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BENEATH AN OPAL MOON

Quickly, man! Do as | say!"

Moi chi stepped back so that the lille of trees
brushed agai nst him He | ooked to where Kossori
was gazing. South of them a shadow had
materialised as if out of the night itself. It was in
violent notion yet silent and snooth, running
lightly then | eapi ng across the narrow chasns
between buildings as if it were but a w sp of
snoke. A cool breeze off the water rustled the
spi ky | eaves of the trees and ~oichi shivered
slightly, feeling his nuscles tense. Still he watched
t he shadow approach, the fluidity of notion
mesmeri sing, for there seemed to lie no
di sturbance to the continuous flow of energy, runt
| eap, run, |eap.

Now t he shadow was spurting across the
adj acent buil dings rooftop, the image abruptly
bl ossom ng. But so swiftly did it nove, that
Moi chi only recognised it for what it was as it
| anded on their own rooftop.
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On Green Dol phin
Street

o

THE Scarred Man enters Sha' angh' sei at sunset.

He pauses before the towering cinnabar

escarprent of the western gate and turns in his
dusty saddle. Above him a pair of ebon carrion
birds spread their grotesquely |ong w ngs,
hovering, startlingly set off by the flare of the
sky. Piled clouds riding like chariots of crinson
fire obscure for long nmonments the bl oated abl ate
of the sun as it sinks slothfully toward the heights
of the city already lost within the thickening
haze. It is a unique mark of the sunsets in

Sha' angh' sei that the city itself and the | and al
around it is first engul fed by the purest crinson,
sliding, as the sun di sappears behind the

man- made facade into the anmethyst and vi ol et

whi ch heral ds the night.

But the scarred nan's deep-set eyes, slitted and
as opaque as dry stones, study only the w nding
much-travel ed hi ghway behi nd him and the
steady lines of junmbled traffic ox-carts piled
high with raw rice and silk, horsenen, soldiers,
and traveling nmerchants, businessmen, farmners
on foot moving toward himand the city; the
out bound flow is of no inport to him

Hi s horse snorts, shaking its head. Gently, the
scarred man strokes its neck bel ow the short

mane with a thin red hand. The stallion's coat is
lusterless, matted with the m ngl ed dust of the
hi ghway, the caked nud of narrow back roads
and the grease of nany a hasty neal .

The scarred man pulls at his hat, a floppy felt
af fair which, constructed anaesthetically, does
little nmore than conceal his |ong and haggard
face. Satisfied at last, he turns and, slouched in
his high and dusty saddl e, presses against his
mount with his heels, riding through the gate. He
rai ses his eyes as he nmoves, watching the
per spective changi ng, deriving pleasure
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fromthe shifting angles as he studies the endl ess
bas-reliefs carved into the cinnabar of the dark
western gate, an epic nonunment to a di chotony:

the triunph and the cruelty of war.

The scarred nman shivers even though he is not
cold. He does not believe in onmens yet he thinks

it interesting that he enters Sha' angh' sei through
the western gate, erected as a sinister remninder of



a particularly odious aspect of man's nature. But,
he asks hinself, would it really make any
difference if he had made his entry into the city
t hrough the green-onyx southern gate, the

al abaster eastern gate, or the intricate

red-1 acquered wood and bl ack iron northern gate?
Then he throws his head back and utters a short
bitter laugh. No. No. Not at all. For at this hour
of sunset they are all stained crinson by the
lowering light.

The scarred nman breaks into the popul ous surf

of the great city and his journey is slowed by the
mlling throngs of people as if he is passing

t hrough a nmoving field of poppies. He feels an

end to long isolation, far fromthe comnpani onship
of man, a seenmingly intermnable tinme with only
his stallion, the stars and the noon as his fanily
Yet as he rides into the explicit riot of the city,
hi s mount wal ki ng through the clouds of jostling
men and wonen and children, fat and thin, |arge
and small, young and old, ugly and fair, as he
passes the bursting shops, stalls, stands with
striped awni ngs, the tangled buildings with their
dense cluster of swi nging signs advertising the
tenmpting wares within, he realizes that never
before has he felt such an apartness fromthe
warnth of .the family of man. And this peculiar

al i enness suffuses himw th such conpl et eness

that his body begins to quake as if he is ill.

He digs his bootheels into the flanks of his

mount and shakes the reins, abruptly anxious to
reach his destination. Through this vast kinetic
sea he jounces, nmetal jangling, dusty |eather
creaking, the grime of travel heavy upon him A
torrent of filthy children, their torsos ribbed |like
corpses, brush against his legs |ike a separate
eddy in this fetid surf and he is obliged to press
his boots tightly against the stallion's flanks |est,
how ing, they pull themfromhis feet. He extracts
a copper coin fromhis wide sash and flings it
high into the air so that it catches the oblique
light. As it disappears into the swirling mass of
pedestrians on his left, the children abandon him
rushing to follow the flight of the spinning coin.
They pl ow through the crowd, tenaciously
searching on hands and knees in the sline and
offal of the street.
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He noves on, turning a corner at an acute angle,
followng the street. He inhales the rich nusk of
coriander and linmes, the heavy incense of charring
nmeat, the somewhat |ighter scents of fresh fish and
veget abl es fl ash-cooked in hot sesane oil. As he
passes the opening of a dark alley, the thick sweet
snel |l of the poppy resin for which Sha' angh' sei is
so famous, hits himw th such intensity it takes his



breath away and he is dizzied.

The din of the city, after so long on the road,
alone with hinself, is claustrophobically

over poweri ng, a constant harsh cacophony

consisting of wails, shrieks, cries, shouts, |aughter
whi spers, chanting, a glorious babble of voices,
testament to the indomtability of man.

Wthin the deep shadows of the felt hat, the

scarred man is holl owcheeked. A | ong bent nose

| eads inevitably to thick gnarled lips as if, in his
wild earlier years, he had fought with his fists
within the henpen circle, as is the wont of certain
of the folk of the western plains of the continent

of man. His hair is silver, silken, flow ng | ong down
hi s back, held away fromhis w de winkled

forehead by a thin plaited band of copper. His

face, defiantly hairless, exhibits the tracery of livid
white scars puckering the flesh of his cheeks and
throat like rain on the surface of a pond. He wears

a long traveling cloak of a dark, indeterm nate
color, owing to the grit of his journey. Beneath it,
a tunic and | eggi ngs of deepest brown. Hangi ng
fromhis waist froma sinple stained | eather belt is
a scabbarded curving sword, wi de-bladed and

si ngl e- edged.

He pauses beside a wine stall on Thrice Bl essed
Road and, dismounting, |eads his nount out of the
enornous crush of the thoroughfare. As he strides
into the di mess beneath the pattemed awni ng, he
spi es the wi neseller, moon-faced and al nond- eyed,
arguing with two young wonen over the price of a
| eather flagon of wine. Wth a sweep of his
deep-set eyes, the scarred man takes in the curving
bodi es of the wonen, their faces tipped high in
anger. But they are restless, his eyes, and while he
listens and waits somewhat inpatiently, his gaze
darts this way and that, alighting on a face here,
the pale flash of a hand there. For a noment, he
observes a man with eyes like olives and bl ack
curling hair so long that it covers his shoul ders,
until he is met by another man and they depart.

The scarred man's head cocks at the thunping

sounds of running feet, shouts echo and di nmi ni sh

as a body rushes past outside, el bow ng through

the crowd. He turns away. He asks the w neseller,
now free, for a cup of spiced wine, downs it in one
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swallow. It is not the rice wine of the region
which he finds too thin for his taste, but the
heartier burgundy of the northern regions. He
purchases a flagon

The sunset is fading, the sky above Sha'angh' se
turni ng mauve and viol et as ni ght approaches
boldly fromthe east.



The scarred man | eads his stallion left into a
narrow al l ey, crooked and filled with refuse and
excrenment. There must be bones here, hidden
perhaps in the high dark nmounds heaped agai nst
the sides of the building walls. Human bones
stripped of all flesh, all identity. The stench is
appal ling and he breathes shallowly as if the air
itself m ght be poi sonous. Hi s nmount whinnies
and he pats its neck reassuringly.

The alley gives out at length onto Green

Dol phin Street with its dense tangle of shops and
dwellings. Again the air is filled with the singsong
cacophony of the city and spices blot out the

nor e noxious odors. Half a kilometer away, the
scarred man finds the strawfilled sanctuary of a
stable. Leading his nobunt to a stall, he reaches
up, removing his saddl e bags, slinging them over
his left shoulder. He places two coins in the dark
pal m of a greasy attendant before venturing out
onto Geen Dol phin Street. He wal ks for a tine
down this wi de avenue meandering, pausing from
time to time to peer into shop wi ndows or turn
over a piece of merchandise at a street stall. He
turns often to peer behind himas he noves from
one side of the street to the other.

At | ast he comes upon a swi ngi ng wooden sign
carved in the shape of an aninmal's face. The
Scream ng Monkey, a dark and funey tavern. He
enters and, skirting the rmultitude of janmed
tabl es and boot hs, speaks to the tavernnaster for
just a nmonment. Perhaps it is the din of the place
whi ch causes himto put his |ips against the other
man's ear. The tavernmaster nods and silver is
exchanged. The scarred nman crosses the room
and mounts the narrow wooden staircase that
fol ds back upon itself. On the | anding, m dway
up, his gaze sweeps across the snoky room
bubbling with noise and novenent. Natives of the
Sha' angh' sei region do not interest him
outl anders do. He studies themall nost carefully
and covertly before he conpl etes his ascension

He wal ks silently down the darkling corridor
nmeti cul ously counting the nunber of closed
doors, checking to see if there is a rear egress
bef ore he opens the |last door on the left.

I nside the room he stands for |ong nonments
just inside the closed door, perfectly still, listening
intently, absorbing the
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background drift of sounds, setting it in his mnd so

that, even if he is otherw se occupied, he wll
automatical ly hear any deviation.



Then he crosses over the nmean fl oorboards,

throws his heavy saddl ebags onto the high down bed
with its pale green spread, noving il Tunediately to
the wi ndow, drawing the curtains. Wen they stop

nmovi ng, he pulls one side carefully back in the crook
of one forefinger, gazing out onto a heavily

shadowed al | ey perpendi cular to Green Dol phin

Street. He is, he knows, within the heart of the city,
far fromthe | ong wharves of the Sha' angh' sei delta.
Still, if he strains, he can hear the kubaru's plaintive
hypnoti c work songs filtering through the hubbub
Peeri ng si deways, he can just nake out a sl ender
section of the far side of Geen Dol phin Street. A
sell er of herbed pork and veal is closing his shop
and, imediately adjacent, the lights are

extingui shed in a dusty carpet shop as three

br ot hers, pear-shaped and identical down to their
enbroi dered saffron robes, shutter the w ndows.

They are rich, the carpet nerchants, thinks the
scarred man, letting the curtains fall back into place.
The nore prosperous they beconme, the heavier they
seemto weigh, as if they have been nagically
transformed into living enbodi nents of the taels of
silver which they hoard

The scarred man quits the far side of the room

and, satisfied that the curtains will hold in the |ight,
fires an oil lanmp atop the scarred bedside table. One
corner is charred as if sone forner occupant had
clumsily overturned the | anp. He reaches into the
recesses of his saddl ebags, withdraws the newy

bought flagon of w ne, takes a long drink

He washes at the nightstand until the water is
black with grime and presently he hears |ight
footfalls on the stairs. H s head cones up and his
right hand grips the hilt of his curving sword. He
steps soundlessly to the wall adjacent the door and
wai ts, scarcely breathing.

A knock on the door.

- A young boy, tall and dark-haired, enters
carrying a tray of

steanmi ng food. He cones to a halt seeing the

room enpty

Then the scarred man grows low in his throat and
t he boy

turns slowy around. He tries not to stare at the
scarred man

but he cannot hel p hinsel f.

"Well," says the scarred man. "Put it down."

The boy swal l ows hard and nods. He continues to
stare.

The scarred man ignores this. "Your father tells ne
t hat you
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are quite reliable. Is this so?" H's voice is thick and
husky as if he has sonething | odged in his throat.

Fright mingles with fascination. The scarred nman
sees these often aligned enmotions flickering upon the
young narrow face.

"Well," says the scarred man. "Have you no voice
t hen?"
"Yes," stammers the boy, ''sir. | have one."

"d ose the door."
The boy conpli es.

"Have you a nane?" The scarred man has gone to
the night table. He Iifts a bit of fow between the |ong
nails of his mddle finger and thunmb. The forefinger
in between, juts out oddly. The scarred nan swirls the
meat in the thick brown gravy, ignoring the |ong
wooden eating sticks lying at the side of the plate,
pops it into his nmouth. "Excellent," he says to no one
in particular as he licks the tips of his fingers. "Just the
ri ght amount of fresh black pepper." He turns.
"“Now "

"Kuo." Softly.

- "Ah." The scarred man studies himw th an
awesonel y

i ntense gaze, but even though he feels fear, Kuo
knows t hat

he must not show it. He stands ranrod straight,
concentrating

on controlling his breathing. He tries to ignore the
sound of

t he hamrering of his heart, which feels as if it has
| odged

itself in his w ndpipe.

"This is for you, Kuo. If you do as | say." A silver
coin has magi cally appeared between the scarred man's
fingers.

The boy nods, hypnotized by the shining coin. It
represents nore wealth than he has had in his entire
life.

"Now listen to ne carefully, Kuo. My horse is in the
stabl e down Green Dol phin Street. At the first stroke
of the hour of the boar you nmust bring it to the alley
at the side of this place. This one." He points one |ong
forefinger toward the curtai ned wi ndow. "No one mnust
see you do this, Kuo. And once here, stay within the
shadows. Wait for ne. Wien | cone, there will be



anot her silver coin for you. Is this clear?"

Kuo nods. "Yes, sir. Quite clear." The secretiveness
of his mssion has excited him How his friends wll
envy him

"No one must know of this, Kuo." The scarred nman
takes a quick step toward him "Not your friends, not
your brothers or sisters, not even your father. No one."

"There is nothing for me to tell," Kuo says, delighted
with hinmself. "Wio would be interested in ny
del i vering another neal upstairs?"
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"Not even that!" And the boy junps at the force
of those terse words, then nods. "No, sir."

The scarred man flicks his thunb and, shot from

the arbal est of his nail, the coin arcs into the air,
shining. Kuo's fingers enclose it and he is gone,
swiftly and silently.

The scarred man listens at the door. Then, as the
sounds of Kuo's descent fade, he turns his
attention to the food and for a tine he is totally
consunmed in the act of eating.

Sounds drift up to him given an eerie

et hereal ness by the closed curtains. The cries of
t he night vendors, drunken laughter, the heavy
creak of wooden-wheeled carts |laden with to-
nmorrow s produce and dry goods, the snort of
horses, hoofs clip-cropping on the cobbles; a soft
wind rustles the | eaves of the plane trees lining
nearby Yellow Tooth Street. N ght.

Soft footfalls on the stairs and the scarred nman

is up, wiping his greasy hands. He bends,

extingui shes the flanme of the oil lanmp. Silently, he
skirts the bed, opens the curtains. Dim fitful Iight
fromthe thin corridor to the street seeps into the
roomas slowy as blood drips froma corpse.

The footfalls cease.

The scarred nman has positioned hinsel f well
wi thin the deepest shadows of the roomw th a

good line of sight to the door. He stands inmobile,
one hand gripping the hilt of his sword as the door
opens inward to reveal an ebon sil houette.
"Mstral," cones a whispered voi ce.

"Who i s the nessenger?" says the scarred man.

"The wind."

"Enter, Omwjiru," says the scarred man and the



sil houette disappears as the door is closed. There
cones the sound of a | ock being secured.

"Cascaras,'' says Omjiru, "have you found it?"

The scarred man hears the trenmor in the voice,
barely held in check as he watches the other in the
i nconstant light. He notes the high forehead, the
fl at cheekbones, the narrow thinlipped nouth, the
intelligent almond eyes and thinks, It was those
eyes which took me in. But now | know that he
woul d be nowhere without his father's influence.
regret his involvenment. Not because he is ruthless
and unprincipled. He woul d be useless to ne
wi thout those traits. But because he |l acks the guile
he believes he has. That can be dangerous. He sees
Owjiru' s lips conpress into the narrow |ine of
i ntransi gence preparatory to violent action and he
recalls this man's volatile nature. How different
you are fromyour kin, Omjiru, the
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scarred man thought. If your father but knew
what you planned with ne

" Tell ne!"" QOmojiru hisses, the words forced
out of himas if they are under pressure, and the
scarred man | ooks away for just a nonent,
enbarrassed for the other

"l have found it."

"At last!" Omwjiru nmoves involuntarily closer
and now the quavering of his voice is
unst oppabl e.

Greed, Cascaras thinks. And power. How many
woul d he kill to get then? "I do not have it yet."
"What ?' ' The enornmous di sappoi nt nent shows
across the young man's face, unm stakable even
in the di nmess.

"But | know where it is.

"Ah. Then we will go to it."
"Yes," says the scarred man. "That is the way of
our bargain." And he wonders at what point
Owjiru will try to kill him

"Where," Omjiru whispers hoarsely, "is it?"

The scarred nman | aughs silently. How

transparent he is. He will do it now and take no
chances. '"We will go there together, Owjiru," he
says with great patience, as if explaining a dif-
ficult and conpl ex concept to a child.



"Yes. Yes, of course we will. I, uh, | only
wi shed to know what to take on the journey and
it would, it would depend on where we are

goi ng. '

Now t he scarred nman | aughs out loud. "I will
tell you what to take, Omjiru."

The door flies open, |ock and hinges splintering
and in that brief instant of shock, as his head
turns in the direction of the violent notion and
sound, the scarred man wonders why he heard
not hi ng. Not hing at all

The lights are gone fromthe hall and it is as if
he | ooks out upon a starless night, dense with a
danp and clinging fog. His hand w thdraws his
bl ade but already he hears the fearful sounds of
struggle, a strangled cry tomfromthe |ips of
Omwjiru, conveying as nmuch terror as pain. The
sound of a whirlwind in the room and across
fromhima great viscous bubbling, a hideous
ani mal grunting connoting coupling or death, and
with a shudder he realizes it is coming from
Omwjiru. Sonmething has himand is killing him

The scarred nman's great curving blade is out,
naked in the night, lifted high over his head, but
something is careening at himfromout of the
darkness. It is as if the night itself has
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abruptly cone alive, filled with vengeance and a
col d inplacabl e hatred.

Hi s sword whispers in the air as it descends but
encounters nothing. Fingers like bars of stee
enwrap his right wist, twisting. He fights, jabbing
with his left fist, his feet, his legs. H s knee lifts for
a bl ow and sonet hi ng heavy smashes into it,
splintering the kneecap. The scarred man grunts as
the breath shoots out of him Pain flares. His left
wrist snaps and he cries out. Hs blade clatters to
the floor.

He is borne as if weightless onto the bed. A
ti ght ness against his chest and then nore pain,
| anci ng through him turning his vitals to water
He soils hinself and is ashanmed as the stench rises
about him

Skin and flesh part. Hi s pul se pounds |ike surf

agai nst his inner ear and sounds becone distorted.
H's heart feels as if it is being squeezed in a vise;
pressure in his brain. He cannot breathe. And at
the brink of unconsciousness, the questions begin
and repeat over and over until he nust answer,
t he neani ng behi nd them gone fromhim The

dark bl ood running out of his slack mouth, his



heart constricted beyond all limits and his brain
screamng for release, caring only about itself now
"Yes," hisses a voice fromvery near above him
"Yes, yes, yes." Sounding to himas if it was
coming fromthe other side of the world. A

bal | oon bursting against the fragile nenbranes of

his eyes. His mnd screans, filling his entire
uni verse. Then his blood, Iike water froma
ruptured dam begins to fill the room soaking the

bed, wetting the floor, coursing across the room
rushing out into the black hall.

One
CITY OF
WWONDERS

Rubyl egs

MJ CH Annai -Nin awoke to the sound of the
sea.

For what seened quite a long time he lay with
his eyes open, listening with all his senses to the
sl uggi sh crash of the waves agai nst the ancient
wood. He heard the clear sharp cries of the
hungry gulls and thought for an instant that he
was aboard ship. Then he heard the hoarse
shouts of the stevedores and the singsong |itany
of the kubaru and knew he was in the port of
Sha' angh' sei. This both saddened and uplifted
him He loved this city, perhaps nore than any
other on earth, felt a peculiar and powerful
affinity toward it though it was far fromhis
hone. Yet he | onged nost dearly for a ship
under the soles of his boots.

In one fluid notion he was on his feet and,
crossi ng the wooden floor of the |arge room
t hrew open the accordi on jal ousi e wi ndow door s
whi ch ranged along the wall opening out onto
the sea. The sun, barely above the horizon
turned the water to chopped gol d.

He lifted one huge hand, grasping the upper

lintel of the doorway |eading out to the expansive
veranda which ran the entire length of the
bui | di ng. He breathed deeply of the danp salt
air, his nostrils dilated with the fecund scents,
whi |l e he rubbed distractedly at his heavily
muscl ed chest. You eternal, he thought. The sea.

The norning light, spilling obliquely across the
hori zon, played over his enormous frame. H s

skin was the color of rich cinnanon and when his
wi de, thick-1ipped nouth split in a grin, which
was often, his white teeth flashed. H s eyes, |arge
and set far apart on his face, were the col or of
snoky topaz, though in certain low lights it was



often said quite naturally in hesitant whispers
reserved for the darkest of secrets that
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deep within them one could see an odd crinson

spark as of a reflection fromsome flickering

flame. H s | ong hooked nose was further

hi ghlighted by a tiny perfect dianmond set into the
dusky flesh of his right nostril. H's thick hair and
full beard were glossily black and curling. Overall,
it was a face filled with converging influences, an
intriguing adm xture forned from faci ng adversity,
man- made and natural. It was a foreign face
according to those in Sha' angh' sei who knew,
because, above all else, it held a riveting power
alien to the people of this region of the continent
of man.

Moi chi Annai -Nin stretched and his mnuscles

ri ppled. He sighed deeply, feeling the inexorable
pull of the sea just as if he were a conpass drawn
unerringly northward. He was the finest navigator
in the known world; thus his present predicament
was ironic indeed. Still, he did not find it in the
| east anusi ng.

He turned back into the room noving in |ong
lithe strides to a carved wooden tabl e upon which
sat a huge pitcher and a bow of seagreen stone.
It was the hour of the cornorant, the time had he
been on a ship when he would return to the high
poop deck to see all the sea before him feeling
the tides and currents and breezes, to take the
first sighting of the day. He bent, pouring cold
wat er over his head and into the bow, scooping
it up in double handfuls, splashing his face and
shoul ders.

He was drying hinself with a thick brown towel
when he heard the novenent behind himand
swung around. LlIowan had conme up the stairs
fromthe harttin's huge working area on the

ground floor. This tall, spare man with the mane
of silver hair like a giant cat was bandsman of
Sha' angh' sei's waterfront, in charge of all |oading

and unl oadi ng of cargo transported over the sea,
overseer of the city's nyriad harttin.

Ll owan sniled. "Hole, Michi," he said,
deliberately using the traditional sailors' greeting.
"d ad you are awake. A nessenger awaits you
downstairs. He comes fromthe Regent Aerent. "
Moi chi fol ded the towel and began to dress.
"What news of a ship, LIowan?"

"Are you not even the least bit curious why your



friend should send for you at this early hour?"

Moi chi paused, said, "Look here, Llowan, | am
a navigator and though |I love your city dearly, |
have had the solidity of |and under mnmy feet for
too long. Even though this be
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Sha' angh' sei, still | long for a good ship's deck to
stand upon." He drew on copper-col ored | eggi ngs
over which he strapped | eather sheaths covering
only the outside of his |l egs. He shrugged hinsel f
into a brilliant white silk shirt with wi de sl eeves
and no collar. About his waist he wapped a
forest-green cotton sash into which he inserted the
twi n copper-handl ed dirks which were his

trademark. Lastly, he fastened a thin | eather thong
about his waist fromwhich a silver-handl ed sword
hung in a worn tattooed | eat her scabbard. The
dianmond in his nostril flashed in the gathering
light.

"Patience, ny friend," Llowan said. "Since the
defeat of the dark forces of The Dolman in the

Kai -feng nore than six seasons ago, the sea | anes
to Sha' angh' sei have been cl ogged wi th nerchant
shi ps." He shrugged, running a hand through his
long hair. "Unfortunately, one of the by-products
of peace is a surfeit of people. Al the navigators,
called to the last battle, have returned honme now.
It is only just that they get first preference for the
ships of native registry. You can understand that."
He turned sideways, into the oblique light, and

Moi chi saw sharply delineated the crue
sem circular scar at the left corner of the
bundsman's nouth, arcing up to the base of the
nose, which had no nostril on that side. "Wy not
be satisfied by the work | give you here, ny
friend? What awaits you out there" his long arm
ext ended, sweeping outward toward the | apping
yel | ow sea beyond the harttin's w de ve-

randa "that could be so conpelling? Here you

have all the silver, all the wonmen, all the
conpani onshi p you could ever wi sh for."

Moi chi turned fromthe deep voice, stood in the
doorway to the veranda, staring out at the thick
forest of black masts, slashes of crosstrees, the
intricate spiderweb of the rigging of the armada of
ships tenporarily at rest in the harbor or off-
| oadi ng bal ed goods fromfar-off exotic shores.

Too soon they would be setting sail again, |eaving
Sha' angh' sei's clutter behind in their wakes. Only

dimy he heard Ll owan saying, "I will send up the
tea. Come downstairs when you are ready; the
nmessenger can wait, | daresay."

Al one again, Michi's gaze raced outward, from
the teem ng foreshore, riding the white crests of



the rolling sea like a stornmtossed gull, recalling
t hose | ong days and ni ghts aboard the Kiaku
sailing south, ever south with his captain, Ronin,
who had returned from Ama-no-nori transforned

into the Sunset Warrior. Eyes clouded with
menories of a lush jade isle, un
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naned, gone now beneath the churni ng waves,

and its |l one sorcerous city of stone pyram ds and
gods with hearts as cold as ice; a dreanlike ride
on an enornous feathered serpent high in the sky,
through a land filled with sun, onto a ship sailing
for Iskael, his honmel and, where, with his people,
he returned to the continent of man tojoin the
Kai -feng; and the lightning of that |ast day of
battl e when he scranbl ed across a norass of
seepi ng dead and dying warriors, nounds of the

sl ain and wounded, friend and foe, his clothes so
heavy with bl ood and gore that he could barely
nove, to greet the victorious Dai-San

And what occupies his days and ni ghts now?

Moi chi nmused. My friend. W each owe the other
alife. More than either of us can repay. And even
now, though he resides in fabled Amano-nori

anong the Bujun, his kin, this wrld' s greatest
warriors, though we are far from each other, stil
do we remain closer than if we were brothers
joined in blood at birth. For we have been forged
upon the sanme anvil, tied by the terror of

i mm nent death. And survived. And survived

Moi chi noved out into the sunlight.

Farther south still than far-off Ama-no-nori was

| skael . So | ong since he had wal ked its bl azing
deserts and its orchards, heavy with luscious fruit,
the long lines of stately apple trees
whi t e- bl ossonmed in spring, ethereal clouds cone
to earth and, in the blistering heat of the sumer,
wi th the incandescent sun a huge di sc of beaten
brass, to stand within their cool penunbra to

reach up and pluck the hanging fruit, ripe and
gol den. He could not count his hurried arrival
and even nore hasty departure during the

Kai -feng. He had spent all of his tine aboard
shi p, supervising the preparations for war, plotting
their course northward to the continent of nan.
And all the while, beyond the foreshore, alive
with frantic activity, bristling with bright shards of
weaponry and men saying their farewells to their
famlies, the dusky rolling hills of |skael
beckoned, forged by Mdichi and his people over
centuries of struggle frombarren ground into a
land of plenty. But that return, for him did not
count for the |land was untouchable to himthen

He turned, watching the head of the stairwell as



Yu's head appeared. She held a gray-green

| acquered tray on which sat a squat ceram c pot

and mat chi ng handl el ess cup. She knelt before a

| ow varni shed table across fromthe nassive

wooden desk set against one corner of the room

t hat Mbi chi regarded, despite his protestations, as
strictly Llowan's. Its hugeness made himfee
unconfortable. O course he was used to the
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much nore conpact and functional witing desks
built into the bul kheads in ships' cabins. But
beyond that it rem nded himof his father's desk in
t he enornmous bedroomin his famly's house in

| skael .

He went into the room observing Yu. She wore
a creanctol ored silk robe. She was tall and slim
with a fine pale face dom nated by dark expressive
eyes. She had slid the tray soundl essly onto the
tabl etop and now sat with her hands in her |lap and
her head bowed, notionless. Witidg.

Moi chi could scarcely tell if she were breathing
as he knelt at the opposite side of the | ow table.
Yu's hands unfolded like a flower reaching for the
sun's warnth and slowly, precisely, she made the
tea cerenony.

He settled hinself. The quiet splash of the sea,
the cormorants' and gulls' cries, a conpradore's
shouts, quite near, the scent of the warm sun
heating the salted wood and the barnacled tar, the
pal e deft hands noving in their intricate orbits
tying it all together, nystifyingly. Michi felt a
peacef ul ness wash over him

Yu handed hi mthe cup and he inhal ed the spicy
fragrance of the hot tea. He lifted it slowy to his
lips, savoring the nonent before he took the first
sip. He felt the warnth sliding down his throat and
into his broad chest. Energy tingled his flesh

After a time, he finished his tea. He put down

the cup and reached out his hand. Put two

fingertips under the point of her chin, tilted Yu's
head up. It was a face filled with broad pl anes,

pale rolling neadows fromwhich only the | owest

of fleshy hillocks rose. What other skills lie within
t hat body? he wondered idly. And can it matter at
all? Wasn't the wondrous tea cerenony nore than
enough?

Yu sniled at himand her delicate hands noved

to the fastening of her silk robe. Michi stopped
her, putting his calloused fingers over hers, holding
themstill.

He took his fingers away, kissed their tips, put



t hem agai nst her own. Then he stood up and

bowed formally to her. She returned it. Stillness in
the long room He left her there, as quiet as
sunlight.

Downstairs, it was a conpletely different world.
Kubaru, bare-cheated and sweat-soaked, trotted in
and out of the wi de wooden doors open onto the
spraw i ng bund and, just beyond, the | ong wharves
where the nyriad ships waited inpatiently.
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Wheat dust stained the air, hanging, silvered in
thick bars of sunlight slanting in through the
doorway and the many wi ndows |ining the
harttin's seaward face.

Ll owan was tal king with several stevedores,
per haps di scussi ng the di sbursenment of sone
new y of f-1oaded shipnent. Piles of brown
henpen sacks and wi de wooden casks filled the
harttin, separated by narrow mazelike corridors
honeyconbi ng t he area.

Moi chi saw the Regent's nessenger at once
st andi ng besi de one of the narrow rear doorways

| eadi ng out onto one of the streets of the.city's
port quarter. He was nuscular but still with the
t hi nness of a youth. One side of his face was
bruised a livid purple-blue fading to a yell ow near
the perinmeter. The flesh was still puffy.

The nessenger recogni zed the navi gator as soon

as he saw hi menerge out of the bustle of activity
within the harttin. He wasted no tine with
unnecessary formalities, merely handed Michi a

ri ce- paper envel ope. Michi broke the bl ue-green
wax seal of the Regent, read the note. It said:
"Moi chi Apol ogies for the early hour of this
sumons but your presence is urgently required

at Seifu-ke soonest. Aerent." Typically, Mich

t hought, he had left off his newtitle. Ad habits
die hard. Michi snmiled to hinself. Aerent is a

ri kkagin, always will be, no matter what other job
he takes on; the training is ineradicable. And that,
| suppose, is as it should be. He is an excell ent
choi ce for Regent of Sha'angh'sei, whether he is
aware of it hinmself or no.

"Al'l right," Michi said, |ooking up, "lead on."

He waved farewell to Ll owan as he foll owed the
nessenger out.

Qut along the Sha' angh'sei delta it was al ready
swel tering even though it was yet early norning.
The junble of narrow twi sting streets, which were
anong the city's oldest, ran with seawater and
diluted fish blood. Flies buzzed bl ackly and the



thin nervous dogs rooted in the refuse heaped

agai nst the buildings' walls hoping to find fresh
fish entrails. Pairs of kubaru jogged by with | oads
hung between them on fl exi ng banboo pol es

bowed with the weight.

They were in a ricksha, a two-wheel ed carriage
powered by a kubaru runner. There were many
halts as they bounced al ong but their kubaru was
very good and he quickly got them away
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fromthe frustrating crowds, taking them down
dark cramped all eys and bent | anes.

Moi chi wat ched t he panoply of Sha' angh' sei slide

by him thinking of the changes within the vast city
and, because of those changes, how it all stayed
essentially the sane; its eternal ness fascinated and
awed him Even though now there was no Enpress
to rule, just the rose-and-white-quartz nonument
to her menory at Jihi Square, where the city's
delta met the region's major river, the Ki-iro; even
t hough the Greens and the Reds, or the Ching

Pang and the Hung Pang as they were al so known,
Sha' angh' sei's hereditary enem es, united by the

now dead Enpress and their tai-pan for the

Kai - Feng, now hel d a bal ance of a truce between
them even though the war, which had gone on for
nore time than anyone living could renmenber and
was, some said, the cause for Sha' angh' sei's
creation, was at last finished forever; despite al
t hese changes. Mi chi thought, Sha'angh'se
abi des, prospering, pushing ever outward,

nmysterious, deadly, an entity unto itself, alive and
the giver of nore pleasure and pain than any one

man coul d conceive. Still, for him it was not
enough.

"How did you get that'?" he said, indicating the
nmessenger's | arge bruise.

The young man touched the tender spot
unconsciously with the tips of his fingers. "Ch,
conbat practice with the Regent. You know, he
never msses a day and he is an outstandi ng
warrior even even now." He | ooked away from
Moi chi, enbarrassed by his bl under

Just then Moichi felt a shift in the kubaru' s gait
and he | eaned out of the ricksha. There was a

di sturbance in the street ahead and the runner was
sl owi ng. They were out of the port quarter now

and into an area swarning with shops of a
bewi | dering variety a sort of permanent bazaar

A cluster of people was blocking the street,
Moi chi saw, and their kubaru was turning his head,
searching for an alternate route to the Seifu-ke.



But before he could turn them around, three
Greens separated thensel ves fromthe pack and
swag gered up to the ricksha. They were al
heavyset men with greasy black hair tied back in
gqueues. They were dressed in black cotton tunics
and wi de pants. Short-hafted axes hung at their
si des.

Moi chi was on the point of asking themto help
cl ear the way when he saw one of the G eens
scow and, grasping his ax, fling it, whirring, into
the carriage. It crashed into the chest
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of the nessenger with such force that, as his
breast bone shattered, he was propelled partway

t hrough the ricksha's reed back. The young man
had not even had enough tine to realize that they
wer e under attack.

As bl ood spurted, Michi junped clear of the
carriage, keeping the small reed structure
between his rolling body and the oncom ng
G eens.

Time seened to leap forward as the period of
shock passed and novenment began all over
Peopl e were running in every direction,
scream ng, and this hel ped somewhat. But the
Greens were quartering, two, then three as the
squat man who had thrown the ax leapt up into
the carriage and jerked his weapon fromthe
nessenger's cor pse.

Moi chi had one dirk out, the point lifted slightly
hi gher than the heft, crouched in the attacker's
pose.

He ran fromthem and they | aughed as if they
had encountered a frightened child instead of a
warrior and they fanned out in a wedge-shaped
path. In a nonent, he had whirled, one of the
Greens al nost upon him and, reversing the dirk,
threwit, heavy hilt first, directly into the
onrushing man's face.

The Green screaned and reel ed backward from

t he enormous force of the blow Blood gushed
from his broken nose and he tried to spit out
shattered teeth through his torn and ruined lips.
At the same tine, Michi was whipping out his
second dirk, rolling into the man. He sl ashed
once as he went by, cutting the Geen's Achilles
tendon. He picked up the Geen's fallen ax and
hurled it without having tine for a proper aim
usi ng his peripheral vision fromwhence he had
seen the blu red novenment headi ng toward him

The airborne ax gl anced of f the second G een's



kneecap. It hit himflat on and the man grunted
as his leg buckled at the joint. But he knew how
to fall, rolling, and he cane up the angle had
been wrong and thus the knee was nerely

brui sed, not broken as Mdichi had intended. He
let fly his own ax.

Moi chi ducked and splinters of brick and
nortar sailed at him filling the air as the weapon
crashed into a building wall just beside his head.

The Green was cl ose enough now and Mi chi

| ashed out with his right leg, feeling his arch
make contact with the man's cheekbone at the
preci se angle. Bones splintered and the G een
nmoaned, toppling over. H's tongue canme out, red
and sticky, alnost torn in two by his own teeth.
But he was far fromthrough. He bounced off the
wal |, hurled hinmself at Michi,
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using his massive arnms in a smashi ng bl ow agai nst
the navigator's shoulder. The dirk flew from

Moi chi's grasp and the Green's fingers went for
the throat, the nails long and deadly.

Moi chi let the hands in, |ooped his own around
them slanming his balled fists into the other's
ears with such force that bl ood i mediately
sprayed out as the eardruns ruptured. The G een
rose up, bellowing with pain, and Michi brought
hi s massive hands together, breaking his neck

Rol I'ing the bl oody body off himhe rose,
wat ching the third G een approach. He was the
squat man and he circled Michi with sone
caution. Hs ax blade shimmered crinson in the
sunlight.

Moi chi, keeping the splintered brickwork of the
wal | at his back, drew his silver-hilled sword. "Wy
did you kill hinP" he said thickly. ''W nmeant you
no harm"

"Meant us no harn®?" spat the Geen. "He was a
Red, wasn't he?

For an instant, Michi felt disoriented, alnost as
i f he had sonehow slipped backward into tine,
into the Sha' angh' sei before the advent of the
Kai -feng. "What are you sayi ng?" he breat hed.
"The Reds and the Greens are at peace."

The squat man hawked and a gob of phl egm
spattered at Michi's feet. "No nore, by the gods.
No nore! That illonmened truce is thankfully at an
end." He brandi shed his ax nmenacingly. "It was
unnatural. W all felt ashanmed. As unclean as
defilers of little boys. By the great god of



Sha' angh' sei, Kay-lro De, war is returned to the
streets of the city!"

He rushed at Michi then and they fought close
toget her for |ong nmonents, breathlessly thrusting
and counterthrusting, each seeking a weakness in
the other's defence.

Moi chi shifted his sword to his left hand and in
the sane notion swng it at the squat man in a
flashing flat arc. Thus occupied, the other failed to
see Miichi's right hand in time, fingers extended
and rigid as a board. He turned, far too late.

Moi chi's hand, edge first, plowed into the nerve
cluster at the side of his neck and the G een
crashed heavily to the cobbl es.

The street was deserted now, save for the strewn

bodi es; the kubaru had | ong since disappeared. But

Moi chi could feel the eyes staring at himfromthe

many shop wi ndows. Taki ng deep breaths, ignoring

the fire in his left shoulder, he hastily retrieved his
dirks, shoving theminto his w de sash. Returning

his sword to its tattooed | eather scabbard, he

turned down a side street, disappearing al npst

i Mmedi ately from vi ew
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"What | do not understand is what set it off."

"That is one of the reasons for your hasty
sunmmons. "

"You know?"

"' Yes.
"Tell me, then.'

"I amafraid that it is not a sinple matter. Not
simple at all. "

Moi chi sat in a roomon the second floor of the
Sei fu-ke. Through the |arge | eaded-gl ass w ndows
whi ch were open now to catch any hint of a sea
breeze, he saw the thick verdant trees |ining Ckan
Road still as a painting above the nearby slanting
roof t ops.

Mont hs before, after the ending of the Kai-feng,
they had cl eared away the old pal ace of the
Enmpress, levering its grandi ose sl eeping quarters
and its vast work chambers, its cold marble
colums and | ong echoing halls. Not because of
any disrespect to the fallen Enpress; the
monurrent in Ji hi Square was nore than proof of
that. The palace, like its hereditary occupant,



simply belonged to another era. In its place had

been constructed a three-story dwelling smaller

and nore functional of rough oxidized brick

relieved by glossy platinumfillwrk at the
interstices and edges. This singul ar conbi nation

of the grittily stark and the softly sensual gave the
new Regent's home a | ook of having been in the

center of Sha'angh'sei's tumult forever. This was

the Sei fu-ke.

Across a dark, highly polished sandal wood

table, rikkagin Aerent, the first Regent of

Sha' angh' sei, sat in a high-backed chair of carved
ebony. He was a tall, lean man with w de,

power ful shoul ders, thick Braying hair and

cl ose-cropped beard. His face was the col or of
lightly cured | eather, seamed beyond his years. It
was doni nated by a curving hawk-1ike nose and

dark eyes which could easily have been broodi ng
but weren't. They were, instead, constantly full of
light and life.

Just the opposite of his dead brother, Mich

t hought, who had been doomfilled, tortured by
his own inner nature. Looking into those eyes of
Aerent's, one saw the rikkagin, the superb
mlitary |eader, yes, but one saw rmuch nore.
There was absolutely no opacity there; they were
clear and so deep that they seened to go on
forever. And at the core, what did one see? Mre
than a warrior; nmore than a conmmander of nen.
A man. It was Aerent's deep and abi ding

humanity which, in the end, made him so
extraordi nary, Michi thought. And Tuolin, his
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brother? His only famly. Michi shrugged
inwardly. War. It was such utter madness. Was it
luck that had all owed himand Aerent to survive
while Tuolin was slain? O was there sone great
force, unknowabl e to man, which guided the
ultimate outconme of events? He shrugged agai n.

"It was like a return to the old days, Aerent,”
Moi chi said. "The hate is there still, even though
none of them could say why or how it all began."

Aerent nodded. "Yes. Now it has begun again

and it is as if the truce never happened. They have
short nenories for some things, the Ching Pang

and the Hung Pang."

"But how did it happen? Sone skirm sh between
parties of the two?"

The Regent sniled ruefully. "If only it were that
sinmple, there m ght be sone hope at |east. But as
it is " He shrugged. "Wat has happened,” he
said deliberately, putting his hands flat on the



table, "is that Du-Sing' s youngest son was found
nmurdered | ate last night."

"Son of the tai-pan of the Greens!" MNbichi
whistled low in his throat.

"And that is not all." Aerent's heavily nuscled
arnms straightened as he put weight on them into

hi s hands, |evering hinmself up. He stood weavi ng
slightly for a nonent until he was quite sure of his
bal ance. Then he wal ked, stiff-1egged, sonmewhat
awkwardly for the first several steps, out from

behi nd the barrier of the table, crossing the room

Moi chi woul d not be abysnmally rude as to turn

hi s gaze aside, yet perhaps the sight of his friend
wal ki ng conpelled himto say: "I amtruly sorry,
Aerent. About that young man "

The Regent lifted a hand.

"You did nore than could be expected, Mi chi
He was a good lad." He turned and smiled. "I
thank the gods you are all right. | still think
shoul d call a physician to take a | ook at that
shoul der "

Now it was the navigator's turn to raise his hand.
"At | east use some of this ice," the Regent said,
pushing a bow across the table. Mich

acqui esced. The cold would stop the swelling and
it danped the ache, at least for the tinme being.

Moi chi watched his friend as he made his carefu
way across the roomto the wi ndow He | ooks

nore |ike an enornmous insect, Michi thought. A
prayi ng mantis perhaps, |ocked within the
peculiarly articul ated node of |oconotion devi sed
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for him At length, the Regent nade the w ndow

and sat down on the wide sill, his long | egs
stretched out before him He put a | ong hand out,
feeling their gem hardness, saying: "It's gotten so

| hate to hide them now. "

"I imagine it is not sonething one can easily get
used to."

"I ndeed, no." Aerent smiled thinly and thought,
Still, luckier than some. Thank the gods | at | east,
was spared the grief of soul which plagued
Tuolin. Strange that only at the point of death
should he find love. He was a warrior to the |ast.
And, at the end, a true hero. Thus shall he be
renenbered. It is only just.

He sat straight as a ranrod, |ooking inward



whi l e Moichi waited w thout, patiently thinking
his own thoughts. Aerent felt the soft w nd that
sprang up, drying the sweat on his back, which

had caused his green silk shirt to cling clamm ly
to his skin. Then the sun had di nmed behi nd him
as the qui ckform ng sumer thunderheads built

up on the sout hwest quarter, racing hastily inland
as if late for some inportant assignation. He
sniffed once: the incipience of rain. It recalled to
him like a flash of lightning, that sleeting
norni ng, racing across the battlefield before the
yel l ow stone citadel of Kamado, his sleek stallion
t hunderi ng under himw th such coordi nat ed

power and the fusillade he avoided by a nere

hai rsbreadth by rolling fromhis saddle. But the
ground was treacherous, made slippery by the

bl ood and gore of many, so that the earth itself
was hidden by the grisly mattress of the piled
bodi es. Hi s nount had stunbl ed and pani cked

and, as it had swerved hysterically, his booted
foot caught the edge of the netal stirrup, tw sted
si deways, an inescapable trap. He had been

dragged across the hunped ground, over bodies

and fallen weapons, a hideous and | ethal gauntlet.
Armor had protected nmost of his torso and arns;

at the very end, somnething had sheared away hal f
his helmet so that he had mercifully passed into
unconsci ousness.

But there was nothi ng any physician could do
about his legs. The nerves were gone and in any
case the damage to flesh and nuscle was so
extensive that they had had no choice. They had
left it to Tuolin's physician to tell him

Still, he did not despair for he had no roomin
his bright soul for that bleak, imobilising
enotion. There is sonmething good in everything
t hat happens, Aerent had thought, or, at the very
| east, something inportant to be |earned. His
body had been tested and he had comne through
Now his m nd was
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being put to the task. Here he would either survive
or perish enmotionally.

The physici ans being usel ess to himonce they

had cut the dead flesh away, he called for the
engi neers, dism ssing at once those who coul d not
keep fromsniling and who averted their eyes or
who seened bewi |l dered by his summons, for those
were invariably the ones who told himthat nothing
coul d be done.

Aerent did not believe this and, at |ength, he
found a man who was both unafraid and who knew
what woul d be required. "They should, |I feel, be
nore than functional,"” were the first words out of



his mouth, and Aerent had been satisfied. "Do it,
he had sai d.

Money was no problem of course. Aerent was a
hero of the Kai-feng and al ready a ground-swel |
nmoverrent was formng for his appointment as first
Regent of Sha' angh'sei. The city, in effect, had
taken his legs fromhim thus the city would
restore themto himno matter the cost.

The engi neer he was the sane man who had

drawn up the plans for the Seifu-ke had worked
ceasel essly for a full season, abandoning all other
projects, and, at last, he cane to Aerent with a

| ong thin package perhaps a nmeter |ong w apped

in dark cloth.

"It is done," he said, laying open the contents.
They were fashioned after the human skeletal I|eg
structure, the arcing bones carved froma ruby-Iike
substance that had all the tensile strength of the

gem but al so had the required flexibility. The
joints were nasterpieces of construction, ginbals
and sockets of onyx and solid brass brushed wth
a dry lubricant which also protected the neta
from noi sture and day-to-day wear.

It took half a day to fit the legs but, then
Aerent woul d never have to take themoff. As he
wor ked on the last adjustnents, the engineer had
said, "OF course we have many substances to nold
over these 'bones' so that the legs will seem al npst
real. But" he tightened the |last screw and stood
up, admiring his handiwrk "to be quite frank
prefer themas they are. It is what | would do if |
were wearing them "

Aerent had gazed at themfor a long tine,

sear chi ng perhaps for sonme enotion deep inside

hi nsel f, some guide. "Yes," he said at length. "I
bel i eve you are quite correct. Let us |eave them as
they are." He put his hands on the ruby bones, his
fingers feeling along their lengths. Then, with the
aid of a chair
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back, he stood up for the first time and, strangely,
the i medi ate sensation was one of enornobus

freedom It was not until much [ater that he
realized how nuch lighter his new | egs were
conpared to the ones of flesh and real bone.

The rain had begun. Aerent's spine arched
involuntarily as the first drops pattered against his
back. The sky above Sha' angh' sei was dark and
rippling like a great beast's underbelly. Thunder
rolled distantly.



"I't was all right then, after that," the Regent said.

Moi chi had to think for a nonent. ''Yes. |
knew whi ch streets to avoid."

Aerent nodded. "Good. Those idiots!" He neant
t he Greens who had attacked Michi and the
messenger. "Onejiru, DuSing's son, was found in
a roomon the second floor of a tavern on G een
Dol phin Street."

"Wi ch one?"
"The Screani ng Monkey, | amtold.'

"Not the nost savvy of inns. Have you been there
yet ?"

"No. | deened it prudent to wait until norning.
Not hi ng has been touched."

"You' ve seen the body?"

"Yes. It was brought here. Du-Sing picked it up
sone tine |ater. "

"How was the young man kill ed?"

"Wth great efficiency, | amafraid. It was no
street braw ."

"Hardly accidental, then.'

"No. The sword strokes were as brutal as they
were efficaci ous. He was nurdered by an expert."

"Mur der ed?"

"His sword was still in his scabbard. |
ascertai ned subsequently, that it had not been
used. "

"I see. But why does Du-Sing suspect the Reds?"

"I't comes down, | think, to the places Omjiru
frequented. It was runmored that he was the bl ack
sheep of the famly but the old man ignored this
as much as he was able. Still, it is fairly well
known that the |lad used the ganbling houses in
the Tejira Quarter."

"Territory of the Hung Pang."

The Regent nodded soberly. "And then there
were the girls. It is said that Onmjiru had a
voraci ous appetite for girls. Four and five a night.
None, they tell nme, over the age of twelve." H's
arnms |ike corded steel and he was up again,
springing lightly across the roomfar nore quickly
t han any normal man coul d
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manage it, the mantis afoot. "Omjiru, it can be
readily seen, was far froma source of pride to
Du-Sing. Still, he was fanmily and, of course, a
Geen. Al other distinctions have been nade
irrel evant by death."

Moi chi | ooked into his friend' s eyes. "I do not
think that it matters to Du-Sing whether or not the
Reds actually killed his son."

"I'n that you are wong, Michi," the Regent said.
"But | see your point. The war between the G eens
and the Reds is an inevitable course in
Sha' angh' sei. | see that clearly now. No truce could
hold for long. This city must find its own course.
Not one man or one woman, nor even a group of
peopl e, can inpose their ultimte will here. Even
Kiri knew that, did not attenpt to cross certain
natural barriers, and she was a hereditary ruler, an
extraordi nary individual. | doubt that anyone el se
coul d have united the Greens and Reds for the
Kai - f eng.

"Well, | amhere now and | amnot Kiri. | do
what | can, what | nust to keep this city together.
But Sha' angh'sei is an unstoppable entity and this

isits intrinsic strength, | firmy believe. To tanper
with it would be to risk the dissipating of its
l[ife-force and this | will not do."

"You will not try to end the war?"

Aerent smled. "I did not say that, ny friend. |

nerely state what is. One nust learn, in this
capacity, in what ways one can be nost effective.
In Sha'angh'sei it is often said that the direct
approach is not always the nost successful. |
talked quite briefly with Du-Si ng when he cane
with his escort to take the body of his son. Hs
mnd is quite made up on this matter, | am afraid.
Now | nust try other means to attain a reconcilia-
tion.""'

"How can | be of hel p?" Michi said.

The Regent nodded. "There are two things, quite
unrelated. First, come with me to The Scream ng
Monkey to aid in the investigation."'

"You nmean you wish to prove that Omwjiru was
nmur dered by someone other than a Red."

Aerent smiled. "I wish to get at the truth.
Omwjiru may i ndeed have been felled by a Red
assassin. There is certainly enough notivation; his
ganbl i ng debts had risen alarnmngly recently." He
shrugged. "Perhaps he was expecting noney from



Du- Si ng which was not forthcomng.'' The Regent
stood by the table now. It had been brought from
his ol d barrackshouse on Dawndragon Lane on his

i nsistence. It had served
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himwell and faithfully when he was a rikkagin, he
had said, and it would do so again. He had

wanted no part of the ornate silver-and-crysta
desk which had initially been ordered by the
contractors for this room He |eaned over it now,
took a | argebow ed pipe froma bl ack wooden

rack and made hinself very busy for severa

monents filling it with a dark tobacco. Only after
he had nethodically tanped down the full bow

and got the thing going did he continue. H's
profile was to Michi as he said, "Second, |I have
just received a nessage of state from

Ama-no-nori. A fast clipper out of the southern
out-islands brought it in early this norning.'

Moi chi sat up, certain that here was news of his
friend, the Dai-San. "I amtold " he sucked at

his pipe "that the Kunshin's daughter will arrive
on tomorrow norning's tide." He swung around

to face the navigator. "I wi sh you to keep her safe
during her stay '

"You mean baby-sit, by God!" Michi cried,
st andi ng up.

Aerent smiled genially, calmas ever. "You know
Azukiiro, ny friend. Do you believe that he

woul d send us a helpless girl?"' He shook his head
by way of enphasis. "Not the Bujun. No, the
Kunshi n sends us a daughter who he wants nade
aware of the world outside Ama-no-nori.

Besi des" he grinned broadly "the nessage of

state specifically requested your aid in this
matter." Aerent paused, his pipe in his hand. A
thin curl of snoke drifted up agai nst the side of
his face making himsquint as if he were gazing
into the sun. The Regent's dark eyes were on

Moi chi. Never had they seenmed so clear nor filled
wi th such conpassion. He put his hand on the

navi gator's shoulder. "My friend," he said evenly,
"don't think that |I don't know you. | understand
your restlessness here, your desire to return to
the sea. Be assured that | have talked with

LI owan. But for the tine being, there is nothing
either of us can do. There are no ships avail able
now and we can only exert so much pressure on

t he shipowners' guild. The tinme is not yet right
for you. But soon, eh? Soon."

Rai n beat down out of a |ow ful minating sky as
they rode through the streets of the city. They
were without an escort, an encumnbrance Aerent
woul d not tolerate. The seals of state were
enbl azoned on the Regent's mount's harness and



on his own dark swirling cape and this was all he
felt was required. As for the newy rekindl ed war,
if Du-sing or Lui Wi, for that matter, the

tai -pan of the Reds |earned that he had been
attacked, the assailants would be sumarily
executed by the
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tai - pans' own hands. An attack was hardly likely, in
any event, since the Regent was well known
t hr oughout Sha' angh' sei

There was construction on Brown Bear Road
and the ground there was mired in nud so they
det oured, taking Quince Street, then Park Paradi se
until it bisected Thrice Bl essed Road, fromthere
carefully picking their way onto G een Dol phin
Street.

They di smount ed before the swi nging sign of The
Scream ng Monkey, beaded in the rain, and Mich
called to a boy sitting just inside the doorway,
handi ng hi mtwo copper coins, asking himto tend
to their nounts.

Inside the tavern it was dark, the air thick. They
shook the rain off their capes, inhaling the m ngled
scents of animal fat and charcoal, fernmented w ne
and sawdust. It was quiet this early in the day;
nost of the chairs were still raised on the tables.
Still, there were three or four figures seated, eating
and drinking. A dark-haired woman with
bl ack-1acquered teeth lolled indolently in a far
corner. Seeing them she let her wapped cl oak
unfurl as if by accident and Michi caught a
glinpse of a burnished calf and sl eek thigh. The
worman sat up, stretching so that her anple breasts
arched toward him half spilling out of her |ow cut
r obe.

The tavernnaster cane out from behind the bar
He was a short man with a barrel chest and | egs
like a bird. His skull was hairless. He rubbed his
hands t oget her and assunmed an obsequi ous
attitude in the hopes of forestalling the trouble
whi ch he expected was comni ng.
"Yes, Regent." Hi s thin voice was al nost a
whi ne. "How may | serve you? Sone breakfast,
perhaps? A cup of mulled wine on this terrible
day?"

"Neither," Aerent said. "W wish to see the room
where the young man, Onojiru, was found."

The ot her shuddered as if his worst fears had
just been confirned. "A nonstrous act, Your
Grace. Sinply nonstrous. The roomis up the
stairs, last door on your left." He closed his eyes



for a noment. \When he opened them agai n they
seened sonewhat noist. "Forgive me if | do not
acconpany you but "

"]l understand," Aerent said.

"Not hi ng has been touched, let ne assure you
Your Grace. Al has been left as as we found it."

"Tell me," Moichi interjected. "Did Omjiru pay
for the roomin advance?"
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The tavemmaster peered at him "Wy, he did
not pay for the roomat all."

"What do you nean?" Aerent said.

"The room was paid for by another man. He

arrived during the hour of the cicada. Omjiru did
not arrive before the hour of the fox, | amquite
sure. "

"What happened to this man?" Michi said.
"Did you see himleave?"

The tavemmuaster's face registered surprise.
"Why no. But but in all the excitenent it would
have been easy for himto slip out."

"Do you renenber what he | ooked Iike?" asked
t he Regent.

The tavemmaster gave them as detailed a
description as he was abl e.

They left himand mounted the stairs. In the
| arge room behind them the tavemmaster was
t aki ng down the chairs. The dark-haired wonan
pul | ed her cl oak about her again, closing her eyes.

They could tell alnmpst nothing fromthe room
The curtains remained drawn and what little
furniture there was seened to be in place. The
bed, of course, was a ness, the sheets and
coverlets tomand runpled, stiff with dried bl ood
and excrenment. And part of the floor was stained
al nost bl ack. Michi followed this out into the
hal |, squatting down. He scraped at the wood,
licked the tip of his finger. Blood. He stood up
Bl ood on the bed and the floor. A great deal of it,
alnost as if an entire body had been drai ned.

He went back into the room Aerent was on the
far side, parting the curtains. He peered out the
open wi ndow, pulled his head quickly back
"Phew! Someone ought to tell that tavemmaster to
clean up that alley. \Wat a stink!"



"Bl ood all over the place, Aerent," Michi said.
"You saw Omgjiru's body. Could this be his
bl ood?"

The Regent shook his head. "Not the way he
was killed. The blood | oss was m nimal, death
canme far too fast."

"Perhaps the other man, whoever he is, is
Owjiru' s nurderer. "

"Yes, but that |eaves us with the question of
what happened to him™

Moi chi | ooked around once nore; they had
searched in every concei vabl e nook and cranny
and found nothing. Nothing but blood. ''Well, the
answer is obviously not here."

They found the boy outside, throw ng pebbl es at
passi ng
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carts. He danced a little jig at each hit. The rain
had turned into a light nmst while they had been
i nsi de The Scream ng Monkey.

"The horses,'' Michi said to the boy, and he
nodded, |eading them down the street.

"Just a monent." Michi halted them as they
wer e passing the dank black alley to the side of
the tavern. There seened to be a |l ot of novenent
in the denseness, small chitterings, sibilant
rustlings.

Moichi went in and the others followed himinto
t he shadows.

Ref use and garbage, excrenent and a hunped
shape.

Moi chi bent down and hi ssed sharply, a quick
exhal ation. Squeals of the rats, scattering angrily
bef ore his | oonmi ng presence.

"There is sonething here," he said. "Something
new to cause such activity in these normally
nocturnal creatures." H's hand reached out, fingers
nmovi ng rapidly, found stiff cloth, a hard and
i rregul ar configuration beneath it. Blood stench
and a sudden geyser of fetid gas. Death. He
choked.

"Cods, it is a man!"

Toget her, he and Aerent dragged it into the |ight
of day.



The boy turned away and vonited, retching
violently w thout I|etup.

The eyes were gone and, of course, the nose.

They had been busy through the night, those
creatures; he could not have been there any | onger
than that.

They were both crouching over the corpse.

Moi chi gl anced up, saw the curtains blowing in the
roomthey had just cone from A neat drop, he
thought. Tidy. Let the scavengers of the city

di spose of the body.

Aerent was staring at the corpse. His eyes
wi dened. "By the Pole Star, Michi, ook at this!"

But Mbi chi had turned his head, know ng what
t he other had found, and was watchi ng the boy
who, terrified yet unable to | eave, had turned back.
He noted the boy's pal eness of skin under the
yel l ow tinge, the pinched | ook around the corners
of his nouth, the slight wldness of the eyes.
Everyone in Sha' angh'sei is inured to death,

Moi chi thought. Even the young. Just another fact
of Iife here. What woul d cause such a viol ent
reaction in hin? It was a terrible death, yes. But
was that the sumof it?

"Moi chi, who could have ?" He grasped the
navi gator's arm appalled. "Have you seen
t hi s abom nati on? Death has
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been by ny side for many | ong seasons, until |
think of it now as a kind of constant comnpani on

we have an understanding. But this Never have

1 seen its like. Not on the battlefield; not in the
mlitary prisons. Nowhere."

Moi chi nodded, hol ding on to the boy now. He

| ooked again. The chest was a gapi ng maw, al
white and black, crawming with tiny things. But
there was nothing terrible about that; it was
nature. The creatures of the world were due their
right. The truly nonstrous thing was that all the
bl ood was gone. Only man coul d do that.

Because sonet hi ng had been done to this nman's
heart. Somnething perverse and evil, slowy and
cal cul atedly, before he died, and Michi still felt
the chills reverberating through him rmaking the
short hairs at the back of his neck stand up, a
vestigial reflex fromthe tinme when man stil
swung through the trees, walking with his
knuckl es scraping the earth. Someone had worked
on this man with a cunning nore than human and
wi th an obvi ous dispassion that was quite a bit
| ess than human. Not the quick flashing death of



Owjiru for this man

Moi chi tightened his grip on the boy's arm "Wo
is he?"

The boy shook his head.

"Tell me." Then, nore sharply like the crack of
a whip. "Tell mel"

The boy flinched, closing his eyes, but still he
was silent. Tears stood out at the corners of his
eyes.

"Tell me." Softly.

"No. No!" he said mserably. "I promsed." He
opened his eyes, pleading with Michi.

"Prom sed what?" He was relentless now. "You
nmnust tell ne."

"I promised himl would not tell anyone!"

"Look!" Mboichi barked, pushing the boy down
on his knees before the corpse. "He is dead now
Dead. Do you understand?"

The boy began to cry. G eat gasping sobs shook
hi m and Mi chi pulled himclose, stroking his

head. "Al'l right," he said softly. "All right. It does
not matter now, your prom se. Do you

under st and? What he was afraid of has al ready
occurred. You cannot hurt himby telling nme what
happened. He is beyond that now " He | ooked

into the boy's tear-streaked face. "Kuo, here. Sit
here beside us."

