mo-
mentarily. They had toyed with him. Played him like\aAh on aline. And now they would redl himiin.
"'No-oooh . . ."

Slowly he opened his eyes. No one had heard his cry of anguish. He turned and |ooked about him,
making sure. But no, hewas aone.

"What, then?" he said softly, talking to himsalf now. " Should | go to him and tell him whét |'ve done? Go
down on my knees before him and beg forgiveness?' He sighed, then shook his head. "No, I'll not do
that. Not after what he's done to me."

Which left him but one choice. Smiling grimly he stared down at hisreflection in the mirror of the pool.
"So beit, then."

L1 YUAN swept down the grand corridor at Tongjiang, his entourage amost running to keep up with
him, servants—surprised by the haste with which he came upon them—dropping quickly to their knees
and lowering their heads as he rushed past. The T'ang was more than three hours late and had missed
severd important meetings.

Asthe doorsto Nan Ho's study burst open, the Chancellor looked up from his desk, then hastily came
around the desk and knelt before his Master.

"Chieh Hsia," hesaid, lookingup at Li Yuan. "l am ddlighted to see you well. | wasworried that
something had happened.”

Li Yuan waved the concern for his hedlth asde, moving past his kneding Chancellor to study the papers
on hisdesk.

"What has been happening, Master Nan?"

Nan Ho got up dowly, and stepped to hisMadgter's sde. "Minister Chuisin the Eastern Pdace being . .
. entertained, shall we say. The San Shih | saw mysdlf. | felt it best not to keep them waiting,
consdering recent events.”

Li Y uan nodded, yet he seemed distracted. "And the matter with Tsung Y €?'
Nan Ho blinked. "Tsung Ye?'

Li Yuan glanced a him. "He came to see you thismorning, | understand. About the Empress's demands
onhim.”

The old man's mouth opened, then closed again. He nodded.

"So what do you suggest, Master Nan? Should | have the young man castrated? Or should | make him a
member of my Advisory Council?

After dl, to find aman who is both a dedicated servant and yet aman of honor . . . that isnot to be
discarded lightly, nen?!



Nan Ho's mouth worked without sound. He looked in shock. Finally he found thewords. "I ... | did not
know you knew, Chieh Hsia. | ... | have had him draw up afull confession. Itis—"

Li Yuan shook the sheaf of pagpersat him. "'l am reading it, Master Nan. An interesting document, neh?
Onewe could use, if wewished. . . ."

"Use, Chieh Hsa?'

There was an urgent knocking on the outer doors. Li Y uan looked to Nan Ho. "Are you expecting
anyone, Master Nan?'

Nan Ho shook his head.
"Wdl ... we had best find out who wants us, neh?"

Master Nan bowed, then went across. Opening the door a crack, he exchanged afew wordswith his
secretary, then turned back.

"It is Generad Rheinhardt, Chieh Hsia. He wishesto speak with you urgently.”

Li Yuan folded Tsung Y €s confession and pocketed it, then nodded. "Send himin. I will see him here.
And, Master Nan . . . please stay. Thereis something | need to arrange with you."

Nan Ho stared a his Master, noting the strange smile he wore, then turned and left. A moment later he
was back, leading in Rheinhardt.

"Helmut," Li Yuan sad, greeting hisMarshd, holding out hisring for him to kiss, then watching ashe
knelt and touched hisforehead to the floor before him. "How can | help you?”

Rheinhardt glanced at Nan Ho, then got to hisfeet again. "It isMarsha Tolonen, Chieh Hsia. Hetried to
have Ward kidnapped."

"Tried..." Li Yuanlaughed. "You jest, surdy, Hdmut? Knut kidnap Kim?Why on earth would he do
thet?'

"To sop him marrying his daughter.”

Li Yuan turned to Nan Ho, hisface suddenly severe. "Am | to believe my ears, Master Nan? Y ou mean
there was ardationship between Ward and the Marshd's daughter and | was not told of it?"

Nan Ho bowed low. "It was long ago, Chieh Hsa. I—I did not fed it wasimportant.”

