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The Black Shield by John Maddox Roberts

ONE

The king came riding from the hills astride the fiery cabo that the awed breeders had
named Earthshaker. The animal's four small, curved horns had been tipped with balls
of gold, not for vanity but because Earthshaker had gored some of the handlers.

Propped before him on his saddle the king held a beautiful, glittering spear. It was
not the long, horseman's spear such asthe Amsi favored, but the man-tall warrior
spear of the king's native idlands. A full third of its length was graceful, tapering head
with inset steel edgesin abody of bronze. Another third was a spirally fluted
butt-spike. A haft of flamewood connected head and spike. It was afamous
weapon, known from the snows of the far north to the jungle kingdoms of the south.
It had become the symbol of hislordship, for it waslittle
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suited to mounted warfare and the warriors of hiselite guard seldom let him risk himself in close combat
any more.

Hael had spent the past night by apool in the low foothillsto the north of the town, meditating aswas his
frequent custom. His people assumed that he was communing with the spirits or performing magica rites
at such times, but more often he smply wanted to get away from people, to be donefor awhile.
Sometimes he felt that this business of being king was amask he assumed, that, insde, hewas ill a
herdsman-warrior whose grestest pleasure was in standing solitary guard over the tribe's livestock.

His guard cheered and mounted when he rode into sight. Most of them were Matwaor Ams, but there
were representatives of adozen other peoples. The guard was becoming unwieldy, but every timeanew
peoplejoined his aliance, he had to take afew young men into his persona bodyguard, lest the
newcomers should fed dighted.

The guard fell in behind him and he set off for the town a atrot. An hour'sride brought them to alow
rise overlooking the town, now swollen to twiceits usua sze by the semiannud fair. Twice each year, the
fars of the western and southern merchant trains turned the once-tiny Byallavillage of Hard Wind into a
minor metropolis where a dozen languages could be heard on any Stret.

The king had encouraged the merchants to maintain permanent factorsin thistown and others within his
domain, guaranteeing the safety of their caravans. His matchless mounted
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warriors kept the grasdands free of outlaws aswell asforeign enemies. The king had alarge resdencein



the town, with barracks for his guard. He spent a month or two of each year there. There were other
such residencesin his maost important villages and towns. They had been Deenasideal for the queen
detested living in tents.

At thought of her hefelt atug of londiness. Sheloved the grest fairs, but she was not with him thisyear.
Shewasin her mother's house in the hills, soon to give birth to their third child, if the babe was not born
aready. He hoped that thiswould be agirl, for they dready had two sons, Ansaand Kairn. Since he was
wed to aMatwa, he had diplomatically given the boys Ams names over much in-law protest. At ages
eight and six, respectively, it was not clear which of the two would succeed him. Perhaps neither would.
Hewas dl too aware that these things were governed by many factors, including chance.

King Had's own power was as much spiritual as political or military. His diplomatic skills had welded
together peoples with centuries of enmity between them, and hisfeats of invention and organization made
them the masters of the hills and plains. Even s, it had been the support of the spirit-speakersthat gave
him the prestige to accomplish these things. The Ams hailed him as the Prophesied One, and the Matwa
believed him to be an ingpired madman, like many of their legendary heroes. It was known to everyone
that King Hadl enjoyed aunique and intimate rel ationship with the spirits of the land. He could mount a
wild cabo and
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it would behave like the best-trained domestic beast.

Just outside the town, near the encampments of the caravans, awing of his cavalry
practiced their complex evolutions. They rode at a gallop, loosing arrows as they
went, riddling man-sized targets at arange Hael would not have credited just afew
years earlier. Their bows were short, composed of layers of wood, sinew and split
horn, bound together with a powerful glue. Hael had not invented these bows, but
had asked his bowyers to improve on a crude design from a mountainous area where
there was no proper wood for the traditional long, stiff wooden bow of the hill
people. Now everyone thought of them as King Hael's bows. Hael himself was an
indifferent archer compared to these young men, who had been boys when the new
bows and the new king revolutionized the lives of the plains people.

The king cocked an eyebrow to see whether the others were getting the full benefit of
thisdisplay. The trade delegation from the west watched the exercises of the
mounted men with interest. Among them, Hael was sure, were a number of military
spies. This suited him well. He wanted the western kings to know how powerful the
plains people had grown under his guiding hand. These spies would be able to
render expert testimony.

Beyond the training ground, the fair wasin full uproar. The colorful tents of the
traders were full of sophisticated goods and metals to exchange for the products of
the land. Matwa, Amsi, Byalla and others brought loads of pelts, feathers, rare earths
and medicina herbs. Each
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year, Hadl sent out small expeditions to comb the hills and mountains for mew sources of trade goods.
Most especialy, he wished to find a source of metal, to reduce his peopl€'s dependency on the



outlanders. Thusfar, hehad failed in this.

The king and his escort rode within the village walls to the loud cheers of inhabitants and visitors. The
once-squalid town of despised and exploited farmers was now a colorful and progperous community.
Many of the Byalla had taken readily to the role of innkeeper, shopkeeper or company middieman. They
were no longer treated as daves by the Ams and their loyalty to Hael knew no bounds.

Theroyd residence was a handsome structure of rammed earth and thatch, with skylights and windows
of colorful glass, imported at great cost. Thislast was an extravagance Hael deemed justified for the
impression it made on vigiting chiefs. A southern or western king would have considered the building
modest even for aroya hunting lodge, but Hael governed an outdoor people who were far more
impressed by the number and ferocity of the men who followed him, and by hisvast herds.

He dismounted and strode up to the broad verandah that encircled the residence. Envoys and
messengers bowed him inside and he greeted each one courteoudly. A man wearing the livery of aNevan
messenger came forward, presenting a scroll-box.

"Lettersfrom HisMgesty and your other friendsin Neva, King Hadl," the man said. "Royd giftswill
arivelater, by caravan.”

"My thanksto your roya magter," Hael said.
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"I think he will be pleased with the gifts | have selected for him. Merchant Shong will bear them thisyear,
asusud.”

The messenger bowed hisway out and the king handed the box to a Byalla steward, to be perused later,
a leisure. He braced himsdlf for along day of giving audience, deciding which merchants should have
which trading privileges, which breeding stock should be sent as giftsto the neighboring kings. The
southern kings, as usua, pestered him to send some of hiswarriorsto servein their amiesasirregulars.
They offered handsome pay, but Hadl put them off. He did not wish his young men to get in the habit of
serving other kings.

Among the vistors were priests and wandering wise men of various religions. Some of these were spies
aswell, but most merely wanted a close look at this remarkable king who was aso said to be a sort of
priest or shaman. Aswith the merchants, Hagl guaranteed the safety of dl such travelerswithin his
territory, although he usudly found their preachings to be amere nuisance. Long before, however, he had
learned that these men often had traveled widely and liked nothing better than to talk about it. They could
be veritable mines of information about foreign lands. Unlike merchants, the holy men rarely expected to
be paid for any morsdls of information they ddivered. In consequence, Hael treated them with unfailing
courtesy.

Thisgroup paid him eaborate formdities, usng theritudistic formsto hide their astonishment. Hadl was
used to that look. Priest or chief, merchant or warrior, none of them could quite believe that King Hadl,
who had come out
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of nowhereto create avast kingdom from primitive tribes, who had established sophisticated diplomatic
and trade relations with half the world, who had built a mobile army such asthe world had never seen,
wasayoung man dill in histwenties.



Hadl saw adusty Matwa subchief enter the doorway and beckoned him to approach. "Any word from
Broadleaf 7' Thiswasthe queen'shome village.

"Not when | |eft two days ago,” the man reported. "The old woman guards the house like alongneck."”

"My mother-in-law isintractable at thesetimes,” Hadl said. Hismind was set at rest. Had there been any
difficulty, hiswife's mother would have sent ahundred men to drag him back by force.

When the day'sformdiities were over, Hadl called for the box of messages. Most were officia or
semi-officid communications. A few were personal. Hael took one of the latter, ascroll closed with a
sed heknew well. It was from the roya scribe Choula. Choula had penned severd of the other scrollsin
hisofficia capacity, but this one was a persond |etter to afriend. Choula had taught Hadl to read.

Hael sat back and broke the sedl. The letter was long and chatty, full of court and city gossip. He
included descriptions of recent expeditions of exploration, complete with sketchy maps. Choulawas dso
atopographer, and had drilled into Hael the importance of accurate maps. It gave Hael awarm fedling,
to communicate thus with afriend he had not seen in the flesh for anumber of years. Near the end of the
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letter was abit of information that trans-fbrmed the warmth to heart-freezing cold.

...and our beloved king, Pashir, sends you assurances of his eternd friendship, athough he considersit
rather rude of you to go and make yourself a king when you were supposed to be working for him. In
token of his esteem, he has recently named your old friend, the sea-captain Malk, as one of the masters
of the newly reorganized Sea Merchants Guild. Mak has become quite prosperous, owning Six vessels.
He has asked meto pass aong this odd bit of information: It seemsthat travel to the idands you once
caled home has become hazardous. A new king has arisen there, whose name | do not recall, and he has
unified many of theidandsinto asort of idand kingdom. Hiswarriors sail and paddle their vesselsfrom
one idand to another, conquering as they go and pressing the defeated warriors into the conqueror's
sarvice. Itissaid that they have had afew successful raids on the more remote areas of the mainland. He
saysthat it isapeculiarity of these warriorsthat they al bear black shields....

Hael brooded long on this|etter, and a great sense of dread overtook him. He had thought himself free of
hisformer life. Here he had made alife for himself that was unique, unlike any other man's. He had
thought that he had made his peopl e safe from the dangers he had known would one day threaten them.
But now agreater danger loomed. Gasam was dlive.
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He had thought that Gasam was too mad to live, but, then, did many not believe Hagl himsalf was mad?
Gasam, his foster-brother, who hated Hadl with atwisted, inexplicable hate. Gasam was not only dive
but he, too, had become aking and a conqueror.

Hael turned and looked through the window toward the mountains to the west. He knew, as surely ashe
knew the face of the black-scarred moon, that Gasam was atyrant as evil asany from legend. In his
ears, unheard by anyone else, the voices of the spirits spoke to him. He knew now that someday, on the
great coastal plain beyond those mountains, he would once again meet with his foster-brother Gasam,
and that the meeting would beterrible.

TWO



The smoke of the burning dead was sweet in his nogtrils. King Gasam stood on the steps of the temple
and gazed into the plaza below. Upon one side, the new daves continued to throw the corpses of the
enemy dain onto apyre of blazing timber. On the other, his warriors gathered the loot of the town, both
animate and inanimate. Above the crackling of the flames he could heard the wailing of the women and
the shrill sobbing of the children. He found these pleasing aswall.

King Gasam was atdl, handsome man in hismiddle thirties. Hislong, bronze-colored hair flowed free
down his back in the fashion of a Shasinn senior warrior. He eschewed the paint, feathers and furs
favored by most Shasinn. Hiswaist was girded with a belt which supported a shortsword and aloincloth
of planred

leather. Among the color-loving Shasinn warriors, this set him gpart as clearly asany royd finery.
"My lord."

He turned to see hiswoman emerge from the temple. Queen L arissawas acknowledged as the most
beautiful woman among the Shasinn, whom dl considered to be the comeliest peoplein theworld. She
was aware of the fact and wanted all to know it. She wore agrest dedl of finejewery and littleelse. It
pleased the king that hiswoman could flaunt hersaf thus and no man dared respond. Today she had
added something new. Her nippleswere covered by ddicately worked caps of gold, connected by athin
golden chain. She pressed hersdlf to her husband and he gave the chain atug, causing her to wince.

"What holdsthem on?" he said, grinning.
"That ismy secret. Rest assured it is painful .

"Good," he said. Histastes and hers were not those of ordinary people. " Shal we inspect my new
conquest?'

At the bottom of the steps his shield-bearer handed him his spear. The beautiful, dender weapon was
made entirely of steel except for ashort, wooden grip. He had had the stedl edges stripped from the
wegpons of dain chiefs and smithed into this extravagant spear to symbolize hiskingship and his
difference from other men. The bearer fell in behind them, carrying the king'slong, black shield. The
warriors cheered in an ecstasy of hero-worship astheir king and queen walked among them. Thetrue
Shasinn retained their proud bearing, but war-

riors of lesser peoplesfell to their knees, some chanting hymns in a dozen languages.
Bronze weapons glittered in the bright sunlight.

Firgt the king and queen examined the heaps of precious metas, jewels and cloth, beautifully crafted
vesselsand plate. There were bulk goods: ingots of metd, stacks of glassin wooden crates packed in
sawdust, bales of fiber to be woven and dyed.

"Themainlandersarerich," Larissasaid. "Thereistoo much hereto send back to the Idands until you
capture some larger ships.”

"Nothing goes back to the Islands,” the king said.
She looked at him sharply. "What do you mean?’

"It istime | had a mainland base. Thistown has a decent harbor and its ook pleases
me. How would you like to have a palace here, my queen? No more arduous
voyages back to the Islands at the end of each raiding season, no more picking



through the loot for small items that will pack well?'
She smiled and threw her arms around him. "At last! When can we start building?”’

"At once," he said. "Since we won't be sailing home, | can raid to the south for
another two months. Find craftsmen and laborers and put them to work. They are all
your slaves now. What was the name of this place?"’

"Floria," she said. "It is something to do with their flower goddess."

He smiled contemptuously. "Gods and goddesses! Only arace of slaves could
believe in such things. Being conquered and endlaved by usis an improvement in
their lot." The Shasinn

had no gods, only spiritsthat might be helpful or harmful. Gasam did not even bdlievein these.

"Wewill givethis place anamefit for the capita of awarrior king. We will start our paace there." She
pointed toward asprawling complex of structures capping ahill near the plaza. " That was the house of
theloca governor. | am told hefled as soon as your ships cameinto sight.”

"Excdlent," Gasam said. " Choose some persond daves from thesg'—he gestured to the cowering flock
of people who stood to one side of the plaza. "I am going to examine the captured soldiers and seeif any
areworthy to enroll inmy army.”

"Don't betoo drict in your judging,” she cautioned. "In the Idands there were thousands of splendid
warriors ready to serve you, once they had been subdued. Here it is different. The kings have great mobs
of soldierswho fight more from fear of their leaders than from love of fighting or loyalty to achief. If you
would conquer the mainland, you must use these war daves."

He put his hand to the back of her neck, twining hisfingersin her hair, which was so paethat it shone
nearly whitein the bright sunlight. "I know that, little queen. They aredl toolsto serve me, and | will
regect nothing that is useful.”

Heturned to his next task and she began to examine the new daves, satisfied that he would heed her
words. He was shrewd and cal culating, but sometimes his natural savagery overcame him and led him to
acts of wasteful brutality.

The prisoners had been stripped to reved any deformity or physical flaw. She studied their attitudes with
interest. Some trembled and wept, some were stunned beyond any ability to react. Otherswere cam or
resgned. These, she knew, had been daveswhen the city was taken. They faced only a change of
magters. She had no sympathy for them. Shasinn were never taken dive by davers. If these had wished
to avoid thisfate, they could have chosen death easily enough. If they allowed themsalvesto be endaved,
then they were born to be daves.

"Lisgtento me," she said. The sobbing became stifled as they waited to hear their fate. She knew that
these mainlanders could understand her Idand diaect. ™Y ou are now the daves of King Gasam of the
Idands. Y our status may change later, according to how you behave. For now, resign yourselvesto
davery. You live only at theking's pleasure. Those who obey will be well treated. Those who disobey
will be beaten. Those who rebd will bekilled. | am Larissa, the queen. My authority is second only to the
kings"

The prisoners camed alittle. She knew that people needed strong rules at the outset. They were more



easly resgned to their fateif they knew exactly where they stood. ™Y ou will obey ingtantly the orders of
any Shasinn, unlessit is counter to an order from the king or from me. By now, you al know how to
recognize the Shasinn." She swept an arm toward agroup of Gasam's dlite guard, who leaned on their
black shields, watching the gathering of loot with interest. They weretal men with long hair that rangedin
color from dark gold to amost white.

Their naturaly ruddy skinswere degpened dmost to copper by the sun and dl of them had blue eyes.

"Y ou will obey any order from awarrior of the lesser peoples, unlessit conflicts with an order from a
Shasinn. Y ou have no rights that afree man or woman is bound to respect. Forget pride, forget the status
you used to have, forget the past. From now on, you have only one virtue: obedience. Seethat you do
not neglect that virtue. Now, | am going to choose my persona attendants from among you. Stand up
and stop sniveling. Y ou have aready escaped death, and that iswhat you feared most.”

She had specific aims when she wandered among her human property. Sheignored the males. Raised
among a proud warrior people, she could not abide the presence of able-bodied men who would not
fight. She passed up women with children, as she did not want her servantsto be distracted by lesser
obligations. It was too soon to take on the demoralized women who had, just days before, been free,
well-born, even dave ownersthemsaves. Training them would be too much bother. She stopped before
atal, beautiful woman with black hair and very white skin. The woman stood serenely, embarrassed by
neither her condition nor her nakedness.

"You areaborn dave?' Larissademanded.

"Captured asachild, Mistress." The woman kept her head and eyeslowered, but her voice was clear
and steady.

"Where was your home?'

"Thefar south. Mistress. Near the border with Chiwa."
"Where did you serve before we came?”

"The house of Hanas, the high priest of Ag, Misiress.”

"Good. You arefamiliar with thework of agreat house, then.”
"Yes, Midtress."

"Go stand by that young warrior.” She indicated one of her persona guard, asmooth-muscled youth who
wore hislong hair in hundreds of tiny plaits, the mark of a Shasinn junior warrior.

Quickly the queen chose another score of daves. She chose mainly for beauty and the habit of
obedience. She chose afew free-born girls who were young enough to adjust quickly to their new status.
Accustomed to the augtere life of her nativeidand, she had little use for the speciaized skills boasted by
some of the great-house daves. She needed no seamsiresses, since sherarely wore more than a
loincloth. Hairdressers and cosmeticians were an utter frivolity. She had no taste for the mainland music
and her preferencesin food and drink were smple so she ignored the musicians and cooks. She was
about to go when aquietly bold voice stopped her.

"Migress."

Larissasaw that it was a small woman who spoke, one she had passed by because she held hersdlf a
little doof from the others, indicating a spirit that would take much besting to subdue. At another time she



might have found that afascinating project, but with her new palace to build and her new city to put in
order, she would be too busy. She could ignore the woman, or, better, have her beaten for the
impertinence of addressing the queen without permission.

But shefound that her curiosity was piqued, and so she paused.
llYg?l
"Takeme. Midress?

Larissa cupped the smal chin and tilted the girl's head back. She saw that thiswas no girl, but awoman
her own age. Her body was lush but compact, and her belly showed no sign of childbearing. Her hair
was black and her skin tan, with huge, green eyes.

"What wereyou?'

"A noblewoman, of one of the greatest houses,” she said, then, belatedly, added, "Mistress.”
"In other words, you are usdless. Y ou have no skills or experience becoming to adave.”
"On the contrary, Midtress. | have every skill useful to aqueen’'s companion.”

Thiswas quite unexpected and the queen found it amusing. "Explain.”

Thewoman'sfull lipsformed adight smile. Her confidence swelled now that she had ahearing. "You are
Queen of the Idands, my lady, but the ways of the mainland kingdoms are new to you. Y ou will need
advice on how to livelike aqueen.”

" live like aqueen now. Except for my husband, there is none who does not obey me."

"Y our pardon, my lady, but that istrue only where the king's spear holds sway. The world is greater than
you imagine. There are many kingdoms, and many queens.”

Larissabrigled. "And what of that? All will bow down to King Gasam intime."
"Asauredly, Migress. In the meantime, though, you will have to ded with them. There

will be embasses and royd vidts. Even such an dl-conquering warrior as your lord must ded with them
asequasuntil he subdues them. Their queenswill seek out your every weakness and lack of experience,
They can be very subtle, Mistress.”

"Socanl," the queen said. ™Y ou speak boldly, to throw my ignorancein my face. Why do you court my
displeasure?’

Thewoman continued to smile. "I courted your attention. | can help you.”

"Why do you wish to help me?Y ou would gtill be adave. Mineto reward, or to best or bind or kill, as|
seefit.”

"It seems | must be someones dave, Midress. | think | could enjoy being your dave."
Larissalooked at the woman for along moment, thinking. "What isyour name?"
"Dunyaz, my lady."

"Come with me." The queen and her new daves, escorted by her guard, began to walk toward her new



palace on the hilltop.

Outsdethe city wal, King Gasam surveyed the disarmed mass of surrendered troops. Around him stood
his captains, hard-bitten warrior chiefs of adozen Idand races. He favored hisfdlow Shasinn, but he
knew that most warriors would be quicker to obey officers of their own race, so he rewarded loyalty and
ability with high rank, regardless of race or tribe.

"I've never seen such spiritlesskagga,” said ahard-faced Asasa chief.

A few paces awvay stood about three-score disarmed men, some of them truculent but al visbly
frightened. They had been stripped of their armor and stood in tunics or loincloths. Stocky,

brown-haired men for the most part, they were typical of thisregion. The battle had been brief. The
town's garrison had been taken by surprise when the Idander ships came ashore at dawn, discharging
waves of spear-bearing warriors, all of them carrying black shields. The soldiers had scrambled to arms
and had tried to repel the invaders but the seawall wasin ruinous condition and thetal, fearlessinvaders
had swarmed through. Swept from the wall, the soldierstried to fight through the streets, but soon saw
that mogt of their officers had deserted. Those who had stood to their arms as far asthe city's plaza lad
down their weapons when an invader chief had offered quarter.

"Theking will addressyou!" shouted awarrior. "Pay atention if you would livel"

Gasam came forward, his spear glittering in the sun. ™Y ou men have fought bravely,” the king began,
ignoring the grins on hismen'sfaces. "l dways welcome brave men into my service. | have cometo the
mainland to stay, and | will conquer it as| did the Idands. Look at the men who took this city. They
gtand dl around you. Y ou see men from many tribes, many idands. Some of them haverisen highinmy
service. Any of you may rise as high. Even for thelowest, there will be loot in abundance, for | shal place
all the cities of thisland beneath my feet." He saw the soldiers faces brighten at the prospect of loot.

"I want only willing soldiers. Those who wish to join my army, assemble over there." With his spear, he
pointed to afield to hisright. By ones and twos, then by squad-sized groups, the prisoners began to
make their way to the indicated

fidd, sullen and fearful; but relishing the prospect of campaigning for avictorious and rapacious king.
Perhaps a hundred remained. Gasam beckoned a shaven-headed man to hisside.

"Yes, my king?'

Gasam pointed at the men who did not want to fight for him. "Those men are not to bekilled,” he
ordered, amused at thelook of relief that filled their faces. " Geld them and cut off their right hands, then
let them go." Hewalked into his city, cries of horror risng behind him.

Larissa approved when he told her what he had done. He found her sprawled face-down on acouch
heaped with fine cloth and pillows, her chin resting on crossed forearms. Her dave women were putting
hen chamber in order. Itsformer inhabitants had |eft it in some disorder in their haste to snatch up
valuablesand flee.

"Excdlent,” shesaid. "Thiswill work in your favor in anumber of ways. First, the people who fled this
city will spread theterror of your name. Then the handless geldings will show enemy soldiers what
happensto those who refuseto join your army. Having seen that, they will then see the mainlanders
serving with your forces even though they had taken arms againgt you. Thiswill make them even more
willing to capitulate and come over to your Sde.”



"That ishow | seeit,” Gasam said. "Thus, the enemy will be half defeated before he even seesus.” Idly he
fondled one of the dave women. Uncertain of her new status, the woman looked back and forth between
the king and queen, but their facestold her nothing.

Larissawas pleased with Gasam's action with the Florian soldiers. Gasam'sforces werefierce

and powerful, but numericaly they were few compared with the forces mustered by the mainland kings.
Terror was an enhancement of their power. Subversion of the enemy soldiers was another. She knew
aready that most of the soldiers maintained by the mainland kings were conscripts levied from subject
peoples, condemned for the most part to boring garrison duty. They had only the sketchiest loyalty to
their sovereigns and would be quick to join aglorious conqueror who could give them victories and great
plunder.

She was amused by her women's reactionsto the king. Most of them showed the sort of uncertainty and
apprehension natura to women who were both beautiful and endaved. Their lives depended upon the
good favor of the master, but it could be deadly to arouse the jeal ousy of the mistress. Larissasmiled to
herself. They had nothing to fear on that account, not that she was about to reassure them. Fear was
good for daves. It made them more dutiful.

The king had only the most casud interest in women as such. Larissa attended to his peculiar persona
needs quite satisfactorily. Close since childhood, they shared abond that no mere dave woman could
ever hopeto dter. If, on awhim, he sought another woman, it was only as an object for his amusement.
Larissawas the queen and the only queen. The customs of the Shasinn allowed men to take multiple
wives, but Gasam had never shown any interest in marrying again.

What King Gasam craved was power. He felt that it was his destiny to conquer theworld, and al other
consderationsweretrivia com-

pared to that. He enjoyed wealth and ownership of daves primarily as manifestations of that power. In
the same way he loved to see his massed warriors and his armada of raiding ships, knowing that these
things were the instruments of hiswill.

And hersdf? She was forced to admit that she did not redlly know what part she played in Gasam's
mind. She was the partner of his conquests, but was she one of them herself ? It did not matter. What
mattered was that she was beside him on his path to ultimate power.

"How long, do you think, will it be before the king of Nevamoves againgt you, my lord?"
"l will not wait for him," Gasam asserted. "1 will move againg him firg."
"It would be wise to know something of his capabilitiesfirst,” she cautioned.

"Thereisno rush. These kingdoms need much time to mohilize their forces. In the time before the end of
the sailing season, | shall bring the rest of my warriors across from the Idands. We will use the ssormy
Season to get them used to operating on the mainland and maneuvering together asagreat army.”

Thiswas something she most admired in Gasam: he never took offense a her words of caution. A lesser
man might have thought them an insult to hiswarrior pride, but not Gasam. He preferred winning through
trickery or intimidation or careful planning. He knew well the attrition of warfare, and the difficulty of
replacing good warriors. Long campaigning was entirely different from the infrequent, exciting clashes of
their tribal days. Gasam believed in boldness and caution equally.

"In the meantime," she suggested, "it would be wise to send spiesto keep you informed of theking's



preparations. Small merchantswould be best. They travel everywhere and see everything.”

"A fineidea." Gasam pondered for awhile. "I will be busy with my army for much of thetime. Y ou may
organize the spies. Use many and reward them well. Keep thelr identities secret from each other. A
number of spies sent to the same location will be ahedge againgt deception, should their accounts vary
too grestly.”

"I think I'll enjoy this" Larissasaid. Why should warriors have adl the excitement of conquest? This could
be asimportant to the king's destiny as battles and armies.

Gasam surveyed the new dave women idly, his gaze returning to Dunyaz. He beckoned and she cameto
hissde, her skin quivering dightly under his caress.

"You arefree-born, little one?' he asked gently.
"Noble-born, Master," she said, losing al the salf-assured arrogance she had shown with the queen.

"There were very few daves among my own people,” he said, his voice absent, asif speaking of some
long-ago memory. "We are not like the main-landers, who often act and spesk asif their daveswere not
present. We do not forget that daves are people with ears, and minds." Then sharply: "Do you
understand me?"'

"l will never spesk outside the palace of what | hear, Master. | swear it." There was desperation in her
voice.

"That would be very wise. Think of the very

worst thing that could happen to you. Then consder the fact that what you are thinking is as nothing
compared to what will happen to you if you should ever betray us." His eyeswerefull of death.

When he was gone the queen set her women to their tasks and bade Dunyaz attend her.

"Y ou understand that the king did not speak idly." It was not a question.

"I know that istrue," Dunyaz said, her composure restored.

"Good. Now tell me about the king of Neva. What is he like and how did he come to be king?"

The queen was till sprawled on the couch, so Dunyaz sat on acushion at itshead, folding her legs
demurely beneath her.

"Theking is named Pashir. Heis of the great roya family, the Halazid, but most of the grest nobles are.
He was cousin to the former king, ahigh generd and head of the Council. The former king had no living
male children by his queen. One day, word came from the palace that the king had died suddenly, after a
brief illness. The Council had met in secret and had chosen Councilor Pashir to assume the throne after
the prescribed period of mourning.”

"Did everyone accept that story?' Larissa asked.

Dunyaz shrugged. "There were the usua rumorsthat Pashir had murdered the old king. It cameto
nothing. The common people are content as long asthereisaking in charge. Roya succession concerns
only the highest nohility."

"And you were of that nobility. How did they



regard these events, and what istheir attitude towards Pashir now?"

"Y ou understand, Migtress, that even noble daughters count for little. They are not included in the
councils of thefamily chiefs™

"But you are not stupid, and | know that you take alively interest in your own future and welfare. What
did you hear?’

"Much depends upon which of the noble groups afamily belongsto. The rurd families, most of them
from the southern part of Neva, regard Pashir as a usurper, but they have no pretender to put in his
place. Thefamilies of the capita, Kasin, and its surrounding digtricts, are mostly supporters of Pashir.
They considered the old king to be incompetent. Nevalost territory under hisreign. Pashir isasoldier
and they believe that he will restore the kingdom."

Larissarested her chin on the back of her folded hands, her eyesleve with those of Dun-yaz. "And to
which faction did your family belong?' Nothing in her look was threatening, but Dunyaz knew that she
dared not lie.

"They are supporters of Pashir,” shesad.

"Whet isyour family name?'

"Hdazid, Migtress"" The words came out dmost in awhisper.

"Is the relationship distant or close?"' the queen asked.

"Heismy father's eldest brother, Mistress." She was trembling now, and Larissafound this pleasing. "
am usdless asahostage, Midtress. | was sent to thiscity in disgrace. | might aswell be dead asfar asmy
family isconcerned.”

The queen drew her fingertips down Dunyaz's

peta-soft cheek. "Hostage? What use would we have for ahostage? Why should | trade a perfectly
good dave for anything when al the mainlanders have will be ours, in time? No, | want you just asyou
are. | an glad that | know this about you, though. Never try to concedl anything from me, Dunyaz.”

"Yes, Midress,” she answered.
"Now, who are the king's enemies??"

"Heisnot presently at war with any of the neighbor kingdoms, Midtress." She gathered assurance, feding
hersdlf to be on safer ground.

"Bring me some of that wine, girl," the queen ordered. "Pour somefor yourself." Dunyaz rose and went to
atable where a pitcher sood amid goblets of fine glass. She poured two and returned to the couch,
handing one to the queen and resuming her place.

Larissasipped thewineidly as she stroked the girl's glossy black hair. It was best, she knew, to keep
daves off baance, dternating threat with affection, familiarity with distance. This high-strung, overbred
creature would require specid care, but she would be worth it. Larissaknew how vauable she could be.
The winewas delicious. Wine had been rarein the Idands, and only men had been alowed to drink it.

"Thelack of open warfare meanslittle, Dunyaz, you know that aswell asl. All kings arerivas by nature.
Who are Pashir'srivals?'



Dunyaz sketched for her what she knew of her world: To the south of Nevalay Chiwa, westernmost of
the southern kingdoms. These lands were hot, colorful and exotic by Nevan standards, with jungle-clad
hillsaswvarm with

strange birds and reptiles. Itsking was caled the Caudo, as much high priest asruler. They weresaid to
practice human sacrifice to their gods. The kingdomsto the east of Chiwawere not well known, but
were rumored to berich and fierce.

Northwest of Nevawas Omia, adisorganized kingdom of warring nobles. The current king wasfairly
competent and had the noblesin hand. Otherwise Nevawould have annexed Omiaby now. To the
Southeast was a great wasteland under no definiteruler. It was mostly arid desert with alarge area
named, ominoudy, the Poisoned Lands. Only misshapen animas and humans dwelled there. Also inthis
wasteland was the Canyon, afantastic place where the people were said to practice powerful sorcery.

Beyond Omia, on the other side of the great mountain chain, lay an area of grassy plain, the home of
primitive peoples, nomadswho lived their lives mounted on cabos and migrating from one pasture to
another. Only in recent years had Nevan trade caravans penetrated to this area.

All of this sounded promising to Larissa. There waslittle chance that the mainland kingdoms would unite
againg the Idanders, whom they would perceive as amere nuisance until it wastoo late. The noble
classes of these lands were salf-absorbed and decadent, unable to use the wealth and manpower of their
kingdoms effectively. She thought that the land of mounted people sounded interesting. Since arriving on
the mainland, she had seen afew cabo-riders, a

sght unknown in the Idands. She asked if Dun-yaz knew anything more of the grasdands.

"Inthelast few years, King Pashir has received | etters from aman who clamsto have united some of the
tribesthereinto asort of kingdom, athough | do not understand how a primitive land without cities can
be akingdom."

"Whoisthisman?'
"Hecdlshimsdf Had, Mistress."

Larissa's scalp and spine prickled, and she dmost spilled wine. Hagl! Then sherelaxed. It wasasimple
name, and the Nevan dave girl's pronunciation was strange. Surely it had to be someone else.

"Isheatriba chief who has subdued the others, as my lord Gasam did in the Idands?’

"No, Migtress. Heis an adventurer, not from the grasdands at all. | know this because my cousin, the
Lady Shazad, told me about him. She met him severd yearsago.” Dunyaz frowned. "Actudly, sheis
Princess Shazad now. Pashir's daughter.”

Larissatried to sound casud. "What did this Shazad tell you of him?"

"He arrived in Kasin on amerchant ship, just a pennilesswanderer. He came to her attention through a
slly, embarrassing incident a atemple ritual, something about asacrificia kaggathat broke loose and
gored some people. This man Hadl subdued it easily. Sinceit might have injured her, Shazad felt some
gratitude and invited him to Stay &t her father's paace." Dunyaz smiled. "It was not entirely gratitude. My
cousin Shazad has ataste for handsome men.”

"Go on," said the queen. Something in her

tonetold Dunyaz that her mistresswas not interested in mere gossip.



"Well, one day she alowed him to ride one of her half-tamed cabos. It was a vicious beast, and he had
never even seen such acreature, but she let him ride it anyway, even though it might easily havekilled
him. Shazad isknown for her many strange tastes in amusement.”

Larissawas quite well acquainted with such tastes. She shared some of them. "It seemsthat he did not
die, though.”

"On the contrary. He controlled the animal and rode it dmost aswell as any expert, athing unheard of.
This brought him to Lord Pashir's notice. He gave the man a position on one of the caravans opening up
the grasdands to trade, and there he disappeared. Two or three years later, these | etters began arriving,
written asto an equd. Isit not strange?’

"Very strange, indeed,” the queen said, her eyes hooded. "Did your cousin say where this wanderer came
from?’

The girl thought. "I believe he came from the Idands, like you and the king. | do not know which one.”

Larissaburied her facein her arms. Hael. Hewas dive. It could be no other. The name could be a
coincidence, but not that near-mystica affinity with animas. And now he had made himsdlf aking, just
like Gasam. Were they more than just foster-brothers? Did they share something more than just mutual
hate? Hael had loved her, and she had betrayed him to become Gasam's woman. Gasam had been the
older; aviolent, treacherous man she had known would one day be great. Hael had been amere boy

with warrior ideals. He was an orphan in asociety that despised orphans, a strange boy to whom spirits
spoke, but unable to be atriba spirit-speaker because of his orphan status. Asadiild, hisonly friends
had been the old spirit-speaker, TataMai, and Larissa herself. She had been amost as strange asHael.
Her looks had been odd and, to Shasinn eyes, ugly. She had been protected from mistreatment by her
position as daughter of thetriba chief and the head midwife. With the onset of womanhood she had
blossomed into incomparable beauty.

In those days dl the young warriors had courted her, but young warriors could not marry. She had
known that soon she would be married off to some senior warrior or elder, and there was nothing a
nobody like Hagl could do about it. Only Gasam had offered a better way. The fiercely ambitious,
cunning young warrior had told her of his plans to become chief of thetribe, then lord of al the tribes of
the Idand. She could be hiswoman, to rule second only to him. But first she must help him rid himsdlf of
his hated foster-brother, Hadl.

She had thought Hael gone from her life years ago. Now he was back. Distant, it was true, but the
distance was dready closng with Gasam permanently established on the mainland. He was king over
nomadic tribes, but had Gasam himsalf not begun with afew bands of warrior-herdsmen?

"Migtress, is something wrong?' She felt the couch shift asthe Nevan girl sat beside her, felt soft hands
gently stroke her shoulders. It was a pleasant sensation, unknotting the tense muscles of her back.

"Y es, something is very wrong, but don't stop doing that.”

" am sorrowed to hear that you are unhappy, and it would give me grest joy to practice thisart aslong
asyou like" Her hands moved down the queen's spine, banishing nodules of tension asthey progressed.

"l am not unhappy. | merely see acomplication in thefar future. Art? Isthislike the paintingsand
sculptures and mosaics | have seen? It gives me even more pleasure than they do. Unlike most of our
warriors, | have aliking for these refinements of civilization.”



"Y ou mean your people do not practice massage?’ Dunyaz unfastened severd of the golden and silver
chainsthat latticed the queen's body, so that they would not bruise the flesh benesath.

"Only thewarriors, after wrestling. Thisisdifferent. Aredl young noblewomen trained in this?!

Dunyaz smiled. "No, Midtress. Thisisaspecidty of davestrained for the bath. But many of us seek the
ingtruction of those daves, so that we may practice it. Among friends. There are many variations and
refinements, Migtress.”

"Show meadl of them,” the queen said.

THREE

King Pashir paced histhrone room. Nervous courtiers paced alongside him, a arespectful distance. The
room was vadt, richly decorated but unfurnished save for the throne itsdlf, achair of state which the king
seldom occupied. His predecessor had spent far too much time on that throne, and had lost it thereby.

Pashir was an exceptiondly tall man, still erect and robust in hissixties. He had been agreet soldier for
much of hislife, but now hefaced hisfirg military criss since assuming the kingship of Neva. If, indeed,
thistruly wasacridgs. The Idand raiders had been anuisance in the past, but this new development
promised to be far more serious.

A chamberlain entered. "My lord, the Council is assembled.”

All stood asthe king entered the council chamber. There were forty men assembled. Some of them wore
military uniform, others wore sacerdotal garments. Therest werein civilian clothes. The chamber was
one devoted to war councils, and its decor was severdly plain. Thewalls and ceiling were draped with
heavy cloth, so that the room resembled atent. The king strode to alow dais and seated himself ona
gresat, folding armchair. The councilors then sat upon folding stools. The roya scribe sat a acamp desk
next to the king, ink, pens and paper at the ready.

The chamberlain began to intone an opening ritud, but the king silenced him with araised hand. "Wevea
long day tofill. Military courteses only. Summon the officers of the Floriagarrison.”

A dozen menfiled in, pale and trembling. They had been stripped of armor and insgnia. Another was
carried inon alitter. He was heavily bandaged. The king faced the unwounded men.

"Y ou may speak, athough | can scarcely imagine an excuse for the cowardice you have shown.”

"Sire" began aman in atunic of rich materia, “we were taken by surprise. The savages were within the
walls before we knew their ships were anywhere near our shores.”

"Y ou were charged with keeping coast watch, were you not?' demanded theking. "Thereisarather fine
watchtower built upon the promontory north of Floria, erected at some expense by my grandfather. Was
it not manned?'

The soldier began to stammer, then fell silent.

"| see. It was not. There were few soldiers upon thewall that night, and the wall itself wasin disrepair.”
"Sire" protested another soldier, "upkeep of the wall was the respongbility of the city Council.”

"Such of them as have escaped death and davery shdl be held accountable,” the king assured them all.



"The garrison, however, isthe concern of thearmy. Y ou were a full strength, were you not?'

"No, Sire," began the one who had first spoken, "'less than ha—that isto say, many menwerenct . . ."
His speech trailed off [amdly.

"Lessthan haf?' said the king. "Why, | had the impression that you were fully manned. Could | have
been mistaken? Choulal" The king called the scribe's name in awhipcrack voice that made al present
dart asif struck.

The scribe took up ascroll bearing the sedl of the royd exchequer. " Sire, less than one month ago afull
garrison payroll was dispatched to Floria. Each of the men who stands before you signed this document,
accepting pay for himsaf and afull company of soldiers.” He passed the scroll to the king and Pashir
examined it, then held it out to the trembling men.

"Have you anything to say for yourselves? Do you deny that these are your Signatures?' The men had
nothing to say. The king addressed the commander of his guard.

"Take these men to the camp prison. Tomorrow, summon the army to witness punishment. Their bodies
are to be carved with the symbols of cowardice and corruption and they areto be crucified.”

In silence, the men were led away. Now the king addressed the wounded man on the litter. ™Y ou fought
until you were too badly wounded to continue and your men bore you away. For thisyou are spared
punishment. Now tell me what happened.”

Saves helped the man to a Sitting position and hegped cushions behind him. "Sire, | am Necha,
under-officer of the Fourth Northern Borderers." He was pale from blood | oss, but his voice wasfirm.
"On the night of the attack, | was off duty, having taken the day watch. The alarm was struck just before
first light. | rose and buckled on my armor, then ran from my house to take charge of my squad. | had
only six men, athough my commander, whom you just condemned, pocketed the pay of another Six.

"The Idanders were aready over the wall when we arrived at our station. | could see a a glance that
they were mere savages, but they were very fierce and seem to have learned something of disciplined

fighting."
"How s0?" queried the king.

"They were organized into units according to tribe or race, each dressed and armed somewhat differently
from the others, except for the black shields. Once over the wall, they managed to keep a sort of line,
and only afew lost their heads and attacked aone, in afrenzy. Those were easy to kill. Most formidable
was aband of tal, bronze-colored savagesin fur and paint and feathers. They were absolutely fearless
and their attitude was very strange. They carried remarkable spears, beautiful things dl of bronze with
ded edges.”

"I have seen such aspear,” the king mused. "Those were the Shasinn. What was strange about their
attitude?'

"Itisdifficult to explain. They werein thethick of thefighting, but | didn't see one of them wounded. Even
when fighting hardest, they seemed . . . they seemed to be amused!”

"Did you seetheir leeder?"

"No, Sire. | waswounded in the arm when we fought at the wall, and again in the side after we had been
pushed back to the town square. At the landward gate | took awound in the head and then my two
surviving men carried me away.”



"Excellent report. When you are recovered, you shal have another command, full strength thistime. |
need every fighting officer | can get." He summoned the daves. "Take him to the military hospitd ."

When the wounded man was gone, the king faced the Council. "Generd Tacd" Again the whipcrack
voice.

A richly uniformed man stood, his mouth compressed to athin, horizonta line. " Sire?"

"The Northern Coagtal Didtrict isunder your command. Why did your inspection reports not mention this
unpreparedness?’

"Sre, the late king gave ingtructions that he was not to be bothered with such things. He said the only
danger was from Omiaand Chiwa."

Pashir dapped the arm of hischair. "Do you take mefor afool ? Y our duty isto me, not to adead king, |
will not have you publicly crucified. To spare your family dishonor, you may

take your own life. Do it quickly. Now get from my sght!”

Waxen but erect, the general stalked from the chamber. The king glared at his councilors and there was
swest on every face. Not since seizing the throne had he condemned nobles to death. The ease of recent
years had lulled them into asense of safety and security.

"Sire, may | speek?' The request came from afat man dressed in the robes of apriest of theimperia
cult.

"Do0."

"Sire, perhapsthis deplorable incident isin truth ablessing. A few boatloads of savage Idanders can
congtitute no more than anuisance, surdy.” A smile creased hisfat face and he placed the fingertips of his
pudgy handstogether. "Disgraceful asit was, thisincident has exposed the extent of corruption among
your officer corps. The priest cast his amile upon the uniformed man, who stared back stonily. "Imagine
how much worse it would have been should you have learned the truth only at the outset of afull-strength
invasion from Chiwa. Perhapsthisisagift from the godsin the chastening guise of adefeat. Still, itisa
trifling defeat. The savages have occupied asmall port city. They will go back to their Idands soon and
you may improvethe city's defenses.”

"Thank you, priest Geb," theking said. "L et us hope you are right. Summon the spokesman for the Sea
Merchants Guild."

The man who entered was stocky and weather-beaten. The flesh around his eyes was deeply wrinkled
from alifetime of squinting

againg the glare of the sun. He bowed deeply. "How may | serve my king?'

"Guildmaster Mak, my latest reports say that the savages till hold Floria. How late could they stay
before saling back?"

The shipmaster straightened. "They are aready long past the latest safe date for sailing, Sire. All our
shipping has been in winter port for twenty days or more. The navy vessels have been dismasted and put
inther shedsfor longer than that.”

"Then you think they plan to stay?"



"I cannot think otherwise. Thefirst sormsof fal are upon usaready. To sail thislate would be utmost
fally."

"But, by the sametoken, Sire," said the priest, "they cannot bring reinforcements across from the
Idands”

"Perhapsthey aready have" theking said. "Mak, what can you tell us of these Idand people?’

"There are many tribes. Sire. Some arefishers, some farmers and some hunters, but the fiercest are the
herdsmen. They raid one another incessantly, sometimesfor livestock and sometimesfor honor. Of the
herdsmen, the most formidable are the Shasinn. Until afew years ago, they never took to the sea.

"Then, this Gasam, who cals himsdf aking, appeared. Firs he unified the tribes of hishomeidand, Gae.
Then he hired shipsto trangport his warriors from one idand to another, conquering as he went. In the

meantime, the fishers of his own idand were learning to build and handle the larger craft, so that he would
not be

dependent upon the maritime nations for shipping.”
"Then he thinks ahead," said Pashir. "Heis no mere savage.”

"Truly, Sire. All thistime, he was careful not to molest commercid shipping. Heindicated that hissole
ambition wasto unite the Idands under hisrule. With promises of rich loot, many mariners were eager to
help him with trangportation and navigationa expertise.”

An ederly councilor signed for permission to peak. "'Did this ambitious rogue seek intelligence
concerning the mainland?'

"Indeed he did,” Malk said. "Between campaigns to subdue other peoples, he kept court in port towns.
He welcomed merchants and other travelers, feasting and flattering them. He questioned them closely
about the maritime nations, their ports and commerce. . .."

"Their defenses?’ the king interrupted.

"Yes, Sire. All of thiswas by word of mouth. The Idanders have no writing and they do not understand
maps. | might add that his queen isasintdlligent as he and does much of the questioning. Sheisan ...
aarming woman, athough very beautiful and charming when she wishesto be. Sheisrumored to be as
crud and savage asthe king when it suits her.”

"I have known queenslike that,” Pashir muttered.

The king dismissed the seaman and listened to the advice of his councilors. Most thought the barbarian
incursion to be of little account. Nevawas alarge kingdom frequently at odds with its neighbors. Smal
border areas changed hands periodically without upsetting the secu-

rity or equanimity of the kingdom. A few of the men present urged immediate action
against the Idlanders. These were noblemen with land-holdings in the threatened area.
After careful consideration, the king came to a decision.

"General Krasha, summon al the units stationed within three days march of the
capital. Do not touch the border garrisons. Assemble them at the war camp outside
the walls. We march north as soon as they are together."



The general slapped his knees in acknowledgement. "It shall be done, Sire. But
surely Your Majesty does not intend to take personal command of so trifling an
expedition?’

The king shook his head. "Y ou shall be in command, but | want to see my army
under field conditions. We have been too long without awar, as this sorry business
in Floria proves. The fighting should not amount to much, but it will be a hard, wet,
muddy march and it would be well to discover al our weaknesses. Priest Geb spoke
wisely when he pointed out how much worse this might have been. Thiswill be a
fine chance to hold some maneuvers without alarming our esteemed fellow
monarchs."

"It shall be as Y our Majesty wishes," said the general.
"And Genera Krasha," the king said.
"Sire?'

"| shall be watching closely for incompetence and corruption. Officers who arrive
without men who have been carried on their payrollswill suffer sorely. | know all the
tricks. | want to see medical documentation or leave orders to account for every
absent man."

"Yes, Sire," said the general grimly.

"Any commander,who suddenly findsthat heistooill to answer the summons shdl be visited by aroyd
physician who must confirm the officer'sinfirmity. Each physician shal be accompanied by aroya
executioner.”

"Asyou say, Sire" the genera dl but whispered.

Pashir dismissed his Council and his courtiers. Alone, he waked into hisfavorite garden. Hismind was
heavy and his thoughts were not pleasant. He feared that thisincursion from the Idands was far more
serious than his councilors believed. A young, vigorous conquerer backed by enthusiastic warriors should
never be underestimated. He did not serioudy entertain the idea that his forces might be defeated by this
upstart, but he felt that it would not be an easy fight. Far more ominoudly, he feared what this campaign
might exposeto hisriva kings of the weakness of hisrealm. The minor success of this pirate-king might
embolden one of hisrivasto try along-contemplated grab for Nevan territory.

"Father?'

Theking turned. It was his daughter, Shazad. She was his only child and he beamed with pleasure,
knowing himsdlf helplessin her presence.

"Come here, child." She cameto his sde and he clasped an arm around her shoulders. Shewasa ' child”
only in afond father's mind. The princess Shazad was in her late twenties and awidow. Pashir had
always been careful never to look too closdly into the circumstances of her husband's death. It resembled
all too closdly the death of the king he had succeeded.

"You are upset, | can tell," Shazad said. "Don't try to deny it. What isit? The
Islanders taking Floria?' She smiled up at him so infectioudly that he had to smile



back.

"Truly, Daughter, that isit. Mind you, | do not fear these savages, but the incident
has forced me to confront some things which, to my shame, | have willfully
overlooked."

She wound her arm around his still ssnewy waist. "Tell me about it."

He found himself describing the Council in every detail. Unlike most fathers, he
never confused his daughter's failings with her capabilities. Shazad was an untamed
creature, utterly ungovernablein her pursuit of sensua pleasure. Still, she was always
discreet and, like her mother, she had an incisive intelligence and a ruthlessly
accurate judgment of men. She listened to his words, then thought upon them for a
while,

"You areright, Father," the princess said at last. "This Island king is not to be trifled
with. Y ou remember the boy Hael, who now calls himself aking?’

"Quite well. | received aletter from him last week."

"They are from the same idland. It has been severa years, but | think | remember
Hael saying that he had fallen afoul of someone named Gasam, and that he had been
forced to flee as aresult.”

" Strange that two such men should arise from the same obscure tribe."

Shazad toyed with the gold-embroidered tassels of her sash. She was still dressed in
arid-

ing skirt and jacket, her usud afternoon attire. She noted ruefully that she had put on flesh of late.
Something more strenuous than an afternoon ride was caled for to counter the effects of her habitua
debaucheries.

"Father, may | ride with you when you go to take back Floria? Y ou have never taken meto awar
before.”

"A war isno placefor awoman,” hesaid gernly.

She laughed and swatted at his beard. "Don't be silly, Father. Wars come to women al the time. What
about the women in Floria? If war was no place for them, why are they wearing chains and being raped
by savagesthisvery minute?'

Pashir grumbled, but he knew he would eventualy givein to his daughter, as he dways did. Perhapsit
would do the girl some good, he thought. The rigors of arainy season campaign might bring her down to
earth, reacquaint her with the brute redlities of life. That might not be such abad thing. There could, after
al, be no great danger in the midst of the roya army. The skirmishers would probably do most of the
fighting, with the main body having little to do save the mopping-up. That was how it usudly went, fighting
savages.

"Will you be sureto obey meingtantly, without question, should | be so foolish asto allow you to
accompany me?'



Shethrew her arms around his neck. "Don't | aways, Father?'

"No." He unwound her arms. ™Y ou could give me no less reassurance than that. | am serious,
Daughter. The moment | give you the word, you areto ride for the capital on your fastest mount.”
"l promise," she said, hugging him once more.

Later, in her lavish quarters which occupied an entire wing of the palace, Shazad prepared certain rituals
designed to guarantee her success and safety in the coming campaign. Her personal priests and
attendants stood ready with their instrumentsin aroom filled with the sound of low chanting and the light
of flickering candles.

Still dripping from her herbal bath and dressed only in ritual ornaments, Shazad stood in the middle of a
complex geometrica design inlaid in the floor in multicolored mosaic. The attendants who would assist
her later in the rite were bound naked to stakes around the periphery of the room, in preparation for
purification by scourging. Behind each stood arobed priest bearing a scourge of ninethongs. Tiny,
pointed bonesweretied a intervals dong each thong.