After a time Kuo told themwhat he knew of
the man who had given himthe silver coin and
prom sed hi m anot her.
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"Kintai. "
"How did they get it?"

"The manufacture of the saddle. It's as distinctive
as a chop, you know. But they're quite clever here.
G ven time, they could probably cone up with the
exact town within the province."

"And t he horse? Anything there?"
"Do you nean species?"

Moi chi nodded.

Aerent shrugged. "That's another nmatter entirely.



There is nothing remarkabl e about it. But, in any
event, he could have bought it anywhere, really,
even if it were a luma.”

They were sitting in the same roomon the
second floor of the Seifu-ke where they had tal ked
earlier in the norning.

Kuo had tal ked for a long tinme before he had | ed
themto the stable where he had quartered their
mounts, showing themto the stall where the dead
man's stallion was housed. He had brought it out
at the appointed hour the night before, precisely as
t he dead nman had ordered, only to find the horror
in the alley where he had expected another silver
coin and a few kind words.

"I know little of Kintai,'' Michi said.

"I amnot surprised.” Aerent faced the w ndow,

hi s hands cl asped |l oosely in front of him The
storm had all but spent itself and, here and there,
over the rooftops of the city, he could see liquid
wedges of cerulean as errant clouds followed in the
wake of the rain. The Regent turned fromthe view
of Sha'angh'sei. "It is a | andl ocked region far to the
northwest. Not nuch is known of it, since its
frontiers are beyond even , the nost northerly of
the forest people with whom we have trading
agreenents.

"'What woul d an outl ander from such a far-off
pl ace be doing in Sha' angh'sei with the son of the
tai - pan of the Ching Pang?

"And who was it killed them both?" Aerent
tapped a long forefinger against his |lips

rum natively. "I think what we nust focus on is the
di fference of the nodes of death.”

"I agree." Moichi nodded. "Omjiru is killed
al nost instantly while the outlander suffers a nost
hi deous and painfilled denise."

"I nformation. "
"What ?"
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"We can only surmse that the murderer
sought -i nf ormati on. "

"I't nust be of enormpus inportance to resort to
that kind of torture.”

"My thoughts precisely. " Aerent was tapping his
i ps again.

"Per haps Du-Sing should be told about this,"



Moi chi observed. "It does not | ook now as if the
Reds were involved at all. "

"Uhm Dangerous to make that assunption at
this stage, | amafraid, tenpting though it may be
to do so. We do not know how many nen were
i nvol ved. Perhaps "

"Per haps what?" Mi chi pronpted.

Aerent poured them wi ne, handed Michi a
crystal goblet inmprinted with the Regent's seal in
silver. His browwas furrowed in worry. "There
may be a military aspect to this; that would quite
logically involve both the Reds and the G eens.
There are still many peoples in the world who
covet this port city with its vast wealth and
strategic location."

"Surely you are not suggesting "

"An invasion fromthe north?" The Regent
shrugged. "I cannot rule it out." He sipped at his
Wi ne, barely tasting it. "I can tell you one thing for
certain, ny friend. This matter is about nore than
just a murder. Mich nore." He put his gobl et
down. "Well, we have done all we can for the
noment. | have sent for information on Kinta
and that will take sone tine to conpile. The
newly formed Shobai will be nost hel pful. "

Moi chi | aughed. "They had better, by God!
W thout your aid those traders would have a
tough tinme with the Sha' anghi sei bongs. "

"The trading guild is a fine idea but who knows
if it will work? There are so nmany divergent
menbers from so many | ands, they may bur st
asunder with a very loud bang." He rubbed his

hands together. "It's getting late. WIIl you stay for
di rmer ?"
"Anot her time, Aerent. | am neeting Kossori "

"Ach! What you see in that |ayabout | cannot
under stand. "

Moi chi smil ed good-hunoredly. "I think
perhaps it is nmore his personality that rubs you
the wrong way, Regent."

"Huh! | set no store by usel ess persons, Mbichi
You know that full well. How they act is of no
matter to ne. This friend of yours does nothing
with his tine, helps no one. Tell me, of what use
is he to others or to hinself?
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"He is a fine nusician," Michi said. It was not



the first tine he wished he could say nore.

"That is as may be, ny friend, but | have little
respect for those |azy enough to loll about the
squares of the city all day playing nusic. And at
ni ght "

"Toni ght he takes ne to the Sha-rida."

The Regent turned abruptly away. "I will forget
that | heard you say that."

Moi chi was puzzled. "Is it so terrible then?
There are many slave markets within Sha' angh' sei."

Aerent spun around, his face drained of colon
"' Do you not know?"

n \Mat ?u

The Regent touched his shoul der gently. "My
friend, you still have a great deal to |earn about
this city. The Sha-rida is a very special kind of
slave market. One | intend to destroy one day."

"Wn't you tell me what it is?"

Aerent shook his head as if he were suddenly
weary. "I will speak no nore of it. Let your good
friend, Kossori, answer all your queries.”" He ran a
hand t hrough his hair, wal king away fromthe table
alittle way. His legs clicked quietly. "But now,
bef ore you take your | eave, we have an inportant
matter to discuss. Azuki-iro's ship, Tsubasa, is
schedul ed to dock tonorrow at the begi nning of
the hour of the cornmorant. | trust that your
| at e- ni ght wanderings will not prevent you from
nmeeting ne pronptly at Three Kegs Pier, eh?" He
smi | ed.

Moi chi rose. "Have no fear on that score
Aerent. | will be there. And by that tinme | trust
there will be news of the current happenings in
Kintai." He turned at the door. "By the- way, what
is the name of this girl, the Kunshin's daughter?"

"Chiisai. "

Now it was Moichi's turn to smle. "A beautifu
nane, at least. "

"What el se did you expect?" said Aerent. "It is
Buj un. "

sol o

KOSSCRI |ived on Silver Thread Lane, a

crunbling, narrow alley that belied its nane.
There, it was always dark with the shadows of the
surroundi ng, taller buildings, days of twlight,



ni ghts of perfect pitch bl ackness; the alleys of the
city had no night lights as did the w der streets,
avenues and squares. This perpetual darkness did

not seemto bother Kossori. On the contrary, it
amused him He professed to | ove the darkness.

Wth all that, however, he could rarely be found
at home. He preferred, as Aerent had indicated,
to spend his days in the w de sunspl ashed squares
of Sha' angh' sei, making nusic. He was an
exceptional nusician, adept at both the diets, a
wi nd instrunent, and the kyogan, an ellipsoid
stringed instrunment, quite thin, the tuning delicate
and nost difficult to master

On any given day, Kossori could be seen in his
richly colored tunics at Hei-dorii Square during
t he norni ng and, perhaps, Doubl e Hogshead
Square in the afternoon, playing serenely as the
swarns of people swept by himat a frantic pace.

He was not a | arge nan but he had w de
shoul ders and a narrow wai st whi ch, conbi ned
with his enormously powerful |egs, made him a
figure of no little distinction. H s black hair was
gl ossy and | onger than was usual in Sha' angh' sei
the end of his queue reached down to the top of

his buttocks. It was but one outward

mani festati on of his inner iconoclasm

He was a man of nyriad acquai ntances but few
friends, which made his deep friendship with

Moi chi all the nmore unusual. Certainly it was his
strangeness which, in part, attracted Michi, who,
nore often than not, found hinmself bored by the
conpany of people who seened obsessed with the
pursuit of wealth and wonen. And no doubt it
was those tinmes nore than
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any others that Michi felt hinmself pulled toward
the crashing sea, preferring the soughing of the
hum d salt wind through the straining |ines, the
conforting pitch and roll of the tarred deck, the
flying spray at the cleaving bow as all canvas was
| et out before the follow ng w nd.

Not that either of them|acked for wonmen. Many
was the night they would set out through the vast

| abyrinth of the city in search of the perfect wench
They had, of course, never found such a one, for
then surely their sport would be through. Kossori
had an enornpus appetite for wonmen. Not

necessarily sex, but, seemingly nore inportantly
for him conpanionship. And nore than once,

Moi chi had observed in his friend a serious, even
a desperate drive, beneath their playful nights in



the soft arms of the wonen of Sha' angh' sei

Thi s evening Kossori was in the center of Jihi
Square, in the shadow of the rose-and-white-quartz
monurrent to Kiri, the last Empress of
Sha' angh' sei. The scul pture was of a woman net a-
nor phosing into the Kay-lro De, the patron deity
of the city, said in | egends to guard Sha' angh' se
fromall harm It was a sea-serpent with a woman's
head and it was further said, by those who cl ai ned
to have actually seen it, that this was how Kiri had
died during the |l ast day of the Kai-feng, that she
had becone the deity in order to hel p defend her
city. And who coul d gai nsay thenf? Mich
t hought, gazing with fondness at Kiri's facial
i keness. In his adventures with the Dai-San, he
hi nsel f had been witness to stranger and nore
terrifying sights.

He approached Kossori through the mlling
t hrongs rushing honme to supper with famlies or in
the many smoke-filled taverns of the city, after
whi ch a ni ght of carousi ng woul d begin.

Kossori was in the midst of a song. He was
playing the fliete. It was one that he had nade

hi nsel f, eschewing the nore traditional substances
of bamboo and ebony for silver. The nmetal gave
the bl own notes a sem -sad pl angency that was
unique to this instrument.

Moi chi stood on the far side of the square
wat ching and listening. He studied the man's face,
noti ng again the angul ar features the high
cheekbones, the wide firmbridged nose and the
light grey defiant eyes. It was certainly a strong
face, bold and unconventional. Yet beneath that
was a deeply hidden sadness, echoed now by the
nusi c.

The song ended and Mbi chi noved toward him
Kossori, |ooking up, spied himand sniled.

"Hol a! "
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"Hol e, Kossori. A fine tune. Is it new?"
"Conpl eted just this nmorning." He stretched out
an arm "Conme and sit down in the shade of a

| egend. It has been a hot day."

Moi chi, glancing up, said, "How |l ong ago it
seens to ne, the Kai-feng."

"Um Well, the human brain has a remarkabl e
ability for recalling the past. Pain and suffering
dim thank the gods, nore quickly than the
nmenories of pleasure, which never seemto fade,



no matter how many years have passed." He

slipped his silver fliete into its worn chanpis
covering, thence to its hard | eather case. "W are
well clear of that tine, Michi, that |I can tel
you." He shuddered. "The world is a far better

pl ace without the interference of sorcery."

"There is white sorcery as well as black," Mich
sai d, thinking of the Dai-San

"NO? nmy friend. As far as | am concerned al
sorcery is bad tsuzuru. '

Moi chi knew this as a Sha' angh' sei dial ect word
whi ch had a nunber of subtle shades of neaning.
Here he was certain his friend neant 'magic
spell.' But he was surprised and said as nuch. "Al
t hese people" he raised an arm flung it outward
toward the crowded square, taking in the people
hurrying by "know you as a fine musician
Kossori. Even the Regent is not unaware, | think.
But | know what you possess and | do not think
fear is part of your makeup."

Kossori sighed. "There is none else in all the
world to whom | would dare admit this, Michi
but sorcery does indeed frighten nme. It frightens
nme because it conforms to no laws | can
understand. | feel inpotent before it, even with
these." He made fists of his hands, put themin
front of his face. "Even poppa is no match for
magi c. "

Moi chi | aughed and cl apped the other on the
back. '' Cone, mny brooding friend, enough of this
gl oony tal k. Qur world has been reborn again
t hrough the purging of the Kai-feng and The
Dol man. In this new age, there is no room for
sorcery on our world." They stood up. "I think a
bit of a workout at the doho will nake us both
feel a whole lot better.”

Quitting the spaci ousness of the square, they
pl unged into the narrow swarm ng streets, at
length turning left onto Copper Foil Street. It was
the wong end and they found thensel ves at once
in the mdst of three solid blocks of outdoor stalls
so jamed with wares and milling custoners that
they felt |ike
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fish struggling upstream agai nst a powerful

current. Spices hung heavy in the air: cinnanon,

marj oram thyne, black pepper and heady nutneg;
there were flapping nulticolored rugs and pew er

| anps molded into | ewmd vertical shapes, fresh veg-
etables and dried fruits, candies and exotic
liquored sweetneats, fresh fish on shaved ice and
craw i ng langoustes in their salt-water-filled gl ass



cases. The cries of the vendors filled the air |ike
the calls of strange forest birds, carrying their
strident staccato messages; custoners haggl ed
prices and sellers cried out mel odramatically,
pulling at their hair, turning over their goods for
feels of silver and wi nking to each ot her behind

t he purchaser's back. Wre cages housed hissing
lizards with bright beaded eyes and dry wi nkl ed

hi des snelling faintly of sweet loanm small red and
brown nmonkeys chittered fromtiny wooden sw ngs,
unconcernedly evacuating on the dirt bel ow t hem
whil e they pointed to the passersby; yell ow dogs
with matted fur crouched, tongues lolling, by the
sides of the stalls or ran, |oping, through the
angustate aisles; children carried on their nothers
back bawl ed, red-faced, tiny fists clenched, or slept
peaceful ly, their heads at an angle, resting on one
shoul der.

At | ast they were through the crowds, on the far
side of the stalls. Here vendors had set up
makeshift grills on which bits of nmeat and
veget abl es si zzl ed above coal s gl owi ng an incan-
descent white, and brown snoke hung in the air,
pungent and tangy

Kossori led the way up a creaki ng wooden
stairway, the steps worn snooth by constant use.
They passed the first |anding and, on the second
flight, were obliged to press their backs against the
wall in order to let a bulky man with an enornous
chest and belly pass by them He wore only a
| oi ncl oth and he was sweating heavily. They knew
hi m casual | y; one of the many westlers who
frequented the doho. He nodded to themin
greeting and went on past, heading for the baths
on the second fl oor.

They went to their |ockers and changed into

plain white cotton robes that covered themonly to

m d-t hi gh. But instead of heading toward the doho
proper, they chose instead to clinb the last flight
of stairs to the roof. They often went here because
it was quieter, not only nmore isolated but infinitely
nore pl easurable to be in the open, as now,

beneath the | avender evening sky, streaked with

haze and the bl ack sil houettes of the circling gulls
above the di stant harbor.

Three sides of the rooftop were covered, at their
bor ders,

40 Eric V. Lustbader

by dwarf trees, cultivated into gnarled, tw sting
shapes. These forned a dense tangle to screen

the top of the doho fromany prying eyes
attenpting to observe from nei ghboring rooftops.
The fourth side held a sharply sloping rock
garden kept wet by a clever recirculating stream



of water which dribbled over the rocks at their

hi ghest point. This constant noisture allowed a

wi de variety of noss and lichen to grow in

webl i ke patterns in the interstices so that the
rocks appeared to be one variegated whole. It was
a beautiful sight, a spot neant for deep contem
plation and neditation and it had been there for
as long as Kossori had been com ng here, which

was much of his life. The floor of the rooftop was
constructed of wi de wood boards hel d down and

t oget her by hardwood pegs rather than nails. It
had been | acquered many times with clear coats
that, over the years, turned the wood an al nost
bright yellow It was perfectly flat, with excellent
drai nage outlets on all four sides so that there
was never a problemw th rain.

Over the tufted tops of the stunted trees, they
could see the nyriad, oddly shaped rooftops of

Sha' angh' sei stretching as far as the eye could see,
seeming to roll right into the sea as they turned
sout hwest, the buildings hiding the | ow sweep of
the bund and its long line of harttin.

The sun's | ast degrees were slipping into the
shi mering sea and now the reflected Iight
becane intense so that the nebul ous cl ouds,
drifting high above the cityscape, were lit an
i ncandescent gold and plum even while the edges
of the rooftops were darkening to black, their
outlines firm ng up and hardening after the
glaring blaze they had endured during the height
of the sunset.

Thi s evening, they were alone up here with the
wi nd and t he encroachi ng darkness spreadi ng
slowy westward |ike a prayer shawl drawn across
t he heavens by an unseen hand.

As they began their warm ng-up exercises,
Moi chi said, "Tell me, Kossori, what is it about
Aerent that rubs you the wong way?"

Kossari waited until he had conpleted his deep
breat hi ng sequences before he replied. ''It's what
he represents, Michi. | amafraid |I'mjust not
very good with those in power. The Regent's not
a bad sort, really. It's just what he has chosen to
do. "

"But don't you think a ruler can be beneficent?
Hel p the state through his power?

"No," Kossori said sinply, "I do not."
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"But surely "

"My friend, let me tell you sonething. Nothing
good ever cane out of power. Yes, of course,



there are those whose intentions are at first good.
But the taste of power is too potent a draught and
they, too, gradually get caught within its web.
There are no exceptions. "

"Power corrupts, in other words."

"Corrupts, yes. The mind expands wth
sel f-inportance while the soul withers into
i npotence. There " Hi s head swivel ed quickly
and he whi spered, "Step back."

"What ?"
"Quickly, man! Do as | say!"

Moi chi stepped back so that the line of tw sted
trees brushed against him He | ooked to where
Kossori was gazing. South of them a shadow had
materialized as if out of the night itself. It was in
violent notion yet silent and snooth, running
lightly then | eapi ng across the narrow chasns
between buildings as if it were but a w sp of
snoke. A cool breeze off the water rustled the
spi ky | eaves of the trees and Mi chi shivered
slightly, feeling his nuscles tense. Still he watched
t he shadow approach, the fluidity of notion
mesmeri sing, for there seemed to be no
di sturbance to the continuous flow of energy: run
| eap, run, |eap.

Now t he shadow was spurting across the adjacent
buil ding's rooftop, the image abruptly bl ossom ng
But so swiftly did it nove, that Michi only
recogni zed it for what it was as it landed on their
own rooftop.

It was a man dressed all in matte black cl ot hing:
wi de trousers, sash, open-necked shirt. H s face,
too, was bl ack, hidden by a nask which left only a
narrow band of flesh just enough to give him
unhi ndered vi si on exposed. He cane toward
them over the polished wood, dancing, his feet
seeming to glide through the darkening air. In one
hand he carried what |ooked |ike an oval box, also
matte black, flat on top and bottom It dangl ed by
a bl ack rawhide cord. Hi s other hand was enpty.

"Jhindo." Kossori's breath in a hiss, close beside
Moi chi .

Moi chi had heard of these | egendary creatures.
They were hired as assassins and spies and, it was
sai d, they knew so many nethods to kill and mai m
to disguise thensel ves and to escape any trap set
for themthat they never failed in their clandestine
m ssions. This was the first tinme, however, Mich
had seen one in the flesh and it recalled to him
the tale the



42 Eric V. Lustbader

Dai - San had told himof the Jhi ndo who

infiltrated the citadel of Kamado to kill Meru
but who, instead, was slain by his intended victim
So Jhindo were not invincible after all. But, he

told hinmself soberly, Meru had been a Bujun
and there were no greater warriors in all the
wor | d.

Now here was a Jhindo seeningly come agai nst
t hem

Kossori stood very still, eyeing the figure who
now approached themslowy. He raised his

hands, pal ns outward cal m and seeningly
unperturbed. "Please continue your journey. W
wi sh you no ill."

The Jhindo said nothing but slowy |owered the
oval box until its bottomsat on the roof's
flooring. He let go the cord. He was a tall man
and now, as he spoke for the first tine, he

seened to sonehow gain in height. "It is your il
fortune that you happen to be here at this
particular tine. | cannot proceed further until al

evi dence of ny departure has vanished. "

Kossori did not turn his head away fromthe
Jhindo but his ow words were directed at Michi:
"Do not interfere, my friend. And, above all, do
not turn your back on this one. Jhindo possess
many small netal weapons which are quite | etha
when hurled with precision. Face them and you
have a chance. "

"I urge you to be on your way," Kossori said to
the figure facing them

"Yes," said the Jhindo, "I will be on nmy way.
Just as soon as you both are staring sightlessly up
at the stars.”

He cane at Kossori then, flinging out his |eft
arm and Kossori ducked away. The novenent

now was al nost too rapid for Michi to see
clearly but the Jhindo had feinted and from
somewher e had brought out a thin tw ned cord,
knotted in the center. This he whi pped about
Kossori's neck and, stepping behind him jerked
back on the ends so that the knot jamred agai nst
t he ot her's wi ndpi pe.

Kossori rose into the air with the force of the
not i on.

"Ugh! " Moichi heard Kossori's brief cry and
nmoved to help. But as he circled the two he saw
that there was nothing he could do; they were so
tightly |l ocked that any sudden novenent m ght



bring Kossori under the attack of his blow He
wai ted, restlessly prow ing.

It was an awkward position for Kossori and he
was ki cking hinself for letting the Jhindo get the
edge on him His breath was al ready |aboring and
the nmuscles in his neck were going nunb from
the rapid | oss of blood. H s head throbbed and he
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knew it was just a matter of time until the cord
woul d cause himto | ose consci ousness. He used

his legs first but the Jhindo saw this com ng and
danced his own | egs away. Then Kossori used his

el bows, ramming themhard, as if it was all he had
and he heard at | ength the answering grunt and

the cord went slack for just |ong enough for himto
turn around so that he was facing his opponent. A
smal | bl ade flew out of the Jhindo's left cuff, into
t he open pal mof his hand and Kossori let him

have it, watching the slash ballooning in toward
him anticipating the angles vectoring on the final
approach. He used his right hand, know ng that,

for him it did not matter, for a blow on the inside
of the Jhindo's wist and the blade flew out into
the night, skittering brightly across the wood

pl anks, coming to rest at last, bright as a droplet
of blood, shimering. But in its place was a jitte,
a doubl e- bl aded knifelike weapon, and now t he

Jhi ndo' s other hand was wapped with a row of

bl ack metal spikes arching over the knuckl es.

The jitte flashed in a blur, the Jhindo' s spiked
hand foll owi ng hard upon it, a lethal one-two
strike. The Jhindo was appal lingly quick, faster
per haps, even than Kossori hinself but there were
many ot her elenments that must be considered.

The jitte ripped aside Kossori's white robe and
his fl esh shone palely underneath in the wan
nmonochromatic light of the newy risen noon.

Then the row of spi kes went home, sinking
thensel ves into the flesh of Kossori's right
shoul der.

It was the end for the JhindQ and, to his credit,
his eyes registered this know edge a split second
bef ore Kossori's rigid fingers, held at a peculiar
angl e, slashed down upon him They noved nore
swiftly than the eye could follow, the enornous
force of the bl ow snapping the Jhindo's right wi st
as if it were nmade of banboo and, in the sane
noti on, sweeping upward now in concert with the
ot her hand, breaking both of the Jhindo's
shoul ders. And before his saggi ng body had tine
to sprawl upon the wooden rooftop, Kossori had
delivered a final strike as quick and devastating as
a living lightning bolt, shattering the |hindo's



vertebrae.

Moi chi came up beside Kossori, feeling as if he
were noving through water. He had practiced with
his friend many tines, had even seen the killing art
of koppo used on wood and netal. But never on
anot her human bei ng. He was awed by the dev-
astation so few short bits of notion could w eak.

No wonder
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Kossori was never arnmed. Wiat need he of
conventi onal weaponry when he possessed the
secrets of koppo?

"Where did you |l etup that, Kossori?"

The other was staring down at the broken body
of the tall Jhindo. Blood pool ed darkly, seeping
t hrough his ebon garb. "We'Ill have to cal
someone to clean up this ness," he said, alnost
di stractedly.

"Kossori?'' Mdichi put a hand gently on one
shoul der. "Are you all right?

"Quite good, this one." Kossori's voice was |ike
a ghostly spiral of snoke, dissipating on the night
air. ''So fast."

"Kossori." Michi stepped around in front of his
friend, saw the other's eyes cone slowy into
f ocus.

He smled and shook his head. "It takes a little
time, ny friend. The mental strain is the true
difficulty in mastering koppo. And, of course, one
tends to get caught in a kind of killing vortex.

O herwi se, we'd never have the strength " He
put out his hand and Michi gl anced down at the
hunped body as broken as a di scarded marionette
ri pped apart by a vengeful child.

Kossori ripped off a strip of fabric fromhis
robe and bound up the four puncture wounds

made by the Jhindo's strikes. "I was |ucky," he
sai d. "Those things could have been poi soned. "

Moi chi went the short distance over the wood
to where the oval box squatted, flat and ugly. ''I
wonder what he was up to?

Kossori joined him "Nothing good, of that | am
certain. Open the box. No doubt a clue to his
night's work will be found therein."

Moi chi stooped and opened its |acquered |id.

He saw the queue first, blue-black, gleam ng



with fragrant oils that nust have taken hours to
apply The hair was carefully and expensively

coi fed. This, too, had taken nmuch tine to achieve

Bel ow, the brown al nond eyes were open as if in
surprise, the thick lips parted as if in incipient
protest, the yellow teeth still shining with a film of
saliva. Blood had pool ed about the stunp of the

neck, a dark and broodi ng pond, coagul ati ng

slowy, held inside the vessel only by the thin coat
of lacquer covering the interior

"'l do not want any part of it."
"I am asking you as a personal favor. | "'
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"My friend, let me tell you, | am no good at
nmysteries. Never have been. That is an area of
expertise over which you preside. | would be a

fool to dabble in anything about which I have so
little understanding or natural facility."

"But that's just it, Kossori. If you will just listen
tonme, I will explain how you can help ne."

"Hmph! " Kossori eyed hi m suspiciously but was
now sil ent.

They were sitting at a rough plank table in a
tavern on Iron Street that was crowded and
bustling with business. Set before them were huge
pewter plates filled with charred fow and
veget abl es seared in hot oil and sesane seeds.
Between them sat a fired-clay flagon of yellow
wi ne but their handl el ess cups were enpty.

"Last night there was a nurder

"Uhm vyes, | imagine so. One of several hundred
i n Sha' angh' sei. What of it?"

"I'f you will stop interrupting, |I nean to tell you."

Kossori grinned and spread his pal ns
pl acatingly. "By all neans, say on." He comenced
to eat while Michi spoke.

"The strange thing is," Michi concluded, "that
the two were killed in disparate fashion."

Kossori's shoulders lifted, fell. '"it only neans
that there were two killers. Sinple." He wi ped
grease fromhis mouth with the back of one hand.

Moi chi shook his head. "Not so sinple, really.
Omwjiru was killed swiftly, efficiently and coldly as
if by a a machine."

Kossori | ooked at him quizzically. "Machine?



What is a nmachine."

Too late, Moichi realised that he had no way of
explaining this concept to his friend. He hinself
had never seen a nachine but had had it described
to himby the Dai-San during their long trek
t hrough the thick jungles surrounding Xich Chih.
He woul d have to settle for a close equivalent. "I
mean to say a nonhunan source."

"l see. And the other? This outl ander
fromwhere did you say?"

"Kintai. "
"Yes. Well. How did he die?"

"Qddly. Very oddly. Something about it was very
di sturbing." He described what had been done to
the man's heart.

Kossori had put his eating sticks down beside
the plate of half-eaten food. "Extrenely

unpl easant, | agree. But there are nore ways in
the world, ny friend, to get infommation out of
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a human being, than either you or | could collate
inalifetime. The Bujun, it is said, are the nost
adept at this kind of thing. How do you suppose

| can hel p?"

Two G eens canme through the front door

gl anced around the |large roomfor a noment,

then chose an enpty table just to the right of the
door. They sat down, one facing Michi. They

began to tal k.

"I don't know, really. Just a feeling." He
shrugged. "Perhaps there's nothing after all."

The waitress approached them but they waved
her of f.

Kossori patted Michi's stout wist. "Anyway,
it's good that you have an interest. This city's not
good for you, you know. '’

Moi chi smiled. The Green facing himhad

| ooked over once; he had seen it out of the
corner of his eye. But when he'd taken a | ook, the
man's eyes had already slid away. Now he was
careful not to glance their way. He seenmed deep

in conversation with his conpanion. "I find myself
nore and nore these days thinking of home, | am
afraid.’

"But that's all to the good, don't you see?"
Kossori popped a last bit of vegetable into his



nmout h, chewed and swal | owed. "Tine you went
hone." He snmiled. "You don't know how | ucky
you are to have a fanmly."

Moi chi had changed his angle slightly but he
still could not see their hands. He reached into
his sash, w thdrew sone coins. "Finished?" he
said, and, not waiting for an answer, spilled the
copper onto the table.

"You're | eaving way too nuch," Kossori
observed. "Wait for the change."

"CGet up,"” Michi said in an intense whisper.
"We are |l eaving here right now "

He kept the Greens in sight until they had
cl osed the tavern's door behind them On Iron
Street, with the crowds already sonewhat thinned
by the | ateness of the hour, he took themleft
then left again. They nmoved quickly and silently.
Into an alley which I ed out onto Green Cricket
Lane. Darkness cl osed about themw thin the
all ey's dense shadows. At either end, the brief
yel low flickering of the wider streets' night |ights.

"*All right," Kossori said as they paused for a
nmonent. "Wat did you see?"

"Those Geens." He was peering ahead, then
behind. "I think they were [ooking for nme."

"But why?"'
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"Offhand | can think of several reasons." He told
Kossori about the early-nmorning attack. ''Let's go."

But they had only taken several paces when he
stopped abruptly, put his armacross the other's
chest. He nodded. "In front of us."

The sounds of boot heels rattling against the
ground, scraping agai nst refuse. The skittering of
rats.

"Who goes there?" Michi called, drawing his
sword. Beside him he felt Kossori's nuscles tense
as he readi ed hinsel f.

For a |l ong nonent, there was absolute silence.

Even the tiny scavengers were still, sensing the
tension in the air. Michi saw his shadow and
Kossori's flickering along the dank walls in front of
him el ongated past all human recognition, |imed

by the night lights along Bl essant Street behind
them They seened grotesque and nonstrous in
the terribly confined space.



"Mbi chi Annai-Nin." Qut of the darkness in front
of them "W have conme for you." A solid voice
used to conmand.

"By what authority?" Michi inquired.

"By the suprene authority of our tai-pan
Du- Si ng of the Ching Pang."

"Let's take these scum" Kossori hissed in his
ear. But Mbichi ignored him

"What is it your tai-pan wi shes of ne?" he
i nqui red.

"That is for Du-Sing to say,"
fromthe darkness.

the voice replied

Moi chi saw t hat now there was no |ight coning
fromthe exit ahead to Green Cricket Lane

"Pl ease do not attempt anything foolish," the
voi ce said. And at that nonent, their shadows

di sappeared on the wall as bodi es bl ocked out the
light from Bl essant Street behind them

The roomwas lined all in banboo, split
| engt hwi se and | acquered clear so that it gl eaned
inthe lowlight emanating fromthe constellation

of small oil |anps scattered about on | ow tables
and mant el pi eces. Above, the skylight had been
drawn back revealing the icy brilliance of the

glittering stars, renote, seeningly as hard as
di anonds. The noon was in another quarter
unseen.

The man who sat facing themwas so enornobus

that he seenmed to overfl ow t he banboo chair,

despite the fact that it was so outsized that it was
obvious it had been constructed to order. He wore
saffron silk pants fromwhich, it appeared, an
entire tent m ght have been woven and a short
wr apped j acket
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with wide sleeves, also saffron silk, quilted and
low cut in front so that nmuch of his chest was
exposed. Agai nst the naked flesh, dangling like a
second heart, was an enornous tournmaline which
noved as he noved

Yet when one | ooked at this nman, one saw first

his face which was etched with the hard crue

lines that only a lifetine of constant guerrilla
warfare can cause. It was a face, flat and circular
as a moon, of a power as ancient as the delta

upon whi ch the nexus of the city was built.
Du- Si ng, tai-pan of the Ching Pang, the G eens

of Sha' angh' sei, belonged to the earth and it, it



was said, to him

"Centlenmen." A voice like distant thunder, as
tactile as it was aural. "Tea?"

Moi chi nodded silently while Kossori | ooked on
still as a statue.

Du-Sing's eyes nmoved minutely and a young

man in black cotton | eggings and quilted jacket
sprang into notion, filling cups standing on an
ornate silver tray on a table along one wall of the
room Moichi accepted his cup but Kossori

i gnored his. There was nothing Michi could do
about this. He sipped at the hot |iquid.

Du-Sing waited until he had taken that first
drink before saying, "W worked well together
once upon a tinme." He meant during the
Kai -feng, when all nen were joined as if from
one famly. "But that was a long tinme ago." The
tai -pan had left just a | ong enough pause between
the two statenments to give the latter one an
om nous note. "You are renmenbered with great
fondness fromthat time by the Ching Pang,

Moi chi Annai-Nin." He sighed and it was like a
dam about to burst, a sound of tinbers cracking.
"That is why | am showi ng you this courtesy

i nstead of having you executed." He snapped his
fingers and the young man in black |leapt to his
side, put a cup of tea into his hand. It was | ost
i nside that great fist. He drained the cup in one
swal l ow. "And how is the Dai-San, Mich
Annai - Ni n?"

"He is well, Du-Sing."
"Good. Cood."
The tai-pan had nmade his point.

"Way was | attacked this norning by Ching
Pang?" Mbi chi asked. "As you said yourself, | am
no eneny of yours."

"Yes." Du-Sing lifted a fat finger. "I had thought
you a friend of the Ching Pang. Yet you travel ed
in the conpany of a Hung Pang spy."
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"He was a nessenger sent by the Regent to fetch
nme to the Seifu-ke. That is all."

"I's it?" One eyebrow was raised interrogatively.
"We shall find out. Presently." He peered at
Moi chi over the rimof the delicate porcelain
teacup. etched with gilt butterflies, alnmost as if he
were a demure girl on her first date. "I have had a
talk with the Regent. A long talk. And he has



agreed to dismss all Hung Pang fromhis service."

"He has?" This did not sound at all Iike
somet hing Aerent would willingly accede to.

"Do you doubt the words of a tai-pan?" For a
nmonent his eyes blazed within their folds of fat.
Then the |ight seemed abruptly extinguished and a
thin smle played about the thick lips, it did not
reach any further. " But no, of course not. You
woul d not be so discourteous, would you, Mich
Annai - Ni n? No, you have too many highly placed
friends in Sha' angh' sei Not to see the suprene
folly of such a course, hm®?" He signaled silently
for nore tea, got it.

"Can we get on with this," Kossori said, and,
al armed, Mbichi gripped his arm

"What was that?" Du-Sing rai sed one eyebrow.
"What was that?" He remi nded Michi of a great
stage actor; what was real and what was bei ng put
on for his benefit?

The tai-pan took the cup fromhis lips, swing it
fromin front of his face. "Mm | see that your
friend is sonewhat nore ignorant of the social
graces than are you, Michi AnnaiNn. So be it,
then. | shall come to the point directly. | had been
circling it only because it causes ne much pain."
He put a great paw over his heart and now for the
first time he rose up. "It is ny son, ny youngest
son, Omojiru, nurdered at the hand of the Hung
Pang. This is an unforgivable affront. Even your
barbarian friend nust be well aware of this, eh
Moi chi Annai-Nin. | have no doubt that yore are."
Now there was real fire behind his eyes and
abruptly his face was transformed into a vi sage as
awesonme as that of sone avengi ng god. He took
one trenbling step toward them and Michi felt
Kossori tensing again; prayed that his friend would
make no nove for, though he had seen no sign of
guards since they entered the tai-pan's inner
sanctum he entertained no illusions that they were
al one here with Du-Sing. Koppo or no, if Kossori
made any threatening nove they would both die
within instants.

"It is ny son who is dead, Michi Annai-Nn!"'
Du- Sing bellowed. ''The seed of nmy loins. It is |
and ny famly; it is
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t he Ching Pang who grieve for himnow What
right have you to interfere in a matter that does

not concern you?"

"But you are inaccurate, Du-Sing. If | may point
out, | am already involved through the



i ntervention of your own fanmily, as you put it.
The Ching Pang attenpted to kill me this
morning. | do not take kindly to such a threat.
You cannot bl anme me for those deaths. | have
every right to defend nyself. | neant them no
harm "

"Yet your conpani on was a known Hung Pang
spy. "

"He was a nessenger for the Regent."

"Wrse still!" the tai-pan cried. ''By the gods,
Moi chi Annai -Nin, the Ching Pang owe you no
apol ogy! The Hung Pang work agai nst us
constantly. War is war. But now t hey have gone
too far. To coldly nmurder Omojiru '

"' There is good reason to believe that the Hung
Pang were not involved in your son's death,
Du- Si ng. W have "

"Silence!'' roared the tai-pan. "Wat do you, as
| skamen, know of the Hung Pang? O the Ching
Pang? Only your friendship with the Dai-San
st ands between you and execution now. Onejiru's
death is our business and ours alone. Do | nake
nysel f cl ear?"

"Em nently clear," Michi said.

"W are avengi ng that death even as we speak
That is all you need to know. " He cl apped his
hands once. "Chef will see you out.'' Wthout
anot her word, he swept fromthe room noving
wi th astoni shing grace for one of his enornous
bul k.

"I would as soon break his fat neck as | ook at
him" Kossori said as soon as they were out on
Bl ack Fox Lane. Mbichi shushed himand they
turned right, wal king down the w de thoroughfare.
Wt hout | ooking back, he knew that the eyes of
the Ching Pang were following their progress. He
kept their pace to a saunter even though he was
anxious to quit this area of the city, a Ching Pang
stronghol d. One could trust no one here for they
were all shopkeepers and streetwal kers, priests
and noneyl enders alike in the enploy of the
G eens.

"CGods," Kossori continued, "I can see no reason
at all to have put up with that pretentious
wi ndbag' s pi ous sernon."

Moi chi glanced at him a smile playing along his
lips. "That pretentious wi ndbag, as you so
el oquently put it, could have di smenbered us at
any nonment he chose. There must have been at
| east fifty Ching Pang waiting with weapons drawn



behi nd the four doors to that room"

"Huh!" was all that Kossori said, but Michi knew
t hat he
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was properly inpressed. "So | take it you'll stop
this investigation then."''

"What gives you that idea? ' Michi said.

"Ch, well, | don't know. Maybe the great
Hottentot's om nous words back there had a bit to
do with it. Gtherwise, | can't imagi ne where

could get such a farfetched idea." He snorted

Moi chi threw his head back and | aughed
clapping his friend on his broad back. "'l would not
worry overrmuch about DuSi ng, Kossori.''

"Ch yes, nowyou'll tell me that his bark is worse
than his bite, | suppose.” Hi s voice was heavy with
sarcasm

"No, no. Not at all. | just have to be nore
careful in ny novenents, that's all. Anyway, | may
not be here too nuch | onger. Tonorrow norning,
| trust, Aerent will have the information | need on

this land, Kintai, and
"'*You mean to go there!" Kossori expl oded.

"Yes, | guess | do at that. | think we have
reached a dead end in Sha' angh'sei. If we are ever
to find out why those two were nurdered, Kintai
will be the place to begin. Want to cone al ong?"

"Me?" Kossori |aughed. "Gods, no! | have no
taste for that sort of thing."

"At |east take some time to think about it. | am
not apt to depart for several days yet."

"AIl right. If it'll nake you happy. But, | warn
you, the result'll be the sane." He rubbed his
hands together. "Now what say we forget all about
this nystery of yours and spend sone tine at
Sai t 0- gCshi . "

Moi chi | aughed. "That certainly sounds rel axing.'
Kossori guffawed leeringly. "CGods, | hope not!"

It was an ornate, three-story structure of glossy
bl ack and vermlion | acquered wood, reachable
only across the exaggerated arc of a bridge that
spanned the narrow but quite deep npat which
conpl etely surrounded the building. It had been
constructed on a piece of land originally quite near



the sea but during the tine of the idai na

nam this great storm s wave was said to have
reached so high that it blotted out the sun who
knows how | ong ago, the sea had broken through
sailing across the land with such titanic force that
it literally gouged away the |and, form ng two
channel s whi ch becanme the basis for the present
nmoat. How Saito-gushi had been spared from
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t he devastation weaked el sewhere by the idai na
nam was still a matter of nuch conjecture within
Sha' angh' sei . However, Onna, who owned

Sai t o-gushi, was often heard to say that it was
because she and her women were favorites of the
Kay-l1ro De and had thus been spared. Many said
that this nust be so because, w thout fail

Sai t o- gushi was cl osed one night a week so that
its inhabitants could nmake the pil gri mage across
the city into the heart of the kubaru old quarter
to attend services at the tenple named after

Sha' angh' sei ' s | egendary protectress.

I ndeed, the aura of the serpentine goddess
could be felt as soon as one set foot upon the
bri dge whose netal railings were shaped into her
i keness and, set within the arched wooden fl oor
was a gol den bas-relief scul pture of the Kay-lro
De. These mani festati ons of the supernatura
conbined with the high semicircular structure of
the bridge itself to give one the feeling that one
was passing through sone invisible barrier
| eaving the real world behind, entering sone
fantastic mythol ogi cal ki ngdom where anyt hi ng
was possi bl e.

This, Michi knew by direct experience, was far
nore true than any novice to these high portals
could ever imagine. For within Saito-gushi's walls
reposed t he nost sunptuous array of wonen
gat hered since the denise of Tencho.

The doors were of beaten brass, bound with a
rock-hard mrrorlike substance. They opened

inward, as did those of a heavily fortified citadel
and, indeed, the thickness of these doors would

do any wartinme fortress proud.

Yet inside it was warm and confortable. Of

the long vestibule, all visitors were divested of
their street clothes no matter how rich and

el egant. They were hung with infinite care in tiny
cubicles by faithful attendant children and the
visitors led off to be bathed. Then they all donned
the silken robes of the house. Thus did Onna

make it plain to all who entered her portals that
they were under her rule no matter their standing
in the cormunity outside. Here, Onna's voice was
law and, in the tinme she had been running



Sai to-gushi, it had not once been questi oned.

Bat hed and new y-robed, Michi and Kossori
were led fromthe baths back into the vestibule.
The floor here was bare wood, highly polished.
The wall's, too, were bare. But as they passed
t hrough a doorway that was alnpst a true circle,
save for the break at the bottom where the fl oor
i ntruded, they came upon the true world of
Saito-gushi. Here all the floors were covered by
deep-pile scarlet carpeting. Wthin the small
rooms, which
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appeared to go on forever, all the |ow tables,
round trays, eating and drinking inplenments were
of solid gold. The cool di mhallways between these
roons invariably had ebony ceilings and fragrant
cedar walls. And other roons, sonewhat |arger

were divided by delicate ebony railings, scul pted
into scrollwork. There was even a miniature

Canton tenple in one far corner of the sprawing,
spiraling structure so that patrons who were so

i nclined would not pass up a visit here for the sake
of a mssa or the spate of holy days which cane in
the spring and the high sunmer.

A woman in a pink silk robe with white

carnations enbroidered across it met themjust
over the threshold. She was slightly plunp, making
her seemthe fleshly enbodi nrent of the maternal
synmbol . Her face was painted white, her lips a
bright scarlet. Her teeth, Michi knew, were white
and sparkling as were those of all her

wonen which was in direct contrast to the
free-iance prostitutes of the city's streets, who
were required to lacquer their teeth black. The
worman bowed to them sniling. Her black gl ossy
hair swirled in an intricate pattern about her head.
Stuck through it were a pair of ivory pins perhaps
hal f a nmeter |ong. She had dark | aughi ng eyes and
her chubby pal e hands never seened to be at rest
but fluttered in the air about her, senmaphoring
eni gmati ¢ nessages. She was al ways gay and

excited as if she were the nother of the bride on
her day of matrinony.

She | eaned forward, kissing themdelicately on the
cheek.

"So nice to see you again, boys.'' She pointed a
finger at Kossori. ' But you, sweet. | see you've |ost
some weight. Well, we'll have you fattened up by
the tine you | eave here." Her voice had the tenor
of a fine nusical instrument played by a virtuoso,
so pleasing to the ear that one had to strain to re-
menber that it had taken her el even years of
intensive training to acquire it.



This was Onna. O, nore accurately,

Onna-shojin. This was, quite literally, a title rather
than a nane. It nmeant mstress, which is precisely
what Onna was. No one knew her actual nane

and, because she had insisted on it at first, she had
become Onna to all who spoke to her or of her

"They're ready," Onna said. She prided herself in
knowi ng all her patrons' w shes after they had
entered Saito-gushi's portals once. At |east as far
as Michi and Kossori were concerned, she had
never been w ong.

The wonen were waiting for themin one of the
smal | roons.
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ol den trays with sweetneats and a variety of
exotic liqueurs fromfar-off |ands, inported under
Onna' s express direction, covered a multitude of

t abl et ops.

Two of the women were petite but
wel | -rounded. They had pal e skin and features so
startlingly simlar they could have been tw ns and
per haps they were. These were Kossori's. He

never took less than two to bed. Actually, he had
begun with three when he had first conme here but
he found that |ate at night other women from
Saito-gushi's multi-tiered roonms woul d eventual |y
slip into his bed after satisfying their own patrons.
It seened that gossip of this nature spread al nost
i nst ant aneousl y t hroughout the building. Kossori
was a superb lover with an unusually high

capacity for extended sex. But even for him four
worren a ni ght was nore than he coul d handl e.
Afterward, he confined hinself scrupulously to

t wo.

The third woman was one of a number whom

Moi chi invariably chose. She was slightly larger in
frame than the other two, brown-haired and with

a dusky olive-tinged skin which rem nded Mich

of the Iskanmen wormen he had left far behind. Try

as he mght he had never fully gotten used to the
pal eness of the Sha'angh' sei wonen.

"I will conme to fetch you at the hour of the
snake," Kossori told Michi as he gathered his
worren about himwith his |ong arnmns.

"More likely it will be I who will have to cone
after you," Michi answered, and the wonen

gi ggl ed.

He was not hungry or thirsty and so the womnman

I ed himout along a passageway snelling of cedar
its ceiling as dark as a starless night, and up a
spiraling flight of stairs to the second story.



She opened a door and they went in. He heard
t he sound of the surging sea and he went across
the room parting the fluttering curtains. The
wi ndow was open, overl ooking the ocean. Onna,

i ndeed, never forgot a thing no matter how

mnute it mght seemsuperficially. She was, after
all, in a business which was exclusively subjective
and extrenely personal and to forget anything a
patron m ght desire would cause a disruption of
har mony. And harnony was, in the end, what

Sai t o- gushi was selling.

This roomwas built as if it were a captain's
cabin aboard ship. It might have been the only

one like it in all of Saitogushi or, again, it mght
be one anbng nmany. There was no way of telling.
And did it really matter?
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Alow fog was rolling in, billow ng across the
streets just high enough to reach a man's cal ves.

The noon was hi dden by a bank of |owlying

stratus, perfectly horizontal, hanging heavily in the
ot herwi se spangl ed ni ght sky.

Moi chi felt a gentle touch on his shoul der and he
turned around. The dark beans rose over her head
obliquely, faithfully follow ng the slant of the roof.
The scent of cedar was strong even here but her
musk was stronger. She came into his arms and
ki ssed himw th her open nmouth. He felt the hot
electric flick of her tongue. Her hands fluttered
al ong his body and his robe slid, sighing, to the
fl oor.

There was sonet hing trenendously erotic about
being totally naked while she was still clothed and
this reversal sonehow reni nded hi mof El ena. Had
he chosen this woman because of that?

Her busy fingers reached for himand she gasped
as she found himtunmescent.

Abruptly, her robe was open, hanging from her
like the wings of a bird, and she was using her
thighs to clinb his thick, muscul ar body, panting
into the hollow of his neck.

Qutside, in the sparkling branches of an ancient
pine tree, battered by the idai na nam but
unbowed, a great ow blinked twice into the
| anpl i ght stream ng through the wi ndow, called
out, hooting into the night.

In the dead of night, he found hinself standing
in the center of a famliar street. He was in
Sha' angh' sei but as he | ooked around he wondered
how this could possibly be, for the street was



totally deserted.

It was Green Dol phin Street, he was certain. For
wasn't that the sign of The Scream ng Monkey
swaying in the wind al nost directly in front of
hi n? Yes, of course. And there was the alley
wher e

Hi s head felt tight, as if soneone were squeezing
it inagiant vise. And now his nostrils dil ated.
What was that stench?

He | ooked down. In his hand was cl utched a
handwitten note. He squinted but the uncertain
light made it inmpossible to read. Neverthel ess, he
knew what it said: Meet ne in the allay on G een
Dol phin Street.

And he had come, it seemed. But why to this
alley out of all of those on this |ong w nding
street?

The stench seened fiercer and somehow he
knew that it was emanating fromthe alley on the
ot her side of G een Dol phin
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Street. He should go there. It was why he had cone,
after all. But he seemed frozen in his tracks as if
split apart, one half not obeying the other

- Fear rooted himto the spot.

He did not want to venture into that dank dark
al | eyway.

And now he saw hinself as if froma height, an

et hereal presence watching, helpless, as his body

wal ked toward the alley. No! he wanted to cry out.
No, stop! Don't go in there!l But he seemed voicel ess,
too, unable to quell the feeling of nounting dread
which filled himas he saw hinself enter the ebony
portal .

Yet now, instead of disappearing into the shadows,
he found that he could follow hinmself and, as he
did, the swinging sign of The Screani ng Mnkey,
Green Dol phin Street, then all of Sha' angh' sei
di sappeared as if it had never existed.

He saw, hovering, his body bending over a | unped
shape, saw the corpse of the man from Ki nt ai
destroyed, bl asted, a hideous work of art, an
abomi nati on.

And then he knew that it was not this pathetic
remmant of a human being which had terrified him
but rather that thing which had perpetrated this evil.



He forced hinself to again | ook upon that horror
so that he should never forget and in that instant an
i dea began to occur to him Perhaps it was the angle
i n which he found the body or, again, the kind of
wr eckage made of its appendages. Sormet hi ng.
Sonet hi ng. .

" chi, wake up."

Soneone shaking him gently. But he al nost had
it now and he turned away, nunbling.

"Better let nme do this." Another voice and a firm

grip, pulling himup, up, off the bed, out of sleep

Annoyed, he used the side of his hand in a
sword-strike, felt it caught in mdair, halted by a
grip of iron.

"Take it easy, ny friend. \Wake up."
It was Kossori's voice. Michi opened his eyes.

He left the bed without a word and dressed
qui ckly. Looki ng back, he saw her sleek skin
dappl ed i n noonlight and he | eaned over, kissed her
lips.

Then they were away.

It was the dead of night. The noon had al ready
| ong passed the zenith of its nocturnal path. Too | ow
now even for the line of thick stratus, it hung huge
and swoll en and pal e as bone just over the black
rooftops, slipping, slipping away toward the
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hori zon. The stars glittered coldly, seem ng as close
as the noon.

"W shall have to wal k," Kossori said. "I dare not
sumon a ricksha." He glanced at Michi. "Are
you all right?"

Moi chi forced a | augh but his face was sober
"Ch, yes. Just | had a nost peculiar dream that's
all."'

There were few peopl e about now, one or two

drunks staggering along buildings' walls, a fanmly
asl eep, huddled in a sheltering doorway, a pair of
fragile old nmen rolling dice. Shadows flitted, |arger
than life, skittering along the brickwork Iike a
magi ¢ | antern show as they drew near night |ights,

t hen passed them

Aher a time, Kossori said quietly, '"WII you tel
nme then about the drean?”



Moi chi sighed heavily, still feeling mred in w sps
of the nightmare. "I saw nyself on G een Dol phin
Street, opposite the alley where Aerent and
found the body of the man fromKintai." A dog
barked and then was still, padding hungrily
t hrough the rubbi sh strewn helterskelter across an
al | ey somewhere ahead of them "I found nyself
exam ni ng that body again but nowit seened |
do not know, it seemed as if | was seeing it in a
new light." Alight femal e voice cane to them
wafting froma darkened second-story window in a
buil ding of brick to their led, singing a plaintive
Sha' angh' sei fol ksong in the kubaru dial ect.

"What was different this tinme?" Kossori asked.
"That's just it, | cannot remenber.”

He coul d make out the words now. A tale of |ost
| ove.

"Ah, well. Perhaps it is not so inportant," Kossori

sai d.

In the village of my birth

There is a fountain in a square

Dappl ed, such a tiny square in anong the beech
It was there | met a man fromthe sea

Snelling of rich brine, sea-lace tw ned about his
f eet

"Dreans are often inportant,” continued Kossori
He shrugged phil osophically. "At other tines who
knows?"

| never saw himagain, my great mer-nman

Per haps he slipped away beneath the rolling
waves

But now | amin Sha' angh' sei
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And the sea is always with me M/ mer-man,
ah!

They came abreast of a house recently gutted
by fire and through the gap could see all the way
to the upper reaches of the city. H gh on the hill
lights still shone brightly in the | arge mansi ons of
the walled city where the rich bongs |ived guarded
by the paid protection of the Ching Pang. Here
and there, sculptured trees defined thenselves in
the illum nation, taking on an al nost cel esti al
corona. C oser to hand, a whippoorwill flitted
fromtree to tree. calling. Now they had left the
hurman voi ce far behind.



They turned a corner. Alight flared
monentarily in an alley; the snell of sweet poppy
snoke was pungent in the air.

"How did it begin for you?" Mbdichi asked. "The
koppo." Because he wanted to take his mnd off
the dream

Kossori whistled tunelessly for a noment,
imtating the whippoorwill, trying to get it to
answer him but either it could tell the difference
bet ween man and avian or it was gone. Mich
heard the clap-clap cadence of their boots against
t he gl eam ng cobbles of the street clearly in the
ni ght. The noonlight cast shadows as sharp as a
swor d- edge.

"I't was self-defence, in the beginning." Kossori's
voi ce earned eerily in the stillness; only the
ci cadas gave concert, even the night birds had
di sappeared. "I could never successfully handle a
dirk or a sword." He shrugged. "After | got beaten
into the dirt twice, | had had about enough." The
flames of Sha' angh'sei's night [ights were narrow
boundari es between which they passed |ike
shades. Beyond, there seened to be nought but
enpty space, echoing vertigi nously.

"l had no hone then," Kossori continued, "and
I went to the only place | knew well: the bund.
When | was younger, | would be there before
dawn, watching as the great three- and
four-masted schooners maneuvered in to port or
wei ghed anchor, their bellies full of produce,
bound for distant shores. And'' here he
chuckled "I used to inmagi ne nyself stow ng away
far bel omdecks, wedged between the huge sacks
of rice where no one would find ne, comning out
only when we were far out to sea too far to turn
back and presenting nmyself to the captain, sone
tall strong man with a face as tanned as | eather
offering to work as a sailor or even a cabin boy to
pay for ny passage. No matter where we were
bound. What difference to me?" He | aughed
softly. "But | lacked the guts,
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dhen or, nore likely, | had too nmuch comon

sense even at that age to attenpt such a fool hardy
adventure. They woul d have nmade ni nceneat of

nme." He shook his head and began to whistle

again, this time dhe notes heavier, darker, seem ng
to come at randomas if this meandering mel ody
woul d hel p sumon his past back to him "Still,
suppose sone things are best left to the

i magi nati on, oh?" He pursed his |ips, preparatory
to whistling, then paused. "But you asked about

t he kappa. Ah, well, by that tine | had al ready



taken a piece of banmboo | had found in the

mar ket and was wor ki ng out dhe placenment of dhe

air holes. It was a crude fliete, | admt, but | was
quite the crude musician, Then." Laughter in a
doorway, startlingly close by, abruptly cut off.

"I lived for a time on the ground fl oor of harttin
al ong dhe bund, staying just |ong enough in each
one to avoid discovery. " He smled. "Once | fel
asl eep atop enormous sacks of poppy resin and
dreaned dhe dream of emperors.

"The tasstan took ne for a while but, of course,
There was never enough to go around of
anyt hi ng, food, clothing, you nane it. It was
heart breaki ng and after several times filching
hal f-rotting apples and nol dy nushroons, | gave
it up and never went back to the boats. It was far
too depressing a way of life.

"There was nodding for ne then. Nothing at all.
| wandered the wharves through the nights,
wor ki ng wi dh the banboo nmete, learning to play it
slowy, wonderingly, ecstatically as one | earns dhe
body of a cherished |over. Sonetinmes dhe night
cooks al ong dhe bund woul d hear ne and call ne
in for a meal. But when | tell you that nusic was
nmy only solace, | am not being mel odramatic. And
it was only ny nmusic which stopped ne fromtying
a stone to ny legs and dropping i nto dhe harbor

"During these spells of depression, | would spend
I ong hours trying to reason things out, norbidly
returning to chat heavy wei ght which | would
certainly need, for I knew that | |acked the
determ nation of spirit to voluntarily allow nyself
to go under and stay there until the water fl ooded
my lungs." He snorted, an al nost derisive sound.
"That, however, was not all idle cerebration. I had
actually gone into the water one dark bl eak night
when | could no | onger bear to be al one, when
even dhe stars and the incandescent nobon ceased
to be ny friends and it seemed as if | was the only

person in all dhe world; everyone was a mllion
kil ometers away, on those cold stars.” He gl anced
at Moichi. "It sounds mad, | know, but
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the nore | thought of it, the nore convinced

became that it was real. | began to shiver and

before | really knewit, | was stepping off the pier
and was goi ng down |ike | ead. Down and down." He

shook his head convul sively. "That's when | knew it.
Down there. It was a hell, terrifyingly real. | wanted
life to breathe, to see the noon and stars, the

sun, to feel the rain and the wind; to live, to live

"I struggled to the surface and dug ny nails into
the slinmy wood of the wharf just above the



wat erline, gaining ny breath back. After that, |
never truly contenpl ated suicide: what was waiting
for me down there in the deep was far worse than
whatever little life held.

"But that was a fortuitous night in nmy life No
much nore than that. It was a kind of sign, a
symbolic turning point, '5 because it was just after
that that | net Tsuki

"I had just come fromone of the bund taverns
| ooking for a free neal. Wthout |uck. The one cook
who |iked nme was off that night. |I wal ked back out,
strolling along the bund, playing the fliete if only to
di stract nyself fromthe conplaints of ny stonach.
The nmoon was full, | renenber. A harvest noon,
they sometines call it out in the countryside: flat as
a rice-paper disk and as glowi ng and gol den as the
sun itself. In retrospect, that was really the strangest
part, because that's what her nane neans: the
nmoon. "

Down the street, an ox-cart was approaching,
maki ng its sl ow and creaking way.

"She was red-haired and green-eyed with flecks of
a soft brown swimring inside the irises. Her skin
was full of freckles, filled with the sun, and she was
wrapped in a sea-cloak of the deepest blue. "
Kossori's eyes had taken on a faraway | ook and he
ignored the runmbling cart as it drew near. "She
sm | ed when she saw ne and stopped, listening to
the nelody. | still remenber it. Want to hear it?"
And wi thout waiting for Michi to reply, he pursed
his lips, whistling a nmeandering tune, as rough and
nmournful as a barren noor on a chill winter's norn.
VWhile it was a far cry fromthe acconplished
conpl ex mel odi es Kossori conposed these days,
Moi chi nevertheless found within it a haunting
quality prefiguring the artist's devel opnent.

"Beauti ful ,"” Michi murnured.

At op the oncoming cart, a sleepy kubaru sat on a
rough wooden bench. Next to himwas a hunched
figure, asleep perhaps, hood pulled over head. The
reins were slack in the kubaru's hands as the ox
mooched al ong. A dog, annoyed by the
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noi se, ran out froma doorway, barking at the ox's
heel s until the kubaru lifted his head and shout ed
down at the yapping animal. The cart trundl ed

past them nmoving as slowy as if it carried within
its wooden framework all the world' s worries.

"It has a quality, yes," Kossori said softly as if
addressing the wind. He had been silent for a tine
after the ending of the tune. "But still the awkward



musi ¢ of a boy.

" "You play very well,' she said to nme. And,
although | didn't, | was pleased at the conplinent.
"Who taught you?' she said. 'I taught nyself,' |

replied. 'Really? She raised one eyebrow. ' You

have real talent.' Now !l really didn't believe her
and, wondering what she could possibly want from

me, said, 'Now how woul d you know that, |ady?

t hi nk perhaps | expected anger but instead she

t hrew back her head and | aughed. Then she pull ed

out the nmost beautiful fliete | had ever seen. It

was wapped in tar-cloth to protect it fromsalt air.
It was of ebony and all the air holes were rimed
with silver. She began to play. | could not in ten

t housand years describe to you what she played or
how, but suffice it to say that she was a virtuoso. "I
suppose that now you would like to learn howto

play this way.' The laughter was still on her face.
"Yes,' | said. "Yes | would.' 'Then conme with ne

and | shall teach you.' She lifted up one arm the
sea-cape spreading out like a great wave until |

was enfol ded. "

They had conme to the end of the street, a

si ngul ar occurrence in Sha' angh' sei, where al

t hor oughf ares seened w t hout real beginning or

end. It debauched upon a wi de square one wth
whi ch Mdi chi was unfamliar surrounded by
two-story dwellings all with delicate wought-iron
bal coni es strung in an unending line |like sone
grot esque confection. The square was deserted,

and, though these buildings were obviously entirely
residential in nature, they neverthel ess had the
appear ance of being deserted, an unthinkable
actuality in crowded Sha' angh' sei

"The townhouses of the rich," Kossori said, as if
readi ng Moichi's mnd. "Many of those who live
within the walled city find it convenient to
mai ntain residences in the city's |ower
reaches when they want to descend into the nud
with the conmon folk." He |aughed, a harsh
di sconforting sound.

How he hates authority in any form Moichi
t hought. And how he covets the wealth of the fat
bongs who, in truth, rule this city.

Kossori |ed the way, taking them obliquely across
the de
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sorted square fromright to left, and presently

t hey had plunged back into the tw sting | abyrinth
of the city's streets, taking Purple Peacock \Way
into Frostlight Lane and thence to Pearling Fast

Road. They were very far indeed fromthe

Nanki ng, Moichi knew, Sha'angh'sei's main



t horoughfare. In point of fact, they were a good
di stance from any wel | -known | andmar k.

"She took me to that inn," Kossori continued, as
if there had been no interruption in the flow of
his narrative. He was taking his tine, Mich
knew. But he was al so aware that he was hearing
a tale that was both extrenely inportant to
Kossori and which, he was quite certain, no other
had ever heard. Kossori was an individual of few
friends and great reticence. Michi was being
accorded a singul ar honor and he was careful not
to take it too lightly. "It was the same one where
| had been thrown out earlier that evening. Now
they were ever so solicitous, for, it seened, Tsuki
was wel | -known here. If she was not from
Sha' angh' sei, then she was obviously a frequent
visitor "

"You did not ask her where she was fron®?"

