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Thisisfor my father,

Who asked for more tales.
Theworld ismore -

Once we understand thereis
Only this, we have woken
Fromthe Dark.

From the Tablets of the Iskamen
That which is known as Magic
Was once the progeny of ignorance.
Ancient Shinju saying
PREFIGURE

KILL RHYTHM



'‘Heis coming!" Qaylinn, the chief Roshthi of the Bujun, gripped the wooden balustrade of the terrace
that ran the entire length of the top floor of the temple of which he was the master. Hisold, lined face
shonein the deep russet glow of the huge, oblate sun asit began to sink over the marshes where geese
rose and dit asthey had from timeimmemorid.

'l told you he would come!”
'Y es,' the voice said from behind him, 'but will he listen to what we have to say?

Qaylinn, who had been trained since infancy to intuit intent from the nuances of the human voice, turned
to face the other man - atdl, stately figure with ahalo of sted-gray hair. Even so long from the battlefield,
heisdill the soldier indde, Qaylinn told himself. 'Y ou are afraid,’ he said quietly.

'‘Areyou not?
Qaylinn shook hishead. 'Y ou forget. | have met the Dai-San. | know him.'

Thetal man shook his head. 'l, too, have met the Dai-San in the presence of the Kunshin, our sovereign,
and my private opinion isthat heis alowed too near the Dragon Throne, he said. 'l think it isfoolish to
delude onesdf into believing that he is knowable. Can one know agod?| think not.’

"Whatever he may be now, he was aman, once," Qaylinn said steedily. 'And | assure you he hasno
designs on the Dragon Throne. He has bonded with the Kunshin; they are closer than brothers.” It was
important to keep the minister's fear in check. Should it spread to the other members of the council ... In
any event, their faith in the Dai-San must not be shaken. Hiswork was not yet done, and he wastheir
only hope. 'From the womb of woman he came and so in hismind - whatever he has now become,
whatever magic has been worked on him - heremains at his coreaman.’

High Minigter Ojime grunted. 'Would that | had your faith, sayann.' Sayann, aBujun term for extreme
respect, was not often used, and even less by Ojime. 'l, too, know that our fate -and the fate of the entire
world of man - restsin the hands of the Dai-San.’

A wind wasrising, unnatura and unsettling. It caused Qaylinn's deep saffron robe to swirl about hisbare
feet, ruffled Ojime's oiled cotton and cured leather coat which wasthe color of indigo, connoting his
senior rank within the Sekkan, the council of Bujun.

Of course Ojimeisfrightened, Qaylinn thought. Heisapolitical animal; he has been taught to fear and
covet power that is greater than hisown. It ishow he came to don the cloth of indigo. Qaylinn wondered
how many of the other high ministers feared and envied the Dai-San his godlike powers. Hisbad pate
tingled. There was danger here, he knew, over and above the pressing reason he had summoned the
Dai-San to Shinsal na-ke Temple in Haneda, Ama-no-mori's capita. It was a danger closer to home, the
viper hidden in the breast of those who would have you believe they were friends. Ojime - and, indeed,
al the high ministers - would need congtant survelllance.

He looked to the west, where it seemed the lavender clouds were parting and, if he squinted, he could
just make out a black speck near the horizon. Thewind blew in hisface and hefdt the kind of electricity
inthe air one experiences during alightning storm.

I see him,’ Ojime whispered from just behind Qaylinn. 'He answered your cal, after dl.'
'As| knew hewould,’ Qaylinn said without inflection. 'Heisthe Dai-San.'

'Even 0, Ojime said, 'heisnot going to like what you haveto tel him.'



'What the snow-hare's feet have told mel’

The Roshthi had whirled around, his voice uncharacteristicaly tense. "When | spesk to the Dai-San -
when | tell himwhat | must - | will merely be amessenger of the kami, the spiritswho residein
Ama-no-mori and protect it from harm.’

'Let us hope the Dai-San believes that, eh? the high minister said darkly.

The wind whipped their cloaks around them with afiery turbulence. The speck, illumined by the setting
sun, was now an identifiable object. As he stared, Ojime's bowel s threatened to turn to water, for he
found that he was facing the great triple-horned head of aKaer'n, one of the ancient beasts al Bujun
warriorsrode in the days of fire, ice and necromancy which, even for the Bujun, were becoming athing
of legend.

Where once they had been plentiful, living in harmony with the Bujun, the huge winged K aer'n were now
vadtly reduced in number, living in avalley protected by theicy apine regions of the northernmost of
Ama-no-mori'sthreeidands.

What | would give to get my hands on one of those beasts, the minister thought, shifting from one foot
to the other. My power would increase tenfold if | was seen directing one of the legendary Kaer'n.
My drive to become head of the Sekkan would be assured, and | could then begin my assault on
the Kunshin himself. But, by the gods, this creature makes my knees weak!

Qaylinn'sthoughts were a o filled with the Kaer'n, but they were tinged with nostalgiaand regret that the
Bujun had somehow logt their abilities to nurture and interact with the Kaer'n. He looked upon the beast
with awe and veneration.

Theflapping of the Kaer'n'swingsfilled the men'searsjust asit caused the curling and blowing of the
cloud formations high above. There was a certain rhythm, akind of pulsing that seemed to invade the
entire body. It was said, though Ojime had never seen documentation, that when the Kaer'n killed, their
wings beat the air with arhythm that dowly aigned itself with the victim's heartbest. When synchronicity
was achieved, the victim somehow died.

Asdtride the beast was the last person on the planet able to control and speak to the Kaer'n - the
Dai-San, the Sunset Warrior.

Qaylinn felt afire on hisface as the Kaer'n's golden tal ons extruded through flesh, horned and armored to
grip the highest pargpet of the temple. Itsiridescent wings folded in upon themsdlves, itslong scaled neck
bent, the large-boned, trapezoida head dmost touching the stone flooring, the amber intelligent eyes
impaing the minister and the Roshhi in their unwavering gaze.

The two men stood transfixed as the Dai-San dismounted over the arch of the Kaer'n's neck. He was
impossbly tal, wrapped in acape of an unidentifiable materid the color of night. His high curioushelm
was studded with gemsthat gave off alambent illumination not unlike starlight. His faceted armor was
unlike anything Ojime had ever dreamed of. A veritable galaxy of mythica beasts was embossed into the
metal with such consummate skill that they appeared to be dive. What unknown artisans had fashioned
this fantastic second skin he had no idea, but helonged to touch it, to don it, to investigate for himself its
efficacy, the heady sense of invulnerability it must surely engender. Oh, what he could do with such
amor!

The Dai-San's face was human-like, but in amultitude of waysit was vadtly different. For onething, his
hooded eyes were faceted. It was almost asif one were being scanned by acompany of people al with
different persondlities, differing points of view. His prominent nose seemed sculpted out of granite, his



cheeks to have been scraped from the depths of the howling deserts. His mouth was like a dagger of ice,
dashed horizontdly acrossthe lower haf of hisface. Hewas, in short, like no other creature either man
had ever met.

'Dai-San,’ Oaylinn said softly, with asmall, ceremonia bow. ‘It was good of you to come.’

The Dai-San'sterrifying mouth split into what might, in others, have been asmile. ‘It isgood to seeyou
again, my friend.

Qaylinn lifted ahand briefly in Ojimes direction. ‘May | introduce High Minister Ojime. He represents
the lay portion of Bujun society.'

When the Dai-San fixed Ojimein the glare of those inhuman orbs, the minister blanched. He was adept
at reading people; thiswas, after dl, a taent that had served him well in his climb up the political ladder.
But thiswas another story. Hetried to fix his sghtsinto the depths of those eerie eyes, because he knew
that the soul of each man and woman was written in thoseindividua depths. What he saw now appalled
him. Rather than the blank wall he had imagined, he encountered a hal of mirrors which threw back on
him the excesses and sins of hisown soul, so that hefelt aline of sweat cregp down hisspine and his
stomach turned to ice. He bowed deeply, if only to free himsdlf of the terrible images that had danced
before his gaze. He fdlt Sick to his stomach, but he hid his distaste deep down as Qaylinn ushered the
Dai-San into the sanctuary of the temple. Through the Hall of Secretsthey went with its peculiar curved
walls and massive thousand-year cedar columns, down the Corridor of Remembrance where the scrolls
of the founding Rosh'hi hung in hand-carved niches, until a length they came to the Chamber of Prayer.

Thelast dying rays of the sun touched the thick stone sill of the high narrow west windows so that dices
of crimson gained the teargreen walls, illuminating in eectric fashion the raised platform from which hung
averticd scroll in stark black and white. The running calligraphy upon it had been written by Qaylinn's
greatgrandfather, who had founded this temple long ago.

'Please excuse usfor not offering you hot tea, Dai-San,” Qaylinn said, bowing again, 'but our purposeis
urgent and timeis very short." He went to the platform and, kneeling at the spot directly beneath the
scroll, pressed two of the short wooden boards. Ojime, dmost morbidly fascinated by the Dai-San,
switched his gaze momentarily to the Roshhi. Lifting aside the boards, Qaylinn reached into the space
beneath and, a moment later, lifted out an object swathed in layers of sueded leather. Herose, holding it
away from him asif he would become contaminated by it. Without aword of explanation, he dowly
unwrapped the cloth until al the layers had falen away. He offered it up for the Dai-San's ingpection.

Ojime caught the quick reaction in the Dai-San's face before he bent down, sniffing the thick gray object.
To Ojime's surprise, the Dai-San's head jerked quickly back.

It isfresh!" Hisvoice, though awhisper, thundered in Ojime's ears.
'Fresh.’ Qaylinn nodded. 'Yes!'

The Dai-San took a step backward. It happened so quickly that Ojime missed the motion. One instant,
the Dai-San wasin one place, the next he was in another. Astonishing!

With awhisper of polished leather and beaded silk, the Dai-San drew his enormous sword, Aka-i-tsuchi
. Itslong blue-green blade shone in the last of the day'slight just asif it were noon outside instead of
dusk. The Dai-San held the blade horizontaly, the point dmost touching the layers of sueded legther as
they lay open like the petals of some dien flower. Sowly, thetip did dong the leather, then beneath the
gray object until it rested on the blade. Then the Dai-San lifted it away. Wasit hisimagination, Ojime
wondered, or did the Rosh'hi heave asigh of rdlief?



The Dai-San regarded the thing with intense interest. ‘It isthe tongue of aMakkon.'

'A Makkon, yes." Qaylinn nodded. 'One of the Chaos beasts that were the outriders for the Dolman.’
The Dolman, ruler of the creatures of Chaos, had attempted to take control of the world some years ago.
A pitched battle had been fought, culminating with the Kai-feng &t the citadd of Kamado. The Dai-San
wasintimately familiar with the Dolman. They werelinked in acurious and particular manner, snceit had
been the Dolman's decision to invade thisworld which led to the creation of the Dai-San, the savior of
mankind, he who had defeated the Dolman.

‘But all the Makkon are dead,’ the Dai-San said. There were four and they all died.

Qaylinn shook his head. "What you hold on your sword, Dai-San, isaMakkon'stongue. It isfresh,
unpreserved. It is proof that either one Makkon lived somehow or..." Hisvoice petered out, hiswords

hangingintheair.
'Or there are more than four.’
'Yes. The Rosh'hi refolded the layers of leather, set them aside. From the pocket of hisrobe he threw

five smdl items acrossthe floor. '| have cast the foot bones of the snow-hare, Dai-San, and they tdll of a
new attempt by the forces of Chaosto endave our world.'

"The Dolman-'

'Existsno more," Qaylinn said. 'Y ou made certain of that when you sundered it with your magic
dai-katana. But Chaos did not die when the Dolman ceased to exi<. It was thrown into disarray and
torment, and we wished to assume that it would remain leaderless and, therefore, without threat to us.
Now the bones of the snow-hare have told usthe truth. Thereisanew leader in Chaos, and it meansto
succeed where the Dolman failed.'

'l knew my work was not yet done," the Dai-San said.
'l wonder whether it ever will be, my friend,’ Qaylinn said.

The Dai-San flipped the tongue into the air, caught it on the talons of the scaled, six-fingered glove, made
from the hide of aMakkon. "'Where was this tongue found?

'On aKintal clipper during aroutine ingpection,’ Ojime said, pleased that the tactica phase of the
discussion had begun. Since the Dai-San's return to Ama-no-mori, the idands had been opened up to
trade. 'A keen-eyed tariff assessor spotted a nervous crewman and ordered the ship searched from stem
to stern. The tongue was found secreted within the crewman's sea-chest.’

'l would question this crewman,’ the Dai-San said.

Even being asked questions by him was painful, and Ojime sucked in his breath before he said, 'l am
afraid that isimpossible. The crewman took hisown life!

'Areyou certain thisis the way it happened? the Dai-San asked. 'Y our men are still unused to outsiders.
They are notorious for over-reacting.'

Ojime noticed the Dai-San's gaze meet Qaylinn's, and he found himself deeply envious of their
relaionship. 'Absolutely certain, he said ftiffly. There are haf a dozen witnesses!’

'‘All men under the tariff assessor's command, | will warrant,’ the Dai-San said.



'Why the Makkon's tongue was being brought here we have no idea,’ Ojime said, desperately trying to
deflect the Sunset Warrior's wrath. 'But we did discover where it came from: the Great Rift.

"That isalong way from here,’ the Dai-San said. 'Beyond the Mu'ad desert of Iskael, the country of my
bond-brother, Moichi Annai-Nin.'

'Upon the summit of the sacred mountain of Sin'hai,’ Ojime affirmed. 'We need you to beat back this new
threat, Dai-San. We believe that something or someone is using the depths of the Great Rift to bresk
through from the dimension of Chaos!’

The Dai-San nodded. "Who knows, perhapsthe Greet Rift itsaf isthe tunnel built by the new forces of
Chaos. | will go thereimmediately.’

He turned to depart but Qaylinn's voice stopped him in histracks. 'There is something € se the snow-hare
revealed.’

The Dai-San turned his baleful gaze upon the two men. Tdl me'’

'Y es, Dai-San.' Qaylinn recognized an order aswell asdid the minister. "Thereisan agent - ahuman
agent whom the Chaos forces are using to help them gain afoothold in our world.'

'Have you aname?

'Y es.' Now, to Ojime's astonishment, the Rosh'hi actualy appeared to quail beneath the burden of his
message. In the face of his cowardice, Ojime spoke.

"The bones of the snow-hare were cast and there can be no mistake," he said quickly, before he, too, lost
his nerve. "The agent, the traitor, Dai-San, is your bond-brother, Moichi Annai-Nin.'

PART ONE

| SKAEL

ONE

SEA-CHANGE

The ship heeled over and Moichi Annai-Nin shouted, ‘Haul away! By the Oruboros, haul avay now,
ladd" All the sheets were being struck, coming down in fluted columns as the howling wind tore & them
in great clawing gusts. But the mainsail, larger than the others and therefore more vulnerable, was caught
out of position. The carefully tied rigging gave way benegth the violent sorm's startlingly sudden fist. It
tore thefittings like corks out of aline of bottles: pop! pop! pop!, the highest end of the triangular sail a
serpentine banner, dapping wetly againgt the rain-dick mast before shredding into ragged tongues.

Moichi, hisgreat brawny dusky-skinned body fighting aft toward the terrified tillerman, felt rather than
saw the heightened agitation of the sea. The diamond set into the flesh of hisright nodiril flashed blue light
as hedrew in the sharp, charged scents of the storm, and he thought, damn this Bujun vessdl and its
delicate construction - unless | can straighten our course well go under for sure. He unsheathed one of
the pair of copper-handled dirks that were his trademark, cutting through ratlines that had broken free
and were whipping about the halyard.

Outwardly, he grinned hugely as he urged his men on with hisimmense confidence. But inwardly he
cursed each and every one of their grimy souls, for he recognized the panic that had gripped them dl on



the Tsubasa's decks at the sorm'sinitid ondaught. Well, hetold himself resignedly as he went from
group to group, hauling hawsers here, lashing down wildly swinging spars there, what can you expect
from acrew dredged up from Shalangh'sa's bituminous waterfront dens but drunken ex-sailors and
drugged-out petty criminals whose dreams had been faded by time and evil incidence? He should never
have dlowed himsdf to cobble together such a crew, but the urge to return to his native Iskagl with his
love, Aufeya Seguillasy Oriwara, had been too much for him. He had been on dry land far too long.

Thismorning, six-and-a-half weeks out from Shaangh'sal, the principal port on the southern face of the
continent of man, he had been belowdeck with Aufeya, having aready tested the wind thrice during the
cormorant watch and learning nothing for his efforts. Or else he had been distracted by Aufeya. He had
asked her to marry him when they reached hishomein Iskagl and she had accepted, her joy igniting the
copper of her eyes.

A gray-green wave, opague in itsturbulence, sprang over the taffrail, soaking Moichi where he [abored
with atangle of loose and shattered tackle. On his knees, he shouted awarning to those down below as
the water roared across the mid-deck. It was then that Moichi felt the underlying power of the storm, and
he knew that this was no ordinary tempest that periodicaly whirled through the eastern stretches of the
Iskadl Sea. For an ingtant, his mind seemed aware of something beyond the storm, yet quite apart of it,
amos - and thiswas dmost laughable - akind of maevolent presence, asif the typhoon itsdf weredive.
But that was quite impassible, he told himsdlf, and went on with hisfrantic duties.

To make mattersworse, the Tsubasa was no ordinary ship on which he had learned the art of navigation
and sailing; it was a Bujun vessd - agift from Moichi's bond-brother, the legendary Dai-San, who had
saved the world of man from the Dolman and the invading forces of Chaosin the Kai-feng, thefind cata
clysmic battle that signaled the end of the Ages of Darkness and Necromancy.

The Tsubasa was like al things Bujun - that remote idand chain the Dai-San had visited - ddlicate and
mysterious as the mist that enshrouded its shores. The Bujun were reclusive, master warriors who
preferred their own company. Many tales existed regarding the Bujun. One such insisted that they rode
through the skies astride great horned and winged dragons cdled Kaer'n.

Though Moichi was a master navigator, he had yet to fully grasp the intricacies and peculiarities of this
magnificent, superbly constructed Bujun vessd. Asherose, dizzy, blowing seawater from his nogtrils, he
cursed the impatience that had led him to set out for home too soon and with an improper crew. He
staggered down the companionway to the mid-deck like an over-confident wrestler who, having stepped
into the ring, was only now redlizing the hidden reserves that lay behind the obvious sirength of snew of
his opponent.

Herisked aglance upward. There was no horizon. Instead, scudding clouds like angry bruises dipped to
mest therising seq, cresting an amost seamlesswhole, avast, writhing beast within whose belly the ship
rocked and yawed dangeroudy. In every groan from the seasoned kyoki-wood timbers, from every pitch
the ship took in the ever darkening swells, from the precarious bowing of the masts before the shrieking,
gyring winds, his senses picked up the beginnings of the Tsubasa's degth throes.

God bear witness, he berated himsdlf, thiswould not have happened if 1'd not been so involved

bel owdecks. Aufeyal Even now histhoughts betrayed him, straying to the silkiness of her creamy skin,
the look of longing and lovefilling her copper eyes, the pleasure -sometimes gentle, other timesfierce - of
their nightstogether in the captain's cabin.

Dammit, no! Moichi had been born to be master of the seas: anavigator. And now, as captain of hisown
ship, he had &t |ast achieved alifelong dream. No storm, unnatural or no, would rip hisnew charge from
beneath his bootsoles. Oh no, he vowed, gripping the railing to regain his balance. By the Oruboros, the



great seaspirit who guidesal mariners, | will not dlow it!

Theroiling clouds above his head mangled the murky periwinkle daylight into patches of shifting,
menacing shadow that raced across the ship's foundering flanks asif they were working in concert with
the angry sealintrying to pull it under.

Thefittings howled in protest and the Tsubasa again shipped water dangerously. On Moichi's shouted
orders men ran, sumbling, toward the bilges, manning overworked emergency pumps. But thewind was
risng, sudden violent gusts like the claws of some evil-tempered beast making the tying off of the sails
amogt impossible. Moichi tried to shout further instructionsto his crew but the storm cried him down
hygericdly.

The ship canted over, dmost capsizing, and Moichi turned, heading back aft to thetiller. He was hafway
up the companionway when he heard a cracking from over his head like the sundering of aroofbeam. He
did not haveto look up to know that the mizzen mast - the thinnest of the clipper's three masts - had
been bent past its breaking point and had splintered.

He launched himsdlf up the companionway and raced across the shuddering deck. Unmindful of the
treacherous footing, he shoved men out of the way of the hardwood asit came crashing down in abird's
nest of rigging and tackle. Nevertheless, one of the cross-trees struck the first mate across hisface, his
flesh gashed open as he reded backward, armsflailing in avain attempt to right himself.

Moichi lunged after him, stretching to hisfull limit, dipping, then catching himself. His powerful fingers
encircled the mateswrist as acombination of his own momentum and the violent motion of the ship sent
the man arcing over thesiderail.

With ashriek, he disappeared, and Moichi was dragged several heart-stopping feet after him acrossthe
deck. He fetched up againgt the sde with arib-jolting blow. Half-dazed he held on, gritting histeeth with
the effort, his muscles bulging, veins popping in lightning stresks.

He peered over the Side, hisface filled with seafoam and rain. He saw the mate's mouth twisted in terror,
his eyes garing wildly. Blood ran off him like pink rain.

'Hold on! | have you now!" Moichi shouted into the storm as he gathered his strength to bring the mate up
onto the deck. But just then, the Tsubasa lurched sickeningly, sending the Sde they were on plummeting
downward into the thrashing sea. My God, Moichi thought, it's dark down here. Like the underside of
theworld.

Andwith just an indifferent flick of itsbulk the ocean took his mate from him, tearing his hand from
Moichi's. The man's mouth opened in aslent shriek asthe water in great black swirlslifted himinto its
embrace, up, up, and then, quite suddenly, sucking him into itself, down and away.

There had been absolutely no sensation of him dipping away, no intimation of what wasto come. One
moment Moichi had him firmly in tow, the next ingtant there was nothing to hold on to, just the chill
wetness dl around, moaning and pitching asif in agony.

God of my father, Moichi thought, | have never seen the sealikethis.
His head came up and he squinted through the typhoon, thinking, No! By the Oruboros, thisistoo much!

But in truth his ears had not deceived him. They were picking up avibration rather than atrue sound - a
horrid, bone-chilling rumbling that reverberated through his body and buzzed evilly in hisbrain.

With abellow of rage, Moichi stormed the high poop deck and, shouting mingled instructions and



encouragements to the young, petrified tillerman, brought his own brawny weight to bear on the
protesting steering mechanism. 1t would not budge.

Heraced to the railing, leaped down onto the mid-deck, gesticulating as he picked himsdlf up and ran for
the mainmast. 'Raise the mains|!" he cried. '‘Raise the mains|!’

No one reacted. The best of them knew only to trim al sail, batten down al hatches and tackle in order
to ride out astorm. Raising sail in the face of foul weather was unthinkable. What their captain was
asking of them was sheer madness.

'Move,' Moichi shouted, ‘or welll al be dead men, lying at the bottom of the seaand food for the big
fish!'

Asif to underscore hiswordsdl light left the world. In the unnatura blackness the men turned aft. There
came ashriek among them; or perhagpsit wastheinferna typhoon itsdf, laughing at its height, at the puny
creatures who dared ride its coruscating back.

No matter. They al saw it at once: the tsunami . The towering wavefront, black and purple, had risen up
behind them, traveling at afast rate, growing and curling with every split second until it had formed a
massve fortresswall threstening to engulf them. The pressure drop was pa pable, agreat rushing in their
ears, apounding in the heads. The crew stood paradyzed, staring helplesdy at the advent of their doom.

Only Moichi wasin motion, striding among them, screaming in their ears, shoving them thisway and that.
And gl the building tsunami transfixed them. Then one among them cameto life, moving to the
mainmeagt, hauling with dl hisdight weight, his dark dmond eyes diding from Moichi'sface to the rapidly
unfurling sheet. It was the lone Bujun among them, aman who had kept to himsaf so completely
throughout the voyage that Moichi could not even recal hisname.

"The Oruboros curse you!" Moichi shouted as he and the Bujun struggled with the mainsail. 'Y ou'll do as|
say or die!'

Perhapsthey felt the proximity of their deaths or perhapsit was the example of the grim-faced Bujun
hauling mightily on the rigging that gavanized them. In any event, they threw off their stupor and bent to
their task, moving as one to deploy the flapping mainsail, which moaned in protest asit was raised into
the brunt of the slorm.

Now Moichi left the Bujun to work them, and he returned to the high poop deck, bounding toward the
ashen-faced tillerman. 'Into the wind!" he shouted into the man'stense face. 'By God and dl that's holy,
weéll be swamped in amoment if you can't do it!"

Moichi would not turn around, but he could fed the approach of the tsunami, feding itsvibrations, dark
and deadly, rushing closer as each precious second raced by.

Bug-eyed in terror, thetillerman cried, Y oure mad! Y ou'll turn usright into the path of the wavefront!
WEII be sucked down for sure!’

In desperation, Moichi threw thetillerman aside and, lifting his head, cdled for the Bujun. The mainsail
was up and bowed, catching the lashing wind. If only the Bujun cloth would not rip in the typhoon's
violence.

The smal, dmond-eyed man bounded up the companionway, and the instant his hands gripped thetiller,
Moichi could fed the ship respond. He looked hard into the Bujun's eyes, saw only mute concentration
asthe man fought with him to turn the Tsubasa fully into the wind before the filled mainsail capsized them.



Behind them, the tsunami was rushing at them, building even higher, creaming and bubbling likea
cauldron at its serpentine crest. Moichi risked aglance over his shoulder. The wavefront was the degpest
black within the enormous cradle of itsrising bulk.

Swesting like beasts of burden, digging their hedlsinto the dick deck boards, Moichi and the dim Bujun
dragged on the recacitrant tiller. The violent seahad the Tsubasa and it did not want to give her up.
Grunting with their effort, their lungs hot bellows, they heaved on thetiller, and dowly, agonizingly dowly
the craft began to give grudging way, shifting through the water, fighting the wind, the wildly fluctuating
cross-currents and the relentless tide. Turning to port, awaysto port, the two men struggled, their teeth
ground together, their shoulder muscles bunched, their chests expanding like sailsfull out.

But now their world wasfilled with the rumble of the tsunami over and above thewail of the ssorm, and
Moichi knew that it was possible they had left it too late, that the mainsail full out would not now provide
enough extraspeed to alow them to cleave the wavefront, that they would al go down, broken like the
timbersthat would splinter all around them. He did not want to end up like seaweed, adrift on the tides.

'By God, put your soul intoit, lad!" he cried into the Bujun's ear. 'Everything you have now! Everything!”

The Bujun trembled with the vehemence of the typhoon and the words spat out by this great bearlike
demon at hisside. He had signed on to the Tsubasa to escape the endless gloom of Shalangh'sal's
narrow crooked streets, its double-dedling, lice-ridden merchants, its evil-eyed provocateurs, its deazy
arms dedlers. It had been amigtake to leave hisidand home, to come to the seething continent of man.
To sail aBujun vessel had seemed the perfect escape from Shalangh'sai's madness. Now he was trapped
inthis sea-drenched coffin! As he hauled on thetiller hiswhite lipstrembled in aprayer that had, until this
moment, been only half-remembered.

But no prayer could dispd the terrible onrush of the tsunami . It rode triumphantly above the sren shriek
of the typhoon, asound out of al nature, avibration rattling his clenched teeth, causing the short hairsto
stand on the back of his neck, making his drenched flesh crawl. Still, his hdf-numbed brain registered the
exhortations of his captain who stood side by side with him, who needed his strength to turn the ship fully
into thewind. This sense of intimacy, of comradeship was new to the Bujun, and hefdt it apleasurable
and compelling sensation. No one had ever needed him before, and he was bound and determined to
deliver up hisvery soul to hiscaptain if that were what was asked of him. Shoulder to the groaning tiller,
he redoubled his efforts, grunting like arutting animal.

The tsunami was aliving being pursuing them like the hand of God, rolling and roaring like agiant in
agony, an unstoppable mailed fist bent on demoalishing them dl.

Down on the mid-deck, men tying off thelast of the mainsail's singing linesfelt cold sweat snaking down
their rigid spines. They fel to their knees where they were, vomiting and urinating without volition. Others
cried or smply prayed to godsthey no longer believed in, returning unconscioudy to the ways of their
forebearsthat they had onceridiculed for their piousness. They cried for succor, no longer believing in
their innate power as men, pleading with these long-dead gods to ddliver them by amiracle.

Above them, Moichi shouted, 'Now!" in the Bujun's ear. 'Now, now, now, by the Oruboros!* And they
fought thetiller, fought the raging seas and gusting gale as Moichi willed them further to port, bending his
mind aswell as his musclesto the near impossible task.

Now that specia bond between captain and ship was springing up between them, and he called upon
the Tsubasa, his ship, speaking silently to her in the universa language of the sea. He cgoled her, cursed
her, caressed her and beat her, threatening her with an eternity of rot at the bottom of the sea.

And dl thewhile he could fed the presence of the onrushing tsunami, its crest widening, higher now than



thetallest buildings of his memory, even those greet arcane pyramids he and the Dai-San, when he had
been cdled Ronin, had ascended in the land of the Mgjapan.

| survived the horror of Xich Chich, Moichi thought, defeating gods more powerful than any one element.
| fought in the Kai-feng, the war against Chaos's agent, the dreaded Dolman. | destroyed the monster
Diablurain the land of the Opa Moon, resisted the deadly magical lure of the Firemask, | outfoxed the
sorceress Sardonyx, defeating her at her own diabolical game. | survivedit dl. | will not die here, so
closeto home, in my own element! By God, | own the seas!

Heraised his head to the lightning-flecked clouds. He felt the proximity of another spirit, the conjunction
of their power, battling the howling e ementsal around them, and he grinned, loving the whip of thewind,
the briny smell of the sea, and dways the titanic struggle the ocean put to you in order to prove your
ultimate worth.

His heart beat fast and strong, and his spirit expanded, directing itsalf dong the deek flanks of his new
ship, pointing its sharp upswept prow toward the wall of water that was now amost upon them. And, for
thefirst time, he appreciated the Bujun craft's design. His own shipswould have walowed in awave
trough but the Tsubasa's deek shape diced through the waves. The mainsall was dmost full out and he
could fed acorresponding quickening of their speed. They were almost there. But the wavefront had aso
picked up momentum asit drew strength from the heart of the typhoon, the flailing arms of the gde, the
deepening surge of the seaitsaf deegp down wherelight itsalf was forever banished.

The tsunami was dl they could see now, their entire universe, and Moichi knew that the ship still had
several metersto go. It had been a desperate gamble, trying to cleave through the wavefront on speed
and nerve, along-odds bet at best. They had run out of time.

The Bujun wastrembling in fear and effort besde him. Moichi felt it dmost asif it were hisown, and he
murmured, ‘Come on, lad, don't fail me now! It'sjust the two of us and the Tsubasa againg this
leviathen!'

Inwardly, for just amoment as he stared into the heart of the tsunami, Moichi fdt hisresolve beginto
crumble, for surely there was no way through this cyclopean madness. He had been afool to attempt this
runéatit.

Then he felt movement beside him, heard the Bujun's call like adistant seabird'sin hisear, 'She's coming
to, Captain. Hm's answering fully. Thewind's directly aft!’

All doubts vanished. 'Double and redouble!’ Moichi shouted, immensdly grateful for the Bujun's courage
and resolve. 'Keep the helm steady, mate! If we're blown off course even afew degreeswell be lost!
Our bow must strike the wavefront dead on!'

The sound of the tsunami was like the rending of the earth’'s mantle. It shuddered the decks, chattered
the men's teeth, making them weep with fear and loathing.

‘Bagtard!" Moichi called at the curling black wall of water. 'I'll beat you yet! My time's not come and
surely not by your evil hand!" And with immeasurable effort, the two men held the helm steedy asthey
met the onrushing wavefront, towering over them to an impossible height so that even Moichi, his soul
expanded to itslimits, felt the chill tendrils of fear writhing in hisbdlly. Thetime of truth's come, lad!'

The Tsubasa diced into the wavefront. Walls of wind-whipped water rose above them until they seemed
apart of theraging sky, replacing it dtogether. They were within the tsunami, their fate now linked with
itselemental and unpredictable power. Its energy was unendurable - it was like being insde amassive
hive of bees stirred by an intruder to afrenzy. Then the sides of the wavebody seemed to glass over, to



deepen in color and depth. What was happening?

God of my father, Moichi prayed. Thisistruly the face of death. For within the tsunami's very heart he
discerned what could only be termed afemde face, eementa, to be sure, itsfeatures shifting like
currents, diding away into shadow and regppearing dightly dtered asif each heartbegt, each moment in
time brought it a new aspect.

It waslike looking into the face of agod. It was dominated by greet lidless eyes and alipless mouth. It
was aface of unmitigated rage, so shocking in itsintengty that Moichi felt the bresth sucked from him as
if dl theair had been withdrawn from this place. He dso had the impression of immeasurable age, so that
for thefirg timein hislife the concept of eternity was given form and substance.

Then he felt the bosom of the seabuck and judder beneath their tortured ked asif agigantic hand from
the depths had risen and grasped it. The ship, asif possessed, shot forward, as the howling windsfilled
the mainsail to burgting. The Tsubasa's high bow lifted upward to meet the creaming crest of the
wavefront now beginning to tumble over them with an ominous tearing sound. Moichi and the Bujun
amogt had their armstorn out of their sockets asthe helm tried to pull thisway and that. But the two men
held the Tsubasa fast to its course, and with an astonishing burst of speed, the Bujun craft continued to
dicethrough the whirling maelstrom before them.

Moichi felt rather than heard the Bujun praying asthe clipper, trembling, dipped precipitoudy into the
trough of terrifying depth. For long breathless moments their world was stark green and obsidian black,
the curve of the vast wavebody filled their ears, their heads and bodies with an dien din.

Gargantuan shapes did through the depths on either side of them, far from the surface high above, moving
and twigting in asilent display none had ever seen before or could even have imagined.

How long they plowed through the aqueous gorge was impossible to judge, and at last, directly ahead of
them, the first patch of deep blue appeared, so smal at first that many took it to be apart of the roaring
sea. Gradudly, it widened, seeming to bring them out of their watery tomb, and at length they felt the ship
risng to meset it, asif in concert with the changing tide below them.

Grinning hugely, Moichi spared an ingtant to clap the Bujun on the back. Then he swiftly returned both
hands to the helm asthe Tsubasa wavered ahit in the still treacherous cross-currents, the aftermath of
the ferocious typhoon.

'Softly, now," Moichi whispered in the Bujun's ear,'the tsunami's behind us but thisgale can ill do usin.’
Between them they kept atight rein on the ship's course. 'Listen to the wind in the sheets and take care to
read the pattern of its changes. If we get broadside to it with the mains| filled, well go down like astone.”

The Bujun's grip on the helm remained firm, his knuckles white with the pressure. He concentrated on the
job given him, tracking the gusty wind expertly, making incrementa course corrections as needed. In no
timeat al, hewas nearly anticipating the gae.

Seeing this, Moichi nodded to himsalf. That Bujun had more gutsin the crunch than al of the scurvy crew
combined. Glancing upward, he noticed that the blue sky was gone. Inits place, thick glowering
thunderheads, dark with rain, rippled across the clogged sky, dipping down to meet the gray-green
ocean. Lightning forked and licked, yellow-pink, blinding him momentarily.

With that the downpour began anew. Moichi glanced around. The Tsubasa wasdready lying low inthe
water, her scuppers blocked with twisted masses of sea grape and wrack.

'What do you think," he asked the Bujun, 'if | ask for dl sail to be set will this ship take it?



The Bujun looked into hisface and nodded. 'Shell take anything you put her to, Captain. Of that you can
be assured.’

Moichi nodded and, turning toward the crew on the deck below, called for al sail to be set. They needed
al speed now in order not to ship more water and risk a high wave pulling them under.

One of the mates, aglum-faced giant with an oily drooping mustache and some years sea experience,
mounted the companionway.

"You're not thinkin' o' flllin' the yardsin this foul weather, Cap'n,’ he growled. It was not a question.

'WEell go under if we don't raise the sails, Moichi said, not bothering to look at the mate as he directed
the crew to clear thelast of the debris over the side.

'Y oure wrong, Cap'n. Well surely go under if we do set sail." He was close enough now to smell the rum
on his breath. "'That god-rotting demon wave was an omen. Well do nothing now but ride out the storm.’

Moichi swung a him. 'Look a how low we gt. With this heavy rain and the scuppers clogged well be
sunk insgde awatch. Y ou'l follow my orders, by God!'

'l warn you,' the mate said,'do not tempt the gods further.’
'l said set dl sail," Moichi said in amenacing tone.

The mate did not back down, but pulled agitatedly at his oily mustache. He nodded his head in the
Bujun'sdirection. 'It's he who gave the order, isn't it? That Bujun bastard. | heard stories of how they sall
their damned ships.' The mate spat, a heavy yellow gob of sdliva. 'Thisisno timet'be takin' the advice of
arotting Bujun.'

'l am the captain of thisvessdl,' Moichi said, knowing he had to restore his sovereignty immediately, 'and
you will obey my orders.’

‘But why should I, Cap'n? The mate raised hisarmswide. 'Why should any of us? Y ou saw it aswell as
anyone, | reckon.’

'Shut up!" Moichi thundered. 'Or I'll give your job to the Bujun!'

The big mate spat again and tried to laugh; it came out as amoan. 'Well, who caresawhit now, eh? This
isadamned voyage and you've murdered us dl, in any case." Unableto tolerate the heat from Moichi's
glare, heturned to the men, hisvoice raised in ahoarse shout. 'Yedl saw it plain asday, I'll warrant. The
faceinthewave. All gods cursethe day | set foot on thismiserable dien ship!”

'l told you to shut your yap!" Moichi shouted, hauling the big man al the way up the companionway.

"Too late, Cap'n, it's happened. The moment al seafaring men dread. We've dl looked into Miiras
Mirror! We're dl dead men now! Y ou can't deny the legend! We're doomed!'

Moichi dammed hishugefist into the mate's greasy face, sending him regling down the companionway,
tumbling head over hedls. He was about to descend after him when he saw that the door to his cabin was
open. Aufeya had emerged. Unused to the rigors of the sea, she should have been white-faced and
wesk, but she seemed to have wesathered the typhoon without ill effect. How long had she been standing
there? Moichi wondered. Long enough to have heard the rantings of the mate? By God, he prayed not.
Shelooked at him, making the sign of the Pdlliate. She was Dauzan - a people whose culture, like
Moichi's, wasintimately bound up with their religion.



'Set dl sail!" Moichi bellowed. 'Snap to it, mates! All those thinking otherwise will find awatery grave,
this| swear, for I'll tolerate no mutiny aboard the Tsubasal' The crew snapped to, breaking out the
sheets as quickly asthey could. But while dl about him was frenzied activity, Aufeyastood her ground,
her long red hair whipping her shoulders and cheeks, her copper-colored eyes glancing back and forth
from the supine mate to Moichi's stern gaze.

He could see the curiogity in her face, and the fear. Aufeya came from a people who were overly
superdtitious. And she had witnessed her own demon - the Digblura- cometo vivid and terrifying life,
amost destroying her. To her, the world of sorcery and devils had not entirely passed into oblivion.
Moichi knew now that she had overheard the mate's warning regarding Miira's Mirror, and he cursed the
man dl over again.

He was descending toward her, when a sudden burst of rain obscured hisvision. The wind howled and
the ship hedled dizzyingly to port. Moichi was knocked over therailing of the gair, crashing to the
mid-deck. He was up on hisfeet in an ingtant, shaking off the sparks behind hiseyes, thepainin his
shoulder and hip. He shouted ingtructions to the men tying down the mainsail. It was then that he redlized
he did not see Aufeya.

He broke off histirade, rushing to the port rail. He could just see ahand, smal and pale, the white
knuckles gripping hard the lower wooden railing. He reached down, saw Aufeyas face, pinched with
fear, her eyeswide and staring, her long copper hair whipping around her face and neck.

‘Aufeyal Hold on, | have you!

Ashisfingers closed over her wrist, the ship lurched again to port and the angry searose up asif it were
abeast with awill of itsown. It smashed againg the hull of the Bujun ship, inundating Aufeya completely.

At that ingtant, Moichi fdt atugging, an added weight that amost pulled hisarm from its socket. He knew
that it wasimpossible, but it was asif something from the deep wastrying to pull Aufeyaunder.

Then the ship rose upward on the breast of aswell and the wave receded, bringing Aufeya back to him.
She was drenched and gasping, her thick hair clinging to her like sea grape. She coughed, spewing
seawater, and reaching down with his other hand, he began to haul her upward.

The ship dove down again into atrough, the rain beating a them like hail and it was asif akind of
shadow fell over them asthe searose up her hips, chest and shoulders until it appeared to tower over
them. It was then that some inner tingling caused Moichi to look up into the blue-gray underside of the
wave. Inits shifting depths he saw again the eerie primordia face, filled with rage. The dash of amouth
appeared to open and he heard arumbling as of distant thunder.

He shook his head asif to clear hisears of water, but it did no good. He heard the rumbling again,
breaking apart and re-forming into what could only be construed aswords:

| WANT HER. | MUST HAVE HER.
What, he thought wildly, am| hearing?
ITISMIIRASWSH.

Miiral

DEFY ME AT YOUR PERIL!

The water was rising, lapping up over Aufeyas mouth and nose. She was struggling now, clearly terrified.



And with good reason. In amoment, shewould drown.

With an extreme effort of will, Moichi looked away from the sorcerous face, concentrating on the task a
hand. He was Aufeyas only chance at life, and he had only moments within which to act. Already a
larger wave was forming, heading toward them. The ship was beginning to climb the next crest and
Moichi knew thiswas hislast shot a saving Aufeyafrom awatery grave.

He pressed hisknees againgt the side timbers, hauled upwards, using dl the strength in hislegs, back and
arms. Muscles popped, corded tendons pulled his skin thisway and that. He could fed Miiradragging
againg him, fiercein her determination. But Moichi was more determined. He caled upon the strength of
his bond-brother, the Dai-San, and dowly, painfully dowly, he drew Aufeyatoward him, until asthe ship
crested the wave, he brought her, gasping and shivering over therail to hisside.

He had one last glimpse of that rage-stained face in the sea, then it broke gpart into ten thousand shards,
the wave crashed harmlesdy againgt the hull of the ship, and was gone in white plumes dong the ship's
wake.

TWO

MITRA'SMIRROR

Of course, Aufeya had heard the voice. And, of course, he had to tell her about Miira's Mirror, He had
no choice. They had cometoo closeto Miiraor something that called itsdf Miira- for himto be ableto
do otherwise.

He had spent severd hours seeing to the ship, but in truth the magnificent prowess of the Bujun ensured
that what damage had occurred was minor. Again, he marveled that such adight-looking vessdl could so
courageoudy weather such an evil storm, and he thanked the Dai-San al over again for his gift, for he
was certain that no ordinary ship would have survived.

In the end, he left what remained to be done to the tillerman, whose name was Arasomu, and who he had
now elevated to first mate. He climbed the crosstrees of the mainmast like amonkey. At itstip, he tested
the wind and tasted the sweet smell of the ocean's marker that meant fair winds. Back on deck, he broke
out his navigator'singruments and, fixing on the shining congtellations of the star's, caculated their
position. Herelayed dl thisinformation and hisingructionsto Arasomu. Confident that the weether had
turned for good and that within hours they would be back on course for Iskadl, he went belowdeck to his
cabin, where Aufeyawas waiting for him.

Hetold her thelegend of Miiras Mirror as shelay in their berth, swathed in warming blankets, while the
Tsubasa rode atranquil seaand lightly gusting trade winds beneath a star-filled night sky toward I skadl.
Just her nose and eyes peeped out from benesth the blankets and she seemed, with her wild hair and
copper eyes, to be no more than asmall child readying hersdlf to hear anight-time tale before deep.

Miira, it issaid by seamen the world over, was awoman of exceeding grace and beauty (Moichi began).
Shelived in Syrinx, aland far, far away on the other sde of the Mountain Sin'hai, on the edge, itissaid,
of agtony abyssthat plunged into the very heart of this planet. Her people, | think, must have died out

long ago.

These people were political animals. Power meant everything, and intrigue was second nature to them.
Miiras husband was avice-minigter in agovernment rife with internecine warfare.

At thetime of the birth of Miiras son, her husband, Bnak, was engaged in a potentially explosive power
struggle with the leader of the main opposition movement. He was a staunch loyai<t, and had dedicated



himself to battling those who sought to overthrow the reform-minded regime.

Again and again Bnak would uncover plots againgt the highest government officials and he would take
measures to thwart them because his sources were numerous and he was as exceedingly clever asMiira
was beautiful.

Now you may well ask, if Bnak was so clever and possessed of so much power in a power-oriented
society why had he not risen to full minigteria rank? The answer isassmple asit isdistressng.

Miirawas Shinju.

The Shinju were the indigenous people of this land. Centuries before, Bnak's people had swept acrossa
vadt, turbulent ocean on amission of expanson. They found the Shinju'sland and had straightaway
sought to colonizeit. In the process, they decimated the Shinju, driving what was | eft of them into the
bleak, desolate highlands. There Bnak's people left them, to die of starvation and the elements, or so they
thought. The Shinju were astough as they were resourceful and they survived like the sure-footed
mountain goats, whose thick winter coats they sheared, processed and wove into fantastic garments that
were aslight asair and aswarm asablazing fire.

Asayoung man Bnak had a penchant for anthropology and he spent two yearsin the highlands among
the Shinju conducting his sudies. It was here that he met Miiraand fell in love with her. Her people
would never have alowed her to court him, let done marry outside her race had they not come to know
Bnak and to appreciate his specid qudlities. For his part, Bnak had never shared nor even understood his
peopl€'s abiding antipathy and scorn for the Shinju. He knew they were not inferior. Quite the contrary,
infact. He discovered that in many ways his own people would never fathom, the Shinju possessed far
more knowledge and wisdom. They were Smply not awarlike race.

Though it would have been far easier for Bnak to have stayed with Miiraamong the Shinju, he was no
coward. He chose to return to the capital and to work from within to change the laws regarding the
Shinju, to help educate his people about Miiras people. The reformers were his best hope. No other
faction would even have given him aminor post. And Miira, at her intuitive best, agreed to help himin
any way she could.

That Miirawas beautiful beyond compare or as graceful asalark descending from the heart of the sun,
that she was cleverer than most men, meant nothing to the ministerswho ruled the land; in their minds,
Miiraand al her people wereinferior. Though they readily admitted Bnak's cleverness and exploited it
and dl his assatsto their benefit, yet they mocked him behind his back, made disparaging remarks about
Miiraand refused every promotion that was his due. In short, they made pretense of listening to his
impassioned trestises on the Shinju and then dismissed them asif they were the ravings of alundtic.

Stll, Bnak, loyd to the end, continued on their behalf.

Asfor Miira, she went about her life asif the scorn of these men and their high-born wives meant nothing
to her. That is, on the outside. On theinsde, (here Moichi shrugged) who can say? Though she was by
no means avain woman, Miiraused her Shinju mirror to make up her face each morning. Now, it was
her husband's habit to Sit with her and watch her &t it. The very early morning wastheir quiet time, and
because Bnak often did not return from hiswork until midnight or later it was here that the peace of those
deeply and truly in love descended over them.

"Y ou are the most beautiful,' Bnak would tell Miirain avoicefilled with wonder. 'Each morning you grow
more s0. And do you know that your reflection is beautiful... and different. Thereis, somehow, a purity
of image | can see that comes from the deepest part of you. It isasif when | Sare at you in the mirror |
seeyou asayoung girl, untouched and unmarked by time, care or worry.'



Bnak would tell her this so often that quite soon it had become aritual. But no matter how often he said it
Miiramade no reply. She would merely smile the soft and dreamy smile she dlowed only him to see, the
amile he had seen while he was on his sojourn among the Shinjul.

Three months after ason was born to Miira, Bnak's enemiesinvaded their villain the gray and dismal
hour before dawn. They dew the guards Bnak had posted and stole the infant from hiscrib in the smadll
room adjacent to where his parents dept.

They offered Bnak achoice. Either he could resign his post and leave the capital with hisson safein his
arms or he could have theinfant delivered blue-faced and lifeless at his doorstep.

Now Bnak knew what would happen to the government should he be forced to flee the city. The plots
would multiply until those who sought to take his place would be overwhelmed. The governmental
leaders would be dain, the city - the entire nation for that matter - would be thrown into turmoil and
confusion. Rivers of blood would run through the capital and the gods only knew where or when they
would stop.

To stay and fight for reform or to flee and see all that he had worked for crumble to dust and blood. This
was no decision that he could make on his own. So he did what he always did with questions knotty and
of high import: he consulted Miira.

Though she was beside herself with grief, till she counsaled him to follow the dictates of his heart. (I
often wonder,' Moichi said, interrupting the tale briefly, ‘whether she was intuitive enough to have known
that Bnak's goa of aunited country was but an unattainable dream of a man of good heart and soul.)
'My heart and your heart are one, Miira,’ Bnak said with tearsin hiseyes. Tell mewhat | should do.'

'What does your heart say? she asked, holding his hands. Shelooked deep into his eyes now with that
purity he had come to know so well. Thetruth now.’

‘Loydty iseverything to me. That'sthetruth of it, beloved, he sad. 'If | betray them, if | betray my
loydty, then | am no man. | amn nothing.'

Miirawas unsurprised. This purity of purpose waswhat she loved best about him, what reminded her
most of the best of her own people. ‘Do asyou will, husband,’ she said with avoice likethetolling of a
bell, 'for | fear either way our sonislost to usfor ever.'

She meant, of course, that their son's abductors had no intention of |etting him live. They were desperate
men, desiring power above al else. What wasthelife of oneinfant - especiadly ahaf-breed -to them?
Lessthan nothing. They would, Miirafeared, smply take pleasurein his degth.

Bnak clapped hisfists over hisears but it wastoo late - the bitter truth was branded into hisbrain and he
could do naught else but to follow Miiras advice and do what he would. He had to forget his son ever
existed, wipe dl the precious memories away. Start over.

Could he carry out such a heinous but requisite task?
He knew he must.

He defied his enemies, the enemies of the state. He remained loyal, he remained a man. But at what
price?

The next morning, asthey had threatened, their son appeared at the gateway to their villa, strangled with
ablue cord.



After the requisite three day mourning period, Bnak returned to hisduties at the ministry. Hepulled in all
the favors he had been hoarding for years and the directive went out across the length and breadth of the
capitd: find the abductors, the murderers,

But on hisway home that night he was ambushed, his guards dain, and he was brutaly murdered. At
amog the same ingtant life was seeping out of him, men invaded hisvilla, looking for Miira. They found
only empty rooms.

In another quarter of the capital, the chief ministers were assaulted in their bed chambers. Blood flowed
in the streets, as Bnak had feared. Chaos reigned as the old was destroyed and the new sought to solidify
its power in the corridors of the ministry and in the streets. Thousands died; the capital wasturned into an
abattoir asthe loyalists battled the insurgents.

During those dark weeks of brutal warfare and death, Miirarose each morning in the cave at the
northernmost outskirts of the city to tend to the wounded men and the women who had been beaten and
raped. She no longer had the time nor the desire to make up her face, and yet, out of habit, she continued
tolook at her reflection in her Shinju mirror. She did thismainly to keep the memory of Bnak dive. Inthe
moment just before he was ambushed, she had been pulled out of deep by aharsh shriek that, upon
awakening, she knew existed only in her Shinju mind. In that shriek was carried the crosstown assault
and imminent deeth of her husband. Also, the hastening bootsoles on the street dong which their villawas
set. She had legpt out of bed, grabbed clothes, money and her mirror and had fled the villaby a secret
passage just moments before it was invaded by those sent to kill her.

Now, in the cave of war, shelooked daily upon her reflection. It was awhoally different image that
greeted her. 1t had been frequently said that there was akind of magic running through the Shinju.
Rumors il surfaced, now and again, but no civilized man believed them, of course. Why would they? I
the Shinju actually possessed magical powers would Bnak's people have been able to invade their land,
daughter them, take what had once been theirs?

And yet had anyone el se been present to gaze into Miira's mirror they might have had grave second
thoughts. For her reflection no longer bore the imprimatur of her husband's love. Bnak was dead; their
son, aswdll. Miiras heart was cold, gray ash. Her normaly calm and flexible spirit had become the dark
adamantine jewd of fury-Even as she tended the wounded and dying, counseled the psychologically
battered, she burned for vengeance. And, staring into her mirror a what was reflected there, she knew
what she must do to dissolve that dark jewel, though she had vowed never to do so and to break the
vow meant certainly that she must die.

AsBnak's enemies had done so cleverly before her, Miiranow made a comprehensive diary of the new
regime's comings and goings. Shelisted dl the key ministers and, after their names, the times of the day
when they wereingdethe minigtry building.

After amonth of thisdiligent detective work, she sat down to evaluate her copious notes. By thistime the
worgt of the fighting had subsided to sporadic outbreaks among the last remnants of the die-hard
loydists. The stranglehold of the new regimewas dl but complete. There was, she discovered, the hour
of midnight when dl the ministers met in council. Midnight, she thought, putting aside her diary. The hour
of Bnak's desath.

How she dipped past the phaanxes of guardsis anyone's guess. In any event, no one saw her enter the
ministry; no one saw her ingde until she appeared within the centra chamber of state and by then it was
too late.

She passed around the great oval table at which her enemies sat, deek and self-satisfied. Those



murderers. Therewas il timeto turn back, to forego vengeance. But her mind wasfilled with memories
of Bnak and of her baby. And she broke her sacred vow.

She used her power; the power of the Shinju, for al the rumorswere quite correct. As she passed
behind each minister, she placed her mirror before them, and each had no choice but to look at hisimage
reflected there.

What they saw no man, perhaps, can say. But | suspect it was different for each of them. One by one,
they clawed theair asif phantasms were assailing them. Their facestwisted grotesquely in horror and
dread. They fouled themsdves abysmdly; some wept uncontrollably in their death throes.

And when the last of the ministers had died, Miiratoo, looked deep into her mirror and, it issaid, died on
the spot (Moichi concluded).

Aufeya, who had been sitting up in the berth for some time now, her own aches and fearsforgotten as
she became more and more enthralled with the tale, said, 'Isthis Story true? It is so fantastic. Terrible and
fantadtic.'

'Aye, it isthat, but though it makesagripping tale | doubt itsveracity.'

Aufeyaseemed logt in thought for some time. Then she threw the bedcl othes off and, padding about the
cabin, began to dress. 'l want to go on deck,’ she said. 'I'm stifling in here and dawn is breaking over the
water. | want to seeit. It hasbeen along, fearful night.'

Eveninthisearly hour there was much activity on deck. Arasomu checked in briefly with Moichi. He had
made two dight course corrections during hiswatch. According to the information that Moichi had
provided him he bdlieved they would sight the shore of Iskadl before noon. The skieswerefair, with
scattered ribbons of high wispy cloud, and the wind was freshening out of the northwest quarter. It was
ideal westher.

'l find it curious,’ Aufeya said when they were aone,'that you hold no truck with superdtition yet you area
mariner and mariners are a powerfully superdtitiouslot." She tossed her head, glad to be abovedeck in
fineweather. 'In fact, I've heard you call upon the Oruboros even though you believe in the One God.'

Moichi shook hishead. 'l call upon him, no. | curse him on occasion because one does not speak of the
God of my peoplein that way. Just as one does not call upon Him to change the wind or ensure success
in business. Heisnot like the tiny gods of smoke and stone other people knedl before. Heisthe universe;
heiseverything. Helives, He provides for His people. But He does not grant petty favorslike some
desert jinn out of legend.’

Aufeyasmiled. 'And the Oruboros does.’

He noted the mocking tone in her voice. The Oruboros, the grest ancient sea serpent, once lived,
Aufeya. In another time his power was great, indeed.’

'Y ou talk about him asif he no longer exigts!'

Moichi looked down &t her, not knowing whether thiswas some game she was playing, needling him with
her dishelief. Not for thefirst time, he was struck by how little he redly knew her. 'Ronin dew the
Oruboros when he was transformed into the Dai-San.’

At the mention of Moichi's bond-brother Aufeya dropped her amused look. She knew full well how
important this dready mythical figurewasto him. 'But | don't really understand who - or whét - the
Da-Sanis,’' shesad.



Now Moichi smiled. 'Does anyone, redly? Histawny eyeswere misty with remembrance. 'Ah, Aufeya,
what adventures we two shared.' His eyes cleared as he tried to explain the unexplainable. 'He was once
aman, not unlike me, perhaps. But hisfate lay in another direction. On Ama-no-mori, hewas
transformed by ancient Bujun sorcery that was part of agrand design. Pulled apart, then reassembled, he
was compelled to ride the back of the Oruboros, to day this venerable creature who he held dear so that
he might be reborn asthe Dai-San.'

'Dai-San,’ Aufeyarepeated. 'That nameis of alanguage unfamiliar to me.'
'Asitisto mogt. ItisBujun.'
‘But the Dai-Sanisnot Bujun.'