This cult, of which Shazad was high priestess, was one of many known to her world. It was one of a
handful forbidden by law in Neva. It went far beyond the acceptable boundaries in the practice of
orgiadtic ritual and sacrifice, but it waswidely practiced for the extreme potency of its spells. Among
those assembled in the room were nobles, commoners and daves. Her high position protected them all
from prosecution.

An acolyte gave her acenser of pierced ceramic and she chanted as she swung it in half-arcson its
copper chains. Narcotic smoke rose

to her nogtrils and the sound of scourges on flesh accompanied her incantation. The groans and whimpers
of those under the lash did not distract her. As high priestess, she required even more vigorous
flagellation to purify her ritually for theriteto come. A priest stepped behind her and the thongs came
whistling down onto her back. Asthe jagged teeth of bone bit into her flesh, the cadence of her chant did
not falter. The priest would not stop until blood ran down to her heels. Outside the consecrated circle,
the rite's other participants, human and animd, were being prepared. The rest of the ceremony would be
far more pleasant.

FOUR

Pashir surveyed hisarmy with acritical eye and an air of wry amusement. The march was shaping up to
be every bit as arduous as anticipated. The stormy season had arrived with avengeance, lashing the
marching men with chill rains, turning even the best roads into muddy tracks that sucked at sandaed feet
and dowed progressto a strenuous, exhausting crawl.

Mounted on his cabo, the king took his ease beneath a canopy supported by twenty daves as he
watched hisarmy struggle by beneath him. Beside him, Shazad sat her smaler mount, erect and
apparently unaffected by the weather. For the first two days of the march, he had been upset to see
blood seeping through the back of her garments, but he had said nothing. He knew well enough of her
scandaous rdigious prac-

tices, but he kept silence about them. He did not approve, but in many waysit was
better than having her under the thumb of one of the powerful, established
priesthoods. Priests were the curse of any monarch, but should any of Shazad's



coreligionists seek to manipulate him through her, he would happily have the wretch
crucified and face no difficulty from the troublesome temples. To his astonishment,
his daughter seemed to thrive on the hardship of the march. To be sure, neither of
them was suffering like the soldiers on the road below.

The king and his little party viewed the march from arocky promontory twenty feet
above the road. For itsfirst ten miles from the capital, the road had been
handsomely paved. However, the upkeep of the roya highways was no longer what
it had been in previous generations, and now the soldiers slogged through knee-deep
muck, every scrap of cloth and leather soaked, the bronze tips of their spears turned
adull green by the near-constant rain. Their lacquered armor was of tightly laced
splints of horn or bone. The officers wore helmets made of overlapping plates sawn
from toonoo tusk, and their once-proud plumes of dyed hair or feathers were sadly
draggled by the rain. Men gasped with exhaustion as they hauled themselves and
their packs over the mire. Behind them, pack-bearing and cart-hauling nusks
sguealed and snorted at thisindignity.

"They make a sorry sight, Father," Shazad said. "If the savages saw them now, they
would laugh."

"Aswell they might. It ismy fault, my daughter. | have been too busy consolidating
my po-

gtion of king, and | have neglected my military duties. The past years, | should have ordered maneuvers
each storm season. Then they would not have falen to this pass.” The king shrugged insde the shdll of his
bronze armor. "Never fear, thismarch will harden them, as soldiers should be hard. By the time wereach
Florig, thisrabblewill look like an army.”

"It will take more than looks to overcome the savages,” she teased.
"| agree. They may think it most unmilitary to see awoman among theroya host.”
"Y et your spies assure usthat this Gasam has brought his queen with him," she pointed out.

"All the more reason to think that heis hereto Say, unlesswe push him out. A handful of warriors means
araid. An army means an invasion. But womenfolk with the army means settlement. Men who intend to
hold land fight harder than those who merely wish to escape with loot.”

The princess had to speak loudly to be heard above the drumming of the rain on the canopy overhead.
The daves stood stoicaly with the rain running down the support poles and onto them.

"Still, itisjust aband of primitives. Eveninthisstate of ... what shall | say . . . unprepared-ness ? Surely
even now, these soldiers should be able to annihilate such amob.”

"Oh, I ansureof it," Pashir said. "But my latest intelligence hasit that shiploads of warriors were il
coming across from the Idands as late as two weeks ago. It occursto me that we have never realy
known how populousthoseidands are. We may beinfor adtiffer fight than

| had anticipated. Ah, well, we shall destroy them nonetheless.”
Shazad smiled and stroked hisarm, but her thoughts spun ahead, calculating. With apang, she knew that



her father was growing old. Ten years before, no enemy on Earth could have dismayed him. The younger
Pashir would never have alowed hisarmy to sink to such astate. She believed in him till, but shewas
aready plotting her course, should something go wrong in the coming baitle. She would haveto get a
look at this Gasam. He was aman, and she knew how to handle men, however powerful or fearsome
they might be. Hael had been a Shasinn warrior, and one she suspected to be touched by the gods, yet
she had manipulated him as easily as she had other men. True, he had been little more than aboy in those
days, but she, too, was older now, and far more experienced. A roya princess and priestess should have
no difficulty bending anignorant triba chieftain to her will.

The march continued for twelve more days. By the end of the first week, the soldiers were over the
worgt of their sore-footed exhaustion and the metal was returning to their spines. Soon they were making
crude jokes about the terrible weather, and were hooting derisively at those who had not yet hardened to
field conditions. By the end of the march they were singing asthey followed their sandards, their military
cloaks flapping behind them when they were not soaked.

Pashir felt a certain satisfaction when he saw this. These men were not the hardened veterans they
thought themsalvesto be, but now, he

knew, they would remember that they were soldiers, and would obey their officers. They would not run
at first 9ght of an enemy.

A fine, sunny day dawned asthey came within two days march of the city of Floria. The mud had dried
and the morning sun shone on an army marching in fine order. Its cloth and leather no longer smelled of
mildew, for this promised to be the third straight day of sunshine. The green was gone from the bronze
wegpons of the soldiers and the armor of the officers. It was not parade ground glitter, but it made a
brave show and Pashir was well pleased. As on every previous day, the march had commenced two
hours before dawn, so the men were fully awake and dert at first light. Long before, Pashir had learned
that the canniest foemen attacked at dawn, atime when most civilized armies were yawning and
bleary-eyed, an easy prey for hard men who rose early to attack.

The king's attention was drawn by asmall group of riders, making their way toward the army at high
speed. These were the scouts who away's preceded the army, and they were spurring like men with
something of import to report. He restrained himsdlf from shouting an order, remembering his promise not
to interfere with the command of this expedition. It would, after al, be unseemly for the king himself to
show any sort of darm on thisminor campaign, which was morein the nature of apolice action than a
truewar.

Within moments, Genera Krasha gave the order to put the men on dert, in preparation for changing from
marching order to battle order,

affecting the casua, dmost bored tone expected of anoble officer. Trumpets blared and flutes shrilled,
drums best and orders were shouted in hoarse voices. The momentum of the army shifted asthe men
ceased their forward motion and prepared to moveinto line at order. Packs were dropped and animals,
except for the mounts of the officers, were led to the rear. The small force of cabo-mounted troops, most
of them noble youths performing their compulsory military service, rode up from their sation far to the
rear. The hornsof their cabos gleamed with fresh gilding and as they hated they begged leave of their
officersto dismount and break out their finest trappings. Since the enemy was nowherein sight, leave
was given and soon each mount was colorful with dangling tassels and extravagant saddle-cloths.

The generd rode up to Pashir and bowed deeply from hissaddle. "All isready, Y our Mgesty."

"Excdlent. The men seem to be performing well. Now et us hear what the scouts have to say.”



Theleader of the scouts rode up and reined in before the king. In his excitement he almost began making
his report, but Pashir's stern expression reminded him that the king was here only as an observer, and he
wheded his mount gracefully to cover his gaffe. He rendered his report to Genera Krasha, supressing his
eagerness with the affected languor of the well-bred young rider.

"My commander, it seemsthe enemy come to meet us, in some numbers. The gleam of sun-
light ontheir spearsisamogt firring spectacle.”

"A spectaclewe shdl dl enjoy soon,” said the generd. "When you say 'numbers my boy, precisely what
sums should cometo mind?*

"Why, sir, | could not call it atruly greast multitude, but from the mass of spears| would have to estimate
at least three or perhaps four thousand warriors.”

"And do you think you saw the entirety of their host, my brave lad?'

"Indeed, gr, the mass of warriors did stretch rather far back, so that | could not descry their rear guard.
It may bethat | failed to make out, perhaps, another thousand.”

The king bore this foolishness patiently. He was well aware that men needed these little rituas to control
the naturd fear of impending battle. Asayoung trooper, he had been just as nonchaant while his guts
knotted with terror. To take away men'slittle poses and facades was to strip them of haf their armor.

"And the speed at which these savages are marching?" the general queried.
"Why, g, they are not marching at dl," said the scouit.

"Pardon meif | misheard you before, son of my heart, but nothing you have said thus far has intimated
that the barbarian horde stands unmoving."

"Oh, far from it, lllustrious One. They are running]”

At thisthe whole knot of officers gathered around the king broke into laughter. "Running!" shouted an
irrepressible junior commander. "They'll be so exhausted we shdl be

able to spare our weapons and simply trample them to death!"

"Y ou did not ride out a great time ago," said the general, "and you rode back rather
precipitately. How long, do you estimate, will it take them to reach this place?"

"At least two hours over thisterrain, sir,” said the scout, "if they do not pause. | can
scarcely imagine that they could keep up such a pace without resting at some point."

"A most excellent report, my boy," the general said. Then, to his subordinate
commanders. "We shall assume that they will not rest. Give the men agood meal, no
fires. Then move them into line of battle. When we've had alook at these
sea-bandits, | shall issue battle orders. Until then, keep in mind your standing orders
and prepare yourselves for abrisk morning's work. Dismissed.”

The officers hurried off to their units with the elation of men who faced an exciting,
somewhat frightening, but not atruly terrifying prospect. Asthey spread their orders
among their troops, a nervous, excited chatter could be heard coming from the men



who now sat in place to eat.

"Choula," called the king. The royal scribe hurried up to him. "Map," said the king,
tersaly. Instantly, the scribe unrolled the map detailing the piece of ground they now
occupied.

"Daughter."
Shazad knew this tone. The king wanted no pleasantries. "Father?'
"What cabo do you ride?’

"Beauty. Sheis my most most pleasant traveling cabo."

"Beforethe enemy arein Sght, | want you on your swiftest mount. Should anything go wrong here, ride
for the capital and do not stop until the city gates are shut behind you. Isthat understood?”

"Asyou wish, Father." Shetried to read the map.

"Weare here, Sire," the scribe said, pointing with an ink-stained finger. "But thisisan old map. It shows
no elevations. | have dways stressed the importance of elevations."

"I know you have, Choula, and | did not fail to notice the high ground to three sides of us. My eyefor
terrain, especidly battlefield terrain, is probably better than yours.”

"Father, isthisabad Sgn?’

"It would beif the enemy were strong in mounted or missile troops,” the king answered. "However, our
inteligence indicates that they have few missile troops and no mounted men at dl. If they placetheir
footmen on those heights, they will have some smal advantage in adownhill rush, but not enough to offset
the advantage of an army that knows how to hold its formation."”

Shazad thought that her father's voice lacked its accustomed confidence. She signaed for her groom.
"Transfer my saddleto Lightning. Put al the otherson asingle leader line" She wanted to be able to shift
to fresh mounts quickly, should it cometo that. The man saluted and went to find her swift mount.

For many daysthe army's line of march had paraleed astream, and General Krasha choseto usethis
gream to anchor hisleft flank. Hisinfantry he arrayed in three lineswith shields

amost touching. In the rear he kept areserve of onefifth of hisforce, including al of his mounted troops.
These he would commit when the savages began to waver. Primitives were aways overawed by the Sght
of mounted men bearing down upon them, lance points lowered and gleaming with deadliness. The
impact of those lances easly pierced the stoutest shield. Only disciplined infantry would stand up to a
massed cabo charge. Savages, by definition, lacked discipline.

The ordering for battle was aleisurely process, since there was no need to rush. By mid-morning each
unit wasin place and the commanders were dressing the lines to parade-ground neatness. When al was
in readiness the men were ordered to unhelm and Sit in place, to keep them fresh for battle. An hour later,
the savages arrived.

Theking's eyes were still sharp and he spotted the barbarian on the ridge aminute or two before
anybody elsein the army pointed at him. The distance wastoo grest to discern any details. All he could
seewas alittle man bearing along, ova, black shield. Within minutes otherstrotted up even with the



forerunner. Soon there were hundreds. Many just stood, gazing down on the army below. Others
capered and danced, giving voice to barbaric chants.

"Nonetoo formidable so far, my lord," said the scribe.
"They must betired, after running so far," Shazad added.

"l see nothing to give meaarm,” theking said. "L et us see what more this enterprising pirate has to show
lﬁ"

The show commenced amost immediately. The savages massed on the ridge beforethe army, a
scattering of long, black shiddsthat quickly grew into awall cresting the high ground. They held long,
distinctive spears made dmost entirely of bronze. Soon, in their center, there appeared asinglefigure, a
man taller than the others, who strode out in front of the line. All the warriors began a deep, booming
chant, stamping and begting their shields with their wegpons. Thelovingly polished meta of the spears
flashed in the sun so that the warriors seemed to be standing amid flames. The spear in the hand of the
lonefigure shoneslver.

"This, | takeit, must be theillustrious Gasam," Pashir said. "Even the old kings of Nevawere never so
profligate with the metd." All metal was precious, but sted was the most valuable of dl.

"| think he wantsto parley, Father,” Shazad said. Thetall warrior was hafway down the dope, followed
by five of the Shasinn. Before them strode a man of another tribe, dressed in akilt of bright trade cloth,
wesaring the skull of afanged reptile atop his head. He bore along, stone-tipped spear from which
fluttered a scrap of white cloth: the ancient sign for truce before battle.

"I will spesk with him, Sire," said Generd Krasha. "I cannot imagine that he could have anything of
interest to say, but one must observe the formalities.”

"I will accompany you," said Pashir. "'l want acloselook at thisfellow.”
"Sire, | urgeyou not to do this," said the generd. "Firg, it givesthis pirate undue honor.

Second, these are savages and their primitive minds may not grasp the sacredness of the flag of truce.
Third, hewill be dead within the hour, so whét is the point?*

"Asto hishonor,” Pashir said, "heisaking, abet an upstart. Wekingslike to pretend that we are dl
equa under the mantle of royalty. The danger istrifling. We are mounted and they are not, and it has
been my experience that primitive people are far more fearful of violating taboos than civilized folk. As
for his approaching demise, | must give him achance to surrender, and aking will seldom surrender to
any but another king."

"Asyouwill, Sire" said Krasha.
"May | gowith you, Father?'

Pashir studied his daughter. More pointedly, he studied her mount. It was the swiftest cabo in the royal
stables and appeared to be in finefettle.

"Very well. Stay behind me. Study this Gasam and his companions. Evenif heisdain, the ldanders have
had a taste of mainland blood and wedlth, and we shal be seeing more of them, no doubt. Choula, come
you aso. Study them and give me areport when we return to the capita.”

Thelittle group ambled forward, atrooper in the lead with awhite banner. The savages had grounded



their shields except for their king, who bore none. He stood with an insolent smile, hislong, stedl spear
danted across one forearm. The Shasinn behind him leaned on their bronze spearsin a curious stance:
each stood on one leg, the sole of the other foot braced against the knee.

The savage who carried the flag of truce was a stocky man with bushy black hair showing benesth his
bizarre hemet, and his skin was brown. The Shasinn were strikingly different. Their skin gleamed with
fistnut oil and their long, bronze-colored hair was dmost metdlic inits gloss. Except for the king, they
were fancifully adorned with paint and feathers, their arms and legs brilliant with bracelets and bangles,
their necks draped with colorful beads. Their eyes were bluer than the clearest sky and their entire
bearing was unbdlievably arrogant. For al their gaudy decoration, Pashir had never seen such
dangerous-looking men.

When the two parties were separated by afew feet, General Krasha spoke. "It isour custom to honor
the flag of truce. Say what you haveto say." Staring down hislong nose from the height lent by his mount,
the generd tried to best the Shasinn in hauteur, without success.

Gasam glanced at the generd, then ignored him. Casudly, he faced the king. ™Y ou are King Pashir, aren't
you?"

"I am. And you would be King Gasam. | greet you, but al matters concerning battle are to be addressed
to theillusgtrious Generd Krasha."

"I have nothing to say to your dave. | wish to speak to you as one king to another.”

"Very well," said Pashir. "Y ou have caused us some small trouble, but we are ready to forgive. Vacate
our city of FHoria, release our subjects whom you hold captive, restore the wedlth you have seized, and
sal back to your idands. We agree to take no further military action against you and will not hold you
accountable for the damage you have done. If you refrain

from dl raiding against Nevafor the space of two years, you may send an embassy and we shdl
commence trade relaions.”

During this recitation, Gasam walked past the king and stopped before Shazad's cabo. With the back of
his hand, he stroked its brow from the base of its gilded hornsto the muzzle. The creature lowered its
head with a contented groan. "Thisis a pretty beast." He stroked the animal, but his eyeswere on
Shazad. Hisvoice was degp and melodious. It sent shiversfrom her scalp to her saddle.

"That is scarcely relevant to our discussion,” Pashir said.

Gasam turned back to him. "We discuss nothing." Now hisvoice rang like the stedl of hisspear. "You
may surrender your kingdom to me now. | will leave you your throne and your honors, but you will rule
asvassd to me, first of the mainland kingsto do so. Y ou will not get another offer.”

"Sirel" barked Krasha. "We waste time here with this madman." He leaned forward and snarled at
Gasam. "'l want to see these insufferable fools piss with fear when the lances come down and the cabos
charge”

To their astonishment, the Shasinn roared with laughter, holding their sides and dapping one another's
shoulderslike boyswho have heard something truly ridiculous.

"| regret that | must annihilate you dl," Parshir said. "We might have been friends, as kings should be.
However, since you have chosen this costly method of suicide, so beit." Hewheded his mount and the
truce party trotted leisurely back toward the Nevan lines. Pashir, Shazad



and Choulawent to the roya canopy, now established on apiece of higher ground for agood view of the
battle. Generd Krasharode off to address his troops.

Attendants handed them goblets of watered wine. "Wdll, Daughter, what do you make of him?"

"Heisgartling, aman of great persona force. Asfor hisShasinn. . ." Shesmiled. "l have dwaysbeen a
connoisseur of comelinessin men, but the only word to describe them is beautiful.”

Pashir snorted. "Beauty, let us be thankful, is not among the military virtues. Choula?*

"They are so Smilar they might al be siblings," the scribe said. "1t isa sure Sign of excessive inbreeding,
athough it seemsto have worked well enough for them.” He hesitated, then went on. "Sire, | think
Generd Krasha made amistake in seeking to overawe them with the threat of our mounted troops.”

Pashir's gaze sharpened. "How s0?'

"I spoke often with the youth Hael, some years ago. | do not know about those other savages, but the
Shasnn are warriors and herdsmen from early youth. As mere children, they care for kagga, afractious
and often dangerous animal, and they must protect these herds from all manner of predatory beasts, in
which their idands abound. They fear no animd, Sire."

Pashir frowned. "Thereis much in what you say. Still, I'll wager these barbarians have never encountered
besastsridden by skilled, disciplined warriors.”

Shazad kept her own counsdl. Already she was assessing her chances with the invaders.

Her father had judged the Shasinn asawarrior and Choula as a scholar. She had looked at them with a
woman's eye, and she had liked what she saw. They weretal and dender, yet even in repose they had
an auraof immense physical power, with long, smooth muscles that rippled like liquid beneath their glossy
skins. In movement, they displayed the fluid grace of perfectly conditioned athletes.

She found their manner as engaging astheir bodies. They had the unthinking arrogance and spontaneous
gaiety of men for whom neither past nor future had meaning. They lived in the moment asonly true
barbarians could. They made the men she was accustomed to seem like pale imitations of manhood. She
had known their like only once before: the Shasinn junior warrior Hadl. But he had been too
deep-thinking and sengitive to resemble these men save in appearance.

Gasam was adifferent proposition entirely. Even now, in the security of the roya enclosure, with the
roya bodyguard between her and the savages, the memory of him gtill made her spine prickle. The man
had an elemental savagery such as she had never before encountered. He was more like aforce of nature
than ahuman being. Y et he wasintelligent and calculating. He had looked at her as no man had. She was
accustomed to being looked upon with fear and with lust. Gasam had |ooked upon her likeaman
assessing apurchasein adave pen. Mogt disturbing of al, she had enjoyed the sensation.

In the distance, they could hear General Krashaaddressing histroops.

"Well, men, you've seen them now and they don't amount to much. Think of this as an opportunity to
work up an gppetite.” The men laughed uproarioudy. "Thereislittleloot in afight likethis" Krashawent
on, "because most of what they have was stolen from Floriaand must be returned. However, they have
some weapons of good quality, especialy those bronze spears carried by the people called Shasinn. |
will pay abonus for each of those weapons you capture. When the savages are broken, most will
surrender or else be captured easily. They will be sold at auction and the proceeds divided among you
al." Thiswas greeted with loud cheers. "They will attack shouting and screaming, and they look fierce,



but that isall sham and show. Noise, paint and feathers never killed asoldier. Just keep your formations,
listen for signals and orders, and daughter the savages methodicaly. We should bein Horiain time for
supper tonight.” The men cheered and waved their wespons.

"That was the wrong noteto dtrike," Pashir said. "Bdlittling the enemy like that leaves the men vulnerable
to arude shock, from which they may not recover. Only victory in many battles gives soldiersaright to
contempt for their foe."

"Perhaps," Shazad said, "you should have taken persona command of this battle after al.”

Pashir said nothing. Then their attention was drawn by a shout from the ridgeline before them. The
barbarians held their wegpons high and shook their shields. From the Nevan ranks came the shrilling of
pipes, the snarling of

trumpets and the measured beat of drums. As one man, theinfantry stepped forward and advanced
behind the wdll of their shields. With their spears upright, they resembled aforest on the move.

The chanting from the savages changed tempo and they too came forward, not to the sound of martia
music but to the thunder of their own voices. They came downhill not with the machindlike paces of the
Nevans, but in aseries of perfectly timed bounds. It was an amazing spectacle to watch: avision of
barbaric fury combined with arude discipline. The center of the enemy line was composed of asolid
block of Shasnn, resplendent in their finery. The right and left flanks were formed by other peoples
armed with avariety of wegpons, unified only by their black shields. These wings were curved forward at
their tips, giving the army the semblance of agreat beast's head, with the Shasinn forming the brow and
the adlied peoplesthe curving horns.

When they were within range, the master of archersraised his trumpet and gave along, piercing blast. A
cloud of arrows ascended from the Nevan ranks and arched toward the barbarians, who merely raised
their shields, not missing abeet in their loping advance. A very few of them went down. Within seconds,
they were too close to the Nevans for the archersto loft their shafts over the heads of the front ranks.

From the rear ranks of the Shasinn came a storm of javelins—short, bronze-tipped spears which they
hurled with great power and accuracy. There were screams from the Nevan formations as the heavy
bronze points pierced bare

flesh or crunched through light armor. Then the front lines collided and there began the familiar sounds of
battle: the clatter of meta wegpons againgt shields of hide and wood, the ringing clash of spear and
sword, the snapping of spearshafts, the shouts, grunts, oaths, groans and screams of men locked in
mortal combat.

"They are flanking us on the lft," Pashir said. Even as he spoke, Shazad saw one of the enemy "horns'
loop itself around the left end of the Nevan line. Even her inexpert eye could discern that the barbarian
formation was too attenuated at this point to take full advantage of their position. She scanned thefield
for bodies, of which there were amazingly few, for al the noise.

"Not many of our men havefalen, Father," she observed.

He shook hishead. "Thered killing hasn't begun yet. Both sdes are holding formation. The daughter
starts when one side or the other breaks and |oses coherence. Aslong as formation is kept, the danger is
al infront and each soldier can concentrate on what iscoming a him. In the rout, desth comesfrom dl
sdes and no man can defend his own back when he flees™

There was another trumpet call and the cabo-mounted force, heretofore waiting impatiently in the rear,



began to move. They made awide circle around the right flank and trotted toward a position well to the
rear of the barbarians.

"Too soon," Pashir growled. "Krasha should have waited longer, until those savages begantotire” His
fisted hand beat the pomme of hissaddle.

"Father," Shazad said, "I mean no didoyalty,
but | think those men could fight all day without tiring."

Somberly, he nodded. "Y ou may be right. Still, we'll have them running soon. They
haven't even noticed the mounted men behind them."

Shazad wasn't so sure of that. On the ridge where the barbarians had massed, she
saw alone figure leaning on a silver spear. As she looked, he raised the spear and
shook it. Below, the mounted men were breaking into atrot. They lowered their
lances and with terrible speed they bore down upon the rear of the barbarian
formation. In moments, those lances would skewer bare backs and crush the
Sha-sinn against the Nevan front lines.

She expected to see the Shasinn erupt in chaos with the arrival of the lancers, but the
situation was transformed in an instant. There was no signal she could hear, but with
dazzling celerity, the three rear ranks of the Shasinn whirled and knelt behind their
shields, their long spears slanting outward. The cabos checked stride, slowed and
stopped before reaching the enemy, deaf and unfeeling to their riders curses and
kicks. Instead of being carried by the unstoppable momentum of a mounted charge,
the riders were reduced to poking futilely with their lances as the young warriors
grinned at them. Then, from the midst of the Shasinn formation, there came another
storm of javelins. These found flesh where the riders heavy armor failed to protect
them. More men were thrown by wounded and panicked animals, although Shazad
could see that the Shasinn were taking some care not to harm

the animals. After afew minutes of bloody, destructive milling, the riders drew back.
Perhaps half their number lay upon the field.

A new smell came to Shazad's nostrils, one reminiscent of temple sacrifices. It was
the smell of fresh-spilled blood, and she found it deeply stirring. In the temples, the
blood of sacrifice was caught in basins of marble and gold, and it was diluted by the
fragrance of incense. Here was the smell of blood spilled on the earth, raw and
elemental. Perilous as their situation now was, she would not have exchanged this
experience for anything. A flash of silver on the ridge above caught her eye. Gasam
was sgnaing again.

As Pashir watched, his face frozen into a marble mask, the rear half of the Shasinn
formation broke away from the main body. These split into two parts and began to
trot, one detachment to the right and the other to the left. With less precision, the
rear ranks of other units did likewise and soon the "horns" were heavily reinforced.
With appalling speed, they circled the flanks of the Nevan war-host.



The Nevan right flank began to crumple quickly, as the long spears of the Shasinn
lanced into their unshielded sides. Then the savages were past the flanks and in the
Nevan rear. Now the shouts of the Nevans turned to screams of terror and panic.
Some of the savages, stirred to akilling frenzy, broke formation and dived into the
massed men, laying about them with spear and shortsword and stone-headed mace,
killing until they were cut down in turn.

It was not a complete encirclement. There

was till awide gap to the Nevan rear, and soon men were dropping shield and weapon in a crazed
effort to get through the gap beforeit closed. Within minutes, the panic had spread through the entire
force and the Nevan army lost dll cohesiveness, bresking into knots of struggling or fleeing men.

The change was stunning. Where minutes before she had seen abrave, disciplined army, she now beheld
aterrorized rabble. She saw the Shasinn spearsrise and fal with terrible deliberation, spilling life's blood
with each thrugt. It was some time before she redlized that the strange, strangled sound she was hearing
was her father caling her name.

"Daughter!”

She turned, her eyes wide. "What happened, Father? Why do they run? Thereis no need for panic. We
il outnumber them better than two to onel”

"In battle thereisonly killing fury and terror. Their fury died when they saw that the savages did not run
asthey had expected. The terror began when they knew they were outflanked, then surrounded. It has
nothing to do with reason. Enough, we have no timefor lessons. Ride now for the city."

"Y ou must ride with me, Father," she said.
"How can | enter my capital with this shame upon my shoulders?!

"Don't beafool!" she cried, furious. "They have won asmal battle againgt a contemptible army. Y ou
have fivetimesthis number of soldiersin the outpodts. Y ou have alies. Summon them al, then come
back and crush these barbarians.”

Slowly, reluctantly, the king favored her with afrosty smile. "My daughter has more
steel in her spine than the savage king hasin his spear. | will come, but | must not be
seen to run while| still have an army in thefield.”

"Most of them will be lying on the field, soon," she said. "Ride quickly, Father."

She rode to the chief of his bodyguard, who was staring ashen-faced at the spectacle
below. When her knee touched his, she slapped him across the face, as hard as she
could, numbing her own palm. Then she backhanded the other side of hisface, her
rings opening his cheek almost to the bone.

"Listen to me, fool! | now ride for the capital at my father's order. Take him from
this place and follow me. If you are through the city gates more than an hour behind
me, | will have the hide off every man of this guard. | will have them tanned and
sewn into aroyal canopy to remind the next guard of their duty! Do you
understand?”’



The man bowed deeply in his saddle. "It shall be done, Princess!"

She rode away satisfied. The men knew that she made no idle threat and in any case
they wanted nothing so much as to ride from that place. Among the remounts she
found her string of cabos and took the leader. Before riding away, she gazed for the
last time toward the fateful ridge. With the clarity that comes of great emotional
turmoil, she could see that a smaller figure now stood by the Shasinn king, hisarm
draped over its shoulders. This had to be his queen. If he was so formidable, what
must she be like? With a shock that was like

receiving one of the great Shasinn spearsin her belly, sheredized how terribly she envied the woman.
With a sobbing curse, she rode away.

From his point of vantage, King Gasam watched as hiswarriors daughtered his enemies. One hand
holding his spear, the other arm around Larissa's shoulders, nothing in his stance betrayed the throbbing
excitement hefelt. Only the queen understood this, and she knew that thiswould be amemorable night,
for her and perhaps for some of the captive women aswell. Gasam after a battle was a creature of awe
and terror. She began to stroke him through hisred loincloth, but his painful grip on her shoulder told her
to desst.

"Later, little queen. For now, let me savor my victory."

"Itisagreat victory, my lord." Below them, she could see the dlies pursuing those who fled on foot. The
mounted survivors had aready reached the limit of vision and the riderless beasts were being rounded up.

"Only thefirst of many," he promised.

"Did too many escape?’ She had arrived in time to see the final stage of the battle. "Could you not have
surrounded them entirely?'

"Of coursewe could have," he said, laughing. "Even the least of my warriorsis swifter by far than these
lumbering, armored turtles. But, surrounded, they would have fought with the fury of despair. If you
would win battles, you must dways leave your enemy ameans of escape. Thus heisundone.”

"You arewise, my love. Areyour Shasinn taking well to the new way of baitle?"

"Itisjust our old way of fighting in thetribal days, but with tighter bettle lines and no warrior fighting on
his own in a hot-headed frenzy. Let the men of the lesser tribesjump into the midst of theenemy ina
berserk fury. They kill many that way but they arekilled in turn. Those who hold their formation suffer
fewer casudties. Let othersdiekilling. The Shasnnwill smply kill. I must conserve my Shasinn. They are
the precious ged in the bronze of my army."

The sounds from below were dying out and the Idanders began an ancient victory chant. The king and
gueen descended from the ridge to view the carnage. Asthey walked toward the battle Site, Larissa
could see droplets of blood gleaming like gems on the stems of blowing weeds. Soon her thighswere
gpattered with it. By the time they reached the main body of the army, her feet were bloody to the ankles.
The wounded enemy were till being killed, and afinerain flew from the spears and shortswords and
daggers asthey were violently withdrawn from dying bodies.

"Kampo!" the king shouted. A heavy-shouldered Shasinn warrior trotted up and saluted with his spear.
"My king?'



"What are our casudties?"

"Lessthan one hundred of the lesser tribes, my king." To the pure Shasinn, al other peopleswere lesser.
"And of the Shasnn?'

"Two killed. Two more who may die from their wounds."

Gasam amiled. "You se¢, little queen? My

warriorswill quickly learnto like thisway of making war, now that they have seen how chegply abattle
may bewon."

Soon they were surrounded by agrest circle of warriors, chanting and waving their trophies of battle.
The ancient victory chant changed until it was a Single name being chanted over and over again.
"GASAM! GASAM! GASAM!"

In time the frenzy of hero-worship died down and the warriors returned to stripping the bodies of the
dain and binding the captives. Gasam surveyed his queen. By now her face and hair and bare breasts
were speckled with blood.

"Go back to the camp, little queen. | will join you in our tent soon. Keep your dark little dave woman
with you and dismiss the others. Don't wash off the blood.”

Smiling, sheleft himto savor hisvictory.

Riding her animads hard and changing mounts frequently, Shazad covered in amatter of hoursthe
distance the marching army had required days to traverse. As she rode, she tried to plan what she would
say when she reached the gates. How should she act? At al costs, panic and despair within the city must
be avoided.

She wanted to summon the outlying garrisons a once, but she had no authority to do so. All such action
would have to await her father's return. With achill, she redized that there was real danger of a coup,
should news of this defeat spread too soon. As awoman, she had been kept from the centers of political
and military planning, but she knew priestsvery well. A plan began to take shapein her mind.

Dawn had not yet broken when she first saw the watchfires atop the city walls. A
half mile from the city she paused to make repairs to her appearance. From her
saddlebags she took a new traveling cloak and draped it around her travel-stained
garments. With the hood up, she trotted toward the city gate.

She arrived just as the gates were opening. Outside, carts full of farm produce were
lined up, waiting to enter. Shazad rode to the gate and presented herself to the gaping
official. The man dropped to his knees.

"Princess! Isall well with the army?"

"Boring, actually. | decided to return early. Thereisfar more amusement to be had in
the city. Oh, my father hasinstructions for you."

"I live to obey, my lady."

"There were some deserters from the army. A few of them stole cabos and may try



to pass themselves off as well-born troopers. If any of the cowardly knaves come
here, they will probably be making for the docks to take ship away from here."

"At thistime of year, Princess?’

"Oh. Well, to lose themselves amid the city crowds, anyway. Whichever, you are to
arrest them the instant they arrive and hold them in the city dungeon. On no account
are they to be allowed to speak with anyone. Isthat understood?"

"| shall do my duty unfailingly, Princess!"
"Good. Get othersto help you. Gag the prisonersif necessary."
"Yes, Princess!”

That taken care of, she rode into the city, cursing herself for forgetting that the
saling
season was past. Luckily, the gate guard was. too stupid to think her manner was suspicious. When she

arrived a the palace, she sent dave messengers to summon the high priests of the five greatest temples.
Then she ordered her bath prepared.

Stripped and soaking, she regjected all attempts by her women davesto gossip. When the priests were
announced, she ordered the daves from the steamy room and bade the priests enter. Ordinarily, she did
not receive mae vistorsin her bath, but these were not exactly men. Like al priests of the Nevan state
cults, they were eunuchs.

Theline of fat, salf-important priests entered, their eyeswidening at the sight of the naked, soapy
princess. Ther lusts were not inflamed, but their sense of propriety suffered a shock.

"My lady!" fluted the senior priest of the sea.god. "What hastranspired, that you cal us thus from our
morning devotions?"

Shetold hersdf not to laugh. None of these lazy old haf-men had performed amorning servicein a least
twenty years. Anything strenuous or uncomfortable they dways|eft to thejunior priests and acolytes.

"| gppreciate your promptness. Now | call upon your patriotism.”
"Patriotism, my lady?' The priest sounded asif he had never heard the word.

"Listen to me. Thereismuch to do and littletime.” Sponging herself vigoroudy, she sketched the outline
of the events outside Flo-ria. At intervas, she ducked under the water to scrub at her hair. Coming up for
air, she had to smulate getting water up her nose to cover the

laughter she could no longer contain. Their expressions were just too comical to
resist. They paled, wept and trembled at this news of a defeat far from their homes.
Recovering her composure, Shazad went on.

"Attend me. | saw alarger army defeated by a smaller because the men thought they
were hopelessly surrounded. We could lose this city and the kingdom because the
citizens could think that thistrifling defeat is something catastrophic. And make no
mistake, it wasn't much of adefeat. A soppy, lazy rabble that didn't deserve to be



called an army was beaten by some very fierce and unexpectedly well-disciplined
savages. Theking is safe and will return soon. About half of the mounted force will
stragglein, athough | have made arrangements for them to be detained until al is
under control. Soon the king will assemble aworthy army and obliterate the
barbarians. //, that is, we can keep things here in order awaiting hisarrival."

"What shall we do, my lady?' asked the high priest of the storm god. He seemed to
have a bit more spine than the others.

"This: It seemsthat, last night, you all had avision, sent by your respective gods.
They told you that very soon the city will receive news that will appear terrible, but
that the citizens are not to lose heart, for the gods have demanded this bloodletting
as agreat sacrifice, anational cleansing for a people grown forgetful of their duties
to the gods and their priests.”

"But, my lady!" said a priest in the scarlet robes of the fire god. "This is shocking!
To pretend afalse vision would ..."

"It will keep your fat backside polishing the

temple throne for as many years as you have left to you!" Her shout echoed from the
mosaic-tiled walls. "Y ou will have saved the nation and your prestige will stand
higher than ever! Surely the gods cannot object to that."

"It shall be done, my lady," said the priest of the sea god.
"Then go and do it quickly." The priests bowed themselves from the room.

Shazad shouted for her daves to bring towels, her mind now much at rest. She had
not believed in the official gods since childhood, but all such religions had their uses
in controlling and manipulating the populace. The people were superstitious and
loved the colorful pageantry of the temple services, so the institution of a state
religion was a useful tool for any ruler. It was handy in an emergency, too, as she
had just proven. It occurred to her that she might have atrue gift for statecraft. She
would need it, for it appeared that the times were going to be perilous and uncertain.
She knew that she would have to learn more about internationa affairs. She had
devoted much of her adult life to luxury and pleasure, and now was in danger of
losing everything thereby.

All her life, her father had been the overwhelming presence. He was powerful beyond
all others. The greatest men of Neva had acknowledged him as the best among them,
inwar aswell asin statecraft. The king had been aremote, ceremonial figure of no
great consequence. When her father had become king in his own right, it had seemed
like a proper fulfillment of destiny, that he should have the honor and title of

monarch when he had

wielded the true power for so long. It had also seemed right and proper that she should become royal
princess, in the place of those pallid creatures who had been the old king's daughters.



Her. father Pashir had seemed like agod then. Now she knew that he wasfailing. Age had seized him as
it did al men, high or low. He was strong and vigorous yet, and had many years left to him, but hewas
no longer the man he had been when shewas achild. Very well, he smply needed someoneto help,
someone younger on whaose shoulders he might shift some of the burdens of power. She was dready
fulfilling thet role,

Thisline of thought contained an upsetting corollary: She, too, would age and weaken. Her beauty would
fade, then disappear entirely. She had learned some sharp lessons of late, and this was one of the
sharpest: Beauty faded and youth declined, but power endured. If the old could not hold it, younger
hands would saizeit. Shewould have to direct her every action henceforth to grasping and keeping
power. She had no brothers, and was surrounded by powerful nobles who lusted for the throne, men
much like her father had once been.

She knew that she had some powerful wegpons at her disposa. The state cults were, empty, ceremonial
formsintended primarily to give unity to the citizenswhile giving minima troubleto therulers. Therewere
other cults, though, more ancient and far stronger. They were forbidden by law for good reason. She
thought of the arduousritual she had performed before setting out with the expedition

to fight the barbarians. It had been intended to protect her and give her success. On her ride back from
the shattering defeat, she had thought that her dark gods had failed her. Now she saw that they were
rewarding her in away she could never have foreseen. Had she not gone on the expedition, had she not
witnessed the defeat of the army and the evidence of her father's declining powers, then she would have
no future. Now the course of her life to come was clear to her. Perhaps most valuable of al, her gods
hed permitted her acloselook at Gasam. The memory of the man still caused aquivering feding in the pit
of her somach, and she knew that their destinies were entwined. Once, she had felt smilarly about Hadl,
aman of the same race as Gasam.

Tired though she was, she did not want to deep until her father was safein the palace. From her drug
cabinet shetook a strong stimulant and mixed it with weakened wine. Sipping this, she went to another
cabinet and unlocked it. From it she drew three ancient books and opened them. Using their formulae as
guides, she began to design her next ritual. It would be the most powerful she had ever attempted, and it
would intimately involve King Gasam.

It was dark and the moon was high when the king returned. He was followed by adispirited band of
guards and officers, dl asmuddy and travel-weary as he was. Nonetheless, he held himself erect and his
stride was steady. Shazad could see the effort this cost him. Furioudy, she pointed at the captain of the
bodyguard. Before

she could spesk, her father silenced her with awave of his hand.

"Peace, Daughter. | appreciate your concern for me, but | will decide who isto be executed here. We
did not bother to kill our cabos riding back here because there was no need for haste. There was no
pursuit. How could there be, when the enemy ison foot? | waited until full dark to enter the city because
| did not want my peopleto seetheir king return in defest.”

Shazad embraced her father and whispered, "Dismissthem.”

Puzzled, Pashir turned to hisfollowers. "Go to your homes and rest. Attend me here at first light. There
will be much to be done." When they were gone, he turned back to his daughter. "Now, what isthisdl
about?'

Shetold him what she had done, interspersing her low-voiced recital with shouted ordersto the davesto
prepare the king's bath, bring food and fresh clothes, al of which had been in readiness for hours



anyway. As helistened, Pa-shir nodded. "Y ou have done marveloudy well, Daughter,” he said when she
wasdone. "l am too weary now for further planning, but | want you with me tomorrow. By your actions
today you may well have gone agood way toward salvaging this disaster.”

Shazad glowed with satisfaction as she went, weary at last; toward her own bed.

The next morning, King Pashir wasfully recovered. With his daughter by hissde, he heard his police
officials reports on the condition of the city: The people were depressed and bemused, but the
proclamed "vison" of dl the

high priests had forestalled any kind of panic. Rumors abounded, asusual.

"Excdlent,” Pashir said. Heturned to the officid who had the duty of maintaining the city's military
readiness. "Y es, Lord Russek? Y ou seem to wish to speak.”

"Sire, | have here the inventory of the city's stockpiles of food and fodder, of which we have a great
plenitude, but much will have to be doneto put usin readinessfor asiege. Thereistimber to be cut in the
hillsfor hoardings, usdless foreignersto be expelled, weaponsto be. . ."

"No!" said Pashir, hisvoice raised only dightly but emphasized with aviolent gesture. "There areto be no
preparations for asege. That would only spread needlessterror. The savages were successful in the
fied, but now we have their measure. They arein no position to besiege acity, even if they know how to.
They are on the northern coast and will stay there, a least until the spring. By that time, they will no
longer be adanger.”

Shazad held her tongue throughout the council, but she watched and listened, judging each man present
as she never had before. In each, shelooked for subtle signs of treachery. Most especialy, she watched
the high nobleswho might usethis crissin abid for the throne. She saw which men were clear-eyed and
efficient and which were fussy and officious. There were sycophantic lackeys and smiling, smooth-voiced
men whose eyes were dy. She noted them al and stored the information for future use.

"Madter of the Armies,” said theking.
"Sire?' sad the officid thustitled. Hewasa
courtier in charge of recruitment rather than asoldier.

"We must replace our losses. Recruitment within the mgjor cities shal remain as usud, but double the
quotasfor the village recruiters and triple the quotas for the great landowners. | want their best peasant
ladsfor next year'shogst. Y ou may stressthat thiswill be a short-term enlistment, until the barbarian threat
iseliminated. Failure to meet thisquotawill be groundsfor seizure of etates.”

"Sirel" said the Master of the Exchequer, without awaiting permission to spesk. "How isthisarmy to be
equipped and paid? Thetreasury is. . ." Theking's frown stopped hiswords and paled hisface.

"My good Lord Hamas, | lost an army up north. Y ou may start by scratching those unfortunate men's
names off the roya payrolls. See that the deasth-bounty is paid to their families. Then you may levy some
specid taxes. Start with the merchants guilds. They have suffered from the barbarians depradations and
will gain from their defest. The northern landholders should be willing to pay, sncetheir lands are most at
risk. Wewill think of other sources, | am sure.”

After the Council was dismissed, the king sat with his daughter while the daves brought them
refreshment. "l think things are well under control now," theking said. "'l seethat you wish to spesk, my

grl."



"Father, things are far from settled,” Shazad said, with some hegt. "Ilmmediate panic has been forestalled,
that isal. Y ou are making the same mistake that that fool. Generd Krasha,

did. Y ou are underestimating the barbarians and making light of them."

He smiled. "I am doing no such thing. And do not speak soill of Krasha. The
mistake was mine. He was aloyal man and died fighting bravely. The ultimate
responsibility is awaystheking's."

She sammed down her wine cup, spilling purple liquid over her hand. " Then why
are you recruiting farmboys for a campaign next year? We have border forts and
garrisons. Why do you not strip them? Y ou are at peace with our neighbors and
thereis no threat of invasion. You have dlies, there are military treaties. Why do you
not call upon them for help?"

The smile remained. "Y ou have much to learn of statecraft, my daughter.”
"And | wish to learn,” she said sternly. "Teach me."

"Very well. First off, my alies are my friends only because they believe me to be
stronger than they. While two of us might unite to attack athird nation, or to defend
against acommon enemy, it isan act of utmost peril to invite someone else's army
into your country to fight an invader. First, | would be serving notice to them all that
| think myself weak. Chiwa and Omia might both take the opportunity to invade from
the northeast and the south. If they see my border forts stripped, they would most
certainly do so. Remember this, Daughter: A king's army does not consist of its total
manpower; it consists of the number of men he can actually put into the field for a
particular campaign. Those tied down by necessary border defense are not to be
considered. That is Gasam's

power. Hisarmy issmall, but he has no borders or citiesto defend, so he can use all of it. My army is
huge on paper, but with potentialy hostile enemies dl around, | can seldom march with asmuch as
one-third of it."

"I had not thought of it thus" Shazad admitted. "Forgive me for speaking rashly in my ignorance.”

"No, my child, your sort of spirit isjust what | need right now. It merely needsto be tempered with
informed judgment and patience.

"Now, what | said of Gasam'sarmy at the council istrue: He has no Sege train with heavy equipment so
we need not fear him here. Hewill not move againgt us until well into spring, because he will usethe early
spring to bring across more of his savage Idanders. By that time, those waters will be svarming with my
shipsand hewill lose most of histransports. | will blockade the port of Floria."

"That soundsfine, Father, but if you cannot make use of your border garrison troops for fear of your
neighbors, do you redly think that an army of green farm boys, however large, will be amatch for
Gasam'swarriors?"

"Shrewdly put. Itistruethat | need alies, but there are options other than Chiwaand Omia. The king of
Chiwawould send troops gladly enough, and | know he would not try ared invasion, but before those
troops went home they would occupy our southern province and refuse to leave. They have claimed that



territory as Chiwan for centuries and would demand it asthe price of their support. Omiamight well
mount afull-scaeinvason. When

they get news of thisdefeat, | will actudly have to strengthen the garrisons on that border.
"What is|eft, then?" she asked.

"Something | have been pondering since | |eft the battlefield.” Heraised hisvoice. "Choula"
The scribe entered from an adjoining room. " Sire?"

"Bring your tools. | have aletter for you to draft.”

The scribe left and reentered with hiswriting case, which he opened on the table a which the king and his
daughter sat. He removed pens, pots of ink and scraps of smudged, first-draft paper. "l am ready, Sire.
How isthisto be addressed?’

"Itisto King Hadl of the Plains." The king began to dictate.

FIVE

There was aheavy snowfd| blanketing the ground outside the longhouse. Inside, though, al was warmth.
King Hael, aswas his custom, was spending the winter with hiswife's people, the Matwa The hall was
thronged with family members and friends and afew domestic animas. A fire burned cheerily upon the
hearth. Near thefire sat King Hadl, hisinfant daughter balanced upon one knee.

Of dl the habits of his subject peoples, Hael most didiked the Matwa custom of crowding into their
longhouses until there was scarcely room to bresthe. In theidand of his birth, his people's custom had
been for every individual past childhood to have atiny shelter to himsalf. The Shasinn lived outdoors and
only took shelter to deep, escape bad weather or, sometimes, make love. The Matwallived in acold
land and

sought collective shelter for mutual warmth and companionship. He could never get used toit, but thelife
had its compensations. He bounced his daughter on his knee and made crooning, foolish sounds. He was
convinced that she understood him and that her gurgles were sounds of affection.

Histwo sonswere tusding on the floor somewhere amid the forest of adult legs. Hiswifes mother was
fussng over dinner and Afram, hisfather-in-law, was making repairsto his old longbow. He would never
reconcile himself to Hagl's newfangled composite bows.

"Give methe child before she starves.” At the peremptory order, the king of the plains handed the baby
over to his queen, who unfastened the shoulder-clasp of her gown and put the tiny head to her breast.
Noisily, the new princess began to feed. Hadl put hisfeet up on the hearth and gazed at Queen Deena
with adoration. After the years of turmoail and fighting, it was good to have time with hisfamily, evenif it
meant enduring crowded Matwa longhouses.

There was acommotion at the door benegath the gable farthest from Hadl. "Make way! Makeway!" A
gmall knot of men shoved their way through the Matwa. Soon three menin Ams clothing of decorated
leather stood before him. With them wasaman in the livery of aNevan roya messenger.

"We found him at the base of the mountain chain, near the great pass, haf-frozen." The speaker was not
an Amd, but one of the Matwa from this village, spending the winter on the grasdandswith the alied

people.



"l have amessage from King Pashir for King
Hadl." Theman scanned the hdl. "Whereishe?"

"l am Hadl. Give methe message." The messenger gaped at the striking young man in colorful woven
garments, a the woman nursing an infant besde him in most unqueenly fashion. He placed the copper
cylinder into the outstretched hand.

"| thank you. Y ou have had an arduous journey. Rest and have some wine. We shal be eating soon.”

"l thank Y our Mgesty," said the messenger, unused to such roya informdity. "I am instructed to bear
your answer back with me."

"Cross those mountains again so soon?' Hadl said.
The man shrugged. "What isthat to aroya messenger?”

Hael grinned. "A good reply. Y ou shal have one of my best cabos. L eave yours here to recover. Cabos
are not as hardy asroyal messengers.”

The messenger went to seek abench and Hadl's rd atives by marriage made a circle round him, holding
their slence. He realized that they wanted to hear him read. None of them had the skill, and they
considered it to be another of his magica accomplishments. He broke the leaden seal and twisted the cap
from the tube. He shook out ascrall, laid the cylinder aside, and pulled a cord, breaking the waxen sed
of the scroll. Hiswatchers observed al thiswith great interest, asif he were performing some arcane
spdll. He cleared his throat and began to read.

"From Pashir, the King of Neva and lord of al its hosts, to King Hael of the Plains:
"| greet my esteemed and dearest brother king, Hael."

"He'sin trouble," said Afram. "He never flattered you like that before.” Now that he
had a king for a son-in-law, the old chief fancied himself to be a master of
international politics.

"Hush," his wife admonished. "L et the boy read.”

"May all the gods grant that this missive find you prosperous in your reign, your
lands wide, your people numerous, your coffers overflowing and your hosts great
and powerful. | trust that your sons are well and your queen radiant. May the gods
shower your kingdom with blessings, as they have mine.

"I have taken the extraordinary step of sending this message at such a season
because of a new threat which has appeared upon our shores. Our Chief of Scribes,
Choula, who even now pens this letter, says that he has written to you of the raiders
from the I ands of the sea. Until this year they were raiders only, a mere nuisance
which we dismissed as no threat to our sovereignty. All this has changed. It seems
that all the Islands and their peoples have united under an upstart named Gasam who
now styles himsalf aking."

At this Hael stopped reading. A look of mutual dismay passed between him and
Deena. Of



those assembled, only she knew the significance of that name.
"Give the boy some wine," said Afram. "Reading is hard work."
Hael continued.

"In the early fall of thisyear, the pirates had the audacity to take one of my cities,
Floria, atown with ruinous walls and a garrison made soft by the long years of
peace. Having put the city to the sack, they did not sail home as has been their
practice in recent years, but rather they stayed in Floria, defying our roya will and
insolently raiding the outlying hamlets.

"Receiving word of this, we summoned a small host and marched toward the
northern coast to chasten these insolent rogues and their overweening leader. The
barbarians, more numerous and better organized than expected, were able to repel
our forces, necessitating our return to the capital, where we now prepare for the next
Season's campaign.