Kossori glared at himas if he had been asking

the other to get ahead of hinself. ''No," he said
slowy. "It never occurred to me to ask."
Moi chi shrugged and renmi ned silent, |istening.

"She had thembring food for ne. In all ny life,
I never ate so much nor has food ever tasted so
delicious to nme. In tinme, | was sated and we went
up a winding rickety staircase, along a dark hal
and thence into a warmroomw th an enor nous
hi gh down bed against the far wall. Above its
covers, a double, |eaded-glass w ndow was open
onto the now qui et bund and the ships at anchor
just beyond. The scent of the sea was very strong.

"I can see where this is |eading."

Kossori turned to him "No, nmy friend," he said

quietly, "I don't believe you do." He pointed left
and turned off of Four Forbidden Road into a
crooked | ane, seemingly without a name. "I went

to sl eep, exhausted."

The [ ane had begun to run on a slight incline

and Michi becane abruptly aware that they were
ascending its winding way up a hill. It was darker
here, the narrow houses pil ed one against the

ot her without surcease. Too, the city's night lights
were fading, left behind in the tangle of w der
streets, and the starlight, where it touched them
gave their faces and hands a slightly bluish cast.
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"I awoke late in the night," Kossori continued,
"when the noon had al ready gone down. | heard
the cry of a gull quite close and that put nme in



m nd of being on a ship far out to sea. | think I
even imagined | could feel the pitch and roll of
the vessel beneath me. | was still half asleep and,
turning over, | came in contact with her curled
body. Her warnth and the scent of her rich nusk
suffused ne. Quite without thinking, | put my arm
around her. She stirred and, in her sleep, put her
hand agai nst ny cheek and neck with such
tenderness and a ki nd of special ness that | cannot
adequately describe save to say it was as if | were
the first and only person she had ever touched in
that manner; | began to weep silent tears. There
was an inexplicable tightness in ny chest and
crying seened the only way to ease it. She awoke

t hen, by what stroke of magic | still cannot

i magi ne. Her eyes, so close to mine, seened |like
the sighting of a far shore through sone
nmysterious tel escope. Her kiss was the nost
beautiful in the world."

The lane, in its nyriad turnings and sw t chbacks,
at length crested, giving out onto a rather w de
street totally devoid of residential life. Large shops
lined both sides w thout the usual second-story
apartment wi ndows in evidence. Rather, here, the
upper levels stared blackly at them w ndow ess,
apparently used for storage only. They paused for
a nonent.

Moi chi was noved by Kossori's story but, beyond
that, he found hinself shaken by the intensity of
enotions he felt being recreated. It had obviously
been an enornously powerful union. "And she
taught you to play the fliete," he said.

Kossori nodded. "That. And the koppo." He
pointed to a narrow all eyway runni ng between the
shops. "It is just behind there tonight, the
Sha-rida."

But Mbi chi grabbed his arm held hi mback.
"The bl ack death take the Sha-rida, Kossori! Finish
your story."

Kossori smiled, spread his hands. "But | have,
my friend. | have told you all there is to tell."

"But what happened to her? Were is she now,
this woman of yours?"

Kossori's face darkened. "CGone, Michi. Away,
very far away. She di sappeared one day as if into
the very air. | made inquiries all along the bund
but no one had seen her. If she had departed on
some ship bound outward into the world, no one
knew of it."

"And she never returned?"

"No." Kossori said. "Never." One hand went to his



sash.
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"But she left ne this." He lifted out an oil skin
case fromwhich he slipped a fliete of ebony and
silver.

"Her fliete!"

"Yes. And, of course, there's the koppo. She
was an adept and, as such, well capable of
teaching. So now I know how to use ny hands to
break bones, a feat which, sone believe, is
sorcerous in nature. Naturally, that's not so. Wll
you know that. |'ve taught you all the basic
responses. Those, as you well know, are nuch
easier to learn than the attacks. But here is
something I'mquite certain you don't know

because we have never spoken of it. Koppo is
nearly three-quarters nental. A gathering of

i nternal energy, a focusing, an application derived
t hrough physical neans." He lifted his open hands

up.
' Have you ever been in a battle with another
kappa adept?" Moichi asked. "I mean a rea
eneny, not working with a teacher."

Kossori smiled. "No. And | doubt | ever wll be.
There are extrenely few koppo adepts in the
world. Its tradition is ancient yet so shrouded in
mystery that it is rare even to find an individua
who knows of it, let alone one who practices it."

"But what woul d happen,” Mbichi persisted, "if
you did come up agai nst one hypothetically, that
i s?" And as he asked the question, he wondered
what it was that was maki ng himpursue this |ine
of thought.

Kossori shrugged, concentrating. "I'mnot sure,
really. | doubt, however, that its outcone would

be deternined by force. Cunning is the key to
vi ctory against a koppo adept. And qui ckness, of
course. Such battles, I would imagine, are quite
brief, even anbong adepts. Shock is one of

koppo's nbst potent traits; it's over alnost before
it begins. But by cunning | mean that one woul d
have to find a way of breaking one's opponent's
concentration. A split instant would be sufficient.
Unl ess one can manage that, there is little hope
of surviving such an encounter. You see, the
koppo's power is often called nm zo-notsuki, or
t he noon on water. The surface of a river gathers
up the moonlight as long as the sky is clear. But
shoul d a passing cloud slide across the nmoon's
face, then the light is gone and darkness prevails."
He | aughed and cl apped Michi on his back. "But
why be so serious, ny friend? You need have no



fear. The only koppo adept you will neet would
never harm you."

But Mdichi did not return the smile for his
t hought s were el sewhere. Sonething Kossori had
said, a word, or a phrase,
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he was not certain which, had triggered off a
remenbrance, up until now forgotten, fromhis
recent dream

Li ght and shadows. It had something to do
with Then he had it and he excl ai ned excitedly,
gri ppi ng Kossori's arns.

"I have it!" he cried. "I have it, Kossori! The
dream | had tonight. It was trying to tell ne
something. Init, | recreated the scene of the
real -life discovery of that body. Never m nd that
one was during the day and the other, night. The
light pattern was the sane. That dappling was
deep, disrupting perspective just enough so that |
did not know what | was seeing. " He saw Kossori
| ooki ng at hi m unconprehendingly. "Don't you
see? My eyes and therefore ny brain picked up al
the detail, storing it away. It was only my conscious
m nd which was fooled. That's why it canme out in
the dream "

"What cane out in the dreanf"

"That man fromKintai," Michi said excitedly. "I
thi nk he was killed by koppo."

Crocus of Sots

IT was a configuration of shabby tents; a
five-pointed star. Once, no doubt, they had been
gaily col ored but over the years sun and sand and
rain and snow had faded the patterns until now
they were barely distinguishable.

Crcling the tents at irregular intervals were
reed torches set into holes carved into the tops of
wooden pilasters. These were quite old, their
pai nt and | acquer worn away so that the natural
wood grain showed through and this had been
snoot hed and polished until it shone. These
pilasters depicted fierce warriors with great
curling beards, glowering expressions and rings
t hrough their noses; mermaids with fish-scal ed
tails wapped around their bodies, their upper
torsos naked and very human, bits of seashells
and periw nkl es peeping through their [ong
wi ndi ng hair; or, again, maidens of war, replete
with ornate breastplates and greaves, their
cal | oused hands gripping | ong spears.



In all, the place had the air of a rather
di sreputabl e carnival struggling to survive, an
anachronismin the mdst of changing tine.

They had at last quit Blue Illusion Wy, the
street of fancy shops, and, as they had pl unged
into the utter blackness of the alleyway, Kossori
had said to him "You nmust be nistaken, ny
friend. What you have described to me, what was
done to this unfortunate man's heart, is certainly
not koppo, but a rather extrene, perverse form of
torture whose origins are totally unknown to ne."

"l do not mean his heart, Kossori, but rather
what was done to the rest of the body. WII you at
| east take a | ook at the corpse?”

"Yes, of course. But | doubt I1'll confirmyour
suspi ci ons. "

66 '
BENEATH AN OPAL MOON 67
He shook his head. "Can't | interest you in

somet hing el se? Let your friend the Regent pursue
this matter of the man fromKintai."

"No." Michi's tone was firm "I want to see it
t hrough now and, in any event, | prom sed
Aerent." There were pinpoints of [ight nowin front

of them where the alley apparently ended and he
put a hand on his conpanion's arm stopping him
"That reminds nme. Aerent would not discuss the
Sharida with me. What exactly is it? | had assuned
it to be nerely another of the slave markets which
proliferate throughout the city."

"If that were so, there would be no need to keep
its constantly nmoving | ocation a secret or to hold
it only when the nmoon is down, during that tine
some call the shallows of night."

"It isillicit.”

"I'llicit, yes.'' Kossori laughed. "As illicit as
anyt hi ng can get in Sha' angh' sei."

"Aerent said that he nmeant to eradicate the
Sha-rida."

"Ah, good luck to him say 1." Kossori breathed
deeply of the night. "Qthers have tried before him
Even the Greens. It is inpossible. Best to forget its
exi stence rather than attenpt to destroy it."

"But why is it so difficult? You knew its |ocation
this night. Surely there nust be others."

"Absolutely. And that is what, in the end, assures



the Sharida's existence.”
"That sounds |ike a contradictory "

"Look, ny friend, it is not a matter of how many
peopl e know of the Sha-rida but rather who those
peopl e are." He pointed ahead and they began
wal ki ng again. "Come. | will show you what |
mean. "

Thus they had come upon Ebb Tide Square a
curious nane considering how far inland they
were. Once perhaps, it had been the site of fancy
apartment dwellings. But these had been
abandoned over the years as the structures
decayed and rotted, until now they were totally
unsal vageabl e as proper houses. Like the ruined
stunps of an old nman's once strong teeth, shards
of brick and woodwork still stood among the
nortared and dust-covered detritus.

And in the center, the rippling tents of the
Sha-ri da.

If the makeshift structures appeared grubby and
filled with patchwork, it was a perfectly practica
solution to the clandestine existence of the place,
for, as Michi saw clearly now that
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they were upon the flapping tents, they were nade
so that they could be struck in a nonent's noti ce.
It would certainly be to the Sha-rida's advant age
to be able to pack up and di sappear as quickly as
possi bl e.

Too, the shabbiness was in sharp contrast to the
deni zens of the Sha-rida. These were alnost to a
person swat hed in dark anonynmous robes or
cl oaks. But once within the warmh of the tents,
they were obliged to let themfall open sonewhat
and Mdichi was startled to see that all of them
men and wonen alike, were of the wealthiest
segnent of the city's popul ation

"They are the only ones who can afford to
patroni ze the Sha-rida," Kossori said in response
to Miichi's query regarding this fact. "Now you
begin to see why the Sha-rida is virtually
i nvul nerable to any law. It is these selfsane
patrons who see to that."

Moi chi gl anced discreetly around this |argest of
the tents, the center one. There were enough gol d,
plati num and jewels here, he surm sed, to keep
the entire kubaru popul ati on of
Sha' angh' sei including the vast numbers who
lived on the tasstan in the barber in food,
clothing and shelter for many seasons.



"But what is it," he asked, "that they can get
here that they cannot obtain at any of the
legitimte sl ave markets?"

"The Sha-rida is a flesh bazaar |like no other in
the world." The brazen torchlight illum nated
Kossori's dark gl eam ng skin, H ghlighting his
broodi ng eyes. "Here only the nost beautiful nen
and woren, young and in perfect health, are sold.
And there is but one reason they are bought."

" Sex?"
"Deat h."

For a tine, Michi said nothing, his eyes
wanderi ng about the tent, which was rapidly filling
up now so that they were obliged to nmove cl oser
t oget her, peopl e now cl ose enough to brush
shoul ders.

"Why do you cone here then?" Michi said. He
felt overcome by shane and he was angry, too, for
it was Kossori who had brought him here without
telling himwhat was going to happen

"I come here every so often to absorb by
proximty sonme of the intense perversity which is
its reason for existence."

"But you brought nme here w thout

"My dear friend, | do not remenber you taking
the tine to ask nme about the Sha-rida until we
were al ready upon it. And
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this after the rather explicit warning given you by the
Regent. " Mdichi was silent. He was right, he

t hought gloonily. | cannot blame Kossori for ny

own | ack of responsibility. But was it really that, so
simpl e an answer? He thought not, now Life, he

had found, rarely provides easy answers to

anyt hing. That was for plays and such. The rea

worl d was far too conplex to distill down.
Elim nate conplexities and you invariably |ose
meaning. It was, after all, that he had wanted to

cone to the Sha-rida, despite what Aerent had
hi nted, he concl uded.

"Wat ch, now, Moichi," he heard Kossori nmurnur
at his side. "Now it begins."

Upon a stage at what had been arbitrarily
designated the front of the tent, a stage that

Moi chi had not noticed before now, stood a giant
of a man. He was shiftless and the titanic nuscles
of his arms and chest bulged, glistening in the



flickering torchlight as if they had recently been
rubbed with oil. This man had no neck. Hi s head,
as large and round as a great punpkin, seened
attached directly to his massive shoul ders.

"This night the Sha-rida conmes to Sha' angh' sei,"

he announced in a voice like a thawing river. "It is
cl ose to nmorning and before the dawn we will be
gone. It is little tine. Yet, there is time for

cel ebration. I am Mao- Mao-shan, naster of the

Sha-rida, hunter of a flesh beyond the nmeat of
food, beyond the penetration of sex. 1,

Mao- Mao- shan, amthe purveyor of a flesh

designed for the ultimte sensations." He reached
out an armas thick as a tree trunk, sweeping it
back theatrically. "Thus do | direct your attention
to the exquisite fruits of nmy nocturnal |abors. For
my work is your gain and your only eneny now is
the rising of the sun. Please, then behold the

com ng of the supplicants of the dom nion of
deat h! "

It was an effective speech; Michi felt a slight
shiver run through him though he knew this was
but hocus-pocus extrenely artful, he had to
adm t, but hocus-pocus nonet hel ess.

A section of the tent's wall to the left of

Mao- Mao- shan bal | ooned outward and a man

stepped on stage. He was tall, with a finely
nmuscl ed body of chocolate brown. Hs startlingly
pal e bl ue eyes stared strai ght ahead, oblivious to
the intense stares of the throng. He wore not a
stitch of clothing. Naturally not, Michi thought.
What need had these people to see their potential
possessions with cl othes on? The thought m ght
have been amusi ng had not the situation been so

hi deous.

"Ei ghty seasons old," said Mao- Mao-shan. "The
bi ddi ng begi ns at four hundred taels."
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Moi chi turned to Kossori, whispered, "Four
hundred taels of silver?" And when the other
nodded, thought, My God, that is a city's ransom

Movenent in the crowd.

Mao- Mao- shan nodded. "Four hundred taels,
yes sir. And?" He | ooked around. Qut of the
corner of his eyes, Michi saw a thin sandyhaired
man in a dark cloak nod. "And four hundred fifty
to you, sir. Very good! W are on our way. But
surely, this magnificent soul is worth far nore.
Wy, for four hundred fifty I could Ah, yes,
madam thank you. The bid is now five
hundred "



Moi chi turned around, saw a fiery-eyed wonan
of indeternminate mddle age. She glared at him
and he quickly turned back to the spectacle on
st age.

So the bidding went, until it reached a ceiling of
seven hundred and fifty taels and the fiery-eyed
worman cane rustling forward to claimher soul
as Mao- Mao-shan had call ed the
chocol at e-ski nned man. As soon as she had taken
possession of the man, the tent wall at
Mao- Mao- shan' s side ball ooned once nore and a
sl ender young woman stepped onto center stage.

She was bl ond and bl ue-eyed.

As the bidding began, Michi turned his head
toward his friend, whispered fiercely, "How can
you condone this? It is nmonstrous!”

"I don't condone it, ny friend. | accept it as a
part of life. There's a world of difference there."

The bi ddi ng was sl uggi sh and Mao- Mao- shan
began to exhort the crowd, regaling themwth
tales of the woman's fiery nature, fanciful yet
effective and the bidding took off in a flurry. He
was quite a showran.

"You yoursel f," Kossori continued, "do not
believe in slavery, yes? Yet you tolerate it here in
Sha' angh' sei . Wy?"

"Because well, | suppose because it's part of
the way things are here. | "

"You seel!
"But the anal ogy Kossori, what they do here "

"Take a | ook on stage, ny friend. No, | nean a
good | ong | ook. Have you seen anyone there who
seenms to object?"

Now t hat Kossori mentioned it, it seemed quite
a curious thing. None of the souls appeared in the
| east upset at what was transpiring. Perhaps they
did not know. But a quick query of Kossori
di spelled that notion

"No, nmy friend, all are quite aware of what is to
happen to
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them It is not the finding of the souls which
occupi es MaoMao-shan's tinme so much as the

weedi ng out of the undesirables."

The sl ender woman was sold for five hundred
t ael s.



"You mean peopl e queue up to to die?" Mich
was i ncredul ous.

"That is precisely what | nean."
"But why? | cannot possibly "

" Per haps, '
rel ease. "

he said quietly, "it's that they desire

"Now a very special acquisition,” Muo-Mo-shan
was saying fromhis lofty position. There was a soft
stirring within the throng as the wall parted and a
man appeared. He was not naked but rather was
garbed simlarly to Mao- Mao-shan. He was

bar e- cheat ed, though not nearly so big as the
master of the Sha-rida. He wore dark pantal oons

and hi gh dusty boots. Around his wai st was
wr apped a wi de sash into which was negligently
pushed a curving dirk. This man paused at the

edge of the stage and reached backward, as if
t hrough the tent someone were jerking viciously. A
worman stunbl ed after him out onto the stage.

| mredi at el y, Mao- Mao-shan was into his spiel
but Michi paid himno heed. Hi s eyes were
riveted on the female. She was naked as the others
had been.

She was tall and a narrow wai st accentuated her
wi de shoul ders and flaring hips. Her |egs were very
| ong.

"Don't you see?" Kossori said. "The Sha-rida is
part of the enbodiment of the liberation of the
spirit of mankind "

She had hi gh cheekbones, a thin-bridged nose
with delicate flaring nostrils |ike sone animal at
bay. Her defiant eyes were pure cobalt, the

deepest bl ue Michi had ever seen. Her hair was

I ong, flow ng | oose over her shoulders, wild and
tousled now as if she had been in a struggle. It was
the color of flane.

" Here the darkest part of the human soul is
| oosed and assuaged, turned outward instead of
innvard to fester. We all have it inside of ourselves,
in differing degrees "

Her | egs were the nost beautiful Michi had
ever seen. Firmy thighed and lightly muscl ed,
seeming to run on forever. He lifted his eyes.

Here |l ust and death conm ngle."

And his eyes |locked with hers for just a nonent.
A kind of shock travel ed through his body until he
was certain that his very flesh vibrated. Then the



contact was broken. The biddi ng began, running
briskly from al nost every quarter of the crowd
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with but the mninmumof intervention from
Mao- Mao- shan. He knew a prize when he had
one.

What had happened? Mbi chi asked hinsel f
dazedly. Sonme nmessage had been conveyed across
t he physical space separating them across the
wi der gulf of their different cultures.

The bidding stood at eight hundred and fifty

tael s, hovering there for sone nonents. "Cone,

cone, " Mao- Mao-shan procl ai ned. "Ei ght

hundred fifty taels of silver is a paltry price to pay
for this soul. I can tell you honestly that a soul of
this magni tude has not crossed ny path in many

a season. Now what Yes sir, ny conplinents.

The bid is now one thousand taels!"

There was a concerted gasp as the throng

reacted to the enornous price and heads craned

to catch a glinpse of the bidder. But Mbichi was
staring straight ahead at the woman on the stage.
There was sonet hing peculiar her wists! She

had nmoved slightly as if she too were interested in
the person fromthe crowd who had offered that
much silver for her and he could see now that her
wists were tied behind her back. Not only that
but, as she shifted further, he observed that she
had been wor ki ng on the henpen bonds,

attenpting to free herself. He nudged Kossori

"Eh?"

"I thought you said that all who cane here were
willing."

Kossori nodded. "That's so."

"Cbserve yonder," Michi said, indicating the
wonmaen on stage.

"By the gods! | don't understand

The bidding resunmed. A rather elderly wonman
with a desiccated face upped the price to twelve
hundred and a voi ce booned out within the tent,
shouting angrily, "Fifteen hundred!"

Now Moi chi turned to look, for it was the sane
i ndi vi dual who had caused such a stir with his
one-t housand-tael bid. He saw, within the crush
of bodies, a tall man in a black cloak which
covered himfromhead to boot top. Michi could
not make out any features for the |light was poor
in that direction and the man had kept his hood



pul l ed up. Yet he was readily distinguishable from
t hose about himfor he stood at |east a quarter of
a neter taller than any of them

"Ei ghteen hundred," called the desiccated woman.

The tall nman shoul dered his way forward,
brushing protesting people fromhis path. He
l[ifted his head to call out, "Two
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t housand tsels, by the god of iron!" And Mich

t hought he saw a cold glitter emanating from
within the hood as if the light had caught the I ens
of an eye.

Moi chi turned back to the stage and found the
worman staring at him And now he knew t he
content of her nmessage.

"Twenty-five hundred tsels!" Michi bawed, to
make certain all could hear him

"What!" Kossori caught his arm "Wat are you
about? Are you nad? You don't have that kind
of "

"Twent y- seven hundred!"

Moi chi did not have to turn around to know t he
voi ce of the hooded man. He was cl oser now,
edgi ng toward where they stood, hard by the stage.

"Three thousand!" Mbichi call ed.

"Thirty-one hundred!" Then, in a | ower tone,
"You disgusting slime, if you make another bid,
e

"Hey, you !" Kossori had turned around to
confront the tall man

VWhile Michi called out, "Thirty-five hundred
tael s!™”

There was novenent behind him as the hooded
man fought the throng to get to himhissing, "I
war ned you Now out of ny way, scum”

But now it did not matter because Michi had
gi ven the wonman on stage enough tine. She had
sl i pped her bonds and, in a flash, had torn the dirk
from her captor's sash, having used the scuffle in
the crowd as a distraction.

Wthout a noment's hesitation, she plunged the
full length of the curving blade into the nan's
flesh, slipping it deftly between the third and
fourth ribs on his right side.



There was so nmuch noi se now t hat Michi coul d
not hear his cry but he was al ready noving. "Cone
on!" he called to Kossori and, aware that the other
was following him he | eapt upward, found a
shoul der in the now densely packed crowd to
 aunch himonto the stage.

So stunned was Mao- Mao-shan at this unseemy
and singul ar conduct that he failed to react to
Moi chi's presence until it was far too late. Mich
hooked a boot behind the huge nman's ankl e and
pul | ed. Mao- Mao-shan went down |ike the side of
a house.

Moi chi put his armprotectively around the
worman' s bare wai st, feeling her warmh. Kossori
was with himand as they nade for the opening in
the tent's wall, he glanced out into the crowd.
There his gaze alighted on the tall man who was
flinging people fromhimas he nade his way
toward the stage.
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He was bell owi ng sonething that Michi could

not make out for the din. He had expected to see
a sword in the nman's hand by now or, at the |east,
some ot her weapon but the hooded man's hands

were enpty.

Then they were through the wall and into one
of the smaller, dimMy lit satellite tents. This one,
obvi ously, was where they held the souls to be
bought, because it was filled with young nmen and
worren, all handsone, all perfect, ready to be
possessed, as Mao- Mao-shan woul d say.

The trio ran through this nmilling bunch, who
stared at them blankly, murrmuring to each other
Qut si de, the night was cool. Sone of the torches
surmounting the ring of carven pilasters had
"uttered and gone out and Michi |ed them
across the ruins of Ebb Tide Square, toward a
dar kened section of the perineter

He found the alley and they fled down this
ebon path, the sounds of their boot soles beating
back for the noment the clatter of the pursuit.
Moi chi was certain who woul d be | eadi ng that
pursuit and it was not Mao- Mao-shan

"This is madness!" Kossori panted as they
ran."How coul d you have "

"Save your breath, my friend," Michi said.
"What is done is done." They were comng up on
Blue Illusion Way and Michi knew that they
were going to need sonme of that in order to
escape the man in the black hood. Sounds echoed



back at themin the narrow alley as the nen from
the Sha-rida entered it. "Anyway, | doubt you
woul d have all owed her to be sold to death,
knowi ng she was being held prisoner."

"AI'l right, all right." Kossori brought them up
sharply as they entered the wi de street of shops.
"There's little tine, so a debate is inappropriate
now. " Echoes behind them gaining rapidly. "Take
the girl right. One block then take a sharp left.
You' |l know how to get home fromthere."

"But what about you?" Breath hot in his |ungs;
shouts from behind themin the bl ackness of the
alley. At least they had stopped out of the line of
sight of their pursuers.

"Never mnd nme." Kossori waggled a hand in
the air. "I will decoy them Now go. Quickly. For
this to succeed, they nust believe you and the girl
are in front of nme."

"But "

"Go on now. Go on! In a nmonent it will be too
|ate and we shall all be caught like fish in a net.
Of with you now. "

Moi chi grasped the woman's hand, hurling them
both down Blue Illusion Way, aptly named, he
hoped. At the corner, he
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resisted the tenptation to | ook back, rushed them
both into the concealing shadows of the cross
street. Looking up, as they ran on, he found he

i ndeed did know which way to go and, orienting,

he pushed them onward down bl ack back alleys

with the squealing rats | eaping fromtheir path,
along brightly lit streets and across tree-shadowed
squares. Until, at length, they broke out onto the
Nanki ng and Moichi hailed a passing ricksha. He
was obliged to shout twice, for the sleepy fenale
kubaru appeared not to hear himat first. He

| aunched t he woman uncerenoni ously into the
covered section, |eapt beside her and gave the
street address of his harttin. As they began to
nmove, he slipped off his cloak, covering the
shivering woman and her magnificent nakedness.

They jounced along into the night.
"Auf eya.

He watched the play of nuscles beneath the silk;
the strength of her thighs, the tautness of her
but t ocks.

"A pretty nanme."



She turned to face him watchful yet totally
unafrai d. Like some great nythical feline she was
filled with a dynam c ani malism

"What are you | ooking at?" she demanded. "Have
you never seen a woman bef ore?"

Moi chi went across the long roomto the desk
poured them both wi ne. He turned, hol ding one
cup out to her. Her eyes never left his; she nade
no move. He shrugged, put the cup down, sipped

at his.

"Have you ?"

"I will answer no question,"” she cut himoff. "Do
not be so foolish as to think that because of what
happened back there, | owe you anything."

He went back, near her, sweeping aside the
cl osed jal ousies so that the bund, quiet at this early
hour, and the peaceful harbor beyond, were
exposed. It was still quite dark, dawn some tine
away yet, but small lit lanterns swung from spars

like indecisive fireflies, dispersing the blackness
here and there.

"I'f you had waited until | had finished," he told
her, "you woul d have known that | asked no
guestion. | was about to say, have you ever seen

anyt hi ng nmore beautiful ?"

Slowy, alnost reluctantly, as if she half expected
it to be sonme kind of ruse, she turned her head
away from him gazing out at the harttin's view
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Moi chi passed her, stepping out onto the
veranda and, a nonent |ater, Auieya foll owed.

"What is a harttin?" Aufeya asked.

"It is the Sha' angh'sei termfor a trading
war ehouse. All the wealthy bongs have harttin in
which to store their produce as it is off-1oaded
fromincom ng ships or awaiting exportation. "

"And this is your harttin?"

"No. It belongs to Llowan, the bandsman of
Sha' angh' sei . "

"Then what are you doi ng here?"

"Waiting. " He went to the outer railing, |eaned
his forearns upon it. Masts rose blackly before
him conmbining with crosstrees and furl ed
shrouds, taut ratlines and rigging, to give the



scene a surreal geonetric overlay.

Auf eya took two steps toward him paused, |ike
a doe scenting water but unsure of what m ght
lurk within the foliage lining its bank. "Waiting for
what ?"

"For a ship, querhida." He saw her stiffen
staring at him but she was silent. "A ship to sai
horme to Iskael."

"Are you ? You are a captain, or what?"
"A captain?' He smiled. "No, | am a navigator

He turned away, his thoughts seemi ngly far away
over the breast of the sea.

She regarded himfor a time, her cobalt eyes as
bl ack as coal. He did not see it, but she trenbl ed
ever so slightly, her head shaking, and she slipped
her hands into the crooks of her arns, folding
them just below her high firmbreasts as if trying
to hold herself together. The terror had cone
upon her again just after the stormhad driven her
smal |l lorcha off-course and into port. It was a
rugged craft but built expressly for sailing al ong
the coast; it was not an oceangoi ng vessel and
thus could not withstand a fierce gale w thout the
protection of a barber in which to ride it out.

She was di smayed to find that they had cone
upon Sha' angh' sei. A horrendous m stake but
unavoi dabl e now. Beyond the port's limts the
stormstill raged; they had had no choice but to
stay until the gale noved on or spent itself here.

The storm had divested them of sonme sorely
needed supplies and she had gone ashore to
restock. That was when the man in the black
cl oak had found her. Terrified, she had run from
himand straight into the arns of
Mao- Mao- shan. Thus she had been taken for the
Sha-rida. It was but a clever ploy, she knew 1In
Sha' angh' sei, the open place where nothing could
be
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hi dden, the man in the black cloak could not seize
her directly wi thout incurring repercussions he
could ill afford. Thus he had nmade a deal with
Mao- Mao- shan. She had seen themtal ki ng,

knowi ng that the man in the bl ack cl oak was

payi ng for her in advance. Her auction at the
Sha-rida that night would be a shamfor she had

al ready been sold. Then had cone the intervention
of this man and his friend. Fortuitous to say the
| east. But was it? She knew the devi ousness of the
man in the black cloak all too well. Was this but
anot her ruse of his? She would, of course, be



nmore inclined to talk to a friendly face. How could
she be certain? She shivered again, involuntarily,
as she thought of the man in the black cl oak and
hi s vengeance. Di hos, what a fool she had been

But now the end had cone. No, she told herself
sternly, not the end. An end. What that woul d be
was still in doubt and she was going to do her best
to see that she had, at least, some say inits
formation.

"'You said you are froma |and called Iskael,"
she said so abruptly that he turned his head
toward her. "Tell e about it. Wiere is it, for
i nstance?"

"Far to the south," Michi said. "Farther even
t han Amano-nori. "

She snorted derisively. "Ama-no-nori is but
| egend. "

He shook his head. "Have you never heard of the
Dai - San?"

"Of course, everyone has."

"He is ny bond-brother and he lives there now. "

He rai sed a hand as if brushing an insect out of
the air. "But that is of no matter. Iskael is a |and
of hot sun filled with rolling deserts and rich
orchards and the highest nountains in the world,

dom nated by one peak. taller than all the others.

It is said, in the sacred tablets of nmy people, that
this nmountain was nmade by the hand of Cod."

"Your people believe in one God?"
"Yes, querhida."

She stiffened and backed away."You said it
again." Her voice was a tightly coil ed whisper
"You are playing with me. You knew all along."
She was backed against the far railing, her hands
gripping the wooden rimwi th such force that her
knuckl es were blue-white. "You work for him"

He heard the near-hysteria in her voice now,

knew she was on the edge, stupidly took a step
toward her. ''No, | prom se

"I will die first," she cried, and, whirling,
| aunched herself over the railing.
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Moi chi | eapt, wrapping his arns about her |egs



while she was in nmidair. Her forward nonentum
carried himnto the railing, the top bar slaming
into his stonach so that he bent over, the air
rushing out of him He al nmost | ost her then but
he gat hered his strength and haul ed her in, back
onto the safety of the veranda. But he was

of f - bal ance and still sonewhat out of breath and
her planted heel on the back of his instep caught
hi m by surprise. He |urched backward with her on
top of him felt her slimelbow drive powerfully
into his side.

She fell on him twisting, trying to get |everage
and now he knew that words were usel ess. The

heel of her hand smashed agai nst his shoul der but

it opened her up and his right hand shot upward,
straight as a lance, the bl ow to her cheek stunning
her so that she fell linply at his side, nouth
hangi ng open, eyes glazed, and by the time she
recovered he had made certain she was a captive
audi ence.
"Listen to nme, Aufeya," he said calmy as she
began to struggle. "Listen to me and | will let you

up. "

"I make no bargains with nmy enem es." Her eyes
were on fire and if |ooks could kill, he would be
a charred corpse

He sl apped her across the face. "WII| you stop
for a noment!"”

She stuck her neck out, tried to bite him "Cet
away fromne!" she screaned. "Get away! | will
listen to none of your lies! Your tongue is like
honey but | know who pays you !"

Exasper at ed, without thinking, he |eaned
forward, putting his mouth over hers. But what

had begun as a means of shutting her up soon
changed. He felt her lips, cool and noist, under

his and there was a slight taste |ike cinnanon, tart
and sweet at the same tinme, as if she had just
eaten a ripe apple. And he felt the same kind of
current pass through himthat he had experienced
when her gaze had first struck in the Sha-rida.

Per haps she felt it too, for her eyes flew open
wat chi ng him several expressions darting across
her features. "What what are you doi ng?" she
whi spered in a husky voi ce when he pulled his
[ips away.

Moi chi cleared his throat, unconsciously rel axed

his grip. "I neant only to silence you " He began
to nove but she already held one of his own dirks
at his throat. He lay perfectly still, feeling

i ntensely her body lying half atop his, her heat in
proximty, the heavy heaving of her breasts so



cl ose beneath the thin layer of silk. There had not
been sufficient exertion, and, |ooking into her
eyes, catching a hint of the struggle there,
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he knew that she too had felt the certain
magneti sm

"Now tell ne the truth." Her voice was still |ow
and thick with suppressed enotion

"Or you will slit ny throat?" he inquired.

She said nothing, nerely noved the blade of the
dirk a fraction closer to the tendons in his throat.

"You have already heard the truth from ne,
Auf oya. "

"I warn you, do not fool with nme!" Now the
razor-sharp edge of the bl ade comenced to
crease the skin. "You knew | am Dal uzan. How
could that be if you do not work for hinf"

"l do not even know who 'him is." He felt the
trickle of blood even though the blade itself was
out of his line of sight and he had not actually felt
the thing moving. "I am a navigator, renenber?
have been to nmany parts of the world. | have been
to Dalucia twi ce. Daluzan nanes are unforgettable.
| knew the noment you told me yours."

She seened to ignore this |ast and he becane
concerned that her hysteria had narrowed her
perception to such an extent that she now woul d
hear only what she wanted to hear

"Where in Dal ucia?" Voice as tight as a strung
bow, pulled back, waiting for rel ease. He had the
unconfortabl e inpression that the arrow was
pointed directly at him

"The port of Corruna. W were bringing cedar and
silks."

"Descrtbame |a puerta de la Corruna,"” she
snapped in idiomatic Daluzan. "Jao de Carruna."

So she canme fromthat city; it was the capital of
Dal uci a, he knew. He told her everything he could
remenber about the harbor

She tossed her head, hair |ike a burnished netal
crown, even in this darkness. "This means not hi ng.
If you are in his pay, you are sure to be
wel | - coached. "

"My God, Aufeya, what do you want of ne?"



"The truth, only."

"Who is this man you speak of ?"

"I ask the questions!" she snapped.
"As you wi sh."

"Yes, as | wish." She paused as if considering.
"Why should I waste ny tinme explaining to you
what you al ready know?"

"Perhaps | do not know it."

She canme to a decision, let himsit up against a
section of closed jalousies; the point of the dirk
hovered cl ose, ready to strike should he attenpt to
attack her.

80 Eric V. Lustbader

Behi nd her silhouette, he could see a thin line
of pink begin to spread itself along the far

hori zon, broken in nyriad places by the hulls of
the ships at anchor. Gray was in the sky now,

bl eachi ng back the darkness and he could fee
rather than see the wheeling of the gulls. Soon
they would be calling, calling to the ascendant
sun. "This is ny favorite tine of the day, the
dawn, " Michi said. "The hour of the cornorant,
we call it at sea." He thought of his appointnment
with Aerent and the visiting Bujun girl. He would
have to be goi ng soon

She watched himcarefully. "If you had a ship,
you woul d go home to Iskael. That is what you
said."

"Did 1?" he was surprised. "How odd. No. First
I would go to Kintai."

It was as if he had delivered a physical blow, so
shaken was she. But she recovered enough to say,
"What do you know of Kintai ?"

"Not hi ng," he said, spreading his hands. "In
truth, I only learned of its existence this norning.
I f you know sonething of the place | would be
obliged "

"How did you hear of it?" The tension had
returned abruptly and he was wary again.

"There was a nurder here last night. One of

many, | have no doubt. But this matter is

al t oget her out of the ordinary. Two disparate nen
were killed by disparate nethods. One, the son of
the tai-pan of the Ching Pang, was slain by a
prof essi onal and highly proficient swordsman. The
other was tortured horribly. He was killed, I



bel i eve, by an arcane and ancient art known as

koppo." He paused here to observe what eff

ect, if

any, his words were having on her. Her eyes had
gone dead, seened now as flat and opaque as

stones drying in the sun. "This man was an

outl ander. He canme, we believe, fromKintai." She

was on her haunches, her gaze turned inwar

d. He

coul d now have disarned her with the m ni num
of personal risk. Yet, curiously, he decided to
remain notionless. "I think we can hel p each
other, Aufeya. It seens nore than coi nci dence

that has thrown us together."
Her eyes focused on himbut she said noth

"WIl you tell ne about the man now? | tr
know not hi ng of him"

ng.

uly

"His nane is Hellsturm" she said finally, her

voi ce containing a strange netallic edge

"and he

has pursued nme for ten thousand kil ometers. If |

bel i eve what you have just told
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me, only I amleft now to stand agai nst hi
has murdered Cascaras."

"I's he the man from Ki nt ai ?"
She nodded. "Kintai was where he had j ust
from where he had been searching for He

is was Daluzan, |like ne. A trader."

"But what ?"

m He

cone

"It is the man in the black cloak. The one you

bid against. He is Hellsturm"

"And he killed the man from he kill ed Cascaras?"

She nodded again. "It could only be him"

Her

free hand curled into a tight fist, pounded her
knee. "Ch, how he must have gloated to see ne

here! It was that cursed storml | should never have
been near Sha' angh' sei. Cascaras and | had split

up, he to cone here to hide and I Well, it
not matter now. "

"It matters a great deal, Auleya." He |if
hand, pal mupward. "Wn't you give ne the
now?"

"No," she said. "No, | believe | believe
trust you now but | don't know this place.
feel safer if | keep it for a while."

"Al'l right," he said. "Keep it as long as

She put it away within the silk pants he

does

ted out a
dirk

I can
I will

you like.'

had



given her. They were a spare pair of Llowan's
wor k pants which he had liberated on their way
upstairs as they cane into the harttin. H's would
have been far too big on her

The sea was awash in pink and pal e yellow as,
abruptly, the sun heaved its top over the horizon
True to form the gulls began their crying as they
di pped toward the sea's flat face, searching out
their breakfast. Their nelancholy calling filled the
air.

"You said Cascaras was tortured," Aufeya said.
"How bad was it, do you think?"

"As bad as it could possibly be, I'mafraid." He
described to her what they had di scovered.

She shuddered and sone of the life seenmed to
go out of her for a moment. "Then | rnust assune
that Hel |l sturm has broken Cascaras, that he is now
i n possession of Cascaras' half of the information."

"I nformati on about what? Is there sonme form of
attack bei ng pl anned agai nst Sha' angh' sei ?" he
asked, echoing Aerent's fear

Auf eya | aughed harshly. "Ch, no," she said.

"Not hi ng so mundane | assure you."
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Bel ow t hem al ong the bund, sounds were
starting up at such a rapid pace that they quickly
began to overlap one another, the comencenent
of another day's city serenade. An arnada of
fishing boats was already out at sea, having
successful ly avoi ded the cl ogged shi pping | anes
t hrough whi ch | aden clippers and schooners from
the world of man were now maneuvering in order
to take the spaces docksi de vacated by ships that
had spent the night in the barber and that now,
fully | oaded, had raised canvas and wei ghed
anchor just before first light. These passed each
other in a stately quotidi an dance, maki ng up
much of the moM ng's routine.

He had so many questions to ask her and so

l[ittle time in which to ascertain the answers. In
fact, he realized guiltily, he had no tine at all
The hour of the cornorant was here and he nust

be off. No matter how much he wi shed to stay
wi th Aufeya, he had his duty to think of, not only
to the Regent but to the Dai-San hinself.

"I want you to stay here," he said, standing up
He coul d hear the novenent downstairs of the
kubaru and the stevedores. He thought briefly
about asking Ll owan for hel p but al npst
i medi ately realized that would be an unfair



request. The bondsman already had nore to do
than he had tine in which to work each day. And
anyway, Kossori would be better able to handle
Aufeya's protection until he could return. And
return he would, as quickly as possible, with
Aerent in tow

Aul eya rose al so, her beautiful face troubl ed.
"Where are you goi ng?" Her hand instinctively
reached into her pants for the hilt of the dirk

"I have an appointnent. An official one, | am
afraid, and it is one | dare not mss."

"Then let ne go with you."

"No, | amsorry, Aufeya, that is inpossible. This
is an affair of state.”

"I won't stay here alone." The fire had cone
back into her eyes and he was thankful of that.
She was quite a capabl e individual when aroused.
He smiled to hinself at the doubl e meaning.

"I do not nean you to stay al one, although I am
quite certain that this is the safest place in all of
Sha' angh' sei for you. Kossori wll guard you unti
| return. He was with ne last night at the
Sha-rida."

"The man who decoyed Hel | sturm and t he
others." She nodded. "Yes, quite clever. But what
has taken him so | ong?"
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"'He would not risk comng here until dawn
brought out the city's crowds. There was a chance
they might try to follow himonce they realized we
were not with him"

There was a clatter on the stairs, as if on cue.
Aufeya drew the dirk with lightning speed and

even Michi, who was certain he knew who it was
climbing the stairs, felt his hand cl ose about the
hilt of his sword.

But it was indeed Kossori and he rel axed visibly,
maki ng the obligatory introductions. There was no
time for nore than that. As his friend went to the
desk, downing the wi ne he had poured for Aufeya,
Moi chi told Kossori he would be back as soon as
he could and not to let Aufeya out of his sight
until then.

"You had no trouble slipping away?" he asked.
"I led thema nmerry chase, ny friend, you can be

sure," Kossori replied, pouring hinself another cup
of wine, downing this too. "All the way to the



Tejira Quarter then down to the Serpentine." He

sighed, fumng to face them "I have had a nost
tiring night, ny friend." He grinned wolfishly as he
eyed Auleya. "And | see, as a hero, | amabout to

get ny just reward.

Moi chi | aughed shortly. "I would not be so
anxious to try this one out, Kossori. She is as
deadly as a snow wol f."

"I's that so?" Kossori eyed her even nore keenly.
"The nmore arduous the chase, the keener one
enj oys the spoils, eh?"

Aufeya was still brandishing the dirk and Mich
went over to her. "Pay himno mind. He is in rare
good hunor over this night's sport.”

"Sport?" she cried. "W are nost deadly serious
here. You cannot imagine the inport of what has
transpired."’

"No, not yet," Michi agreed with her. "But we
shal | soon enough, | promise you. Just as soon as
| return from Three Kegs Pier. Nothing will
happen whil e Kossori is here. A better protector in
Sha' angh' sei you could not find."

He changed rapidly into a fine honey-col ored
silk shirt with open neck and wi de sl eeves, tight
rust-col ored cal fskin breeches. In the mdst of this
el egant garb, his old tattooed scabbard seenmed out
of place indeed.

He put his arm around Aufeya's shoul ders, took
her back out onto the veranda. They stood by the
far railing. In the harbor, an enonmpus
four-masted schooner, known as a gl obespanner in
sailor's vemacul ar, was maneuvering slowy toward
one of the |long wharves reserved for just such
behenot hs.
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Even with fully half its canvas furled, it was a
magni fi cent sight, guided as it was by a trio of
Sha' angh' sei harbor boats, dwarfed Iike toys

besi de its grandeur.

"Aufeya," he said softly, "I will not be gone
long." Looking into her eyes was a task now and
he wenched his gaze away with an effort. "'l want
to ask you sonething before I leave. D d

you did you feel it also? Last night at the Sha-
rida? and then when our |ips touched just

bef or e?"

He was still conscious of his dirk in her |eft
hand; it hung down | oosely, its point toward the
wooden boards of the fl oor.



She lifted her right armand her fingers touched
the contour of his cheek, tracing it. "W are
unique in this land, you and I, Michi." It was the
first time she had used his nane and he felt a
shi ver pass through him "W are both children of
the one God. These heat hens of Sha'angh' se
wor shi p many gods as do nost of the people of
the world of man. Many gods nust dissipate
power, don't you think? Some others believe in
no God at all. Surely this is not good." Her hand
was at her side again but his skin still tingled
where she had brushed it with her fingertips. No
one had ever conveyed so much in such a sinple
common gesture. "l had thought the Dal uzan
were the only people left who believed in the one
God. Now | find you. Surely this cannot be
coi nci dence. "

"l do not believe in coincidence."

"What do you think it is then?"

"Sei," he said, noting her unconprehendi ng
| ook. "The Bujun call it karma. There are many
words for it, | imagine. Part of the lifeforce which

brings people together at a certain tine and
pl ace. For sone reason."

"What is the reason with us?"

He traced the features of her face with his eyes,
resting for a monent on the hal f-open I|ips,
rose-col ored and shiny. Inpulsively, he | eaned
toward her with his upper torso and ki ssed her
Then, surprised, he found her arms reaching up
around hi s neck, the kiss prolonged, intensified,
her body warm all along the Iength of his own.

"Go now," she said, standing prinly back. She
shook her hair, copper where the sunlight struck
it. "Vejira con Dihos." And he saw her eyes
glowing with the enornous fear she felt for the
man Hell sturm She struggled hard to suppress it,
and only because he was so cl ose

She went with him back into the room Kossori
wat ched
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themsilently as they parted and Michi went
qui ckly down the stairs.

He | ooked back just before the floor cut off his
line of sight, saw her standing in the center of the
roomw th the new nmorning's light spilling al
around her, seem ng to hima physica
mani festation of the invisible aura she possessed.
Her eyes met his just before he disappeared down



the stairwell but the confluence of enotions he
saw t here confounded himall the way to his
assi gnati on.

Snat ch

1 HREE Kegs Pier was quite a distance down the
bund from Llowan's harttin but, once outside,

Moi chi resigned hinmself to wal king. A ricksha was
out of the question though he passed severa
vacant ones. These were cruising in search of
those new to Sha' angh' sei, just off the docking
shi ps, who woul d not know any beKer. Not only

was wal king far faster in the early-nom ng crush
of sweating kubaru, hustling sailors, stevedores,
knots of passengers, fat bongs and their
representatives and bodyguards, and the

i nevitable giomu, the sidewal k merchants who
nmoved frompier to pier as passengers

di senbarked; but it was infinitely cheaper since
the hiring of a ricksha was based on tine, not
distance. Tine was, quite literally, noney for the
kubar u.

It was the beginning of a fine day. The air clear
conpl etely devoid of the haze which envel oped
the city, to a greater or |esser extent, each
eveni ng. The sky was white where the pale sun
burned, still fairly low on the horizon, but, aloft,
the curving vault of the heavens was a deep
endl ess blue; traces of white puffy clouds trailed
like unfurled sails here and there.

Deep within the cries and bustling confusion of
t he bund, as he shoul dered his way al ong, Mich
became engrossed in the seeningly endl ess riddle
i nto which he had quite unsuspectingly plunged.
What had begun as an apparently sinple act of
reprisal now had becone sonething quite
conplex and, it was being nade clear to him
sinister.

If Aufeya was right, he had di scovered the
identity of the nurderer. But know ng who he
was and running himto ground were two
different matters, he knew. The nman, Hell sturm
had all of Sha'angh'sei within which to secret
hinsel f. But as |ong as Aufeya was al so hidden
here, he would not |eave. Appar
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entry, Cascaras had but one half of the

i nformation Hellsturmwanted. He would stay in
Sha' angh' sei until he got it or until Mich
captured him In this, he knew, Aufeya could be
nost hel pful. In fact, w thout her he would have
no clue as to where to find the man in the bl ack



cloak for, he realised now, he had no idea what
Hel | sturm | ooked |ike; he knew only that he was
tall hardly enough information to set about
finding himin this awesone | abyrinth. But Mich
possessed the real trunp: Aufeya. For Hellstunn
want ed her desperately, if one could judge by the
di stance he had pursued her.

He had still been filled with Auteya's aura as he
had come down the stairs into the harttin's busy
commercial area. Briefly

he filled LIowan in on who was upstairs and why.
Then telling the bundsman where he was headed,
he stepped outsi de.

He was al nost within sight of Three Kegs Pier

now and he was cl ose enough to see that the

Buj un ship had not yet docked. He breathed a sigh
of relief. If he hurried, he just mght have tine to
gi ve Aerent sonme of the more inportant details of
what had transpired this past evening.

Briefly, his thoughts turned to Aufeya. He would
have preferred not to | eave her but he knew t hat
even had he been able to take her with him she
woul d be in nore danger out here. Hellsturm he
was quite certain, had not conme to Sha' angh' sei on
his own. Over and above the fact that the nurders
in The Screami ng Monkey indicated there had been
two attackers, he was sure he had seen others
nmoving to Hell sturm s command just before he
had ducked out of the main tent in the Sha-rida.
In this respect, Aufeya had been dead on
Sha' angh' sei was too nuch of an open
pl ace despite the intricate webs of secrecy which
i nundated it for outlanders. But this could work
both ways. Wile Hellsturmwas obliged to work
circunmspectly to capture Auteya, he could, by the
same token, take advantage of the city's
enornously effective spy network to aid himin
finding out where she was hiding. No, all things
considered the harttin was the safest place for her
And there was Kossori. Michi would rather have
hi m guardi ng Aufeya than a score of Ching Pang.

Wth that, he cleared his mnd of the matter and
prepared hinmself to neet the daughter of the
Kunshi n.

The Regent was awaiting him three quarters of
the way out on Three Kegs Pier. The pier itself
was cl ogged with kubaru runners and stevedores
preparing for the Bujun ship's arrival. Because the
vessel was not a nerchantman, there were no

bongs
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of shi ppi ng agents about. Wich was | ucky,



Moi chi saw now, as he went carefully along the
wooden pl anks: their space and nore had been
taken up by a mlitary honor guard fully three
pilings in | ength.

As he passed their glistening, fastidiously
pruned ranks, he cane upon Aerent, who was

gazing out to sea, presumably in the direction of
the com ng ship. He held his hands behind his
back and this pose, combined with the brilliantly
shining dress breastplate with its pluned
shoul der -guards, caused himto appear once again
as the commandi ng ri kkagin of the forces of

manki nd.

"Hol e, Aerent!" Mbdichi call ed.

The Regent spun around on his ruby |legs. The
sunlight, lancing through them made them seem
eerily translucent, causing himto cast a crinson
shadow.

Aerent smiled. "Ah, good norn. Good norn."
He uncl asped his hands from behi nd his back
rubbed at the side of his nose. "And how did you
find the Sha-rida? To your taste, perhaps?”

Moi chi | aughed. "No, Regent, | think not, when
all is said. Still" he cocked his head~"there are
some good elements to it."

Aerent's face darkened as he said, "Tell ne one,
then. "

"It was at the Sha-rida that | found out who
nmur dered Onojiru and the man fromKintai."
This was not, strictly speaking, quite true for he
had found out about Hellsturm after |eaving the
Sha-rida. But he could not pass up the
opportunity to consternate Aerent.

The Regent's surprise was evident and Mich
began to outline what little Aufeya had told him
At that nonment, they heard a sharp cry fromthe
far end of the pier and both turned. A | ookout
had his hands cupped to his nmouth. "Here she
cones!" he cried, and, turning, pointed into the
sunrise. Sure enough, as they squinted against the
light dazzle, the sails and masts and, then, only
noments |ater, the bow of the Tsubasa could be
made out as the Bujun ship appeared over the
hori zon.

Moi chi, staring |onger at the vessel than the
Regent, drew in his breath involuntarily. "Look at
that, Aerent!" he said excitedly. "She fairly flies
over the water as if she were a wi nged creature.”
And Aerent, |ooking again, saw that this was true.
The Tsubasa, which had, just before, been at the
l[imt of their vision now had | eapt into



proni nence.
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"Where is this Daluzan woman now, WMbichi ?"
t he Regent inquired.

"She is quite safe at the harttin." He was about
to add that Kossori was with her when he
remenbered that his friend did not know of the
musi cian's martial prowess.

"Clearly we nust interview her as quickly as
possible. " He rubbed at his beard. "This Bujun
arrival has conme at an accursedly inconveni ent
time in light of what you have just told nme. Wll,
there's nothing for it but to make the best of it.
We cannot afford to offend the Kunshin's
daughter, can we? | have been inforned that she
is carrying a conmuni que fromthe Dai San. |
daresay you will be interested in that, nmy friend."

There was a contained rustling behind them
fromthe mlitary contingent on | oan from severa
of the city's ranking rikkagin as the Tsubasa hove
to just outside the harbor's lints. She had cut sai
drastically and now seened to float, nmmjestic upon
the water, patiently awaiting a sea | ane opening
into port.

She was a nost beautiful vessel, Michi thought.
Sl eek, sonmewhat slimmer than the oceangoing
schooners conmon to the Sha' angh' sei area. Her
upper hull was painted a glossy black fromthe
sheer-strake to just above the waterline, where a
thin gold band separated it fromthe vermlion of
the lower hull. Its bow was high and curving with
the figurehead of a cock. This was, he knew, the
Buj un synbol for growth and expl oration.

"This woman is Daluzan and the man in the
all ey was, too," Aerent nused. "Michi, did you
know that Kintai is on the northwest border of
Dal uci a?"

Moi chi turned fromthe Bujun ship, naking its
pai nst aki ng way into the harbor with the aid of a
smal | Sha' angh' sei escort boat, to | ook at the
Regent. "Interesting. It appears as if | should take
nmy | eave of this place after all, Aerent."

"Wth the Kunshin's daughter just about to
arrive? | npossible. "

"Why? You can take care of her, surely."

"In any case, it is a nmoot point, don't you think?
You have no ship."

"I do now," Mbichi said. "Aufoya's lorcha is



docked at Fire Line Pier. | nmean to sail it north to
Dal uci a. "

"And what of this nman Hellsturn? | want him"

"As do 1, Aerent. And Aufeya is ny neans to trap
him"

"Uhm Ri sky, that. The woman

"The quicker we get him the safer it will be for
her."
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The Tsubasa was nosing into Three Kegs Pier

now and kubaru and stevedores alike rushed to

and fro along the length of the wharf, handling

t he thick henpen ropes thrown down to them by

the Bujun crew. They haul ed on these ropes,
lifting their voices in singsong litany, working in
concert, in time to the music, at length securing
themto the thick metal stanchions along the
wharf. This was one of the many incal cul abl e
benefits whi ch made Sha' angh' sei the nost

i mportant as well as the wealthiest port on the
continent of man. Its waters were deep enough
quite close in so that |arge vessels even the four-
mast ed behenot hs needed not stand off at a

safe distance fromshore and ferry their cargo to
t he mai nl and. Ships were | oaded and of f-1 oaded
directly at the piers thus saving time and noney.
At Khiyan, for instance, where Michi and the

Dai San had enbarked aboard the Kioku for their

| ong voyage south, this had not been possible; the
ship, standing off, had had to send a | ongboat in
to pick them up.

The shuddering of the pier brought himout of
hi s thoughts. Tinbers creaked and wavel ess

| ashed at the wooden pilings beneath them The
Tsubasa had docked.

Chiisai was an apt nane for her

She was the only daughter of the Kunshin and
she | ooked like a flower. Mbichi had no idea what
her name nmeant but what he thought of the
nmonent he saw her appear on the high poop
deck above himwas a plum bl ossom Dark and
vi brant.

She was small, he saw, as she approached them
com ng slowy down the ornamental gangpl ank
stepping onto the pier to neet them But that, he
soon found, was deceiving for she was no girl but
a full-blown woman.

She had a delicate flower-petal face with |ong
dar k- al nondshaped eyes and the hi gh cheekbones



of the Bujun. Her nouth was wi de and sensual

whi ch was unusual . She wore the wooden cl ogs

used for cerenonies and she was garbed in a silk
robe reaching down to the tops of her feet. It was
pure white, perfectly dazzling in the strong
sunlight. Enbroidered upon it was a series of

| eaping flying fish in a pal e bl uegreen

This was all as it should be. But as she cane to
a halt before them and bowed, they bow ng back

in turn, Michi becanme aware of something odd
about her appearance. For a nmoment, he was

quite at a loss to define it. Then, abruptly and
with somewhat of a shock, he saw that her hair
was bound in the traditional Bujun queue usually
reserved for the nale warriors.
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Two tall Bujun stood still as statues at either side
of the upper end of the gangplank, still on the

ship. No one had accompani ed her down This, too,
seened odd for this was the Kunshin's daughter

She sm | ed. "Aerent, Regent of Sha'angh' sei, |
bring greetings fromny father, the Kunshin, from
all the peoples of Amano-nori and fromthe
Dai - San. W& wi sh you well in your new post and
of fer our congratulations.” Fromw thin the fol ds of
her robe she lifted out a small wooden box seal ed
all around its edges with pitch to keep out the
nmoi st salt air. Upon its top was inprinted in
pl ati numthe seal of the Kunshin of the Bujun
three plovers in full flight within the circle of the
world. "Wth all our good w shes." She extended
the box toward him

Aerent, Michi saw, had been taken sonmewhat
by surprise. Now, as he took the gift from her, he
seened very noved

"Thank you, Chiisai. It is an honor to receive such
a token. "

"Ch, it is but a sinple gift, Regent, | assure you,"
Chiisai said. Her eyes were still | aughing.

Aerent used the edge of his dirk to slit through

t he congeal ed pitch. He pried open the lid of the
box and stared inside. He was quite still for severa
monents. Then he carefully lifted out the platinum
ring. It was a setting of exquisite manufacture, the
set-pi ece of Ama-no-nori's finest precious

metal smith. Wthin the setting sat a perfect pearl

Into the stunned silence, Chiisai said innocently,
"My father felt this was a fitting gift for the ruler
of the greatest seaport in all the known world."

Slipping the ring upon the fourth finger of his



right hand his heart finger Aerent lifted his

gaze to her face. "I amnost delighted, Chiisai

And overwhel med." He gave her the present he

had sel ected for her: a Sha'angh'sei quilted jacket
of the finest silk and artistry, upon which had been
enbr oi dered both a bl ue heron, the Sha'angh' se
synmbol of grace, and a ranpant tigress, Bujun

symbol of mastery of the |land. Now he felt it to be
totally inadequate in light of his own gift, but she
seened genuinely delighted with it, donning it

i medi at el y.

Aerent stepped back a pace, about to introduce
Moi chi, but Chiisai, |ooking up out of the corner
of her eyes, said, "And this nust be Michi
Annai - Ni n. Ten thousand pardons for ny bad
manners but | required sone little tinme to
acclimte nyself."

"That is quite all right, lady."

She | aughed. "Please call ne Chiisai. It would be
nost
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unforgivable of ne to continue this formality with
you, so great a friend of the Dai-San." She gazed
up at himw thout a trace of awe but with a
respect and affection he found surprising inits
intimacy. "He wished for me to give you this when
| saw you. "

Moi chi expected her to hand over the
conmuni que Aerent said was to be forthconing
but instead she enbraced him her grip firm and
warm as one warrior would another. A link
stronger than bl ood, Michi thought. My bond

br ot her.

"The Dai-San nisses you greatly, Michi."
"And 1, him"

She stepped up beside him put her arm
through his, as carefree as a little girl. "Well, | see
you have turned out the honor guard, Aerent.”

"It is to your liking, Chiisai?" the Regent asked.

"As to its grandeur and display, nost certainly.

" She ducked her head. "Yet | rnust tell you in al
candor that it was quite unnecessary. This is a
visit of an unofficial nature. My father w shes, and
I wish, to nake it quite clear that there should be
no official tours, no dinners in nmy honor, no
escort; in short, absolutely no affairs of state."

"I see," Aerent said as they began to wal k past
the precise gleamng rows of the honor guard,



t hough he nost assuredly did not. "My | ask
then, the nature of your visit to Sha' angh' sei ?'

"You may," she said, |aughing. "Regent, you
must learn to treat me as a wonan and as the
daught er of the Kunshin."

"I ndeed, lady. |I shall endeavor to do so."
"Good. Now as to ny being here. My father

feels strongly that | should not spend ny entire
life on Ama-no-nori; the Dai-San agreed with

him | amhere to learn. That is why, you see
official parties and such will do ne no good. In
fact, | prefer not to have it wi dely known who
am"

Moi chi | aughed. "You set us quite a form dable
task, Chiisai. In Sha' angh' sei, secrets of that
nature are difficult indeed to keep from
spreadi ng. "

"How i s the Dai-San?" Aerent said.

"Well and happy. My father is delighted to have
himby his side. They are quite inseparabl e these
days. They often ride out fromthe castle,
spendi ng nmany days in the wilds with only the
pl overs for conpany."

"I am happy to hear it.

"The Dai-san wished ne to inquire after your
injuries but I
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see that there is no need." She had no nore than
gl anced at his articul ated ruby | egs once since
st eppi ng ashore.

They were at the foot of Three Kegs Pier now

and about to enter the mael stromof the bund's
frantic activities. Behind them stevedores were
of f-1oading Chiisai's baggage, directed by the
Buj un sailors. There was no sign of either captain
or navigator and this Michi found strange indeed.

But there was little time to contenpl ate such
matters, for Chiisai was already |eading himinto
the hive of the bond. Her skin, Michi observed as
she reached back to pull himforward and the w de
sl eeve of her robe slid back for a noment, was
lightly tanned. This, too, was out of the ordinary.
Buj un wonen prided thensel ves on soft white
skin, and wi de banboo parasols, he had been told
by the Dai-San, were plentiful in the streets of the
cities, rain or shine.

The jostling of the kubaru, the snell of the



spi ces, the grain dust clouding the air, the shouts,
hal f-songs, were all like stepping out into the surf
of an unqui et sea.