Moichi shrugged. 'Ama-no-mori has become his adoptive country. It wasthere that his transformation
began.’

Aufeyas eyeswere huge. 'I's he redly more than morta man?
'Inthe time of magic from which he was born anything is possible.’
'Even thelegend of Miiras Mirror?

She had him and he knew it. For amoment his brows knit darkly, then he burst out into deep, booming
laughter. 'Perhaps. But | believe the age of magic died when the Dai-San defeated the Dolman. Thisis
the age of mankind.'

'‘And what of Sardonyx? Aufeya demanded. 'Was she not the most powerful sorceress?

Moichi consdered this highly charged topic carefully, as he aways did with her. Sardonyx, who had

been born Adenese, had been sold into davery. Eventudly, she had killed her master and had been
throwninto jail for her crime. Eventualy, she managed to escape, bribing her way out with her body. The
rest of her history was amystery - he was not even certain of the veracity of what she had told him. She
was aconsummate liar; she actudly enjoyed spinning tales, changing persondlities as readily and
effortlesdy as others breathed air.

Sardonyx had become fixated on Aufeya, and when Moichi had prevented her from getting her, she had
returned to Daluziafrom her castlein theland of the Opal Moon and had murdered Aufeya's mother
Tsuki by somehow using Aufeyas body, thus wreaking adiabolica revenge on mother and daughter
both. One was dead and the other could never forgive hersalf for what her body had done.

'Asfar as Sardonyx is concerned,’ Moichi said, keeping one eye on the wind and the other on Aufeyas
face, 'itismy con sdered opinion that she was more prestidigitator than thauma-turgist. To put it inits
samplest terms shewas a highly accomplished illusonigt.”

"Then everything that happened to usin the land of the Opal Moon was ahdlucination?

'Ah, no. Y ou know it was not. But the Firemask, the artifact of power, that Sardonyx so desired, was
real enough. And it was from the time of magic; its power was avesome.' Seeing her shudder and make
the sign of the Pdlliate, he put hisarm around her and kissed her cheek. 'l think we'd both do best in
forgetting dl about Sardonyx. After | took the Firemask from her, her only thought wasto avenge hersdlf
on your mother. Having, unhappily, accomplished that, sheisnow, | have no doubt, far away from here,
back in her castlein theland of the Opal Moon.’

Together, they went to therail, stared out at therisng sun.



Aufeyaturned to Moichi. 'Y ou miss him, don't you?
'Who?

"Y our love for the Dai-San runs very deep.’

'Heis my bond-brother.’

'He's much more, | warrant.'

Moichi wasslent for sometime, asif he were wrestling with athorny problem. 'In some unfathomable
way we areone. | cannot explain it further. He was crested to defeat the Dolman and the forces of
Chaos who threatened to claim thisworld and to put an end to the races of man for al time. My fate was
to be a hissde. Heisthe greatest warrior of all time; together we journeyed to the Kai-feng, the last
great battle of mankind.'

'Y et you were not with him in Ama-no-mori for the beginning of histransformation.’

Hesdghed. '‘Ah, Aufeya, dl journeys have an end. My fate dictated that | return to Shaangh'sel. | had my
own roleto play." He chuckled. 'And lucky for methat | did. | never would have met you otherwise.'

'Or cometo gripswith Sardonyx.’
'l am no longer interested in her or the land of the Opal Moon. They belong to our past, nothing more.’

'Speaking of the moon,’ Aufeya said excitedly as she pointed overheed, it is out here during the day!
Look, Moichi! Look!"

THREE

THE HOUSE OF ANNAI-NIN

The pure white buildings of Ala'arat glowed in thetropica sunlight. The city was Strategically Stuated
on aseriesof nine clawlike hillswhich rose around the siweeping crescent of agenerous and sheltering
bay. In dl ways, the city was the direct opposite of Shaangh'sai, the main port of the continent of man.
Beyond the bustling quays, the streets, avenues and alleyways of Alaarat radiated out in aprecise
star-shaped pattern. Instead of a massive jumble of hodgepodge shapes, the buildings were neat squares
or rectangles, or asthe city rose up the dopesto where, inevitably, the wedthy and politicaly connected
familieslived, other more complex but no less methodical geometric shapes.

Standing on deck as the Tsubasa hove to and, with al sailsfurled, dropped anchor, Aufeya clapped her
hands delightedly, crying, ‘How beautiful! The city looks like it was made of sugar cubes!'

Moichi, standing beside her with hisarm around her dender waist, found his eyes wet with tears. How
marvelous his home looked to him after long yearstraveling to the far ends of the earth with the Sunset
Warior.

But hisjoy was short-lived. A well-armed lighter rode the gentle waves out to meet them as he was
ordering aboat into the water so that he could pay acall on the harbor-master and secure amooring
license. Even though he could see that the port was far too busy to alow him aberth at one of the quays,
which were full of massive four-masted freightersloading and off-loading al manner of fruits, vegetables
and grains, bolts of hand-dyed silks, voile cottons, tightly-woven linen, and raw materials such as
cypress, ebony, precious marble and glossy obsidian, he had no doubt he could buy a mooring further
out on ether sde of the main channdl.



He was surprised to see a contingent of 1skamen navalmen boarding his ship. The leader wasavery
young man, bald but for along tongue of thick hair growing from the top of his head. He swaggered
across the deck, calling for the captain. When Moichi stepped forward, he was momentarily taken aback
to see afelow Iskaman.

'Where are you from? the officer asked, and when Moichi told him, he nodded, adding, "Y ou make any
stops dong the way? Were you boarded at sea or did you make a rendezvous with any other vessel?

'No on al counts,” Moichi said, somewhat bewildered. 'Isthere aproblem?

‘Not if you'vetold thetruth,’ the officer said, eyeing Aufeya. "What is your business here?
'l am coming home," Moichi said. 'l intend to marry.’

The officer watched him for sometime. 'Y our vessdl will have to be searched.’

'What for?

The officer took a step forward, his eyes narrowed. ‘Have you anything to hide?
'Certainly not,' Moichi said. 'But | must have an explanation for this extraordinary action.’

'Infact it isquite ordinary,' the officer said. 'Y ou are Iskaman, but | see you have been away from Iskael
for along time. Much has changed in your absence. For some time now our intelligence sources have
reported. .. disturbancesin the desert settlements. Deaths and. .. disappearances under mysterious and
suspicious circumstances. Enemy spies have been discovered in Aldarat. How are they delivered here?
They die before they will tell us, so now al vessals seeking to moor must be searched.’ He waited a bet.
'Now may we begin, Captain?

Moichi nodded, abruptly uneasy. 'Do what you must. | want Aldarat as secure asyou do." Asthe officer
turned away to instruct hismen, Moichi said, Thisamost fedslike war footing.

The officer turned back to him and, despite his youth, Moichi could see the bleakness of premature age
in hiseyes. 'A most astute assessment, Captain,’ he said.

Thevillaof the Annai-Nin was as he remembered it; white-washed stucco walls drenched in brilliant
sunlight, jade-green glazed tile roofs glinting like faceted jewels at every angle.

Inaland filled with fragrant cedar groves and thickly fruited date pams, it was perhaps surprising to see
the great dabs of tiger-grain oak intricately carved and handsomely worked which opened inward, on
clever hinges, theimposing front doors to the compound. But Moichi explained that hisforefathers had
been world merchants even when it had been dangerous and inadvisable to seek trade with the continent
of man, and they had falen in love with many of the foreign products for which they hammered out
long-term dedls.

The villawas situated atop the highest of the nine hills that overlooked the great curving bay that was one
of Iskadl's few natura assets. Far below them, the crescent city of Aldarat spread like the frond of adate
pam. It had taken them al day to file the necessary papers with the harbor authorities. For abustling

port, Alaarat was crawling with security in the unwieldy guise of bureaucratic red tape. Now, inthe
twilight, the city shonelike ajewd, lightstwinkling, changing colorsin the twists of smoke risng from
myriad cooking fires. The air was perfumed by the sounds, distant and haunting, of voicesraised in
ululating prayer. The cobbled streets of the city's vast markets, choked since dawn, were almost deserted
asthe sacred hour of chaat, the weekly holy evening approached. Moichi hoped to reach hisvillabefore
the beginning of theritud feed.



'Once, many years ago, al of Aldarat was as bare and bleached as desert bones,” hetold Aufeyaasthey
walked up the snaking drive. 'In the space of a generation, the I skamen made lush landscape out of rock
and wind-blown sand.’

'Why did you sttle here, if it was o inhospitable?

Moichi paused, pointing over the roofs of the villa. 'Out thereisthe Mu'ad, the Great Desert. The
Iskamen traveled hdf ayear in the Mu'ad wastes. Any other people wandering in the Mu'ad for so long
would have died of thirst or exposure. But God was with us. He showed us that we had no choice - the
Mu'ad was our destiny.' They began to walk again, toward the villas great oaken gates. 'Y ou see,
Aufeya, the I skamen had spent elght generations endaved by arace caled the Adenese, who live on the
far sde of the Mu'ad. God spoke to the Iskamen elders. He told them they would be safest across the
Great Desart.'

‘But even though your people are free, Moichi, there are so many armed guards, So many suspicious eyes
at the port and in the streets!’

'Old fearsdie hard, and the bitter truth is that the persecution of the ISkamen has never really ceased.’
She cocked her head quizzicaly. "Y ou knew this, and yet you chose to turn your back oniit.’

'l chose to become anavigator.'

"To take to the seas. To leave your homeland and your peopl€'s fight far behind.'

He rounded on her angrily. ‘Are you questioning my courage?

She fdt the searing heat from his eyes and put her hand gently on hisarm, fedling the musclestense and
rippling. 'Not your courage, Moichi, never that. | owe you my life - morethan | could ever know how to
repay in one lifetime." Her voice softened as she kissed him passionately. 'And | love you asI'veloved no
other man. It's your commitment to the ancient struggle of your people I'm talking of .

Moichi was slent for sometime. The swirling palm fronds seemed to bend the last of the sunlight, making
of it something living and aqueous, like a creature from the sea-bottom dithering out of itscora den. A
kestrdl cried suddenly, a predator from the desert.

"'Man the ramparts, the Adenese are coming!" That was my brother's battle cry. It was the rationale for
the entire Fe'edjinn, our virulently militant sect. Freedom fighters, they called themsalves, but in my mind
they were no more than ns, bent on circumventing the laws of 1skagl to achieve power and their
fanatica objective: a holy war of retribution againg the Adenese. His commitment to the cause was
more than enough for onefamily.’

‘Do you redly bdieve that your brother is an assassin? Aufeyaasked.

‘Jesahis..." Moichi bit hislip and turned partialy away from her. In a softer voice, he sad, 'l would
believe anything of Jessh Annai-Nin.'

‘Moichi-'
'No, no!" He swung around, his face afire with anger. 'Y ou would not understand.’

Aufeya opened her mouth to speak, then thought better of it. Instead, she said, ‘At least you must be
looking forward to seeing your sister Sanda. Y ou have spoken of her often.’



'Sanda, yes.' They were dmogt at the gates. In contrast to the bustle of the packed streets and alleys
below, the courtyard of the villawas gtill and deserted. But there were lights on within the main building
itsdlf. 'l missher very much. If therewasapainin my heart over leaving Aldarat, it wasthat | would not
see her for avery long time." He turned hisface to the lights of the villa as he pushed open the gates.
'How long it's been! How much has happened in her life! When | left shewasjust ayoung girl.'

They crossed the courtyard, their bootsoles crackling againsgt the bed of crushed sea shells. Asthey
climbed the enormous steps to the front door, Moichi was aware of a bittersweet swirl of mixed
emoations, dragging up memories - some of which he would have preferred not to re-examine.

Hewasthinking of hisfather and painful feasts of chaats past when the great doors opened inward and
they stepped acrossthe threshold of the villaof the Annai-Nin.

Torcheswerethrust in their faces and strong fingers gripped their biceps and forearms. Moichi smelled
strong body odors, the stench of fear and long waiting.
'Moichi!'

Hetook a step toward her, but asword-blade at histhroat stopped him. Through the blinding torchlight
he could see bits and pieces of rugged faces creased by wind and weapon. Then aflash of auniform
deeve st hismind to racing. 'l am Moichi Annai-Nin, eldest son of Jud'ae Annai-Nin. Who dares hold
me hostage in my own house?

"Your house? The voice was sharp, as quick asthe flick of awhip. 'Make way!"

The uniformed men moved asde, but kept their grip firmly on Moichi and Aufeya. In the shifting light
Moichi made out atdl, rangy figure, impeccably dressed in afindy woven uniform of silk and
cloth-of-gold. 'If you are the eldest son of the patriarch Jud'ae you had better be ableto proveit. You've
been gonealong time,’

Thetal officer had thick black hair and afull curling beard. His coffee-colored eyeswere degp-setina
hawk-nosed face the color of burnt dmonds. It was aface that gave away nothing but which saw

everything.

All of these things Moichi absorbed in the space of a split second and they would have gone toward
defining the man had he not spotted something that made his somach turn to ice. Around the officer's
neck and over the top of his head he wore the green and brown striped cowl of the Fe'edjinn.

'l don't understand. Areyou state militiaor Fe'edjinn? Moichi asked in ahoarse voice.

Thetdl officer smiled. 'l seethat you have been away along time. The Feedjinn are the sate militiaof
Iskadl.'

'But how isthis possible? Moichi asked. 'The state cannot sponsor murderers and assassins.'

One of the men delivered a heavy blow to the side of his head. 'Hold your tongue, lout!" he growled. ‘Or
I'll cut it out!"

Thetal officer cocked his head to one side, said nothing while blood seeped from a cut opened on
Moichi's cheek. 'Bitch of ahomecoming,' he said at last.

'What are you doing in my home? Moichi said.

The same man lifted afist to strike Moichi again but the officer signed to him. 'If you, indeed, are the



eldest son of the Annai-Nin then you have alegitimate right to know.'

'Shdll | take you through the villa? Moichi asked. 'Shal | show you where my brother Jessh and | hid
when we were eight and our father was blind with rage a what we had done? Shall | show you where|
found my sister Sanda Sitting and crying over abone she brokein her left wrist? Shdl | show you the
spot where my mother isburied? And my father?

Thetdl officer nodded. "All this and more you shall show me. Asmuch as| ask of you.'
'Let usgo, then, so we may walk unbound through the villaof my family.'

After amoment, the officer nodded. 'This much | can do. But my men will accompany uswith weapons
drawn.’

'It isasacrilege to draw weapons on chaat.'
The officer shrugged, held out ahand to indicate that Moichi should lead the way.

They went dowly through the villa of the Annai-Nin, and at every turn shadows and ghosts assailed
Moichi. Memories, long buried benesth carefully woven cobwebs, resppeared, thrusting their snouts
ruddly into his consciousness. He saw himsalf again as a child, the dour, lanky Jesah, the beautiful
blue-eyed Sanda, and everywhere the world of the Annai-Nin asit had been - hisfather'sworld, full of
prestige and accol ades, riches beyond a child's limited scope of understanding. The parade of dinner
guestsfrom the worlds of palitics, philosophy and religion had been endless, then, with lavish, glittering
parties each week welcoming the most famousinto the sumptuous villa of the Annai-Nin. It wasaworld
againgt which Jesah had chosen to rebel. The great successes of their father in business meant nothing to
him, the contacts Jud'ae had managed to forge, the respect he had labored to build with the peoples of
the continent of man across the sea, had no meaning for him. He had early come under the spell of the
fanatic Feedjinn, finding in ther gtrict interpretation of the Tablets of the I skamen, their obsesson to
avenge themsdaves on the Adenese, alightning rod for hisown inner rage.

Had he and Moichi ever found reason to offer one another akind word or even the most rudimentary
sgn of affection? Hadn't they hidden together in this spot behind the larder that Moichi was now showing
to the Fe'edjinn officer? And hadn't they fought each other bloody in the blackness of the hidey-hole?

Better by far to recall Sandaand how she'd cling to hiswaist, how he protected her from the bullies at
school, how he taught her the fundamentals of religion - how to interpret the sacred scriptures writ on the
Tabletsthat had been brought down from the summit of that holiest place of the Iskamen, the Mountain
Snha.

But it wasimpossible to get away from Jesah's treachery for long. Dark, snakelike memories continued
to intrude into his consciousness. Hadn't it been Jesah who had abandoned the family, leaving for the
Fe'edjinn boot campsin the wilds of the sere Mu'ad wastes? Y es, but it had been Moichi who had been
berated by Jud'ae and Sandafor taking to the seas, for forsaking not only the Annai-Nin but al of 1skadl.

'For my part, | can never forgive you,' Jud'ae had said only months before his death. 'As eldest, you have
asacred responsbility to me and to the family. Who will run the business after | am gone? Jesah? He has
only blood-lust in his eyes. Sanda? Sheisawoman.

Soon shewill marry, yes, but | will not take astranger into ray confidence. Blood isblood, Moichi. You
of al people must know this and abide by the covenants.'

What Sandathought of dl thisMoichi did not know. She had been witnessto his humiliation, but her



slence had been absolute.

It had been dark two hours by the time Moichi completed histour to the satisfaction of the Feedjinn
officer. At that point, the officer dismissed his men to other parts of the villa, nodded dmost
imperceptibly. 'Moichi Annai-Nin, I, Tamuk, First Darman of the Feedjinn, welcome you home.' He did
not extend hiswrist to be grasped in the I skamen manner and Moichi marked thiswell.

'Where is everyone? Moichi asked. 'And why are you here?
Tamuk offered ahand. 'Please sit down.’

Aufeyasat, nervoudy glancing a Moichi, who remained standing. His eyes had never | eft those of the
Feedjinn officer. They werein Jud'ag's sudy, asmdlish roomin therear of thevilla, filled with scrolls
and books and the mementoes of alifetime. Theair was thick with imaginings of what might have been.
Moichi had brought them here to show Tamuk the hidden recess that held his father's most precious
possession: a hand-writ copy of the Tablets of the Iskamen which had taken five yearsto create. Qil
lamps had been lit, their perfume triggering yet more memories.

Tamuk sighed. 'Y ou are making this more difficult for yoursdlf.'
'l have done nothing, First Darman, but come home for chaat.’

Tamuk remained slent for sometime. The only sound came from the whip of the palm fronds beyond the
windows and adow drip of water from the scullery nearby. Tamuk took a breath, laced hisfingers
together and said, 'Firdt, it ismy duty to tell you that your sster isdead.’

‘Sandal’

Aufeyagave atiny cry asMoichi staggered backward just asif Tamuk had driven ablade through his
chest. She rose and held him as he stood, trembling.

'What... How?

'She was murdered most brutdly. It happened three nights ago as she lay deeping in her bed.
Moichi'shead came up. 'Y ou said brutally.’

'l beg you not to make me detall it,’ Tamuk said, glancing at Aufeya

"Tel me!' Moichi dmost screamed it.

'All right." Tamuk sighed. "The front of her torso was - well, for lack of a better word - shredded. All her
ribs were shattered, asif pulled outward, and her intestines had been ripped from her abdomen.’

'Oh, Lord!" Aufeya clutched Moichi'sarm. A cold chill was cregping down his spine, but he stopped it,
admonishing himself. It cannot be true, he thought. There must be some other explanation.

Tamuk gave him awithering look before continuing, 'Her husband-'
‘Husband?
Tamuk raised his black eyebrows. 'Y es, your sster married last year. Did you not know?

Moichi's mind seemed frozen. There was the past, when Sanda had been aive, and then there was the
present, when shewas not. A sharp and evil demarcation separated the two like a pane of glass. Moichi



saw himsdlf locked on thewrong side of that glass.

'Who...? Hismouth was dry. All of asudden he was overcome with guilt. If only he had not abandoned
hisfamily for the lure of the sea. If only he had been here. ..

Aufeyaleft his side long enough to pour out adark, thick liquor from a glass decanter. She handed him a
metal cup, haf filled. Moichi looked at it blankly. The cup wasinscribed with runesfrom the Tablets. It
wastheritual cup hisfather had dways used for the toast to usher in the chaat feast. He found that his
knuckles were white and, in a convulsive gesture, he knocked back the date wine. His eyeswatered
dightly ashelicked hislips. Then his eyes once again focused on the Feedjinn officer and he said, 'Who
did Sandamarry?

'A merchant from the near dopes of the Mountain Sin'hai. A man named Y esquz.'
'What is known about him?

'Almost nothing at al. He dealsin the spices, herbs and medicind roots found only &t the foot of the
Mountain Sin'hai. He gpparently makes quite agood living of it - he has cornered the market. Y our sister
did not want for money.’

'Hewas not... murdered too?

'Heisnot at thistimein Aldara. Nor was he on the night your sister was murdered. He travels often.’
'Where ishe?

'Inthe Mu'ad. Trading his goods.’

‘Bring him back,' Moichi said. 'l want to question him.’

Tamuk looked at him curioudy. "That was our thought, aswell. Y our brother, Hamaan, has departed
with a detachment to do just that.’

'Hamaan? My brother's nameis Jesah.'

Tamuk waited amoment before adding, 'No more. He is Qatach now, one of the five leaders of the
Feedjinn, and as such he has taken a Qatach name.’

'l had noidea,’ Moichi said after atime.
Tamuk seemed disgusted.
'Why are my other sisters not here? Moichi asked.

"They moved with their familiesto the Mu'ad settlements,’ Tamuk said, 'when their husbands joined the
Feedjinn.'

'God of my fathers," Moichi whispered.

'Much has changed here since you left,' Tamuk said, echoing the words of the nava officer who had
boarded his ship. Thismurder, terrible asit is, isfar from thefirst. But your Sster isdifferent. Shewasan
Annai-Nin, and her death has galvani zed the people. Even the peace party has been silenced, and now al
Iskamen are of one mind.'

'One mind? Moichi echoed.



Itiswar, man,’ Tamuk said. The holy war againgt Aden.’

‘But how can this be? Moichi was stunned. Thousands, perhaps millionswill die. We are speaking now
not merely of war but of genocide.’

'Y ou had better get used to it. Thisistheredity you have come hometo. Now, if there are no more
questionsto answer..." Tamuk glanced briefly at Aufeya. 'So ends my night." He gave a perfunctory bow
that seemed to exclude Moichi. 'l regret your homecoming is under such tragic circumstances. | will post
two men at the front gates!'

"That won't be necessary, First Darman,’ Moichi said.

Tamuk smiled thinly. 'l am afraid it is. Security policy. The excruciating and inhuman nature of your
sster'smurder makesit dl too likely that the Adenese were responsible. A blow to the Qatach, a
persond sort of revenge. A typical Adenese message of terrorism.’

Moichi thought of his conversation with the young nava officer. 'So at last there are Adenesein Aldarat.’

Tamuk nodded. 'Agents of their Al Rafaar, their infiltration and assassination organization. They have
been quite active of late." His grin was lupine and mirthless. 'Y ou see now the necessity of the Feedjinn's
rise to power. Perhaps you will despise usalittle less now. Iskael needs our mailed fist more than ever
these days." He turned to Aufeya. '‘Good evening, madam.' Then he |eft them without another word.

FOUR

SHADOWS

In the half-darkened villa, Aufeya made them dinner. It was very late. The calsto prayer werelong
gone and, down the steep dope of the hill, the lights of Alaarat flickered and died - dl but brightly lit
sentry posts where the fanatic guards of the Fe'edjinn patrolled in ceasdess vigilance. Still, violence and
murder had visited itsdf upon the capitd city and no one dept easly.

Placing the food upon the long elaborately carved Macasser ebony table, Aufeyacalled to Moichi then,
hearing no reply, went in search of him. She heard noises as of afight echoing down the hal, and she flew
down it, cdling his name over and over. Her heart wasin her mouth. What if the murderer had returned
to the scene of the crime as Tamuk and his Fe'edjinn obvioudy suspected?

'Moichi!' shecried.

And, rounding acorner, found himin hisfather'svast library, overturning furniture, using hisdirksto
smash everything in sight. He was done and in afury. She shuddered, making the sign of the Palliate, but
aswas becoming usua these daysit did nothing to cam her.

She stood in the doorway, watching the wanton destruction, knowing that she must not stop him, must
not interferein any way, but let the blood madness run its course. She well knew what wasailing him
now.

At last it was done, the destruction of hisfather's carefully mapped-out library complete. He stood in the
middle, panting and swesting, his eyeswide and staring like amad animd. At length, his breathing
dowed, hishead swung around and his eyes came back into focus.

'How long have you been standing there?

'Does that matter? Y ou haven't eaten since early in the day. Food is on the table.’



The return to the mundane snapped him out of it completely. He nodded, then taking her hand, said, 'l
want to show you something.’

Hetook her into aroom filled with fabrics, brocaded and woven of bright desert colors, dl obvioudy by
the same fine hand. He crouched beside the wooden-posted bed, its linens thrown back and crumpled as
if the occupant had left in some haste. Helit asingle thick candle, setting it atop the bed in itswaxy
porcelan dish.

He moved aside and she saw the dark irregular stain upon the floor. So this was where Sanda had been
dain. There had been no oneleft inthevillato clean it up or, just aslikely, Tamuk and his Feedjinn had
not alowed anyonein here during thair investigation.

'I miss her and that isso ironic for me, the wanderer, to fed.' She heard the bitternessin hisvoice. 'l
could have saved her, Aufeya.’

Her heart went out to him. 'Oh, Moichi, how can you say that?

‘Because | know,' he said fiercely. 'Her husband | eft her here, lone, unprotected.’
‘But thisisAlaarat.

He shook away her words. 'If | had been here instead of on the sess...'

"Your life- our lives- would be very different, yes." She caressed him. 'But that isadream, nothing
more. She's dead my darling, but | promise you, you are not to blame.’

Helooked down at her, then kissed her forehead. Time, she thought. It will taketime.
As she went to the door, he said, 'There is something | have to do here. No. Please stay.’

He kndlt by the side of the bed. His fingertips brushed the dark stain, then lifted away. In amoment, she
could hear hisvoice chanting softly in what she knew to be the |skamen prayer for the dead. His head
was covered by asmall piece of fabric and his massive shoulders were hunched asif he carried upon
them an enormous burden.

He completed his prayer, and till she waited patiently, her head bowed. At last, she took a step forward
and, placing her hand gently upon his shoulder, said, "Y ou must eat something now. Then wewill deep. It
has been avery long day.’

But after the medl there wasto be no deep for them. Moichi, slent while they ate, went out onto the
veranda. A moment later, Aufeyafollowed him. She knew he had heard her because he said, 'On the sea
these hours just before dawn are my favorites, because they are dways the most peaceful. A single
frigate bird or gull, perhaps, isthe only creature stirring. Even thelookout high in hisnest is often dozing
lightly. On deck, | canfed...' Hethrew out hisarmswide. ‘It isasif my entire being has been attuned to
the world, the dow spin, the cosmic clock whirring unheard, unseen, but felt now by me aone!’

'‘Canyou fed it now? Aufeyaasked softly. ‘It isthetime!

'l don't know." He shook his head. 'Fed like afish out of water.'
'Onland?

'No, herein Iskadl | am astranger... nothing isas| remember it.'

She came and stood by him, her hand on his forearm. "Then you should remember that you are not the



same, either. Nothing remains, like afly stuck in amber. Everything is mutable, and changeisinevitable'

‘But war iscoming, Aufeya. Oh, not merely war. Now the Iskamen and the Adenese will have at each
other until only oneraceisleft dive. It isanightmare, perhapsthe very one that led meto sall the sess.

Y et, asyou see, | have not escaped. | have returned home on the eve of the holy war. Perhaps, then, itis
my fate. And now | am faced with the question | have lived with al my life: how does one stop the
inevitable?

A bird rustled in the underbrush. All around them, the date pamsrattled and clattered in the dawn wind
that had just begun rising. 'When | was young, | never came out here on my own. | wastoo busy down
at the port, watching the seamen tramping up and down the quays, and looking out to seato catch a
glimpse of my destiny. Or s0 | thought. Now | think | did it Smply because my father had forbidden it to
me. Alwayswith him it was aquestion of the law and of obeying.’

‘The seais aharsh master,’ Aufeya said. 'Perhaps you only traded one for the other.’

‘But it was my choice,' he said harshly. 'Not his" Then he put his head down and gripped her hand in his
own. 'How Sandawept when | |eft. Sheran al the way down to the port in order to beg meto stay. "I
shall diewithout you," she said, and | kissed her and laughed at such childish sentiments!’

Aufeyaturned and gently kissed away the tears on his cheeks. 'Perhaps one day,’ she whispered, 'you
will redlize that you miss your father as much asyou now miss Sanda’'

The moon, bluish-white and full to burgting, broke from behind a cloudbank. Behind Aufeyaand Moichi,
shadows appeared, so faintly that they were like ghosts or angels, seen only intermittently in the corners
of theeyes.

Moichi raised hisarm and pointed into the moonlight. There, across Mu'ad, the Great Desart, lies Aden.’

But Aufeyawas looking to their left where, past the thousands of hectares of Iskadl's famed cedar
groves, beyond the blackened volcanic steppesthat led upward in unsteady incrementsto the lowest
reaches of what, even asfar away asthe horizon, appeared to be atowering mountain. It wasimpossible
to judgeits size, snceits crown was obscured by billowing cloud, mist and what might have beenice
vels

She stared at the mountain, transfixed by something she could neither name nor imagine. The mist that
clung to its ragged upper reaches appeared, in places, almost trand ucent. Once or twice she Started,
convinced that she had seen aflash of indescribable color, diffused and expanded by the curious, curling
mig.

What she could see of its dopes convinced her that she had never come across anatural formation likeit.
In her time she had seen many kinds of hillsand crags, those humped and rounded by age, others
sharp-edged, deep-gorged and in their adolescence. But the formidable ridges and rills of thismountain
defied category.

It was asif she were staring a aformation that had just now, in the darkness of the night, emerged from
the molten core of the earth, raw and bleeding as Moichi'semations, and il full of primeva, fulminating
energy. Thefluted rillswere disquieting, like great ebon riftsin the crust of the earth, the ridges plumed
and spiky. Shefelt her scalp condtrict, and she wiped her eyes which had unaccountably begun to water
asthey had done when as a child, she had stared too long into the noonday sun. She was about to make
the sgn of the Pdliate but shuddered instead, knowing it no longer calmed her.

'Moichi,' shesaid in ahoarse voice,'tdl me about the mountain to the north.'



'l am afraid that would take years, he said. 'That isthe Mountain Sin'hai, the place of God.'
"The Iskamen God.'
"The only God.'

And il she could not take her eyes off the terrifying and exhilarating sight of the Mountain Sn'hal. ‘Do
you think that somewhere beyond it lies Syrinx, the land of Miiraand her people?

'Only God knows," Moichi said. 'So far as | know, none has ventured there for centuries!’

"The only God." Aufeyaturned to him briefly. 'How can you say that? Y ou who have encountered mages,
beasts beyond imagining, sorceresses. Y ou whose best friend isakin to agod.'

'‘Because, Aufeya, there are gods and pretenders to be gods - and then there is the God who dwells
there atop the Mountain Sin'hai.’

'Have you ever seen this God?

'No. No one has. But the Mountain is his manifestation. Our archaeologiststell usthat the Mountain
Sinha isunimaginably ancient. Ages have passed. Wind storms, rains, hail andice. Itisimperviousto al.
And that isasit should be. God led our people out of Aden and into the Mu'ad. The Adenese laughed at
us and let us go. They were convinced we were dead men, anyway, because that is what the Great
Desert does best: kill. But our faith in the God of our fathers was absolute and He led us through the
searing heat and out the other side to Iskadl. We survived the Mu'ad where no other men could.’

Aufeya, entranced, said, 'In fine weather what does Sin'hai's summit look like?
‘No one knows. The mistsand cloud swirl there perpetually.’
"Y ou mean no | skaman has climbed the Mountain to see what is up there?

'We know what is up there, Aufeya. Besides, the Tabletsforbid it, and with good reason. The Mountain
Sin'hai goeson forever, rising upward into the realm of God. Mortal man cannot conceive of such a
height |et alone contemplate scaling it."

In Ama-no-mori night was coming on, the shadows lengthening across the cryptomeriaand carefully
groomed red pines. In one of the myriad great halls of the Kunshin's castle, the Dai-San sat eating hislast
medl before setting out for his trans-oceanic journey on the armoured back of his Kaer'n.

His high helm cast dark and light across every corner of the hall, which was empty save for himself. At
the other end, bathed in an etheredl light that appeared to have no visible source, was the Dragon
Throne, the ceremonia seat of power on which only the Kunshin sat. It was carved of asingle piece of
Fu-chui jade, therarest of itskind, aluminescent, trand ucent green the color of spring leavesjust asthey
unfold from their winter buds.

There were few who were allowed into the Dai-San's presence -or who could bear to be scrutinized by
those eerie faceted eyes. Only those few who knew him well understood what went on behind those alien
orbs and weren't intimidated by their gaze.

One of these now appeared from out of the shadows, a beautiful woman, to be sure, with danting
amond eyes and an unusudly wide and sensua mouth. But she wore her hair in the long, traditiona
warrior's queue as, indeed, did the Dai-San beneath his high hdm. Also, she was armored in the layered
gted of Bujun manufacture that was the finest of its kind, both strong and supple so that it would not split



beneath even the most ferocious sword blows. Each section of her armor was imprinted with the platinum
sed of the Kunshin: three plovers on the wing within the circle of theworld.

'Chiisal,' the Dai-San said even before she had fully emerged from the shadows, ‘would you join mefor
supper?

The Kunshin's only daughter looked at the platinum ring on the index finger of hisleft hand. Inits center
was ablue pearl, therarest of dl, that she hersdf had plucked from a prized Kray oyster haf-hidden on
the bottom of Haneda bay. This oyster, which was now well over five feet in diameter, had been
introduced into the bay by Chiisai's great-great grandmother. All the women in the Kunshin'sdirect line
were exceptiond divers, and part of their fortune had been amassed through the sale of pearls.

AsChiisal came and sat next to the Dai-San, she took hishand, her fingertips closing over the familiar
warmth of the extraordinary pearl. She had been delivered of the secret knowledge of the pearl's
properties by her mother before she had died, and one day, after she had taught her own daughter how
to dive, shewould divulge the secrets of the Kray oyster's blue pearl. Her father, the Kunshin, did not
know these secrets, and neither did the Dai-San. She saw it as a symbol of the depth of her lovefor him
that she had given him this gift of such hidden power.

'Must you go? she said, athough of course she knew the answer.
'l was created for war, Chiisai. Not for me home or hearth, family or love!’
She leaned forward, her face creased with worry. 'But we love one another.'

His high hem flashed darkly as he turned his head. 'We have been one, and when we couple | see your
heart. That isvery specia tome!

She wanted him to continue but she knew that he had dready said more than he would to dmost anyone
else. Only Moichi Annai-Nin, his bond-brother, meant as much to him as she did. ‘I would go with you,’
she said in an dmost defiant voice.

The Dai-San wiped his mouth, pushed his plate awvay. 'Why do you desire this?
Y ou know why," she said. 'lt isbecause | desireyou.'
"That isnot enough,’ he said in his enigmatic way. '‘Besides, there are compelling reasons for you to stay.'

'Do you bdlieve Ojime? she asked. 'Are the forces of Chaos massing once again benesth a new banner?
Isthere really a successor to the Dolman?

'l believetheroll of the snow-hare bones,’ the Dai-San said. He rose and, with him, Chiisai. They
crossed to the ditted windows, staring out at the geese flying in formation above Hanedas fields and
paddies, and beyond the dark, rising dopes of Fujiwara. '‘But asfor High Minister Ojime, heiswhy |
want you here in the capital. He has plans far and above those which he publicly espouses.'

'Have you heard something? How do you-? She gave atiny gasp as those baleful eyeswere turned upon
her. Wasit her imagination or did they glow with afebrile, unearthly light? What was he? Neither man
nor god, but something in between, a cresture for which there was no current definition.

'Ojime fears me,' the Dai-San said, ignoring her questions for which there were no answers - at least no
rationa ones. 'Perhaps he hatesme aswell. | daresay | would if | were him. But he bears close watching.
Heisaliar and acheat. Also, he harbors grandiose ambitions. | am astumbling block to those ambitions
- asisyour father.'



‘But what if thismission he has sent you on isfalse? What if he means only to get you asfar away from
Ama-no-mori as possible?

The Dai-San regarded Chiisai's exquisite face. "Then your reasonsfor remaining here are dl the more
compdling.' Helifted her chin with one huge knuckle. 'Y ou are awarrior in your own right, Chiisai. Itis
not your karmato be either my concubine or my assistant.’

She nodded and sighed. 'l returned from Shaangh'sai and the continent of man to be with you. | had
thought to stay therealong time.’

'And you will go there again,’ he said. 'But your ingtincts are solid. | can assure you that you did not
return home smply to be with me. Thereis danger here - serious peril. And it isyour destiny to confront
it.

He stared again out the ditted window and she could fed hisdesireto belifted into the clouds, to begin
hislong journey. It was asif athird entity had dipped into the hall and now stood, silent as a shadow,
between them.

Chiisa shivered alittle, despite hersdlf. It wasimpossible to grow enured to his other selves, as she had
cometo think of hisenormous energy. 'Do you ever misshim?

'Who?
'Ronin. The human being you used to be.'

For along time, the Dai-San said nothing, and Chiisai thought she had made a serious mistake. At lagt,
the shadow between them stirred, and he said, "Y ou cannot miss what you do not remember.'

'Y ou don't remember your former life?

The Dai-San'sfingers caressed the scaly hide of the sx-fingered Makkon glove hewore. 'l remember it
asyou would adream.'

'Oh, but that is so sad.'

He presented her with the smile he reserved only for her. 'l never said | didn't dream." He drew on the
Makkon glove. 'Red, green, blue. Heis gtill hereinsde me, long with the tragic man-beast, Setsoru, and
the fema e spirits, the essence of my old life, which | shed like the sere skin of asnake. Red, green, blue.
Facets of agem, parts of awhole.’

'l do not understand.'

'Y ou were not meant to,’ he said. "That iswhy | do not speak of it."
'Hold me," she whispered, and with hisarms around her, she felt better.
‘Areyou afraid?

'Not for mysdlf,' she answered, 'but for mankind. | thought when you killed the Dolman at Kamado we
had defeated Chaosfor al time.”

'Evil has one mind,' the Dai-San said like the tolling of abell, 'one lung and one heart. Itismonalithicinits
thinking and in its progress. Its influence waxes and wanes, but dwaysit has many devoteeswho
succumb toitsSiren call. Nothing can be defeated for al time. We won a battle at Kamado, nothing
more. The War continues.'



The tea-green walls of the Chamber of Prayer were brocaded with shadow. The Shinsai na-ke Temple
within whose heart the chamber lay was no more than a block from the moated castle of the Kunshin
where Chiisal and the Dai-San were, at that moment, saying their farewdlls.

The chamber which, but amoment ago, had been deserted, was now inhabited by what appeared to be
one more shadow. Its ebon length remained motionless for sometime, then it detached itsdf from the
spiderweb darkness and swiftly, sllently crossed to the raised platform and, in its exact center, just below
the caligraphied scroll which Qaylinn's great-grandfather had written, the shadow knelt asif in prayer.

Thelong agilefingers of High Minister Ojime reached out and, emulating those of the chief Roshhi, pulled
up the polished boards. Inside, within the hidden compartment, he pulled out the lumped, sueded cloth.
His hands shook as he opened the package. Inside was the tongue diced from the Makkon.

Power! thought Ojimein afever of excitement.

He had managed to position himsdf during the interview with the Dai-San so that he could duplicate the
movements the Rosh'hi had used to open the secret compartment. Then he had waited in adelirium of
anticipation for the right moment. He knew he could not wait too long, for the power of the Makkon's
flesh was ephemerd, and if it was dlowed to dry out, it would dissipate uselesdy. Ojime was determined
not to alow that to occur.

Instead, he had formulated a plan and, arranging to be in the temple for some hours, had detailed the
comings and goings of al the priests and Roshhis. Then, at the time he had sdlected, he had stolen
through the Corridor of Remembrance and, secreting himself within the thick shadows, had made certain
that hewas aone.

Now al his preparation had paid off. He had his prize!

Power! hismind screamed, as he carefully re-wrapped the Makkon's tongue and placed it within an
inside pocket. He rose to stea away. But as he turned, he became aware that he was not aone.

'What are you doing, High Minister? Qaylinn said. His face was dark with suspicion and anger. 'l doubt |
need remind you that the Chamber of Prayer isaholy place. And | am hardly naive enough to believe
you stumbled into it by error.'

'Oh, there was no error, sayann,’ Ojime said, waking dowly and methodicaly toward the Roshthi. 'l am
here for an important and profound reason.’

'‘And that is?

The high minister was so close to Qaylinn when he pulled the knife that Qaylinn had no timeto react. His
mind &fire, Ojime plunged the blade into the Roghhi's chest and, when Qaylinn did not fall, stabbed him
again and again while he ground his teeth with the effort of splitting tissue, gristle and bone.

Desgth filled Oay linn's eyes and he fell without a sound to the polished floor, afountain of blood pumping
with the last beats of his heart. The blood spread in ablack, pristine pool a hisfeet. Init was reflected
both dayer and victim.

Staring down at the dead man, his chest heaving, the high minister said, 'Not every question deserves an
answer, sayann.' Then, throwing the bloody knife into acorner of the chamber, he strode swiftly and
purposefully out of thetemple.

A frenzied knocking came upon the villais front door in the hour of false dawn. Moichi, half-dozing with
hisarm around Aufeya, started up. As he strode down the dark hallway his knuckles rubbed the deep



from his eyes. It seemed weeks since he had had a decent night's repose.

He opened the door to see one of his crew and, just behind him, one of the Feledjinn guards Tamuk had
promised to post dong the perimeter of the property.

‘Cap'n!-'
'Isthisone of your men? the guard asked crossly. 'He claims-'

'Heé'smine, Moichi said, directing his gaze to the crewman whose face was white with anxiety. 'What
brings you here?

'It is Arasomu, Cap'n. He went ashore on leave and was supposed to return to the ship for Rat Watch.'
'Four hours ago,' Moichi said, as Aufeya came up behind him.

'And he hasn't returned yet,' the mate said. "With you ashore and-'

Moichi cut him short. "Where was he headed, do you know?

The crewman nodded. 'The Shadow Warrior .’

‘A bad place, the Feedjinn said darkly. "We only go therein pairs, and then only when it is necessary. It
opens a midnight and closes at dawn. Women and sometimes, for the right customer, men sdll
themselves for an hour of bliss. It isalso rumored that dmost any illicit substance can be had therefor a
price.

'Whereisit? Moichi barked.
'At the head of Red Spice Quay,' the Feedjinn said. 'But | wouldn't recommend-'

But by that time Moichi had pulled the door shut and, with Aufeya at his hedls, was hurrying toward the
front gates.

'Don't say | didn't warn you!' the guard called. There'samurder there so often we no longer bother
investigating.' But he wasjust as happy. With the occupants of the villa gone he sought out a soft spot
beneath adate palm and dept until hisrdief arrived.

At thefar end of Red Spice Quay, a deek, four-masted schooner was being loaded with bolts of wool
and flax, crates of livestock to be taken into the far reaches of Kintai to the north. But the head or
landward end of the quay was deserted. The Shadow Warrior crouched sullenly in anarrow space
between two gargantuan warehouses, shuttered and black-faced.

A singlered lantern creaked asit swayed above the narrow door. The crewman, who had hurried after
them huffing and puffing to keep up, cowered againgt the facade of one warehouse. Moichi sent him back
to the Tsubasa with acurt order. Then, grasping the brass knob, patinated green by the st air, he
pushed roughly into theinterior.

It was overly hot insdethe place, asif ablast oven's whiteiron doors had been Ieft open. They found
themsalvesin asingle great room with alow beamed ceiling, black with years of smoke and soot. Red
lanterns it the room in arubiate monochrome. A scarred, metal-topped bar ran along the rear and dark
mirrors everywhere reflected their moving images. But the mirrorswere in shards, flecks littered across
the blackened wood floor. There were great dentsin the bar, asif agiant had smashed hisfistsuponit.
The room gave onto asmall, cramped dining room, littered with overturned chairs, cracked tables and



splinters of crusted dishes. Behind were afilthy kitchen and toilet facilities. All were deserted. But the
ovenswere very hot, and the sove was lit and had obvioudy been on for hours. A pot of stew was
burning, and Moichi took it off theflame. A flat loaf of unleavened chestnut-flour bread lay on anearby
wooden cutting board, which was otherwise dusted with crumbs.

'By the Oruboros, what happened here? It's asif alegion of berserkerswaslet loosein here, Moichi
sad. 'And whereis everyone?

Aufeyalooked around. 'It'sasif they all disappeared in the blink of an eye'

'Passing strange." Moichi's nostrils dilated as he poked his head out of the kitchen. 'Perhapsthereismore
to the Shadow Warrior than meetsthe eye. After dl, hiding contraband would be aprimary goa of any
such establishment.’

But an hour's futile search reved ed nothing. He returned to the toilet to relieve himsdlf. It wasa
particularly squalid place that stank so badly he was convinced the privy had never been cleaned out. He
held his bresth while he urinated, and that was when he saw the faint outline on thewall. At firgt, he
thought it was another crack in the soiled stucco, but as he rebuttoned histrousers he saw that theline
was perfectly vertical. He stepped away from the privy and, putting the flat of one hand to one side of the
line, pushed hard. Nothing happened. He pushed on the other side and part of the wall sivung inward and
he saw thefirdt treads of a steep and well-worn flight of sairs.

He called for Aufeyaand told her to bring alantern. Together, they went up the stairs. On the second
floor, the stink of sweat and stale sex was everywhere. They went down anarrow halway off which
were doors on either side. Peering briefly into thetiny cubicles, they observed insensate couplesor, in
some cases, triads, naked, sprawled together. A peculiar sweet stench filled their nogtrils.

‘Opayne,’ Moichi whispered. 'l thought | caught awhiff of it downgairs.'

'‘Opayne?

'A powerful hallucinogen that purportsto transport those in the throes of sexud bliss!
'Now that sounds interesting,’ Aufeyasaid.

But Moichi shook hishead. 'Itishighly addictive, and sometimesfatd. The effect on the brain ishighly
unpredictable.’

Aufeya shuddered as they proceeded from room to room. ‘All of these people have used the drug?
'‘Undoubtedly. You or | could kick them to a pulp and they would not awaken.'

By thistime, they were dmogt at the end of the hal. Moichi opened the door on his|eft.

'But they will awaken sometime today? Aufeya asked unessly.

'Chill takeit!" Moichi cried, standing stiffly in the doorway.

Aufeya pushed againgt him to gain alook at the shadow-shrouded room, and gasped. ‘Arasomu.’

Moichi's First Mate was spread-eagled across a bed that had become a viscous lake of glistening innards
that still seemed to crawl. Thefeca stench was overpowering.

"Thisjust happened!' Moichi said hoarsaly as he drew one of histwin jewel-handled dirks.



'What happened to him? Aufeyawhispered.

It was alegitimate question. That Arasomu was dead was beyond dispute, but the method of his murder
was amost beyond comprehension. Great ragged dashes had been scored verticaly down his chest and
abdomen so that dl hisribs, fractured into shards, stuck out pinkly from the ribbons of his excoriated
flesh. And, below, hisviscerahad been pulled out of him in afrenzy of desth-lugt.

'I've seen this before, Moichi said with such fierce emation in his voice that Aufeya became even more
darmed.

'Seen what before? she said, clearly terrified.

'He has been killed by aMakkon," Moichi said in avoice that indicated that he could not believe what he
was saying or seeing.

And now he could not stop the crawling down his spine because hisworst fears had been confirmed.

A horrific howling filled the room, and the shadows shuddered, dying and coming divedl at once.
Moichi caught abrief glimpse of apair of baleful eyes, their orange lambent in the semi-darkness of the
quivering torchlight.

The flame was dmost extinguished asthe Makkon flew through the room, itsbulk filling it now. Its greet
taloned feet crushed the bed and Arasomu with it. The thick, spiked tail thrashed from side to side, and
the claws on its upper extremities were fully extended, black as obsidian, catching light and holding it, as
if it could suck the living energy out of the atmosphere.

The howling came again, like aphysica presence, asMoichi thrust Aufeya behind him, back toward the
doorway. 'Get out!" he shouted, as the Makkon's beak opened. Where itsthick tongue should have
been, ululating its unearthly battle cries, was nothing but arepulsve black sump, quivering and pulsingin
muterage.

The Makkon's forepaw shot out, grazing Moichi, spinning him around, sprawling Aufeya onto her back.
Moichi spun, smultaneoudy dashing with the blade of hisdirk. But the blade merdly skidded harmlesdy
off the Makkon's skin, plated like armor.

The Chaos beast thrust his claw at Moichi's chest, the ebon talons shearing cured leather and metad dike.
The talons closed and the Makkon pulled Moichi toward its open beak.

Moichi could sensethe chill, fetid breath of the beast, and hefdt asif al the oxygen were being pulled
fromtheair. Asif he were underwater, he could not breathe. Still, he struggled to gain afoothold, aplace
of purchase upon the plated chest of the Makkon. The beast was vulnerable in its mouth, as attested to
by itslack of atongue. Someone or something had cut it out, and even through the terror of the Situation
Moichi found himself wanting to meet whoever had muitilated the Makkon. He fought to bring hisdirk up
and over, so that he could plunge its point into the soft tissue of the Makkon'sthroat.

The edge of the blade caught the Makkon's lower beak, diding dong the surface, and the Makkon
staggered backward, smashing aholein the outer wall of the building. In rage, it began to squeeze thelife
out of Moichi, dowly, inexorably, agonizingly, its orange eyes gaining in intensity with the escaation of
Moichi'span.

Through the rent in the wall blue moonlight fused with the yellow-red torchlight tumbling over the
antagonigts, bathing Aufeya, and in so doing, revedling aremarkable transformation.

Where an ingtant before Aufeya had been, now lay atal dender woman with the head of anibis. She



was dressed in cloth-of-gold with wings of feathers protruding from her shoulderblades. Then the light
changed subtly or perhapsit was the lurching of the antagonists throwing shadows againgt the
gtill-melding light sources. Whatever the case, in another instant she had become a statuesgue woman
with the coolly glowing skin of pearls. Her thick, twining hair was platinum flex and her eyeswere
cabochon rubies. Her long, curving nails were trand ucent sapphires and her partidly revealed breasts
werefire opas. Then, thelight shifted again, and she wasreveded asafar smdler woman with aflat face
and high cheekbones. Her skin was as dusky as Moichi's, as any Iskaman or Adenese. Her eyeswere
the color of cobat chipsand her long hair, plaited into asingle braid was the color of freshly scrubbed
copper. Shewas clad in acurious mirrored corselet over which was a black doeskin vest. Trousers of
the same material were tucked into well-worn hunting boots that came to just above her knees.

She twisted her torso so that one mirrored facet on her breasts caught the moonlight and, reaching out
her hand, her long, dender fingers closed over the resulting flash of reflected light. When they opened,
she was holding an odd wegpon that looked like nothing more than anicicle, so clear and glistening was
it. She drew back her arm and hurled it at the Makkon's shoulder. It pierced hardened skin and flesh,
disappeared completely inside the beast.

The Makkon roared, arching back and, smultaneoudy, letting go of Moichi, who swiped at it with his
dirk. Black viscousfluid, sticky as glue, drooled from the wound. Still howling, it drove through the rent
inthewall, disappearing ingtantly into the shadows of the massed warehouses.

Moichi, head bowed, hands on his knees, gasped air into hislungs. When at last hewas ableto rise, he
turned to Aufeya, who stood, looking as she had aways |ooked to him. She stood with the torch raised
high, far back in the doorway, safe where the moonlight could not reach her.

‘Areyou dl right? she asked.
He nodded. 'With perhapsthe aid of God.'
"The God of the Iskamen,’ she said. 'How | envy you that.'

It was an odd thing for her to say, but given the circumstances he thought no more of it. But the memory
stayed and when, much later, it surfaced, he knew who had said it before: the sorceress, Sardonyx.

But by then it wasfar too late.
The Dai-San speaks.

If only | could make Chiisai understand, but she is only human, after all, though Bujun. | have a
great and abiding kinship with the Bujun. It was their sorcery that created me; it istheir secrets
which invigorate me. But these are not secrets which can be passed on, like the lore of a people,
from one generation to the next. | am enmeshed in secrets, now. That is my karma. But it is
wearisome, sometimes, because, as with Chiisai, they distance me from all others save the Kaer'n.

| look deep into Chiisai's eyes and | know her heart. She has joined with me many times and those
couplings have been as much fierce physical contests as they have been tender mercies for her.
She isthe Kunshin's daughter, after all, and by definition untouchable. But | know her. Sheis
fierce and proud and not a little bit sad. | know, too, that she is the less sad for knowing me. That
isnot a boast, merely fact which | can read at every moment in her eyes.

In other times and circumstances surely | would take Chiisai as my wife. Surely, the Kunshin
would wish it, but | have spoken to him as the Kaer'n have spoken to me and heisresigned. Heis,
after all, more used to the Kaer'n than even |. | have lived with them, it istrue, for some years,



but he has known them all his adult life.

He knows the inevitability of what must happen, but he does not know everything. Hismind is
human, after all, and can absorb only so much at a time. The Kaer'n are most cognizant of this.
They are, | fear, more understanding than | would be. | find, over time, that | lose patience with
this slowness of human thought, the sheer linearity of it.

| must guard against such tendencies. The Kaer'n say that | must hold close the shreds of
humanity still remaining to me, that | must not lose them. They are as important to my make-up -
and therefore my power - as my own sorcerous dai-katana.

| know the Kaer'n areright. They always are...

PART TWO

MU'AD
FIVE

SPIRITSRISING

The white sun, crystalline as diamonds, heavy asamailed fist, beat down upon Mu'ad, the Great
Desert. Moichi, lampblack smeared on his cheeks, his head covered with a capacious Fe'edjinn cowl,
squinted into the rolling nothingness of white dune and wind-whipped sand. The heet penetrated even the
sturdy oil-hardened leather of his seaboots. The soles of hisfeet were on fire and there was adistinct
wetness between histoes, whether from burst blisters or blood and swest he did not know.

Four days out into the Mu'ad and aready it felt like amonth. Tamuk had warned them of this. Infact, the
First Darman had used every form of persuasion he could think of to talk Moichi out of hisdesireto go
to the settlementsin the Mu'ad. But Moichi remained resolved and, at last, Tamuk had acceded. Moichi
was an Annai-Nin, after all, and brother to the Qatach.

Aufeya, lighter and thinner than he, seemed to be faring abit better. Her entire face had disappeared
within the Fe'edjinn’'s cowl and she wore the d'alb, the traditiona desert robes asif she had been born to
them. Being Dauzan that was, of course, impossible. Still, there was no doubt that she took to the desert
lifelike anative, and for that Moichi was grateful.

In the hottest portions of the day she used small sticksto tent out the cowl, giving more shade, even a
millimeter of which was priceless, and she caught hersalf as she nodded in her saddle.

Other times, sheignored Tamuk'singtruction to ride single-file and came up beside Moichi. They spoke
of many things but, oddly, never distant Daluzia, her home. She seemed fascinated by the Mu'ad, and
when Moichi told her how the Iskamen had learned to terraform parts of the Great Desert, she seemed
to know about it already. He should have marked this moment, and otherslikeit, but perhaps ill his
need not to face the truth was too pressing.

Moichi would tdll neither Tamuk nor Aufeyawhy he was so adamant about going to the Mu'ad. In truth,
he was not sure himself. He only knew he was being drawn here like alodestone to north. He wanted to
mourn for Sanda and for his mate Arasomu, but his mind kept returning to the Makkon. Surely the
Chaos beast had daughtered them both. The manner of their deaths was identical. Over and above
Moichi's shock at seeing another Makkon when he had been certain that the Dai-San had destroyed
them all wasthe question: why? Why had the Makkon murdered these two people? Wasthere a
connection or was it random mayhem? Buit, chillingly, hisknowledge of the Makkon told him that they



were akind of harbinger - outriders for amore highly developed, more powerful Chaosforce. Inthetime
of the Kai-feng, it had been the Dolman. But the Sunset Warrior had dain the Dolman, of that Moichi
was certain. What, then, was this Makkon'sliege lord?

The Makkon never killed randomly. There was dways a purpose. Chaos's purpose. But this Makkon
was dightly different than al the others Moichi had encountered. Those had never been ableto fully
integrate themselves into the world of man and so their outlines pulsed and changed with every beset of
their twin hearts. Thisone had not; it wasfully in thisworld.

It was aso without its tongue and filled with such arage as Moichi had never felt before. Therewasa
mystery here he knew needed solving. In the morning of Arasomu's murder he had walked the
jam-packed streets of Aldarat and was certain that the Makkon had fled the city. Where had it gone?

Therewas agpoor. Wheress its former brethren had |eft none, being only partidly in thisworld, thisone
wasdl here, and Moichi could smdl it. Not with his nose, but with hismind.