"Important? Alya, Master Nan! Nothing is more important than these personal matters. Nothing! Surely
you of al people understand that?'

"Forgiveme, Chieh Hsia. | am pu ju pen fen."
Li Yuan stared a him, surprised by the formality of the phrase—
"onewho hasfailed in his duty"—then turned to Rheinhardt again. " So what happened?’

"It seemsthe Marshd hired mercenariesto kidnap Kim at hisMansion, to prevent him from attending his
daughter's Coming-of-Age party. But for some reason Ward eluded his attackers. Now both he and the
Marshd's daughter have gone missing.”



"Together?'

"That'sthe strange thing, Chieh Hsia. We can find no camerarecords of their movements. It'slike they
vanished."

Li Yuan sucked in hisbreath. If hehad lost Ward . . .
"And the Marshd? What does he say of dl this?'

Rheinhardt looked down. "I am afraid the Marsha is unrepentant. He saysthat Ward will never marry his
daughter. That hewould kill him firgt."

Li Yuan turned away, then walked over to the window. "Why now? Why now of al times?' Helooked
back. "We must find Ward, Hemut. We smply must. Heis vital to our plans. Asfor the Marsha"—he
sghed—"you will place Marshd Tolonen under house arrest. Y ou will give ordersto the guardsto use
the minimum forceto restrain him if need be, but restrain him they musg, if it proves necessary. Asfor his
honorary rank, heis stripped of it until this matter can be investigated. From henceforth heisto be
considered no more than any other private citizen.”

Rheinhardt |ooked down, saddened that it had cometo this. "I am sorry, Chieh Hsia. To bring such
news..."

Li Yuan went to him. "It isnot your fault, Hemut. Sometimes even the best of uslose our way, neh? The
Marshd isan old man. He was dwaysinflexible. Old age has made him more so."

He stepped back, making a gesture of dismissal. Rheinhardt bowed low, then backed away.
When hewas gone, Li Y uan looked to his Chancdllor and let out along breath. "Aiya!"
Nan Ho came across and knelt at hisfeet. "Forgive me, Chieh Hsa. If | had known .. ."

Li Y uan reached out and touched his head gently. "It isdl right, Master Nan. | forgive you this once. But

Unexpectedly he laughed.
Nan Ho straightened up, staring at hismaster. "Areyou al right, Chieh Hsia?"

Theyoung Tang smiled. "Never better, Master Nan. Never, in al my life, better."

THE OLD MEN filed in slently, their shaven heads lowered modestly, their saffron robes whispering on
the ancient stones of the great hdl. When dl seventy eight were seated, the three San Shih madethelr
way to the center of the great circle of chairs and stood, their arms crossed before them, concegaled
within the silken folds of their robes. Luo Y e, the eldest and most senior of them, looked about him &t the
patiently watching faces, then bowed. "Ch'un t%u," he began, "we have cometo report to the Pa shi i
concerning our meeting thismorning with Li Y uan.”

The old man hesitated; then, drawing himself up straight, he raised his right hand from within hisrobes,
the crooked index finger pointing to the ceiling high above. Ashe did, hisvoice rang out, the perfectly
intoned Mandarin filling the ancient hall.

"| am afraid to tell my revered brothersthat the T'ang was not there. It appearshewas. . . delayed.”

A gresat hiss of disbelief went out at the news. Luo Y e waited amoment, then continued.



"Instead we spoke to the Ch'eng Hsiang, Nan Ho. He advised usto wait; to let our grievances rest until
abetter time. To ... well, in brief, to go away and do as we weretold.”

The hiss became abuzz of anger. On dl sdes old men looked to each other, animatedly discussing this
new developmen.

"Ch'untzu..." LuoYesad, cdlingthemto order. "It may bethat the grest Li Y uan wasindeed
delayed. That, knowing we wished to see him on amatter of the first importance, he yet dlowed himslf
to be detained e sewhere. However, it was my feeling that thiswas addiberate insult; a snubbing of the
Pa shi yi, indeed, of the great New Confucian Movement itself. Since wefailed his son, he has, it seems,
had little timefor us. Like a sulking woman, he has sought to avenge himsdlf in petty ways. But this. . ."