Chiisai seenmed to know where she was going for
she took theminto the throng, heading toward the
far side of the bund. There, alnost directly across
from Three Kegs Pier, was a small blue-and-white
tent set up just in front of harttin's wi ndow ess
wal | .

They stopped in front of the tent's opening and
she said, "What is this place?"

"It is the tent of a shindai, |lady," Aerent said.

"A shindai.'' She said it as if tasting a new fl avor
testing its sound out on her tongue.

"Yes, as the local diviners are called."”
"A fortune-teller. How delightful! May we?"

Aerent frowned. Personally he did not |ike the
shindai, certainly set no store by their divinations.
But, save for their systematically fleecing the
visitors, they were conpletely harm ess. "By al
means. "

Moi chi, for his part, as he allowed hinself to be
dragged inside the tent, wanted no part of this. He
was frankly anxious to return to Auteya.

It was diminside the tent and al ready hot but he
could make out the figure of a woman with a
vaguel y porcine face. For all that, she was quite
pretty as she stood up and net them sniling.

"Wl conme, " she said. "You have conme to see your
future." She spoke to themall, but Michi had the
unconfortabl e sensation that she was directing her
remarks to hi m al one.
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"Lovely lady," the shindai said, "please take this
deck of cards and arrange it in any manner you
desire.”

Chiisai took the pack, turned the bottom one
over, then one after the other she | ooked at their
faces. They were all blank. "I do not see how it
can matter," she said, but conplied with the
shindai's request. Then she handed the cards
back.

The shindai held the cards in her right hand
face downward. Wth her left hand, she picked up
the top card, turning it face up. On it was
inmprinted the figure of a bird.



"Ah," the shindai said. "You are about to
enbark upon a |l ong and arduous journey."

Aerent |aughed. "You are a little |late, shindai
This lady has just come from such travel ."

"Neverthel ess," the shindai said firmy, ''trave
indicated. And in the future."

She slid the card, face up to the bottom of the
deck, turned over the second, now the top, card.
It depicted a statue of a half-clothed human,
pl aced quite oddly in the midst of a forest.

"This is what aids you."
"What ?" Chiisai exclainmed. "A statue?"
"The statue is the synmbol of artistry and beauty."

Agai n the shindai's hands noved and the third
card was displayed. The figure was difficult to
discern for it seened a bl ack pictograph agai nst
a bl ack background. But now, as the shindai's
hand noved, the light hit the card in such a way
that the bl ack di sappeared, |eaving behind, |ike
spindrift at a low tide, a spare shape etched in
bl ack. It appeared to be a human skull.

"Deat h!" Chiisai breathed

"Now, really " the Regent began, thinking this
had gone on far enough and that he was a fool to
all ow his guest to be frightened by this shinda
wi t ch.

"Not death, lady," the shindai interrupted himin
a voi ce that brooked no further interference with
her work. "Modst assuredly not death. This is what
crosses you. A man. A man will desire your
death." Everyone in the tent heard her added
enphasi s.

"W 2"

"Yes," the shindai nodded. "He does not appear
to know that you even exist now. "

"Then why will he want to kill nme?"
"That | surely cannot tell you, lady."
The shindai's hands were qui escent now.
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"I's that it?" Chiisai asked.

"Yes. The Three Servitors have been exposed.
They are the governors of the inmediate future.”



Chiisali turned to Michi. "Have yours done now. "

He was about to protest when Aerent caught his
eye, gave hima discreet but distinct negative shake
of his head. Wthout a word, Michi took the deck
and shuffled the cards quickly and negligently. He
wanted only to end this bit of nonsense. He

handed the pack to the shindai

She displayed the first card. It was the sun

The shindai cleared her throat. She seened
somewhat startled. "This is the synbol of Goal.
must say that | have never before encountered it
in the guise of the First Servitor. Mst unusual
Here it would be the significator of great change."

Second card: This had an entirely black
background like Chiisai's third card before it had
nmet anor phosed to white, the nore conmon col on
Inits center was what appeared to be a bier
etched in white, and upon that reposed a fenale
figure, also outlined in white.

"This is what aids you."
"A corpse?" Michi alnost |aughed in her face.

"The past," the shindai said evenly, even as her
hands were bringing up the third card.

This time they could all hear the tiny gasp of her
i n-drawn breath.

The third card was bl ank
"No one," said Chiisai. "lIsn't that marvel ous!"
"Not no one," the shindai said gravely. "Everyone."

"Everyone crosses ne?" Michi scoffed. "But that
is inmpossible.”

"Perhaps so," the shindai said. "Yet it is what the
Third Servitor reveals."

Aerent dipped into his sash and placed a silver
coin in the shindai's hand but she shook her head.
"Ch no, sir, | cannot take any paynent for this
reading. It is nmy gift to this couple." She | ooked at
Moi chi and Chii sai

"You are m staken, shindai,'' Michi replied.
"W are no couple.”

“I'f I amin error, sir, then | do apol ogi se nost
hunbly. But either way | will accept no paynent."
She placed the silver coin back into the Regent's
sash as deftly as if she had been a pi ckpocket.



"Good day to you all,"’
day."

she said, bow ng. "CGood
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After the stifling interior of the tent, the
col ors, odors, sounds of the port quarter of
Sha' angh' sei swept over themlike an invigorating
tide.
"I hope," Aerent said, "that you take these
divinations in the spirit in which "

Moi chi stopped listening. He was watching a
kubaru runner hurtling along the bund pell-nell.
He knocked over a stevedore, |eapt over a
chestnut merchant's inpronptu stall. He seened
to be heading directly toward them and Three
Kegs Pier. Michi thought he | ooked vaguely
fam liar and, at that nmoment, he caught the
kubaru's eye. The man obvi ously recogni sed him
for he veered away fromthe docksi de and sped
hurriedly toward them He shouted, bow ed over
a pair of kubaru. Sacks of rice flewinto the
crowmd, opening and spilling out. Cries of anger
trailed him

The kubaru paid no affection, completing his
run. He reached Michi.

"You nust cone now, san!" he said. The
conbi nati on of the dialect and the cutting of the
wor ds caused by the man's panting, nade it
difficult to understand himconpletely. Still, the
gi st was readily apparent. "Come now. Ri ght
away!"

Now Mbi chi recogni sed the kubaru and felt a
knife twisting in his vitals. The man was al ready
pul ling at himand he needed no further urging.
Wthout a word he set off with the kubaru at his
side, hurtling down the bund.

"\What has happened?" Chiisai asked, turning to
t he Regent.

Aerent's face was ashen for he too had
recogni sed the kubaru. "I amafraid to specul ate,
Chiisai. Please cone with ne. " Taking her el bow
with his left hand, he guided her toward the
bund's |l andward fringe. There he hail ed a passing
ricksha and, lifting her into it and quickly
foll ow ng her, he gave the runner an address.
"Take the streets,"” he told the kubaru. "W are in
a hurry."

LI owan was the first to nmeet Michi at the
doorway to the harttin. He seemed to have aged
and hi s hands were shaki ng.



"I cannot inmagi ne how this happened, Michi,"
he said, his voice unsteady. "There was so nuch
busi ness this nmorning. Such confusion." He shook
his head sadly. "But there is no excuse. This is ny
fault."

Moi chi put a hand on his shoul der. "Whatever
has happened, it has nothing to do with you. |
brought them here."” Then he was nounting the
stairs, three at a time, energing to find

BENEATH AN OPAL MOON 97

The room | ooked as if a fierce stormhad hit it.
The bed was askew, chairs were broken, Llowan's
enor nous hardwood desk was denolished, a pile
of broken firewood in the far corner

The j al ousi es had been smashed in at |east three
pl aces and, fearing the worst, Mbdichi went out
onto the w de veranda.

Shards of the jalousies, furniture littered the
floor and He knelt, staring at the droplets of

bl ood strewn about. He picked through the debris
not knowi ng what he was searching for until he
found it. His dirk lay just under his fingers, both
bl ade and handl e snmeared with bl ood, still wet.

He picked it up, stood |ooking around, wiping it
of f. They were not here. He went back into the
room started toward the far end. Aufeya was
gone, which neant that she was not dead but had
been taken by force; there had been no time here
to get information fromher. Were would they
have taken her? Surely not sonewhere within
Sha' angh' sei, a foreign city where they would be at
a di sadvantage. But woul d they have al so taken
Kossori ?

At that nonment his eye caught a dark spot in
anong the desk's debris. He leapt forward, hurling
t he cracked wood and hanging brass fittings from
hi s path.

Wthin a crude tent nade by the splintered desk
he found the body. The face, curiously, had been
untouched and it appeared as calmas if the man
had been sl eeping. But the body. Arns and | egs
were broken in too many places for himto count
but it was the hands whi ch nagnetized his
attention. They were bl oody pul ps, the knuckles
| ooking as if they had been crushed one by one
with precise and sadistic care. Michi felt cold
sweat break out along his face.

Thi s broken corpse was all that was |eft of
Kossori, the man who coul d defeat half a dozen
Chi ng Pang wi t hout breathing hard.



What devil, Michi thought nunbly, had done
t hi s?

But he al ready knew t he answer.

| WO
PURSUI NG
THE DEVI I
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JET is good to have a rolling deck beneath ny
feet again."”

He breathed deeply of the salt spray and
fumed, briefly, gazing over the stern's
sheer-strake. Sha'angh' sei was but a menory,
floati ng somewhere beyond the | owlying haze to
t he south.

"Can you really speak their tongue?" she asked.
He nodded affirmatively and she continued, "It is
nost strange, is it not, to think that all the
peopl es of the world devised one tongue |ong
ago that anply fits themall?"

"The Bujun have their own tongue."

She nodded. "True. But we all speak the
conmon tongue, also. Odd that these people do
not . "

She nmeant the Dal uzan

He went slightly for'ard, putting his hands on
the rail separating the elevated aft deck fromthe
rest of the sleek |orcha and, cupping his hands at
the sides of his nouth, called to the nmen in the
shrouds: "Ganarse |as velas! A babor!'' |medi -
ately, he saw with sone satisfaction, they altered
the sails so that they picked up nore of the
followi ng wind and the vessel began to sweep to
port. "Navegas viento en papa!'' There cane an
answering shout fromthe sailors in the shrouds.
The | orcha now sail ed before the stiff wind with
every centinmeter of canvas full out, racing up the
coast of the continent of man, northeast to
Dal uci a.

They had cone, eventually, and taken the

rui ned body away, silently and wi thout disturbing
himas he had stood in the center of the room
exactly where Aufeya had stood, staring at him as
he had | eh. Aerent had seen to that. But the
Regent had not cone upstairs and Michi had

been grateful for that because
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he thought that he could not bear to see anot her
[iving human being then without |ashing out with
hi s dirk.

He bl amed hi nsel f, deeply and wi thout quarter

It did no good for the pragmatic part of hinself
to point out that he had done what he had
t hought best; that he had had no way of

knowi ng How had Hel | sturm found out about
the harttin? For he had no doubt that Hellsturm
was behind the death of his friend and the snatch
(What a pejorative word: snatch. But it was
proper and fitting for the nost hei nous of
crimes.) lust as it did no good for himto ask

hi nsel f, What el se could | have done? It was just
too ironic that his neeting at Three Kegs Pier
had not been a high affair of state as he and
Aerent had believed it would be. He could have
t aken Aufeya after all.

CGod, what a nonstrous death! And Aufeya?

Per haps she already lay in her own lost fluids in
some dank back alley, like her friend Cascaras, a
gaping hole in her chest over her heart. Ch god,
he cried inwardly, let it not be so! Then where
had Hell sturmtaken her? It could be anywhere.

He had heard a sound on the stairs as soneone
cane up. Who woul d dare? He felt rage burning
within himand whirled. He found that he was stil
hol ding the dirk he had given to Aufeya.

It was Chii sai

VWhat did she want? he thought savagely, feeling
an unreasoning resentnent. It was her fault. If
she had not arrived

"I thought you mght like to talk," she said, "to

someone who is a foreigner also.”

And with that, his anger dissipated and he felt
ashaned. No one was at fault. Sei, he thought.
Karma. |s that not what he had told Aufeya? That
seened so | ong ago, now. Another lifetine.

"He was a good friend," Michi said, his eyes
wandering around the room

"He put up a valiant fight. But perhaps the odds
were too high. "

"He could take on six nmen at a tine."
She cane toward hi mthrough the rubble.

"Interesting. He must have been up agai nst a nost
form dabl e foe."



Moi chi was abruptly sick of the room and he
went out through the ragged gap in the ruined
jalousies, onto the veranda. The day was still fine,
t he weat her bright and placid. The air was the
nost pellucid he had ever seen it here, rem nding
himof the air far out at sea.
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He | ooked for the spot where he had found the
dirk lying abandoned. Then he | ooked cl oser
Where the dirk had been was no pi ece of wood.
Neither was it the floor of the veranda. He knelt,
reached out.

"'What have you found?" Chiisai asked.

"I"'mnot certain." He stood up with it. Surely he
could not be mistaken. It was a strip of silk ripped
fromthe shirt he had given Aufeya. There seened
to be blood on it. He turned it over. For a
nmonent nothing regi stered. Then he saw it for
what it was: a synbol or, nore accurately, a
pi ctogram He knew it was kubaru but he did not
recognise it.

"Quickly," he told her. "Ask Llowan to send up
t hat kubaru. The one he sent to Three Kegs Pier
to fetch nme."

In a noment, she had returned with the nan.
He stood hesitantly inside the roomeven after
Chiisai had indicated to himto go through; he
woul d not nove w thout a sign from Michi.

When at |ast he cane out and stood next to the
navi gat or, Michi could see the real concern on
his face. "I amnobst sorry, san," the kubaru said.
"Most grieved."

"Thank you." Michi inclined his head. "I am
i ndebted to you." He indicated the bl ood-soaked
strip of silk. "Perhaps you nmay help me again."

"\What ever you ask."

"Tell me" Michi held out the silk "what this
means. "

The kubaru took the strip as gingerly as if it
were a pricel ess piece of hand-bl own gl ass.

"That is a kubaru synmbol, it it not?"
"Yes," the kubaru nodded. "It means 'hone'"

After he had gone, Michi said to Chiisai
"Home. Aufeya left that for me, clever woman.



Hel | sturm takes her back to Corruna. That is
where | must go now "

"But you shall not go alone," Chiisai said.
"I must," he told her. "Aerent cannot go with ne.'
"I was not speaking of the Regent."

"Ch, no." he said. "You will stay here with him
Here in Sha' angh' sei, as your father ordered."

"Did not Aerent tell you | brought a
conmuni que fromthe Dai-San?" There seened to
be the ghost of a snmile playing at the corners of
her mouth as she lifted out a small metal cylinder
from beneath her robe, handed it to him

He opened it suspiciously. It was witten in the
Dai - San' s
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own hand. "Mdichi, nmy friend," he read, "Chiisa

can be the only one to deliver this to you. She will
do so directly by hand and only when the two of

you are al one and unobserved. \Wat she told Aerent
is only a half-truth. This was done to protect him as
well as herself. Chiisai is with you now under ny
orders. O course, the Kunshin had no objections.
She is to stay with you now no matter what is to
happen, until such tine as she deens it appropriate
to do otherwise. | amleaving this to her discretion
You know me well enough that | need say no nore.

Qur trust is our bond as brothers."” Michi | ooked

up at her but she only shook her head.

"I know | ess of this than you do."

He was certain she was lying but knew that she
had good reason to do so. This was hardly his
concern, in any event. If she nmeant to cone, that
was all right with him as |long as she kept her
pl ace and did not get in his way.

She smled at him "I know what you are
t hi nki ng.""'

"Ch, really? \Wat?"

Wth a deft gesture, merely a flick of her wists,
her silk robe had parted and now slid off her

shoul ders, puddling the floor at her feet.

"You see," she said, "I can be of help."

Moi chi st ared.

Underneath the fallen robe she wore an
intricately carved breastplate of black netal inlaid



with gold filanents, tight black | eggings of the
suppl est | eather. Around her waist was buckled a
thin belt studded with pink-and-white swirled jade
from whi ch hung the two traditional Bujun

swords, the katana and the |onger dai-katana.

She | aughed when she saw his expression, a
ki nd and gentl e sound.

| should have realized, Michi thought. Al the
signs were right in front of ne.

The shrouds cracked in the wind and the yards
creaked as the Dal uzan | orcha sped through the
wat er. They were professionals, the nen who
manned this craft, and it had not taken them | ong
to accept Michi. He spoke their |anguage and he
knew what had happened to Aufeya. Since she
had been missing they had been terrified at the
prospect of her death.
"So we return hone," Armaz6n said. He was the
bos'un, a burly man with a thick shock of white
hair and a seamed, |eathery face, beaten into a
proud configuration by the w nd,
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sun and salt sea. Hi s eyes were bright bits of |apis,
liquid and knowi ng but w thhol di ng depths from

t he casual observer. He shook his head now. "I

had no good feeling about this voyage fromits

i nception. | begged Aufeya to find some way to

reach a bargain with that man."

"Hel | sturn®?" ©Mbichi said.

Armazon nodded. Spray flewinto his face as the
| orcha bucked down then up through an onconi ng
vave.

"A babor!" Michi cried to the hel msman, and
the vessel inmediately swng to port. It was a
wel | - desi gned craft, Michi saw, and he
appreciated this. It was trenendously responsive,
much | ess ponderous than the | arger three-masted
schooners. But because of its snaller size, it was
much nore prone to subjugation by the whins of
the sea. If Auteya had set sail in a three-master
she never would have run afoul of that storm

To his left, the coastline was a green-and-brown
ripple, distancing itself as the | orcha noved out to
sea. "Basta!" he cried, and the lorcha returned to
its northeasterly course

"What did she say?" Michi had returned to
conversation with the Dal uzan bostun

"Say?" The man snorted. "Wy, she | aughed at



me and said, 'You poor fool. No one can nake a
bargain with Helsturm Once he is given a task to
perform there is no one who can stop him"' "

"G ven a task?" Repeated it because it had been
some time since he had heard so rmuch Dal uzan
The | anguage had so nmany nuances, spoken

i nfl ections changi ng the nmeani ng of words which
if witten, were constant, that he needed to be
certain of what he had heard.

Armazon nodded.
"Hell sturmis working for someone? Who?"

The bos' un shrugged. "I do not know. | am not
famly. It is a matter strictly for the Seguillas y
Oiwara."

"You mean the seanerchant famly?'

He squinted up a Michi. "Yes, Aufeya's famly.
You di d not know?"

Moi chi shook his head. In any other land, it

m ght have been a strange name. But, he knew,
t he Dal uzan custom divas for two people to
conbi ne their names when they were wed. He had,
of course, heard of the Seguillas y Oiwara when
he was in Corruna. It would have been surprising
if he had not. The famly was quite weal thy and
owned a sizable fleet of merchant ships.
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"You have heard of M I hos Seguillas, piloto?"

"Yes.

"One of the finest men in Corrufla, in all of
Dal ucia for that matter. Then he had to go and
marry the foreigner." He spat sideways into the
cream ng sea. "That was his downfall, mark ny
words well.'' He |ooked at the backs of his hands,
strong and blunt and capabl e, as dark as tanned
| eather; the sea had made themthat way. "Dead
now, the senhor is. Dihos make peaceful his soul."

There was sonething peculiar in the inflection
that made Mdichi ask: "How did he die, the
Senhor Seguil | as?"

"Violently, piloto. He died abom nably, if the
truth be known. "

"How did it happen?"
Armazon spat again over the side. "lust passing

the tine, en, piloto? Something to do to wait out
the journey."



"I think you m sunderstand, Armazon," he said
seriously. "I wish only to get Aufeya back and to
destroy Hellsturrn. Anything you can tell ne "

He broke off at the other's grating guffaw
"Pardon me, piloto, but you are a foreigner
unused to our ways. You wish to destroy this
man, Hellsturm Very admirable, | admt. He is
an evil man. But you do not know him W have
a saying in Dalucia, piloto. 'Easy to say, hard to
acconplish.' You know it, eh? No? Well, now you
do."

"l have seen what Hell sturmcan do. He
nmurdered ny friend. "

n Ah. n
"I will destroy him™"

"Bravo. Bravo!" Arnmazon cl apped his hands
derisively. "You will pardon ne, piloto, if I do not
join in the celebration just yet, eh? | have a
somewhat nore pragmatic turn of mnd than do
you, apparently."”

"You were about to tell ne about the Senhor's
deat h."

"Ah, yes. So | was. He was murdered in a duel."
He squinted up at Mbichi once again, gauging the
response to what he had just said. "Oh, yes, |
know what you must be thinking. One enters a
Dal uzan duel as a matter of honor and one
accepts, honorably, what Di hos decrees as the
outcome. That is part of Daluzan law. It is fixed.
A constant. No one may interfere in a Dal uzan
duel ." H's face was a sea of seething enotion, as
if the words, like individual bricks, falling fromhis
lips, anticipated the crunbling of some strong
wall. Hi s voice becane

BENEATH AN OPAL MOON 107

a hiss of suppressed hate. "I tell you this, piloto, as
certain as | am standing on this deck speaking to

you now, soneone violated that sacred | aw.

Soneone interfered.”

Moi chi stared at himsilently. The man was
working hinself up into a state of great agitation.

"This is how |l know, piloto. | knew M I hos
Sequillas well, very well | mght even say. W
sai |l ed together on many a prosperous voyage, not
all the time as master and bos'un, if you catch ny
nmeani ng. Aboard ship, well, piloto, who am| to
tell you? The tenets of the sea are nuch different
than those held on [and, eh? Restrictions are



lifted, prohibitions vanish like so much mst, eh?
Eh? Here one is free to be oneself. The chains of
class and wealth ne'er apply. That was the kind of
man M1 hos Seguillas was. He was a high lord who
cared nore for the sea and those loyal to it than
all the silver in the world." He squinted up at

Moi chi. "She is a cruel mistress, the sea, eh

pil oto? W& both know that. She is harsh and
unforgiving but Iike a lover she cradl es those who
are faithful to her. You think that superstitious
nonsense?" He hawked and spat, clearidg his
throat, as if fromthe clotted enotion spilling out.
"Listen to me well, piloto. MIlhos Seguillas was an
expert swordsman. Expert! He would not have

been killed so quickly in a duel unless " He
paused, his nmouth hangi ng open, as if he felt

hi nsel f on a precipice and in voicing this hidden
know edge he had begun to fear his own words.

"He was poi soned, piloto. Poisoned just before the
duel began. | saw the body. | know. A substance
few know of, derived froma plant indigenous to a
region far to the northwest. But Dal uzans, they
have little contact with poisons.”

"But for Senhor Seguillas to be poisoned in such
a manner this could not possibly be

acconpl i shed by his opponent," Mbichi pointed
out .

"Precisely, piloto. You have cut directly to the
heart of the matter. Senhor Seguillas' foe has a
cunni ng acconplice. One so fantastically clever
t hat the Senhor never even suspected."

"What are you sayi ng, Arnmazé6n?"

"lust this, piloto. Senhor Seguillas was poi soned
by his wife!"

"My God, man, do you have any proof of this?"

"Proof, piloto? Aye. Proof enough. Not such that
woul d prick the interest of a nagistrate. But, 1'll
warrant, enough to satisfy nme. | knew Senhor
Sequillas. And I know his wife."

"Does Aufeya know anything of this matter?"
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"Not a bit, piloto. Leastw se, not fromthese
lips. |I've breathed nought to a soul save yourself.'

"Then why have you told ne?

"You said you wished to save Aufeya, piloto.
Wl | and good. You are not Dal uzan. You are
not bl ood. You can go where others, constrained
per haps by the conventions of the |and, cannot.
You nust hel p Aufeya and Senhor Seguillas. You



must avenge his death. Kill Aufeya's nother!™

Moi chi | ooked away from those bl ue eyes,
burning with a mani ¢ passion. Thick cunul us
were building thenselves | ow on the horizon
ahead of themto the northeast. Their tops were
pure white but, as they continued to nmount, he
caught a glinpse of their dark undersides. Storm
clouds. A squall was forming. It was far off, too
distant to be an imedi ate threat, for the w nd
had not yet changed. But the gulls to port were
al ready beginning to wheel, crying, toward the
hi gh shore

He stared into those blue eyes. "I can proni se
you no such thing, Armazén. Aufeya is ny
concern, not her mother or her dead father."

The bos'un's eyes bl azed and he trenbled with
rage. "Cobarde!" Spittle flew fromhis glistening
lips. "You nmeddle in matters over which you have
no understandi ng. You are an outl ander! What is
Dal uci a to you? Less than nothing." He | aughed
grimy. ''"Ah, for you! Save yourself the m sery,
piloto. Throw yourself overboard before you
reach Corruna. Let the sea take care of you for
you | ook death in the face and you do not even
know it!" He went away from Moichi in a rush
| eapi ng for'ard, sw nging around the mai nnast,
al nost colliding with Chiisai as she came aft,
bef ore di sappearing into the for'ard hatch

Chiisai cane up fromthe position she had
t aken near the bow soon after they had set sail.
Al the day, she had stayed there, studying the
configuration of the shoreline, constantly checking
it against the detailed nmaps aboard the | orcha.

"W are mmki ng exceptional tine, Michi," she
sai d making no nention of the altercation with
Armazén. She pointed to port. "See there, already
we are near the coast city of Singtao. "

There, where she pointed, he could see the
ci nnabar snudge of the urban spraw, far smaller
than m ghty Sha' angh' sei but inmportant in its own
right. The city's color was no illusion of the light
for it was here that the fanmed red clay was
exported to the world of man. It was the finest in
all the world, and
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artisans, no matter where they resided, insisted upon
using it. The light was peculiar now because the

vast bank of squall cunulus had not | owered

entirely and the sun, caught behind it, neverthel ess
managed to fight through the underside so that the
sea was illunminated by what sailors called the trai

of the Oruborus, brilliant as nolten netal where



the rays hit it, as deep and brooding as iron
everywhere el se. Above the storm the sky was a
peculiar canary yellow fading to a cold dense gray.

His nostrils dilated and he scented. "It is coning
now," he told her. "And quickly." As if to
underscore his words, there cane a deep but
di stant runbl e of thunder, echoing across the sea.
He | ooked to port. Al the gulls were gone now,
havi ng sought the safety of the shore. For us, too,
Moi chi t hought .

"Un buque!" The piercing call of the | ookout
vibrated in the air. A ship.

"Donde?" He call ed.
"Adel ante! "

He gazed straight ahead. For a noment he saw
not hi ng but the heaving sea, nmade dark and dul
by the confluence of the flying thunderheads. They
were very close now. Then he oriented and saw
the triangular sail emerging fromout of the cloud
bank whi ch now seenmed to dip right into the
heavi ng water. Whitecaps were appearing with
alarmng rapidity.

"Cudl cl ase de buque?" He called to the | ookout.
These were unfam liar waters to him Better to
rely on the Dal uzans here.

"Monento, pilots!"’

The wi nd, gusting erratically, was plucking at the
canvas with intensity as the storm approached; the
rigging sang its mournful tune. Normally he woul d
have called for themto strike canvas. But sone
si xth sense, born to himupon the sea, caused him
to delay. He wanted a positive identification first.
He swung abruptly around as a particularly strong
gust threatened to turn them ''Firne! Firme, hijo!'
This to the hel msnan, who he knew was young.

"Do you not think we should make for shore?"
Chii sai said.

"Not yet." Michi had turned back, was |istening
for the lookout's identification. "Hellsturrn already
has a sizable head start on us. W cannot afford to
et himbuild on that advantage. He has outrun the
storm | have little doubt. W nust weather it."

"l have felt the force of the storns here in the
nort hwest."''
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She was, of course, speaking in relation to her
hone, Amano-nori. Mbichi thought of



Sha' angh' sei being in the south, which it was in
relation to the rest of the continent of man. "And
that was in a sea-going threemaster. Do you

think ?"

But Moichi had signaled her to silence. He was
concentrati ng.

"Alorcha!" The | ookout's cry cane. "Daluz'!"
"One of theirs,” Chiisai said

"Vigilarse cui dadosanente!" he cried to the
| ookout. Watch it closely. Because there was
somet hing not quite right. He turned to the
hel msman. "A babor! Aprisa!'' Quickly now The
| orcha swung to port, heading in toward the
shoreline. Michi, after a brief glance into the
shrouds, kept his gaze fixed on the other vessel

"What's the matter?" Chiisai asked.
He ignored her, calling, "Rohja! Don' estd?

A young sailor working at midships called for a
man to replace him scranbled aft. "Piloto." He
was tall with a broad chest and mnuscul ar arns.
H s face was long and thin, dom nated by the
dark brooding eyes of a predator. He was dressed
in a white cotton shirt, dark trousers and a purple
headband. An exceptionally functional outfit.

"What do you nake of that?" Michi said,
pointing to the oncom ng ship.

The sail or peered ahead. "A lorcha.™

"The design is Daluzan. That is not the sane
thing." He continued to peer ahead but the | ow
Iight was making sightings difficult. "Strange sail,"
he sai d.

"What do you nean?"

"Just that | have never seen a Dal uzan vesse
wi th bl ack canvas before. Perhaps you shoul d ask
Armazon. "

"I am asking you, Rohja," Gaze flicking from
the oncoming craft to the cunulus behind it.
Fl ash of |ightning, blue-white upon the mrror of
the sea. The other lorcha had altered course but
it could be heading into shore as was Michi's
vessel . He kept their course, heading in, but his
head was full of the cal culation of vectors; he
needed no instrunentation for this.

"I think they mean to intercept us, piloto."

"They may just be heading in to shore, as we



are," Mbichi pointed out.
"The angle isn't right."

"Tell me, Rohja, would Senhora Seguillas y
Oiwara send a ship after her daughter?"

"Not likely, piloto. No one knew where we were
bound or
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even that we had gone until after we had set
sail."

Rohj a was increasingly agitated but Michi
remai ned calm

"The lorcha is primarily a merchant vessel, is it
not? Correct ne if | amwong." It appeared now

as if the other lorcha would reach them before the
storm di d.

"That is true, piloto. But | nust point out that is
so only on short voyages around Dal uzan waters.

For a trip along the coast" he shook his head "it

is far too small a vessel to be in the |least practical
You woul d not be able to | oad enough cargo to

make the voyage worthwhile."

That, of course, was the point; the anonaly of
the other lorcha: it was coming on far too fast to
be carrying any kind of load. He called sharply to
the hel msman, "Recobrarse el curve!"

The man spun the wheel as sailors leapt to the
rigging and the lorcha swept to starboard, then
righted itself. They were now noving out at a
tangent, away fromthe shore, into the full face of
the storm The wind how ed, just bel ow gate | evel
and the sky was a grey nass, low and roiling Iike
steamfroma kettle. The horizon to the northeast
had di sappeared into a kind of continuous blur as
rain slanted violently down.

"You have been of nuch hel p, Rohja," Mich
said. "Now go and fetch Arnmazén from
bel ondecks. We shall surely need him "

The man left the aft deck i mediately. In a
nmonent, the bos'un appeared with Rohja just
behind him Both were arned wth straight
narr ow bl aded swords

"Not Dal uzan, then," Chiisai said.

"I'f they are not, we shall see very soon now "
Moi chi noved back al ong the deck until he was
standi ng next to the helnmsman. "Listen to ne
closely now, hijo, and nove this vessel as | speak



| mredi ately, do you understand? Each nmonent is
vitas and any delay may undo us."

"l understand, piloto."
"Good. "

The other lorcha halt altered its course away
fromshore. It was close now, tacking away from
the wind so that it could cut across their bow and
i ntercept them

"'"Hjo," Michi said. "Steer us directly for them"
"Piloto?" The man was starred.

"Do as | say, Oruborus take you!" MNbichi
barked. "Head for himnow"

Armaz6én rushed aft with Robja in his wake as he
di scerned
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their course. The lorcha swing in an arc, directly
for the other vessel

"Are you mad?" Ammazon cried. "Wth all sai
and in this gale we shall surely destroy each other
Sheer off!"

Moi chi ignored him addressing Rohja instead.
"WIl the canvas take the strain?"

Rohj a gl anced upward. "Yes, piloto. There is no
problemfromrips "

Moi chi heard his tentative tone. "But

"But there may be sone danger of capsi zing.
Wth all sail if the stormcaught us dead on, we
woul d go over and down |like a stone.'

"He is right, piloto!" Armazon brandi shed the
sword. "Either way, it is suicide! Sheer off,
devil fish take your eyes!"

The hel msnan was sweating and Mbi chi
munmmured reassuringly to him "Firme, hills.
Firme."

They were heading directly at the onconi ng
lorcha, the fierce wind propelling themdizzyingly
across the waves. They were coming up on it with
appal ling swi ftness, the stormfront just behind. It
was gai ning on the other ship.

Fittings creaked as the canvas strained in the
bucki ng wi nd and men scranbl ed constantly to
keep the sheets at their proper angle. They were



maki ng all speed.

But Mbichi's gaze had swung away fromthe
other lorcha. He watched the rising of the squall
cal cul ati ng di stances and speed, the vectors
conm ng together. It was going to be very close.

Dimy he heard Chiisai call his name. He
fumed, saw Armazon, sword gl eam ng, nounting
the short conpanionway to the raised aft deck

"Cet away fromthere, piloto! Leave the helm
You will kill us all in your nadness'"

"Chiisai," Michi said softly so that she could
hear. "Stand just here, on the other side of the
hel msnan. See that we stay bow on to the other
ship no matter which way he twists. Stand off this
deck, bos'un," he said, noving forward as he un-
sheat hed his own sword. "You have a job to do.
want the nen arnmed in the event we are boarded
See to it!"

"I shall see to your death first, piloto!" He
swung wildly at Michi, who slid his upper torso
away fromthe blow and at the sane tine, sent a
vi ci ous two-handed sl ash obliquely across the
other's blade. It sheared through |ike a stal k of
ri pe wheat. Mbichi stepped up, sheathing his
sword, and let fly a
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balled fist into the bos'un's face. Hs arnms flung
out wi de, Armazon plunmeted backward onto the
mai n deck. There he |l ay, stunned.

"Rohja," Michi called, "see that he is all right.
Then make certain the nen are armed. | want no
surprises. Quick y, now There is little tinme!"

He returned to the helm saw that they were stil
dead on.

"Good," he murmured. "Very good."

The other | orcha was now quite close. So close,
in fact, that he could see the individual nen
manning it. "Wat ?"

"Rohj al!" He saw the man. He had just returned
from bel owdecks. "Look to the other ship! Are
t hose Dal uzan?"

"No, piloto, they are not!"

Moi chi had t hought not. Those nen were | arger
than the Dal uzans, broad-shoul dered and heavily
nmuscled in a narrowwai sted athletic way. They had
hair as yellow as the sun and their skin was so fair



it appeared al nost white.

"What fol k mans that | orcha?"

"Tudescans," canme the reply.
"Who are they?" Chiisai said. "I have never
heard of them "

"Nor |," Mdichi replied. "But we are about to
find out." Rohja scrambled aft in answer to
Moi chi's sunmons.

"The Tudescans are fromthe north, froma | and
above Dal ucia. "

"What could they want fromus? Are they pirates?"

"No, piloto, not to nmy know edge, though they
are nost certainly a villainous lot."

Moi chi considered this for a nonment. There
were six different words for villainous in Daluzan
that he was aware of perhaps there were
nmore and all had their own various shades of
nmeani ng. The one Rohja had used had nmany
ram fications. Too many to contenpl ate now, but
he filed the information away for |ater study.

" Ahoral! "

The two | orchas were bearing down upon each
ot her now and he could see the frantic activity on
the other ship as it tried to maneuver away so that
it could close al ongside.

As it had worked out, Michi was obliged to cut
it very fine, and if it did not work, their vesse
woul d be beamon into the ravaging squall with al
sails full and that would be the end, as Armaz6n
feared. Nothing in the world could save them from
goi ng down.
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"Steady," he urged the hel nsman. "Steady. They
are trying to shake us off."

Sheets of rain, so heavy they were al nost solid,
were closing in rapidly, cutting light drastically;
j udgi ng di stances accurately was now a mngj or
probl em mai nly because the blurring effect tended
to foreshorten the distance. So it took a fraction
of a monent |onger for himto guide the |orcha
as his brain interpreted the images of his vision
and made the necessary readjustnments.

Howl i ng gusts of wind buffeted the sails, giving
the nmen great difficulty. But they were very good
and their course held true. Still he shouted



encour agerment and they redoubled their efforts.

Besi de him the hel nsman had begun trenbling.
In just a few short nonents, the two bow waves
woul d be mingling. It was going to be that close.

"Steady," he crooned into the wind. "steady as she
goes. "

Masts bending in the gale. A sharp cry al ong
t he mai ndeck. lgnore it.

"Keep her bow on!" Moichi cried. He pulled the
shaki ng hel msman Tom hi s post; he had done as
much as coul d be expected.

The yards creaking. Howing |like the hounds of
hel I .

"Steady now " he told hinmself, his fingers
gripping the helm guiding it. He felt the thrill of
t he ship wash over himthen, knew she had
recogni sed his competence, acknow edged his
| eader shi p. She acqui esced, truly his nowto
conmmand.

The nen sweating, hauling on the lines, heels
trying to find a no-slip purchase on the tarred
deck.

"Right there."

Felt Chiisai close beside him welcom ng her
war nt h and support.

"Ri ght here."

The rain rushing toward themlike a vast
funereal shroud, a waterfall of black liquid netal
t hi ck and bl i ndi ng.

"Yes, right herel™

The other lorcha, big and dark, |oom ng over
them i ke a gargantuan tonbstone, blotting out

even the onconming stormwth its bulk, with the
ebon of its spread sail, taut and | eathery as a bat
Wi ng.

Abr upt wet ness begi nning and the hel nsnman

crying out in fear because he thought it was the
first onrush of the other ship's bow wave washi ng
over them and Michi crying,
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-"Ahora! Now Now! Hard to starboard!" He spun

at the wheel, but the seas were already so heavy
that there was enornous resistance. Chiisai |eaned
intoit with himand then the trenbling hel nsman,



his teeth chattering and his eyes rolling wildly so
that the whites showed all the way around. "Heave!
Heave! " The hel m began to turn. "By the

Oruborus, put your weight into it! Heavel!"

The | orcha bucked, swung to starboard.

A solid wall of water rose up and the hel nsman

was scream ng agai n because he could already fee
the titanic death shudder of his vessel as the other
lorcha hit it.

"Don't |let up! Heave!"

And they were into the squall, another world,
crossing the threshol d. The downpour obscured
everything and they hung on to the wheel, all three
of them |lest they be washed overboard. But
Moi chi was already turning his head toward the
port side, watching, watching through the clouds of
hi ssing water, seeing, as if through sonme magic
vi ewer, the snmudge of the other |orcha, made dark
and bulky by its angle and proximty, turned
broadside into the stormin its attenpt to veer
away fromtheir charge. It was breaking up. He
heard the splintering even above the crash of the
storm thought he could even discern cries in a
strange | anguage, guttural, cuneiformwiting cone
to life in speech, dying now am dst the torn spars
and splintered hull.

He heaved with them bringing themout of their
starboard arc, back onto a straight course.

He relinquished the helmto the hel nsman and
turned to find Chiisai staring at him She put one
smal | hand, fingers outspread, on his chest. Hs
shirt had bl owmn open and she touched his bare
skin. Rain drove at themrelentlessly, filmng their
faces, running down their necks. They were
drenched to the skin.

Mer-Ma; ~2's Tal es

DURI NG t he | ong ni ght he dreanms of home. O

wai ting |Iskael, baking in the swollen sumer's
sun. It is the season when nothing noves al ong

the vast tracts of the desert; not caravans which
inthe fall, will journey forth, |aden with spices
and cedar; not pilgrinms making the arduous trek

to the holy sites at the foot of the mountain built,
so it is said, by the hand of God. It is the tine
when the desert is ruled by the scorpions and

sand snakes during the day, and the fleet pack
rats at night.

It is the time when he is a boy, already tall and
muscul ar, when he rides his father's | and on
hor seback, supervising much of the work. He is
acconpani ed by Al'eph, his tutor, a man of



i ndeterm nate age who is present in order to
assure Michi's father that the boy's secul ar and
religious studies do not suffer because of his
wor k.

"My boy," Al'eph calls to him as they rein up
atop a low bluff, "it is time for your m dday
| esson. "

"Not today, Al'eph," he says, "Please."

"Moichi, | cannot force you but | am
constrained to point out that your father is
al ready nost anxi ous about the slow progress of
your studies. This will do nothing to assuage his
anxiety. "

"It isny life, A'eph," Michi says. "I know you
understand this even if he does not."

The other nods. "This is quite correct, my boy.
But neither am| the one with the ferocious
tenmper. You are not the only one brought on the
carpet if matters are not to his conplete
satisfaction."”

"I know what you put up with," he says, "and
appreciate it. But today the sun is hot and the
shaded waters of the brook in the northwest
guadrant seemirresistible.”
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Al ' eph sighs. "All right. Go take your swi m But
in return you nmust prom se to rendezvous with ne
here just after sunset. W shall return hone
toget her, as your father would wish it."

Moichi lifts a hand in assent, digs his boot heels
into his nmount's flanks and he is off, galloping
down the far side of the bluff, over the rolling
fields of wheat.

In the manner of dream novenent, he finds
hi nsel f at the brook, dismounted, staring through
a gap in the dense greenery. He sees the frothy
water, so inviting. But this day the brook is not
deserted, despite its distance from any najor or
m nor roads.

Wthin the streamstands a girl with short auburn
hair. He noves slightly to get a better view and
sees that she is in the process of disrobing.

Al ready she is w thout her blouse, and her skin,
clouded with freckles, is tanned alnost to the col or
of teak. Lithe nuscles ripple as she bends, placing
the bl ouse on the far bank, and he catches an
all-too-brief glinpse of one breast, firmas a ripe



appl e, the nipple hard. Then she turns her back

and he sees the deep groove of her spine,

shadowed all the way down to the tops of her
buttocks, so unutterably erotic that he feels his

| egs begin to trenmble with the force of his | onging.

The water rushes onward, hiding her feet and

ankl es, the bottoms of her calves. She wears only

a pair of cut-off pants now and her bare |legs, like
the bifurcated stalk of sone exotic flower, hold his
attention. They are beautifully formed, so full of a
hi dden excitenent that, for a nonent, he inmagines
hinself to be a desert explorer who, after seasons
of searching, at |last comes upon a previously

undi scovered m ne of precious gens.

H s breath cones as hard as a bellows and he is
terrified that she will hear his stentorian wheezi ng.
The bl ood, poundi ng through his veins, sounds like
hamrer bl ows upon his inner ear and his head
seens to jerk with every pul se.

As if in terrible confirmation of his thoughts, the
girl turns, looks directly at him He freezes, not
even daring to breathe. He stares, mesmerised, as
if seeing an ethereal faerie creature cone to life.
Her eyes are enornous and as green and bright as
pol i shed jade, |long sooty |ashes giving thema
hi ghly nysterious aspect. A broad forehead, small
nose and generous lips. Her face is captivating.

Then she turns away, mracul ously w thout

havi ng noticed him and he feels a kind of chil
after that hot, hot stare, as if a cloud had passed
before the face of the sun
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Her hands are working now in front of her

hi dden fromhim and this, too, increases the
eroticismof the moment. Then, incredibly, she
sways slightly back and forth as she works her
pants down her hips. And she is conpletely
naked.

She begins to turn again but he can stand no

nore. Moving back into the deep shadows of the
foliage, he feverishly tears at his clothes. He is
sweating. Buttons catch at the material of his
shirt, cloth sticks to his back and arnms as he tries
to pull it off.

At length, he is ready and, noving to the gap
he thrusts hinself through and, wi thout pause,
hurls hinself into the water of the brook

It islike ice and his flesh is raised in goose
bunps. He lifts his head fromthe water, shaking
the droplets fromhis brows and eyel ashes, but he
is alone in the brook for as far as the eye can see.



They sailed into the port of Corruna on the
wi ngs of fair weather and a stiff fresh w nd out of
t he sout heast quarter.

Far fromthe spraw ing spl endor of Sha'angh' se
that tended to awe the initiate, Corruna was
nevert hel ess a beautiful sight. The Dal uzan port
was conparatively small and perfectly conpact.
Stone jetties, nostly man-nade, thrust out into
the blue water, anply accommodati ng the many
swift lorchas that, as Rohja had indicated, plied
Dal uzan waters on short-range trade.

I mredi ately to the northeast, a deep |agoon
was sheltered by a narrow curving peninsula, |ike
a wel com ng cape to weary travelers in |arger
craft. Near the bow, Mdichi could make out seven
three-nmasters at anchor there.

The city itself was laid out in a w de crescent,
the arns of its extremties encircling the port.
Corruna was a swath of white cubicul ar buil di ngs
bui It around-spectacul ar circul ar plazas whose
centers were invariably filled with beautifully
scul pted fountains or small arboreal sanctuaries.
Bel | s seened to peal al mbst constantly, enmanating
fromthe blunt towers of nyriad iglesias.

The Daluzan culture did not use brick inits
constructions, perhaps for aesthetic reasons; used
only wood paneling and stippled stucco inits
interiors. Al npbst wthout exception, the buildings
of the city were made of a kind of fired adobe
that was neticul ously seal ed agai nst the cold of
the winters, then thickly whitewashed to a matte
finish.

If the houses of Corruna seened at first colorl ess,
the citizens

BENEATH AN OPAL MOON 119

were just the opposite, for their clothing, in which
t hey took inordinate pride, was of the nost

brilliant colors; every shade and its harnonic was
represented amd the tight formalismof the nen

and the swirling ruMes of the wonen.

The [ orcha nosed slowy alongside a jetty and
fore and aft lines were thrown to waiting hands.
Moi chi, awaiting their docking, was watching
Armazén. He had made an eneny there, he knew,
when he had knocked the bosom down in front of
his crew. He shrugged nentally. There had been
no help for it. But he knew that, while he was
here, he would have to keep a weather eye on the
man. He had told Chiisai the gist of his talk with
Armaz6én but nothing further was said of the
natter.



They bunped agai nst the wharf and Mi chi,

nmovi ng back to m dships, stepped off the | orcha,
followed by Chiisai. As they stood there, breathing
deeply, adjusting to being on | and once nore,

Rohj a cane up

"You will, no doubt, wish to go to the house of
the Seguillas y Oriwara,"” he said. "Allow ne to be
your guide."

"If you give us the directions, | amquite certain
we will find our way," Mdichi said. "If you would
be anmenable, | would ask you to do something for
ne."

"If I amable, I will be nost glad to help."

"Good. | want you to hang around here. Do

what ever you normally do. | want to know if any

ship comng in on the sane line as we did docked
here. It would be, oh, either early this norning or
late last night. Do you think you can do that?"

Rohj a grinned, adjusted the purple headband.

H s eyes were bright. "Aye, piloto. It will be easy."

"Do not make the mstake of taking this lightly,
Rohj a," Michi cautioned. "This man we followis
nost dangerous and he is certain to have
confederates here, | do not want to place you in
j eopardy "

"Pl ease do not trouble yourself on that score,”
Rohja said. "I can take care of nyself. No one wll
know what | am about. "

"That includes Armazon," Michi said pointedly.

Rohj a snorted. "I need no rem nder on that
score, piloto. There was no | ove | ost between the
two of us long before | sided with you back there."

"lust be careful."”

"Armazé6n is an old nan. He will cause ne no
trouble."

Rohj a was about to go but, on inpul se, Mich
hel d hi m back by asking, "Do you know anyt hi ng
about the duel in which the Senhor was killed?"
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The sailor thought a monent, then shrugged.

"Not much, piloto. | did not nyself see it | was
not in the enploy of the Seguillas y Oiwara,
then but | was told that the Senhor was

overmat ched fromthe outset.’



"Was the Senhor an expert swordsnman?"

"By all accounts he was. But there is an ancient
Dal uzan proverb: 'Excellence is fleeting, for
perfection does not exist; there is always soneone
better.'"

"A nost sobering thought,” Chiisai said. Robja
was one of the few Dal uzans Mi chi had
encountered who had a true grasp of the comon
tongue. They had used it now not only for her
benefit but to ensure privacy in this public place.

"I ndeed, " Rohja agreed. "Mst nel ancholy. But
we Dal uzans believe that it teaches one humlity."

"Do you know, Rohja,'' Michi said, "whether it
was a fair duel ?"

"Al'l Daluzan duels are fair, piloto, by definition."
"ArmazOn seens to think otherw se."

"Ah, Armazén. Well, | cannot say that | am at
all surprised. "

"Why is that?"

"Well, he loved the Senhor, piloto, yes, as if
they were brothers. But sonmething transpired
during the last year of the Senhor's life. | do riot
know what none of the nmen, | suspect do but
per haps four seasons before the Senhor was killed
in the duel, he ceased to use Armaz6n's |orcha."”
He turned and pointed. "This one, in point of
fact. The Senhor's fleet is vast, you no doubt
know, but he steadfastly sailed with Armazon
until " He shrugged. "It happened very abruptly,
you know. Very strange after so long a tine."

"Did they have a fight?"

"If there was one, it did not occur in public.
And, of course, Armaz6n woul d never speak of
it."

"But what has this to do with what Armazén
suspects happened in the duel ?"

"lust this. Ever since the Senhor's death, he has
changed. "

"That is understandabl e, given

"No, no. | mean over and above the feelings of
grief. He has becone, | don't know, someone
el se unrecogni sable to any who knew himin the
old time when the Senhor was alive. He is driven
by an enmotion | detest. Guilt." He shrugged.
"Over what, | do not know "



Moi chi | ooked over the other's shoul der at the
gently rocking
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| orcha. "Perhaps we will never know now. Listen
Rohj a, we should neet tonight. Can you suggest a
pl ace?"

The sailor thought for a nmonment. "Aye. There is
a fisherman's taverna near here, along the docks.
It is called EI Canbiro. It lies at the foot of Calle
Cérdel, where the street ends at the sea. " He
squinted up at the sun. '"iGve ne until mdnight,
piloto. These matters, you know, cannot be rushed.
Sailors are a stony lot on |and" he grinned
broadly "until the lIiquor |oosens their tongues,
eh?"

It took themsome time but, at |ength, they were
directed to the Plaza de |a Pesqui sa.

It was constructed of shinmering white cobbles
which flashed in the sunlight |ike dianonds. Inits
heart was a thick copse of green olive trees, half
hi dden wi thin which was a tiny bubbling fountain.
This last was of a grey stone, rough-grained j
al nrost |ike coastal granite, carved into the shape
of a man with brawny shoulders, a full curling
beard and the tail of a fish. He had deep-set eyes
and arching eyebrows. His hair was conposed of
ringlets of tiny crustaceans. The stone swept up
behind him apparently left inits natural state so
that it looked like a mniature cliff fromwhose lip
the water spewed out and over him H's entire
surface gl eaned under the liquid lens of the font.

"The Dal uzans are a religious people,” Mich
said to Chiisai when she conmented on the statue,
"much given to superstition, folklore and nyths."

"I heard about the Kay-lro De of Sha' angh'se
fromthe Dai San," she said, still staring at the
m ni ature figure.

"Yes, well | think that the time of her physica
mani festation is gone now t hough, no doubt, her
spirit will never |eave Sha' angh'sei. "

"But tine is cyclic, don't you think? These
creatures"” she indicated the fountain's
figures "or others very like themw ||l return again
in sone other age."

"No doubt," Michi said with a wy twist of his
lips. "But not, | trust, in ours.'

The buil dings around the Plaza de | a Pesquisa
were a good deal larger and nore ornate than



nost they had seen on their way through the city
and this oversize effect gave to the plaza a rather
austere grandeur that was singular in Corruna.

There were benches of scrolled wought iron
scattered at different points around the copse. On
one, two old nen, small
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and with sun-dried skin |ike |eather, sat snoking
pi pes and chatting idly in the shade. They were
both dressed in pure white linen suits, as el egant
and neat as if they were on parade. This color,
Moi chi knew, was reserved here for the elderly.

"Per donane, senhores. Don' estd |a casa de | a
Senhora Seguillas y Oiwara?"

They both | ooked up, ceasing their |ow chatter
staring at himfromhead to foot. They gazed at
Chiisai for a time before returning their attention
to him One of the men pointed a bony finger at
Moi chi, said something to his conmpanion in
Dal uzan di alect so rapidly that Michi failed to
understand it. The other man | aughed shortly, not
unki ndly, cocked his head, his seablue eyes on
Moi chi .

The old man who still pointed at Michi said,
"You are not Daluzan. Not of the blood." He
tapped the side of his nose with a finger. "I can
tell." He smiled enigmatically. H's square teeth
were stained yellow by snmoke. "But you could
pass, | warrant, in a pinch. I'll just bet you could,
yes." He stretched backward, pointed over his

shoul der. "There lies the house you seek. On the
far side of the plaza.” He snmiled again. "Is it not
al ways so, in life?" H's conpani on nodded sagely

at his side, though he had been addressing

Moi chi . "Good day to you, senhor. Senhora. Good
luck."

Moi chi nodded, murmuring his farewells, and
with Chiisai went out fromthe edge of the copse,
across the sun-spl ashed plaza, past the rustling
olive trees, the buzzing cicadas, the small
bl ack-wi nged birds flitting fromtree to tree,
| eaving the figure of the fountain behind.

Moi chi wore a sea-green silk shirt with wide
sl eeves and tight cobalt-blue trousers which he
had tucked into his high brown sea boots. His
sword hung, scabbarded, at his side and the twin
copper-hilled dirks were thrust casually into his
wi de | eather belt.

Chiisai still wore her arnor breastplate but had
changed into tight pants the col or of pal est sea
foam also tucked into her high boots. Over her



arnor she wore her Sha' angh'sei quilted jacket.
Her twi n scabbarded swords were clearly visible.

The Seqguillas y Oiwara house was an
enor nous whitefacaded two-story structure on the
north side of the plaza. Its left side abutted
anot her building but, on its right, a street |led off
the plaza. Lush trees lined this thoroughfare and
what portions of the house Michi coul d nmake
out behind this verdant
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screen were covered in ivy, reaching around al ong
t he upper story on the front of the house.

One was obliged to approach the
copper - and- har dwood staircase facing left, for it
curved out and around as gracefully as a swan's
neck as it ascended toward the high double doors
at the front of the dwelling. These were
wood- panel ed, banded with bronze strips which
Moi chi was certain, had at one time found service
on an oceangoi ng schooner, for time and the
m neral s of the sea had conmbined to give thema
greeni sh pati na.

They went up the staircase and Mi chi knocked

on the doors. The small wought-iron bal conies
projecting fromthe upper floor wi ndows in front
contrived to put themin an obliquely banded |ight.

The doors swung ponderously inward.

Two short, dark-haired Daluzans in black cotton
one-pi ece suits held the doors but the man who
confronted them was not Daluzan at all. He was
tall, towering even over Michi, dwarfing Chiisai
He was too thin for his height; this was one's
i medi ate i npression. Hi s gaunt face was hairl ess
except for a thin black nustache which drooped
forlornly on either side of his nmouth. H's dark eyes
wer e al nond-shaped and his skin had a yell ow
cast. The vault of his domed head soared upward
above his narrow- bridged nose.

This man is from Sha' angh' sei, Mi chi thought.

"Yes?" the man said in perfect Daluzan. "Wat
is it you w sh?"

Not the nost cordial of wel conmes, Mbichi
t hought. The man wore a Dal uzan suit in |ight
yel | ow whi ch consi sted of hi ghwai sted trousers and
| oose-fitting shirt tied about the waist with a
narrow brai ded cord sash. If he was anned, he
concealed it well.

"W wish to speak to the Senhora Seguillas y
Oiwara," Michi said



"I amafraid that will be quite inmpossible, senhor
The Senhora is entertaining no visitors. "

"Neverthel ess, | believe the Senhora will wish to
see us. W have cone to Corona aboard one of
her own | orchas and bring news of her daughter."

Sonething glittered far back in the man's eyes
and he inclined his head. "Follow ne, please, | wll
i nfformthe Senhora."

The doors were cl osed behind them as they went
down a
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short vestibul e and, passing through an arch of
stai ned gl ass, entered into the main hall of the
house. This was two stories high and was doned,

al nost cathedral -1i ke, paneled in pecan wood and
hung at regular intervals with snall tapestries de-
picting scenes of the sea and its deni zens; sea
lions, porpoises, whal es sounding. At the end of
the hallway a nost singul ar stairway wound
upward. It appeared at this distance to be carved
out of an enornous ship's figurehead, a naiden

of the sea, long tangled hair blown back by the
wi nd.

On either side of the hallway, rolling doors
stood closed. As they passed the first one on the
right, Michi saw it slide open for just a nonment
and glinpsed within the shadows beyond dark
flashing eyes in a young feral e face.

The man with the droopi ng nmustache | ed them
through a rolling door further along on the |eft
and into a drawi ng room Then, bidding them
wait, he left them

Here the plaster walls were painted green, as
dark as the depths of the ocean, and were hung
wi t h pai ntings whose subject matter was invariably
religious in nature.

"The Dal uzans rmust have a very different
feeling about religion, " Chiisai said, pacing from
painting to painting. "How depressing. |Is there no
happi ness associated with their gods?"

"They believe in the One God, Chiisai," Mich
said. "As do ny folk."

"As yet, the kam are unknown to these people."
"Kam . "

"Um hum The nminor gods whose task it is to
gui de the souls of the dead back into their new



lives."

Moi chi realized he knew very little of Bujun
religious thought.

"We see existence as an enornous wheel; life is
nmerely one part of it." She was at the last painting
now and she paused. "Death, we believe, brings
an end to the corporeal only. The spirit lives on
and is returned to |life guided by the kam and the
i ndividual's karma. That is nost inportant.”

She was interrupted by the sound of the door
sliding back. They both turned. Franmed in the
doorway was the figure of a statuesque woman.

Her hair was long, fram ng her oval face, and it
was, startlingly, of the color and luster of silver
She had the kind of face which would shine

t hrough all around her no matter the

circunstances. Michi could feel her intense aura
all the way across the room and was remn nded

pi ercingly of
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Aufeya. She wore a silk suit of deep green which
perfectly matched her large, inquisitive eyes.

"I amthe Senhora Seguillas y Oriwara," she said
in avoice like an ice floe. "May | know why you
have cone here?"

Sonehow Moi chi was not surprised by this
abrupt and deci dedly inhospitable greeting. The
Dal uzans were quite schizophrenic in this regard.
They were fiercely polite, even to the point of
exasperation. But on the other hand they could as
easily be disconcertingly blunt when they so chose.

"My apol ogi es for disturbing you, senhora,"”
Moi chi said, inclining his head slightly. He used
the polite grammatical construction. "I am Mich
Annai -Nin of |skael and nmy conpanion is Chiisa
of Ama-no-nori." He paused, hoping for a
reaction. He got one.

The Senhora's eyes wi dened a fraction and she
stepped into the room The nustachi oed man
stood just outside the rooms threshold as still as
a statue.

"An | skamen and a Bujun," the Senhora said.
Wth some of the chill gone from her voice,
Moi chi could hear its true nel odi ousness. ''An odd
pair, to say the least." She indicated the nman
behi nd her. "Chinmoku tells nme you claimto have
sai |l ed here aboard one of ny |orchas. Which one?"

"The Chocante," Michi said. "Armazén is the
bostun. "



"I see." The Senhora gl anced back at Chi nmoku
for a nonment, her hands cl asped agai nst her | ong
thighs. "I did not even know that particular craft
had | eft Corruna."

"Senhora, your daughter commandeered the
Chocante. "

"I ndeed." The eyes flashed briefly. "And where
was she headed, Mbichi Annai-N n?"

"That | do not know. | canme across her in
Sha' angh' sei." No point in telling her about the
Sha-rida. "She told ne she had been bl own off
course by a storm That she had not meant to
cone to Sha' angh'sei." He took a deep breath.
Now for the difficult part. "She also told ne that
she was being pursued by a man." He paused
agai n, expecting an outburst. But the Senhora
stood calmy before him her expression
unchanged.

"Tell me, Mdichi Annai-Nn," the Senhora said
slowy, "why have you come here?"

"Your daughter has been abducted,” Michi said.

The Senhora turned and gl anced at Chi nmoku
agai n before addressing Michi. "I amafraid dhere
has been sone nistake."

"Pardon me for saying so, senhora, but no
nm st ake has been made. A man naned
Hel |l sturm ™
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"Hel | sturm"

"Yes, you know hi mthen?"

"What ? No. No, | know no such person. The
nane seened odd to ne, that is all."

"This man Hel | sturm snatched Aufeya

The Senhora drew hersel f up, her eyes

i nperiously cold. "Wat is it you want from ne,
senhor. Mbney? Ships? You have nade a grave
error. You will get nothing fromme. Now if you
will "

"Senhora!'' He felt as if reality were slipping
t hrough his fingers, dreamike. "Perhaps ny
know edge of Dal uzan is inadequate. Shall
repeat nysel f? Your "

"Yes, | know. My daughter has been abducted
by a man with an odd nane. Quite a fanciful
story a mer-nman's tale, in Daluzan idiom"



"My friend was nurdered by this man
Hel | sturm He gave his life to protect Aufeya.”

"I amsorry about your friend, Mbich
Annai -Nin. Truly I am But, you see, this has no
interest for ne." The Senhora nodded in

di smissal. "I have no daughter." At |ast her hands
uncl asped. "Now good day to you both.
Chi mmoku will see you out.” Wth that, she

turned and left themthere.

Qut side, they stood at the edge of the plaza for
a nonent. The Seguillas y Oriwara house
towered over them nute and nysterious.

They went toward the copse of olive trees, sat
down on a bench near the fountain. The old nen
were gone but the bl ackbirds had not abandoned
their arboreal world. Oblique light found its way
into the plaza between the gaps of the
surroundi ng buildings and the tops of the trees
were aflame with the light of sunset.

"Were you able to understand what was said in
there?" Michi said.

Chiisai nodded. "Pretty much. I'mexcellent in
i nguistics." She changed into Daluzan to
illustrate. "Wy do you think the Senhora was
lying to us?"

Moi chi raised his eyebrows and smled. "Wll,
| see you are a fast |earner."

She | aughed. "1 had Rohia teach ne in the
eveni ng when he was off watch."

"Very clever of you." H s snile faded as he
recal l ed the
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recent scene inside the Seguillas y Oiwara house.
"Something is very amss."

"I"l1l say. The Senhora's daughter |eaves Corruna
secretly, is threatened by a strange man, is finally
captured by him and the Senhora's only reaction
is to deny Aufeya's existence. It makes no sense.”