He could say nothing of these thingsto Tamuk, who would immediately dismiss him asamadman - the
First Darman had his own agendawhich dictated the murders had been committed by Al Rafaar, the
Adeneseterrorigts. Asfor Aufeya, Moichi did not want to darm her, as he himsalf was darmed by the
Makkon's maevolent presence.

Acrossthe Mu'ad they rode, on dun-colored co'chyn, long-legged desert beasts with knobby knees,
horned, triangular heads with sorrowful eyes and acurling trunk for sucking up water from the most
unlikely places. Co'chyn dso had three somachs, two of which gpparently stored fluidsin the tifling heeat
and the long migratory marches of the species. Both the I skamen and the Adenese had found waysto
train these anima's, usng them exclusively for desert travel.

Tamuk, ever security-minded, had brought two of his Feedjinn warriorswith him. They invariably rode
at thefront and rear of the single-fileline. Normally, desert travel was accomplished at night, when the
worst heat of the furnace day had dissipated somewhat, but in the Mu'ad this would have been amistake
and, infact, had clamed the lives of many travelers unaccustomed to its peculiarities. Here, it was
imperative that you keep moving during the bulk of the day, otherwise you could quiteliterdly fry. In fact,
deep was only possible in those few hours on either side of midnight when the Mu'ad was merely hat,
rather than unbearable.

Seep, then, was often dreamless and absolute, the mind and body so exhausted that you would drift off
before the evening meal was over. Not so for Moichi.

Each night he dreamed, and it was more or less the same dream - at |leadt, it was the same person who
cameto him asif shewere an angd in the cindery dark.

He dreamt of Sanda, daughtered like abeast in her own bed.

But they were like no dreams he had ever had before. Rather, they were like fevered visons or
halucinations that, in some cultures, were till caled viditations.

Aufeyas mother Tsuki had claimed to have experienced such phenomena. Poor dead Tsuki, killed by the
vengeful Sardonyx.

Sanda cameto him in many guises. At first, she gppeared as ateenager, bursting with life and energy, her
eyeslaughing even when he teased her or her face dark and flushed after witnessing one of hisepic fights
with Jesah. In these dreams she never spoke, merdly guided him through flashes of memory which
eectrified him like lightning on astormy night. At last, sheled him to the degthbed of Jud'ae, a scene,



finally, of forgiveness between father and son. At once, Moichi was again on the deck of hisship,
scenting the imminence of death. He had returned hometo find hisfather dying.

Then, Sanda came to him as awoman with the head of abird - a snowy egret with downy feathers
glistening of beaded water. Her long black beak hooked downward and there was aflopping fish
impaed onitssharptip, itsflat golden eye staring at Moichi asif with asingular purpose. With asudden
flip of her head she ; swallowed the fish whole. Then her beak opened and she spoke:

"Time is of the essence,"When the spirit flies above marsh and chasm Take care to bury past
heart,’And seek out the bear in the stone Not to possess,'But to be possessed.’

The voice was high, like a peacock’s harsh and grating cry, and the dreaming Moichi was obliged to
gtrain mightily to hear dl the words. They made no sense to him, but he remembered them when he
awoke and wrote them in charcod in his stained lesther-bound captain's logbook.

Inthe last of the dreamsthe night before they reached the first oasis encampment, deep within the Mu'ad,
Sanda appeared as she must have on her blood-stained bed. It was appalling to see her blue-white
instead of flushed with color as he remembered her. She moved asif sheweredtill in pain. Only (he
thought in his dream) dead people cannot fed pain. She shuffled and cupped her h nds at her lower belly
to keep her innards from dithering to her feet Her shattered chest was opened up like the skeleton of a
wrecked vessd, rotting at the bottom of the sea. Ribbons of skin hung from her like sea grape.

Moichi tried to look into her eyes, to see any semblance of the beloved sister he had once known but, as
in many dreams, his eyes refused to focus or, again, perhaps she had no eyes at dl, for hewas aware
only of ayawning and terrifying void, asif whatever had once been Sanda- her spirit - had been torn
from her dong with her insides.

Sanda! he cried soundlesdy. My sister! His heart was beating so fast it seemed it might fly out of his
chest or break into ten thousand pieces. He wanted only to talk with her - to her - not al these
manifestations. He ached for reassurance that this was indeed a nightmare - everything she had ever been
had been taken from her in the manner of her death.

Then she opened her mouth and, to his horror, blood spilled out. There was ahorrid gurgling sound that
eventudly resolved itself into two words repeated over and over, and even when he awakened, bathed in
swedt, trembling, his pulse pounding and his heart condricted with grief, he heard it ill, echoing in the
utter silence of the desert dawn:

Save mel

A blood-condor screamed, itsiridescent purple plumage swooping just beyond the top of adune. Tamuk
cdled for the column to hdt, and swinging his co'chyn around, rode back to where Moichi had reined in.

The settlement ison the far sde of that dune,’ he said tensely. ut you know aswell as| do what the
presence of the carrion eater augurs.'

'Why have we stopped? Aufeyaasked, coming up on her co'chyn. 'l see no sgn of a settlement.’
'l fear for them, lady,’ Tamuk said, whedling his mount round. "There were twenty settlers and Feledjinn.’

‘But there are no pams, no signsat al that we are near an oasis,' Aufeyainssted. 'Even the Feedjinn
could not have pitched camp without a steady supply of water nearby.’

'She'sright,’ Moichi said. 'Areyou certain we arein the right place, First Darman?



Tamuk snorted derisively, then, sgnalling to his men, who drew their scimitar-shaped weapons, he
spurred his co'chyn toward the long rise of the dune beyond which the blood-condor continued to circle
and swoop. Moichi and Aufeyafollowed the Fe'edjinn at adistance.

One of the Feledjinn, fed up with the bird's grating cry or perhaps nervous at what was waiting for them,
loosed an arrow which struck the blood-condor inits breast. It plummeted straight down, disappearing
behind the dune.

Moichi stood in hisstirrups, urging his steed dowly forward as he scanned the horizon. There was naught
to seein any direction but an endless sea of gently rolling dunes, here and there tufted with powdery sand
asgudsof fiercely hot wind swirled.

Tamuk and his men crested the dune and began their descent of the far sde. In amoment, they had
disappeared, and Moichi urged his co'chyn up the dope. At the dune's crest he paused, waiting for
Aufeya

'Where are they? she asked, staring down at the waad, the deep depression below. It was devoid of al
life. 'It'sasif the desart itsdlf swallowed them whole:!’

At that moment, they felt arumbling. Their co'chyn snorted and skittered nervoudy asrivulets of sand
began to stream down the far side of the dune into the waad. The rivulets soon becamerills and streams
that plumed into the air like rapids and waterfdls. The co'chyn screamed and bucked astheir footing was
eroded and they began to dide down the dune into the waad, which itself had changed radicadly. It was
now an evil-looking swirl of sand that seemed to have turned molten, to be revolving, expanding before
their eyes.

‘Quick!" Moichi shouted. 'Off the co'chyn!’

Hedid off histerrified mount, only to seeit shoot past him, tumbling into the waad, which sucked it down
like agigantic maw. Heturned, dipping in the cascading sand, pulling Aufeya off her co'chyn, asit dipped
to its knobby knees, then tumbled trunk over tail into the maelstrom of the shifting waad.

‘Let'sget out of herel" Moichi shouted, keeping hold of her as hetried to struggle up the dope of the
dune. The two were reduced to crawling on al fours, but for every step up, the cascading rivers of sand
took them down the equivalent of three.

Moichi glanced over his shoulder, saw how gppallingly close they were to the sucking, swirling base of
the waad and redoubled his efforts. He was rewarded by a heavy cascade of sand in hisface, and he and
Aufeyatumbled further down the dune.

The bottom of the bowl-shaped waad was sucked abruptly down, and from out of thisholerosea
dithery thick shape, like aprimeva serpent, huge and either covered by sand or made of sand itsdlf. A
beast. Could it be? Moichi wondered. A beast that lived below the surface of the Mu'ad.

The shape arched - far too large for the bowl of the waad to contain - and then, with agreat thrashing,
plunged into the center of the waad. It was now very close, and abruptly they heard the rumbling again,
but thistime it seemed to resolveitsdlf into a voice that echoed off the dunes and the distant, uncaring
white sky high above.

'FE'EDJINN!" In an eerie, hissing attempt at pronunciation. 'FE 'EDJIINN!'

Just above them, an avalanche of sand was forming, shaking itself from what once had been the crest of
the dune. It was coming and Moichi knew there was nothing they could do to avoid it. But the rumbling



echoed il in his brain and he fought for one last hope, to understand.
Think! he berated himself. Think!

The avalanche of sand now drowned out al sun. The blessed shade inundated them and for an ingtant it
seemed utterly delicious. Then Moichi was scrabbling at his Feledjinn cowled robe, clawing &t it to get it
off.

'What are you doing? Aufeya screamed.
‘Take off your d'ab!" Moichi shouted, throwing hisasidein aknot and pulling Aufeyas over her head.
‘Are you mad? Y ou-'

The avdanche took them, tumbling them down, down into the maw of the rumbling waad. Had he gotten
theddb dl theway off Aufeya? He couldn't be certain. Then ahuge fistful of clotted sand struck him full
in the face and he began to suffocate. He struggled but aweight, growing heavier, lay upon hischest. The
blood rushed to his head as he was flung upside down; the world went black and he lost consciousness.

Blood was still on High Minister Ojime's hands, metaphoricaly speaking, as he hurried through the city of
Haneda. He could fed the lumped package of the Makkon'stongue burning like alive cod againg his
lower bely.

He could not mourn the Rosh'hi's death because from thefirst he had seen Qaylinn as an enemy. Not that
that was necessarily immutable. Over the years, by dint of bribe or other less savory coercion, Ojime had
prosdlytized many enemiesto his cause. But not Qaylinn. He was a stubborn man, some might say a
righteous man, though that term | eft a bitter taste in Ojime's mouth. Ojime's father had thought of himsalf
asrighteous. He had beaten Ojime mercilesdy when his 'righteousness wasin full flower. Ojime had no
ideawhy hisfather beat him, and the fact he was never given the reason madeit al the more terrifying.
Therandomness, the pureirrationdity of it, scarred Ojime more deeply than any laying on of the chain his
father had used on him.

Asareault, Ojime was properly skeptica of those who characterized themselves as righteous, divining in
their strict rectitude the bud of evil and twisted psychoss.

And yet there was another reason, just as compelling, why he could not mourn the Rosh'hi's passing: he
had enjoyed plunging the blade into Qaylinn's breast. This vertiginous rapture was what made him stab
the Rosh'hi over and over. He could not stop, did not want to stop.

Deep down, hisddight in desth appalled him, turned hisbelly toice, but it had aso turned his heart to
stone and, these days, he found it ever more difficult to understand what he had found appaling in the
first place.

Ojime crossed a narrow and rotting bridge into the Hinin, the area of the city that lay in the lowest section
of the capital'sterrain. It wasto this place that al of Haneda's sawage flowed on itsway to the bay, and
it was here that the garbage of Bujun society had been dumped, eking out of the wet, clayey earth the
semblance of an existence.

Down dleys dark and dimy even a noon-time Ojime hurried, following a convoluted path that he had
devised days ago. He paused frequently to check whether he was being observed, and he dtered his
pace, doubling back often to ensure that no one was following him. And with each clever detour he
made, as he advanced further into the squaid and dangerous depths of the Hinin, he felt increasingly
secure.



At length, he came upon a packed dirt-lane that even for the Hinin was putrid. He ducked into this and,
holding his breath down its entire length, knocked upon athatch and willow door. He was just becoming
dightly light-headed when the door opened acrack. It was unnaturally dark in theinterior, and, gasping
for breath, Ojime breathed in an odor from the gap so fetid that he was certain he would faint.

'Who sent you? said arough voice. Thereek of foul breath sent Ojime back a pace.

"Tokagé.' Ojime uttered the forbidden word as softly as he could. Even within the Hinin the name of the
arch-collaborator with the forces of Chaos should not be used.

Insde," the voice commanded harshly, raisng Ojime's anger. But he had been warned repeatedly about
theill-mannered creature who dwelled within this mud and thatch hovel, and he held histongue.

The door banged shut behind him and immediately his eyes began to water. What is the floor made of,
he wondered, feces? For that was precisaly what it smelled like.

Some hump-like thing shuffled just ahead of him, leading him through room after room, until Ojime began
to distrust his senses. Surely, something was amiss. From the outside, the house at the end of the
evil-smelling lane looked asif it could contain no more than four rooms, and yet he had dready counted
threetimesthat.

Alarmed that he had been entrapped, his hand crept to the long-bladed dirk sheathed on theinside of his
left boot.

'Violencein any formwill get you dead’

Ojime started erect at the sound of the voice. He looked ahead, saw a shadowy figure sittingin a
fan-backed chair in what could only be called a solarium. Sunlight flooded through the highly polished
panes of glass, illuminating abewildering array of dwarf potted plants, herbs, ferns, mushrooms and
curious flowers, none of which Ojime had ever seen before.

Ojime, blinking heavily after the long journey in darkness, looked around for his humped guide but it
appeared that, for the moment at least, he was done with the figure in the fan-backed chair.

"Who sent you? the shadowy figure asked.
And Qjime gave the same answer: Tokagé.'

'Present yoursdlf,' the figure said asimperioudly asif they werein the Kunshin's opulent castle instead of
herein the village of the pariahs.

Ojime stepped forward. As he crossed the threshold into the solarium, the evil odors vanished asif they
had never existed. Instead, the sweet scents of new-mown grass and packed hay mingled with the
pleasant spices and nectars of the unknown herbs and flowers.

Light fell upon him in asteady stream, like waves upon ashore, until Ojime felt himsdlf to bein the center
of acdegtid spotlight, sngled out, chosen.

'What have you for me? the voice rustled.

Ojime hesitated for just an ingtant. Ingtinctively, he trusted nothing and no one, but he dso understood
that great risk was anecessary part of his plan. The Makkon's tongue meant nothing to himin its present
state. He had been assured that this creature was the only onein Ama-no-mori - perhapsin the entire
world - who knew what to do with this piece of otherworldly flesh. And so, long before he would stedl



the Makkon's tongue, he had schemed and connived, cgjoled and threatened and, lastly, had given up
lordly sums of jewels, mother-of-pearl and platinum to arrive, untouched and unknown, &t this place at
the far end of Haneda.

'Have you comethisfar only to be ruled by your fear? the voice rustled crosdly.
'l have no fear,’ Ojime said, believing thisto be so.

‘Then giveit to me" Animpossibly long-fingered hand extended out of the shadows, and Ojime found
himself wondering, not for thefirst time, what foul and perverted creature would lock itself away insuch a
gilded cage surrounded by amoat of stinking excrement.

Hisfingerstrembled dightly as he dug inside his robe and placed the lump of sueded cloth into the
outstretched hand.

'‘Ahhhh!" It waslike along-drawn sigh. The fingers were trembling as they unwrapped the flaps of cloth,
revedling the grayish-blue lump of otherworldly flesh. ‘It istrue, then!’ she cried. 'Damn hissoul to a
thousand hells unknown!

‘But have | areveation for him!" The figure rose and stepped out of the shadows. Though Ojime had
seded himsdlf for the worst hisimagination could conjure up still he was unprepared for the sght that
greeted him. For hefound himsalf standing face to face with the most etheredlly exquisite femae he had
ever seen.

She was as ddlicate as a butterfly and when she moved she seemed to float like afairy on acurrent of
fragrant air. Her skin was the color of thefirst snow and her long hair was jet black, floating about her
facein astyle dien to the Bujun. The perfect bow of lipswas a scarlet so intense it seemed to sear his
retinas, and the heavy lids of her enormous eyes were powdered in slver dust. Her long, graceful neck
was girdled by achain of perfectly matched pearlsthe color of sea-foam. Her dim framewas cloaked in
akimono of white, on which were brocaded egretsin cloth-of-platinum. It was cinched tightly with a
wide sash of white silk studded with seed pearls. They looked like stars flung into the ocean.

Ojime, hisface flushed, whispered, "Y ou are magnificent!"

The woman smiled with the innocence of achild. 'Y ou are kind to say s0." Her long fingers closed over
the Makkon'stongue, and her voice changed, momentarily chilling him, 'Y ou did not touch this?

‘No.'
'Did anyone dse?

He heard the tensenessin her voice but did not understand it. 'Not to my knowledge. Except for the
Dai-San.

Her head swiveled. 'The Dai-San knows.’
'Yes. Hehdd it. But he was wearing that hideous six-fingered glove of his!'

"The Makkon's skin." She nodded. 'But he knows nothing. No harm done, then." She looked at him. 'l
can do it, then, what you wish, what you have paid handsomely for. | can make the potion that will make
youimmortd.'

He hesitated but a moment as she turned and led him now to the rear of the solarium wherethere were
fires burning from an unknown source. She thrust the Makkon's tongue unceremonioudy into a blocky



stone and ceramic square not unlike aforge. The orange flames turned immediately black and acloud of
chokingly thick smoke rose into the air. The stench made Ojime forget about al the dark rooms he had
passed through. He fell to his knees and gagged.

Thefary-like woman stood motionless, staring down a him until the flames returned to their origina
color. Then, astonishingly, she did her right hand into the forge's opening, into the flames and the
incredible heat. Ojime gasped but she did not so much asflinch. A moment later her hand, blue with
cinder, emerged in afist. She walked over to azinc-topped table filled with the implements of gardening
and grinding.

She opened her fist over alarge marble mortar and Ojime watched a colorless ash sparkle down inathin
stream. What she added to thisresidue of the Makkon's tongue he could not even begin to say. An hour
after she had first beckoned him into the solarium, she announced that she was done.

'l will take possession of it now,' Ojime said.
Sheturned and, smiling that innocent childlike smile, said, Y ou must meet my price!’

Ojime'sface darkened. "Why, | have paid you more than a score of men and their sonswill earnintheir
lifetimes. | have met your price.

"That you have,' she affirmed gill smiling sweetly. "That was my price for making the potion. What you
have asked for, after dl, isunique, highly dangerous.’ She held asmall glass phid doft. It contained a
thick liquid that seemed to flash and fluoresce. 'Y ou could hardly have gone anywhere eseto get this!

'Damn you,' Ojime said menacingly, taking astep toward her. "We struck abargain. We have aded .

The woman appeared unperturbed. ‘My price for delivery issmple. Y ou will grant me your alegiance
after you have becomeimmortd.'

Ojime, who had no intention of honoring any promise he made to thiswitch, laughed out loud. ‘I s that
al?

'l warnyou.' Shelifted along finger. There will be dire consequences should you refuse to grant my
wish!

Ojime, hismind aflame only with the consequences of what she held in her hand, knew he had no reason
to heed her counsdl. 'l agreeto your pricefor delivery,’ he said.

Power! hismind cried, transfixed by this moment. Power !

The woman nodded, and he stepped forward, took the glass phia out of her hand and, with aquick flick
of hiswrigt, upended it over his open mouth. He swallowed convulsively, and felt apeculiar burning in his
gullet, working itsway down to his ssomach. Any liquid that was powerful enough to raise the deed, he
had reasoned, would make of him, aliving human being, something akin to agod. Someone to chdlenge
and defeat even the great Dai-San.

It isworking! hethought, gripped by exhilaration. He began to laugh. 'I've tricked you, witch," he said,
looking at the ethereal woman through eyes that had begun to water.

That angdlic amile. 'Have you, Chief Minigter Ojime?

'No names!' he cried. 'How do you know my name?



The woman began to laugh. "Why, you fool, | know everything.' She spread her armswide. 'Did you
think 1 didn't know that you lied to me? She leaned forward and now - though Ojime could not be sure
because his eyes were streaming tears - her aspect did not seem quite so angelic. In fact, she did not
appear benign a al. 'Power, Ojime. That isyour ambition. And now that you haveit, tell me whether it
meets with your expectations!'

Ojime had fully intended to do just that, to tell her that despite her gloating he till maintained the upper
hand. He was Chief Minigter, after al, and a Bujun warrior. What was she? He opened his mouth to utter
these things and more but at that moment the liquid cascaded into his ssomach.

The pain hit him like aswordsmith's hammer. Every cdl in hisbody seemed on fire, bleeding, imploding,
the agony feeding onitsdf, until...

Ojime kept right on screaming dl the way through the transformetion.
SIX

BELLY OF THE BEAST

Moichi awoke into musty darkness. It was warm, but far from the broiling heat of the Mu'ad. 'Aufeya?

He reached out, but could not find her. He rolled over and groaned, holding his head steady until the
waves of vertigo subsided. He got up on his hands and knees, felt for hisdirks. They were gone; he had
been disarmed. He began to move, but amost immediately paused. Didn't the floor feel spongy? Didnt it
fed moist and dmogt sticky?

He heard the eerie shilancein hismind again: 'Fe'edjinn! Fe'edjinn!’

A cold chill swept through him. Could it be that he wasin the belly of the beast? Swallowed but not
ingested. And where was Aufeya?

He began to move again, but it wasn't long before he felt the hard steel edge of awegpon at histhroat.
'Don't move!" avoice hissed.

A light appeared, asmdl brass lamp with atiny flamerisng from itswick. By itsmean light Moichi saw a
moon face the color of suet. It seemed to be stuck directly onto abody of gross weight with no
intervening neck.

'Y ou're not dead,’ the moon face said with some surprise.
'Should | be?

The blade of the weapon - one of Moichi's own dirks, he saw -softly caressed the skin on histhroat.
'Everyone e seiswho comes here,' the moon face said. Black round button eyes blinked below a
beetling brow, and the cherry bow of feminine lips made amoue.

You're not.'
The button eyes blinked again. Turn over.'
'What?

The point of the dirk drew blood. "Y ou heard me. Turn over, I'm hungry.'



Moichi was obliged to move. As he turned on hisside, he said, "Where arewe? And then, on his back,
'What are you going to do?

A tiny pink tongue worked itsway around the bow of hislips. 'Hungry. I'm going to open you up and
feast on-'

Perhapsit was the hunger or the anticipation of satiation, but his concentration wavered for an instant.
Moichi dammed hisfigt into the side of the hand that held the dirk. At the same time he used the edge of
his other hand on the nerve plexusin moon face's shoulder. There was so much flesh he had to lift himself
off thefloor in order to find it.

Moon face cried out and the dirk fell to the floor. Moichi scooped it up and, placing it at the fat man's
throat, felt around for its twin. When he had both dirksin his possession he said, "Who are you?

'Dujuk’kan's my name,’ the moon face wailed. 'And for the love of God have pity on me. I've been
incarcerated herefor..." His head swung around in disbelief. '‘Assan, | don't know how long I've been
herel’

'‘Assan!" Moichi repeated. 'Y ou're Adenese!’

'Wheat of it? Dujuk'’kan said. '‘Are you an |skaman?

'Asit happens, | am.'

The fat man stared at him open-mouthed. 'Assan, you can't be Feedjinn.’
Now we're getting somewhere, Moichi thought. "Why can't |7

‘Because... because..." Dujuk'’kan looked away. He yelped, jumped as Moichi pricked him with the
dirk, and his head turned back. His eyes, squinting, made him look sad like a child's forgotten toy,
thrown in acorner to gather dust instead of love. 'Y ou're hurting me," he said mournfully.

Moichi laughed mirthlesdy. That isn't the half of what I'll do unlessyou cooperate. Y ou were going to est
mefor dinner!’

"That was necessity. | am hungry. What choice did | have? But you're just being cruel.’

Moichi pricked him again and he squedled likean animd. 'The... thing here... eats Feedjinn. Like
everything eseinthe Mu'ad its surviva ingtincts are honed to asharp edge.”

‘But why only Feedjinn. Why didn't it eat you?

Dujuk'kan shrugged. 'l don't know | - oww!" He stared at the rivulet of his own blood and Moichi felt
sure hewas on the verge of tears. 'Now look what you've done!' he wailed like awoman.

'If you tell methe truth no more blood will be spilled.’

Those black button eyes stared at Moichi. 'Promise? And when Moichi nodded, he sighed. His
expresson was very sad. 'I'm atrader, you see. I've lived in the Mu'ad dl my life. Don't ask me why
exceptitismy homeand | find it impossibleto leave. Likethis... thing's my survival indinctsare
formidable. When it sucked mein | knew | had to make aded fast.'

'So you bartered your knowledge of the Mu'ad for your life.

The fat man nodded. 'It'strue. I'm guilty. | led it to Feedjinn settlementsin return for my life. But the



bargain backfired. | became too useful; it refused to let me go, so I've been imprisoned down here for
Assan only knows how long.'

‘But where arewe? In the belly of thething?

'Oh, no! We'rein one of the underground tunnelsit digs out for itsalf wherever it goes. It's somewhere -'
he looked to either side -'around here.’

‘But it didn't est me.’

‘No.'

‘And thewoman | waswith?

'What woman? Dujuk'’kan said. 'l saw no onedse!’

Then where is Aufeya? Moichi asked himsdf franticaly. Could the thing have...? But he stopped
himsdlf. That way led madness. 'We haveto find her," he said to the fat man. 'How extensive are the
tunnels?

"We've been here quite sometimewhileit... feasted. If she's till dive, she could be anywhere. Wed
never find her intime!

'Intime? What do you mean?
"The thing hasjust gorged itself on... thethree Feedjinn. It'sin aperiod of stasisnow whileit digests. It-'

Sasis! That wasit! 'Quick!" Moichi said, pulling the fat man to hisfeet with agrunt. Take meto the
thing.

Those button eyes nearly popped out of Dujuk'kan's head. ‘Are you mad? What thisthingis..." He
shuddered. "Y ou don't want to go near it. Trust me, you don't even want to seeit.’

‘Take metherel Now!" Moichi pushed the lamp into the fat man's trembling hands, then shoved him along
thetunnd. 'If itisstill in stasiswe have achanceto kill it before it awakes!'

Kill it? Thefat man'stongue licked hislips asif he needed to taste the concept.
'It'sthe only way you will get out of here, Moichi said.

Dujuk’kan's eyeslit up. 'Kill it! Yes!' He ducked his massive head as he began to lead Moichi down a
twigting tunnd. The lamp illuminated the curving walls, carved with corkscrew markings, asif they had
been routed out with agigantic drill.

‘Just what isthisthing? Moichi asked as Dujuk’kan led him down aleft-hand branching.

'Assan knows,' the fat man said. A misshapen monster bred in this desert of wonders. Perhapsit isthe
last of itskind.' He shuddered again, his shoulders and sides wobbling like Daluzan custard. 'l pray to
Assnitisso.

Moichi was aware that Dujuk'kan was leading him along a series of tunnelsthat led deeper into the desert
floor. There seemed to be no rock here, but sand compressed into the dengity of stone. Still, it was sand,
moist and dmost springy to the touch as he had discovered.

Ever downward they went until they were enveloped by awet coolness that seemed as stifling asthat of



an ocean'sfloor. The air seemed asthick as honey and Moichi's lungs began to labor with each bregth.
When hefelt awave of dizziness, he pulled the fat man around. 'How much farther?

‘Not far.' The button eyes squinted. ‘Are you al right?
'Fine, Moichi said, indicating that they should push on.

They hardly needed the |lamp now, for the walls of the drilled out tunnels spiraled with crawling things,
insects of some sort, which emitted a pulsing greenish-yellow light. The moving lights served to further
disorient him so that he staggered and, a one point, fell against the wall. Huge insects began to crawl dl
over him, turning him phosphorescent.

Seaing this, Dujuk’kan turned and brushed the creatures off him. The light will waken the thing
prematurely.’ His voice was now awhisper, asign that they were closeto the stasislair. But so closeto
thewall Moichi saw thick, dark veins running through the hard-packed sand. He touched them with his
fingertips. They seemed metdlic and Dujuk’kan confirmed this.

‘Thereisno real rock bed until you get much further down,' he said. 'But there are veins of metd ore -
tin, lead and antimony -hard as diamond.’

The route now turned so steep they were obliged to dide part of the way down. Moichi wondered how
they would ever get back up for there were no handholds and the floor of the tunndl's, smooth and giving,
would beimpossibleto climb.

At the bottom of what was dmost a chimney of sand the tunnd narrowed down. Moichi could see
immediately that the Adenese would never fit through. There were no insects here and it was dark and
dank, savefor the pitifully smdl circle of light from the lamp's flame.

"There,' Dujuk'’kan whispered, pointing directly through the narrow defile. That isthe neck of thelair.' He
crouched down, lifting thelamp ashe did so. It istill curled in stasis.” He looked at Moichi. Y ou will
haveto goin there!

Moichi drew onedirk, put it crosswise between histeeth. He held the other in hisleft hand and, pushing
the Adenese aside, took the lamp from him and began to crawl through the narrow neck. Hewas
immediately aware of thewals closing in on him until he could fed them on al sdes. Still, he pushed on,
though he could fedl the compressed sand dragging at his clothes. How much narrower could the neck
become?

He squirmed hisway onward. Now he was obliged to curl his shoulders toward one another in order to
keep going. The narrow tunnd seemed to stretch onward. He had supposed, going by Dujuk’kan's
description of a'neck,’ that he would have to pass through only a short distance.

Still, the tunnel narrowed. There was no space to turn around. Moichi could hear the thunder of his
heartbest, the wheezing of his breathing. He could not even lift his head anymore. He waslike aworm,
heading downward into darkness, into an unknown fate, to confront... what? Some monstrous beast that
ate human beings as naturaly as he drank weter.

He pressed on, knowing ingtinctively that to stop would be a mistake, for that respite would alow
doubts, fears and even panic to assail him, crushing courage underfoot. But it was now so narrow that it
was dl he could do to inch painfully ong. His skin benesth his clothes felt rubbed raw by the constant
contact with the compressed sand.

Abruptly afetid whiff cameto him. The neck had ceased to narrow and, with a great effort, he wriggled



forward. Theair, though somewhat foul, ceased to be moist, and his grateful lungs sucked it in. Then, all
at once, his head and shoulders were through and, squirming, he used his elbows against the wall of the
lair to 'ever himsdlf dl theway out.

Hefound himsdf inasmall chamber. It was empty. He went back to the neck he had climbed through,
shouted, 'Dujuk’kan, the thing isno longer here. What-'

Hisvoice was drowned out by a deep rumble, and he leaped back from the opening amoment before a
torrent of sand came rushing through. It spewed into the chamber, filling it by athird. His heart snking, he
lifted the lamp, kicked at the sand. It was solid enough. He pushed it away from the opening and more
gushed through. There was no doubt that sand filled the neck completely. He was cut off. Which, he saw
now, was precisely the Adenesg's plan.

Chill take him! Moichi thought. He has buried me dive here. Too late, it occurred to him that Dujuk’kan
must have lied about amost everything, that he knew where Aufeyawas, that he wanted her for himsdlf
or, just aslikely, to sdl in theinfamous and illicit Mu'ad flesh markets. With her red hair and copper eyes
shewas an exatic type in this part of the world; sheld no doubt fetch afortune for the fat Adenese.

Holding the lamp high, he walked around the chamber. 1t was devoid of anything except sand, and it was
small enough so that with the one opening blocked it could not be long before heran out of air. Infact,
the lamp's flame was using precious oxygen. He could douseit, of course, but he lacked ameansto
reightit.

He stood in the middle of the chamber, overly conscious of his breath going in and out. He knew he
shouldn't concentrate on it, he should think of other... Wait! Maybe he should concentrate on his
breathing - or at least the air he was taking in. Because it wasn't musty and, thisfar down, in a chamber
with one egress that was now blocked, it should have been. But, except for that faint fetid scent, the air
was clear and, as he had noted earlier, drier than that of the tunnels above. This could mean only one

thing.
Helooked upward, searching for the place where fresh air wasfiltering into the chamber. He went

around the room four times, dowly examining the high walls and ceiling of the chamber. It had to be
there, hejust knew it.

And, at last, he found what appeared to be a crease in the near featurelesswall. It was appalingly high
up, dmogt at the celling but.... He stood benesth it, sniffing lightly and then more deeply. Yes, theair was
marginaly drier and fresher here. His spiritslifted. Then there was at |east achance of another way ouit.
But how to reach it? The wals of the chamber, though grooved lightly like dl the other tunnels, rose
graight up without so much as a hint of hand- or footholds. And what good was away out if he couldn't
reachit? Theirony of it threastened to overwhelm him.

Then he went over to thewall, put the flat of hishand againgt it. It was harder, drier than thosein the
moi<t, heavy atmosphere above. Hetook one dirk, drove it horizontally hilt deep into the wall three feet
up. He put hisweight oniit, straining. It did not give.

His heart beating fast, he climbed on it then, reaching up, drove the second dirk into the wall, three feet
abovethat. He stepped up, carefully putting hisweight onto the higher dirk. 1t held. Hetook hisweight
off the lower dirk and, leaning down, pulled it free. It was tough work, and he resolved to make the
subsequent steps up shallower. It would dow his progress but he would be assured of pulling the lower
dirk out of thewall.

Thus he made his painful way up the chamber toward the bregth of air seeping in. He was swesting
heavily from the exertion and the delicate bal ancing act he was obliged to perform simultaneoudy. Once,



he was sure the lower dirk would not shift, and he spent an agonizing ten minutes working on it, using
patience aswell asmuscleto inchit out of thewall. When it findly came free, he paused, crouching on
one bent leg like some exotic avian, letting his heartbest return to a semblance of normalcy.

He went on, rising until he waswithin three feet of the cailing. He could seetherift in thewal now, adark
ruffled scar in the sand. Carefully, he reached up until hisfingertips closed over thetop of therift.

It was aledge of some sort!
God of my fathers, he breathed silently, thank Y oul!

He had one dirk sheathed, and now he put the flat of both hands onto the ledge and, with amassive
effort, pulled himself up. It was very tight. Therift itsalf ran for more than eight feet horizontaly, but it was
only about eighteen inchesin height, and that wasin its center. It tapered off on either side so narrowly it
seemed that no one could squirm through. Moichi turned around and, reaching down, pulled the dirk out
of thewadl. Then he turned his attention to therrift.

He could fed clean fresh air blowing on hisface, and there was adim illumination someway in the
distance. That was good news indeed, since he had been forced to leave the lamp behind on the
chamber'sfloor.

He examined therift and calculated that if he went headfirgt into the center of it he could just about make
it through. In any case, he had no choice. Hehad to try.

The way was somewhat easier going than he had expected. The sand here was so dry it waslike shale,
cracking off in thin layers so that he could work the gperture wider in spots. Also, the rift was shalow, so
that he wasthrough it in just over two body lengths.

He sat for amoment on the other side, bathed in the eerie bluish glow and wiped the swesat from his
forehead. I'm il not out of this, he had to remind himself.

And that was when he saw the six red eyes staring at him from the shadows. It was amoment before the
image resolved itsdf and he understood that al six eyes belonged to one entity.

God of my fathers, he thought, so Dujuk’kan wasn't lying about everything after dl.

Sowly, hetook onedirk, held it point first in front of him. He crouched in the gloom, his musclestense,
his nerves singing with adrendine.

'Feedjinn.’ It was the voice he had heard just before he and Aufeya had tumbled into the swirling waad.
'Feedjinn.’

'l am not Feledjinn,’ he said emphaticaly. He thought of the fate of Tamuk and his men and his ssomach
turned over in revulson. 'Who are you?

'l am |." The thing shifted in the shadows but Moichi still had no clear idea of its shape or size. He knew
only that it was blocking his sole path out of this underground prison. Asif it had read histhoughts, the
thing said, 'l am Jailor. | mete out punishment.'

'Isthat why you swallow Fe'edjinn whole? To punish them?
'l only punish one. The others are sustenance. | must live; | must eat.’

Moichi crept alittle forward, willing his gorge not to rise. What was it about this creature that caused



such absolute antipathy? Was it smply its gruesome diet?
"Y our prisoner?

Those horrific red eyes staring at him. 'Y es. The Adenese Dujuk’kan. Heiscrimina. Hiscrudty is
boundless. Incarcerated, he was here for a purpose. Now you have disturbed that purpose.’

'Dujuk’kan told me he was amerchant.’ The Adenese had told Moichi many things. Which oneswere the
truth and which thelies?

'Asisusud with him helied and truthed al a once," Jailor said. 'Merchant heis, but in only one specific
way: heisadaver. For years, he ran an Adenese dave camp in the Mu'ad. |skamen settlers - mostly
children and adolescents - were his prey. Cruel he was to them. Inhuman hewas." An odd, chilling sound
filled the cavern, ralling and echoing. It was only after atime that Moichi understood that the thing was
snickering. It had used theword ‘inhuman’ ironically. It was at this moment that it came to Moichi that this
was no unthinking monster as Dujuk’kan had led him to believe.

'Oh, yes, heis merchant. He sold his contraband or himsdlf tortured them until he laughed hard and long.’

‘But someone must have put an end to it, Moichi said. 'Someone put him down here with you ashis
guardian. Who?

‘Bjork.’
'Who is Bjork? Moichi asked.

‘Bjork made me with hismagic. With his magic he set Dujuk’kan's poor livestock free. He caused
Dujuk’kan's prison to be made. | am prison and guard, yes, one and same.' The eyes wavered and
seemed to glow more brightly. Therewas aplan. Bjork's plan. Now you have disturbed it dl.’

'1?How?

'Dujuk’kan has escaped. Because of you.' Those six eyes were likefiery coas blasting the shadows, and
Moichi could fed an animusrising, dark and dangerous. "Y ou and the woman have my atention
diverted.

Moichi's heart legpt. 'Thewoman. Aufeyaisdive?

'Duyjuk’kan clever is,' the creature continued. 'Taken the woman he has. Gone heis!’
Moichi shifted forward. Then | must go after them. Is Aufeyadl right?
‘Unconscious sheis. All | know.'

'Y ou must let me go. Y ou-'

'NO!' The shriek filled Moichi's ears, overflowing the cavern, echoing on and on without end. The eyes
grew asthething dithered forward until it blocked the way completely. In amoment it would emerge
from the shadows and Moichi would see. 'Y ou will go nowhere. Here iswhere you will stay in place of
Dujuk’kan.'

Moichi flicked the blade of hisdirk. 'But | am no crimind. Y ou have no cause to keep me against my
will.

'Best cause,' the thing said, and that odd, chilling snicker came again. 'My life, my existence, depends on



prisoner. | told you of Bjork's plan. He created me to guard. When Dujuk’kan dies, | ceaseto exist. But
while Dujuk'’kan lives, so mugt |. Without someoneto guard | will perish. Happen | will not let that.' The
3x eyes seemed to expand exponentidly asit came straight for Moichi. 'Y ou are my prisoner now for al
your days until the moment of your death.’

When Chiisai knocked on the thatch and willow door of the mean house at the end of the foul-smelling
lanein Hinin, shewas clad in the rags of astreet urchin. She had made it her businessto follow High
Minister Ojimeto the Shinsai na-ke Temple where, unbeknownst to her, Ojime had stolen the Makkon's
tongue and had caloudy murdered the chief Rosh'hi. She had hunkered down in the shadows, waiting
patiently for him to emerge, and so she had observed him at length dip out of the temple and hurry away.
He had led her amerry paranoid chase through crowded shops and teeming marketplaces, beneath
arching bridges, down cobbled thoroughfares thick with produce carts and itinerant caligraphers and
fortune-telers, and dong narrow aleyways, some of which he had furtively doubled back on. But she
had persevered, shadowing him al the way to the Hinin bridge where she quickly dathered her clothes
with mud and hurried after him. Seeing where he was headed, she rent her dready filthy clothesand, to
make the picture perfect, had rolled around on the packed-dirt lane until she had acquired the right
degree of ripeness. Then she had boldly knocked upon the thatch and willow door.

'We have no food to spare,' the humped figure muttered from the open doorway. 'Be gone with you.
Weeee-'

The voice turned into a screech as Chiisal put aknife to the hunchback's throat. 'Whereishe? she said.

'Who? The screech came again as she drew the edge of the blade lightly across his curioudy hairless
in.

'Do you think | am joking? she hissed in the hunchback's ear. 'Do you think | am unaware of the
treasonous activities attributed to the owner of this place? Shetightened her grip upon thefigure. 'Ojime.
Whereishe?

'Y ou will wish you never came here,' the hunchback said as Chiisal propelled him through one
evil-amelling chamber after another.

'l am aready wishing that,’ she said, her nose wrinkling.
'My mistresswill kill you," the hunchback whined. 'She guards her privacy most jealoudy.’
‘Dontweal.

‘Not like her,' the hunchback said, racing along asfast as his short, misshapen legs could carry him. 'She
isfanatic. You'll see’ Hetried to twist his head around to look at her and she rapped him smartly on the
temple. He made alow gurgling sound, like a cud-chewer, and hurried on. Shewas amost climbing his
back as she urged him on.

'No matter how quickly we get there, you will not unnerve her. She knows everything. It is her business:’
'And what business might that be? Chiisai said.
'Sheis Kaijikan, the Keeper of Souls!

Chiisa grabbed & the shell-like back, hurling the figure againgt onefilthy wall. He bounced off with a
grunt and she dammed the hed of her hand into his chest. She put her face up againgt his, pae, sickly and
worn, asif he were centuries old instead of decades. 'What nonsense are you promoting? Kaijikanisa
myth, an ugly creation to frighten young children into behaving. Kaijikan does not exist.’



"Then you will be dain by amyth,’ the hunchback said through thick lipsthe color of freshly seeping
blood.

'‘Goon,’ Chiisal said, hurling him forward,'show mewhere sheis!'
'No need,’ said a soft but commanding voice. 'l am here.’

The hunchback gave alittle moan asthetal figure reached out, enfolding him in an embrace of sorts. Ina
moment, he was no longer there.

Chiisal squinted through the gloom. "Who are you? And where is High Minister Ojime?
'l am as Te-tesaid. Kaijikan, the Keeper of Souls.'
Chiisal laughed, but she was uneasy. She could not make out asingle feature in the gloom.

'But you have already met one,' Kaijikan said. ‘A soul, | mean. Isn't that right, Te-te.' And just like that
the hunchback reappeared, cowering and shivering.

'I hate when you do that,’ he said. ‘It hurts.'
With ayow! he disgppeared again.

‘Spiritualy, he means,' Kaijikan said. 'Of course heis beyond fedling any form of physicd pain.’ She lifted
onelong arm. '‘Come. Y ou wanted to seethe High Minister. Thisway.'

She turned and went through the doorway. Chiisai had no choice but to follow. She did not for aminute
believe that this creature, whoever she might be, was the mythical Kaijikan, Keeper of Souls. Shewasa
madwoman, but no doubt cunning and dangerousfor dl that.

The brightness of the solarium was amost blinding for the first few moments. As Chiisal adjusted to the
flood of light, she saw Kaijikan's features emerging, one by one. She saw thelong black hair fird, inits
asymmetrica, non-Bujun style, then the enormous eyes, the bright bow of amouth, the long, eegant
neck, and the dim, firm body wrapped in the magnificent white and cloth-of-platinum kimono.

She was taken aback, though she struggled mightily not to show it. The eyes, for instance, told her that
thiswoman was clever, yes, but not mad. Madness, she had cometo learn, had its own spectrum of
toxinsthat dissolved the color of theirises, causing them to become nothing more than lenses beyond
which could be glimpsed the dark void of insanity. These eyes glittered with life, with energy beyond
understanding.

On the other hand, the snowy skin was like nothing she had seen on ahuman. It was without line or
blemish and, when she looked more closely, was without pores as well.

'Y ou are wearing amask,’ Chiisal said.

'Do you think so? Kaijikan pouted, then opened her mouth wide, making certain Chiisai saw therewas
no possibility of amask. She put impossibly long fingers up to her cheek. 'Do you think | need one? So
many men - and women - have fdlen in love with meit never occurred to methat I might need one!’

'Whereis OQjime?

'Oh, yes,' Kaijikan said sweetly. 'l dmogt forgot.' She turned toward the rear of the solarium, where it
was damnably hot from asquat kiln and aroaring fire. 'It seems asif the Chief Minister doesn't fedl
himsalf today - to say the least!”



Chiisal looked in the direction Kaijikan indicated and her heart thudded so heavily in her breast it seemed
to skip abesat. There, stood a huge, dark-bearded man, immense and powerful, dressed in full battle
armor of amanufacture unfamiliar to her. His square face was heavy-jowled, with danting cheekbones
and thick, amogt dien, brows over heavy-lidded black eyesthat were dl glittering iris. Upon hishelm
was s0ldered a golden, writhing reptile that Chiisal recognized as a sdlamander, the creature of eterna
life, and the same Signdl creature was depicted in aclasp at histhroat carved from asingle ruby with onyx
eyes. It was surrounded by onyx flames which reached up into its open mouth.

‘Tokagé!' sheintoned. 'But that isimpossible!’ She turned to Kaijikan. "What trickery have you conjured?
What illuson? Thisbeast - thistraitor to mankind - was killed by the Dai-San in the Kai-feng.'

"True enough,’ Kaijikan said. ‘But | won't try to convince you thisisindeed Tokagé. Illusion, do you
think? By al means, go to him. Touch him. Seefor yoursdif.

Chiisai went hesitantly across the solarium. As she passed Kaijikan a scent came to her nostrils of rose
petals and silver sage, and she gasped, for these odors were associated with the mythical Keeper of
Souls. She paused for amoment, staring at Kaijikan, who merely smiled back at her. Then she turned
and went up to Tokagé. Asshedid, his dlittering eyes followed her, but when she reached out to touch
him - he wasindeed solid enough - he did not move.

‘Satisfied now? Kaijikan asked.

'No. He could be anyone," Chiisai said. But she was staring into his eyes and she recognized that |ook
and knew, despite what she might rationdly believe impossible, that thiswasindeed the arch-traitor of
mankind. 'Besides, he hardly seemsdive.

'Inthat you have somejusdtification, Kaijikan said. 'Heis but halfway back from the dead." And when
Chiisai turned to look at her that smilewas gtill in place. 'Y ou see, | needed two thingsto reanimate him.
The tongue of the Makkon and someone living ambitious enough so that when Tokagé's soul re-entered
the physica realm the body - and mind - would not be torn gpart. High Minister Ojimefit the bill

perfectly.’
ThisisQjime?

'Not anymore,’ Kaljikan said. 'Oh, parts of him till exist, | would imagine, here and there. But he has
become what he dreamed of, something more."

'So that iswhat Ojime was doing hanging around Shinsel na-ke Temple. He wanted to stedl the
Makkon'stongue.'

'And gtedl it he did,’ Kaijikan said,'spilling the Rosh'hi's blood in the process!’

'He murdered Qaylinn?

'In cold blood, | am pleased to say.' She was beaming. 'Such a perfect host for Tokagé!'
Chiisai whirled. 'l will kill him!'

She drove at the huge, armored figure, her blade drawn. But behind her, Kaijikan made a series of
complex sgnsin theair, acircle of taismans, and just asthe point of Chiisal's blade was about to pierce
aseam in hisarmor, Tokagé moved.

The point glanced off metd, shrieking in protest, and ahuge mailed fist chopped down, making her whole
arm go numb. The blade clattered to the solarium floor, and Tokagé grabbed her in aniron grip, spun her



around.

"His soul was mine from the very moment of hisviolent death,’ Kaijikan said. ‘I have plansfor him now.
Plans so sweeping you could not even imagine them. And | have no intention of alowing you, or anyone
ese tointerferewith them.’

SEVEN

DUK FADAT

Thejailor with six eyes came crawling out of the shadows and Moichi thought he would faint. The
thing was so hideous the reaction was ingtinctive. It had along, flat insectoid head. A double dit likea
crosswith four thin lips served as amouth. It was surmounted on either side by black, beetle-like
mandibles. Its bloated, misshapen body, blotched and mottled with patches of clotted wiry hair, wound
around and around, ending in awickedly barbed tail, segmented like that of a scorpion. It had amultitude
of short legs, each ending in four powerful talons, on which it scuttled crabwise. A viscous white foam
ebbed and flowed from the corners of the ghastly mouth. The eyes, however, were dlive with interest.

"Y ou thought me ugly before you even saw me,' the creature said. ‘Now have | fulfilled your fear.' Theflat
shell-like head bounced up and down. 'That ishow Bjork made me. A Jailor should be hideous, yes, and
| was the only creature Dujuk'’kan was meant to see.’

"Then Aufeyaand | got sucked in," Moichi said, swalowing hard. 'How wasit you didn't eat us asyou
did the Féedjinn?

'‘Camethey first. Full was| when you appeared. Y ou were sucked down in the aftermath of my great
hunger. No need had | for you while | dept, whilefull wasmy bely.’

'So we were meant to stock your larder.’
'l understand not.’

It was hard to ook at the creature but Moichi forced himself. 'Y ou were saving us until you were hungry
agan.

‘That will belong time. | liked woman.'
'Liked Aufeya? Moichi cocked hishead. 'In what way?

'Dujuk’kan saw her. Saw | him drooling and thought 1, if | keep her and he can't have her, sweet torture
for him then and | am fulfilling Bjork's purpose even more.'

Moichi conddered thisamoment. ‘Do you understand what is happening? Something Bjork obvioudy
did not anticipate.’

Jailor sniffed. 'Bjork anticipated everything.'
‘Not thefact that hisjailor would begin to take on the characterigtics of his prisoner.’
‘Understand | not.'

'Look. Y ou were created to keep Dujuk'’kan incarcerated, away from his own kind so he could not harm
them as he had for so many years.'

' doso.'



'Yes, Moichi said. 'And then you decided to do more. To torture him as he tortured the children he had
stolen. What is the difference then between jailor and prisoner?

It seemed asif Jailor was humming asit got down to work. Using its mandibles, it collected the viscous
white liquid and rapidly began to spin out strands of shining filaments. Theseit strung from the walls of the
low grotto which it was guarding.

'What are you doing? Moichi asked uneasily.

The humming continued as the web became more complex. 'One prisoner escapes, another can do. This
will prevent further escapes’

Moichi stepped forward, dashed at the strands with the dirk. To his consternation, the strands mended
themselves even as they were being diced. He hacked and hacked at the web with the same result. There
was never enough time to bresk free before the strands coalesced.

'Y ou see," Jailor snickered,'told you | that Bjork thought of all.’

Moichi stepped back, wiping the sweet from hisface. What would it be like to spend the rest of hislifein
captivity? he wondered. Each day like stepping into apoal of quicksand, sucking you down into
nothingness. Time would become meaningless; so too, eventualy, responsibility and thought. Just adow
drifting away like atiny boat on avast night-time sea. He could not alow that to happen.

'What now of Dujuk'’kan? he asked. 'Won't you go after him? He's your redl prisoner. | am only a
gand-in.'

'Go nowhere but tunnels |, Jailor said. 'Made me Bjork for this. Here stay |
'But you must go after Dujuk’kan. He'sacriminal. Surely Bjork could not have meant thisto happen?

The beast rose up, its mandibles clutching and opening in extreme agitation. 'Y ou see not. Leaving the
tunnels| die. End of story.' Then the humming came again asit continued to spin its maddening web.

'Do you know where Dujuk'kan went?

'Yes. But no useto you.'

Moichi had his eye on severd spots where the strands were not yet woven close together.

'l want to know where heistaking Aufeya.’

He moved as Jailor did, waiting for the angle he needed, patient until the beast was very close.

'Ah, Aufeyait isthat interests you. Like Dujuk’kan.' Its mandibles clicked in admonishment or
incomprehension. 'So much interest in one creature. Well, takes her he to depths of Mu'ad: the
Masjahan.'

Inching forward, calculating vectors. 'Are you sure?

Jailor continued its clicking asit spun. 'An evil place. Very wild. Busnessinterests has hein the citadd.
Of course go there he!'

Moichi lunged with thetip of the dirk, angling it through the space between the strands. The blade shot
through the diamond-shaped opening, straight into the beast's head. A gresat cloud of purple dust shot
upward as Jailor shrieked. It bucked upward, dmost didodging the dirk from Moichi's grip. But he had



been prepared and he threw himself against the web. As he suspected, it gave, enough for him to follow
Jailor's movements and shove the blade further into the carapaced skull. He twisted the blade as he
buried it hilt-deep.

All Jailor's short legs began to tremble asit collapsed. Its long talons scored deep gougesin the packed
sand. The purple dust continued to spew from the rent Moichi had madein its head. It writhed on the
ground, in agony, jawsworking spasticdly. Its eyes, four of them dark and ruined, stared up a Moichi.

'S0, Jailor, it comesto this. In order to catch Dujuk’kan, | must kill you.'
'Not my wish," the beast said, 'but my nature.’
Moichi nodded. 'Unfortunately, | understand.’

The mandibles, covered with purple dust, leaked white viscous fluid. 'Understand nothing you. Painam 1.
Born into misery, asked not for this|. How often wished | for death but Bjork's magic would not let me.
Dujuk’kan must be guarded.’

‘But now that he has escaped you are vulnerable? Moichi said pressng down with the blade. 'Isthat
what you are saying?

The jaws worked, but no sound came out. A moment later, they were filled with purple dust.

'Don't dieyet, Jailor,’ Moichi said. He withdrew the dirk, dashed again at the strands with the same result
asbefore. Tell me how to get past this damnable web you have spun. Tell me!’

"Want to know |, Jailor said, his voice weak and half-strangled now, ‘what makes this woman you and
Dujuk’kan think of worth saving?

'Chill take you, how do | get out of here? Moichi thundered.

'What do if not tell you I?Kill 17 Jailor tried to laugh, but there was too much of his own substance
choking histhroat. The body gave agreat shiver and the two working eyes bulged asif agreat pressure
were building up. That woman... you think of..." The voice was so soft Moichi had to push againgt the
web to heer it. 'At my release from bondage give you her 1.

'What doyou...? Thelight wasdying initseyes. A musty smell filled the grotto. And then into Moichi's
mind popped Aufeya. She was strapped across the back of a co'chyn that was speeding across the
Mu'ad beneath Dujuk'kan's black whip. He knew it was Aufeya as one identifies people in adream - by
thefed of her. But how could this be his Aufeya? For the woman in his mind had the head and neck of a
snowy ibis.

Moichi blinked and the vision was gone. He looked down at Jailor who was stone dead. He had kept his

promise to Moichi - or was he playing some cruel joke? Had the vision been an image of redity? If so
how had Dujuk'kan come upon a saddled co'chyn, and how had he atered Aufeya?

Moichi redized that neither of these questions would matter awhit if he could not breek free of Jailor's
web. How was hegoingto...?

And then he noticed that down low one strand had been diced in two and had remained cut. What had
been ableto do that? And then he saw: Jailor's own talon!

Quickly, Moichi bent down and, using hisdirk, carved off afoot. He brought it back through one of the
larger spaces between the strands and, reversing it, began dicing through the web with awickedly curved



tdon.

He ducked through the circular hole he had made and stepped over the hideous beast's carcass. Then, he
turned back, hunkered down next to it. Somehow, Jailor seemed more pitiable than ugly now. That odd
animosity had passed and inits place was akind of gratitude at being human, prey to dl the joysand
sorrows atendant on the condition.

'Seep wdl, Jailor,” Moichi said, rising. ‘It seemsto meyou've earned it.'

The warren of tunnelswas riddled with the kind of vertica chimney Moichi and Dujuk'’kan had used on
the way down to what was supposed to have been Jailor's stasis chamber. These, Moichi worked out,
were short-cuts Jailor had carved out of the Mu'ad's sandbed in order to better keep an eye on its
charge.

He was near exhaustion and racked by dehydration by the time he came upon onethat provided a
surprising way up - and the answer to the question of how Dujuk’kan had managed to escape.

The clever Adenese had sunk chunks of the meta ore that ran in veins throughout much of the tunnels,
making a series of foot-and hand-holds in the chimney. He looked up seeing, far away, atiny ova of
clear blue. Sky! Asdizzy with relief aswith exhaustion, Moichi began hislong ascent.

He had to stop many times, as a blackness that swam at the periphery of hisvision threatened to
overwhem him. Increasingly, he crouched againgt the Sde of the chimney, shivering asif with the ague,
his clawed fingertips digging franticaly into the packed sand to stop from toppling backward into
extinction. He knew thiswas dangerous, that he must continue upward at even the dowest pace, that the
longer he kept motionless the more difficult it would be to get going again, both physically and mentaly.
His muscles were cramping and he waslosing strength exponentialy as he ascended.

At firgt, the smell of the fresh air quickening dl around him was enough to keep him at it, but when that
proved insufficient he sat smdl goasfor himself. He thought of Aufeya, and the vison the Jalor had
provided for him of her strapped to aco'chyn ridden by Dujuk’kan on the way to Masjahan. Then, when
he had reached his god, he turned his mind to Sanda, and the stream of dreams or, dternatively,
presentiments he had had in the Mu'ad when she came to him. He recited from memory the enigmatic
words she had spoken. Seek out the bear in the stone, she had chanted. Not to possess but to be
possessed. He pondered the riddle for sometime until the image of hisravaged sister would not be
denied and he heard again her heartfelt plear Save me! From what? What had the Makkon done to her
soul at the moment of her death? During the Kai-feng he had heard outlandish stories about the
Makkon's predilection for drinking the souls from the eyes of their victims, but he had dismissed such
whispered stories as psychological propaganda sown by the forces of Chaosto dishearten their enemy.

Save mel
Was Sanda - or some part of her essence - somehow till aive?