"For that campaign, we would esteem it agreat favor if our beloved friend, King
Hael, were to accompany us, leading aforce of his famous mounted archers, that
band of warriors who have become the terror and wonder of the world. Besides
helping to rid the world of these pestilential Islanders, it would be a fine opportunity
for our two nations to cooperate in that spirit of brotherly harmony which, we hope,
shall prevail forever between us.

"We await your reply which, we are con-
fident, will be apledge of subgtantia support in thiscampaign.”
Had rerolled the scroll, afrown creasing the skin between his eyes.

"Isthat al?' asked Afram. "Did hetruly send aman across the mountainsin winter to deliver such a
message?"

"I havelearned,” said Had, "the language kings usein officid correspondence. Nothing is quite what it
seems. If he saysthat hisforces were repelled, that means he was soundly defeated. |sthat not so,
messenger?”

The man looked up from hiswine cup in some confusion. "Why ... | am sure that my king hastold you
what hewishes, Lord. Itisnot my placeto. . ."

"Wereyou at this battle?' Hagl demanded.

Sowly, the man answered. "Wl . . . yes, Lord. The roya messenger corps aways accompaniesthe
king on campaign.”

"Y ou can speek fredy," Hadl assured him. "King Pashir would wish it. He wants my aid, but he cannot
date somethings badly, lest hisletter fal into the wrong hands. Tell me what happened. | must know
before | can order my forces on such ajourney.”

With more assurance, the messenger spoke. "It was as you have surmised, my lord. The king'sarmy was
not agreat one, but it should have been more than sufficient to expe afew boatloads of savage pirates.



But it did not fall out aswe had expected.”

"Describe what happened,” Hael said, signaing for aboy to refill the messenger's cup. "Start at the
beginning.”

Thelonghouse fell slent asthe messenger described the arduous, muddy march, the dramatic first sght of
the barbarians, the parley which he had witnessed from a distance, and the catastrophic battle and wild
rout which had followed.

"I waswith theroyd party, and saw everything from the king's vantage point,” the messenger concluded.
The Matwa applauded his recitation.

"Y ou heard nothing of what was said at the parley?’ Hael asked.

"Only what the king and some others said later, that the barbarian chief bore himsalf arrogantly and was
50 bold as to demand that the king should surrender not only hisarmy but his very kingdom!"

"Sounds asif he might have been well advised to do so," Afram commented.

"He goes so far asto request 'substantia’ support. That meansthat he wishes meto bring alarge force.
Asthis brave man hastold us, King Pashir's own riders were of little use in this battle, and small wonder.
No Shasinn, or Asasa, or any of the other herdsmen-warriors would be awed by charging animals. There
are no cabosin the Idands, but they all know that animaswill turn aside at a hedge of spears. The
youngest herdboys know that the way to save themsalvesin a ssampede isto stand together with spears
or even pointed sticks danted outward.”

"No wonder he wants our help,” said one of the Ams who had escorted the messenger, "if that isthe
best he can do.”

"He wants to surprise them with our new tac-

tics," Hael said. "Pashir will have astronger army in the spring, but so will Gasam. | know that the
mainlanders underestimate the number of peoplein the ldands, and more than haf of the population are
warrior tribes. But they are dl foot fighters, soearmen for the most part. Gasam hastaught them to fight in
adisciplined fashion; it sounds like heisusing our old tactic of massing veteran warriorsin the center with
junior warriorsforming the horns. Againgt thistheriderswerefutile, but Gasam did not have to face
strong archery. The Nevans use small, weak bows, more suited for hunting than for war. And they do not
use many, because they think it the weapon of low-born hireings."

"Would you play the'low-born hirding' to thisking?' said Deena sharply.

The Mawawarrior in Ams garb snorted. "We should teach them who the true aristocrats of the
battlefield are!™ Thiswas greeted with cheers,

"How do you intend to answer this?' Afram asked.

"I shal summon acouncil of al the chiefs" Hadl said, "thewar chiefs and the village chiefs and the triba
chiefs. The spirit-gpeskersaswell.”

"Surely you do not propose to take your warriors al the way to Nevato fight people who do not
threaten us?' Deena said, aghast. The Ams warriors were shocked. Not at her words, but because she
spoke them. Among the plains people, women did not thusinterrupt the councils of men.

"I must take them someplace," Hael said. "We cleared out the outlaw bands and settled



our border disputes years ago. Warriors lose purpose without afight once in awhile. They are already
clamoring for meto let them hire out to the southern kings. | have restrained them thus far, but | cannot
for much longer. If | don't take them to war soon, then they will fall to fighting among themsalves, tribe
againg tribe, asthey used to before | united them.”

"But so farl" the queen protested, shifting the baby to her other breast.

"We are an entiredly mounted force," Hael said. "We can march in early spring, fight acampaign, and be
home before late summer. We have no footmen or supply train to dow us. And it will cement relations
with agreat power. | will extract high pay for the men and important trading concessionsfor the nation.
Wewill be established as a power to reckon with among dl nations." There were murmurs of approva at
this

"Itisnot abad idea," Afram said. "Y oung warriors are al troublemakers, asarule. Thiswould be putting
them to good use. They do no work at any rate, so who will miss them for a season? Besides, a council
of chiefswill beagood excusefor afeast inthisdull time of year." There was agreement from the
ligeners.

Later, donewith hiswife, Hael spoke morefully of his reasons for accepting Pashir's request for an
aliance. They lay in agreat bed in aroom that opened off aside of Afram'slong-house. Hadl had inssted
on this private room, and the Matwa had humored him. They considered Hael mad aswell as blessed by
the spirits, and madness was esteemed among them. A small fire crackled on the room'stiny hearth

and the baby dept in acradle at the foot of the bed. Their sonsdept in the great hall dong with the rest of
thelr grandparents family.

"Y ou do not do thissolely for reasons of Sate,” Deenasaid bitterly. "It isthat man Gasam, the
foster-brother you hate so. Heiswhy you wish to go, admit it."

Hael was unused to such passionate disgpprova from hiswife, athough she was by no means compliant
at the best of times. "The reasons | gave tonight are true, and they are good ones. | would amost
certainly do thiseven if it were not Gasam leading theraiders. | would certainly never take my young
warriors on alengthy campaign, one from which some of them will not return, solely to avenge mysdlf
upon him."

"Why, then?" she demanded, eyes bright with half-shed tears.

Fingerslaced behind his head, he stared into the darkness of the overhead rafters, asif looking backward
down alengthy tunne of years.

"l cannot hate Gasam for what he did to me. If | had remained a Shasinn, what would | be now?1 could
never bewhat | truly wanted, which was to be a spirit-speaker. By now | would be asenior warrior, like
thousands of others. | would have afew kagga of my own, and probably awoman."

"But not the woman you wanted," Deenasaid.

"No," Hael admitted, "Gasam took her, too. | would not have had her anyway, though. As she hersdlf
told me, | wasajunior warrior and could not marry. By thetime | was asenior, she would long have
been married to some eder. That was the way with the Shasinn. There was

no variety to our lives. It was wonderful to be ayoung warrior, but that was the best part of life."

Deena sighed and rested her cheek againgt his chest ashisarm encircled her shoulders. "1 am glad that
Gasam did what hedid,” she said.



"Asam |. Because of him, | left thetribe. | have sailed upon the great sea. | have known greet cities and
ahundred villages. | have befriended the most interesting, the wisest and most powerful of men. Because
of what he did to me, | found you when you were at the point of death, and made you mine. | created a
nation and becameits king, with the love of my people, my wife, and later fine sonsand, now, a
daughter. | cannot hate Gasam for this."

"Why, then?' Deena asked once more, atrace of resgnation now tingeing her voice. "Heisso far away.
Heisno threat to you or to us."

"Because Gasam istruly evil, inaway | have never encountered since. All men cal their enemiesevil, but
thisamply meansthat they want different things, or are competing for the samethings. But Gasam s
different. From childhood he has been one who used other people to advance himsdif, to their
destruction. He sought out the influentia and the powerful, and subverted them. The older warriors, the
eldersand chiefs, al regarded him with suspicion at firgt, but in time they fell under his spell and he made
them his own. Only the spirit-gpesker wasimmune to him, because Gasam had no spirit-force whatever.

"Thismay sound to you like thewailing of athwarted boy, but | assure you that it isfar more. Y ou say
that heisfar from us, but heis

not. Consider what he has done so far. A friendless son of ahumble family, he became the leader of our
fraternity of junior warriors. At that early age, he wasingratiating himsdlf with the elders, learning
persuasive speech from aman famous for his oquence, bearing and gesture from a noted dancer, and
so forth. He approached people of influence, flattered them, learned from them and used them. By the
end of our first year asjunior warriors, he was dready being treated asif he were a senior warrior and
minor chief."

"Heisdill far away," Deenainssted.

"Heisnot. Consder: Somehow, he made himsdlf master of our idand. Then, he must have seemed far
away from the other idands. But he came to each one, conquered and united them al. Even asKing of
the Idands, he was far from the mainland. Now he has established himsdf on the mainland and humiliated
the greatest of the western kings. Y ou see? Everywhere he subverts and conquers. If heis not stopped,
soon hewill rule Neva. Then Omiaand Chiwaand after that the southern kingdoms. He will be on our
borders then, so powerful that we would never be able to defeat him. He does not merely defeat his
enemies. He overcomes them and makes them want to follow him."

"Gasamisyou," Deenasad, distantly, "reflected in adark mirror.”

Hewasdlent for awhile. "Thereistruth in what you say,” he said a last. "But of this| am certain: | must
face Gasam, and which of usisvictoriousin that meeting will decide whether the world we know isto be
the oneweloveor

anightmare place where Gasam owns men's souls.”

The next day, Hael sat by awindow, basking in the rare warmth of awinter sun. Spread before him on a
folding table were hiswriting instruments and aroll of fine southern paper. His messengers had dready
been sent out to summon the chiefs and he was about to write his answer to Pashir's request. Dipping a
split-reed pen into lampblack ink, he began.

My Esteemed Fellow-King and Friend Pashir:

Sncel am my own scribe and lack Choula's wonderful skill with the elegant flourishes expected
of kingly correspondence, | will dispense with them. Do not think the esteemin which | hold you



any the less for the baldness of my prose.

| have read with great alarm your account of thisinvasion by Gasam, for invasioniitis, let me
assure you. | know the man well, and he is no mere raider, but a madman whose ambition will not
be sated until the world lies beneath his heel. He must be stopped before he becomes firmly
entrenched on the mainland.

It is good that you have sent to me for aid. Brave, skilled and disciplined as your armies are, | do
not think they will have any great chance against the Island warriors on the open field. | believe
you have discerned that by now. Against disciplined, civilized armies, an undisciplined rabble are
helpless, however great their warrior

zeal. But combine those warrior qualities with a disciplined order of battle, as Gasam has done,
and you have a force of a power far in excess of its relative numbers. Until | come to join you,
keep your armiesin their forts. The Ilanders have no siege-craft.

| have summoned a council of chiefs to make this campaign known to them. There will be
discussion, but none will dispute my will in this. The young warriors are eager for adventure and
our land is secure. The terms of service may await my arrival in your capital, but you will

under stand that they must return wealthier than when they left if my subordinate chiefs are to be
agreeable to another such alliance in the future.

| can promise at least five thousand of my mounted archers. This may not sound like a great
force, but | can promise you that their effectiveness on the battlefield is entirely out of proportion
to their numbers.

We will assemble and march as soon as possible. Fromyou | will require the following: Please
have maps and letters prepared for me and sent by royal messengers. | will need two routes
planned: A northern path through Omia along the customary trade route, and a southern one
should the mountain passes be blocked with snow. | will need letters for rulers of those lands |
must pass through, assuring safe conduct for my forces. | know that Choula has most meticulous
records of the lands that will

liein our path, and these would be of greatest value to me.

| send this now by the same messenger who brought your letter to me. Be assured of my support
and that | will arrive with my archers as soon as possible. Again | urge you: Take no open field
action against Gasam until I am with you. My forces may mean the difference between smashing
victory and utter defeat.

| remain your most devoted friend, King Hael of the Grasslands.

Herolled the paper and applied his sedl. Perhaps, he thought, he had been too blunt. He had certainly
donelittle to spare Pashir'sroya pride. Well, the diplomatic ways of the old, civilized kingdoms were
foreign to him. They sounded insincere at the best of times. Coming from aman like Hadl, they would
sound like mockery. He put the letter in the copper cylinder and caled for the messenger.

"How long doesiit take you to deliver messages from here to the Nevan capita?' he asked, handing the
tube to the man.

"Depending on the condition of the passes, | can betherein aslittle astwo weeks.”

"So swiftly! When | came hither years ago with a caravan, the journey took months.”



"Oncel am acrossthe mountains | will bein Omia. Our kings maintain reciprocal use of each other's
relay gations. Oncein Omia, | will be able to change cabos every league. The country flies beneath your
feet, traveling likethat."

Had nodded. "'l will establish such stations

aong the mgor routes of my kingdom. | like thisidea of quick communication between kings. Perhaps
your next trip in this direction will not be so arduousin itsfina stages.” He took the messenger's hand.
"The spirits speed your journey, and may you find the passes clear.”

The council of the chiefswas held in a permanent camp at the foot of the hills, at the northern edge of the
steppe. Since it was neither hill nor grass country, the chiefs of both Ams and Matwa could meet there
without feding ill a ease. Thiswas one of HaePs many breeding stations where his herdsmen increased
the land's holdings of the valuable ca-bos, aswell as experimenting with new patterns of breeding the
animals, dways seeking larger, swifter, stronger and more enduring beagts. There were numerous huts for
the Matwa and the Amsi visitors brought their own tents. The council wasto be held outdoors, although
along shed had been swept clean should they have to take shelter.

The chiefs began arriving within five days of Hagl's summons being sent, and they continued to arrive
over the next week. The king held feasts every day, and there were games and races for the entourages,
aong with music and dances. During the day aso, men of both peoples went into the hillsto hunt. For
those days, the air was more one of festival than of serious business. Besides the two mgjority tribes,
there were representatives of other, less numerous peoples who dwelled on the edges of the great
grasdand. On the evening of the day when the

last chiefs arrived, Hadl called the council to order.

Sitting on the ground around along fire, the chiefs and their warriors were in an excellent humor from the
days of feasting and recreation in this otherwise dull season. The late arrivals had missed out on it, but
Hael had made up for it with lavish gifts: gaudy ornaments, fine weapons and blooded cabos. The
Spirit-gpeakers were more solemn than the chiefs or the warriors, but they seemed as pleased astherest.
Hael had overcomethe last resistance to his authority years ago. Of them dl, only he was chief,
spirit-gpeaker and warrior combined.

Hael was not aking as such things were known in the older, more settled lands. These people had no
dynadtic tradition and no concept of royaty. Among the Matwa, village head-manship was hereditary,
but no pedigrees were kept and any headman could be deposed for incompetence and another installed
by avillage vote. Among the Ams, aman proved himsdf in youth asawarrior. The wisest and most
capable warriors became chiefs. Spirit-speskers were chosen as children and raised in that craft, never
to practice any other.

Hael had come from afar land and made himself aleader of these people, who took himto bea
prophesied hero who would make them great. Although his power was kingly, he was dways careful to
defer to his assembled chiefs on any important decision. They seldom contested his decisions except to
keep up appearances, but he knew they might rebel en masseif they fet dighted.

After atraditiond speech of welcome, Hael

told them of the reason for this summoning, a garbled version of which they already
had from the messengers. They were noncommittal for most of the recitation,
although Hadl saw their eyes brighten when he mentioned the wealth the young
warriors would bring home.



Then each chief had his say. And each of them did, even though he might not have
anything of importance to say. Fortunately, none spoke out in opposition to the
expedition. They were warlike people, and the peace that had reigned since Hael's
uniting of the tribes was unnatural to them. They feared that their men would grow
soft. They rejoiced truly at this opportunity, especialy since it promised to be
profitable. None suggested that Hael might be undertaking this as a personal vendetta
against Gasam. Indeed, to the extent that they knew about it, that seemed to them to
be a perfectly good reason for going to war. Nor did any think it was a bad thing to
be cementing relations with Neva. While they would have laughed to think that they
might ever need Nevan help, they had all developed a voracious appetite for the
goods brought by the foreign traders.

When the formal council was over and the men were talking excitedly among
themsel ves about the upcoming expedition, the old spirit-speaker, Naraya, came to
Hadl.

"l knew something was coming," he said. "For many turns of the moon, the spirits
have been acting strangely. The land itself knows that you are leaving.”

"I will return soon," Hael assured him. Naraya had been hisfirst supporter in this
land,

thefirst to see that Hael was marked by the spirits, was the Prophesied One,

"I know that this must be done. The Prophesied Oneisto make us great, but that means more than just
unifying these tribes. If you did no more than that, they would drift gpart after your desth and become as
they were before your time. No, your destiny isfar greater than that, and this expedition is part of it."

Hadl stared, brooding, into thefire. "1 am not the only man of destiny on the mainland now."
"Isthis Gasam another such?' Naraya asked.

"It iswhat hethinks. Our old spirit-speaker, TataMal, said that he could find no positive spiritua nature
in Gasam whatever, but that he had a bottomless capacity for evil. Gasam was only an untried youth then.
Think what he must be like now."

SIX

King Gasam walked beside the foreign sailor, an escort of hislong-speared Shasinn
walking proudly behind them. The neatly paved street, flanked with drains and stone
flower-boxes, slanted down the long hill between the palace and the sea. The night
before, a storm had lashed the city and the water still dripped from the eave-tiles of
the whitewashed houses. The air was cool, although it never grew truly cold in these
lands.

"The ship isnot in good repair, Master," the sallor said, "but you will understand its
capabilities.”

"That iswhat | need now," Gasam said. "Knowledge. Always| have been victorious



on land, but | have no experience of these floating armies."

The sailor was a Nevan merchant seaman,

onewho had spent yearsin the navy. Thewalk to the shore was a short one, and they turned to walk
aong the broad esplanade that paralleled the shoreline on the city end of the bay. A few ships till floated
at dock, the same ones that had been there the day of the invasion, aong with the transports that had
ferried Gas-am'swarriors across from the Idands. Just before the pavement gave out where the rocky
shordine began, they went into along shed. Within, alean ship stood upright, resting onitskedl. Santing
timbers propped its Sdes, keeping it from rolling over. At its bow was a bronze-sheathed ram. The
remains of its splintered rudder lay on the ground below its stern.

"Thisisan old two-banker," the sailor said. "It must have been left here when the fleet sailed south. The
city authorities must have been charged with itsrepair. Asyou found when you came over thewadll, they
took such dutieslightly.”

Gasam climbed adanting plank to the ship's deck. "How doesit fight?'

Thesailor joined him. "The sallsare for travel with favorable winds. It fights only under oars. Before
battle, the masts are unstepped for stability. In narrow waters, the shipstry to ram each other. Do that
once successfully, and no moreisrequired. But ramming takes perfect timing and conditions, and it's
seldom successful. On the deck are mounted catapults, machines for hurling rocks or heavy bolts.
Sometimesthey will throw pots of oil mixed with other incendiariesto set the enemy ship &fire. Usudly
they usethe ail potsonly from

desperation, since you're about aslikely to set your own ship onfire."
"Do they never fight hand-to-hand?' the king asked.

"More often than not, eventudly,” the sallor answered. "The rest of the misslefireisto soften the enemy
up. Thisship's catapults have been taken off but they ..."

"l have seen the oneson thewadlls," Gasam interrupted.

"Well, asthey draw closer, the archers and dingers shower the enemy. Those dots you see dong the
bulwarks can hold shields to protect the rowers. On the larger ships, the rowers are below decks. When
they draw close enough, they cast grapples and draw the ships together to board. Y ou dwaystry to
board at the stern. That's where a ship isweakest. And that way, if you're forced off, you can wreck the
steering gear 0 the enemy can't come after you."

Gasam nodded, fascinated as dways with new waysto fight. "How many fighting men do they carry?'

"It varies. Usudly, aship thissze will carry twenty heavy marines, with armor and helmetsand
shortswords or axes. When the ships grapple, these board first. At need, the rowers can fight aslight
troops, with shields and hatchets or daggers. Thisisasmal ship, mind you. Thereally big ones can carry
two hundred marines and three or four hundred rowers. If they're sailing out from abase, or if aland
army has been keeping pace with them up the coadt, then just before battle they'll crowd on as many men
astheship will hold."

"That isvery clear. Now, tell me: Y ou seethat

| have no true navy, just shipsto ferry my men from the Islands. How do you think
the king of Nevawill use his ships against me?”



The sailor thought for awhile. "He has a number of options, my lord. He could
bring an invasion force right into this harbor. To do that, | think he would have to
borrow ships from the king of Chiwa."

"Why from Chiwa?' Gasam asked quickly.

"The Chiwan navy has afew truly enormous ships, sir, great double-hulled monsters
you can crowd a thousand soldiers into. Those would be the ones to take this port.
They would send the big ones in first, let them pull up alongside the wharfs and drop
big gangplanks. Asthe first marines went ashore, the Nevan vessels would pull up
alongside them and send their own men ashore across the others' decks. I've seen
amphibious operations carried out that way."

"If men fight thisway," Gasam said, "then they must have ways to defend a port like
this. How isit done?'

"There are ways to block access to the harbor mouth, my lord. Chains can be used,
or spiked logs. It varies from one port to another. Some official will have had charge
of the harbor defenses. If heis still here, he can be made to explain it. Otherwise, the
warehouses will have to be searched for the devices."

"Y ou have rendered excellent service," Gasam said. "I will give you some men and
you shall search the harbor area for these items. Report to me when you find them."

The man saluted. "As my king commands!”

Gasam smiled. Thiswas by no means the only Nevan who had chosen to follow the
new con-

queror. "Continue to serve mewell. Soon | shal be building my own navy. | shall need experienced men
and those of proven loyalty shall have high command." He saw satisfaction and ambition wash over the
Nevan'sface like the incoming tide. There were some things he could always count on in men of any
netion.

"Now, you spoke of other options. Describe them.”

"One, he could use his ships to land men on the coast and get them by short marchesto the city. By now
he knows better than to meet you in thefield, but he may try asiege. He has engineers and sappers.”

"Sappers?’ theking said.

"Men who work underground. They tunnd under walls and bring them down or open ways benegth the
city so that soldiers can stedl in during the night.”

All the Shasinn laughed. "Men burrowing like little nosehornd" Gasam said, marveing. "It would be
worth letting him come ashore just to see that. But, no, | would never let him get closeto my city. | have
observers sationed many days travel in dl directions. | would annihilate his army before he got near
enough to do any damage.”

"Now that he has seen how invincible you are on land, | doubt that he would try," said the seaman. "'l
only mentioned it asapossbility. No, what ismost likely isthat he will try ablockade. To do this, he will



dtation astrong fleet off the harbor mouth. Nothing can go out or comein. Any supply or troop
trangports he will sink or capture. Using cargo vessalsto keep

the warships supplied, he can keep up a blockade for months."
"What is the speed of these warships like?" the king asked unexpectedly.

"Wdll, g, it isdifficult to describe. Under oars, in calm waters, they move with
terrible speed in short spurts. Under sail, they are slow.”

"I need to have a better idea." The king thought for awhile, then: "I have another
task for you, seaman. | want this ship repaired, fitted out, armed and floating out
therein the harbor within aweek. | give you full authority to draft all the men and
supplies you need. Find oarsmen among the sailors who lieidle here in the port. Can
you do that?"'

"Why, yes, my lord. But | must warn you ..."
"Warn me of what?"

"Well—this one ship, and a small, old one at that, will not constitute much of a
navy."

Gasam laughed, a sound with a menacing edge although he dapped the man's
shoulder in comradely fashion. "Have no fear. | do not intend to take on the whole
Nevan navy with thislittle ship. Just get it sailing in the harbor, and | shall give you
further orders. And find out about those harbor defenses.”

"As my king commands!" said the seaman, saluting.

Later, in the palace, Gasam described hisideas to Larissa. The queen lounged on a
couch, her women hovering about her. The house had been fully restored and the
sounds of new construction drifted in from outside. A tame bird paraded through
the room, pausing once to spread it spectacular cape of neck feathers,

scarlet and emerald. It fluted a high, trilling cry and refolded the cape, then stalked
away with brainless dignity. The queen smiled after it.

"The houses here are full of these tame animals: birds and beasts and tiny man-of-the
trees. The people here keep them for their beauty or their amusing antics.”

He stroked her back. "They are rich and decadent. Such people are drawn to trivial
amusements.” Once, to him, great herds of kagga and other livestock had seemed
the epitome of wealth and power. Now he knew that ownership of humans was even
more important.

"| think you are right about the ships," she said. "We will know in afew days. And |
believe your mariner spoke truthfully. My spiestell me that there has been lively
coming and going between Pashir's palace and the Chiwan embassy and that
messengers are passing back and forth between the two capitals at an unusual rate.”



The queen reveled in her new role as spymas-ter. For the first time she was able to
take an active part in her husband's conquests.

"And with the other kingdom, Omia?' Gasam asked.

"No more than the usual. It is believed that relations are strained between the two
kings. King Oland of Omiawould like to snatch some Nevan territory for himself. He
can aways claim that Pashir is a usurper and Omia's treaties with the old king are
abrogated.”

Gasam tried to visualize how these kingdoms lay. "Do any but Chiwaand Omia
share borders with Neva?' Maps were still new to him and he had difficulty in
committing their subtletiesto memory.

The queen looked at her diminutive serving woman. "Dunyaz?"

As aways when the king was present, Dunyaz knelt with her hands atop her thighs,
her eyes downcast. A band of riveted copper encircled her neck. Such bands now
identified dl daves.

"Omialiesto the northeast,” she said, "and Chiwa to the south and southeast.
Between those nations lies an ill-defined area called the Zone. No nation truly claims
thisland. The people are strange and live in isolated villages. Thereisaplace called
the Canyon where the people are said to be great sorcerers. The land is barren desert
for the most part, although there is one large river, the Kol."

"Sorcerers,”" the king muttered. "This might bear looking into. And to the north along
this coast?'

"North of Floria... excuse me, my lord, north of the City of Victory"—for thus had
Gasam renamed the city—"the settlements become fewer and thereis no clear
boundary where Nevan power ends. The people of the north are primitive hunters
and herders and have never been athreat, so there is not even aborder fort in that
direction. | could show you maps...." It was adelicate and awkward thing, reminding
the king that he could not read nor understand maps.

"| do not trust pictures drawn on skin or paper,” he snapped. "Those can be made
to mean anything. Land | know."

"Tell us about this desert,” Larissa said, turning aside the king's annoyance.

"I have never seen it, just heard of it," the dave said. "It isadry country, where there
IS

littlerainfall. People live along theriver, or at oases where springs come to the
surface. The people are hostile and resent intruders. There is a man there who some
say isaking, but others say heis asort of wizard. Nobody knows whether heis part
of adynasty, or whether it is the same man, reigning for centuries. Whichever, itisa
poor land he rules, a place of sand and rock. It isabrutal place full of dangerous



animals, things that live nowhere else. In the king's menagerie at Kasin there was a
desert snake twenty paces long and as big around as a man. It was atorpid thing,
and once a month the keepers fed it awhole kaggawhich it swallowed live."

"An uninviting place," said the king. "But | shall belord of it aswell, once | have
conqguered the more desirable places. Thistalk of magic, though ..." He brooded for
awhile. "l would hear more of it. My queen, have your spies bring me word of that
land, and itsruler, and of this magic, if it truly exists."

"| shall do so without fail," she promised. "Do you detect some sort of threat from
this?'

He shrugged. "Threat or promise, | wish to know about it. Even if it does not exist,
it can be useful. Before | crushed them, the spirit-speakers of our islands had the
people cowed, thinking that those mumbling chanters had magical powers."

"And yet," the queen said, "we know that real magic exists."

The king nodded. "Y es, but small magics. The hunters of the hills had the magic of
the wild animals, and they had good fire magic. | never

saw any that could give one people power over another, though."
"Do you believe such magic exists?"' she asked.
Gasam smiled. "1 will believe in anything that will increase my power."

Gasam watched admiringly as the warship went through its maneuversin the little
harbor of the City of Victory. With his queen beside him, he sat on afolding stool at
the end of one of the long piers. In their honor, the pier had been draped with
precious cloths and strewn with flowers from the greenhouse that had once belonged
to the temple of the flower goddess. Unlike the rulers of other nations, however, they
would never have dreamed of placing a canopy between themselves and the sun.
The sunlight was bright and the day was arare cloudless one, although there was
sure to be a storm before sunset. There always was at thistime of year.

A great crowd had assembled, on the pier behind them and on the other low, stone
wharfs, which displayed how the city was changing under its new rulers. There were
anumber of Shasinn and other |sland women, come across to join their warrior
husbands; and the local population had changed itslook. Upon proof of their
usefulness, many skilled locals had been freed from their temporary bondage to
serve the new rulers, and these had taken to imitating the newcomers. The men were
growing their hair long in imitation of the Shasinn; and where before women of this
land had worn close-fitting garments of complex tailoring, they had

now assumed the simple drapes and wraps of the Island women. Few sought to
imitate the near-nudity of the queen and her highest Sha-sinn ladies. For one thing,
few of the local women had |ooks commensurate with the fashion; for another, few
of them dared.



In the harbor, the mariner, Halba, had his rowers going through their paces. They
would bring the galley up to high speed, raise and feather their oars, then dip them
into the water and hold them motionless as the ship slowed in response; then plunge
them downward and bring the ship to a quick stop. One side then kept its oars
submerged while those on the other side whirled, raising spray and causing the
vessel to rotate on its axis.

At asignal from Gasam, four large boats left the piers and rowed into the harbor.
Each was perhaps one-sixth the bulk of the galley, propelled by five oars to each
side. The galley began to chase them. With its greater oarpower, the galley was
swifter, but each time it threatened to overtake one, that boat would swerve aside
and change direction. The galley always lost way in slowing to change direction.

"Itisas| thought," Gasam said. "The warship isfaster, but it is less maneuverable."

"Those boats would be able to outrun it if they did not carry so many men," the
gueen said.

"The men are there to simulate the warriors these boats will be ferrying across from
the Ilands next season,” the king said. "I must be sure that they will be able to pass
through the blockade. The larger warships will be slower than these."

"Won't they begin to use smdler boats once they see what is happening?' she asked.

"By that time, most of my remaining warriorswill be on the mainland. By the next year, | will have anavy
at least strong enough to prevent a blockade of this port. Now watch.” He gestured, and a tal warrior
waved along red banner back and forth.

At that signal, the boats turned and attacked the gdlley. Each tried to gain a favorable position & the
larger ship's stern, but they tended to get in each other'sway in doing so. The crowd ashore cheered as
the warriors on both sides thrust with blunt-tipped spears and swung dummy war-clubs. These bore,
instead of the usua stone ball head, agreat ball of cloth rolled in colorful powder. Blunt-tipped arrows
flew from the ship. Each weapon had been treated with a different color of powder or paint. When the
sham fight was over, the participants would be examined to determine which weapons had made the
most marks; the senior warriors on the ship and in the boats were supposed to be observing which
weapons appeared to be most effective.

"Thisisgoing to take some practice," said theking, grinning. "The boats are effective, but they must learn
to coordinate their attacks better." Liketherest, he burst into laughter asatall warrior toppled into the
water, arms pin-whedling in afutile grasp for balance.

"They need smaller shields, my king," said an Asasa chief who stood behind Gasam. "They aretripping
over thetdl shidds™

"No," sad another officer. "They need thetall shieldsto protect the boats from arrows and

stones. Let some stay with the boats carrying tall shields and give the boarding parties smal shiddsfor
the close-inwork."

"Excdlent, both of you," said theking. "And | think we need more shortswords. See, the menin the
boats can use their spearswell against the men lining the enemy ship'srails. Once they are on board,



though, the spears are awkward.”

Larissalet her mind wander. Men loved to discuss the minutiae of daughter. There was much whooping
and shouting from out in the harbor. Now they were playing like boys, but the practice wasin earnest.
Thered fighting, when it came, would be bloody and awful. In this, too, she thought, men were like boys.
It was dl an extension of the games of dominance they played under the fond eyes of their elders. They
had no craft or subtlety.

For months now, she had heard her dave Dunyaz's tales of the great courts. There, the high-born lived
lives devoted to pleasure and intrigue. Her husband considered them decadent, but she found the
prospect enthralling. What was the point of conquering the world, after dl, if one merely went on living
the augtere life of awarrior village?

Gasam loved power for its own sake. Larissaloved power for the pleasuresit brought her. Granted,
domination over other people was apleasurein itsef, but it was severely limited to her taste. People
groveling at her feet got to be abore. But the ladies of the great courts had endless diversons. Dunyaz
had introduced her to some of them: mild drugsthat heightened the perceptions of pleasure, lovemaking
practices never dreamed of in the Idands. Most of

all, though, she enjoyed the idea of intrigue. No woman of her people had ever had
such prestige as she enjoyed, but that was only because Gasam had chosen her to
be his partner in conquest. When the Islanders honored her, they were simply
honoring Gasam by extension. In reality, they only respected strength and the
warrior virtues. Through intrigue, she could wield actual power.

"Perhaps, Mistress," Dunyaz had said a few weeks before, "you should correspond
with some of the great ladies of Pashir's court, and of Chiwa and Omia."

Larissa considered this. "But my husband is at war with Pashir. This might be
considered disloyal."

Dunyaz laughed, as she was permitted to do when she and the queen were aone.
"Oh, Mistress, nobody cares about that. War is men's business and scarcely
Impinges upon the relations between royal ladies. Often as not, when wars are
settled, victor and vanquished seal their new treaties by marrying off their daughters
to each other's sons."

Larissa stroked the girl's hair. "And who should | send lettersto in Pashir's court?

"First of al, my cousin, the princess Shazad. Sheisthe only lady anywhere near you
in rank. And sheis clever. She knows her father is old, and that he has already lost
an important battle with our king. | should not be surprised if she wereto prove
anxious to establish good relations with you."

Larissa knew better than to deceive her husband, so she asked his permission.
"If you wish," he had said. "Soon | shall make

her your slave, so you might as well get to know her. What do you think you can
learn from her?"'



"As highly placed as sheis, she could pass aong as gossip things | could never get
through my spies.”

"If sheisnot stupid, she will pass along only what she wants you to hear," he said.
" She might falsify things to her advantage.”

"1 think | will be ableto tell the difference,” she assured him.

"Then by all means go ahead. Aswith your spies, use double checks to make sure
your words go out as you wish them to be, and have each letter you receive read to
you by different scribes.”

"I intend to. Perhaps | shall learn to read. The craft cannot be all that difficult."
"If it amuses you," he said.

So far, she was not making much headway in learning to read. The scribes she had
engaged told her that it was a skill best learned in childhood. Even so, she
persevered and found that she enjoyed employing her mind in this fashion. She was
even learning to understand maps a little. She was learning that the world was afar
more complicated place than she had ever imagined. Cities were not just villages
grown large, but complex structures of commerce and politics, in which priests and
merchants were as important as warriors. There was a continuity to them that was
more than just that of custom. The nations were larger outgrowths of the cities,
maintaining their existence through changes of rulership, changes of dynasty, century
after century. Sometimes, she woke in the

dark hours and wondered whether Gasam's conquest would be amereincident in thelong history of
theselands.

My dear Sister-queen Larissa, began the letter, | cannot express the pleasure with which | received your
missive. Until now, you have been afigure of mystery, cloaked in the shadow of that formidable man,
King Gasam.

Theking smiled a this, as Dunyaz read it to them.

"It isdifficult to imagine you in anyone's shadow, little queen,” he said, lightly pinching the flesh of
Dunyaz'sarm, asif testing the flesh of adaughter beast. Shuddering, she read on.

| have, by theway, met your royal husband, upon the occasion of his astonishing ultimatum to my father,
just before that unfortunate battle.

"Unfortunate because her father logt,” said the king. " So she was the woman at that parley. Shelooked
much likelittle Dunyaz here."

"They are close kin," said the queen. "Read on."

It isunfortunate that thiswar comes between us, for it prevents our meeting, and | long for achanceto
spend time in the company of an equa who isaso awoman. Thisisacourt of men, as| supposeal
courts must be. Their endlesswar councils have made lifeterribly dull here.

There are innumerable comings and goings between the palace and the embassies of Chiwaand Omia. .



"Sheislying,” said Gasam. "Y our own spies have reported that relations between Pashir and Oland of
Omiahave been cold.”

"Of course sheislying, my dear,” said the queen. "l lied in my letter aswell. We shdl exchange many lies,
| am sure. Thetrick will beto detect the occasiona important bits of truth.”

The king laughed richly. It was a sound she seldom heard from him. "It isgood that at last you have found
agameyou truly enjoy. And already you are proving to be very good at it." Hetook her hand. "Of
course, you would be. You and | are not as ordinary people, are we?"

She amiled and squeezed his hand. At moments like this she could fed her lovefor him dmost
overpowering her.

...and dl of the attractive young men spend their daysin riding and drilling and other glorious martid
exercise. Itisal deeply tedious. | suppose your beautiful warriors are behaving in much the same way.

"Surely this woman is not as empty-headed as she pretends?' Gasam said.
"I know sheisnat, but shefeignsit wel," said Larissa

"Good. | saw her only briefly, but then she struck me as strong, willful and intdligent. |
would hate to think | could so misread anyone."

Your |etter to meiswritten in asuspiciously familiar hand. Could it be that my
disreputable cousin, Dunyaz, has taken service with you? Shewas in exile in Flor-ia
when your husband took the city, and she was not among the refugees who flocked
here. There are only avery few things which alady of her station can do to merit
exile, and she did one of them.

Dunyaz stopped reading and her face turned red while the king and queen convulsed
with laughter. She forged ahead.

| am glad that we have thislink. She is my favorite kinswoman even if her tastes are,
shall we say, unbefitting one of her high birth.

Forgetting the King's presence in her embarrassment, Dunyaz s apped the letter
down. "That slut! Just because sheis now a royal dut she thinksthat her own
iniquities are permissible. If you knew the rites she practices ..."

"Rites?' asked the queen.

"There are cults which are not approved by the Nevan state. They are forbidden
supposedly even to the high-born. But she has used her father's protection to hide
her evil ways."

The queen leaned forward, her face dlight. "Tell me more."

SEVEN



Hadl studied the maps and scrolls before him. The mapswere not findy detailed, and the scrollsheld little
informetion.

"The southwestern route," Hadl said, musing. "Through the Zone."
"What does this mean?"' asked Jochim, one of his Matwa officers.

"It meansthat al is not well between Nevaand Omia. Thisis not entirely unexpected. When | asked safe
passage from King Oland, he sent back a dozen lame excuseswhy it could not be. | suspect that Pashir
did not even ask."

"Do you intend to go through with it?" asked Naraya.

Hael nodded. "Too many preparations have been made aready. | have been thinking for years of sending
an expedition to explore the Zone. Thiswill accomplish some of that. It has

annoyed me that agreat district lies adjacent to our own land, yet we know less
about it than we know of the jungles far to the south of the southern kingdoms."

"We know that it isdry," Jochim said.

" According to these maps, there are streams we can follow for almost the whole
distance."

"What about the Zone dwellers?' Naraya asked. "Might they be hostile?*

"Nobody knows," Hael said. "Dwellersin adry land are apt to be jealous of their
water, but | intend to take along giftsto ease our way."

"They are said"—Jochim's voice was hushed—"to employ powerful sorcery."

"If so, | want to seeit,” Hael said. "It will not be a bad thing, to establish relations
with the Zoners. Perhaps soon we can begin trade."

Jochim snorted. "What can these desert-dwellers have that we might want?"
"It will be interesting to find out," Hael said.

The expedition began on adim, chilly morning. Hael and athousand Matwa riders
assembled at the foot of the hill country. The rest of the force would join them as
they progressed through the grasslands, until they would be six thousand strong.

His parting from Deena had been tearful but it was not the first nor, he knew, would
it be the last. His sons had clamored to be allowed to go along and he had said, as
fathers usually do, perhaps next time.

Before the sun was high, they were out upon the gently rolling plain. Sun-warmed
and stimulated by the steady gait of his cabo, Hael felt he was breathing free for the
first timein

years. The everyday concerns of hislife were behind him and new land lay ahead.
For awhile at least he was free of crowded long-houses and settling disputes for his



subjects. The Zone beckoned, aland so mysterious that it lacked even a true name.
Beyond lay Neva and the sea and, at the end of that . .. Gasam.

From time to time throughout the day they were joined by bands of riders who
whooped and waved their weapons as they joined the main body amid ajingling of
harness, pennons streaming from upraised lances, and their bronze points gleaming
in the sunlight. It was good to be leading warriors again.

The great plain abounded in game: wild kagga, fat, hairy toonoo, leaping packs of
curl-horn and branchhorn, dozens of other grazing and browsing species that shared
the veldt with men and their tame herds. Each day of the journey, hunters rode from
the main body to harvest meat. Hael had ordered that all preserved food was to be
hoarded for the lean times that lay ahead in the desert. What meat they did not
consume was cut into thin strips that dangled from lances and saddles, drying in the
rushing wind of their passage.

At night, there were songs and stories around the small fires. Despite the multiplicity
of tribes, there waslittle friction. The king's presence forbade it, and, in any case,
they were all in agood frame of mind. They were following the warrior's path once
more.

Around their camps lurked the innumerabl e predators and scavengers of the plain,
drawn by the smells of meat and blood: stripers with terrible, bone-crunching jaws,
thesmaller va-

rieties of longneck, carrion bats, the rare great cats and the killer birds: flightless creatures with heads as
big asacabo's and powerful legs terminating in claws like hooked daggers.

Each night, as the Moon rose, Hael gazed upon her blackened, scarred face and muttered histribe's
prayer of gpology, asking forgiveness of the Moon for having wounded her so. Although he had severed
al other tieswith the Shasinn, rgecting their beliefs and taboos, he ill felt he owed thisduty. Far inthe
past, in an age of great sorcery, men had launched the fiery spearsto mutilate the Moon. The true nature
of that ancient war was forgotten, and every people had a different version of thetae.

Although they werein their own land, Hagl ingsted on the same marching order they would usein
doubtful or hostile territory. Scouts rode far ahead, to the flanks and to the rear. A strong advance guard
rode ahead of the main body, but staying within sight. While on the march, there was to be no riding back
and forth between units save upon orders, so that each officer knew exactly where dl hismenwere. In
past years, hisfollowers had chafed at these strictures, considering them to be un-warriorlike. This had
eased when they understood how formidable the new order made them in battle.

The army carried no heavy baggage. Some pack animal's bore spare wegpons or smal campaigning
tents, but no more than that. The riders were expected to live hard while on the march, for their mobility
wasther greatest strength. Relying on their bows, they had no need to cometo close grips with an

enemy. By

avoiding close combat, they had little need of armor. Some tribes favored protective jerkins made of
severd layers of hide, and some wore headgear of hardened sinew. Most men carried small, round
shields of hide. Hael forbade anything heavier, and in any case the mgority wore no protection at al,
deeming their shields to be adequate defense against enemy arrows and lances.



Hael was confident that he had crested the most powerful land force in hisworld, aflexible instrument
combining warrior bravery and enthusiasm with civilized discipline. Thusfar, it had never been tested
againg an organized army. It wasironic, he thought, that itsfirst test would be against asimilar force,
unmounted, raised by hisfoster-brother.

Hisfedings were mixed when he thought of leading hisarmy againgt hisformer people. Shasinn society
had not been kind to him, but he had good memories of the life of ayoung warrior in the Idands. He
remembered friendshipsforged in the closeness of the warrior fraternity. He remembered the woman he
had loved and who had betrayed him.

On the tenth day of the march they hated at the base of alow mountain range. They were now at full
strength, but the boisterous confidence of previous days had turned somber. What lay before them now
was unknown territory. The tribesmen ranged fregly over the grassy plain, but none of them had ever
ridden beyond these mountains. None had so much as ridden up their lower dopes. What lay beyond

was the stuff of legends, of dark sorceries and evil spirits.

Just now, Hadl was more concerned with climate than with sorcery. He studied the green grass al around
him and the great clouds piled high overhead.

"Here there is grass, mostly green the year around,” he observed. "Y et the desert is supposed to begin
just beyond these mountains. They are not high, you will notice. Why should it be dry on the other sde?’

"Becausetheland liesunder acurse” said Bamian, one of hisAms chiefs. "The spirit-man of my tribe
says that the Moon cursed that place because it was from that land that the giants of old launched the

fiery spears.”

"As good an explanation as any, until we seethe place," Hadl said. "We camp here today. See that the
cabos are well watered. Then | want every man to range over the nearby plain and cut as much grassas
he can load onto his mounts. We have no ideawhat sort of forage we may find on the other side, and |
want to be prepared.”

These orders were relayed and the warriors set to work. Most of them had agreat didike of anything
that resembled manual |abor, but they were willing to do anything that involved the care of cabos,
however menia the task might seem. Each warrior carried among his gear a sickle made of wood, the
inner curve of its edge inlaid with razor-edged chips of flint. Soon the men were scattered over the plain,
gathering armloads of the long grass, stooping to shear it closeto the ground, and binding each armload
with afew strands of the grass

twisted into a cord. At home, such work was carried out by women, but men expected to endure
hardships while on campaign.

Jochim rode up to Hadl, who was surveying the unusual scene. The Matwawas dmost invisible behind
the bundles of grass fastened to the front of hissaddle.

"It wasworth riding al thisway just to see Amd doing work," he said. "It isagood thing their womenfolk
can't seethem. Condder it atribute to their loydty to you."

Hael amiled. "Itisatributeto their horror of walking. They know that starving cabos carry no warriors,
and it isbad enough being set afoot in their own land. Where we are going, these animals are al that will
keep usdive"

When the forage was gathered, Hagl deemed that there was enough daylight left to make agtart into the



mountains. The scouts had located a path that ascended toward anotch in the mountain wall. It was small
and ancient, but it had seen usein the past. Whether human travelers or migrating game had used it was
unclear. It pardleled anarrow stream that ran along arocky bottom, its music the only sound to be heard
in the steep, craggy land.

Darkness overtook them while they were still well below the crest, and Hael ordered a hdt. They would
camp as best they might where they were, making fires from the wood of stunted bushes and trees that
grew sparsely in the thin soil, letting the cabos graze on whatever grass was to be found.

It was astrange land, and Hael could fee no welcome from its crabbed spirits. In the fad-

ing light of dusk he could see a strange phenomenon. Here on the northern side of the mountains, the
clouds piled into huge, cottony towers, but there they stopped asif at awall. To the south, the sky was
clear. Thiswasamystery, and it made him gpprehensive.

All around the men bedded down for an uneasy deep, each man with hisbest cabo picketed near. They
did not like this place, and wanted to be able to leave it at short notice. There was no singing at the low
firesthisnight.

Despite the genera air of foreboding, the night passed without incident. All the men were up and
mounted well before daylight, anxious to be away as soon as possible. Asdaylight grew, thelong column
picked up speed, dthough the terrain never permitted more than acareful trot, and more often awalk
only. At ashout and clamor from the advance scouts, Hael rode ahead to see what they had found.

The amdl knot of warriors milled in the notch of the mountain crest, pointing at things surrounding them.
Hael rode up to them and stared in wonderment. The notch may have begun as anatural feature of the
land, but it had been grestly improved by the hand of man.

For ashort distance, the path became a genuine road, its surface of cut stone as even asthat of any city
greet. Carved in high relief from the stone of onewall of the cut stood a colossal figure of aman. It stood
three times the height of atall man, but its proportions were broad and squat, with treetrunk legsand a
barrd-like body clad in a short-kilted robe. One arm hung straight at the side, the other

bent at the elbow, its hand fisted around something that had long since broken away.
The face wore along, square beard arranged in stylized curls, its hawk nose and
lowering brows fierce. It was topped with a high, cylindrical headdress circled by
bands of leaves.

The wall that faced the statue was covered with writing. It consisted of row upon
row of figures each made up of asingle, vertical line from which branched varying
numbers of straight or curved lines. There were at least a hundred rows of this
writing, the uppermost parts perished from the crumbling of the stone. The warriors
stared upon these things in astonishment.

"Have you ever seen the like?' asked Jochim who, along with some other officers,
had caught up with their king.

Hael shook his head. "I saw many statues in Neva and Omia, but none like this. |
think it must be very ancient." This statue, although beautifully carved, was crude
and brutal, while the Nevan scul pture was, if anything, over-refined. This had a vital
forcefulness unlike anything he had seen before.



"What does thiswriting say?' asked an Amsi chief.
"I don't know."
"| thought you could read,” said Jochim.

"There are many ways of writing, but | don't know this one. | would not be
surprised if no one living can read this. Look at the weathering of that stone at top.
Come on, let's see what lies beyond." They rode through the pass, the hoofs of the
cabos clattering hollowly on the cut stone, echoing from the high walls to ei-

ther side. What must once have been aforbidding area of crags had been reduced to
afairly easy roadway, athough it was sometimes necessary to ride around or over
rockfalls.

"1t must have taken tremendous |abor to carve this," Hael said.

"Easy for giants," Jochim answered. "That's who must have made this. Was that a
giant carved in stone back there?’

"Giant, god, king, who can tell?' Hael said. "If we could read that writing, we might
know."

"Perhapsit was areal giant turned to stone,” said an Amsi sub-chief. "He might have
been set there by magic to guard the pass.”

"He let us pass without any trouble," Hael noted. "That's poor guarding, if you ask
me."

"Probably knew we come in peace," said Jochim. "Or perhaps he could tell you're a
king." Hael glanced aside to see if the man was mocking him. It was hard to tell with
the Matwa. They considered a joke twice as funny if it was delivered with a straight
face. In any case, they had little concern for supernatural things and were apt to take
them lightly.

Soon they came to the mouth of the pass and looked out over the far side. The sight
of the arid wasteland stretching to the horizon stunned them. It was a sere, wrinkled,
brown landscape, striped here and there with niggardly bands of green, some of
these widening at intervals into ragged splotches.

"This explains much," said Hael, surveying the mountainscape before them. The
mountain range had appeared low from the northern side. Here it loped away in a
tremendous es-

carpment that descended thousands of feet to the desert floor below. Hael knew that
the great differential in elevation had something to do with the way the clouds halted
at the mountains as at a barrier. From below came a constant, dry wind.
Broad-winged birds soared upon the upcurrent, and these were the only signs of life.

"The green means water," said Bamian. "So it is not completely dry."



"Nor completely barren," observed Jochim, "athough hardly inviting."

"We're not here to settle,” Hael said. "We just need to get across this land as quickly
as possible."

"I'm glad we brought our own grass," said Bamian, looking out over the grim
vastness.

The descent proved to be easier than it looked from the mountain crest. The paved
road continued down the south side, winding across the easiest slopes and switching
back frequently to keep the angle of descent tolerable. Parts of it were collapsed, but
never quite impassable.

"The path on the other side must have been paved as well," Hael said as they
descended. "But over the centuries the rain has destroyed it. Here the dry climate has
preserved it." The listeners nodded asif they knew what he was talking about. They
had no comprehension of the gulfs of time he spoke about, and none of them really
believed that these were works of ordinary men.

It was not immediately apparent when they were finally off the mountain and onto the
desert floor, for the ground was rolling and rocky.

studded with thorny bushes. It was not quite as bare as it had looked from above,
bearing frequent if sparse vegetation, but the plants were many shades of brown with
only alittle green showing and, here and there, occasional small but startlingly bright
flowers.

Nor were fauna entirely absent. They merely lacked the size and the tremendous
numbers common to the grasslands. Wherever the cabos trod, small creatures
scurried from hiding and looked for new cover. Hael, fascinated as always by new
animals, studied them. They were reptiles and mammals and afew flightless birds,
variously patterned but always in dull, neutral colors. Most were built close to the
ground and had a habit of darting afew feet, then flattening and hugging the soil,
motionless. From this Hael deduced that most of the predators in these parts were
the flying type, for such tactics would be little use against a predator that hunted by
smell, or lurked in ambush.

"Where are the big killers?' said Bamian, looking about asif disappointed.

"Big killers need big prey," Jochim opined. "But that doesn't mean al is safe. Small
creatures can be venomous."

"Nightfall will bring adifferent breed,” Hael cautioned. "There are larger animals
here, and some are killers. | can feel them. | want a heavy guard on the cabos
tonight.”