"Not yet it doesn't. But at |east we have a starting
poi nt."

"You nean the Senhora?"
"That is exactly what | nean."

"But she will tell us nothing."



"Then we shall just have to find a way of maki ng
her talk, won't we?"

"On the other hand, if Rohja successfully finds
out about where that other ship docked, we m ght
not need the Senhora's help at all,"” Chiisai pointed
out .

Moi chi was about to tell her that Iife never
seened to be that sinple when he heard a hissing
sound fromw thin the shadows of the dense
foliage and he turned, one hand on the hilt of his
sword. lust above and to one side of the fountain,
he saw t he vague outline of a human head. He
and Chiisai rose and went closer, standing beside
the fountain. He saw the face clearly then and
recogni sed those eyes as the ones regarding him
frombehind the sliding door in the Seguillas y
Oiwara house.

"Senhor," she breathed, and he nodded. "I could
not hel p but overhear what you told Chi moku.
Do you know what has happened to Auteya?"

"As | told the Senhora," Michi said. "She has
been am ducted. "

"Ch, Dihos!" The young worman's cry was choked
of f as she brought her hands across her nouth.

"What do you know of this?" Michi denmanded
The woman seemed to shrink back into the
shadows, nurnuring

"Let me try," Chiisai whispered to himand then
to the wonman, "Wat is your nanme, senhora?"

"Tola, senhora. | am Aufeya's doncella."

Chiisai turned her head. "Maid," WMbichi
whi sper ed.

"I am Chiisai," she said. "And this is Michi. W
are friends of Aufeya." She pointed for enphasis.
"Michi saved her life in Sha' angh' sei."

Tola stared fromChiisai to Miichi. "Is this so?"
Mbi chi nodded.

"How how does she | ook?" Tol a asked.
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Both Chiisai and Michi | ooked bew | dered.
"She was fine," Mdichi said. "But you must have
seen her before she left."

"Yes." Now it was Tola's turn to | ook puzzl ed.
"' But that was nany seasons ago. No one here has



seen her since she she left with the Tudescan."”

"Who was that?'' Chiisai asked. "Wat was his
name?"

"Why, Hellsturm of course.'' She wung her
hands. ''Ch, | knew that was an ill-onmened day."

Chiisai |eaned forward, touched the doncell a.
"Are you certain, Tola? Aufeya left Corruna wth
this man Hellsturrn."”

"Ay, yes, senhora. How could I forget? That day
the Senhora told all of us, '"As far as this house is
concened, ny daughter is dead."' "

"What do you nean?" Chiisai asked.

"Di hos! | have been gone too | ong. Perdonane, |
must go."

"Wait!" Chiisai cried. But Tola was gone,

darting into the trees and out the other side,
usi ng the shadows of the building to reach the far
side of the plaza.

They found a snoky taverna of white adobe and

bl ackened wood i n between a barber shop and a
bui | di ng that was obviously a conmmunal nedica
clinic; there was a | ong queue passing through the
wi de- open doors and out into the street. Inside,
they coul d make out the shapes of several prone
figures and snmell the scent of various

her bal - based nedi canments.

The taverna was not as crowded as those in

Sha' angh'sei. It was painted a brilliant white, its
| ow ceiling banded by thick beans. One wall was
taken up by an enornous stone hearth whose

function was obviously ornanmental, for the

ki tchen coul d be seen behind a wooden

copper -t opped counter.

They found an enpty table. The only people

near themwere a pair of cures Dal uzan

priests garbed in the traditional black dresses
and stiff square hats. One was quite young with
rosy cheeks and a thick bul bous nose. The ot her
obvi ously older, with salt-and-pepper hair and a
spade- shaped beard, was a cure of no little rank
Moi chi observed, for around his neck swung the
gol d chain and heavy doubl e-cross pendant,

synmbol of the Dal uzan church

As they sat down, a stunning waitress brought
them a pot of conpana, the very fine |ocal w ne,
golden in col on Moichi ordered for themwhile
t he woman poured the w ne.

"Isit not interesting," Chiisai said, after she had



si pped at
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the cup, "that now the matter of Auteya has been
somewhat clarified and al so nade nore conpl ex?"

"Yes. W now know why the Senhora di savowed
her to

us.
"At least it was not a lie."

"In that sense, no. But, on the other hand, she
made no attenpt to aid us and | find that curious.
After all, Auteya is her daughter. Wuld she really
prefer to see her dead rather than Iift a hand to
aid her?"

Chiisai shrugged. "W could debate that point al
ni ght and not reach a satisfactory conclusion.”

Moi chi grinned at her as the food arrived. "You
have a way of cutting right to the heart of the
matter, Chiisai. | like that. Now this is what
propose. Wien we | eave here, | will return to the
Sequillas y Oriwara to find out what | can. As for
you, there is yet another avenue that needs
expl oration. Cascaras the Dal uzan Hel | sturm
tortured, is fromhere also. Aufeya told ne that he
was once a trader of sorts. | would Iike you to
follow that up."

"But where shall | begin? | hardly know enough
of Corrufia yet. "

"There is a place in the centerof the city, the
mercado. It is a nmeeting place for the merchants
and traders, not only of Corrufia but of al
Dal ucia. | would suggest you start there. Perhaps
someone knows where in Kintai he journeyed."

"Hnph, " Chiisai exclaimed with mock hurt. "You
just don't want ne around when you interview the
Senhora. "

"\What ever gave you such an extraordinary idea?"
"I saw the way you | ooked at her."

"I didn't ook at her in any special way," he lied.
"I was joking, actually." She smiled archly. "But
now | wonder you've protested so vehemently."

"On anot her subject,” Michi said pointedly, "I
want both of us there when we rendezvous wth
Robja. So neet nme at the top of Calle Cordel just
bef ore m dni ght."



She nodded and began to eat.

As their conversation sputtered to a halt, Mbich
was able to pick up sone of what transpired
between the two cures at the next table.

" the noney goes, Don Gode?" said the cure
wi th the spade-shaped beard. "The entire western
facade of the iglesia nust be dismantled so that it
can be enl arged. Do you suppose
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we can count on the Palliate for all the funds for
this?" H's tone was di sdai nf ul

" But all that stained glass is so frightfully
expensive," said Don Gode, the young cure.
"'Surely, Don Hispete, we can devise a |ess
expensive style in enlarging the iglesia. And the
nmoney saved could be used to help feed and
clothe "

"My dear Don Gode." the other interrupted,
heaving a great sigh as if the cares of the world
wer e couched upon his shoul ders, "have you any
conception of the areas of Corrufia our iglesia
enconpasses? These are noni ed parishioners,
men and wonen of great prestige and honor. And
our new iglesia must reflect this grandeur.™

"But we are taught

"Yes, yes. | know all that," Don H spete said
irritably. "I was once in the Palliate seninario
nmysel f. Al though, Di hos knows, it seens faraway
to me now. But when you have been with us here
a sufficient amount of time, you will begin to
understand the conmplexities of running an iglesia
inthe Palliate." He reached into a serving dish
pl ucking out a tiny boiled potato dripping with
cream He popped it into his nouth, said around
it as he chewed, "What you nust remnenber, Don
Code, out here in the field, as it were, is to forget
everything you |l earned at the semnario." He
| aughed uproariously, swallow ng.

He pl ucked up another potato. "Come, cone,

nmy boy, surely you know | speak figuratively. But
the hard truth is that life out here is nuch
different. Books, after all, are no substitute for
life, eh?" He lifted one fat forefinger. A thick
gold ring gl eaned, enbedded in the pink flesh

near its base. "Do you understand? No?" He

brought a sliver of nmeat to his nouth, chewed on
it. "I agree. It would be very nice to use the
noney we have so |l aboriously raised to aid those
needi est. But reality dictates otherw se." G ease
glinted along his half-open lips. A bit of neat sat



on his rounded chin, atop the curling black hairs
of his thick beard. "However nuch our hearts tel
us to do otherwi se, we have a duty to the Palliate
that rmust override such personal preferences." He
took a quick gulp of wine and bel ched. "W get

our noney from our parishioners, Don Gode. Let

me tell you, it's quite a task maki ng ends neet in
these times. Oh, seasons ago it was nuch easier
but we have grown since then and tines have
changed, quite naturally. It is now a npst conpl ex
busi ness. Mney nakes the Palliate flourish, Don
CGode, never forget that. Faith is all well and
good. W
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mastery of the whole world. But this, too, you wll

conprehend when | return fromthe Land of the
Opal Moon. "

For a monent Chiisai stood perfectly still. She
felt as if she had lost all breath and the rhythmc
t huddi ng of her heart was lilce a series of

concussi ons against her rib cage. "Mar " She

cleared her throat. "Martyne, did | hear you aright?
Di d Cascaras say he was journeying to the Land of

t he Opal Mbon?"

"Yes. | did not recall it before. Wiy? Surely, it's
nmerely a figure of speech?"

"Merely a figure " Chiisai stared at her. "You do
not know?"

"Know what ? Cascaras often tal ked in such
flowery | anguage. It was a kind of verbal code he
made up for himself to protect his destinations
fromthose who m ght overhear."

"Not this tine." She put down her enpty cup and
rose. "You have been of enornous hel p. Mre than
you realize. At last | know the cause of all of this."

Martyne was staring at Chiisai curiously, for this
| ast she had said to herself.

"I"'mglad |I could help but

"Never mnd. Perhaps I1'll be able to explainit to
you one day. CGoodbye, Martyne." And on light feet
she left the mercado

Behi nd her, a shadow detached itself froma
dar kened corner and slipped out after her into the
ni ght .

The room was painted a very dark bl ue, deeper
even than the evening sky. The hue was enhanced
by the domed ceiling crisscrossed by narrow arching
gilt beams. Around the walls, too, the blue plaster



panel s were surrounded by gilt edging. Paintings of
ships were hung at intervals.

The room was doni nated by an enornmous down
bed, very high, with a brass headboard and a
coverl et of exquisite manufacture, of various shades
of green. Great |eaded-glass wi ndows opened out
onto a lush garden in back

In all, it was an unusual chanber bespeaki ng
i conocl astic tastes. Yet by far the npost renarkabl e
feature was the painting. It hung as huge as a
harvest noon directly over the bed in a heavy
ornate gilt frane. It was so arresting, so chilling
t hat one was conpelled to wonder how she coul d
sl eep at night beneath its visage.

- It depicted a Daluzan farmer, nuscles bul ging, skin
sweatslick, in an open field painted in- such
perspective that it ap
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peered to go on forever, flat and changel ess. One
great armwas around his wife's waist; she
cowered into the protection of his massive chest
and shoul der as she desperately held on to a
small child. In his other hand, the farmer held a
great wooden- handl ed scyt he whi ch he had

obvi ously been using to harvest his field. Now,
however, it was raised into the darkening night
sky, for swoopi ng down upon himand his terrified
fam |y was an enormpus creature, half man, half
bat. The wi de wi ngs seened to beat at the heavy
air. Long curving talons extended from ani mal
hands and hurman feet, darting at the farner's

t hr oat .

Just as the Senhora Seguillas y Oiwara's
ext ended fingers were slashing at Michi's neck
Yet, oddly, he was able to take all the roomin as
t hey struggl ed across the floor.

Moi chi knew t he basic bl ocks, but this could
only be termed a hol ding action for he had no
of fensive training in koppo. Too, if she was an
adept, it would not take her long to circunvent
hi s know edge of the basics.

Hi s flesh stung and his bones began to ache. He
bl ocked anot her vicious strike ained at his
col larbone. Wre it to |l and, he would be
i medi ately di sabl ed.

He rolled her over, using the force of her own
monentumto bring themboth around fully, and,
as he rode on top for just an instant, used his
superior weight to drive his el bow and forearm
into her stonmach. Still she canme on with a nose
strike that would surely render hi munconsci ous



if it struck. In utter desperation, he jamred his
el bow home agai n, crouched and used the ful

bul k of his shoul der, driving downward, thinking
of her as a mal e opponent.

"Ch!" The breath whooshed out of her and she
began to double up. She tried to gasp but he held
her down and no air was coming in. She gagged,
about to choke on her own vonit, and he |let her
up, pinioning her arnms behind her in a grip like
iron. She rocked agai nst his shoul der, gaining her
wi nd. Astonishingly rapidly, he felt the strength
returning to her arns. He tightened his grip on
her wists.

"Now, senhora," he said. "Like it or no, you will
listen to what | have to tell you."

He stared coldly down at her. Her eyes flew
open, the pain fast dimnishing, and, as he
wat ched the tiny brown flecks in the jade, he
began to realise how extraordinarily beautiful she
was.

Wth an effort, he began to speak. "Cascaras is
dead, sen
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hora. Tortured and then butchered in a Sha' angh' se
taverns." "What is that to nme?" she said savagely.
"I know no one by that nanme. " She tw sted
violently, attenpting to free herself fromhis
savage grip.
"Perhaps not," he said calmy. "But | think you
do know of him For he was a friend of your
daughter's. Wen | met her, senhora, Auteya was

i n Sha' angh' sei, about to be sold at auction in the
Sha-rida."

A swift intake of breath and, for the first ting,
he saw true enotion swiming within the jade
seas of her eyes. Fear.

"Yes, the Sha-rida, senhora, where a hideous
death awaits all who are sold. This would certainly
have been her fate had not | and a friend
i ntervened. Later, she told nme she was being
pursued by a nman, the sane nan who, | believe,
mur dered Cascaras. It was but ill fortune which
took themboth to the sanme city, for they had
pl anned it otherw se." He watched her face closely
and it seened to himthat it was constantly
changi ng now, but perhaps it was only the dim
light conmbining with his own fancy. "Aul eya was
terrified of this man, senhora, and | nade the
m st ake of leaving her for a time. He came and
took her, the man, and in the process slew ny
friend. And | tell you now, senhora, | nean to find



Auteya and bring her back just as | nean to
destroy this man, Hellsturm™

Her arms pi ni oned behind her caused her firm
breasts to thrust out at himas if awaiting his
caress. In their battle, the tied top of her blouse
had conme undone and now he could see all of the
tops down al nbst to the nipples. These were nost
apparent as they pushed against the thin materi al
He tore his gaze away and said, "Now | want you
to answer my questions. "

She stared up at his face and under her acute
gaze he felt hinself suffused with a peculiar
feeling.

"Let go of ne," she whispered. "Please." Her eyes
closed for an instant, then opened. She was very
close to him He shifted his grip on her wists to
aid circulation and this brought her torso forward
so that the hardened tips of her breasts grazed his
chest.

"Rel ease nme," she nurnured agai nst the hol | ow
of his neck. "Release me and 1'Il tell you all you
wi sh to know. " She noaned as if in pain. "All
know." Then, as if she were reading his mnd, "I
will not use the koppo."

Slow y, his hands cane away from her wrists. But
he did
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not take his eyes fromhers for it was there that
he woul d know i f she nmeant to betray him

She fl exed her fingers, bringing them upward.
She stared into his eyes. Her fingers cane agai nst
him This time softly, with no malice.

"What do you wi sh to know?" Voice like the
sigh of the wind at night.

Her arms reaching, her fingers clinbing his
chest, past his shoulders until they went behind
his head, twined in his hair. She pulled his head
down to hers.

"I shall tell you," she whispered, "everything."

But her |ips opened under his, her tongue

licking at his teeth. Her torso pressed against him
and then she noved in sone subtle way he was

unable to fathom and her |egs were apart,
sci ssoring about his hips. He felt the frantic
pressure of her as his armnms surrounded her

pressing at the base of her spine.

A rustling; and then a soft nmpani ng, echoing on



and on and on.

There was tinme now before she nmet Michi at
the top of Calle C6rdel and, striding along
Corruna's night-dark streets, she began to | ook
for an open taverna, hoping that it was not too
| ate. She needed sone tinme alone, to think

She had taken the first corner on her side of
the street as soon as she had left the nercado,
even though her mnd had been filled by what
Martyne had unknowi ngly told her.

It was a matter of routine. Bujun training. It
was, in fact, part instinct, which was perhaps one
of the reasons why it was so nonstrously effective.

Turning the corner was the first basic, used
whenever one was in a foreign city, and she had
automatically begun to listen to the sound of her
own footsteps, then sorting, one by one, through
t he ot her sounds of the night around her: trees
rustling in the wind, the cicadas' whine, and
expl osi on of distant |aughter, echoing, a door
slamm ng and, further away, a dog barking
angrily. Then she picked up the footfalls.

And she had known she was being foll owed
al nost as soon as she had made the turn.

She did not vary her pace but continued to wal k
down the street as if nothing was am ss. She
required two things now from her surroundings.
Anot her corner and a deep doorway, although a
dark alley would do, too, in a pinch

Corner canme up and she went around it to the
left, her eyes

BENEATH AN OPAL MOON 145

alert for the deep shadows. Tinme becane critica
now because there was little of it. She had to have
di sappeared before

Found it. Slipped in on the left.

Waited, listening intently.

She remained quite still as she heard the sound
of the footfalls approaching. She tensed her
nmuscl es, ready to She frowned. Sonething w ong
in the sound.

" Chiisai ?"
Cods! she thought. It's Martyne.

"Chiisai! "



She began to sweat because she knew what was
wrong now. The sounds of the footfalls had
changed. There were two to | ook out for and she
was renenberi ng what had been done to Kossori

Could see a figure now. Martyne. A sil houette
turning chiaroscuro as she passed a | antern. Then

a return to darkness. And it had to be now, before
she passed once nore into light. It was a chance
and Chiisai briefly debated whether to |l et her pass
by. But this, too, was dangerous, especially if
Martyne was on the other side.

Darted out, one hand reaching for Martyne's
arm the other cupped over her opening nouth.
Back into the doorway.

"What are you doi ng here?" she whispered fiercely.
"Chit " The hand came over her nouth again.
"\Whi sper!"

"I came to warn you," Martyne said softly,
breat hl essly. "Someone is follow ng you."

"1 know. "

"Ch." And then, "Ch, I"'msorry. Now |'ve ruined
it."

Chiisai gazed out along the street. "Perhaps not."
She strained to hear the footfalls. The heavier
ones. And now she heard them knew it was too
late to get the other wonan safely away from here
Wl |, she would just have to push her back into
t he shadows and hope no one saw her

"Don't worry," Martyne whi spered. "I'marned."
She reached silently down to her waist, wthdrew
sormet hi ng.

Chiisai stared at it. It was fully half a neter in

| ength, longer than any knife she had ever seen
before. Its blade was of an unusual construction
triangular. Chiisai had seen one like it in a village
in the countryside of Ama-no-nori. It was a

hunter's knife, it was explained to her, the bl ade
giving it exceptional force when it pierced the
animal's flesh: One nust reach a vital organ quickly
and wi thout destroying the flesh, for one hunts
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onlyforfood. This knife of Martyne's, she knew,
was a potent weapon, perfect for close conbat.

"It's a mss'ra," Martyne whispered. "A
Tudescan mlitary weapon."



Chiisai saw by the way she held the mss'ra that
she knew how to use it. And abruptly she was
happy to have this strange worman at her
side for she could pick out at least five distinct
sets of footsteps. C osing now

She drew her dai-katana, the Bujun | ongsword.

It was nanmed, as was the customw th al
weapons, at the nonment it had first tasted bl ood.
Chiisai's was known as Kishsu-shi, the Deathrider

She could see the glint of nmetal now as they
passed through the penunbra of the |antern and
then returned to darkness. She turned to
Martyne, whispered, "If we shoul d get separated
somehow, neet ne at the top of Calle Cordel at
m dni ght. No one rnust follow you there. Do you
under st and?"

Martyne nodded. "You can count on ne."
Chiisai fervently hoped so.

Wth a chill battle cry, Chiisai leapt into the
street, the dai katana hel d hi gh above her in a
two- handed grip, already beginning its |letha
downward sweep as soon as she had pl anted her
feet firmy on the cobbles.

They were massive, their shadows, |ooning
| arger by far even than Michi. But she was a
Bujun, a warrior frombirth.

Ki shsu-shi split the night air, humm ng, then
slamred into the collarbone of one of the nen
on the left, opening himup to his navel. The
cor pse danced drunkenly, spew ng bl ood and
organs into the street. The man had not even had
time to cry out.

Their swords were straight, perhaps heavier

than her own, doubl e-bl aded. But they had not
been forged by the Bujun, the suprene masters in
such things. Her blade wove a deadly web of
silver in the air as pink and gold sparks flew at
t he points where the weapons intersected,

cl ashi ng deafeningly one agai nst the other

Her opponents, she saw now, were sturdy
Tudescans, inmmensely powerful and disciplined.
These two before her worked in perfect unison
timng their blows and novenents as if both
sword arnms bel onged to one body.

Chiisai was aware, after only a few nonments
that Martyne had neither been |lying nor
exaggerati ng about the savagery of
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t he Tudescans. These were animals in the guise of
men, nurderous fanatics, appallingly dangerous.

She began to feel fatigue for it was as if she
battl ed an ungiving brick wall. Yes, she supposed
she was quicker in her reflexes, but these warriors
had only to nove their huge weapons fractionally
in order to block her thrusts. This, of course, was
what they were counting on. Once she sl owed
down, even slightly, they would nove in for the
kill.

There was a strategy open to her. She could
feign nore fatigue than she actually felt, thus
forcing themto commit thensel ves prematurely.
But this, she felt certain, would fool but one of
them Still

She sl owed down her defences and, inmmediately,
t he Tudescan on the right attacked her with
feroci ous acunmen. Chiisai cried out and, ducking
beneat h t he rnurderous bl ow, swept her sword in

on a horizontal strike, leaning into it with all her
m ght. The man went down as if pol e-axed.

Now she stepped back, hearing for the first tine
t he sounds of battle behind her. Martyne.

She wi thdrew her shorter blade and now she
stood, feet w de apart, doubly weaponed. She
attacked, slashing high agai nst one warrior, using
Ki shsu-shi in a horizontal strike across his chest.
This he bl ocked effortlessly by bringing his own
sword up obliquely. But Chiisai had al ready begun
the inward novenent of the shorter sword. He
saw it at the last instant and all he could do was
nmove his body. It was not nearly enough to save
him The bl ade's point punctured himon the left
side but, as Chiisai conpensated for his defensive
notion, the sword slashed in toward his spine. H's
knees buckl ed and he knelt on the cobbles as if
praying to his gods. Then he toppl ed over and | ay
still.

The fourth Tudescan noved in nore cautiously.

But she had made a m stake in watching his face
and thus mssed the blur of his swordpoint. It had
not been ained directly at her so there was no
refl ex action on her part. But the warrior had
contrived to slap her short sword a gl anci ng bl ow
Still, the blade was so huge and the force behind
it so awesone that the strike sent her short sword
whirling out of her grasp, clattering across the
cobbl es.

She went |ow, then high, and he bl ocked t hem
both. And all the while he was forcing her back
sl ashing at her again and again. She realized that
she was expendi ng energy nore rapidly than she
woul d want. She saw too that she was coning
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to an alley, which meant a nore confined space.
She woul d be at a distinct disadvantage wi el di ng
the I ong dai-katana. The only thing to do was to
get rid of it.

Thus, in the entranceway to the alley, she

all owed himto disarmher. Then she fell, rolling
into himw th enough force to bow himover. As
he went down, she w thdrew her dirk and sl ashed
out, stabbing.

He was now constrained to rel ease his own
sword for, at these close quarters, it was nore of
a hindrance than a help. But he got one hand up
qui ckly enough to ward off her first blow, deflect
t he second, and then he was into a counterattack
whi ch al most undi d her.

She panted and fought while he endeavored to

get on top of her in order to use his superior
wei ght to full advantage. She knew, however, that
if she allowed this to happen, it would be the end
for her and so she switched hands, driving the
dirk's blade fromthe opposite side. He saw it
only at the last moment and he tried to deflect it
again. But this tine he was unprepared for the
angle and thus mssed its coming in.

Nevertheless, it was not a killing blow, the blade
passi ng through the fleshy area just above the
pelvis on the right side. He gritted his teeth and
tried once nore for supremacy but Chiisai held
on, twisting the blade, with a tenaci ousness that
bal ked hi m

Then he threw her off and, gaining his feet,
stunbl ed off down the alley, thinking only now of
resum ng from whence he had cone.

Chiisai, aware of his intent, was obliged to

make anot her split-instant decision: to stay and
hel p Martyne or to follow the Tudescan. In the

end, it was not nuch of a decision because,
realistically, the odds were piled on one side. And
the odds said that if she were able to successfully
follow this warrior w thout being detected, he
woul d | ead her to Hellsturm Once his base was
known, she woul d hopefully still have tine to

make the rendezvous w th Mi chi

Sheat hi ng her dai -katana and retrieving her
short sword, she went carefully down the alley,
foll ow ng the Tudescan hone.

"You know, you | ook Dal uzan."

Her fine face was softened now by the | oss of



tension, streaked with a conbination of saliva and
sweat .

"That is why | did not believe your story."

And Moi chi thought, She |ooks al nost as young
as Auf eya
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now. Younger, in sone sense. She possessed a kind of
littlegirl quality that was hard to describe. Soft and
vul nerabl e yet without a trace of the weakness he
despi sed in people.

"I amquite wealthy," Senhora Seguillas y Oriwara

said softly, "as you no doubt know. This makes ne a
target." She was conpletely naked, |ying beside him
atop the coverlet of greens, her body magnificent in its
dusky sensuality. Shadows pooling in the sweeping
concavities lent her flesh a nysteriousness of aspect
mat ching her spirit. "There are very few days that go

by when soneone or other is not seeking noney. " She

si ghed, softly, turning against himin the enornous

bed. The darkness of the painting rising above their
heads was subtly oppressive. "I rarely go out now
because often far too often these people no | onger

ask but demand." Her eyes stared into his. "Can you
understand that position, being a man?"

He | aughed, attenpting to | each away some of her
returned anxiety. It had leapt fromher to himat first
contact and had pursued hi m doggedl y throughout
their time of loving. "But with the koppo "

She shook her head. ''You see, you don't

understand. VWhether | ama warrior, whether | can
defend nyself in whatever nmanner | choose, has

absol utely no bearing on this." She put a hand on his
chest, spread her fingers, caressing his skin. "Tell ne,
woul d a man, whether skilled or not as a warrior ever
find himself in such a position?"

He saw her point and shook his head. "No." She
rel axed somewhat .

"You nmean that, don't you?"

"Yes, of course. | would not say it otherw se.™
"Not even to pl ease ne?"

"Do | not please you in ways that are nore honest?"

- For the first tinme since he had nmet her earlier
t hat day, he

saw her smile. "Yes. Yes. As | have pleased you?"

"As you have pleased ne, yes." He took her hand



fromhis flesh, kissed it. "Do you not care about your
daught er ?"

She canme onto her back, staring up at the doned
vault of the cathedral ceiling. "A very long time ago,"
she said in a quiet voice, wapped in the veils of the
past, "I was an independent woman. | sailed the seas

on nmy own ship, battled, taking what | wanted,
conmmandi ng a crew of thirty-seven, all fiercely loyal to
me and nme al one. Does that surprise you?'' She

| ooked over at himfor a nmonent, just the flick of a
gl ance.
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"Not particularly. There is a storminside of
you. | felt it all the tine we nmade |ove, a tida
wave of enmotion. You are far too strong to be
known as soneone else's wife, no matter how
i nfluential or wealthy he mght be."

She nmade no comment to this, nerely returned

her gaze heavenward and continued. '1 was

happy, yet, at the sane tinme, filled with an

i nexplicabl e sadness whi ch woul d overwhel m ne
when | lay down to sleep. It got so that | began to
dread, then hate, the night. | could not remain in
nmy cabin, oppressed as | was by that nanel ess
terror, so | would wal k the decks, avoiding those
on watch, save for the bos'un, who, the first night
he saw me up and paci ng, brought nme a nug of

hot grog. And every night after that.

"It hel ped sonmewhat, being alone in the night as
if I could cleanse nyself in the starlight and the
nmoonl i ght. But all that ran through my head was
the thought, It's not enough

"But what was it | wanted?"

A ni ghtingal e, perched upon the branches of
the spreading pine in the garden outside the
opened wi ndows, began to sing. Over its shoul der
he coul d see the thinnest slice of the new noon
like a sliver of delicate nelon served up at the
end of a banquet. Above the treetop, the sluice of
the stars, part of the River of Heaven, as sailors
t hr oughout the known world called it.

"Soon | becane convinced that it was nore
nmoney | craved. Thus, | assuaged ny sadness and
fear by falling in with someone | nmet in a far-off
port by the shore of a river that has no nane. W
made a pact. | was given many inplenents
which would aid ne, and within the space of a
singl e season | had gathered in nore noney than
| had in the previous eight or nine. | began to
sleep at nights and | was certain that | had found
ny cure.



"My partner, of course, got half of all | took in,
but that bothered me not at all for the ship was
al ways riding low on the sea with the vast
amounts of gold and silver and precious stones
had acquired.

"So it went for many seasons, the ease of it at
first astounding and then, in the course of tineg,
taken for granted. But all too soon | found nyself
again not able to sleep at night as | |ay awake,
crying in ny cabin. I had not, after all, found ny
cure."

He watched the rhythmc rise and fall of her
breasts as she
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spoke, the play of soft l|ight and shadow over the
features of her face.

"Now, ny partner requested certain things of
me assignments, you might call them Some | had
no conpunction agai nst doing, others did not sit
well with nme. But when | bal ked, ny partner
insisted and I found nyself, abruptly, in an
unt enabl e position. Thus | began to be
mani pul ated as | was coerced. Now, this peculiar
unforned terror seized me always until at last |
could bear the pain in ny mnd no | onger. | went
to ny partner and said that | had no stomach for
the work. | was |aughed at. She spat in my face
and told nme that, didn't I know? All who worked
for her did so for the length of their own lives.

"I told her that | could not bear to work for her
a nonent |onger and threw at her feet all the
arcane i nmpl enents she had given ne. She was
enraged. She shook her fist at ne, saying that she
could slay me now but would not, that one day |
woul d remenber that nonent and wi sh she had
destroyed ne then."

She turned her head and | ooked at him the Iight
turning her jade eyes black for a nonent.

"But | had to |l eave, you see, for | had at | ast
found out what it was that distressed me so. In the
course of ny travels | had met soneone. | had |eft
him you see. Wll, | had to; ny work dictated
that. Now | realized that he was what | mssed so
terribly that it was a scar upon ny heart, throbbing
every night. | never saw himagain, of course. One
never does in situations like that; the world is far
too vast. And, in any event, too nuch time had
passed to make such a search practicable.

"Thus, when | took | eave of ny partner, | went
ashore in search of a man who woul d nake ne
happy. In due tine, I nmet MIhos Seguillas and



never again have | been to sea." She was silent for
a nonent and Moichi found hinmsel f wonderi ng,

despite his fascination with her story, just what al
this had to do with Aufoya. "I do not want ny
daughter to repeat my m stakes,"” she said at |ast.

"I amafraid there is not nuch one can do about
such things. Life, it seens, is oftentines the only
valid teacher."

"Yes, | have learned that. The hard way."
"What do you nean?"

She sat up, as if some inner turnoil would not
now | et her rest.

"W have not been on the best of terns,
Aufeya and 1. Not for a long time. And before she
| eft before she |eft, what
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little we did speak to each other was awful. W
argued constantly. "

" About what ?"

She turned her head away fromhimfor a
nmonent, her thick hair sliding across her
shoul ders. "Ch, well, the usual things between
not her and daughter. Everything everything was
bl own out of all proportion.™

"Why did she run away, then?"
She was silent, still turned away from him

He reached out and touched her neck. "She did
run away, didn't she?"

"l don't want to talk about it."

He could feel the tension singing in every
nmuscl e of her body. "Yes, you do," he told her
gently. "I think you want to talk about it very
nmuch. "

She noved back against him a mnute shift, but
it conveyed so much; He felt the vibrations,
realized belatedly that she was crying silently,
per haps ashaned that he shoul d see her thus,
nore naked than ever she could be in purely
physi cal ternmns.

Slowy he put his arms around her, hol ding her
to him feeling the weight of her breasts agai nst
his wists. He rocked her gently, waiting for her
to conti nue.



At length, she did. "I had only been in Corruna
a very short tine when I nmet M| hos, you see.
Before that directly before mat | had been in
Rhei n Tudesca on the last of my business

assignments for my partner. | had net a man
there, a strange, magnetic, beautiful man and for
the tine | had been in port well, | stayed with

him It was Hell sturm"”

Qut si de, the nightingale had ceased its song and
now even the darkness itself seemed to be

holding its breath. But the night seenmed a nmillion
mles away to him part of another universe where
peopl e I oved and | aughed, did nundane things
such as have dinner, go out to a play or perhaps
just stroll quietly down near the sea. Here, a kind
of chilling nunmbness had entered the room at
some time when he had been | ooking el sewhere.

Now it seermed to enwap them both even as the

| eathery wi ngs of the gigantic man-bat sought to
enfold the Daluzan fanily above their heads.

"Many seasons later, he cane to Corruna for he
had heard that was where | was bound when | left
him By that time, | was already married to
M1 hos and deeply in |love. But none of that
seemed to matter to him He wanted nme. He was
persistent, but at last | prevailed upon himto
| eave nme al one.
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spent a night with him MIhos knew none of this,
then. I knew how he would take it. He was a nman
of great honor.

"Then, for many seasons, life went on and
forgot all about Hellsturm | becane pregnant and
| had Aufoya. Both M1l hos and | were delighted.
She grew up. Tine seens to accel erate when you
have a child. Then, inexplicably, Hellsturm
returned as if fromthe nmists beyond tinme itself
and it all began again. Except this time there was
Auf eya." She put her hands agai nst her face, her
fingers slender and lovely, her long nails gleaning
When she took them away, her eyes seened

haunted, the green dulled. "She was at an age
when everything seens difficult. She is an
extraordinarily beautiful girl, my Aufeya, and at
that time she was just ripening. She was wild and
never nmore so than at that age. She |onged to be

a wonman and thus delighted in keeping around as
many nen as she could manage. It was a goodly

nunber. | objected to this nobst strenuously,
sendi ng them away. And she was furious. But | did
not think it right. I too, was wild when | was her

age and | begrudged her no w | dness of her own.
But | had had no benefit of parents in my youth
and had gotten into so nuch trouble that at tines
later | would wonder how | lived to becone a



worman. This danger | could not allow to touch
Aufeya. Yet my restrictions only served to make
her nmore contrary and we argued ceasel essly." She
shook her head and he watched her eyes.

"Into this canme Hellsturm wanting the sane
thing. This tine | refused himutterly; it was out of
the question, | told him | had thought, | suppose
foolishly, that one night would get rid of him
forever." She ran her fingers through her hair, her
head lifted, and now he saw the notes in her eyes,
as bright as flecks of gold. "He got to Aufeya. At
school, at the nercado, at a taverna; there were

any nunber of places. He told her many
t hi ngs sone, | imagine, based on truth. But he

has a way of tw sting everything, even the truth, so
that it serves his purpose. He has a tongue of gold,
that one." She took his hand, pal mupward, traced
the Iines of his thunb and fingers. "Easy enough to
guess what happened next. He seduced her as he

had seduced nme so many seasons before. But in
t he process he poi soned her m nd agai nst me. She
went off with hire, Dihos only knows where. And
that was the last | saw of her. "

"\What about the Senhor." Said it very softly.

He felt her shudder. "I had to tell him then
naturally. His tenper was, at tines, uncontrollable
and, as | said, he was a
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terribly proud man. He challenged Hellsturmto
a duel ."

Now Moichi recalled in full Arnazén's words
and wondered, Could he be right? Could the
Senhora have been in | eague with Hell sturm
agai nst M I hos Seguillas? But for what reason?
There was one possi bl e answer: The Senhora had
| oved her husband but perhaps she | oved her
daught er nore.

"Di hos, | was terrified! | knew from experience
what Hellsturmwas |ike and | knew that despite
his prowess M1 hos had little chance of surviving

against him So | pleaded with him | cried, |
screanmed, | threatened. But it was no good. | am
not Dal uzan, you see. | amnot of the blood. |

had no clear idea, then, just how sacred was the
Dal uzan duel. Once the chall enge had been given
there was no way to rescind it, even if MI|hos had
wanted to, which he certainly did not. There was
no turning himaway." She stopped abruptly, as if
she had cone to the end of her tale.

"Go on," he pronpted.

"There is nothing nuch left to tell, really.



M1 hos nmet Hellsturmand died."

There was silence for a time and he listened to

t he qui etude of the night interrupted, only briefly,
by a soft clatter of wings. He wondered if a storm
was on the way. Inside this room he had no way

of telling if the wind had shifted.

"l had heard about the duel before, | nust
confess."

Her hand noved back and forth over the
t urned- back coverl et, snoothing nonexi stent
wri nkl es.
"Aboard the lorcha," he continued, trying to get
her attention. "But then it had a sonmewhat
di fferent ending."
"Ch?" She did not even turn around.
"It was said that the duel had not been fair."
She | aughed wi t hout hunor. "Wuld that it
were so, Michi. For then Hellsturmwould be
fair game for ne to hunt down and kill. | hate
himwith all ny heart and soul."
"But he's taken your daughter."
"She went with himw llingly."
"Then tell me why, when | net her, she was
terrified of him 'He has pursued nme for ten

t housand kil oneters,' she said to ne."

"Peopl e change. Perhaps she has grown up. She
knows now just how evil people can be."

He felt the need to return to the other
qguestion. "There was tal k of you poi soning your
husband in order to let Hell sturmw n the duel."
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Her head turned. "What? Who told you such a
lie?"

"Armazén. "

"Ah. | mght have known."

"It makes no sense.”

"Ch, yes, Michi. It nakes perfect sense.”
"Because he was devoted to the Senhor?"

She nodded. "Yes. And hopelessly in love with ne."



Chanel eon. That was the basis of it.

The Bujun were masters at observing nature and
learning fromit. The chamel eon was a harnl ess
creature. It was nonaggressive and it could be
outrun by many predators. \What nature had given
it was the renmarkable ability of canoufl age so that
it could blend in with any surroundi ng.

The Bujun had taken this and adapted it as the
basis of their surveillance techniques.

Now she knew that it was not going to work.
Because there was sonethi ng m ssing.

In order to be able to blend in with one's
surroundi ngs, one first needs those surroundings. In
Sha' angh' sei or in her own native Eido, there
woul d be no problem But this was Corruha.

She needed people and there just weren't any.
So it was not going to work.

Because the only way that wounded Tudescan
woul d | ead her to his base was if he believed that
no one was followi ng him Had he even suspected
her presence, he would | ead her on a roundabout
and, if she were going to sightsee, she preferred to
do it on her own.

Natural ly, the density of people during the
dayl i ght hours is nuch higher than at night. But
cities such as Sha' angh' sei or Ei do never sleep and
even in the dead of night there are a sufficient
nunber of people about.

Not in Corruha.

By sound al one she was liable to be given away,
and the monent he suspected, she would have to
call it off because of the roundabout. Now each
nmonent she del ayed i ncreased the chances of his
spotting her.

She did the only thing she coul d do.
She went off the streets.

He rolled off the bed, went across the roomto
t he wi ndows, stuck his head outside and sniffed. A
red-wi nged bl ackbird, disturbed by the intrusion
clattered away in alarm A storm
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was i ndeed coming; fromthe west. Back inside

the room he kept his back to the huge painting;
it still gave himchills.



"Perhaps they had a fight,'' he said. "A falling
out.'' He neant Aufeya and Hel |l sturm

"I hope so. Knowing themboth, it seens likely."

He turned on her. "You are certainly taking this
calmy.'

Her dark eyes watched himintently for a
nmonent. "You do not know my daughter at al
wel |, Michi. She precipitates fights |ike clouds
rel ease rain."
"Fights are one thing," he said patiently. "But
she was obviously terrified of the man. He
tortured Cascaras, then nurdered him Cascaras
was a friend of Aufeya's."

"Ch, well, there you have it then. Hellsturmis
a jealous nman when it cones to his wonen."

"She said to nme, "Only | amleft to stand agai nst
him' | know what | heard. In any case, Cascaras
was ol d enough to be her father."

"That would certainly not deter her."

"By God, senhora, | do not understand you!" he
t hunder ed.

"Quite right, my darling, you don't." She
reached up for him "Now cone here."

"What do you want ?"
"What do you think?"

He knelt atop the bed and she drew him
toward her. He kissed her opened lips, his nmouth
sliding dowmn the smooth col um of her neck. She
was quite irresistible. Apart fromthe | ushness of
her body. Michi had been with wonen who were
as finely formed. But she had an aura that was
pal pabl e; a kind of sexual intensity which spoke
directly to the very core of his being.
Downward to her hangi ng, shivering breasts.

"Mmm " she npaned.

Afterward, the first thing she said was, "You
are in love with Aufeya."

H s head snapped up and he stared into her eyes.
"What makes you say that?"

"A not her knows." She | aughed, not unkindly.



He pull ed away from her enbrace. "This is fun
for you."

She smled. "And why not? | haven't had nuch
fun lately." Her fingers reached for him "Can you
tell me honestly that you did not enjoy it
your sel f?"

"No. But you know very well what | nean."
"Yes," she said, her eyes flashing, "I know only
too well.
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But you nust take my word for it. Aufeya is in no
danger. Hellsturrn will not harm her."

"How can you be so certain?"

"Because," she said softly, "I have promi sed to
return to him "

The maj or probl em now was the inconstant noon.

Cl ouds had begun moving in fromthe northwest,
riding past the face of the horned noon; its silver
light played in and out.

Because of the night's nmonochrome illum nation
per spectives and di stances were difficult enough to
j udge under normal circumstances.

These were far fromnormal circunstances.

D st ances were, of course, increased and notion
was constant. But cerebration was continuing al
the tine.

The only real danger was at the edges.

Chiisai raced across a flat rooftop, slowing only
just before the low tile parapet. Now the noon

had gone in once nmore and the dense shadows

| eapt upward, distorting the space between the
bui | di ngs. Corrections had to be made on the run

She sprang across the narrow abyss, hit a small
stone on | anding and tunbl ed, inmediately

drawi ng herself up into a conpact ball. Rolling

di ssi pated nmuch of the nomentum and she was on

her feet again, silently flitting amd the flock of
bats hovering about the rooftop

The Tudescan had never left her sight and now,
t hough he checked behind himat odd intervals
and was quite thorough in other ways, using
shadows and doorways where he coul d, he was
totally unaware of her.

Across the naze of Corruna they fled, the



hunter and the hunted.

"It's part of the bargain we made," she said. "He
cannot touch her now '’

"But | tell you that he already has."
"That is quite inpossible."

"Then somet hi ng has changed. Perhaps there is
an el erent you know not hi ng about."

"He would not put in jeopardy what he desires
above all else. "

Rest| ess, he went back to the w ndow, searching
for the nmoon. It was only a wan gl ow now, behind
smal | and puffy cumulus driving in fromthe
nort hwest .
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A stormfor certain, he thought.

It was nearing nidnight.

"I have to go," he said.

"WIl you cone back?" Her voice seened
suddenly small in the huge roomwth the
cathedral ceiling and the fearful painting.
"Yes," he answered. "How could | not? But
per haps not again tonight."

"I'n the nmorning, then."
"Al'l right."

She turned on him abruptly and he saw a fear
shining in her jade eyes. He started slightly,
seei ng Aufeya there.

"Prom se me you'll cone, Michi." Her
fingers gripped himwth a fierce pressure.
"There is only you nowin all the world."

B I

"Are you not ny friend, Michi?" she asked
desperately. "Has this evening neant so lisle to
you?"

"I't has meant a great deal to me," he said,
t hi nki ng that perhaps he did understand her now.
He had been given a gift, sonething quite
preci ous, sonething she w thheld from al nost
everyone. Save Hellsturm now It was ironic.
Al most anusing, if it had not been so utterly
desol ately tragic. This wonan's | ove for her



daught er transcended everything else. Now it was
his turn. He could accept or refuse. "It neans a
great deal to nme. It always wll."

"We are friends."

"You do me a great honor." It was formal, even
seem ng somewhat stilted after their previous
intimcy. Yet, he knew full well, one was of the
flesh and the other Well, it was quite easy to
make the body perform Drawing the spirit in was
quite anot her thing. There was no known
coercion for that; only corruption

As if on cue, they came together, kissing each
other chastely on the lips. Inside, he felt her spirit
swirling toward him felt his energing. They
danced.

The roomwas quite still.

Presently, they drew apart, she to draw on her
robe, he to dress for the street.

Before he |l eft, he asked her one question
"'"Why do you have that painting in this roon®"

"It is of the diablura. Do you know of it? No? In
t he Dal uzan
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religion the diablura is the Ancient of N ght, the
Emperor of Evil."

"The Devil ."

"The Devil, yes."

"Why is it here?"

"To remi nd me, always."

"Cone and sit next to nme, little one," the
Dai - San had said. "Little one" was what Chiisa
nmeant .

They were in the pal ace of the Kunshin, just
out side of Eido, the capital of Ama-no-nori.

"Have you any idea what you wish to do with your
life?"

She | ooked at him He had been in
Ama-no-nori for sone time now but she never
tired of searching the seenmi ngly endl ess
configurations of his strange visage. Every time she
t hought she had committed it to menory she
woul d | ook again and find it different than she had
renenbered it, though she m ght have seen him



just the day before. Sometines there was only
some subtle change; at other tines, the differences
were great.

He m ght appear frightening to others, like a
god enbodi ed and come to earth for, nore than
anything else, this was perhaps what he was. Yet
to her, he was nuch nmore. He was a brother. A
br ot her she had never had, but had al ways yearned
for.

"Are you playing ny father's role now?" she
asked him only half serious.

He smiled his peculiar snmle, a devastating
gesture, and she realised abruptly how she
cherished his friendship and his | ove. He stood up,
towering over her. He took her hand in his, her
skin feeling the harsh abrasive hide of the
gaunt | et .

"Shall we go outside." The construction was of a
guestion but the inflection was not.

It was just past nidday. The heat of the
| enon-col ored sun struck them envel oping them
inits warnth. Cicadas shrilled and grey plovers
shot up fromtheir hiding places in the tall grass.

The horizon was |aced with the doned
configurations of the cryptonmeria and the high
swor d- edged pines. Far in the distance | ooned the
purpl e sl opes of Fugiwara, weathed nowin a
gentl e haze. And before it, she knew, was the
new y conpleted shrine at the site of Haneda
Castle, birthplace of the Dai-San, destroyed in the
titanic death struggl e between dor-Sefrith and The
Dol man during the time of his birth.
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"Are you happy here?" Though the Dai- San
spoke perfect Bujun, the ancient of |anguages,
which only a few Bujun still |earned, the
configurations of his nmouth lent his speech
peculiar inflections which took some tine to
deci pher.

Chiisai wondered at his using the old tongue.

She, of course, being the Kunshin's daughter, was
al so fluent. She |onged to know what he want ed
or, at the very least, what it was she was expected
to say.

As if divining her thought, he said, "Tell me the
truth, little one. Nothing else is inportant.”

"Al'l right," she said, gratefully, feeling as if a
great wei ght had been taken off her. Under his
i ntense gaze, she felt a melting within herself and,



with it, a subtle tension which had been hol di ng
her ebbing. "No, |I'"mnot."

He nodded. "I understand."”

"You do?" She had not believed that anyone
woul d, whi ch was why she had, until this nonment,
held this know edge secret even, in sone ways,
from hersel f.
"Ch, yes," he said, his voice like the rolling of
t hunder over a vast plain. "1, too, have known the
restl essness whi ch now haunts you. There was no
reason to hide it, little one."

"But ny father

"My darling, your father understands these
thi ngs. He asked ne to speak to you because he
knows well the power of Bujun tradition. "

"I could not tell himthese things directly."
"He surmised this."

"I want to go away," she said, for the first tine
truly.realizing it herself. "But | don't want himto
think that | am abandoning him"''

"I amquite certain that whatever sadness he
feels will be dispelled by his thoughts of your
happi ness. " He | ooked away from her. "Now that
that's settled, where would you like to go?"

"I why, | don't really know. "
"Wuld you care to sail to Sha' angh' sei ?"

Even recalling it now, hearing his echoey voice
again in her mnd, she knew he had said it with
conpl ete innocence, totally devoid of overtones

or hi dden neani ngs.

She had been delighted and had accepted
i medi at el y.

He said, "When you arrive, | want you to see a
friend of mine, little one. You have heard ne
speak his nane often. My bond-brother. "
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"Moichi "

"Yes. Mdichi Annai-Nin. This is very inportant,
little one. | want you to see Mdichi Annai-Nn. |
want you to give himthe gifts | have for him""'

"How | ong shall | stay in Sha' angh' sei ?" she asked.

He funed to her, the sunlight striking the odd



pl anes of his face. Never had he | ooked nore
startling nor nore beautiful to her. "That is
entirely up to you, but | imagine that you may wi sh
to stay there quite some tine."

Now, as she flitted |like some human bat across
t he sl oping rooftops of Corruna, Chiisai wondered
at that |ong-ago neeting. She thought that, for
once, the Dai-San had been proven wong for she

had surely not stayed in Sha' angh'sei for any
length of time. Yet though she might well have felt
al one and afraid in this strange city, she felt only
a kind of excited warnth stealing over her. Was
this truly why she had cone to the continent of
man? And was it nerely a coincidence that she
had arrived at Sha' angh'sei? It was, after all, the
continent of man's | argest port and, not so
coincidentally, the closest one to Ama-no-nori.

Still, she could not put out of her mnd the fact
that the Dai San had suggested it as her
destination. She had never questioned that nor
second- guessed herself. Surely it had been she and
she al one who had been naster of her fate. She
had al ways been free to choose whatever
destination she had desired. She had chosen
Sha' angh' sei

O had she?

Echoes of the Dai-San's |ast words to her
rebounded in her mnd now | inagine that you

may wish to stay there quite sonme tinme. old he know
somet hing that she did not?

She shrugged nentally, putting the puzzle aside
for the nmoment. She had nore pressing matters to
occupy her attention.

They were now in the far western quarter of
Corruna and the Tudescan, despite his tw sts and
sums, was still heading al nrost due west. At this
rate, they would soon | eave the city far behind
t hem

She gl anced upward for a nonment, checking the
position of the nobon to gauge the time. It was but

a diffuse glow now, sifting through the scuddi ng

cl ouds whi ch had begun to nove in nore strongly
fromthe northwest. Perhaps a storm she thought,
and fervently hoped that it would hold off until the
Tudescan reached his destination

He was still moving west and she knew that unl ess
she broke
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off she woul d never make the rendezvous with
Moi chi . Sweat broke out along the Iine of her



forehead and on her upper lip but, wiping it away,
she renenbered Martyne and silently prayed to

her gods that the woman had been victorious and
woul d make the rendezvous in her stead. For the
nmonent, she ignored the other problem

For now t he Tudescan was at |ast sl ow ng,
carefully making a final check in all directions.
This was it and, waiting until he had conpl eted
his survey of the surrounding area, she swing
down fromthe rooftop into the street behind him
grateful, because the dimnished |ight was maki ng
| ong-range surveill ance hazardous.

They were in a section of the city densely
packed with twostory buildings only Corruna's

i glesias seened to be taller w ndow ess, with
flat undecorated roofs. Warehouses, she surm sed,
for it was here that the major overland trade
routes to other Daluzan cities, and to the | ands
beyond Dal uci a's borders, converged at Corruna's
western outskirts

Here, for the first time, she saw families of
peopl e asleep in the streets, against building
wal I s, in darkened doorways. These were workers
who awakened each day just as dawn was about
to break in the eastern sky to neet the vast silent
caravans arriving fromfar-off |ands and were paid
a few coppers to offload the nyriad dry goods,
ferrying themon their backs to the nearby
war ehouses of the nerchants.

She went carefully between them as the
wounded Tudescan had not wanted to wake them
and, at length, in a huge courtyard, she spied a
smal | caravan of perhaps six canels waiting to
depart. They were within the shadows of the high
western gate of the city.

It was to this group of men, squatting around a
small fire, that the Tudescan went. Chiisai dared
not get close enough, in the quiet, desol ate night,
to hear what they were saying but she crept up
until she had a decent view One put a bl anket
onto the ground for the wounded man, working
on him while another, squatting near the prone
man' s head, questioned hi mabout what had
transpired. There cane a quick novenment from
the squatting man. He shouted somet hing that
was quite incoherent to her and haul ed the
wounded man up onto his feet. He seened
enornously powerful. There cane nore shouting
and, abruptly, she felt novenment behind her and
whirl ed, saw two huge eyes staring past her out of
a small face. It was a young canbujo girl, one of
the many children of the workers
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fam lies who |lived here w thout proper housing.
She had been awakened by the noi se and now
craned her neck to see what all the commotion
was about .

Chiisai returned her attention to the scene of the
argunent just intime to see the brief flash of
nmetal as the angered man thrust a knife into the
stomach of the wounded man. He threw the corpse
fromhimwith the tip of his boot as if it was just
so much fetid garbage. Could this be Hellsturn? |f
so, he had not taken kindly to his henchman's
failure.

Now Chiisai could feel the presence of the
young girl closer behind her, so near, in fact, that
she coul d discern the other's shivers. She turned
her body slightly and opened out her right arm
The girl crawled into the warm space and Chiisa
wr apped her in her cloak

Then, as she watched the caravan canmp, she
knew t hat she had run out of tinme. Al the nen
were standing. One of them kicked desultorily at
the fire. Another swung a canvas saddl ebag onto
the neck of one of the canels. She saw now t hat
t he ani mal s had been feeding. They were nearly
fini shed. Wen that happened, she knew, the
caravan woul d be off.

She | ooked at the shivering girl crouched beside
her, head on her shoul der, then back to the
readyi ng caravan. From her sash, she drew out
t hree copper coins, held themout so that the girl
could see what they were. Then she pressed t hem
into the small hand, closing the fingers around
t hem

The girl lifted her head, staring at her
wonderingly, and Chiisai put her lips to the girl's
ear for long nonents. The girl's eyes were w de,
bl ack as obsi di an.

"Do you know where to go?" Chiisai whispered in
Dal uzan.

The girl nodded enphatically.

"You must start now," Chiisai said. "Wat is ny
name?"

"Chiisai," the girl said. She smiled up at the
strange face. "Chiisai goes northwest."

Water' s Edge

r
ALLE C6rdel was deserted when he arrived

It was just before m dni ght, he judged, squinting



up at the smudge of noonlight. This, too, was
fast disappearing as the cloud cover thickened.
He sniffed, could snell it now

The storm

He pulled his Daluzan cloak tight about him
but the rising wind plucked at its edges, exposing
the sil ken |ining.

Had this been one of MIlhos Seguillas'? If so,
he knew it was a singular honor that the Senhora
had given it to him She was so nuch a | ady

He | ooked around him Shuttered doorways and
dar kened wi ndows. Only a few flickering night
| anterns for conpany.

Where was Chiisai ?

He gl anced upward refl exively again but now al
traces of moonlight had left the sky. In the
di stance, he thought he could hear a rolling boom
of thunder.

A thin grey dog with a matted coat padded

down a side street, stopped, regarded himfor a
nmonent, then lifted its | eg and urinated agai nst
the side of a building. The dog turned and sniffed
it before nooching slowy onward, nose to the
ground for any trace of sonething to eat.

The trees whispered their enigmatic sighing
song; they bowed slightly.

Past m dni ght now.
Wiere was she?

He turned abruptly at a sharp sound. Boots
agai nst cobbl es. For a nonent, they stopped and
he turned away. Then they resuned. He turned

back.

A worman cane into view, tall and | ong-necked.
Her face
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was i n shadow. She stopped when she saw his bul k,
tentative now but unafraid.

He saw that she carried a weapon in her |eft
hand, at the ready.

"Who are you?" he said.

She said nothing but continued to stand in the



center of the street. There was no one el se around.
He noved a step closer. The shadows nade it

i npossible for himto tell anything about her. This
he did not |ike.

The knife with the triangular blade was lifted so
that he could see its explicit threat.
"Cone no closer," she warned. Her voice floated
to himeerily on the night.

He felt the change in atnospheric pressure and
the rolling crack of thunder was unm stakable. He
stared fromthe black pool of her face to the
kni fe-blade. Wth a start, he saw that it was dark
and shiny. Blood. This worman had but recently
been in sone kind of fight.

"Are you in need of hel p?" he asked.
She stood as imobile and silent as a statue.
"Are you hurt?"

"I amunharned," she said after a time. "WIIl you
leave willingly or " The bl ade noved a fraction
hi gher .

"l amhere to neet soneone," he said. "A friend.
I will not nove.'

Now she took a step forward, partially into the
aureole of light froma nearby |lantern, swinging in
its cage as the rising wind tossed it. "You are not
Dal uzan. "

"No." He saw her face for the first time. Long
and narrow and attractive. A strong face, full of
character. He wondered who she was. Then it
occurred to himthat she would be asking herself
t he sane questions. "I am Michi Annai-Nn of I|s-
kael . "

This statement seenmed to quell some of her
suspi cion and he saw her rel ax sonewhat. He saw
her peering at himcl osely.

"You are not Tudescan."

He stiffened. "Wat know you of Tudescans here?"
"Too much," she said. "My friend and | were
attacked by five Tudescans sone little time ago.

They foll owed her fromthe nmercado and "

"Chiisai!"

She stepped up to him placed the knife-point
just under his breast-bone.
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He made no nove, mnerely stared into her eyes.
They were | arge and glossy and intelligent.
"Quickly now. Tell me,"
friend or

she snapped. "Are you

"Chiisai is ny friend," he said evenly, taking no
of fense at her brusque manner. "She is the only
daught er of the Kunshin of the Bujun.”

"She is royalty?" said the other. "She did not tel
ne."

"She woul d hardly wish it known," he said. He
noticed that the knife-point still touched his shirt
front. '"'I set a rendezvous with her earlier to neet
me here just before mdnight."

Now t he kni fe di sappeared inside the other's
cloak. "I am Martyne," she said. "Chiisai told ne
to neet her here at mdnight if we were
separated in the nelee. W were."

"What has happened to her?"

"She is all right. She killed three of the
Tudescan warriors and wounded a fourth.

Per haps she did this deliberately, for she all owed
himto escape and then went after him"

Cever girl, Michi thought. But now they were
out of touch with each other. He shrugged
mental ly. There was nothing he could do now but
carry on with what he had planned to do. He had
no i dea where she was. He would just have to
wait to see if she contacted him

"Come on," he said turning. "I have to neet a
Dal uzan in a taverna at the foot of Calle Cordel
You m ght as well come along. | want to hear the
whol e story."

El Canbiro was at the foot of Calle Cé6rdel
hard by the wooden wharves of Corruna.

The snell of the sea was thick in the air, rich
and heady and robust, and Michi, breathing
deeply, felt instantly invigorated.

The creaking of the ships' fittings as they rested
sone di stance out at anchor cane to him as

sharp and clear as if they had been al ongsi de.

That was the water, he knew, an excell ent

conductor of sound both above and bel ow.

Fi shermen were al ready taking down their nets
fromwhere they had hung drying in the hot sun
all the long afternoon. Now they spread them out



al ong the qui et quays, before the dew got to

them roofing the henp, to pick out the last few
bits of seagrape and flotsamthat had caught

there the day before, then rolled themcarefully
up into long lines, taking them two nen to a net,
on board their fishing |orchas, stowi ng them on
deck and covering themw th an oiled cloth tarp.
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A bit of canvas fluttered in the w nd, thunping;
the slapslap of the tide against the piling,

i ncreasing as the coming storm whi pped up the
surface of the sea.

Beyond the sanctuary of the port, he could see
that the sea was already heavy. Visibility was
unusual ly clear and the horizon, restlessly shifting
with the swells, stretched bl ackly away.

The taverna was a | ow, squat structure of
whi t ewashed pl aster with a swi ngi ng wooden door

t hrough whi ch | enon |ight poured beckoningly and
with a creaking sign over its frontage, depicting a
giant crab so el aborately carapaced it seened pre-
hi stori c.

They went i nsi de.

The place was as wide as it was deep, its
rough-hewn walls echoed in the plain wooden

tabl es and chairs stained with a conbination of
drink and seawater. The ceiling was |low with thick
wooden beans striping its length. An enornous

fire crackled in a stone hearth set into the far wall
A dark wood bar curved along the | eft-hand wall
Behind it, shelves lined with bottles. It was snoky
i nside and snelled of liquor and fat and tall ow

Moi chi led Martyne to an enpty table in a
corner opposite the bar where he could see the
door without having to turn around. They ordered
a local brew as thick and dark and al nost as sweet
as nead.

The place was not quite half full. A seaman sat
sl unped over near the hearth, his head cradled in
his burly arnms, a line of enpty glasses at one
el bow. No one bothered to take them away, not
even when he twitched in his sleep and sent one of
them crashing to the earthern floor.

A pair of weathered sailors, their faces |lined and
scarred, played dice, the rattle rhythm c and
soothing like the slap of the sea against a ship's
hul I .

The fat man with greasy jows and a
t hr ee- day-ol d beard behind the bar hummed a
tunel ess sea chantey, w ping at the already



gl eam ng bar top
It was well past m dnight.

A tall Daluzan sailor cane in and, taking off his
knit cap, smacked it against his thigh several tines.
He went to the bar and the fat man drew hima
drink, then went back to his w ping. The sailor
took the glass to an unoccupi ed table and sl unped
down. He took a |l ong swallow, snmacked his |ips
noi sily.

Moi chi sipped at his drink, not liking it much.
Martyne had
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told himas nmuch as she knew, but he w shed that
she knew nore. She had obvi ously provided

Chiisai with a crucial clue to the key of this entire
affair. This she had repeated to himbut he stil
had no idea what it nmeant. He was abruptly angry

at Chiisai for running off. Unfortunately, he had
to agree with what she did. To allow such a

chance to slip past woul d have been inexcusabl e.
But, of a sudden, he felt in the dark, and it was a
truly unconfortable sensation. He felt as if he
were battling shadows.

The door opened, pulling himaway fromhis

gl oony thoughts. A canbujo boy, thin and small,
cane in and | ooked around. He had a package
under his arm

He spotted Mdichi and trotted over to where he
sat with Martyne. He handed Michi the package
and started to |eave.

"What's this?" Michi asked.

The boy turned around, shrugged. "Only what it
seens, senhor. A package for you."

"How do you know me?"