Reaching his next god, he turned his thoughts to the tonguel ess Makkon. What had happened to it? Who
or what had made it mute? Who had power enough besides the Dai-San? Moichi knew of no oneelse.
Whiletrapped in Jailor'slair he had lost al scent of the thing, and now he wondered whether he would be
ableto pick it up. Didn't such things have a specific afterlife? His experience in tracking both man and
beast told him that there was. But the Makkon was not of thisworld, and perhaps different laws applied
toit.

Reaching hisgod, he crouched panting, on the outcrop of metdl ore. Because of Dujuk’kan's girth and
weight these were quite generous by Moichi's standards so that he was able to get both feet on at once.



However, he was s0 near total exhaustion that his muscles jumped and shuddered so that he shook
amost uncontrollably. He closed his eyesfor amoment, but that was amistake as he almost toppled off
his perch. To distract himsdlf, he looked upward and wasimmediately cheered by the Size of the oval of
blue sky. He was dmost there!

But, oh, it was hard to raise himself off his haunches, and when he reached up toward the next outcrop
pain streaked through hisleft hamstring, making him pant out loud. He put his forehead against the rough
sand wall and massaged the muscle until the agony was reduced to a deep ache. He continued upward,
his nailstorn, hisfingers bloody, haf-unconscious, continuing now by sheer effort of will. But when he
reached the next - the penultimate chunk of ore - hisleft leg gave out and he dipped off his perch.

He caught himself, held on by hislinked fingers, hisbody swinging precarioudy over an abyss he had
overtly refused to acknowledge. Painfully and |aborioudy he levered himsdlf up onto the perch then,
without stopping, climbed onto the next one. Only one moreto go.

But now he became aware of asoft ululation. Asthe echo filtered down from the opening above his
head, his blood turned to ice. He knew that eerie, amost bestial, sound from his childhood. Duk Fadt.
A sandstorm was brewing in the Mu'ad. Moichi wondered whether he was safer here at the edge of the
Jailor'sworld than up there where the wind-whipped sand could flay the d'ab and skin off aman.

Then, with awhoosh, agreet swirl of sand spilled through the opening, nearly detaching him from the
outcrop and he knew he had to take his chancesin the Duk Fadat. It was certain death to stay inthe
chimney; it was not aquestion of if but of when some gust of blasted sand would take him down.

He stretched upward, gaining purchase with his ebows, since the shifting sand outside the mouth of the
chimney would provide no certain ground for hisfingers. With amixture of agroan and agasp, he drew
historso, then hislegs, up and out of the chimney. Hewasfree at lagt, but into what nightmare world had
he been thrust?

Tokagé, reanimated, wanted to break Chiisai's neck.

‘Sheisthe Kunshin's daughter,’ he said in acurious metallic rumblelike dangeroudy nearby thunder. 'She
should be dead.’ It seemed to emanate not from the voice box of his digphragm but from some distant
and unrecogni zable shore, some pae land beyond Chiisai'simagining. Shelooked at Kaijikan - for she
had no doubt now that this ethereal woman was the legendary Keeper of Souls - for deliverance. Strange
thing! She knew she would get none from Tokagé.

"It is because sheis the Kunshin's daughter that we will keep her dive,’ Kaijikan said reasonably. 'Sheis
far more valuable to us as ameans of extortion.'

'| say extortion be damned,’ Tokagé said, tightening hisgrip of Chiisai and enjoying it. 'The wreckage of
this body flung down at the Kunshin's doorstep will strike terror into every Bujun warrior's heart.’

Kaijikan seemed not to exert hersdlf at al as she came across the solarium to stand ahand's span from
the huge and intimidating figure. As she did so, she appeared to becometaler so that she was now the
equd of hisextraordinary height.

'But you know so little about the Bujun heart,’ she said. The rebuke was like adap across his grest
square face and his onyx eyes glittered in anger. Noting this, she said, 'Why do you think | had you
reanimated herein Ama-no-mori? Why do you think | endured years of squdid lifein this putrid swamp?
Why | dunk undetected into thisidand Kunshindom in thefirst place? To complete your education. Y ou
will never rule thisworld until you learn to master the secrets of the Bujun heart, for the Bujun are the
protectors of thisworld. It was their magic that created the Dai-San, your arch-nemesis.’



The mention of the Sunset Warrior's name stung him deeply. Chiisai felt hismusclestwitch ininvoluntary
gpasm, heard the horrific sound of his gray tombstone teeth grinding together.

Kaijikan held out her hand. 'Now, give her over to me, Tokagé. | know how to use her best.'
'Tell me, hesaid, hiseyes canny dits. Then you can have her.

For along moment, Chiisai listened to the silence that had sprung up between them because it wasan
unquiet slence, onerifewith emotiona sparks. If not quite afull-blown contest of wills, sherecognized in
the 9zzling tenson a psychologica maneuvering unusud in dlies. It was amatter of power, of course.
Both were used to absolute obedience and one would have to give way each time a decision was made.

'l had asister once,' Kaijikan said. "A twin, my mother once told me, though | could never seethe
resemblance.’ She squared her shoulders but, curioudy, Chiisai could detect no signin her that she had
ceded power to him. 'My sister was a mute from birth. She was very smart, very clever, but her
muteness was her weakness and it proved her undoing. As ayoung warlord the Kunshin took afancy to
her and took her as his concubine. He used her when it was hiswill and it was gratifying to him that at
other times she could not use her voice to complain or to ask for favors, for my sster was too ashamed
of her disability to use writing as a subgtitute." She stared unblinkingly at Tokagé. 'l do not know whether
you will understand this, but the emotions on her face were her sole form of communication. The future
Kunshin had neither the time nor, gpparently, theinclination for emotion. He was driven by lust: power
and hormones were his sustenance and the devil take those who interfered with his unholy feedings.

'One night, my sister got in hisway. She was frightened in one way or another most of the time shewas
with him. My sister was used to fear and she could manage it, but when she became lonely for her family
she was inconsolable. And when she refused to perform when her warlord demanded it, he had her
beheaded.' Her eyes, which had been locked on Tokagé's, siwung abruptly to Chiisai. ‘Thisisyour father
| am speaking of, my dear, so my adviceisfor you to pay close attention.’

ltisadory, that isall,’ Chiisai said. 'An uncorroborated story.'

A flicker of raw emotion passed across Kaijikan's usualy imperturbable countenance. ‘Are you foolish
enough to think the Kunshin asaint, then? shesad.

'No, heisbut aman,’ Chiisai said. '‘But agood man for al that.'
'Good,' Tokagé spat, asif it were afilthy expletive.

Kaijikan smiled, having found common ground. ‘Good and evil are not immutable, my dear. They are not
laws of nature, but concepts dreamed up by mankind. How typicaly naive of you to cling to notions
without true meaning.

'Y ou arewrong,’ Chiisal said hotly. 'Mordity isasimmutable asany law - asgravity.'

'Really? Kaijikan cocked her head and, with a complex weaving of her hand, began to rise off thefloor.
Nothing isimmutable, not gravity, not deasth. And here with your own eyes you witness the proof.'

Chiisal said nothing. What could she say? With agrunt, Tokagé flung her away from him and she was
caught by silken fingers, preternaturally long, that closed around her dender wridts.

'You areawarrior, and | admirethat,’ Kaijikan said. '‘Be assured that when you die - and you will die,
my dear - it will not be awarrior's death. That would bring amodicum of solace to your father and |
cannot havethat. | have waited along time for this moment. My sster's soul cries out for vengeance, and
vengeance she shdl have!



Moichi was too hungry to deep. As he crouched, dumped over, breathing hard, he saw an iridescent
blue-black shapein thelee of adune. Aboveit, great plumes of sand were gyring like Catechist
dervishes, the fanatic sect who had carved the Masjahan out of the unforgiving bones and flesh of the
Mu'ad.

Moichi crawled painfully toward the shape. Ashe did so, histongue licked lips that were cracked and
dry, bleeding now as the sand scoured them. He crawled gratefully into the lee of the dune and, ducking
his head below the shrouds of sand, could not believe hisluck. It was the blood-condor the F€edjinn
had shot down. It was il fresh. How long had he been in the Jailor's enchanted lair? He had no way of
knowing, but this evidence indicated it had been a shorter time than he had imagined.

He pulled the arrow from its breast. The desert sun had already half-baked it and, though Iskamen law
forbade the eating of carrion predators, hetoreinto its flesh with histeeth, spitting out some of the
feathers, swalowing others. The taste of food in his mouth overshadowed the painin hisraw lipsashe
gnawed at the bloody meat, snew and bones. He sucked the blood out of those parts he did not est,
then cracked the bones, digging out the rich marrow. Finished with his meal, he threw what remained of
the carcassinto the wind. Then, abruptly, helay back in the dune. His starved stomach, unused to food,
let done half-raw blood-condor, threatened to revolt on him. He gagged once, then willed his ssomach
into quiescence. He could not afford to vomit up the only thing that would keep him dive.

Heturned over and, closing his eyes, plunged into asumber so profound that only the scent of the
Makkon could have driven him awake.

Later he started awake. In that instant between degp and consciousness he thought the Makkon was
here. Hishand pulled free adirk, then he snapped fully awake and, looking about him, laughed
mirthlesdy. Even the unearthly Makkon would think twice about venturing into the Mu'ad during Duk
Fadat.

He was about to crawl aong the lee of the dune when he saw a shape emerging over the crest and begin
aremarkably steady descent out of the gusting wind and sand.

A co'chyn!

And, upon further ingpection, he discovered that it wasn't awild one, but one of the group on which he
had come into the Mu'ad. How had it escaped the sand whirlpool ? Then he remembered the vision Jailor
had set in his mind of Dujuk'’kan and Aufeyaon aco'chyn. His heart legpt. As he took hold of the
co'chyn'sreins he was more inclined to accept the vision as the truth, for thiswas Tamuk's mount. He
recogni zed the wegpons-laden saddlebags. A shame it was not one of the othersthat held their supply of
food and water. He had just feasted on the blood-condor but that sustenance would last no more than
two days before his body required more. Otherwise, lassitude, extreme muscle weakness, dehydration
and death would be hisfate.

He patted the co'chyn's neck, stroked its trunk as he swung up onto its back. He pulled on the reins and
its head swung around, dipping once before it took off, loping from dune to dune, dwaysin the lee,
exposing itsdf to the swirling sand asbriefly asit could. Still, those bursts were painful, like asevere
lashing with amulti-tailed whip. Moichi knew from the sun which direction to head in, and he kept it
awaysover hisleft shoulder. Masjahan was in the extreme north-western section of the Mu'ad, ina
wide sandstone waad that bordered a desolate and uninhabitable section of Aden.

The Catechistswere gtrict politica neutraists, and had remained a oof from overtures of an dliance with
either the Adenese or the Iskamen. Even the Adenese Al Rafaar were leery of inciting these brutal and
utterly fearless warrior-zeaots. The Catechist dervishes believed in aliving god who choseto walk



among them anonymoudy. Their search for him was constant and eternd because to look upon hisface
meant beatification, a shedding of the morta coil and an end to al suffering. They were devout mystics
about whom other races knew little, yet because they condoned dave trading and sexual promiscuity -
their peculiar religiousrites had adistinct sexuad edge - Masjahan drew a steady stream of intrepid and
evil-minded infidels. Because they were rabid proselytizers the Catechists accepted - even, stories
inssted, encouraged - such travelers. Asfar asthey were concerned every evil-minded crimina they
camein contact with was a potentia acolyte. And, by al accounts, they were surprisingly successful in
their conversions.

Moichi, hunched over the saddlein acombination of exhaustion and salf-preservation, could scent the
Makkon in hismind. Beyond his|eft shoulder, the dowly setting sun waslargely obscured now by the
sand devils sent aloft by the Duk Fadat. He had consulted Tamuk's maps, ill rolled securely in one
saddlebag, and knew that the oasis the Jailor inhal ed was two-thirds of the way toward the settlement to
which Hamaan had gone to bring Sanda's husbhand Y esquz back to Aldarat. Asit happened, this
settlement was not far from Masjahan, but Moichi knew that in Duk Fadat with no food or water the
distance might aswell bethat of the ocean that separated Iskael from the continent of man.

He had been dated to find the co'chyn dive but now this might proveto be acruel jest - merely a
prolongation of misery and dow degath.

Timewas hismost precious commodity and he determined to make the most of it. Accordingly, he
pressed the co'chyn toitslimits and past it as he headed ever northwest. The pace he chose was not the
swiftegt, for the intensfying Duk Fadat obliged him to make less frequent directiond sightings than hewas
comfortable with. He resisted the temptation to spur his mount on faster for he knew well the worst fate
that could befal him wasto becomelogt, only to find that he had chased his co'chyn'stail in acirclefor
days. Sun and starswere only visible sporadically through the thickening hail of sand and, asthe days
progressed, they became ever more faint, until at last he could have believed he was back in Jailor's
underground lair.

Stll, he urged his mount on a steady pace day and night. He fell adeep, swaying, dumped over his
saddle, remaining there only because he tied hiswrigtstightly to the pomme with thereins. Once, his
co'chyn found water, using itstrunk to burrow in the sand where a patch of dune grass clung
precarioudy, but Moichi was unableto find it with fingers and dirk.

He pushed on, dehydration draining him of energy and, finally, of consciousness. He awoke, choking on
sand and knew that if hisjourney continued in this manner he would perishin lessthan aday.

With the utmost reluctance, he drew hisdirk and dew his mount with aswift, merciful dash acrossits
throat. He drank its blood but that merely made him more thirsty, so sprawled in the lee of adune,
half-covered in cascading sand, he carefully made an incision aong the skin of itsunderside. He did out
the three ovals of its stomachs, opened the third one and drank the fluid inside. He made a bladder of the
second one, aso filled with preciousfluid, then set about butchering the beast as best he could.

Heate dowly, mindful of hislast medl. After he had eaten hisfill, he threw out everything in Tamuk's
saddlebags, loaded one side with the bladder, the other with choice dabs of co'chyn meat wrapped in
skin. He dapped it over his shoulder and continued his trek northwestward. The spoor of the Makkon
was stronger in hismind and this drove him on, past even histolerance for pain and fatigue.

Pain-racked days passed and he pressed on, into the Mu'ad, into the teeth of the Duk Fadat, measuring
out rations of water and meat until both were gone. Still, he put one unsteady foot in front of another, his
eyesdl but plastered shut againgt the stinging sand.



But, a length, even hismind and iron will gave out and he collapsed upon the breast of the Mu'ad. Soon,
inthe height of the Duk Fadat, his form was layered with whispering sand until only a creature indigenous
to the vadt, shifting wasteland would recognize the cairn upon the dune as something dive.

EIGHT

RED VEIL

One bright spark in the darkness danced, its gyrations expanding into arecognizable pattern that was
gpeech: 'The Black Angdl isshut away. Evil isasevil does. Darknessisas Darknesswill. Theliving
testament of Zarathus, of He Who Walks Alone, shall be done!'

Scrims of sand resolved themsdavesinto swirling arcs of brightly patterned fabrics. Blue, green, yelow,
the turquoise of abay, the jade of a storm-tossed ocean, the amber of the sea at sunset, all these shades
and more spun by him like wheds on fantadtic vehicles.

He opened eyes which seemed to him to have been glued shut for weeks and saw the robes and skirts
billowing and whirling past him. At once, he grew dizzy and he shifted his gaze overhead. Hewasin an
enormous tent of some thick natural mudin. Tentpoles of polished wood rose up like a copse of trees
wherever helooked. He became aware of odors next: the strong scents of broiling meat and stewing
fruit, rich and astringent dl at once. Now and again, through these mouth-watering smells came the acrid
stench of unwashed bodies.

Moichi closed his eyes. Perhaps he was dreaming. Perhaps he was dead, having been buried in the Duk
Fadat and this was some afterlife the I Skamen had not imagined. Then the swirl of color, motion and
fabric became recognizable for what they were: dancing. He was among the Catechist dervishes.

He groaned alittle as hetried to rise up from the pdlet of soft goatskins upon which helay and
immediatdy a heavy woman was at his side, squatting, smiling down at him benevolently. Shelooked
oddly familiar despite the fact that he had never before met a Catechist. She was quite beautiful.

'Y ou have healed magnificently,’ she said in a heavily accented voice that was nonethel ess pleasant. 'Y our
warrior pirit hasimpressed the Fianarantsoa.'

‘The what? he managed through cracked lips.

Shelaughed, her jowls shaking, her long earrings swinging, her myriad bracelets clacking together. Her
bosom heaved with her laughter. "'The elders, dear one. Therdigiousteachers. Theword, literaly
trandated, means seeker after truth.' Her clear blue eyes regarded him with some mirth. "Yes, you are
truly back from the dead. Y ou were but a burial mound in the Duk Fadat when we found you.’

Moichi licked hislipsand she gave him liquid to drink from a hollow gourd. It was sweet and citrusy and
he drank it all down.

'What were you doing out in thisweather? he asked, gingerly feding hislipswith hisfingertips.

'Keep them clean,’ she said, taking his hand in hers. "They were infected, but the salve | have been using
istaking care of that.'

'My nameisMoichi Annai-Nin," he said.
'‘And mineis Ambositra. | am ahedler.'

Moichi struggled to St up, grateful that she made no moveto hep him. 'l must thank you for your



kindness. | would be dead without you and your people. But what were you doing out in the Duk
Fadat?

"Why, looking for you, dear one. The dervishes dance in order to follow Zarathuss living testament and
we divined your presence in the Mu'ad." She smiled. "We found the saddlebags with the remnants of the
co'chyn'sinnards. Y ou are an ingenious man.’

"All my ingenuity would not have stopped me from dying.' Moichi held hishead. 'Wheream 1?1n
Masjahan?

Ambositrashook her head. 'Still the desert. But our band ison itsway there. We will reach the citadel
tomorrow evening.’

Moichi gared at the dervishes, whirling and spinning, faster and faster in concert to an inner rhythm old as
time.

"They are synchronizing themsalvesto the cosmic pulse of Zarathus'!
'Entering into amystic state,' Moichi said, fascinated.
'Exactly. Inthisway they can hear the words of hisliving testament and carry them out.’

Weasit hisimagination or did hefed akind of heavy pulsein the air timed with the dervishes movements?
Hewas very conscious of Ambodtras proximity: her heet, the scents of her that were not dl displeasing.
She jangled as she moved closer, hunkering next to him. She leaned over so that her sun-streaked hair
brushed his cheek. 'l am your nurse, dear one. | have seen your body. | have put my hands upon it,
lovingly hedling your flayed flesh." He saw her smile broaden and she squeezed hisarm. 'Whilethe
Fana-rantsoa were impressed with your spirit | wasimpressed with your warrior's body.'

'"Ambositra,’ he said softly, 'l am grateful to you for al you have done, but
She cast down her eyes. It ismy size. Like most infidels you find metoo fat, too gross.’

'On the contrary, | find you desirable, but the truth is my heart belongs to awoman who has been
abducted by acriminal, an Adenese named Dujuk’kan. | was told he was headed to Masjahan. A
terrible murderous beast called aMakkon isaso on itsway there -l can tell from its spoor.' He looked at
her. 'Now that | am feeling better | would spesk to the members of the Fianarantsoa to determine if they
know anything of the crimina or the beest.’

'Intime," Ambositrasaid gently. 'The elders dance now, and later they will rest. Tomorrow morning,
before we set out for Masjahan, | will arrange an interview.' She turned, brought bowlsinto hislap.
'Now you must eat. Build up your strength for the journey tomorrow. Wetravel very fast.' Sherose with
asoft jangling of jewdry. 'Whenitistimefor deep | will return to check your wounds.'

It was quiet and deserted by the time he saw her re-enter the tent. He had been staring at the thousands
of footprints |eft in the sand by the dervishes. Like clouds, he thought he could make out the shapes of
fantagtic buildings and beadts, one flowing into another. All the gourd bowls had been scrubbed with sand
and packed away in preparation for the morning's journey. The tent wasfilled with shifting shadows, the
lone light source atorch that had been left flickering near the tent flap. He could hear the occasiond snort
and pawing of the band's co'chyn that had been tethered somewhere outside. And, once or twice, he
heard soft voi ces as the guards passed each other. He had had a glimpse of the Catechist weapons.
wicked double-bladed push-daggers which, when held properly, were magnificent for hand-to-hand
combeat. The blades seemed to emanate from between the second and third fingers so that the entire



force of wrist, arm and shoulder could be brought to bear in the strike. He assumed they possessed
long-range weapons as well.

'How do you fed? Ambositraasked as she kndlt beside him. 'l thought you would be drowsing by now.'

'l am tired but deep will not come,” Moichi admitted. He winced dightly as she pedled bandages off ill
tender skin. The Duk Fadat had done an admirable job in amost flaying him dive, but whatever wasin
the salve she was applying was hedling him with astonishing speed. 'l am anxious to continue my search.'

'Y ou are heding more quickly than | had anticipated.’ Her clear blue eyes met hisand again he was
struck by aprofound sense of dgjavu. Had he met thiswoman before? Impossible, and yet. ..

Ambositrasmiled. 'l am happy you are attracted to me despite my size." She wrapped fresh bandages
around hiswounds. 'It proves apoint | have been longing to make.'

Moichi looked at her. 'And what isthat?

He gasped, his heart turning over heavily as he saw the outline of her body flicker like the flame of the
torch, then begin to mdt like hot wax. And asit did so, her face began to change ever so subtly. Only the
eyesremained congtant, regarding him covetoudy through thistransformetion.

And when it was over, he understood everything: Aufeyas strange behavior, her remarking on the moon,
her knowledge of the Mu'ad, her use of the phrase The God of the Iskamen - How | envy you that.
Everything. His mind was whirling with ten thousand questions, but only one escagped hislips.

'Whereis she? Hisvoice was dry and harsh.

'‘Aufeya, dear one? the sorceress Sardonyx said softly. She moistened her lips. 'She never came with us
on our journey to Iskadl. It was dwaysme.’

'God of my fathers!" he cried in anguish. 'How could | have been so duped?
'Y ou weren't duped, dear one.’
'Stop cadling methat!" he shouted so violently that the tent flap parted and aguard peered in.

Sardonyx, in her guise as the Catechist Ambositra, put her finger to her lips. ‘It is hiswounds,' she said.
They panhim.’

When the guard nodded and disappeared, she returned to her form as Sardonyx. She appeared as she
had the firgt time he had encountered her in her castle in the land of the Opa Moon, al glittering metdlic
skin, heavy-lidded eyes, hair of twisted platinum strands. She lay down beside him, stroked his chest
softly. 'l lied alittlewhen | told you that Zarathus had reveaed your existence to the dervishes. | put you
intheir minds while they danced. How they interpreted the vision was up to them.' Her stroking
continued. 'l couldn't et you die, dear one.’

'Why not?

'Because you love me. Y ou are the only one who ever has'’
"Y ou are out of your mind.'

'Am 1?Who was it you made loveto all across the ocean?

It was Aufeya, chill takeyou! | thought -'



"That | was your betrothed? Truthfully? But wasn't there something in the back of your mind, some sure
knowledge you choseto ignore?

'No, I-'

'And in Aldarat? Tell meyou did not suspect. Tell me the doubt did not come crowding home. No, no,
dear one, you ignored them dl because... Because you loved me from the moment wefirst met.”

I admit | wasintrigued, like amoth to aflame, but-'
'Y es, you were al that, but there was something more. | felt it and so did you.'

Hefdt rage trembling his muscles, but he lay back, staring at the star-shaped top of the tent. 'How did
you escape from Dujuk’kan?

'He came upon some of hisformer cronies - flesh peddiers unafraid of the Duk Fadat. Whilethey sat at
camp egting, drinking and fornicating | dipped away. Thefat Adenese was lucky. Were heaone | would
have turned him into aco'chyn so | could ride him into Masjahan.’

It was an amusing thought but Moichi wasin no mood for wit or levity. Tell me about Aufeya. Isshe
dive?

"The story iscomplex and goesfar back intime.’

'l will have no more of your lies, Sardonyx.'

‘No lies she said softly. 'l promise.’

He rose up on one elbow. 'What isthe worth of the promise of a pirate, afreebooter and amurderess?
'Perhaps we should both stop lying to one another.'

"Thisisn't about me," he hissed, doubly angry at her cleverness. 'It's about you!'

She dared a him for sometime, her clear blue eyes searching every millimeter of hisface asif tryingto
memorize along-cherished possession. "What would you demand as proof?

'l want thetruth,” Moichi said firmly. 'l want to know what you redly look like. No more masks,
animations or transformations. Forget the sorceress.’

"Y ou once called me apredtidigitator, a highly accomplished illusionist. Do you believe that now?
Heignored that. 'Show me the woman.'

'l don't know." Shelooked away for amoment. 'She has been in hiding for so long even | have forgotten
what shelookslike.'

'No you haven't,’ Moichi said. 'Not by along shot.’
'l am afraid.

He said nothing.

"Y ou do love me, don't you. Just alittle bit."

Moichi, ready with a sharp rebuke, found that he did not want to look inside himsdlf, and in a sense that



was answer enough.

Her head bent so that the platinum strandsfell across her face. Then they began to run together, pulsing
and shifting, flowing like a stream gathering speed asit runs downhill. Her body shimmered, becoming
less dender than it had been but not as heavy asit had been when she was Ambositra. The metallic arms
and legs became flesh and blood, garbed in ebon leggings, suede waistcoat over asilk shirt open at the
collar. The outfit accentuated the swell of her full breasts while hiding the flare of her hips, the roundness
of her belly. The hollow of her throat wasfilled with an oval star sapphire that emitted an eerie, milky
light. Her hair was the color of cinnamon, streaked by the sun. She wore it as short asaman. And when
shelifted her head he saw reveded, at last, the woman Sardonyx.

She had been born beautiful, with a heart-shaped face, findly sculpted cheekbones, a strong nose and
wide full lips, but then life had intervened. There was ascar running down the left Sde of her face from
just beneath one blue eye to the point of her chin. It had been adeep cut; worse, it had not been taken
care of and so had healed badly.

'So now you know.' There was akind of defiancein her voice, born of vulnerability. 'And now you will
never acknowledge your love for me. The truth!" She dmost spat out the words. 'How | despise the
truth. | havelost you for ever.

Helay for along time, staring at her face which she thought of asruined. It waslike looking at alifetime,
the ebb and flow of each year etched upon her countenance, the sorrow and the suffering; he could not
deny recognizing them there. She reminded him of Licah, the woman written of in the Tablets of the
Iskamen, who had borne the scorn of her people for her faith in God. They had taken her children from
her, had stoned her unto death, but still she would not renounce her faith in God. And God had lifted her
up, had healed all her wounds, had restored to her her children, and had taken her to dwell onthe
wooded dopes of the Mountain Sin'hai, where she lived for 999 years. And on the eve of her thousandth
year God had summoned her to the summit, welcoming her into HisHouse.

But then Moichi's heart hardened. 'Sheis dead, isn't she? he said, dready knowing the answer in his
heart. '‘Aufeya’

'Yes. Dead like Tsuki, her bitch mother.'

Redlity fell upon him like snow upon theicy upper reaches of the Mountain Sinhai. But, surprisingly, he
was beyond anguish, beyond even tears. He felt nothing at al.

"Y ou wished for the truth, Sardonyx said, her warm hand still upon him,'so now you will haveit. But the
Catechigts have asaying, "Beware for what you wish because one day you will be delivered unto it."

She watched therise and fall of his chest and, with it, the sheath of years peded away until shewasvery
young again, the unmarked girl who had been sold into davery by her destitute and crippled mother, the
girl who had murdered her master and had then been thrown into an Adenesejail for the crime of wanting
to be free of abuse, the girl who had used her primary assets - her face and her body - to bribe her way
to freedom.

'l left Aden asquickly as| was able," she said. 'l had no clear idea of whereto go or what | would do. |
only knew that | had to get away from Aden and that | wanted never to return.

'Inevitably, | found mysdf inthe Mu'ad. But | wasin luck. | sumbled into acaravan of spicetraders
bound for Masjahan. Oncethere, | predictably came under the influence of the Catechist religion. | was
drawn by the mysticism; | had no center, no sense of life or, more importantly, of mysdf. But quite soon |
became skepticd of their main tenet: that God was living among them, speaking in tongues only the



Fanarantsoa could hear and interpret. The ecdtatic state of dervishing isindisputable - the feding, believe
me, issupremely exquisite - but I, at least, felt no closer to God when | danced, and within ayear | had
drifted from thefaith.’

As she spoke, Moichi could see her words asif they were pictures moving in the air, montages of her
early lifeinto which he was now drawn asinextricably as any of the personages she was describing.

'One member of the Fianarantsoaliked me especialy. Vato-mandry. It was he who supervised my
training, who danced with me in order not to lose me. But, though he was as much afanatic prosdytizer
asthe others, he was the only one who treated me as someone, not just another piece of meet for the
Catechigts to mold. Vato-mandry was an ancient man with along, bearded face and eyesthat had surely
glimpsed God. He offered to take meinto his household, to be made one of his daughters, and had |
accepted | have little doubt that my faith would have been restored. No matter. | declined. Curioudy, he
seemed to understand.

"'God comesto usin Hisowntime," hetold me. ™Y our time has yet to come. Y ou will return to us, of
that | have no doubt.” And, in asense, he wasright because here | am.’

Shewas s0 ill for sometime that Moichi glanced over at her. Then she spoke again and the images
swam before hiseyes.

'V ato-mandry took me to meet aman. "Since your path leads you to the secular world | must ensure that
it gartsauspicioudy.” The man was atrader, only temporarily in Masjahan. In fact, |

soon learned that he was scheduled to depart the next morning. Vato-mandry had arranged for him to
transport me through the Mu'ad and, furthermore, for me to become his apprentice.

"This man was well-known in Masjahan, and to Vato-mandry in particular. And, with the perfect vison
that comeswith hindsight, | believe that everything that subsequently transpired was, in some way,
anticipated by him. You seg, it ismy bdlief that Vao-mandry wanted meto learn dl the lessons of the
secular world, for he believed with al his heart and soul that | belonged to the Catechists. He often spoke
of the possibility of my becoming the first femae member of the Fianarantsoa. And when even that potent
inducement would not keep me at his side, he threw me at once and totally to the wolves.'

Through the bridge of her hand on his chest Moichi became aware of atension filling her and he
concentrated more fully on theimages.

'Hewas atdl, handsome man with clear, ruddy skin, green eyes and blond hair. It did not take me long
to discover that he was abrilliant trader. His skill at negotiation, at obfuscation and deceit were
mind-opening to me. To say that | was aquick study would be to understate the case. He was
astonished at how completely | grasped the psychology of the con. People are gullible. They are your
most potent aly smply because they want to believe and, curioudly, the more outlandish the lie you spin,
the greater the gain for them, the more eager they are to put themselvesin your hands.

' found in the con what | believed then was the same form of ecstatic liberation | had discovered with the
dervishes. But | was young and foolish and wrong. The truth was, | was addicted to the adrendine rush.

'Aswe traveled from province to province, from land to land, so | grew in skill and cunning. And as|
made more and more money for thistrader, he began to look a me differently. Utterly predictable. |
went from being his paid-for pupil to his gpprentice to his co-congpirator to, findly, hisequa. By that
time we were nearing hishome and | noticed a curious change in him. The closer we drew to our
degtination the moreill at ease he became. It was asif he had lost dl sense of home; that he cared only
for being in distant lands, plying histrade with the greatest of skill - asif the game, of which hewasa



grandmaster, was dl that mattered to him.

'And now he had created someone who was hisequa. Again, with the benefit of hindsight, | can see that
he was at once intimidated and impassioned. He wanted me - badly. At firgt, | would awakein the
middle of the night to find him standing over me, staring & me. When | asked him what was the matter he
turned away mutely and, naively, | assumed that so close to home he was missing hiswife. Thiswent on
for three nights. Then | found himinmy bed. | have ahistory of usng my body and, furthermore, | ana
highly sexed cresture. He was not only handsome but charismatic. He had aso been my teacher, had
become my mentor and best friend. We had shared intimaciesin the heat of battle - and dangers, surely,
from authorities who had sought to stop and imprison us had they ever caught us.

It was amistake to bed him. | think even then | understood that somewhere degp insde me. But thelure
was too great. There were too many reasons for usto couple, and only one to abstain, and that got lost
inthewhirlpool of our lust.

'We enjoyed each other in that manner for four days and, during that time, made no attempt to travel
further toward his home. By then, of coursg, it wastoo late. He told me what should have been obvious
to medl dong, that he no longer thought of home, that since meeting me dl he wanted was for usto be
together. Our couplings had been wonderful, even spectacular at times, but that was dl they were,
couplings. | wasnot in love with thisman and | had no intention of spending the rest of my lifewith him.
With the directness of youth | told him so.

'Hetried to reason with me, talking of the fortune we would amass together, the life we could live as one.
When that didn't work, hetried to have sex with me, asif that sweet oblivion could wipe out redlity.
Angrily, I pushed him off me. Hefell to hisknees and, pressing his head into my lap, professed his
undying lovefor me. A littleafraid of hisintensity, | wanted to hurt him. I told him | was sure he had said
the same thing to hiswife and now look what was happening. What was to sop aman like him from
doing the same thing to me ayear from now?

'He seemed to go mad. Straddling me, he hit me again and again and when | tried to claw hiseyes out he
hit me so hard | passed out. When | cameto | found myself bound to stakes he had pounded into the
ground. When | began to cry out he gagged me. Then hergped me, brutally and without mercy. Why
was | so surprised? | had seen thisside of him many times when we worked the con, | had even admired
it, tried to emulateit to the best of my abilities. My onefailure.

'How many times he raped me | cannot remember. | am sure | will never want to. And each time hewas
more brutal and uncaring. He did thingsto me... Perhaps these were things he had dreamed of doing for
years, and now that he had his chance he held nothing back.

'In between, he got drunk, because he could not face the future, which he blamed entirely on me. |
choose to think it was because he could not face what he had become. In time, he passed out so
completdy that | had time to work my way free of the bonds.

'l was weak with the obscenities he had forced on me, shaking with rage and terror. | stanched the blood
ashbest | could. | ate alittlefood, vomited it up and tried again. When | could get someto stay down |
dressed mysalf with shaking hands. Then | stood over him. | can recall the moment asif it happened
yesterday. | wanted to kill him, | admit it. God knows | had killed before. But this was somehow
different. Thisman had been like afather, raisng me, so to speek, in my new life, teaching me everything
| needed to survive. How could | murder him in cold blood even after what he had done to me? | thought
of Vato-mandry and the Catechists, and the utter purity of their dervishes sang like ahaunting melody in
my heed. | felt the pull of Masjahan and knew that, for thetime being, at least, | had had my fill of the
secular life. So | took some money - only what | had earned - and | |eft him there!'



Her tension had risen to such a pitch that Moichi could fed the vibrations emanating from her fingers.
There was a heat like the Mu'ad a noon penetrating him from the center of her palm.

'l was only aday and ahaf away from him when | was picked up by apatrol. They asked meif | had
been the trader's companion and by the manner of their questions | knew they knew. If | lied | knew it
would go bad for me so | told the truth.

"They took me into the trader's hometown, through the crowded streets where | was gawked at asif |
were acircusfreak. | was expecting them to take meto prison, but instead | wound up at a sumptuous
private house. They forced meto kned in front of abeautiful woman, agreen-eyed witch with hair of
dlver.'

Moichi took her hand in hisas he sat up. 'What are you saying?
'Y ou know what | am saying,’ she said softly.

"Y ou were in the Dauzan capital of Comma. Thiswoman was Tsuki Seguillasy Oriwara. Her husband
was the trader who took you in.'

IY%‘

'Aufeyas parents. God of my fathers!' He ran ahand through his hair. 'But | wastold the Senhor died in
adud.

"That would be an altogether honorable desth, would it not?

Bt

'Y ou wanted the truth,” Sardonyx said. 'Now you must accept it. Sometimes we are better off-'
'No, no. | want to hear it all.'

Sardonyx nodded. 'Asyou wish." She pushed him down. 'Now lie back so that the pictures can cometo
you clearly.

When he had done as she bade, she continued:

‘Senhora Seguillasy Oriwarawore along brocaded dressthe color of dried ox-blood, and across her
face wasthe traditiona

Dauzan red vell of mourning. "Isthisthe bitch?' she said. "The anima who murdered my husband?'

"Itis, my lady," the captain of the guard replied with such conviction that | knew | had been tried and
convicted without having stepped into a courtroom.

'| gasped when | heard that Narris Seguillasy Oriwara had been killed, and supposed he had been set
upon by brigands seeing, in his drunken stupor, an easy mark. | wept for him, but Tsuki bent over and
dapped my face so hard | was thrown upon the marble floor.

""How dare you!" she cried, her voice shaking. "How dare you!™
'l told her that | did not kill her husband.

"'And | suppose you did not fornicate with him either!” She bent over me, her facetwisted evilly. "Liar!
Y ou were observed! There are witnesses!”



"'No one could have seen mekill him because| did not," | protested.

"'"The blood, Senhora,” the captain said dutifully. "L ook at her. Sheis covered with blood.”
""My husband's blood!"

"No! Itismine! You don't know what he did to me. He-"

'But the captain bent over me, shoved arag down my throat. "Y ou will not defame Senhor Seguillasy
Oriwara" Heturned hisface up to Tsuki's. "Should | kill her now, Senhora, and be done with such filth?’

"No," Aufeya's mother said. "'l have abetter idea" And commanding the captain to hand over hisdirk,
shetook it in her hand asif she had been born to it. "Hold her down,” she commanded.’

Sardonyx put her fingertips up to her scar, running them down its entire length from top to bottom, and
Moichi could see the tip of the blade do its deft work.

'She was an expert on carving. She knew just how deep to go and where to mark me. Then, she
commanded the captain to keep custody of me until | was healed of my own accord. On no account, she
said, was| to be allowed medical attention. If the cut became infected, so beit. God would decide my
fae

"'If shelives, let her be scarred from thistime forward,” she said. " So that everyone she meetswill know
what sheis and what she has done."

Outside the Catechist tent, Moichi could hear the co'chyn, restless now for atime. Perhapsthey werein
need of afeeding. After awhilethey camed down, and only the sound of the fitful wind, the last feeble
gasps of the Duk Fadat, could be heard.

'Now you have squeezed me dry,’ Sardonyx said, getting up. 'l hope you are satisfied.'

But she stopped as he reached up and took her hand. She responded as he pulled her down to him.
‘Somewhere,’ he whispered,'thereis an end to thisstory.'

'l did not kill Aufeya, if that iswhat you mean.’

‘Right now | don't know what it is| mean.' He touched her shoulder. "What happened to her? How did
shedie?

"It happened on the mountai nside when we fought for the Fire-mask - when you had it on, when you
were closing the door between our world and the dimension of Chaos. She dipped and fell. Evenwith all
my magic | could not save her. Nothing could.’

'Soitwasyou | had theidyll with &l theway back to Comma

'Y es. | became Aufeya because that waswhat | thought you wanted. And what | wanted was to be close
to you, to be loved by you. But very quickly thelie began to pall. | did not want to be Aufeya; | did not
want you loving her. | ached to be me. But | wastrapped in her skin. And | wasterrified of what you
would do if you learned the truth. | resolved then never to let you know. | was willing to become another
person if that meant you would be mine. Or so | thought.

'All across the ocean voyage to I skael my own persondlity fought to be free, and each timeit rose up you
knew, even though you will never admit it. Y ou knew | could not be Aufeya.

Sardonyx was done now, but though her words had died, the ghosts of the images she had conjured



from out of the past till floated in the shadows. In away, she had done the impossible: she had caused
timeto reverseitsdlf. She had, for alittle while, called upon the great spird of timeto openitsiris so that
they could peer acrossthe gulf of the yearsto what had been, and what very well might be again. He was
al too aware of the painful repetition. Waswhat Narris Seguillasy Oriwaravisited upon her different
from what she had suffered at the hands of her former dave-master? He did not believe so, and yet she
had chosen adifferent resolution the second time,

Moichi looked into her clear blue eyes and, in doing so, peered into hisown heart. 'Yes,' hesaid. 'You
areright in what you say. | fought you in every way | knew how.’

‘Not only me,' shesaid. 'Y ourself.'

He sat, asmply breathing for atime, trying out the air in this brave new world he was discovering. At lat,
he said, 'Will you tell me about the scar? Why do you still have it? Surely someone with your sorceress
powers could exciseit, restore yourself to the way you once were.'

'But | am no longer what | once was. | am something €lse now.'
'Isit aform of sdlf-inflicted punishment, then?

Sardonyx was quiet for some time and he found he had no desire to intrude because he fdlt that silence
involved him.

'Once | was beautiful,” Sardonyx whispered. 'l knew it and everyone around me did, too. They acted
appropriately. They reacted to my face and | learned to use my body to get what | wanted. But, you
know what, | discovered those things weren't what | craved. And then | understood the inadvertent
grace that the bitch of Cor-runa had bestowed upon me. She had set me free - free of the prison of my
beauty. And so | became a freebooter - independent - a city-state unto myself in the land of the Opal
Moon. And like acity-state that is required to fortify itself againgt unwanted intrusion | cloaked mysdlf,
masked and armored in my own enchantments until | could no longer remember the woman benesath.
Then you came and | found that | was afraid of everything that lay beneath the masks'

Her hand lifted to her face briefly, then fell to her sde. 'l can, if you ask me, make it disappear.’

He knew just what she was asking of him, saw in her face how profoundly hiswrong answer would cut
her. He reached out, touched her cheek. The scar meansagreat dedl to me,' he said, taking her in his
arms. 'But not in theway you feared.’

And when hislips closed over hers, when he felt her hot tongue mesting his, he so felt her tears burning
his skin like the images from her past, emberslifted by emation, like time, swirling around and around in a
spird without end.

NINE

SATELLITE

There was a place in Ama-no-mori where, it was said, the wind made no sound asit blew through the
cryptomeria. These sentind pines climbed a steep and ugly scree overlooking the ocean. At the summit, a
dizzying height, so the taleswent, lay aforbidden cavern.

In ageslong pagt, it was said, the ancient ancestors of the Bujun were in possession of wegpons of mass
destruction and in the cavern were buried the remnants that survived the holocaust that had consumed
nine-tenths of mankind. This done wasincredible enough but the stories were more specific. It was said



that the cavern was guarded by evil kami who glowed, emitting invisible energy that sapped human
srength, akind of vicious borer that, once in the body, ate it away from the inside out.

Chiisal ascended the sparsdly vegetated scree in the company of the magus, Kaijikan, and the reanimated
Tokagé. Theterrifying warlord wasin possession of her dai-katana, her longsword, dong with her
wakizashi, the long-bladed Bujun dirk.

It had taken them three daysto get here, riding astride swift luma.

Always, Chiisa was between her two captors, her lumatethered to their mounts, her wrists bound tightly
and painfully behind her back, with no chance to escape.

The wesather had turned bitter, with icy winds whipping the mottled underbrush on the scree. As she
scrambled dong, Chiisai glanced up at the boughs of the cryptomeria swaying in the wind. No sound
came from them and her heart was chilled.

Half-way up the screeit began to snow, drifting white skeins heading in from the ocean that had all but
disappeared in the front. The brightness of the day devolved to an unnatural milky twilight. A conch shell
foghorn sounded every now and again, melancholy and remote, increasing her sense of isolation. Tokage
had unbound Chiisai'swrists so she could climb without undue difficulty, but he had tethered her around
the neck as he had her luma on the journey here. It took sometime for full fedling to return to her numb

fingers

At length, they rested in the lee of acopse of cryptomeria. Chiisai had never been to a place that was so
utterly till. The powdery snow filtered through the boughs and needles, piling up quickly. While she
watched, Kaijikan fed Tokagé asif he were achild. What she put in his mouth Chiisai had no idea, lumps
like coal from an inner pocket of her robe. He drank no water nor liquid of any kind. Theliving dead, for
certain. She thought of Kaijikan's manservant, the hunchback Te-te, and wondered. She had been able
to frighten him, but when she had pricked histhroat with her blade what had run out? Surely not blood.

Asfor hersdf, Kaijikan ate nothing. Even the Dai-San ate, so what kind of creature was she? Even magi
must ingest sustenance. Chiisai shoved the last of her fish paste and cold sticky rice into her mouth while
she pondered the imponderable. Then they continued their assault up the scree.

Clearly, their god was the summit, and Chiisai gpproached it with an increasing sense of trepidation and
fear. What if the Storieswere true? Magi and the living dead might not be susceptible to evil kami and
ther invisble energy but humans surdly would be.

They reached the summit at the height of the snowstorm. It wasimpossible to see much further than a
pacein any direction. Still, Kaijikan did not hesitate, but guided them unerringly acrossrock strewn
ground bearded with pale and efflorescing mushrooms. These, when trod underfoot, gave off asickly
sweet odor not unlike the stench of death.

All too soon an unnatura darkness loomed before them, and Chiisal knew that they were approaching
the cavern. It was blown out of amatte-black massif unlike anything she had ever seen. The rock seemed
to have a powdery surface which clung like sweat to awarrior's muscles, and there was a peculiar odor
which invaded her nogtrils, making her throat and lungs prickle asif with ten thousand minute insects.

'l will not gointhere,’ Chiisal said, standing her ground. ‘It isforbidden.’

Kaijikan turned and smiled. ‘Areyou afraid, Chiisai? But | will protect you. My magic is stronger than the
ancients mistakes!'



'So the stories are true. There are guardian kami in there.”

‘Not ahbit of it, Kaijikan said. ‘But beware, the earth of the cavern floor ishighly toxic.'

'Earth poisoned by the ancients?

'Asinimical to life as anything on this planet can be,' Kaijikan affirmed with an dmost erotic pleasure.
'l will not take another step,’ Chiisai said, digging her hedsinto the ground.

'l am afraid that decision isnot yoursto make.' Kaijikan gestured at Tokagé, arunic swipein theair, and
he jerked upon her leash so hard that she was pulled off her feet. He advanced toward the cavern mouth
and immediately she began to choke on the noose. He dragged her dong the hard-packed earth, making
awiderunnd in the drifting snow.

He stopped at the mouth of the cavern asif by some pre-arranged signal. Kaijikan knelt, one knee
pressed painfully on Chiisai's chest. 'If you fail to obey meit will goill with you, thisl promise. And do
not mistake me. Death will not be your punishment. No, for what | do to you, you will cry out for death,
believing it your only savation.' She gave a quick meaningful glance a the reanimated

Tokagé. '‘But | shdl seethat it never comesto you. To bring him back | required the Makkon's tongue.
Thisis because he made a blood-pact with Chaos. But | will not have so much trouble with you.
Remember Te-te?

Pulling the noose from her throat, Chiisai looked at Tokagé through watering eyes. She could not imagine
what it must be like to be undead and under Kaijikan's spell. The very thought unnerved her, and she
nodded meekly.

‘Excdlent,’ Kaijikan said, risng. She reached down and, with surprising strength, helped Chiisai to her
feet. 'Once we are ingde remember one thing: while you are with me you are perfectly safe. But if you
arethinking of escgping, don't. Without my protection the poison buried in the soil will clam you.'

Chiisal nodded, her heart ablock of ice.

The cavern had no smell at al, and Chiisai was aware of being neither cold nor warm. There were no
sounds, none of the dripping or small crackings one associated with deep caverns. And thisonewas
deep. It was asif they had entered a void, a zone of nothingness.

Kaijikan had lit the tarred top of areed torch, and by itsflickering light Chiisal stared with morbid
fascination at the ground upon which they walked. It was dark, but here and there it appeared streaked
with a substance that seemed whitdy metdlic, faintly glowing. Could this be the source of theinvishble
desth?

Far back in the cavern awall rose up. In the center of it was ajagged streak of black, asif some
primitive tribesman had cruddly rendered a bolt of lightning. But, on closer ingpection, Chiisal saw that it
was no daub of paint but afissurein the living rock.

As she stood before the fissure, Tokagé came up behind her. She could fed his massive armor plate at
her back, his curious breathing on the ngpe of her neck. Kaijikan took Chiisai's dai-katana from him and
placed it in Chiisai's hand. At once, Tokagé's heavy mailed fist closed over hers.

‘Now,' Kaijikan said, 'l want you to direct the blade into the fissure!’

'What is going to happen? Chiisai asked.



‘Do as| say, child." Thewarning in her voice was unmistakable.
‘No:

Kaijikan sghed. Thiswas unavoidable, | suppose. Such astrong will would be applauded in other
circumstances. She made aseriesof Sgnsinthear and Chiisal screamed. Therewasapaininsde her so
intense, so terrible there was no namefor it. It was asif Kaijikan had opened her flesh and was scraping
raw onenervea atime.

Chiisal, her eyes streaming tears, would have falen to her knees, save for Tokagés hold on her. She
could not breathe, could not think, and, yes, she wished for death, anything to escape the unendurable

pain.
Then dl at onceit was gone and she felt whole again.

'‘Now do as| ask, child,’ Kaijikan said softly.

Chiisal's mind was blank with the intense sensory overload. Without conscious thought she lifted the
blade and, flat sde up, dipped it into the fissure.

Nothing happened.

'No, no,' Kaijikan said, irritably. "Y ou mugt think. You must wanttodoiit.’
‘But | don't want to doiit,’ Chiisal said.

"Then you choose the dternative?

Chiisa closed her eyes. | am weak, shethought. | am not worthy to be a Bujun warrior. But she
knew thisto be untrue. Now she regretted bitterly not finding an opportunity during their journey hereto
use the dim, pearl-gripped tanto she had secreted inside her right boot. But there had been no
opportunity and she had failed to make one. She had erred on the Side of caution, knowing that she
would have only one chance. She thought the undead Tokagée might be vulnerable but what about
Kaijikan. The magus was the one Chiisal feared, and so far she had detected no weaknessin her.
Further, she did not know the extent of her powers. How then to fight her and prevail with only atanto
and limited knowledge of the enemy? She would have no more than an ingtant before K aijikan reacted
and brought her magic to bear. The odds had been untenable, and so she had chosen to do nothing.
Inaction, her sendai had oncetold her, is equal to action in its consequence. Now she understood fully
the meaning of that lesson.

But that wasthe past. Here, now, she was presented with another choice. Action or inaction, which
would it be? Passivity would only get her more mind-bending pain that would continue until she either
acquiesced or her mind snapped. Then, Kaijikan would surely do as she promised - she would kil
Chiisa and reanimate her. Like Te-te, she would be Kaijikan's dave for ever. If she chose action, she
would still be strong and clear of mind. There was a least a chance, no matter what the magus thought to
the contrary.

Therefore, Chiisal raised the dai-katanaand did it into the jagged fissure. At first, nothing happened.
Then, so gradually it took sometime for her to become aware of it, a certain vibration was transmitted
from the forged stedl to her arm and, thence, into her bodly. It jarred her senses, rattling her teeth and
meaking her heartbeet erratic. She nearly passed out, but Tokagé's strong right arm held her fast.

'Yes,' Kajikan said. 'It ishappening.’



When Chiisai became aware that her eyes were closed, she opened them. She could hardly breathe. In
fact, if shedid not know that it wasimpossible she would swear that she was absorbing something other
than oxygen from the air, asif she had turned into another form of creature atogether.

And then her eyes|ocked on the blade of her dai-katana, which seemed to shimmer darkly inthe
torchlight. And then she blinked, for she saw that what she had mistaken for refraction was, instead, a
substance crawling out of the fissure dong the center of the blade.

It was orange-red and flowed like molten lavaor mercury, travelling at first painfully dowly, then more
swiftly dong the blade. Chiisai's erratic heartbeat was making her ill. Black spots danced in front of her
eyes and each breath caught in her throat, becoming a heroic labor.

'Almogt there,' Kaijikan cried in triumph.

And then Chiisai's bresthing became less|abored, her heart rate descended. The orange-red substance
flowed, coating the entire length of the blade and then began to drip off it onto the floor of the cavern. As
it pooled it became more viscous, then solid, pouring upward - if such athing were possible.

It became denser, darker, like the fall of aseaof night. And, to Chiisai's dismay, it began to take aform.
At firgt, there were but hints - an appendage here, what appeared to be atentacle or atail there. The
brief bulge of ahead, balooning out, then as quickly deflating, forming in another place.

And dl the time the thing was growing, expanding exponentidly. Like ahorribly deformed fetusit grew
arms, legs, tail and head. Then the detail s began to be imprinted upon the living substance. Until, at last it
rose up, and trembling inits birth pains, towered over even Tokageé.

Chiisal gasped and her nervelessfingersfell from the hilt of her dai-katana, which neverthel ess remained
securdly inserted in the fissure. For standing in front of her was abeast at least seven feet in height. It
stood upon sturdy hind legs with taloned feet and ascaled tail with a multi-spiked end. It had ahumanoid
torso, though horribly distorted, but its head was truly hideous: that of a predator owl - al enormous,
circular eyes and awickedly curved beak. Theluminous yellow eyes gazed in ragpt attention at the being it
found confronting it. It turned its neck in small birdlike increments and when it spoke its voicefilled the
cavern. It was so grating Chiisal found it painful to listen to.

'So you have fulfilled your promise’

'Y es, Phaidan. You arein theworld of man.'
"Then the Bridge has been made constant.'
'It has, indeed,’ Kaijikan said.

'No more maiming of my people; no more extinguishing of their spirit asthey make the Leap from one
dimenson to another.

'No," Kaijikan assured him. The sword and this brave one make the Bridge absolutely religble.’

And Chiisai screamed insde, cursing hersalf, because now she knew the consequences of al the wrong
choices she had made. She should have chosen to act during their journey here, no matter the odds
againg her. She should have chosen passivity now, anything rather than place her dai-katanain the
fissure, creating the Bridge from thisworld to. ..

‘Many will follow me," said Phaidan, the Chaos creature. 'Thistime there will be no error. Our retribution
will be complete!



The Dai-San speaks.

| wanted to stay with her but | could not. The world does not work that way; even the Dai-San
cannot have everything he wants. In a profound way there is a kind of solace in that. Our universe
tolerates no absolute power, but thisis no time to debate the concept of God. No one - not even 1,
not even the Kaer'n - knows the truth about how the Mountain Sn ‘hai was born and what exists
upon its summit. There are still some mysteries beyond our grasp; enigmas yet to be born.

Here | admit my love for Chiisai. Why not? It is part of my remaining humanity and, as | have
said, the Kaer'n have taught me the importance of this. | will not think about her being taken
away from me; my Kaer'n forbids me to think such thoughts and | must realize it is for a good
reason. The Kaer'n nurture me and protect me and | still have much to learn about them. In many
ways, they remain the greatest mystery left for me to unfold.

They are like origami - that complex Bujun art of making paper creatures - unfolding in so many
layers the process itself becomes dizzying. The Kaer'n exist on many levels at once. Well, what can
you expect, considering their origin. And it isthis very thing which keeps them hewn to the
shadows. Fear is till the easiest emotion to evoke in humans, and there is no telling what kind of
panic common knowledge of the Kaer'n would set off- even in the Bujun.

But | must continue to learn about them for | have come to understand that thisis the only way |
will ever fathom the key to my own existence.

PART THREE

SYRINX

TEN

WHITELOTUS

Unlike other desert communities, notable chiefly for their impermanence, Masjahan was afortress. To
the eye of the weary traveler its brooding brown-black sandstone walls, beetling with the weapons-illed
crendlations of acitadd eterndly at war, said sanctuary. Thiswas no doubt because the vast mgjority of
those who passed through itslion gates were consdered, at least in other parts of the world, criminds.
Not in Masjahan. The sacred Mahatsinjo, thefiercely visaged lion with the plumed wings of the phoenix,
was the protector of al who lived beneath his benevolent wingspan.

Masjahan sat at the extreme northwest corner of the Mu'ad. It was a desolate tract of land, even by the
standards of the Great Desart, streaked with a curious dark sandstone the Catechists alone knew how to
work. But over its ramparts one could see looming the Mountain Sin-hai, its summit perpetually obscured
by fulminating clouds and severeice sorms. Occasondly, akind of reddish lightning illuminated those
clouds and the citizens of Masjahan lifted their headsto stare, standing with their legsfar apart asthe
ground beneath them shuddered asiif in great racking sobs. These not infrequent quakes were the overt
Sgns, so the Fianarantsoatold its constituency, that Zarathus was, indeed, among them, striding across
the snow-encrusted summit of the Mountain Sin-hai, his sacred Ste of mediitation.

Near the base of the Mountain Sin'hai's blue-black flank, legend had it, lay the ancient land of Syrinx. But
none in Masjahan had ever ventured there or, at the least, returned to tdll of it.

Thiswas what the members of the Fianarantsoa had told Moichi in the pre-dawn interview Sardonyx had
promised him. Asthey tore rough chunks from rounds of unleavened bread and popped dried datesin



their mouths, they told him the dogma of Catechism - the ecstatic side was not yet for him, an infidel. But
asfor Dujuk’kan and the Makkon, they had no knowledge and no recommendations. They had beenin
the Mu'ad for forty days and forty nights, asthe Living God, Zarathus, had bade them. Asfor recent
eventsin Masjahan they were deaf, dumb and blind. But they gave him agift, just the same: amagnificent
push-dagger with double blades of an dmost black Damascus sted, a gold-veined bronze guard and a
carved mahogany grip.