Luo Yedrew himsdf up straight, the grave authority of hisvoice echoing amid the stone pillars of the
greet hdl.

"Sincethetime of the great sage Meng Tzu, it has been agreed by al men that to govern Chung Kuo a
Son of Heaven must have Heaven's Mandate, and that to be in possession of the Mandate such aone
must be aman of virtue and benevolence. Similarly, it has been agreed that any Son of Heaven found
lacking in these qualitiesforfeits hisright to the dragon throne. In such a case the Mandate is broken." He
paused significantly. "For some time now the actions of our Master, Li Y uan, son of Li Sha Tung, have
caused this Council great concern, but this—thiswillful disregard for other men . . . doesthis show
virtue? Are these the actions of a benevolent man?'

"No!" camethecry from dl Sdes. "No!"

"Well, brothers. . ." Luo Yesad, folding hisarmswithin his robes once more, asmile of satisfaction on
hislips now, "then it seemswe must debate a brand new matter. It seemsit istimefor the Pa shi yi to
act. To teach thiswillful young man from whence his power derives. ..."

TSU ma's FACE was blanched, like amask of shocked anger, the muscles of his neck taut. He sat there,
his hands clenching the carved arms of the throne, hiswhole body held rigid, listening as his Master of the
Inner Chambers, Hwa Kwel, made his confession.

Hwa Kwei was sprawled below theraised dais, hisforehead pressed againgt the stone floor, hisarms
thrown out before him in supplication, hiswhole attitude one of abject apology. When he had finished,
TsuMagaveasmdl grunt and leaned forward.

"Isthat dl, HwaKwe ?"
"Itisdl, Chieh Hsa."

The T'ang shuddered violently and stood, looking past his servant at the great doors. They were alone
here in the audience chamber. Tsu Mahad dismissed the guards, trusting his old retainer. But now? For a
moment his anger spilled out. Heraised hisvoice.

"Why, Hwa Kwei? What have | done to deserve this of you?'

But his anger was seasoned with the knowledge that Hwa Kwel had come to him. Dishonored and a
traitor he might be, but he had acted honorably at the last. Tsu Masighed and, going down the steps,
rased HwaKwaei's chin with hisfoot.

"| shall spare your family, Master Hwa. | promise you that.”

The retainer took the T'ang's foot and kissed it, then returned his forehead to the floor. For himself, he



knew, there was only death, but the T'ang had been merciful. Hwasfamily, at least, would live.

Just then there was a hammering at the door. Tsu Ma stepped past Hwa Kwei, frowning, then glanced
back at the servant as he answered.

"Enter!”

It was Y ung Chen, one of the eunuchs from the women's quarters. He was breathless. His eyes stared
wildly at the T"ang as he bowed, then straightened.

"What isit?' Tsu Masaid quietly. His stomach had tightened, his whole body gone cold. He had the
sense that something dreadful— something irreparable—had happened.

"It isKung-chih, Chieh Hsia. He has gone mad. He holds Shu-sun at knifepoint and callsfor you to
come. Tan Weisdead, and two others.” Tan We wasthe Chief Eunuch, Tsu Mas mentor from his
childhood. The newswaslike aphysica blow. For amoment Tsu Mafatered, not understanding what
was happening. Then, ssumbling forward, he pushed past the eunuch and began to run.

In the corridor outside, the guardsfell in behind their T'ang, astonished to see him in such agtate. Out into
the courtyard they went, into bright sunlight, then through the water gardens and across the narrow bridge
that led to the women's quarters.

And as heran, Tsu Mawasthinking, And Too Chu? Is Too Chu in on this too? Can | trust no one?

Thefirg three rooms were empty. Beyond them was asmall courtyard with cherry treesin blossom and
asmdl pool. Beyond that were Shu-sun's rooms. Two servants stood on the far side of the poal, turning
toward him and bowing as he came out into the courtyard. "Whereishe?’

One of the servants turned, pointing insgde. Tsu Ma strode across the courtyard, but he had gone only a
few paces when two figures appeared in the far doorway.