None guestioned his assertion. They had long since learned that their king had a
sense of communication with wildlife that was more than natural. Soon some of the
scouts were leaning from their saddles and pointing at



marks on the ground. They were tracks, but such tracks as none of them had ever seen. The creatures
that had made them had thin toes that splayed at odd angles, each toe tipped with what had to be along,
hooked claw.

"What kind of anima could make such atrack?' wondered an Ams.

Even Had found it hard to picture such abeest. It went on two feet most of thetime. At intervalsit would
descend to afour-footed gait, but the marks made by the other feet were even stranger: double-hooked
scratch marks greatly smudged, perhaps by dangling fur or fleshy appendages.

"Enough of this"" Hadl said. "Weéll find out what it is soon enough. | want to camp by water tonight.
Scouts, | want you to spread out but do not separate. Watch the game tracks and see where they travel
inagraght line. Where many paths converge, there we will find awaterhole. Locate one big enough to
water al our animals and ride back.”

Happy to have an important task and break the routine of the march, the scouts rode off, whooping. The
rest of the army paused while the last units made their dow, single-file way off the mountain so that Hael
could reassemble hisforces. When he was satisfied with their order, the march resumed. Strange astheir
surroundings were, everyone was much relieved to be off the mountain.

Before they had gone many miles, the road disappeared. It might have been built specifically to providea
mountain crossing, but Hael suspected that it had crossed the desert aswell,

but was long since buried beneath the sand, dirt and brush of the arid land.

Late in the afternoon the scouts returned. They had found suitable water. Thisturned out to be ashalow,
scummy pond choked with weeds, its banks churned to mud by the feet of what probably constituted
every anima for many milesaround. It was determined that, by bringing the cabos to the bank in small
groups, al of them could be watered without stirring the pond to undrinkable muck.

"It's nothing to make poems about," Hael said, "but water can be hard to come by on the plains, too."

Just after moonrise, a high-pitched shriek brought every man to hisfeet, wegpons at the ready. It wasa
blood-curdling sound so bizarre that it froze the heart of the bravest, beginning as an ululating warble and
ascending to a screech painful to the ears. Men shouted questions and gripped their spears and
short-swords.

Hael shouted for slence, but it was no use. Thefirst shriek was answered by another from a different
direction. Then the screams came from, seemingly, every direction a once. Hael tried to locate the
creatures, but to no avail. The panic of the men thwarted his best efforts and it was difficult to
concentrate on anything with the nerve-jangling screamsfilling the air. With most animals, especidly the
larger ones, Hadl could quickly pinpoint the location of an individud in the blackest night. Thistimeit was
different. Besdes the tumult surrounding him, the creatures had some way of cloaking their spirits, or se
their spiritsglimmered but

dimly, euding him. And there were many of them, moving rapidly. That much he could detect. How did
they move so swiftly at night?

"Secure the cabos!" he shouted. He could fed the panic growing among the beasts. At least that got the
men to forget their own fear and run to control their mounts. Cabosin an extremity of fear tended to
attack each other, so soon the warriors were fully occupied with dodging flailing hoofs and snapping
teeth, dl the while making crooning, soothing soundsto quiet the animas. The scene was so ridiculous
that, had Hael not been distracted by his effortsto locate the marauders, he would have collgpsed into



laughter.

With asnap of hide rope, acabo broke away from its picket pin and ran into the night in ablind frenzy.
Instantly, the sounds changed. The shrieking halted and became alow chuckling pierced with occasiond,
excited whoops. Direction changed aswell. Hael could tell that the crestures were no longer al around,
but were massing in pursuit of the fleeing cabo. He dapped a a group of warriors nearby.

"Get your weapons and come with me! They are like stripers! They cut out one animd and chaseitina
mass. Let'sgo!™

Amid great shouting, they set off. Thiswasagrest relief to thewarriors. At least these terrifying things
were now acting like acommon pack-predator of their familiar plains.

"They're just Some kind of scavenger,” Hael shouted hopefully. "They hunt a night but they're dl noise!
Let'sgo kill them and save that cabo!" Some seized torches as they chased

across the desert benegth the pale moonlight, the men after the cabo and, in between, what?

Hael heard the cabo squedling in fear, and by the sound he knew that it had stopped to turn at bay.
Dimly, silvered by the pale moonlight, he could seeit far ahead of him. It was surrounded by dark shapes
that chuckled and whooped. He put on a burst of speed and then thought to look behind him. Abruptly,
he redlized that he was alone. Raised as a Shasinn warrior, he was asuperb runner. The Matwa hillmen
were plodding joggers, far behind him. The Amg, raised in the saddle, could bardly walk. Nothing to be
done about it. He could not leave one of his beloved cabosto be killed by these night-horrors.

Another burst of long strides brought him close to the cabo. The things around it were roughly man-sized,
their shapeirregular and impossible to determinein the uncertain light. One whirled at his approach and
he thrust his Shasinn spear. It connected with something solid but not terribly substantia. Thething
emitted atrilling whistle and collgpsed. Othersturned. Hael could make out no details, but moonlight
glistened on what |ooked like needle teeth. Something seemed strange, even amidst the generd
strangeness. Then Hael redlized that he should be seeing eyes aswell asteeth, but he saw none.

He could see the dark forms legping upon the embattled cabo. The beast caught one with ahorn and
pitched it high. The thing whistled and made a strange, fluttering sound asit flew through the air. Hael
waded in among the massed predators. With his spear in one hand,

he drew his longsword with the other. Using both weapons to slash and stab, he cut
down a number of them. It did not seem to make a dent in the population. They were
everywhere.

Hael was ready to give up and retreat when thefirst of the Matwa arrived. Some had
torchesthat illuminated the scene with a nightmare light. The creatures they were
fighting resembled, if anything, dwarfsin black cloaks. Their heads were little more
than bumps bristling with teeth and they had huge, pointed ears. No more could be
discerned amid the chaotic action as men stabbed with spears and short-swords,
swung stone-headed clubs and even laid about them with riding whips.

Minutes later, the tardy Amsi came upon the scene. One of them had the presence of
mind to mount the beleaguered cabo. Beating the attackers away with along-handled
stone hammer, he rode the animal out of the mob and back toward the army's
encampment.



With their prey gone and many of their number dead, the strange creatures drew
back, fleeing into the outer darkness, away from the fires and the milling men. For
the first time since moonrise, there was quiet.

"What were they?' said someone.

"| cannot say," Hael answered, "but let's return to the camp. Bring some of them so
that we can get alook at them in daylight.”

None of the men wanted to touch the horrid creatures, but they fastened ropes
around a few and dragged them back. Behind them came new sounds:. low, gobbling
criesfollowed by ripping, tearing noises. There was a dense rus-

tling. A man came up to Hael, bearing atorch. It was Jochim.

"They are eating their dead," said the Matwa disgustedly. "If they are night-haunting
spirits, they're of alow order."

"Just scavengers,” Hael said. "They are too weak to make clean kills. They must
chase an animal to exhaustion and bring it down by sheer numbers. It is the dark and
their frightful criesthat make them seen terrible."

Thelight of the small fires was inadequate to make out any details of the attackers,
so Hael ordered a heavy guard posted. All others were to sleep. The exhausted men
needed no urging. The scavengers gave them no further trouble that night.

With the light of morning, they examined their trophies of the night before. Evenin
good light, they were so strange as to defy comprehension. They were just under
man height and covered with short, gray-black fur. The small, round heads were
hunched between narrow shoulders. The long, curved teeth protruded from wide
mouths below flat, triangular noses made up of convoluted membranes spreading
over half the face. Their eyes were mere dots flanking the nose and their earsflared
around and above the head, extending into tall points.

Strange as these features were, the limbs were stranger. The lower legs were short
and crooked, terminating in splayed feet with hook-clawed toes. The upper limbs
were jointed almost like human arms, but were so long that, standing upright, their
elbows almost touched the ground. The forearms were almost as long and ended in
five-fingered hands. Three of these

fingerswerelong and claw-tipped. The otherswere vestigid. Great flaps of hairy skin hung below the
arms, giving the cloaked effect they had seen the night before.

They puzzled about these repellent crestures for sometime. It wasan Ams, ayoung warrior on hisfirst
campaign, who supplied the answer.

"They arebats" hesad, "just big batswithout wings." Thiswas argued amid much exclamation.

"Heisright," said Hadl. " See, these flgps of skin must once have been wings. They are blind, so they hunt
anight.”



"Who ever heard of awalking bat?' someone asked.

"Why not? Hadl asked in return. "There areflightless birds, and flying lizards. There are warm-blooded
fur-bearersthat swvim aswdl asfish. Why not ground-dwelling bats?’

Jochim shrugged. "The sort that fly are strange enough. | think welll see even odder thingsaswe go
farther into this accursed land.”

They mounted and began the day's march. Hael planned to travel south before swinging west toward
Neva. The central and western parts of the Zone were much better covered in the maps Choula had sent
him. Not that they were going to be dl that hepful even so. Theinformation in them was mostly over two
hundred years old, so much might have changed in the interim. What he needed more than anything else
was information about water and grazing, and there was very little of that in the maps he was sent. A
native guide would be hepful.

Helooked around. In land aslow asthis, a

mounted man could seefor agreat distance. Unlike hismen, he did not find the desert oppressive. Land
was land, and each place had its own spirits. He would learn this place and master it, ashe had hisidand,
the seg, the coagtd plain and the grasdands and the hill country. Unlike other men, he felt that he had no
limits

EIGHT

Tj tisdill too early, my king," said the « admiral. He stood beside King Pashir M.on the greet nava
wharf of Kasin. A driving, wind-blown rain made vighility limited. The hills doped up from the huge
harbor, but among them the king could not see his paace, which was eadily visble on aclear day.

They were at the northern end of the harbor, where the wharf jutted from a circular, man-made pool
surrounded by roofed docks where the fleet of Nevawaited out the stormy season. When time cameto
sail, the ships would be rowed to this wharf to take on stores.

The two men were sheltered from the rain by a canopy borne by daves. The king gazed seaward. Past
the mouth of the harbor he could see the craggy headland called Point Shipwreck. Just off the point, on a
gmdl idand, stood the

great lighthouse of Perwin, thetallest structure in the world. During the sailing season, davestoiled up a
stairway on the sheer, polished-stone exterior carrying baskets of oil-rich fistnuts to burn in the hugefire
basket at the tower's apex. That basket had been cold since the end of the sailing season.

"The pirate Gasam does not think the season too early,” Pashir said. "My spiesreport that he is aready
bringing across boatl oads of warriors from the Idands.”

"Then hewill lose many, Sire," the admira assured him. The admird's name was Hanu, a squt,
weather-beaten man who looked much like the stanchions to which ships were roped when at dock.
Like most of Nevas senior nava officers, he had spent much of hislife asamerchant skipper, learning
every idand and every stretch of coastland known to his nation. Unlike army positions, nava commands
could not be handed out on abasis of birth or court influence. Seamanship had to be learned from early
youth and honed by years at sea, both as sailor and as commander.

"That isnot what | hear. He has stopped using merchant shipsto transport hismen. They are coming in
great canoes with out-riggers. They have light masts and sails so they aren't top-heavy. At Sgn of a



storm, they take down the mast and half the warriors paddle while the other half bail."

The admira rubbed his bearded jaw. "It isarough way to travel, but such boats would be unlikely to
ank."

"We have aready |learned that the barbarians do not shrink from bold enterprises.” The king

thought awhile, tapping hisleg with ariding crop. "Admira, summon the harbormaster. Order him to
kindlethefirein thelighthouse." Thiswasthe sgnd that the sailing season had officialy commenced.

The phlegmatic seaman dl but gasped. "Sire, it is more than amonth early!"

"No skipper will beforced to put to seaany earlier than he desires” theking said. "But al other
preparations must begin now. All sailors and officers of the fleet are to assemble at the naval barracks.
The ships areto be outfitted and victuaed and ready to sail within fifteen days. In thefirst clear weather,
we sal north to blockade Floria."

"Asmy king commands," said the admira. Heleft the shelter of the canopy and began to bellow orders.
Soon the sound of drums and gongs reverberated throughout the naval harbor.

In the afternoon the rains stopped and the skies cleared, as happened amost every day at thistime of
year. Anything else would have been agtartling break in routine. Princess Shazad and her ladiesand
dave women took advantage of the clearing to move from the musty interior of the palace onto one of the
broad terraces overlooking the city. Y oung girlswent out first to towel the stone furniture dry and spread
cushions, while gardeners meticuloudy combed the flower-boxes, pruning avay dead or wilted plants
that might offend the eyes of the highborn. The dave women came out bearing trays of refreshments,
armed with shades, fans and flywhisks. Last of al came Shazad and her ladies.

The princess was dressed in clothes deemed suitable for afternoon in the season of storms. Her billowy
pantaloons were pearl-gray, the color of the storm god. Her close-fitting bodice was pa e blue shot with
streaks of white, the colors prescribed by ancient law. The pearls sewn upon her dippers and strung
through her black hair were likewise required as semi-forma wear by ladies of her station. Her highborn
attendants were similarly dressed, with minor variations proper to rank and precedence.

The ladies seated themsalves at the marble benches and chairs and musicians on a ba cony above began
an afternoon melody on harp and flute. The women made court gossip, speaking of affairs and intrigues,
marriages and appointments. Always they kept an eye and an ear ready for any signa from the princess,
but she seemed little inclined to participate. She had been greetly abstracted of late.

Shazad toyed with a platter of sweetmeats but she had little appetite. Indeed, now that she considered i,
all her appetites seemed to be in abeyance. Ordinarily her tastes were varied. In the past she had loved
these frivol ous sessonsin which the court women plotted and intrigued asiif for the poils of empire. She
had spent her mornings with her cabos and her evenings with whatever man had most recently taken her
fancy. She had presided as priestess over gregt state ceremonies in the sanctioned temples, and the
darker sde of her persondity had been sated by her indulgencesin the forbidden rites of the black cults.
Very littlewas

forbidden to awoman of her rank, and she had pursued her pleasures almost without
thought.

The greater part of this now seemed tedious to her. She had had a taste of real
power, and everything else seemed insipid. She had seen men struggle and diein a
battle that might have destroyed a kingdom, and such a spectacle made al others



meaningless. Especially she had the knowledge that it had been her own actions that
had prevented the disaster in the field from becoming a catastrophe in the capital.
Since then, though, her father had taken little advantage of her growing skills, athing
she resented.

He was immersed in his preparations for the coming war with Gasam. At first he had
allowed her to attend some of the planning and strategy councils he had held with his
nobles and military commanders. Immediately she had seen that these men resented
amere woman at their deliberations; especially, although none had voiced it, a
princess who was rumored to be a devotee of forbidden practices. Her father
seemed to need the support of these men rather than hers, and he had ceased
bringing her to councils. She had not even seen him in severa days.

Her correspondence with Queen Larissa had become a fascinating game. The
woman was untaught and naive, but what she lacked in education and polish she
more than made up in sheer barbaric vigor. Like her husband. In truth, it was Gasam
who fascinated Shazad. She had not gotten over the effect the man had had on her
when she had seen him, bri€fly, at the parley before the battle. Sometimes she felt
that

he had placed a spell upon her, that she lay under some kind of enchantment.

Her father had seemed to her all that a king should be. He was strong, wise, ruthless
when necessary. He had always been loving and affectionate toward her, and was
deeply suspicious and distrustful of all others. This, too, seemed kingly. He had
unsurped the throne, but she knew that what he had done was correct. The old king
had been unfit and only her father had the strength and the ability to seize the throne
and to reign as a true monarch. She had always thought of him as a king, even when
shewasalittle girl and he was only a duke among many others.

Gasam was different. He was a barbarian, aforce of nature as mindlessly powerful
as an earthquake. He was out to conquer the world because it seemed unnatural to
him that any land or people should exist save beneath his spear. Compared with his
youthful power even the father she worshiped seemed dim and frail.

And Gasam was beautiful. She now knew that she had never understood human
beauty until she had seen the Shasinn. They were the most beautiful people on earth.
Who would have dreamed that they were also the fiercest warriors? When Gasam
had looked at her, she had felt a shock that had begun at her loins and radiated to her
scalp and toes and fingertips. She had begun experimenting with men as soon as she
was physically capable, and they had never been more than an amusement for her.
She made use of them and dismissed them as soon as they began to bore her. She
had never thought she might surrender to one, until she

had seen Gasam. And if he was so beautiful, what must his queen be like?

One of the court ladies gasped, rose from her seat and rushed to the parapet surrounding the terrace.



"What isit?" asked Shazad, startled from her reverie.
"Look!" the woman said, pointing to something far away. " The lighthouse!”

Now dl were on their fegt, high-born and low, free and dave, crowding therail. "It can't be," someone
sad. "A reflection. Perhaps the bronze fire basket is being polished.”

"The sunistoo far west for that," said Shazad. Then, unmistakably, athin column of smoke rose above
the glimmer. "By al the godd" Shazad said. " The sailing season has begun!™

"Impossible!" said a court lady who was aso a priestess of the seagod. " The temple priests have not yet
determined ... it .... it isstill far too early! How can this happen?’

"Only my father the king hasthat authority,” Shazad said grimly. She was furious that he had said nothing
to her about this.

One of thewomen wailed, "Now we will al have to go home and change clothes, and dl of my spring
garments are packed away!"

"I've put on weight," said another, "as| do each stormy season. None of my spring clotheswill fit! I'll
have my seamstresses working day and night. It will be days before | can appear at court or in public!”

Shazad fdlt asif dl her blood vesselswould burst and she would drop dead of apoplexy. Something
momentous and unprecedented had

taken place, and al these women could think of wastheir clothes. She longed to go back to her
chamber, get one of her whips, and begin flailing avay at them. She knew she had to cam hersdlf. These
wereimportant ladieswho could do her great harm. To control herself, she concentrated on the
musicians, who had paused in their playing. Now they started again, using adifferent tune. She
recognized it as spring afternoon music. When she knew she could speak without screaming, she
addressed her little court.

"Yes, | think you should dl retire home and see to your attire. Thisis undoubtedly apart of my father's
military preparations. He wants to take the fleet north againgt the pirates at the earliest possible date.
Lighting thefirein the tower of Perwinisthe ancient sgna to summon theflegt, that isdl. The boatswains
will be dragging drunken sailors from their taverns now, and the officerswill be summoned from their
country estates. In time of war the king has no need to consult with the prieststo order this."

Therewas rdieved chatter at this announcement, asif the very foundations of their world had been
shaken by the change of routine, and her words had soothed them. For the first time an upsetting thought
occurred to Shazad: Perhaps, if we have grown so decadent, we deserve to be conquered by
barbarians.

When her |adies were gone, Shazad dismissed most of her other attendants and went to her chambers
accompanied only by afew body daves. She caled for her riding clothes and sent arunner to the stables
with ordersto

have one of her mounts saddled and brought to the palace. She wasin no mood to amble through the city
Streets at the pace of a quartet of matched litter daves, pushing their way through thronged paths and

dipping on garbage.

The daves undressed her and blotted the el aborate cosmetics from her face. Carefully they untwined the
strings of pearlsthat bound her hair and brushed it out into a flowing mane while she stepped into her
undergarments. Next came her tunic with billowing deeves, her short leather vest and brief trousers. Last



of al she sat as daves drew on her thigh-length boots of soft leather with the elaborate laces that fastened
at the sides.

"I'll wager Queen Larissadoesn't haveto go through dl this," she muttered to Tiwaa, the closest of her
body daves. " Sherisesin the morning, puts on ascrap of cloth, and isready for the day. By al accounts,
there are some days when she doesn't bother with the scrap of cloth.”

"Any dave or peasant woman can say the same, Migtress," the woman reminded her.

"Yes, but Larissaisatrue queen. She needs no materid sign of her rank. She can go clothed only in her
beauty because dl the world goesin terror of her. Any dight to her merits resultsin death and her every
wishisingtantly obeyed. That istrue queenship.”

"Those people are savages, Migtress," maintained the dave woman, "just usurping pirates. They are not
trueroyalty."

Shazad knew better. All roya houses began with bandits, pirates, savages who were strong

enough to conquer and hold. Only in later years, when their descendants became civilized and yearned
for respectability, did the priests make up genealogies for them, tracing their ancestry to the gods. The
founders of the grest roya house of Neva had no doubt been barbarians as primitive and vital asthese
Shasinn. She hoped so.

When her mount arrived she stormed out of the palace and down the front steps, leaping into the saddle
and clearing the mob of servitors out of her way with her whip. Shewasin no mood to trifle this
afternoon. People legped from her path as she clattered through some of the narrower thoroughfares of
the city. Riding and draft animals were forbidden in the city after the early morning hours, when thefarm
carts made their deliveries to the markets. Sha-zad ignored this law as she did most others.

Sherode through the main plaza of the city, where the rain from the day's earlier ssorm till dripped from
the temple eaves and smoke from the noon sacrifices ftill rosein oily skeins laden with the smell of
burning flesh. Priests and commoners gaped to see the king's daughter galloping through the market,
scattering livestock and citizens from her path.

When she reached the harbor, she turned north toward the great naval pool. At one pier, shecould seea
barge being hurriedly loaded with fistnuts to be rowed out to the lighthouse, which burned severd tons of
them every day during the sailing season. Other than that, the docks were idle except for the small
landings where the fishing boats unloaded their catch. These small boats were taken out every day in

good wesather, and could usualy make it back to the protected harbor at first Sgn of a dangerous storm.
If caught by a sudden storm, the small boats had waterproof covers that could be laced in place, allowing
them to ride out most blowsin tolerable safety—and acute misery for those on board.

At the naval harbor, al was frenzied activity. She rode past arow of great warehouses where
self-important officials supervised the unsealing of the doors. Clerks stood by with scrolls of paper,
brushes and ink, preparing to take inventory. From some of the buildings which had been opened and
inventoried that morning, daves carried greeat coils of rope, tubs of paint and tar, bolts of heavy cloth to
be sawn into sails. Everywhere there was confusion and ill-temper. Most work teams were
short-handed, asif it had been impossible to summon afull complement of laborers at such short notice.

Shazad stopped and surveyed the scene. The officials had started at the south end of the row of
warehouses. Six were dready open. The seventh il had its sedl intact. The eighth was being opened. A
thin, balding official squinted at the pottery disk that sedled the doors. It bore the mark of the roya house



and completely covered the latch that held the doors together.

"Warehouse Eight," the officia caled, as ascribe made swift marks on aparchment. "Theroya sed has
been examined by the public accounting office and found to beintact.”

A fat, oily man who reminded Shazad of ahigh priest stepped forward. "Bresk the sed!" heintoned. His
voice and beard stubble, at least, proclaimed that he still had his mascu-

line equipment. A public slave stepped to the door and smashed the seal with a
single blow of amallet. The doors swung wide and a group of scribes and slaves
went in for the inventory. Shazad walked her cabo over to the fat man'sside. He
started, saw who she was, and bowed deeply.

"Princess! Y ou do us too much honor." He straightened, wiping sweat from his
brow with akerchief. "l am Supervisor Quama, of the Naval Harbor Supply and
Victualing Office." He made it sound like avicerega appointment.

"What do you do here, Supervisor?' she asked.

"Things we did not expect to do for nearly another two months, my lady. Is this not
astrange and busy day? Here we are taking inventory. It was quite atask, rounding
up the proper officials, the marine guard required by law, the ..."

"| can see what you are doing," she said, cutting him off, "but why do you take
inventory after the doors have been sealed? Surely this was done before."

"Of course, Princess," he said, asif speaking to achild. "By law the seal must be
examined and proclaimed to be intact by the proper official, then a second inventory
Istaken, and thisis compared with the first one at the Admiralty Records Office."

"Compared for discrepancies, | take it? To guard against malfeasance?’
"Exactly, Princess. Of course, such athing scarcely ever ..."

"Why has that warehouse not been opened?’

she asked, pointing with the handle of her whip at the sedled doors of the seventh building.

Quarnaturned to look, asif he didn't know what she meant. He shrugged. "Oh, that is a storehouse for
wine. It will not be needed until the crews are assembled and the fleet dmost reedy to sail.”

"Openit," she ordered.

"I beg your pardon, my lady?' The supervisor looked around. The nearby officids and docksdeidlers
were watching with interest. "I can do no such irregular thing. These matters are subject to immutable
rules of procedure.”

She pointed to the lighthouse, where atower of flame ascended toward the clouds. "Ordinary procedure
has been suspended, in case you had not noticed, Supervisor! Openiit!"

Theman crossed hisarms. "I refuse. Only my superiors..."

"Y our superiorsl” she screamed. "What do you think | am, you crawling reptile?' Her whip dashed out,



drawing aline across hisface. For an instant she had a glimpse of white cheekbone, then the deep
channd filled with blood, which flowed like a curtain down hisface and tunic. Blood flew from her lash
and spattered the wall of the warehouse. A shocked silence followed. She turned to the bald official.

"Examinethe sedl on that warehouse!" she ordered. Followed by his scribe, the flustered bureaucrat
scurried to the doors and looked over the sedl. He paled a bit.

"Warehouse Seven," he cdled out. "Theroya sed has been examined by the public accounting office. It
has been tampered with."

An excited babble broke out. Shazad found a

marine officer and he popped to attention. "Arrest him," she said, pointing to thefat officia. The marine
officer snapped his fingers and two armored men seized Quama by the arms. She rode over to the doors.

"See, Princess,” said the bald man. "It has been broken, then repaired with wax."

She signded to the dave with the malet. "Break it, but save the pieces.” Instead of using hismdlet, the
davetook the disk in both hands and twisted. It broke easily, in two pieces, which the dave put in a
pouch at his side. The doors were opened, and sherode inside.

Shewasimmediately assaulted by a stench of spilled wine. Generations of clumsy daves had broken jars
here, and the floorboards were soaked with a sticky, vinegar-smelling mess. The cabo reared at the
scent, but she kept it under control. Theinterior wasfilled with row after row of tall winejars tanding in
specid racks. Each had two handles and along, pointed base. They were awkward on land, but at sea
the pointswould be thrugt into the soil of the ship's balast and would ride there securely in the roughest
wegther. Each was closed with awooden plug and sealed with beeswax.

Shazad signaed for the marine officer to cometo her. "Give me your sword.”

He handed her the weapon and she walked her cabo to the nearest jar. It was made to hold twenty
gdlons. Sheleaned over and rgpped it with the sword pommé. It rang hollowly. Taking afoot from a
stirrup, she placed it againgt the jar and pushed. Jar and rack leaned, paused, then toppled to the floor.
The jar smashed, spilling perhaps agallon of sour lees. She rode down

thefirst row, rapping at each jar, kicking over those that sounded hollow.

Minutes later, Shazad came out into the clean air. She stopped beside the trembling Quama, now flanked
by the marines. She tossed the sword back to the marine officer. She looked at the first Six warehouses,
where daves Hill carried out ship's stores.

"There isn't much money to be had from rope and paint and tar and ship's canvas, isthere, Supervisor
Quama?' The man said nothing, his bloody head hanging, hismind full of hisfate. "But thereis plenty in
wine, isn't there? His Mgesty's purchasing agents must buy good qudlity drink for the navy, our guardians
at sea. The tavern-keepers here must be anxiousto buy it from you at ano doubt advantageous rate.
Mogt years, you would have plenty of timeto refill the jars with watered dop, wine condemned by the
inspectors of the vintner's guild and bought cheap. Plenty of timeto hire an artisan to craft anew sed and
putitin place a night. After dl, in other yearsthe priests give notice severd days ahead of time when
they will begin the new sailing season and order the lighthouse fire to be kindled. But not thisyear!” The
snap of her last words was as shocking as the blow of her whip.

She turned to the marines. "Bring him aong, and see that he does himsalf no harm. Thewhole city must



witness his execution. Watch him closely near the water. If he drowns himself, you will take his place
upon the cross!" Wheding her cabo, she set off toward the warship wharf.

A great warship wastied a ongsde the wharf,

glistening with new paint, its hull smelling richly of fresh tar. Lines of public daves carried soresand arms
aboard: oars and rope, sheaves of arrows and javelins, dismantled catapults to be assembled aboard,
stacks of round shields for the marines. Dismasted, the ship looked bare and incomplete. When it was
loaded and armed, it would be rowed to the timber yard for its masts and spars, and to the sail [oft for its
canvas and banners. A knot of officers stood amidships. In their midst, she could seethetal form of her
father. Behind her, she could hear the marines catching up with their prisoner in tow. The men amidships
looked up to see what the commotion was. The king looked from his daughter to the bloodied officia
and back, hisfacefilled with consternation.

Shazad saw a gangplank danting from the wharf to the decking over the stern of the ship. Her cabo
shied, itseyesrolling, but sheforced it down the gangplank, flogging its rump with her coiled whip. A
catwak extended from the aftercastle to the bows between the two rowing pits. She rode aong this and,
findly, dismounted. The men there pulled away from her asif she bore some awful contagion. Then only
the king stood before her. The anger drained from her like water when she saw the rage on his face and
knew that she had overstepped her bounds.

The king snatched the whip from her suddenly numb fingers. "What isthe meaning of this, Daughter?
Have you assaulted aroyd officid? What do you mean by riding your beast

onto my ship, while am in consultation with my officers?| could have you executed for thigl"

Appalled, she dropped to her knees before her father, something she only did on ceremonia occasions.
On both knees, pamsflat against the deck, she abased hersdlf, pressing her cheek againgt hisfoot.

"Y ou may kill me, Father," she gasped, "but what | have done has been for you and for the nation.” The
foot jerked from beneath her face, then it pressed against the back of her neck, grinding her cheek into
the deck. For aterrified moment, she was sure that he would lash her to shreds with her own whip.

"Speak quickly,” hesald.

Swiftly the words tumbled from her, muffled by the way her jaw was pressed againgt the deck. When she
was finished, the king looked up to the wharf, where the marines and their officer siood with their
prisoner.

"It isasthe princess says, Sire," said the officer. "We have the tampered sedl. The empty winejars spesk
for themsdlves.”

Withiinfinite relief, Shazad felt the foot lift from her neck. Roughly, her father seized her hair and hauled
her to her feet. He addressed the marines. "Take that carrion to the prison and have the carpenter
measure him for across.” To hisofficers. "Resume your duties." Then hetook Shazad by thearm. "You
come with me." Not too ungently, he led her to the bows of the ship where they were left studioudy
done.

Gradually the king'sface regained its color. "I have never experienced such insolence! | could ill have
you crucified.”

As her fear lessened, some of her anger returned. "Insolence! Y ou are surrounded by treason, and you
talk of insolence? Once you have executed al the rogues that surround you, there may not be enough



timber |eft in the kingdom to make acrossfor me!”

Theking glared a her for aminute, twisting the coiled whip in hisfists. Sowly the corners of his mouth
quirked upward. First, he loosed some short chuckles, then he gave up and laughed doud. All over the
ship, tension relaxed. He tossed the whip to her and she caught it.

"Here. Youwidld it better than the Shasinn use their spears.”

Peaceful rapport reestablished, shetook her father's arm gently. "Father, afew months ago, you found
out how dack and corrupt your army had become. Did you think the navy would be different? At least
thistime you have a chance to root out corruption and inefficiency and repair things before the battle.”

He nodded. "Aye, you areright. | should have kept you by me these months. My commanders think only
men arefit for military office."

Now it was her turn to laugh. "Men! Father, the tackle between ther legs does not make them men if
they have the hearts of eunuchs and daves. Sometimes| think | am the only man inyour service" She
leaned close and said serioudy: "I am the only one you can trust and rely on, Father. Thereis no other.”

Hesghed sadly. "Aye, that istrue. What isto become of the kingdom?' He walked to the edge of the
forecastle and called out to the assembled officers: "Listen to me! Henceforth, the

Princess Shazad shall be Overseer of Nava Officesfor thiscampaign. All the godswill be no help to you
if shefindsyou failinginyour duties." The king strode down the catwalk and up a gangplank onto the
wharf.

Shazad's heart exulted within her, but she kept her face asrigid as stone. She walked down the catwal k
and the officerslooked at her with dismay and puzzlement. She was asmal woman, and she did not like
having to look up at her subordinates. One of the sailors had taken her cabo's reins and stood stroking its
brow. Like any sensible animd,, it did not like being on board a ship. She took the reins and mounted.
That felt much better. Now they were looking up at her. The extraheight gave her mora ascendancy as
wall.

"Hear me!" she called. By now, many of the dock personnel stood on the wharf, drawn by this
unexpected display. "I will have agtrict accounting of everything pertaining to naval stores, not just the
presence of each required item, but its condition aswell. | will ingpect every foot of rope, every bit of
timber, every arrow, shield-strap and bowstring. | will be everywhere and | will see everything. We have
plenty of time before we must sail. If | haveto order a ship unloaded so that | can ingpect the ked, that |
ghdl do. Anyonewhoisinefficient | will dismiss. Anyonewho iscorrupt, | will have executed. Thisisthe
kingswill!"

The officers were startled and resentful. Now that they knew she was serious, she would use reason.
Men were dways ready to listen to reason when they knew death was the dternative.

"Today, without authority, | discovered gross mafeasancein the very first operation that | came upon.
Think what this means! Bad wine means bellyaches and discontent among the crews. But what will it
mean when a catapult cable snaps during battle because a munitions ingpector wastoo lazy to carry out
his duties and discard unfit equipment? What will it mean when a storm bresks over thefleet and half the
measts are made of green or rotted timber? What | discovered today wasasmall corruption. The greater
ones can lose usabattle. | do not think that the men of our navy are at fault in this. Truly, they arethe
onesmost a risk because of it." On the wharf and in the holds below the rowing pit, she could see men
nodding &t this. "But there are far more people ashore outfitting these ships than will ever sail theminto
battle. There are suppliers and contractors and government officials whose performance has not been



subjected to scrutiny in years.”

She glared about her and was gratified to see men quail before her glance. "When thisflegt sails, it will be
thefinest ever to leave the harbor of Kasin. | will be here at first light tomorrow morning. Be prepared to
answer my every question. Who is commander of the marines?'

A manin civilian clothes stepped forward. "I am, Princess Shazad. Fleet Captain Harakh at your
srvice”

"Put aheavy guard on the storehouses tonight. | want nobody to sneak in tonight and hide evidence of
wrongdoing. And be in uniform tomorrow."

"Asthe princesswishes" he said, bowing. He

smiled, but she could tdll that it was asmile of pleasure, not of insolence. At least she had one officer who
was pleased with the change in authority.

"Beready inthemorning,” shesad. "It istheking'swill!"

She rode up the gangplank and down the wharf toward land. From behind her, she heard aragged
cheer. That was good, but she tasted bitterness knowing that the cheers would have been louder for a
prince.

As she rode back to the palace, thistime in amore leisurely fashion, she pondered her new task. It felt
good to be back at the center of affairs, but she had many thingsto think about. For one thing, she knew
little about naval matters. The things she had said about rope and canvas and timber had very nearly
exhausted her expertise. No matter. Her life at court had taught her that no one person ever knew
everything there was to know. A superior merely had to choose knowledgeable subordinates. She
needed knowledgeable subordinates; but she wanted nobody connected with the navy, the court or the

government in any way.

Malk. That wasit. He was one of the masters of the merchant seamen's guild. She no longer
remembered where she had learned of him, but someone had spoken of the skipper as agreat seaman
and uncommonly honest. She would need such aman. As soon as she reached the palace, shewould
send arunner to summon him. Shefdt filled with boundless energy.

The thought of the thieves and profiteers oc-

cupying offices of trust infuriated her. She could understand grest evil, but not this sort of petty
corruption. Very well, she would root it out—and break theimperia serviceto her will. Thiswasfar
better than worrying about having to switch to dippers decorated with topazes instead of pearls.

NINE

They saw the pillar of smoke two days before they came within sight of its source. At Hadl's orders, they
had been traveling at an easy walk. He did not want to exhaust their cabos or risk injuring them in this
unfamiliar terrain. They had aready learned that the desert possessed an abundance of burrowing
crestures. In aland where there was so little cover or shelter from the sun, animal's had to make their
own. Therisk of stepping in holes and breaking legs was high. There was no need for haste, Hael
assured the men. They would bein Nevawell before the middle of spring. The younger oneswere
impatient for action, but they knew better than to provoke their king.

The ground-bats had been only thefirst of the strange creatures they encountered. Almost as unnerving



were the great serpents. These crea

tures, some of them fifty paces|ong, with bodies as big around as a cabo's, made a duggish progress
along the surface of the desert, and only roused themselves at the approach of alarge creature, such asa
mounted man. Even then they showed little inclination to attack. Hagl suspected that they hunted at night
and were half-somnolent at thistime of year, like common snakes. What, he wondered, did animas so
huge egt?

There was great speculation when they saw the smoke. At first it lay along the horizon like adirty haze,
Asthey drew nearer, they could see that the haze was high in the air, and that a column of smoke
ascended toit. At first they had thought that a dwelling was burning. Then it seemed that awhole town
must be &fire. But by the end of the day they seemed to belittle closer toit.

"A grassfire, perhgps?’ said Jochim.
"Thereisn't enough vegetation here to support such afire," Hael said. "Maybe we shall see tomorrow.”

The next morning, when they arose, they noticed that they, their tents and their gear were dusted with a
fine, powdery ash. It coated the backs of the cabos and men had to snort it from their nostrils before they
could bresthe eeglly.

"What sort of fireisthat?' Bamian asked, "that it can cast itsash sofar?'

"And such ash," Hael said, sfting ahandful of it through hisfingers. "It ismorelike ... apowder, or the
finest sand."

"Even fire does not behave the samein thisland,” Bamian said. "Best we were away from here as soon
aspossble”

By the time the sun began to lower that day, they could see the source of the smoke. A whole
mountaintop belched smoke with alow rumbling sound they could hear from miles away. With awe they
watched flames and streams of liquid fire arch from the base of the smoke and what appeared to be grest
rocksflung skyward asif cast by the hands of giants.

"The Smoking Mountaind" Hadl said. "My maps show them far to the south of here. Perhapsthisisthe
northernmost. They have been known to spring up from theflat earth dmost overnight and grow to grest
mountainsin ametter of months.”

"Mountains should not behave like that," Jo-chim maintained stolidly. "M ountains are meant to be
permanent. They are not supposed to be like flowers, that spring up quickly and flourish.”

That night, they watched in stunned amazement as the mountain flamed and roared like agiant'sforge.
Men cried out and pointed whenever an especialy lurid stream of liquid fire shot up, to fall back likea
gpray of glowing water. The air had astrange smell, but the wind kept most of the ash from them. There
was little deep to be had that night.

The morning's march left the smoking mountain behind them. More than unusua mountains, Hael was
now far more interested in water. The weed-choked water holes were becoming hard to find. The men
attributed this to the smoking mountain, but Hael could not see any connection. He dreaded the thought
of making adry camp.

At least the weather remained mild. Had they

been making this crossing in the middle of summer, the heat would have been terrible. The land was cut



with degp channdls, indicating that rain, although rare, was torrential when it came.

The second day after leaving the smoking mountain, the scouts came riding back excitedly. The heads of
the cabos were drooping. The water hole the night before had been little more than amud pit, where men
had had to scoop holesin the muck to let murky water seep into them. There had been insufficient water
for the beasts, and none at all for the men.

"A water holel" shouted an Ams scout. "And astrange one!™

Wondering what this could mean, Hadl rode ahead of the advance guard. A few milesfarther on, he
followed the scout into asheltered hollow where he was greeted by an utterly unexpected sight. Spreed
before him in the bottom of the hollow was afield of greenery, hundreds of yardsin extent. Grasses and
trees with strange, bushy tops proliferated everywhere. Then his cabo scented the water and he had to
redrainit from bresking into agallop.

He rode benesth the shade of the trees and smelled fragrant flowers and other things, spicy and
nose-tickling. Insects buzzed up from fdlen fruit. He could hear water ahead of him. Not merdly flowing
water, but falling water. This seemed to be an odd place to find awaterfall, even asmal one.

"Here, my king, look at this," said the guide, shouldering his own cabo between two clumps of high grass.
Hael followed. On the other side of the grass was the water, and at its edge Hadl

stopped his cabo and stared. This desert was proving to be full of wonders. It was not awater hole, but
aman-made pool. It was perfectly rectangular, perhaps a hundred paces|ong by fifty wide. The sides
were of cut stone and danted from the level of the ground to the water severa feet below. Hadl guessed
that this was doneto prevent animas from faling in and drowning, polluting the water. The water itself
was beautifully clear and Hael alowed his cabo to walk down the short dope and drink.

Even stranger than the pool was a great statue at one end. It was carved from white stone, in the form of
aknedling nude woman. On one shoulder she held ajar and from thiswater gushed into the pool. Her
beautiful, serene face gazed out over the pool enigmaticaly. When his mount had drunk enough, Hael
rode to the statue and studied it.

It was carved from ahard, white stone that was unlike anything he had seen since entering the desert. If it
was built up of anumber of stones, thejoints were too finely crafted to be seen. Seen from close up, it
was not perfectly smooth, but showed some pitting and weathering. How many centuries had it stood, or
rather knelt there? He ran hisfingers dong one thigh and felt great age. It was not as bruta ly forceful nor
as crude as the statue they had seen in the pass. Had it been made by the same people? Hael felt
somehow it had not. There was no writing connected with this one, so that evidence was lacking. Why
had it been put here? Wasit agoddess? A spirit of the spring that poured so abundantly from the jar? Or
wasit just athing of beauty, put here by peo-

pie who loved beauty? He knew he would never find out, and that saddened him.
This desert was full of mysteries, and he would never even encounter most of them,
much less solve them.

The main body of the army arrived, and they cheered and whooped happily when
they saw the pool. Hael quickly distributed orders. The cabos were to be watered.
Men wereto fill their waterskins from the stream that flowed from the jar. The
animals could be put out to graze and fallen wood gathered for fires, but nothing was
to be damaged or molested in any way. When the necessities were taken care of,
those who wished to could bathe.



There were still at least two hours of daylight so Hael sent out hunting parties. With
all thiswater, he was sure that there would be abundant game nearby. He ordered
them to be careful not to harm anything that looked like it might be domestic
livestock. He was surprised that he had seen no evidence of human habitation in this
beautiful spot. The water and good soil would support a sizable farming community,
and he was certain that farmers had been here once. Most of the trees were
fruit-bearing, and it was unlikely that this was by chance.

Before long the hunting parties returned. They had found toonoo and a sort of wild
curl-horn that had only two horns. The smell of roasting flesh began to drift on the
desert air. A firewas built for Hael and the chiefs near the statue. Soon they were
gnawing the tough meat off the bones of wild game.

Jochim lowered the rib he had been gnawing
and looked up at the statue. The firdight glowed ruddy on the undersides of the stone breasts.
"Thisgiant is prettier than thelast,” he observed.

"At least she doesn't ook asif she meansusany harm,” said an Ams underchief. "I wasn't so sure about
that onein the pass. He was something to frighten children with."

"Did men makethis, my king?'asked Ba-mian.

"Y es. When we get to Nevayou will see works of men far larger than this, although | do not think you
will see anything more beautiful. Thewonder isinfinding it here, so far from anything ese. And it seems
to be abandoned. That makeslittle sense, since thereiswater and the land isfertile.”

"Perhaps," Jochim said, "there is something that keeps people away from this place.”

"Or," Hadl said, "it may be that this place is not abandoned. The people who useit may just be away.
There could be nomads who travel from one pasture and water hole to another to avoid overgrazing and
ruining the land. If so, they could be back any time and may resent our presence.”

Bamian laughed. "With our strength, we can stand alot of resentment.” The otherslaughed aswell.

"Truly they would need avery large army to threaten us" Hael said. "But | wish to Stay on good terms
with the people here. If we meet any who claim this place, we will be courteous and offer payment. Do
nothing to provoke the natives and fight only if attacked. Those are my commands." After thishad sunk
in, hewent on.

"Our men and, more importantly, our animals, are tired. We will stay here tomorrow.
Everyone, man and beast, will eat, drink and rest. On the morning after tomorrow,
we resume our march."

L ater, when the fires had burned low and most of the men were snoring in their
blankets, Hael stood beneath the stream of water pouring from the huge stone jar. It
felt wonderful to wash the dirt and sweat of travel from his body. When he felt clean,
he sat on the accommodating knee of the giantess and wrung the water from his
long, bronze-colored hair. On an impulse, he put on only aloincloth, picked up his
spear and walked out through the vegetation and into the desert beyond. A surprised



guard saluted him, but knew better than to question any of the king's odd whims.

The night air was cool on his skin, but he wasinured to the severe winter of the hill
country. Thisfelt much like standing night herd-watch as a boy back on his home
iIsland. He walked for half an hour, wanting to get well away from the great mass of
men and cabos.

Thiswas a pleasure he had seldom enjoyed in recent years. Just being alone to
commune with his surroundings was a great pleasure to him. When he had gone far
enough, he stopped and opened up his mind and spirit to the land. Unconsciously,
he adopted the characteristic stance of his people: leaning on his spear, the sole of
one bare foot braced against the knee of his standing leg. Shasinn could stand thus
for hours and this had given them the name of "stork people.”

Gradudly he began to fed the creatures near him. On the plains and in the mountains or on hisidand this
could be an overwhelming experience, but not here. Animaswere fewer here, and they were somnolent
at thistime of year, with many deeping in their burrows. The grest number of men had frightened many
away for the duration. To hisgreeat relief, he could fed no ground-bats. They had not been troubled by
the creastures sncethefirgt, hectic night.

Something impinged on his consciousness and he turned his face to the southeast. He was sure he felt
something there. Then it came again: afaint, troubling sensation that was not quite animd in origin. Wasit
human? He seldom felt any emanation from human beings, save sometimes from very primitive men who
lived in the deep forests or the high mountains in close communion with nature—people compared with
whom the Matwaand Ams had scaed the heights of civilization. Thiswas not quite the same.

He began to walk in that direction, the stones of the desert rough beneath his bare feet. With the spear
swinging rhythmically at hisside, hetrotted for awhile, then stopped. It was till there, kegping its
distance, farther away than he had thought. He wanted to go look but he knew that would be foolish.
With asigh, he turned and walked back toward the camp. Thiswas yet another mystery, but he felt
wonderful, like aman who has just removed bandages from his eyes and ears.

He reentered the camp and strode toward his tent. Some of the chiefswoke at his ap-

proach. " Something to the southeast,” he said "too far to go and see tonight. | think well see them
tomorrow. Be prepared in the morning." With that, he crawled beneath the smple shelter of histent and
rolled into ablanket. His spear stood thrust into the earth like a sentinel before the low entrance.. The
chiefsdid not question what he had said. They al knew that Hagl was not as other men. He could detect
things that other men could not see. If he said there were living things beyond sight and coming their way,
then it wastrue. It was one reason why so many disparate, warring tribes had put their squabbles aside
to follow him. King Hagl possessed great mystical power. These people had no gods, but they believed
inamultitude of spirits. The spiritswere strong in Hadl.

The next morning, Hael sent scouts to the southeast. They were instructed to locate what they could,
return and report. For thistask, he chose men who were exceptionally reliable. At noon, some of them
came back in, reporting that they could find nothing. Thistroubled Hadl. He knew that he had felt
something. It had been within amile or two. Perhaps, he thought, they had stolen away before dawn.

During the day, men rested, cleaned and repaired clothes and gear, and tended to their mounts. They
brushed the animas glossy coats, polished or repainted their horns and renewed designs drawn on the
animas heads, limbs and bodies to protect them from baleful spirits.



The evening meal was being prepared when there was a shout from the sentries. Men frol-

icking in the water dashed for their clothes and wegpons. Hael looked up in consternation. Where were
the scouts?

"Riderscomel" asentry shouted.
"Whichway?' Hael cdled out.
"Southeast!" the sentry called back.

"Sub-chiefs," Hadl cried in avoicethat carried from one end of the casisto the other, "gather your men.
Stand by, ready to mount but stay here. Chiefs, mount and gather by me." There was an orderly bustle as
his commands were carried out. A young warrior brought the king's own cabo and he mounted. His bow
was dready strung in its case with aquiver bristling with one hundred arrows. Hislongsword hung at the
pommel. With his spear propped upright before him, Hael began to amble dowly toward the
southeastern edge of the vegetation, followed by his chiefs.

"They are below that rise, my king," said the sentry asthey reached the verge of the open land. "1 saw
them along that ridge, then they came down itsfaceand into agully.”

"How many?' Hael asked.
"Forty or fifty, but, my king, their mounts..."
"What about them?"

"Look!" one of the chiefs shouted, pointing. Theriders had come out of the gully and over the crest of the
small rise, perhaps two hundred paces from thelittle band of chiefs. They wore billowing robes and
carried long lances. These details were of minor interest to the watchers. Their mounts had two legs.

"What arethey?' said Jochim. "Killer birds? Dusters?' Thekiller birds wereterrible creatures, the most
ferocious of the grasdand pred-

ators. Dusters were relatives, just aslarge and likewise flightless, but herbivorous.

"They areabreed I've never seen," Hadl said. "And | have never heard of men riding birds. Cabos,
nusks and humpers | have seen used as mounts, but never birds." Fascinated, he watched the
approaching men. At least, he assumed they were men. Their shape was not easy to determine benegath
the robes, which were of the colors of the desert: gray, dun, tan and black. Asthey drew nearer he saw
that the robes covered most of their faces aswell. The birds were of the same colors, and they moved
with astrange, loping gait, heads bobbing forward and back with every gtride. If they were not killer
birds, they were something very near, with narrower beaks and eyes set in flaring ridges of bone. The
legs were neither as stout as akiller bird's, nor as dender as aduster's. They were tipped with vicious
talons and looked capable of great bursts of speed.

They werein no particular formation, although arider on ablack bird rode severad lengthsin front and the
others seemed to be following him. Abruptly, without any signa being passed that Hael could detect, dl
the birds hdted at once. It was an eerie Sight, asif all the birds possessed asingle brain. The lead rider
came afew paces forward and stopped. The others remained where they were.

"1 will go out and spesk with him," Hadl said. "Come with me, and hat a my command. | will go on
aoneto confer with him."



They started out at an easy walk. The bird-riders had halted a hundred paces from the oa-

ss. Behind Hadl and his chiefs, warriors came to the edge of the vegetation, making no demonstration but
with bows held casudly at their sdes, arrows nocked. Hael knew that, if the riders should treacheroudy
attack him during a peaceful parley, not aman or bird of them would be aive within five seconds of the
firgt hogtile move. They might believe themselves safe, but they had undoubtedly never seen such bows as
his men carried, nor such archers. One hundred paces was beginner's range for Hael'sarmy.

"Stop here," Hadl said, till thirty paces from the lead rider. His chiefs halted and he rode on. He stopped
less than three paces from therider. His cabo did not like the bird, but it made no attempt to fight Hadl's
control. The bird-rider sat as fill asthe statue a the pool, then he jammed his lance into the ground by its
butt-spike and it stood swaying, itslong, ribbonlike pennonsfluttering in the light breeze. Hael did the
same with his much shorter spear. The man spoke afew words, then repeated them. On the repetition,
Hael recognized the language as adidect of Southern, which was alanguage he understood fairly well.

"Who areyou?' the man asked. His headdress covered al but hiseyes.
"l anKing Had."
"Y ou come from the north. Men have never come from the north. Where is your home?'

Hadl gestured behind him. *Beyond the mountain. The grasdands of the high plains, and the hill country
beyond.”

"Y ou came through the pass? Y ou passed by the Guardian? That isforbidden.”

"No oneforbade us," Hael said, "and the Guardian did nothing to stop us." He remembered, though, how
uneasy they had dl felt the night before on the mountain, before they had even seen the Guardian. If it had
some ancient power to guard the pass againgt intrusion, perhaps some bit of it remained.

"Why do you come here?"

"We cross the desert on our way to Neva," Hael said patiently. "We mean you no harm and you have
nothing to fear from us. Now, my friend, who are you?"

"l am Joz." Thefirgt sound of the name was aguttura not used in any dialect Hael knew. "We arethe
Webba, thisisour country, and that isour casis. Y ou and your animas drink our water."

"For which we are most grateful, | assureyou,” Hadl said. "We are a great-hearted and generous people.
We wish to be friends with everyone. We did not know whose water thiswas. In the grasdands, water
holes may be fredy used by anyone, aslong asthey areleft in good condition, and livestock do not
overgrazethegrass.”