'l did not believe they could help. But no matter," Sardonyx had said blithely.
'How can you say that? Moichi had asked. 'When | get to Masjahan | will need help.’
'And you shdl haveit, shetold him with such conviction he had no other choice but to believe her.

Masjahan possessed aformidable presence, abetted no doubt by its reputation. No people had ever
been successful in extraditing one of their own from this Catechist stronghold by diplomatic meansand
none were foolish enough to attempt such athing by force. ‘God has brought him to our bosom,’ the
Catechigtsinvariably said. 'Sooner or later, he will find the Path.'

Thiswasthe Catechists most profound belief: that in every human being lies the seed of good from which
God would manufacture His magic: redemption. It spoke to the very heart of the faith which, with its
other face, both condoned the trading in human life and encouraged sexua exploration as afurtherance to
attaining the ecstatic state required to hear and interpret the testament of the Living God.

"We accept the trade in human flesh because it is part of the natural order, part of God's design,’
Vato-mandry had told Sardonyx when she had been under histutelage. "We do not believe in equality
for all people, for we have found that breeds anarchy and discontent. When people are given a
freedom they cannot handle, the wildness that is buried inside them erupts and disturbs the
ongoing process of goodness that will lead them onto the Path. This is not mere speculation or
religious dogma but proven fact.’

'‘But how can you or anyone else make the decision of who will be free and who will be enslaved?
Sardonyx had asked. 'The Iskamen were enslaved in Aden and they rose up against it and became
free.

"We are the chosen of Zarathus,' Vato-mandry had said, 'God chooses. As for the Iskamen, it is our
belief that their freedomisillusory. They are still tied to Aden in ways hidden from normal sight.
Their battle for freedomis not yet done.'

Sardonyx related this disturbing conversation as they walked down the narrow streets of Masjahan.
Everything was made from the same indigenous sandstone, so that it seemed somber and austere for a
place with such areputation for carnal and vend pleasures.

Above them, the harsh desert sun, the color of aripening fig, hung brutaly in the hard, cloudless sky.
Moichi began to appreciate the cleverness of Masjahan's plan. The citadd's high walls cut off al wind,
and the narrow, plaza-less streets, made for aminimum of blown sand. The central market made a
dightly crooked X through streets jam-packed with cowled and robed religious leaders and brigands and
cut-throat traders dike. These people appeared to live in, if not quite perfect harmony, then astate
agtonishingly closeto it. What minor incidents Moichi witnessed - petty larceny, disputes over prices-
were swiftly resolved by amember of the Fianarantsoa. These elders moved through the throngs, faced
drawn weapons and razor-thin tempers with the admirable sang-froid of seasoned politicians. Not one of
the disputations that Moichi witnessed was allowed to get out of hand.

Sardonyx bought them a concoction of ripe black figs and atangy yellow cream that she said was made



from co'chyn maresin heat. They aethiswith ther fingers asthey walked through the market. Below the
colorfully striped avnings they passed merchants selling al manner of spices, dried fruits and mesats
suitable for desert journeys. Coppersmiths and artisansin pewter, slver filigree and gold wire watched
them from behind their magnifying loupes. The air reeked of SO many scentsit was often impossible to
identify them dl.

Up ahead, Moichi saw awizened old woman, her back in the shape of acomma. She sat upon a
well-worn stool tooled with complex and indecipherable runes. Before her gnarled hands were the skulls
of ahaf-dozen smal animas - rodents, no doubt - in shades of white, cream and ivory. They had been
bleached by the sun, patinated by being constantly handled. In thisway, they had taken on acharacter al
their own - dmogt another life - one might say.

Seeing her dressed in Catechist robes, Moichi asked about her.
'‘SheisaTshombe, akind of Catechist oracle.’
' did not know the Catechists believed in divination.'

‘It isoften surprising what their religion embraces.’ Shelooked at him cannily. ‘Do you wish to petition
her?

Moichi nodded. Though he was anxious to get on with his search for Dujuk’kan, Sanda's merchant
husband Y esquz, and the Makkon, he knew he had business here. 'l had adream in the Mu'ad when
Sandacameto me. " Save me!" sheimplored me. And then sherecited what seemed ariddieto me.'

Asthey approached, the Tshombe raised her cronish head and, licking her lips, took her handful of tiny
skulls off her baize table and rolled them around in her palm. They made a curious clacking sound, as
musical asarow of hollow gourds.

‘The future, good sir? she cried in her cracked voice. 'But no.'

Shelifted agnarly forefinger. The futureis not your immediate concern, though it should be. Y ou seek an
answer to aquestion.’

She cackled alittle, rolling the skulls out before Moichi could tell her what question he wanted answered.
She stared down at the result for not more than atenth of a second. Then her watery eyeslifted to
Moichi's expectant face. "The bear you seek is not what you expect. It lies northwest of here.’

‘Northwest lie the dopes of the Mountain Sin'hai," Moichi said.

The Tahombe nodded. 'But before the Mountain lie the great fens and marshes, the Barrier. Within them
waitsthe bear.'

'What barrier? Moichi asked.

'Why, the Barrier God created between the world and Syrinx.' There was adly smile on her face. "The
moment His servant Miira passed her Mirror around the chamber of state He formed from the great
marshes and fensthe Barrier, expanding it athousand-fold and populating it with al manner of strange
and wondrouslife. All thisin the moment death and retribution were visited upon Syrinx.' The spread of
her dy smile made of her face an eerie mask. 'Y ou know the tale of Miiras Mirror, do you not, good
ar?

"That | do," Moichi said. He gestured to Sardonyx. 'Pay the Tsshombe for her service.'



The croneraised her hand. 'This oracle was not for sale, good sir." She nodded her head, her rheumy
eyes hooded. 'Continue on your way to the house of Vato-mandry, and may God look you in the eye.'

'How did she know where we were headed? Moichi said asthey hurried down the street.

"Vato-mandry's houseisjust down thisblock." She shrugged. Then again how did she know what
guestion you wanted answered?

'l did not even know it was aquestion,’ Moichi said, repeating for her in total the poem Sanda had
recited in hisdream.

The Fanarantsoas dwelling was unremarkable. In fact, it looked much like the brown-black sandstone
buildings on either Sde of it.

Only alonefig tree out front, gnarled and bent as the Tshombe's back, marked it. Sardonyx used the
brass knocker which sand and wind had blasted to adull, rough finish.

A heavy cedar door opened inward and Sardonyx said, 'Bes-abas, isthat you? | have returned.’

'Child!" A large turbaned woman with gresat red cheeks and frizzy strands of black hair flying free stepped
out of the doorway, her arms open wide. She embraced Sardonyx with whole-hearted delight. 'Husband
wasright. The prodiga hasreturned at last!”

Sardonyx kissed her cheeks with tenderness. 'Sadder and wiser, as he no doubt foresaw.'

'‘Comein, comein!' Bes-abas said as Sardonyx introduced Moichi. 'No doubt you both are famished
from your long journey.’

Theinterior was dark, candle-lit, blessedly cool. The atmosphere was thick with the smells and humidity
of boiling stew and vegetables. Thismoisture, Moichi soon saw, suited well the myriad smal plants,
flowers and ferns set in beautifully wrought metal and ceramic pots throughout the house. In the steaming
kitchen, three burly women were a work. All stopped to hug Sardonyx in turn and ask her anon-stop
flow of questions. Where had she gone? How far had she traveled? What sights had she seen? What
adventures? Did men in faraway lands have different sexud proclivities? All eyeswere on Moichi asthe
last question was asked. But before Sardonyx could answer, Bes-abas shooed them back to work.

She brought back plates piled high with food, and metd steinsfilled with afizzy dcoholic beverage that
was thick, thirst-quenching and ddlicious.

'Y ou have alarge kitchen staff here,’ Moichi said. He saw Bes-abas give Sardonyx a quick glance.
‘Those women aren't staff,” Sardonyx told him. 'They are Vato-mandry's other wives!'
‘Other wives? he said, dumbfounded.

'Precisdly,' Bes-abas said, urging them on to eat and drink their fill. ‘I am First Wife. These others- my
ggtersnow inthisfamily - well, Vato-mandry must produce progeny.’

'For the members of the Fianarantsoaiit is a sacred duty,’ Sardonyx explained.

Moichi thought of ahorrifying possibility. 'So if you were to become the first femae member of the
Fanarantsoa

'l would be required to have many husbands,' she said with atwinkle in her eye,'to ensure | bore many
children.’



Seeing the expression on his face Bes-abas laughed until the tears came to her eyes. Then she dapped
her thighs and, leaning over Moichi, kissed him hard on both cheeks. 'Y ou are agood boy," she said with
obvious pleasure. 'l am glad Sardonyx brought you here." Then she stood up. She had made no mention
of Sardonyx's scar; even her eyes had not betrayed her. 'l will tell Husband that you are here." She smiled
at them both. Though | have little doubt he aready knows. He awoke earlier than usud, at dawn,
aready restless and glancing out the window over the ramparts and into the Mu'ad.’

They finished their food, washed it down with the last of the drink. Moichi looked at Sardonyx, who
seemed nervous. He could well understand how she might be. More than anyone el se, perhaps, this one
man had helped shape her life. And he would not blame her if shefelt conflicted toward Vato-mandry. If
the Catechist had not himself visited ills on her, then he had been their facilitator. He had been so certain
of her ultimate fate that he had alowed -encouraged, even - the worst scars of life to settle upon her flesh
like carrion birds. He had done her no good service that Moichi could see, and so he was not disposed
toliking thisold mydtic.

The man who eventudly arrived down astaircase of polished ebony was not at dl what Moichi had
expected. If he was aman of extreme age, only hislong gray beard and hislined face disclosed it.
Otherwise, he was as straight-backed and nimble-limbed as any young man Moichi had come across.

'So, little sigter, | seelife has caught you by the throat,” he said from the foot of the sairs.
'Caught me and shaken me," Sardonyx said. '‘But | till have al my teeth.’

He had soft brown eyes, a hawk-like nose, cheeks sunken by alack of body fat rather than age. He had
thelook of an outdoorsman rather than that of a philosopher; the squint lines at the corners of hiseyes
werethe result of practical experience rather than chronicaly poor light. He wore along, fur-trimmed
robe and atanned leather brimless hat, like all the Fianarantsoa, that hugged his skull. And he was so tall
he was obliged to duck his head while navigating certain areas of the house.

He grinned, showing enormous square white teeth. 'Y es," he said in his degp commanding voice, it is
good to seeyou.'

ThisisMoichi Annai-Nin, Reverend Father,' Sardonyx said, taking Moichi's hand.
'S0, Vato-mandry said with an enigmatic ook, 'you have found him.'
"Y ou know of me? Moichi said.

'Who has not heard tales of the Kai-feng? He regarded Moichi for along time before returning his
attention to Sardonyx. ‘It isas| hoped, little sister, when | set you on your path outside Masjahan. God
has tested you; He has prepared you for what isto come. Y ou have proven my vision; you are, indeed,
His handmaiden.' He stretched out along arm. ‘'Now, come upstairsinto my study. There must be no
delay. Our very existence depends upon you both.’

The steps were like glass and made no sound as the three of them ascended to the top floor of
Vato-mandry's house. The Catechist’'s study overlooked the Mountain Sin'hai and the swirling clouds that
shrouded its summit. Moichi had never been so close to the sacred mountain, and the fedings
engendered in him were more ambivalent than he had imagined. The God of the Iskamen was known for
Hisfearful temper and for His code of revenge. And even those He loved He sorely tested in the crucible
of life

The study was a bright, circular room, uniquein acitadel of squares and rectangles. It had white stucco
walls covered with shelves of glassy petrified wood, stresked with green and carmine. These shelves



were filled with scrolls, books and manuscripts, some, Moichi saw, unfinished. One such lay open upon
the large desk carved from asingle block of onyx. The stone floor was covered with arug of Catechist
manufacture. Primitive colors swirled and danced in eerily accurate representation of the dervish.

All of these things were quite fantastic, but they faded from Moichi's consciousness amoment after he
stepped into the room because his attention was riveted on the tall dark man standing in the center of the
study. Heturned asthey entered and hisliquid brown eyesfixed on Maoichi's.

Smiling without warmth, he held open hisarms and sad, 'Brother.’
‘Hamaan!'

Hamaan nodded. ‘A little older, alittle wiser, but the same." He opened hisarmswider. ‘Are you too long
away from Iskadl to greet your brother in the traditiona manner?

Moichi stepped forward, was embraced by his brother, and embraced him in turn. Then they both
stepped back asif an unpleasant shock had gone through them.

'Apparently, Vato-mandry was expecting you,' Hamaan said. '‘But | was not.’

'l returned to Alaarat to find that Sanda had been murdered and the villa deserted save for a Fe'edjinn
contingent led by aFirst Darman named Tamuk.'

'A good man, Tamuk, loya and brave,’ Hamaan said. 'l have been grooming him for advancement. Heis
herewith you, | takeit.'

'Hewaskilled in the Mu'ad, dong with two of hismen.’

'l see’ Only asmadll twitch at the outer corner of Hamaan's left eye betrayed his emotionless facade. But
then Moichi knew what to look for; he had seen that flicker before.

'Were you ambushed by the Al Rafaar? These daysthey act asif they own the Mu'ad.’

'We saw no Adenese. The desert itsdlf did them in. Moichi said, not wanting to get into the magica
aspects of the Jailor.

'And you survived. Along with the woman.'
That'sright." Moichi took the opportunity to introduce Sardonyx.

Hamaan, taking her hand, said, 'l am used to meeting my brother'swomen,’ in his most ungracious
manner. To Moichi, he said, 'Well, brother, your record isintact. Oneway or the other you aways
manageto survive.!

'l think we should dl dit,' Vato-mandry said, coming between them in order to defuse thetenson. He
poured them all Vasht, the degp yellow liquor of the Catechists. He turned to Moichi. 'Y our brother has
had quite a shock. Tamuk was like abrother to him. | am certain you understand.

Moichi gazed a the Catechist with interest. Implicit in what he said was his knowledge of the difficulties
these two brothers were struggling with. Just how much did he know of the Annai-Nin history? Moichi
wondered.

Hamaan, who had tossed off hisdrink in onefiery swallow, put aside hisglass. 'As Tamuk may havetold
you, | came here to bring Sanda's husband back for questioning in her murder.’



'Y es. Tamuk told me Y esquz isa spice trader.’

Hamaan nodded. "That was as much as he knew - as much aswe al knew. | havefound Yesquz and |
have discovered that dong with the spices which are harvested on the lower dopes of the Mountain
Sin'ha heisadeder of the White Lotus!

The atmosphere in the study abruptly became so thick one could choke onit.

'l have heard of the White Lotus but | had assumed it only legend,’ Sardonyx said. 'l knew aman once
who believed initsexistence. He spent most of hislifein avain attempt at finding it.'

It exigts, dl right, Hamaan affirmed.

"The White Lotusis apowder of the Black Angel; aroot with hellish properties,’ Vato-mandry said. The
strength and slaminaingesting it providesis otherworldly. A man possesses the power of ahundred and,
with it, the mind-set to do battle night and day until blood runsin the sreets, fillsthe gutters and gluts
even the thirsty desert. White Lotusis anathemato us, for aman who has tasted it but once will have no
desirefor the dervish with which we serve the Living God, and will turn hisface from Zarathuss eye.

‘But White Lotusistreacherousin less spiritual ways, aswdll. It must be prepared correctly and ingested
intheright dose, otherwiseit provesfata.' He, too, set hisliquor aside, athough he had failed to touch
his. 'Its flower iswhite and, indeed, lotus-like, hence its name. It floats upon the black waters of the
Khashm, aform of fen found in only one place: Syrinx.'

'But the Syrinxians are adead race,' Moichi said. 'If they once harvested the White L otus, who would do
it nowadays?

"The Khashm is an exceedingly dangerous place,' Vato-mandry said. The Syrinxians never possessed the
knowledge to navigate it, let lone to harvest its most well-protected flora. No, only a people indigenous
to the Khashm would be ableto do that.'

"The Shinju? Moichi said increduloudy. 'But we are speaking of a people extinct for millennia.’
It must be remarkable to have such absolute knowledge,” Hamaan said.
‘But it iscommon knowledge." Moichi turned to Vato-mandry.

'Exactly, the Catechist said. 'But isit the truth? Thistrader Y esquz was in possession of White Lotus,
properly harvested and correctly dosaged. Thisfact aonewould tend to refute the common knowledge.'

"The Shinju, dive? Moichi turned thisover in hismind. ‘It would be afantagtic discovery, if it weretrue.!’
Helooked at his brother. "What will you do with Y esquz?

'Use himto lead usto his source,' Hamaan said. ‘It isimperative we wrest control of the White Lotus
trade from the Adenese’

"The Adenexe?

Hamaan nodded soberly. 'My sourcestell methat Al Rafaar has obtained from the Shinju the ultimate
weapon. Can you imagine those fanatics stoked on the root? They would overrun Iskae! in afortnight,
daughtering usdl.’

'Do you condone this? Moichi asked Vato-mandry. 'l thought the Catechists were neutraists.”

'Indeed we are,' Vato-mandry said. 'Hamaan has pledged to hand over the White Lotusto usto



destroy.'

Moichi looked at the Catechist for sometime. Was he naive enough to believe that Hamaan, afanatic
himself, awarrior, would ever hand over such amilitary advantage to athird party? Perhaps so. But
Moichi was not fooled. He knew what hisbrother had in mind: the way to ensure an Iskamen victory in
itsfull-scale assault on Aden. There was no doubt that White Lotusin sufficient quantitieswould tip the
balance of power in the Mu'ad. The destruction of the Adenese was dl that Hamaan lived for. And now
that 1skael was primed for war he saw away to ensureitsvictory.

'My only regret,” Hamaan was saying now, 'wasthat | am convinced that Y esquz did not kill Sanda. Her
murderer isstill unknown.'

'l know whoitis' Moichi said. '| have encountered it in Aldarat, whereit killed my first mate. | have
tracked it across the Mu'ad, and now its spoor tellsmeit is herein Masjahan.’

At Moichi'sfirst words, Hamaan had jumped up. 'Y ou know? Then tell me. Tell me, by the God of our
fathers, so that | may have my revenge!’

'Yousad"it"," Vato-mandry astutely pointed out. ‘Not "he" or "she."'
‘That'sright,' Moichi told them. 'Sanda was ravaged by a Mak-kon, a Chaos beast.'

Moichi waslooking a Vato-mandry when he mentioned the Makkon, and he saw to his astonishment
that the Catechist's face went pale. He tugged at his beard and his eyesturned inward.

'Vato-mandry? Sardonyx said. She, too, was aware of his distress.

Only Hamaan, rage spewing out of him, was oblivious. Tel me!" he cried. 'Chill take you, brother!’
'Keep till, Moichi snapped.

'Why here? Vao-mandry was saying. "Why now?

Down on one knee before the Catechist, Moichi said softly, 'V ato-mandry, what do you know of the
Makkon?

The Chaos beast? His eyes were ill turned inward, veiled as they would have been at the height of the
dervish. The Makkon isloose, killing, and now it is here where the White Lotusis, the White Lotus
harvested by the Shinju.’

"There must be a connection,’ Moichi said. 'l encountered the Makkon at an after-hours bar on the
waterfront. The place looked asif it had been ripped apart by alegion of berserkers.’

'Or asingle man on White Lotus," Hamaan said.
Vato-mandry nodded. 'That, too, ispossible!’
Moichi turned to his brother. What are you saying?

'Al Rafaar has White L otus. Selected agents, infiltrating Alaarat have used it." His eyes werefilled with
thefanatic's peculiar fire. 'Don't you see? It isapilot project, to gauge the root's effects, an experiment.
Al Rafaar murdered Sanda, just as we suspected, a berserker on White Lotus, amadman. Thisiswhat
we can expect when war is declared, brother, on afar, far larger scde.’ Hiseyesfairly spit flames.
Tronic, isn't it? Thisis the madness from which you sought so hard to flee. And now you are imprisoned
withinitsvery heart.'



Phaidan could not remain inits present form for long, and so began the last phase of Tokagé's
reanimation. He held out his mailed hands and Phaidan's upper appendages flowed over his, cregping like
treerootsrunriot, like serpentsin afrenzy of anticipation, like the corded veins on a strongman.

Tokagé's head was thrown back, his spine arched, asif abolt of lightning were running through him. And
al thewhile, the features, contours and the outline of the Chaos satdllite beast were collgpsing into
rivulets, sreamsand, findly, atorrent of energy pouring itsdlf into Tokagé at the point where his
breastplate ended and his throatguard began.

‘At lagt!" Kaijikan cried. 'At last!’

It was the moment Chiisal had been waiting for. She recognized it without thinking and, bending down,
drew out the dim tanto concedled within her right boot. In the same movement, she thrust the point of the
blade into the very spot where Phaidan was flowing into the warlord.

'Nooo!" Kaijikan screamed, as Chiisal rammed the blade homeits entire length.

Tokagé staggered backward, his hands scrabbling for the blade. A nimbus of energy - Chaos energy -
swirled around him, ballooning outward rather than flowing seamlesdy into him. A thunderousrettling as
of the bones of ten thousand skeletons filled the cavern. Tokagé, sounding asif he were choking,
dammed into the cavern wall, bounced off and hit again. The nimbus, spreading darkly like the squirt of a
squid'sink in weter, followed him, thwarted initsgoa of entering him completely.

Chiisai had no timeto follow this drama, however. She had turned and was reaching to yank her
dai-katana out of the fissure and, thus, abrogate the Bridge from her world to the dimension of Chaos,
when she was whirled violently around.

She stared up into the raging face of Kaijikan.
‘Bitch!" Kaijikan screamed. 'Stupid, stupid bitch!’

Kaijikan reached out dender, ephemera arms and threw Chiisal so violently against the rock wall that
she dmost lost consciousness. Shefelt her knees buckle and she dipped to the packed dirt floor. Her
head lolled on aneck that had turned to rubber. Shetried to get up but she lacked both strength and
coordination and she fell back.

Then Kaijikan was atride her. Spittle flew from the maguss mouth and, as Chiisai watched, horrified,
her right hand elongated, the nails extruding brightly asif they were made of forged stedl.

Kaijikan was spewing obscenities as her talon-like nails struck downward, puncturing Chiisai's skin and
flesh. Chiisal cried out in pain, trying to twist away, but the nails were so long, penetrating so deeply that
Chiisal, panicked, felt them at her very core.

'Diel' Kaijikan cried. 'Die!’

And, withdrawing her nailsto dash them lengthwise across Chiisai's face, she turned away from the
blood gurgling from the multiple wounds, and rushed to tend to her charge.

Through eyes ditted by shock and pain, Chiisai saw Kaijikan grab Tokagé and drag him, sscumbling and
il clawing at hisneck, out of the cavern. Shetried to rise, leaning hard againgt thewadll to lever hersdf to
her feet. Her hands were red and, when she looked down at her chest, it was covered in blood. There
was no pain now, as the endorphins pumped into her system, shut down the pain receptors. She was
filled with awarmth, alassitude that made her forget why it was she had wanted to move.



With alittle sigh, she did back down to the packed earth and sat staring at her own blood leaking into the
veins of metalic white which, like lightning trapped beneath glass, now seemed to flush with an dmost
ferd light.

'Hamaan is quite correct,’ Vato-mandry said. 'White Lotus had tipped the delicate balance of power
along the Mu'ad. Aslong as the Adenese possess the White L otus we Catechists must adly ourselves with
Isked.

‘But that isin contravention of your bdliefs, Moichi said. 'If you take Sdeswhat isto sop al the
neighboring countries from doing so?

'Perhapsthey should,” Hamaan said heatedly. 'If the Adenese successfully overrun Iskagl do you think
they will stop at its borders? Once they taste such power they will be unable to stop. They will try to
conquer the entireregion.’

"Y our brother speakswisdly,' the Catechist said.

'No, no, thisis madness, pure and smple,’ Moichi said. 'Any escalation of the feud between Iskael and
Adenisunthinkable!'

'l have had enough of your attitude!" Hamaan shouted, pulling him up by the front of his shirt. 'Who are
you to come back here and begin giving orders? We are not in the family villaand you are no longer
Father's surrogate. Feud? Listen to yourself. Y ou are describing an old women's dtercation. We are
gpeaking of basic rights now: to be free. The Adenese want to endave us, asit wasin the beginning. We
cannot allow that." He was shaking with rage. "What you have uttered here istreasonous. | am Qatach. |
could order your incarceration or your execution and none would gainsay me.’

Hiseyesblazing, Moichi said, 'We are not in Iskagl now, or in the Mu'ad. In Masjahan your rank is
meaningless!

'Freebooter, anarchig, traitor! Even the avowed neutralists know when to take sides. But not you.'
Hamaan drew aweapon. 'l will teach you the importance of earned rank.'

"That is enough, both of you!'

Vato-mandry stood, hislegs spread, his arms thrown wide. Thelong deeves of hisrobe had been thrust
back and they could see the welter of runish tattoos wound around his arms like the coils of a serpent.

"Y ou are not here to bury one another, but to bury acommon enemy," he admonished them. 'Y ou must
discover thetrader Y es-quz's source for White Lotus. It isimperative you sever theties Al Rafaar have
with the Shinju.’

'Even you must agree with thet, brother,' Hamaan said disgustedly.
'l do.'

Thenitisagreed,' Vato-mandry said, looking hopefully from one brother to another for any sgn of a
truce.

Hamaan nodded. 'Wewill see him immediately.’

'Y essir!’ The Feledjinn snapped to attention at their arrival. 'The prisoner isresting.’



'Resting? Hamaan said, asthey inarched down the hallway. 'Has he had his medl?
'Heindicated that he was not hungry,' the Feedjinn said crisply.

'I left gtrict ordersthat he should not be deprived,” Hamaan said, annoyed.

'Yessir, but | did not believe that meant force-feeding the prisoner.’

'Heisnot aprisoner, Third Darman. At least, not yet.'

Yesdr.'

The halway in which they found themselves was part of avast |abyrinth of like-looking corridors- a
veritable warren in one of Masjahan's myriad pleasure palaces. But since sex and religion were
ddiberatdly intertwined among the Catechists, there were as many dervishers as there were haf-naked
women there. Many, Moichi saw, appeared to be both.

'Intheir endless prosdlytizing, the Catechists believe that sex isthe lure and rdigion isthe hook. They are
quite right, often enough,’ Sardonyx whispered.

Another Fe'edjinn guarded alocked door at the end of the corridor. He, too, was at attention before
they arrived infront of him.

'How isyour charge, Second Darman? Hamaan asked sourly. 'Still starving himsalf?

'Yessr!' the Feedjinnreplied. 'That is, | believe so. | have not heard aword from him since he refused
hisfood.'

'Open the door," Hamaan said impatiently. 'And see that we are not-'

'What was that? Moichi pushed the guard aside, put his ear to the door.

'What did you hear? Hamaan said.

'l do not know," Moichi replied, 'but it sounded like a chair being kicked over.’
'‘Open the door!" Hamaan roared.

While the startled guard fumbled with his keys, Moichi took a step back, smashed his bootsole just
above the door lock. It shattered and the door swung wildly inward.

Inside, the room smelled of swest, blood and fecal matter. It was asmall beamed cubicle furnished with
the bare minimum: amattress on the floor, anightstand with a pitcher of water, achair and rickety table.
Tatty curtains billowed about an open window in the far wall.

'Chill takeit!" Hamaan cried.

For Yesguz, hisface sckly and bloated, hung from arope that had been tied to the center rafter. Below
him, achair on which he had been standing had been kicked over, perhaps by him. Perhaps not.

Moichi ran to the open window, looked down into anarrow gray alley. A Feedjinn lay on the ground,
onefloor below, either unconscious or dead. Behind him, he could hear Hamaan bellowing at the top of
hislungs, and there was the martiad sound of booted feet coming at the double. He levered himself
through the window, dropped to the ground.



Crouched beside the Feedjinn for amoment, he took his pulse, then turned his head. Throat dit neatly
and expertly. Helooked around. Sand had built up in the dley and he could see the faint outline of
footprints. Large ones. He took off after them.

The alley debouched on a crowded street that led to the spice market. He saw abigmaninadab
hurrying into the closest edge of the stalls and he headed that way, shouldering people aside. He moved
quickly and efficiently past the tented awnings beneath which were hegped aromatic binsfilled with star
anise, cardamom, leaf sage, orange pepper, dong with a cornucopia of other spices, familiar and dien.
The voices of the proprietorsfilled the air like the braying whistles of bright-plumaged macaws and
cockatiels. Haggling was expected and intense, away of life for the traders.

Moichi, on thelookout for the big man, glimpsed him again, the d'alb's cowl concedling hisface, and,
bowling over apair of spindly traders, he raced toward him.

His burly arms burnished bronze with cinnamon, the big man turned as he heard Moichi gpproach.
Dujuk’kan looked into Moichi'sface. He stuck hisleft hand into the pile of cinnamon, then took off.

Hisgirth belied his quickness. Besides, he was thoroughly familiar with the citaddl and he dipped through
the throngslike an edl through acora resf.

Moichi logt sight of him, then, putting on aburst of speed, found him again. He was obliged to leap atop a
gpice bin to round a corner in time to see Dujuk'kan pass behind a cart full of whole nutmeg kerndls,
veined with red mace.

Hefollowed, closing the gap somewhat. But Dujuk'kan had thrown a handful of the nutmeg on the
ground and Moichi dipped on one, skidding painfully against thewall of abuilding.

He saw Dujuk’kan's grin as he picked up steam, heading away. But as Moichi rose, Sardonyx appeared
at the other end of the street. He shouted, racing toward her and the Adenese. Dujuk’kan cameto an
abrupt hdt, seeing her. Of course, he did not recognize her. having seen her only as Aufeya, but from her
drawn wegpon and the manner in which she advanced on him, he gathered her intent.

He looked once over his shoulder at Moichi coming on, then back at her. He whirled and disappeared
into the doorway of abuilding on the left. Moichi and Sardonyx arrived at the doorway at dmost the
sametime. He gave her aquick smile and they headed through. It was another sex palace, another
warren of narrow corridors, small rooms and back entrances.

'Clever bagtard,’ Moichi said. 'Wewill never find himin here'

A Catechigt approached them and told them they were disturbing the patrons. When they told him their
intent, he politely but firmly ordered them to leave. They had no choice but to comply.

Outside, in the street, Sardonyx pulled him into the shadows of adoorway.

"Turn and face the door,’ she said, and when helooked at her she put ahand on his shoulder. ‘Do you
trust me?

He did as she asked. Later, he would swear that his eyes were open, but a shadow so deep passed
before him that it was asif he had fallen adeep. Therewas abrief sensation of faling but not faling, asif
inadream. Then hefet her hand turn him around.

He was looking into the face of amae Fianarantsoa. He was about to open his mouth in protest when he
looked into the Cat-echist's clear blue eyes and saw Sardonyx. He was getting a measure of proficiency
at this. Onimpulse, he put his hands up to hisface, pulled at the full beard that now covered hisface,



touched the brimlessleather hat on his head. He looked down at his striped robes.
'Wewill try thisagain,’ Sardonyx said, and as two Fianarantsoa €l ders, they re-entered the sex paace.

Thistime, the Catechist bowed in respect and gave them no second glance. They had free run of the
place.

'Where shall we begin? Moichi asked.

'Begin at theend,’ Sardonyx said, leading him up aset of well-worn sandstone stairs. 'l have divined
Dujuk'kan's whereabouts.'

Oiled women, their flesh gleaming in torchlight, dipped through the corridors like fish in astream. Their
long hair fell free - the only place afemae Catechist was alowed this freedom - swaying acrossthe
indentation of their spines, dternately reveding and concealing bare hips and buttocks. They carried with
them like pilot fish cut-throats and murderous traders, embezzlersin flight and con-men of every
description. It was like diving into abay full of sharks.

Though she had never been here before Sardonyx guided him unerringly through the noisome warren.
Eventualy, the corridor gave out onto alarge room filled with people. These were clustered around a
circular stage made of fragrant oiled cedar that ramped up from the floor.

Half a dozen women in unclasped robes and nothing else danced in the centre of the stage. In their
circular movements and thetilts of their torsos Moichi recognized e ements of the dervish - yet this could
not be because, as Sardonyx had pointed out, there were no female Fianarantsoa.

‘Thisisthe Ambaranata,’ Sardonyx said. 'Likethe dervigh, it isaform of dance which induces an ecstatic
gate. Thisone, however, isaprelude to sexua ecstasy and is the sole province of Catechist women. The
men - and sometimes women - standing around will pick their favorite and bid on her. Highest bidder
wins. The Catechist we saw earlier collectsthe take and it is added to the Catechist coffers:!

Moichi watched, fascinated, as the women whirled and swooped. In thisway, they seemed to lose dll
sense of themselves. It was asif they whirled toward a primeva core where differencesin persondity and
even flesh were exchanged for anirresistible erotic energy. Dipped into thisliving flame, the Ambaranata
lifted like wings striped robes, animated oiled flesh, reveding in brief sunning bursts breasts and groin,
thigh and hip, shoulder and buttock beneeth which well-defined muscles rippled like running animals.
These dancing crestures lived now on the prayer formed with each whirl and swoop of their bodies, and
the aurathey exuded was a heady musk that could drive aman - or awoman of that sexual persuasion -
wild.

'‘Compelling, isn't it? Sardonyx said, pulling him into the crowd. She put her lipsagaingt hisear.
'Dujuk’kan is on the other side of the stage. Y ou go l€ft, | will take theright.’

'What about thisform? he asked. 'l am an old man. | will be unable to force Dujuk'’kan to do anything.'

'But you are Fianarantsoa,' Sardonyx said. 'Y our word islaw in Masjahan. Even Dujuk'’kan must obey
or risk being forever expelled.' Her tongue licked the edge of hisear. 'But | will giveyou achoice. If at

any time you wish him to know who you are, merdly think it and you will return to your form as Moichi

Anna-Nin.

But be very careful, for once returned you cannot go back to the Fianarantsoaform and you will forfeit a
great advantage.’

Moichi nodded, setting off through the throng of avidly bidding brigands, mustachioed traders and



bearded mercenaries. Thiswas as evil abunch of humanity as Moichi had ever encountered, even dong
thefoul late-night dives of Shalangh'sal's rat-infested waterfront. He was obliged to keep his attention
tightly focused on the crowd, to ignore the incessant siren cal of the Ambaranata.

The bidding had reached afever pitch, the brigands and freebooters shoving and screaming out their
bids, threstening their competitors, when Moichi spied Dujuk'’kan. He had stuck himsdlf in acorner,
surrounded by a phalanx of mercenaries whose spirited gesticulations and cat-calls served as an effective
screen.

Dujuk'’kan's eyes did across the face of the approaching Fianarantsoa, then did past. He was on the
look-out for Moichi and Sardonyx; asfar as he could see neither of them were here.

Asthe moments dipped by, Moichi could see him relaxing more and more. All the better. He shouldered
hisway through the mercenaries, amazed how easy it was. Even though these men were rapt participants
in the Ambaranata they did not fail to mark amember of the Fianarantsoa and give way to him. Moichi
began to understand the enormous advantage he would give up were he to return to his own form.

Helooked for Sardonyx, but could not see her in the milling crowd. When he was close enough to the
Adenese to be assured he would be heard, he said, 'Dujuk’kan, you will comewith me.'

Dujuk'kan's head swung in Moichi'sdirection. 'Why, Reverend Father? What have | done?

'Nothing,' Moichi said, not wanting to darm him. 'l merely wish to speak with you about a... delicate
matter of trade.’

'Ah." An avaricious smile spread across Dujuk’kan's face. "When it comesto business, | am aways at the
service of the Fianarantsoa. But could we wait until the Ambaranataiis concluded? | have agreat ded of
money intheair.’

Moichi, needing to herd the Adenese out of this very public place, said, ‘| am very much afraid the
Ambaranatawomen will haveto wait."

Dujuk'kan raised his eyebrows. 'l am shocked, Reverend Father. That is quite an un-Catechigtic desire
you express.' He shrugged. 'But | believe in business over pleasure any day.'

The Ambaranatawas reaching its climax. Moichi led him through a crowd overheated to boiling point.
Still no sign of Sardonyx. Where was she? They went dong a corridor that was nearly deserted.

'‘May | ask where you are taking me, Reverend Father?

No, you may not, Moichi thought. 'A place where we can speak in private. he said. He had no idea
where hewas going in thislabyrinth, which was why he was desperate to find Sardonyx. Onimpulse, he
turned left, headed down aflight of steep, sandstone stairs. Were these the ones they had used to get up
here or another flight altogether? In any case, it wasamistake.

'Private? Y ou mean, you and me? Dujuk'’kan said. '‘But that isillega. Worsg, it isantithetical. Wait a
minute.' He put a heavy hand on Moichi's shoulder, spoun him abruptly around. "Who in the name of
Chaos are you?

It was amistake using the stairs because they were in anarrow, defined spot with no room to maneuver.
The huge Adenese towered over him, hisfacefilling with rage.

'Y ou are not even aFianarantsoa, I'll warrant!" He drew a short-bladed scimitar. The perfect weapon for
hand-to-hand combat.



Moichi, mindful of Sardonyx's warning, knew he had no choice. He could keep the form of the old
Fanarantsoa no longer. He thought of Moichi and became Moichi.

Dujuk’kan sprang backward up the steps. 'What sorcery isthis?

In answer, Moichi drew hisdirks, lunged at the Adenese. But Dujuk'kan was ready for him and,
reverang the small scimitar, he launched it, butt first down the stairwell.

There was no timeto duck. It smashed into the side of Moichi's head, sending him tumbling backward
down the gtairs. One wegpon flew from his grasp but he managed to hang on to the other even ashe
fetched up painfully againgt thewdl of alanding.

His head wasfilled with atitanic roaring and by the time he redlized that it was the sound of Dujuk’kan
clattering down the gtairs, the Adenese had kicked the remaining dirk from his hand. Reaching down,
Dujuk’kan fitted his scimitar into its scabbard and, clutching one of Moichi'sown dirks, put it to his
throat.

'Y ou have more lives than amarshcrow. Now I'll finish off what | had meant to do in Jailor's prison.’

Moichi, ill haf-dazed, his head throbbing with pain, till managed to smash the hed of hishand into
Dujuk'kan's eye socket. The Adenese screamed, lurching back, and Moichi was on him. But he lacked
hisfull strength, and Dujuk’kan jammed an elbow in his solar plexus, robbing him of bresth. He fell and,
bellowing in rage, Dujuk’kan came after him. Moichi saw hisfdlen dirk not more than three
hands-breadths away and desperately reached out for it.

He shouted in pain as Dujuk’kan trod hard on his hand.

'No reprieve thistime,' the Adenese said, kicking him hard in the ribs, then flipping him over on hisback.
'l am going to dit you from throat to abdomen and watch your life come diding out.'

The dirk's blade flashed asit came down toward Moichi. Then, in mid-flight, it paused, tremblingin
mid-air.

‘No! Noooo!
It was Dujuk'kan screaming. His face had drained of blood and his eyes were wide as moons.
'Y ou are dead! Y ou cannot be here! Impossible!’

Moichi turned his head, saw the hideous bulk of the Jailor sdling up the stairwell. His pincers opened and
closed asif in avid anticipation. Of course it wasimpossible. The Jailor was dead; Moichi had killed him.
Besides, by hisown admission, he could not survive outside the tunndls of his own manufacture. Not that
any of this mattered in the moment. The moment was mad, utterly insane, and Moichi used the
advantage.

He drew the double-bladed push-dagger the Fianarantsoa had given him in the Mu'ad and, gripping it
with white-knuckled strength, launched himself at Dujuk'kan.

The double blades pierced the Adenese just beneath his sternum, plunging to their full depth until they
punctured his heart. Dujuk'’kan was amost lifted off hisfeet by the tremendous momentum generated by
the missile of Maichi's entire body. His eyes blinked asif he could not believe what was happening to
him. He looked directly into Moichi'seyes, but Moichi could find nothing there, no regret or hate;
certainly no fear. Then the eyesrolled up and death clouded them with hisvell.



With agrunt, Moichi pulled the push-dagger free, and the corpse of Dujuk’kan dumped to the landing.
Then Moichi turned to face the advancing Jailor.

He amiled into the awful visage and said, 'Didn't your mother ever tell you not to make faceslike that?
Y ou could stay like that for ever.’

The Jailor shimmered, the outline flickering, contracting, metamorphosing until Sardonyx stood before
him, hands on hips, legs spread. ‘Ungrateful wretch, | just saved your life!

'‘And adamn finejob of it you did," he said, kissing her on thelips. Heretrieved hisdirks, but when he
bent the throbbing in the side of his head became amost unbearable. He staggered and Sardonyx caught
him around thewai <.

'How white of face you look,' she said. Y ou are frightening me.’

Whilethey stood very close together, she put the flat of her hand to the wound, and gradualy the pain
ebbed.

‘Theworst of itisgone,’ she said. 'But you still need timeto heal completely.’

His head was beginning to clear. Thank you," he said. Then he took her hand as they headed down the
dairs.

On their way back to Hamaan and the hanged Y esquz, Moichi stopped at the cinnamon stall. Over the
merchant's bitter protests he thrust his hand into the spot he had seen Dujuk’kan make use of. Hisfingers
burrowed into the spice until it covered his entire forearm. Then he felt something and gingerly he pulled it
OuL.

'What isit? Sardonyx said as he blew it free of clinging cinnamon.

Itisaring." Moichi's ssomach contracted. He turned it around and around, just to make certain. But he
needn't have bothered; he had recognized the star spphire the moment he had pulled thering free. He
stared into its deep-blue and pale gold depths. ‘It belonged to my sister Sanda. My father gaveit to her
when she turned thirteen.’

Sardonyx peered at it. 'What is that engraved on the Sdes?

Moichi looked closdly. 'Why, it'sabear,' he said, thinking of the riddle verse Sanda had recited in his
dream.

"The bear in the stone? Sardonyx said.
'What was Dujuk’kan doing with this?

'Y ou mean what was Y esquz doing with it," Sardonyx said. 'l think Dujuk’kan took it from him before he
killed him.

'Why?

'Perhapsitisthe key,' Sardonyx said. "'The connection we have been looking for. Did the Makkon kill
Sandafor it? Or, as Hamaan is convinced, the Al Rafaar? But she had given it to Y esquz or he had taken
it from her. Remember what your Sster said to you in your dream. " When the spirit flies above marsh
and chasm."" Shelooked at him. 'Perhaps you misheard her, Moichi. | believe that instead of chasm
Sanda said Khashm.'



ELEVEN

EVE

Chiisai was dying, slowly and painfully, as Kaijikan had predicted. Without the maguss protection,
theinvisble energy of the ancients was seeping into her bones, intent on eating her from the insde out.
On the other hand, it was more than likely that the woundsinflicted by Kaijikan would kill her first.
Chiisal opened her eyes. The reed torch had burned itsdlf out, but fitful illumination was provided by the
veins of the white metallic substance in the earth floor of the cavern. She knew she had lost alot of
blood; she had trouble breathing. Her lungs felt full and there was a pink froth at the corners of her
mouth.

Death crouched beside her, stinking, its bones bleached a hideous yellow-white, cracked with age. It
hunkered close to her, her sole companion. She was awarrior, and desth did not frighten her. But she
had never imagined dying, lost and aone, life seeping from her, second by agonized second. Defest in
battle, an honorable death, was one thing. Thiswas quite another.

Shefdt thefear cregping through her as degth spread its clanking arm across her shivering shoulders.
No." shethought. | cannot allow this! | will not! But she knew there was no way out for her. She had
neither the strength nor the taminato crawl her way out of the cavern. And even if by some miracle she
managed that, then what? She did not know how long she had been unconscious and by the time she
madeit out of the mouth - if she could - shewould no doubt be so saturated with the degth in here, she

would die anyway.

Oh, it was cold! She could fed death's chill breath on her cheek and she shivered, then coughed, hacking
up blood. Thisfrightened her even more and she determined to move. Where? Anywhere; do anything
but st here and wait for death'sicy kiss.

Sheturned her head convulsively away from her companion and that was when she saw her dai-katana
suck horizontaly inthefissure.

TheBridge.

Anideawasforming in her mind. It was so lunatic that for an ingtant she thought surdly theinvisble
energy was aready destroying her from within. Then she threw her head back and laughed. Why not try
it?shetold hersdlf. What did she have to lose - her life? Shelaughed again, a harsh, sardonic noise that
rattled through the cavern like the last wheeze of the damned.

Terrified, she pressed her back hard against the cavern wall and tried to stand. She cried out more times
than she cared to count and, more than once, her breath failed her and the cavern spun around crazily.
She concentrated on bresthing, spitting blood, and going on, moving on rubbery legs adong thewall, until
she could reach out and grab the hilt of her dai-katana. Then, she climbed upon the flat of it.

What she was about to do terrified her to such an extent that she had to shut down al thought, moving as
ananimal did, out of pureingtinct while the autonomous nervous system kept her dive.

Out along the swordblade she crept and now the darkness of the fissure was al she could see, a blank
wall, arock face that would surely stop her progress. And till she crept forward like asnail dong the
edge of arazor, unmindful of the madness of its actions.

But therock face did not stop her. Instead, the fissure opened up like an orid or theirisof an eye. This
had been her mad notion: that in order not to die she had to be somewhere where the norma human laws
of life and desth did not apply.



She felt as she had when Phaidan was coming through, asif oxygen were no longer of useto her, asif
gravity had ceased to exig, asif colors, sound, scent, sensation had al been whirled down adrain.

And, of course, they had, because she was crossing over to the dread place where flesh met the spirit
world - thefirst human ever to have done so - using the Bridge to move from the realm of man into the
dimension of Chaos.

Evening in the Khashm was the worst, Vato-mandry had told them before they left Masjahan, and he
was not lying. The brackish water of the fens - actualy avast network of interlinked svamps,
unexpectedly deep catch basins and treacheroustida pools -stretched out before them, reflecting the
dying colors of the day. At that moment, there seemed no distinction between water and sky, and any
dry and passable land masses were totally obscured. These land masses - narrow spits and oval pads-
certainly did exig; the Shinju seemed a home here. But they were inconstantly Situated and, often,
between them lay passages of deep-water sink holes and well-camouflaged meadows of what appeared
to be solid ground but were, instead, quicksand that could draw a man under within seconds.

It waslittle wonder that the Syrinxians abandoned efforts to expand into the Khashm. From al accounts
they were, like amgjority of the more successful warlike races, apractica people. Harvesting the White
Lotus might have been the ultimate prize but they saw in the massive loss of life, the sgpping of thelr
ethnologica energies, ahint of their own demise. And so they had |eft the Khashm.

Had they been other than warlike they might have decided a peace treaty with the Shinju would have
been to their ultimate advantage - the Shinju would have harvested the root for them.

But tresties were not the Syrinxian way. Conchius Altere Urbeun. Conquest Above All. That wastheir
motto, tattooed in paint and lacquer, etched with acid or chisdled by hand into the stone monuments that
adorned their cities.

But they had been unable to conquer the Khashm.

Moichi, Sardonyx and Hamaan crouched beneath the inadequate cover of amarbeatt tree, itslow, twisted
trunk shaped by the windsthat eternally scoured sky and marsh. These trees were the only vaguely
vertica objects asfar asthe eye could see. Otherwise, the expanse was asflat as an ocean becalmed.

They had |eft their co'chyn tethered at the eastern edge of the Barrier, asthe Tshombe had called it,
God's cregtion at the moment of Shinju retribution against the Syrinxians. A week acrossthe blistering
Mu'ad had led them to adead and crumbling city strangled by strange, creeping vines snaking through
sand-streaked streets. Not even ghosts seemed to inhabit the desolate place. It had about it a sense of
utter abandonment, asif God had turned His face from this place along time ago.

Uneasy, but unable to say precisdly why, they spurred their mounts on, and just beyond the ruins came
upon ariver. A few hours exploration produced afordable section and, after refreshing themsalves, filling
their water bladders and washing they crossed over to the far bank.

Scrubby treeslike hunchbacks grew out of the sandy minera-poor soil, but soon the vegetation became
more plentiful until the Mu'ad was but amemory.

The Khashm began admost without warning, and Moichi was reminded again of what the Tshombe had
said, for there was indeed a profound barrier sense about it. It was asif the hand of God had diced
down, turning verdant plain and rolling hillsde into flat and aqueous swamp. Flashes of light played upon
the dtill, sticky waters, and the eerie sounds of unseen marsh birds echoed across avast purple sky.

The nights were very cold and, coming from the Mu'ad, the group were unused to the temperature. But



not unprepared. Vato-mandry had had warm clothes waiting for them, along with backpacks well
stocked with food, water and such equipment asthey might require.

At firgt, Hamaan had baked. He had no intention of heading off into Syrinx without his platoon of
Feedjinn warriors. Vato-mandry had soon disabused him of his position, pointing out that the Khashm
was no place for alarge group - thiswas one of the factsthe Syrinxians had failed to grasp. Also, the
Feedjinn were trained desert fighters. A land of marshes was not agood place for them.

At evening, the Khashm sparked with encroaching starlight. The sky and water was the color of dried
blood, deep purple in the shadows. Craans, the long-necked marsh birds skimmed the water, plucking
with their long beeks bony fish with flashing, oblate eyes. Like dmost everything in the Khashm, the
craans | ooked benign enough with their apricot-colored feathers and wide, eegant wingspan. In fact, they
were not only predators but omnivores, fearlesswhen it came to confronting any prey including man,
who, it could easly beimagined, might prove atagtier treat than the mud-colored fish.

Moichi caught severd of these edly creatures, roasting them over afire, only to find them so oily and
bony asto be virtudly inedible. The piscine ail, Sardonyx eventualy discovered, proved remarkably
proficient a heding the smdl but inevitable wounds inflicted on them daily by thelow, heavily thorned
gorse that grew in bewildering profusion throughout the Khashm.

What insects thrived here were out of al proportion. Their first night, Sardonyx discovered aglossy,
humped-back beetle the size of her hand happy to share her tent. She was hardly so inclined and missed
by afraction being stung by apincer. Where the end of the pincer struck asmal stone, ayellow-green
vapor with a caustic odor rose up, choking her. She used the blade of her dagger to hurry the creature
aong, and only afterward noticed thetiny series of pitsin the hardened stedl. Not surprisingly, she
developed a hedlthy respect for the beasts. Once, making camp on adank spit of land in the sea of
marshes, she discovered adead one, and spent the better part of the evening dissecting it and extracting
its peculiar liquids.

Hamaan, crouched and chilled, put his handsto the fire, did not look up when Sardonyx went off to the
privy. It was after the evening medl; the Khashm seemed somehow even vaster in the starlit night. Insects
whirred and sang and, occasiondly, the flap of anocturnal predator's wings could be heard. Nothing
dse

'Why did you bring her? Hamaan said.
'Do you have something againgt her?

Hamaan shook his head. ‘Not her persondly. | hardly know her. But women - especially your women,
Moichi - dways seem to get in theway.'

'l supposethat is because all my women have minds of their own.’
To hissurprise, Hamaan smiled. He could not remember the last time he had seen his brother smile.

'Yes. | supposethat istrue.’ Hamaan rubbed his hands together. 'Y ou did afine job tracking down
Y esquz's murderer.'

"Would that | had brought him back to you dive.'

Hamaan shrugged. 'From what you have told me of thefiend | doubt very much whether he would have
dlowed that.'

Moichi, wanting to take advantage of his brother's uncharacteristically accommodating mood, said, ‘Have



you heard of aman named Bjork?
‘Bjork. That is neither an Iskamen nor an Adenese name. A Catechist?
‘No. From what Sardonyx tells me the nameis dien to their language.

That nameisunfamiliar to me." He paused for amoment, saring into thefire. 'Moichi,' hesaid at ladt, 'l
know we have had our differences before, but on the eve of our holy war with Aden, | have no wish to
extend our quarrel. On the contrary, when | go into battle | would wish for there to be peace between
LJS.I

That, too, ismy wish," Moichi said. 'Jud‘ae has been dead along time, Hamaan. So should our rivary for
hisaffections.’

They gripped each other's forearms across the fire.

'We could use you in the Feedjinn,” Hamaan said, the flames sparking his eyes. "What ateam we would
make, brother! What a fearsome swath we would cut through the Adenese troops.’

Sardonyx returned then, and Moichi was grateful. At the moment of his reconciliation with Hamaan he
was unwilling to renew hisarguments againgt the war.

Exhausted by their trek, they dept soundly. Moichi, wanting to dream again of Sanda, wasinstead
stalked by owls, swivel-headed beasts with the bodies of dragons, whose improbably dender legs
propelled them across the marshes with astonishing speed. He spent the night tossing and turning,
attempting in his dreamsto catch and harness such speed.

He awoke before dawn with afoul taste in his mouth. His body seemed a sea of pain from the recent
wounds and bruisesinflicted upon him. Stifling agroan, he rose and went silently to the areathey had
chosen asaprivy. Herdieved himsdlf, staring into a distance unbroken save for the orange oblate of a
dowly rising sun. At which point he became aware that he was being observed he could not say. But
someingtinct caused him to turn with extreme downess.

Past asmdll fortress of thorny gorse he saw apair of eyes. They wereinhuman - thet is, the eyesof a
beast. Thiswas hisfirst thought. But, again, ingtinct kept its hold on him and he made no overt offensive
moetion. In fact, he made himsalf movenot at dl.

He was looking at something with atriangular head. Reddish fur plumed up the center of the face and
between the large triangular ears. The muzzle was white, the inquisitive nose black. The beast was sniffing
the wind for some scent of thisunfamiliar being.

Now it moved and Moichi saw that it was along-backed creature with, much to his astonishment, the
improbably spindly legs of the curious beast of his dream. Its body looked perhaps most like adeer or a
luma, dthough it was covered in the samefinereddish fur.

"Y ou are not Shinju,’ the beast said. 'Can you give me areason not to kill you as you stand?
Moichi was s0 astonished that for amoment he could say nothing.
'Not asdumb as | appear, am 1?7

Wasit smiling a him? He asked the only question that might save him. 'Have you aname? he said. 'Mine
isMoichi Annai-Nin. | an anative of Iskadl, aland far to the southeast.'



'Return, then, to Iskael, Moichi Annai-Nin," the beast said. 'No doubt your peoplelook for you. Here
you have neither dominion nor concern.'

‘But | do," Moichi said, and in sudden inspiration, produced Sandasring.

The beast, who had started at M oichi's movement, now craned its neck above the thicket of gorse.
‘Myttdi, can it be?Y ou hold the Ring.’

"Y ou know thisring? Moichi asked holding it out asif it were an offering.
'‘And so | ought,’ the beast said, ‘It is Shinju.’

Moichi was stunned to silence. How had hisfather come to acquire a Shinju artifact? Through one of his
trader's deals? Obvioudly.

'May | come forward?

It was only then that he realized the beast's demeanor had reversed itself. 'Come ahead,’ he said. 'How
may | cal you?

The beast used its dender legsto pick its way unharmed through the dangerous gorse, and Moichi saw
just how long they were. This creature was fabuloudy made to move through marsh and fen.

'l am known as Ouwlmy,' it said. ‘A female of my species, the Shakra.'

As she negotiated her way through the gorse Moichi saw how beautiful she was, dim and graceful yet,
beneeth the rippling coat of fur, lithe and powerful. She stood near him, peering at the ring, and he caught
her scent, sweet as freshly mown hay, tart ascitrus.

Her eyes, round as moons and closeto its color in harvest summer, regarded him. "'Who do you seek in
my domain?

Moichi opened his mouth, prepared to damn Dujuk'kan, but instead he said, 'Bjork.’
'Ah, Bjork, the Shinju saiman-'
‘Saiman?

"Y ou do not know the term? Bjork isthe most powerful enchanter of the Shinju." Ouwlmy looked from
Moichi to thering. Thisishis, you know.'

‘Thering belongsto Bjork?

Somehow, the moment the words passed hislips, Moichi knew they were the truth. But then from the
moment he began to dream last night this entire episode had about it a sense of having lived it before.

It was made by Bjork. Have you cometo return it? Ouwlmy turned those huge ingenuous eyes on him,
but Moichi was not fooled. Ingtinct told him that she would instantly know whether he lied or told the
truth.

'l would spesk with Bjork about the ring and other matters,” he said. Thisring was given to my sster by
my father many years ago.’

'And sheis now dead,” Ouwlmy said without missing a best.



'How would you know that? But in his heart he knew, and he was aready weeping dl over again for
Sanda

'Because, Ouwlmy said with infinite sadness,'she would never have parted with it otherwise.’
| amthat | am.

That was, intheend, al that wasleft Chiisai. Shefdt asif she had been turned insde out, asif her skin
now lay at the core of her, while her organs, blood vessels and viscera pulsed on the outside.

She wanted to see but she was blind. Deaf, dumb and blind.

She could fed nothing but the odd pulsing of her own body, not breathing precisely, because she had
ceased to bresthe the moment she Crossed Over. There was no oxygen - no atmosphere at dl, as
humans know it - in the dimension of Chaos. God only knew how these creatures sustained themsdlves.
But they exigted, dl the same.

| amthat | am.