Kung-chih held Shu-sun before him, the long, deadly knife held lengthways benegath her chin. He could
kill her before Tsu Matook another step. The T'ang halted, glaring at the youth. "Are you mad,
Kung-chih?' "Never so sane, Uncle.”

Shu-sun looked terrified. Her silk wrap was spattered with blood and her small white hands were
clasped together in front of her. She seemed close to fainting and looked to Tsu Mawith imploring eyes.
TsuMa, seeing her so, flt his stomach turn; felt an emptiness, afear, he had never fdlt before. Even so
he kept it hidden from hisface; kept dl hislove, hisweskness, tight insde, stedling himsalf to dedl with his
nephew.

"Why this?" he asked, taking one step.

"No further, Uncle," the youth warned, tilting the blade dightly so that it nicked the flesh and made
Shu-sun cry out. Tsu Magritted histeeth, then let abreath hiss out between them.

"What do you want?'

Kung-chih's hand was steady, his whole manner dangerous—far more dangerous than Tsu Mawould
have expected. He had thought him wesak. In that, too, he had been wrong. He waited while the youth
considered hisreply; appraising the situation, his eyes straying to each side and to above, trying to assess
what might be done. Shu-sun's body shielded Kung-chih's. If his guards shot a Kung they would
probably miss, and Shu-sun would be dead.



"l amtired of games,” Kung-chih said findly.

"Games?' Tsu Mawas puzzled. He made to take another step but saw how the muscles of the hand that
held the knife tensed, and so he relaxed, | etting his hands open at hissides.

"Y ou have toyed with me, Uncle. Played gameswith me. All dong you have mocked me. | know. Hwa
Kwel told me."

This puzzled him more. What could Hwa Kwel have possibly told him to make him think that? Then,
suddenly, he understood. It dl fdl into place. The announcement of Shu-sun's pregnancy! That hed
precipitated dl of this!

"No..." hesaid softly, dmost tenderly, asif he understood the hurt the boy wasfeding. "I have played
no games with you, Kung-chih. Until today, I—"

The/ boy's cold laughter cut hiswords short. "I do not believe you, Uncle/. Even now you think to trick
me. To keep me from what | want:"'

"And you want this?' Tsu Mahad gone cold again. He saw no way out of this. No way but degth.

"l wanted what was mine. By right.”

By right? But Tsu Masaid nothing, only bowed his head dightly, asif acknowledging what was said.
Kung-chih spoke again. "For years you led meto beieve | would be T'ang one day."

Did I? Tsu Mathought. Well, maybe he had. Even so, nothing judtified this.

"What do you think thiswill achieve, Kung-chih?'

Again the young man laughed, but his eyes gave nothing away. He had killed three times aready; perhaps
those deaths had changed him.

"I could kill your son, perhaps, Tsu Ma. Kill the heir you think to have."

Tsu Mawas slent amoment, smply watching the boy, trying to control the sudden violent hatred he had
felt hearing those words, reminding himsdlf that thiswas his brother's child, hisward. Y et when he spoke
again helet nothing of that hatred show, stedling himsalf to be cam and unemationd.

"I can wed adozen wives, Kung-chih. One of them will give meason.”

For thefirg time the knife wavered dightly and alook of doubt crept into the prince's eyes. But it wasa
moment's hesitation only. Thelook of cold determination returned. Kung-chih dowly shook hishead and
laughed.

"No, Uncle. Y ou do not fool mewith your act. I've seen you with thiswoman.”

Again Tsu Mafdt ahot flush of rage pass through him. He wanted to kill the boy; to tear him apart with
his bare hands. And yet he had to stand there, calm, his hands open at his sides, hisface clear of the
anger hefelt. For Shu-sun's sake. Because to show what he was fegling would mean her certain death.

Helaughed and let the laughter roll on for longer than itsnormal course. Again there was amoment's
uncertainty in the young man's eyes. Tsu Malet the laughter spill over into hisvoice.

"So you think you know me, boy?'



Thistime no words, only acurt, uncompromising nod. The knife was held steady benesth Shu-sun's chin,
the sharp blade dark with others blood. Shu-sun had closed her eyes, her chest rising and faling heavily.
Kung-chih'sleft arm was locked about her shoulder now, keeping her from faling.