"Thisisno common water hole," Joz asserted. "Thiswas made for us by a goddess, and given by her to
our ancegtors.”

"And agenerous deity shewas. Did | not mention that we are generous aswdl? | have brought giftsfor
those who wish to be our friends. Y our spring is abundant and we and our cabos have not lowered the
leve of the pool oneinch. Theland isfertile, and the grass eaten by our animalswill grow back before
another turning of the moon. Thisland isun-

known to us. Guides would be very useful. Friends might provide such guides." Hadl judged these odd
people to be nomads, and such people sometimes were offended by talk of "payment,” thinking that this
reduced them to the status of lowly workers or merchants. On the other hand, they seldom had objection



t0"gifts"

"Y ou speak like an honorable man,” Joz said. "I will speak with the goddessto seeif dl iswell. Let us
rideto the pool." Joz retrieved hislance and Hadl took his own spear, wheding his mount so that the two
rode stirrup to stirrup. At least Hael thought so until he glanced down and noticed that Joz rode without
dtirrups, his bare brown feet peeking out from beneath his dun-colored robe and pressing againgt his
bird's black-feathered sde, just behind the stubby, useless wings. Behind them, the other birds moved at
the same time as Joz's, each one stepping off with itsright foot at exactly the same ingtant. The sght made
the hair at Hael's nape prickle.

"What will you ask the goddess, if | may inquire?"

"Whether you have mistreated her. Whether she gpproves of you partaking of her water and grassand
thefruits of her trees”

"And if she doesn't like us?' Hadl asked.
"Thenwewill havetokill youdl."

Had carefully refrained from laughing. How fifty riders armed with lances, however oddly mounted, were
going to kill six thousand warriors armed with powerful bowsimplied tremendous confidence, if nothing
else. And despite his amusement, the way those birds be-

haved made Hadl reluctant to risk hodtilities with these people.

Asthey passed into the trees, the Webba began a high-pitched, melodious chant. Hadl tried to
understand the words, but he could not. Either they were using a different |language or they were chanting
nonsense syllables. At the poal, the birdslined up at the edge of the water, standing at intervals as precise
asif they had been placed by adrillmaster. Asone bird, they lowered their heads and drank.

Hael's warriors gathered around, intrigued by the spectacle. Worried lest the great press of men should
upset the Webba or their mounts, Hael ordered his officers to move their men back. Unlike the cabos,
the birds could not swallow with their heads down. Instead, each drew in abeakful, then threw back its
head and swallowed noisly.

When the birds had drunk, Joz dismounted and strode to the statue. Dismounted, he was asmall man,
Hael was surprised to note. Having noticed that, he saw that they were al small people. They looked so
imposing on birdback that their stature was not immediately apparent.

Joz walked to the statue and chanted something, thistime too low to hear, with palms upraised. Then he
pressed his palms and face againgt the sone thigh, and remained in that posture for several minutes. At
length, he straightened and called an order to hisfollowers, too rapidly spoken for Hael to interpret. The
ridersdl dismounted. Most took cups from inside their robes and dipped up water, drinking asthirgtily as
the birds.

The birds themsdl ves ceased to behave with the machindike unity they had displayed while ridden. They
began to walk about the clearing, their heads bobbing, making gravelly squawks. One found adusty
patch of ground, lay down and rolled in it vigoroudly.

"The goddess approves," Joz reported. " She says you behaved respectfully, and did not abuse her
hospitdity. Y ou are welcome to our spring.”

"Then please do me the honor of joining me and my chiefsfor ameal. We were about to eat when the
sentriesreported your arriva.”



"l join you most gladly. Commanders!” Four of hisfollowers strode to hisside. "These are my
leaders-of-ten. They will join us, if you will permit.”

"They are most welcome. Y our other men may make free of any of our fires. My men will share
everything." They walked to the king'sfire and sat. Joz and his chiefs carefully covered their crossed legs
with their robes.

"Y ou came from the southeast,” Hael said. "I had scouts out in that quarter. How were you able to avoid
detection”?'

"When we do not wish to be seen, weride in the gullies. Our birds can run crouched very low. | will
show you. Do you have no riding-fowl in your land?

"None. We have some birds, afew of them aslarge as yours, but no one has ever mastered riding them.
Thekiller birds are too vicious and dusters are not strong enough. Do your people not ride cabos?’

"It would not befitting," Joz said. " South of
here, people ride cabos and bumpers, but they are lesser people."

"What do your birds eat?' Hael asked. "l notice they are not going for the fallen fruit
and those beaks |ook more suited for alivelier diet."

"They are meat eaters. We hunt together and share the kill."

At that moment the roasted game was brought to the king's fire and serious talk was
halted while the men ate. One of Joz's men brought a broad leaf piled with fruit from
the trees of the oasis. The grasslanders had been reluctant to experiment with these,
although many of the fruits looked luscious. It was always safe to eat game if it was
properly cooked, but a man never knew what might happen if he ate an unfamiliar
plant. With the example of the Webba, they tried the fruits and found that they liked
most of them. This was awelcome variation in diet, especially for the hill-dwelling
Matwa who, unlike the Amsi, grew much of their own food. The Webba fed their
birds with raw, gamy meat from bags carried by each rider.

When appetite was satisfied, the serious discussion began.

"Why do you come across the mountains?' asked Joz, "and cross the desert, and
fareto faraway Neva, where the folk live packed into little chambers confined by
walls, asif they hate the sun and the sky and the free wind?"

"A brother king has asked my assistance. Heis at war and, although he hasa
powerful army, he lacks fine mounted archers like my men. Werideto hisaid.”

"A war!" sad Joz enthusiagticdly. "Will there beraiding and looting?"

"Undoubtedly,” Hadl assured him. "The civilized kingdoms like to pretend that they do not make war that
way, but in truth they are just more organized about it. Would you and your men like to accompany us? |
am sure that my brother king, Pashir of Neva, would esteem such .-. . such unusual dlies. And | can
absolutely guarantee that the people we are going to fight would be struck with terror to see men
charging down upon them mounted on killer birds. That iswhat the birdswould look like at first."



Joz sighed. "Alas, my friend, it isnot to be. Our birdswill not leave their desert home. Many timeswe
have tried to take them raiding in the jungles of the south or the farmlands to the east, but they balk and
become sulky before they are far from the desert, and we must bring them back. Their spirits dwell here,
Many thanks, though, for your kind invitation." He gazed into the distance, asif at fondly remembered
sghts of murder and rapine.

"How unfortunate," Hael said. Now that he had established goodwill, he decided it was time to negotiate
alittle business. "In order to reach Nevain timeto take part in the war, our way would be gresatly
facilitated by reliable guides. | have only written accounts of this country, long out of date and of doubtful
worth."

Joz nodded. "That would be wise. Only those native to this desert know where the water is, and this
great mass of men and beasts must have much water every day."

"Very true. Also it would be agreat saving in time if we had someone to go ahead of usto speak to such
towns and peoples as may bein our path, assuring them of our peaceful intentions and negotiating for
such suppliesaswe may.”

Joz nodded wisdly and stroked his chin. He had lowered hisveil dightly to eet, revealing adark face with
amall, precise features. A diminutive beard formed acircular patch on his chin. The beard was sartlingly
redin color.

"That is sensible. With our company, you would meet with no resistance from the people in your path. All
fear the Webba"

Hael forboreto point out that anyone who might be overawed by fifty bird-mounted warriors would
surely be cautious about attacking six thousand on cabos.

"Then," Hael said, "we shdl have nothing to fear. Will you accompany us, then?'

"Well, we must rejoin our people, who range far to the south of here, and it might be pleasant to wend
our way thither in company. Still ..." He paused elaboratdly. "We had wished to hunt thisland for some
timelonger, whilethe gameis abundant.”

"Thereisno need to rush your decision,” Hael said. "We gill have all of thismost pleasant evening, at this
lovely pool given to your ancestors by your equaly lovely goddess. And now, | have some gifts| think
will pleaseyou." At hiscommand, severa saddlebags were brought. After sorting through them, Hael
brought out some finely crafted ornaments of silver and severa coils of copper wire. He had brought
coined money but wished to save that

for more civilized locales, and metd was prized by everyone. Joz accepted the gifts asif they were no
more than a polite token of gratitude for the free use of hisoas's, and he was only showing good manners
by accepting them and praising the giver. But the next morning, the fifty bird-riders accompanied King
Had's army southward.

TEN

As Princess Shazad boarded the Moon-glow, the sailing master, the crew and the marines bowed
deeply. Aswas her practice when vigting the docks, she wore her riding outfit as most appropriate for
her newly active life. There was no feminine equivalent for amilitary uniform, and she feared shewould
look ludicrousif shetried to wear one. Now that she had established the respect of these men, she could
not afford to be laughed at.



The Moonglow had been her persond yacht, a pleasure boat suitable for fine-wegther cruises and
floating parties. She had ordered it completely renovated and rerigged as alight naval cutter. Mot of its
luxurious appointments had been torn out and replaced by warlike smplicity. Her elaborate bedchamber
had been cut away to lower the little ship's profile and make

it more seaworthy. In its place, she now had atiny, spare cabin. Benches for rowers had been ingtalled,
and tholes now lined the bulwarks. The ship was painted green and yellow, the colors of the Nevan navy.
Like her father'sflagship, the War Dragon, Moonglow's sails were striped red and white, the colors of
theroyd family.

She returned the salutes and acknowledged the cheers of the crowd gathered adong the piersand in the
great plazajust behind the merchant docks. For weeks now, on every day when the wegather was good,
people had been coming to the waterfront to see the new fleet taking shape. The navy had aways been
the pride of Kasin, and the citizenry took a proprietary interest init. They knew that the amazing princess
had overseen its restoration and she was now, after her father, the most popular person in the kingdom.

She had seen to it that the people knew who was responsible for this naval renaissance by sending her
agents out into the city to spread the story. Everywhere, in taverns and markets, in gaming-houses and
brothels, had been spread the story of the princess who was more capable than any nobleman, who had
taken the decrepit navy in hand and restored it to its former glory. She had been the scourge of evil and
corruption.

By glancing at the mole that formed awater-bresk for the merchant harbor all could see the results of
that scourging: row upon row of crosses. Each bore the body of aman who had once held a position of
trust. Her investigations had been ruthless and thorough, and they had

uncovered incredible corruption, waste and inefficiency at every level in the military,
the civil administration, and civilian contractors. Unlike the admirals and high
noblemen who customarily oversaw these warlike matters, she did not consider this
combination of clerical and police work beneath her; and corruption and inefficiency
had been the least of it. She had uncovered espionage and treason. She had seized
the private papers of high ministers and petty bureaucrats alike, and had found great
and damning evidence.

Not all of it had been so unpleasant. On one memorable day, she had had every
rower in the navy lined up at the docks, rank upon rank of them, all naked and
shivering on an uncommonly cool day. She had worked her way down each rank,
examining every one. She had poked and prodded, pinched and tested for firmness
and muscle tone. She had regjected and dismissed any that showed sign of weakness
or disability. She had checked for signs of rupture, piles and even more
embarrassing afflictions. When she had examined them all, she chose the forty
handsomest as rowers for Moonglow.

Now, the day before sailing, she was satisfied that the nation's navy was the best, in
manpower and material, that it had ever been. About its |eadership she was not so
sure. That was one area that was not under her control.

She did not think that she had acted under-handedly in personally spreading word of
her doings, in building her own reputation among the populace. In the first place, she
felt she deserved it. She was spreading no falsehoods, and



the time might come when she would need popular support. Mere high birth was not enough for a
woman, asit was for aman. She aso had her previous reputation to dispd. For years she had been
known only for her numerous debaucheries and forbidden religious practices. A few years before, the
nation had been swept by thetitillating rumor that she had poisoned her husband. She had not, but she
made no effort to prove her innocence. The suspicion kept noblemen seeking an dliance with her father
from suing for her hand. Another marriage had been the last thing she had wanted. Now she found that
her eligible widowhood could be aussful palitica tool.

"Y our orders, Princess?' said the sailing master.
"A last turn around the harbor, Master Saan," she ordered.

To themusic of aflute, the rowers went through their oar drill: an intricate and graceful ceremony that
over the centuries had been refined into a dancelike exercise in which each man took his oar from itsrack
around one of the masts and took his place standing by his bench. Then, in unison, the rowers sat, did
their oars outboard aong the tholes and feathered them with asingle, precise turning of thewrist.

The fluting changed pitch and rhythm and the oars dipped and rose, dipped and rose, and Moonglow
backed away from the pier. At an especialy complex series of notes played on both pipes of the flute,
the rowers on one sde lowered their carsinto the water and held them there unmoving while those on the
other side stroked vigorously. Moonglow rotated on an

axis defined by its mainmast, its small, decorative ram making a perfect hdf circle. The rhythm changed
again and the ship sped across the harbor. The crowd ashore applauded to see the maneuver performed

S0 expertly.

Shazad seated hersdlf beneath the awning erected in the stern of the ship and had Moon-glow rowed
completely around the fleet, which now lay at anchor within the harbor. After her circuit, she rowed
between the ships, examining each with acritical and, now, aknowledgesble eye. Guildmaster Malk had
been an invaluable teacher and assistant. He had taught her how to judge aship'strim, so that now she
could tell, just by theway it sat in the water, whether amatter of just afew hundred pounds had been
improperly stowed. He had taught her the telltale signs of poor caulking and improper stepping of the
mads.

The two of them had examined all the stores to be taken on this voyage, and he had brought his years of
experience to picking the best ropes, tackle, rations and al other things necessary to keeping the fleet at
sea. He had personadly supervised the refitting of Moonglow and had picked its crew (except for the
rowers).

Moonglow and its mission had been the cause of stormy arguments between Shazad and her father.

"I mugt sail with thefleet, Father!" shehad said. "I have saved it from the Sink of ineptitude into which it
had falen. | have restored it. It is my fleet! And | mugt sail withit into bettle.”

Pashir had turned scarlet and she feared he might have a seizure, but she had remained
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stubborn. "Your fleet!" he had roared. "/ am king of Neva. The land and all its people and itsnavy are
mine. Just because | have dlowed you to beaglorified clerk ..."

"Clerk!" she had screamed. "What kind of clerk takes up crucifixion asapastime? The sailorsal love me
now, and it will put spirit in them to know | am there.”



Her father had camed alittle. "Y ou are awoman, my daughter, and | do not want you to take therisks
of battle"

She amiled and stroked hisarm. " Father, | know you are concerned for me, but consider: In battle,
Moonglow will stay well away from the fighting. | am not foolish enough to sail aconverted yacht in
among warships. Y ou will befar more at risk in your flagship snceyou .insst on leading persondly. If
you arelogt, | dare not return to Kasin, with as many enemiesas| have made these last weeks. | might
aswell have ahead start on pursuit.”

In the end, he had acquiesced. In spite of her eation, this, too, was evidence that her father wasfailing.
Once hewould have ether said yes or ese have thrashed her, but he would not have argued. It was just
aswadll, shethought, that she was going to accompany the fleet. She might well be needed.

Now, as she gave the ships her find inspection, shefdt apride and an exhilaration such as she had never
known before. Her former pleasures and interests now seemed to her puerile, childish. This mass of
ships, men and armament represented real power, and she now knew that power wasthe only thing in
theworld
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worth having, worth scheming and fighting for. She now understood what drove
Gasam.

It was a glorious morning for sailing. From every rooftop and tower in the city, great
banners hung and flapped in the breeze. Columns of smoke rose from every temple,
where special sacrifices had been decreed for the success and safety of the fleet.
Gongs boomed and on the shore bands of musicians played horns and drums, and
were echoed by the trumpeters and drummers on the ships.

The whole city and half the surrounding countryside had gathered along the quays to
see off the fleet, which was going north to retrieve the honor of the kingdom. There
were songs and loud, communal prayers invoking the sea god and the winds. An
impromptu fair roared up and down the waterfront, with vendors, prostitutes and
street entertainers doing a business unprecedented for adate so early in the year. The
hundreds of prostitutes made assignations for the evening. Silence came over the
crowd as a huge drum began to boom on the flagship.

Like the multitudinous legs of a centipede, the long oars slid out from the sides of
the great ships on three levels: the topmost set in tholes and the two lower levels
thrust through holes in the sides. The oars on the other ships appeared as well.
Slowly and with ponderous dignity, War Dragon began to move. To the flashing of
oars, the great galley headed for the harbor entrance. One by one, in singlefile, Slow
and stately as a parade of dowagers, the other ships followed. First came the
three-banked ships, then those of two banks, and finally the smaller
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cutters that bore only a single bank of rowers at main deck level. Last of al came
Moonglow.



The supply ships and tenders would sail later in the day without ceremony from the
merchant harbor. These would be exceptionally numerous, because the Nevan fleet
was bound for blockade duty, and might well spend weeks at sea before real battle
commenced.

When all were gathered outside the harbor, War Dragon spread her two great,
triangular sails, striped red and white. The following ships displayed their white or
brown sails, and the watchers on the shore could see the diminutive red-and-white
sails of Moonglow catch the morning wind that blew from the shore. Slowly, the
majestic fleet began to pick up speed as the crowd ashore cheered themselves to
exhaustion.

Shazad lounged in her chair beneath her gold-threaded awning and, for thefirst time
in weeks, relaxed. She had done all she could do and now she would enjoy the
cruise. She had brought only a single body slave, and the girl sat on the deck by her
side, tending to her tray of delicacies and a pitcher of iced wine. Shazad had stowed
several hundred pounds of ice from the royal icehouse in the ballast. She had no
intention of leaving behind al civilized luxuries.

Idly she studied the rowers who lounged on the main deck now that the ship was
under sail. They were an uncommonly handsome lot, members of every race and
having a great variety of skin, hair and eye colors. Asthey rowed, she had admired
the ripple of perfectly toned muscles beneath the glossy hides, the smell of sweat
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mingling nicely with that of the fistnut oil with which she inssted they be anointed
every morning. Idly, she thought of selecting one to keep her company that night and
was amazed to realize how little the ideainterested her.

She thought about it. Had it been weeks, no, months since she had taken a man into
her bed? Not since before the battle with the barbarians, anyway. And she had not
felt thelack, either. That was truly astonishing. In fact, for quite some time only one
man had interested her: Gasam.

She held out a beringed and bracel eted hand and the slave girl placed a frosted
goblet into it. The girl made an excellent body slave. Mute since birth, she was
extremely quick to detect the dightest signal from her mistress. She was a good
listener and never tired Shazad with the sort of prattle even the best daves plagued
their masters with. Best of all, she kept secrets extremely well. Shazad sipped the
wine, which was made on one of her own estates.

"Ming," shesaid to the girl, "thisisagloriousfleet, and | am sure that we shall be
handily victorious at sea, but | have some small doubts about Father's overall
strategy." The girl nodded, her small, olive-complected face solemn beneath a shag
of brown hair. Her eyes were large, green and beautiful. Shazad spoke to her
because she often found it easier to sort out her thoughts when she spoke aloud, and
there were few people she dared trust with some of her thoughts.



"Going up to fight this early, for instance. King Hael must be well on hisway by
now, with afine mounted army of his steppe warriors. |
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think Father should have waited until King Hael arrived, and then marched with the combined
Nevan-Grasdands army to Foria, leaving the naval operation to one of the admirds, thus hitting Gasam
from land and sea at once. He says he wants to stop Gasam bringing warriors from the Idands, but |
think heisjust too impatient to avenge his humiliation." She could never have spoken these wordsto
someone who might have repeated them.

"Did | ever tdl you that Hagl was once my lover?' The girl shook her head. "That was long before you
cameinto the household. He was splendid, the handsomest youth | ever saw. But, dtill, hewasjust a
boy." She gazed into the cup regretfully. "He was of the same race as Gasam, but comparing the two
would be like'—she looked about for asimile—"like comparing Moonglow to War Dragon. Of course,
Gasam must have been little more than aboy then aswell. Hael certainly seemsto have made something
of himsdlf. When | last saw him, he owned one cabo and a spear and he was joining acaravan asa
guard. Now heisaking. He must be avery interesting man, by now, perhaps asinteresting as Gasam.”

For two daysthe fleet sailed northward and westward a ong the coast in fine wegther. The breezes held
fair and little rowing was required, just enough to keep the rowersin good practice. Storms came every
evening, but they did not bring dangerous winds. The rains meant that the water barrelswere dwaysfull
and there was plenty |left over for bathing and washing down the ships. Thiswas taken asagood sign for
the voyage, asalengthy cruisewith ra-
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tioned water could turn heavily manned warshipsinto foul-smelling, pestilentid, floating dums. On the
third day they reached Point Despair, afrowning crag of rock thrust into the sealike the fist of an angry
god. There, at asigna from the flagship, the fleet dropped anchor.

It was not yet late, and the day wasfair. Puzzled at this development, Shazad had Moon-glow rowed
adongsde War Dragon. King Pashir cameto therail of the huge galey and smiled down at his daughter.

"What do we do here, Father?' she asked, looking upward and shading her eyes with one hand.
"Wewait," he said. He would say no more.

For therest of that day and all of the next, the fleet lay at anchor. Bored, Shazad wanted to swim in the
clear, blue water, but she was uncharacteristically reluctant to do so under so many ogling mae eyes.
Somehow, shefdt that it would not be in keeping with her new dignity. So, she waited like everyone else
and conversed one-sidedly with her dave.

"lsntitjust likeaman?' she asked rhetoricaly. "He wants to show methat he still has his secrets, that
thereismuch in which | have no say and no power." She sipped iced wine and fretted at her inactivity.
She had become accustomed to being busy.

On the morning of the next day, Shazad lay in her narrow bed, lulled as dways by the gentle rocking of
the ship. She woke and heard the gentle breathing of the dave girl who dept on apallet dongside her
bed. She could not remember what had awakened her. She heard the
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familiar creaks and scrapes, the low voices of the watch out on deck. All the crew had strict orders not



to speak loudly while the princess dept. Then she heard something out of place, dmost below the
threshold of hearing. It was adeep, rhythmic booming, repeated over and over. Could it be thunder? If
30, it was like no thunder she had ever heard.

"Wake up,” she said to the dave girl, gently shaking abrown shoulder. The girl sat up, rubbing her eyes.

"Something iswrong out there," Shazad said. "Hurry, get meready.” The girl rose and filled abasin from
apitcher and helped her mistress wash her deep-puffy face and brush out her hair. She got Shazad
hastily into her clothes and tidy. That done, the princess stepped out onto the deck.

It was agray morning, thelast of the night's stars fading from the sky and aband of pink-ness beginning
to show in the east. She shivered dightly, for the night's chill lingered wdl into the morning thisearly in
springtime. The sound was clearer on deck, and she saw that the watch had gathered at the southward
facingrail.

She crossed the deck to that side and tried to see the source of the sound. In the dimness she could
make out shapes severd hundred paces awvay. Asthe light rose, she thought she could see four ships, but
something seemed wrong. She turned to aman who stood next to her. She saw that it was the
flute-player who timed the rowers.

"What isit?" she asked.

Heturned and saluted casudly, smiling and
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showing a gap between hisfront teeth. "Chiwan war galeys, Princess. Two of their biggest.”

Now, asthe ships drew nearer and the morning brightened, she began to see them clearly. Each had two
hulls, and the hulls were each larger than War Dragon. Their oars seemed to be in four banks, on both
sdes of each hull. A common decking connected the two hulls, with massive wooden towers constructed
foreand aft. Their tremendous, square sails hung dack in thewindless morning, their yards hoisted on
measts made of two trees leaning together for extra strength. Hulking shapes of war machines spiked the
decks and the towers. The booming came from within the hulls; giant drums beating to time the hundreds
of rowers.

Saan, the sailing master, cameto her Sde. "Have you ever seen such monsters, my lady?!

"Never," she sad, enthralled despite her anger at not having been told of this. "What are they like? Other
than what | can see, of course.”

"They are dow astime, but nothing more powerful floats on the sea. The Chiwans are wretched seamen,
30 they had to make shipsthat cannot overturn. They are floating fortresses. The rowers cannot double
aslight marines, as ours do, because the Chiwans use daves chained to their benches.”

The sun breached the horizon and the sails of the Chiwan galleys shone purple streaked with gold. The
hullswere brilliant with scarlet and gilding, the oars polished white. The booming jarred through her ina
strange, stimulating way. She wanted to see what it was like, aboard those ships. Around her, she could
hear the sallorstalking about the gpproaching galleys. For

the mogt part, they spoke disparagingly; of their gross size and clumsiness, of their downess and lack of
maneuverahility, of the fact that they were little more than floating prisons. But they said thesethingsin
low, hushed tones. Despite their contemptuous tone, the sailors were asimpressed as she was with the
image of brute power presented by the Chiwan gdleys.



She had never been to Chiwa, and the only Chiwans she had met had been ambassadors and merchants.
Rumor had it that the great power to the south was rich and luxurious even by Nevan standards, that their
religious practices were lurid and bloody, that they had sacrificed entire enemy armiesto their gods. They
traded and made war mostly in the southern ocean, but in the last two generations they had been
establishing closer tieswith Neva.

Within minutes, asignal appeared at the masthead of the flagship: Princess Shazad wasto join the king.
Saan gave orders and Moon-glow began to thread her way among the anchored fleet. Shazad retired to
her tiny cabin with her davegirl.

"Quickly," she said, "make me presentable!”

The nearer of the Chiwan gdleyslay dongsde War Dragon. The main deck of the monstrous vessel was
at least fifteen feet above thelevd of the flagship's. A long boom hinged to the double mast swung out
over War Dragon. Beneath the boom was dung a broad gangway, not just aplank but averitable
daircase complete with Sderailings.

"Do you think that contraption is safe, Father? It could fall and crush us both.”
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"l do not think they will risk killing an alied king. Let us assume that they know what
they are doing."

The king and his daughter carried out this conversation with practiced court faces,
only their lips moving slightly. Pashir was resplendent in parade armor and scarlet
cloak, hishair and beard newly dyed black. Shazad wore a court gown for outdoor
summer occasions, and her face was heavily made up to give the proper masklike
effect required when meeting foreign dignitaries.

Slowly, creaking loudly, the gangway was lowered until it touched War Dragon's
deck. Two sailors riding on the end of the gangway hopped off, unhooked the cable
suspending it from the boom, and made it fast to the flagship's rail with heavy ropes.
Then they prostrated themselves on the deck.

"Come, my dear," Pashir said.

Walking three paces behind her father on his left, Shazad stepped onto the stairway,
noting that it was covered with beautiful green cloth. On the Chiwan ship, men blew
long blasts on conch shells and low-toned double flutes. There was arattling of tiny
drums and ajingling of bells. At the top of the stair stood a man dressed in an
enormously elaborate |oincloth with a short cape of feathers thrown across his
shoulders. He bowed and backed away as they came aboard. An elderly man knelt
by the gangway and as they stepped aboard he raised his hands with palms out and
cried in ahigh, quavering voice: "Welcome, a thousand times welcome, King Pashir,
glorious leader of Neva, brother king of Diwaz the Ninth, king of Chiwal Wel-
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come, five hundred times welcome, Princess Shazad, daughter of King Pashir of Neva,
daughter-of-the-heart of King Diwaz the Ninth of Chiwal Welcome, fifteen hundred times welcome



aboard the ever-victorious galley Crusher-of-Bar barians-Beneath-the-Heel-of-Diwaz\" Thelanguage
was Classica Southern, which Shazad had learned in childhood.

"All honor to you, King Pashir, Princess Shazad," said the man in the feather cgpe. "1 am Under-Admird
Prince Matchaz, one hundred twenty-fifth son of King Diwaz the Ninth."

Shazad blinked and wasimmediately angry at hersdlf for registering shock. Shewas glad that her father
could not see. It had dways been histeaching that, on occasions when roya impassivity was called for, a
princess of the blood should be ableto let afly land on her eyebal without blinking.

"In the name of the people of Neva, we greet you, Prince Matchaz, and we welcome you to our royal
fleet," said Pashir. From behind him aherald caled out the greeting, using theritua formula.

Matchaz bowed again. "This'—he motioned to asimilarly dressed man who stood just behind him—"is
Nobleman of the Sea Prince Schtichili, eighty-ninth son of King Diwaz the Ninth, and commander of our
sgter ship, King-Diwaz-the-Ninth-Is-Victorious-Forever." More greetings were exchanged and the
notables of the Chiwan shipswere introduced, then Pashir did the same for the high-ranking officerswho
had come up the gangway behind the royd pair.

Finaly, the formdities ended and Matchaz offered them atour of hisship. At last Shazad
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could drop her rigid pose and look around. Everywhere incense burned in small pots and braziers, filling
the air with sweet or spicy scents. Even so, these could not quite disguise an underlying stench. All those
rowers, she thought, chained to their benches. Frequent bathing must be out of the question.

Officersand crew knelt in rows on the huge deck that spanned both hulls and the forty feet between
them. Besides the two fighting towers at each end of the deck, there were several other structures, dl of
them elaborately decorated in the complex Chiwan style. Everywhere stood soldiersin bright loincloths
and feathered headdresses, wearing lacquered armor of split bamboo stitched over with reptile hide, and
bearing short spears and axes with stone or bronze heads. Most of the men, she noticed, wore plugs
through their lower lips, rings through one or both nodtrils, ornaments through piercings of the ears,
including ornamented spoolsthat stretched their earlobes so wide that she was sure she could put her fist
through them. They wore more paint and had more tattoos than she had seen on the savagesin the battle
outsde Horia

There were women aswell, dressed in short kilts and nothing else except feather headdresses and, if
possible, even more ornaments and paint than the men. She took these at first for daves but saw, to her
astonishment, that some were armed warriors. These arms-bearing women, unlike the others, had
elaborate patterns of scars carved on their bodies, arms and thighs, and they wore rings or dangling
ornamentsthrough their pierced nipples. As
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Matchaz guided her father, Prince Schtichili fell in beside her.

"Please dlow meto guide you, my lady," he said. With the formalities dropped, he had an engaging smile,
marred only dightly by the jade plug through hislower lip.

"Please do, Prince Schtichili." She had an embarrassing time trying to pronounce the first sound in his
name. It was asound absent in the Classical Northern spoken in Neva

"Please, addressme asLi. Everyone does at home."



"Splendid. Call me Shazad." She had not expected such friendliness from aman who had a
seven-pointed star tattooed across hisface. | am dazzled by this ship. We have nothing like this at
home."

He laughed, exposing teeth filed to points. "We learned shipbuilding from you Nevans, centuries ago. At
that time, dl we had wererafts. We didn't trust ships at first, so we put big rafts on top of shipsand the
resultsyou see."

"It can't beassmple asthat!" she said asthey went into alarge structure with afrond-thatched roof.
Inside, abanquet had been laid out.

"Perhaps not,” Li admitted. "It makes agood story, anyway."

The company sat crosslegged at low tables and began to eat after afew healths drunk to the sovereigns
and to victory in the coming campaign. Li offered Shazad a skewer strung with bits of meat and fruit,
which she bit into ddlicately. It was ddlicious.

The banquet waslong and leisurdly. Musi-
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dans played continually. Since the music was completely strange, it sounded like
mere noise to Shazad, wailing and discordant. Some of the women camein and
danced. Prince Li explained that the dance represented an ancient tale concerning a
deposed king, a serpent goddess, a number of heroes and lovers and many
extremely bloody events. ' Considering the subject matter, the dance was solemn and
Stately.

After the banquet, Li took Shazad on atour of the great ship. They began in the
rowing pit of one of the hulls where she was shown the rows upon rows of benches,
each with arower chained to it by an ankle. For her amusement they were put
through their paces, tugging at their oars, kept in time by the beating of the huge
kettle drum, disciplined by the whips of the overseers. It was an enthralling sight.
Never had she seen so much human musclepower harnessed to a single purpose.
The big, thickly muscled men behaved like unitsin a great machine which, in a sense,
they were. In time, though, the stench grew insupportable, despite the smoking
censers constantly swung by attendants.

On deck, she was shown the massive engines of war, much larger than those on the
largest of the Nevan ships. They were amost the size of the catapults atop Kasin's
city walls. The towers fore and aft were twenty feet high and could be built even
higher at need with timbers stored aboard the ship. The warriors were paraded for
her in their dress finery. Among them she saw archers whose arrows were fletched
with the feathers of col-
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arrows were fletched with the feathers of colorful birds and tipped, exaticaly, with heads of volcanic flint
that looked like black glass. She wasintrigued by the femae warriors and asked about them.

"They are taken as children in tribute from the subject peoples,” Li explained. "They areraised in



barracks and never know ancther life except the king's service. The scars on their bodiesidentify their
units, those on the arms and thighs denote rank and battle honors.”

"They cannot be as strong asmdewarriors," she sad, pinching the thigh of aparticularly
ferocious-looking virago, one who bore many scarsthat were clearly made by enemiesrather than an
army cosmetician. She punched the woman's belly with her small fist. It was ridged with muscle and scar
tissue and felt like hitting the reptile-hide shield a the woman's sde.

"They make up for it with the pitiless savagery of ther fighting,” Li said. "They have no purposein life
except to fight. They have no lands, no husbands or children to distract them from their duties. The
scarification rituas begin in childhood and prepare them to bear pain unflinchingly. As children, they help
to interrogate prisoners and to kill thewounded after a battle. So they are well experienced in war even
before joining the ranks aswarriors.”

"Fascinating," Shazad murmured, admiring atear-shaped ruby dangling from the woman's nipple. These
daveswere obvioudy highly valued. She noted that the women did not wesr lip plugs. That pleased her,
for she found the ornaments grotesque. "'l don't supposeiit
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would be possible for meto buy afew of them?' The woman had aface made up of flat planes and
angles, her cheekbones high beneath gray eyes.

"| fear not," Li said. "They are the king's property. However, | will be most pleased to present you with a
squad as your persona bodyguard for the duration of this campaign.”

Sheamiled brilliantly. "That would be most kind. | would like to have this one among them." For thefirst
time she addressed the woman. "What are you caled?'

"Bloody AX," thewoman said.
"They do not havered names" Li told her, "only titles gained through deeds."
"They have no fondnessfor other peoplestitles, | noticed.”

"Their arroganceisfamous. They obey their officers and they worship the king. Beyond that, they will not
acknowledge any lesser dignity.”

Before leaving the ship, Shazad asked a question that had been bothering her since coming aboard.
"Prince Li, Snceyou are the eighty-ninth son of King Diwaz the Ninth, and Prince Matchaz isonly one
hundred twenty-fifth, why does he outrank you?*

"Among us, princely precedence is determined by the rank of our mothers, not the order of birth.”

War Dragon drew aongside and the gangway was dropped back onto its deck. In stately procession,
the king and his daughter returned to the flagship. Stepping onto its deck, Shazad was struck by how
smdll it looked, compared to the great ship they had just toured. She longed to change from her court
clothing and back into

salling garb, but first she needed to confer with her father.

In hisluxurious cabin, he was divested of hisarmor and she sank to awell-cushioned settee. From a
body dave hetook acup of wine. She knew that his physician had mixed it with adrug to forestall the
aches and pains of age. She worried that it might also have some deleterious effect on hismind.



"Weéll, Daughter, what do you think of our dlies?' He seemed inordinately pleased with himsaif.
"They are certainly colorful. Arethey redly cannibas?1 thought it impoalitic to ask."

"I have heard those rumors,” he said, settling upon acouch. "But then, the Omians no doubt say the same
thing about us, | admit, though, that | eyed some of that banquet rather closely. However, their dietary
habits are not why they are here. What do you think of their ships?'

"They are extremely large and impressive, even terrifying. And they have no rams."”
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"They have no rams, Father. | do not claim to be an expert on navd tactics, but even | can see that those
mongters are not designed for fighting sea battles. | thought that we were going north to attack Gasam's
trangports and try to lure him out to fight us on the water."

"That is part of the plan, of course," the king said blandly.

"Y ou intend to attack the city, don't you?' she said. "Y ou intend to sail right into the harbor and storm the
Seaward walls."

"Thatiswhat | intend,” hesaid. "If my pre-
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liminary reconnai ssance indicates that the docks and harbor entrance are too heavily defended, the
floating towerswill be used. The seaward walls of Floriaare low. The towerswill overtop them easily.”

Sherestrained her temper and forced herself to dull the edge of her tongue. It was remarkable that he
wastdling her thismuch.

"But, Father, why do you not wait until King Hael arrives? With aforce on land and aforce a sea, you
could smash Gasam like anut between millstones. Why try to ssorm the city now?"

Smiling, he spoke patiently. "Daughter, King Hagl has written me, saying that he marchesto my adwitha
strong force. That may or may not betrue. If true, political redlities dictate that he must crossthe Zone, a
dangerous and largely uncharted wilderness. Who knowswhat may befdl him there? Even should he
come through with most of his men and cabos, he might well be too late to be of help. Should he arrive
early and in full strength, hewill be most welcome, but it isnothing | can count on.”

"But Gasam may bein great strength by now. If he hasrisked bringing hiswarriors across dl through the
stormy season, he may be strong enough to hold the city."

Pashir waved ahand dismissively. "Gasam surprised me once. We expected a barbarian rabble and we
found ahaf-disciplined army. But that was on land. Nevais supreme at sea, and in amphibious
operations. Y ou can train foot soldiersto fight in formation in afew weeks, but it takes alifetime to make
aseaman.

And it takes centuries of experience to use naval forces properly."
"That sort of thinking has already lost us one battle," she pointed out.

"Enough, Daughter." He glared. "The transports bring a strong force of foot soldiers
for taking the docks and the walls. Gasam cannot withstand such an attack."



She seethed. He had been listening to his advisors again, instead of conferring with
her.

"Father, Gasam and his people are savage nomads. They don't need that city! If you
prove to be too strong for them, what is to stop them from simply walking out
through the landward gate? With no army without the walls to contain them, they will
take aleisurely stroll down the roya highway and take thefirst city that strikes their
fancy. What will you do then? Pursue them across land in this fleet?"

"Silence!" he barked. "I have brooked enough insolence from you already. Return to
your ship. Y ou have earned the right to watch as we smash Gasam and his savages.
Y our work has beeninvaluable, | own that. But | will not have you resisting my will!"

She rose and bowed. There was nothing to be done and she wanted desperately to
remain with the fleet. "Father, forgive me. | live only to serveyou. It isjust that |
cannot stop myself from worrying for your welfare. | cannot abide the thought of
your taking more risk than necessary. Forgive me if my concern makes me speak
over-hastily."

"You areforgiven," he said, mollified. "Have no fears, thisis most carefully planned.
Y ou shall see. | will crush Gasam in short order."
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Back aboard Moonglow, Shazad cursed as her mute dave girl helped her out of her court clothes. "I
have aterrible feding about this. Father is going into battle on assumptions again. He assumes that
Gasam will fight the way he wants him to. He assumes that Gasam has not been studying navd tactics,
even though heisnow in possession of hisown port city and the gods aone know how many willing
Nevan traitors.”

Shazad splashed water in her face from abasin and held her peace while the girl scrubbed the makeup
from her. No sooner was shein her sailing clothes than the sailing master knocked on her cabin door.

"Princess, there is a Chiwan launch gpproaching.”

She went out on deck. A long boat was drawing alongside, its prow carved in the shape of a
three-headed serpent. Besides the coxswain and the rowers, it contained ten barbarically clad warriors.

"Thisismy new bodyguard,” shetold the magter. "A loan from our Chiwan dlies.”
"Where shdl | put them?" the master asked, scratching his scalp.
"They can degp on deck. They pride themsealves on their ruggedness, | hear."

The sailors gaped as the women warriors climbed aboard, lithe and sure as cats. The last onein the boat
tossed bundles up to her ssters, then pulled herself over the bulwark.

"Bloody Ax, .come here," Shazad called in Southern. The woman, like her ssters, was staring haughtily
and somewhat contemptuoudy about. At Shazad's voice, she turned and

| HEBLACK SHIELDS

grolled to her. Thewarrior's body was pungent with smoke and swest.



"Bloody AX, you have the most scars, o | take it that you are the senior warrior?!
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"Excdlent. You arein charge of them. Now, you may begin by addressing me as Princess, or Mistress,
or my lady. Passthat order dong.”

"It isnot our custom . .."

"I know what your custom is. Now et me explain my custom. | am not physically strong compared to
you, Bloody Ax. But | have awhole kingdom of strong men to do my bidding. It ismy custom, when |
have been offended, to have people nailed to crosses, where they often have four or five daysto regret
offending me. Do you understand? Y our king will not upset relations between our nations just because |
crucify adave-warrior, or even ten of them. Isthat understood?

The woman stared at Shazad and saw something that frightened even her stony soul. "Yes... my lady."

"Very good. | do not like the way you smell. Every day, while you are aboard my ship, you are to bathe
and rub your bodieswith fistnut il like my rowers.”

"Asyouwish, my lady."

"Y ou probably think you have been cheated out of battle. If so, you will likewhat | haveto say next. Itis
truethat thislittle ship is not supposed to take part in the fighting and my father wants me to hang back
out of range of the wegpons, but | intend to do no such thing. | am sure that we are going to bein the
thick
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of it, and | expect to seeyou live up to your name."

A broad smile broke across the woman's face, exposing teeth that had not only been filed but were
equipped with bronze points. "We will not disgppoint you, my lady!"

ELEVEN

The desert was dmogt flat. For ten days, they had crossed the monotonous landscape, broken here and
there by ranges of low hills and strange, perfectly circular craters so ancient that their edges were eroded
andindigtinct.

Each day, Hadl thanked the spirits of thisterrible land for sending him the Webba. With uncanny
precison, the bird-riders could find their watering holes amid the seemingly trackless waste where there
were no landmarks Hadl could see. More surprisingly, Joz told him that the Webba never used the same
route twice, lest they wear atrail that could be followed by enemies.

Often the army had to be split into several parts, each to be guided by adifferent bird-rider, for there
were few water holeslarge
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enough to accommodate so many men and animals.

"Tomorrow," Joz said on the evening of the tenth day, "after we pass the Forbidden
Crater, we will be passing into cultivated land. Thiswill mark the beginning of



Canyon territory. They are miserable farming folk, but there are powerful sorcerers
among them, so one must raid carefully.”

"I have no intention of raiding anybody," Hael told him.

Joz shrugged. "Asyou will. You have such a powerful force, though. It seemsa
shameto wasteit."

"Why do you call this place the Forbidden Crater? Y ou have avoided all the craters
we have seen so far."

"They are forbidden places," Joz said, "but the Forbidden Crater is even more
forbidden. Evil spirits dwell there. It isdeadly."

"How isit deadly?' Hael asked. "How do men die who enter it?"

"How should | know?' Joz said. "No one has entered it in athousand years. Our
gods and ancestors have forbidden it."

The next day they passed araised lip of earth and stone that defined the edge of the
crater. It wasfar larger than any they had seen so far. It was the only one with itsrim
not yet eroded level with the surrounding earth. Hael halted the column.

"l want to go look at it," he said. He felt drawn to the mysterious place, and he could
feel no spiritsthere, evil or otherwise.

"No!" Joz called out. "Y ou cannot do that! Y ou will die!"
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"l will not,” Hael said. "l am aspirit-spesker, and | know that the spirits of this place will not harm me.”
He knew it would be worse than usdlessto try to tell the Webba that their gods and ancestors had given
them afdsewarning.

"Shdl we go with you?' Bamian asked.

"No, | will go done. Wait here; | shdl not belong.” He turned his cabo and trotted toward the rim of
earth, while behind him Joz and the other Webba began awailing prayer. He hoped they were praying
for hissafety.

He could not have said with certainty why he was drawn to the place. Perhapsit was smply the curiogity
that always took him to new and possibly dangerous places. If there was any mystery about aplace, he
had to look into it. He came of aprofoundly conservative and custom-bound people, and he never let
pass a chance to make up for the lack of adventure-somenessin his upbringing.

The cabo plodded up the rim of the crater with no hesitation. Whatever might haunt this place did not
bother it. At thetop of therim, Hael hated the beast to examine something. A gray-white mass
protruded from the rim, and something about it did not appear natural. He leaned from his saddle and
touched it, feding the coarseness of smal stones buried in ahard matrix. It was concrete: not the soft,
porous stuff used in some cities as a cheap building materid, but the hard artificid stone of the ancients.
On its surface were streaks of dirty red-brown.



Hael's heart beat alittle faster as he looked down into the crater. It was not very deep, just afew yards,
but it wasincredibly wide, dmost
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ahaf milein diameter. An act of unthinkable destruction had occurred here along, long time ago.
Perhaps the site had been poisoned for generations, giving rise to the legend of its deadliness. Whatever
malefic influence it had was departed now, or & least it was dormant.

The bottom of the crater was covered with outcroppings of the artificia stone, irregular lumps and huge,
upended dabsjumbled about asif by an incredibly violent earthquake. As Hael guided his cabo carefully
into the crater, he scanned the ground. He saw no small pieces of the concrete. Apparently these ruins
had remained untouched since the event that had made the crater. His heart soared.

Stopping by animmense, irregular chunk of red-streaked concrete, he dismounted. Jagged masses,
carbonized black or corroded into dirty red lumps, protruded from the whitish matrix. Copper and lead
sometimes gppeared in an odd, tubular form, but iron rarely occurred except in 1-shaped masses buried
in aporous but massve gray stone matrix. With a piece of stone, Hagl pounded and scraped at one of
the red lumps. Heavy flakes of corrosion fell away under the pounding, until a surface of gleaming silver
was exposed.

Hael raised hisface to the sky, wanting to thank the gods of this place, but not knowing their names.
Sted! The most precious substance on Earth. Hurriedly he remounted and rode over the bottom of the
crater. Everywhere there were great chunks of concrete, and from most of them protruded the rusted
masses. The exposed stedl had rusted away centuries before, but what remained buried in the concrete
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was prigtine. There had never been mining operationsin this place.

Hismind raced. If he could bring alabor force here, with proper tools, he could take many tons of steel
each year. His kingdom would be the richest in the world, and the best-armed. But how to bring men into
thisremote, waterless place? It would bear some thought. In the meantime, he wasin possession of
perhaps the greatest secret in the world.

The Webba cried out in wonder when Hael came riding back. They had not expected that he would ever
emerge adive from the Forbidden Crater.

"You aretruly apowerful sorcerer,” Joz sad, "to come forth unharmed.”

"Itisan uncanny place" Hael said. "I think that your gods wished meto seeit.” After that, the Webba
treated him with the greatest respect. Three days later, they encountered the Canyon Dwellers.

The land was far from lush, but compared to what they had just passed through, it was beautiful. It was
hill country, with sparse, brown vegetation on the ralling hillsdes where dwarf branchhorns nibbled
daintily at the thorny growth. In the valeys, narrow streams were tapped for irrigation by farmerswho
dipped the water up with leather buckets suspended from long poles. The poles were counterbalanced
by great mudballs, so the effort required to bring up the water was minima. The buckets of water were
tipped into irrigation channels that meandered among the smdll, neatly kept fieldsthat yielded grains and
vegetables. The people
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were small, thin and dark, looking much like the Webba and speaking anearly identicd didect, but the



proud bird-riders would acknowledge no relationship except that of predator and prey. The farmers
were mere scratchers of the earth, the rightful victims of bold nomads.

Hael could understand this attitude. It was much the same as his own people had held. His outlook had
broadened enormoudy since hisyoung warrior days, but farming still seemed to him to be awretched
exigtence, little better than davery. Why people would endure it when they could roam fredly over the
seas or the grasdands or even the awful desert escaped him.

The villagers gaped to see the great mass of riders who seemed to appear from nowhere. Although Hael
gave gtrict orders not to molest the locals, he made no greet effort to befriend them. That would mean
endless ceremonies and delays. Instead, his cabos drank from their streams and grazed their meadows,
doing no lasting damage. If they had to open afield wall to pass through, Hagl would aways leave abit
of copper in compensation for the damage. Joz thought even thisagreat waste.

"These nosehorns can repair their walls without payment, great bruyo,” he said, giving Hael the Webba
titlefor spirit-spesker. "It isal they are good for anyway. Y ou have no idea how happy they arejust to
be dive with ther villages undestroyed.”

"Nonethdess, | wish to leave some smal goodwill behind me. | shall be back thisway before very long
and | don't want them running away
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at the sight of me. | may have some business to discuss with them."

"Business?' Joz said wonderingly. "With farmers? What possible business could a
warrior have with them, save to take their belongings, wretched as they are?”

"Bruyo business," Hael said. He had made sure to record every landmark since
leaving the Forbidden Crater, so that he would unfailingly be ableto find it again.
The dwellers here might well provide him with the labor force he would need. They
were willing to do hard work, unlike hiswarriors, and they were near the source,
unlike those people within his own kingdom who were accustomed to hard labor,
such asthe Byalla

Secrecy might be a problem, and he turned over possible solutionsin his head. He
could pick up hisworkers at the edge of the desert and lead them by a circuitous
route, possibly blindfolded, to the crater. There they could do a season’'s work and
then be returned, without knowing where they had been. Food, water and other
supplies could be brought in by caravan, and the season's takings would be
transported back to the grasslands. He would need to acquire good, desert-hardened
nusks for transport. Cabos were far too valuable to use as pack animals. It would be
best to set up furnaces at the crater to melt the steel into easily transportable ingots,
but he could not imagine how to get enough fuel for the task.

There was also the problem of getting the steel free of the artificial stone. It would
take tremendous labor to break up the concrete. Then an answer occurred to him:
Takeaforge
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there and make tools out of the first of the steel they freed. That would not require
such prohibitive stores of fuel. The concrete could be broken up quickly if the
workers had hammers, picks and wedges of steel. Thiswas anovel idea. Who
would ever think of using precious stedl for mere tools? Steel was for the weapons
of important warriors. Only jewelers had tools made of steel, and theirs were tiny.
When at last the steel mine was exhausted, the tools could be converted into
weapons aswell. He was lost in these pleasant thoughts when the Canyon Dwellers
cameinto view.

"Humpers!" Joz said. He pointed to a hill in the distance where Hael could just see
tiny dots that were men mounted on animals. They were not moving, but they were
directly in the army's line of march.

"Who are they?' Hael asked.

"Canyon Dwellers," Joz said. He did not sound frightened, but neither was he
pleased. "They will want to know who you are and what your businessis."

"That is understandable,” Hael said. "Anyone who comesinto my land with six
thousand armed men owes me an accounting. | think we will have no trouble
reaching an understanding."”

Joz shook his head. "They are great sorcerers, evil." Then he brightened. "But you
have no fear of sorcery, do you? The man who dared the Forbidden Crater, and
whom the gods smiled on for doing it? Yes, | think you can deal with these Canyon
Dwellers. But | think it istime for usto part company here. The Canyon Dwellers
and my people do not mix well to-

THE BLACK SHIELDS 219

gether. We will resume our trek southeast. Our people will be pleased to see the
presents you have given us, and they will be anxious to meet you when you pass this

way again."

"May peace prevail aways between your folk and mine, then,” Hael said, clasping
Joz's hand. Amid effusive farewells, the Webba rode off and soon were nothing
more than aline of bird tracksin the dusty earth.

Hael resumed the march. Ahead of them, the humpers and their riders grew larger as
the distance between them decreased. Humpers were grotesque animals, tall and
gangly, with long, curving necks and wedge-shaped heads decorated with four
stumpy horns. From their upper jaws protruded a pair of flat-tipped tusks seven or
eight incheslong. They took their name from the varying number of humps on their
backs where they stored fat. Their hides were patchiiy covered with curly fur in the
usual desert colors: tan, dun, gray, brown and black. They had bad tempers and
smelled abominable. For all their bad qualities, though, they were prodigiously strong
and their endurance was legendary. They could eat well where a cabo would starve
and they could go for days without water. And they were among the very few



animals useful for riding.

When the long column was almost at the base of the little hill, the humpers began to
descend. The animals wore decorated trappings, with hanging fringes and many
dangling tassels. The riders wore the loose, flowing clothes that seemed to be the
preferred wear of the desert people, who required protection from the terrible sun of
their environment. These people
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wore brightly colored garments in stripes of contrasting hues, their heads covered by
deep cowls. They carried lances and bows and some of them wore longswords
belted at their sides.

There were only ten of them, so none of Hael's men bothered making warlike
preparations. The cabos did not like the look or the smell of the bumpers, and they
pranced sideways in agitation. The humpers drew rein afew paces from Hael and the
riders lowered their veils. A murmur went through the riders around Hael.