It was al that stood between her and absol ute oblivion. She had known thisrisk from the moment the
insane plan had been born in her mind: that the inimica world into which she would crawl would swallow
her whole, that she would cease to exist - not merely the death of her corporea body, which was dready
aforegone conclusion - but everything, whatever it was that made her unique, that made her Chiisal.

Now it was about to happen.
| amthat | am.
Weasit aprayer or amantra? What matter, aslong as it kept her safe from utter dissolution?

Night was like brilliant noontime compared to the darkness that surrounded her. She might have been lost
in the vastness of spacefor al the sensation that came to her. The pulsing of her own body continued on,
inverted and distorted out of al reason, yes, but she abided, and that was something. On the Other Side
where home and hearth lay she would have dready expired, so she had something to be thankful for. Life
continued, although itsform had yet to be determined.

Contact with the dimension of Chaos had not killed her - asit had not killed her when Phaidan had come
crawling through and she had fdlt the change shocking her through the conduit of the Bridge. Why hadn't
it killed her? She had no idea. Perhaps it was because there was so much desth inside her. Death waslife
here.

But what would she become here? A creature of Chaos? A profound sense of dread threatened to
overwhelm the onetiny spark of hope that had been kindled in her core.

| amthat | am.
But what if she could not live with what she had become?

She listened to the pulsing and gurgling of her newly exposed heart, lungs and stomach and, as shedid
30, she thought she discerned akind of language. And, if she was right, that new-found language was
telling her the toxins were being purged from her system. Exposed to the non-atmosphere of Chaos,
which ate poisons asif they were exquisite delicacies.

| amthat | am, but what is that?



She yearned for comfort but there was none; she ached for even asingle spark that life as she knew it
might gtill exist for her but darkness persisted; she longed for companionship with such torment that
eventually even the prospect of acompanion such as Phaidan or some monstrous thing like him became

acceptable.

Perhaps that was not awise thought, and she moved to strike it from her mind when she heard
something. Heard? That was the wrong term for she had no ears with which to hear and, in any event,
what sound could carry in the non-atmosphere of Chaos?

No, what it was was this: she became aware that she was not alone.

Deaf, dumb and blind she nevertheless saw in her mind the image of awoman, digphanous gown flowing
about her, tattered, ripped and shredded yet beautiful till. Her golden hair and blue eyes peered up into
asun that could not exist here. She was bound to aliving tree from which had been stripped dl leaves,
branches, and bark, reveaing naked cambium grown hard and wizened from exposure to the
non-elements of Chaos.

Thiswoman, at once beautiful and familiar, seemed blind in away that Chiisai hersalf was not. Thick
tears of blood leaked from her eyes, and her mouth was open in a soundless scream. Except that Chiisal,
like some primordia sea creature, was aware of those screams. They fell upon her inverted form like
waves upon ashore, and they pained her in away she was unable to describe. It was ahorrible feding,
like watching one's own degath in adream, dipping off adliff and faling, faling...

Except this beautiful and familiar woman was not Chiisal - she was Sanda, Moichi Annai-Nin'ssger.
Chiisal had never met her but during her adventures with Moichi he had spoken of her often enough so
that she could imagine she had. The truth took a moment to register: Sandawas aso in the dimension of
Chaos. And yet, thisvison was subtly different.

Chiisal struggled to turn thevision in her mind, to seeit at different angles. In succeeding, she discovered
her answer. Unlike her face, Sanda's form could not be defined. In fact, Chiisai became aware that
benegth the shredded gown it did not exist. Then what was here, in the dimension of Chaos? Wasit
Sandaor...?

And then she knew and her heart contracted with sadness. Sandawas dead. At least, her corporeda
body was gone. Y et she remained, awraith, aghost bound and chained, her spirit imprisoned within
Chaos. What mad beast had done thisto her? It could have been any of the minions of Chaos, and that
meant there must be at |east one other Bridge to the world of man than the one she had crawled through.
What unthinkable horror was being readied against mankind? Was Phaidan only apart? It would seem
0.

Now Chiisai knew what she must do at al costs, evenif it meant becoming one of Them. She had
knowingly entered the reallm of Chaos and she had not perished asit had long been bdieved a human
would. Shedid not want to ask why. She knew ingtinctively that no answer would betolerable. She
needed to act, and for that she needed to become - what? In the end, it mattered very little. Life as she
had known it was finished. But existence, that was another matter.

So dowly that at first it was undetectable, she began to revolve, to break the stasis that had bound her
hedling form, to create her own gravity where before none had existed, to create her own form of
physics, aworld of chemicd reagents and chimerica reactions, abiologica fluorescence neither of man
nor of Chaos.

Something was coming.



She was emerging like asun being born out of the starfield, out of the sea of night.
Soon... Soon...

It was only to be determined now what that Something was.

| amthat | am...

TWELVE

BJORK

Moichi, clinging like a lover to Ouwlmy'sfurred back, sped across the evil fen of the Khashm. 'l want
to get the others, he had said, but the Shakra had shaken her long, triangular head.

'l can take only you to see Bjork.'
'But these people-'
"Thisisnot anegotiation, she had said.

Thewind brushed the hair back from hisface. He could fed the play of musclesin her withersand croup
and he closed his eyes, dreaming. It was adelicious sensation to be borne acrossinimical terrain by so
powerful an engine, to lose onesdlf in the effortless motion, to lie down upon gravity asif it werean
elderdown bed, to drift away from the myriad aches and pains of the body, to drift...

And in hislanguor, the bear cameto him. Its predatory head, with haunted eyesthat chilled chickadee
and rabbit alike, was gtriped black and white. And its arms, when it opened them, seemed to encompass
the entirety of the Khashm. Then Moichi became aware of encroaching flames, rising high enough to
engulf an entire city. As powerful asthe bear was, it did not move. Even when the flames|licked and
snged itsfur, it seemed incapable of movement. Instead, it opened its mouth, canines glowing, and cried
out, and he knew that it was speaking directly to him.

'‘Ouwlmy," he said, opening his eyes. "What beast was that?
"The master of the Khashm and its prisoner,’ she said enigmaticaly.
'l do not understand.’

It issignificant that she cameto you in the drift-stage,” Ouwlmy said. 'l wasright to insst on transporting
you aone. How many intruders Bjork has bade me destroy in order to maintain the sanctity of the
Khashm.'

"The Shakrado Bjork's bidding?

The Shakra do asthe Shakramay,” Ouwlmy said. 'Bjork knows this. Just as he knows that each action
we take has areaction. For what we fulfill thereisaprice!

"Would you do the bidding of others - for the right price? Moichi asked, darmed.

Ouwlmy tossed her magnificent head. "Y ou mistake us, but do not anger us. Specia you may be, but |
gl have the power to trample you underhoof if that ismy desire. The Shakrabelong to the Khashm, just
asthe Shinju do. A subtlety the Syrinxians never appreciated. Thus, in their arrogance, they perished.
Thereis aconnection between each and every species of the Khashm. Weareit and it isus. Inseparable
for eternity. Thisisour life and our power. Those who ignore thisimmutable fact do so at their extreme



peril.’
Moichi stroked her long, powerful neck. "Would you truly trample me underhoof?

Ouwlmy'slips pulled back from her muzzle reveding three rows of formidable teeth. She began to laugh.
'l am an unforgiving master,’ she said. Y ou have only to ask Bjork. But thetruth is| like you. Insde your
strange form, your power meridians are accurately aigned. That isin your favor, so worry not.'

'‘Good,' Moichi said. 'l likeyou, too.'

The sun was dready awhite orb in ayelow and red sky filled with scudding clouds aslong as war
streamers of the gods. The horizon remained an unbroken linein dl directions. Below, Ouwlmy's dender
hooves made dmaost no splash asthey moved in and out of the Juggish water. Moichi, who had fallen
into that strange dreamish languor, had no idea how far they had come from the camp he had made with
Sardonyx and Hamaan. He wished he had been able to leave anote for them so that they would wait for
his return and not worry. He wondered if Sardonyx could locate him as she had done with Dujuk’kan in
the Masjahan sex palace.

'Hold tight now." Ouwlmy's voice broke into hismusing. 'We must crossalarge Snk hole. The water is
very deep here and on either side are wide bars of quicksand.’

The sink hole opened up with breathtaking quickness, and they were plunged into deep water, black as
night. Moichi, fully dert now, noticed swarms of white flowers floating upon a surface so dark it reflected
the sky asaccurately asamirror. A pair of swooping craansleft avisud trail in the weter, then were gone
acrossthefen.

'Isthisthe White L otus? Moichi asked, pointing to the floating flowers.

'A harvest yet to be,' Ouwlmy said, but when Moichi reached over and began to pluck one, she cried
out, 'Keep your handsto yourself! It isforbidden! Y ou are not aharvester!” The tenson in her normaly
cam voice caught his attention. The blossom he had touched had begun to shiver aswith an ague.

‘Ah, too late,' she said almogt as alament.

Ahead of them, the ill surface of the sink hole had begun to pearl and swirl. Then, quite frighteningly, it
lifted up in ahuge egg-shaped mound. More swiftly than the eye could follow, the mound became aknall
and then ahill off which cascades of water duiced.

'Has Gharib!" Ouwlmy said.

Rising from the depths of the sink hole was an armor-plated leviathan with along snout, three-foot jaws
and tiny evil eyesglittering the color of emerads. These double-lidded orbswith gold vertical irisdits
peered at them in cold-blooded calculation as the leviathan catapulted through the water toward them.

The massive jaws opened wide, and now Moichi could seeitsthick tail acting as arudder to guideit.
Ouwlmy leagpt forward. Moichi leaned down, putting his mouth againgt the Shakra's twitching eer.

'‘Ouwlimy," he whispered, ‘can you get around behind this beast?

The Shakradid not bother replying but instead put on aburst of speed, surprising even theimplacable
six-legged Ras Gharib. Moichi drew out his push-dagger.

'Closer," he whispered, observing the thickness of the beast's armor plate. He prayed for strength.
'Closer.’



Ras Gharib was cloging the circle, propelled by its six legs and its powerful tail, closing the gap between
them until Moichi could scent an odor that reminded him of the camp's privy.

'Closer,' he urged, leaning over. 'Closer!’

Thetip of theleviathan'stail rose out of the water, and Moichi divined the Ras Gharib'sintent. Ina
moment, it would swing itstail Sdewayslike a scythe, sivegping Moichi off Ouwlmy's back and ripping
the Shakrain two.

Now!

The moment they were in range, he plunged the narrow blades through the armor plating into the base of
the mongter'stail. As he suspected, there was amajor nerve cluster hidden benesath the scales.

The Ras Gharib rose up, its six short legs thrashing water in al directions, then plunged back into the snk
hole. Ouwlmy took off, the re-emerging monster swinging its head around, those evil eyestracking the
Shakraand her rider. It propdlled itself forward with afurious leap, but amost immediately foundered.
AsMoichi had suspected, it relied on its powerful tail not only for direction but for balancein the water.
Without the use of it, it beet itself around asmdl circle, sngpping itsjaws and wailing in a high-pitched
tone.

At thefar Sde of the sink hole, Ouwlmy fairly legpt out of the water into the shallows of afen. "'What you
did showed courage and resourcefulness,’ she said. ‘It has been such along time since | have been
impressed | had almost forgotten what a pleasant fedingitis.’

Hearing something in her voice, Moichi said, "Y ou took me through the sink hole ddliberately, didn't you?
'l beg your pardon?

Once more, they were moving swiftly through the fen. Craans and somewhat larger birds, darker and
more sinister-looking passed by overhead.

"Tell me, how would you have summoned the Ras Gharib if | had not disturbed the White Lotus
blossom?

'Whatever do you mean? Ouwlmy said with that smile of hers. 'However, | will grant that the blossoms
of that particular sink hole arein need of harvest. They are so thick | fear you might have inadvertently
brushed your leg againgt one.’

'So it wasatest,’ Moichi said. ‘And arather dangerous one, at that.'

Ouwlmy tossed her head. ‘Not by any means.’ She bared her triple set of teeth. 'Often enough | have had
occasion to hite Ras Gharib where it will hurt him most.’

'"An evil creature, to be sure Moichi said.

‘Unthinking, perhaps. Single-minded, yes. But not evil. The Ras Gharib is governed by only two
imperatives. food and territory.'

'‘Ouwlmy, | think you are aborn philosopher,’ Moichi said.
'Philosophy and physicsrule the universe,' the Shakra said. "Together, the two disciplines make awhole!

'‘And what of magic? Moichi asked. 'At the end of the Kai-feng, | had believed - hoped - that the age of
magic was done; that the age of mankind was evolving.'



'Do you fear magic, Moichi? It is but the perfect blending of philosophy and physics, the one used asa
foil againgt the other. Do you know what magic is? Have you seen light refracted through aprism? Magic
isonly that: philosophy employed to flex the laws of physicsabit more thanisusud.’

Moichi considered this asthey raced across the Khashm. He glanced up at the sky and saw that the sun
was gtill near the eastern horizon. It appeared to have moved not at al from the last time he had checked,
and heredlized that from the moment he had mounted the Shakra time seemed to have ceased to exist.
He mentioned thisto Ouwlmy.

'l see | do not need to remind you to be observant,’ the Shakrasaid. 'Contrary to common belief, timeis
not linear, but rather aseainto which we are al plunged. | have met you before, Moichi. Y ou know me,
do you not?

Moichi thought about the profound sensation of dgavu he had felt ever since setting foot in the Khashm.
He could not recal ever having been here. And yet. .. "It would seem that | do know you, Ouwlmy.'

'Y es. We have made this journey many times before. Time finds away to repesat that which it deems
most significant.’ She raised her head. 'We are amost there. We have only the Bay of Demonsto cross.

Moichi gazed out acrossthe fens. At firgt, he saw nothing remarkable, but as he looked more carefully he
began to discern adight differencein the color of the water just ahead of them. Instead of reflecting
accurately the hue of the sky, creating one seamless and disorienting whole, there seemed adightly lighter
shimmer to the weter.

That comes from the quicksand plains just beneath the skin of water, Ouwlmy explained. ‘Bjork created
thisbay - abarrier within the Barrier of God's construction.’

'How will we get across? Moichi asked. 'It appears asif the quicksand plain istoo vast to circumvent.'
'Itis" Ouwlmy confirmed. '‘But we are going directly down itsmiddle.’
'How do you proposeto do that?

'Watch,' the Shakra said, coming to astop at the edge of the Bay of Demons. Lowering her head, she
extended a pale green tongue from between her lips. It wasthick at its base, wedge-like a itstip. And
from that tip athin, glistening strand was extruded. It was soon followed by others. These strands wafted
on thewind, intersecting again and again until they made a close-knit web that floated further and further
over the quicksand plain until the far edge was out of sight.

Ouwlmy coughed, raised her head, and said, 'Hang on tight.’

Moichi did as he wastold and it was a good thing, too, because the Shakratook off in amanic burst of
energy. Moichi, glancing down, saw her ddlicate hooves treading the skein she had constructed with such
ddicacy that the web barely gave, even with their combined weight.

In this enchanted manner, they fairly flew acrossthe Bay of Demons, leaving untouched what evil remains
might lie beneath, pulled down to an eternity of darkness, drowned and suffocated dl at once.

All around them, as the quicksand plains gave way, the Khashm was like amirror in whose reflective
surface they no longer appeared. It was asif they had crossed over into another dimension where light -
acorollary of time - was afixed point or, as Ouwlmy had pointed out, avast sea within whose depths
they were submerged.

'We have reached the other side,’ Ouwlmy said, asif confirming Moichi's thoughts. 'Bjork iswaiting for



Llsll
'Where ishe? Moichi asked. 'l see nothing but the Khashm.'
‘That isasit should be,' Ouwlmy said. 'Bjork will be seen when it suitshim.'

The Shakra at last came to the end of the skein she had made and stepped lightly off it. Here, the vast fen
had given way to low, earthen spits, like fingers thrust out into the dark water, and quicksand. Soon
enough, these fingers came together in what might be termed the palm of the hand. Hererose acircular
copse of triple-canopied treesthat Moichi, for reasons he could not understand, had not noticed before.
And yet the trees were enormous, with reddish-gold trunks and spreading, thickly foliated boughs that,
clustered, rosein graceful fan shapes. A light breeze rippled through the treetops and from somewhere
Moichi could hear music being played on a pipe-like insrument.

Now hewas aware of Ouwlmy's extreme pleasure. The Shakra pranced, fairly dancing along the finger
of land toward the copse of trees. And as they approached, Moichi saw that the trees were something
more. They formed an odd kind of dwelling, an immense house that rose hundreds of feet into the air.
The music was |louder now, abeautiful melody in aminor key. It appeared to be emanating from within
the trees.

Slipping off Ouwlmy's back, Moichi discovered akeen sense of anticipation and, with the Shakraat his
sde, he strode toward what he perceived to be adark opening, what in thisform of abode might serve
as adoorway.

The sweet music stopped and adeep, rich voice said, 'Welcometo my cadtle. Enter if you will.'

Moichi stepped through the doorway with Ouwlmy just behind him, and found himsdlf insdea
cathedral-like bower that rose in emerald splendor towards the very clouds. In the center of this space he
saw what gppeared to him to be abear. Except that it stood very comfortably onitshind legs. Itsfur was
the same beautiful reddish-gold asthetree bark and it held in its right hand - yes, hand was amore
appropriate word for the appendage than paw -atriangular instrument, a set of pipes. It was the bear
who had been making the music.

Moichi looked around for Bjork, but he saw no one save the bear.
'‘Ouwlmy, my good friend," the bear said. And the Shakra snorted, bobbing her head in delight.
Moichi stared wide-eyed at the bear. 'Bjork?

‘The very one.' The bear grinned, revealing heavy canines. 'l should bring you amirror so that you might
See your own expression.’

At hisside, Ouwlmy snickered.

Through Moichi's mind came the enigmatic words spoken to him by Sandain the dream: 'Time is of the
essence,'When the spirit flies above marsh and Khashm,' Take care to bury past heart,’And seek
out the bear in the stone,'Not to possess, But to be possessed.’

He had come through marsh and Khashm and was now confronting a bear, but as the Tsihombe had
predicted, thiswas not the kind of bear he had been expecting. Take care to bury past heart - what did
that mean? And the bear in the stone?

'Do not take it persondly,’ Bjork said. 'All are surprised who see me, though nowadays they be few
enough.' He gestured, putting aside his pipes. 'Y ou must rest and refresh yoursdlf. Y ou have had along



journey through the Khashm.'
'And encountered the Ras Gharib.' Ouwlmy snickered again.

‘Successfully, | see," Bjork said, as heled them deeper into the bower. 'That beast needs a bit of
discipline now and again.' He was obvioudy pleased.

They sat beneath the cool shade of atree and, as songbirdsflitted thisway and that high above their
heads, drank aheavy, swest, fermented beverage while Bjork laid out plates piled high with smoked
meats, aged cheeses, fresh fruit and shelled nuts. It was averitable feast and Moichi, suddenly famished,
Set upon it with gusto.

'l have many questionsfor you,' Moichi said around amouthful of ddliciousfood.
'Really? Bjork glanced at Ouwlmy. 'l did not redlize that you had heard of me."

"Y our Jailor provided me with the basic information,” Moichi said, and related the story of his encounter
with Bjork's creature and Dujuk’kan in the Mu'ad.

'Not one of my more successful creations,' Bjork said mournfully. 'Still, he was one of my first so | had a
gpecid fondnessfor him.'

'l an sorry | was obliged to kill him.'

'Don't be," Bjork said bluntly. 'He overstepped his mandate. That was his choice and he had to pay the
consequencesfor hisactions..." Another quick glance at Ouwlmy. '‘Aswedl mugt.'

'l am herefor apurpose,’ Moichi said, setting aside his plate. 'White Lotusis being sold on the other side
of the Khashm. A trader named Y esquz is said to be dedling the drug. Asa Shinju | think you must know
him. He is a dark-complexioned | skaman who lives and harvests the herbs and spices near the dopes of
the Mountain Sn'ha.’

"Yesquz and | do business;’ Bjork said. 'l have known him for along time. | would trust him with my life!

'Y esquz married my sister. Sheis dead now and so is he. She waskilled by the Makkon, a Chaos beast
and he was hung by the dave trader, Dujuk’kan. And al because of White Lotus.'

‘Cam yoursdlf, Ouwlmy said, nudging Moichi's hand from hisweapon with her muzzle. 'Y ou are among
friends here!

Moichi looked at the Shakra. She had the extraordinary ability to tell the truth with instant believability.
No mean feat in aworld where truth and lies were often indistinguishable.

'l know Sandaisdead, Bjork said. 'But Y esquz.' He shook hishead. 'May | have that which belonged
to me? He extended a paw.

Moichi hesitated, but looking into the bear's eyes he could find no malice, and at length he handed over
the Shinju ring. At once, Bjork closed it in hisfist and turned away from them both. While Ouwimy
pawed and stamped the ground with distress Moichi stared implacably at Bjork's back. Among friends
he might be but they <till had agreat ded to answer for.

When Bjork turned back, Moichi could see that his eyes were red. He had been weeping slently. ‘Come
with me," he whispered.

Moichi followed him further into the tree-castle, surprised that the Shakra did not accompany them. He



found that he had grown used to her company, her philosophica wit, and he adready missed her. At
length, they came to a series of wound vines and Bjork began to scramble up them. He paused, looking
down a Moichi. 'Comeon,' hesaid. The climb isnot difficult, even for ahuman.’

Moichi ascended hand over hand. Bjork wasright, the vines were wound in such amanner that they
provided non-dip purchase for both hand and leg. They were high up in the canopies when Bjork swung
off the complex of vines. He turned and, reaching down, helped Moichi into what could only betermed a
tree-house.

From thislofty perch could be seen the curving line of trees and Moichi redized that they were near the
far edge of the castle. Looking out, he saw that they had come to the edge of the Khashm. He faced a
sprawling savannah, bisected by awide river of clear turquoise, beyond which midnight-blue dopes
reached upward until they rose blackly into the sky.

‘The Mountain Sin'hai,’ Bjork said. ‘Magnificent, isn't it?

Moichi dmost trembled to bein such close proximity to the sacred Mountain of God. Upon those dopes
God had made Hisinddible mark. Within the swirling clouds and fulminating ice-sorms of the summit He
dwelled, though none would ever dare climb the Mountain Sn'ha's face to find Him.

'l have been living in its shadow for centuries.’
‘Centuries? Moichi looked at him.

'Yes. | am singular among Shinju,' Bjork said with the kind of infinite sadnessthat gave Moichi pause.
'Just as| am done among the ruins of deserted Syrinx, aghost walking aghost-filled land. | am the last of
the Shinju.’

Moichi looked a him. Y our magic has kept you dive,' he said.

'If onethinks of biology asmagic.' Bjork gave anironic grin. 'Yes, | an amage of some consgderable
expertise. But it isaso true that the Shinju are - were - an exceptionaly long-lived race. We kept this
freak of nature adark secret because we fdt other raceswould fed threatened. For us, eight hundred
yearsisanormal life span, but there were certainly those who lived considerably longer.'

'Eight hundred years!' Moichi tasted the number on histongue asif it were aspice.
'Yes. That iswhy it was grictly forbidden for usto intermarry with other races”
Thinking of the Shinju Miiramarrying the Syrinxian minister Bnak. Moichi said, 'l do not understand.’

Bjork sighed. 'Think for amoment. Can you imagine yoursdf growing older while your wife barely ages?
It would be utterly disastrous. Besides, no one could know thetraits of theissue of such an intermarriage,
what freak of nature might be born.’

Moichi rounded on him. 'l require answers, not a history lesson.'

Bjork, staring down at thering in his paw, said, 'l am afraid you cannot have the one without the other. |
first met your father many years ago when he was a man of middle years. He was an extraordinarily
ambitious man - avisonary, redly. Hisfervent desire was to connect the world - the cultures that had,
over the centuries, falen in upon themsdlves, shunning the outside world. Trade, he believed correctly,
was the universal commodity. Every race needed something, every race would want more as soon asit
was exposed to the range of treasures the world hasto offer. In that pursuit he traveled widdly.'



I know.'

'No doubt. But what you may not know was just how widely he traveled. On one journey he crossed the
Mu'ad and cameto Syrinx.'

Moichi stared at Bjork. 'My father met you here?

'Y es. Asyou have been told, there are spices and herbs here unavail able e sewhere. In pursuit of trade
and profit he journeyed here - and he stayed for atime.’

At once, Moichi made the connection. 'That year when | was fifteen and we were sent word that he had
broken hiship in Kintai and could not be moved.’

'Precisdly,’ Bjork said, pleased again. 'We struck up a strong friendship, your father and I. Hewas an
exceptiond man, as| have said. And hefel inlove with Syrinx. Unlike others, he was enchanted by the
ruins and the ghosts rising each night like mist off the Khashm. Together, we roamed the Syrinxian
capital, observ ing sad and disfigured faces drifting past us like clouds. And, at dawn, we listened to the
soft explosions as the ghogts vanished into the sunlight.

'Of course we did business.' Bjork fingered the ring, turning it over and over. That was why he had come
here. | had noillusons about that. But it did not matter because he chose to stay for very different
reasons.’

'Did he...? Maichi felt an unpleasant pressurein histhroat. 'Did you sdll him White Lotus?

'Y our father was atrader, Moichi, not acriminal. White Lotusis a dangerous drug. He knew nothing of it
until he came here.’ Bjork looked up into Moichi'sface. '‘But by the time he left he knew more about it
than he ever wanted to.'

'What do you mean?

Bjork stared up at the blue dopes of the Mountain Sin'hai. 'l said before that every action hasits
consequence. And, like ripplesin apond, those consequences may have effects that echo on and on.' He
raised his hand, leading Moichi down, out of the protection of the tree castle. They went acrossafield of
blue-green grassthat doped steadily down to astony embankment beyond which rippled the swiftly
flowing river that snaked through the savannah toward the dopes of thelooming Mountain Sn'hai.

Bjork sat on apink granite rock, throwing ahandful of pebbles one by oneinto theriver. Perhapsa
hundred yards away, Ouwlmy cropped contentedly at the grass. 'When | wasaboy,' Bjork said, 'l used
to come here. That was along time ago, when the Syrinxians thought they ruled theland. We let them
cling to that belief; it was easier that way." A pebble plunked into the water, vanishing. ‘It was so peaceful
here, just the sound of the wind and the water, whereas el sewhere the eternal bustle of the
ever-industrious Syrinxians was unavoidable!’

He cast the last pebble into theriver, then brushed his hands. 'Now even this peace is no longer granted
me. Perhagpsthat isasit should be. | - like al Shinju - have done terrible, questionable things.' He
glanced up at the wresthed summit of the sacred mountain. 'Something is dreadfully amiss up there.’

'How do you know that? Moichi asked.
'Because of the Makkon. The Chaos beast you encountered. It had no tongue, isn't that correct?

'Yes.



"It came down from the Mountain Sin'hai, and when it tried to come here to get White Lotus, | cut out its
tongueto teach it alesson. And | sent the tongue on along journey as proof of my continuing control
over the beasts of Chaos.' His head swung around, the eyes catching Moichi in their gaze. 'Because,
Moichi, there are those among the races of man who have alied themsalves with Chaosin order to
further their own power. These people, too, must be taught alesson.'

‘Listen, Bjork, itisn't that | disbelieve you, but | know what | know. | saw what that maimed Makkon
did tomy first mate. It did the sameto my sister. And where my first mate died, a berserker on White
L otus had trashed the place. My brother Hamaan believes it was amember of Al Rafaar. He captured
your friend Y esquz in Masjahan. Hewas in possession of White Lotus, so | know-'

'What you say isimpossible.’ The bear looked a Moichi, hisliquid brown eyes curioudy sympathetic.
'Y esquz had no interest in White Lotus, and he never got any from me!’

'Y ou have ceased to harvest the drug, then?

Bjork said, 'Ouwlmy dready indicated to you that White Lotusis still being manufactured. Isthat not so?
Itis. But | thought it prudent to see what you would say.'

Bjork turned to Ouwlmy. 'Do you like thisfellow, or what?

The Shakragave him an enormous grin. 'Quick on hisfeet.’

'Soyou do harvest it

'Strictly speaking, no. Ouwlmy and her Shakra harvest theroot. They pluck it and chew it into a pul py
paste. Something in their sdliva activates enzymes otherwise locked in White Lotus. Then they turnit over
tome!

Moichi said, 'Now that we have established the existence of the harvest, who do you sdll it to?

When Bjork hesitated, Moichi added, ‘It was wise not to have alowed my brother, Hamaan to come
here. Heisnot an understanding man. Y ou are selling the root to Al Rafaar. Thisiswhy we have come. If
hefindsyou hewill kill you thefirst chance he getsand | am not certain that | will stand in hisway.’

'l do not believe that. But, yes, Hamaan is another matter entirely.’ Bjork looked up. Ouwlmy had come
over, slently high-stepping through the blue-green grass. Now she put her muzzle againg his side until he
bent over and kissed her between her ears. 'Y es," he whispered, 'l know. But, you see, | must. | have no
choice. And heistheright one, the only one.’

Putting his arm across the Shakras croup, he said to Moichi, 'My client - my sole client for White Lotus
isChaos. All Chaosfeedsonit. | promiseyou that neither | nor Y esquz has had any dealingswith Al
Rafaar.’

'l do not believe you," Moichi said. 'l saw what the Makkon did to my first mate. The manner was
absolutely congstent with how Sandawaskilled.'

'Y ou saw her, then.'
'No. Her corpse was described to me by amember of the Fe'edjinn.’

Bjork stared slently at Moichi for along time. The Makkon did not kill your sister, of that | have no
doubt. For expediency's sake, her death was made to look like the work of aberserker.’



'Y ou mean Hamaan wasright? It was Al Rafaar?

'Did not her death galvanize the | skamen populace? Did it not bring even the most recacitrant into the
Feedjinn'sfold?

'Yes. It waslike alightning rod.' He stared at Bjork, hismind numb with the implications. '‘Areyou
implying thet the Feledjinn had my sister murdered?

‘It isthe only answer that makes sense, Moichi. The Feedjinn were the only onesto benefit from her
demise. She became ardlying cry, amartyr the Fe'edjinn could take into the find battle for which they al
ache!

'What of the Makkon? What wasit doing in Alaarat? Why did it trek al the way acrossthe Mu'ad to
Masjahan?

'For this." Bjork held out Sanda'sring. 'l gave thisto your father when he left here as a keegpsake. But it
aso had afar more significant purpose. It ismy talisman. The being that possessesiit has the power to
summon me wherever he or she might be.’

He stared at the ring as he turned it around between hisfingers. 'Perhaps it was weak of me. | suppose
that only proves|, too, am human.' He gave an ironic laugh. Y our father meant so much to me | could
not endure the thought of never seeing him again. So | manufactured thisring and he took it with him.
Before he died, he gave it to Sanda but never told her of its power. She thought of it only asone of his
most prized possessons!’

'How do you know this? Moichi asked.

Bjork smiled. 'Y our father summoned me onelast time. Just at the point of dying.'
'But | wasthere? | waswith him!'

'Yes. | know.'

And then Moichi remembered that he seemed to have falen adegp at the moment his father had died.
Sitting by his bedside Jud'ae had been aive one moment, dead the next and Moichi had no memory of
what had transpired in between.

Helooked at Bjork. 'Yes. | believeit possible you were there." He thought amoment. ‘Onething | do not
understand. Ouwlmy told me she knew Sanda was dead because | had the ring. Ouwlmy said shewould
not have given it up otherwise!

Bjork heaved along sigh. 'Strictly speaking that istrue. However, not in this case. Do not think ill of
Ouwlmy; she omitted the truth only to protect me.'

Late afternoon light played off the facets of thering as heturned it. 'Moichi, your father..." Hisvoice
drifted off. 'How shdl | put this? How can | put this? There are many things about me that make me
unique, that other races would find strange and, perhaps, abhorrent.' He took a breath and, as he did so,
the outline of the bear shimmered and collgpsed in upon itsf.

Moichi blinked, for in the bear's place was Sitting a beautiful golden-haired woman. 'l know what you are
thinking, she said in a soft, melodious voice, 'but | assure you thisisnot anillusion. Thetruthisl am both
male and female. And when your father arrived here he saw not the bear, not the male, but I, Bjork, the
woman.'



Moichi fet abrief condriction of hisheart. 'And youfdl inlove’
Bjork nodded. 'That iswhy he stayed so long, why | felt such pain at hisleaving.'
'Why you gave him thering.'

The woman's eyes closed briefly. 'l think he might have stayed had | asked him to, but | had no desireto
imprison him here. Besides, hisfamily needed him.'

'So you did the next best thing. Y ou were able to come to him whenever-'

'Oh, do not think ill of him, Moichi.' Sheleaned over, touched Moichi'swrist. 'He was such awonderful
man, and heloved hisfamily so. He spoke of his children so often that | felt | knew them." She looked
away for amoment, out acrossthe brilliantly lit savannah. "And he did not call me often. It was painful for
both of us, you see’

After along while, Moichi said, 'Yes, | think | understand.’
She bowed her head. 'Thank you for that.'

'So the Makkon was &fter thering.'

Bjork nodded. 'l had maimed it and it wanted revenge.’
"Then it would seem logicd it killed Sanda'

'No. Sanda had long before given thering to Yesquz.'

‘But why?

Bjork rubbed her forehead. They werein love, of course. But the marriage never should have been.
Y esquz made sureto tell me only after thefact. | flew into arage and, findly, | convinced him to tell
Sandathe truth. Y ou see, their marriage was an abomination. He was her half-brother.’

Moichi sat in stunned silence for sometime. When hewas able, he said, Y esquz was your son?

'Y es." She could only manage awhisper. Her liquid brown eyes pleaded silently with him for
understanding.

'And my father was
She nodded. 'Y esquz's father.'

Moichi put hishead in his hands. He heard the purling of the water, the calls of the birds overhead asiif
from agreat distance. Therewas aroaring in his ears he could not control. He gasped once, then said, 'l
want to hear the history now.'

‘Moichi-'
'No!' He pulled away from her. 'No more of this. Tell me about the Shinju.’
Ouwlmy made a sound deep in her throat and Bjork shushed her.

‘Consequence, Moichi. Intheend, it all comes down to that. Y ou may wonder why | am the last of the
Shinju. What happened to my people, if we were so long lived?



Shewaited for aresponse, but when none came, she went on, her heart heavy, ‘Legend hasit that the
Syrinxianskilled us off, but legends are often smply common knowledge distorted to serve the common
good, to assuage the fears of mankind. But they are just as often lies. Y ou see, uncounted millenniaago
the Shinju made a pact with Chaos. We would provide them with White Lotusiif they would exten.d our

longevity.'

'How isany of this possible? Moichi lifted hishead. 'Chaosis not of thisworld. In fact, al the Makkon |
have encountered, save the onein Aldarat, were not even fully in the world of man. They belong to
Chaos and their incursions here are for the purpose of expanding Chaos - adimension inimica to man -
into our world.'

Ouwlmy made a high keening sound and Bjork kissed her again. 'l know, but al must betold now. Itis
fated.

‘Moichi,' she said, ‘| makeit known that | am breaking the most sacred vow of the Shinju. | do it now
because | must. Because the Makkon came down from the summit of the Mountain Sin'hai. Because |
am thelast of the Shinju and as such my one desire before | dieisto expunge for ever the sin committed

s0 long ago by my people!

She stood up and they began to walk by the side of the river. 'Remember what | said about the common
good. It ismankind's most widely held belief that Chaos isits most implacable enemy, that all Chaos
desresisto invade the world of man and makeit itsown. In away, thisistrue. But it isaso untrue.

'Once, the dimengion of Chaos did not exist. Then, thisworld of man was eclectic enough to encompass
al of God's children -mankind and Chaos cregture dike. Together, they dwelled here, if not in complete
peace, then in akind of balance.

‘But the ends of mankind and those of Chaos are different. Mankind must congtantly change. Itisa
relentlesdy restless creation, warlike, possessive, territorid. Whereas the Chaos beings are more like us -
they prefer stlasis. Chaos does not change - it is enough that it abides. Mankind could neither understand
nor tolerate this, and so awar ensued in which the mages of mankind managed to banish Chaos, seding it
in another dimension.’

Moichi said, 'l till cannot imagine mankind and Chaosliving in oneworld.'
Bjork said, 'If you understand that man and Chaos were born as one being then al becomes clear.’
'What are you saying?

'l think you know perfectly well,' Bjork said. ‘Ouwlmy tells me your meridians arein dignment, therefore
deep down you understand. Giveit time; let it surface.’

She scratched the Shakra's head as they walked aong. ‘It has probably occurred to you that the Shinju
are both more advanced and more primitive than most of mankind. Certainly your father understood this
inthemost primal way. That is, | believe, what drew him to this place - and to me.'

They paused on aknoll that overlooked the savannah. There, al manner of wildlife could be seen
dweling in natura balance under the shadow of the Mountain Sin'hai.

‘Thisiswhere the last ancient battle was waged, close to where the mages of mankind created the Portal
into Chaos and sedled it for what they believed was dl time. | know this because the Shinju are closer to
Chaos - to the way things used to be - the integration of man and Chaos, the light and the darkness, a
wholethat is now unimaginable - than any other race.’



She turned to Moichi, those liquid brown eyes boring into hisbrain. ‘And, even more unimaginable, a
fundamental shift has recently occurred in the dimension of Chaos. It advocates change. In short, it wants
back what was taken fromiit."

Moichi's scalp was crawling with apeculiar and unpleasant sensation. 'What does that mean?

'Chaos wants you, me, everyone. It wantsto reintegrate - to quite literdly crawl insde each of usand
take up residence.’

'‘God of my fatherd!" The thought was so abhorrent that for amoment Moichi's mind went numb.

Besde them, Ouwlmy's ears pricked up, swiveling, and she lifted her head. 'They are coming,’ shesaid to
Bjork. 'l told you they would.'

Bjork turned her beautiful head. 'If that is so thenit, too, isfated.’
'What will you do when they come?

'Shhh,' Bjork sa<d, soothing the Shakra with her long, delicate hand. This matter must be finished before
they arrive!

'Who iscoming? Moichi said, hishand on the hilt of adirk. 'lsthere danger?

Bjork gave him astrange smile. 'Apparently, your companions have followed you here. And at the
moment | cannot say what danger awaits. Y ou know your brother better than do 1." She shrugged. 'l will
tell you this, however. Whatever Hamaan hastold you, Y esquz possessed no White Lotus. Do | make
mysdf clear?

'‘Come. Hamaan isamost upon us, she said abruptly. ‘Thereislittle timeto finish what | have begun.' She
pointed. 'Up there, on the summit of the Mountain Sn'hai isthe Portal into Chaos.'

'Impossible,’ Moichi said, staring at the cloud-wreathed mountain. That isasacred place. It isthe home
of God.'

'And God made all of us. Shinju, Shakra, human, Chaos!'

'Wait aminute. Something isvery wrong.' Moichi regarded her. 'Where are the cruel highlands, the
mountain goats from which you manufactured fantastic garments lighter than air?

'What are you talking about?

"Thelegend of Miiras Mirror,” Moichi said. 'l have heard it told so many times| can reciteit by heart.
The Syrinxians swept through here, decimating the Shinju, driving the remnantsinto the cold highlands!’

'Asyou can see, there are no cold highlands here,' Bjork pointed out,'save the dopes of the Mountain
Sin'ha itself. But no, when the Syrinxians came we alowed them the land they wanted. They seemed to
have more need of it than we did. Our home has dways been the Khashm, and it was only when they
wanted this, too, that they were stopped.’

You dew them.'

'Wedid no such thing,' Bjork said. "That form of violence does not come easily to us. She amiled, a
secret light in her eyes. 'But we had the Khashm itsdlf, its sink holes, quicksand plains, its Ras Gharibs, its



craans, its Shakras. Nature took care of our land, Moichi. We had need to do nothing at all.’
"Then how did the Shinju die out?

'We did not die out,’ Bjork said. 'We were daughtered by the legions of Chaos who streamed through
the Portad atop the Mountain Sn'hai. 1t was our punishment for feeding them for millennia, for kegping the
tenuous connection open between the two worlds.

'As| said, Chaosis our brother; we are stasis creatures. But when Miiraused her mirror to destroy
every member of the Syrinxian inner council she set in motion anirreversible chain of events. The
Syrinxian capital was thrown into anarchy. A fearsomereign of terror spiralled outward until it engulfed
the entire population.

'A Shinju became an agent of change. It went againgt Nature. But then Miirawas dways arebel. She
married a Syrinxian and became an outcast from her own people. She was despised by her husband's
race and could never return to her own.’

‘Thisisvery different from the legend.

'| am afraid the truth was too terrible to be supported by the common good, so the legend arose, based
on fact, yes, but distorted so asto be paatable, inspiring, even.’

'How do you know al this? Moichi asked.
'Intheworst way possible,’ Bjork said, scratching Ouwlmy behind her ears. 'l, Bjork, am Miiras child.’

A thick silence now engulfed them. Every other moment, it seemed, Moichi was having to readjust his
sense of redlity. At last, he said, 'But you were murdered by Bnak's enemies. They |eft the body-'

'But it was not my body,' Bjork said. '"My mother saw to that. Do you think she did not know what was
happening, what was to occur? She was Shinju - and more, she was hersdlf a sorcerer. She looked into
her mirror, into the ocean of Time and saw the possibility of my murder. Therefore, shetook stepsto
ensure my safety. She hid me and substituted another in my place.’

'She sacrificed achild?

'To save me, yes.' Bjork looked at him evenly. 'Shewas no saint. Far fromit, in fact. But | wonder - and
| beg you to consider this before you condemn her out of hand - would your own mother have done less
to saveyou?

'How can | answer that? Moichi asked.
'How can anyone? Bjork confirmed.

Moichi consdered thisfor sometime. He thought of what Bjork had said regarding an offspring of a
Shinjuintermarriage: no one could know what freak of nature might be born. Bjork wasthe resuilt,
the progeny of a Shinju sorcerer and a brilliant Syrinxian minister. And what of Y esquz? At length, he
said, 'But you yoursdf said that she was judged to have sinned because Chaos was loosed from the
Porta.'

'As an agent of change, she sinned. Itisnot in our nature.’
'But what kind of aGod destroys almost an entire race?

'By her actions Miiradisturbed the ddlicate bal ance between the world of man and the dimension of



Chaos. God - Nature, the Eterna Force, whatever one wishesto cal it - had no choice but to restore
that balance.' Bjork's eyes played over Moichi'sface. 'Y ou remember what | said about action and
consequence.’

'Y es. Then what is happening? Why is the Makkon here? | thought that Chaos's destruction of the Shinju
restored the balance.’

'Sodid I, Bjork said, 'until the coming of the Makkon and the Dolman. Now, in seeking the overthrow
of stasi's, Chaos has begun to take on the characteristics of mankind. Thisis an absolute impossibility.
Chaos was created to be the dark side - the exact opposite - of mankind. If this should change, asit is
beginning to do, dl lifeforms - mankind and Chaos dlike - are threatened with extinction.’

'If dl you say istrue then you must close the Portal,' Moichi said.
'l cannot. Unlike my mother, | am incapable of being an agent of change.’
'But by what you have revealed to me you have broken your stasis!’

Bjork shook her head. 'No. | have been afacilitator only. | have taken no overt action as my mother did.
| will not do that."

So that wasit, Moichi thought. Here was the bear in the stone, caught like a prehistoric fly in amber.

Bjork's eyes glowed. That iswhy you have come, Moichi. Y ou are the agent of change. It isyou who
must journey to the summit of the Mountain Sn'hai and there confront whatever may await you.'

The Kaer'n speaks.

| have never been to Sin'hai, but for myself I admit to some anticipation. For millennia - perhaps
ever since our creation out of the cosmic Dark and Light - Sn'hai has been a subject of intense
debate among my kind, for Sn'hai is the one place on the planet where we have been enjoined
from going.

Understandable, perhaps. To bein Sn'hai isto acknowledge Syrinx, and we could never exist
alongside the Shinju; we would remind them far too much of their eternal enslavement. Also, we
would remind them of what, perhaps, they once aspired to be but could not be.

And, | supposg, it isjust aswell. We have had no designs on Syrinx. On the contrary, | doubt we
could live comfortably among the ruins of the inhumanity of the races. What is Syrinx, after all,
but a monument to cruelty P The blood-soaked earth is good for nothing now but growing rank
foliage that is fast sweeping through the cyclopean buildings erected by a long-dead race.

They may be dead, but as we are taught as infants, their legacy infects the races of man with a
tenacity that is appalling. War, power, greed, envy - these evils will outlive the abandoned stone
edifices of Syrinx, and do far more damage.

For thereis blood-lust still staining the waterways of the Khashm, and the proximity of holy
Sn'hai has made it prey to the malevolence there. Perhaps, after all, Sn 'hai will proveitself as
abandoned as the land below it. | hope not. | hope the God of this Universeis till there. But |
have my doubts. Every day now | feel the evil growing, and it is a desecration for any wickedness
to exist on Sn'hai.

Each sunrise, when | make my prayers, | include one for Sn'hai, because asiits light goes, so goes
the fate of the world...



PART FOUR

SIN'HAI
THIRTEEN

DRAGON

Chiisai, searching for all that remained ofSanda, could not find her. The transformation was over.
Chiisai had become whatever it was she was destined to be. She did not yet know what that was as
there were no mirrors, rivers, no reflective surfaces of any kind in Chaosin which she could see her
reflection. In fact, there were no surfaces at dl, just an endlessly gyring vortex broken only by great bouts
of energy, erupting a random intervas, in random directions. In other words, Chaos.

It might bear aresemblance to some religions concept of hell, only it was much worse.

Perhaps, Chiisal thought, in the very process of transformation, while she was being born, something had
been lost. Why else had she been able to find Sanda's essence before and not now? She closed her eyes,
searching for Sanda amid the constant roar of Chaos but she had been cut off from her.

She looked straight into the vortex and it was like staring into the eye of the sun. How wasiit that she
hadn't been aware of the vortex before? She had floated in avoid. Deaf, dumb and blind. Now she could
see and hear. Did this mean she had become part of Chaos, abeast more at home in this dimension than
intheworld of man?

But, no. Shefdt hersdf crawling on the edge of the vortex.

Something inside her warned her not to get nearer to it lest she get sucked in, never to take a breath of
ar again. Crawling on adiver of gold, astrand of hair, afilament so fineit often seemed to disappear.
Crawling onward.

And at itsend was a greet eye that opened as she gpproached. She held neither hesitation nor fear but
was, rather, motivated by an elementa need to move forward, ever forward. Through the eye of the
lens...

... Onto theflat of her broadsword which stuck horizontally from the crevasse in the cave in the bluff
overlooking the sea of Ama-no-mori. Home.

Y et not quite, not anymore. Home and yet strangely different, like returning to the place where her
ancient ancestors dwelled, memories surfacing she never even suspected existed inside her. She knew
this place, and not merely from recent memory. Echoes of voices, strange yet oddly familiar, filled her
skull with afeast of remembering. Home for them in away she wasjust beginning to envision.

| amthefirst, shethought. But am | the first of many, or the last of my kind?

She dropped off the blade and, mindful of the glowing white metallic veinsin the floor of the cavern,
made her way as quickly as she could to the mouth. There, she stood upon the escarpment looking out at
the water. Where had Kaijikan taken the reanimated Tokag€? He had begun his merging with the Chaos
satellite Phai-dan, and might aready have reached hisfull potentia, unless she had been successful in
stopping it. What terrible plan had the revenge-bent Kaijikan in mind? Surely it must involve the death of
Chiisa'sfather, the Kunshin, for it had been he who had killed her sster. Or so Kaijikan believed.

| must away to the capital , Chiisal thought. To Haneda.



And, without conscious thought, she spread her enormous armored wings, the air beneath them levitating
her so that she hovered for amoment, as astonished as anyone could be. She looked down upon the
rocky scree up which she had labored, ungainly earth-bound being she had once been.

She had amoment of pure panic, seeing nothing but air between her and the crashing ocean. Then,
ingtinct took over, and she wheded into the sun, flexing those powerful wings.

Over the creaming waves she soared, arcing back over theland asit swept down the snowy screeinto
the lowlands where their luma had been tethered. The mounts were gone, no doubt taken by Kaijikan
and Tokagé. Overcome by afierce eation, she swung upwardsin aseries of loops, rolling over so that
sky and earth followed one after the other in atumble of blue and green and silver-white.

When she came out of her last roll she wasfar away from the scree upon which the deadly cavern
resided, and she scanned the countryside leading toward Haneda. Her keen eyes picked out afigure
adride aluma. Behind, ariderless luma - no doubt the one she had ridden - trotted docildly, tethered to
the leading lumas saddle by itsreins.

Chiisal made for the figure. Her speed was such that almost immediately she recognized Tokagé. But
where was Kaijikan? Perhaps she had used her powersto transport herself to the Kunshin's moated
castlein the heart of Haneda

Chiisai changed the angle of her wings and she swooped down toward the warlord. Tokagé, seeing her
shadow or merely sensing danger, turned in his saddle. He lifted one armored arm while drawing his
longsword.

'Kaer'n!" he cried as Chiisal extruded her talons and, begting her powerful wingsin rhythm, struck him
across the hem. The golden talons of her forearms scored deep gashes across his salamander helm,
knocking it askew. Paralld lines of blood oozed across his scalp.

He swung at her with the longsword but Chiisal found it ridiculoudy easy to avoid. She struck again,
drawing blood again, and Tokagé screamed in unearthly rage. Had Phaidan completed its possession of
the warlord? Chiisai recdled the halo of Chaos energy swirling around Tokagé's head when she had
stabbed him in the neck. Kaijikan had obviousy hedled the wound but what had happened inside him?

Then, as Tokagé reared back to attack again, she saw the filmy reddish vapor leaking from between the
neck-plates of hisarmor. So | did damage him, she thought. Perhaps, knowing this, Kaijikan left him
here, ill and dying.

Tokagé swung at her with hislongsword, the blade's edge cutting dong one wing as she dived in again,
bloody talons extended. They dashed across his breastplate with such force that he was flung clear of his
luma, who reared up, baring itsteeth in terror. One of the warlord's ankles was caught in hisleather
dirrup and asthe lumawheded, galoping away from its attacker, it dragged him aong the ground until,
asit legpt aline of stones, hisankle came free.

Tokagélay on hisback, his scored salamander helm askew, the armor plates across historso pried
gpart. Still, even half-stunned, one leg fractured in severa places, he had the presence of mind towield
his sword. Chiisal, screaming as she camein for thekill, was dmost diced in twain, but she twisted at the
last ingtant, and the point of the sword punctured the membrane between two wing bones.

She landed upon Tokagé with al her fore-tadonsfully extended. With the force of her dive behind her,
they pierced damaged armor, plunging into skin and flesh. Tokagé screamed, arching up asthetalons
went clear through him. His face was arictus of agony and his arms begat atattoo against the ground.



Now Chiisai'swings besat in rhythm - the kill-rhythm she had heard the Dai-San speak of when
describing his Kaer'n. The tempo increased as shivers went through the dying warlord. Hisface was
drained of blood, his black eyesrapidly losing focus. Chiisai tightened her grip upon him and his body
shook initsfina death-spasm.

At the moment of his passing, there came an evil hissing from the rent in histhroat, and the reddish vapor
began to codesce. Phaidan, the satdllite of Chaos was materializing.

The vapor had become a colloid - particles suspended in akind of liquid - and these particles were
colliding, merging, doubling and redoubling, forming clusters, colonies, countries, continents of substance
that, abruptly, sartlingly became solid, three-dimensiond.

And, as Chiisal watched, transfixed with horror, this red substance crouched upon the corpse of the
traducer, Tokagé, feeding upon its flesh and boneslike aberserk canniba until there was nothing I eft of
the warl ord save tattered banners of sere skin, which shriveled up and blew away like tumbleweeds
along the black, rocky earth. The empty armor squealed and groaned benesth the weight metastasizing
upon it.

'O, the agony!" Phaidan cried and, turning its baleful gaze upon her, said, 'l will return the favor - now!"

And it leapt upon her. The old Chiisai - the Bujun warrior, though virtually fearless - would have been
helpless before the Chaos satdllite's attack. But the old Chiisai was dead, shed like Tokagéswrinkled
skin in the eternd maelstrom of Chaos. She was part Chaos now, and she used that part of her, lifting her
long, horned head, baring long, pearl-colored fangs, that clashed and sparked as Phaidan hurled its
chimerica form againgt her.

Fifty tentacles, then one hundred more erupted from the shifting body, curling around and around her,
pinioning her wingsto her scaly sides, holding her rear legs so that her talons extruded into the chill black
earth. Chiisai struggled with her forelegs, working to get them inside the snaking tentacles, the
razor-sharp talons severing them as she went. But for every one she diced, two others gppeared to take
its place until Phaidan appeared as an enormous head from whose scalp sprang aforest of tentacles,
thick ashair.

Then these tentacl es themsal ves began to metamorphose, ophidian heads emerging from their ends, jaws
opening wide, fangs bared, forked tongues flicking out to taste the scent of the prey. Chiisai ignored
these, focusing on the head itsdlf, trying to lay it open with her talons. Instead, more and more serpents
writhed upward from the scalp, to be dashed in two, and to rise again three- and four-fold from the
bal-like head.

Shewastiring and the serpents were tightening their grip upon her wings, preventing the kill-rhythm. And
now, here and there, in increasing numbers, the serpents fangs sank into her flesh, trying to suck her
life-force. When that failed to weaken her further, six of them twined together above her head, spirding
upward, stiffening, until they formed agreet sword that began to dash down at her skull.

Chiisai opened her mouth and atongue coated with glittering fire stabbed out, cutting through serpent and
vein, plunging directly into the core of the Chaos beadt.

Asone, dl the serpents screamed, their heads arcing back into akind of protective sphere. But it was
too late and in clusters they dithered away to ajelly-like substance, then returned to the red vapor, wisps
taken by thewind.

Who are you? Phaidan cried. | know all Kaer'n but | know you not.



| amthat | am, Chiisal said, driving her tongue deeper into its core. You know me.
Who? Who? Phaidan shrieked asit writhed, impaled.
| amthat | am.

Pdefirerippled from Chiisai's tongue, engulfing Phaidan piece by piece, incinerating it in sections, an
excruciating way to die - if, indeed, desth was the correct term for the termination of a Chaos cresture.

Therewas alesthery rusiling as Chiisai'swings unfurled and, fluttering in thewind, best thear inthe
ingtinctive kill-rhythm. So that iswhat | have become, she thought. A Kaer'n.

So she rested, the wind rustling dlong her wings asit did through the nearby cryptomeria. Tokagé's
fantastically worked armor had rusted away asif it had been left to rot for acentury. It lay like the
skeleton of atime-ravaged bead, rattling and moaning as the wind swept through it.

Chiisai closed her eyes. It was difficult adjusting. For one thing, she no longer had lungs, she breathed via
capillary action through the complex pores of her hide. For another, her blood - more accurately, her
life'sfluid - was pumped by atriple heart, encased within awell-protected bone cavity at the back of her
long skull, and she il found the rapid beats of it disturbing. The list was virtudly endless, and each
change took painstaking accommodation.

A shadow passed over her and she looked up. Clouds were occluding the sun and the chill was back in
the air. Perhaps another snow sgquall was onitsway in off the ocean.

'So thisis how it has ended for you.'

Chiisal turned her head on her long, articulated neck, saw Kaiji-kan floating toward her. She was amiling.
'When | set the trap, when | used the damaged Tokagé - the Tokagé you made usdess - asbait | must
say | never expected a beast to take it

' am not abeast,' Chiisal said.

'No, of course not,' Kaijikan said as she approached. 'Four legs, atail, adragon's head, scales and horns
wherever you look. Not abeast at al.’

"What beast speaks?
Kajikan'ssmilewidened into agrin. 'My dear, al my beastsare as articulate as| am.’
'What beast thinks as a human?

The Keeper of Souls stood in front of Chiisai and laughed in her face. 'Isthat what you believe? How
naive. How could you when you are no longer human?

lanthat | am.'

‘That kind of mumbo-jumbo might have worked with Tokagé -what was he anyway but a receptacle? It
might even have worked with Phaidan - what wasit anyway but asatellite? But it will not work with me.
I know who and what you have become, and believe mewhen | tell you that you are abeast, an
evolutionary dead-end that cannot reproduce. Like al your kind you are usdless; neither of one world
nor another.' She made sgnsintheair. 'Y ou have cheated death once, | will give you that. But | promise
you, you will liveto regret that feat.' Runes building in the ether. '‘Because whatever liferemainstoyouis
mine.’



Chiisai, who was sick of this arrogance, tried to move against Kaijikan. To her astonishment, she
remained immobile. Neither muscle nor nerve would respond to the commands her brain sent out. She
was stuck, rooted to the black ground, a dragon set in stone.

Kaijikan, grinning till, took her time walking around Chiisai. "Y ou see, | will not regret Tokegés demise,
after al. Because now | have you - my own persona Kaer'n - to do my bidding. | had planned to use the
reanimated warlord to murder the Kunshin, but think, my dear, how much more delectable will be my
revenge when his daughter doesit instead."

'Welcome," the bear said, itsfur bristling. 'We have been expecting you.' Bjork had transformed into the
male ursus as Sardonyx and Hamaan had come over therise.