Tsu Ma, watching, wondered what she was feeling; whether it was one part as dreadful asthe fear he felt
for her.

"What now, then?" he asked, keeping his voice steady.

They had cometo an impasse. There was nothing he could offer. No deal could come of this. No
compromise. He sighed heavily, suddenly weary, then, with an anger he had conceded until that momert,
he ydled and threw himsdf forward.

Surprised, Kung-chih'singtincts took over, and for one brief moment the knife moved outward in awide
arc, asif to meet the oncoming threat. Then it jerked back and Shu-sun fell forward, screaming.

Tsu Mastopped, horrified, looking down at hisfallen wife. Then his head jerked up. Kung-chih was on
his knees. The knife had clattered to the floor. From the center of Kung-chih's chest along steel spike
protruded. Kung-chih coughed once, blood dribbling from between hislips, then fell onto hisface.

Behind him, in the doorway, stood Tao Chu. His silks were drenched and his hair dicked back and wet.
Helooked down at his haf-brother in surprise, adreadful look of pain—aof sheer loss—on hisface, then
looked across at Tsu Ma. Shu-sun was scrabbling forward, whimpering with fright. Tsu Mamet his
nephew's eyes amoment, then bent down and held hiswife to him, hisbig frame shivering uncontrollably
as he comforted her.

After amoment he looked up at Tao Chu again. The boy was gtill standing there, looking down at the
brother he had killed. Tearsrolled down his cheeks, one after another, and, even as Tsu Mawatched,
the boy knelt and kissed the dark head of his brother, one hand gently touching and stroking the yet
warm neck, asif he merely dept.

NAN HO SAT at hisdesk, staring into space.
"Kuan Yin preserve us,”" he murmured.
"Magter?'

Helooked to his secretary, Hu Chang, and shook hishead. "I said, Kuan Yin preserve us. This business
..itisanill day'swork. The Empress Pd K'ung isagood woman, and if shehasneeds. . . well, wedl
have needs, neh, Hu Chang?"

Hu Cnang lowered his head.

"I tried to talk senseinto him," he continued, "but he would not listen. It isjust as before. He is obsessed
with her. Infatuated with the she-fox. She has cast her spdll over him again and we must dl suffer for it.”

Hu Chang looked up. "Master?'

"Yes, Hu Chang?'

"Perhaps we should try to delay matters and let time cure our Lord of this—this strangeness.”
Nan Ho turned to him. "Delay?"



"Yes, Magter. If we could find some. . . distraction, perhaps, to keep him from pursuing the matter.
Some—"

Nan Ho raised ahand. At once Hu Chang fell sllent, bowing his head.

"He wantsit done tonight. The divorce document isbeing drawn up even aswe speak. Tsung Y e's
confession. . . achh!" He heaved a great Sigh of exasperation, then stood, his restlessnesstaking a
physica form. "I should have ignored my conscience and had the woman killed while | could.”

Hu Chang's eyesfollowed his Master, gppalled by what he was hearing. Never had Nan Ho spoke of
killing anyone. Always he had been avoice of reason. But this matter, it seemed, had stripped dl
rationality from him ... or reveded it?

Hu Chang swallowed, then spoke up. "To kill her. It would solve nothing, Master."

"No?' Nan Ho turned to him. "Y ou do not know the woman, Hu Chang. Such deviousness. . ." Again
he shook his head. "And thistime she will not be so easy to didodge. Thistime—"

The summons bell rang. Nan Ho stared t it, then grimaced.
"That will be him. Go to him, Hu Chang. Tel him that | am sick and have taken to my bed. Tdl him—"

Nan Ho stopped, lowering his head, genuine pain there suddenly. "My boy ... my poor, poor boy. How
could he do thisto himself a second time? How can | bear to stand by and watch it happen?”

Thebdl rang again.
"Y ou want meto go, Master?'

Nan Ho looked at him, then smiled sadly. "No, Hu Chang. It ismy duty to attend. My duty to serve,
whatever my Magter asks of me. It isthe way, neh? Wherever it leads.”