The boy shrugged again as if this were his only
gesture. "The man on the pier who gave nme the
package. He told me what you | ook like."

"What man? What did he | ook |ike?"

"I't was dark, Senhor. Very little light. | did not
notice." He turned away and ran out the door

Moi chi stared down at the package for a
monent. It was fairly small, wapped in oiled
paper with fisherman's twine. Carefully, he
unw appped it.

Martyne gasped.



It was a man's heart, covered in blood. It was
wrapped with a sweat and- bl ood- soaked purple
headband. Rohja's.

Moi chi covered the thing up with the oiled
paper and very quietly said, "'l want you to get up
and wal k out of here as if nothing has happened.
Go back to the nercado and forget all about this.
Do you under st and?"

"I want to help," Martyne whi spered. "Anything
| can do "

"I have just told you what you can do. Please do
it. Now. | will have Chiisai contact you when it is
safe; when all this is over. I'msorry | brought you
here, Martyne. It was foolish on my part. Please
go now. "

She stared at himfor a mnute, then nodded
briefly. She slid out of the chair and went to the
door, went through it wthout | ooking back
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When she had gone he stood up. He left Rohja's
heart where it sat, covered, on the table and | eft
the taverna. Now he burned with a cold fury.

There was not hing but the sea and the sky.
The racing clouds had erased even the shadows.

He thought that it would be fruitless but he did
it anyway. Nothing could have stopped him He
prow ed the jetties and wharves, the tavernas and
fish markets, the hones of the waterside canbujos
and the two or three gigantic warehouses docksi de.
He searched for Hellsturm Surely it had been he
who had barbarously plucked the heart fromthe
young seaman. He recalled Martyne's description
of the Tudescans. They are |ike beasts. But she was
wrong, for no beast woul d ever do such a thing for
sport. Beasts hunted to eat; killed so that they
m ght continue to live. There was a terrible
cal cul atedness in this that went far beyond
bestiality. It was denonic.

Just the splashing sea and the | owering sky and

Moi chi Annai N n between, striding the creaking

ti mbers of the docks, his eyes alight with a ferocity
as the anger shook him And along with it, he

knew he felt a kind of seeping despair. For the
wor | d woul d neverchange. Men and wonen and,

yes, children too would die as others were being
born; and new cities would be built upon the

rubble of the old; and ever, ever would there be

t hose who practiced dark secret rites, the evil they
wor shi ped seeping fromthem|like coagul ati ng



bl ood.

He was alone in the dark for now even the
fi shernen who had earlier been abroad were

bel owdecks in their |orchas, asleep before the
com ng of dawn the |ast guardians gone, it
seened to himand now Corruna was alight with
the nyriad dreans of its inhabitants and he, al one
inall the city, awake.

He thought, unbi dden, of Kossori, of the man's
yout h when he was utterly al one al ong the
Sha' angh' sei bund, and he felt tears welling up
behi nd his eyes. Now he knew what it was like. So
desol ate, not like the real world at all. Even
ani mal s had somewhere to go.

At | ength, having exhausted his search and
perceiving that it was near daylight, he turned his
mnd to nore practical matters. Chiisai. She was
his only possible link nowto Hellsturm She
woul d, if she could, he knew, send hima nessage.
But to where? She knew of three places he m ght
be in Corruna; the taverna, El Canbiro, where she
knew they were to nmeet Rohja; the house of the
Senhora Seguillas y Oriwara; and Au
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feya's lorcha. He rejected the first imediately.
Even if he had nmet Rohja, Chiisai knew that they
woul d be there for only a very linmted anount of
time; nmuch too risky. Another kind of risk held
true for the house; Chiisai would have no way of
knowi ng how his "interview' with the Senhora
turned out whether he was now considered friend
or foe there; that was out. Only the |orcha

remai ned.

The sailor on watch saluted himas he canme up
t he gangpl ank.

"Has anyone conme on board tonight?" Nbichi
asked him "Qher than nmenbers of the crew?''’

The man shook his head. "Not on my watch,
piloto. But | have only just cone on.'

"Who had the watch before you?"
"Armazon, piloto. He is bel ow now "

"Al'l right. I amgoing to see him If anyone
cones anyone at all call nme inmrediately."

"Aye, piloto."
Moi chi went forward, easing hinself down the

conpani onway bel ow decks. He went past the tiny
but superbly efficient galley, fortard into the



crew s quarters. Mst of the berths were, of
course, enpty, as nmany of the men had chosen to
spend the night in the city with their famlies or
girl friends. Annazon was not in his berth.

He turned and went aft to the captain's
quarters. This was where Aufeya had slept, and
even on the return voyage Michi had not stayed
there, preferring to give it to Chiisai. Now he
found Armazon asleep on the captain's w de bed,
one arm flung across his face.

Moi chi woke him

"Ch, it's you," Armazon said. "Thought we'd al
seen the last of you." He rolled back onto the
bed.

"Has anyone cone aboard toni ght ?'
"Huh? No. Nobody."

Moi chi went up the conpani onway and of f the

| orcha. He had just stepped onto the tinbers of
t he pier when he thought he caught a novenent
deep in the shadows near a pile of wooden casks.
They were enpty, rotting husks now.

He saw a snall face appear and took his hand
fromthe hilt of his sword. He noved toward the
face but it darted away from himand he was
obliged to |l eap over the barrels. He grabbed hold
of the small body.

"Come here, little one," he said. "Who is it you
seek?" He saw her clearly now, a small girl
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"Beggi ng your pardon, senhor, but would you tel
me your nanme before | answer?"

Moi chi | aughed. "Yes, of course. | am Mich
Annai -Nin." He gazed at her. "And who m ght you
be?" He sat and put her on his Il ap

"Alma, senhor. | have a nessage for Mbichi
Annai -Nin."
"Tell me it then,'' he said, on edge.

She lifted one small hand up to his face. "Please,
senhor, let ne see your nose."

"My nose? Why in ?" Then he perceived that
she was | ooking for the dianond set into the dusky
flesh of his nostril. "Have you found it then?"

"Yes, senhor. The nessage is from Chiisai. She
told me to conme to this lorcha but to speak only to



you. | have been here for some tine. | went

aboard earlier but the man bl ocked nmy way and
sai d he had never heard of you and to go away.
When | didn't, he said you would be away all night
but told himto take any message that night cone.
| did not believe him senhor. "

"And you did well not to," Michi said, tousling
her hair. "Tell ne, Alma, what did this man | ook
i ke?" She descri bed Armazon.

"Chiisai found ne near the western gate, senhor
There a small caravan was about to depart. Not a
trade caravan, for we knew nothing about it. She
said to tell you that she is well and that she travels
nort hwest . "

"She follows the caravan."

"Yes, senhor."

"Did you see any of the men in the caravan?"
"Not well enough to describe themto you."
Was Hel | sturm anpong t hen? he wonder ed

"I did right to wait, senhor?"

"Yes, Alma, you did."

"It's scary here, at night."

"lIs it?

She nodded. "Yes, it is. That man fromthe
| orcha came around once or tw ce, |ooking for ne.
But | hid behind the barrels and he didn't find
ne."

Moi chi hugged her affectionately. "You are very
brave.” He dug into his sash and gave her a silver
piece. "This will buy much food and cl ot hi ng,
Alma. But if you take it you rnust prom se ne
you'll do sonething."

"What, senhor?"
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"Buy yourself a warm cl oak." He stood up
putting her on the tinbers. Her arnms reached up
and he lifted her. She kissed himon the nouth. A
deci dedly un-childlike kiss.

"OFf with you now," he said softly. "See that you
go straight home."

He wat ched her silently as she ran down the
| ength of the quay, as unobtrusive as a shadow,



and di sappeared amidst the streets of the city.

He went aboard the |orcha again, com ng
silently into the captain's cabin. He haul ed
Armazé6n out of the berth.

"What what are you doi ng?" the other
spl uttered.

"No one cane aboard asking for me, eh?"
"Way, no," he said, righteously. "I told you that.
Anyone who says different is a blasted liar." H's
fingers pried desperately at Michi's grip but it
was |ike iron.

"It's you who lie, Arnmazé6n." He jerked the
bos' un toward him "About the Senhora. Now
about the canbujo girl." He dragged the nan off
the bed; his pants were half off. "Wat a tw sted,
mean soul you have. You disgust ne!"
"Listen, listen,” Armazén cried. "It was probably
Robj a who has filled your head with all these
stories about ne. They are totally untrue, believe
nme! He wishes only to becone this ship's new
bostun. He'll say anything to get that "

Moi chi sl apped hi m across the face and he
whi npered. "Shut up, you insect! Robja is dead,
but while he lived he said not one word agai nst
you to nme." He began to drag the nman down the
ship to the conpani onway. "The little canmbujo girl
found ne on the dock."

"But she lies!" Arnmazé6n pleaded. "I woul dn't
give the little beggar food, that's all. And who
could blame ne? If | gave sonme to her, |'d have

to give to all of them"
"Do you think I'"man idiot to believe such a tale?"

He haul ed the bostun topside. He found a
suitable length of henp and tied Armazén's wists
above his head, then he slung the nman up over his
shoul der and began to ascend the mast.

Terrified, Armaz6n screaned, "I'll see you pay
for this! Gods, what are you going to do to ne?
"Il see that the Senhora Seguillas y Oriwara hears
about this!"

"You do that," Michi said grimy as he tied a
knot to the crosstree. He let Arnaz6n go so that
he hung there by his wists.

Back on the deck, Michi turned to the nman on
wat ch sayi ng:
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"Tell the nmen. \Whosoever cuts this man down wi ||
answer to ne. "

The sailor, switching his gaze from Michi to the
strung bos'un, swallowed convul sively and said,
"Aye, piloto. I wll tell them"

Dawn was just breaking and the gulls had begun
their echoing cries as they began skimmng the sea
in search of food. Apparently, the storm had
changed course during the night and brushed by
the city; there had been no rain.

Moi chi went away fromthe rising pink sun, from
the com ng warnth, from Armaz6n's cries.

After a while, there was only the sound of the
hungry gulls.

"It is descanso," he said. 'She is at the iglesia.’

"l have come to see her."

"Yes, | know." H s eyes were hooded in the
shadows of the doorway, his |ong drooping
nmust ache giving himthe aspect of a | ean and
hungry animal. "She asked me to give you the
directions."”

"1 do not have much tine.
"She anticipated this also.”

"She did? O you?"

Chi moku' s thin eyebrows lifted but his gaze
remai ned i npassive. "1? | had nought to do with
it.'

"Do you m ss Sha' angh'sei ?" Mbichi asked
abruptly.

The man stirred uneasily. "Perhaps," he said,
"'sometimes. But the Senhora lives here in
Corruna. Here, too, | am"

"Did you nmeet her there?"

"I'n Sha' angh' sei ? Yes."

"Al ong the bond?"

"Along the bund, yes. Is this inmportant?"

"I thought you mi ght be the man "

"Here are the directions."

The bells were tolling fromits tall spire, shining



gold in the newy wakened sunlight. Bronze turned
bright and brittle as they swng in the belfry. The
sound was sonehow nel anchol y.

It was a towering structure, brilliant white now
at the top, in shadows | ower down near its arched
open doorway: the last pools of the night. To left
and right, flanking plane trees, |arge, ancient,
whi spered in the w nd.

The doors were of oak on their lower half; thin
strips of hardwoods, one light, the other dark,
above so that a ki nd of
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natural toning was achieved w thout the use of
pai nts or |acquers.

A wide white stone stairway led up to the
door way.

Dal uzans drifted in, wapped in cloaks of nuted
colors. The wonen, who dominated this early in
the norning, all wore | ace shawl s about their
heads.

Inside it was cool and echoey. Incense drifted in
the still air and there seened to be a distant
drone of muted chanting. Low backl ess benches
of highly polished wood ran the [ ength of the
interior fromback to front, separated by three
aisles. Were the seats ended in the front, there
was a flight of low steps leading up to a platform
On the right was a carved wooden pul pit and on
the left was what | ooked |like a mniature bal cony.
Stone figures lined the walls on either side.

He went down the center aisle and found her
near the front. He slid in beside her

"I"'mglad you canme," she said, without fum ng her
head.

"Senhora, | have little tine

But she nerely smiled and put a |ong forefinger
agai nst her lips. There was novenent at the front
of the iglesia and the congregation rose. A priest
appeared behind the pul pit and Michi was
ast oni shed to see Don Hispete, the cure with the
spade beard on whose conversation he had
eavesdropped at di nner the night before.

Don Hispete lifted his arms, said, "Todos y cads
uno, sea ustedes bienvenidos a la iglesia del D hos
Santo."

The congregation knelt, bow ng their heads.
Moi chi found hinmself again surprised. The cure's
voice his public voice was totally different



fromthe one he had previously heard. This was
per suasi ve and charismati c.

"Bi en."

The congregation resunmed to their seats.

"This is the day of descanso," Don Hispete said.
"A nost inportant and, indeed, significant day on
our calendar. For it recalls to us the sufferings of
our forefathers. This is a day for sorrow, for us to
feel deeply the loss of those departed and those
far from honme and, by this day, renmenbering, to
free our daily lives.

"Yet descanso has anot her purpose. For it is
this day that we devote ourselves to the

acknow edgnent of evil so that we may know its
many shapes and therefore rise up against it and
protect ourselves fromits w ckedness.

"Thus, ny children, we should feel the diablura's
gr eat
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wings flutter in the air about us, for w thout him
we coul d not understand the eternal goodness of

D hos. Thus, we reflect on the deeper neaning of
the descanso and its difficult revelation of the
dar ker side of ourselves and, in that recognition
we better define our own goodness.... "

Afterward, she ascended the stairs with Mich
and took him behind the pulpit, through a plain
but quite solid wooden door. They went down a
short stone corridor at the end of which was
anot her door. She knocked and i medi ately
opened it.

They were in Don Hispete's rectory. It was small
and cozy and cluttered in a quite honmey way.

There were several overstuffed chairs, a functiona
wooden desk and hi gh-backed chair and shel ves

upon shel ves of books all the way to the ceiling.
Hal f of the left-hand wall was a | eaded-gl ass
wi ndow, beyond which he could see a | eafy garden.
A small door, half open, led out to it.

Don Hi spete had apparently just sat down
behi nd his desk but, when ho saw them enter, he
rose and canme around the side to greet them
"Senhora," he said, smling al nost reverentially,
and bowi ng, he put his |ips against the back of her
prof f ered hand.

"Don Hispete," the Senhora nurmured, "we
| oved your sunmmon." She fumed as if startled to
find someone standing next to her. "Ch, by the



way, this is Michi Annai-Nin, a friend of mne."

"Bi enveni do, senhor." The priest inclined his
head but did not extend his hand. The soci al
anenities, it seemed, were reserved for those he
knew wel I . "May | offer you a drink?" He was
| ooking directly at the Senhora.

"Pl ease. "

He reached out a tall crystal decanter
three-quarters filled with deep red wi ne. He
poured themall drinks and then, lifting his own
goblet, said, "Sal hud!" He drank deeply and they
followed suit.

Don Hi spete put his goblet down on the desk

besi de himand returned to his high-backed chair.
He fol ded his hands across his stomach. "How may
| be of assistance to you, senhora?"

"Has Hel | sturm resuned to Corruna?" she said
abruptly.

The priest stroked his spade-shaped beard with
one forefinger before spreading his hands.
"Senhora, | cannot "

But she had already risen, had gone across the
smal | room Now she stood before the w ndow,
apparently regarding the foliage of the garden
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"Such beautiful trees," she said. "You know,
Don Hi spete, those olive trees, there, are old,
very old indeed. Grandfathers of their line."

"Yes, senhora. Indeed they are,"
"It's such a pity to destroy them"

Once nore, the priest spread his hands. They

rem nded Moichi of a sea anenone about to

ensnare an unwary fish. "One hates to see the
destruction of nature, senhora, wherever it m ght
be. But in this case it serves the purpose of D hos
because it will further his glory."

"Ch, yes." Her voice was as sweet as honey.

"The gl ory of Dihos nust indeed be served, for
that is the primary function of the Palliate. But,
Don Hi spete" she turned away fromthe w ndow

to face the cure "the Palliate cannot function

wi t hout the support of the congregation, is that
not so? | cannot imagine that the Palliate would
pay for well, everything."

Two thin vertical Iines had appeared in the
center of the priest's brow.



"I's that not so?" she repeated.

Rel uctantly, Don Hi spete said, "It is so,
senhora. But | fail to see what "

"And this expansion that the iglesia is
contenplating is expensive, is it not? Al nost
exorbitantly so, one m ght say."

"Now real ly, senhora, | nust

"And it requires the support the conplete
support of every parishioner, does it not, Don
H spet e?"

"Yes, senhora, it does. But everyone nust know
he is expected to "

"But those with, oh, shall we say, above-average
weal th are being called upon with sonewhat
nore, er, zeal than are the others."

Don Hi spete sat as still as a statue now

"l amone of those, so | know firsthand, as it
were."

The priest tried to speak, had to clear his throat
bef ore begi nni ng agai n. "The Senhora is not
contenpl ati ng withdrawi ng her pledge.'' H's voice
seenmed thin and strangl ed now.

"Why, | contenplate nothing of the sort." Her
voi ce was still sweet but it was obvious that she
was nmocking him "Werever did you get that
i dea? How absurd!"

She sat down beside Michi. "Now,'' she
continued, "shall we return to ny first query?"

"Senhora, you put ne in quite a difficult
position.'' H s face held a pained expression. "You
know wel | that | cannot break
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my sacred trust to the Palliate. " Athin line of
sweat was rolling slowy down one side of his face.

"I do so love those olive trees, Don Hispete. |
had not realized until | canme here just how nuch
| would miss themif they were cut down. And, you
know, now that | think of it, there are others who
feel just the same way | do. Now "
"Senhora, please " H's voice was a whine now.
But her eyes had | ocked onto his and, at |ength,
his gaze lowered to the hands clasped in his |ap



"He has been in the city,'
and gone. He left at dawn."

he said softly. "Here

"What was he doi ng here?" Her voice was as
sharp as a whi pl ash and Don Hi spete wi nced
under its dom nance.

"That | do not know, senhora. This | swear."
"It was not on business of the Palliate?"
The priest |ooked up, ashen-faced. He nade a

qui ck sign across his chest. "D hos, no, senhora!
We~i smssed himafter that last, uh, incident."

" 'Incident." " Her voice was filled with
| oat hi ng. and contenpt. "Is that what you call it
now? Well, you were always quick with the

euphem sns. "

Don Hi spete shuddered. "Please, senhora." His
voi ce had been reduced to a whisper.

"Who does he work for now?"
"I I amnot certain. | "

She stood up and somehow it becane one of the
nost threatening gestures Michi had ever seen.

"I cannot tell you, senhora," the priest babbl ed,
clutching the gold chain about his neck as if he
feared she mght |ose control altogether and
strangl e him

"Don Hispete, this interviewis tenm nated." It
had the finality of a door slam She fumed and, on
cue, Michi stood up.

"Wa wait, senhora." The cure rose, still
fingering his chain. "Please." She fumed back,
waiting calmy now that her victory was assured.

He blew air in and out of his nouth in rapid gusts;
the skin of his face was gleam ng. "I have heard
that he works now for La Saqueadora: Sardonyx."

The Senhora cried out as if she had been run
through with a bl ade.

Don Hi spete came around the desk, his face
filled with fear. "Senhora! What ?"
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Moi chi grabbed her, felt her trenbling
uncontrollably as if gripped by some terrible

force.

"CGet me out of here!" she gasped at him



"What is it?"

"Quickly. For the love of Dihos!'' she cried.
"Quickly!!

He picked her up and took her out, down the
corridor, through the now enpty iglesia proper

On the wi de stone steps, dazzling in the sunlight
he set her down.

"Senhora," he said. "Wat happened?”
She kept her arns around himfor support as
she said, "You were right. Dihos, you were right.
| understand it all now "
"For Cod's sake, senhora, tell nme!" he cried.
"Moi chi, Sardonyx is the freebooter who was ny

partner so long ago." Tears welled up in her eyes.
"She vowed a terrible vengeance upon ne and

now it has cone. Hellsturmw |l not honor his
pact with ne now, that was but part of the deceit.
D hos, he has taken her to Sardonyx! | am

undone! " She sobbed agai nst his shoul der

"Senhora," he said softly. "Senhora." He stroked
her hair, felt her soft-strong body quaki ng agai nst
him He only partially understood her grief, he
knew. But a tightening knot in his stonmach nade
himrealize his concern for Aufeya. The danger to
her was not only real; it was dire. It was the
nort hwest for himnow, upon the fleetest of
steeds. "Senhora," he said, "I nust go after
Hel | sturm Now. And you can help ne."

She | ooked at him tears still rinmmng her eyes.
He tried to smile. "How ridiculous," she said, "to
continue to call me that. | cannot continue to be
so formal with you, Michi. Not now and not ever
again." He saw the dancing notes in her |arge
jade eyes. "Call ne Tsuki."

He felt that all his breath had left himand, for
a nonent, he thought he night stunble. Kossori
he thought. Ch ny God, Kossori! She is your
| ove.

1l 1 ree
THE
FI REMASK

~t i mat dons

NORMALLY the rain would have worked

agai nst hi m but now he bl essed its del ayed
arrival. The stormhad stalled off the coast and
now had turned around, heading inland wth

much of its initial force dissipated out at sea.



It did not matter to himthat the hoofprints of
the caravan were all but obliterated by the dust
turned to mud, because he knew where they were
bound.

He had Tsuki to thank for that as well as for
the |uma he now rode and t he one whose reins
were attached to the back of his saddle.

Tsuki. "' The noon," it meant.
Where are you now, Kossori, ny true friend?
| hope you approve. | think you do.

The rain slanted down, hissing, a gray-green
bl anket Iimting visibility, soaking everything; it
obscured his pursuit from prying eyes.

He was already half a day's ride from Corruna's
western gate, heading northwest for Kintai. H's
luma's slick coat was a tawny topaz, fitted with a
bl ack | eather saddle, silver pomrmel and red
| eat her harness. The sonewhat smaller mare was
a deep blue in colon He was grateful for these
luma, for their high intelligence conmbined with
their great speed and endurance made them
nore desirable than nmere horses. But, he knew,
they were wild and difficult and expensive to
train; thus there were few of them about.

He plunged off the far side of a ridge of brown
fertile land into a long softly undul ating vall ey.
He wi ped the rain fromhis eyes. Trees were
sparse here and, for as far as he could see, |ow
brush and scrawny brown plants dom nated. He
dug
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his heels into his luma's flanks and rattled the
reins. The stallion |leapt ahead, lifted his head,
snhorting into the w nd.

How strange life is, Michi thought. Stranger
than any tale ever spun at night in a warmtavern
or around a leaping fireside. Howit returns in a
circle; the end is the beginning. If Kossori had but
known he defended Tsuki's daughter with his very
| ast breath

A deat h, Michi thought, should not be useless.
Sad, yes, that life should cone to an end but
i nevitable, too. And, being so, should there not be
meaning in the final act? In this the |Iskamen and
t he Bujun were sonewhat alike. Perhaps in other
ways, al so.



It was a hero's death for Kossori. Mre heroic
now t han he woul d ever know. O again perhaps
he woul d know, if, as the Bujun believed, the sou
is spun out, interweaving a |ong procession of
lives until perfection is achieved and one | eaves
the endl ess wheel of life and death.

So for the Iskanen. God is history, his father
never tired of telling him and in history lies
man's only sal vation

Now, at this noment, as he pounded across this
plain, so desolate in the rain, flying after evil
Moi chi knew that his faith had survived. The
bl ood of his forefathers pulsed through him too
strong to be long discarded or ignored. Tears
cane to his eyes, mngling with the rain, as he
t hought of his father and the man's enornous
faith in God. Perhaps you were not so very
wrong, after all, Mdichi thought, recalling their
bitter argunents of faith, the |long silences,
suffered by the rest of the famly, the |ong days
and nights of anger and frustration. Al the tine
| ost because they were so strong-willed. But he
knew now t hat they had not fought over faith. No,
that had been a conveni ent but spurious
battl eground both of them had chosen rather
spitefully. You were so intolerant of me, Father
How you resented nmy growi ng up so i ndependent
of your will. | was so unlike Jesah, who, perhaps
because he was the second, you were able to
mold into your own |ikeness. He did whatever you
told himwhile | resisted. Wiy would you not | et
me be, Father? What was it you were so
frightened of? It couldn't be, as you professed so
many times, that | would turn away from God
because you caused that to happen to ne
your sel f.

He rattled the reins again, sounding the litany
of his long journey over the land. | wll never
know, now, because you took that answer with
you when you died. Like God, there was
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not a forgiving nonent in your life. The end was,
i ndeed, |ike the beginning.

Al life is so personal, he thought, wonderingly.
There was death in the air.

He sniffed again, and though he was far fromhis
bel oved sea, he knew it still. He believed in
auguries. Not in any superstitious way but in the
manner of the |skamen, whose turbulent history
was filled with such messages from God, guiding
H s peopl e.



The rain | essened somewhat and, as the

mstiness lifted, he could discern in the fulmnating
sky low, fantastic shapes alight in the darkness of
the billowi ng clouds. Far to the northwest,

[ ightning forked, blue-white and ghostly; a nonent

| ater cane the crack and after-trenor of the

t hunder, rolling against his ears.

Onward the luma fl ed.

No cultivated field, no house, no sign of man at
all could he see. Just the pattering of the rain.
Then, as the rain further abated, a line of
weat her ed nount ai ns appeared, marching |ike
battered veterans along the horizon toward yet
anot her war.

"I have no hope now," she said into his chest as
he held her. "It is Sardonyx and | am vul nerable.™

"'Vengeance is mne,' saith the God of ny
peopl e,” he said, recognising the words of his
f at her.

"You do not understand, Michi. This is
Sardonyx we speak of and you nust know before
you | eave. She is a sorceress.”

He | aughed. "Sorcery is gone from our world,
Tsuki . "

But she shook her head. "No. She can do the
i mpossi ble."

"Then she is but a conjuror, a clever one. | have
nmet sonme of those. It is all illusion.”

"No, ©Mbichi. No. Please do not make that
m stake. | know, believe ne. That which she
creates is real, terribly real. Beware of her power.
Beware of it."

It was nearing sundown and the hi gh nountains
| oomed over him he was in the last stretch of the
vast plain.

Trees were nore plentiful now and grass grew
long and wild, so that his luma was obliged to sl ow
their pace, wary of rodent burrows hidden from
Vi ew.

Al nmost directly before himhe saw the sl opes of
two nountains neeting in a narrow defile which
seened the only way through. It was a question of
[ight now It would perhaps be safer to canmp here
for the night, then proceed through the narrow
pass at first light. But far too much tine would be
| ost
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that way and the caravan already had a | arge
head start on him

There was no choice, really.
He nade full speed toward the defile.

To the east, the sky was still dark and unsettled
but above and to the west, ahead of him it was
clear, lavender and plum as if bruised by the
storm s passage. The plungi ng sun was too | ow for
himto see directly but the world was filled with its
reflected illumnation.

The noon was al ready out, a thick crescent and
as crinmson as a drop of bl ood.

The way becane i medi ately rocky and

grassl and sparser as he neared the foothills
guardi ng the nmountai n range. G eat boul ders of
granite and sparkling schist built thenmselves on al
si des.

Soon he was engulfed in the defile itself. Thick
jutting shelves of rock shot up high into the air,
oblique, the evening's light spilling down themlike
a cataract, turning the entire gorge nauve. Natura
rock terraces stretched thensel ves above his head,
rising intiers until they were lost in the haze.

As the sky darkened into night, the rock walls
seened to close in on him the terraces expandi ng
until but the merest sliver of sky remained.

Signs of the caravan's passage were nore in

evi dence here. At first, he believed this to be a
result of the nmore sheltered position in the defile,
but as he | ooked cl oser he discerned that the signs
were fresher. He was closer to his quarry than he
had realized

This place seened devoid of life. No avians flew
over head, not even the scavengers; no lizard, no
i nsect. He began to experience an acute sense of
i solation, so strong that it was al nbst tangible.

The nature of the rocks had changed, also. He
was obliged to pause and |ight a brand made of
tightly woven henp treated with pitch. By this
flickering light he saw that the rocks were now
streaked with orange and sul furous yell ow and
their configurations had beconme contorted, al nost
tortured, as if they had been formed during sone
pai nful upheaval of the earth.

He reined in and drew his sword.

Around a bend ahead of him he saw the gl ow of
anot her torch. He waited, uncertain even of what



to expect.

It was a solitary figure on horseback and now, as
it approached, he saw that it was a wonan. She
was inpossibly tall, narrow skulled and
sunken-eyed. She was dressed in a
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simple farmer's tunic of dun-colored cotton. She was
unarmed. "G eetings," she said, her voice floating
toward him ghostly in the confines of the defile.

"Greetings," Michi answered.

"I heard your approach,"” she said. "I get so few
visitors these days | was curious to see. | hope
you don't mnd."

"Not at all,"” he said. "But I'mafraid that | have
linme time for small talk or pleasantries at the
nmonent . "

"You are in a hurry. Yes," she nodded, "it's plain
to see. Your mission is urgent. Is it all right if |
ride along with you to the end of the defile? Then
we may tal k without ny hindering you. "

Moi chi nodded and spurred his [uma forward.
The woman turned her nmount, fell in beside him
There was just enough room for them both. The
jiggling of their harnesses echoed eerily off the
rock faces.

"\Whi ther are you bound?" she asked. "I know
this land well. Perhaps | can help direct you to
your destination. It's plain you' ve never been here
before. "

The nmist was returning, although the rain
seened to have departed. "I already have
directions, thank you,'' he said as politely as he
could rmuster. He frankly did not |ike having
anyone distracting himin such a perfect place for
an anbush. |If she had heard his approach, could
not others?

"They m ght be incorrect, you know, " the wonman
said thoughtfully. "That often happens these days.
Peopl e are not so conscientious as they used to be.
Not very fashionable, | expect, though | know little
enough of the world. Who was it gave you these
directi ons?"

Moi chi gl anced at her briefly. Wiat was wong
with her face? The inconstant |ight of the torches
made it inpossible to see clearly. "A friend," he
said nonconmittally.

"Afriend," echoed the woman. "Yes, of course.



It would be. Wll, even friends are |iable to nake
a m stake when nuch tinme has passed."

Moi chi was about to ask her to anplify that
statenment when she said, "I fear | have tarried too
long already at your side." She spurred her nount
into an awkward gallop and in but a nmonent had
di sappeared into the deepening m st ahead. He
wanted to call her back for he had been puzzl ed
by their rather one-sided conversation. but there
was not hing he could do to deter her save shout,
and that he could not risk

He rode on, keeping to his forner pace, and
presently he
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felt rather than saw the sides of the defile w den
Rai sing his torch, he could just barely discern that
the rock faces had begun to lose a bit of their

st eepness. This effect increased rapidly and he

pi cked up his pace. Soon he had energed.

On this end, the defil e debauched onto a | ong
val | ey. Above, the sky was streamered with stars.
Bel ow, the land seenmed as flat and featurel ess as
new y gl owed fields.

Over the rolling grasslands he flew, the w nd
whi ppi ng agai nst his face, cool and invigorating.
He revered in the open space around him feeling
as if he had newy awakened from sone
ni ght mare where he had been trapped in a coffin.

Not long after, he spied a pinpoint of |ight on
t he near horizon. Cautiously, he made for it; the
signs of the caravan's passage were fresher stil
than at the last site, where the canels' dung had
been warm As he neared, he saw that it was a
smal | cottage set on the near bank of a w de,
sluggi sh river which he saw, straggled west for a
short distance before turning south perhaps half
a kiloneter past the house.

He drew in and sat atop his luma for a tine,
| ooki ng about and listening to the chirruping of
the cicadas and the quiet croaking of the river
frogs. Above him the nmoon seened greatly
magni fied, as if seen through a lens. It was as red
as bl ood.

At length, he disnbunted and |l ed the | unma
forward. He peered into a wi ndow, saw only an
ol d worman, her back toward him Abruptly, he
was fam shed, and, striding to the door, he
opened it and stepped inside.

The ol d wonan was bent over a circul ar stone
hearth set in the center of the floor on a sort of



stone plinth. "C ose the door she said without
turning around. "The night air is cold and it

di sturbs me." Her voice had the quality of chal k
screaking along a slate board.

She had a thin face, he saw, as she at |ast
turned around, a patchwork of skin, it seened,
crisscrossed and seal ed by the seans of tine. And
the skin seened glossy, as if it were not skin at
all. She had a wi de, |oose-lipped nouth upon
whi ch red paint had been carel essly sneared, and
shiny button eyes that were all pupil like a bird's.

"Are you hungry?" she said. But she was al ready
seeing the table with rough-hewn bow s and crude
utensils. "I have a stew all ready."

Now t hat she nentioned it, he did smell the
rich aroma of food and his nouth began to water
He | ooked beyond her,
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saw a bl ack netal pot hangi ng over the flanes of
the hearth.

"Have you seen a small caravan pass this way?" he
asked.

"Cone," she said. "Sit and eat." She was |adling
the stew, thick and hot, into the bows. There was
a large | oaf of black bread on a wooden board, a
knife lying beside it.

He sat down.

'.Haven't been outside all day," she said. "Don't
do that so much anynore."

"Did you not see the rider, then?"
"The rider?"

"A rider. Odd-1ooking. Very tall. Surely she cane
this way."

"I believe you net my daughter."

"She's not here."

"Cbviously. She is hunting."

"At night?"

"It's the only way here. Al our gane is
nocturnal ." The old woman pointed to his bow. "Is
nmy cooki ng so poor?"

He took a bite of the stew. It seemed to have no
taste. He sniffed. It snelled delicious.



"Do you follow the caravan?" the old woman
sai d. She reninded himof soneone. "It's plain to
see you're a traveler. "

Sonet hi ng caught his eye.

"An n't you hungry? O course you are. Eat up
now. "

What was it? Tine seened to have sl owed down.

He began to hear his own breathing, as stentorian
as that of a dragon's. He seened to have trouble
nmovi ng, also, as if the air had turned to jelly.

"Go on with you. Eat. Eat."

Coner of his eye, amllion mles a-wa-y .
Took some tine to register. Firelight dancing,
pretty pattens. Haul ed hinmself together nentally.
Slipping, slipping a-wa-y . . . Firelight. Not the
firelight. Below that, glinting like the sea on a
moonlit night renenber the time for God's sake
wake up will you what's happening col ors
r-u-n-n-i-n-g together something inportant there
nmoonl i ght choppi ng the surface of the sea into ten
thousand f-r-a-g-me-n-t-s-s-s-s pull yourself
toget her man and con-cen-trate. Concentrate. No
circle. That was it don't let it slip away now
a-wa-y No, stop it! The hearth was not round. It
was pentangle. Pentanglc, you nitwit, don't you un-
der st and?

He did.

Lunged across the table at the old woman, caught
her wri st
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fast sliding away from himcol ors stream ng al
around himlike a flight of bubbles feathers
fanning the hot humd air sticky and sweaty after
working all day in the sun trenendous thirst

tongue sticking to the roof of his nmouth bl oated
and so dry that all he could think of was . . . Get
her! he screamed at hinmself. Twisted his arm felt
her wist snapping like an old dry tw g.

The ol d woman reeling backward the house in
trenor she stunbles the house shimers she falls
t he house di ssol ves about him

Dazed, Mbdichi sat in the grass, hands flat on
the earth. He felt as if he wanted to vomt.
Unperturbed, the night chirruped and croaked on
around himas if nothing untoward had hap-
pened. Sonme paces away, the luma, heads to the
earth, nunched grass contentedly. \Wat did they
know?



Abruptly, he did vomt. It was over as quickly
as it began. He felt weak and he turned over, |ay
back, staring up at the infinite river of stars,
glittering and cl ose by, as if he could gather
strength fromtheir illum nation. The noonli ght
hurt his eyes so he closed them He found that
his chest was heaving as if he had run a long
di stance. But he'd run longer than that, he knew.
He had run for his life.

Tsuki's words had saved him

He had met Sardonyx and al nost been
def eated. Al nost. Wiat information had she
desired from hi n? And what had he given her?
Not much, he was certain. He opened his eyes.

He wal ked back to the luma, feeling sonewhat
bener, and swung up. Beneath the river of
starlight he headed northwest, after the caravan

Denoneye
VWHEN he saw her, his heart |ightened.

She crouched in the lee of a great glittering
granite boul der perhaps a thousand neters from
t he encanpnent. Just anot her shadow.

| mredi ately he saw her, he disnounted and
| eadi ng the luma behind him crept toward her
The animals were perfectly silent and woul d
remain so now, they knew the eneny was cl ose.
Chiisai whirled, her short blade out, but he passed
into a patch of starlight and she recogni sed him
They enbraced joyfully.

"Thank the Gods you have come at last," she
whi spered, her beautiful oval face sobering. "M
horse gave out yesterday and | have been on foot
ever since."”

Qui ckly, he brought her up-to-date.

"I"'mso relieved that Martyne was unhurt. | was
worried about her since | left. But as for Auteya,
| think perhaps we are already too late."

"What do you nean?" he hissed. "Has
Hel | sturm al ready killed her? Then why don't you
stop hinP"
"Cal myoursel f, " she said. "I understand your
concern. But the fact is, she is not within the
caravan."

"Not here? But how is that possible?"

"I cannot say for certain, Michi."



"Then she's already at Mstral with Sardonyx."
"M stral ?"

"A strange castle, Tsuki informed ne. On the
nort hwest shore of an even stranger |ake known
as the Deathsea. It is inhabited by this sorceress.™
And he told her all he knew of Sardonyx.
"I see." Chiisai's brow was furrowed in thought.
"There seemto be plans within plans here."
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"What do you know? Martyne told ne "

"Yes. The Land of the Opal Mwon. | could
scarcely believe it when |I heard."” She put her
back against a rock and, after taking a quick
gl ance at the caravan's encanpnment, continued.
"There is a legend that | have heard al t hough
do not think it has Bujun origins. Perhaps it had
its genesis during the time that Ama-no-nori was
part of the continent of man."

"You mean during the sorcerous wars."

"Yes. It is said that there came into being at
that time a place where all time ceased to exist,
where all time coal esced, an opening in the fabric
of our universe, like the incision of a surgeon's
scal pel . Perhaps it had been inadvertently created
as a by-product of the continuing pernicious spells
bei ng conjured, or perhaps through a neans
totally unknown to our world. In any event, the
Eye of Time, once it was di scovered, opened up
terrifying possibilities. If one could slip through,
for instance, all secrets of the future could be had
and brought back; victory for the first sorcerer
t hrough woul d be assured. Yet it was not to be so
sinmple a task, for this Eye of Time was inimcal
to humans and even sorcerous spells proved no
protection fromthe deadly vortex. Thus the site
was abandoned and its |ocation forgotten; and
thus it passed into the real mof |egend."

"Are you saying that Sardonyx has | earned of
this Eye of Tine's location?" Chiisai nodded.
"But what good would it do her? This is the
future those sorcerers would have cone to; they
woul d have found not hing."

"You miss the point, Michi. If Sardonyx
manages to gain entry there, she can go back to
the tine of the Kai-feng or beyond; to a tine
when sorcery was potent. She could bring back al
the sorcerous creatures "



He raised a hand. "Enough! | see what you
mean. But are you saying that the |ocation of
the Eye of Time is here in Kintai?"

Chiisai nodded. "The legend tells us that the
Eye is located in a | and where the nmoon is al ways
full and when you |l ook at it it appears round as
a ball, not flat as in other lands. Its color is not
the silver of the north nor the gold of the east
nor the blue of the west nor the orange of the
south. No, it is of all these colors and nore. An
opal noon."

Al most involuntarily, Michi |ooked skyward.
"But | ook there, Chiisai. The nobon is horned and
is as red as a rose."

"Yes," she whispered, "so it is. But the |egend
states that
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the one entrance to the Land of the Opal Mpon is
across a plain lit by ninso-waru, the Denbneye."

"So here we are."

"Yes.

"Then, if Sardonyx's castle is near here, she has
been in possession of that bit of information for
quite some tinme. This is not what Cascaras and
Auf eya possessed.”

"No. There is, unfortunately, nore.'' She sighed.
"After the end of the sorcerous wars, there cane
into being a story about an artifact. It cropped up
in a nunber of disparate places, giving that nuch
nore credence to its veracity. Somewhere, it was
postul ated, was the artifact-key to the puzzle of the
Eye of Time. Some, even, claimed that they had
seen it. But since each gave a different |ocation
and none, it seemed, proved to be correct, its
actual existence was discounted by nost. Still,
ot hers dreanmed and hoped, keeping its name alive:
the Firemask."

There was a brief hissing along the narrow | edge
of shal e.

He renai ned notionless, staring into the tiny
ruby eyes of the scaled lizard, its horned ridged
crest making it seemlike an apparition out of
prehistory. Its forked tongue Iicked out, questing
along the rock as it regarded himincuriously. A
sl ow pul se beat in the hanging flesh at the juncture
of its neck and |l ower jaw. Then it had scuttled past
him into a crack in the rock face. It stared stonily
at him



He squinted upward. Streaky clouds, faintly
| um nescent, drifted overhead but never cane near
t he bl oody mnoon

He ignored the pain in his chest, straining his
ears, listening for the tiniest sound out of place,
because there was a | ot of |oose shale down there
bel ow himand a totally silent approach, he knew,
was next to inmpossible. It could be a |lot worse, he
reflected: Hellsturmcould be a Jhindo and then he
would be in for it because the night was the
Jhindo's world. But Hellsturmwas only a koppo
adept. He laughed inwardly but there was little
hurmor in it; he was not, after all, the Dai-San, and
t he Tudescan had destroyed Kossori

VWil e he waited, crouched high on the narrow
| edge, alone in the night, he had time to think. It
had begun well enough. He and Chiisai had both
decided that they could not |let the caravan reach
its destination, which they knew now to be M stral
Hel | sturm and presumably now Sardonyx al r eady
knew hal f of the vital information; Auteya
possessed the other half.
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How expl osive that information was! Pieced
toget her fromwhat Martyne had told t hem about
Cascaras and what Auteya had told Michi about
Hel | sturm this became the only possible
concl usi on: Toget her, Cascaras and AulLeya had
di scovered the | ocation of the fabled Firemask.

What ever Hel | sturm now brought to Mstra
woul d have to be intercepted. There was no
alternative

The caravan encanmpnent was centered in a

shal  ow dell bordered on the left by a dense copse
of oak trees and on the right and to the rear by
shel tering rock.

There were four Tudescan warriors. But

Hel | sturm was shadowed by anot her man, short

and squat but as muscular as a bull. This man was
not Tudescan but Moichi recognised himas a

Tul c, a menber of an obscure tribe of folk to the
north. They lived on the vast snow covered

st eppes and wore the skins of predatory animals
such as the wol f and the bear. Their headnen

wore the skulls of these animals, covering the top
hal ves of their faces. Michi had come across a
Tul ¢ aboard the second ship he had signed on

wi th. What the man was doing so far from hone

Moi chi never |earned, but it had not even
occurred to ask him for Michi, too, was far
fromhis native land and had no desire to talk
about his own reasons for |eaving. But he had

| earned other things fromthe man. The Tulc



were a fierce people and, in many ways, only
sem civilized. What one was doing with Hellsturm
was i npossible to ascertain.

In all, there were six.

"A fair match-up," Chiisai had whi spered
grinning. But he had not shared her optimnsm

The Tudescans were up and battle-ready in an

i nstant, even though he and Chusai had cone

upon themas silently as they were able. They had
anot her advant age, however, for the Tudescans
seened cont enptuous of a worman warrior. Until,

that is, Chiisai dispatched the first man they sent
agai nst her with one sw pe of her dai-katana. She
ducked under the attack of the Tudescan and
skewered himfromfront to back just bel ow the

br east bone.

Cursing, Hellsturmimmediately sent two nen
agai nst her.

For her part, Chiisai was as calmas the water

in a lake as she faced this dual charge. She stood
her ground, unmovi ng, hands pl aced one above
the other on the long hilt of her weapon, hol ding
it vertically so that the tip touched the earth.

The Tudescans split, conming at her fromeither
side. So
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massi ve were both the warriors, they appeared to

be giants runbling toward her. The one on her

right drew fractionally first, beginning an oblique
strike.

Left to right the strike cane and, two-handed,
Chiisai brought the dai-katana up to bl ock
precisely as if she were holding a wooden staff that
had neither cutting edge nor swordpoint. In the
same notion she continued the sweep horizontally
and down so that, as the point dropped bel ow the
second warrior's incomng blow, it |lanced inward
with a blur, slicing the Tudescan open from his
right side through to his spine. H's weapon flew
from his hands as he went down.

Now she ducked under the first warrior's cut
and, leaning forward, tried a reverse blow. This he
parried and, in counterattacking, used such force
that she was al nbst struck from her fighting
position. She recovered in tine to deflect a strike
ai red at her neck but the flat of the heavy sword
smashed into her shoul der. She winced and twi sted
her bl ade upward so that the point pierced the
warrior just above his Adami s apple, slashing into
the brain.



Moi chi was now fully engaged in conbat wth
t he remai ni ng Tudescan warrior. The man struck
twice and on the third bl ow succeeded in
separating Mdichi fromhis sword. Michi cursed
hinself silently for not having been a better
student. But he had never been sufficiently
interested in swordsmanship. Pity he had not
known about this noment then

The Tudescan's face split in a feral grin as he
moved mfor the kill. That expression stayed
permanently in place. He had not even seen the
nmotion of Michi's left hand. Foolishly, the grin
still in place, he stared down at the thick copper
handl e protruding fromhis chest. He coughed
once and pitched backward.

There was only Hell sturm now. And the Tulc.
That one noved toward Chiisai as Mdichi turned
to confront Hellsturm

The hood of his cape had been pushed back and
for the first time Michi saw his face.

He was stunni ngly handsone. This cane not so

much fromthe individual features of his face his
nose was too straight, his nmouth just a touch too
wi de, the lips thick and sensual but from an

i nterm x which made of the whol e sonething

unusual . There was about himthe distinct air of an
ani mal dangerous, cunning and anoral, all part
of the undeni abl e nascul i ne magneti sm whi ch had
drawn bot h Tsuki and Aufeya.

H s deep-set eyes were black and this, too, seened
to be the
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only color he wore. Hi s | eather hel mwas ebon as
were his chain-nmetal corselet, |eggings and high
boots. The only touches of color were at the front
of his helmand on the buckle of his wde

weapons belt. Here had been painted a snall

bl ood-red cross surrounded by a circle of the
sane hue.

Moi chi picked up his dirk, w ping the bl ade
clean on the dead man's cloak, then retrieved his
sword. During this time, his eyes never left the
figure in front of him He put away the dirk, held
his sword, point slightly higher than hilt, in front
of him

Hel |l sturm smiled at himand cane forward, his
white teeth gleam ng in the nmoonlight, sharp and
nmoi st and pi nk-tinged. He did not touch the
sword that swung slightly, scabbarded at his side.



"You know what | am

It sounded |ike the sibilant whisper of a
sumer's breeze and the dissimlarity between
visual and aural was so enornous that he was
shocked. Hel I sturm m ght have been talking to his
| over. Mbichi w nced inside when he thought of
Tsuki and Auf eya.

He had a chance if he could get Hellsturmto
draw his sword. If he couldn't He |unged
forward in a feint but the other danced ninbly
away and shook his head, his tongue clicking
agai nst the roof of his mouth so that now he
sounded like an old | ady.

"Ch no," he said, "No, no, no.
And rai sed his hands |ike bl ades.

Moi chi sheat hed the usel ess weapon,

maneuvered so that his side was presented, giving
a narrower target, but Hellsturmwas too swift
and he canme on and it was all Michi could do to
deflect with his wists the three, four, five
hand-strikes in rapid succession

He backed off but Hellsturmfollowed. He

bl ocked an eyestri ke but only partially deflected
the next. Pain |like a hot |ance shot through his
chest and he did the only thing he could do to
stave off death. He ran.

He had the face of a weasel, Chiisai thought, set
into a head that seemed far too big for the torso
even though that was itself quite nassive. He
| ooked like a freak. He had tiny eyes and al nost
no nose, but the large gaping nostrils gave him
the animal -1i ke countenance. His ears, too, were
smal | but the
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| obes were di stended, possibly by the stones set
into them He was dressed in wolf pelts and he
st ank.

She allowed the Tulc the first strike.

Its tremendous force shook her down to her
ankl es and had her bl ade been forged anywhere
ot her than Ama-no-nori, it would certainly have
been shattered.

He all owed her not a nonment's |etup but swung
at her over and over w thout discernible rhythm so
that she found it increasingly difficult to defend
herself. Each tine he appeared to fall into sone
pattern of attack, he would shift out of it and she
woul d find herself slightly off-bal ance and thus



vul ner abl e.

Her arms began to ache, the pain becom ng
fierce in notine at all, until it becane a chore to
lift her owmn sword over her head.

The Tulc came on, a feral grin lighting his face;
she had seen that kind of | ook before, knew what
this man would do to her before he killed her

In that instant of inward-Iooking, she missed it.
The novenent had to have been m nute but
ordinarily she woul d have picked it up. Too late.
The blur shot toward her and she felt as if her
ri ght shoul der had been dipped in flane. She cried
out as the force reeled her backward. She
stunbl ed and the dai-katana flew from her grasp

She | anded hard, clutching her shoul der where
t he spi ke was enbedded. It had cone fromthe hilt
of the Tulc's sword, sone hidden spring rel easing
it.

Now he stood over her, staring stonily down, and
threw his blade fromhim He w thdrew somnet hi ng
from beneath his furs and when Chiisai saw it
gleam ng in the nmoonlight, she knew that she was
fini shed.

The lizard had gone but a small sound had taken
its place and he tensed, know ng that Hell sturm
was on his way.

Still he had no clear plan. He had known only
that he had to get away fromthe nmachi ne of

death, find some sort of cover. Now he w acked

his brain, trying to recall everything Kossori had
ever told himor showed hi mabout koppo. He did
not give way to despair, though he knew that this
man who now pursued him had killed

Kossori and he had thought his friend all but

i nvi nci bl e.

The sound cane again, no nore than the scrape

of | eather against rock, but now he could see the
begi nni ngs of an outline, already closer than he
had i magi ned. Not ruch tine left.
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He resisted the inmpul se to nove. Right now he
was fairly certain that Hell sturm had not spotted
hi m despite the fact that he was noving in the
right direction. No sense in giving the Tudescan
any nore of an advantage than he al ready had.

The trouble was, his own nmind was a bl ank. He
still had no idea what

He | ost the sil houette. One nmonent it was
there; the next, gone.



Where was Hel | sturnf? he thought desperately.

There was total silence now But a kind of

deaf eni ng noi se pounded agai nst his eardrumns
and he realized he was listening to the sound of
his own pul se. He scanned the darkness before
hi m

Felt it rather than heard it and was in the
process of turning to nmeet it when the blow hit
him glancing off his forehead, and then he was
rolling, half-dazed, knowing that if he had been
noti onl ess when the bl ow caught him it would
have split his head open like a ripe nelon

He struggled to his knees but Hellsturm ki cked
himhard in the side and he went down.

Hel | sturmwas on him not giving himtinme to
recover, and he was having to block a series of
vicious sword-strikes to his sternum w t hout

benefit of a clear head or proper |everage. Sweat
was in his eyes and he shook his head back and
forth very quickly to clear his vision, but this only
intensified the pain. Sharp points digging into his
back and dust rising, clogging his nostrils, and he
was al nost pi nned now and that woul d be

it because he knew that once he becane

i mobile for even the briefest tine, he was dead
neat .

They were at the verge of the shale | edge and,
as anot her sword-strike blurred toward his face,
he felt them going over, tunbling, weightless for
just an instant as they were hung suspended in
m dair. Then, abruptly, gravity took hold once
nore and the earth rushed up toward themw th
terrifying swftness.

He willed his body to relax but Hellsturm was
still on top of himand Michi hit with his right
shoul der first, the full weight of both bodies
conbined with the monentum he felt as if he
were caught in a vise. He cried out, feeling
somet hing inside tear, and then heard a poppi ng
that was, surprisingly wthout pain and he knew
that his right armwas dislocated. Knew, too, that
there was no hope now. None at all

* * %
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She had seen this weapon before. It had a | ong
wooden heft ending in a sickle-shaped netal bl ade.
Fromthe end of the heft swung a long link chain
with a studded netal ball. The sight of it terrified
her. Wth good reason

Chiisai was a shujin; that is, a grand master in



martial arts. Only shujin were allowed to wear the
dai - kat ana. And she was one of only a few wonen
in Bujun history to be so skilled.

Yet Chiisai had known defeat in Ama-no-nori.
Once.

Her opponent had wi el ded this weapon

She was paral yzed with fear; she had never
beaten this weapon and woul d not do so now.

The chain whirled in the air, circling, and, as it
| ashed out with blinding speed, the Tulc grinned.
She screaned as the chain whi pped about her
neck, driven by the force of this throw and the
wei ght of the ball. The sound was not unlike the
snappi ng of a hungry wol f.

Her breath cut off and she began to strangle, her
continued screans but a soft susurrant rattle deep
in her Goat, as in a nightnmare when one opens
one's nmouth to call out and no sound is heard.

Panic welled up inside her, clutching at her

stomach. She gagged, watching the grinning
gap-toot hed face | oom ng sweatily over her as his
thick filthy hands drew tighter by snall degrees the
chain around her throat.

He threw the weapon casually into the air,
caught it by its heft, chopped downward in a tight
arc, the sickle blade carving a swath cl oser and
cl oser to her heaving breasts.

She struggled feebly with her | egs and he haul ed
back on the chain as if she were a fish on a line.
Her lungs felt as if at any nonent they woul d
bur st .

A pearly bl ackness invaded her, mstily seeping
into the edges of consciousness, and she knew t hat
death was near. She was hypnotized into
imobility, staring up at him inpaled, certain that
this was indeed happeni ng but to sonmeone el se,
not her, not her.

Then she saw himdo a curious thing. Keeping

one hand w apped around the chain, he let go of

the heft with the other hand, dropped it to his belt
of polished teeth. Carefully, not taking his eyes off
her, he unwound it. Then the bl ade cane down,
sliding through the | eather ties holding her
breastpl ate together. He used the bl ade again to
turn it over, away fromher. Now she had only a

thin layer of clothing and he stared, nouth half
open, at what |lay beneath the silk. He unbuttoned
his pants and they slid down the hairy trunks of his
| egs.
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Her gaze slid down to the juncture, and the
outrage of what he was going to do sonehow
gal vani sed her out of her immbility. She no
| onger thought about her one defeat or this
st range weapon whi ch had caused it.

It was life now, and life only.

She went back to basics. For all she had left was
the jai, a nmovenent she had had to | earn before
the cut, the parry or the strike. She heard again
her instructor, Hanid, saying to her, If you cannot
get your sword out in time, there will be no need of
any of the rest. Do you understand? She hadn't,
really, then. But she had learned it anyway,

learned it well, for Hanjd was the finest iaijutsu
master of all the Bujun. Now she understood and

bl essed hi m

Thus it seenmed to the Tulc that there was no
noverrent at all. One nonment she was exposed,

at his nercy, and he straddl ed her, rampant; the
next, he felt a sharp spearing pain |ancing through
his groin and | ower abdonen.

H s eyes bul ged and spittle drooled from one
corner of his hanging nouth. He dropped the
weapon. All sensation was gone fromhis |egs and
t hey woul d not support him He tunbled to his
knees, straddling her outstretched legs. H's
trenbl i ng hands cl asped. his oozing vitals, holding
theminside his rent flesh. In front of him
awesonel y cl ose, was the juncture of her thighs
and he stared longingly there as a chill swept
t hrough him colder than any he had ever
experi enced before, and he thought of the huge
snow wol ves of his frost-rinmed steppes and the
i ntense joy of the hunt as an orgasm the hot red
bl ood spilling upon the virgin-white earth, so stark
and, inits way, holy. And now with every punp of
his | aboring heart, his own bl ood was pouring
t hrough his inpotent fingers into the dust before
him The last thing he saw was anot her part of
himlying on the ground near him He reached for
it as if, with it, he could hold on to the life that
was fast slipping away fromhim He toppl ed over
dead before he hit the earth.

Chlisai was clawi ng desperately at the chain
strangling her. The weapon itself was caught

beneath the Tul e's heavy corpse and she had to

roll himover in order to extricate it and thus ease
the pressure. Her nails were gone and her fingers

bl oody as she, at last, freed herself fromthe

chai n.

Tears welled in her eyes as her |ungs heaved
involuntarily. Vertigo set in and she knew she
dared not get up. She lay on the wet earth,



gasping, feeling that she woul d never get enough
oxygen, felt the pins and needl es, the nunbness
begi nni ng
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al ong her nose and cheeks and lips, knew that the
carbon di oxi de was building too rapidly and
deliberately slowed her breathing. Slow and deep
Deep and sl ow.

For what seened to her an endless tinme, she was
content to just breathe, such a sinple, ordinary
function, staring sightlessly up at the sl ow wheel of
the sparkling icy stars and the bl ood-red noon,
crying, crying but knowi ng now that it would be al
ri ght.

It cane in on his blind side and he |ost al
hearing there. He was noving away but it was not
enough and the kappa bl ow caught himjust above
the right ear. My God, he thought, this is no man
but a nonster.

He reel ed drunkenly away, bouncing off a
boul der, but Hellsturmfollowed relentlessly. Once
he felt the granite at his back, he knew what he
must do and, gritting his teeth against the pain and
t he shock, he slanmmed his right arm agai nst the
curved rock face at what he estinated to be the
proper angl e.

Li ght fl ashed behind his eyes and he groaned,
his stomach heaving. Felt the pop, though, as the
bone returned to its socket. Pain flared as shock
di ssipated its effect on the nerves; thunder
followi ng on the heels of |ightning. Sweat broke
out all over his body and he shivered, taking a
deep breath. He wi ped his eyes with his good arm
as he lurched away fromthe rock

Felt Hellsturm close behind himand he ran into
the night, clinbing as if this alone could save him

Cod is ny savior, he found hinself thinking. He
wat ches over me always. It was what his father
used to say to himas a child just before he went
to bed. He found, too, that he no | onger found it
a saying to scoff at. It had its own neaning for
himnow. It was a kind of inner strength that
stopped himfromgiving in to despair.

Sounds cl ose behind himtold himthat
Hel | sturm was gai ni ng. The bl ocks, the constant
novenent woul d be usel ess now as he felt the
energy draining fromhimw th each step he took.
But, he knew now, it had been useless fromthe
begi nni ng, nothing nore than a hol ding action that
had only prolonged the inevitable. Wat had nmade
hi mthi nk that he would be any match for this



devil ? He had fought beside the world's greatest
hero, but what made himthink that he was one
hi msel f ?

Still, he sped upward, his soul unable to admt
defeat even as he was haunted by its specter. He
ascended toward the stars

200 Erlc V. Lustbader

and the bl oody Dermoneye which hung over him
like the gloating, greedy face of Sardonyx.

The | edge upon which he ran described a sharp

turn to the left and he followed it up, the stone
crunmbl i ng under his boot soles, using his hands

al ong the inner face to guide him help prope

hi m al ong, running, stunbling, catching hinself,
breat hl ess, running once nore. H's |lungs were
straining and his throat felt as if it were covered
wi th dust. Excessive sweat pouring from his body

by the exertion only further depleted his fast-
fadi ng strength.

Water. He needed water. Suddenly this seened
an even nore powerful inperative than
out runni ng Hel I st urm

Abruptly, he quit the | edge, swi nging up onto

the true face of the rocky hillside. Tore two
fingernails in the process, but now he was headi ng
i nward, still clinbing, away fromthe plain bel ow
scranbl i ng over rocks and scrub brush, hunting,
buying time, the only thing left that was of any
use to him

He crested the hill, panting, willing his
breathing to sl ow, noving downward now, on the
far side; and he found hinself am dst |ush foliage.
He felt the first faint surge of distant hope
because he could scent it now Water

Hi s toe struck a projection, a rock or a root, he
could not tell which, and he tunbl ed down the

last bit of the incline and then was on his knees
on the narrow bank, scooping the cold water of
the streaminto his nouth in great gulps until he
renmenbered and stopped, though his body cried
out for nmore and his mouth was still dry. He took
a last nouthful but, instead of swallowing, let it
stay in his nouth. Then he ducked his head and
spl ashed his head and shoul ders. It soothed the
ache sonewhat. He spat out the |last of the water,
knowi ng that if he took too much he would vomt

it all up at the first hard sprint.

He picked hinself up and carefully forded the
stream which was wi de but quite shallow, the
gurgling water not even cresting his boot tops.
But the stones at its bottom were sharp-angl ed



and slippery and he did not want to risk a fall

He gained the far bank w thout incident and

nmoved into a thick copse of pine. He clinbed a
ridge, turned and followed it until he found a
spot that suited his needs. Here, he had an
excel l ent view of the streamw thout hinself being
exposed. He crouched and waited. And with each
nmonent, he grew stronger. Yet he knew full well
that mere physical strength would not be enough
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He put his back against the bole of a tree,
snel ling the heady scent of the bed of brown pine
needl es carpeting the rich earth all about him
hearing the sad call of whippoorwill high up in the
branches overhead. He | ooked upward, saw a
br own- andwhi t e speckl ed ow close by. But there
was sonet hing strange about it. He | ooked again.
Its eyes were closed. The ow was nocturnal so it
shoul d be w de-awake at this tine. Wiy wasn't it?

Then he had the answer and with it cane the
know edge of victory. He had a chance now, he
knew. One chance in ten thousand. But it was
better than no chance at all. But he had to have
time to think it through

It was the noon. Even though it was not full, it
was yet magnified in this strange land and its
bl oody illum nation was of such a burning

brightness that it had caused the owl to shut its
eyes.

Moonl i ght on the water of the rushing stream

Like a key jarring open a lock in his nind, a

menory had surfaced. One of the reasons, Kossori

had once told him that koppo takes so long to

master is that it is nore than haymental. One nust
learn to attain a spirit "as calmas noonlight." That
is, an attitude of dispassion, being at once aware of
the [ andscape in general as well as of the specifics of
detail. Wiile this attitude is naintained, the koppo
adept may be considered invincible. But should sone
el ement be inserted which is distracting, which
interferes with this attitude, then, as a cloud passing
before the face of the noon turns all the world dark
and shadowy, he can be undone.