Moichi, wondering how they had ever traversed the dangers of the Khashm without the help of a Shakra,
said, 'l hope you were not worried about me.’

| wasn't,” Sardonyx said softly. I knew where you were and whom you were with." She rubbed Ouwlmy
between the earsjust as Bjork had done. 'How are you, sweetheart? Isn't Moichi wonderful ?

'Heisthe one,’ Ouwlmy said.
'Yes. Heis." Sardonyx bent down, kissed the Shakra on the cheek. 'l have missed you, beautiful one!’
As Ouwlmy tossed her head and snorted in pleasure, Moichi said, "Y ou know each other?

Sardonyx threw her amswide and spun like agiddy little girl. Thiswaswherel learned my sorcery,
Moichi. It isShinju magic | perform.’

Moichi turned to Bjork. 'Isthistrue?
The bear nodded. 'l do not practice my mother'sart but | passed it on to Sardonyx.'
So that is how they passed unscathed through the treacherous Khashm, Moichi thought.

'What isall this? Hamaan said, striding up. 'Dragonsin the fen, talking luma, al manner of sorcery flying
about? And now an intelligent bear. Who - or more accurately - what are you, sir?

'l am Bjork,' the bear said. 'Last of the Shinju.’

‘A Shinju!" Hamaan's eyeslit up. 'If | am dreaming, do not wake me up!' He took Bjork's paw in his
hand, pumped it enthusiastically. "Y ou are the answer to al my prayers! And, so hard by the Mountain
Sin'hal, the home of the God of al Iskamen, it isfitting that you cometo our aid.’

'l beg your pardon? Bjork said.

'White Lotus, man!" Hamaan cried. Thelight of the fanatic had once again taken possession of hiseyes.
"You areitsguardian, you know dl its secrets. Y ou will turn thetidefor ud' In aningtant, asmall skinning
knifewasin his hand, its blade held across the bear's throat. "I'll warrant you will cease trading with the
Adenese now, won't you?

'l imagine 0, Bjork said camly. But hisliquid brown eyes warned the others not to make amove.
'Especidly since | have done no trading with the Adenese.’

'No? Then who do you sdll your harvest of White Lotusto?

'l cannot continueto talk at the point of aknife.’



Hamaan moved the edge of the blade inward afraction. 'Y ou will dowhat | say, when | say. Isthat
clear?

Hamaan gasped as the massive ursine outline wavered, collgpsing in upon itself. In hisplace stood a
beautiful woman with flowing red hair. Her eyes staring into his, she gragped hiswrigt, flipping it over so
that Hamaan was bent over double, and kept on twisting until the knife fell to the ground. Then shelet go.

'Yes,' Bjork said. 'Itisvery clear.'

"What madnessisthis? Hamaan said, rubbing hiswrist. '‘Are you man, beast or woman? Or isdl thisan
illuson?

'In point of fact, Bjork said, 'l am haf-Shinju and haf-Syrinxian. Thisisthe truth, Hamaan." Shelifted a
long arm toward the storm-wreathed summit of the Mountain Sin'hai. 'Now, before us and before your
God, itistime you spoke the truth.’

'What are you talking about?

'Did you think | would not find out? Did you think that the death of a Shakrawould go unnoticed? Or
unpunished?

Hamaan's face screwed up asif hewereinhaing afoul stench. "What nonsense are you spouting?
Tell him, Ouwlmy,' Bjork said. Tdl themdl.'

‘Since summer, two raids have been made to the same White L otus harvest ground, on the extreme
eastern edge of the Khashm," Ouwlmy said. 'After we masticate the root to paste, it must dry in the sun
for forty-eight hours. Two such harvests were taken before full refining could be done. In the second
raid, a Shakrawas daughtered.’

'And who was responsible for these raids? For the death of the Shakra? Bjork said as she stared at
Hamaan. When he remained silent, she pointed. 'Fe'edjinn carried out theraid. Elite, highly skilled shock
troops under this man's direct command.’ Bjork stood in front of Hamaan. 'The truth, man. Before God
and your brother.’

'Lies." Hamaan coally turned to Moichi. ‘Can't you see heis covering his dedings with the Adenese?

'Oh, Al Rafaar got their White Lotus, al right,’ Bjork said, 'but it was a Fe'edjinn operative who sold it to
them.’

'What? Moichi cried.

"Talk about outlandish accusations,’ Hamaan said. 'No one would believe that.’
"Just as they would not believe you had your own sister murdered.’
Hamaan'sface drained of al color. 'l will kill you for that.'

'l know you will try," Bjork said. She held out the ring that she had given to Jud'ae Annai-Nin so many
years ago, thering Moichi had returned to her today. Takethis, Hamaan. Hold it tightly in your right fist.'

Hamaan stared &t it asif it were a poisonous serpent. 'l will do no such thing.'

'Y es, you will, Bjork said. 'For in amoment we will be confronting the truth. If, asyou say, | am lying
then you have nothing to fear. Quite the contrary, you will be exonerated.'



Moichi took astep toward him. ‘Do it, Hamaan.'

‘Thisisatrick, anilluson. She-

‘Noillusion," Sardonyx said. Sheturned to Moichi. 'I guaranteeit.’

Moichi nodded. 'Take the ring, brother.'

Stll, Hamaan hesitated. Then he snatched the ring from Bjork, enclosed it in awhite-knuckled fist.

Almost immediately, a man appeared. He was garbed in the black robes of an Adenese Al Rafaar. He
stood, looking around him for amoment, then, spotting Hamaan, he made atiny genuflecting bow.
'Qatach,’ he said. 'Where am |? What has happened to me?

‘Never mind that,' Bjork said. Tell uswho you are. Y ou need fear nothing. We aredl Iskamen here or
dliesof Isked .

'l am not in Aden,' the man said. 'Qatach?

Hamaan, ashen-faced, had dropped the ring. 'No, you are no longer in Aden,' hesaidinavoice at first
shaky but quickly regaining strength. 'Tell these people who you are.’

'l an Kh'digg,' themanin Al Rafaar robes said. '| am amember of the Feedjinn.’

'‘And who isyour direct control? Bjork said.

‘Qatach Hamaan,' Kh'aligg said. 'He trained me himself.'

‘To dowhat? Bjork asked gently.

‘Toinfiltratethe Al Rafaar.’

'And...

Helooked at her in confusion.

"What has been your specific misson most recently?

Kh'digg looked at Hamaan, panic-stricken.

Hamaan, staring into Moichi'seyes, said, Tell them, Kh'digg. Thereisno shameinit. You areapatriot.’
'l became akind of middie-man,' Kh'digg said, licking hisdry lips. 'l sold White Lotusto Al Rafaar.’
'And where did the White L otus come from? Bjork asked.

'l do not know.'

‘Tel them, Hamaan said.

'It... it camefrom you, Qatach. Y ou led two partiesinto Syrinx in order to obtainit.’

Moaichi, stunned, said, 'Hamaan, have you lost your mind? Why?

'Y ou know why,' Bjork said briskly, picking up the ring. Kh'digg vanished. 'The Qatachs believed that
Al Rafaar berserker attacksingde Iskagl's borders - within the capitd itsdlf - would win them unanimous



support for their holy war against Aden.’ Bjork leveled her gaze at Hamaan. 'But the plan did not go as
you envisioned, did it, Qatach?

'Hamaan,’ Moichi pleaded. Tl themthisisdl alie’

Now Hamaan's eyes seemed to glaze over. 'We were dmost there," he whispered. 'Our avowed god
was just within our grasp. The Qatachs met in secret and it was decided that amore specific, more
horrific goad was required. They dlowed me the grace of abstaining.'

Moichi, hisvoice seemingly squeezed out of hismouth, said, 'Did you?
'l did my duty.’

'Y our duty? Moichi felt the rage building insde him. Could this actualy be the man with whom he had
reconciled? The brother with whom he had agreed to forget the past? What kind of monster had he
become?

'l am apatriot!' Hamaan cried. 'My sacred duty as Fe€edjinn isto make |skadl safe.’
'And you did thisby providing Al Rafaar with White Lotus? Moichi said increduloudly.

It was not fully refined, Hamaan explained. 'l| knew this. The Adenese who ingested it died within a
week.'

'And how many innocent | skamen were murdered in the interim, while you let the Al Rafaar berserkers
looseingde Iskadl?

It was adigtasteful but ultimately necessary step in order to achieve our god.' Hamaan's face was flushed
with fervid emotion; a this moment he seemed incapable of remorse. ‘Brother, listen to me, we have
never been free of the Adenese yoke. Not redly. Y ou have been away along time. Decades, centuries
have passed since God let usthrough the Mu'ad. But always the Adenese have sought waysto punish us,
closing down our trade routes, undermining our negotiations with other countries, destroying our
wide-ranging caravans. It has been war by attrition ever since they realized we had not died in the Mu'ad.
And then we began to terraform Iskael with such successthat their jeal ousies were aroused. They have
coveted the port of Aldarat for decades. Don't you see, we are locked in adeath-spiral? It isus or them.
That was why the Fe'edjinn cameinto being.'

'No," Moichi said. The Fe'edjinn were created by asmall cadre of warriors chafing under the burden of
peace. They no longer knew what to do with themselves and, worse, in peacetime they discovered that
their powers had eroded. What status can awarrior expect when the one thing that gives him power no
longer exigs?

Hamaan shook his head. 'Y ou do not know how wrong you are.’

‘The proof of what | say, brother, isright here, right now. Look at what you have done. Y ou have put
your own country &t risk, alowed your citizenry to be daughtered, to livein fear of Al Rafaer terrorigs!’

‘All for the glory of the God of our fathers, who brought us through the Mu'ad.'

Moichi dapped his brother so hard across the face that Hamaan staggered. ‘Do not use God's name to
legitimize your foul work. The Qatachs usurped power, fed oniit like Chaos beings, until they - like you -
have become unrecognizable.’

'We did what we had to do. We-'



"You sick bastard, have you any idea what you've done? You murdered your own sister!"

Moichi struck Hamaan again, but thistime it was with hisfist. Hamaan stumbled backward, blood flying
from asplit lip, and went down on one knee. Immediatdly, he picked up hisknife, brandished it, point
first. '"Come on," he said, spitting out atooth. ‘Come on, brother. Why do | even bother with
explanations? | dways knew deep down that thiswas the way it would end for us. It wasinevitable,
wasn't it? Y ou never understood me. Y ou never understood that the Feledjinn's ministry of fear was
necessary to keep Al Rafaar at bay. At least | know what | stand for. Y ou have nothing. You are
nothing.

Moichi drew adirk. Sardonyx, seeing this, took a step toward him, but awarning glance from Bjork
caused her to stay her hand. This must be played out,’ Bjork said,'to the very end.’

'But they both might die.’
Bjork nodded. 'So be t, then. It is not within our purview to intervene.’
Sardonyx threw her a stricken look, but she shook her head firmly.

Moichi struck first, dashing open an oblique line across Hamaan's shoulder. Hamaan leapt to his feet,
kicking out. The hedl of hisleft boot caught Moichi on the Sde of the knee and he went down.
Immediately, Hamaan was on him, maneuvering for position and leverage. Moichi dashed upward, but
thistime Hamaan was ready for him. He parried the blow with the guard of hisknife as he smashed the
edge of hishand into Moichi's windpipe.

Moichi convulsed. Black lights pulsed behind his eyes and there was aterrible roaring in hisears. His
lungs fought for breath as he struggled to keep conscious. Dimly, he saw the knifeblade stabbing down at
his shoulder, and he jammed an elbow into Hamaan's ribcage, succeeding in deflecting the strike just
enough o that the blade punctured the meat of hisarm and not his shoulder. He cried out, dammed the
hed of his hand under Hamaan's chin. But his brother twisted away, stabbed him again and again inthe
muscleof hisright arm.

Red rage now supplanted the pulsing black spots and in atitanic adrenaline surge Moichi managed to
heave his brother off his chest. They rolled over and, asthey did so, Moichi hammered the knife out of
Hamaan'sfist with the copper butt of hisdirk. Then he threw his own weapon away and, using his hands,
best Hamaan insensate.

He crouched over his brother, panting and bleeding. Rage and the rush of endorphins pulsed astrong
tattoo through his body. At length, he became aware that Bjork was holding out hisdirk to him. Ashe
took it, she said, 'Will you kill him now?

'l do not know.'

'He daughtered a Shakra, murdered his own people.’ She bent over. 'He gave his consent for the
assassination of your sgter.’

'Bjork, stopit!" Sardonyx said. This has gone on long enough. How can you torture him so?

She would have gone on but Bjork held up ahand in warning. 'Remember,’ she said softly, ‘who isthe
master and who the pupil.’ Then, turning back to Moichi, 'Well, what are you waiting for? He has been
accused, tried and convicted by his own words and independent corroborating evidence. Pass sentence,
Moichi. Itisyour duty. Y our responsbility.’

Moichi held the dirk above Hamaan'sthroat. Then, reversing it, he dammed it homeinto its sheath. 'No,’



he said, risng and pulling his brother up beside him. 'If, asyou say, | am fated to journey to the summit of
the Mountain Sin'hai then Hamaan will accompany me into the House of the Holy. Let God pass what
judgement He may on my brother. That isHis province, not mine!'

FOURTEEN

CLOUDLAND

It would have been painful to climb this multi-spined volcanic rockface under the most idesl
conditions. The fact that both Moichi and Hamaan hurt from ahost of wounds only exacerbated the fact.

Sinha had dways been an intimidating mountain, but never more so than when one was assaulting its
ebon basdt dopes. Some were amost verticd, risng likeicy spiresinto acloudland so densethe
climbers could aready feel the weight of the storm-charged atmosphere, an acrid taste at the back of
their throats from the ozone thrown off by the pink lightning that forked high over their heads, rumbling
down the mountain face with the force of an avalanche.

Bjork and Sardonyx had worked hard overnight to stanch, disinfect and cauterize the combatants
wounds, but Bjork had been meticulousin remaining aloof from the tension that wreathed both brothers.

Once, while both Moichi and Hamaan tossed in dream-laden dumber, Sardonyx had asked, "What was
the point, Bjork? Their hatred is dive and breeding like some kind of hideousanima .’

Bjork looked off to the fulminating summit of the Mountain Sin'hai, alight and dive with the pink lightning
so powerful it pierced even the heavy cloud cover. Three or four mgjor earth temblors had shaken Syrinx
in the hoursfollowing twilight. 'For the moment, the hate isfuel that will serve them well on their ascent.’
Her gaze swung to Sardonyx. ‘I have grave misgivings about you accompanying them. Even | do not
know what they will encounter a the summit. It is more than possible that they will not survive to make
the journey back down.’

Sardonyx alowed Bjork's words sufficient time to sink in before she answered. '| made up my mind a
long time ago, when Moichi first cameto the land of the Opa Moon.'

'l do not haveto tell you the consegquences of your decision.’

'No,' shesad quietly, glancing briefly a Moichi, placing her hand dongside his cheek, calming himin his
restless deep. '‘But what else can | do? My heart surely turnsto stone when | am not with him. For good
or ill, he has become part of me.'

'Have you told him about yourself?
'He knows most of it," Sardonyx said. 'He does not need to know it all.’
'At some point, perhaps sooner than you think,' Bjork said with no little gravity, 'he will.'

They began their assault at first light. Bjork provided Moichi with amap of the lower part of the eastern
face up which they must climb. She had aso provided such equipment and foodstuffs asthey might
require. She estimated three days to Cloudland; then they were in terraincognita, on their own to the
ummit.

Theblack basdlt of the Mountain Sn'hai was without erosion. Though it had existed for millenniatill the
myriad peaks and rills were as sharply defined asthey had been the moment it thrust itself out of the
molten mantle of the earth below. Thiswas both good and bad. The face was studded with excellent
hand- and foot-holds for their ascent but the mountain possessed none of the weather-smoothed areas of



other pesks so that, without respite, they were obliged to climb up vertical rock chimneys and traverse
treacherous rifts that plunged thousands of feet past ragged outcroppingsinto blue shadow so deep it
was impossible to discern the bottom.

The higher they climbed, the more often they were obliged to pause to catch their bresth. 1t would have
been far more prudent, Moichi knew, to stop and make camp more often to alow them to accustom
themsalvesto the rarefied atmosphere, but he chose to push ever upward, driven by hisfears of Chaos
streaming through the Portal, marching into the world of man to reclam what it believed belonged toit.
The thought of being possessed by some Chaos creature like the Makkon or, God forbid, the Dolman
was enough to keep him awake and swesting at night.

For his part, Hamaan had said dmost nothing since they began. He had taken his defest like the good
soldier hewas. 'l consder myself aprisoner of war, he said, stolidly refusing to look his brother in the
eye. 'l will follow your orders but | consder you the enemy and | will escape asquickly asl am able!

Moichi tried to talk him out of thisrigid mind-set of military code, but al entresties proved usdless.
Therefore, he was obliged to tie Hamaan up at night to ensure that he would not escape or dit Moichi's
throat. Moichi no longer knew what he thought of his brother. He had returned home to awaking
nightmare. Aufeyawas dead and Sardonyx had taken her place. Then, he had discovered that his brother
Jesah was Fe'edjinn and henceforth known as Hamaan, a Qatach responsible for unspeakable crimes
committed in the name of patriotism and God. At night, when he knew he would not be seen, he sat
facing the sheer drop-offs that were never far from them and, putting hisface in his hands, tried to blank
hismind from the horror.

On their second night on the Mountain Sin'hai, while he was thus occupied, Sardonyx checked Hamaan's
bonds for any sign he had been trying to loosen them. Since he dways was, she retied some of the knots
moretightly then, stepping over him, stood for many minutes looking at Moichi's bowed back.

At length, she crossed the narrow rock ledge on which they had made cramped camp and, putting her
armsaround him, crouched behind him. For along time, they remained in that position. Then

Moichi sighed. 'How isit, after al that has happened, | till want to love him?
'‘Because heisyour brother.'
He shook his head. That is not enough.’

‘Butitis. Anditisavery human emotion.' Sardonyx stroked hishair. ‘I know | would love you no matter
what you did.'

'Easy to say. Neither you nor | are criminas.’ Histone was bitter.

‘But you have done the right thing. Y ou made the decision Bjork was determined you should make. Y ou
did not judge him. Bjork did not judge him and neither did Ouwlmy, though he committed crimes againgt
them. They alowed you to take him." She glanced briefly over their heads at the sparks of lightning. To
have God judge him.’

'God. | haveto laugh," Moichi said. 'If God existed he would not have alowed such atrocities. Hewould
have saved Sanda.’

'Why, Moichi? s she so specia that she should be exempted from God's plan?

Moichi turned hishead. 'Isthat what you think? That dl of thisis somekind of plan? Chill takeit, if so, it
isan unconscionably crue one!’



'Any more crudl than the |skamen suffering for centuries at the hands of the Adenese?

Moichi was slent; he had no answer for that. But he put his hands on her arms. Asthey held each other,
they felt the deep rumble as another temblor shook the mountain. Just below them, achunk of rock split
off, went crashing down the face.

‘Lord, what is happening up there? Sardonyx said. 'It looks like the ssorms are increasing in intensity.
'Soon enough,” Moichi answered her, ‘wewill find out.'

The next morning, they breakfasted lightly, untied Hamaan and performed their abbreviated ablutions.
Then they broke camp and were on their way. Mist closed over them almost at once so that the hypnotic
panoramaof Syrinx, the Khashm and, beyond, the walls of Masjahan were blotted out in a swirl of
pearlescent sheen.

Moichi thought of the enigmatic Bjork - the salf-described freak of nature, Sardonyx's sorcerous mentor.
And he thought of Ouwlmy, whom he missed with an almost tangible pain. He missed Bjork, aswell, but
inaway that was unclear to him until Sardonyx said to him, ‘Do you see now why | did not tell you
where | learned my sorcery?

'No," he said. 'l would have appreciated knowing about Bjork in advance.’
'Isthat s0? Tell me how you would describe her to someone who had never met her.’

Moichi consdered for amoment as he double-checked theline. ‘I don't even know whether to call Bjork
a"he' ora"she™

'Neither do |," Sardonyx said, coming up beside him on anarrow ledge. 'So isn't it better that | let you
form your own opinion?

'Bjork called hersdf afreak of nature. What do you think?

Sardonyx paid out the line so Hamaan could follow them up. "When it comesto Bjork it isn't important
what | - or anyone ese besides you - think. She thinks of hersdf asacrimind - not by any man-made
law, but what difference does that make?

‘She collaborated with Chaos, mankind's enemy.’

‘But you aready know the falseness of that,” Sardonyx said. 'Chaos is mankind's shadow-sdlf, banished
by ancient mages who may or may not have had the good of mankind in mind. Remember what you said
about the caba of Fe'edjinn Qatachs. That form of usurpation of power is, | will warrant, older even
than mankind. The gods themsdlves fought over issues of power.’

Hamaan came up beside them and, for amoment, the three of them shared the precarious perch.
Hamaan's eyes|ocked with Moichi's for what seemed an eternity. Then, Moichi launched himsaif
upward.

‘Don't bother," Hamaan said to Sardonyx. 'He has trouble with commitment of any kind. He will never
understand you or me.’

'Save your strength,” she said, shoving him against the rock face. "We have along way yet to travel
today."

Asthe day progressed, the mist grew thicker, lodging in their mouths and throats. Around them, now, the



pink lightning danced, crackling likelogs being felled in aforest. At midday, they paused to refresh and
relieve themselves.

'l want to warn you of something,’ Sardonyx said. 'Before we set out, Bjork told me that the higher we
climb theless| will be able to work my magic. We must be careful to useit sparingly - only twice, Bjork
warned - because Sin'hai has the ability to sap that form of energy. And even then thereisno surety it will
function properly.’

'Noted," Moichi said. After amoment, he added, 'Will it work at al on the summit?

'No one knows, but | have little doubt that iswhere we will have need of it most.' She took aswig of
water. '‘Ready?

Just past mid-afternoon, they found their way blocked by amassive rockfal. The vertical chimney - the
last landmark on the upper reaches of Bjork's chart - had been amost completely filled in. Moichi looked
up. The outsde of the chimney bulged from the face of the mountain. Worse, this piece must have been
bornin one long thrust because it was dmost glassily smooth without afoot-or hand-hold to be seen.

'Isthere away around this? Sardonyx asked.

'Not according to Bjork's map. Moichi was studying the dmost unnaturally smooth face. 'No help for it
but to attempt an assaullt.’

Hedrew out a pteron, athick spike-like implement with aloop at one end which he hammeredinto a
small stress-fracture zigzagging up the rock. He stepped up onto it, hammered home another. The safety
linetrailed down behind him as he ascended. But by the time he had hammered in the fourth pteron, he
knew they werein trouble. The stress-fracture petered out an arm's length above his head. From then on
to the top of the bulge, the rock appeared absolutely seamless. There was no place to hammer in another
pteron.

He glanced down. Hamaan was aready on the second pteron and Sardonyx was readying the linesto go
up hersdlf. Moichi looked upward again, searching for away to traverse the outsde of the chimney. He
thought he spotted something and, climbing onto the last pteron, he stretched himsdlf to hislimit.

Therel

The face was not absolutely seamless after al. A stressfracture - to be sure, thinner than the vertical one
they were now on -snaked itsway dmogt lateraly, more or less bisecting the chimney. But would it lead
to away off?

Moichi, with little to lose, reached up and hammered in a pteron. He threaded the lines, moved upward.
Behind him, Hamaan and Sardonyx followed. He paid his brother scarce attention. Here, at the edge of
an amost sheer drop Moichi did not have to concern himsalf with Hamaan trying to escape. They were
all bound together by the safety lines, and there was nowhere for Hamaan to escape to.

Methodically, like a spider over glass, he moved across the sheet of smooth rock. A chill wind fostered
mini-whirlwinds of mist and damp, brushing his cheek and swirling down the collar of histussah-slk vest.
Without perspective, it wasimpossible to judge how far they had come and, worse, how much farther
they had to go. Tension sang in the lines, was marked in the concentration on their faces, the hard bulging
of muscle, the stretch of Snew.

After hedroveinthefifth lateral pteron, he called arest period. Despite the efficacious ministrations of
both Bjork and Sardonyx his wounds pained him fearfully. One of them had opened up and he was



obliged to wipe the blood away every few minutes. When they made camp tonight - if they got off this
Godforsaken chimney - he would have to get Sardonyx to cauterize it anew. He could not risk the onset
of an infection &t this point.

They hung by their safety lines, clinging to the rock that bulged out from the mountain-face. Winds, risng,
buffeted them asif they were ships on the ocean. Moichi was never so aware of the distance between
himsdlf and Sardonyx. He wanted to reach out and take her hand but she was too far away and, in any
case, Hamaan was between them.

He called them out of their reveries and he swung to the left, onto the next pteron. And so it went.
Sardonyx was obliged to pull up the last pteron and, as they moved passit forward to Moichi to reuse.
There was no turning back.

Moichi counted twelve pterons he had driven into the dender thread of afissure. He climbed ontoit,
gretched himsdf out to drive in the thirteenth. Day was ending. Even at this dtitude, where the sun hung
inthe sky very late, it was obviousin the change in huein the mist. It became more and more pink, like
blood in water, asthe sun did beyond the horizon and the main source of illumination becamethe
flickering pink lightning from the ice sorms above in Cloudland.

Moichi knew that he was exhausted and that was why when hisfingers searched dong the rock face for
the continuation of the fracture and found only smooth stone he checked three times. Nothing. Thefissure
ended eighteen inches from where he had driven the thirteenth pteron. Now what? Even, if by some freak
chance, there was another pardld fissure thelow light madeit al but impossibleto pick it up.

So there they hung on the bulge, with night fast encroaching, with nowhere to continue on. Moichi turned
to Hamaan and Sardonyx and passed aong the blesk news. It was suicide to attempt to continue the
assault in twilight. They decided to spend the night suspended where they were and hope for the best
tomorrow. They ate aspare meal of dried mest, fish paste and water. Then they dept. Or, at leadt, tried
to.

It wasevil time.

Bjork had said Syrinx wasfilled with ghosts and, suspended on the mountains de between deep and
waking, Moichi could believeit. Once, the black earth had run red with the blood of Syrinxian and Shinju
alike. So much death. No wonder the atmosphere, even this high up, was rank with it. Souls stalked the
night in thefitful wind, the intermittent icy rain showers, the pink lightning, flickering like areptilesforked
tongue. They sang in the blood, carried insde by inhdation, then inward on each double-pump of the
heart, each rush of blood through artery and vein. They told their tales of misery and deeth, of life cut
short, of deprivation and warfare.

Moichi, deeping and dreaming, guided by theselost souls, fought Syrinxian wars, felt Shinju deaths,
experienced the retribution of Chaos. His muscles jumped and popped in gavanic response, and when
he awakened &t firgt light, hefdt asif he had not dept at all.

Trying to stretch his aching muscles, he craned upward, then to left and right and, finally, desperately,
below them. Then, seeing that the others were awake, he told them the news. 'We are stuck,' he said.
"There are no more fissures anywhere to be seen. The pterons will not go into solid rock.' He looked past
Hamaan to Sardonyx. 'We need you now," he said. ‘It isthe only way.'

Shelooked at him and he knew what wasin her mind: Bjork's warning of using her sorcery only twice.
And he knew she wanted to save both for what might be waiting for them on the summit, where the
Portd into Chaos somehow had been opened. Thereisno help for it," he said. 'Without you we will
never even reach the summit.”



She nodded, closed her eyes. Once again, as he had in Masjahan when she had transformed him into a
Fanarantsoa, he was aware of a profound sensation of dumber, and then adreamlikefaling, faling...

He opened hiseyesto find himsalf wedged into thp center of the vertica chimney. 'Almost there!’ he
cried, glancing down at Hamaan and Sardonyx climbing the chimney just below him. 'Six more feet and
that rock dide we passed down below would havefilled this chimney and madeit impassable!

Ashesadthis, astheredity of it permeated him, he was a so aware of an odd sensation, asif hisvoice
was coming from some distance, had been spoken by someone e se inhabiting his body. He broke out
into a cold sweat. Then, the eerie sensation passed and he banged in the last pteron, threaded the line
and levered himsdf up through the hole in the chimney.

Looking around while he caught his breath, he found himsalf on a snow-covered ledge that doped
upward to the left dmost like anaturd path. Hamaan, then Sardonyx emerged from the chimney and
when they were dl on the ledge, they brought up the remainder of their equipment. Darkness wasfaling
along with snow as dry as sand. It clung to every non-smooth surface, settling on their equipment, their
eyebrows and lashes, the men's beards.

Asthey set up camp, Moichi said softly to Sardonyx, 'What happened?

‘Time and the future,’ she said. 'Thiswas Miira's specia gift -the sorcery she passed on to Bjork and she
to me. Time and the future are both, in smal, incremental ways, mutable. In fact, there are many futures,
just asthere are many currentsin the ocean. What comes to pass can sometimes be... manipulated.’

Y ou mean you can creste your own?

'No, no. Perhaps not even God has that power any more," Sardonyx said. 'Futures at any given moment
are multiple. So many factors go into cregting the future out of the past and the present, ahuman would
go mad trying to categorize them let done count them. But sometimes | am able to reach out into the
currents of time and pick another future, makeit cometo pass.'

'Like now.'

'Y es. Here, in thisfuture, the chimney was passable and there was no need for us to head onto the
outside." She stopped what she was doing, clutched Moichi's arm. 'But thisis a dangerous occupation on
the Mountain Sin'hai. So close to both God and Chaos, such sorcery can be distorted. That was why
Bjork warned me. Remember, | can only use my power once more.’

She was about to turn avay when he said, "What happened to usin that... other future?

She put her hand to his cheek. Her eyes glittered darkly. ‘Don't ever ask that question because you do
not want to know the answer. Thisisour only redlity now. Be satisfied with that.'

After dinner, she tended to the men's sounds. She was not happy to see the fresh blood on Moichi's face
and she cleaned the wound as best she could, then cauterized it. Hamaan carefully observed the entire
procedure. Even when white-hot blade tip pressed againgt his brother's skin his eyes reved ed nothing,
but as Moichi squeezed his eyes against the agony he breathed atiny sigh.

The next morning, taking theicy ledge upward, they entered Cloudland. Even Bjork, who had apparently
roamed the lower dopes of the Mountain Sin'hai, had never ascended to this height. Thethick clouds
tasted of antimony and copper. The storms were constant, lashing the travelers with a combination of
dest, hall and the same dry snow they had experienced last night.

Even so, it was an enormous relief not to be hanging on to sheer rock with fingernails, boot toes and



tied-off lines. It felt good to use the legs again as they had in dtitudes below, before they cameto Sin'hai.
Even Hamaan came to recogni ze that they were no longer a part of the old world - the world of 1skael
and Aden, of the Mu'ad and even the Khashm. Thiswas terraincognitafor al of them.

Inaway, Moichi fet sorry for him. Hamaan was awarrior, and such people had no business being
prisoners, though often enough that was how they ended up. Part of the process, one could even argue,
but there was something about it that struck Moichi as akin to placing amagnificent wild animd ina
six-by-six cage. They needed to be free or be dead. But not this.

At night, he lay awake, listening to thetick of hisown body asif it were some instrument he had been
brought in to sudy. In his exhaustion, helonged for Sandato cometo him again, in adream or in any
other way. For perhapsit was her judgement rather than God's that he awaited. His own judgement, so
distorted by complex emotions, he did not trust in this matter. He thought of Sanda's spirit held
somewherein acurious prison and the pain in his body was overcome by the achein hisheart. | want
you back, he thought, clenched fists pressed tight to his eyesto stop the hot tears from forming. Why
couldn't Sardonyx's magic bring her back? Why couldn't she reach into the stew of Time and choose
another future, one in which Sandalived? It wastoo late. Even sorcery could not resurrect the dead. But
he found that the mere knowledge of it made his Sster's desth al the more difficult to bear.

When he dept, only the rough souls of Syrinx chased themselves across his dreaming mind, reliving for
the span of ablink of an eye an entirelifetime.

Theicy rock of Cloudland was on the whole easier to negotiate than the sheer, vertica face of the lower
levels. How this could be Moichi never could quite figure out, Since the interminable ice sorms made
even amental mapping impossible. As soon asthey passed through a certain section it vanished from
view in awdter of ice pelletsand bitter wind, and it was asif it never existed.

They pushed on, bent into the wind, ascending through ice fields, across glacier-like floes. Once or twice
aday they were obliged to break out the pterons and, hooking their safety lines to them, begin avertica
assault. But, though often difficult, these vertica sectionswere never large enough to leave them stranded
on the smooth face of ... Forget that! Moichi admonished himself. That particular reality belongsto
another future. Or wasit by now the past?

Often, he wondered what it must be like to be able to peer into the ocean of Time and see the swirl of
multiple futures and to pluck one out like abright-scaled fish. Just like agod. And that, perhaps, waswhy
Bjork had warned Sardonyx to keep her sorcerous profile low. Up there, somewhere, was the House of
God, and no other power could stand before Him.

At night, it was so frigid that the materid of their tents froze into stiffened corpses. Accordingly, Moichi
ingtructed them to carve out blocks of ice with which they built small conica structures, which they found
protected them from the elements better than the tents ever had.

But their degp was interrupted by strange bowlings that chilled them as even the cold could not.
'What isthat? Moichi asked.

'Wolkeen," Sardonyx replied. "They are large snow-white predators with ice-blue eyes. They livein
Cloudland and above, but occasionally Bjork would glimpse them on hisjourneys across the lower
dopes. Even he gave them awide berth; they are said to be very clever, reentless killing machines once
they are on ahunt or smell blood.'

'l will remember that," Moichi said, tucking his head into hisarms and trying to close his earsto the eerie
cries.



Daytime came as apae wash, but snce the night-time was bright with sparking lightning the differences
were negligible, and they were obliged to rely on their own internd rhythmsto identify the demarcation
between the two. When they weretired, they dept. Otherwise, they plodded on.

Hamaan, living hiswhole lifein the desert, suffered the most. At least Moichi and Sardonyx had livedin
colder climeswhen winter came without mercy. Still, neither of them had experienced such bone-chilling
temperatures and inhospitable weather. Hamaan's wounds, which seemed to be heding well, were
chafed by the heavy exertion and they opened, suppurating.

When they broke at midday, both Moichi and Sardonyx worked on him, cleaning the wounds, making
sure they were well padded. But he nearly froze to death while he was uncovered and they knew that
they could not expose him to these harsh eements again.

‘Thisistheway theworld isat night," he said, his head tilted back against an outcropping of ice. Hiseyes
were dits so that the snow and hail would not blind him. 'We are surrounded by dreams.’ So he felt them,
too. 'And the dreams are given presence - alife-by us!’

"They arethe souls of Syrinx," Moichi said, binding awound.

But Hamaan shook his head. 'For you, perhaps. But for me these dreams are familiar. At night, they
cometo feed off melike sharks.'

Moichi gave Sardonyx aquick glance. ‘Oho, brother, | know what isin your mind. You think | am being
haunted by those | have murdered or have ordered murdered. Y ou think that here, on the Mountain
Sin'hai, amiracle will occur.' He grinned through teeth gritted with pain. 'God is showing me the nature of
my sinsso that | may repent.’ His torso shot forward suddenly and he gripped Moichi by the front of his
vest. That iswhat you think, isn't it, brother? Nose to nose, they glared a one another. 'But | am
incapable of repentance. | am like ashark, mysdlf. A predator. | go forward, ever forward. | do not look
back. | despisethe kind of contemplation that is your weakness." He dropped his hands, lay back,
panting. 'l am weak now and so the nibbling begins. When | die other predators will know and they will
feed off my corpse.’ His own breath drifted from between hislipslike smoke. That istheway of it; the
way | wishit.

He seemed stronger in the morning, asif spitting his bileinto his brother's face had energized him. They
performed their brief morning rituals and struck camp. The way became steeper again and they spent the
better part of the day dung in their gear, Moichi hammering pterons through ice and rock. Thiswas an
increasingly dangerous task because as they ascended into the upper reaches of Cloudland there were
larger patches of black ice - ice that had been made part of the rock face for so long it took on the color
of the mountain benesth and so was virtudly indistinguishable. But unlike fissured rock it would not hold
the weight of one person, let donethree.

More than once, the deeply sunk pteron broke free beneath the testing weight he put on it. Worse, once
it held solid for the test but gave way as he climbed onto it. Theice face rushed by him ashefell. Then
the safety line brought him up short and he swung from the end of it eight feet below where Hamaan

dung.

'Pull on theline!" Sardonyx caled to Hamaan, as she began the process of reging Moichi back up the
mountain.

Hamaan staring down at his brother did nothing, until Sardonyx said, ‘Start pulling now, Qatach, or 1 will
put aknife between your shoulderblades!

Hamaan shrugged without taking his eyes off Moichi. 'If you kill me, lady, who will help you haul your



beloved to safety? He paused a beet. 'l want a concession.’

'What kind of concession? Sardonyx asked just as Moichi was shouting, 'No bargaining, chill take you!'
'l want to deep unfettered,’ Hamaan said. 'l weary of being treated like atethered animal .’

‘That was your choice,' Moichi shouted, working to stabilize his swinging. ‘Not ours!'

'If wefreeyou at night you will try to escape,’ Sardonyx pointed out.

'l giveyou my word | will not escape.’

'What is your word worth, brother? Moichi called.

Sardonyx looked at Hamaan for along time. 'All right,’ she said. 'Now do as| say.'

Hamaan worked in perfect concert with her, hauling away, bringing Moichi up the mountainside by
increments. As the two brothers came abreast of one another, Hamaan said, 'One day you will thank me
for my generosity, brother.’

Moichi said nothing. He was angry with Sardonyx for making the deal even while hewas grateful to her
for bargaining in a Situation where he could not. He understood the necessity of what she had done but he
did not haveto likeit.

Sometime later, afierce snow and ice storm swept over them. This one was the worst yet, astinging
white blanket falling across the world, making it impossible to see more than a hand's breadth in front of
theface. Virtudly blind, they struggled on up theice face, making dow but steady progress.

At last, Moichi reached up for aspot to hammer in the next pteron and hisfingers encountered a
horizonta ledge. He called down to Sardonyx and Hamaan, then levered himself up.

He could sense dmost immediately that this was more than amere narrow ledge. They were on the edge
of anicefield of some sort. It doped upward, to be sure, but the angle was not particularly steep. When
all of them were up, they started off up the dope. They had to be careful, for though much snow had
dready fdlen up here, their weight often brought them down to theice beneath and if their weight wasn't
directly over their lead foot, they could take apainful spill.

Heads down to protect themselves against the storm, they plodded forward for several hours. They were
obliged to stop more frequently now because of the increasing intendity of the earth temblors. Severa
made them fed asif the mountain was trying to shake itsdf gpart. In the distance they heard, like echoes,
the deep rumbling of rock didesand avaanches.

It was il light when Moichi called ahdt in thelee of ajumble of ice-encrusted rocks. Something in
those sounds, those eerie echoes, sent awarning bell ringing in Moichi's head.

"We will make camp here," hetold them.

'But why? The storm isrising and we are so exposed here,' Hamaan said. 'We still have severa hours of
light left." He looked around. 'By then we might be off this Godforsaken ice field and in some decent
shelter.'

Logicdly, Moichi knew hewasright, but his decison had nothing to do with logic. Those echoes, ill
resounding in his head, caused him to swesat despite the extreme cold. Something was out there and he
had no intention of facing it blinded by a snowstorm.



They made camp as best they could. They tried to hack off blocks of ice, but it clung to its stone base
with an unnatura tenacity and dl they came away with were long icicle-like shards.

As had been agreed, they did not bind Hamaan's wrists or ankles. He curled down in aball, covered
himsdlf in his fiff tent and was instantly fast adeep. Moichi and Sardonyx took turns deeping. He stood
guard firdt. It was dark and close. The wind howled but otherwise the storm made it seem asif he were
locked in asmdl closet. The earth trembled and was till, but those echoes continued, filling Moichi with
fear. What was out there in the darkness?

He closed his eyes, trying to calm himsdlf, and was soon adeep. He was startled awake by ahuman
scent. He opened his eyes to see Hamaan crouched beside him. He held the point of anice shard to the
soft hollow of Moichi'sthroat.

'l want you to know | kept my promise,” he whispered harshly over thewind. 'l said | would not try to
escape but | made no mention of not killing you.'

Moichi stared into his face without fear. 'Did we come from the same parents?

At amogt the same ingtant the two brothers saw amovement in the night. They remained silent and il
listening to their ingtincts. A moment later, it gppeared asif amound of snow were moving. Then, the
head came up and they saw a pair of piercing ice-blue eyes.

Wolkeen!

The beadt, itsthick snow-white coat dusted in snow, stared at them. It was as big as aman, perhaps six
feet long. Itsfour legslooked powerful and itslong bushy tail flicked nervoudy back and forth. Hamaan
moved and its ears flattened back and it went into a crouch. Both men were sure the Wolkeen would
legp at them, but it did not budge. The staring contest continued. They could seethetiny clouds of its
exhaation gaining the night. Theice-blue eyesdid not blink. At last, so dowly that at first they were
unsure anything was happening, it backed away, until it was outsde the perimeter of their camp. Then it
vanished dtogether.

For atime, neither man spoke or moved as the built-up tension gradualy evaporated. Sowly, everything
came back to normalcy and the brief moment when the brothers had been locked together againgt a
common antagonist vanished as completely asthe Wolkeen.

'Oh, yes. Hamaan returned his attention to his brother. ‘Can't you see father in both of us?

Moichi felt the makeshift wegpon till a histhroat. He closed hiseyes. 'Y es, kill me. Make the deed
complete. Murder al your sblings.'

Nothing happened, and when he opened his eyes, he saw Hamaan had returned to his place beneath his
gtiff tent, curled inabdl, already adeep.

The next morning, asthey were striking camp, the storm abated and by the time they were ready to set
off, it was gone dtogether. A rare glimpse of sunlight illuminated the snow-covered icefield. Above, blue
sky glittered like an unattainable grail.

They moved up the dope of theicefield, crunching through the virgin snow. But directly ahead Moichi
could aready see athin gray line, that became thicker and deeper with darming rapidity until it resolved
itdf.

Thetrio stopped in their tracks. Even Hamaan was struck dumb. Now Moichi understood the
unconscious warning of the echoes of the rock dides and avalanches. Had they continued on yesterday,



as Hamaan had suggested, they would be dead now.

There before them, not three hundred yards from the spot where they had made camp, lay ayawning rift
intheice and rock face so deep and wide it could have been made only by the hand of God.

FIFTEEN

THE GREAT RIFT

'Can you fedl anything when | do this? Kaijikan pursed her full lipsand held her hand doft. Init,
encased within ashimmering trangparent ball, svam atiny Kaer'n.

Chiisa.
Kaijikan, laughing, shook the ball asachild would atoy, and Chiisai tumbled snout over tail.

'How doesit fed to be powerless, my dear? Kaijikan chuckled, sucking in cheeks with an unhealthy
pallor. 'Get used toit.'

Intruth, Chiisai could see nothing at dl. From inside, the sor-cerous ball was utterly opague. But she
could hear Kaijikan's voice as clearly asif she stood next to the Keegper of Souls. The vertiginous
sensation that had overtaken her when Kaijikan had made the second runish passin the air had not
abated. Sick to her somach, Chiisai could do nothing but float docilely and pray this state would soon

pass.

Soon enough, it did. But when the opague bubble broke and the fluid in which she had been immersed
drained away, she wished she were back inside the sphere for she saw they were within her father's
private chambers, a the center of the Kunshin's castlein Haneda. How Kaijikan had transported them
here she had no idea, but they were dready beyond the moat, the bristling armaments, the Kunshin's
specidly trained elite guards. Somewhere here her father, the leader and spiritua power of dl the Bujun,
lay unsuspecting and vulnerable to attack.

'Even that hideous Kaer'n face possesses expression,’ Kaijikan said. ‘And | likewhat | see.’ Shecircled
Chiisa. "Y our fear excitesme. It islike an exotic spice tasted on the tip of my tongue.’ She stepped
closer and her tongue flicked out, licking Chiisai's scaly skin. 'Mmmm.' She closed her eyesasif in
ecstasy.

Then her eyes snapped open, and they were steely hard. 'Time," she whispered, 'for retribution.’ She
beckoned for Chiisai to follow her.

'I cannot move,' Chiisai said. 'Not even one muscle!'

Kaijikan turned back. 'Isthat relief | hear in your voice? She smiled that atogether wicked smile. 'Surely
we cannot have that.' Her long fingers made sgnsin the air, releasing Chiisal from her stasis. 'Understand
me, child, you move now at my behest,' Kaijikan said softly. "Y ou have no choice. You will do as| tell
you.'

'Y ou are mistaken,’ Chiisai said. 'l will prove-' Againgt her will she lurched forward. She peered down at
hersdf walking behind Kaijikan. Her mind wastotally detached, floating in layers of fog. Shetried to give
her nerves and muscles direction but it was asif she had forgotten how. Nothing happened, except that
she continued through room after room, heading deeper into her father'sworld. If her triple-hearts could
have constricted with dread they would have, but she no longer had any connection with her physica
body. Shewas like Sanda, her essence trapped in the ghastly limbo of Chaos.



But she could il speak. 'Why are you doing this? she asked.
'l told you," Kaijikan said irritably. 'My sister-'
"Y our sister's death had nothing to do with you making an unholy pact with Chaos.'

Kaijikan paused, smiling thinly. "Y ou know, it redly isashamethat you will haveto die. Inaway, itisa
Sn againg nature to destroy that lightning-quick brain of yours!'

'‘Chaosisacrime againgt nature.’

'Ah, there you are wrong, young lady. And | am astonished that you who have Crossed Over could il
believe that very human lie. Y ou are no longer human, Chiisai. Infact, | daresay you are now more like
me than the father you will soon murder.’

'How can you make such an outlandish statement?

‘Becauseit isthetruth.' Kaijikan looked her in the eye. 'Look at me, child. What do you think | am? A
human being? Could you mistake mefor Bujun or Kintai? | think not."

And it wastrue. Ever since she had met the Keeper of Souls, Chiisai had wondered at her origins.
'l am Shinju. Do you know that race, child?
'l have heard of them. | know the legend of Miira's Mirror.'

'Miiral" Kaijikan dmost spat out the word. 'It is S0 unjust that the legend should have grown up around
her. | should be the subject of legend.’

‘But the Keeper of Souls-'

'ls, asyou say, afrightening fable meant to keep children obedient.’ Kaijikan seemed truly sad. 'l have
been reduced to being an ogre in a children's story. What a pathetic cliche! Miiraslegend, meanwhile,
had panache, style. Everyone admires her.'

'Perhapsif you had not made a pact with Chaos you, too, could-'

'Y ou stupid, stupid girl. Don't you understand? All the Shinju made a pact with Chaos, even the heroine,
Miira. Do you think shewas any different because she had the exceedingly poor judgement to run off
with a Syrinxian politician? And now her half-breed child lordsit over the Khashm, thinking rebellious
thoughtsjust as Miiradid. Don't you think | know it was he who cut the tongue from the Makkon and
sent it to me aswarning? My God, the whole mess makes me sick.

"Thenwhat isit you want? Chiisal said.

| want what al of Chaos wants becauseit isright and just. Reintegration. Chaos wants what rightfully
belongs to Chaos. The piece of thisworld denied it when it was banished aeons ago.’

'Y ou cannot mean that.'

Kaijikan's face was an anguished mask. 'Oh, but | do. | want to be whole again, as you are now - part of
thisworld and part of Chaos. But you aready knew this, didn't you? Y ou just wanted to hear me say it.
Now that | have, are you satisfied?

Chiisal, her essence locked away by Kaijikan's sorcery, quailed at the truth. The thought of every being



on the planet being possessed by the essence of a Chaos beast was too terrible to contemplate for long.
She was adifferent case - perhaps unique. Her life in this world was coming to an end. She took the only
route open to her and by some achemica process had been transformed. Perhaps it was oncetrue, as
Kaijikan said, that man and Chaos had existed as one, but that time was long gone. Mankind had
evolved while Chaos had not. Man was now well beyond the stage when reintegration would work. She
knew that if Chaos were dlowed its desire the end result would be nothing short of disaster. Humans
could no longer tolerate the sight of Chaos, let alone its presence.

'No, no," Chiisai cried, 'you must see how misguided the notion of reintegrationiis!'

A terrible, livid color suffused Kaijikan'sface. 'l see nothing of the kind,' she raged. 'l am damaged, don't
you understand. | need what only Chaos can provide. They are sworn to cure the disease that has
ravaged me from birth in return for my help. All Shinju are born part Chaos. That is our inherited
afliction. Our power began to wane when Chaos was banished through the Portd; | want it back.'

'What Portal? Chiisai asked. Theonly Portal | know of | made with my sword in the cave fissure.’

‘That isan adjunct, amere pinprick hole," Kaijikan said. 'l have been working for years with Chaosto
weaken the fabric between their dimension and thisworld. But the main Portd is on the summit of the
Mountain Sn'hal beyond the Khashm of Syrinx.'

"That is how the tongueless M akkon came through?

'Yes. | have given Chaos everything it needs to succeed. My sorcery has at last unbolted the Portal on
the summit of the Mountain Sin'hai so that Chaos may re-enter thisworld. And through the same method
| delivered to Sakkourn, the new Chaos-master what it wanted most - the soul of a certain human. That
was why the Makkon wasloosein Iskad.!

Immediately, Chiisai thought of Sanda, trapped in Chaos, and her heart despaired. They were both
hel pless prisoners of Chaos.

She watched bleskly as Kaijikan made sgnsin theair and Chiisal saw her own body moving from one
room to the next, passing through chambers familiar to her from her childhood. Each artifact, decoration
and piece of furniture had a history, a purpose, and she knew them al, recounting them to hersdf likea
child'sinvocation againg evil.

But evil was coming, implacable and menacing; the maefic forcewas a her Sde, guiding her every move,
and she despaired for her father's life which, she was quite certain, was about to end by her own hand.

The great rift ran to left and right asfar asthey could seein the swirling mist that was, once again, closing
in on them. Already, the patch of blue sky was fast disappearing and the mountain trembled. A new
storm must be on itsway.

'What do you think? Sardonyx said asthe three of them stood on the brink. ‘An eighth of amile across?
‘At least,’ Moichi said.
'We will never makeit,' Hamaan said, but they paid him scant attention.

'Seethere. Moichi pointed. "'Though therift is very deep there are series of formations thrust up from the
bottom. The spaces between them are not so gredt. If we can fasten the line to one, we can swing from
oneto another.’

"They arefingers. Some are asthin as stalagmites,’ Hamaan said. "What if they cannot take our weight?



'Let'sget ready,’ Moichi said, and pointed again to aformation several yardsto their right. 'We will start
there. Therock finger looks closest.’

Moichi got the line around the tapering top of the rock finger on the second try, pulled it fast. 'Hamaan is
right, these formations are suspect,' he said. 'It'sonly fair that | go first.

'Moichi-' Sardonyx's face wasfilled with trepidation.
He smiled at her. 'Have faith. We arein God's domain now.’

He gripped the line with both hands then, taking a deep breeth, launched himsdf out into therift. Vertica
fidlds of ice- and snow-covered rock rushed by below, and he could hear the wind moaning through the
depths of therift. He came up on the rock finger with appalling speed and, twisting his body, just missed
being dammed bdlly-firgt into it. Instead, he swung around it, his fingers dipping for amoment on theicy
surface, then catching hold.

For amoment he clung to theicy rock, hanging in the middle of nowhere. It was almost like being
suspended in space. His heart hammered painfully in his chest and he fought to regain control of his
bresthing.

Then, he set about work, choosing an appropriate spot to hammer in apteron, running the second line he
carried through the loop end, securing it. He waved to Sardonyx and Hamaan and, taking aim at the
second finger, swung toward it. When he had safdly madeit, he turned in time to see Hamaan swinging
out toward thefirst finger.

So it went in [aborious fashion until in intense concentration a certain rhythm was achieved: swing,
grapple, hammer, ding, check, rest, re-check, swing again as the entire process repeated itsalf. There
was akind of joy in the rhythm, in successfully completing one job after another, that took the edge off
theterror of therift yawning at every moment just below where they hung.

Storm clouds swept by overhead, and the degp-throated rumbling was now an al but constant reminder
that they were closer to their objective than they had redized. They had successfully negotiated more
than two-thirds of the rift when the pteron on the finger toward which Hamaan was swinging gave way .

Hamaan cried out at he fell through open space. Twenty feet down, the safety line came up taut, jerking
him out of free-fall. In doing s0, he was propelled into an ice outcropping. He went into it head fird.

'Hamaan!' Moichi called.

'Heishurt, badly,” Sardonyx, who had a better angle, shouted across therift. 'He is either unconscious or
dead.’

'Stay where you are," Moichi caled, 'I'm going back for him.’
‘But Moichi-'
'l need you to stay in place, Sardonyx. If | go down you are the only anchor we will have.'

He dug the hedls of hisbootsinto theicefinger, flung himsdf back acrosstherift. Catching hold of theicy
rock, he searched for the spot into which he had sunk the pteron. Black icel No wonder it had given
way. A six-inch chunk had smply sheared off under the pressure.

Helooked directly below him, saw his brother hanging bloody head downward, banging dowly against
the ice outcropping. 'I'm going down," he called to Sardonyx, 'but | don't know whether | have enough



linetoreachhim.'

Down he went, hand over hand, the toes of his boots digging for purchase dong the dick ice. Now that
he was lower, he could see the problem clearly. Theice outcropping was part of a shorter rock finger, so
agap remained between the formation he was on and the one from which Hamaan dangled.

'‘Come back!" Sardonyx shouted. Y ou are not going to be able to get to him.’

Perhaps she was right, Moichi thought. But he could do nothing else save try. He continued downward,
then, at the right instant, kicked outward. For one breathless instant he was suspended in space, then he
dropped into what seemed like dizzying infinity. The minor finger loomed in front of him and he grabbed
onto its summit.

Now he could see Hamaan more clearly. There was alarge gash in one temple that was bleeding
profusely. Sardonyx wasright: it looked very bad.

'Hamaan!" he called. 'Hamaan, | am right above you!'
'Moichi," Sardonyx shouted. "He cannot hear you!"
'Hamaan!" he continued, ignoring her, 'Just reach up and | can grab your hand!’

There was no response; the body continued to bump-bump-bump against the side of the rock finger.
Moichi let himself down, down until he reached the limit of hisline. He could go no further without
completely disengaging himsdf from the harness and then he would have no way back up.

'Hamaan!" he cried one more timein despair. Then he looked up at Sardonyx and said, ‘Do it!"
'No, she said. 'Absolutely not. If | engage my power now that will be the last time.’

'l cannot... | will not leave my brother.'

'Moichi, wewill be utterly helpless once we get to the summit.

'So beit, then," he said.

'Y ou know, he may aready be dead. In that case..."

'l know. Y ou will have used your magic for nothing. Y ou cannot bring him back from the deed. But we
don't know that he is dead, do we?

Sardonyx looked at him. 'Pull yoursdlf back up,' she said bleakly.

Moichi did as she bade him. As he reached the upper finger he felt an overwhelming desireto close his
eyes. Theworld spun and he dreamed hewasfdling, faling. ..

And when he opened his eyes, the three of them were sprawled on the far side of the great rift. Hamaan
lay between them, curled into aball. Moichi pawed through the ice and snow to turn him over.

'Hamaan.'

His brother opened his eyes. Seeing Moichi, his mouth curved in apeculiar smile. 'Y ou owe me now,
brother.’

l... what?



Hamaan sat up. 'For saving your life out therein therift. Or have you conveniently forgotten?

The horror of it wasthat he hadn't. After that disconcerting moment when two redlities overlapped, the
new one rushed in on Moichi and he remembered everything in gory detall: the pteron pulling out of the
black ice, him tumbling downward, and Hamaan swinging immediately to grab him around the waist
before his head smashed into a buttress of ice.

Moichi looked wordlessly across at Sardonyx, who was reding in the last of their linesthat had stretched
acrosstherift.

She shrugged. 'It was the only future where the three of us made it across unscathed.’

'What the chill is she talking about? Hamaan said irritably. "We make our own futures." He grinned into
Moichi'sface. 'lsn't that so, brother?

The Kunshin rdlaxed donein hisroyd bath. The bathing chambers were extensvefor, it was said, he
often loved to bathe with anumber of nubile young women who did considerably more than run
invigorating sponges over his shoulders and back. And yet the truth was far more mundane. For the
Kunshin the bath had aways been atime of solitude. The scalding water, the herb-infused mist rising
from its surface, served to distance him from everyone and everything. In this manner he was best ableto
formulate policy, ddiberate reforms, conquer whatever problems might arise.

So thiswas how his daughter found him, eyes closed, hairless body floating in an octagona tub of
polished cedar dabs and black jade, his mind athousand miles away as he turned over some weighty
matter affecting the Kunshindom.

Asinanightmare, Chiisal watched hersdf cregp closer on ten-inch golden talons, across the damp cedar
planks, past nest and homey piles of towd s, washcloths and al manner of freshly laundered raiment that
the Kunshin might require following hisbath.