Hu Chang bowed his head, relieved to see his Master returned to hisformer sdf.

Nan Ho came across, touching hisarm gently, then went from the room, making hisway toward Li
Y uan's rooms, ready to serve his Master, whatever was asked of him.

"Y ou summoned me, Chieh Hsia?"
Li Yuan looked up and waved Nan Ho across. "Have you heard, Master Nan?"
"Heard, Chieh Usia?"

Li Yuan handed him the single sheet of paper. "It arrived amoment back. Copies are being posted
throughout our City even aswe speak.”

Nan Ho read it through, then looked up, his face blanched, his eyes bewildered. "But this says—"

"The Mandateisbroken . . . that'swhat it says. The Pa shi yi have declared my government invalid. They
have sanctioned open rebdllion.”

Nan Ho stared back at him. "Aiya .." * o .

"Aiya indeed. Y et not unexpected, neh?"



"Unexpected?'

"We have known for some while now that the New Confucians were dissatisfied with things. And your
meeting thismorning . . . well, did you not sensethisin thear, Master Nan?"

Nan Ho shook his head. It seemed he had foreseen few of these developments. "But what shall we do?”
"Do?Why, we have them dl arrested. Arrested and executed.”
Nan Ho swallowed. "But that would mean . . ."

"War? Possibly. But this. . ." Hetook the paper back from his Chancellor. "No, Master Nan. | cannot
havethis"

Therewas aknock. Li Y uan raised an eyebrow. "Enter!"

A messenger bowed hisway into the room, then, kneeling, offered a sealed letter to the T'ang's
secretary, who unfurled it, read it, then brought it across.

Li Yuantook it and read it, then turned in his seat, calling for the screen to be lowered.
"Watch," Li Y uan said, then, speaking to the air. " Show me the latest scenes from Weimar."

At once the screen showed a picture of the great House. Drawing back, it' focused on agroup of men
outside the entrance gate. Mediaremote™ hovered about their heads like bugs as one of them,
recognizable as the L eader of the House, Representative Kavanagh, was speaking.

". .. yet such an unprecedented statement by the New Confucian hierarchy can only beread asa
recognition by those within the T'ang's government—those who know him best, let it be said—that things
have reached such a pass that only the most extreme action can remedy the situation. It istherefore with
great reluctance, but with asense of duty, that we have taken a vote on the issue and offer the full

support of thisHouse to the Pa shi yi. Further, we urge the citizens of City Europe to reject the rule of
the despot Li Y uan and accept Li Min as Son of Heaven and the new T'ang."

There was agasp from al thosein the room. Nan Ho turned, expecting to find his own shock mirrored
on hisMaster'sface, but Li Y uan was smiling.

"Chieh Hsia?" hesaid, astonished that at this moment the T'ang should be amused. "Areyou al right?'

"Never better, Master Nan." He stood then came around his desk, stopping before the image of House
Leader Kavanagh.

"Arrest them," he said, the confidencein hisvoice surprising them dl. "All of them, and then burn the
House. We must teach these hsiao jen alesson, neh, Master Nan?”'

"Chieh Ha&a?'

Li Yuan turned to face him, the smile dowly fading from hisface until, in its hawklike seriousness, it
resembled hisfather, Li Shal Tung's.

"Y ou heard me, Magter Nan. Arrest them. Triad members, New Confucians, Representatives, and dl.
All who oppose me. It has begun,” he said, his voice astirange mixture of fear and relief. "The gods help
us, Magter Nan, it hasfindly begun.”

AT THE CLIFFS EDGE stood aruined chapd, its roof open to the sky, the doorway empty, gaping. It



was atiny building, the floor inside cracked and overgrown with weeds, one of the sde walls collapsed,
the heavy stones spilled out acrossthe grass.

Kim stopped beside her, looking up at the | ettering cut into the stone lintdl.
"It'sLéin," hesad. "From the Revelation to John."
Jelkalooked to him, surprised, as he began to read.

"l saw an angdl standing in the sun, and with aloud voice hecried to al the birdsthat fly inmiddle
heaven, 'Come, gather for the great supper of God . .