Denoneye expl oded into a thousand shards as

Hel | sturm plunged into the stream and gai ned the
far bank. He paused there, his senses questing for
his prey.

Wthout noving the rest of his body, Michi felt
around on the pine carpet with his hands until he
found what he wanted. He hefted it in his left
hand, judging its weight, then tucked it into his



belt around the back so that it was out of sight.

But in so doing, his el bow had passed through a
smal | patch of noonlight and, like a hound to the
scent, Hellsturm s handsonme head swi vel ed
around, orienting on him The Tudescan | aunched
hinself up the incline nore swiftly than Mich
had t hought possible. H's long, |ean | egs punped
in seem ng defiance of gravity.

The | ethal hands were rai sed and Mo chi noved
back. He
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stunbl ed and was obliged to bl ock a bl ow as he
was falling backward.

The man's strength was appalling, even at this
stage, and Michi alnpst felt his nerve break as
he was borne under the denonic assault.

They were getting through now and there was

no nore tinme. In a nmonent, he would be beaten

into a pulp. He gritted his teeth as he used his
right arm the one that had been dislocated, to

bl ock the bl ows raining down on him The pain
was like a living thing, eating at his flesh, but it
could not be hel ped because he needed his |eft

hand. It darted behind him the fingers closing
around the cool, hard surface, pulled it out.

Now.

Head on fire froman only partially deflected
tiger-strike.

Now now now.
"Tsuki!" he called. "Over here! Quickly!"

It was a desperate thing, a ploy once used so
often that now no one used it.

Hel I sturrn's head jerked, eyes opened a
fraction. H s hands hesitated an instant, a cloud
passi ng before the face of the noon.

Qut of the shadows and the darkness Mi chi
swung upward with all his mght,
trappi ng-Hel I sturm s right hand between the
trunk of the pine and the saw edged rock in his
fist.

There canme a sharp, cracking sound as if a tree
had been felled. The skin shredded and Mi ch
bore down, grinding the rock into the bone.

Bl ood spurted as the knuckles splintered one by
one.



Hel | sturm s head snapped back and his sensua
lips drew away fromhis teeth. The whites shone
all around his eyes and Michi could smell the
stench of his sweat. But Hellsturmstill had his
I eft hand and he used it now, driving the rock
from Moichi's grasp, oblivious to the pain, using
it as if it were a mace to bludgeon his opponent.

Moi chi drove upward with the toe of one boot,
caught Hellsturmin the stomach. But his chain
mai | absorbed npbst of the inpact and he bore
down. He had hold of Michi's right shoul der
now and he dug his fingers into the already
wounded socket .

Pai n was a bl anket that conpletely covered
Moichi. Hi s eyes teared and he cried out, his arm
hangi ng nunb and usel ess with the agony.

But now his left hand was scrabbling at his belt
and he grasped the hilt of one of his dirks. He
tried to withdraw it,
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but in the battle it had sonehow gotten fouled in
the fabric of his shirt.

Hel | sturm his handsone face twisted into a

mask of hate and bl oodl ust, continued to dig into
the flesh of his shoulder, pulling at his arm In
anot her monent, the bone would be pulled from

its socket again and the pain would be overwhel m
ing. If he passed out now

He had it! The dirk came free and, w thout
further thought, he slashed upward, not really
ai m ng because there was no tinme. He felt the

bone slipping, grinding against the socket, and he
yel l ed. The bl ade of the dirk shot through the

ni ght, the edge opening Hellsturmis face fromthe
right eye across the bridge of the nose, through to
the left eye.

Hell sturmlet out a how |ike an animal and his
body jerked upward. On his feet he stunbl ed
backward, his ruined hand to his ruined face. He
tri pped and al nost righted hinmself but the incline
was too steep and there was too rmuch bl ood on
him he was blind and blood filled his ears and
nout h and he had no bal ance. He crashed
backward obliquely and his spine cracked agai nst
the trunk of a pine. H's nomentum was such that
he spun off drunkenly, careening down the
enbankment, spinning, until he hurtled into the
rushing stream entangled in the rocks, the bl oody
illumnation of Denpbneye dappling the body as if
it were no harsh intruder upon the harnoni ous
| andscape.



The Anvi

BEYOND t he ending on the plain was the forest
and beyond that the bright shore of the Deathsea.

It was mnidday before they breached the far
verge of the forest. It seened a dismal place,
heavily overgrown with dense tangled foliage,
ropy vines and thorned creepers; the earth in
between littered with great mal evol ent-1 ooki ng
mushroonms as lividly white as snow. But there
seened little in the way of fauna. Wat birds
i nhabitated its upper reaches were strictly
nocturnal, disappearing before the sun heaved its
bul k above the torn horizon

They were both relieved to quit its dark and
intense interior.

But what they saw now surprised them for the

Deat hsea was a deep and waterl ess scar upon the
face of the land, a rotting skeleton divested of al
skin and fl esh.

The Deat hsea was dust and swirling ash

glittering unrelievedly in the sunlight, undul ating
sharply, its sloping sides turning into a baking
oven.

They paused at the edge of it, staring directly
across its length, and there, upon the far shore,
just visible, were the shadowy towers and
fenestrations of Mstral, the home of Sardonyx. ~

They deci ded al nbst imredi ately to take the
shortest route: through the Deat hsea. The thing
was perhaps twice again as wide as it was |ong
and they estimated it would take themthe better
part of four days to skirt it.

The tenperature clinbed alarmngly as they
descended and, once, Michi considered turning
back; but he could not bring hinself to voice his
t houghts. His mind ever strayed to Aufeya and
what she might be suffering at the hands of
Sardonyx and his resol ve deepened.

2(3\
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Al'l about them was dust and decay. Not the kind
of oozing rot one might find in the depths of sone
leafy jungle or in a fetid swanp but rather a
pecul i ar ki nd of desiccation that bordered on
fossilisation as if all noisture had been sucked
fromthe sea

The deeper they descended, the fiercer the heat
becarme, a dry baki ng heat which nounted unti



they felt as if they were roasting on a spit. Yet the
absolute lack of humdity nade it bearabl e and
kept them goi ng.

The sun was white and hung swol | en, seeningly
noti onl ess, above them Mbichi, who had nuch
experience with terrible heat in the dol druns of
the southern latitudes, wapped an extra shirt over
the top of his head and around his forehead,
bi ddi ng Chiisai do the sanme. He did not want
ei ther of them passing out w th sunstroke.

They spoke infrequently and then only in
nmonosyl | abl es. Much of this had to do with the
heat; the expenditure of energy was debilitating.
Yet there were other reasons, also.

Just past noon they ate desultorily, w thout
appetite. Chiisai would have foregone the neager
meal entirely if he had not insisted that she eat
somet hi ng; the sunlight sapped the body's energy
all too quickly.

The floor of the Deathsea | evered off now but

they seenmed still to be in the shallows. Presently,
as if dropping froma shelf, they found thensel ves
descending on a steep incline to the true bed of

t he Deat hsea

They paused once in the afternoon to water the

luma, which like canels, tended to store up nuch

of their needed liquids. Chiisai took two sips of the
tepid fluid but Michi declined. Limiting strenuous
exerci se, he knew how-to conserve his body's own
wat er and keep drinking to a mininum This m ght

be crucial later on, if they ran into any unforeseen
difficulties that required water.

In the depths they passed a skel etal carcass,
rearing up higher than a house, the rigid dry bones
casting thin escarpments of shadow, bars of dark
and light, rippling across the seabed. The i mense
skull, which lay half buried in the dust, was |ong
and narrow, alnost all jutting jaw It had double
rows of teeth and m nimal cranial cavity.

Further on, they cane across the desiccated
carcass of another kind of creature. This one
seened to have had w ngs, the bones spread out
on either side of the carcass delicate and perfectly
round and he saw where there was a
break hol I ow.
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The | ack of water vapor, of course, nade the
Deat hsea perfect for the preservation of

once-living things.

He woul d have liked to explore nore of these



fossils for they were of a sort he had never seen
before, but he had no tine nor any way to search
them out at |ong-distance; the brilliance of the
pl ace conbined with the distortions caused by the
i ntense heat nade it inpossible to see anything
before they were al nbst upon it, even husks as

| arge as these | ong-dead creatures.

The sky above them was cloudl ess, white where

the sun hung, fading to a pale blue, but now he
saw before them a kind of haze, hangi ng between
them and the far shore. He shook his head and
shaded his eyes, fearful that the heat was playi ng
visual tricks. He nudged Chiisai and she foll owed
his pointing finger, nodded.

What they saw was a cloud, so | ow down that it
seemed to brush the floor of the Deathsea. Its
top did not rise higher than the shoreline.

It seened to be nmoving, fuzzy and continually
in motion and definitely headed toward them

Then it was upon them and they were abruptly
engul fed in a swarm of giant flying insects. There
was a droning buzz in their ears but the creatures
t hensel ves nmoved too fast to get a good | ook at.
They were merely blurs, whizzing and darting. Yet
not once did any creatures cone close enough to
touch either one of them and they seened
har m ess enough

They urged their |uma onward and were soon

past the horde. They gl anced back, watched the

i nsect cloud nake its slow steady way across the
Deat hsea. Mbi chi wondered what they fed off,
since there was nothing to eat in this desolate
pl ace.

Dusk came early for them since, as soon as the
sun dropped bel ow the sea's high bank to the
west, their evening began even while the rest of
the world was still bathed in sunlight. It was a
bl essing, for the tenperature began to drop
al nrost as soon as the shadows began to creep
over the bed of the sea. Apparently whatever the
ground was conposed of did not retain the day's
accunul ated heat for |ong.

Soon they were engul fed in shadow.

They stopped early and nade canp, exhausted

not only fromthe day's journey but fromtheir
toils of the night before. Al the day, Michi had
kept his damaged right armclose to his side,
forearmresting across his thigh; the heat felt
good on it.

They settled into a space with the gigantic ribs of
somne
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creature arching over their heads |like a cathedra
shell. Its skull was wi de and thick, a long straight
horn protruding fromits forehead.

There was, unfortunately, nothing with which to
make a fire, and as the tenperature plumeted

they regretted this deeply. It seemed inconceivabl e
that just a short tine ago this dust and air had
been shinmering with heat. The |uma stood cl ose

t oget her, snorting, their blown breath nmaking tiny
cl ouds of mist, and Michi and Chiisai took their
cue fromtheir steeds, huddling together for the
warnth their own bodies provided.

There was tine for talk after they ate but both
seenmed reluctant to do so. Michi had seen what

she had done to the Tulc but he still had no idea
what had been done to her. He knew Chiisai well
enough to understand that she was a naturally
gregarious person and this silence was disturbing.
Yet still he held back from speech. He felt,
instinctively, the inportance of her initiating this
tal k. That she had somet hing on her m nd he took

as a given.

"How i s your shoul der?" Her voice was soft and
mut ed al t hough there was no wi nd to speak of
down here at the bottomof the sea. "Is the pain
bad?'

"Not so much now. The heat hel ped a great deal ."
"You should put it in a sling."

"Consi dering where we are bound, that's not a
very good idea."

"It's going to be of little use to you in any event."
"Tormorrow, |'Il see if |I can get it over ny head."
"You're nad."

"Yes. Perhaps."

She | aughed but it seemed to choke in her throat
and she was crying agai nst his shoul der, silent tears
rolling down her high-boned cheeks.

"It's all over now, Chiisai," he said, the words
sounding foolish to his own ears.

" "What is terror,’ she whi sper ed, "but the face
of one's own fears.' This is a saying anong the
Buj un. One which | had heard many tines, yet
never really understood until last night. | stared
death in the face, Michi, and | was not afraid.



But the Talc " She hesitated and he knew that

this was what had been eating at her, the source of
her brooding silence. Bars of red and bl ack striped
t hem nmoonl i ght and shadow caused by the giant
curved rib cage within which they huddled. H's

| uma stanped once and was still. "The Tulc woul d
have taken
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me. Dead or alive, | don't think he cared.

Per haps, even, he wi shed to see me die while he
was still " She stopped, unable to go on for |ong
nonments. Yet, otherw se, she seened in control

her body was calm Her arms cl utched himnore
strongly and he knew that she had not yet cone

to the difficult part for her. "I have never been
with a man. And when | saw hi m standi ng over

me standing there and | could not allow that

to happen. | | was afraid and | am ashaned."

The last was said in a rush as if, once having
made up her mind to tell him she was naking
certain she would not back off at the last instant.
"'1 lost nmy nerve.'

"No,'"' he said. They were so close that his
deeper voice had a kind of sonic overtone. "It
saved your life. Nothing to be ashamed of in
that."

"I"'mnot fit to be a warrior, let alone a shujin."
"Listen to nme, Chiisai," he said, cupping her
chin so that she | ooked directly into his eyes.
"One thing | learned very early in life is that good
healthy fear is, at times, the only thing that keeps
you alive. Just think. You're here nowto be
listening to ne. If you hadn't been afraid " He
shrugged.

Still she was silent. Perhaps tine was all she
needed; then again perhaps not. He shrugged
mentally. His own battle had been quite an
ordeal. Through it, some ghosts had been ex-
orcised. But, he knew, others still remained.

That ni ght he dreamed of coming honme, not in
bri ght searing flashes or odd di sconnected
scenes not, to put a fine point onit, in the
ti mel ess i mage-I| aden | anguage of dreans but
rather as if he were awake, recalling the incidents
of his past.

The wind had told him At |east that was how
he woul d always recall it.

He awoke, come cornorant, and went up on
deck. It was the Biythee, his first ship. The sea was
as calmas a sheet of slate and the sun was a gl ow
as it hung incipient just below the eastern



hori zon, where its pale |ight had al ready pushed
back the night.

But everything was not the sane as when he
had gone to bed. The difference was the wi nd.
Sonetime during the short southern night, it had
changed, backing up until now it was com ng out
of the south.

He took a deep breath and scented it there,
hanging like a pall. He crossed to the starboard
taffrail, his eyes scanning the
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hori zon. But there was nothing to see save sea and
sky. Sky and sea. Still, it was there.

He turned and call ed out the change in course
to the hel msman then, cupping his hand beside his
nmout h; he cried into the rigging and within
nonents all canvas had been broken out.

Moments later, the first mate came on deck and
Moi chi i nformed him of the change

He had been away, it seened to him for a very
long time but perhaps this was nmerely subjective.
Certainly Alara' at seemed unchanged. The
| skamen port city from whence he had first set sai
so long ago teened with life. Yet, as he
maneuvered the Biy' hee in toward the wharves, he
coul d detect, here and there, a new edifice or
some reclai med ground he remenbered as
wi | derness now transformed into a square or a
tiled plaza. But this was natural, for all healthy
cul tures nmust expand over time. The tall shady
pal ms were still there, however, lining the shore on
the near side of the first buildings.

H s father had been the | ast person he had seen
when he left as a boy, turning his face up for the
brusque farewel | kiss that Michi thought was
nore tradition than enotion

And now it was his father who brought him
hone again. For that was the nmessage the w nd
had brought him that his father was dying.

And so it was. The main hall of his famly's
house was ablaze with the nyriad white candl es of
deat h.

It was just past midnorning and there seened
little activity. No one paid himany heed until his
brot her, Jesah, opened the cedar door to what he
knew was his father's room and stepped into the
hal | way.

They stood staring at each other, while servants
hurried by them these two brothers who were so



di ssim |l ar both physically and psychol ogically.

Where Michi normally seened massive, he was

dwarfed in the presence of his younger brother

who was a veritable giant of a man. And, of

course, Jesah followed their father in all things. He
had al ways been cont enptuous of his ol der

brother's interests, considering them unworthy of

one who m ght have been nay, should have been

shoul dering responsibility as future | eader of the
famly

Jesah cleared his throat, "Wll," he said. ''You' ve
cone hone, Michi. You picked a perfect tine to
show up. "

"I came because he's dying, Jesah."

"Ah, yes." He clasped his hands in front of him
a gesture which he affected, believing it gave him
a rather solem Ii
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surgical air. Michi rather thought it nade him
| ook like a prissy school instructor. "From what
far-off land did you cone?"

"I was on the high seas, seventeen days out
from Byl antetan. "'’

"Along way away. |'msurprised you nmade it."
"He's ny father."

"Yes. | know that."

"Just what does that nean?

"You' ve been away a long tinme but | see you
haven't changed. "

"I did the only thing | could. It was you or ne.
You coul d never defend yourself decently. That
boy was killed. One of us had to take the bl ane
and | eave |skael ."

"You wanted to | eave!l" The resentnent in
Jesah's voice was tangi ble. "You dreamed of
sheddi ng your responsibility to Father and to ne
and the girls. The family never mattered to you
Let Jesah take care of that, you thought, it is
what he | oves anyway."

Moi chi stared at him It was the first time he
had gotten an inkling that, perhaps, Jesah did not
relish his position. "Jesah, I " he began

His brother cut himoff. "Father has been
calling for you," he said curtly.



"I would see him"

"All right." As if he were giving perm ssion to
an outsider. He stepped aside to all ow Mich
ent rance.

He had been in his father's room many tines as
he was growi ng up. Wien he was a child, it had
been his parents' room Until his nmother had died
of a di sease no physician could diagnose. Quite
naturally, his father felt that it was a sign from
God and there followed a year of prayer and
stringent discipline, as if the entire famly had
been guilty of some sin for which each menber
now had to atone. It was a place unlike any other
in the house. The stone-and-brick kitchen, for
i nstance, was light and airy with many w ndows
overl ooking the rolling grassland; the sitting room
was dark and cavernous, dom nated by the
i mense flagstone fireplace whose hearth seened
i ke the mouth of God when he was small, the
great flat stones rising through the roof and
reachi ng, he had once believed, to the very heart
of heaven. His father may or nmay not have
instilled this grotesque and absurd image but
surely he did nothing to dispel the notion; the
bedroom he shared with | esah he al ways
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found cozy and conforting (the girls' rooms were

in the opposite wing and he had never seen those).
But his father's roomwas enornous, easily the

| argest in the house, bigger even than the sitting
room or the kitchen, which included the |ong

cedar dining table around which the entire fanily
sat without fail three tines a day. And, of all the
rooms in the house, it alone had a sl oping roof,
this owing to the fact that it was part of the
original dwelling which, over tine and the
furtherance of a large famly, his father had found
it necessary to add to considerably. It felt old, too.
Not the ol dness associated with nmust and death

and wel |, aging, but rather a peculiar kind of
stolid antiquity which Michi found secretly
delightful, like a warm down conforter thrown

over the shoulders on a chill winter's night. Wen

he was quite small he used to love to creep
clandestinely into the roomand just sit, not

nmovi ng, not touchi ng anything, not even | ooking
anywhere in particular. just sitting in his father's
great scarred wooden chair by the desk which

m ght have contained all the secrets of the ages
and letting the aura of the roomseep slowmy into
him And he found, as he grew ol der and thus

nore subject to the daily aggravations of life, that
this room s silent, breathing atnosphere had the
power to calmhim as if it were sonehow alive

Now there was a different feeling about the



room As he stepped over the threshold and
pushed the door to behind himhe felt again the
anci ent qui etude hovering, but held at bay,

per haps, by the new sadness here.

He crossed the bare polished floor and stood

besi de the high brass bed. He seened suddenly
very tall, the slanting roof alnpst brushing the top
of his head so that he unconsciously stooped a
little.

The figure in the bed seened frail indeed and he
realized with a start that he had been thinking of
himfor quite a while as he had been when he,

Moi chi, was young. He had deliberately

di sregarded the encroachnment of tine and, like a
child still, refused to believe in age advanci ng at
all. Not for him Not for his father

He coul d never bring hinself to think of his
father as an old nman, not even now, ravaged as he
was by time and di sease. The man had al ways been
far too vital. That he was inmobile now on the

bed attested to the gravity of his condition. Like a
horse, his fiercely defiant will would not allow him
to go down save under dire circunmstances. And,
perhaps for him death was the only one.
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Now Mbi chi | eaned over the bed, listening to
t he unqui et susurrus of his father's |abored
breat hi ng, sounding as if there was fluid in his

l ungs; and he was unaccountably rem nded of the
nights he would Iie awake as a child, watching the
pai nfully sl ow progress of the noon in its arc as

it rode, Iike a schooner, the vast sea of stars, or
listening to | esah’'s gentle, shall ow breathing from
the bunk bel ow, as he dreanmed of the unknown
sea lapping at the shores of Alara'at far away.

Hs father's eyes were closed but the veined lids
seemed as thin and translucent as tissue. There
were blue circles around his eyes, as if the flesh
was sonehow being eaten away fromw thin so
that now the lethargically punping bl ood was
closer to the surface, bubbling, threatening to
break through, to breach, at last, the portals of
nmortality which had kept it safely in check for a
lifetime.

Alifetine.

As he stood silently over his father he thought,
Here is sonmeone | don't know. This person wth
the old and tired face mght as well be a stranger

Hi s father died at sunset, peacefully, w thout
saying a word or opening his eyes, the shall ow
breathing ceasing, it seemed to Michi, just as the



di stant sun slid behind the high peaks far to the
west, their tops so high it was said that even the
rock had capitulated and turned to solid ice.

Dar kness canme for them both, the shadows
stealing through the wi ndow and into the room as
if sent as a nessenger, and he realized that the
transition had been so swift, or, again, so subtle
that he had missed the actual nonent of his
father's passing.

He turned and went out of the room

|l esah and his three sisters and their husbands
two of themwere married filed past himinto
the roomand he left themto it. No one said a
word to him

He went through the long wide hallway and into
the kitchen, still snouldering, since it faced south
and west, with the last of the reflected |ight of
dusk and, though the sun was gone fromthe sky,
still gloriously illum nated.

He opened the back door and went out, hearing
at once the cicadas' shrill singing and the
i nfrequent throaty calls of the grey geese. He
became aware of a brown-and-white jackrabbit
sitting up on its powerful hind legs half within the
tangl ed shadow of a thorn bush, staring at him
For a long while they were both inmobile. Then
the rabbit's nose twitched as if it
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were a character out of a children's storybook his
not her used to read to himand he saw the | ong
rodent's teeth underneath. In a flash, the creature
was away, bounding into the tall grass.

He heard a sound behind him knew sonmeone

had slipped through the door. He did not turn
around and, for a nonment, was strangely angry
t hat anyone woul d have the tenerity to see what
he saw, hear what he heard, to intrude upon his
private worl d.

Soneone took his arm slimstrong fingers
wr appi ng t hensel ves around his right el bow

It was Sanda, the youngest of his sisters. He
wat ched the sweep of her long dark hair as the
wi nd took it and her enornous bl ack eyes set w de
apart and deep within her face. She was strikingly
beautiful, fineboned yet strong of countenance.
Wth a start, he realised that she | ooked nore |ike
hi m man any ot her menber of the famly.

"It's so good to have you hone again," she said,
her voice rich and nusical. "You'll not go go away



again, will you?" Her head rested against the crook
of his arm she was as short as their father had
been. She required no answer, but said,

"Remenber when you used to put me on your

shoul der and take ne riding?"

"Yes, | renenber."
"And Fat her would be so cross with you."
"You were nuch younger then."

But she had already turned her face into his
chest, her body wacked with sobs. He put his arm
around her, filled with a great sadness, not for his
father, that dead stranger lying in his parents
roominside the house, but for Sanda, this young
worman, for all the time away fromhis |and and for
alittle girl whomhe | oved and whom he had

mssed terribly.

"You know, | always |loved you for that," she
said, her words a vibration against his massive
body. "I was so proud that you thought enough of
me to stand up to himand to | esah. " She held
himtightly. ''You were the only one who treated
me as an individual, not as soneone who was
al ways the last in line, who got the clothes when
everyone was finished with them who was al ways
belittl ed because everyone el se already knew the
thi ngs she was trying to find out." She w ped at her
eyes. "Do you know you never teased me. That's
what | | oved about you nost."

Moi chi | aughed softly. "I could never deny you
anyt hi ng. Renenber the time | took you with ne
into Alara'at wi thout
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anyone knowi ng and you saw that bit of jewelry in
a shop wi ndow as we passed. You wanted it so
desperately and | | aughed at you and told you

you could have it when you becanme a wonan."

"I remenber,"” she said, her eyes as soft as mst.
"When | started to cry, you went back and bought

it for me."

"I couldn't bear to hurt you. You know how
children are. They want everything they see and
then, a day later, it's lying somewhere, forgotten
But I knew I'd hurt you and | couldn't bear that.
| remenber you wore it every day, and when
Fat her asked you where you got it you told him
one of the boys at school had given it to you."

Her eyes flashed. "I still wear it." And her slim
fingers plucked at the small six-pointed star
hangi ng around her neck on a thin chain.



"Do you not have a man who gives you jewelry
now?" he said, nock-severely.

"Not yet." She put her arnms around hi mand
squeezed. "And anyway, |'ll never take this off no
matter what anyone else gives ne. It's a reninder
of too many happy days."

He woul d never remenber the funeral wth any
degree of clarity. It was as if his conscious mnd
had pulled a m sty curtain across that tine so that
now, even in dreanms, it had a vagueness, as if he
had never been present at all at the actua
cer enony.

Afterward, as was the |Iskanen custom there
was an el aborate if solem banquet for the famly
and friends of his father which would precipitate
t he seven days of fasting.

Moi chi sat beside Sandal To his left was a tall
rat her el egant woman. At a poi nt when Sanda
was gone, he was aware that the woman was
staring at him He turned and | ooked at her for
the first tinme. She had bl ack eyes and dark hair
wound around and around her head. She wore a
shi mreri ng bottl egreen gown which covered one
shoul der while | eaving the other one bare. The
neckl i ne swooped to the tops of her firmbreasts.

"Pl ease excuse ne for staring," she said in a
slightly husky voice. "But you are the other son
The one who sails the seas. "

Their eyes |ocked for a brief nmoment.

"l am El ena." And when the bl ank | ook
renai ned on his face, she added, "Justee's wife."

Moi chi was astounded. The death of |ustee's
son in a brawl had been the cause of Michi's
swi ft departure fromlskanmer a long tinme ago
| ustee's son had picked a fight with Jesah and
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pul l ed a knife. Jesah, being unfamliar with
fighting, would surely have died if Michi had not
taken the ot her boy on. Justee, whose |and

bordered Michi's father's own, was only slightly
younger .

"Unfortunately, he is ill," Elena was saying. "Else
he woul d be here with me to honor his closest
nei ghbor and friend. Wen he recovers, he will
cone to the grave of your father and say his
prayers for his safe journey and his eternal peace.”

"Did you know ny father well?"



"Alas, no. | amonly recently married to |ustee.
After his first wife died, he took ne." Mich
t hought this a peculiar way to put it. "lI'mso sorry
about your father. Please accept ny heartful ~"

"Excuse me," Michi interrupted her, standing.

He felt abruptly claustrophobic and went out of
the room He went into the kitchen but this tine
it was cromded with cooks and servers. He saw
Sanda in one corner going through the reserves of
wine with a server and he thought, They still have
her doi ng the chores.

He went out into the quiet night, searching for
his stars, the Southern Cross and the Lion
constel lation, but it was overcast and not even the
first-magnitude stars could be seen. The noon was
but a pal e hal oed snear etched upon the cloud
over. There was a wind fromthe southeast,
Whging with it the heat and spiced aridity of the
Great Desert. He thought again of his father but

no enotion surfaced; he felt nothing.

"Do you not miss this |land?" a voice said behind
hi m

He turned to see El ena standi ng behind him
framed by the lenmon |ight comi ng through the
open back door. She seened at that nonent both
coolly aristocratic and terribly vul nerable.

"I"'msorry if | caused you to leave. | wanted to
tell you " She stopped, as if bew | dered by him
"Wuld you mind if | stood beside you for a
whi | e?" There was nothing in her voice save,
per haps, sadness.

He nodded nutely and turned back, not know ng
why he had given his consent. He shoul d have sent
her back inside the house. He heard the novenent
as her thighs brushed against the fabric of her
gown, then he snelled the light nusk, felt the heat
of her body cl ose by.

"I always niss Iskael," he said after a tine.

"Then why do you |l eave it?"

There was a rustling in the tall grass to their left
and he imagi ned that the brown-and-white
j ackrabbit was back
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"My first love is the sea," he said, surprised by
the softness of his voice. "But one can have nore
than a single |love."

"Yes. | see." She lifted a hand, w ped back a



stray strand of hair behind one ear. Qut of the
smal |l silence that built itself, she said, "No doubt
you wonder why | married |ustee."

He sai d nothing, know ng that any answer he
gave woul d be superfluous and that, in any event,
she would tell himnow because that was what she
had come out here for.

"He was so very kind to ne. | cane here from
the south, where the border skirm shes are

ceasel ess even to this day." She meant between
t he I skamen and their nei ghbors of Aden. It was
an ancient and bitter dispute, for the Iskanmen, it
was sai d, had been born in Aden. "That was how

my famly died. My parents, ny sisters. " She
paused to lick her lips. "I arrived here with
not hi ng and lustee took ne in. | was not a beggar
but, in truth, | had nowhere else to go. My father
had once spoken of himbut that had been such
along time ago, when | was but a little girl.

"l ustee never asked how long | would stay or

even if | would ever go at all." The stain of the
nmoon waxed for a nmonent and then the running

cl ouds passed thickly before it, blotting out its
light. "His wife was already ill, then, had been for
some time, and he woul d becone easily vexed by

her constant requests, the attention she required.
There was a need for me and | stayed with her
constantly until she died. Afterward, he came and
asked me if | would marry him™

"Did you do it out of conveni ence?"
"Conveni ence? What do you nean?"
"For his money."

She seened surprised. "Not at all. " But did not
t ake of fence.. She shrugged. "Perhaps | needed a
father then." He heard all of the pent-up
frustration in her voice. "But not now

"l don't want to hurt him But |

need sonet hing el se now. " Her cool fingers
touched his neck, warm ng as they picked up his
body heat. Her touch was very delicate and she
knew where to put her fingers.

Abruptly, it did not seemabsurd to himor even
wrong but nmerely the nmost natural thing to do.
He wanted it too. "Over there," he said thickly
and | ed her by the hand into the high grass.

She sank with himonto the earth.

"I"'mso lonely," she said, her |ips against his so
that he felt as well as heard her words.
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Slowmy he stripped off her gown and her skin
glowed in the night, a beacon lighting the way
toward what ? Sol ace? Sal vati on? Per haps not hi ng
so conpl ex: pleasure only.

Her skin was softer than any he had ever known
and so noi st that he could believe she was a
nocturnal flower covered in dew.

He spent a long tine with her. Alifetine, it
seened. And all the while she whispered to him
soft words and endearments, cried questions and
| anguorous replies; and these soul-torn com
muni cations he remenbered nore clearly than the
feel of flesh against flesh, the sensual contacts
which were in a way incidental, though, as part of
t he whol e, inportant.

When it was all over, her cheeks were streaked
with tears for what he had given her, the chasm he
had filled, what she now possessed. It was the
intimacy of the listening while they perforned the
nost basic and beautiful of acts. As if she all owed
less men to hear her than to enter her

It was a very special gift.

He stayed on in the chirruping night after she
had returned indoors; after she had kissed with her
lips and her artful tongue his nmouth and cheeks
and eyes. Thinking. It had given him great
pl easure and a rel ease froma building tension

Thi s had been the begi nning: know ng that he
was doing it with her, knowi ng whom he was

cuckol ding. But it was because of her, what she
was, that this notion was soon trivialised into a
childish fantasy. For there was an honesty about
her, a genui neness that had touched him
transcendi ng circunstance. She had approached

hi mwi t hout guile, nade no bones about what she
needed. Can you give this to me? she had asked
himsilently with her fingers and her lips. And this?
And this? And 1, in return, shall give you

More than he coul d ever have anti ci pat ed.

He becane aware of sonething settling over him
and he rose and went out into the grass, naked
still, clothes forgotten, as he had when he was a
little boy and his father would call to himto put
somet hing on and his not her, |aughing, would just
shake her head fromside to side and let him
go until the house was but a black sil houette
punctured by sneared yellow light. He turned for
a noment and the blaze fromthe kitchen w ndows
seened quite rempte, as if on the other side of a
vast gul f.



He felt now as he had always felt in his father's
rooma warnth, an ancient protectiveness
cl oaki ng him And, at |ast,
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he knew what this feeling was: the |ong viol ent
hi story of the |Iskanen, as pal pabl e and as potent
as living entity. Truly, he belonged to them and
they to him

He faced outward, toward the distant but
i nvi si bl e nount ai ns where the Hand of God had

fashioned the tallest peak to guide the Iskanen to
this, their hone.

The ni ght beat on around him He was aware of

the tall grass brushing his calves, the cicadas' wail
the stands of aromatic cedars and, further away,

the [ um nescent birch, scattered anong the

grazing land, rising |ike signposts. Above all, the
nmount ai ns nmade their presence felt. He felt

hi nsel f brushed by

"Hell o," he whi spered.

"So you have cone back."

"The wi nd brought ne. It told me of your dying.'

"The wind." The voice was scoffing. "It was
CGod. CGod told you."

"The wind. God. Does it matter?"

"You speak as a foreigner." The tone turned
bitter. "But you did not have to | eave hone to
speak thus. Your brother "

"Wul d you have nme as | esah is?"
"He is faithful to Iskael."

"He is unhappy."

"He is faithful."

"As am1. "

"You are faithful to yourself only."

"That is the difference between us. | see that as
good. You do not."

"You turned your back on nme a long tine ago."

"No. Never on you. Only on what you tried to
make ne into. "



"I knew what was best for you."

"No, you didn't. The sea is where | belong. | am
happy there. "

"You have al ways defied ne!"

"I defied only the reins by which you nmeant to
hold ne to yourself. People are not aninmals. You
cannot harness themin order to nake them do as
you wi sh. This is the nessage of |skanen
history "

"Do not bl asphene!"

"I's that what I'mreally doing? Listen to what |
say for once for once."
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"A child has a duty hi his father. He mnust
respect him Obedience is a sign of that respect.

"But you never understood that respect must be
earned. If you had listened to me, heard what |
was sayi ng, you woul d have understood that | was

a person and not an extension of you. The

| skamen broke free of their bondage in Aden
This you can accept. Can't you see that this is the
same? | had to be free to choose ny own destiny."

There was silence for a tinme. Even the cicadas
had fallen still.

"I was always a stubborn man. | did not want
you to |l eave ny side."

"l never saw that."

"I could never express it."

"Someday, | will return to |Iskael again, perhaps to
stay."
"You will never stay here for |long. But now

know your heart. lust com ng back, that is enough
now ny son."

And he was alone in the night, tears distorting
his vision, thinking: CGone, gone gone. He's gone.

Sar donyx
o

~ HEY gained the far shore of the Deathsea at

dusk. Nearing Mstral, they passed through a vast
undul ating field of daffodils and buttercups, their
heavy bells swooshing in the breeze, heralding the
begi nni ngs of the night. In the sudden darkness,



their lush saffron was chilled in the ruddy
moonlight. Fireflies zooned and swooped about
t hem

When t hey broke, without warning, fromthe

lush field, they found thensel ves upon a jutting
rock pronontory bel ow which was a drop of

perhaps six nmeters to a rushing, foamfilled river
beyond whi ch M stral stood.

It was set on the peak of the high ground,
t hough beyond it lay |land that was higher still as
t he t opography graduated toward the steppes and
mountai n range in the northwest.

M stral night easily be m staken for a crag
itself, for its foundations were conposed of
rhyolite, a kind of greenish granite that,
neverthel ess, was earlier nore volatile as vol canic
magma. At its base, the castle was four-sided but,
above, the battlenments, towers and crenell ated
ranparts branched off into so many angles that it
hurt the eye just to stare at it too |ong.

The portcullis stood open and, as they went

t hrough, they felt vul nerable indeed. |Inside, the
courtyard was deserted but they were startled to
hear a song playing, as if on the very air. Looking
up, Michi saw that as the wi nd passed through

the turrets and fenestrated needlelike towers, it
set up resonances and harnonies with the
conplexities of the architecture so that it was the
castle itself which sang this mournful tune

Before them the stone doors to the main hal
stood open as if awaiting their arrival

They di snmounted and went up the w de steps.
Above him Michi saw that an enornous atrium
towered the height of the
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structure; and this, he realized, was what relieved
nmuch of the heavi ness of the stone.

He saw the narrow staircase, made all of shiny
obsidian, arching like the tendril of sone
manmot h spider's web, and he turned to Chiisa
to tell her

"You have been expected,'' Mstral said.

He sprinted for the double doors but it seened
aterribly long way now, saw t hem sw ngi ng shut
even as he thought this, clanging home with
funereal finality. He stopped. There were no
handhol ds on their inner side.



Chiisai was gone. But how? He was certain she
had entered with him

"There is no escape there," said the voice. "Nor
anywhere unless | grant it."

He whirled around. "Were are you?" he cried.
" Show yoursel f1"

"Here | am"”

He turned. Indeed the voice had seened to
coal esce and he | ooked up, saw a shape at the first
| andi ng on the staircase. He crossed the hallway
and clinbed the stairs.

He confronted a girl of perhaps ten, slender
light-eyed, with a conpassionately beautiful face
wi thout a single hard edge. It was the face of
i nnocence.

"Where is Chiisai ?" he demanded of her

"I'n anot her place," she said, smling sweetly.
"Quite unharmed but al so unable to interfere."

"Interfere with what?"

The girl ignored this, reached out one hand.
"Cone," she said. "Cone with ne."

"I want to see Aufeya."
"I will take you to her.

Her eyes were soft and full of life as she stared
at him daring himto take her proffered hand.

At length, he did and she took himup the
spiraling staircase

fler long hair shone, swaying with her notion
"You shall see your Auieya. In time. But there are
other things you must view first, after which" she
shrugged "who knows, you may not even wish to

see her."

They were at another |anding now and the girl
led himto a door banded with iron. It appeared
firmy | ocked but, at a sweep of her thin arm it
opened outward silently. "Behold!"

It was a roomdimy illum nated by one squat oi
lanp sitting high up on a ledge |like a giant insect.
The cubicle was filled
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with gens, cut and uncut, of every description.



Great glowi ng eneralds and fat bl oody rubies,

fl awl ess di anonds of untold karats and sapphires
as blue as the noonday sky. Interspersed anong
these were the | esser genstones: enornous dusky
topaz snoul dering amethysts, fiery opals and

gl owi ng pearls and, in one section, the deep
translucent green of royal Fa'sui jade, the rarest
in all the world.

"What say you to this, Michi?" the girl asked.
"What care you for one worman when this wealth

is here for you to use as you wish. Wiy, with this
treasure you could buy the city of Alara' at! "

"Alara' at?" He swung on her. "Wat know you of
| skael ?"

But the girl was gone. In her stead was a
worman with the head of an ibis. Her |ush body
was clothed in a gown of iridescent nulticol ored
feathers. Her head was as white as snow.

"Come," she said, taking his hand again, |eading
hi m upwar d.

On the next | andi ng was anot her door, behind
whi ch he saw his house in Iskael. It was the rear
just outside the kitchen. He saw Sanda and Jesah
obvi ously arguing but he could not hear their
wor ds. Jesah struck her and Sanda whirl ed,
running off into the night.

"What know you of ny home?" Mbichi asked.
"How can you conjure such a thing?

The ibis ducked its head and sniled, not an
easy gesture for an avian face. "Such inages cone
quite easily after a tine. You' d be surprised.”

"I"'malready quite surprised."” He eyed her. "I
had a dream | ast night."

"Of hone."
"Yes. OF home. Was that your doing?"
"How could it be? That is quite inpossible."

"Yet you know of mnmy brother, ny sister Sanda,
ny house. "

"I know t hese things, yes."
" How?"

"As | said, it is not so difficult intime." She
turned and gestured. The door swung to. "Cone."

They went up to the head of the stairs. They
were close to the top of the atrium and the



strange nusic was | ouder here
differently pitched.
"What ?"

He stood next to a tall worman with skin of gold
| eaf. Her
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hair was platinumflex and her eyes were great
faceted rubies. Her nails were transl ucent
sapphires and her hal f-covered breasts were opal s.
Her robe was cloth-of-platinum a material no

ordi nary seanstress could work, and her | ow
sandals were crafted frompelts of snow ernine
She wore a platinumhelm high and coni cal and

hor ned.

"I have been to many places." The voice had
changed now, so that it had a hard, al nost
netal li c edge.

Was this her real voice? He had no way of
knowi ng.

They were al ong the narrow bal cony; a | ow stone
barrier, coining to just above his knees, protected
them fromthe sheer drop to the floor of the main
hal | . Through a scul pted archway, they entered a
sort of sitting room The stone floor was strewn
with ermne pelts before a | arge plush sofa and
several highbacked chairs. Behind the sofa was a
wal | which jutted out three quarters of the way
into the room To the left were a series of severely
narrow wi ndows; the roomwas dark beyond them
and he had no clear idea of what mght lie there
or even how far back it went.

Upon entering, she threw herself down, | ounging
at fulllength upon the long sofa. "I would offer you
something to drink or to eat,'' she said with no
trace of regret in her voice, "but, as you can see,
there is nothing of that nature here."

"Why don't you conjure it up?" Hs left hand was
on the hilt of his sword.

She sm | ed disconcertingly, her face glittering.
"An amusi ng notion. " She put a forefinger to her
lips. It looked Iike a slender jewel. "You are an
intriguing fellow | would Iike to know you better."

He | aughed hunorlessly. "I hardly think that
likely." He came across the roomto her, sat on the
edge of the sofa and reached out one hand.

"What are you doi ng?"



"I's this all real?" He indicated the room
everyt hi ng about them

"As real as is anything," she answered gravely.
But a soft smile still played on her 1ips.

"But you are not."

She evinced surprise. "I? I'"'mas real as you are.
Cone, touch ne if you do not believe ne.'

H s hand hesitated in mdair.

She threw her head back, |aughing. "Do you
expect deceit, then?"
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He gl anced around. ''There seens to be nothing
here but illusion."

"Ah, no," she said, her head agai nst the back of
t he couch. "Now you do ne an injustice." He took

hi s hand, brought it to her. She pressed his fingers
agai nst one breast. He was surprised to find it
warm and resilient; she was flesh and bl ood, after
all. He felt her heart beating. "Now what do you
say?" Her voice was al nost a whisper. Slowy, she
contrived to nove his hand. Around and around.

He coul d feel her nipple now.

He took his hand away and stood. From his
position, her eyes seened heavy-ridded as she
gazed languidly up at him "Wy are you afraid to
show me what you really | ook Iike?"

"Afrai d?" she said. "I amnot afraid of anything."
"You're afraid of the truth, Sardonyx."

"I like the way you say it, my name." She rose,
stood next to him "I shall prove to you that | am
not afraid of the truth. Ask ne anything."

"Where ia Aufeya?"

"Here. Above us."

"I's she alive?"

"Wy, of course.”

"Have you tortured her?"

"My dear sir, what do you take me for?"
"I'd rather not answer that."

She smled wyly. "Yes," she said. "I do like you
rather." "What was your business in |skael ?"



"Why, ny 'business' as you put it, was the sane
there as it was wherever | journeyed. | bartered,
traded "

"Pirated," he finished for her

She nodded. "True, | ama freebooter. A
ti me- honored profession.”

"And a sorceress."
She | aughed. "Wo told you that?"
"I learned it froma friend."

Her face turned hard and there was a brittle
edge to her voice now "A friend from Corruna,
per haps?"

"Per haps. "
"What lies has that bitch told you about ne?"
"Tsuki only wants to be left alone,"” he said evenly.

"She shoul d have thought of that a long tine
ago, ny friend. Too late now. Far too late."
"There's no need for "

"Don't be a fool," she snapped. "It ill becones
you." She
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| ay back down on the couch. "Yet | amwhat | am"
she said seriously. Her thighs noved slightly and
the slit of her gown w dened, exposing her legs to
t he hi p.

He turned away, crossed to one of the fissurelike
wi ndows and peered out, but there was nothing
really to see. He turned back to her. She had not
altered her position or her state. "Where are you
fron?'' he said.

She made a sound like a snort. "Wat possible
di fference could that make?"

"l asked, therefore |'minterested."”
"I hardly think you would believe ne."

"You' ve given your word, Sardonyx, to tell ne
the truth. Even sorceresses nust have ethics."

"Yes." She nodded. "I amnot so different from
you as you woul d believe." She took a deep breath
and he watched her heavy breasts rise against the
plati num material of her gown. "I was born in the



| and of Aden."

"Aden, " he said wonderingly. "South of Iskael
Qur ancient enemes. "

"The two countries border,"” was all she woul d
acknow edge. "I was born in the nountains,
however. Nowhere near the border. At a very early
age, ny parents, being poor, and my nother
crippled and unable to work, sold ne into slavery."
She shrugged. "Not so very uncomon anong
t hose people."” He noted the | ack of her use of

"y, "
"I was sold to a man. A nmerchant so weal t hy t hat

he had had no need of work for the rest of his life.

O hers saw to mat. The vast anounts of free tine

left himbored and filled with ennui. Thus he

turned to buying wormen girls, to be scrupul ously

accurate. | really think wonen woul d have

intimdated himtoo soundly." She stretched, her

arnms behind her head. This was nost distracting

for it pushed her already straining breasts even

further toward him "He enjoyed tying nme up

Then he woul d beat me for a long tine

until Well, | need not go into detail. Surely you

can figure out for yourself what woul d happen

next. Suffice it to say that it was nost un-

pl easant." She snmiled. "At first, of course, | did not

resist. As | said, slavery is well-known in that

land "

"How wel | the |skanen know that, Sardonyx."

"Yes. OF course, you're quite right. That is the
basis of the old enmty between the two people.
The | skanmen rose up and broke their chains of
bondage and went out of Aden."

"Wth the aid of God."
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"The god of Iskamen. " She gave hima peculiar
penetrating |l ook. "How | envy you that." But he

did not know whet her she nmeant the freedom or

the faith. Perhaps it was both. "After a while," she
continued, "I found | had far too nmuch respect

for nyself to allowthis to go on. And during the
days, while he played with others of his toys,
sought out the things | needed. One night, after

he had had his way and lay snoring contentedly,

| drew out four |engths of stout henp which |I had
scavenged and carefully bound his wists and

ankles to the brass posts of the bed. He was a
sound sl eeper, and | knew if | was nost carefu

he woul d not awaken. When that was done to ny

conpl ete satisfaction, | nmoved the bottom hal f of
his silken pajamas and | bent to ny task." She
paused, eyeing him "This isn't getting too graphic



for you, is it?"
"CGo on," was all he said.

"He awoke, of course, just as the pl easure was

filling him He opened his eyes and stared down
at me. 'CGo on,' he said inperiously. 'Go on, go
on. | had no idea you had such a taste for it.""

She smled. "He didn't know how right he was.

used ny teeth." She flicked an invisible bit of dust
fromthe golden flesh of her thigh. "I think, in the
end, he drowned in his own bl ood."

Moi chi wat ched her face as if those faceted
ruby eyes could tell himsonething that her voice
did not.

"I fled into the nmountains," she said. "They had
been ny hone and | suppose, | felt safe there."
"And there," Mdichi said, his tone ironic, "
cane upon an old woman, living far from
civilisation, who taught you how to be a
sorceress. "

you

She | aughed. "You've got a sense of hunor, you
know that? But that's all part of a children's
story. Nothing of the sort happened, of course.
They came after me and eventual |y caught ne."

She shrugged. "It was a bl essing, perhaps; | was
hal f dead of hunger and exposure when they

found ne. Not very much left." She sat up, hands
in her lap as if she were sonme demure virgin. The
slit in her gown had sonehow di sapppeared under
her. "They threwnme in a cell and left me there to
rot." She | aughed again. "Wich was not,

suppose, very far away at that point. But |

couldn't conplain too much. | got food and water
every day and no one bothered nme. It was al

right until | got ny strength back. Then | wanted
out."

"And you did get out."

"Naturally," she said. "Here I am"
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"How di d you escape?"

"I bribed ny way out." She smiled. "Wth ny body."
"That hardly explains all of it," Michi said.

"Of course not. You surely can't expect a girl to
give you all her secrets. At least not right away."
Her eyes glittered. '' And we've only just met." She
rose. "Now excuse me, but | mnust |eave you for

just a nmonment. " She touched the back of his hand.
"Now, do be a good boy and don't wander away.



Thi s place can be dangerous." She turned away
from himand went around the end of the wall to
the left, disappeared into the darkness.

For a tinme, he stayed where he was, listening to
the song of Mstral. Then, as if abruptly naking up
his mnd, he whirled and foll owed her.

He turned the corner.

There was no light. It was as if he had
unexpectedly stepped off a shelf of rock in the
shal  ows and plunged to the bottom of the sea. He
turned around the way he had cone but he could
see nothing. No wall, no wi ndows. He put his hand
out, questing. Nothing.

He heard | aughter from behind himand sw vel ed
to meet it. It was. Hellsturm one hand on his
outthrust hip, insouciantly glaring at him He lifted
hi s ot her hand, beckoni ng Mi chi on

What is this? Michi thought. Another illusion?
O and now he felt a prenonitory chill go
through himdid | do battle with and kill an
illusion in the forest?

He ran at Hellsturmand the tall nman fled before
him his peculiar bestial |aughter echoing behind
himlike a stream of bubbles. Michi drew his
sword, slashed at the figure, cutting it in tw. But
when he | ooked at the corpse, it was Auleya's
and, as he stared, horrified, the thing slithered
away |ike a serpent into the bl ackness.

Then he understood and, sheathing his bl ade,

stood quietly, waiting. After a short time, he could
di scern the slap of her sandals and then felt her
hand, firm and cool, taking his, |eading himout.

He was back in the sitting room

"I told you to wait here.'

""What is that place?"

"Aroom It is a room only."

"*Aroomto conjure inmges."

"Dreans, perhaps." She shrugged.

"He's not alive, then."
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"Hel | sturnm?" She | aughed. "My God, | hope not.

Not after what you did to him No, he's quite
dead." She smiled. "I thank you for that."



He | ooked at her sceptically. "Pardon ne if |
am w ong, madam but that devil was in your own
enpl oy, | believe."

"Was, | think, is the operative word," she said
evenly. "He had served his purpose. His

ef fecti veness was bei ng destroyed by his grow ng
attachment to that bitch in Corruna and he was
becom ng nore trouble than he was worth. No,

he had quite outlived his useful ness and woul d
have di ed the nonent he crossed the threshold at
Mstral. Fortuitously, he never got that far."

"Il take Aufeya now, as ny reward."

She | aughed and the gol den goddess was gone.

He saw instead a wonan with a flat face and high
cheekbones. She had ni ght-black hair down to the
smal | of her back and eyes like chips of cobalt.
Her skin was soft and dusky |ike the women of

| skael and Aden. She wore a mirrored corsel et
over which was drawn an old | eather waist jacket.
Bel ow that she was clad in butter-soft black
fawnskin pants tucked into hunting boots reaching
up over her knees. A narrow bl ack | eather belt
was slung | ow on her hips, fromwhich hung a

| ong scabbarded hunting knife. She was
surprisingly small

"I's this the real Sardonyx at |ast?"
"I'f you wish it so."

"You are so full of surprises.”

"No nore than any other wonman."

"Can we end this now?" he said sonewhat
harshly. He stepped closer to her and her eyes
turned wary.

"End what ?"
"I npressing the country bunpkin."

Her face darkened for a nmonent as if he had
hit a nerve, but when she spoke her voice was
very soft. "That was certainly not what |
i nt ended. "

"It's the inpression you gave."
"I"'msorry about that. Really I am"

He said nothing, though he suspected she
want ed sone kind of confirmation fromhim
needed it even. But perhaps that was nmere fancy

on his part. Why on earth shoul d she care what
he thought? "I want Aufeya."



"And me?" she inquired. "Do you not desire ne?"
"That would be far too easy. Is this you?"
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"It doesn't matter,’
arm "l can be anyone you wi sh.

she said softly, touching his

" Sanda?"
She becane Sandal "Yes."
"El ena?"
She becane El ena. "Yes."
"Tsuki ?"

There was a nonent's hesitation, then Tsuki
stood before him "Even she."

"It's too much," he said. "Or too little."

She returned to the woman wi th the night-black
hair. "I was afraid you would say sonething |ike
that." She | ooked di sappointed. "Too rich for your
bl ood. "

"' Perhaps another tinme
" Anot her pl ace. "
"Who can say?"

She smled. "Go out through the way you cane.
There is only one staircase to the floor above this
one. Aufeya is there. The Bujun wonan al so."

"Then we are finished here," he said, his hand
upon his sword-hilt. "You will not prevent us from
| eavi ng?"

The ni ght-bl ack hair shivered as she shook her
head. "No. Not now. You nmay | eave any tine you
wi sh.” She had been standi ng near the w ndows
and now she noved back into the darkness
beyond, fading. "Farewell, Michi Annai-Nn of Is-
kael . "

He went out al nost i medi ately. There was no
point, he knew, in going after her. Only she had
the key to controlling what lay in the blackness. It
was a waste of time for him

Upstairs, he saw Chiisai first. She was bending
over a supine figure but she straightened up when
she saw him

"Moichi!" Relief flooded her face. "Thank the



gods you're safe. | had no idea what happened to

you. As | crossed the threshold I well, | found
nmysel f stunbling around in utter darkness. Then
just as suddenly, | found nyself here. Were ?"

"I"ve been with Sardonyx,'
query.

he said, anticipating her

"Then you' ve defeated her," she said delightedly.
"Then we have no worries about the Firenask."

"The Firemask?" Michi frowned. "I had
forgotten all about that.'' How could he have
forgotten sonething so inportant?

230 - Eric V. |=stbader.

Chiisai grabbed at him "Mbichi, where is she?
What happened to Sardonyx?"

He brushed past her, kneeling. "Right now |'m
nore concerned with Aufeya's condition." Her
face | ooked pal e and drawn and dark blue circles
under her eyes |ooked |ike nassive bruises. He

put one hand under her head, lifting it up
sonewhat .
"Auteya," he said softly but urgently. "Aufeya."

Chiisai was cl ose beside him "Michi, where is
Sar donyx?"

"CGone," he said, concentrating on Auteya. "I
know not where. Wat's the difference, anyway?"

Aut eya opened her eyes. At first they were
gl azed, but they soon focused and she started
when she recogni sed him

"Moichi." It was but a fragile breeze
"I'"'m here, Auieya."

"She told ne you were dead. She said that
Hel | sturm had had " Her eyes welled with
tears.

"It's all right," Michi conforted her. "I'm here
now. Everything's going to be all right."

But Auteya continued to weep, saying, "No, you
don't understand. It's not all right. Wen she
cane to me now and told nme told nme you were
dead, | gave up all hope." Her eyes |ooked at
him pl eading forgi veness. "Michi, | told her
told her ny half. She knows she knows "

So that's where she went, Mbichi thought.

"Now she's got the Firemask," Chiisai said, her



voice like the tolling of heavy bells. "And she
nmeans to use it."

The O al

~ Ereined in at the foot of the steppes, cursing
hi nsel f for being taken in by Sardonyx. But,

oddly, he felt no anger toward her. She had not
decei ved him Her plan was plain enough and he

had anpl e opportunity to discern it but his brain
had been sonmewhere el se.

Besi de him Chiisai |ooked upward. There was
little either of themcould do for Aufeya at the
nmonent and, though M chi had wanted her to
stay with the Dal uzan worman, he had respected
Chiisai's request to accompany him

"Look," she said, pointing upward. "I was right."

Moichi lifted his eyes as they rode on, into the
st eppes. The noon was riding high and
full inpossible, since it had been but a sliver
just last night and it no |longer appeared flat. It
was round as a ball fireflashes of silver, pink
eneral d and bl ue wi nking down at him He

| owered his gaze and stared at Chii sai

Her face was grim as she nodded. "The | egend
lives, Michi. There is little tine now "

Only the bleak stars, dwarfed by the awful
opal escent light, to guide themthrough the
hazar dous steppes; and ever the great nountains
| oomed before them black as onyx in silhouette
agai nst the sea of stars ribboning the heavens.

Once they heard a how ing, shivering the night,
and their luma, normally fearless animals, snorted
and reared in terror. But it did not come again
and they galloped on, flying through the steppes

until, at length, they came to the steep shared
side of the nmountains and, gazing upward, saw a
spark of light, illumnating for a nonent a

sharply defined | edge perhaps forty neters up. It
cane again, then went out.

"Quickly," Chiisai said, disnmounting.
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They found the senblance of a path to their |eft
and nmade all possible speed ascending the
rock-strewn face
| ust before they reached the | edge, Mi chi

stopped them whispered in Chiisai's ear. "Let ne
go first. She will be expecting ne. If | can distract



her " Chiisai nodded and they crept on

The nonent he reached the | edge, the spark

cane again and he called out, frightened now that
it was already too late. If she had gone through
t here was not hi ng he or anybody el se coul d do.

"Sardonyx!" he called again, his voice echoing
of f the mountainside hollowy, seem ng to nock
him "W have a bargain to conplete! | have
reconsi dered!" He would say anything nowto
del ay her even a nonent.

He cane along the | edge and, abruptly, the
flash of light cane again and this tine he saw
her a figure blacker than the night and he
canme on, crossing her sharp shadow, calling again.
And now she heard him

"Too | ate, |Iskanen. Regrettably, it is too late."

Sonet hing odd in her voice, and as he cane

cl oser she turned and he gasped in spite of

hi nsel f, danpi ng down on the organisns
instinctive terror. Felt his mnd screaning, GCet
away from here! Get away now while you stil

can!

She wore the Firenask

It was hideous, unholy, the depiction of the
ultimate nonstrosity. It was beyond the aspect of
a gargoyl e, beyond any human conception; so
alien, in fact, that his brain had a hard tine
orienting on the information his eyes were
rel aying back to it. The mask's surface seened to
be conposed of some substance with a mrrorlike
finish and it was this which sparked now and then
in the moonlight. However, here she was, still on
the | edge. Beyond her he saw t he foreboding
bl ank entrance to a cave, a great gapi ng maw
down which, he felt certain, was the Eye of Tine.
Why had she hesitated out here? Surely she knew
that no nortal could follow her inside the cave
once she had donned the Firenask.

"I had hoped that we would not neet like this,"
she said calmy, her voice somewhat distorted by
the thing she wore. "Not like this, Michi. | have
no desire to oppose you. Quite the opposite, in
fact."

"I wonder why | don't find that in the |east
flattering," he said, edging closer to her. His
sword was already half out of its scabbard. Still
he was reluctant to draw it fully.
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"Now you nmock ne," she said sadly. "I do not



deserve your contenpt."

"Are you not content with wealth? Wth
your gift?"

She | aughed harshly. "Wsat is wealth but the
ultimate illusion. 1, better than anyone, know that
as truth. What has my weal th brought ne but
sorrow. '

"What coul d you expect, sealed away in Mstral ?
There is all the world out there waiting for you.'

"The worl d," she scoffed, "wants nothing to do
with me. It was people who drove ne to ny
asylumof Mstral, Michi or didn't you know?
Didn't your friend, the bitch of Corruna, tell you
t hat about me?"

"I know nothing of this.'
"And now is not the time to tell you." She took
one step along the | edge toward the cave's waiting

nout h.

The whi sper of netal in the night as he wthdrew
hi s sword.

"Do not oppose ne, Michi. Please."

"I cannot allow you to enter, Sardonyx." He
rai sed his weapon.

"Ah," she said softly. "The final solution.
"You have your way and | have nine."
"How true," she said sadly. And rai sed her arns.

Then he did junp back, his heart poundi ng
mghtily in his chest, for before himcrouched not
Sardonyx but a creature out of the fevered
ni ght mare of man.

It flapped its |l eathery wi ngs and opened its
al I -too-human nouth and he saw the rows of jade
teeth as sharp as two-edged sword-blades. It called
out, giving off a chilling inhuman cry, and he felt
cold sweat break out on his face. The short hairs
at the back of his neck raised.

He faced the gi ant man-bat out of Dal uzan
nmyt hol ogy and religion. Fromwhat deep hell had
Sardonyx called it?
Di abl ura, enperor of the underworl d.

Now Chiisai was beside him

Her sword was drawn but she said to him "This



thing is but an illusion, Michi. Surely it cannot
exist."

He shook his head. "Illusion or no, Chiisai. It is
solid enough

and

"l don't believe it," she said, and | aunched
hersel f past him along the shelf of shale, directly
at the diablura.

"Wait!" he cried, but she paid himno heed.

The thing screaned and rose a nmeter into the
air, its wngs
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beating carefully so that it would not hit the
projections of the nmountainside. It was an eerie,
slithering sound that the pocked rock face picked
up, echoing and magnifying, until it filled the
night Ilike a how of a denmon. The beast raised its
| ower extremities, two horny four-toed feet ending
in long curved tal ons.

It rushed at Chiisai, claws clicking, and the
dai - kat ana sl ashed into the thinly furred | ower
body. It screamed again, its jade teeth blanched in
t he opal noonlight, and the talons raked at her
She swung the dai-katana again, but the thing was
far too powerful and the talons lashed out in a
blur, ripped into her left shoulder. She tried to
roll away but the thing had hooked her flesh and
she was inpaled. Still she fought on with one free
arm the edge of her blade biting into the furred
fl esh agai n and agai n.

She saw what she had to do but |acked the

position, caught as she was. And now he saw it,
too. He ran at the flapping thing and, lifting his
sword hi gh over his head, he slashed downward,
t hrough the dusty cartilage of its right wing. It
tore like a sail and he was hurl ed backward

agai nst the nountain's face as the diablura lost its
bal ance for a monent and, scream ng, flew

i nward and down.

He coughed in the dust and, swi nging again,
severed the nmajor cartilage al ong the upper part
of the wing-frane. The diablura's body shuddered
as it flailed to regain purchase in the air and
Chiisai was swung into an outcropping of rock

Her sword fell from her hand and Michi rushed
toward her. He threw the sword point-first at the
thing, saw it bounce off the bony chest and clatter
to the floor of the | edge. Stupid. But his only
concern now was Chiisai. He grasped her in one



arm cradling her while he worked at the
enbedded talons with the other

Freeing her, he laid her down on the rocks and
turned to face the diablura. The thing was stil
flapping its | oose and usel ess appendage, trying to
fly, dipping and rising.

He timed it well and, as the diablura neared

him he | eapt upon its back. Drawi ng out one of

his dirks, he slit the thing's throat. It wailed and
rose upward. Up and up and up, ascending
toward the stars, a thin streamof dust, glittery
and dry, ribboning the air about it. He seened

hi gh enough now to reach up and grab hol d of
t he opal noon, bring it spinning downward to the
earth.