Of al the many strange people Hael had encountered in his travels, these were by far
the oddest. Their skinswere blue. At first, Hael thought it was paint, but he quickly
decided that it was their natural color. Just as strange were their eyes. No two of
them seemed to have eyes of the same color. They were blue, brown, green, gray,
yellow, purple and other, less assignable colors. Their hair was long, curly and
amogt slver-white.

"The Canyon greetsyou," said one man. He was tall and thin like the others, with
bright yellow eyes. "We would know your name and whence you come, and on what
business." He spoke yet another dialect of Southern, possibly quite archaic. His
speech was musical and his words were quite formal.

"| am King Hael of the Grasslands. We come from far to the north, across the wide
desert and the mountain wall. Thisis my war-host, but we cometo your land in
peace. It isour desire to make our way to Neva, where Pashir, my brother king,
desires my assistance. We will do no harm to you or yours. Our only wish isto be
across this land as soon as may be possible.

irtt
"Chirnay," the man said, "judge thisking, and seeif hiswords are truthful "

A humper came forward and Hael's cabo shied, but he quickly controlled it. "I must touch you," said the
rider. "Do not be darmed.” The voice was awoman's. It was difficult to discern sex anong these people;
thiswoman had dightly fuller lips than her male companions. All had fine-drawn features and the men
were beardless. They woretheir hair the same and the flowing robes covered al ese.

Her humper was much taller than the cabo, so that she had to lean out from her saddleto lay her
fingertips againgt Hael's forehead. Her hands were narrow and long-fingered, with delicate bones. Her
touch was cool againgt his forehead. She carried no paraphernalia to differentiate her from the others, but
Hael could detect in her the unmistakable signs of a spirit-speaker. Her eyes closed and her lips moved



slently. Thiswent on for two or three minutes, then her eyes opened very wide. They were the palest
violet. She withdrew her hand and drew back bodily, amost recoiling.

"Doeshelie?" thefirst speaker demanded. Hael was glad that few of his men spoke Southern. The more
hot-headed ones might have struck the man down.

"No!" the woman said, shaking her head vigoroudy. "He spegksthe truth. But heis... | cannot say. He
has apower. The spirits. .. they flow through him like the waters of the Kol flow through the Canyon.”

"I am aspirit-spesker," Hael said, "aswedl asaking and warrior. Itisnothing to beaarmed a." In truth,
he was the one who wastruly

jonn riciuuuA

alarmed. He had never encountered this kind of spirit-work. This woman could
touch a man's brow and read thereby the truth or falsity of hiswords. He had known
others who claimed this power, but this woman had it. The same touch had shown
her the nature that had set Hael apart from others all hislife. For the first time, he
began to believe the stories of the Canyon people possessing strange powers.

"This should be studied," said the yellow-eyed man. "Aslong as you mean no
mischief, you are truly welcome. Allow us to guide you. Not far from here you will
reach the River Kol." At thisname al of them made a sign of reverence, lifting
fingertipsfirst to their lips, then to their brows. "There you will find plenty of water
for man and beast. We will follow it for several days, then you must turn northwest
for the Nevan border. The way is plainly marked from there."

"| thank you most sincerely," Hael said. At last it seemed that the end of their
journey might be nearing. From the Nevan border it would still be along trek to the
capital, but they would be in acivilized land with the king's welcome, and they would
receive every assistance.

"Come, then. We can reach the river by nightfall." The speaker and the woman fell in
beside Hael and he trandated for his men what had just been said, leaving out the
woman's truth-reading.

"I am Manwa," the man said, "of Holy Well. That is our town. Y ou already know
Chimay, our spirit-wife." He gave the names of the others and Hael filed them away.
Half were women. "Who is the King of Nevawarring

with? The old king sent an expedition here many years ago, to demand tribute from our king. We sent
them home with no tribute and no desire to return.”

"| once sailed with aman who was on that expedition,” Hael told him. "He claimed that you struck his
genera dead with sorcery."

Chimay smiled. "We have our ways."

Hael smiled too, but inwardly. People never admitted that they did not possess powers others attributed
to them, and avelled innuendo was better than the loudest brag. He had made use of such tactics often.

"King Pashir has been plagued by raiders from the northwest idands. Now they have invaded to stay,



and he wants the assstance of my riders.”
"Then hewill not be plaguing usfor along time," Chimay said.

"Just aswell," Manwasaid. "We have trouble enough from Sono and Gran." These were two of the
southern kingdoms, jungle lands with which Hadl traded.

"Please do not use your sorcery against Sono,” Hael asked. "They make our finest saddles.”

The man and woman laughed, as musically asthey spoke. Their lyrical voices, graceful gesturesand

€l egant gppearance made the strongest possible contrast with the beasts they rode, Hadl thought. With
cabos it was the other way around. The cabo was such abeautiful cresture that it made even an ungainly
rider seem graceful.

Asthey rode, the Canyoners spoke in turn with Hadl. All had the same fine gift of speech.
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None would converse deeply on any serious subject. Always they would deflect
such talk with ajoke or an adroit change of subject, asif they wanted to feel him out
before proffering anything of importance. It seemed odd to him that he should, by
chance, encounter in this near-wilderness what seemed to be a group of polished
courtiers.

The sun was still well above the horizon when they reached the Kol. Hael's riders
cried out in wonder at sight of the great river. Their great plains home was aland of
small, narrow riversthat only carried a great flow after the heaviest of rains. This
river was a hundred paces across and the main current flowed swiftly. It was strange
to see such a great body of water, for they were still in desert land, although the
broad floodplain of the river was grassy.

"Water the cabos and put them out to graze," Hael ordered. "Then make camp.” For
once there was no shortage of wood. The banks were covered with dry driftwood
left by the floods of past years. Hagl noticed the rapt way that the Canyoners were
looking at the river and remembered that it was sacred to them.

"Y our pardon,” he said, feeling that he had been ill-mannered, "perhaps | acted
hastily. Are there ceremonies | should perform before we use your river's bounty?'

Chimay smiled again, this time with open friendliness. "No, this great river takeslittle
note of what we humans do. It is presumptuous of us even to think that we can
offend her. But | thank you for being so considerate of our customs.”

"I try never to offend other people's gods or

spirits, and | try to abide by their cusomswhen | can, especidly when | aminther land." He dismounted
iffly. It had been along day in the saddle. The Canyoners dismounted aswell. Their humpers sat on
their haunches and the riders did off backwards, somehow performing this act without awkwardness.

"Y ou had Webbariding with you when wefirgt caught sight of you,” Chimay said. "Y ou must truly have
great skill & making friendsif you had their goodwill."



"Y ou have had dealings with the Webba?' Hael asked.

Manwa chuckled. "Everyone has dealings with the Webba, whether he wantsto or not. They area
difficult people, who manage to be both few in number and impossibly arrogant. They think riding those
slly birds makes them invincible warriors, although they are just raiders and thieves. They are maichless
in the deep desert, though, and you did well to acquire them asfriends.”

That evening, asthey sat around a crackling driftwood fire, Hagl spoke of the journey they had made,
and of some of the strange sights they had seen: the Guardian with his enigmeatic writing, and the pool with
its beautiful goddess.

"We have legends of the Guardian, the sone giant who guards the pass,” Chimay said, "but the wonderful
oasiswith its goddess, that is new to us. No wonder the Webba keep it a secret, though. It must be
unique”

"And we have heard of you, King Hadl," said Manwa. "We trade regularly with the southern kingdoms,
even when we are at war with them.
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The traders have spoken of the new king in the north, who has made a kingdom out of tribal peoples and
holds sway over avast land of grassand hills.”

"What do they say of me?' Hadl asked.
Manwagrinned. "They say you are not rich.”

Hadl laughed. "They arewrong. | am rich in people and cabos, in villages and land. | have the broadest
horizons, the biggest sky and the most beautiful mountains of any monarch. | have awife and family | love
and trust above dl others, and that isaclaim | have never heard any other king make."

"Y ou are the most fortunate of kingsthen,” Chirnay said. Outsde the circle of firdlight, the tethered
humpers were making the most un-melodious of noisesin greeat variety. "Now, tell me, why do you ride
so far, braving the terrible desert, leaving your bel oved queen and children behind, exposing your prized
warriorsto such hazard, to aid thisking of Neva, who isjust one of many kings, and far from you at
thet?"

Thiswas aprobing question, and ordinarily he would have given it aguarded answer, but something
made him giveit serious thought and answer fully. He seemed to be speaking only to Chimay, dthough
the other Canyoners sat around the fire aswell. He spoke of his boyhood on theidand, and of how
Gasani had persecuted him. Of how he had sailed to Neva and was befriended by Pashir. He spoke of
the deep evil he detected in Gasam.

They dl listened intently and when he wasfinished they were slent for awhile. Then Manwa spoke.

"It isgood to hear an account of the world's doings from onewho is closer to the center of things. So
much of the time, we have to depend on third-hand accounts, rumors, the stories brought to us by
merchants, who often tailor their accounts to increase the demand for their wares. Now it may be that we
can tell you something of importance.” He turned to a young man who sat hear him. "Hosway, bring me
thelong bundle." Then he turned back to Hadl.

"King Hael, have you had any dedlings with anation to the east called Imisa?'

"I have heard the name. Traders from the far southeast speak of trade with aland of that name.”



"Among us," Chimay said, "thereisan ancient tradition that the east is an evil place, and that no good can
come from there. For along time it was thought that there were no people at dl in the east. Other
peoples have legends that their ancestors came from there, fleeing some terrible war or catastrophe.”

"In theidands that were my home," Hael said, "we had no stories at al about the east. Our conception of
the mainland was very unclear, for that matter. Asaboy, | thought that the mainland was just a sort of
largeidand, just beyond sight over the water. The peoples| rule now have no love for the east, dthough
| know of no specific reason for that.”

The boy returned with abag nearly two yards long, in which anumber of objects rattled. Manwatook
thebundieand laid it by hisside.

"About ayear ago," Chimay said, "A trader from the southeast came through our land. He

was stricken with illness, and he was left behind when his caravan had to return. Our hesler was ableto
cure him, and in gratitude he gave usthis. He sad it isuniquely vauable, and it comesfrom Imisia, near
the Great River." From the bag he took aflattened container, asort of flask with anarrow spout at one
end. From this he shook alittle grayish-black powder into his pam, and he cast the powder into thefire.
With an abrupt flash and aloud hiss, it disgppeared amid a cloud of dense, foul-smelling smoke.

"You are not surprised,” said Chimay, sounding disappointed. ™Y ou have seen this before?!

"From timeto time, traders have brought this flashing powder. They giveit as gifts, anovety. None of us
has been ableto deviseausefor it. They have said it comes from the Grest River country.”

"Thereisausefor it,” Manwasad. "l shall demongrate.” From the bundle he took a pouch with along
shoulder-strap and an object unlike any Hael had ever seen. It consisted of an oddly shaped piece of
wood to which was fixed along tube of what appeared to be some sort of ceramic material. Standing, he
poured some of the powder down the open end of the tube. Then hetook asmall ball from the pouch,
wrapped it in abit of fine cloth and placed it atop the tube's opening. He then withdrew along stick from
ahole drilled into the wooden part benegth the tube and with this he rammed the wrapped ball down until
it rested atop the powder. He replaced the stick. Holding the thing horizontaly, he showed Hadl its back
part. "Now watch carefully." At the very rear of the tube, there was a shdlow indentation in the up-

per surface, and thiswas pierced by atiny hole. Above the depression was amechanism consisting of a
curved piece of bronze with aflaring end that was somehow hinged within the wood part. Manwa drew

back on the bronze piece with athumb and there was aclick from inside. The bronze piece stayed back
and asmaller strut of bronze protruded from the under-surface of the wood. From the pouch he took a

small reddish pellet and this he placed into the depression at the rear of the tube.

"Thisisawegpon,” the man said, "and now it isfully armed. "Now, let me see. .. ." He looked around. It
was gl dim twilight, the stars not yet visble. Something moved fifty paces away, where the humpers
were tethered. "Do you see that skulker?!

"A driper,” Hadl said with distaste. They were creatures of poor spirit and every herdsman hated them.
They killed more newborns than any other predator.

"One of our humpers hasacut leg and it smellsthe blood. Watch." He raised the weapon and placed the
wide end of the wooden part against his shoulder. Squinting aong the tube, he seemed to beleveling the
thing toward the Striper. Hisfinger stroked thelittle, protruding strut of meta and the larger bronze striker
fel onto thered pill. Therewasaloud, sartling crack!, likeaminiature clap of thunder, and atongue of
flame shot severd feet from the tube. Men jumped to their feet in darm, then sat again when they knew it
was only anoise, sonle sort of conjurer'strick. They did not notice what Hael saw immediately: that the



gdriper was on itsside, kicking.

One of the Canyoners rose and walked toward the beast, which stilled after afew seconds. He returned
dragging it by itshind feet. In thefirelight, Hael examined it. The striper had been pierced completely
through, asif by alance, with asmal entry wound on one side and a gaping exit hole on the other in
which he could see hits of shattered bone amid the torn flesh. The nose-gtinging tang of the smoke il
hung inthe dill air.

"How wasthis done?' Hael asked. He took the weapon from Manwa's hand and examined it. It was
agtonishingly light, its tube made of aceramic far harder than any Hael had ever seen. It rang when he
tapped it with the butt of his dagger. Manwa opened asmall diding panel on one side of the stock and
reved ed its mechanism, which consisted of afew small, bronze parts and a single curved spring of stedl
that powered the striker.

"Theselittle pdlets," Manwasaid, showing him one, "flash ingantly when the striker hitsthem. The flame
leaps through thislittle hole and fires the main charge, in the base of the tube. That drivesthe ball out of
the tube with tremendousforce. It will kill any animal and will pierce any armor.” He tossed one of the
killing ballsand Hadl caught it. It was about the Sze of thetip of histhumb and heavy for itssize.

"They use lead when they can get it," Manwaexplained. "They make bals of clay aswdll, but these are
lighter and less effective and are used mostly for hunting.”

"It isimpressve, and the noise and flash are frightening,” Hadl said, "but itisso dow. An
archer can launch ten arrowsin the time it took you to charge and fire this wesgpon.”

"So it seemsto me" Manwasaid, "but the merchant told usthat there are armiesin the east armed with
these, and they sweep al before them. The weapons are not supposed to be traded or taken to other
lands, but the merchant had smuggled this one out, hoping to make afortune sdlling it to awestern king."

"These eastern armies you speak of," Hadl said. "Have any of them marched thisway?"

"We have only the accounts of the merchantswho comein thisdirection. As| have said, their words are
not aways trustworthy. But they seem to have grown more popul ous than their lands can support and
they are expanding.”

Hael handed the weapon back. "I ill cannot understand what makesthis so terrible.”

"Thebdl isso smal and fliesso fast that it isinvisible," Chimay pointed out. "And it isdeadly at agresat
distance, dthough it isdifficult to hit atarget beyond a hundred paces.”

"Thiswill bear thinking about,” Hadl said, "and | thank you for this demondration. It may be worthwhile
for meto take along journey eastward someday, just to see how they use thesein battle.”

That night, he considered what he had seen. Like any warrior trained as he was, he had been
contemptuous of the thing's many drawbacks: its awkwardness, its downess, its short range compared to
abow. Unlike other weapons, it was not beautiful. These were warrior thoughts. He forced himself to
think like aking, contemplating arming his troops with such awegpon. What were its good points?

Thefirst that occurred to him was its durability. The compound bows his men used
were complex and temperamental weapons, requiring constant care and protection
from the weather. The fire-tube was ssmple and looked like it required little care. It
used little metal, although he had no idea how the hard ceramic was made. It was



possible that the weapons could be made cheaply. Once made, they might seldom
have to be replaced. The compound bows came apart after afew years of hard use.
Arrows were costly and difficult to make. Lead or clay balls would be cheap and
were probably reusable.

So much for the weapon. What of the user? This was more promising. Manwa had
demonstrated the weapon, but it might as well have been Chimay, or achild. The
thing took no great physical strength to use. The bow and the hand weapons took a
strong man to wield; and hand-to-hand fighting took raw courage and spirit. The
fire-tube could be used by anyone. Its accuracy was not great beyond one hundred
paces, but an army in the field presented a great mass of men and there would be no
need to pick targets carefully.

Hael's eyes widened and he sat up straight when the full implication hit him. Good
warriors were few in any kingdom. Even to find competent soldiers took careful
selection and long, hard training. But these fire-tubes could be wielded efficiently by
anyone with legs, two arms strong enough to lift them, and eyesight adequate to
discern an army at two hundred paces. It meant that, if the weapons were cheap,
there was no limit to the size of an army aking

could raise. Virtualy every remotedly able-bodied man in the kingdom could be asoldier. He could even
think about a specia corps of women. . ..

Helay back down uneasy, and degp was along timein coming.

TWELVE

The shore was verdant, the matchless color of spring, with flowering vines draping an abundance of trees,
al crowding their way down the hillsides almost to the beaches. Just offshore, the sea crashed and
foamed over rocks, spilling into tidal pools where innumerable forms of shalow water marine life made
great beauty while struggling for existence.

To the north, Shazad could see the estuary of the river with its breskwater, protecting the smal harbor of
Floria. Thefleet was on gtation, blockading the city. The Chiwan ships, far dower than the Nevans,
would not catch up for another day or two. Thusfar, there had been no reaction from the city. She could
just seethetop of the seaward wall over alow spit of land to the south of the city, and behind that a
hills de covered with white buildings. The city was

not alarge one, but it was lovely, or had been until the barbarians came.
"Princess!" asailor called. "A signal!"

She crossed to the other rail and shaded her eyes with ahand. Colored flags were
being draped from the yard of the nearest ship. Each ship, upon seeing asignal,
repeated it to the next ship down the line.

"What does it mean?' she demanded.

The sailing master came up to her. "The northernmost vessel has sighted enemy
ships coming from the northwest."



"Finaly!" she said. "Saan, take us north. | want to see what happens.”

"Asyou wish, Princess." He snapped commands and the sail was raised. By
tacking, they could make their way northward. There was no need to tire the rowers
until real speed was needed. Her blood began to race. In the waist of the little ship,
her women guards, who had been profoundly bored, began to chatter animatedly.
They began touching up each other's paint and rearranging the feathersin their
headdresses.

"Do not get your hopes too high," Shazad warned. "l fear it isunlikely we will have a
chance for action today." Nonetheless, her own hopes were high.

An hour later, they were gaining the northern end of the blockade line. Not far
beyond the last ship, she could see aline of low shades nearing amid arapid
flashing. She called Saan to her side. "What are we looking at?' she asked.

"Canoes," Saan told her. "Very large canoes.
They were using merchant shipsfor trangport last year. Thisis something new."
"Why do they flash like that?" she asked.

"The canoes are being paddled instead of rowed.” Now she could see the paddies. Their blades were
much broader than those of oars and they lifted and dipped at afuriousrate.

"Why would that be?' she sad.

"Paddling isfaster in short spurts. Y ou cannot keep it up for long." He thought about it for awhile,
analyzing the problem. "It isnot easy to describe. When you are rowing, you St or stand a abench. The
work isdone mainly with the back and legs, and the strokeisvery long. A smdl canoeis paddied while
kneeling, abig one while standing. Either way, the work is done mostly with the arms and shoulders,
which are not so strong. But the paddles can be raised and dipped much more swiftly."

"Meaning," Shazad said, "that they can outrun our oared galeys?'
"That iswhat we are about to find out," he said.

"Saan, place usinshore, near the harbor mouth,” she ordered. " Stay out of range of the catapults on the
wdls"

"Asyou command, Princess." He gave the requisite orders.

She watched the incoming canoes as the ships to the south came north under oarpower. With their great
numbers of rowers Sitting in multiple banks, these were the swiftest shipsin the world. But the Idanders
were not in ships, they werein canoes. Now she could see that the canoes had stabilizing outriggers.
Therewere at leadt thirty of them in Sght now.

A two-banker was now moving to intercept the lead canoe. Arrows began to arch
from the ship, but the canoe was still well out of range. It made straight for the
harbor mouth but, swift as it was, there was no doubt that its path and that of the
two-banker would cross before it got much farther. Like spectators at a sporting
event, the crewmen and the women guards on Moonglow cheered, shouted



encouragement and gesticulated wildly, asif their demonstrations could have some
sort of influence on the outcome of the race.

By now, the nearer ships were bearing down upon the mass of canoes. A few
catapult stones described parabolasin the air but, like the arrows, they were still out
of range and ended as futile splashes. Within the big ships, the rowers were working
at a heart-bursting rate, one they could not maintain for long. Sails and masts had
been lowered to the decksto give the ships greater stability.

Asthefirst arrows began to reach the lead canoe, it sheared aside, and now Shazad
saw another advantage of using paddlers. The canoe had a steering-oar at its stern
like the ships, but it could change direction much more quickly by ateration in the
attitude of the paddles. The galley dipped its oars on one side in an attempt to
change course, but the canoe dlid past easily, its paddlers and rowers jeering. The
few arrows from the ship that reached the canoe were easily intercepted by the tall
shields of the warriors.

The fleet of ships and that of canoes were now intermixed, but none of the other
ships were having any greater success in catching any of

the canoes. They were like fat, old stripers amid a herd of leaping curlhorns. One by
one, and then in groups, the canoes passed through the milling fleet and assembled
inshore. They turned their bows toward the harbor mouth and began to make their
way shoreward, with the fleet in ponderous pursuit.

"What shall we do, my lady?" Saan asked, his face apprehensive.

"For now, we keep out of their way. Stay near, though. They should not attack us.
That would stall them long enough for the fleet to catch up. Stay near them, though."

He did as she ordered and the flotilla of canoes passed within easy bowshot, the
warriors standing in its center pointing with wonder at the little ship, its women
warriors and the regal lady standing in its stern. The first canoes passed the
breakwater, where they were cheered by a crowd that had gathered to watch the
show. The bulk of the flotilla passed Moon-glow, and then there were only two
stragglersin therear. She pointed at them.

"There! Saan, make for those two!" The sailing master shouted at the oarmaster and
that officer gave ordersto the flute-player. Moon-glow began to move, gaining speed
quickly as the women warriors moved to the bow and began a savage battle-chant.
Two sailors went to Shazad's side. They bore shields and had been given the sole
task of protecting her.

Her stomach fluttered, but she put on her court face and her court bearing. She
would not allow any of these low-bred people to see a princess show common fear.
She wore the riding outfit that she customarily wore for sailing.

She had never used weapons so she bore none, only the whip coiled in one hand.



That she knew how to use.

The steersman made for the nearest of the canoes. She saw that it was full of tall,
lithe men with hair of copper and bronze and gold, and ruddy skins. They carried
long spears made almost entirely of bronze and had long, black shields.

"Those are Shasinn!" she called out. "Leave them alone! Make for the other canoe! "

Saan repeated the order and the steersman complied. The last canoe tried to change
course, but Moonglow was far smaller, swifter and more maneuverable than the great
galleys. The men aboard the canoe, both paddlers and warriors, were stocky,
swarthy savages, their long, black hair decorated with bones and shark's teeth. They
carried spears with bronze points and some had daggers. A few whirled slings, but
the cramped confines of the canoe were not suited to such weapons.

"Prepare to ram!" shouted Saan, then: "In oars!" The oarsmen dlid their oars back
through the tholes and braced themselves for the shock. The faces of the savages
showed alarm, anger and fear at this unexpected turn of events.

Moonglow's diminutive ram caught the canoe just forward of the stern. The small
ship was still far larger than the canoe, and the stern lifted and slewed sideways with
a splintering of wood. Warriors and paddlers tumbled to the bottom of the vessel
and some fell overboard. The sailors cast grapples onto the canoe and lashed it
securely alongside. Then the real fighting began.

It was an interesting battle, and Shazad forced herself to watch it dispassionately,
although she was as excited as she had ever been in her life. The men in the canoe
outnumbered her ship's complement, but Moonglow's sides were higher and made a
better fighting platform. The rowers had |eft their oars and snatched up weapons and
small shields, and she found that it was pleasant to watch such comely men fight.

Even more exciting were the Chiwan guards. The women fought with a maniac fury
that clearly appalled the ISanders. Still it was no easy victory. The Islanders were
desperate and furious. Also they seemed to be solid knots of muscle and lightning
reflexes, despite the long sea-passage they had just endured. They sent little
throwing-clubs whirring through the air, to strike with bone-snapping force, and their
spears licked out from behind their black shields with great power and precision.

A few of the women warriors gained the stern of the canoe, cutting down the Island
warriors and making way for more of their sisters. The Islanders ceased their futile
effortsto board the ship and instead tried to win back their canoe, hacking frantically
at the grappling lines. Rowers on the ship dropped their shields and picked up their
oars again, thistime to bring them crashing down upon the heads of the men in the
canoe. The smaller vessel became a daughterhouse.

When she saw Islanders jumping over the far side of the canoe and swimming for
shore, Shazad strode to Moonglow's rail, her two sailors still holding their shields
dertly before her.



"Take somedivel” she shouted. "1 want prisoners.” Bloody Ax screamed something at her squad and
they began working in smal teams, one defending while another seized the weagpon of an enemy and a
third began to wrestle him into submission. They dl carried short cords for the purpose of trussing
prisoners.

Lessthan ten minutes after the fighting had begun, it was over. The bottom of the canoe wasfull of
corpses and blood which was quickly growing diluted from the water coming in through the holed stern.
A few survivorswere svimming franticaly for shore and a haf-dozen groaning prisonerslay on
Moonglow's deck. The Chiwan women were festooning the stem-post at Moonglow's bowswith
severed heads.

The last of the canoes were disappearing behind the breskwater. As she had expected, none had turned
to ad her victim. That would have put them back among the Nevan fleet, which was nearing fast now
that al the big warships had managed to turn around.

"Saan," she ordered, proud that her voice did not tremble, "take us aongside the flagship.”
"My lady, we have two rowers and asailor killed and two of your guards. . ."

"Obey!" she snapped. "Tell me about the dead and wounded later.” Why was the man bothering her with
trividities? Now she saw Bloody Ax gpproaching. The woman smiled her vicious, bronze-toothed amile.

"That was most enjoyable, my lady. But why did you not let us attack the Shasinn? We wanted some of
them. They are very preity."

"Yes, they are, Bloody Ax. And you shal find out all too soonwhy | did not want you to tangle

with them just yet." She went into her cabin, where the mute dave awaited her. The girl knelt
composedly, face down and hands atop thighs, trying to hide the fact that, minutes before, she had been
curled into aterrified bal benesth Shazad's bed. As shelooked up at her mistress, her eyes widened.
With her hands she made awringing motion.

Shazad looked down at her garments, then felt her hair. She was drenched with sweat. "That's curious,”
she said. "I've been standing in one place on amild day and I'm soaked with sweet. Battleis a strange
business. Come, girl, get me out of these clothes and sponge me off. | think | have some clean garments
left.”

She was not sure of her reception, but she was relieved to see her father beaming down at her from War
Dragon's rail an hour later. She had had Saan stall while she made herself presentable. Now she wore
casud outdoor dress and her till-wet hair was covered by an intricate golden net. Beside the king,
red-faced sea officers glared down &t the princess and her toy-likelittle ship. Marines gazed with envy &
the clusters of heads decorating Moonglow's bows.

"Greetingsto the only ship with trophiesto show for this day'swork!" Pashir called out. She could detect
the fase heartinessin hisvoice, but it was preferable to hiswrath.

"l lay them &t your feet," she cdled out in an ancient Nevan formula
"Come aboard and receive your sovereign's praise,”" he said, completing the formula.

Lightly, she climbed the ladder and stepped over therail, steadied by amarine officer. She stood before
the king, who embraced her. Then,

hisarm around her shoulders, he turned her to face the men crowding the deck. They clapped and



cheered; the high officers because they had to, the sailors and marines with sincerity. She saw that there
was one officer who did not have to force his applause. Shetried to put anameto hisface, then she
remembered: Fleet Captain Harakh, the marine officer she had spoken to her first day on the job. He had
approved of her planned reforms, even though she had berated him for being out of uniform.

From the side of her mouth, she spoke in a court-whisper: Do not use me as awhip to flog your
captains, Father. 1t isnot their fault that warships are too dow to catch canoes.”

A long sigh escaped the king'slips. "Aye, that rascal Gasam has outthought me again. Does some demon
ek in his ear?”

More likely one blocks yours, shethought, but said: "No, he used his native intelligence and he sought
expert advice. Therewas no lack of Nevan turncoatsin that city, and many ships were caught in port,
with their officers and crews. He knew the exact capabilities of our ships months before we set sail "

"That savage!" the king muttered, ill too quietly for the othersto hear. Then, wearily but still with anote
of anticipation in hisvoice, he added, "Well, so much for the blockade. It looks asif storming thecity is
al that isleft.”

She needed all her court training to keep from closing her eyes and groaning. He had |learned nothing.
Sunset light was red on the sails of the monstrous Chiwan galleys as they worked their way

carefully through the shalows of the channel. Where the Nevan ships could sail with confidence, the
Chiwans had to sound every foot of the way, lest they run aground.

"Well," said Harakh, "if anything can force the harbor, those floating castles can." Shazad had invited him
for aninforma dinner aboard her ship, while she was transferring her prisoners and wounded to the
flagship, and the two sat at asmal table on Moonglow's little quarterdeck. A sailor was clearing plates
that bore the remains of fresh-caught fish and fruits carefully preserved in crates bel owdecks.

"That isamgor if,"" she pointed out. She had already spoken to him of her doubts, not, initialy, as
forcefully or as bluntly as she had voiced them to her father, but leaving no question in hismind of her

fedings.

"Hazard and uncertainty are dwaysa part of war," he said.

"They should be reduced to the minimum,” she countered. "No sovereign should ever go to war with only
an even chance of winning. | would never march forth unless | wasin such overwhe ming strength that

victory was as near certain as possible. Even then, | would have more than one dternate planin case of a
reverse.

"But thistimewe did not smply go to war. Thewar cameto us. The savagestook aNevan city and your
royd father could not very well ignoreit.”

She held out her cup and the dave girl refilled it. "1 do not spesk didoyadly, Harakh, but | do not think
Father has handled thisaswell as he would have fifteen years ago. There was no need to move so
hastily. There was plenty of

time to put together a combined land and sea campaign.”

"Well," he said uncomfortably, "there is the threat from Omia. He could not very
well strip the capital of defenses while King Oland wants to snatch Nevan territory."



"It might have been wise to take care of the Omian threat first," she said.
"And |leave the barbarians in possession of Floria?'

"Why not? Make peace with Gasam, leave him there for awhile. He could always be
dealt with later. He might even have made a useful aly."

"Ally?" he said, sounding shocked.

"Certainly. We could have dealt with him. He could help usin the field and then we
could give him Omian territory to plunder. It would keep him happily occupied for
years. Kings have always paid off mercenaries by giving them somebody else's
land."

"But after they had seized a Nevan city, it would not be.. . ."

"Captain Harakh, if you start prattling about ‘honor' | shall be very disappointed in
you." Sherolled the goblet between her palms and admired the tricks the wine
played with the light of the setting sun. Harakh did not speak for awhile.

"Princess," he said at length, "what do you want of me?"

She leaned toward him. "When those Chiwan monsters are ready, assuming that they
do not gash their hulls open on the rocks, we shall assault the city. It may be that we
shall carry the city easly, or it may be that we will win only after along, hard fight.
Either one will suit me

well. When all isover, we will go home and have afine victory parade in the capital.

"But it may not work out that way. Gasam is exceedingly resourceful and he may yet
have many surprisesin store for us."

"And if that should happen?'

"Above al, the king must be protected. Many assault troops are being brought up on
the transports. There will be no need to commit the marines early in the fight,
especialy the marines aboard War Dragon.”

"Of which | am captain.”

"Exactly. | want you to keep alert for whatever tricks Gasam might try. | want you to
stay close to the king and watch his close officers. | do not trust any of them. They
might try to kill him and take over the fleet, or hand him over to Gasam in exchange
for favorable treatment, or any other sort of self-serving treachery. If you and your
men are committed to the fight ashore, | want you to hang back and keep your men
together."

"Y ou are asking me to disobey orders?"

Her hand slapped down on the table. "I am ordering you to protect the king! If the



battle seemsiirretrievably lost, my father may try to kill himself. If so, seize him and
drag him by force if need be back here to Moonglow. Like al too many men, my
father believesin honor. What is one battle? What are afew thousand men? We will
go home and lick our wounds and make our plans. We still have the capital, we still
have an army there and spread around the borders, we still have akingdom! | am
quite prepared to spend the next thirty years fighting Gasam, if that iswhat it takes.
Theideaof win-

ning or losing awar in one glorious battle has caused many thrones to change hands.”
He sat for awhile, toying with hiswine. ™Y ou think long and deeply, Princess."

"It seems| am the only onein the kingdom who does. Will you do as| tell you?'

"I will. Princess"

"Good. Sincethat is settled, | will tell you more. Harakh, more of the defense of the kingdom isfalling to
me. My father is served by foals. I will not alow such men around me. | want two thingsin my servants:
loyaty and ability. | will not choose men to serve me because of birth or family influence. | would rather
be served by aloya and capable third son of a country squire than some degenerate duke. Those men
shdl grow great in my service."

She looked to the south. The Chiwan galleys were dmost reaedy to join thefleet. "It growslate. Y ou have
my leaveto rgoin your command, Captain Harakh."

He rose and bowed. When he was gone, she called for her box of writing instruments. A cutter would
leave for the capita at first light, and she had messages she wanted to send onit.

Like some unstoppable force of nature, like an avdanche or atidal wave, the Nevan fleet bore down
upon the city. There was none of the breakneck speed and heavy rowing of the earlier action. Ahead of
the fleet, wallowing boats laden with seasick assault troops headed for the breakwater and the nearby
shore. They were to seize these points and keep the enemy from tationing catapults there to menace the
ships

coming behind them. So far, the shore was quiet.

Shazad stood at Moonglow's masthead, above the long, slanting yard. Beside her
stood Sailing Master Saan. She had ordered the ship's carpenter to build this vantage
point from which she could view the battle. A small rack fastened to therailing held a
fine telescope made by one of Neva's best lens craftsmen.

Abruptly alanding craft struck something in the water. Its bow rose asif pushed up
by a giant hand and men tumbled into the water. Across the distance separating
them, she could hear thin screams. Another boat did the same and the rest dug in
their oars, coming to a stop.

"What happened?' she asked Saan, who had snatched up the telescope for a look.

"Underwater obstacles," he said, handing her the glass. "Could be slant-stakes
buried in the sand, maybe spiked logs."



"What happens now?' She studied the scene. Whatever the obstacles were, some of
the men had been impaled upon them. Blood stained the water and drowning men
scrambled over one another while others clung to the wrecked boats. She took her
eye from the glass and Saan pointed to the transport ships. More men were climbing
from them into boats.

"Sappers,” the master said. "Military engineers and naval divers. They'll clear out the
obstacles. It's special work they're trained for. It's going to be along day."

"It's still early,” she said.

The sun was only alittle above the shoreward horizon. As the day wore on, she
watched with fascination as the sappers did their work. They

cut through ropes lashing spiked logs together and fastened other ropes around
dant-stakes. While divers dug at the bases of the stakes, rowers backed their boats
away to tug them loose. Some of the most stubborn obstacles were embedded too
deeply for the boats to pull out. Then long lines had to be passed back to one of the
galleys, which would then pull the thing loose, provided the rope did not break. All
this was done under a constant rain of arrows and yet more boats had to be brought
up with mantlets. portable walls that protected the workers from missiles.

So this, too, was war. Somehow she had never pictured battle as a matter of labor
rather than combat, but she was glad to see that these engineers, at least, knew their
jobs well. She, for one, was not itching for a great, glorious battle. Perhaps the
Nevans could beat the enemy thisway. The barbarians were great warriors, but she
had never heard of savages who relished hard work.

The breakwater and parts of the nearby shore had been occupied without resistance,
but now objects began to leap over the breakwater. At the angle from which she was
viewing them, they seemed to rise vertically. But then they came crashing down
among the sappers boats, raising large splashes and occasionally crushing men and
watercraft.

"Where did those come from?' she asked.

"They must have brought up catapults on rafts," Saan said. "They're firing from right
there inside the harbor." As he spoke a mantlet was smashed and arrows began to
rain through again, fired from atop the seaward wall.

"L ook there, my lady, just to theright of that tower."

She trained the telescope in the direction of his pointing finger. Two people lounged on couches atop the
wall, watching the spectacle. They weretiny even as seen through the glass, but she knew it had to be
Gasam and his queen. She stared at the woman until her eye ached, but she could make out no features,
except that she seemed to be wearing very little if anything. The samelight that caught the silver of her
husband's stedl spear struck brilliant highlights from the ornaments she wore, but Shazad could tell
nothing otherwise of her appearance.

Thelong day wore on. Severd times Shazad descended from her perch to eat or refresh hersdlf.



Knowing how ridiculousit was, she dill lamented what al this exposure to sun and wind must be doing to
her skin. But if that woman could lounge atop acity wall al but naked, she was not about to adopt a hat
and vell to protect her complexion. During alate afternoon meal, Bloody Ax cameto her.

"My lady, isthisawar or abuilding project?| have never seen so many working men and daves
pretending to be warriors."

"Would you rather be out there digging up underwater stakes?' Shazad asked.
"No, but .. ."
"Do you not make war like thisin the south?"

Thewoman grinned. "'In the south, wefight! The kings and their warriors assemble on the battlefield and
the battle takes place. Blood flows and honor iswon. That is how warriors should fight.”

"Then why does your king have those?' she
asked, pointing at the Chiwan gdleys, now lying idlein the water.

"There are someidand and peninsular strongholds," Bloody Ax said, "held by riva petty kings, pirates
and savages. The big shipsare useful in orming them.”

Shazad wondered what on Earth someone like Bloody Ax might consider to be a savage.

"Patience, my pretty one," Shazad sighed. "Blood will flow in great abundance soon, as much blood as
you could wish for."

The sun went down and the work went on, now illuminated by torchlight. Fire-baskets on long spikes
were jammed into the shallows and filled with blazing fistnuts. The engineers continued to toil and the
divers continued to dive. Shazad was entranced by the Sight. It was unlike anything she had ever seen.
The lighting made it difficult for the missle-casters ashore to judge distance, so they ceased their
bombardment rather than waste ammunition. Shazad ordered Saan to take Moonglow closer.

Rowing quietly, the master brought the ship close to where the men were working. She could see their
bodies gleaming with sweat and sea-water and could smell their pungency above the sea odor that
permesated everything. The diverswore goggles of deen-skin set with round lenses of glass. Again and
again these men dove, seemingly tirdess, asthey dug, chopped and roped. Bits of wood floated on the
tide aong with occasiond corpses. The current carried them south; they would be out of sight by
morning.

She could see no lights atop the city wall. If Gasam and his queen were till there, they

watched from darkness. It was more likely that they had retired for the night. There would be no fighting
until morning, if then. She gave ordersto take the ship out of range and retired, exhausted, to her own
cabin.

By the next morning, awide passage had been cleared through the obstacles. As soon as the sun cleared
the horizon, Shazad was back in her |ofty perch, observing. Flags were raised and lowered on the
flagship and the others. Drumsrolled and trumpets blared and the fleet once again moved.

Thistime, not al moved at once. The two-bankers began to row toward the harbor mouth, forming an
orderly line asthey drew ahead. Then the three-bankers moved out. War Dragon stayed in position.



"Saan!" she called down to the deck. "Take us as near the breakwater asyou can. | want to seewhat is
happening inside the harbor.”

"Asyou will, Princess," hesaid, "but if they shoot at us, | must retire out of range. Y our father has
ordered me."

"Just do as| say. We will- discuss missileslater.” She could see no archers on the breskwater today. It
seemed to bein the hands of Nevan troops. And she doubted that the enemy would waste catapult
ammunition on her yacht, when they had awhole battle fleet to shoot at.

They came aongside the breakwater just as the first ship entered the harbor mouth.
From her platform, Shazad could see over the breakwater and into the harbor
beyond. She was used to the great harbor of Kasin, and this one seemed small and
cramped. She wondered

whether her father redlly proposed to jam awholefleet in there.

Enemy warriors crowded the wharfs, waving their wegpons and chanting. The catapult rafts had been
drawn back so that they could launch their missilesinto the harbor. Atop the city wall she could see much
larger engines, and their casting-arms were being drawn back.

Something whizzed overhead, startling Sha-zad. Shelooked up and saw alarge, jagged object hurtling
toward the city. It struck the top of the city wall and bounced on into the town. She looked back to see
whence it had come. One of the Chiwan galleys had drawn near, and a catapult atop its forward tower
hed fired the stone.

"At lagt," said Saan, who had joined her at the masthead, "those hulks are beginning to earn their keep."

Thefirst two-banker entered the harbor amid cheers from the Nevan soldiers atop the breskwater. The
galley assigned this point duty had been armored with a heavy timber shield covering its bow. A roof of
lighter timber had been erected over the rowing pits.

As soon asitsram came through the entrance, the catapults on the rafts began to shoot. They had
aready been sighted in on the entrance and their stones came down on the armoring with thunderous
noise. The stones bounced away until one came down on some oars, Smashing them to splinters. She
could hear screams from insde the ship, as whipping oar-butts pul ped the rowers.

Another ship camein behind the first. Another storm of missilesrose from the catapuilts.

This ship was not as heavily armored and it fared worse. Stones struck its deck,
smashing assault troops and marines crowded on the narrow catwalk between the
rowing pits. A number of rowers were killed, but the ship's momentum carried it
through.

The next two ships ran the same gauntlet, suffering but forcing their way into the
harbor. Asthe fifth ship entered, the great catapults atop the city wall cameinto play.
These did not use twisted ropes for power, but rather had great weights on one end
of their throwing-arms. These in turn terminated not in cups or baskets for missiles,
but rather in huge dings half the length of the arms. A weight fell, thearmroseto a
crossbar and stopped there, then the sling whipped around and released. The stone
climbed impossibly, seeming to rise straight up, then it began to fall, so dowly that it



seemed almost to be floating. But when it struck the two-banker just behind the stem
of the ship, it went through the deck, through the ship and out through the bottom.
The stone was ten times the size of those thrown by the raft catapults.

Amid screams of fear and dismay, the ship shuddered, its nose going down quickly
as water gushed in. Within seconds its steering oar was lifted free of the water and
was useless.

"Oh, no!" Saan all but croaked. "L ook at that!"

Another ship was passing through the entrance, making full speed to get through the
entrance and into the harbor where it would have room to maneuver and not be a
sitting target for pre-sighted catapults. It was a three-banker,

and its great bronze ram hit the wounded two-banker in its raised stern, raising the
smaller ship until it was amost vertical, ripping atremendous hole in its bottom.
Now the screaming was truly ghastly as men were crushed or tumbled forward
through the doomed ship. Large pieces of its stern crashed down onto the bow of
the three-banker, crushing men there. The water was a chaos of drowning men and
shattered wood. An enormous cheer rose from the shore.

More three-bankers came in. The stones continued to rain down, but the rate of fire
slowed. The machines were very slow to rebrace and reload. Three more
three-bankers came into the harbor and it began to be very crowded.
Arrow-shooting engines on the ships concentrated their fire on the raft-borne
catapults while those on the Chiwan ships concentrated on the city walls. A
tremendous crash signaled a direct hit on one of the huge stone-casters atop the wall.
Now it was the turn of the Nevans to cheer. The town was now under concentrated
fire from both of the Chiwan warships.

Shazad scanned the carnage ashore with the telescope. Half the raft-borne catapults
were now out of action. Some were being dismantled and carried into the city. She
guessed that they would be reassembled atop the wall and continue their fire from
there. Only one of the huge stone-throwers had been put out of action, but she could
see that their accuracy was poor. The harbor mouth had been sighted in, but now no
more ships were coming through. The big hurl-ers were being shifted to fire on the
Chiwan ships, but even the huge vessels were difficult

targets at that range. The stones made great splashes but they only seemed to have a
rate of fire of perhaps ten shots each hour. She lowered the glass from her eye.

"The engines are not served by Shasinn," she said. "I do not think most of them are
even Idlanders.”

"That makes sense," Saan commented. "It's aworkman's job, not awarrior's. |
doubt these savages ever saw awar engine before they came here. With afew
turncoat soldiers to manage the things and prisoners to work them, he can save his
warriors for better things."



"That iswhat | would do," she said. She wondered where Gasam and his queen
were. Not out on the wall this morning. She looked up and corrected herself. The
sun was aready at zenith; they might be in one of the towers flanking the harbor gate.
She did not think Gasam would be there, though. She trained the glass on the little
plazajust beyond the wharfs. There was a great crowd of 1slanders there, and
among them she found the Shasinn, easy to spot because of the flashing from their
extravagant spears. Truly, she thought, they were golden men. She thought she
detected a silver streak among them, but she could not be sure.

There was a commotion at the far end of the harbor, an area lined with ship sheds,
the covered docks where vessels were kept during winter or when being repaired.
L ean shapes began to slide from them, half a dozen or more from each shed.

"The canoes," Saan said. "I've been wondering where they were."
"What can they do with canoes in that mad-

house?' she wondered. The shipsin the harbor were trying to sort themselvesinto
some kind of order. They were backing, to get their sterns toward the northern side
of the harbor o that all would be forming aline facing the city wall. Thefirst
three-banker through the entrance was still trying to clear itself of the wreckage of the
ill-fated two-banker. The water was filled with struggling men and drowned corpses.

They did not manage to get into formation, because now the canoes were among
them. The ships, without the speed and momentum that made them terrible at sea,
became mere fighting platforms. Their stone-casters were no use against the canoes
and the powerful, crossbow-like spear-launchers were not a great deal better. Some
of the canoes stood away from the ships and showered them with missiles: arrows,
javelins and sling-stones. Others paddied in and tried to board. The rowers fended
them off with flailing oars, so they concentrated on the vulnerable bows and sterns.
Warriors with tall shields fended off the missiles that rained from the ships. Others
wielded long spears, thrusting at the ships railsto clear a space for boarders.
Shazad could see them casting grapples aboard.

"What do you think?' she asked Saan, lowering the tel escope from her aching eye.
Her muscles were stiff and she realized that she must have been watching far longer
than she had thought.

"It's smart tactics," the seaman said, rubbing his stubbled chin. "They've figured out
how to use boarding pikes. They're not taking many casualties. That bugger Gasam's
being cautious,

using crafty tactics. Most of al, hesdenying our navy its greatest strengths. The shipsarejust walowing
tubslikethis, it'snot ared seabattle. We have agreat many marines and soldiers, skilled fighters, but
only so many can get to therailsto fight. If the savages get aboard in any numbers, dl that order and
disciplineisn't much use. Believe me, my lady, in adeck fight, it's savagery that counts.”

She thought of the carnage in the great battle outside this city, how the Idanders had surrounded the
Nevan army and forced them together, pressing in until no man had room to use hiswegpons. Something



else cameto her.
"Saan, those catapults of theirs. . . why haven't they used them to try to set our ships afire?"

"I wasthinking on that mysdlf, Princess. It'snot like ared seabattle, where they have to worry about
setting their own shipsaflame. As| figureit, King Gasam wants those ships.”

She was stunned. "Wantsthem? But ..." It took her only amoment; even before he spoke the words, the
answer was clear to her.

"Gasam has an army, and a better one than ours, if you'll pardon my saying so, Princess. But he doesn't
have anavy, except for some canoes. Helll have oneif hewinsthisfight." Histone was nonchalant, but
his face was pale and grim beneath hiswindburn.

"But won't our skippers scuttle their ships before they alow them to be taken? Are they not bound by
oath to do s0?" Already she knew how stupid that was.

"Princess, | don't think | need to tell you what our senior nava officersarelike." He spat to

leeward. "They won't scuttle their ships and they won't fall on their swords. They'll
surrender and take service with Gasam if he gives them the chance. They'll kiss his
backside in gratitude."

She gripped the railing and her knuckles turned white. "What kind of man is he?"'

She knew, though. Gasam was a king and a conqueror and, unlike so many other
kings, so many other would-be conguerors, he was every bit as capable as he
thought he was. A new sound came, beating in time with the throbbing in her temples
and at first she thought the sound was inside her head.

"Now what?" she said, looking around.

"It's Crusher, my lady." Thiswas the name the Nevans had adopted in place of its
interminable Chiwan title. The other they called Victorious. Slowly, ponderously, the
ship was maneuvering into the harbor entrance, which was barely wide enough to
admit it. The pounding she heard was the thunder of the kettledrums beating time for
the rowersin the twin hulls.

"Itsrails are twenty feet from the waterline," she said, hopefully. "Surely the
barbarians cannot force their way aboard from canoes!"

"L et us hope not, Princess," Saan said. He looked below to make sure all wasin
order on his ship. Shazad looked as well. The sailors below were keyed up and
apprehensive, but at the same time happy to be out of the action. The Chiwan
women were all but chewing their shieldsin frustration. All day they had been hearing
the sounds of battle without being able

to take part, and now their sisters were going into battle aboard Crusher without
them.

Victorious waited outside the harbor entrance, its catapults keeping up a steady fire
on the city wall. Its engines, though, were no more accurate than those in the city,



and were firing from a mobile platform. Most of the stones were wasted. Behind
Crusher came aflotillaof transport shipsfull of soldiers.

"What is this foolishness?' Shazad demanded, pointing at the troop ships. "What
are those things coming in for? They have no armament!”

"I think, my lady," Saan said, "that the idea was for the warships to beat the harbor
defenses into submission. Then the Chiwan monster craft were to comein,
suppressing fire from the city wall and at the same time land assault forcesto seize
the dock area. The transports were to tie on behind the Chiwan ships and send in
soldiersto pass over their decks to reinforce the assault on the harbor gate. The
towers on those ships are high enough that they could drop gangways onto the city
walls and assault across them. That was the plan, anyway, | think. Maybe it can still
work."

"Why is only one Chiwan ship coming in? No, don't answer, | can see for myself.
This harbor istoo small for both of them and the whole Nevan fleet." She could see
savages forcing their way onto the decks of some of the Nevan ships. The fighting
was furious all over the harbor now.

"My lady," Saan said, "may | make a suggestion without fear of being crucified?'
She thought about it for awhile. " Saan, you

have been a good and loyal man. Y ou may make one treasonous suggestion and |
agree in advance to forget it."

"No treason, Princess." He looked aloft, at the little pennant atop the mast. "The
wind isfair from the north. Let me raise sail and take you back to Kasin. When
things go bad on aday like this, they go bad without end. Let me take you home,
Princess.”

She took a deep breath, closed her eyes, and tried to think through the unceasing
din. The temptation was great. There was nothing she could do to affect the
outcome of the battle. She was no bone-headed hero to worry about charges of
cowardice. She shook her head, the rich, black locks tumbling around her face.

"No, | will seethisthrough to the end, Saan. But yours are the only sensible words
besides my own | have heard since leaving Kasin."

Now the huge Chiwan ship was inside the harbor and there was a great exclamation
from the shore. The warriors there stood waving their spears, shaking their shields,
shouting defiance. Atop the wall, aline of shields appeared as the defenders took up
thelir stations. The shouting ordered itself into a rhythmic chanting.

Shouldering smaller craft aside, Crusher rowed into the middle of the harbor and
turned so that its double bows were facing the seaward gate. All over the harbor, the
other ships were battling the canoes. One of the two-bankers seemed to have fallen
into the hands of the savages. It was drifting away from the ragged line of the other



Nevan ships. Soon a num-

her of the canoes had it in tow and were taking it toward the sheds.
"When will the Chiwan attack?' Shazad demanded worriedly.

"| think they arewaiting for the king to arrive, my lady," Saan said.

"What?" Saan pointed silently. "Oh, no!" she cried. War Dragon was cruising into the harbor at high
speed. Once through the entrance, the ship dug in its oars and hated as perfectly asif it were on nava
maneuvers. The oars on one Side backwhed ed vigoroudy and the ram swiv-eled to face the city gate.
Then both sides backed water. The ship reversed, stopping only when its towering stern nudged the
breakwater. The stern of War Dragon was now no more than thirty yards from Moonglow, just onthe
other sde of the artificia mole. It anchored the southern end of the fleet's battle line. Immediately, a
dozen canoes paddled to attack it.

"Father!" Shazad screamed. " Get out of there!™ There was no chance of his hearing her over the thunder
of battle, and no possibility that he might pay attention if he could hear her. Flags waved aboard War
Dragon and the great Chiwan assault vessel began to move forward.