Heturned to her, finishing the quote. " *. . . to eat the flesh of kings, of al men, both free and dave, great
andsmdl.'"

He smiled, then looked about him. "Isthisit? Isthisyour specid place?!
"No." Shelooked out at the sea beyond the ruin, then walked on.

It was an old path worn by many feet. Near the bottom, where the way grew steep, steps had been cut
into the rock. She picked her way nimbly between the rocks and out beneath the overhang. Kim
followed. There, on the far sde of the shelf of rock, wasthe cave.

Sheturned and smiled a him. "Thisisit. My specid place. The place of voices.”

He went halfway across the ledge, then stopped, crouching, looking down through the crack in the grest
gray dab. There, below him, the incoming tide was channded into afissure in the rock. For amoment he
watched the rush and foam of the water through the narrow channel, then he looked up. Shewas
watching him, amused.

"Can't you hear it, Kim? It'staking to you."
"Yes" hesad."l hearit."

He stood, wiping his hands againgt histhighs, then went across and stood there at the edge of the rock,
looking out across the rutted surface of the sea, feeling the wind like ahand on hisface, the tang of salt
onhislips.

"Here" she sad, drawing hisatention again.

There, on thewal behind her, were the ancient | etters, a hand's length in height, scored into the rock and
dyed aburnt ochre against the pale cream of the rock. Their sticklike, angular shapes brought to mind the
shape of yarrow stalks. He frowned, recognizing them as runes—as aname. Tolonen. And yet they
were—what?—fifteen hundred years old?

He shuddered, then narrowed his eyes, watching as she stooped, making her way farther in, toward
where the ceiling doped down to meet the floor of the cave.

"It wasjust herethat | saw thefox," she said, turning, her blue eyes staring out at him from the half dark.
"Later | dreamed of it and thought of you."

A fox. He nodded, then went in, taking her hand.

"Sowilditwas" she sad, knedling, then pulling him down beside her. "Erkki wanted to shoot it but |
wouldn't let him."



He gtared at her, bewitched, the dark scent of the place awaking something in him.
Afox...

He drew her face to hisand kissed her, asavage, fox's kiss, then pushed her down, the brightness
dipping from him.

BACK IN THE HOUSE, he walked about the rooms, disturbed by what had happened; wondering just
what it said about himsdlf. Y et Jelka seemed happy. He could hear her in the kitchens, singing to hersdif,
her laughter strange and unexpected. He had thought her so cold and regal.

At the door to the study he stopped and lifted his head, sniffing the air, then stepped insde, hiseyes
widening at the Sght of so many books.

"Books!" he said, carrying one out to her. "Real books!"

"Kalevala," shesad, taking it from him. "My uncle lent methis. It wasthefirst real book | ever read.
Here..." Shehanded it back to him. "Y ou must read it. My people. . ."

"Your people. . ." Helooked at her sadly. ™Y ou should contact him, you know. Let him know that
you're safe. HEll beworrying.”

"Let himworry!" shesaid. "He deservesit. But aren't you angry with him?'

"Angry?" he laughed, then, putting the books down, took her hands. "How could | be angry? Without
him therewould be no you. For that . . . well, | forgive him everything.”

He smiled, trying to coax her to hisviewpoint, but he could see she was not to be brought around. Not
yet, anyway.

"Let mehelp," he said, looking past her &t the pans on the old-fashioned stove. "I like to cook for
mysdf.”

In answer she beat his hand away. " That was when you were on your own. Now . . . well, now you're
mine. If it worriesyou, well take turns. But tonight—tonight | want to cook for you. Please.. . . I've
dreamed of it."

Hesmiled. "Y ou dream agreat dedl, Jelka Tolonen.”

"Yes..." Her eyesgrew serious. "'l dreamed that you would come for me and save me from the World
of Levels. | dreamed—" She stopped, a sudden fear growing in her face. " Something's .happened,” she
sad. "Something ..."