Then the di ablura canted over at an acute angle
and began to fall. It plumeted out of the sky
wi th appal ling swi ftness.
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It cracked once, tw ce agai nst the nountainside.
The third tinme, Michi was thrown | oose, tumnbling
head over heels.

He flung hinmself outward, using the length of his
body, and reached for the lip of the |edge. He

hung there, swi nging with heavy nomentum back
and forth, his nails digging in as he began to slip,
feeling behind himhis back crawling with sen-
sation. The night air was reverberating with the
frantic death throes of the diablura, still noving,
juddering galvanically, spastically fluttering like an
i npal ed butterfly as it careened away, down and
down the nount ai nside, spiraling | ower and | ower,
as if, even in death, it was reluctant to relinquish
its reign over the air.

He took a deep breath and swung hi nsel f

upward, his right leg lifting to catch the upper
edge of rock. Mssed. Tried it again and rade it
this time, levered hinmself up onto the | edge.

Stayed there for a | ong nonent, gasping, unti

he renenbered Sardonyx and the Firenask. He

had to roll onto his left side to get up, his
wounded shoul der aggravated by the enornous
strain. He saw Sardonyx standi ng before the nmouth
of the cave. Why had she not gone in? He went
toward her.

There was the sound of hamers cl ashing onto

ten thousand anvils, the chittering of a cloud of
| ocusts, the resounding of great rans' horns, the
sizzle of flames against bloody neat, the dancing
of dust motes, the trunpeting of el ephants, the
crackl e and runble of an electrical storm echoes



upon echoes upon echoes.
And a heat fiercer than the sun

He reel ed. Soneone grasped him pulling

insistently until he noved, his feet |like |ead, and
then he was away fromthe cave's nmouth, gasping
for breath, his lungs on fire, his eyes watering, his
brain besieged as if by crawling insects.

Sardonyx, face covered by the mrrored
nmonstrosity of the Firemask, held on to him "How
could you be so stupid?" she said softly. "Another
nmonent and you woul d have been killed. "

He stared at her, fighting to regain his breath.
After a time, he said, "I do not understand you."

She patted his arm "Wat's to understand?
told you I liked you."

"I must be going mad."

"That won't solve anything.'
"Take of f that thing."
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She reached up and unsealed it. "I night as
well; | cannot get it to work."

He saw the woman with the dusky skin and
ni ght - bl ack hair.

He stood between her and the cave's nouth.

"I don't know what's wrong with it," she said,
| ooki ng down at the thing, turning it over and
over. On its reverse face, he saw, it was a matte
bl ack, deeper than the night. "It offers no
protection now. "

"Too ol d, perhaps,"
gone." He looked at her. "But if that is al

he said. ""All the magic's

"It's not all, of course." She was still trying to
find the key. The opal noonlight flashed agai nst
the mask's outward face for an instant, turning it
into the beacon he had seen frombelow "It's
supposed to allow its wearer either to open the
Eye of Tinme or close it forever."

And he knew. It had been right before his eyes
fromthe very beginning the dazzling key. He
reconsidered. In fact, he didn't know He
suspected and the one, he told hinself, was
quite different than the other. If this were a tal
tale, there would be no indecision. But this was
life. Hs life. And he valued that highly. He had



pl aces to go yet, many far lands to see and many
people to neet. He was not yet prepared to die.

"Since it's no good at all now," he said, his voice
thick, "you won't mind if | take a look at it."

She eyed hi m suspiciously. "Over ny dead body."

He shrugged, began to nove away. "All right.
I"mgoing to |l ook after Chiisai."

"What are you up to?'

He stopped and turned. ''My dear Sardonyx,
know far |ess about that thing you hold and cal
the Firemask than do you. Wat could | possibly
be up to?"

"l don't know, but

He hit her a short chopping blow to the side of
her head just under her right ear and she went
down wi thout a sound. He caught her as she fell,
murmured, "Now we're even." He laid her out on
the shal e | edge, took the Firemask from her ac-
qui escent fingers.

"I'"'m happy we didn't have to fight, Sardonyx,"
he said to her sleeping face.

He turned the mask over, grimacing at the
hi deous formati on, seeing his own face
grotesquely replicated over its mrrored hills and
dales, as if he were viewing froma great height
t he topography of the world.
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There seened no way of fastening the thing to

his face but still he lifted it up, feeling again the
pangs of disquiet, the organi smscream ng for

sel f-preservation. But that was its job and the only
thing to do now was to ignore it.

As the Firemask drew closer to his flesh, he felt
a certain sensation, as if his face were nade of
nmetal and the mask an extrenely powerful
magnet. It drewitself to his face, adhering to it
li ke a second skin. For a nonent, he felt that he
could not breathe, then, as if he had found the
way, it was all right.

He | ooked about him nothing had changed.
Nat ural | y.

The noonli ght seened even stronger now and

he took one | ast deep breath knowi ng that this
was, perhaps, the last nmonent when he woul d be
able to reach up and rip the unholy thing off his
flesh.



I nstead, he turned his face upward, toward the
opal noon.

As the noonlight struck the Firemask full on, he
felt a tremendous jolt just as if he had been struck
by lightning. He staggered, put an outstretched
hand agai nst the rock face behind himto steady
hi nmsel f.

Now he felt a gl ow ng heat upon his face,
seepi ng through the Firemask, into his skin, his
flesh, his bones. It spread through his entire body.
Vi brations began and, for a brief tine, he believed
t hat an earthquake had begun. Then he realized
with a start that the sensation was entirely

i nt er nal

The strange opal noonlight had been the key

and he knew now that the Firemask had been
activated. But |ike some sort of alien sponge, it
continued to soak up the lunar energy, charging
itself until he thought he woul d shake apart with
power .

He turned conpl etely around, saw the supine
formof Chiisai and, closer to where he stood,
Sardonyx, behind him and stared into the cave's
nmout h. He knew somet hi ng of what |ay within,
havi ng experienced the briefest of exposures
wi t hout any protection.

He nmoved to the nouth of the cave.

It was no longer dark inside. The bl ackness was
di ssolving, irising open to formtextures; textures
inlieu of colon

He entered and was i medi ately inundated with
t he sounds of the Eye of Time. The cl ash of

burni shed insects the flapping of birds' w ngs the
swirling of underwater currents the skirting of
unhuman i nstrunents

He paused for a noment, confused. He had
been certain that with the Firemask on he woul d
hear not hing. He had been
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wrong. The sounds were there all of them and
nore. But they no | onger sounded |like a
maddeni ng cacophony bursting concessively on
the eardrunms and the mind. They were filtered
now t hrough the Firemask

And as he noved cautiously forward, he cane

to understand this. For there was no light; and in
t he absence of col or, sound becane all-inportant,
for both volunme and pitch woul d guide himto the



Eye of Tine.

There was no solid floor, no left, no right, no

up or down, his |egs noving through branbl es

now. It was hot and he took off his shirt, feeling
the warm sun drying the sweat. The fence was

down in this section and he found the spot
wi thout difficulty and set about repairing it. Sone
| arge predator had burst through, uprooting

several stanchions. It was hard work but he
continued to nove forward, step by step with the
bell owi ng all about him filling the colorless world
with the rushing as of torrents and buzzing as of
flies and he was at his desk in the large rura
school with its snell of pine tar and beeswax and
cherry wood. He was too young yet to ride the
famly's land, as his father woul d one day decree,
uprooting himfrom school and substituting a

tutor. Heard the instructor's voice droni ng away

as if froma great distance his voice, too, like the
buzzi ng of drowsy insects. All in a mst nowlike

t he pearled dawn, the silver night, the golden
noon, the amethyst dusk, one foot in front of the
other, hearing the mpoaning of the tides, the
gnashi ng of |angoustes' claws al ong the seabed,

the stiff rustle of dragonfly w ngs, the soft
sibilance of a forest breathing, standing on a
hillock with the sky hangi ng over himmarbled in
white and blue and grey streaks, turning northeast
from his vantage point, the highest on his |and,
shadi ng his eyes agai nst the sun, searching for the
| ow sprawl of Alara'at and, beyond, the silver

spl ash of the beckoning sea, green in the troughs
where the sun didn't dance |ike dianonds off its
surface. Ch, ny sea, ny sea! Wl king forward,
ascending now into the nountains with the fear of
God within him his linbs trenbling, his body

shaki ng, his bl adder about to burst, falling down
upon his knees as he beheld . . . A peace filling
himat |last as the ship set sail fromthe port of
Al ara' at, taking himfroml|skael. The figure of his
father as tiny as an insect, standing on the pier
Are you crying, Father? On the sea, at last, the
sea whi ch had sustained himthrough all the |ong
arduous days and nights. Not all of them for he

t hought of the tines running triunphant and

| aughi ng through the appl e orchards
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wi th Sanda on his shoulders, rolling upon the soft
ground, shinnying up the trunks, shaking the
branches so that the ripe fruit fell upon their
heads, all about themin a shower, or, in another
season, walking with her amidst the trees filled
with clouds of white and pal e pink bl ossons slowy
drifting through the air, dusting their hair and
cl othes, coating the grass and the earth like a
mattress from heaven. Turning away fromthe

| and, turning away from Sanda and the | ush



orchards whi ch woul d never see himnow, not this
year, nor the next, nor.

He steps downward and finds hinself on solid
ground at last, a kind of pronontory in the m st
that is no mist at all. Echoes still crashing like surf
upon his mind, the images out of tine, eddies
from he is quite certain now, the Eye of Tineg,
| apping at him increasing in intensity as he
appr oaches.

He sees before hima swirling vortex, coal escing,
di vidi ng, reproducing, fissioning. A great iris.
Nei t her open nor cl osed. Couched. Wiiting.

The Eye of Tine.

The portal into endl ess yesterdays and unlimted
t oror r ows.

Now he is inescapably drawn toward it, volition
drai ning out of him Hypnotized by the incipient
openi ngs and cl osi ngs, alnost, but not quite.
stopping frustratingly short of conpletion

Shapes changing formng tw sting spiraling
sucki ng | appi ng churned by a force so el ement al
that it could have no nanme for the concept of
| anguage that superseded it, could only be ex-
pressed in the compl ex symbol ogy of the m nd
Directly.

The sounds change subtly, suddenly, so that they
beat upon his eardruns nost painfully even

t hrough the protection of the Firemask. He cl aps
his fists to his ears but there is no change, only
now t he sounds cease to be painful and an ecstasy
such as he has never known permeates him a

heat, a fusion, an excitement he can only relate to
sexual | y, though even that seenms a pitifully

i nadequat e conpari son. Hi s hands reach out as he
closes in on the vortex, drugged and exhil arated,
and, as he approaches, another sound cuts through
the others: a tone. Trenmbling fingers al nost at the
tensile barrier about to caress it as a | over m ght
and the Eye of Time begins to iris-open

reveal i ng

No!

From somewhere deep inside him so deep that
t he sounds of the vortex have not penetrated, a
voi ce of reason cries out. Use it! it cries. Use the
Fi r emask

240 Eric V. Lustbader
At first he does not conmprehend and he is so

close to the kinetic framework that perhaps it has
becore i npossi bl e to understand.



He halts his notion, pushed onward by sone

unseen but heard tide of immeasurable force, and

it feels to himas if he is attenpting to hold back
the spin of the world.

Thi nk!
Use it! Now

He concentrates. It starts in the brain, aflane
with the true nusic of the spheres, pushed
outward t hrough his eyes.

And now it cones.

The stored energy of the opal noonlight,

directed by him Through the skin of the

Firemask it runbles and flashes |ike spot

[ightning. The heat builds just as it did outside on
the shale | edge so far away.

Cr ackl e- boom of thunder.
Hs face is on fire.
Li ght of a cosmi c beacon.

Energy pouring forth, and for the first time he
sees the truth of the vortex, its ultimte sinister
nature, and like a surgeon he carefully sutures up
the rent intine. Slowmy, slowmy, with infinite
del i beration, sweating with the whol e outpouring
of sizzling energy, concentrated and
focused until, at length, it is done.

He rel axes and the vibrations begin, explosions
bui | di ng, and he knows that the noonlight energy
has built up too far and threatens to run anok.
He bears down, his entire body trenmbling with the
effort, and he danps down on the field. Slowy,
ever so slowy, the heat recedes fromthe
Firemask from his face, and, stunbling, he turns
away fromthe dense intense quietude

Runni ng, running now out of the cave, out of
the silence and into the star spangled night.

Four
[ITON ~ TO
DUSK
[ dyl |
1HE first thing he saw was that she was gone
He reached up convulsively to pull the Firemask

away fromhis flesh but his fingers came away
coated in a dull grey powder. Al that was left.



He went quickly along the | edge but there was

no trace of Sardonyx. Chiisai sat, her back
propped up agai nst the nountai nsi de. She had
managed to shred the |ower half of her shirt into
strips and wi nd them around her wounded
shoul der.

She stood up when she saw him sniling as he
cane wearily toward her.

"It's over," he said, his voice sounding odd to his
ears.

She handed himhis sword and they went down
of f the | edge, wi nding down the nountain.

He told her briefly and as best he coul d what
had happened. "Did you see Sardonyx?" he asked
her .

Chi i sai shook her head. ''She nmust have been
gone before |I awakened. | did not see her.'’

The uma were waiting patiently for themat the
foot of the nountain, contentedly cropping grass.
They nmounted and, as they prepared to go, he
t ook one | ook back, wondering what seened to
be m ssing. The carcass of the diablura was
nowhere to be seen. Surely he had seen it tunble
over the side of the |edge.

M stral | ooned ahead of them and now he was
anxious to get Aufeya and |eave this |and far
behi nd hi m

Al was quiet as they reined in in the courtyard,
but as he disnounted they heard a runble from

hi gh above t hem and, peering upward, saw a

section of the wall of a high turret shatter, stone
and masonry "outing outward, hailing down.

Moi chi ducked through the falling rubble, ran
t hr ough the
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doorway into the main hall. He took the
spi derweb staircase three steps at a tine, calling,
"Aut eyal! "

Anot her quake shook the castle and he thought,
God, the whole place is breaking up. Dust filled
the vault of the imense atrium and the walls
were trenbling.

He raced upward, at |last gaining the top and
found Aufeya where they had left her. Still pale,
she | ooked sonmewhat recovered from her ordeal



He bent and scooped her up, sprinting for the
stairs just as the chamber next to hers inpl oded.
Choki ng dust billowed out with a scream of
denons.

The chill north wi nd now how ed di ssonantly

t hrough the splintering architecture. On the
second | andi ng, part of the outside wall ball ooned
outward and the door to the jewel roomripped
open. The chanber was enpty save for the squat

| anmp.

Into the main hall, and he felt the structure
itself shudder and he | eapt through the doorway.
Qutside, Chiisai had his luma ready. He thrust
Auteya up onto the saddle. The entire front wall
of Mstral began to cave inward. Stone flashed by
themw th the buzz of angry bees.

Moi chi | eapt up behind Aufeya and they were
of f, speeding through the shattered portcullis,
junpi ng over the strewn rubble.

Behind them Mstral rent itself, a funeral pyre
rising into the night sky, obscuring for a time the
bl oody horned noon.

On the way south, she whispered it all in his
ear, ridding herself of the terror she had |ived
with for so long a time. "I becanme ot her people.
At first, they were people |I knew or had known,
then they turned unfamliar, becom ng stranger
and stranger, distant and hostile. That was bad
enough and, foolishly, | thought | could endure
anything but that. But it was worse when it
st opped, because | becane all manner of animals,
with mnds as dull and syrupy as nud. | tried to
think and could not. Then reptiles, by turns
| ethargic and energetic, |ike some nonstrous
mani c- depressive, for when ny reptile nmind could
function, all it thought of was food to fill the vast
stomach, a killing urge that was inpossible to
i gnore. Then the insects, nmy brain buzzing with a
t housand sights and scents, naking up for the
deficiencies in other senses. | tried to think but
there was too nuch interference. And then | was
a fish, placidly swiming with nothing on ny
m nd. Who was 1? There seenmed to be not hing
left. Was | truly a fish? Or perhaps a bird, or
anot her aninmal or The human me was gone and
I
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felt the loss all the nore terrifyingly because
could not renmenber what it was | had been. | was
not even a serpent dream ng of being human. Even

that small thing was now deni ed ne.

"I screamed then and went on scream ng unti



Sardonyx cane for ne, scooping ne out of the
water. That is when | told her what she wanted to
know, " she said against his ear. "And you know the
really odd thing? I'"mnot sorry. | wanted ny
humani ty back. Whatever the price had been, |
woul d have paid it. dadly."

Moi chi understood her all too well and coul d not
find it in hinself to blane her

"Tell me,"
opal noon.

she said, "what happened beneath the

So he told her all that had transpired. She
seened the nost fascinated by what had taken
pl ace in the cave of tinme and. he was happy to
el aborate, feeling that it was taking her out of her
own menories for a while.

He felt her lips open against the soft flesh of his
neck as he spoke, the licking of her tongue,
inquisitive and naive as a child's, licking the salty
sweat; and with that, all his fear and anxiety for
her safety dissipated, as if with this sinple gesture,
she had freed himas well as herself fromthe
ensl avenent of pity.

He made certain that they took their time on the
way back. Not that he did not have a desire to
return to Corruha and, thence, to Sha' angh' sei, but
they were, all three, like the wal ki ng wounded and
he deemed it nore prudent that they not expend
their last reserves of energy on a hard ride but
rather gain strength through a leisurely journey.
He did not, perhaps, think consciously of the fact
that he wished to be with Auteya, know ng
instinctively that when they arrived in Corruna
they woul d have to say good- bye.

But Chiisai knew and, during the endl ess
afternoons they traveled only in the still cool ness
of the norning and the slanting, diffuse sunlight of
the last of the day while they rested, she would
wander of f under one pretext or another, |eaving
t hem al one. Most often, she would explore the
ruins of past civilisations which dotted the
count rysi de.

For her part, Aufeya understood the chem stry,
relaxed into it, grateful that Chiisai was so intuitive
and understandi ng and not at all jealous, and
delighted to be alone with himeach day.
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So that it was, ironically, only Michi hinself who
did not clearly understand the vectors of human

enmotion within which he found hi nsel f.

I n dappl ed sunlight sweeping over themlike



honey, they held hands and spoke of their pasts.
Aufoya recalled her father with great fondness,
renmenbering nost clearly the times when he had

t aken her aboard one of his ships. There was one
day, she told him when he took her up the

Dal uzan coast to the town of Puerto Chi cama,

from whence, she |ater discovered, he ran illega
ruuma into the interior. "Wy, there's nothing
wong with the drink," he had told her later

"Only the sanction of the Palliate causes it to be
outl awed. Do you think, though, that this nakes

it unavail able? No. Only nore expensive, for

nore hands nust be greased" he had wi nked at

her "including a nunber of cures | could nane."
Later on, she told him she had taken a trip into
the interior and there saw that what her father
said was true. Ruuma was drunk al most uni -
versally, with no appreciably harnful effects save
for a short doze in the heat of the afternoon

"And your nother?" he asked her one day.

She let off a streamof idiomatic invective that
|l eft no roomfor debate.

He knew better than to argue with her and
qui ckly changed the subject. And, indeed, this was
the only sour note in all the time they spent
toget her. The days and nights ribboned together
as their flesh and Chiisai's, too, nended and
heal ed until only red scars remai ned and pen
cane in infrequent renonstrating tw tches now
and again, perhaps at the end of a day nore
strenuous than nost or when they came upon
heavy rain clouds rolling darkly on the horizon
and the air turned humid and the pressure
dr opped.

At night they all slept separately, peacefully
near one another, around the cheerful, crackling
fire. But during the afternoons when Chiisai was
away on her archaeol ogi cal sojourns, they would
make | ove passionately and then | anguorously,
reveling in the hot sunlight on their naked flesh
and then, if there was one nearby, they would
spl ash and paddl e about in the rushing streans
t hat becane nore numerous as they travel ed
further south, making |l ove once nore. It seened
to Mdichi that he could never get enough of
Auf eya, but perhaps this was because he
understood that their tine together was finite.
Certainly he found that all his senses were
hei ght ened because there woul d be an endi ng.
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Chiisai invariably returned just before they were
preparing to nove out, giving themas nuch tine
t oget her as possible. But one day, when they were
al ready packed, she still had not returned. The sun



slipped fromthe sky and in the rather awkward
silence of the waiting, he realised unfair they were
being to her.

Dusk was al ready gi ving grudgi ng way to ni ght
when she appeared over a low hillock enbroidered
with a copse of plane trees. Over her |eft shoul der
was slung the carcass of a small hairy boar. They
had not eaten fresh neat of this kind for some
time, having grown used to foraging for nuts and
fruit and, when the opportunity presented itself,
spearing freshwater fish

Thus, it was cause for no linme celebration and
they set about searing the skin of hair, slicing open
its belly and gutting it. They let Chiisai build up
the fire as they went about their bloody and
stinking, but joyous, work. They braised the
out side, crisping the skin, then began the roasting.
The rich scent was so fragrant and delicious that
they all wondered if they could wait until it was
fully cooked. While Auteya washed the intestines
in the nearby streamand went to find nuts and
berries to stuff themw th, Michi contented
hinself with watching the stars, cold and glittery
and renote. They were far out of the |and of the
bl oody moon and the one that reigned in the sky
t hese nights, he was happy to see, was his old
friend, silver and flat as a coin. It was
three-quarters full

Across fromhim Chiisai sat near the fire,

shar peni ng her dai-katana. He came and st ood

next to her, watching the quiet expertise of her
hands as they went about their work. He cl eared

his throat and she | ooked up, her hands poised

over the blade of the sword. The firelight flicked
off it, illumnnating its |ong precision-honed edges.
It was indeed a nost magnficent instrunment.

"I"'mafraid that Aul eya and | have both been
rather selfish."”

"What ever nakes you say that?" She wi ped the
| ong bl ade, took it off her thighs and sheathed it.
"I"ve been quite content to explore this land as we
go." She | aughed. "You would have known if | was
unhappy with the arrangenent."

"Stillo "

"Besi des, Michi, to tell you the truth |I needed
this time by nmyself. There are a number of
i mportant decisions |'ve got to nmake when we
return to Sha' angh'sei. | want to make certain |I'm
prepared. "

"You're sure?"
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She stood up and, standing on the tips of her
toes, gave hima |long kiss.

That night, with the nmoon riding high in the
sky, they conmenced an orgy of eating. Yet,
rationed after that, the rest of the neat |asted
themall the way back to Corruna.

During the I ast days of the journey, they spent
nore and nore tine on the nove, as if the closer
they came to the city, the stronger the magnetism
of its heart becanme. They spoke little during the
days, but at night, under the nmoon and stars,
Chiisai told themstories of Ama-no-nori and the
Buj un.

Nei t her Mi chi nor Auteya seemed nuch

inclined to talk and this she put down to the
simple fact that, quite soon, they would be
parting, perhaps forever. And she found herself,
unknowi ngly, feeling sorry for Michi.

She knew she loved him but it was in the

manner of the Bujun and thus was not an easy
thing to express to outsiders. It was the | ove of
one warrior for another, grow ng together through
adventure and peril, in which true heroi smcould
| ater be appreciated and savored; in which the
two becane closer than famly or |overs. She
knew, for instance, without his telling her, that
Moi chi hardly considered hinself a hero. Yet, she
knew that he was. For it was some singular inner
vi sion that powered him noved hi monward. He
was his own norality, his own strength, his own
glory, his own world was as much a hero as the
Dai - San. She had supposed that she woul d envy
himthis heroi smbut she found that she did not,
only loved himall the nore for it.

In that sense, she was content now, for she
bel i eved that at |ast she knew why the Dai- San
had suggested she journey to Sha' angh' sei, and to
Moi chi . Perhaps he had not actually known of
this of the Firemask or Sardonyx or even the
Eye of Time but, surely, he knew the karma of
his friend. She was grateful to have been part of
this adventure. Yet again and again she found
hersel f wondering during these |ong drowsy
aft ernoons am dst the crunbling, fabulous ruins
on the way to Dalucia, as she strolled with the
darting butterflies, felt the weight of the hot
slanting sunlight Iike bars of dusty honey,
illuminating these markers of an enigmatic past
civilisation whether for her this was the end of
it.
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And then, like every Bujun before her who



had t hought nuch the sane thoughts about an
uncertain future, she shrugged to herself. She
woul d accept whatever would befall her. Karna,
she thought.

The O phans

1 HEY passed through the western gate of
Corruna just past mdday, riding swiftly through
t he vast warehouse district, scattering the
canbuj o workers as merchants with dark shining
faces and thick curling beards shook their fists at
themfor the interruption, their shouts echoing off
the flat and featurel ess warehouse walls.

The Pl aza de |a Pesqui sa was pl acid when t hey
arrived, their luma's hooves | oud upon the tiles of
the square. The two old nmen, dressed in their
i macul ate white Dal uzan suits, were in their
accust oned pl ace on the bench in the shade of
the olive trees. The fountain was hidden from
view by the verdant foliage, but as they
di smount ed they coul d hear the al nost nusica
tones of the water splashing.

Now t hat they were actually here, Michi was
troubl ed by what Aufeya's reaction would be to
com ng home. He knew that he had an obligation
to return her here and for many days he had
fought to keep the consequences of this nonent
fromhis mind. Tsuki, he knew, wanted her
daught er back home. But what of Aufeya hersel f?

He took her by the hand and | ed her up the
wi nding stairs to the front door. This was thrown
open before he had a chance to knock and
Chi mmoku | ooned at the threshold. His face was
split by a grin and he said, "Wl come hone,
Auteya!" with such obvious |ove that Michi's

m nd was put at ease. Perhaps it would be far |ess
difficult than he had i magi ned. The mnd had an
uncanny ability, at times, to throw things out of
proporti on.

"Come in! Cone in, all of you!" Chi nmoku was
sayi ng, stepping back. "W have prayed for your
safe return.”

Moi chi took Aufeya down the hall until they
stood at the
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foot of the ship's-figurehead staircase. He gazed
upwar d.

Tsuki stood i mmobile at the top, one hand
clutched at her throat. She |ooked tall and regal as



ever but her eyes darted fromone to the other
"Auf eya, " she breat hed.

Auf eya sai d not hi ng.

Tsuki's gaze alighted on Michi. "And Sardonyx?'
"Cone," he said. "Defeated."

"Thank you for returning ny daughter to ne. Both
of you. "

"I't was nothing, madam" He made a nock-for nal
bow.

She lifted her arms, fingers outstretched. "I'm
sorry, Aufeya, for everything. Wl cone hone,
darling."

"Go on,'' Michi whispered in Aufoya's ear. He
gave her a small pat on her backside. She turned
to him gave hima tight snile.

"Wait for ne," she whispered. "I'Il be right
down." Then she slowy ascended the stairs, one
hand sliding al ong the polished banister

Tsuki put her arm about her daughter's

shoul ders and, together, they disappeared down
the hall. A nmonent later, he could hear the door
to Tsuki's bedroom cl osing softly.

"There are no adequate neans to thank you,"

Chi moku said to them when they were al one in
the hall. "The Senhora has been besi de herself

ever since you left. She was guilty for not having
gone. She abhors the interior, you see, and she felt
she woul d be nore of a hindrance.” He pulled
abstractedly at his |ong droopi ng nustache. "In
many ways Aufeya takes after the Senhor but in
this she is exactly |like the Senhora."

Moi chi | aughed. ''You' ve forgotten about the
time the Senhor took her up the coast to Puerto
Chi cama. "

Chi moku | ooked at himblankly. "I beg your
par don. "

"When he went to sell the ruuma."

Chi mmoku pul | ed hinself erect and his voice
took on a steely edge. "Senhor, MIhos Seguillas y
Oiwara would have no nore to do with that

illegal and highly toxic drug than would I. He
woul d not |ower hinmself to do such a thing and
certainly not with his bel oved daughter."

Moi chi felt a sudden tightening of his stomach



as if all the air had suddenly gone out of his |ungs.
Still, he persisted. "Surely you rmust be m staken
| o

"Senhor, | assure you that Aufeya has never
been to Puerto Chicama with her father. Perhaps
during the tinme she was away "
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But Mbi chi had al ready brushed past him

| eaping for the stairs. He felt chilled, thinking:
When had it happened?

"Senhor, | do not think that you should
di sturb !"
"Chiisai!" Michi called over his shoul der

ignoring the other. "Qutside! The Senhora's
bedr oom wi ndow. "

Chiisai turned and ran down the hall, opening
the front door and di sappearing down the steps.

Meanwhi | e Mbi chi had gai ned the second fl oor
and was poundi ng down the upper hallway. The
door at the head was cl osed. There seemed to be
no sound frominside

He tried the doorknob but it was | ocked. He
st epped back and, using one booted foot,
smashed at the lock. It gave sonewhat but stil

hel d. He ki cked again, putting all his strength into
it, and the lock shattered, the door flying inward.
He rushed into the room

The room was dark, the curtains drawmn. At first
it appeared enpty. Then, as his eyes adjusted to
the low light, he saw a formupon the bed. He
ran to it.

Tsuki lay sprawl ed on her huge bed. Bl ood
drool ed fromone corner of her nouth. Her dress
was ripped and she clutched a pillow to her
breast as if she were a child who had j ust
awakened from a ni ght mare.

But he knew now t hat she had awakened to a
ni ght mar e

The hilt of a saw bl aded dagger protruded from
a spot on the pillow bel ow which her heart woul d
be.

But it was her eyes which haunted hi m and
woul d continue to do so for a long long tine.
They held an i measurabl e portion of disbelief.

He went up onto the bed, scooping her up and
cradling her body. The room he knew, was enpty



and the wi ndow was the only other exit. He did
not even bother to cross to it to make certain. Let
Chiisai take care of the nurderess for now.

The first thing he did was carefully cl ose her
eyes, even before he wi thdrew the dagger from

her chest. He was crying now She had not

deserved this. Not this. Such a terrible way to die:
t hi nki ng you had been rmurdered by your own

daughter. And the very worst of it was that it was
a lie. Tsuki had not been killed by Aufeya. Yes,

it was her body, but, he was quite certain now,
Sardonyx had been animating it. How |l ong, he
wondered, was | making | ove to her?

He had failed, in the end. Tsuki was his friend' s
first love. He had had an obligation to protect
her. As he had all owed Kossori to be killed, so
had he all owed Tsuki to go to her
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death. He knew, in his innemmpst self, that he was
being far too harsh with hinself. | did not care.

He heard, as if fromfar away, raised voices,
recogni sed anong those Chiisai's calling him

He ignored it, staring down at Tsuki's now placid
face, the fallen noon, set at |ast.

They stood far apart at gravesi de, Michi and
Aut eya. Cbserving this, Chiisai sighed inwardly,
conposi ng herself as the coffin, snoboth as gl ass,
was | owered into the newy dug grave beside the
headst one of M|l hos Seguillas y Oriwara. She paid
scarce attention to the words of Don Hispete as he
intoned the liturgy of the dead.

She had had no troubl e subdui ng Auteya as she
scranbl ed down fromthe second-story w ndow to
t he garden of the house. But by that tine it had
been too |l ate. She was, again, Auteya, bew | dered
at being in Corruna, |et alone outside herown
hone. It was sonme tinme before they could tell her
what happened. She was stoic throughout. Which
was nore than Chiisai could say for Miichi. He
had wal ked out m dway through the telling and
now Aufeya knew that there had been sonething

bet ween M chi and the Senhora Seguillas y
Oiwara. Consequently, they had not spoken in
two days.

Don Hi spete nmade the sign of the Palliate over
the lowered coffin. Chiisai was grateful that the
cerenony was at |last over. Wth the swirlling of
enotions, tension had been at a peak and it
seened as if they had all stood here under the
shade of the huge olive tree for half a day, though
she knew it had been far |ess. She was grateful



too, that Mdichi had told her they woul d enbark

for Sha' angh'sei this aftenmoon, directly follow ng
the service. She had had enough of that dark
dispirited house with its gl oony, self-flagellatory
paintings and its alnost relentless aura of doom
Too, her own decision had been nade and she was
anxious to return to Sha' angh' sei. She | ooked at

Moi chi's glum face and smiled secretly to herself.
H s attitude woul d soon change when he got a

| ook at what was waiting for himin Sha' angh' sei

Everyone had gone, save the three, and now
Chiisai funmed away w t hout | ooking at either of
them she no | onger bel onged here. She heard the
sound of someone coming toward her. She stopped
and furmed. It was Aufeya.

"Are you goi ng back to the house?"
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"No, I'mgoing to the nmercado.l want to say
good-bye to Martyne before we | eave."

"You when are you | eavi ng?"
"This afternoon. Al npost imediately."

Auf eya shook her head, dismayed. "I didn't know.
I

"I'f you two had been speaking to each other "
Chiisai was abruptly fed up. She had done as
much talking in the |last couple of days as she
cared to do. "Excuse ne." She wal ked of f.

Moi chi stayed on, alone, as the attendant
shoveled the dirt into the grave. It had a holl ow
sound as it hit the coffin's top but that soon
changed as the soil built itself higher

Then the man was gone and Mi chi was al one
with her. The place was very still.

"I amsorry, Tsuki." But, as he said the words,
he knew how i nadequate they were. Hi s shane
was so great that, had he been of another folk, he
woul d have killed hinself there. But he was

| skamen and that was not his way. He woul d have
to live with his shame. That would be his
atonement. He smiled inwardly, sadly, recognising
the voice of his father and his father before him
On and on. The history of the |Iskanen

i nescapable. He nmight just as well stop breathing,
for it flowed through every nol ecul e of his body,
t hrough bl ood and bone, through muscl es and
sinew, through brain and heart.

Through his nmind, then flashed a scene: the
nmonent just after he had met Chiisai on the dock



at Sha' angh' sei. What an odd thing to think of at
this time. Then he realized what had jarred the
menory. The shindai and her prophesy. \Wat had

it been?

The Sun: significator of great change.

The Past: This is what aids you. It had been a
corpse on a bier. Tsuki, fromthe past, now dead

Everyone: This is what crosses you. Sardonyx.
And what was he to make of all that?

He becane aware of a presence behind him
"There is nothing '' The words caught in her

t hroat and she swal |l owed convul sively. Aufeya's

mout h was dry because of the fear. She

recogni zed this as the nost difficult thing she had
had to do in her life. Part of her screaned agai nst
it, vexed, a child railing, but she gritted her teeth
and pl unged onward because deep down she knew

that it was her only chance, that w thout this, she
was dooned, chai ned and bound here forever
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"There is nothing she has to forgive you for."

Moi chi stared at her, watched her face, seeing
the wild animal in her receding further back wth
every passing nonment. And, abruptly, he
understood the depths of his own self-pity.

"l see that, | think."

She gl anced down at the new grave, then back
up at hi magaun

He stood silently, watching her still.
"About the other thing " she said softly.

"What ot her thing?" He knew very well what she
meant, he just wanted her to say it.

"About you and Mt her "

"I't wasn't what you imagi ne, Aufeya. She wasn't
that kind of a person.”

"Don't tell me about it," she said. "That's all
ask. | just felt " She broke off and her eyes filled
with tears. "She was al ways so beautiful, so very
very beautiful."

He put his arm around her and they wal ked
away fromthere. In the spring, the grass would
begin to grow over the dark brown earth that no



one had bothered to pat down. It would not
matter to Tsuki Seguillas y Oriwara, only to those
who woul d conme to visit her

And AD the Stars to
Gui de Me

C

~JHA' ANGH SEI, eternal Sha'angh' sei, Mbichi

t hought as they entered the harbor, maneuvering
around the nyriad | arger merchant vessels, keeping
wel | clear of the bobbing tasstan close to the bund.
How it swells ny heart to see your shoreline once
again. Yet still, Iskael for ne now Honme again.

Chiisai stood on one side of him unaccountably
nervous. Auteya was on the other side.

"I would come with you to Sha' angh' sei," Aufeya
had said to him

"But what of the family? The house?"

"There is no famly, really. Not anynore. just ne.
The last of the Seguillas y Oriwara. Wth Mt her
gone, Chirnnmoku no | onger wi shes to remain. And
no | onger bel ong here."

"I will not stay in Sha'angh' sei for |ong, Auteya."
She smled. "Is that a warning?"

"I just want you to know. " He | ooked at her
seriously. '"Wiat will you do then?"

"One decision at a tinme, Michi. Al right?"

He sent a kubaru runner to notify Aerent as soon
as they had docked, and Chiisai went with him

It was near to dusk. The vast sprawing city |ay
entangled in its snoky matri x. The sky was hazed a
deep anethyst, punctured by the flickering lights
al ready coning on along the streets. Hi gh up on the
hill, the rooftops of the lavish hones of the city's
bongs in the walled city were already partially
obscured by the mist, as if they bel onged to sone
other far nore ethereal world.

- Along the junble of the bund they went, unti
Moi chi hail ed
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a passing ricksha and they were i mediately
engul fed in the mael strom of Sha' angh' sei



They had taken over the | ong bal cony of the
restaurant high up in the city yet with a

spect acul ar view of the harbor. Bel ow them the
brown waves washed agai nst the ancient pilings

and the bobbing tasstan community was a swarm

of light as the kubaru began to clean up after their
eveni ng neal

Aerent sighed expansively and | eaned back in his
chair. He clapped Mdichi on the shoulder. "It is
good to have you back, ny friend. You were sorely
m ssed. "

"I amsure not," Michi said, wiping his |lips.

"Ch, gods, he is right, Michi," Llowan said from
across the table and a litter of platters and plates
and enpty decanters. "The business is a ness
wi t hout you."

Moi chi | aughed. "Now | know you have both gone
mad. "

"What will you do now, Chiisai?" Aerent asked.
"Return to Ama-no-nori?"

There was a gleamin her eye. "No, Regent. |'ve
not yet had ny fill of the continent of man.
Besides, |'ve never really gotten to see
Sha' angh' sei . "

"Very good, lady!" Llowan said, raising his
goblet. "Well said! | salute your resolve" he
| aughed heartily "and your nerve. You nmay, if
you wi sh, reside in Michi's old quarters. "

"Now wait a mnute,'' Michi said. "I did tell you
that I was bound for Alara'at but, as you know ful
well, it won't be as easy as all that. There still are

no ships available."

"Ch," Aerent said smiling, "we'll get you off, one
way or another. "

"As long as it's a proper ship," Michi said.
"Iskael's a long way south and | do not propose to
paddl e all the way."

"Well, if we are finished," Chiisai said, standing
up, "why don't we go for a walk. | haven't had a
chance to see Sha' angh' sei by night. Mbichi
spirited ne away far too quickly for that."

And that was how Chiisai canme to give Mich
his second gift fromthe Dai-San. It was there, as
it had been, since the norning she arrived.

"The Tsubasa," she said smiling. "It's your ship."

"M ne?" He could scarcely believe it.



"Yes. Now you can go hone."
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"Hone to |skael," he breathed. "And what about
you, Aufeya?"

She stood close behind him "I wish to conme
with you to Iskael. "

"What? | do not think you have given this nuch
thought. It is not the kind of decision you "

"On the contrary," she flared, "I have thought of
little else for sone time."

"But, Aufeya

Then he saw the hurt in her eyes and he knew
the m stake he had made.

"Al'l right!" she exploded. "You're right. It was
a childish idea. | don't know where | got the

noti on you would want nme to cone!" He reached

out for her but she whirled away. She wanted only
one thing now to hurt himas deeply as he had
hurt her. "Say it! Say it in front of all your friends.
I"msure they' Il understand. You don't want ne.
You never wanted me. It was ny nother! You're
like all the rest of themwho cane into the house.
They came in and they saw her. It was al ways ny
not her! Why didn't anyone pay attention to ne?"
She flung herself away fromthe group, running
out onto Three Kegs Pier.

Behi nd her a heavy silence fell |ike an opaque
carpet of snow, danping all sound. Michi stared
at Chiisai for a nmoment, feeling hel pl ess and
al one, but she was studiously staring at the whorls
in the wood grain of the pier plankings.

He cleared his throat and went after her

The world was now a forest of black masts and,
beyond it, the vastness of the rolling sea.

He cane up to her, stood beside her w thout
touchi ng her, know ng, instinctively, that she
woul d not tolerate that now The wind, comng in
of f the sea, whipped her hair back from her face
and at that nonment, with the noonlight gilding
her face, she had never | ooked nore beautiful nor
nore her nother's child.

"I"'msorry," he said softly. "You took ne
conpletely by surprise and | "

"Yes, and 1'll always be just my nother's
daughter to you," she said acidly. "Wiy don't you



just get away fromne."
"I want you to come with nme."

She said nothing. To their right, past the
Tsubasa, on Four Wnds Pier, a kabaru song
started up, bittersweet in the night.
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He could not see any of thembut their voices rose
clear and strong in their indomtable hym.

"Your nother |oved you very much, Aufeya.
More than anyone or anything else in the world."

"So she was fond of telling me," she spat. "Words
don't mean anything after a while."

"Her life had little neaning w thout you."
"Do you expect ne to believe that?"

"Auteya, listen to me. She was going back with
Hel I sturmin order to ensure your safety." He had
not wanted to tell her this but what choice did he
have now?

He saw the shock register on her face. "Dihos,
no!'' she cried. "She wouldn't have!"

"On the contrary, it had already been arranged.
And it woul d have happened, save that Sardonyx
crossed Hellsturm'' He reached out for her now
"Aufeya, there is no one your nother could have
hated nore than Hellsturm"”

"Yes. | learned that, at least, at Mstral."
"She | oved you dearly." As he said it, he becane
awar e that what he was sayi ng about Tsuki was

just as true for his father and hinsel f.

They held each other, as if for the first tine,
whil e, beside them the crew of the Tsubasa nade
ready to get underway.

Dawn.

Ll owan was al ready docksi de, having said his
farewell. Aerent took his arm said, "Remenber,
Moi chi, Sha'angh'sei will always be your hone.'
Then he turned and went down the gangpl ank in
his stiff, articul ated wal k.

Moi chi turned to Chiisai

"This is not the end, as | once told the Dai-San."

"No," she said. "Aerent and | will surely see you



agai n one day."

They enbraced.

"I wish you good fortune, Mbichi."
"And 1, you. In all you do."

Chiisai kissed Aufeya and then she, too, was
gone from the ship.

The gangpl ank was haul ed in and he gave the
signal. Men scranbled to release the lines fore and
aft, and the anchor was wei ghed.

"All away, pilot!" came the call fromhis first
mate at m dshi ps.

260 Eric V. |, ustbader

"Aye," he called back, clinmbing the aft
conpani onway to the high poop deck. "As soon
as we are clear of the harbor set all sail."

"Very good, sir!"

He | ooked at the trio still at the edge of the
pi er. What adventures still awaited then? He
turned, gave a series of sharp, barking orders and
men scranbled up the ratlines into the shrouds.

The next noments were spent guiding the
Tsubasa through the difficult and absorbing maze
of Sha' angh' sei's harbor. Aufeya went below to
change into her sea cl ot hes.

Presently, they were well clear of all ships and
he heard the first mate's strong conmand, then
the bright quick snapping as the men broke out
all canvas. He's a good one, Michi thought as he
turned to the hel nsman and gave hi mthe course:
"Sout h by sout heast."

"Aye, sir!"

The ship | eapt forward, her bow waves high
her wake thick and creany.

The sun was rising in the sky ahead of them
turning the deep blue to white near its position
Not a cloud could be seen in any direction, but,
far-off, near the western horizon, the pal e noon,
full now, could just be discerned over the
rooftops of fast-di sappearing Sha' angh' sei

He left the helmsman's side and, |eaning
agai nst the starboard taffrail, luxuriated in the
feel of the ship, the roll and scent of the sea,
exulting in his mastery over them both.



"Isn't it strange that the nmoon should be visible
at this tinme of the day?" The fenmal e voi ce cane
frombehind him rich and nel odi ous and al nost
hal f mocki ng.

He turned quickly but he saw only Aufeya, clad
in high shining seaboots and sailor's | oose shirt
and pants, coning across the poop deck, the sun
in her eyes, sniling at him
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serve that up and it has its place, surely. But faith
wi Il not cause that Palliate to survive and prosper.
Only money can acconplish that feat."

"But, begging your pardon, Don Hispete, our
first duty is to bring solace to those in need; to
show them the way toward salvation in this life.
That is the mracle of the Palliate.”

"Uhm vyes." Don Hi spete broke off a haunch of
seared nmeat at its white-and-pink socket. "But, it
too is a mracle, Don Gode, what noney can do
for the Palliate. And without that, well" he
shrugged "the Palliate would be able to reach no
one." He tore into the flesh with his white teeth
"Be of calmspirit, ny boy," he said. "Qur work is
all for the glory of Dihos."

Fugue
THE Pl aza de | a Pesqui sa was deserted.

He stood deep within the shadows of the olive
trees, having chosen a spot with excellent visibility
to the east and west as well as to the north,
where he coul d observe the Seguillas y Oiwara
house undetected. He had been in this spot for
sone time now. No one had come in or out of



the front door during that time. Four people had
passed by without stopping.

He checked his other views, drew a blank and
returned his attention to the big house. Doors
were only one nethod of entrance.

Wth extraordi nary qui ckness and silence, he
flitted fromshadow to shadow, out of the plaza
An old man went slowy past and, some tine
later, a young couple armin arm coming from
the opposite direction. No one saw him

At |l ength, he gained the darkness of the small
side street to the right of the house. The second
tree in had the right configuration and he clinbed
it, moving out fromthe trunk onto a thick linb
whi ch arced inward toward the vine-covered side
of the buil di ng.

He put the toe of one boot into a V notch
where one vine becane two and, ascertaining that
it woul d i ndeed support his weight, |aunched
hi nsel f upward. Hand over hand, his fingers
graspi ng, tugging experinentally, he ascended.

H gh above the street, he becane aware of the
soft cries, as of thin wire whistling through the
air, and, once, he felt the tentative brush of a
| eathery wing tip. He was not fond of bats and
t hese seened unusually | arge but, though they
continued to dip near him calling in their
hi gh- pi tched peculiar speech, they posed little
threat to his progress once he had accli mated
hinsel f to their swooping presence.
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Along the wall he went, clinging |ike sone
nocturnal animal on a hunt, and soon he was at

the corner of the house. There was sone

illumination here, nostly fromthe flickering lights
around the plaza he | ooked skyward: banks of

stratus cloud obscured the rising noon but he

was reasonably certain he could navigate this |ast
stretch of wall w thout being observed from bel ow

The i rmedi ate probl em now, however, rose

from anot her quarter. For the first hand- and
foothold he was totally blind and woul d have to
rely totally on touch.

Cautiously, he reached around the corner
extending his torso as far as he dared to give
hinsel f as wide a search area as possible. He felt
his fingers close around a thick vine on the front
of the house. He tugged. It held. He tightened his
grip and let go with his feet.



Afterward, he woul d renenber how absurdly

l ucky he was to have held on with his right hand,
because the new vine ripped under his weight and
he sl ammred agai nst the side of the building, his
face scraping against the ivy as he slid downward.
He let go with his left hand and swng for a
nmonent, supported by just one handhold. Gavity
dragged at him beckoning himdown to the street
bel ow.

He used the toes of his boots to stop his
swi ngi ng and, pressing his chest against the side of
t he house, searched for another vine along the
front. Found it and used it. This tinme it held and,
wi thin breathless nmoments, he was swi nging onto
the right-hand bal cony which framed the shuttered
second- story w ndow.

He crouched on the strips of wought iron for a
monent, feeling quite vulnerable in the light. In
addition, he noted fromthis vantage point that the
bal cony was nore decorative than functional. If it
was not neant to hold this heavy a wei ght

He reached out a dirk and insinuated its point
into the corner seam of the wooden shutter. Found
the sinple metal latch and flipped it upward.

Sli pped into the room beyond, pulling the
shutters to behind him

He found hinmself in a smallish roomw th a high
down bed and an ornately carved wooden dresser
above whi ch hung an outsized oval mrror franed
in lacquered bamboo. A bamboo rocking chair
stood immobile in one corner as if awaiting its
master's return. The roomwas scented faintly and
alanp was lit on a small table at bedside. This in
itself was peculiar, for
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the room had a deserted air, despite the obvious
attenpts to make it seem ot herw se

In three strides he had crossed the room and
put his ear against the door. Too thick to hear
anyt hing. Cautiously, he opened it a centineter at
atine. Hallway with a curving bal ustrade
over | ooki ng what he took to be the first-floor
hal | way.

He went out, standing quite still. He could hear
t he murmur of voices, echoing slightly, and he
knel t, peering through the wooden bars. The
Senhora Seguillas y Oriwara was standing at the
front door, talking to Chi moku. Apparently he
was about to depart, for he was wapped in a
dark cl oak.



as quickly as possible.” He heard her voice
drift up to him "And for the sake of D hos, nake
certain he does not follow you back."

Chi moku nodded silently and slipped out the
door. Mbichi now had to nake an inmedi ate
decision: to stay here with the Senhora or to
foll ow Chi nmoku on his nocturnal errand. He
chose the former not only because it had been his
original plan but because circunstance had
proved to be his ally, leaving himalone with the
Senhora. To go against that now would be to
court disaster.

The Senhora had bolted the door behind
Chi moku and was comi ng toward him She
began to ascend the stairs.

Moi chi went quickly and silently back to the
room from whi ch he had gai ned entrance to the
house and cl osed the door to a slit. Despite the
[ anp burning, he was quite certain this was not
the Senhora's bedroom In a nonment, he heard
her passing himand ventured a | ook. He saw her
go through a door at the far end of the hallway.
Over it, attached to the wal

was a polished brass ship's bell

There was no help for it now, he thought. And
any procrastination allowed that much nore
chance that he would still be here when
Chi moku returned. He wanted to avoid that.

Taki ng a deep breath, he opened the door, went
out into the hallway and, wi thout a sound, went
into her room

Chiisai had little difficulty in finding the
nercado. It was an enornpus one-story structure

in the heart of Corruna divided into nyriad stalls,
each rented to a different merchant or trader
The proprietorship of these spaces could be
permanent or quite fluid, changi ng hands nmany
times within the space of several days as traders
cane and went with their seasonal wares.

At times, as nowthat is, at night or during
i ncl enent
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weat her the entire rnercado was covered.

However, during the dazzling sun-drenched

Dal uzan days, the separate stall roofs were taken
away, giving the vast place a brilliantly dappl ed,
endl ess feel

Even now, after the day's selling had ceased,



there continued to be nmuch activity within the
nercado, albeit of a different nature fromthat
whi ch went on during the daylight hours. The
nmercado of Corruna, it was said, never slept.

Here, during all the night, shifts of workers
unl oaded fresh produce, craftsnmen toiled at their
work in | eather, silver, gold, precious and
sem preci ous stones, pearls, painting, tapestries
and scul pture in stone and clay; far in back, the
sweating netal smths worked their red-hot forges,
creating their weaponry. For the day was for
selling only and, at night, the artisans popul ated
the nercado like a nmythic flock of nocturna
tri besnmen who di sappeared with the com ng of
dawn, replaced by the hard-bargaini ng merchants.

This was the real mercado, one which few people
in Corruna ever saw, for this was not an all-night
city as was Sha' angh' sei

Chiisai stood on the nercado's threshold,
entranced, as if she stood on the brink of the

Prom sed Land. She was used to seeing artisans at
wor k, for every Bujun was al so an artisan of sone
sort What good is a Bujun, her father had told
her often, with just the know edge to kill? But never
had she seen so nany at once and the sight was
di zzyi ng.

Slowy, she strolled down the |long aisles between
the stalls, watching a man split an uncut di anond
here, a wonman spinning a cape of silver thread
there and, further on, a man etching a delicate
design onto a huge | eather scabbard by dropping
acid on it.

She paused, fascinated, to observe a woman
carvi ng what appeared to be an enormnous ruby

into the Iikeness of a human head. She waited
until the worman put down her tools to rest to ask
"WIIl it be a man or a wonan?"

The woman turned to | ook at her, wi ping at her
forehead with her arm She was dark-haired and

| ong-eyed with thick lips and an exquisite neck that
Chiisai imediately envied. Her face had been

nel ded by years of determination, or so it seened
to Chiisai

"A woman," she said. "Eventually."

"Is it very difficult?"

"Darling," the woman | aughed, "it is very nearly
i mpossi ble."
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"Then why do you do it?"



"Because it's there, for a start, and no one el se
around here would dare to attenpt it, man or
worman. This is my second attenpt; the first one
| consider a failure." She put a hand out, her
fingers long and delicate, questing like the feelers
of some conpl ex insect, stroking the cool ness of
the ruby's irregul ar side. "Here, cone here,
darling, and feel what |I feel." Chiisai put out her
hand. "But | love the ruby for itself, you see," the
woman continued, "because it w thholds fromne
its very essence." She smiled. "Until the very end."
"And that is inportant,” Chiisai said, not
knowi ng whet her she was asking a question.

"As inportant as drawi ng breath," the wonman
said, "for me. For without nystery, life would be
not hi ng and I should wi sh, when | put ny head
down on the pillow at night, never again to
awake. "

Chiisai took her hand reluctantly fromthe ruby.
"Do you have a finished piece of yours here? I'd
like to see one."

"l don't think " The woman searched bel ow
the counter of the stall. "Wait. |'ve found one."
She lifted up a warrior carved out of tiger's-eye.
"It is not so fine, I"'mafraid. It's a very early
piece. Still " She set the figure down on the
counter top and Chiisai picked it up. Sonething
about it struck her.

"This warrior's face | ooks famliar to ne.'
"It's a Tudescan," the worman said. "Have you
been to Rhein Tudesca? That is where | am
from"

Chiisai | ooked up. "You are Tudescan?"

The woman nodded. "My nanme is Martyne."
She offered her hand. "And you?"

"My nane is Chiisai. | amBujun." She took the
hand, found it cool and firm "I hope you'l
pardon ny ignorance, Martyne, but | thought al
Tudescans had light hair."

"Most do, but only my nother was Tudescan,
you see. | have her light eyes but ny father's hair,
| imagine."

Chiisai returned her gaze to the figurine. It was
mar vel ously carved. She could clearly see the
cruelty of the man's visage. "W were attacked by
Tudescans yesterday," she said. "On the sea." She
wai ted a nonment, then said, "You do not seem
surprised.”



"Why should |I be? They are evil people. That's
why | amin Dal ucia now. "
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"But you made this," Chiisai pointed out,
i ndicating the warrior

"Yes. | nmande that as a rem nder."
"Of what ?"

"My father cane fromthe sea. He was a
freebooter who sailed into Rhein Tudesca one day.
And there he met ny nother. And now they are
bot h dead."

"I amsorry."

"So am|. They were exceptional people, ny
parents. But ny nother disobeyed the | aw and
they were both slain for that transgression. "

"What coul d she have done that was so terrible
to have warranted execution?

"She married ny father,” Martyne said sinply.

She whirled as he cl osed the door behind him It
made a sound not unlike a sigh of resignation

Her eyes flashed and he saw the earth-brown
nmotes swimming in their jade depths. She wore a
| oose creamcol ored silk blouse with a drawstring
front, bel ow which was an oval opening displaying
the swell of the tops of her breasts, and a | ong
skirt of a green so deep it appeared to be bl ack
"You!" she hissed. "How did you get in here?"

Not: pleat do you want?

Her hands hung | oosely at her sides.

"'1 came in through a second-story w ndow. "
"Cet out of here this instant!"”

It was worrisone because there was no fear and
even now her fingers were fully extended, not
balled into fists of outrage.

"Not until | get some answers, senhora."

Had to drag his eyes away fromthe sight of her

heavi ng bosom Not the way. He advanced.

"Senhora "

She stood her ground. "Get out!"



Felt his nmuscles tensing of their own volition
and he began to worry in earnest because there
was information trying to get through

"Senhora, please. YOU nust listen to ne. Your
daughter's life "

"I will not debate with you." Her voice was like ice.
| mmge of Cascaras, dead in the alley.
"I will not |eave."

She noved then and, just before he was borne
backward by the full weight of her |ightning attack
he knew what it was.
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As she | eapt, he caught a glinpse of her fingers,
together, fully extended. They tunbled to the
floor, rolling over and ow, for he knew now that
any cessation of nmovenent on his part and he was
finished. The one word reverberated through his
brain as the back of his head sl amred agai nst the
wooden boards and he saw a shadow | oom ng

over him

Koppo.

"The folk of Rhein Tudesca live solely by |aws,"
Martyne said, as they sipped conpana. "It is how
they are born and brought up. A network of |aws.
And that is how the country runs. Efficiently,
effortlessly. Bloodlessly." Her face was drai ned of
all color inthe telling of this. "A Tudescan may
marry anot her Tudescan and no one el se.™

Chiisai said nothing, staring into the depths of
t he gol den 1i qui d.

"The Tudescans hate outl anders, " Martyne
continued. "Ch, they tolerate those with whom
trade is vital, but visitors to Rhein Tudesca are
strictly limted and the crews of the merchantnmen
bringing inports are never allowed shore | eave.
And any outlander in the country is escorted at
all tinmes."”

"You have not been back?"

"No," Martyne said. "I would never return.’

"Do you know a Tudescan naned Hel | st urn®"
Chiisai said abruptly.

"No. Should 1?"

Chi i sai shook her head. "Not really. There's no



connection other than you're both Tudescan.™

"l have no interest in others from Rhein Tudesca,
Chiisai."

"Perhaps, then, you know of a Dal azan
nmer chant naned Cascaras."

"Ch, yes. Certainly." Martyne poured them both
nmore wine. "But it has been many seasons since
have seen him He was about to |leave the city. He
used to have a stall over there" she waved a
hand toward the vastness of the nmercado "but
that was sonme tinme ago. W becane friendly be-
cause he specialized in archaeol ogical artifacts.'

"You knew himwell, then?"

She shook her head, her dark hair a ninbus like
the night. "Not really. He would have |iked
to get to know ne better. But | found out that

a nunber of artifacts he had were stolen."

"From col | ecti ons?"

"Ch, no. He was a grave robber. He | ooted digs at
ni ght .
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Mostly to the northwest. He knew that region so
well | often told himhe ought to give up the

t hi eving and becone a cartographer." She gave
Chiisai a small smle. "He wouldn't hear of it, of
course. He loved the excitenment far too much as
wel | as the enornmous profits.™”

"Did Cascaras say anything to you when you | ast
saw hi n? Anything at all?"

"Why are you so interested in hinP"
"He was murdered, Martyne. In Sha' angh'sei."

"Sha' angh' sei ?" Her eyes opened wi de. "Wy
woul d he go so far south?"

"He was being pursued by this man Hel | sturm
He was tortured. W believe by Hellsturm"”

"I'f Hellsturmis Tudescan there is a sure way of
finding out. "

"There is? Wat?"

Martyne turned away from Chiisai and her hands
reached out, stroking the faceted ruby again, a
touchstone, a talisman agai nst bad menories. "The
Tudescans are a remarkably savage people in many
ways, despite the veneer of civilizadon they have



cl oaked thensel ves in." She paused, took a deep
breath, let it out as a shudder. "The day ny
parents died, it was ny birthday. | saw them

com ng down the bl ock because | was sithog in the
open wi ndow, waiting for them They were

bringi ng honme nmy presents. They were struck

down as they were crossing the street. Two nen

had obvi ously been waiting for them It took such
little dnme, so little effort, and they were sliced
open, lying there in their own bl ood, already dead.
One nonent there; the next, not. | don't really
renenber nmuch of what happened after that. |
must' ve hid because they were certain to search
the house. Then | was out on the streets. How

much time had passed | have no idea. | only knew
that they would be | ooking for ne and that | had
to get to the border.

"I tried not to sleep but, of course, that was

i npossible after a while. | was in the back of an
al l ey one ni ght when a conbi nati on of sounds and
novenent woke nme. | should have run then but

somet hing held nme, a kind of odd paral ysis. Lucky

it was, too, because | would have run right into the
three warriors; it was a cul -de-sac, you see." She
paused, her slender fingers exploring the ruby's
contours as if reading the past, divining the future.
"They were dragging a woman in fromthe streets.

Per haps she was a prostitute, perhaps not; there's
no way of knowi ng. They raped her there in front

of ne, a kind of blood

140 Eric V. |:us~ader

| ess ritual w thout even the senbl ance of passion
And then, when they were finished with that, they
sliced open her chest. There was sonething nore
they wanted from her; information, | imagine.
They got it in the end."

Chiisai felt a cold constriction fluttering around
her own heart. "Wat did they do to her?"

Martyne's eyes were bright with the menory.
"You really wish to know all of it?"

Chii sai nodded her assent.

"I'n Rhein Tudesca torture is a high art. In a
soci ety of secrets, you see, it is believed

i nperative that those in power possess the neans
to obtain those secrets. You understand?"

Chiisai thought of what Michi had told her

about how Sha' angh' sei society operated, so ful

of secrecy yet open, too. "No," she admitted, "I'm
afraid I don't."

Martyne shrugged. ''Well, no matter. | suppose
you'd actually have to go to Rhein Tudesca to



understand fully. The Tudescans have perfected

a way to expose the living heart and nassage it
artificially so that the victims |life-processes are
sl owed or speeded up fromthere. They can cause
great pain in this fashion w thout the com ng of
death. No one can withstand this formof torture,

but it is only one of a great nmany."

"This was Cascaras' fate, I'mafraid."
"Then | shall pray for the peace of his soul."

Chiisai touched the other. "Please, Martyne. It
is inmportant that you try to remenber if he said
anything to you before he left. "

Martyne sat back, passed a hand across her
forehead. "Let ne see. It was quite a while ago,
t he begi nning of sumer. He was of f now where
did he say? | can't really renenber. Wll, the
nort hwest, anyway "

Yes, Chiisai thought. Kintai is to the northwest of
Corruna.

"He was quite excited, | recall. 'Wien | return,
Martyne,' he said, 'l will be so wealthy, so
powerful that you will give me your hand in

marriage.' But | paid himlittle mnd. He al ways
had a schenme or two which, he was certain, would
make himas wealthy as an enperor. This | told
him for wealthy or no, powerful or no, it nmade

no difference to ne. | did not love him therefore
| would not marry him O course, this had little
effect on him for, as a man who believed that
nmoney could buy anything, he felt | was just

| eadi ng hi m on. However, what he said to ne was
this: 'You do not understand, Martyne. This tine

| have truly found it, the key. Wth it | will have