The multitude of oars dipped and rose, dipped and rose, moving the huge vessel at adow walk.
Anything faster would risk shattering both hulls when they made contact with the stone wharfs. Great
pads of hemp had been hung from the bows to prevent just that, but the momentum built up by the greeat
ship would beterrible.

With a shuddering impact, the great vessel cameto astop. A huge cheer went up from the

Nevan fleet as broad gangways crashed down from the wide deck that covered both hulls.
Simultaneoudly, narrower gangways dropped from the forward tower upon the city wall. The troop
trangports pulled up astern of Crusher and assault troops swarmed up ladders onto the deck to reinforce
the Chiwan soldiers who were dready charging down the gangways. For thefirst time, Shazad noticed
that the stern tower of the ship was built higher than the forward tower, so that its archers could shoot
over the oneforward, or directly down on it should enemy warriors force their way aboard.

Shazad began to fed dation. Perhaps they would win after dl. The savages must be demoraized by this
display of brute power. There was acommotion at the city gate and she trained the telescope on it to see
what was happening. For some reason the image was not clear and she wiped the eyepiece with her
scarf. Then she saw that the light was dim. Looking to the west, she was amazed to see that the sun was
setting. Where had the day gone? It seemed like less than an hour since the first Nevan ship had entered
the harbor mouth.

"They're opening the gate, Princess," Saan told her. She siwung the telescope back toward the city and
saw that the gate was swinging wide.

"Why aren't they barring it?" she asked. It looked asif the huge ram protruding from the forward tower
would not be needed. Did the savages not know how to defend a city? Then she saw the horde of
warriors pouring out through the gate. The barbarians were going on the attack. Rank upon rank of them
weredis

gorged from the city, rank upon rank of tall, black shields and long, bronze spears.

"The Shasinn," she said, her voice hoarse. "Thisiswhat he has been saving them
for."



On the wharfs, a brutal, hand-to-hand struggle raged. Arms clashed continuously
with arattling of metal and a splintering of wood. Missiles rained town on shields of
hide or wood or wicker, adding to the din. And everywhere was the sound of human
voices: cheering, chanting, screaming, groaning. Men were forced from the wharfs
and fell into the water. Men staggered and tripped over the bodies of the fallen.

Above, assault troops tried to force their way onto the city walls, but with no
success. Shazad could see why. Gasam had built a broad fighting platform at the
place where he knew the gangways must be dropped, and it was crowded with
Shasinn. Instead of afew warriors striving to hold a cramped, narrow wallwalk, the
assault troops faced a small army concentrated in one spot. Soon the Shasinn forced
their way onto the upper gangways and there was fierce fighting on the narrow front.
Men toppled over the sides to crash down on those struggling for control of the
wharfs. Those behind the ones fighting at the front raised their shields and formed a
roof to shelter them from arrows coming from the stern tower.

Within minutes, the assault troops were cleared from the wharfs and the Shasinn
were storming the gangways leading up to the deck. It was an uphill fight, but they
were fierce and strong, killing with remorseless efficiency, their keen-edged spears
seeming to draw blood each time they darted forward. From the wharfs,

Shasinn unable to reach the gangways hurled javelins onto the deck of the ship. Shazad would not have
believed that the short, bronze-tipped spears could be hurled with such tremendous force and accuracy
at such ranges. These were not the long, beautiful spears with which the Shasinn fought hand-to-hand,
but they werejust as deadly. The heavy points crunched through the lighter shields and impaed the
vulnerable bodies behind them. They would pierce the lacquered armor of the Nevan troops and it soon
became amajor task just to keep the corpses cleared from the decks.

"Why don't they cut the gangways |oose and back off?" Shazad cried.

"Because those javelin-throwers are killing anyone who goes near the moorings with an ax," Saan told
her.

She saw that it was true. Officers were urging soldiersto cut the heavy ropesthat secured the gangways.
Even as shelooked, a man rushed toward the twisted cords with ax upraised. Instantly, three javelins
pierced him and he tumbled to the deck writhing. Some sailors came forward with ashield improvised
from ahatch-cover and behind them came more soldiers with axes. Taking casuaties but with the
determination of desperate men, they hacked at the ropes. Already, though, it wastoo late. The Shasinn
cleared the last defenders from the upper and lower gangways and were storming onto the deck and the
forward tower.

Shazad |owered the telescope wearily. " Father might aswell take the fleet out of the harbor while he il
has some shipsleft,” shesaid. "Thisisover.”

"Not yet," Saan told her, pointing at the stern tower of Crusher. Flags were waving
frantically, transmitting some sort of signal. Again she heard the great thunder of
kettledrums. Victorious had taken up station just outside the harbor. Now it was
coming in,

"It isamost dark," Shazad said numbly. "How do they expect to fight in the dark?"



Already torches were being brought from the city to illuminate the wharfs. The ships,
still under attack from the canoes, were hanging out fire-baskets so that they could
see to fight off the attackers. She could see that the savages had captured two more
ships, one of them a three-banker, and were towing them toward the sheds. She
could also see something coming from the largest of the sheds.

"What isthat?' she asked. Saan took the glass from her and |ooked.

"Asnear as| can make out, it's atwo-banker. Probably captured when they took the
city."

"How isit moving? | see no oarsworking. Itisn't yet so dark that | couldn't see
them,"

Saan studied the scene for a minute more. "They're pushing it. They have canoes
behind it paddling for all they're worth."

The two-banker made aslow, careful path through the struggling craft in the harbor.
The remaining Nevan ships were all backed against the mole and Crusher was
fastened to the wharfs, leaving arelatively clear channel down the center of the
harbor. The paddlers chanted as they pushed the ship through the wreckage and the
bodies, living and dead. Its ram pushed aside overturned canoes and the ones still
manned hastily got out of itsway. The ship was

headed straight for Victorious, which was making its own dow, careful way through the harbor entrance.
A man emerged from bel owdecks on the two-banker, ran to the side and dived overboard, cutting the
water cleanly and stroking for shore. Shazad was mystified.

"Arethey going to ram?' she asked. "Suredly that shipistoo smdl to ..." A plume of smoke emerged from
ahatch on the ship.

"I think, Princess, that we won't need to worry about the darkness much longer.”

Now asmdl flame licked up through the hatch and the paddiers redoubled their dready frantic stroking,
churning the water to afroth beneath the broad blades of their paddies. The ship entered the space
between the two hulls of Victorious. Oars snapped loudly and the drumsfell sllent. The two-banker
ground to a shuddering halt and the canoes began to back away, cutting themsalves free of the long pole
with which they had pushed the ship. Victorious drifted afew more feet and stopped.

The deck of the fireship burst open and atremendous gush of flame erupted benesth the deck of the
Chiwan ship above. With the inrush of air, the rest of the smdler ship's cargo ignited: pitch-soaked
bundles of hemp and barrels of fistnut oil erupted like avolcano. In an ingtant, the huge ship was amass
of flame. More than two hundred yards away, Shazad felt scorched by the hest.

The cheer of exultation from ashore was deafening. The Shasinn werein control of Crusher now, and
she saw agroup of warriors atop the ship's stern tower raise ashield over their heads, and on the shield
good asnglefig-

ure. Heraised his spear of sted and the entire harbor and city wall erupted in abarbaric chant of
worship, Saan's voice brought her back to herself.



"It isover, Princess," he said for the third time. "The channel is blocked, the fleet cannot escape. They are
trapped here. The defeat istotal. Let'sgo!”

Desperately she searched the fantastic scene, looking for some shred of hope amid the chaos. "We ill
hold most of the shipg!” she cried.

"Not for long. Look.” At the mainland end of the mole, astrong force of Shasinn were attacking the
Nevan troops who gtill held it. "They'll have control of the mole soon, and then they'll be aboard the ships
by the stern. It'll be finished then. May | give ordersto set sail 7'

Sheturned on him, her eyes half-mad with fury. "Y ou will stay whereyou are! Y ou will not move until |
bring the king out of therel™ Wasting no time, she did down abackstay, burning her pamsfor the sake of

Speed.

"Bloody Ax!" she screamed. "Get your women over the Sde and onto the mole! Follow me!™ Shazad
tore off her confining jacket and legpt over the Side, into the shalow water. A few strokes later she found
stone beneath her feet and she trudged up onto the mole. All the soldiers had rushed toward the mainland
end to resist the Shasinn, so there was no one to help her. The weight of her soaked boots and trousers
dragged at her and she wished she could tear them off, but there was no time. The breath burned and
tore a her lungs as she ran the short distance to War Dragon's stern. It towered above her, then two of
her women war-

riorswere beneath her, lifting her high enough to get afinger-purchase on therail and pull herself aboard.
After her, the women swarmed aboard.

A knot of men clustered at the forward rail of the sterncastle, and in their midst she could see what
appeared to be her father's ghost. The course of the day had aged him twenty years. The men
surrounding him were shouting, and in the babble she could hear the word " Surrender!™ many times.
Someone made a stealthy way behind the king, adagger bare in his hand. Shazad pointed and one of the
women buried an ax in the attacker's skull.

The king turned, sartled. " Shazad? What are you doing? Why areyou not ..."
"Get aboard Moonglow, Father!" she screamed at him.
"No!" shouted an admird. "We must surrender! He may give usgood termsif . . ."

"If you turn the king of Nevaover to him?' Shazad said. She pointed. "Kill him! Kill al of thesefoold"
Enthusastically, her women obeyed. The deck grew dick with blood.

"But, Shazad ..." theking said, hisvoice quavering. "l must . . ." Sheignored him and leaned over therall.
Below, the marines were defending the ship, but Shasinn had gained the bows and were crowding onto
the forecadtle.

"Harakh!" she bellowed, so forcefully that she felt blood comeinto her throat. The man turned, hisface
covered with sweat beneath the helmet of sawn toonoo-tusk. His cuirass of layered sharkskin bore many
gouges and his muscular arms bled from numerous small wounds.

He shouted something to his men and made hisway &ft.
"Princess?’ hecdled, sAuting.

"Get your men together and take the king off this ship. Look!" She pointed to where the Shasinn were
advancing up the breskwater. "They will be standing here soon!"



Harakh whirled and raised asmall whistleto hislips. He blew acomplex series of trills, the piercing tones
lancing easily through the clamor. In orderly fashion, the marines backed from therailsand fell in around
Harakh. Sha-zad leaned on therailing, dmost faint. It was so wonderful to have someone who obeyed
ingtantly and forcefully. She shook off the faint-ness. There were things to be done before she could
collapse. The canoe warriors were scorming over the rails now. These were light-skinned men with
shaven heads, a breed she had never seen.

Harakh raced up the stair, followed by hismarines. A few faced the enemy and backed dowly toward
the stair. "Princess?" he said again, not wasting words.

"Take my father. Moonglow isjust on the other side of the breakwater. Whatever €l se happens, we must
get himto the capita.”" Ingtantly, Harakh barked orders at his men. They bundled the king, protesting
feebly, over the stern. Impulsively Shazad grabbed Harakh by the bloody shoulders and kissed him.

"I'll make you agenera for thist Now, come, we have to get away from here! We must order the master
of the supply flotillato be away, too. At least we can deny Gasam that much.”

They rushed to therail and Harakh scooped

her up, dropping her into the arms of her female bodyguard and then jumping after.
The savages swarmed over the ship, killing the last few marines Harakh had ordered
to stand fast. Harakh led the way up the mole and onto its top. She could see Saan
aboard Moonglow, frantically waving to them. The sounds of fighting grew very
close.

Bloody Ax whirled to say something to her, but ajavelin passed through her throat
and cut off whatever she might have had to say. The last of the Nevan soldiers went
down and suddenly there were Shasinn everywhere. The women clustered around
her, fighting to protect her and to save their own lives. Through the confusion of
struggling bodies, she saw Harakh and a few marines climbing aboard Moonglow as
Saan raised the sail. Harakh made no foolish effort to come back and rescue her. A
good man, she thought, wishing she had had more of them.

The women around her fell fighting, the Shasinn spears piercing them one after
another. Shazad made no effort to resist and soon she stood alone, surrounded by
exultant Shasinn. A hand on her shoulder forced her to her knees and something
cold touched the soft skin of her neck. She glanced down and saw firelight gleaming
along the blade of a Shasinn spear. Another bronze blade touched her neck on the
other side and the two blades crossed just in front of her chin. // they draw back on
those things hard enough, she thought, my head will come right off. The thought
failed to upset her greatly. She wished they would kill her and get it over with. The
spears were taken away and someone gripped her arm and hauled her to her

feet. Then she understood that the business with the spears was some sort of
prisoner-taking gesture, the way the desert peoples were said .to grasp a defeated
enemy by the hair in token of his captive status. Prodded by spear-buitts, she began
to walk toward the mainland end of the mole, toward the city. Her ordeal was not
over yet, she thought with despair. But there was one thing they could not take from
her: She had gotten the king safely away.



THIRTEEN

Asdawn broke over the city, the hulk of Victorious and the fireship till flamed sporadically, sending up
clouds of smoke. The wreckage of the two-banker that had been hulled by the catapult stone and then
gutted by the Nevan ship behind it lay on itssidein the shallows. The corpses and floating wrack had
drifted with the tide toward the harbor mouth, but the wreckage blocking the channel would let little past.

Shazad |eaned back againgt the city wall near the gate and | et the rising sun warm her chilled body. At
least she was not wearing soaked clothes any more. This was because the Sha-sinn had cut her wet
clothes away, leaving her wearing nothing at al. Then she corrected herself: | am wearing thisyoke. A
bar of heavy wood lay across her shoulders,

curved in the middle to fit around the back of her neck. The curve was padded, but
it still forced her head forward. Her wrists were tied into u-shaped forks at the ends
of the bar. She sat with a group of forty or fifty other prisoners, most of them
laborers and slaves brought along on the expedition. The soldiers, sailors and
marines had been taken somewhere else. Many wounded lay about untended. From
time to time an Ilander would examine one and, deciding the man would not live
anyway, dispatched him with a quick thrust of spear or sword.

Her hair was snarled, tangled, matted. She was heavily bruised and she ached in
every part. In past years, it had sometimes amused her to play slave, usually with
other high-born men and women. They had worn tokens of slavery and it had been
pleasant and exciting to submit to another's dominance, always with the knowledge
that the game could be ended at will. She knew that the experience of the reality of
slavery would not be as pleasant as those games.

A pair of scarred, straddling legs stood before her. "Up, girl," avoice ordered.
Awkwardly, unable to use her hands, she complied. Under the yoke, she could
barely raise her head enough to see hisface. It was as scarred as hislegs. His head
was clean-shaven except for atopknot secured by a gold ring. His ears were pierced
for severa gold hoops and he wore aleather tunic girdled by awide belt studded
with coral. Thiswas no Isander, but a Nevan saver.

"What is your name?' he demanded. A curi-

ous crowd of Idand warriorsidled about, watching with interest. Shazad said nothing. The man nodded
to someone behind her and abruptly, shockingly, her back flamed with agony. Someone had lashed her
with amulti-thonged scourge. The man stepped closer.

"Why do you make no sound?"

"I have been whipped harder than that by junior priests,” she snarled. Bracing her feet, she twisted her
upper body as hard as she could. The end of her yoke dammed into the daver'sjaw and aferocious joy
coursed through her when she heard the bone snap. The man fell heavily to the flagstones, unconscious.
Now, she thought, maybe they will kill me. Instead, the men roared with mirth, asif thiswere the funniest
sght they had seeninyears.

"Turn around." Thiswas awoman'svoice. Slowly she turned. Two women stood there, surrounded by
Shasinn warriors. Thetaler wore only atiny loincloth and a great many ornaments. She was the most



beautiful creature Shazad had ever beheld, and Shazad had spent her life surrounded by beautiful men
and women.

"Queen Larissa," she said, her voice hoarse from dl the screaming she had done the day before, "at last
wemest."

The queen held ascourge. It had been she who had lashed Shazad. Now she placed the handle beneath
Shazad's chin and tilted her head back, the movement made painful by the yoke.

"Who areyou, girl?" The queen's voice was melodious, her bregth fragrant.

"Princess Shazad of Neva," she answered. An astonished babble broke out among
the onlookers. The queen turned to the smaller woman who stood beside her. She
was darkhaired and honey-skinned with tilted eyes, and she wore a collar riveted
around her neck. She stood close and examined Shazad's face.

"Itisdifficult totell, Mistress," she said, "with her face looking so frightful and all
these bruises and scrapes.”

"The dave collar becomes you, Dunyaz," Shazad said. "Y ou were always the most
willing slave in those games we used to play, years ago."

"And the yoke looks good on you," Dunyaz replied. "I would ask my mistress to
allow meto flog you for your insolence, but | know how much you would enjoy it."
She turned back to the queen. "It is she."

"Come with me," the queen said, turning. Perforce, Shazad followed, her bare feet
paining her with every step on the rough cobbles. Even in her pain and humiliation,
she could not help staring envioudly at Larissa’s long legs and incredibly shapely
bottom. Never had the princess felt so unattractive as in the presence of this stunning
woman.

"A warrior came to me this morning," the queen said, not bothering to turn around.
"He told me that his squad had taken a woman prisoner last night. When it grew light
he saw how rich were the clothes they had stripped from her and he remembered
that she had been trying to escape from the Nevan flagship. He decided she was
some high officer's mistress and he knew that | like to acquire comely

women for my household. It seemsweve caught arare prize."
"Will you not release me from this yoke?' Shazad said.
"Why should | do that?' Larissa asked.

"I amaroyal princess," Shazad said, "not acommon prisoner. Asaroya hostage | should be treated as
my rank demands.”

"Nonsense," said the queen. "Y ou are adave, nothing more.”

"That is not how things are done among civilized people," Shazad said, beginning to bresthe heavily asthe
road turned steep. Everywhere people bowed as they passed, except for the Shasinn warriors, who
sduted instead.



"l am not civilized," Larissasaid, "and the more | see of civilized people the happier | am of that fact. |
have enjoyed your letters, though. Sorting through your lies and deceptions has been wonderfully
amusng.”

"Y ou see?" Shazad dl but panted. ™Y ou are growing civilized. Y our own lieswere rather polished, and |
detected the hand of my cousin Dunyaz in that. | thought you and | had come to be friends, athough we
hed never met."

"My possessions are not friends," Larissasaid. "l own you. Do not forget that.”

To Shazad's unutterable relief, they had reached the palace. It was a crude place by her standards, afine
mans on where the barbarian queen had accumulated whatever loot took her fancy without regard to
good taste. Here she was turned over to a dlave woman who wore a sheer gown, apparently in token of
her status as oversesr.

"Bathe her and dress her hair,” the queen

ordered. "Then have her collared and bring her to me." The queen left and, with alast, malicious ook, so
did Dunyaz.

The woman took her to abath in an annex. It was not the sort of luxurious bath she was used to at home.
This onewas obvioudy used by the household st&ff. It was, however, far better than the
accommodations aboard Moon-glow, which had consisted of abasin and adave girl with sponges and
towels. The bath attendants hel ped her to scrub at her body and hair until shefet clean for thefirst timein
many days. Sheignored the sting of her many small injuries. It was joy enough to be free of the yoke.
She hoped that they would not make her resume it afterward.

After vigorous towding, the woman in the gown had her sit on alow stool while a hairdresser carefully
brushed the snarls from her luxuriant black tresses and a cosmetician did what she could to cover the
bruises and scabs. Shazad knew that this was not the pampering reserved for a princess. It was more like
one of her own cabos having ribbons braided into itstail and its horns gilded before she came down from
the paaceto ride. Like her, the queen was offended by the sight of things that were not beautiful.

Thelast illusion of pampering was dispelled when she was taken to asmdll blacksmith's shop and ameta
ring was fastened around her neck. She was forced to knedl awkwardly by the anvil, which was
equipped with aspecid stake on which dave-rings were riveted. The neck ring itself had anumber of
smdler rings attached to it for the attachment of tethersor

leashes. When she had been suitably prepared, she was taken to the queen’'s chambers. The neck ring
was her only garment.

"That ismuch better," Larissasaid, looking up from her couch. The queen lay on her sscomach, her head
resting on her crossed forearms. Beside her, Dunyaz sat on the couch, massaging her mistress's shoulders
and neck. "Put her over there." The queen indicated the wall she faced, where a short chain dangled from
thewall to waist height. The daves made Shazad sit and clipped the chain to her neck ring.

"Isthis necessary?' Shazad asked.

"Itismy will," the queen responded. She pushed hersdlf to a Sitting posture and she faced the princess.
Her breasts and belly were covered with welts from the wrinkles in the cloth she had lain on, but these
disappeared within seconds. Shazad had never seen such perfect skin tone.

"I have been collecting information on you, Shazad,” Larissacontinued. "l have many spiesin Kasin. |



have heard dl about how you took the navy in hand.”
"Much good did it do us," Shazad said bitterly.

"Speak when | ask you aquestion,” Larissasaid. "l do not need your other comments. As| was saying, |
know that you are notorioudy strong-willed and independent. This meansthat you might foolishly try to
escape. For that reason | will keep you chained or confined until | am satisfied that you will be obedient.

| have agreat dedl of time and it amuses meto tame rebellious creatures. Eventudly | will , find the
punishment to bresk your will."

Someone came into the room and Dunyaz and the other slaves rose to their feet and
bowed. The queen looked at him and smiled.

"What have we here, anew plaything?' Sha-zad felt her veinsfill withice. It was
Gasam.

"Just my new save," Larissasaid. "Formerly Princess Shazad of Neva, Pashir's
daughter.”

The king came to her and dropped to one knee. He was so tall that she still had to
look up to face him. "Why, soitis! | saw you yesterday, watching the battle from
the mast of that little ship. I, too, have telescopes now. Y ou Nevans make such
marvelous, clever things. Soon you shall make them all for me." He smiled at her
pleasantly, but behind his eyes she saw terrifying gulfs.

"Greetings, King Gasam," she said in her best court voice, "and congratul ations on
your great victory yesterday."

"Wasn't that awonderful battle?' he said. "That was my finest victory thus far."
"It was truly overwhelming," she said.

"An excellent word for it," he agreed. "But it left behind aterrible mess. | have set
the prisoners to work cleaning up my harbor. The smell is already getting bad. | like
blood, but only whileit isfresh. Battlesin the field are cleaner. Y ou just walk away
from the dead and the scavengers come in to clean up."

"But this one made such a splendid spectacle, my love," said the queen. "None who
beheld it will ever forget. The crashesin the harbor, that burning ship! The legend
will liveforever."

"So it will," Gasam said. "My queen, you

must write aletter to my brother-king Pashir. Tell him that we have his daughter and
will keep her safe.”

"My father will pay arich ransom for me," she assured him, wondering whether this
war had already bankrupted the kingdom.

Gasam chuckled. "Why do my well-born captives always think that their kinsmen
have something that | cannot take by force? | do not wish to sell you back. It



amuses me to own you, and your father's treasury already belongsto me; | merely
have not yet taken it from him."

"How unfortunate that we did not capture him aswell," said the queen.

Gasam shrugged. "It matterslittle. If | had taken him, someone else would seize the
throne as soon as the news reached Kasin. Someone is going to be king of Neva
until I haveitin my grasp, so it might as well be Pa-shir." He touched Shazad, much
as she had examined the rowers and tested her female bodyguard. She felt fear and
revulsion coupled with a deep, terrible excitement. She saw the triumphant look on
Dunyaz's face and tried to keep her face court-impassive. She could feel heat rising
all the way from the pit of her stomach and hoped that her face was not flaming.

"How did it go with the warrior women?' Larissa asked her husband.

"They are splendid,” he said, "but they refuse to take service with me. | think | shall
work on them instead of killing them, or mutilating them and turning them loose.
Such rare creatures are worth allittle extra effort.”

He turned back to Shazad. "Y ou had some of them aboard your little ship. What
makes them so difficult? Most surviving soldiers are anxious to take service with
me."

"They worship the king of Chiwa," she said. "To them, heisagod. They are raised
in barracks from the time they are infants.”

Gasam sat back on his heels. "If they are going to have agod, it should be me." He
turned to Larissa. "What should | do about this?"'

She gave it some thought. "Work on their pride. First of al, they feel ashamed that
they were taken alive. Let that humiliation sink in. Then tell them that they were
duped, that their king isafraud. You are the god-king and only you deserve to be
served with the devotion they once gave to the unworthy ... what is his name?"

"Diwaz the Ninth," Dunyaz said.

"Diwaz the Ninth. They will jJump at the chance to submit to your oath. They have no
concept of themselves except asloyal warriors of a god-king and their only choices
are your service, death, or a nothingness that is worse than death."

"What would | do without you, little queen?' Gasam said happily. "My power is
over the bodies and wills of men, but only you know their minds. | shall do asyou

"These women warriors will make a pretty ornament to your army, my lord," said
Larissa, "but you won more important prisoners yesterday. How did you fare with
the naval prisoners? The skilled sailors and the rowers?’

"There we've been far more successful.” The king stood and turned away from



Shazad. He went to atable and poured a glass full from a

pitcher. The liquid was amber with a thin foam on top. "Most of the surrendered
sailors and marines have taken my oath. The losses among the rowers we can make
up with slave rowers from the big Chiwan ship. | plan to start naval training for my
men in the summer."

"What will you do with the big Chiwan ship?' Larissa asked.

"I think it will be useless to me. There are better ways of taking acity and it ties up
too many soldiers and machines and, especially, rowers. | think | shall have it broken
up and use the timber to build more ships. | have anidea | want to try: a new kind of
ship, with only asingle bank of oars but with afar wider deck, so that I can crowd
on more men."

"Will it have enough speed with only asingle level of oars?' Larissa asked.

"It will if there are two men to each oar, perhaps three. We forget about ramming.
That takes complex rowing and steering, and the enemy ship is sunk instead of
captured. We concentrate on boarding instead, where weight of men counts.”

Shazad was stupefied. These people had a single-mindedness unknown in her own
world. She began to think that they had no trivial pastimes or amusements, but were
always thinking about war, about seizing and wielding power, about controlling
people. What could stand against such people? They had a primitive vitality that was
exhausting merely to look upon. Again, unbidden, the unwelcome thought occurred
to her: We are decadent, and we deserve to be conquered.

Moonglow entered the harbor of Kasin on a bright afternoon. The king did not want
to skulk into the city under cover of night again. There was no need to, since it was
unlikely that word of the catastrophe had reached the city overland. The dockside
idlers would see only the princess's yacht returning. Her covered litter was stored
below and the king would be taken to the palace in it with the curtains tightly
drawn. Before the ship reached the docks, Captain Harakh addressed the assembled
crew and hislittle band of marines. Thelir battle-scarred harness was stored below so
that nobody would see that a fight had taken place.

"None of you isto speak aword of the battle," Harakh said sternly. "The king wants
nothing to be said until he has spoken with the important men of state. If any of you
speaks, | shall know of it, and you shall have cause to envy men who are merely
crucified. To anyone who asks, you shall only say that the princess was taken ill and
had to return."

When they were lashed to the wharf, the king emerged from the cabin and climbed
into the litter, screened by the marine guard. Then they went ashore and the guards
prevented any curious onlookers from getting too close to the conveyance. Harakh
walked alongside and Pa-shir talked to him nervoudly through the curtain.



"My daughter," the king groaned, "what of little Shazad?' It was asif he spoke of a
child.

"| saw her taken," Harakh said yet another time. " She appeared unharmed when they
led her away as we made our escape. No doubt you will receive a ransom demand
soon."

"Anything. | will pay anything to get her back. My child!" Then hisvoice logt its querulous-ness. "' She was
the only good counsdlor | had, and | listened to fools instead! The gods curse me for afool!"

That made Harakh fed better. Perhaps there was some of the old Pashir |eft.

"She saved your life, that's certain,” the captain said. " She may have saved your kingdom. She could have
escaped, but she went into the thick of the fighting with just those mad women guards to bring you out,
then she ordered meto get you home at al costs.” He knew it would not hurt to remind the king that he,
for one, had appreciated the princess and that she had trusted him in turn. He had not forgotten her
promise to make him agenerd.

"I must get her back," theking said yet again.

At the paace, heleft thelitter and bade Harakh wait for him. The servants|ooked stunned, but as dways
they jumped to do hisbidding. The first order of business wasto restore hisregal appearance, then to
summon the Council, at least such of the Council aswere not dead or captured in Floria

Soaking in his bath, sipping at watered wine laced with painkiller, he pondered. How to handlethis?
Would Shazad's trick with the priests work yet another time? It was worth atry. He would summon
them. If it did not work, it would be the priests credibility that would suffer, not hisown.

There were a number of high nobles whom he was certain would attempt a coup if
they knew he was seriously weakened. He would arrest them before they had the
opportunity.

There was no need for executions just yet. He sorted through his memoriesfor names of men to give
emergency powers. They would have to be men whose fortunes were tied to his own, who would fall
under another king. At least there was no shortage of those. He would keep Captain Harakh close; the
man had proven hisloyalty.

How long could he keep morae in the city from collgpsing? Then he remembered Hael. How close was
the boy? He gtill thought of him as the youth who had stayed for awhilein hisold, ducd palace, years
ago. If young King Hadl showed up unexpectedly, with a strong force of mounted savages to shore up
the throne, it might do wondersfor the spirits of the citizenry. Hewould sent out riders to the southeast. If
they intercepted Hadl, they could bid him make haste. If Hagl was coming at all.

Four hours|ater, Pashir came from his chambers and Harakh fell in beside him. "To the council
chamber," the king ordered. Bathed, groomed, his hair and beard freshly dyed, and dressed in fresh
robes, agood mesdl in him, the king looked and sounded fifteen years younger than when he had arrived
at the palace. Harakh had never beheld such a change, and he hoped it was not merely temporary.
Harakh was now in the uniform of the roya guard, his dress armour gold-lacquered, but he retained his
marine short sword.

The councilors bowed as the king entered. He had aready spoken to the priests and, having no choice,
they had agreed to his demands:. they were al about to hear yet another sartling rev-



elaion from their gods. The king took his seat and the councilorsrose.

"I cometo you with heavy news," he began. "I..." He saw aman who was not supposed to bethere; a
dusty officer in travel-stained garments. "L ord Ashgar, isthat you? Why are you here instead of at your
post on the Omian border?" It was a serious offense for aborder lord to come to the capital without
leave.

Lord Ashgar rose. "Y our Mgesty, | come with heavy news also. Even now, the Northeast Borderersfal
back toward the capital. | rode here posthaste with warning. We have another enemy, Sire. King Oland
of Omiahasinvaded and he marches hither thisvery hour.”

Pashir fought to keep hisface impassive. Was thisthe crowning disaster? Sowly the fingers of hisright
hand curled into afist. Where was Hael ?

FOURTEEN

They emerged from the desert with a sense of profound relief. The year was
advancing, and the last few days had been blis-teringly hot. The last of their native
guides had |eft them at the base of arange of rugged hills that were not quite large
enough to be deemed mountains. They were the southerly end of the tremendous
mountain range that separated the high plains region from the low country to the
west. Beyond these hills, all water would flow to the western sea.

The desert crossing had cost them only two men and not a single cabo. The men

had died from the bites of unknown serpents, while carelessly gathering firewood.
There had been no sickness, and this Hael attributed to their lack of close contact
with the native peoples. The desert was largely empty and it had been easy

to avoid the villages. Once they entered more settled land, he knew that he could
look forward to having at least afew men incapacitated by illness, fit as hiswere.

Crossing the hills was an arduous, dry process. They found not a single spring, and
the footing was treacherous. The hills seemed to be made up mostly of loose rock
compacted by dirt, and progress had to be very slow and careful to avoid falls. As
they came down the western slope, spirits soared. In the distance, they could see
green land, patterned with the neat lines and squares of cultivation. Along the base of
the hillsran asmall, shalow river, and here the army watered its animals.

Jochim reined in beside Hael as the animals drank. "Shall | send out hunters, my
king? There must be plenty of game hereabout."

"Not until we know who isin control here," Hael told him. "And you won't find as
much wildlife in these cultivated lands as we are used to in the grasslands and the
hills. And no raiding! The men areto be strictly cautioned about that. From here on,
the people are King Pash-ir's subjects and | will not have them molested, even if they
are mere farmers.”

They rode through a beautiful morning, and scouts rode back to report sizable
villages ahead, and a border fort. Soon the fort wasin sight. It was a small,



mud-brick building with cracked battlements and aroyal banner flapping listlesdy in
the breeze. Danger seldom approached Neva from the southeast, so little of the
annual military budget was expended in this province.

A man rode from the fort, mounted on a cabo.

Behind him came about a hundred footmen. The men formed two lines facing inward and Hadl could see
that aroad began just afew hundred paces ahead of him. It was not paved, but the hard-packed earth
was flanked by well-kept drainage ditches. The men stood at rigid attention and as Hael approached they
brought up their spearsin rigid sdute. Their officer wore afaded cloak over finearmor and held a
toonoo-tusk helmet beneath one arm. With his other arm, he saluted Hiffly.

"King Hadl, | takeit?' He dropped the salute and took Hadl's outstretched hand. " Of course, you must
be. Who ese would beriding out of the desert with severa thousand mounted men? We weretold to
expect you at any time, and thiswasthe most likely place for you to enter Nevan territory. What a
crossing you must have had! Please, comejoin mein the fort. Y our men can pitch camp here, if you
wish. It'stoo late to push on today.” Hael had the distinct impression that this man seldom had anyoneto
talk to in hisremote outpost. "1 am Superior Captain Twula, a your service."

"| thank you, Superior Captain. Have | your leave to send out hunting parties? | have dready given my
men ordersnot to raid.”

"But of course! | am sorry that | cannot feed so many men, but from here on you will have full rights of
requidition at every government storehouse. The best hunting isto be.found due south of here. And don't
worry about the local peasants. They are worth nothing, or they would have taken better land from
someonedse”

Had put his officersin charge of thearmy

and followed Twulainto the shabby fort. His quarters cons sted of acomfortable house with awell-kept
rooftop garden. Benesth athatched awning in the roof garden, the captain’'s servants served Hael chilled
wine and trays of ddlicacies. Twula seemed to do well, considering his undesirable posting. For servants,
he preferred attractive young boys.

"| apologize for the poverty of my accommodations,” he said asaboy helped him out of hisarmor. "One
must put up with want in aprovince like this. The natives are desert savages little better than those on the
other sde of the hills, and they must have scoured every jall in the kingdom to find this garrison.”

"What do you hear of thewar?' Hael asked, little concerned with the man'swoes.

"Not nearly enough. The last word we had, which was at |east twenty days ago, had it that the king was
preparing the fleet to sail north to gect the pirates. | have no ideaif the fleet's sailed yet. They never
bother to inform us of much down here. This outpost hasn't been important since the Moon waswhite."

Hael was amused to hear the old expression, which was used even in his home idands. The Moon had
been white in the days before the fiery spears, unthinkable ages ago.

"Surely theking will not sail until | reech the capitd,” Hadl said. "How long amarchisit from here?"

"For amounted force, about eight days, if there are no late tormsto hold you up. | wish | was going
with you. In war there is a chance for advancement, for coming to the notice of one'sking, instead of
serving inthistomb.”



Eight days, Hael thought. They would pick up the pace and make it in six. That
would help tone the cabos as well, restricted as they had been to awalk while
crossing the desert. He would requisition plenty of the best fodder from the
government storehouses to build up their health and endurance. When the time came,
his army would be in prime condition for battle.

The next morning he bade Twulafarewell. The man had been hospitable and helpful
in hisway. Hael had no ideawhat he had done to condemn him to this forsaken mud
fort, but he assumed he deserved it.

The men were delighted with the acceleration of their pace. They were growing
bored and this was refreshing. They roared with laughter to see the peasants run at
first sight of them. Equally amusing were the townspeople who crowded the ruinous
walls of their settlements, wailing in terror at this apparition from nowhere. Only
government officials had been told to expect an army from the desert, and they had
not bothered to inform anybody. The warriors found all these new sights enthralling.

Hael used hisroya authority ruthlessy, requisitioning anything he thought fit, from
baskets to blankets. Mostly, though, he requisitioned food. The royal officials cried
out and tore their hair to see how much food and animal fodder this army could
consume. Tons of flour, preserved meats and fruits left the ware-ouses. Multiple
tons of fodder disappeared from the silos. Whole herds of domestic kagga and quil
were dlaughtered to feed the hungry

warriors. Hael reasonably pointed out that these men had made an epic march to help King Pashir, and
they were entitled to anything they desired. He further pointed out that they could easily tekeit by forceif
they had to. The officids saw his point.

Asthey rode, theland grew more settled and more heavily cultivated and far richer. The towns had fine
walls and the army began to crossrivers by way of beautiful, stone bridges. The warriors found these
bridgesagreat marvel and at first were reluctant to believe that they were man-made. They gaped a
shrines erected to gods along the roads, thinking that the sheltered images within, made of colored
ceramics, weretiny human beings.

Soon, though, they became jaded with new sights and could ride by a glowering colossus without sparing
it asecond glance. And once they were over their first shock, the townspeople crowded around, eager
to see this unexpected and no longer menacing army at close range. The women, especidly, were eager
to see these handsome warriors.

"Their men areapoor lot," an officer commented to Hael. "No wonder they find real men such aswe
atractive.

"We have no timefor daliance," Hael said, "but when the fighting isover | have no doubt that the Nevan
women will prove as hospitable as any hot-blooded young warrior could wish for."

"That is hdf the reason we came here," said the officer, an Ams who was extraordinarily vain about his
long, black hair, to which he had fastened innumerable tiny, slver bellsand sil-

ver shell ornaments traded by the southern merchants.



"The other half wasloot and fighting," Hael said. "Y ou'll have plenty of al three
before long."

Three days from the capital, a royal messenger stopped before Hael. Once he was
assured that this was, indeed, the king of the plains, he handed over aletter bearing
theroyal sedl.

"It arrived by fast cutter yesterday morning," the messenger reported. "It was in four
copies, to be sent along al the routes where you were most likely to be
encountered.”

"By cutter?' Hael said. "Then the fleet has salled already?
"Many days ago," the man said.
"What does this mean?' Jochim asked, after Hael had dismissed the messenger.

"I do not know. Perhaps Pashir wants me to march directly to Floria, to hit it from
the land side while he blockades it from the sea."

"Besiege acity?' Jochim said. "That is not our kind of warfare. Open battle in the
field iswhat we came herefor."

Hael broke open the message tube and unrolled the scroll.

King Hadl, it began baldly, greetings from your old friend, the Princess Shazad.
"Who isthis?" Jochim asked.
"Pashir's daughter. | knew her long ago." He read on.

My father has not waited for your arrival, but has taken the fleet north, trusting that
there will be no late storms. We are now anchored outside the harbor of

Floria. Gasam's warriors have been coming across from the Idands by canoe, and it seems that this fleet
isuselessfor blockading such vessdls. Listening to the advice of his noblemen, instead of to mine, he
proposes an amphibious assault againgt the city at first light tomorrow. | fed that thisisaterrible error
and urge you to make al haste to join us. | fear some awful catastrophe. Just as happened last year, my
father and his advisers underestimate the number of men Gasam has at his command. | have seen with my
own eyeswhat terrible warriors the Shasinn are. Since you were Shasinn, you know what | mean. Again

| beg you to make haste, for | think we will need your aid very soon.

It was sgned with minima flourishes.

The knot of officerswho surrounded Hael looked concerned. "What will you do about this, my king?"
asked Bamian.

"Exactly what | have been doing," he answered, rolling the letter and replacing it in the tube. "'If King
Pashir has done something foolish, | do not propose that | and my men shal pay for it. We shall proceed
to Kasin, and there| shall learn how matters stand. Let's continue.”

Asthey rode, he thought about the letter. Shazad did not sound like the vain, lascivious young woman he



had known. She had been little more than a girl then, and he had been aboy. According to the letter she
had even accompanied the fleet when it sailed, and that sounded little like the Shazad he had known.

On the morning of the seventh day after leav-

ing the desert, the scouts came back to report something that puzzled them. The
army was climbing a spine of verdant hills terraced for the cultivation of vineyards
and orchards. The scouts had ridden to the crest.

"There is something wrong with the sky," said an Amsi. "It is not easy to describe,”
he admitted.

"What now?"' Jochim wanted to know.

They rode to the crest of the hills and Hael surveyed the scene, which the other
scouts were still trying to puzzle out. Great clouds towered to the west, and below
them was a great blue-green-gray stretch, a vista that the plainsmen could not
interpret.

Hael laughed aloud. "That isthe seal” he told them. "The land just ends there, and
there is nothing beyond but water and some islands.” They did not understand.

"Y ou see, we stand on the land. Above usis the sky, and over there is a mass of
water as great as the land we have come across.”

"Likeabig lake?' Bamian asked.

"Not exactly," Hadl told him. "It is no use to describe it. Y ou will have to seefor
yourselves. Come, we can be there before noon."

The great column wended its way down the hills and onto the coastal plain. Here the
farming was quite intensive, and wildlife was rare. The royal road was now fully
paved and well maintained. There were watering tanks for livestock every few miles,
and stones recording the distance to the capital and to the mgjor cities and forts. A
stretch of the road ran along the beach and the plainsmen were stunned by the
enormous size of the ocean, the sound of the

surf and the unfamiliar smells. Some rode out toward the surf and forced their cabos
alittle way in. Man and animal both were surprised by the saltiness of the water.

Here and there, they saw young boys and girls practicing an ancient coastal sport;
riding along the tops and the fronts of waves on narrow boards. The riders took this
for magic. They thought, at first, that the sailboats they saw were sea creatures.
When they came in sight of the capital, they thought its walls were natural cliffs.
These walls ran from the water all the way to the hills to the east, completely
blocking this narrow strip of coastal plain, where a great bay indented the shoreline.
Hadl's officers were appalled at the size of the place, which was like all the villages
and towns they had seen thus far placed together.

"Isit possible for an army to take such a place?' one asked.



"It can be done," Hael assured him, "but only with great difficulty. You can see how
it was built in afine defensive position. It blocks this plain, with the hillsto the east
and the seato the west. Y ou cannot see it, but on the north side thereisagreat river
which runs along the northern wall. Where the river emptiesinto the bay isthe
harbor. A city like this can be starved if you have a powerful army and navy. Or it
can be stormed, or, if you have confederates inside, it can be treacherously
surrendered.”

Atop the walls, banners unfurled and the music of trumpets came to their ears. They
had been seen by the daywatch. Hael ordered the column to slow to awalk and to
form up nesatly in ranks, by units. Bannermen and standard-

bearersrode to the front to ride behind Hael and the higher officers. Men straightened and dusted off
their clothing, and donned ornaments carefully stowed away in saddlebags, and settled stern expressions
on their faces. They did not want to disgrace their king by making apoor showing in front of the
city-dwellers.

When they were only afew hundred yards from the city gate, acrowd of gaily dressed noblemen,
mounted on splendid cabos, came out to greet them. Some were in court robes, othersin military uniform
and armor. All wore broad smiles. A herald rode forth and began aloud, formal greeting while the nobles
gpplauded. Hadl did not see the king among them.

At last the herald bade the glorious King Hadl and his equdly glorious warriors enter the capital of Neva
and receive the welcome and praise of the citizenry. By the time the procession reached the gate, the top
of thewall waslined with citizens, cheering franticaly. Within, they pushed their way through narrow
sreetslined with men and women who cheered and waved banners. From bal conies and rooftops, they
showered the riders with flower petals. Househol ders and tavern-keepers held out cups and pitchers and
skins of strong drink. Since Hael had not thought to forbid this, the riders accepted.

"These people are happy to see us," Jochim shouted above the crowd's din.

"They are morethan glad,” Hael said. These people have been badly frightened, hethought. They
welcome us not as allies but as rescuers.

They passed through plazas and markets, through wide boulevards and past huge temples from which
ascended greet pillars of

at the top of the steps and Hagl was shocked at the king's appearance. When he had seen him ladt,
Pashir had been a powerful, commanding man in his vigorous middle years. Thiswas an old man vdiantly
griving to hold at bay the debilitating effects of age. Cosmetics and hair dye could not completely cover
the evidence of his decline. He embraced Hadl, and the crowd below roared.

"Doubly welcome, Hadl," Pashir said. "Come insde with me. | am having abanquet prepared in your
honor, to which al your officers must come. Y our troopswill be led to the military assembly field. They
may use the barracks there.”

"Some will prefer to pitch tentsin the open,” Had said. "Most of the Ams have never dept beneath a
roof inther lives™

"All will betaken careof. | wish | could entertain you properly, but you arrive at adark hour.”

"I noticed that the guard on the wallswas heavier than last time | passed thisway. Does Gasam march on



thedity?

Pashir sghed. "Not Gasam. Gasam il sitsin Horia, picking histeeth with the remaining splinters of my
beautiful fleet. | have been agreat fool, Hadl. | did not wait for you, and in pride and vanity | tried to take
Gasam from the sea. It was not to be. But meanwhile my relations with Omia have been precarious for
years. King Oland heard of my defeat |last year, and knowing that | would be preoccupied with Gasam,
heinvaded and seized dl of Nevanorth of the River of Lizards"

"Thisisheavy news," Hael said, "But | have been to Omia. It isapastora land, not agricul-

tura and mercantile, like Neva. The population isthin and widespread. Surely you can take care of the
Omian problem once this matter of Gasam has been settled.”

Pashir smiled. "Y ou have learned to think like aking, my friend Hagl. That isgood. But my true fear now,
and | admit to you that | fed fear, isthat Oland and Gasam will unite against me. | do not know how
Chiwa stands now. | know that | cannot count on any support from that direction, since | lost two of
King Diwaz's prized castle-shipsin FloriaHarbor."

They had come to an intimate receiving chamber laid with refreshments. At Pashir's gracious gesture,
Hael seated himsdf at asmall table and Pashir, joints creaking, sat on the other side. One wall opened on
abeautiful courtyard with afountain playing inits center.

"You truly find yourself in an unenviable position, King Pashir," Hadl said, "but | have come hereto help
you fight Gasam. My kingdom, too, borders upon Omia. My northwestern trade routes pass through that
kingdom. Y ou and | have no treety of aliance concerning aggression from Omia. | came here upon your
personal request, to help you repd thisinvasion from the Idands.”

"And to settle an old score between you and Gasam," Pashir countered.

"Heisour mutua enemy. | would not have comejust to revenge mysdlf on him.”

"And if Oland dlies himsdf with Gasam, your enemy and mine?’ King Pashir pressed.
"Then," Hadl admitted, "1 shdl haveto rethink my relationship with King Oland of Omia."

A suite of rooms had been put at Hadl's disposal, and he went there to rest for an hour or two before the
banquet. As he entered the rooms, a staff of servants bowed to him. Then a seated man rose.

"Choula" The two men embraced warmly.

"Hadl, my friend." The scribe held him at arm'slength. "Well, you don't dress like aking, but you look
like one anyway. Come, st and have something to drink. | would like to exchange pleasantries and talk
over thelast severd yearsand dl the things that have happened since we parted, but | have more recent
eventsto catch you up on.”

"Yes. Wereyou a this sea battle?’

"l was. It wasn't really asea battle, asyou shadl hear. Luckily for me, the king had al the noncombatants
stay with the transport ships when the warships went in to battle. | returned to the capital with the supply
fleet and only arrived afew days ago. There is someone e se you should spesk with. Ah, here heis.”

Hael looked to see who was comingin. "Yes, I've met Captain Harakh." The guardsman joined them.

"I do not know what account the king has given you,” Choulasaid. "I am afraid he tends to put the best



face on things.”
"Hetold me hed behaved likeanidiot,” Hadl said bluntly.

"Not redly," Harakh said. "Heisjust an aging man who wantsto think heis gtill the dashing officer he
was thirty years ago. And, even after thefirst battle, he could not believe that he could be bested by a
mererading pirate.”

"Tell me what has happened,” said Hadl.

The two Nevans told him of the preparations for the voyage, of the voyage itself and
of itsdisastrous end. Hael interrupted frequently with questions and often wanted to
hear accounts of the same events by both men, to get two different viewpoints.

"Thisiseven worse than | had thought," Hael said when they were done. "The king
did not mention that Shazad was captured because she came to rescue him, nor that
she had al his officerskilled."

"I cannot say for certain,” Harakh said. "But when | went up to the aftercastle they
were all dead, her women's weapons were bloody, and there were no Islanders
around yet. | will say that no pack of incompetents ever deserved it more."

"Choula," Hael said, "1 will need your best maps of northern Neva, with all the parts
now occupied by Omia marked."

The scribe lifted aleather-covered case from the floor and put it on the table. "Here
they are.”

"Have the Omians moved recently?' he wanted to know. "Have they seized more
territory?"

"This morning's messengers say that they have stayed north of the River of Lizards."
"How do they fight?' he asked.

"My specialty has been sea combat," Harakh said, "but at the military school we
were told that the Omians use mainly light infantry: dingers, bowmen,
javelin-throwers and the like. They do not depend much on heavy infantry,

and such as they have is armed with long spears and small shields. Itisalight,
mobile force."

"Do they use mounted troops?' Hael asked.

"They have some light lancers," Choula said. "These vary in number, but they have
never had more than two or three thousand. Indeed, the kings of Omia have
traditionally had only atiny standing army, and the rest of their troops are supplied
by semi-independent satraps. Thus it is extremely difficult to predict how many men
they may have under their control at any given time. King Oland must have won the
support of many of hislords to mount such an attack."



"Word of the defeat last year must have given them the nerve," Harakh said. "Now
that they know of the harbor battle, they will probably try even bolder moves."

"The king fears an alliance of convenience between Oland and Gasam. Do you think
thisislikely?'

"Not only that," Choulasaid, "I think it all but inevitable. With both forces
expanding into Nevan territory, they might well encounter each other. It would do
neither of them any good to fight each other before they have destroyed King Pashir.
Thelogical solution isto make common cause, then sort out their mutual differences
later. If Pashir falls, Chiwais amost certain to make a grab for southern Neva, and
they might wish to present a united front against Chiwa."

Hael pondered for awhile. "Incredible," he said at last. "My foster-brother Gasam,
whom the rest of us used to joke about because of his vainglorious posing. Before
heisthrough, he will plunge awhole world into war."

"Thisisastrange time," Choula said. "History is an uncertain thing. It can coast
along for centuries with no great changes. One king after another reigns, none much
more capabl e than the others. One nation will fight another, or a single nation fights
inacivil war, but the affairs of men changelittle.

"Then great figures arise and everything changes. And | have noted that it is seldom
asingle such figure, but more often two or three at once. Y ou have said that Gasam
Is remarkable, but what about you, friend Hael?' The scribe gestured at the weapons
propped against awall. "When | first met you, that spear and that sword were your
only possessions. Today you came back at the head of six thousand men on cabos.
You are lord of avast kingdom, and you did not take it from someone else. You
created a kingdom where there was none before. It has been so long since that has
happened that it is not even history but legend. So there are two such men making
the world an interesting place."

"If Princess Shazad had been born male," Harakh asserted, "she would have been
another such."

"Itistrue," Hael said, "that she sounds very different from the woman | knew when |
was here before."

"I do not know," Choula said, "whether it is the doing of the gods, or the stars, or
just the current of history, but times like these let exceptional peopleredize a
potential denied them in more commonplace times. For good or ill, theworld is
about to become a very different place.”

In the next days, Hadl attended banquetsin his honor and war councils that were his reason for being
there. He ingpected the accommodations his men had been given and saw to it that they stayed out of as
much trouble as possble. As soon as he could, he moved them from the city to a campground outside
the walls. He was more worried about their hedlth than their character, as anumber of them had come
down with unfamiliar illnesses. They madelittle complaint. After thefirgt excitement, with curiosity
satisfied, they discovered that they had little liking for city life.



He toured the shipyards, where workmen toiled in double shifts to replace the craft lost in FHoriaHarbor.
The men were another problem. Skilled rowers were at a premium and the merchant ssamen'sguild
protested bitterly that drafting their sailors would destroy Neva as amaritime trading power.

In the camps outside the city, Hadl watched the new recruits being put through their paces, drilling under
the sharp eyes of grizzled under-officers called out of retirement for this duty.

"We havelogt nearly every veteran soldier who served Neva," Harakh complained one day as he rode
beside Hael. The marine was more accustomed to a ship's deck and he did not ride well. The two were
inspecting a camp where adraft from the countryside was being whipped into shape. "L ook at thesefarm
boys! They still hold their spearslike rakes!™

"They will learn,” Hael said, hoping he spoke the truth. "At least they have never tasted defeat. They have
no mistaken preconceptionsto

overcome, liketheformer armies.” Despite hiswords, he knew what chances troops like these would
have againg aformation of Shasinn. Only his mounted archers were the answer to that threat. But if these
amateurs could smply hold their formation for awhile, that might be enough.