She wanted to call out to him, to raise her voice in warning, but it was no longer her voice, and shewas
no longer his child. He could not possibly recognizein this grest winged beast the woman who had been
Chiisa.

Some finely honed sixth sense made him turn as she approached.

'Kaer'n? he said, seeming not at al surprised. ‘ls my presence required?.

Chiisai's body kept coming on, but her detached mind wondered what was going on. He should have
been stunned by the presence of aKaer'nin the castle, let lonein his private bath chambers, and yet he
took it as an atogether common occurrence.

Helevered himsdf out of the water, wrapped athick towel around historso, rubbing briskly. ‘It will take
me but amoment to dress and then we can be on our way.'

'Y ou are going nowhere, Kunshin.' Kaijikan stepped out from behind the bulk of Chiisai's body. 'Except
to each one of the ten thousand hells| designate.’

The Kunshin blinked, peering at her in the low light. "Who are you? How did you get in here? Now he
did seem startled.

'| came with the Kaer'n,' she said, not altogether truthfully.

The Kunshin nodded distractedly. "That explainsit then." He was|ooking through his selection of clothes.



'l am afraid it doesn't,’ Kaijikan said. Chiisai had stopped a short pace from where her father was
climbing into loose silk trousers and shirt. ‘Do you remember Ulrika?

At the name, the Kunshin paused momentarily, then he continued dressing. 'l know no one by that name.

‘Liar!" Kaijikan screamed. Her clawed fingers performed arabesquesin the air and Chiisai sumbled
forward, her forearm reaching out, the taloned hand wrapping around her father'swaist.

'What isthe meaning of this? How dare you touch the Kunshin's person!" he sputtered.

His protestations only made Kaijikan laugh. ‘Men! How ineffectud you dl are, intheend! How different
this land would be had there been awoman on the Dragon Throne." She closed her lifted hand into afist
and Chiisai fet her own hand closing painfully around her father's torso. The Kunshin gasped and
grimaced in sudden pain.

'‘Now does the name Ulrika sound familiar? she asked.

'Y-yes.' The Kunshin'sface was pale, but Chiisal could see his eyes darting around the bath chamber in
an attempt to identify some wegpon or implement he could use againgt his attackers. ‘Ulrikawas a
mistress of mine. But that was some time ago, before | ascended the Dragon Throne!'

Tell me about her,' Kaijikan said.

'Shewas beautiful,' the Kunshin said. 'Delicate and pale, dmost like aspirit.’
‘Goon.'

'Isit prurience you are after? the Kunshin said soicaly. 'l have no intention of-'
'She was mute, wasn't she?

The Kunshin seemed shocked by the violence of her words. 'Y es. She was without words. But it did not
matter; we found other methods to communicate.’

'Yes, indeed,’ Kaijikan said. 'Over and over, you climbed upon her body and had your way with her.’
Quite unexpectedly, the Kunshin smiled. 'Actudly, it was pretty much the other way around.’
‘Liar!'

'Y ou asked meto tell you about her and | am. She was quite asexuad hellion.' He cocked hishead. Y ou
mean you did not know this about her?

'My sister was chaste when you as much as abducted her. Y ou raped her, kept her pent up like an
animd.

The Kunshin frowned. 'Y ou are Ulrika's sster? Ah, yes, | see aresemblance now. But what givesyou
theideathat | raped her and kept her a prisoner? Nothing could be further from the truth.'
"Then why did she stay with you? Kaijikan shrieked. 'She never came home. She abandoned me!'

'Yes, | believe shedid,' the Kunshin said. 'She hated her family, and especidly you. Y ou bullied her,

berating her every waking moment to work on learning how to spesk. To make her more like yoursdlf.
That became your sacred quest, didn't it? And you never bothered to discover that she did not want to
gpesk. As| said, she had other methods of communication. And, believe me, they were often far more



profound than mere speech.’

"You killed her. Kaijikan fairly spit in hisface. 'Murdered her in cold blood.’

‘Nonsense,' the Kunshin said. 'Why would | do such athing? Ulrika died among her beloved Kaer'n.'
Kaijikan staggered backward a step. "What?

'It was she who introduced me to them. She could spesk to them, you see. They require no words. It
waswith the help of the Kaer'n that | became Kunshin. Why do you think the highest officein
Ama-no-mori is caled the Dragon Throne? It is no coincidence. The Kaer'n are the true power behind
the Kunshin. They have kept the peace here for millennia. All Kunshin have been their partners - and
their most loyad dlies!

'l will hear no more of this dander against my sister,’ Kaijikan raged. 'l know the truth. It must be the
truth!'

So saying, her hands flew through the air and, to Chiisai's horror, she saw her own Kaer'n body betray

her, betray the ages-old alliance between Kaer'n and Bujun. As her father's face became bloated, as he
tried to twist thisway and that to escape, her grip tightened on him until her long golden talons began to
snk into hisflesh.

Onthefar sdeof the grest rift the clouds were lowering. The mountain trembled, periodicaly sending
cascades of rock and ice hurtling into its depths. Moichi thought it providentia that no such avaanches
had occurred while they were traversing therift.

Fink lightning streaked through the billowing clouds, so close overhead that one could make out their
crimson centers. Burgts of icy snow, increasing inintengity, fell in oblique sheets, their strength cutting
through the howling wind.

'We had better keep moving,' Moichi said, hoisting the last of their gear onto his back.
'Let mego,' Hamaan said. 'A lifefor alife. That is God'sway, you know it. Y ou owe me as much.'

'Isthat why you saved my life, Hamaan, with this caculation in mind? He shook his head, answering his
own question. 'No, it al happened too fast for that. Y ou acted out of ingtinct. Y ou wanted to save me.’

'l cannot think why," Hamaan said dourly. 'Each hour that goes by | am more convinced that you march
usto our doom.'

'If that isyour conviction, Moichi said,'then | free you. Go back down the Mountain Sn'ha.’

Hamaan laughed sourly. ‘Isthat some kind of joke? Alone, | would not last half-a-day. For starters, how
would | traverse the grest rift?

Moichi shrugged. 'In the same way we came across.’

They all turned as the earth shook and, with agreet roar, athick shelf of icy rock collgpsed into the
abyss.

"That is not acomforting thought, brother.’
"Then continue on with us,” Moichi offered.

"To be offered up to God like a sacrifice.’



'| havefreed you of dl obligation,” Moichi said. 'Do asyou will.'

He signed to Sardonyx and they set off away from the grest rift, on the last leg of the journey to the
summit. Hamaan stood staring after them. Then, with amuttered, 'Chill take him!" he strode after them,
hurrying to catch up. He had no desire to be alonein thiswilderness.

'l hope you know what you have made me do,’ Sardonyx said.
'Y ou have saved alife," Moichi replied.

Sardonyx shook her head. 'Perhaps so, but in so doing we have left ourselves far more vulnerableto
whatever might be waiting for us on the summit.’

Moichi grunted. "What will happen if we run into termina trouble and you attempt to use your Shinju
sorcery?

Truthfully, | cannot say. | only know that Bjork warned me againgt using it more than twice.'

The way was becoming steeper and narrower dl at once. A form of icefog hung inthe air like chill
cobwebs, forcing them to dow their pace. With the wegther so bad it wasimpossible to judge the time of
day but Moichi, anxiousto reach their objective, pushed them to pick up their pace. Ahead of them, the
pink lightning looked like streaks of blood upon the ice, and now it was possible to see that they all
appeared to radiate from a central point that was directly ahead of the travelers.

"The summit, Moichi said, pointing. 'We arealmost there.'

'Moichi," Hamaan said, coming up at his side, ‘what happened back therein the rift? When | think about
it sometimes | remember it one way, and other times..." He paused and a quick shudder went through
him. 'l don't know, it'sasif | was dying.' He gave a sharp uncomfortable laugh. 'But I'm not, am 1?7

'No, Hamaan. We are dl alive.

"Then what am | feding inside?

'Why pursueit?

‘Because | find it disturbing,' Hamaan said. 'l have never had thoughts like these. Am | going mad?

'No." Moichi turned to his brother. 'No matter what you have done, no matter what you say or think, |
was not going to let you die. Y ou are my flesh and blood and by God | will hang on to you come what

may.
Hamaan was ashen-faced. 'So it was not anightmare. It realy happened.’

'Forget it, Moichi said. 'What happened was that you saved my life, remember?

'l remember them both," Hamaan said, dropping back a pace in order to be aone with histhoughts.
'What has happened? Sardonyx asked him amoment later.

'He remembers both redlities Moichi said, 'and it hasrattled him.'

Sardonyx gave him abrief glance. '‘Good. Perhaps now there isless chance hewill stab usin the back.'
The path they had chosen up to the summit quickly became anarrow defile. Above them on either Side,



great conica rock formationsroseinto theicy mists. The wind howling through them created the
semblance of speech, heavily tremoloed and distorted beyond comprehension. And yet it fostered the
notion that they were entering a place wherelife existed dl around them, in objects and eements normally
without consciousness. It was asif the very air was possessed of spiritsthat rose and fell, gyring on
treacherous currents.

It seemed now asif they ascended a cyclopean staircase hewn from the living basdt for they rosein
preciseincrements, passing from tread to tread, rising toward what could only be their objective: the
summit of the Mountain Sinhai.

The bolts of lightning clashed congantly, illuminating everything in aferd glow. The basdt formations
became larger, more massive, until they rose on every side, amountain atop Sin'hai. And at their very
peak ared glow burned through theicy mist like amassive lantern hung at the gpex of alighthouse.

Asthey watched, the swirling sheets of ice metamorphosed. Asthey struck the rock formationsthey did
not bounce off but, rather, accreted onto the rock, becoming one with it. Lower down, enormous
bouldersthat hung like goiters from the nearly vertica formations quickly broke down, dissolving into
liquid that roseinto the air, transforming into more sheets of ice.

Thiswasthe House of the Holy, where dwelled the God of 1skadl, where, it was said, roamed the living
God of the Catechists, where, so Bjork had told them, the Portal into Chaos had been created and
sedled uncounted millenniaago.

Which part was the truth and which legend? Moichi, gazing up at that red glow, had the distinct feding
that they had entered awhole new universe, that the best they could hope for now was to adapt to the
lawsthat pertained to Sin'hai and to no other placein theworld.

But what were those laws? Clearly, thefirst one wasfluidity. What wasimmutablein dl other parts of the
world of man was mutable here. States of being mutated as quickly asthe eye could follow.

Moichi was il trying to figure out how to use thisto their advantage when the ice sorm lifted off the
summit to rage high overhead. Asit did so, the source of the fera red glow was revealed and Moichi
knew that al of Bjork'sworst fears had been confirmed.

The Portal to Chaos had somehow been opened and, even asthey watched, transfixed, thefirst of its
monstrous creatures emerged with a blood-curdling howl into the world of man.

SIXTEEN

HOUSE OF THE HOLY

'‘Die! Die!" a half-maddened Kaijikan shrieked. And, asif acquiescing to her demented demand, the
Kunshin's head ballooned outward and exploded like amelon dropped from a rooftop.

But there was no blood and, as Chiisal watched in paraytic awe, her grip upon her father - or, more
accurately, what had once been her father - was pried loose. In place of the docile Kunshin, loomed the
armored and intimidating form of the Dai-San.

‘NO!'

All the legendary creatures embossed upon the articulated plates of hisarmor seemed to writhe ashe
drode toward Kaijikan. His hand, heavily encased in the six-fingered gauntlet manufactured from a
Makkon's hand, closed around her neck.



She stared up in terror at his crested visage, surmounted by hishigh helm. 'No," she cried, 'l sent you
away. | made certain the bones of the snow-hare foretold the future as | would wish it. Y ou should be on
the other side of theworld.'

‘But I am here’’ The Dai-San's voice rumbled through the chamber, echoing painfully againgt thewalls.
'And | gave you your opportunity to embrace the truth, to remember and to mourn your sister as she had
been. Y our chance at repentance is gone.’

Kaijikan goggled at him. 'But how did you know? 1 planned everything so carefully.’

"Y our ignorance of the Kaer'n was your undoing,' the Dai-San said. "Had you been able to see your sister
for who she redlly was you would have come to understand the Kaer'n and their mysticd relationship to
thisidand. Y ou would have known that they are the guardians of the ddlicate ba ance between mankind
and Chaos." He shook her until her teeth rattled. 'Now, largdly through your perfidy, that balance has
been severdly disturbed.' He drew her upward until her feet dangled off the floor. '"Now you will help me
ensurethat it has not been irreparably ruptured.’

Hethrew her into a corner of the bath chamber, where she huddled, talking gibberish to hersdf. Then the
Dai-San turned and, walking up to Chiisai, did hishand out of his Makkon-hide gauntlet, gently stroked
the sde of her long, curving neck. 'Have no fear, your father is safe with the Kaer'n, guarded from her

sorcery.'

Chiisal, who was dowly regaining control of her nerves and muscles, said hoarsdly, 'Y ou know who |
am.

'l know everything, he said. 'Had | such power | would have intervened to save you, but not even the
Kaer'n possess the wherewithal." He smiled the smile reserved only for her. "Y ou see, | have a specia
kinship with the Kaer'n. | am, in essence, one of them. | was made so through Bujun sorcery. They
determined that a human champion was required to dedl with Chaos. The Kaer'n have no desirefor
ther... consequence in the scheme of things to become public knowledge.

'Asyou know, they - and, to the same extent, | - have some of the essence of Chaosinside them. That
makes them averse to change. We are true guardians - facilitators rather than agents. They have me - and
| have Moichi. By virtue of my human form I have the power to do more than the Kaer'n; and Moichi has
more power to enact changethando |

Then he did something quite extraordinary. He leaned forward, kissed her lovingly. ‘Do not despair for
your humanity, my darling

Chiisai. You aretruly blessed. Like Eve, you are thefirg of your kind: afemae Kaer'n. Until now, the
Kaer'n have been unable to breed because there were no females. But now anew day is dawning for
them - and for you. If you choose to help them, they, too, will have achance @ life

Chiisal was about to tell him that she did not mourn for her old life, when she saw Kaijikan'sfingers
making sgnsintheair. Shefet the first tuggings of her mind being separated from her body, and she did
not think, merely reacted. She opened her mouth and her tongue shot out. Flames rippled aong itslength
and they began to burn Kaijikan as Chiisal wrapped her tongue around the Keeper of Souls.

Try not to kill her. She heard the Dai-San'svoicein her mind. She will be of use to uswherewe are
going.

But he did not know what it waslike to have your mind locked away behind glasswhile someone ese
manipulated your body. She wasterribly frightened and, besides, even as she burned Kaijikan would not



give up her spell-casting. And so Chiisai did the only thing she could to stop her. Sherolled up her tongue
and Kaijikan with it. Then she bit down very hard, turning her mind far away as she madticated. Shefelt
the hot squirt of Kaijikan's blood, the crunch of her bones. The spell disintegrated with her death. Chiisai
swallowed again and again. Then she turned her head toward the Dai-San.

| did what | had to do, shesaid in hismind. What needed to be done.
Do not worry, he said. We will find a way.

Where are we going? she asked.

The one place | never thought | would see, hereplied. Chaos.

The entire mountain-top resounded and shuddered to the howling of the Chaos beast. Behind them, rock
dides and avalanches rumbled and crashed like an ocean in storm-tossed torment. ‘God of my fathers!'
Hamaan cried. 'What monstrosity isthat?

Terrifyingly, it looked human. It stood upright on two sturdy legs, had two powerful arms emanating from
its massive shoulders, but that was where the resembl ance ended. The head was amass of writhing
tentacles. A seriesof chilling, ophidian eyesringed the crown, hidden and then revedled by the restless
mass. Itshowls of pain or terror or aggression increased, each echo feeding on itself exponentidly.

The Chaos beast came through the Portal bleeding - or, at least, trailing the liquid stuff of Chaos. Clearly,
it had not been an easy crossing. It took a step onto the mountain, its clawed feet digging into theicy
rock, creating amini-avalanche. All around it, rubble clattered in afineicy haze. They could seeitstall,
dapping thisway and that, balancing it on the way down.

It regarded them implacably with abaeful hogtility more chilling even than the rarefied amosphere of the
ummit.

"Which one? it shrieked, its eyes|ooking from oneto another. 'l was promised reintegration. Which
one of you isfor Lorcun?

'Get back!" Moichi called, but it was already too late. With incredible speed, Lorcun had gripped his
wrigt and was drawing him toward the writhing nest of tentacles.

'Reintegration!" It shrieked. 'Now!"

Moichi hacked at it with hisdirk to no avail. And as he watched in horror, he saw the tentacles e ongating
likeliquid asthey snaked toward hisface.

'No!" Sardonyx cried.

Moichi felt the eerie sensation of dipping off the edge of the world, and his eyes closed though he
struggled to keep them open...

Theformation kept shifting. First, it appeared to be amountain, complete with rills and ridges, the next
instant, it presented itself asa conica staircase hewn out of red obsidian. In fact, the only stable element
was the hue - a degp blood-red that shimmered and throbbed in the non-light of Chaos. All around them
came the bellows and trumpets of an aura cacophony.

"There are two Portals now," Chiisal said again. She had told him this as they had raced across
Ama-no-mori toward the letha cave set high in the snow-covered scree. 'The onewe entered in
Ama-no-mori isone Kaijikan forced meto open.’ That was where they had stationed one Kaer'n to sedl



the Portdl after al the rest of them had gone through. 'But the main one - the one Kaijikan unlocked - is
on the summit of the Mountain Sn'hai.'

"That iswhere Maichi is,' the Dai-San said as they maneuvered through Chaos. ‘And | fear for him
because-'

The spird staircase - for such it gppeared at the moment -shuddered beneath them and an abrupt
downdraft threatened to hurl them - powerful wingsand dl - over the side.

'What isit? Chiisa cried, struggling to regain her balance.

‘Someone has been very foolish,' the Dai-San said grimly. 'Dark sorcery isat play on the summit of
Sin'hal, and no one may know the outcome of it now. What long-hidden powers may be released we
cannot even guess.'

'Let usmakedl haste, then.' Chiisal glanced back over her shoulder at the host of Kaer'n who most
willingly followed her and the Dai-San.

"That would be wise,' the Dai-San advised. 'Show usthe way to the Portal on Sin'hai.’
'No problem, I-'

Then, inthe wink of an eye, the blood-red staircase was gone, and so was the mountain. They flew
through darkness.

‘Something has happened; | cannot see,’ Chiisal cried. '| havelost al sense of direction.’

"The sorcery isaffecting us herein Chaos.' The Dai-San cursed. 'Why can't people do asthey are told?
I must orient mysdlf,’ Chiisal said, 'but | can find no landmarks.’

And then out of the utter blackness of Chaos, she heard avoice: | am here. Can you hear me?

Yes! Chiisal saidinher mind. | hear you.

By the God of my fathers, | thought surely | had lost you forever!

Sandal

Yes! | know the way to the Portal. It was how | was brought through by the Makkon.

Just a moment, she said and, turning to the Dai-San, told him, 'l have found our path to Sn'hai.’

Shewas using her sorcery againgt Bjork's warning. He wanted to tell her to stop but asin adream he
was mute. Lorcun'sfoul stench rolled over him and he gagged. The tentacles were amost at hisface.
Then one brushed hisskinin acold kissand he jerked his head away. But they were coming on. In an
ingtant they would suck him in and Lorcun would begin the process of reintegration, his geatinous
essence absorbed through Moichi's skin. If only Sardonyx's sorcery could stop him.

Hefdt the sensation of didocation, of faling, faling in adream. Then, in asudden quake, he wasjolted to
full consciousness. His eyesflew openin fear. What had happened?

He saw Lorcun throw its head back and howl in glee. "Power ! Asit began feeding. 'Y es, yes! More
power!'



When Sardonyx redlized thet it was absorbing her power as quickly as she manufactured it, she quiit,
understanding Bjork's warning. In despair, she watched the Chaos beast dragging Moichi toward it. She
swung her katanaat it again and again until she was sobbing with the effort and frustration. She swung her
weapon over her shoulder preparatory to striking it again, when she was pushed roughly aside.

'Stop it!" Hamaan said. 'Can't you see that has no effect? Thereisonly oneway..." And so saying, he
rushed at Lorcun, shouldering Moichi aside with such startling power that Lorcun's grip was momentarily
loosened. Hamaan used the opportunity to hurl his brother away into the snow. Then he legped to
embrace the Medusa's head of the Chaos beast.

'‘No!' Moichi shouted.

But Lorcun wasted no time, engulfing Hamaan within a sea of tentacles. Moichi roseto hisfeet, heard his
brother's screams of outraged pain and fear. Moichi stood beside Sardonyx. Both held wesgpons that
were useless. But he had to do something. He could not stand helplesdy by while his brother absorbed
Lorcun's essence.

Overhead, lightning forked and cracked, spilling al acrossthe sky, turning it the color of blood, running
likeribbonsin the rain. Above them, the Porta wasflickering asit filled with restless shadows. It
appeared asif more Chaos beasts were making the crossing, and his soul wasfilled with dread. Not for
himsdlf - he could dedl with his own demise, and perhaps that of Sardonyx, but what would happen to
the world after they were gone? Who would protect mankind? Not Bjork. How he wished his
bond-brother, the Dai-San were here. How he needed his strength and power now.

But you have your own power , avoice said in hismind. He looked to Sardonyx but shewas
concentrating on Lorcun's reintegration with Hamaan. Who had spoken then?

At that moment, atitanic bolt of lightning struck the towering rock formation just to hisright and he saw,
instead of the kinetic energy dissi pating into the ground, a bright shower of azure sparks. Lorcun, busy
with hisritual, yelped as severd of the sparks burned hishide.

His heart rate quickening, Moichi ran to the spot the lightning had struck and saw laid bare a patch of
dark gray metal. He hacked at a newly made fissure, saw that the entire formation was riddled with the
metallic substance. It wasthisthat was aitracting the lightning. Everything istransmogrified here, he
thought again and, calling to Sardonyx, bade her break off as much of the fissured rock facade as she
could to expose the metd.

The lightning forked and boomed. It streaked down, attracted by the exposed patches of metal ore.
Sparks bloomed and faded al too soon. Moichi knew he must risk everything to get Lorcun closer to the
formation - even degth.

Helaunched himsdlf at the Chaos beast, catching it in the middle of reintegration. His shoulder struck
Lorcun in the Side, staggering the beast. It used itstail to balanceitsdf and, asit did so, Moichi recalled in
aflash the spot where the Has Gharib was vulnerable. Syrinx was closest to Chaos, as Bjork had said.
Perhapsiits crestures, too, possessed some Chaos attributes,

Pulling out his copper-handled dirk, he plunged the tip of the blade into the base of Lorcun'stail. The
beast howled even as the edge of the blade glanced off the scaly hide, and Moichi used his shoulder
again, kicking out with his back leg. Lorcun lurched heavily toward the rock outcropping.

Sardonyx leapt back as yet another lightning bolt cracked, shooting downward to strike the exposed ore.
A great flash of parks shot upward, thistime inundating Lorcun.



It shrieked in pain, collgpsing to the snow. Moichi fell upon it, digging the point of hisdirk intoits cold
black eyes one by one. Lorcun writhed and screamed and almost threw him off it. But another bolt
showered it with sparks and it began to convulse. Moichi knelt, hauling on Hamaan's shoulders, trying to
pull him away from the Chaos beest.

But Lorcun's tentacles were tenacious and, unlike the base of itstail, they wereimperviousto Moichi's
attack. Then Sardonyx's booted foot came down upon the back of Lorcun's neck. A heavy snapping
sound caused the beast to arch up. It was stinking from its many burn wounds. The sparks had burrowed
their way beneath the hide and were egting into the thing's viscera.

When Lorcun rolled over, Hamaan came free.
'Itisdead,’ Sardonyx said.

Moichi cradled Hamaan in hislap. His brother's face was amass of red sores, suppurating aliquid
Moichi did not recognize. Hamaan jerked and spasmed even while Moichi tried to comfort him. His
eyes, frightfully wide and staring, were focused on something far away ingde himsdf.

Y ou mugt kill him," Sardonyx said, knedling beside Moichi.
‘No, no.’

‘But you must,’ Sardonyx said gently. 'Look how he suffers. The process of reintegration has gone too
far. Y ou cannot bring him back, and neither can |." Sherose, looking down at him. 'Y ou know what is
best for him now.’

Moichi was grateful, at least, that she turned her back. Everything she said he knew to be true. He only
need use the evidence of his eyes. How Hamaan was suffering! 1t would be amercy to kill him, the
quicker the better.

‘That is not a comforting thought, brother, to be offered up to God like a sacrifice, he had said.
'l have freed you of all obligation," Moichi had replied. 'Do as you will '

That Hamaan had done. Moichi freed adirk from its scabbard -the one he had not used on Lorcun and,
saying aprayer for Hamaan's soul, plunged it to the hilt through his brother's heart. Immediatdly, the
gpasms ceased, and Hamaan released along-held sigh. His eyesfluttered into focus for an ingtant.

'Hamaan," Moichi whispered. 'Y ou saved my lifeagain.’

Hamaan's bloodless lips opened asif to reply, but they froze in that position. His eyeswere fixed in their
stare up a his brother.

From behind him, Moichi heard Sardonyx's voice. ‘More of Chaosis coming through the Portd..'

Helooked up. It wastrue. The flickering shadows had darkened and now that horrific howling they had
heard when Lorcun Crossed Over reverberated anew among the shattered rock formations. And now,
out of the Portal emerged the warriors of Chaos, each bent on reintegration. They crowded out of the
Porta, shrieking long pent-up rage for retribution. Such ahorde as Moichi had never before seen, even
on the bloody plains before Kamado at the Kai-feng. He stood up, holding Sardonyx's hand. How were
they to stay thistorrent of Chaoswhen they were dl but donein by asingle beast?

"WE WANT WHAT ISOURS!" the host of Chaos bellowed as one. 'GIVE USOUR DUE!



And at the head of this malefic army strode a creature of Sngular countenance. Whilethe rear of itstorso
was carried horizontally on four fleet-hooved legs, the front part rose vertically like ahuman being's, from
which apair of powerful arms extended, bearing claws the length of awarrior's sword. Its head was
horizonta, long and as scaly asthe hide of Ras Gharib, save that these platesrose up and out in avicious
curve that was razor sharp at its edge. Its eyes were faceted like a startled insect, and they peered a the
brave new world into which it had entered with aterrible avidity, asif it harbored aburning desireto
consumeadl it beheld.

The profound chill cregping down Moichi's spine told him he was looking at the new Chaos-magter, heir
to the power of the Dolman.

'Y es, Sakkourn!" avoice resounded from behind the Chaos-master. 'Y ou will get dl that isrightfully
yours!'

And through the Porta burst the Dai-San, cape billowing. He was riding a Kaer'n and behind him,
emerging in great numbers, were more Kaer'n. Asthey came, the warriors of Chaos turned and,
stumbling, dipped down theicy dope. They cried out as one when they saw the Kaer'n and its leader,
brandishing hislongsword, Aka-i-tsuchi. The wegpon diced the head off one Chaos beast.

Asif that were aclue, the Kaer'n broke off into well-disciplined twos and threes, attacking the Chaos
horde. Leading them, Moichi saw, was not only the Dai-San, but a Kaer'n that was subtly different from
therest. Its eyes were long and amond-shaped, and the mane that grew from just behind its earswas
plaited in a Bujun warrior's queue.

Jugt like Chiisal, Moichi thought.

Sakkourn whirled and, in astunning burst of fury, clawed down the nearest Kaer'n. Its great talons
impaled the Kaer'n and when it turned its head to bite, it sheared the Kaer'n's head from its neck.

A blood-curdling cry went up from the assembled host of Chaos, and they redoubled their efforts against
the Kaer'n. The shout came again as Sakkourn broke the Kaer'n's back and flung the carcass high into
theair for al to see.

Moichi broke toward the beast, hurling adirk toward one of its eyes. The blade clattered against the
armored scales along the ridge-line of Sakkourn's cheek and it swung its baleful head in hisdirection.

That was when the Dai-San legpt from his position astride a Kaer'n. He landed atop Sakkourn. The
Chaos-master reared upward, its head swiveling one hundred and eighty degrees. Its jaws snapped shut
on the Dai-San's shoulder and began to grind down through the armor into skin and flesh.

Moichi legpt onto one of Sakkourn'slegs, plunging hisremaining dirk toward its eyes. The beast's
protective lid closed down, and Moichi's thrust glanced harmlesdy off it. The Dai-San began to pant from
the grip Sakkourn was exerting on him, as the beast's fangs penetrated deeper, spurting toxins asthey did
0.

Moichi had drawn back hisarm for another attempt, when he felt a presence beside him. Sardonyx, he
saw, had climbed up beside him. Now she jammed the point of her sword through one of the beast's
unprotected nostrils. Sakkourn screamed as afountain of powdery blood spurted upward.

Freeing hisarm, the Dai-San drove the point of Aka-i-tsuchi into the base of Sakkourn's neck. The
sorcerous blade pierced the armored hide and plunged inward. Sakkourn screamed o that the entire
summit shook. In so doing, it released the Dai-San's shoulder.



In aflash, the Dai-San grasped its neck between forearm and fist, forcing it backwards. Sakkourn's body
thrashed and whipped from side to side. Sparks flew as itslong talons scored down the Dai-San's armor,
searching for aweak spot. Its jaws clashed and snapped, attempting to regain its grip, but the Dai-San
continualy smashed his Makkon-gauntleted fist into the Chaos-master's snout.

For along moment, the two antagonists were locked in what seemed atimeless struggle. They bardly
moved, but the intengity of their conflict could be measured in the grinding of metal upon meta, the
crackling of bonejoints brought to maximum strength and beyond. Sakkourn yowled and roared, its
outline shimmering and pulsing asit brought al of its power to bear againgt the Dai-San.

The sky was aflame with blood-red lightning balts, an inferno of kinetic energy, bursting so quickly that it
seemed the entire summit was bathed initsfiery heart. The ground shuddered and shook and, once, an
entire rock formation pedled off, thundering down in an immense cloud of icy crystas and metdlic
fragments.

Moichi was high enough to see the Dai-San peering down into the beast's eyes. What wasit he was
looking for there? he wondered.

Then, with afierce multiple cracking, Sakkourn's vertebrae sundered, splintering benesth the inexorable
pressure. Moichi and Sardonyx had the good sense to legp free as the beast's body convulsed, itsarms
and legsflailing about with supefying speed.

Now the Kaer'n drove into the Chaos horde with true fury, ripping and rending, consuming beast after
beast as they went. It was a sheer feeding frenzy. They clawed great gobbets of viscerafrom the Chaos
warriors, chomping down with sharp-toothed mouths, beheading and dismembering, then ravaging the
torsoes, cutting a swath through the monstrous legions.

'God of Iskadl,' Sardonyx breathed, ‘what is happening?

Thisistruly thewrath of the God of my fathers,' Moichi said in wonderment. 'Or the return of the balance
between man and Chaos." He wished Hamaan and Sandawere here to see this because, each in hisor
her own way had played ahand in this future that had now cometo pass.

All around them, the feeding had come to an end. The Kaer'n swooped and played like innocent
children, gliding delightedly between the bolts of pink lightning which were now diminishing into arather
mundane ice sorm.

The Dai-San guided his Kaer'n to the snow-packed rock in front of Moichi, Sardonyx and the fallen
Hamaan.

'‘Bond-brother,’ the Dai-San said, reaching out to grasp Moichi'sforearm in the traditiona 1skamen
manner. 'Again we meet upon the field of battle.

'It isawaysthe way with us, Dai-San.' He introduced Sardonyx but was too preoccupied to notice the
penetrating look the Sunset Warrior gave her. He was aready entranced by the Kaer'n who had led the
pack. Hewatched it closely asit arced down across the Portal. One of its wings entered the Boundary
and dl but disappeared, becoming insubstantial. A moment later, another Kaer'n bounded through, this
one even more familiar than thefirst. The two of them made a series of complex passes across the Portal.
A deep, dmost sublimina rumbling filled their minds and, ingtantly, the red beacon-like light was
extinguished.

"The Portal has been resedled,’ the Dai-San said, asthe two Kaer'n landed beside him. They flanked him
like guardian angdls, their heads bobhing, their nostrilswide as they snorted with excess energy. One of



them stuck its head out, lowering it until it was just above Moichi's.

Hetook a step forward but Sardonyx held hisarm. '‘Be careful,' she said under the Dai-San's scrutiny,
but Moichi shook hishead. Hefelt theice crystals dancing on hisface and the wind that blew through the
summit of the Mountain Sin'hai was fresh and invigorating.

"Thereis no danger here," he said, and he reached his hand up, touching the muzzle of the Kaer'n. 'l have
met you before," he said in some wonderment. ‘| know you.'

The Kaer'n's head bent further and he held on to one of its curving horns so that he could look into one
immense eye. What he saw there sent ashiver right through him. He turned his head to his bond-brother.
'Dai-San, can thisbe s0?

The Dai-San's high helm glittered as he nodded his head. ‘It can, Moichi, and it is." He gestured to the
Kaer'n. Thisis Sanda, transformed, yes, but still your sster.’

‘Sanda," Moichi whispered. 'Y ou cameto mein adream | had in the Mu'ad. Y ou told meto find Bjork,
thelast of the Shinju, and | did.’

Beloved brother, do not weep for me, thevoice camein hismind. My spirit lives within this new
body. Now Chiisai and | have a chance to change the old order .

'Chiisai? Heturned his head to the Kaer'n on the other side of the Dai-San, the one with the warrior's
gueue. "What happened?

Shetold him briefly of her encounter with Kaijikan and the reanimated Tokagé. He nodded dumbly, too
stunned to speak. The wind blew soft petas of snow through the peaks of the summit and no one said
anything for along time. At last, Moichi stirred and, <till holding on to Sanda, took her to where Hamaan
lay, cold and dead.

'l was asked to judge him, Sanda, but his crimes were too many, too intimate and | could not. | prayed
for you to come and do what | could not.’

God will judge him now, she said, lowering her head to press her muzzle against Hamaan's shoul der.
We must bury him here on the summit of Sn'hai.

Moichi took his brother's corpsein his arms and climbed upon Sanda's back. The Dai-San came up to
him, offered up his sorcerous longsword.

It will make your work that much easier,’ he said.
'My thanks, but no," Moichi told him. 'Thisis one task that should not be made easy.’

Near the greet rift, he dismounted. Snow was swirling in great plumes toward agreen sky. Sunlight
reflected off uncounted ice crystals, making the light prismétic.

Sandaand Moichi began to excavate, pushing snow aside, hacking through the dark ice beneath. Despite
the cold, he began to swet.

They had dug down perhaps three feet when he saw something out of the corner of hiseye. He looked
up to seethelong predatory muzzle of aWolkeen. It was, like dl itskind, snow-white. Itsice-blue eyes
watched them with canny intelligence. Could this be the same one that had come into their camp the night
Hamaan had threatened to dit Moichi'sthroat? It was Moichi's opinion that Hamaan had seen something
in the Wolkeen that had made him change his mind. Staring fixedly at the corpseit licked its chops.



Noticing where hewas|ooking Sandasaid, Under the circumstances | think it best we bury Hamaan
very deep.

But Moichi shook hishead. Thisiswrong. | knew it from the beginning.' He sheathed his dirk, began
kicking chunks of ice back into the grave they had been digging.

What are you doing?

"When | die," Hamaan had said, 'other predatorswill know and they will feed off my corpse. That is
the way of it; theway | wishiit.'

Hetold her what Hamaan had said. 'Leave him here, back away now.'

When they were five hundred yards away, the Wolke'en began to circlein. It was wasting no time,
Moichi saw. Perhaps the severe cold had made food scarce, or perhapsit recognized afellow predator.

'He had awarrior's death,’ Moichi said, his eyes on the Wolkeen. 'Now hewill have awarrior's
interment.' The Wolkeen, one eye on them, tore into the corpse. 'His last remains provide sustenance for
another warrior.'

The ceremony - for such, Moichi redized later, it was - was over in an astonishingly short time. As
Sardonyx had said, the Wolkeen was a prodigioudy efficient killing machine. Just as Hamaan had been.

They returned to the site of the continuing celebration in asober frame of mind. ‘It isdone,” Moichi said
solemnly to the Dai-San and Chiisai. Helooked at them. Considering they were such strange cregtures
he felt peculiarly comfortable with the Kaer'n. Chiisal, returning his gaze, knew histhoughts; knew, aso,
why the Kaer'n should be so familiar to him. Asthe Dai-San had told her, he and Moichi were
inextricably linked, one the extension of the other. | have the power to do more than the Kaer'n; and
Moichi has more power to enact change than do |. Perhaps somewhere degp in his unconscious
Moichi understood this. If not, she was not the oneto tell him.

The Dai-San, divining Moichi's mood, gestured toward the summit. ‘Comewith me," he said.

Together, they climbed the steep snowy face, crunching, now and again, on the remnants of the Chaos
horde. Moichi felt hismind clear. It was good to be with hisbond-brother. After so many cataclysmic
changes there was particular comfort in thisold friendship.

'Who arethey,' he said after atime,'these Kaer'n?

They had reached a stout rock lip that overhung the entire face of the Mountain Sinhai. Through a brief
break in the clouds he could glimpse the high walls of Masjahan and, beyond, the Mu'ad. Somewherein
that vastness men were preparing to go to battle and he knew that in order to stop them he could not
long tarry in Sinhai. In aswirl of snow, the scene was completely obliterated.

The Dai-San considered before speaking. ‘It isright that you know their secret, Moichi. The Kaer'n were
born millenniaago as part of asecret experiment. After the Shinju mages of mankind sealed Chaos away
on the other side of this Portd they discovered, to their dismay, that certain e ements of Chaos had
remained. They tried in every fanatic way to purge these few e ements from the world of man - to no
avail. These dements belonged here and here they would stay despite al the sorcery then at mankind's
command.

The Dai-San put his gauntleted hand out to touch the sedled Porta which glimmered and glistened like
sunlight on ice. 'So these mages began experimenting with the Chaos e ements to see if there was some
use for them, after dl, in the world of man. The Kaer'n were the first result. They thought them crude and



0 frightening they tried to kill them off. When thisdid not work, they atered the Kaer'n, made sure that
they were dl males. With no femaes, they could not reproduce; therefore, eventualy - though no one
knew the lifespan of aKaer'n - they would die out."

He banged on the Portal with hismailed fist and adull throbbing echoed through the formations of the
summit. For amoment, the Kaer'n ceased their ecstatic dance. Then they resumed it asif nothing
untoward had happened.

'Fear makes men foolish because it impedes thought,' the Dai-San continued. 'And so it was with the
Shinju mages. They never bothered to understand the true nature of their creation, they never knew that
they were meant to manipulate the e ements of Chaos just asthey had, that they were meant to create the
Kaer'n - the guardians of the balance between mankind and Chaos.'

Helooked a Moichi. 'Now, two female Kaer'n have been created in the cauldron of karmaand Chaos.
Now Chiisai and Sandamay - if they so choose - go on to found adynasty of Kaer'n for the future.'

Helapsad into an uncharacteristic, contemplative slence. Above them the Kaer'n till swooped and
cdled to one another. And gtill the sillence of the place overarched everything. Snow filtered down,
blowing into their faces every so often, borne on gusts of wind.

Moichi took a step toward the Dai-San. 'What isit, my friend?

The Sunset Warrior did not answer for along time. Theirony isthat | love her, Moichi. | would have
made Chiisal my bride.' He swiveled his head, impaing Moichi with hisformidable gaze. 'No one - no
one - knowsthis secret.

'Even Chiisal? Moichi said softly.

The Dai-San's eyes picked out the Kaer'n among al the others. 'Especidly her.'
'Perhapsthat isamistake.'

Stll following her flight, the Dai-San shrugged. 'Mayhapitis.’

Moichi, so closeto the Dai-San after so long atime, suddenly reslized how isolated he must be from
everyone and everything, and he was overcome by a sense of melancholy. Even the one woman his
bond-brother loved was unavailable to him. What could life be like for him? This was not aquestion he
had ever thought to ask and, frankly, now that he had he could seethat it did not bear scrutiny. Any one
often thousand answers was equaly painful. In that moment, he felt closer to the Dai-San than he ever
had before, certain that their bond was more profound than even he could know.

Sowly, as he came back to himself, he took timeto turn something over in hismind. 'Down below in
Syrinx, Bjork, Miiras child, told methat al Shinju had within them some Chaos'’

Itistrue.’ The Dai-San came out of hisreverie. 'But the Shinju were fatdly flawed, and in some ways
week. They weretied to Chaosin asingular way through White Lotus. They could not be trusted with
such guardianship.’

‘Then who - or what - caused the elements of Chaosto be left behind? The way you speak of this history
makesit sound asif there was amaster planin place!

'Y es. It does appear so0.'

Moichi looked around the summit. '"My people believe that thisisthe House of the Holy, Dai-San. The



Catechigts, aswell. They say Zarathus, their living God, walks these dopes!’

'And, inaway, he does,’ the Dai-San said. 'Just as he sometimes wal ks the streets of Masjahan.' He
smiled a Moichi. 'Did not Bjork tell you she roamsthe face of the Mountain Sn'ha? Sheis sometimes
lonely for the company of man. Sometimes she wraps hersdf in her mother's cloak and doesthe samein
the citadd of the Catechigts!

Moichi was aghast. '‘Bjork istheir god?
'If the Catechists see Bjork as such then it must be so.'
This sent asudden chill through him. 'What of my God, Dai-San? The God of the |skamen?

The Dai-San looked out over Sin'hai. 'Asyou say, my friend, something - or someone - created the
measter plan.’ He put his hand on Moichi's shoulder. ‘Many men have spent their entire lives searching for
God. Perhapsit is not an gpt occupation.’

'For ahuman, you mean.’
'For anyone.'

EPILOGUE

ON THE SEA OF NIGHT

He awoke to the sound of the scream. It wasamorta scream and he leaped up with hisdirk already
drawn. Beside him, Sardonyx, deeper in deep, wasralling over.

He had been dreaming of hislast moments on the summit of the Mountain Sin'ha. Night had come down
with the abruptness usud at such atitudes. He and Sardonyx were gazing skyward at agalaxy of new
gars - the Kaer'n asthey began their long journey back to Ama-no-mori. They had no wish to overstay
intheland of the Shinju, and since the Portals had been sedled they were obliged to fly hafway across
the world. Moichi raised hisarm in salute to them, and in amore private salutation to the Dai-San, who
rode upon Chiisai's broad back. Who knew when they would see one another again, such close friends
whose karma kept them so much apart?

The galleon moon, riding high in the sky, was eclipsed by the fleet of Kaer'n asthey rose as one and,
whedling playfully across the heavens, began their flight homeward. It was amagnificent Sght, one Moichi
would not soon forget, and he promised himsdlf that before histime in the world of man was over he
would vist Ama-no-mori.

Beside them, Sanda stirred. She had stayed behind to transport them back to Syrinx where Bjork and
Ouwlmy were no doubt anxioudy awaiting them.

Shenuzzled hissde. Timeto go. The temperature is dropping precipitously.

Shelowered her head and Moichi swung onto her. Sardonyx followed suit, sesting hersdf in front of him
but, as comfortable as he was astride the Kaer'n she wasill at ease. He put hisarms around her waist in
dlent reassurance.

Upon Sanda's back they rose into the night skies, through the storm clouds, the gusts of snow and ice
pellets, until the moon broke through. Away to the east they could see the fleet of Kaer'n, tiny now,
glittering with pale and ghostly moonlight, like stars themsdlves. And then, as Sanda banked steeply, the
sensdtion of fdling, fdling...



Into the morta scream.

Moichi was up and running across the embankment on which they had made their bed. They were within
Bjork's cathedrd-like tree-castle on the inner edge of the Khashm. All about him loomed the enormous
arboretum that Bjork had made into asingular home. But now, the spectral network of branches had
taken on asinister aspect, catching the scream and bouncing it back upon itsdlf. It was a scream of pain
and, more, of mortal fear.

Moichi felt rather than heard someone running behind him. Sardonyx? There was no timeto look back
and see, but his mind was unaccountably filled with her. She had seemed peculiarly cool to Sanda, and
again her unease astride the Kagr'n played in his mind like a scene stuck in time. For her part, Sanda,
loving Sanda, whom he had not seen for so long had flatly refused hisinvitation to stay with him awhilein
Syrinx. Perhapsit was not so surprising; no Kaer'n cared to tarry in that land where they had been
created, misunderstood and abused by the Shinju mages. Still, she was his sster and he longed to spend
time with her, to get to know her al over again. But he had a certain duty to his country, and they both
knew that if the war Hamaan and the other Qatachs had so cleverly sought was to be avoided he would
have to return to the Mu'ad with al due haste. Revedling the Fe'edjinn plot to the I skamen populace was
paramount, and Moichi knew he wasthe only oneto doit.

The morta scream resounded again through the latticework of branches. Moichi sped onward, through
the flickering moon-shadows, through odd patches of cold blue light.

Severd times before they had made ready for deep, he had obliquely asked Sardonyx why she had been
s0 cold to Sanda but she had given him no good reply - no reply at dl, redly. Finaly, he had shrugged
and given it up. If shedid not wish to speak of it he could not make her tdll him. But, a dinner, he noticed
al of them - Sardonyx, Bjork and Ouwlmy - were uncharacteristically unresponsive. Thiswas not the
scene of triumphal return he had imagined as he had flown down the Mountain Sin'hai on Sanda.

Amid the chiaroscuro landscape, he could see figures struggling. The high scream came again and now,
this close, he recognized the voice - Ouwlimy!

Something huge and menacing gripped the Shakra by the throat, and as Moichi raced acrossthe last of
theterrain he could seethat it was prying open Ouwlmy's jaws. She wasfighting as hard as she could,
using her hooves and her powerful flanks, but the being that held her fast was obvioudy far sronger. Ina
dlent rage, it shook her, making her teeth rattle. Then, as Moichi looked on, horrified, it reached between
her open jaws and dowly extracted her tongue until it was stretched to its full length.

God of my fathers, Moichi thought, it's the tonguel ess Makkon, seeking revenge. He drew both dirks as
he raced toward the Makkon, knowing full well that here he had no chance against a Chaos beast. On
the opposite side of the clearing, he saw afigure step out of the shadows.

‘Bjork," he cried,'the Makkon you maimed is about to cut out Ouwlmy's tongue!'

To hisagtonishment, Bjork did nothing, merdly stood still, staring out across the clearing, past the
antagonigis.

‘Bjork, are you deaf or mad? Moichi shouted, rage boiling in him. 'Y ou have the power to stop the
Makkon! Why don't you? Would you sacrifice Ouwlmy? For what? Chill take you, answer me!'

The Makkon, enjoying the terror it saw in the Shakra's eyes, continued to play with the tongue, pulling it,
tugging & it, at length clamping it between two taons.

Dear God, Moichi thought. He ran the remaining distance, sivung one weapon at the Makkon. Almost



casualy, it sdeswiped him with the back of its six-fingered hand, and he went sprawling head over hedls.

When he came up, he saw what Bjork was staring at. Behind where he had emerged, Sardonyx was
advancing across the greensward.

At last, Bjork broke her silence. "Y ou know what you must do." Sardonyx said nothing. 'Precious
Ouwlmy will die unlessyou act.’ Still, Sardonyx came on, passing Moichi, heading toward Ouwlmy and
the Makkon. 'l don't have to remind you of what Ouwlmy has done for you. She was your firmest
advocate even while | was unsure whether or not to train you." Sardonyx seemed in atrance, asif the
scene playing out before them, combined with Bjork'swords, had cast aspell over her. "Act now or she
will die'

Now, not more than three feet from the Makkon, Sardonyx cameto ahalt. She looked back over her
shoulder at Moichi but when she spoke he knew it was not to him but to Bjork. 'l prayed this moment
would never come. It isthe one nightmare that has haunted me from the moment you began the initiation.’

'Y ou arewhat you are,’ Bjork said. 'Y ou must accept that if you have any hope of surviving.'

Sardonyx nodded, aquick, reflexive action and she turned back to where the Makkon was about to
pluck Ouwlmy's tongue from her throat. But not before Moichi saw alook in her eyesthat chilled him. It
was asif they were hollow, and he could see down into avoid beyond hisimagining.

Then, sheraised her hand, made a series of verticd sgnsintheair. A wind began to rise, rustling through
the cobweb of branches, turning the leaves over so their silver undersides sparkled asif the stars had
been flung down from the very heavens.

The Makkon, derted at last, lifted its hideous head and began to turn around. But it was aready too late.
Sardonyx had drawn her sword and, plunging it into the center of agiant root that arched out of the
grass, she murmured an invocation in alanguage whose syllables hurt Moichi's ears.

He clapped his hands over his earslest the unspeakable sounds render him numb. But he could not avert
his eyes. What he saw rooted him to the spot. A pae green light began to shimmer and then, in aroar,
poured upward from the spot where Sardonyx had buried the sword point. A hot wind began to how,
sending up tiny leaf-storms dl through the tree-castle.

The storms converged upon the Makkon, who tried to keep its grip on Ouwlmy. The green howling was
too powerful, and it did away, tumbling head over hedls along the ground, sparks and billows of smoke
spurting initswake.

Moichi ran to where Ouwlmy lay upon the ground, sobbing. He cradled her head in hislap, but till his
eyesrefused to leave the nexus of the green storm which now held the Makkon in its grip. The Chaos
beadt, itsfists clenched and beating the ground in rage, was hurtled feet first into the dark heart of that
sorcerous storm. Down the beam of light it flew, dwindling asit did 0, its outline becoming indistinct,
flickering like acandlesflamein atempes.

Then it was gone, vanished in ablack-green flash. The green windstorm followed it down, and so, too,
the beam of light. At length. Sardonyx wrenched the blade out of the root, and the night regained its
Senses.

‘Moichi, | amdl right. Just alittle sore,” Ouwlmy whispered.
'Please help me up." He kissed her on the cheek and together they rose.

Bjork was coming toward them from the far side of the clearing. Sardonyx stood as still as a Satue,



clutching her unshegthed sword, staring fixedly at nothing.

'What is going on here? What happened? Moichi asked.

Bjork came up beside Ouwlmy, and the Shakra said, 'Tell him, Sardonyx.'

'Sheisright,’ Bjork said. "Thetruth has already been demonstrated.’

'Only because you forced it,” Sardonyx said hotly. 'Y ou could have dedlt with the Makkon yoursdlf.'
Bjork nodded. 'Perhaps so. But that would have done you no real good. Quite the opposite, in fact.'

Sardonyx shot her avenomous look, which she cheerfully deflected. 'Sardonyx opened a Portal into
Chaos,' Bjork said as matter-of-factly asif she were reporting on the month's crop totals.

Moichi looked at Sardonyx and she nodded.
Itistrue,’ shesaid. 'l wasbornin Aden, as| told you, but | am Shinju.’
'‘Pure Shinju,’ Bjork interjected, 'unlike me!'

'But why didn't you tell me? Moichi asked. Now he understood the antipathy between Sanda and
Sardonyx.

‘Because,' she said defiantly, ‘we are dl traitors to mankind. Ever since the Shinju mages locked Chaos
away behind the Portd atop the Mountain Sin'hai there remained away to undo what they had done.
Even we do not know much about our own mages. What drove them, for instance? But surely since they
kept the secret of accessinto Chaos they must have lusted after power.

"The Shinju continued to harvest White Lotus long after the Portal had been seadled. Why? Because the
Shinju - certain Shinju who passed the secret down the generations - continued a clandestine relationship
with Chaos. Why? | do not know. No one, | think, does. Perhaps we are like moths to aflame; perhaps
we cannot survive without them.

"They, on the other hand, despise us. We knew their weakness for White Lotus and over the course of
the centuries we played upon that weakness, exploiting them.’

'Until they had had enough,’ Bjork said. 'And then they streamed through the Portal and dl but destroyed
the entire race.' She looked at Sardonyx with great compassion. 'Not that we did not deserve such a
fate. We were greedy and avaricious and arrogant. We sought to make the Kaer'n our daves. We
ignored the laws of God and Nature. And how we were punished for our Sing!’

'Why did the Shinju treat the Kaer'n thisway? Moichi asked.

'l can only speculate,' Bjork said dowly. 'l think they must have been frightened of what they had
created. Y ou have only to look at the Kaer'n once to understand that. And then, | believe, they were
jedous. All dong they had believed themselves to be mankind's sole link to Chaos. This made the Shinju
specid; unique. Now, along come the Kaer'n to make amockery of that notion. Once, | imagine, the
Shinju considered themsel ves mankind's shepherds, keeping them safe from Chaos. But with the advent
of the Kaer'n deep down they knew they were only the creators of man's guardians.' She sighed. 'The
Shinju hubris -1 am afraid we were quite the egotists:!

Therewas slencefor along timein the glade. Nocturnd birdsflitted from branch to branch but knew
better than to sing their songs. Now was not the time.



‘Ouwlmy..." Bjork reached out an arm into which the Shakra nestled. Before they left, Ouwlmy lifted her
head, kissed Moichi tenderly.

'‘Goodbye, Prince of Iskadl, long lifeto you!'

'And to you, dear Ouwlmy,' Moichi said. He was quite moved. 'But you are mistaken. | am no prince; |
am but aship'scaptain.’

The Shakrasmiled amost enigmatic smile. Then, snorting once, shetrotted off with Bjork at her sde and
Moichi was|eft done with Sardonyx.

Moonlight continued to stream down through the arboreal cathedral, cascading over her in ribbonsand
pinpoints, hiding her as much asit reveded. Standing there with her naked sword till gripped tightly, her
eyes downcast, she seemed as sad and done as had the Dai-San on the summit of Sin'hai. Moichi ached
to reach out to her, to reassure her, but keen instinct held him back. He knew she needed to divulge one
last thing, buried deeply, and he could not help her in this difficult exorcism.

'Guilt, shesaid at lagt. 'l think more than anything my life has been molded by guilt. Guilt asto what | am,
what my people have done and are capable of, has set me to reinventing myself. Y ou know, it's curious,
when you are not the redl thing, when you expend so much energy making yoursaf seem genuine, then
you wind up being more genuine than the real thing. Being so self-conscious you can weed out the flaws
you recognizein others!'

Shewasslent for along time. At last she said, 'Areyou listening to me?
'Y ou know | am,' Moichi said.

'l wonder.' She sighed. "After dl thistime, | wonder what you must think of me. Perhaps you don't
believe anything I'vetold you.'

‘Sardonyx-'

'No, no. | would not blame you, certainly.’ She turned to face him squardly. 'Perhaps you even harbor a
suspicion that | killed Aufeyain order to be with you.'

'l believed you when you told me she dipped and fell while | was dedling with the Firemask.’

She took astep toward him and he could see the pain and longing in her beautiful, scarred face. 'l could
havelied.

'What difference would it make now?
She was astonished. 'Why, dl the differencein the world!" she cried.

‘By that answer alone | know you told the truth.’ He smiled at her and took her hand. 'It's over now.
Don't you see? All the running, the hiding, the - what did you cdl it? - reinventing. |, at least, can accept
you for what you are. So, | suspect, can many others, including my ster.’

'No." Sardonyx was shaking her head vehemently. The Kaer'n will never forgive what the Shinju did to
them.’

He held her close. 'By thinking that aren't you perpetuating what your race did to them - dismiss them,
denigrate them, abuse them? And in his own words he saw the true ending to the centuries-old war
between Iskael and Aden; the kernd of an understanding.



She appeared to think about what he had said for some time. Then she buried her head in his shoulder. It
might have been the wind through the trees but he thought he could hear her weeping. He put hisarms
around her and, after avery long time, shelet go of the sword. It fell at her fest, lying there, gleaming
dully asaghost of moonlight fired its edge.

Findly, he pulled her thick hair back from her face, kissed her temple, but he made no effort to move. He
thought of Bjork and Ouwlmy. He was enveloped by a sense of serenity he could not explain. Perhaps,
s0 closeto the Mountain Sinhai and al its secrets - known and unknown - he could alow himsdlf the
notion that the kinship he felt so profoundly for these folk was not merely psychologica. Could it be that
somewhere insde him abit of Shinju or - like the Kaer'n and the Dai-San - Chaos still abided? He
remembered what Bjork had told him of hisfather's fascination with Syrinx.

He held Sardonyx more closdly, feding a sense of camness gradually steal over her. Shewasright: from
the moment they had met in her castle in the land of the Opa Moon it was clear they were meant for
each other. No one e se, he knew, could have saved the sorceress from her own spell. He kissed her
again, heard her sgh asshe clung to him.

Time enough after he defused the holy war to explore his own nature. He was quit running away to sea-
at least for the time being. The oceans of the world - such old friends! - seemed remote to him now,
amogt dreamlike, much like hisjourney astride his Kaer'n sster upon the sea of night.

Helooked upward, through the latticework of the leaves, to the clear sky filled with clusters of stars so
bright they seemed burned into the velvety blacknesslike suns. Somewhere, up there, he knew, the
joyous host of Kaer'n wasflying homeward. Asif he were there, he saw Sanda catch up with them, flying
aongsde Chiisal and the Dai-San. Part of him was with them.

| am but a ship's captain, he had said so ingenuoudy to Ouwlmy. Only now was he beginning to
understand the nature of her enigmatic smile.