She moved past him, heading for the great living room. JHe followed, intrigued by the changein her, by
the sudden intuitive legp she'd made. As she crouched before the big screen, trying to tuneit in, he
looked about him, surprised, constantly surprised to find himsdalf there on theidand, in this strangest of
houses. Had she dreamed this? And was he, even now, trapped within her dream—of no more
substance than Caliban's dream?

" Sometimes a thousand twangling insruments will hum about mine ears; and sometimes voices, thet, if |
then had wak'd after long deep, will make me deep again: and then, in dreaming, the clouds me-thought
would open, and show riches ready to drop upon me; that, when | wak'd, | cried to dream again.”

Sheturned, looking at him, even asthe screen cameto life behind her.



"What isthat? It sounds. . . familiar somehow.”
"Just words," he said. "Something that no longer exigts, except in the mind of aMachine.”

"Words?' But dready her attention was being drawn by what was on the screen. There, framed by thick
black smoke, was the House at Weimar, its great windows smashed, itslevelslicked by flames. Long
lines of shackled men were being led away by visored guards. Then the image changed, to scenes of
rioting and ruin, of screaming men and crying women.

"What's happening?' he said, stepping up beside her, then crouching, taking her hand. "What in the gods
nameis happening?'

"It has begun,” she said, atremor passing through her. "The gods help usdl. The War's begun.”
CHAPTER ELEVEN

The Rider through the Autumn Wind

Y

O uMUST TALK to him, Chieh Hsa. You smply mug.”

"Mugt, Master Nan?" Li Y uan turned from the great map, stonyfaced, to confront his Chief Minister.
"Will you tell medsowho | must deep with?'

Nan Ho lowered his head, chastened. All around the War Room others—more than forty in all—did the
same, recognizing that tonein the T'ang's voice. At such times he was a his most dangerous—or so it
had proved, these past five days.

Nan Ho glanced at his Master from beneath hislashes. Fivedays. . . wasthat dl it had been since war
had been declared? A merefive days?

"They say heisdying, Chieh Hsia," he said quietly, risking his Master'swrath; knowing he would never
forgive himsdlf unless he attempted some kind of reconciliation.

"Dying?' Li Yuan turned, surprised. "l ... | had not heard that. | thought—"

"Poisoned, Chieh Hsa. Or o1 amtold. Itis... well, difficult to know the truth. Our usua channels are
not asreliable asthey were."

Li Yuan nodded, understanding. All wasin chaos. And information—reliable information—wasthe
hardest thing to come by. Li Min had seen to that.

We did not know, Nan Ho thought, looking at the map of City Europe and noting how the dark
areas—those that denoted Li Min'sterritories—had grown in the last two days. We failed to
under stand just how big he had become—how powerful. We thought what Visak told us was all lies, but it was true.

To be blunt, they had totaly underestimated their enemy. They had thought he had delayed—had issued
his famous Statement of Loyalty—because he was too week to fight them. But now they knew. Li Min
had delayed only because he wanted to be certain before he acted.

And now hewas aday from victory. Two daysat most. And till Li Y uan refused his cousin's help.



He watched his Magter, seeing how the young T'ang studied the map, asif it were aboard, thewhole
thingamassve game of wei chi in which he might find someflaw in his opponent's srategy, some
previoudy overlooked weakness he might exploit. But there was nothing. Li Min had planned his
campaign well. The game was his. He had only to lay the last few stones.

Li Yuan turned back to him. He had not dept in three days now— kept awake and aert by specia
drugs—and his eyes were heavy from lack of deep.

"All right,” he said softly, nodding to his Chancellor. " Arrange for usto speak.”
"Chieh Hsia!" hesaid, afeding of rdlief flooding through him.

While Li Y uan pored over the map, he made contact with the palace a Astrakhan, yet when the screen
lit up, it was not Tsu Mas Chancellor who faced him but his nephew, Tsu Tao Chu.

The young man's face wastight with anguish. Everything about him spoke of loss. Even beforehesaid a
word, Nan Ho knew.

"My uncle, the great Tsu Ma, isdead. He—" Tao Chu lowered his head, atear trickling down his
cheek—"he passed away thismorning.”

Li Yuan, standing beside his Chancellor, stared mute