That evening, Hadl had to sit through yet another interminable war council. He sat on athrone to Pashir's
left while every man had his say, each gtriving to seem important while accepting little respongibility. Inthe
midst of proceedings, amessenger arrived and all were silent while the king read. Then he addressed
them.

"My lords, King Hadl, our worst gpprehensions are redized: my spiesin Floriareport that Amus, brother
of King Oland, has arrived in Floriawith an escort. We may now assume that Omia and the barbarians
have formed an dliance againg us.”

After this, everyone had to speak again. Finally Hadl leaned over and whispered: "Dismissthem dl. Cdll
in Choulaand Guard Captain Harakh."

Wearily the king did as he was asked. Choula and Harakh entered and bowed. Choula carried a case
and from it he took rolled maps while Harakh dragged atable into the center of the room. He called for
lamps and the two unrolled the maps on the table, weighting down the corners with daggers, goblets, ink
jarsand other convenient objects.

Hadl rose. "King Pashir, | must take the field before half of my men are down with sickness. There has
been too much talking going on here,

ever snce Gasam first appeared. Come, look at these maps.”
Theking frowned. "Should not my close advisers. . ."

"My friend Pashir,” Hael said. "I hope that every one of those menisloya unto desth, but | will make no
such assumption. Now let's get to work."

The four men leaned over the table and began making battle plans.

FIFTEEN

It seemed strange to Shazad that for so long she had resented being denied
attendance at her father's war councils, but now she was allowed to attend Gasam's.
It was true that she was chained to awall, but she followed the proceedings with



great interest. Her hands were now lashed behind her back and she now wore bronze
anklets connected by a short chain, because she had tried several times to escape.

She had tried cutting her bonds with a neglected spear leaning against awall, she had
tried jumping through awindow and running awkwardly to the stables, only to find
that ca-bos were no longer kept there, and she had tried seducing a guard. Besides
her new bonds she was a so striped with angry red welts from nape to heels. She
had made the mistake of telling Queen Larissathat, while she had endured flag-

ellation for purposes of ritual purification, she truly did not enjoy being flogged. At
least, she reflected, in this way she had avoided being branded with hot bronze or
having her toes broken, which were the next-favored punishments.

The king and queen were present at the council meetings, along with the king's senior
warriors, most of whom were Shasinn like himself. The current meeting was being
held in a courtyard of the palace, because most Shasinn were not comfortable under
aroof. Seated facing them were Amus, brother of the king of Omia, and a score of
his officers. These men wore loose trousers and cloaks of woven quil hair and
decorated sandals. Their long, black hair was caught up in topknots and they wore
long mustaches flanking their mouths. These last were sources of amusement to the
Shasinn who, Shazad had discovered, were not simply clean-shaven, but could not
grow hair upon their faces. They considered all facial hair asign of inferiority.

If the Omians wondered why Gasam kept a slave bound and chained to a courtyard
wall, they were too polite to inquire. They were here on serious business and had no
attention to spare for slaves. Everyone spoke slowly, for although they spoke
dialects of the same basic language, there were many variations and differences of
meaning between them. Dunyaz sat behind the queen to interpret in cases where
meaning was unclear.

"My brother, illustrious King Oland of Omia," Amus intoned, "outraged by the vile
and insolent behavior of the wretched Pashir of

Neva, has undertaken military operationsto regain ancient Omian lands, seized from
us long ago by Neva's greedy and grasping ruler.”

"| see," Gasam said. "Were these lands taken by Pashir?"
"Why, no," said Amus, nonplussed at this interruption. "It was a predecessor."
"Ah. And how long ago was this?'

The Omian flicked his fingers dismissively. "It matters not. The land north of the
River of Lizardsisthe rightful domain of the king of Omia. The bones of our
ancestors are buried in that land. The mere passage of time does not negate a sacred
clam."

"Y ou may tell King Oland," said Gasam, “that | find his causejust and | will not in
any way interfere with his occupation of these lands, so long as he does not interfere



In my own campaign."

"Such athing isfar from His Mgesty's intentions," Amus proclaimed. "These

coastal regions are of no interest to us. We Omians are not seafaring people. We are
raisers of livestock like you Shasinn. We graze our herds of kagga and quil upon the
hills of our native land, we hunt the wild game from the backs of our cabos. These
are the proper activities of arace of noble warriors. The Nevans are scratchers of the
earth, they are traders who buy and sell. These are ignoble things, fit only for ill-bred
folk."

"Admirable," King Gasam said. "Peoples such as yours and mine should be
friends.”

"Perhaps more than friends,” Amus said, sensing a favorable opportunity. "Perhaps
we

should be allies, so that we might remain brothersfor all time."

"Now that isan intriguing idea," Gasam said, then, feigning chagrin, "but what a
poor host | am. Y ou have ridden all this way and must be hungry. We shall have a
great banquet this evening, but for now you must take something to sustain you." He
clapped his hands and slaves filed in, bearing food and drink. These they distributed
among the visitors, who accepted them gratefully. To the king was brought a single,
large bowl of beautifully grained flamewood. It held athick, almost glutinous pink
liquid streaked with lurid red. Holding thisin both hands, the king raised it and
drank, histhroat working with each swallow. He passed it to the Shasinn warrior on
his right, and that man drank and passed it on. They al drank lustily, with loud
smackings of the lips. The queen watched the visitors with amusement.

All of them turned somewhat green and seemed to lose interest in their refreshments.
Shazad knew that the bow! contained a mixture of the milk and blood of a kagga.
Thiswas a staple of the Shasinn diet, and was practically the only food of the young
warriors. She also knew that Gasam rarely consumed the awful stuff any more,
having acquired ataste for civilized viands. He was doing this to make the Omians
uncomfortable. In this he was succeeding admirably. He had deliberately spread the
rumor that the Shasinn drank the blood of their enemies,

"Now," Gasam said when the plates were cleared away, "what manner of aliance has
Illustrious King Oland in mind?"*

Amuscleared histhroat. "Ah, well, Y our Mgesty, my brother the king has planned a campaign that will
involve crossing the River of Lizardsand ..."

"Just amoment,” Gasam said. "Did you not say that your king clamed land only asfar south asthe River
of Lizards?'

"And s0 hedoes,” Amus said hadtily, "but it is plain that the wretched Pashir, treecherous as ever, plots
aninvasion, to restedl our rightful lands. In order to forestall any such treachery, we shall march south and
gmash Pashir'sarmy. .. ."



"Y ou mean what isleft of hisarmy, do you not?' Gasam said. "I have dready destroyed the bulk of it."

"Tothe everlagting glory of your name," said Amusthrough gritted teeth. "If in the progress of this
campaign we should capture Kasin, his capitd, it would be only what he deserves.”

"Kasnisthe greatest segport north of Chiwa," Gasam said. "It would be of little use to noble
warrior-herdsmen like King Oland and his subjects.”

Amus shrugged. "That iswhere his capital is. Now, if your ever-victorious army wereto join with ours,
you might find excellent use for the port of Kasin, with itsvast shipyards and skilled workersin the
maritime trades. For a seagoing king, the place must hold great attractions.”

"Soit does" Gasam said, "and | mean to haveit. And | need no aliesfor that."

"It goeswithout saying,” Amus said, "that either of our nations could accomplish the de-
struction of Pashir and the conquest of Nevawithout assstance. .. ."

"We speak now of the conquest of Neva, rather than the smple recovery of ancestrd lands.”

"My king has no territoria ambitions beyond the recovery of lands sanctified by the bones of our
ancestors,” Amus said. "However, sadly, it is certain that such a conquest will be forced upon us. Pashir,
in his cowardly fashion, will aly with Chiwaagaing both of us. After dl, there were Chiwan shipsinthe
fleet Pashir brought hither, and which you so gloriously destroyed in the harbor. That was a battle the
bardswill sng about forever, but King Diwaz the Ninth must thirst for revenge. Toloseapair of his
castle-ships, commanded by apair of his pestilentialy numerous sons, is such shame as he has not
endured in hisentire, lengthy reign. Should Pashir march north with hisarmy reinforced by the hordes of
Chiwa, even such powerful monarchs as my brother and your glorious saf might well think upon the
advantages of mutud assstance.”

"And so we shdl," Gasam sad. "When you return to King Gland's army, some of my men shall
accompany you, to act as my representatives and as liaisons between us." He addressed two hard-faced
senior warriorswho sat to hisright. "Luo, Pendu, you two shal choose some men and go with these
honored envoys when they return.” Then, to Amus, "These are two of my most trusted and valued
officers. We were junior warriorstogether in the Night-Cat Fraternity. They will assist in coordinating
action between your brother'sarmy and mine."

"Asour king commands," the two warriors chorused, but not bothering to hide their pained expressions.

Amus excused himsalf and his delegation to prepare for the evening's banquet. When they were gone, the
Shasinn released the laughter they had suppressed through the whole council.

"My king!" protested the warrior named Luo. "Must Pendu and | truly go with these cowardly stripers?”
He gestured with distaste. "Degth for my king is one thing, but to associate with such creatures. . . "

Gasam grinned. "It isthe fate of my warriorsto suffer in my service. Urlik, you saw their army. What did
you think?' The man addressed was an Asasa chief. The Asasawere an |dand people who resembled
the Shasinn except for their dark hair and eyes.

"I took areconnaissance party eastward ten days ago and we returned thismorning,” he said for the
benefit of those who had not heard his report. "From a hilltop, we watched an Om-ian army gathering
and drilling for most of aday. From what | saw, they have neither the discipline of theland army we
fought, nor thewarrior spirit of the Chiwans on the big ship. They are contemptible. Only news of our
king's victory gave them the courage to attack.”



The rest laughed and none bothered to ask about details of arms or of numbers. To the Idanders, only
spirit counted. The queen had said nothing through the council, but she looked thoughtful . After ashort
conference, thewarrior chiefs were dismissed. The day was exceptiondly fair, so the king and queen did
not go back inside.

"Whet troubles you, my queen?' Gasam asked. "It isnot like you to remain silent, especidly when fools

Spesk.

"I did not have the opportunity to speak with you, my lord," she said. "Just before the council, | received
messages from my spiesin Kasin. Hadl has arrived, at the head of six thousand mounted men.”

The king was slent for awhile. Shazad's heart exulted. Perhaps now she, her father and her country
could be saved.

"That boy!" theking said. "Isit truly he?'

"It can be no other. All of my spies say that the leader of theridersis Shasnn. HisnameisHadl. Our little
Shazad here saysthat she met him shortly after hisexile, and that he went east and set himsdf up asa

king."
"Why did | not kill himwhen | had the chance?' Gasam said bitterly.

Larissaplaced an arm around his shoulders. , Y ou could not," she said consolingly. "In those days, you
were not beyond custom. Now nothing is denied you.”

He brightened. "That istrue. And six thousand men do not make agreat force.”

"Still, I have abad feding about this," the queen said. "We do not know how they fight. All of them are
mounted. We have never seen that before.”

"We fought mounted men outside this city,” Gasam said. "They were no threat. We know how to handle
animds”

"Nevertheless," the queen said, "Hadl is Shasinn, and even among our people, no man ever knew animals
better. | fear that he has devised some new way of using them, asyou did

with our Idanders and with boats and ships. Do not underestimate him. My spiesreport that dl of his
riders are armed with bows."

"Good shiddsare dl you need againgt arrows," the king said. He pondered for aminute, then: "Buit |
have not come asfar as| have by ignoring your thoughts and your ingtincts, little queen. | shall use
caution. Perhaps this business of the Omians comes at agood time.”

"How s0?" the queen asked, leaning back, gazing up at him with the worship that Shazad hated hersdlf
for understanding dl too well.

"The best way to find out what Hael isup to," Gasam said, "isto see how he fights someone dse.”

Holding both hands before her mouth, the queen laughed. She did this, as she did everything else,
beautifully. "Oh, my lovel You are awonder! What better use for these Omians?’

Theking smiled happily. "1 begin to see anumber of advantages here. Consder: Nevais mostly farm
country, good for daves and tribute but little else. Most of Omia seemsto be grazing land. In theldands
we have aways been congtrained to fight one another for the limited pasturage available. This kept our



numbers down. With good land for expansion, we can bring more people from the Idands, build large
trangports to bring whole herds across the water. And we will have the livestock of the Omians, when we
have reduced them to davery. Thiswill beafar quicker process than transforming the Nevan farmland to

pasture.”

Larissawound her arms around his lean, hard-muscled waist. " Only you could find such wonderful
opportunitiesin this situation. How

can foolslike Oland and Pashir and Diwaz the Ninth believe themsdavesto be kings?'

"How indeed?' he agreed. " Soon they must al own me magter. | will have aworld that is properly
ordered. There shall be warriors and there shall be daves. We Idanders shal grow numerous and the
Shasinn over dl. Theweak peoples shdl perish, asisright." They kissed and their hands explored one
another.

While the king and queen disported themselves on their couch, Dunyaz came to stand before Shazad.
She dropped a cushion to the floor and sat crosdegged facing her cousin. Behind her the sounds of
passion grew intense.

"Y ou've seen the future, Shazad. Resign yoursdlf. There will be no rescuefor you."
"Then there will be death. Unlike you, | was not bornto beadave.”
Dunyaz smiled lazily. "There are worse things than being the pet of Queen Larissa."

"Only until you lose your beauty. What then, Dunyaz? Are you any good for menia labor? Will you
breed dave brats?'

With thelong nail of aforefinger, Dunyaz traced athin, red line from Shazad's collarbone to her navel.
"Asyou have said, cousin, you can choose death over davery. But | can choose the manner of that
degath. It amuses the queen to indulge me."

L arissa had begun to pant heavily, and Shazad could not block out the sound. "How can two such
monsters |ove one another so deeply?' she asked.

Dunyaz sat back, her mdice forgotten. “They are primitives, Shazad. They are barbarians. They fed
everything far moreintensdy than we

do. Don't you envy them? And who e seisthere for these two? Without each other, they would be
utterly alone. Heisaconquering king of dmost mystical purity. Hislordship istotd, can't you fed it?*

Sowly, reluctantly, Shazad nodded. "Y es," she whispered.

"And sheis his perfect complement. They are like avase that breaksin two pieces. Alone, each pieceis
useless. But placed together, no seam is apparent. They were rai sed together from childhood. Heis
ambitious and forceful, sheisambitious and cautious. He thinks more quickly and in many directions at
once. She thinks more deeply and carefully about each course of action. And they fed no congtraints
whatever upon their deeds. They know they are not like other people.”

Shazad leaned back againgt thewall, pain in her back and in her bound wrists. "1 had thought mysdif free
of the rules by which most peopl€e'slives are governed, even the highest. | never saw such freedom from
conscience and consequence as those two enjoy. How can it be?' The queen cried out shrilly, again and

again.



"You gill don't understand them, Shazad. | told you they were primitive. They come of asmall, obscure
peopleliving on alittleidand. There was no written law in their world, and no king'swill to obey. They
had only custom and taboo. To those primitive tribesmen, their customs and taboos are the laws of
nature. Once Gasam and L arissa broke with custom and violated taboo, there was nothing else. They
placed themsdlves outsde dl law and after that

absolutdy nothing was forbidden them! Isit any wonder that their people worship them? We are
civilized, Shazad. We have grown jaded with our kings and queens, we know them for people who are
lucky or who sometimes scheme better than others. Y our own father seized athrone from aman who
was old, weak and corrupt. To the tribes, Gasam is a man who came from nowhere to weld theminto a
nation and then led them to grind other nations beneeth their feet. On top of that, they are the two most
beautiful people of the world's handsomest tribe.”

Sheleaned close. " Shazad, they are joking when they cal themselves king and queen. They are god and
goddess and they know it."

The king had |eft. The queen cdled for abasin and towels and Dunyaz rose to do her bidding. Shazad
could dmost fed the alien emotion of pity. Dunyaz, in her insupportable combination of arrogance and
submissiveness, had found the only peoplein the world to whom she could give hersdlf as dave without
reservation. Gasam and Larissawere two gresat, predatory monsterstearing at the carcass of the world,
and Dunyaz was grateful for any scrapsthey left for her. Then she remembered the floggings and the pity

disappeared.
I nstead she wondered about Hadl .

SIXTEEN

When they were two days ride from the capital, Hael alowed the army to begin their archery practice.
There had been no chance on the march, and once they werein Nevan territory and had leisure for
practice he would not dlow it for fear of spies. At this stage, he was no longer worried about spiesracing
ahead of hisarmy. Such tactics as he had developed on the plains could be a surprise only once, and he
did not wish to give Gasam timeto prepare.

King Pashir'sfield army was behind them, and farther behind yet wasthe segetrain. Seeing thetrain,
spieswould report that the army marched forth to besiege Floria. If so, then so much the better. The
sege might come, but heintended to leave it to the Nevans. He would not subject hismen to afilthy,
disease-ridden camp

while they waited for starvation or plague to reduce the city.

Hael had ingsted that Harakh take persond charge of the field army. The man was not experienced in
such warfare, but, thusfar, experience had proven to be of little use against Gasam. Hael was more
interested in loyalty and he wasfairly certain that Harakh was loya. After much argument and cgoling, he
had convinced Pashir to stay a home and let someone €l se be in charge. The deciding argument had

been that, should Pashir leave the capital one moretime, there was almost certain to be a coup. Leaving
Pashir with aheavy guard to keep control of the capital, Hagl had taken the army north.

He had aso convinced the king to lend him Choula. The scribe had, for the sake of form, protested that
he was getting too old to go forth on yet another land campaign. Hael knew that nothing could have
prevented hisold friend from coming on this expedition.

The scouts rode far ahead. Much to their indignation, Hagl had ordered the scouts to wear Nevan



clothes, bear Nevan weapons and use Nevan cabo-trappings. He wanted his presence unheralded until
the last possible moment.

Hadl's confidence was grest, but it was not total. He was aware that he led hisarmy into their first true
test of battle. He had used hiswarriors asaunified forcein past years, first to rid the plains of the many
outlaw bandsthat infested it, later in skirmishes with the minor powers a ong the southern and
southeastern borders. But never had they been committed to battle with an army of one of the mgjor civi-

lized states. He had more fear of his men's over-confidence than that they might be outfought. And he
was apprehengive of what Gasam might try. The man's mind did not work like that of an ordinary man,
nor even like that of an extraordinary man. Gasam was mad, but in afashion that did not incapacitate him
for leadership, planning or action. On the contrary, everything he did was so origind that it looked
divinely inspired to hisfollowers. It meant that even aman like Hadl, who possessed insight far beyond
the scope of most men, could not second-guess Gasam.

He had other concerns. He did not intend just to fight Gasam. He wanted to prosecute his part of this
war to asuccessful conclusion, and return to his nation with his army intact. Some casudtieswere
inevitable. His own men would consider it a poor sort of war if some of them were not killed. But he had
no intention of winning avictory that would cost him so dearly that it might aswell have been adefest.

Gasam could be prodigd of hismen'slives. They meant nothing to him. Men were the instruments of his
ambition. At that, Hagl thought, everything he had heard indicated that Gasam was miserly with the lives
of his Sha-sinn, sacrificing lesser peoplesfirst. Whether he did this because the Shasinn were the people
of hishirth, or whether it was smply that they were his most valuable fighterswas amysery. It could be
ether, or both, or something ese entirdly.

Larissawas something else. Hadl tried not to think about her, but it wasfutile. He had loved her, and she
had betrayed him for Gasam. And

now she was here. She had accompanied her husband from the Idands and reigned as queen in Floria.
Pashir had shown him letters sent by Larissato Shazad, dthough they had actudly been written by a
niece of Pashir'swho was a captive at Larissa's court, ayoung noblewoman Pashir was suspiciousy
reluctant to discuss. In theletters, Hael had been unable to detect any trace of the Larissa he had known.
That woman—no, girl—had been a strange child, amost as strange as Hadl himself. They had been close
as children because they had both been different; he because he was an orphan and had aways
possessed an affinity for spirits and animas that was not fitting in Shasinn society; she because, asachild,
her looks had been odd and out of the Shasinn norm. But there was a difference. He had been of low
birth by Shasinn standards and had remained that way. She had been the daughter of achief and the
triba midwife, and in young womanhood she had blossomed into greeat beauty.

He knew that such thoughts were stupid. Had he remained a Shasinn, Larissa could never have been his.
And he had broken with that society. He now had his own kingdom, and awife and children he loved.
Still he could not think of Larissawithout feding pain. Painfor hisformer love, pain for her betrayd. Had
Gasam corrupted her, or had she been evil dl along? Or had evil nothing to do with it? Hadl had cast
loose from the moral moorings of hisyouth, and he was no longer certain of what genuine evil was. He
knew that it wasn't smply violation of taboo.

He had thought Shazad was evil. Once he had

thought that she had hired aman to kill him. Hael had killed the man instead, and had never found ot.
Now he thought that she was smply a young woman who had spent her high-born, privileged lifeina
state of bored dissipation until, incredibly, Gasam had appeared on the scene and forced her to become



the unofficia queen of Neva. She had acted ruthlessly, and even the jaded Nevans had spoken with awe
of the crosses, the torturings and executions that she had ordered. But in none of this could Hagl detect
that she had ever acted for her own pleasure. Everything she had done had strengthened Neva and
supported her father. In the find stages of the battlein FloriaHarbor, she had sacrificed her own
freedom, possibly her life, to save her failing father. Besides, he thought suddenly, it was aslikely that
Pashir had hired that long-ago killer. Whatever thetruth, al that waslong past and what remained were
the redlities of statecraft. Foremost among which was the problem of Gasam.

Gasam, Hael remained convinced, waswhoally evil.

The scouts were certain. "It isthe Omian army, my king. Many, many of them. They stand in lines, not as
pretty asthe Nevans. We saw spears and shields, maybe some swords. But very many men, my king,
perhaps two or three times our own number."

"Lotstokill," said another scout helpfully.

"Did you see any that looked like Gasam's army? Any men with hair like mine, or spearslikethis?' He
held up hisfamous wespon.

"We could not get close enough to be sure,"”

said one. "They arein an open field. We got as close aswe could, but the only good forest cover was full
of their woodcutting parties.”

"I'll haveto go seefor mysdlf," he said. He gave ordersto his officers. "Make camp here. When the rest
of the army catches up, they are to stay here too. Post sentriesas usud. If we areto fight, it won't be
earlier than tomorrow, so care for the animals and keep them rested.”

With one of the scouts, Hadl rode toward the enemy army. They were still well south of the River of
Lizards, but he had expected the Omi-ansto cross. The important question was. had they linked up with
Gasam yet ?If they had, the fighting would be more intense, but he would have a chance of catching the
combined force by surprise and destroying both armiesin asingle battle. If they were not yet united, he
would have alonger war, but it would not be a bad thing to engage in anumber of smaler battlesin
which he was more certain of victory. His green army needed blooding and even asmall victory would
do wondersfor Nevan morae. They would march to their next battle with far more confidence.

An hour's ride brought them to awooded hill. Here they stopped. The road continued to asaddle
between two peaks. "From the top of the hill you can see them,” the scout said. Hagl dismounted and
handed the man his reins. From his saddlebag he took a fine telescope.

"Get out of Sght and wait here. | will go on alone onfoot." To the Ams, going anywhere on foot seemed
an extreme measure.

Hael |eft the road and entered the tredine. He had | eft hislongsword on hissaddle. It

would be an encumbrance on his mission. He tucked the collapsed tel escope benegath his belt and from
his pouch he took along, rolled sheath of gut. Thishe dipped over his spear to hideits gleam. Every
Shasinn warrior carried one of these sheathsto protect his spear from the wegther.

He began to climb the hill. There was no need for haste and he climbed dowly, letting his senses stretch
out before him and to dl sides. Everywhere he could fed thelife of the forest. Aroused from the
somnolence of the season of storms, the animals and birdswere in afrenzy of mating, nest-building and
territorial squabbling. They had no interest in men, who were about to engage in asimilar, larger-scae



dispute over territory and dominance.

According to hismaps, beyond this hill was awide floodplain that wound between the hills and the River
of Lizards. With the stormy season runoff from the mountains, the river was usudly swollen at this date.
There were not many good crossings, but the road led to a spot where the river could be forded at low
water and was a convenient site for aferry when the water was high. 1f, as he suspected, the Omians had
built ferry rafts, the crossing must have taken severa days. With theriver at their backs, they could not
retreat northward. It would aso makeit difficult to surround them completely.

At the crest of the hill he gazed down upon the encamped Omian army. They were midway between his
position and theriver. He estimated their numbers at about fifteen thousand. His scouts had not
exaggeraed greetly. Of

course, they had counted only his own mounted force. They did not consider the Nevan footmen to be
worth consideration. When the two armies confronted one another on the field, their numbers would be
nearly equal, with only asmall numerica advantage to the Omians.

Thiswould not be apparent at first. If al had gone as planned, the Omians would not be expecting Hael's
mounted archers. They would see before them only an army of Nevan infantry they outnumbered amost
two to one. Hadl planned to exploit that mistake to the fullest.

Cautioudy, he worked hisway down the hill. He would know of Omian scouts or wood-gathering
partieslong before they could see him. He could fed the disturbance of the forest creatures when men
were near. He moved through the woods like a ghost and when he reached the edge of the heavy
growth, he sat crosslegged, his spear on the ground by his side, and opened his tel escope.

The detail provided by the tel escope was an improvement, but the distance was still too great for him to
make out many features. Men weretiny figures and details of dress and feature were not discernible. He
saw tents of every size, shape and decorative design, indicating that agreat many tribes had assembled
here. The Shasinn did not usetentsin their homeland, so he had no way of telling if they were present
from the shelters here. The Omians were not drilling and most of the men seemed to be lounging around
their fires, with their arms stacked nearby. It was adoppy camp and he could smell it from his position.
They had posted sentries only around its periphery, a

near-useless precaution. Hael would have posted sentries on foot aong the crest of the hills and sent
mounted pickets severd miles down the road. They would not know the Nevan force wasin the region
until it wasdirectly in front of them. That was al to the good asfar as Hagl was concerned, but it
infuriated him to see men wasted by such cardess soldiering. It dso meant it was unlikely that Gasam
was among them.

Near the center of the camp was a gresat tent, probably that of King Oland or whatever genera he had
sent with the army. Hadl trained the telescope on its entrance. Two men with long spears flanked its
entrance. Before the entrance, Hael saw anumber of long, bronze-colored streaks. These, he thought,
might be Shasinn spearsthrust in the earth by their butt-spikes. He twisted the telescope in afutile effort
to bring them into focus, but it was no use.

A prisoner would help, but he could not wait until some forager should stray toward him. He collapsed
the telescope and stuck it under his belt, picked up his spear and stood. He had learned all he was going
to here.

When he returned to the campsite, the foot army had caught up. Tents had been erected and he went to
the command tent: athree-sided canopy large enough to accommodate Hael and his senior officers.
There he found Choula and Harakh seated at afolding table. The scribe looked up crosdly.



"Energetic asever, | see. It isthe privilege of the young. | rgjoice that my backside has been numb since
noon. Otherwise it would be aflame with pain. What did you find?"

"They are a the crossing,” Hael said.

Choulalooked at Harakh triumphantly. "Didn't | say that was where we would find them?' Then, to Hadl:
"And arethey gill coming across?'

"| could seerafts being hauled acrosstheriver by ropes. It lookslike they are till ferrying supplies. That
meansthey will fill bein placein the morning. That iswhere wewill fight them." He turned to aguard
who leaned on his spear outside the tent. " Summon al officers.” The guard caled to atrumpeter, and that
man blew the officer's call, turned ninety degrees and blew it again, repeating until he had sounded the
cal to the four quarters of the camp. Within afew minutes al the officers, mounted and foot, werein or
around the tent. Hael ordered the sidesto be rolled up so that he could addressthem all.

"Wefight in themorning,” he announced. There was an excited murmur, looks of eagerness and of
gpprehension.

"We march two hours before dawn,” he went on. "l want usto be forming up on that plain before they
know we are there." He described to them the road ahead and the nature of the battlefield. "I will
persondly place every unit leader and hismen will then fal in behind him.

"I want fires out as soon as the men have had their evening meal. | want no one stepping into hot coas
when we leave camp in the morning. The men areto carry nothing but arms on the march. Orderswill be
relayed by voice only, and quiet voices at that. There will be no torches, no matter how dark it isinthe
morning. Thelast milewill be marched in as near perfect 9-

lence aswe can achieve. Now listen carefully as| give you your order of march. | will form our battleline
from left flank to right, so thefirgt unit named will hold the left flank, the next will beto their right and so
on. Therewill be no reserve. | must have the maximum frontage when we fight tomorrow." He began to
cal out the names of units and officers scratched notesin wax tablets.

L ater, when the others had gone, he sat once more in the tent with Choulaand Harakh. There was
nothing more to be done and he was enjoying his brief respite from the cares of command.

"No reserve," Choulasaid. "Isthat wise? Every military account | have read agreesthat awise
commander dways keeps a substantial reserve againgt the unforeseen circumstance, the need to quickly
reinforce a hard-pressed part of theline.”

"My archersarethereserve," Hael said. "They are ten times more mobile than any infantry reserve.
Besides, with these soldiers, | have to keep my tactics and formation as Smple as possible. There can be
no complicated maneuvering on thefield. | will put them in place, and they must stand there and fight. If
they can hold againgt thefirst attack, the battleiswon."

"l envy your assurance,”" Choulasaid. Harakh said nothing, but he looked grim.
Hael saw no reason to tell them of his own doubts. There was nothing to be gained by that.
The ghostly light of the black-scarred Moon dimly illuminated the scene. The men were

shuffling deepily amid asubdued rattle of arms as each unit was quietly caled out. As soon asit was
formed up, each group st off up the road and the next was summoned. The men, sumbling at firg,
quickly grew dert with the redlization that, at last, they were truly marching into battle. Like al soldiers,
whether veterans or green recruits, they marched with the knowledge that some of them would not live to



seethe sun set. Unlike true veterans, these did not think of how many would live and wish they had died
quickly.

They were strangely confident of victory. They were not likely to meet the terrifying pirate king today,
just contemptible Omians, renowned for cowardice and stupidity, unaware that they enjoyed the same
reputation among the Omians. Most of dl, they bdieved in the outlandish king from nowhere who led
them. He had arrived like awhirlwind from the desert at the head of an army such as no civilized land had
ever seen. Cavary had dways been aristocratic warriors who fought with siword and lance. This band of
well-ordered savages, fiercely loyd to their king, had no precedent. For that reason they seemed
invincible. And King Hael was the sort of leader who inspired confidence. He was as unlike the effete
courtierswho had led Nevato disaster asit was possible to be.

Hael was satisfied asthe last units | eft the campsite. There had been surprisingly few desertions reported
during the march and there had been none at dl the night before, amatter of some amazement. A smal
guard of lamed or unwell men was |l eft to keep the local peasants

from plundering the camp and Hadl trotted his cabo to the front of the long column, passing first his
mounted warriors, then the files of Nevan infantry. The riders grumbled at having to follow the foot
soldiers, but this order was essentia to Hael's battle plan. At the head of hisarmy, he rode on through the
last hours of darkness.

A grip of gray lightened the eastern horizon when they came over the crest of the hill and descended to
the plain below. Between them and the river they could see the glow of many low-burning campfires.
They encountered no one and the enemy camp remained quiet.

Hadl began placing his commanders. From |eft to right he stood them at the intervals he wished. On the
extremeright, the traditiona place of honor, he placed Harakh with his reinforced company, containing
most of the army's few veteran troops. They would be most at risk should the army be flanked, because
the enemy would then come around againgt their unshielded side.

Abruptly the enemy camp came dive with the sound of trumpets, drums and flutes. Men were shouting in
adam. At last the Nevans had been spotted. Omians began boiling from the camp, screaming battle-cries
asthey formed into severa ragged lines. Hadl's own lines were much better formed, and now the first
rays of the morning glanced from the bronze points of their long spears. The officers held shortswords or
longswords of bronze edged with stedl. Hadl thought of the great cache of steel he had discovered inthe
desert, and he wondered what it would be like to have an army like this, only far

larger, dl armed with wegpons of stedl. Such an army would beinvincible, providing that it was properly
led. Nothing could stand beforeit.

The Omians were over their momentary fright. Once their numbers were fully assembled, they saw how
few their enemies were. They began to crow and jeer at the Nevans. Some sang battle-chants. A fat man
on adecorated cabo rode in front of the Omians and began to harangue them. At every pausein his
wordsthey cheered fiercely. They shook weapons.

The Nevan ranks remained silent. Each man stood with his shield propped on the ground before him, one
hand resting on it, the other gripping his spearshaft. The men of the front three ranks wore armor of
bamboo splints, stitched over with tough hide and lacquered against moisture. Splinted greaves protected
their shins and hedmets of hardened leather studded with bronze protected their heads. The next ranks
wore no leg armor. The rear ranks were armed with javelins and they had only light shields and hide
helmetsfor protection. There were no foot archers.

The Omians sent no one out to parley. They were not interested in terms when victory looked so easy



and certain. With arattle of drums, the Omians began to move forward. The officerswaked afew steps
ahead, turning to walk backward from time to time, waving their swords and shouting in an attempt to
keep the linesin some sort of order.

"Up shidddl" shouted the Nevan officers. The men thrust their arms through the shield straps

and raised thelong, ova defensesto just below eye level. Arrows began to arch from the Omian lines.
Had saw that most of the fire came from the flanks where archers, dl of them unar-mored, walked well
behind the soldiersin ranks, pausing now and again to fire. The Nev-ansraised their shields overhead for
protection and the arrowsinflicted few casudties.

Hadl sat in hissaddle on arise of ground just behind his army. He scanned the enemy, but nowhere could
he see any sign of Gasam's troops. Then he noticed something on the far Sde of the river. Hetook out his
telescope and trained it on the crude ferry landing. A tall, rickety structure had been erected there, and
men, madetiny by distance, were gathering upon it. Then the Omians charged and he had no attention to
sparefor the far bank of theriver.

With savage cries, the Omians broke into arun, hurling javelins asthey came. The Nevansreplied with
javelins of their own and the sides collided. Lowered spears pushed againgt shields, swords licked out,
axes chopped. The Omians had little armor and were more vulnerable, but their spears were longer,
meaking them hard to reach. Grimly, the Nevansdug in their heelsand held their ground. A mass of
Omians began to swing around like agreat door against the Nevan right flank, where the right-hand files
had turned to bring their shields between themselves and the enemy.

Hael raised his spear and pumped it up and down. Behind him, he heard the thunder of ca-bos hoofs
coming down the hillside. Thefirst squadron to come off the hill sped to theright.

They massed just behind the infantry and to their right, less than fifty yards from the sunned Omians.
Therethey hated as Hael had ordered. Thefirst volley of arrows stopped the flanking Omiansin their
tracks. The dender shafts passed through shields and men and lodged feather-deep in their bodies.

The rest of the riders massed behind Hadl. The Nevanswere gtill holding their ground stubbornly and,
except for thair left flankers, the Omians were till unaware that the riders had arrived. Amid the noise,
dust and excitement™ of battle, few fighters ever saw anything that was not directly in front of them. When
the bulk of his plainsmen were behind him, Hael thrust his spear into its saddle-socket and took out his
great bow. Fitting arrow to string, he led hisarchersin a wide loop around the Nevan army's|eft flank.

Asthey rode, the horsemen spread out, to give themsalves plenty of room to traverse their weapons. At
this point there was no need for orders. The warriors knew exactly what to do. The arrows deeted into
the Omian ranksin aterrifying storm. Each rider |oosed one or two shafts as he rode past, then whedled
to theleft, making acircle to comeinto agood fighting position again. They could easily haveridden
behind the Omians in a complete encirclement, firing into their unprotected backs, but Hael had given
grict orders againg this. There was too much likelihood that arrowswould fall into the Nevan ranks. In
any case, he did not want to drive the Omians against the Nevan line. On the far side of the battle line,
the other band of riders, having cleared out the flankers, began

the same maneuver. Soon the arrows were pouring into the Omian army from both sdes and still the
Nevanswere holding their position.

The strain on the Omians became insupportable. The middle and rear ranks began to panic. They had no
oneto fight and no way to defend themselves from these terrible arrows that went through shields as
through so much smoke. The rear rankers saw that they had a clear field behind them. By ones and twos,
then in great mobs, they broke away from the battle line and fled. Officerstried to flog them back into



ranks, but arrows soon silenced these. The Omian army began to disintegrate. Asthe pressure lightened,
the Nevan lines began to advance. Slowly, one dogging foot after another, they began to push the
Omians back. The ground behind the front lineswas now so littered with bodies that the Omians were
stumbling and falling into heaps. Amid ascreaming panic, the Omian army collgpsed and began mass

flight.

Archers and footmen kept up the pressure, giving the panicked enemy no chanceto rally. Back the
Omiansfled, tearing through their camp, pursued at every step by the terrible arrows that seemed to
come from the bows of demons. They tripped over tent ropes and fdl into fires. A horde of camp
followers saw the rout and went into their own frenzy.

There was no place to run except to theriver. Asif the water guaranteed safety, soldiers and camp
followerstore off their garments arid legped in, many of them forgetting that they could not swvim. The
riders pursued them re-

could not swim. Theriders pursued them relentlesdy, pouring shaft after shaft into the struggling mass.

"Stop shooting!" Hael shouted. He rode among his men, flailing with his spear. His officers saw and
began to shout at their men. This army was shattered, and it would not come back. Hael had no taste for
pointless daughter. All over thefield, his men were dismounting and retrieving their arrows from the
bodies of the fallen. These arrows were of Hadl's own design. Instead of the broad, barbed heads used
for hunting, these had small, compact heads triangular in cross section. These saved on vauable bronze
and punched through armor and shields more efficiently than the old type. Another advantage came after
the battle: they were far easier to withdraw. Such arrows could be reused many times.

"Look, my king!" said awarrior who had pulled up next to him. The man pointed to asmall group of men
who stood by the river-bank. "There are somethat look just like you!™

Astonished, Hadl 1ooked where the man was pointing. He saw tall, black shields and behind them men
who seemed to be made of bronze. Hael called some of his chiefsto him and walked his cabo to thelittle
group who stood staring defiantly. There were no more than twelve of them, some wearing the plaited
hair of junior warriors. He had not seen them at the battle. Probably they had been in the camp.

He reined in before them and studied faces. He found two that he thought he recognized. "L uo? Pendu?
Isthat truly you?' Their expressions were stony. Could these two brutal-faced

known? But he knew he must look much changed to them aswell. No one stays aboy forever.

"Hael!" said Pendu, not sounding pleased. "So it istrue. Y ou have become aleader of cowardly archers
and cabo-riders.” It was strange to hear his native Idand diaect again, after so many years.

"These men rode across haf aworld to be here today,” Hael said. " Show some respect. Thisisapoor
greeting to recelve from two old brothers of the Fraternity of Night-Cats."

L uo snorted through hisnose. "The old fraternities are no more, Hael. Thereis no room for themin our
new world. Y ou did well to run away when you did. A fool like you would not have lasted long when our
king began to lead us."

"I did not run away," he reminded them. "I was exiled. Gasam and Larissa arranged that. Tell me, has
Gasam ever managed to kill along-neck single-handed? No man before me ever did and | am sure that
he never has. He always used othersto do the things he feared to do himself."

"You tak like the boy you were, Hadl," Pendu said. "Gasam is our king and he has made us great. What



areyou?'

"A good question. Where is Danats, my old chabas-fastan?"

"Dead," Luo sad, "inthe fight to take over the Idands.”

Hael lowered hishead. He and Danats had been like brothers. "And Raba?'

""Raba leads a contingent of the Squdl Idand Shasinn,” Luo said. "Heisaloyd warrior of the king and
has no more use for you than we

have. Come, Hael, we are warriors, not white-haired eldersto st about talking of old times. Areyou
going to kill us? Y ou are no longer Shasinn and have probably forgotten how to use your spear, but | am
surethat your half men can stand off at a safe distance and fill uswith arrows."

Asif he had not heard, Hadl asked: "What of TataMai?'

"Theking had him killed," Pendu said, "at the same time he had dl the spirit-speskerskilled. They were
his enemies, and hisenemiesmust die.”

"He has destroyed the Shasinn, then," Hael said with true grief. "We were apeople of custom and ritud.
We were regulated by the spirits who spoke through our spirit-speakers. Now Gasam haskilled al that.
No more warrior fraternities, you say? No more headmen, just Gasam. No more spirit-speakers. You
have become merdly the instruments of asingle man, aman you once despised.”

"That isnot true!" Pendu said, but there was an uneasy edgein hisvoice. "We are arace of conquerors!
Our king has reveded thisto us and has proven it by his actions. The spirit-speakers kept usfearful. We
could do nothing truly worthy for fear of breaking one of their stupid taboos! Now we are unfettered,
free to yoke lesser peoples and crush them beneath our hedls.”

"Whereisthisman of destiny?' Hael asked. "I notice heis not with you."
Pendu grinned without mirth. *He was here, but he has gone back to the City of Victory."
"Here?' Had said, surprised. "Where was he?!

"There," Luo said, pointing acrosstheriver. Thewater wasfull of bodies, some struggling, some
swimming, some unmoving. On the bank, some of hiswarriorswere using poles, trying to drag inthe
bodiesthat had arrows in them. On the other side stood the rickety structure Hael had remarked earlier.

"That's where the King of Omiasfat brother pretended to supervise theferrying of the army acrossthe
river. Our king arrived last night and when you came onto the field this morning, he watched from up
there. He brought afew hundred men as a show of support, but he never intended to aid these worthless
Omians. He was here to see what you would bring. He knew you would show up soon."”

Hael cursed inwardly. Gasam had not chanced being caught by surprise. He had come, personally, to
observe. "What were you doing on thisside of the river?' Hael asked.

"We have been with the Omians for anumber of days," Luo said, "supposedly to maintain contact
between our armies, but truly to report on them to the king.”

Hael thought for awhile. "I am not going to kill you," he said. Their expresson did not change. Y ou will
go back to your king, bearing amessage from me. | will put it in writing, so that | will know that he will
receive my true words. Wait here. If you try to go before | bid you, you will bekilled."



Hewheded his mount and rode toward the Omian camp, where he might find writing insruments and
paper. He was saddened, forced,

findly, to admit that the past wasirretrievably lost. He had cherished avain hope that it was only Gasam,
that if he could iminate him, thingswould return to their old order. But that was not possible.

In the camp, Jochim cameto him. "My king, we have afat man here who clamsto be the brother of the
King of Omia."

They went into a huge tent and found the fat man sitting on afolding chair looking sullen, displeased and
very stupid. Hedid not look at al fearful, pparently confident that hisroya status protected him.

"l am King Hadl. Were you in command here?’

"You areaking?' Apparently, Hael's appearance, sweaty, dusty and dressed in worn riding clothes did
not meet with his tandards for royalty.

"l do not wear acrown, but | am aking. Ask any of my men."
"Wdll, | am Prince Amus, younger brother of King Oland. | suppose you have termsto discuss?'

"No terms," Hadl said. "Demands. Y our king hasten daysto remove al histroopsfrom Nevan territory.
If he does not comply, wewill daughter them all. Y ou have seen my forces and you know | can carry this
out. King Pashir will dispatch diplomatsto ddiver termsfor reparationsto be paid for the damage your
brother caused by thisfoolish invason.”

"Oh, very wdl." Then, peevishly: "Y ou had no cdl to interfere. King Haegl. Relations between Omiaand
your grassy kingdom have been

amicable. We have enjoyed trade of mutual benefit. Why do you do this?’

"| came hereto help King Pashir against Gasam, who is the enemy of the whole world. It was your king
who foolishly alied with him. Now go and deliver my words. Oh, by the way, can you svim?"

"Can| what?" Amusdemanded indignantly.

Hadl jerked his head toward the entrance and two grinning warriors hauled the protesting Omian to his
feet. Still squawking, he was hustled out of the tent. Hael began to search the tent for writing materials.

SEVENTEEN

King Hadl of the Plainsto King Gasam, Lord of the 1s-lands/ " Dunyaz reed, " 'Greetings." "

"He does not acknowledge my mainland holdings, you'l notice," Gasam said. He sipped ghul, a
fermented drink of the Idands. With him were the queen and the warriors Luo and Pendu, who had
cometo deliver theletter. "Continue, girl."

"'l have defeated the army of your aly, the King of Omia. Thisyou have seen with your own eyes. As
thedly of my friend King Pashir of Neva, | now cometo gect you from the mainland. | suggest you use
your limited time to evacuate your noncombatants. Y ou must aso rel ease the Princess Shazad, whom
you hold

captive.' " At this, Dunyaz glanced at Shazad, who was chained to awall of the room.



"Still the same old Hadl," Gasam said. "Foolishly sentimental asaways.”

" 'Now | shal spesk as Hael, who was once a Shasinn warrior. Gasam, my treacherous foster-brother, |
have been told that you have murdered my old friend TataMai, dong with the other spirit-speakers. You
have ravaged the customs and practices of the Shasinn. In doing this, you have murdered the Shasinn
people. For this| intend to kill you persondly. Y ou may flee with your army, or you may flee aone, but |
will find you and kill you. | would rather do this without waging awar, but | will do it, however it must be
accomplished. | will not live under the same sky with you.' " Dunyaz paled alittle, trembling to read such
wordsto the king. Gasam, however, laughed ddightedly.

"His sngle-mindedness belongsto the Hadl | knew,-but not this arrogance. He was dways such a
modest boy, eager to please his elders and be on good terms with the spirits. Isthere anything ese, girl?'

"Jugt ashort addition, my king. It iswritten below, asif it was an afterthought. 'Please tell your queen that
| no longer hold her responsible for my betrayd. If you can corrupt awhole nation, the suborning of one
lonely girl must have been as nothing to you.' After this, he sgnsit.” She was shocked by the frozen look
on the queen'sface.

"That insolent wretch!" the queen cried, uncharacterigticaly furious. "Turn him over to me when you take
him, my king. He must learn what suffering isredly about!"

"Intime, my queen, intime," Gasam said soothingly. "L uo, Pendu, | could not pick him out among that

mass of riders, even with atelescope. Y ou knew himin the old days. What is helike now?' Thewarriors
sat on thefloor, drinking ghul from tall begkers. Gasam was rardly forma with his Shasinn, and even less
30 with these two, whom he had commanded when they were junior warriorsin the Night-Cat Fraternity.

"Liketherest of us," said Luo. "Older, harder. He always had alot of that spirit-presence about him, and
he dill hasit, but without the dreamy look."

"I remember," Gasam said. "He dways went around looking like someone had rapped him between the
eyeswith a spear-butt. That was what came of believing in spirit-speskers.”

"I would not compare him to you, my king," said Pendu, "but he has something of the same qudity of
command. | could see how men would jump to obey his commands asif they came from one of these
mainland gods. | wasim-pre”sed.”

"Living with me as a child, some must have rubbed off on him," Gasam said, but the good humor did not
reach hiseyes. "How did hisridersimpress you?'

"Much better than any we have seen since coming here," Luo said with the enthusiasm Shasinn reserved
for warrior matters. "One of them would make ten of the Nevans and twenty of the Omians. They move
with their cabos like asingle creature with four legs and two arms. We spoke insultingly of them to Hadl,
of course,

but they are asimpressive as the women warriors from the Chiwan ship.”

"| saw at least two separate breeds among them,” Pendu added. "There were sometall, lean men with
very long, black hair; they had skins darker than ours. The others were stockier, with lighter hair. All
were armed the same, but the dark-haired men wore mostly leather and the lighter ones wore more
coth.”

"Isthiswhat you saw also?' Gasam asked L uo.

Thewarrior nodded. "I think | saw afew of other breeds aswell, but the bulk of them were of those two



types. Their bows are strange-looking, not just curved sticks but with a sharp outward curve at the
ends." He took aflower from a pot, snapped off the stem and bent it into the curve he wanted to
describe. "Like s0. And they arethick. | wish | could have handled one. They look like they are made of
horn, or of horn and wood together."

A Nevan dave camein and prostrated himself at the king's feet. "The chiefs have assembled, my king.
Y ou asked to be notified."

"L et us not keep them waiting," Gasam said. The group filed into the courtyard. Last of al came Dunyaz
with Shazad on achain leash.

The king sat on the end of acouch and Larissalay on her side behind him. Hael's letter had reawakened
sensations of guilt she had thought long forgotten.

"My chiefs," the king began. "'l think most of you have heard some account of how our brave Omian
alies'—he paused and was rewarded by rich laughter—"cameto grief. | witnessed their defeat and it
came about thus." Theking de-

scribed what he had seen from the swaying observation tower. When he had finished, he had other
warriors who had been there speak of detailsthey had observed at the battle. Last of al, Luo and Pendu
spoke of the riders they had observed at close hand. The king had cautioned them to say nothing of
Hael'swords.

"L et there be no foolish talk of heroism and cowardice,” the king said when they had heard dll. "These
ridersfight in away we have never encountered. | will not meet that army in thefield until | have devised
away to meet thisthreat which negates the advantages they have.

"The mounted soldiers we have defeated were lancers. They had to cometo close gripsto use their
weapons, and we know how to dedl with beasts. These plainsmen use their animals as mobile platforms
from which to shoot. And they use atype of bow we have not encountered before. In our idands, bows
were used only by hunters, and they had to use poisoned arrows to be sure of akill. Here on the
mainland we found bows to be used in war, but they are poor weapons, and shields will stop their
arrows. The bowstheseriders use are different. They are far more powerful. They will pierce shiddsand
the sort of armor worn by the mainlanders. In the open, | do not think we could beat them. We could not
get close enough to use our spears. They could Stay at a distance and pierce uswith their arrows.” He
watched them closaly and was pleased to see that they did not look downcast. They wanted to hear
what he had to say.

"Thisis no more than atemporary setback, no more," he went on. "We have had
these be-

fore, and they have been no permanent stop to us. When | had united my homeidand, | had to conquer
the others. In order to do that, we Shasinn and the other warrior peoples of that idand had to conquer
our fear of the sea, and to learn to use boats to travel from one idand to another. When we came here,
we had to learn to fight at sea, anew thing for us. But we learned it well, did we not?' Thiswas
answered with aferocious agreement.

"So now we must learn another way to fight. Only the foolish and wesk peoplesthink they can learn
nothing new. They are conquered when they refuse to change their way of fighting to meet anew threst,
and rightly so. A superior people, atrue warrior people, learn from what they see and take for their own
anything vauable, including skill and knowledge. | will study upon this problem, and | will find the
solution. These are an excedllent people led by the renegade Shasinn Hael, and they will test uswell. We



shdl be the worthier for our eventud victory."
His chiefsraised avictory chant, which he quieted with a gesture of his hand.

"Do not proclaim victory so soon. That we must earn. For now, we must make preparations. Chief
Kouda"

"My king!" said a shaven-headed man from one of the southernides.
"| gave you thetask of learning this city's defenses against siege. Are you prepared?’

"My king, | did not expect to have to put them into use, but | have the workmen and | know where the
equipment isstored.”

"Excdlent. Hagl'sarmy will be here soon.
Prepare thewalls and gatesfor alandward siege.”

"Asmy king commands," said Kouda. "My king, | know that you are using al suitable timber for your
new shipbuilding project, but | think we shall need stout timber shields atop the walls. The men manning
thewallswill need protection from those arrows you spoke of "

"That isagood thought," said the king. "' Draft whatever workmen you need and demolish houses and
templesfor timber. If that provesinsufficient, then you may go to the shipyards.”

"My king," said abold-faced warrior. " Surely you cannot intend that we st huddled in acity while
conscripted soldiers it outsde and make our lives miserable?”

Thistime the king laughed with honest humor. "No, | have no such intention. Onething is plain from what
| saw at that battle: Thisway of using mounted archersis of no use againg afortified postion. Wewill
man the walls with the Nevans who have come over to us. They are used to this sort of warfare. Sedling
the city merely provides me with necessary time.”

Theking sat back on his couch, taking Laris-sa's hand in his. She had overcome her earlier mood and
smiled a him. "My chiefs, when we came here, we were ignorant. We had no ideahow immense the
mainland is, how rich in peoples and kingdoms, dl oursfor conquest. Thislittle city has been pleasant,
but there is much, much more. We are not like the kings of thisland, to dwell in one place, to givealand
aname and declareits borders our limits.